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Damien Duchêne

Abstract

The motivation for this thesis is a belief that the quality of Public Life is key to unlock 

the qualities of urbanity and create a community capable of facing social and ecolog-

ical challenges. Public Life being a complex matter, it is primordial to study it as much 

as possible, in order to understand the mechanisms controlling it.

The aim of this thesis is to describe the Public Life as it is in the new public spaces 

created in Barcelona through the implementation of a large magnitude urban trans-

formation program called Superblocks. Superblocks consist of a group of city blocks 

of which the interior streets are “pacified” to free public space from cars, while the 

entire transportation network is reorganized. The research aims at uncovering how 

Public Life differs between two Superblocks and the rest of the city, by comparing 

them to similar areas . The research consisted of 2 weeks of direct observation using 

methods created by Jan Gehl, followed by an in-depth analysis of the data collected, 

describing Public Life while separating it between Traveling and Stationary Activities. 

It found that the quality of Public Life was indeed improved by the Superblocks, but 

that the changes differed greatly between the two different contexts of the study 

objects.
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Résumé

La raison d’être de ce mémoire est une conviction que la qualité de la Vie Publique est 

la clé permettant de débloquer les qualités de l’urbanité et de créer une communauté 

capable de faire face aux défis sociaux et environementaux. La Vie Publique étant un 

sujet complexe, il est primordiale de l’étudier autant que possible, afin de comprendre 

les mécanismes la contrôlant.

Le but de ce mémoire est de décrire la Vie Publique telle qu’elle est dans les nou-

veaux espaces publics créés à Barcelone lors de l’implémentation d’un programme 

de transformation urbaine de grande ampleure appelé Superblocks. Les Superblocks 

consistent en un groupe d’ilôts urbains dont les rues internes sont “pacifiées” afin de 

libérer l’espace public des voitures, en même temps que le réseau de transport est 

réorganisé dans son intégralité. La recherche consista de 2 semaines d’observation 

directe utilisant les méthodes créés par Jan Gehl, suivi d’une analyse en profondeur 

des données ainsi collectées, décrivant la Vie Publique en la séparant entre Activités 

de Déplacement et Activités Stationaires. 

Il fut trouvé que la qualité de la Vie Publique a en effet été améliorée par les Super-

blocks, mais que ces changements différaient grandement entre les deux différents 

contextes étudiés.

Mots clés

Vie Publique, Espace Public, Superblocks, Barcelone, Cartographie Comportementale
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Sammanfattning

Den här uppsatsen utgår från en övertygelse om kvaliteten på livet i det offentliga 

rummet har en avgörande roll för att frigöra urbanitetens kvaliteter och skapa ett sam-

hälle som kan hantera sociala och ekologiska utmaningar. Livet i det offentliga rum-

met är en komplex fråga som behöver studeras så mycket som möjligt för att kunna 

förstå de mekanismer som påverkar det.  

Syftet med denna uppsats är att beskriva det offentliga livet som det ter sig i de nya 

offentliga rum som skapats i Barcelona i och med genomförandet av det storskaliga 

stadsomvandlingsprogrammet Superblocks. Superblocks (”Superkvarter”) består av 

ett antal stadskvarter där de mellanliggande gatorna omvandlas och frigörs till bilfria 

offentliga rum samtidigt som hela transportnätverket organiseras om. Undersöknin-

gen syftar till att synliggöra hur livet i det offentliga rummet skiljer sig mellan två Su-

perblocks och resten av staden, genom att jämföra dem med liknande områden som 

inte omvandlats. Undersökningen baseras på två veckors direkt observation enligt 

metoder utveckla av Jan Gehl, och följdes av djupanalys av den data som inhämtats 

och som beskriver det offentliga livet uppdelat inom de två kategorierna rörelse och 

stillastående aktiviteter.  

Studien visar att det offentliga livets kvalitet påverkades av omvandlingen till Super-

blocks, samtidigt som förändringen varierade betydligt mellan de två studieobjekten 

med tydliga kontextuella skillnader.

 

Nyckelord

Offentligt liv, Offentliga rum, Superblocks, Barcelona, beteendekartering
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1.
Introduction 
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Cities today have become the place 

where the potentials and challenges of 

humanity crystallize. No places have, in 

all of history, concentrated the raw intel-

ligence and complexity that modern me-

tropolises do. The same goes for capital, 

means of production, and workforce, as 

well as for cultural intensity and diversity. 

Cities are full of meanings, of the feelings 

of belonging of those they birth, and of 

the hopes and aspirations of those they 

attract and bring together in ever larger 

numbers. In cities, all are aspiring to 

more comfort, more happiness, more 

means and more opportunities, more.

Cities also crystallize social struggles, 

with inequalities rising when rich gentrifi-

ers live in close proximity with dwellers of 

decrepit buildings. There, cultural, reli-

gious or racial conflicts that have always 

existed seem magnified. Cities are the 

first cause of environmental degrada-

tion. Local, with unbreathable air and 

1.1. Background

un-swimmable water; regional, with the 

drain on resources they entail; and global, 

through greenhouse gases emissions. 

They are, also, among the main victims of 

this degradation, with so many of them 

placed on the shores of rising seas, their 

streets getting warmer and warmer.

The question is not so much of what is to 

be done. Citizens, politicians, planners, 

scientists, all have ideas about what the 

city should do, what it should be. The city 

should be productive, it should be friend-

ly, it should be welcoming, protective. It 

should have mobility, and culture, and 

green spaces. It should be for children, 

for the elderly, for all, for us. It should be 

smart, resilient, learning, responsive, sustaina-

ble, affordable… But there is, in fact, just not 

enough space for everything. 

Richard Sennett (2018, p. 1) calls upon 

the historic distinction, in the French lan-

guage, between the ville, and the cité. The 

first refers to the overall city, its physical 
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structure, while the second encompass-

es the character of life, the feelings of 

dwellers towards one another, place-con-

sciousness and attachment. The cité, 

then, exists in the minds of each individu-

al, and for each it is the focal of a unique 

set of projections and desires. The prod-

uct of all the different, and sometimes 

conflictual instances of the cité, acts as 

the driving force of changes in the ville. 

In turn, the experiences of living in the 

ville, the physical properties of the built 

environment, create new frustrations and 

desires, a new aspired cité.

In Barcelona, maybe more than anywhere 

else, the struggles of the cité have been 

carved visibly in the ville through a still 

ongoing, centuries long process. Fol-

lowing the trends of cities worldwide, it 

also counts its own sub-set of problems 

and opportunities. Now, as a vision for a 

more just and sustainable life emerged, 

it birthed a very concrete proposal for 

changes of a tremendous scale in the 

fabric of the city: the Superblocks. Rec-

ognizing the challenges of space, the 

proposal makes a very conscious choice: 

space for citizens, over space for cars. 
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1.2. Aim & Research Question

The cité, in the way it is understood in 

the present work, is a complex object. 

Part imagination and projection, it also 

consists of the life that goes on between 

buildings.

“Like the weather, life is difficult to pre-

dict” (Gehl & Svarre, 2013, p. 2) so, while 

the changes to traffic, energy, or greenery 

caused by the implementation of the 

Superblocks were modelled, the conse-

quences it would have on public life were 

not. The fact that it would bring to life the 

envisioned cité was uncertain. Function 

follows form, and often follows slowly 

(Sennett, 2018, p. 14).

How is Public Life in Barcelona’s Su-
perblocks, and how does it compare 
to similar – but non-Superblock – 
areas?

This research, then, is interested in 

observing the actual consequences on 

function caused by the changes on form. 

It focuses on the very primordial yet 

simple aspect that is public life, because 

“everyday life, ordinary situations, and 

spaces in which daily life is lived must 

form the centre of attention and effort” 

(Gehl, 2011, p. 51).

It seeks to answer the following question:
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1.3. Delimitation of the Study

This study will not try and paint a detailed 

picture of public life in Barcelona. It will 

be limited to two Superblocks, the most 

recent ones, which stick to the concept 

the closest. Those are located in two dis-

tant and very different neighbourhoods, 

and have a different history. To show not 

just what the public life looks like in the 

Superblocks, but what changes occurred 

in Public Life from the original situation, 

“Comparison” areas will also be studied. 

Those two areas are neighbouring the 

two Superblocks and are chosen to be 

representative of the situation anterior to 

the Superblocks’ implementation.
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1.4. Structure of the Report

After this first chapter of general intro-

duction, chapter 2 “Public Life” will define 

the notion, as well as try to convince the 

reader of the importance it has for socie-

ty, and so why it should be studied. Chap-

ter 3, “Barcelona and the Superblocks” 

will present the city, as well as its long 

and unique history. It will then introduce 

the Superblocks’ concept, as well as its 

theoretical basis. Finally, it will introduce 

the two Superblocks that will be studied 

and their respective contexts. Chapter 4 

“Methodology” will present the two cho-

sen methods used in the study, the way 

they were chosen, as well as other prac-

tical choices that were made during the 

process. Chapter 5 “Results & Analysis” 

will show the data that was collected and 

present the information that was extract-

ed from it. Finally, Chapter 6 “Discussion 

and Conclusion” will comment on the re-

sults and on the process of observations, 

and summarize the analysis to conclude 

the report.
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2.
Public Life 
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The reason why so much efforts are 

directed towards public space is the 

understanding of the positive effects that 

its quality can have on public life and, in 

turn, the positive effects that public life 

can have on us, the city, the environment. 

This understanding came at a relatively 

recent time, with the field of study of 

public life being pioneered by the Danish 

architect Jan Gehl, under the influence of 

his wife, the psychologist Ingrid Gehl, and 

of the previous writings of Jane Jacobs. 

The timing was not random, because this 

interest in public life came as a reaction 

to the lifelessness of the large scale post-

war modernist developments and to the 

car-oriented city (Gehl & Svarre, 2013). 

(While the car orientation was terrible 

in Barcelona, the city was spared of the 

modernist Corbusier-inspired Macià Plan, 

which would have razed the historic city 

to replace it by huge zigzag towers (Rob-

Figure 1 - The Macià Plan, never realized.

erts, 2019a), see Figure 1 ). 

Public space, meaning here streets, 

squares, buildings, is a domain relatively 

well understood by planners and archi-

tects, after centuries of experience. But, 

while it is inseparable from public space, 

public life remained more mysterious.

 (Credits: Fondation Le Corbusier)
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2.1. What is Public Life?

Gehl & Svarre (2013) define public life 

as “everything that takes place between 

buildings, to and from school, on balco-

nies, seated, standing, walking, biking, 

etc [...] everything we can go out and ob-

serve happening” (p. 2). It is so complex 

because of the different motivations that 

push people out in public space. Gehl 

divides the activities of public life in 3 

categories. The first, necessary activities, 

will take place regardless of the quality 

and the functionality of the space. People 

will walk to their car, wait at a bus stop, or 

go buy bread, whatever the quality of the 

space might be.

The second category, optional activities, 

is much more dependant of it. People will 

sit down to read a book or play around, 

but only if the space provides the oppor-

tunity for it, with other characteristics 

such as beauty and weather increasing 

the draw. 

Finally, when multiple individuals start 

optional activities in the same space, 

social activities can appear, whether they 

are planned or emerge spontaneously. 

The most basic level of social contact is 

to simply see, watch, or hear someone 

else. This is called passive contacts. This 

tendency, deeply rooted in human na-

ture, is primordial to public life. It is first 

a good source of distraction, with “life 

between buildings is both more relevant 

and more interesting to look at in the 

long run than are any combination of 

coloured concrete and staggered build-

ing forms” (Gehl, 2011, p. 22). It is also 

a viable source of information, and “we 

learn about the more common but equal-

ly important details, we discover how 

others work, behave, and dress, and we 

obtain knowledge about the people we 

work with, live with, and so forth” (Gehl, 

2011, p. 21).

But seeing others also acts as a guide for 

one’s own behaviour, a sort of light and 
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consented form of social control. Indeed, 

it is rare for the average user of public 

space to adopt a behaviour that they are 

not seeing or have not witnessed before 

. Part of this was described by William 

H. Whyte (1980) in his description of 

social life in New York public spaces. 

He made the observation that “What 

attracts people most, it would appear, 

is other people” (p. 19). People relate to 

other users of public space as much as 

they relate to the space itself. Passive 

contacts also form the basis for all other 

forms of social contacts, such as catch-

ing up with an acquaintance, or engaging 

in casual conversation with a stranger. 

Whyte (1980) calls “triangulation” (p. 94) 

the phenomenon where strangers start 

talking about a third object that they both 

observe. 

Mathematically, social activities grow 

with the density of people in public 

space. Gehl (2011) demonstrates that 

this density “is a product of number and 

duration of the individual events” (p. 77). 

This means that one person staying in 

a space for an hour will have the same 

weight as 60 people staying a minute. 

This makes clear that it is just as impor-

tant to make people stay, if not more, as it 

is to attract them out. The density of so-

cial activities, in addition to their diversity, 

form the core of what public life is.
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2.2. Why is Public Life 
important?

Public life is tightly linked to many other 

aspects of cities and, as such, can influ-

ence them greatly, both positively or neg-

atively. Gehl (2013) lists “social sustain-

ability, security, confidence, democracy 

and freedom of speech” as “key concepts 

for describing societal perspectives tied 

to the city as meeting place” (p. 29). 

Social sustainability is an umbrella term, 

covering concepts such as equity, com-

munity, social networks, sense of place 

(Dempsey et al., 2011, p. 290). Public life 

has a positive impact on all of those.

Although not eliminating inequality,, a 

truly public space will bring some equity 

to those using it by providing them with 

equal opportunities for leisure and social 

life.

From public life and the repetition of 

social interactions, sociability appears, 

leading to mutual knowledge, better 

understanding, and trust. All are impor-

tant preconditions (although, arguably, 

not the only ones) to cooperation (Cattell 

et al., 2008, p. 557), and so to the appa-

rition of community. If the contacts are 

intense, which happens more rarely in 

public space, individuals can join a social 

network, causing important positive con-

sequences in private or professional life. 

Moreover, “man is man’s greatest joy” 

(Gehl, 2013, p. 23), and the possibility to 

generate happiness is not to be ignored.

Finally, if the community appearing from 

public life is tied to a particular space, a 

sense of place can develop, contributing 

to people’s enjoyment (Dempsey et al., 

2011, p. 296)

With those dimensions of community, 

belonging, understanding, public life can 

be understood as an integral and im-

portant part of what Sennett (2018, p. 1) 

calls the cité. It is the social construction 

that appears through the interactions 

between people and people, between 

people and space. It is what Lefebvre 
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(1991) calls “lived space” (p. 38), to relate 

to the “conceived space” of the architects 

and the planners.

Public life has such importance because, 

by being, doing, and socializing in public, 

individuals and communities exercise 

their “right to the city” (Lefebvre, 1968). 

This concept place the citizen, the user 

of space, back in the centre, and recog-

nizes that the problems of the city can 

be solved by taking it back, little by little, 

through re-appropriation. It recognizes 

that living everyday life in a certain way 

is a struggle that is as important, if not 

more, as the “intense eruptions” that are 

the popular protests also happening in 

public space (Purcell, 2013, p. 3).  Pub-

lic space is a counterweight to private, 

segregated housing and workplaces. 

Being in public means being seen, rec-

ognized, being accounted for. It is a way 

to say that the city belongs to those who 

live in it, rather than to any government 

or private entity. This is more modestly 

recognized by Gehl (2013, p. 29) when he 

links democracy to public life.

Furthermore, the positive social con-

sequences associated with the quality 

of public life, can be further linked to 

positive environmental consequences. 

Bookchin (1989) sees that “almost every 

ecological problems are social problems” 

(p. 24) and, indeed, environmental prob-

lems of cities are not so much linked to 

an hypothetical ‘human nature’ as to the 

way the society is organized by the capi-

talist order. With national and internation-

al governance failing, being too slow, or 

sometimes not trying to address those 

urgent matters, it is likely that local action 

holds great potential, due to its greater 

flexibility and adaptability. This is demon-

strated by the measures taken by cities 

such as New-York, Paris, or Barcelona, 

more ambitious than their respective na-

tional policies, and by the growing recon-

naissance of local activism (Engagée, 

2019). For that to be possible, however, a 

socially sustainable community is neces-

sary.
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3.
Barcelona & the 

Superblocks
“Social and physical environments do not 

exist independently of each other; any 

environment is the result of continuing 

interactions” (Cattell et al., 2008, p. 546). 

This sentence can be both a summary of 

Barcelona’s history, and a prediction for 

what the Superblocks project might bring 

to the city.
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3.1. Barcelona

The city of Barcelona is Spain’s second 

biggest city, and the capital of Catalonia. 

With a population of 1.6 Million (Ajun-

tament de Barcelona, 2017), while the 

metropolitan region reaches 3.2 Millions, 

the city also presents a high population 

density with an average of 15 900 hab/

km2, reaching 35 600 hab/km2 in the 

iconic district of Eixample, a value higher 

than Manhattan. It is divided in 10 dis-

tricts of varying size, further subdivided 

into 73 neighbourhoods 

(Barrios) (See   Figure 2). 

Barcelona is a centre of 

trade and a strong eco-

nomic power, making it 

one of the world’s major 

cities (GaWC, 2018). At 

the same time, the city 

preserved a distinctive 

identity based on the local 

culture. Those two as-

pects contributed to make 

Figure 2 - The Districts and Neighbourhoods of 
Barcelona 

Barcelona an attractive tourist destina-

tion.

(Credits: Ajuntament de Barcelona)
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From its foundation as the Roman 

settlement Barcino (Figure 3) , the city 

remained small through medieval times, 

forming the dense maze of streets and 

alleys known today as Barrio Gotico 

(Morris, 2013). 

 At the time of the Industrial Revolution, 

the fast-paced population growth started 

causing problems of insalubrity. When 

the city walls were torn down in 1854, 

a plan for the extension of the city was 

designed by engineer Ildefons Cerdà 

(Figure 4). The plan, dubbed “Eixample” 

(“extension” in Catalan), consisted of a 

regular grid of 113,3 x 113,3 m2 blocks 

(“illes” in Catalan, “manzanas” in Span-

ish), of octagonal shape, separated by 

wide streets. The plan’s main values were 

health on the one side, with ventilation 

and sunlight being thought about, and 

easy circulation for people and merchan-

dises by foot and vehicles, hence the 

chamfered corners. This was the emer-

gence of a new kind of planning, made by 

engineers focused on technical aspects 

rather than architects focused on aes-

thetics. It was the birth of Urbanism, a 

term coined by Cerdà himself (Sennett, 

2018, p. 21).

The plan widened the extent of the city 

by a great magnitude, spreading out to 

other small towns such as Gracià, and 

incorporating them as new districts. The 

resulting city (Figure 5), after decades of 

implementation, was peculiar because it 

counted multiple heterogeneous medie-

val centres on the outside while the geo-

Figure 3 - Barcino
A small Roman settlement on the Iberian Coast 
(Credits: MUHBA, Carta Historica de Barcelona)
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Figure 4 - Cerdà’s Plan

Figure 5 - Barcelona in 1976
In 1976, the city has grown tremendously, and the Cerdà grid is filled. What was the entire city a century before is now just one of 10 
district. 
(Credits: MUHBA, Carta Historica de Barcelona)

In 1859, the city is suffocated by its 
medieval walls. The city’s extension 
begins, following the plan designed 
by Ildefons Cerdà. (Credits: 
MUHBA, Carta Historica de 
Barcelona)
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graphical centre was this homogeneous, 

more modern grid (Aibar & Bijker, 1997).

As is the case in any city growth, many 

different actors influenced the outcome 

in addition to the planner, and while the 

original by-laws of the plan provisioned 

that each block would only be built on 

two sides while 50% of the surface would 

be reserved for parks (Figure 6), pressure 

from the land owners caused the Spanish 

government to ratify the physical plan but 

not the by-laws, resulting in a much more 

built up city (Tarragó, 1994).

From the planned built-up volume of 55 

000 m3 for a block, this value reaches a 

peak of 270 000 m3 a century later (Fig-

ure 7), while the current value is just over 

140 000 m3 (Rueda, 2016). 

Like every other city, the emergence of 

the individual car caused a huge, mostly 

detrimental impact on the urban fabric. 

While the old towns mostly remained pe-

Figure 6 - Cerdà’s original block layout
The blocks were intended to be occupied by buildings only on two or three 
sides, leaving the rest for parks and gardens 
(Credits: Cerdà, 1863 booklet. Public Domain)

Figure 7 - Evolution of a typical block’s built-up volume

From Cerdà’s plan to the outcome a century later. 
(Credits: Wynn, 1979)
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Figure 8 - Typical Intersection

destrian realms due to the narrowness of 

the streets, the Eixample’s straight lines 

were ideal to implement multiple-lanes 

boulevard. Despite being used for just 

25% of trips, cars occupy 60% of public 

space city-wide, in a way or another (Fig-

ure 8) (Casorran, 2019). Wide sidewalks 

remained, more or less following Cerdà’s 

instruction to divide the street in equal 

parts for pedestrians and vehicles (Ai-

bar & Bijker, 1997, p. 19), contributing in 

making Barcelona one of the large cities 

with the most pedestrian mobility, reach-

ing 47% of the number of all trips in 2017 

(Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2018a).

However, with buildings filling up blocks 

and car lanes filling up streets, the places 

for staying in public space shrunk. It will 

not be a surprise that the Parc de la Ci-

utadella, the city’s biggest, is packed with 

people at most times, while the beaches 

provide a much needed escape for the 

city dwellers.

From the 1980’s, there has been a focus 

The shape of the intersections, 
designed to fit the turning of 
trains, turned out the perfect 
environment for cars, who take 
advantage of it for turning and 
parking. The sidewalks are wide 
enough to fit large number of 
pedestrians and terraces of 
restaurants. 
(Credits: own photography)
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on public space from the city government 

(Gehl & Svarre, 2011, p. 66), with many 

spaces being created in the old town or 

the waterfront. Those efforts were part of 

a broader transformation, the city’s big-

gest since Cerdà, that radically changed 

the city in preparation for the 1992´s 

Olympics, with huge investments poured 

in infrastructure that would outlast the 

games. This won the city the Royal Gold 

Medal for Architecture from RIBA, an 

unprecedented event. These changes 

are what turned the city into a world 

renowned tourist destination (Roberts, 

2019a).

The efforts to create more public space 

and improve the quality of life in the city 

didn’t stop there, and the Superblocks 

project constitutes the most recent ex-

ample.
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3.2. The Superblock Concept

The concept of the Superblock consists 

in the creation of a new scale of planning, 

a new level of organization of the urban 

fabric. It is a new basic cell consisting 

of the agglomeration of multiple build-

ing blocks, and incorporating the inner 

streets, turning them from barriers, to 

public, usable spaces. The mosaic of Su-

perblocks covers the whole city, chang-

ing shape to adapt to the existing (Figure 

9).

Two superposed and connected net-

works meanwhile emerge. First is a “local 

network” inside the superblock dedicated 

to pedestrians, bicycles, and other non 

mobility related uses. Cars are allowed to 

go in and out, but not through, at very low 

speeds. Then, outside the Superblocks, 

the “basic network” handles private cars, 

taxi, and buses, as well as a primary bike 

network of protected lanes (Figure 10).

With the car mostly out of the picture, a 

Figure 9 - A proposed map of 
Superblocks in Barcelona. 
The red lines represent the Super-
blocks´ limits, as well as the new 
basic transportation network. 
(Credits: BCNEcologia)
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large amount of space becomes avail-

able for other uses in the Superblocks. 

That is especially true in Barcelona, 

where a potential 23 hectares of public 

space could be created across the city 

from the wide intersections (Ajuntament 

de Barcelona, 2014).

Ideally, the implementation of the strat-

egy is meant to be progressive, with the 

pacification of the streets coming first, 

accompanied by tactical interventions, 

reversible and inexpensive, such as paint 

on the floor. This allows a trial and errors 

process to make decisions. Then, the 

solidification  phase comes, with more 

permanent interventions, such as the 

flattening of the street and sidewalks.

Figure 10 - Superblock Model

The main element of the Superblock concept is the reorganization on the circulation network. 
(Credits: BCNEcologia)
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The Superblock as a tool has been in 

development since the early 2000’s, but 

its history can be traced to the 1980’s. 

This process involved many actors, the 

main one being BCNEcologia (the urban 

ecology agency of Barcelona, a public 

consortium involving the municipality, 

the metropolitan area, and the province) 

and its director, Salvador Rueda. He in-

vented the concept and was responsible 

for the first implementations in the old 

parts of town of Gotico and Gracià (those 

“superblocks” however only fulfilled the 

pacification of streets, just one part of 

the vision) (Roberts, 2019b). The concept 

is itself just one element, although the 

main one, of a wider conceptual frame-

work. Named sometimes “Ecological 

Urbanism” (Rueda, 2014) and sometimes 

“Ecosystemic Urbanism” (BCNEcologia, 

2015). This framework tries to provide a 

holistic response to the challenges that 

cities face, as well as the more global 

challenges of environmental degrada-

tion and climate change. The two names 

mean the same thing, because “Ecologi-

cal” here is taken at its original meaning. 

The use of “Logical” and “Systemic” 

show that the focus is here on an organ-

izational perspective of the city, while 

Eco here means the environment, with 

the human and the cities included in it. 

The framework sets as a goal to improve 

the efficiency of the urban system, by 

reducing the consumption of resources it 

involves, while maintaining or increasing 

its efficiency. To create a more sustaina-

ble city model, a comprehensive indicator 

system is created, with 50 indicators cov-

ering 7 areas (namely Land Occupation, 

Public Space & Habitability, Mobility and 

Services, Urban Complexity, Green Spac-

es & Biodiversity, Urban Metabolism, and 

Social Cohesion), in turn classified into 
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4 themes (Compactness & Functionality, 

Complexity, Efficiency, and Social Cohe-

sion) (Figure 11) (Rueda, 2014, p. 21).

The Superblock is in itself an action in 

the Sustainable Mobility area, but more 

than that it aims at being the new basic 

level of organization of the city, the level 

at which the regulatory framework of 

“Ecosystemic Urbanism” takes action. It 

becomes the new basic cell of the mobil-

ity network, of the infrastructures, of the 

provision of services, and of the green 

network (Rueda, 2014). It also becomes, 

as is the focus of this research, a place 

for a new kind of public space to emerge. 

This public space could be said to be 

more ordinary, closer to its user, a kind 

of interface or buffer between the truly 

private comfort of home and the (too) 

highly public concrete jungle of the noisy 

boulevards. Somewhere 

in between the street 

one walks without stop-

ping, and the park that 

one travels to as some 

exceptional event, it acts 

as an outdoor living-room 

in which public life can 

naturally appear and grow. 

If the vision of the Super-

blocks covering the whole 

city comes to fruition, 

the egalitarian vision of 

Cerdá’s plan will, finally, be 

fulfilled. 

Figure 11 - The Conceptual model 
of Ecosystemic Urbanism
(Credits: Salvador Rueda, 2014)
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Figure 12 - Entrance of the 
Superblock

Figure 13 - Running track in the 
middle of the street

In Poblenou, the limits of the 
Superblock and the traffic rules that 
apply are clearly indicated on its 
periphery
(Credits: own photography)

An example of what can be done 
with the space reclaimed from cars
(Credits: own photography)
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3.3. Poblenou

The first Superblock studied is located in 

the Poblenou neighbourhood, in the Dis-

trict of Sant Martí (Figure 14). (In fact, it is 

on the border between the administrative 

units of “El Parc i la Llacuna del Poble-

nou” and “El Poblenou”, but it is usual to 

refer to the whole area as just Poblenou).

Figure 14 - Poblenou,  Sant Marti
Localisation of the Poblenou area (in red), in the Sant 
Marti district. 
(Credits: own realization, based on MUHBA, Carta 
Historica de Barcelona, 2010 map)
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From the 1850´s onward, Poblenou was 

installed as the main industrial area of 

the city (Clos, 2004, p. 191). Since the 

1990´s, the area has been undergoing 

drastic change, the main engine of which 

being the 22@ Plan, a regulatory docu-

ment aimed at creating a technological 

hub through urban regeneration. Despite 

some of the city´s main avenues cross-

ing close-by, the location can not be 

considered central. Moreover, the popula-

tion density is low, with the 9 blocks area 

housing about 1500 inhabitants, much 

lower than in the area of Eixample where 

this number is contained in a single block 

(Casorran, 2019). This is partly because 

the regeneration process is still occurring 

with many new residential, office and 

mixed buildings being built. The coastal 

part of the neighbourhood has been com-

pletely rebuilt in preparation of the 1992 

Olympics.

The cell itself is formed by a three by 

three blocks square, with a diagonal 

street cutting through and breaking the 

regularity (Figure 15). One of the blocks 

is fully occupied by a museum, while the 

rest is filled with a very heterogeneous 

mix of brand new office buildings and 

residential next to older, quite run down 

housing. The multiple active construction 

sites are testimony to the ongoing pro-

cess.

The implementation started in the late 

2016 with the pacification of the streets, 

Figure 15 - Poblenou’s Superblock

Localisation of the pilot Superblock of Poblenou (in red).
 (Credits: own realization, based on MUHBA, Carta Historica de Barcelo-
na, 2010 map)
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the reorganization of the transport net-

works, and the first tactical interventions 

in the public space (Figure 16). It was 

presented as a prototype, because even 

though it was technically not the first 

Superblock, the process was conducted 

in a very experimental fashion.

The project was subject to controversy, 

with some locals radically opposed to 

gained traction because it became a 

focal point of opposition between differ-

ent forces of local government (Alegre, 

2017). Since, the quality of the public 

space has been gradually improved, with 

its popularity following, and the con-

troversy more or less faded away, as is 

demonstrated by the prevalence of posi-

tive news articles (Casorran, 2019).

Figure 16 - Tactical Urbanism in 
Poblenou
Made of paint and tires, the first 
changes were opposed by some.
 (Credits: BCNUEJ)

Figure 17 - Opposition Sign

”No Superblock. The neighbours want to decide.” Today, 
rare signs of opposition remain. 
(Credits: own photography)

it (Figure 17), for various 

reasons, mostly revolving 

around parking and cars, 

nut also due to the sudden 

nature of the change, and 

the “cheap” appearance 

it took at first (Roberts, 

2019b). This conflict 
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Figure 18 - Planned grid of Superblocks

Figure 19 - Evolution of Public Space

The Poblenou Superblock is just one (number 66.6 on 
the map, in red) of many envisioned for the Sant Marti 
District. 
(Credits: BCNEcologia) Poblenou’s implementation of the Superblock trans-

ferred a large surface from cars to citizens. (Credits: 
BCNUEJ)
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Figure 20 - Poblenou, before and after the Superblock. 

A complete transformation between 2008 and 2017, with low investments. 
(Credits: Google Street View)
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Figure 21 - Playground in the Poblenou Superblock

Figure 22 - Different uses in the Poblenou Superblock

It is perhaps its most popular feature 
(Credits: own photography)

Road, bike parking, picnic tables, greenery...
(Credits: own photography)
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3.3. Sant Antoni

One of the oldest part of the Eixample 

District, the Sant Antoni neighbourhood 

occupies a more central location, filling 

up the gap between the old town and the 

slopes of Poble Sec, hence the peculiar 

shape (Figure 23). 

Almost entirely residential, it is character-

Figure 23 - Sant Antoni, Eixample

Localisation of the Sant Antoni neighbourhood (in red), in the Eixample 
district. 
(Credits: own realization, based on MUHBA, Carta Historica de Barcelo-
na, 2010 map)
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ized by a strong local identity, exemplified 

by the many events and festivals organ-

ized in its streets. Contrary to other parts 

of Eixample, it also has historically been 

inhabited by the working class. The focal 

point of the area is the iconic Sant Antoni 

Market, first to be built of the city´s 39. 

After a 10 years renovation process, this 

strokes in the beginning, the streets were 

here rebuilt from scratch, with a single 

pavement surface,rectangular parterres, 

and permanent street furniture. The 

crossing of those streets became a lively 

plaza (Figure 30), soon to be renamed 

in honour of Conxa Pérez, an anarchist 

woman who held a clandestine meeting 

Figure 24 - The Sant Antoni Market

Freshly renovated.
 (Credits: own photography)

market reopened in the 

summer of 2018, synchro-

nized with the first part 

of the Sant Antoni Super-

block(Figure 24) (Burgen, 

2018). 

This first step consisted 

in the transformation of 

the inside streets of a 2x2 

blocks square, the market 

occupying one of those 

blocks. Unlike Poblenou, 

where the transformation 

mostly consisted of paint 
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point at her jewellery stand in the Sant 

Antoni market during the dictatorship, 

as a reminder of the history of the neigh-

bourhood (López, 2019).

The second phase of the neighbourhood 

transformation, taking place during from 

spring to summer of 2019, will bring 

similar changes to neighbouring streets, 

while some others will be transformed 

more lightly with tactical interventions 

(Ajuntament de Barcelona (2018b). 

These works show clearly that the Super-

block model can be applied in a different 

manner than the 3x3 grid, to adapt to the 

local conditions (Figure 25).

Figure 25 - Sant Antoni’s Superblock

In its current extent (in red), with new parts being added (black dashed-lines). 
(Credits: own realization, based on MUHBA, Carta Historica de Barcelona, 2010 map)
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Figure 26 - Construction works for 
the extension of the Sant Antoni 
Superblock 

Figure 27 - Different uses in the 
Sant Antoni Superblock

 (Credits: own photography)

Greenery, café terraces, and trucks 
parking for deliveries 
(Credits: own photography)
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Figure 28 - Film crew in Sant 
Antoni
The beauty of the market and the 
public space make the area the 
perfect backdrop to film commer-
cials or interviews
(Credits: own photography)

Figure 29 - Used books market in the Superblock

Every Sunday, it attracts many locals and tourists looking for a bargain
(Credits: own photography)
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Figure 30 - Sant Antoni before and 
after the Superblock

Same crossing, same angle, but it is 
now full of life. Here, seniors are 
dancing in the traditional Catalan 
way, on a sunny Sunday morning. 
(Credits: Google Maps, own 
photography)
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4.
Methodology

While a preliminary literature review 

found numerous writings about Public 

Space (Benach, 2004), it appeared that 

little to no research about Public Life had 

been done in Barcelona, thus strengthen-

ing the argument for this thesis.
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4.1. Choices

To answer the research question “How 

is Public Life in Barcelona’s Superblocks, 

and how does it compare to similar – 

but non-Superblock – areas?”, different 

places were studied, at different times, 

following two different methods, to “pro-

vide statistics rather than assumptions 

about what is actually happening” (Gehl 

& Svarre, 2013, p. 129).

The different elements forming this study 

and “Evaluating Public Space” (Mehta, 

2014), but as those were mostly directed 

towards the space aspect rather than the 

life, they were less appropriate.

“Activities in public space can be divided 

fundamentally into those that are transi-

tory and those that are stationary” (Gehl 

& Svarre, 2013, p. 84). The two methods 

chosen, ‘Counting’ and ‘Behavioural 

Mapping’, respectively relate to those 

two categories. Both, explained in detail 

Many methods exist to study public life, 

the most recognized ones having been 

developed or at least popularized by Jan 

Gehl along the years. His book “How to 

study Public Life” (Gehl & Svarre, 2011) is 

a comprehensive presentation of those 

methods, and was the main resource of 

this study. Other interesting methods 

were considered in the earlier stage of 

the research, including “The Star Model 

of Publicness” (Varna & Tiesdell, 2010) 

were not left to chance, but chosen such 

as to provide the best possible answer to 

the research question while taking into 

account constraints of time and feasibili-

ty. Most importantly, “the context and site 

determine the methods and tools, and 

on the whole, how and when the study 

should be conducted” because “every 

city is unique, and observers must use 

their eyes, other senses and good com-

mon sense” (Gehl & Svarre, 2013, p. 11)

4.1.1. Choice of Method
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below, are quantitative methods. They 

produce coordinates, numerical values, 

and boolean “Yes/No”. Gehl & Svarre 

(2013) warn that “a number on its own 

is seldom of interest. It is important that 

results can be compared. Therefore, it is 

essential to register precisely and com-

parably. Factual conditions like weather 

and time of day must also be noted 

consistently and precisely so that similar 

studies can be conducted at a later date” 

(p. 13). This resulted in the decision, 

inspired by previous studies conducted 

by Gehl´s own practice (Gehl Studio New-

York, Unknown) and others (Zacharias 

et al., 2004) (Müller-Eie et al., 2018), to 

perform a repetition of those methods, at 

different hours across multiple days, in 

precisely defined places.

The limitation of those methods is of 

course that they don’t explain the rea-

sons behind the results – meaning that 

those results need to be combined to oth-

er sources of knowledge in order to really 

be usable.

Before choosing the two methods, the 

other ones proposed by Gehl & Svarre 

(2013) were also considered, those being 

for example  Tracing – drawing the paths 

people take – or  Tracking – following 

people to measure their walking speed. 

They were set aside because deemed 

less interesting, and also because they 

would have necessitated more time or 

more people involved. However, two 

other –  qualitative – methods described 

by Gehl & Svarre (2013) are also present 

in this study, although less transparently. 

These methods , called ‘Diary’ and ‘Pho-

tographing’ (p. 32), are the direct obser-

vation, note-taking, and photography 

of the public life, and was conducted in 

parallel of the two others. Its results are 

not presented as a separate part, but can 

be seen throughout the whole research.
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4.1.2. Choice of Places
The choice of the two main sites of ob-

servation was quite straightforward. In-

deed, even though other places in the city 

are technically Superblocks, such as the 

entire pedestrian neighbourhood of Vila 

de Gracià, the Poblenou and Sant Antoni 

Superblocks are the only ones that really 

fulfil the concept entirely. Moreover, they 

are both overlaid on the Cerdà orthogo-

nal grid, making them the ones that will 

be replicated to the entire city.

The size of the Poblenou Superblock 

made it impractical for behavioural 

mapping, because this method supposes 

a short enough observation to obtain a 

“snapshot”, so only a smaller subset was 

Figure 31 - Observation Areas - Poblenou

Location of the observation areas for behavioural mapping (in red) and the 
lines for counting (in blue), in Poblenou. 
(Credits: own realization, based on MUHBA, Carta Historica de Barcelo-
na, 2010 map)
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chosen. The area contains two intersec-

tions, arguably the most interesting parts 

of the Superblock, as well as the street 

connecting them. They were chosen 

because of their activity levels, the fact 

that it was the part with the most new 

buildings (the other parts being soon to 

be rebuilt as well), and that it included a 

restaurant, a school, playgrounds, offices, 

residential, and as such was representa-

tive of the whole (Figure 31).

The Sant Antoni Superblock being 

smaller, it was chosen to observe it fully, 

because its continuity made it difficult 

to cut off. Of course, the new street 

segments currently being laid out are not 

considered (Figure 32).

The choice of the Comparison sites was 

Figure 32 - Observation Areas - Sant Antoni

Location of the observation areas for behavioural mapping (in red) and the 
lines for counting (in blue), in Sant Antoni. 
(Credits: own realization, based on MUHBA, Carta Historica de Barcelo-
na, 2010 map)
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more complicated. Indeed, the idea is to 

find a place where all factors except for 

the Superblock transformation are equal, 

in order to accurately draw parallels and 

comparisons. But in the complexity of 

a city, it is impossible to reach this goal 

perfectly. 

It is then normal that a process of trial 

and error was involved in choosing those 

two places.

In Poblenou, a long and thorough explora-

tion of most of the streets and crossings 

of the neighbourhood was conducted 

to find a suitable location. The factors 

considered were the size of the roads 

(limited), the type of buildings (relatively 

high and new), and the economic activi-

ties (mostly offices, some restaurant or 

café if possible). The place that was first 

chosen was abandoned after a try-out 

of the mapping and the counting were 

conducted, finding that the activity was 

almost non-existent. Another place was 

found, an intersection of basic network 

streets but of limited width, with large 

new office buildings, a school (like in the 

Superblock), a café, and at least some 

seating options. The location was also 

closer to the Superblock, accelerating the 

back and forth trips (Figure 31). 

In Sant Antoni, the homogeneity of the 

building sizes made it easier to find a 

comparable place. A first crossing was 

considered because of the availability 

of an observation from a balcony above, 

but it was then abandoned, because this 

observation possibility was not available 

at any of the other locations, and also 

because the crossing was between two 

large avenues with a great amount of car 

traffic. The location chosen was a small-

er intersection, aligned with one of the 

Superblock´s streets, with a very dense 

commercial ground-floor activity like in 
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the Superblock. After the first observa-

tion, it had to be changed again because 

of the start of construction works to actu-

ally extend the Superblock (Figure 32). 

This meant that those observations had 

to be conducted again at a different time.

For the countings, after it was considered 

to have two cross sections in each Super-

block and one in each Comparison area, 

it was finally decided to have only one per 

Superblock to produce more comparable 

data.

To summarize, the four locations were as 

follows:

• Poblenou Superblock: Crossing of 

Carrer de la Ciutat de Granada & 

Carrer de Sancho de Avila ; Crossing 

of Carrer de Roc Boronat & Carrer de 

Sancho de Avila ; Connecting street 

segment.

• Poblenou Comparison: Crossing of 

Carrer de Pallars & Carrer de la Llacu-

na.

• Sant Antoni Superblock: Crossing of 

Carrer de Tamarit & Carrer del Comte 

Borrell ; Four converging street seg-

ments.

• Sant Antoni Comparison: Crossing of 

Carrer de Manso & Carrer de Vilado-

mat.
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4.1.3. Choice of Times
The design of the observation schedule 

was done in the following order. First, it 

was decided that the observation were to 

be done over the span of 4 weeks, a dura-

tion estimated long enough to generate 

sufficient data, while leaving enough time 

for analysis. Then, trial observations were 

conducted to measure the times needed, 

and on this basis, observation “shifts” 

were designed. Behavioural mapping 

took 10 minutes or less in the Poblenou 

Superblock area, and 15 minutes or less 

in Sant Antoni, while it took 5 minutes 

or less in both comparison areas. The 

countings were decided to last 10 min-

utes because this frequency “provides a 

rather precise picture of the daily rhythm” 

(Gehl & Svarre, 2013, p. 25).

An important decision was to do twice 

as many observations and countings in 

the Superblocks than in the comparison 

areas. The reason was that, even though 

the comparison is important an impor-

tant part of the study, it is also important 

to provide an accurate description of the 

public life in this “new” environment.

Based on all of this, the shifts were struc-

tured as the succession of a mapping 

and a counting in the Superblock, a map-

ping and a counting out, and once again 

in, exactly 1 hour after the first. Allowing 

for a break at the end, a shift lasted 2 

hours (Figure 33).

The organization of those shifts in the 

day and the week was done as to cover 

different situations but also be regular 

enough for comparisons. Observations 

were to be done during four days of the 

week, two in Poblenou and two in Sant 

Antoni, with three shifts, in the morning 

and over lunch on one day, and over lunch 

and in the afternoon on the other (Figure 
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34). Indeed, “it is usually not a problem to 

combine registrations from two half days 

into one useful full-day study” (Gehl & 

Svarre, 2013, p. 23).

With this system, the evolution over 

longer periods can be seen, and compari-

son between the two sites is possible.

Observing only on weekdays was deliber-

ate – even though Public Life is interest-

ing in weekends as well – first to have a 

larger quantity of comparable data, but 

also because weekdays perhaps repre-

sent daily life more accurately.

After 2 weeks (number 10 and 11, from 

March 4th to 17th, 2019), it was found 

that the amount of data generated was 

already consequent, and so observations 

were interrupted to start working on the 

analysis. As mentioned above, some 

missing observations were replaced a 

few weeks after (March 26th, 2019).

Figure 33 - Example of Daily Schedule

Figure 34 - Weekly Schedule

(Credits: own realisation). All days in Annexe 1.

The repartition of 2-hours shifts 
over the different locations (Credits: 
own realisation). 
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4.2. Counting

4.2.1. Presentation
Counting is a very important part of the 

study of public life (Gehl & Svarre, 2013, 

p. 25). While anything can be counted, 

in  that context it refers more often to the 

counting of people, whether it is people 

who are walking or people who are stay-

ing. In this study, the ‘Counting’ method 

focused on the first category, referred to 

as ‘Travelling Activity’. (Indeed, the num-

ber of people staying were also counted 

through the second method, Mapping). 

People were considered in a travelling 

activity if they were moving, from point A 

to point B (i.e., not walking around while 

smoking a cigarette), and using active 

transportation. The category ‘active 

transportation includes either their feet, a 

bike, or another light means of transpor-

tation, such as skateboards or electric 

scooters (the inclusion of the last one in 

the category can be debated, but it still 

has a much lower energy consumption 

and higher efficiency than any car). Main-

ly though, it was pedestrians because, 

after all, “life takes place on foot” (Gehl, 

2011, p. 72),

Encouraging pedestrian and active 

mobility is one of the main goals of the 

Superblock project, by making it safer 

and faster. Pedestrian mobility is not only 

one of the most efficient modes of travel 

in terms of space and energy, as well as a 

public health contributor. It is also tightly 

linked to public life, both as a cause and 

as a consequence. The quality of public 

space and the vibrancy of public life are 

influencing the number of people who 

choose to use their feet to get around. 

And, the other way, having a lot of people 

walking will have a positive impact on the 

rest of public life because “people attract 

people” (Gehl & Svarre, 2013, p. 15).

This method can be conducted manually 
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but also automatically. The automatic 

method has the advantage of being able 

to function day and night without pause, 

but contrary to the human eye, it can’t 

reliably categorize people, and it can’t 

recognize exceptional events that might 

affect the flow of people. Interestingly, 

such an automatic counting was con-

ducted in the Poblenou Superblock area, 

when the concept was still in its early 

stages and the area was very different 

from now (BCNEcologia, 2006). Due to 

those differences in method and context, 

it was not relevant to compare.

Figure 35 - Automatic Counting in 
Poblenou
Automatic counting provides more 
data, but it is sometimes less 
relevant and viable. 
(Credits: Cynthia Echave, Stefan 
Höffken, and Yuji Yoshimura for 
BCNEcologia)
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4.2.2. Protocol
What:

Measuring how many people use the 

space for mobility and who they are. 13 

categories are considered, following 

what is done in Public Space - Public Life 

studies conducted by Gehl Architects 

(Gehl Studio New York, Unknown). They 

consist of six (approximate) age catego-

ries (Infants from 0 to 6, Kids from 7 to 

14, Teens from 15 to 19, Students/Young 

Professionals from 20 to 30, Profession-

als from 31 to 64, and Seniors above 65. 

Separately and without accounting for 

age, a category includes bikes but also 

skateboards, scooters and other small 

vehicles, electrical or not. All of those 

categories are split two (main) “appar-

ent” genders, i.e. “men” and “women”. 

Only the category “Infants” is not divided, 

mostly because of the impracticality of 

observation, but also because it is not 

very relevant as their presence in public 

space is not decided by them.

Material: 

Smartphone App counter “Counter”, 

allowing to have multiple simultaneous 

counter, and to export results as text file, 

easily paste-able in a spreadsheet (Fig-

ure 36).
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How: 

Counting people passing through an im-

aginary line while standing back to a wall, 

assessing gender and approximate age. 

Remaining as discreet as possible as to 

not disturb or scare people by staring at 

them. Using a smartphone rather than a 

notepad is useful in that sense. 

An adult with a child on a bike (or vehicle) 

counts as one, two adults on the same 

vehicle count as two. A child on a bike or 

similar going alongside an adult walking 

count as two person walking.

People going pacing around and going 

through the imaginary line more than 

once were only counted one time. How-

ever, if they passed by, got out of sight 

and came back, they were counted again.

Figure 36 - Counting Smartphone App

Screenshot of the smartphone app “Counter” (Distrib-
uted by: DaisyApps), used for counting different 
categories at the same time
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4.3. Behavioural Mapping

4.3.1. Presentation
Behavioural Mapping, also sometimes 

only called Mapping (Gehl & Svarre, 2013, 

p. 26), answers two questions: What 

and Where. Simply, it consists in plotting 

on a map the location of people while 

providing the information of what they 

are doing, through the use of symbols. 

Although it can also be used to analyse 

travelling activities (Marušić & Marušić, 

2012), it more often focuses on people 

who are sitting, standing or playing. This 

is the case in this study, and those are 

grouped under the appellation ‘Stationary 

Activities’. The resulting maps are instant 

pictures, frozen slices of the public life. 

With a strict protocol and scheduling, 

those pictures can be compared or over-

layed to provide a useful depiction of the 

public life. The ‘what’ and ‘where’ aspects 

provide some qualitative information, in 

addition to the quantitative aspect of the 

number of the dots (Gehl & Svarre, 2013, 

p. 26).

The Superblocks project seeks to im-

prove the quality of public life through 

the improvement of the quality of public 

space. The number of people in a ‘Sta-
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tionary Activity’ is an important sign of 

good, vibrant public life. The types and 

variety of those activities is as, if not 

more important, because it is a sign of di-

versity and inclusivity of different groups. 

The spatial aspect of the mapping is pri-

mordial, because it provides the valuable 

information about the link between the 

physical arrangement of the public space 

and the public life.

Every study using the method of ‘Behav-

ioural Mapping’ is different, because a 

choice is made about what activities 

are going to be observed, and how they 

are going to be categorized. This choice 

depends on local particularities. In this 

study, preliminary studies and trial map-

pings were used to outline what was 

relevant. Starting from the Gehl method, 

less relevant activities were eliminated 

and new ones added.
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4.3.2. Protocol
What: 

Map with markings to represent people 

standing or sitting, and what they are do-

ing. Different symbols (primary) together 

with secondary markings to represent 

additional information such as groups or 

whether the person is talking or looking.

Legend: 

(#)(□/O/▲)(T/E/P/S) where: 

# is the number of people stationary to-

gether (leave blank if only one person)

□   if the individual or group is standing

O if the individual or group is sitting

▲ if the individual or group is playing

T  if the individual or group is talking (or in 

a phone call)

E  if the individual or group is eating

P  if the individual or group is looking at a 

phone

S  if the individual or group is smoking

Figure 37 - Base-map

One of the background maps used to map behaviours (Credits: own 
realization based on DWG files from BCNEcologia) (all maps in Annexe 2, 
Annexe 3, Annexe 4, Annexe 5).
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 Example: 3 □ TS  a group of 3 peo-

ple, standing, who are talking and smok-

ing.

Additionally, if the individual or the whole 

group is looking at someone or some-

thing that is happening, a small line is 

drawn from the symbol in the direction 

of the object. If the object is not obvious 

from the context map, a note is made. In 

the same way, a line is drawn when the 

individual is interacting with a business, 

such as looking at a store-front or buying 

something from a kiosk..

In the rare occurrence of a group includ-

ing people sitting and standing, the group 

is considered to be such as the majority. 

If the numbers are equal, sitting takes 

precedence because the people standing 

up would likely sit if they could.

People working (such as street cleaners) 

and people stopping to wait at a traffic 

light are not considered. These corre-

spond to “Necessary activities”.

Material: 

Background map with businesses, seat-

ing, plants. Field to specify date, time, 

and weather/temperature. 3 maps for 

zone 1, 5 for zone 3, 1 map for zone 2 and 

4. (Figure 37)

How: 

Walking through the space and noting 

what is in front, while disregarding what 

can change behind. The same specific 

path is followed for each location at each 

designated time.
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4.4. Data Entry

In order to analyse it and produce use-

ful information, the data collected was 

put in a software, Google Sheets for the 

countings, and ArcGIS for the behavioural 

mapping.

For the first, the countings in the mobile 

app were saved as text files, and then 

copied in a spreadsheet.

For the second, a single map of the whole 

of Barcelona was used, on which the 

base maps used for data collection were 

geo-referenced. Then, each group of 

people were placed on the map, and then 

each of those points was given a series 

of attributes, corresponding to the char-

acteristics and the activities of the group.
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Figure 38 - Attributes

List of Attributes and Possible Values, for each Data point.
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5.
Results & Analysis

“To be able to move about easily and 

confidently, to be able to linger in cities 

and residential areas, to be able to take 

pleasure in spaces, buildings, and city 

life, and to be able to meet and get to-

gether with other people – informally or 

in more organized fashion – these are 

fundamental to good cities” (Gehl, 2011. 

p51) so, naturally, the analysis of the data 

collected was, like the methods, split in 

two, with the Traveling Activities on one 

side, and the Stationary Activities on the 

other.
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5.1. Data Collected

For the countings, the data consisted 

of 936 unique values, with 13 values per 

observation for 24 observations per 

Superblock area and 12 per comparison 

area. Those values were organized in 

four tables, one per site (Figure 39). Lines 

were added for totals, and columns were 

added to average the overlapping values 

collected at lunchtime, in order to create 

for each week a full “artificial” day from 

Figure 39 - Number of Traveling 
Activities

Example of numbers of Travelling 
Activities collected at the Sant 
Antoni comparison location (other 
tables in Annexe 6)

combining the morning and the after-

noon observations.

For the Behavioural Mapping, 216 paper 

maps (Figure 40) resulted, after numer-

ization, in 2473 individual geo-coded 

points (Figure 41), each corresponding 

to a group in a Stationary Activity. Each 

point possessed 15 attributes, all stored 

in a table that was then 15 columns of 

2473 lines.
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Figure 40 - Example of paper map after observation

Figure 41 - Screenshot of the GIS map with encoded points
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5.2. Traveling Activities 
        Analysis

After it was organized, the data from the 

Countings was used to create graphs 

capturing the rhythms of the travelling 

activities, as well as their composition. 

What appears right away (see Figures 

below)  is the difference in rhythms that 

exist between the different locations, the 

respiration of urban life. This regularity 

becomes apparent when looking at two 

weeks of observations in the same loca-

tion: the rhythm are very similar. They are 

however more easily distinguished in the 

Superblocks, simply because countings 

there were hourly. The distribution of peo-

ple, whether it is in age or in gender, also 

varies depending on context.

5.2.1. Poblenou 
Superblock

In the Poblenou Superblock, the flow 

goes down during the morning (suppos-

edly from a high value at the start of the 

work day). There is then a peak for lunch 

around 1 to 2pm, when so many office 

workers go in groups to pick something 

to eat. The number then goes down, 

before going back up around 5 and 6pm, 

when people leave the office, before final-

ly plunging down at 7pm, before the night 

(Figure 42). 

The most represented category of peo-

ple is, as said above, office workers. The 

age distribution (Figure 43) reflects this, 

and the large majority of those walking 

through the area are aged 20 to 64. From 

the observation, it could even be nar-

rowed down to 30 to 40 years old. Chil-

dren are present in low numbers between 

noon and 2pm, and in slightly higher 

numbers after school, from 5pm. They 

were (apparently) almost systematically 
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accompanied by their mothers or grand-

parents, very rarely by their fathers. In 

fact, more children were observed further 

in the Superblock, but their path didn’t 

take them to the observation location. 

Very few elderly people were observed in 

the area altogether, and this is reflected 

by the countings. Finally, the flow of bikes 

and other devices was high, especially 

when compared to the other locations. It 

is higher after 4pm, when people cross 

through the bike-friendly area on their 

Figure 42 - Total Number of 
Traveling Activities over time - Po-
blenou Superblock

Figure 43 - Countings Week 1 - Po-
blenou Superblock

The total number of people in a 
travelling activity observed for each 
shift during the two weeks. The 
almost perfect superposition of the 
curves illustrates the regularity of 
the rhythm over time.

The age (and transportation mode) 
distribution in the Poblenou 
Superblock, an area dominated by 
office workers. (Week 2 in Annexe 
7)
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way home.

The gender distribution (Figure 44) is 

here more unbalanced than elsewhere, 

with much more men than women 

passing through. In this area, it could be 

partly explained by the fact that the area 

around, the 22@ innovation hub, consists 

largely of tech industries, which might 

employ more men. An observation made,  

confirmed by the data, was that this was 

the case for older people, while young 

professionals were balanced (Figure 

45). Following the previous hypotheses 

this could be explained by changing, less 

sexist hiring practices.

Figure 44 - Gender Repartition 
Week 1 - Poblenou Superblock

Figure 45 - Difference in Gender 
based on Age - Poblenou Super-
block

In the area, there is on average a 
majority of men travelling on foot, 
maybe because the area is occupied 
by tech industries, traditionally 
male dominated fields. (Week 2 in 
Annexe 8)

The gender imbalance is higher for 
the 31-64 age class, while it is 
reversed (in a lesser amplitude) for 
the 20-30 age class.
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In the Poblenou area located outside of 

the Superblock, the first observation is 

that the average flow of people (Figure 

46) is similar to the one inside. Howev-

er, the rhythm is different, with the flow 

being much more stable. No peaks were 

observed, but it is important to remember 

that, with an observation every 2 hours, 

peaks could exist and have been missed. 

Similarly, the rhythm is similar from one 

week to another.

The distribution of ages (Figure 47) 

is also dominated by working adults, 

those also including here tourists from a 

nearby hotel and users of a nearby gym. 

Children were observed at similar times, 

but in higher numbers, because many 

passed there when leaving the nearby 

school. Bike use was much more scarce, 

because of the lack of dedicated infra-

structure. The more adventurous went on 

the road, and a few used the sidewalks at 

low speeds, but it is likely that most went 

another way, like through the bike-friendly 

Superblock just a stone’s throw away.

Finally, the gender repartition (Figure 48) 

was similar as within the Superblock, but 

the imbalance was less intense.

Figure 46 - Total Number of 
Traveling Activities over time - Po-
blenou Comparison

A much more stable flow.

5.2.2. Poblenou 
Comparison
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Figure 47 - Countings Week 1 - Po-
blenou Comparison

Figure 48 - Gender Repartition 
Week 1 - Poblenou Comparison

Few differences exist in the distribu-
tion of ages and transport modes. 
(Week 2 in Annexe 7)

The gender imbalance exists but is 
less marked. (Week 2 in Annexe 8)
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The travelling activity situation is totally 

different in Sant Antoni. First, the flow 

is systematically higher, with the lowest 

values being equal to the highest values 

of Poblenou. This was to be expected, 

due to the central location. The rhythm in 

the Superblock was very characteristic 

(Figure 49), with a high-point around 12, 

a lower point in the early afternoon, and a 

steep augmentation from 4pm to 7pm.

This rhythm is explained by the different 

age composition of the people walk-

Figure 49 - Total Number of 
Traveling Activities over time - Sant 
Antoni Superblock
A very characteristic rhythm. The 
superposition of the two weeks is 
imperfect but present.

Figure 50 - Countings Week 1 - 
Sant Antoni Superblock

A neighbourhood occupied mostly 
by seniors, with a specific pattern. 
(Week 2 in Annexe 7)

5.2.3. Sant Antoni 
Superblock
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ing through (Figure 50). As the area is 

mainly residential, people working are 

less present during the day (supposedly, 

they travelled to a place like Poblenou in 

the morning), but they come back in the 

evening and are responsible for the peak 

observed at that time. However, seniors 

are very numerous. Up until around 2pm, 

many of them go shopping and, with the 

market and so many small businesses 

close-by, their route goes through the 

area. Many of them are also just strolling, 

and while their numbers are similar out-

side the Superblock, something that isn’t 

shown by the data is that here they go 

slower and look around more. Their num-

ber goes down in the afternoon, around 

the time of the lunch and the Spanish 

siesta, before going up again for the 

evening peak. Around 5pm, some groups 

of teens cross the area, their destina-

tion unknown. The number of bikes and 

devices is low in relative terms, probably 

because the large number of pedestrian 

makes it less convenient. 

Finally, genders are almost balanced (Fig-

ure 51, with still a slight majority of men, 

and the distribution is quite similar what-

ever the age (Figure 52). What is very 

apparent is the very important difference 

in apparent purpose, with women above 

40 very often being grocery shopping or 

walking with children and strollers, while 

men the same age are on average either 

strolling or purposefully walking towards 

an unknown destination.

Figure 51 - Gender Repartition 
Week 1 - Sant Antoni Superblock

Figure 52 - Difference in Gender 
based on Age - Sant Antoni 
SuperblockIn terms of numbers, the genders 

are well balanced all along the day. 
(Week 2 in Annexe 8)
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In the Sant Antoni Comparison area, the 

values of the flow are similarly high, and 

the rhythm is also very much like the 

one in the Superblock (Figure 53), with 

a first peak at noon and a second in the 

evening. 

The age composition (Figure 54) is also 

the same, with a larger number of sen-

iors, and more middle-aged people in the 

evening. Qualitatively, people here were 

walking faster, and most of them seemed 

to be going to a precise location. Much 

Figure 53 - Total Number of 
Traveling Activities over time - Sant 
Antoni Comparison

The pattern of the travelling 
activities was similar to the 
Superblock, in terms of rhythm and 
intensity.

Figure 54 - Countings Week 1 - 
Sant Antoni Comparison

The distribution of ages was also 
similar. (Week 2 in Annexe 7)

5.2.3. Sant Antoni 
Comparison
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less were simply strolling, or if they were, 

they were rushing through this place to 

get to a more pedestrian friendly area. 

Indeed, the crossing was quite noisy due 

to cars and buses going past. The quite 

busy road was not the most friendly for 

bikes, hence their low numbers. 

In terms of gender (Figure 55), the area 

was the only one of the four with an 

overall majority of women, however slight 

enough to be subject to uncertainty.

Figure 55 - Gender Repartition 
Week 1 - Sant Antoni Comparison
Women were the slight majority of 
those passing through.(Week 2 in 
Annexe 8)
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In terms of travelling activities, the ef-

fects of the implementation of the Su-

perblocks as shown by the Counting  are 

relatively low. The numbers, rhythms, and 

distribution of the people moving through 

the areas are very different from Poble-

nou to Sant Antoni, but are in both cases 

similar inside and outside the Super-

blocks (Figure 56, Figure 57). One of the 

only clear differences was in Poblenou 

for the bike, skateboards and scooters 

traffic, that was increased in the Super-

block due to convenience and safety.

However, this method being purely quan-

titative doesn’t capture all the aspects of 

the travelling activities. The direct ob-

servation showed differences in speed, 

attitude, and purpose, that could be ex-

plained by the changes. The hypotheses, 

backed-up by the personal feelings of the 

researcher,  is that it is more enjoyable to 

walk through the superblock rather than 

outside. Walking being in most case a 

necessary activity means that this enjoy-

ment doesn’t change the need for it. 

5.2.5. Summary &  
Analysis
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Figure 56 - Counting Distribution - Comparison

Figure 57 - Gender Distribution - Comparison
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5.3. Stationary Activities 
Analysis

The data collected through Behaviour-

al Mapping was analysed of different 

manners, directly in the GIS software at 

first to look at spatial aspects, and then 

in a spreadsheet and a regression mod-

elling software for the more quantitative, 

numerical aspect.

The numbers of people in each of the 3 

stationary positions (Sitting, Standing, 

and Playing), as well as the numbers of 

people doing one of the selected activi-

ties (Talking, Eating or Drinking, looking 

at their Phone, Smoking, Looking around 

or at something, interacting with a Busi-

ness), are summed for each observation, 

then for each day, each week, and for the 

whole of the observations. This is done 

for each of the locations (Figure 58). In 

this, one can already see the differences 

that exist between the different hours, 

days, and locations. Those differences 

will be made clearer further.

The average size of the groups in a 

Stationary Activity (Figure 59) shows a 

difference between the locations. The 

groups are, on average, larger in Poble-

nou than in Sant Antoni, and larger inside 

the Superblocks than outside. In Poble-

nou, many groups of colleagues or fami-

lies raised this average, while in Sant An-

toni many seniors, alone, lowered it. This 

supports Gehl’s (2011, p. 13) affirmation 

that social interactions are, in general, 

5.3.1. Summary of 
the Data collected
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Figure 58 - Daily & Weekly summary of the Behaviour-
al Mapping.
Detailed, Hourly version in Annexe 9

Figure 59 - Average Size of Groups

more superficial in city centres than are-

as with a limited number of people with 

common backgrounds and interests. 

The fact that the groups are larger in the 

Superblocks is a good sign of the pos-

itive influence they have on public life, 

as larger groups mean more numerous 

social contacts.

(number of people per group)
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5.3.2. Density
More than the raw numbers, it is interest-

ing to know the density of the stationary 

activities. This is done first by calcula-

tions, based on data about the different 

study areas. Indeed, they vary in size, in 

availability for pedestrian, and most of 

all they have been mapped a different 

number of times. The Superblock areas 

having been mapped twice as much as 

the comparison, the number of stationary 

activities observed there is artificially 

inflated. 

The surface area data is obtained direct-

ly from the GIS map. The “Total Area” 

includes everything except buildings 

within the delimited area of observation. 

The “Pedestrian-only Area” subtracts to 

this the area accessible to cars (road and 

parking places in the Comparison areas, 

and road plus “shared” area in the su-

perblocks) and the vegetation parterres 

(only in the Sant Antoni Superblock). 

Figure 60 shows that the Sant Antoni 

Superblock area is the largest, while its 

Comparison area is the smallest and the 

one where the cars take the most of the 

space. The Poblenou Superblock area is 

the second largest and leaves little space 

Figure 60 - Observation Areas Data

The locations vary greatly in size
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Figure 61 - Total Numbers of People in a Stationary Activity

Figure 62 - Average Number of People in a Stationary Activity per Observation

Figure 63 - Average Density of People in a Stationary Activity over the Total Area

Figure 64 - Average Density of People in a Stationary Activity over the Pedestrian-only Area
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for cars, while its Comparison is split in 

half.

The total numbers, shown in Figure 61, 

the Sant Antoni Superblock is by far the 

first, while its comparison area is the last. 

Those numbers are then divided by the 

number of observations they consist of. 

The gap between Superblock and Com-

parison becomes smaller, but the order 

stays the same (Figure 62). When divided 

by the total surface area of the obser-

vation zone, numbers that can be com-

pared are obtained (Figure 63). The two 

Superblocks area show a higher density 

of Stationary Activities. When divided by 

the “Pedestrian-only” area (Figure 64), it 

becomes interesting to see that the den-

sity  of people becomes almost the same 

for the Poblenou Superblock and the two 

Comparison area. The first one has a 

large number of people but a large area, 

while the others have a small number 

of people on a small area. Only the Sant 

Antoni Superblock’s density becomes 

comparatively larger, because its area is 

smaller due to the parterres.

Figure 65 - Stationary Activities Comparison
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The density of Stationary Activities is 

interesting to know because it reflects 

the intensity of public life. When many 

people are doing optional, stationary 

activities in the same space and are 

close to one another, social contacts and 

activities are susceptible to appear and 

links to be formed, even if they are pas-

sive contacts. 

The two kind of density calculated are 

interesting in their own way, but the sec-

ond one, based on the “Pedestrian-only 

Area” is in this situation less appropriate, 

because it over-amplifies the density of 

people in the Comparison area, because 

so much of the space is occupied by 

cars. There is also a big difference with 

the roads inside the superblocks which 

are still friendly and used by pedestrian, 

so comparing it is difficult. Moreover, as 

the total area is transformed when imple-

menting a Superblock, it is only natural to 

consider the whole area when interested 

in the evolution and difference between 

Superblock and “non-Superblock”.

Looking only at the density over the total 

area as an indicator of the public life, it 

can then be seen that this public life is 

more intense where the Superblocks are 

implemented. The Sant Antoni Super-

block has the most life, but interestingly 

this cannot be explained by the centrality 

only, because the neighbouring Compari-

son area contains less public life than the 

Comparison area of the less central Po-

blenou. This is especially surprising when 

remembering that, in terms of Traveling 

Activities, Sant Antoni was far ahead of 

Poblenou. The presence of a school and 

the more open spaces of Poblenou might 

explain this.
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However interesting, knowing the aver-

age density over the whole space doesn’t 

tell the whole story. For this, it is inter-

esting to have a precise repartition of 

this density over each of the areas, in the 

form of heat-maps. Those are created 

using the “Point Density” function of the 

ArcGIS software. It should be noted that 

there is no easily understandable unit 

to this density, and as such the different 

areas cannot be compared quantitatively 

to one another.

In the Poblenou Superblock area (Figure 

66), the stationary activities are concen-

trated in 4 types of zones. First, the two 

playgrounds (1 & 2) host lots of children 

playing and parents watching, and some-

times discussing with each other. The 

restaurant´s terrace (3) is very popular 

and the tables are filled with groups eat-

ing and talking. The public seating and 

picnic tables (4, 5, 6, & 7) are less dense 

but quite popular. Finally, the area in front 

of a big office block (8) sees many work-

ers stand while smoking a cigarette. The 

rest of the area is not completely empty 

but much scarcer.

In the Poblenou Comparison area (Figure 

67), the density of people in a Station-

ary Activity, lower, is also concentrated 

in one main place, the area in front of 

the schools entrance (1). Indeed, during 

some of the observations, many small 

groups of parents were waiting there and 

talking. Outside of those times, this area 

was mostly empty, except for the three 

benches. Even though it often seemed 

empty during the mapping, the terrace 

of the local coffee chain (2) also forms 

a hotspot. The rest of the activity was 

located on the few benches of the area (3 

& 4).
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Figure 66 - Density of People in a Stationary Activity - Poblenou Superblock 
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Figure 67 - Density of People in a Stationary Activity - Poblenou Comparison 
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As expected, the density is much higher 

in the Sant Antoni Superblock (Figure 

68). It is also more spread over the en-

tirety of the area. One of the streets (1) 

is bordered by an alternance of small 

café terraces and public seating, and 

is very busy, while two others (2 & 3) 

mostly have public seating, with a few 

bigger terraces (4, 5, 6, & 7). The fourth 

street doesn’t have seating, and so has 

much less Stationary Activities, except 

for one restaurant (8). Some benches, 

out of the way next to large planters on 

the sides of the market (9 & 10) are also 

quite popular. Finally, the centre square 

is one of the most active places, with 

many public seats, but also of people 

standing. It is also the place for the out 

of the ordinary, such as movie shoots or 

parties (observed at different times than 

the mapping), or for political acts, such 

as the permanent presence of a group of 

Jehovah witnesses, appearing clearly 

on the map (12).

In the area with the least Stationary 

Activities, the Sant Antoni Comparison 

area (Figure 69), the density is concen-

trated on the sidewalks (1, 2, & 3). On 

two of them (1 & 2), café terraces exist 

but they are often empty, so most of 

the activity actually comes from peo-

ple standing and either discussing or 

looking at their phones, or looking at a 

store-front (4). In all cases, the activities 

are often of short duration, which then 

explains their low numbers.

What those maps show is that the 

implementation of the Superblock 

opens up the possibilities for public life 

to flourish. It is striking to see so many 

activities, especially stationary ones, 

taking place in the middle of the streets 

and intersections, in places that were 

before-hand occupied by cars.



81 Damien Duchêne

Figure 68 - Density of People in a Stationary Activity - Sant Antoni Superblock
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Figure 69 - Density of People in a Stationary Activity - Sant Antoni Comparison
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5.3.3. Changes 
over Time

Like the Traveling Activities, the Sta-

tionary Activities vary over time. This 

variation can illustrate the rhythm, the 

breathing of public life. For simplicity, the 

total number of people was considered, 

whether they are sitting, standing or 

playing, and whatever other activity they 

might be doing. Only graphs are present-

ed here, tables are available in Annexe 

10.

The first thing evident when looking at 

the evolution of the Number of Stationary 

Activities in the Poblenou Superblock 

(Figure 70), it the mismatch between 

the curves. While the third days of both 

weeks look similar, the first days are 

different to one another and don’t match 

the third days on the overlapping times 

of 2pm and 3pm. This is where Gehl & 

Svarre’s (2013, p. 13) instruction to con-

sistently note the weather becomes use-

ful. Indeed, while the first day of the first Figure 70 - Total Number of People in a Stationary 
Activity over Time - Poblenou Superblock
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week was sunny and warm, the first day 

of the second week saw a little bit of rain 

in the morning before bettering around 

2pm. The third days of both week were 

colder and more cloudy, discouraging 

many to have lunch outside. However, in 

the end of the afternoon, the activity was 

high because of the busy playgrounds, 

unbothered by the weather. Finally, the 

activity goes down tremendously in the 

evening, around nightfall, when the area 

empties completely as workers and fami-

lies alike go home. 

In the Poblenou Comparison area (Fig-

ure 71), the fewer number of observation 

combined with the lower number of peo-

ple makes it much harder to distinguish 

a pattern. There is a tendency from a low 

level in the morning to a higher level in 

the evening, and a great irregularity due 

to the peak events that the school can 

induce. The weather seems to have less 

effect, as the first day of the first week 

is the least busy, despite having the best 

weather.

Figure 71 - Total Number of People in a Stationary 
Activity over Time - Poblenou Comparison
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Figure 72 - Total Number of People in a Stationary 
Activity over Time - Sant Antoni Superblock

Figure 73 - Total Number of People in a Stationary 
Activity over Time - Sant Antoni Comparison
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In the Sant Antoni Superblock (Figure 72, 

the rhythm of public life is clearly visible. 

The morning peak, corresponding to the 

peak in Traveling Activities, is explained 

by the large number of elderly people 

sitting down for a moment on their walk. 

The rest of the day is more or less stable 

at a high level, with the terraces filled 

whatever the weather. Contrary to Po-

blenou, the life doesn’t stop at 7pm, but 

stays stable until much later as people go 

for tapas, dinner, or even later party and 

drink in the street.

Once again, it is difficult to see a pattern 

of activity in the Sant Antoni Comparison 

area (Figure 73). This is amplified by the 

fact that, as mentioned earlier, the first 

day of observation had to be done again 

some weeks later. Overall, the life stays 

stable at a low level.

This analysis is very interesting for the 

study of the Superblocks themselves, 

because it allows a better understanding 

on the rhythm of the public life and the 

differences context makes. It can howev-

er seem less interesting for comparison 

purposes, because the Comparison area 

don’t have the same regularity. In fact, 

that is maybe what can be said about the 

effect of the Superblocks: it allows public 

life to fully develop and adopt its own 

rhythm and particularities.
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5.3.4. Division of 
Behaviours

Behavioural Mapping provides informa-

tion about the behaviours and activities 

of people, in addition to their location. 

Public life is the sum of those activities, 

influenced by others and buy the space 

itself. As expected, different mix of activi-

ties were observed in the different places 

of observation. In this study, the primary 

characteristic of Stationary Activities that 

was observed was the position the indi-

viduals or group  were in, either standing, 

sitting, or playing (the third one is less 

Figure 74 - Division of Stationary 
Activities - Density - By Area

Figure 75 - Division of Stationary 
Activities - Density - By Position
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“stationary” but still fits in this category). 

Then, secondary characteristics were ob-

served, were an individual or group could 

be doing multiple at the same time. 

Figure 74 & Figure 75 show, in two dif-

ferent ways, the difference between the 

locations in terms of the three “positions” 

possible: Sitting, Standing, Playing. As 

explained before, it is more relevant to 

compare the average densities over the 

total area rather than the total numbers 

(in Annexe 11). The density of people 

sitting is the highest in the Sant Antoni 

Superblock, understandably due to the 

numerous public seating and café ter-

races. Then comes the Poblenou Su-

perblock, with the same but less dense 

features. Then comes the Poblenou 

Comparison area, and then the Sant 

Antoni Comparison with no public seat-

ing and few café tables. For standing, the 

density is much more equal, because this 

activity doesn’t depend on any physical 

object. Those activities are shorter and 

so their relatively high densities in the 

Comparison areas doesn’t mean that 

the public life is intense there. Finally, in 

terms of Playing Activities, the Poble-

nou Superblock is almost alone, with its 

two large playgrounds being so popular. 

Quite surprisingly, the open areas, safe 

from cars, of the Sant Antoni Superblock 

weren’t used for playing, suggesting that 

actual dedicated infrastructure is need-

ed. It also once more supports Gehl’s 

(2011, p. 13) statement that, in an area 

such as Poblenou where people know 

each other (as demonstrated by parents 

greeting each other by the playground), 

social activities can become more varied 

and comprehensive . The reason why the 

Comparison areas didn’t see any children 

playing is more obvious, with the lack 
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of space and the danger from the cars. 

(Tables in Annexe 12)

Figure 76 shows the repartition of the 

different secondary activities, in the 

different locations. The total numbers 

are unimportant, but it should be noted 

that, as one person can be doing multi-

ple activities at once, those numbers are 

superior to the total number of people 

observed. 

The first thing to be noted is the most 

common activity was Talking. People, 

when choosing an optional activity, enjoy 

engaging in contact and discussion with 

someone else. The second more com-

mon, supposedly as necessary if not 

more to humans as talking, is eating or 

drinking something. This was more com-

mon inside the Superblocks than outside, 

because of the more numerous restau-

rants or places to sit and have a snack, 

but probably also because of the nicest 

surroundings. It seemed, especially in Po-

blenou, that people were coming to the 

public space of the Superblock especially 
Figure 76 - Division of Stationary Secondary Activities 
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to eat their lunch. Another very com-

mon activity was to look at one’s phone. 

This activity should be in a lot of cases 

classified as a social activity, even if the 

contact is immaterial. In the Comparison 

areas, people would stop a few seconds 

to send a text, while in the Superblocks 

many would spend their break interacting 

with it while sitting down. Interestingly, 

the “immaterial public space” that is ac-

cessible at a finger’s touch, isn’t replacing 

physical public space, but indeed people 

will physically go out in public space to 

interact with their phones while being 

surrounded by people and activity, in-

stead of staying at their homes or offices. 

The desire for social contact, even pas-

sive, might be the reason behind it.

The presence of interactions with busi-

nesses in Sant Antoni but not in Poble-

nou is simply due to the absence of busi-

nesses in the latter and their abundance 

in the former.

In places with less opportunities, like the 

Poblenou Comparison area, the activities 

are the most basic, essentially talking 

and looking at one’s phone.

(Tables in Annexe 13)

In many cases, people were doing multi-

ple activities at the same time.

“Different types of activities are interwo-

ven: recreation and purposeful activities 

take place side by side” (Gehl & Svarre, 

2013, p. 11), with the purposeful action 

being eating or smoking, accompanied 

by for example a conversation or the 

reading of something on one’s phone.
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When taking out all the people that were 

sitting at a café or restaurant’s terrace 

(Figure 77), the proportion of activities 

consisting in eating goes down every-

where, but it stays relatively high in the 

Poblenou Superblock, the only place with 

public tables. It shows that those are 

beneficial to encourage public life that 

is not tied to consumption. (Tables in 

Annexe 14)

The repartition of Stationary Activities 

is important to understand the nature of 

public life. A wide range of diverse ac-

tivities should be encouraged because, 

just like in agriculture mono-crop fields 

are more vulnerable to pests, a public life 

based on a single activity will be more 

sensitive to changing factors such as the 

weather. Social activities are important 

but, like with the “Phone” activity, it is 

interesting to allow one-person activities 

to take place in public space, to foster 

passive contacts and the benefits that 

come from seeing others and becoming 

familiar with them.

Figure 77 - Division of Stationary 
Secondary Activities - No Terraces
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5.3.5. Public Seating 
Analysis

The consistency of the data collection 

through Behavioural Mapping meant that 

it could be used to analyse something 

else than what was initially planned. For 

example, while the information about 

whether individuals were sitting on public 

seats was not collected, it was possible 

to create this information by combining 

the geo-coded points collected and the 

location of the seats. This information 

was used to calculate the rate of occu-

pation of each seat, i.e. the percentage 

of time the spots of the seat were filled. 

Then, those numbers were re-injected in 

the GIS software to visualize them. 

Even though it is the area with the largest 

provision of public seating, the Sant An-

Figure 78 - Public Seating Analysis 
Summary

toni Superblock is also the place where 

those seats are the most used on aver-

age (Figure 78). The Sant Antoni Compar-

ison area is not present in this analysis, 

simply because it doesn’t offer any public 

seating. (Detail in Annexe 15)

The lower average rate of the Poblenou 

Superblock (Figure 79) is due to the pres-

ence of a number of public seats that 

were never occupied during the times 

of observation, even though some oth-

er were very popular. Perhaps the rows 

of individual seats in the middle of the 

space were less adapted to the groups 

of office workers who wanted to have a 

discussion. However, some observation 
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Figure 79 - Public Seating Analysis 
Poblenou Superblock

Figure 80 - Public Seating Analysis 
Poblenou Comparison
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Figure 81 - Public Seating Analysis 
Sant Antoni Superblock

of this area were done in bad weather, 

probably lowering the numbers. 

In the Poblenou comparison area (Figure 

80), the offering of public seating was 

much more limited, so not much can be 

said about the distribution of the filling 

rates. The numbers are on average quite 

low, as the seats are generally used for 

a brief wait, such as parents waiting in 

front of the school.

In the Sant Antoni Superblock (Figure 

81), the large public seating offering is 

matched by a high demand. The users 

of the space, on average older, enjoy 

the regularly spaced seats along the 

sidewalk and the sun-bathed ones in the 

more open parts. It is actually very ap-

parent on the map that the most popular 

seats are the sunniest ones (in the mid-

dle, at the south-easternmost point, on 

the sides of the market). One can also 

distinguish Whyte’s (1980) “edge effect”, 

where people prefer to stay on the side of 

the space, out of the way (even though it 

is not on the edge at all, the centre most 

part is ideal to observe what is going on 

while being left somewhat undisturbed). 

This information about details such as 

seats is important to know because “the 

battle for quality is won - or lost - at the 

small scale” (Gehl, 2011, p. 131).
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5.3.6. Terraces Analysis

Figure 82 - Restaurant or Café Terrace Analysis

From the general analysis of Stationary 

Activities, it appears that the role played 

by the terraces installed in public space 

by private cafés and restaurant is impor-

tant. They are then looked at specifically, 

using the same method as the analysis 

of the public seating. 

The terraces of the two Superblocks 

are clearly the most popular on average, 

with the rates lower in Poblenou due to 

the large number of seats and tables. 

The rates of occupation in Sant Antoni 

Superblock are somewhat stable but the 
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exposition to sun has a positive effect on 

it. This is also clear in the comparison ar-

eas, with only the terrace being exposed 

to sun (Petit Iberic) having a relatively 

high occupancy (Figure 82).

The relationship between the café ter-

races and public life goes both ways. All 

businesses, even the less attractive ones, 

will benefit from being located in a place 

with a lot of public life. This is clear in 

Sant Antoni, where very similar business-

es have very different popularity levels 

depending on whether they are inside 

(Casa Jacinta) or outside (Petit Iberic) 

the Superblock. At the same time, attrac-

tive cafés or restaurant will draw people 

to them and so increase the public life in 

the area. This is the case with Sopa Bor-

onat in Poblenou, a popular place to eat 

where office workers come from outside 

the Superblock.
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5.4. Correlation between 
Traveling and Stationary 

Activities
All along the analysis, links are made 

between different  influencing factors 

and the intensity and quality of public 

life in the form of Stationary or Travelling 

Activities. To verify this, a Correlation 

Analysis is conducted, using the soft-

ware SPSS. The variables analysed are, 

for each observation (all areas): “Walk”: 

the total number of people in a Travelling 

Activity (during the counting closest to 

the concerned mapping) ; “Staytot”: the 

total number of people in a Stationary 

Activity ; “Staydens”: the density of those 

; “Sun”: the presence or not of sun at the 

time ; “Wind”: the presence or not of wind 

at the time ; “Temp”: the temperature at 

the time ; and “Ratio”: the ratio between 

Stationary and Travelling Activities. 

The results (Figure 83) show that there 

is a very significant (**)  positive (0.39) 

correlation between the numbers of Trav-

elling and Stationary Activities (obviously 

the ratio is also related to both). More-

over, the temperature is unsurprisingly 

correlated to the presence of sun (very 

significantly) and of wind (significantly). 

However, there is no significant correla-

tion between temperature, presence of 

sun, or presence of wind, and the number 

of Activities, Stationary or Travelling, 

contrary to what could be expected from 

the observations. This doesn’t mean this 

relationship doesn’t exist, but the variety 

of other parameters make it less straight-

forward and difficult to demonstrate 

mathematically.
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Figure 83 - Correlation Analysis

This goes to show that public life is a 

complex object, and that although tech-

nologies and scientific methods help 

understanding it, different angles of 

approach should be used because it isn’t 

possible to grasp the phenomena at play 

with just the one.  
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6.
DISCUSSION & 

CONCLUSION
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6.1. About the Results

The results of this research were twofold, 

with the data collected on one side and 

the informations deduced and induced 

from it. The data was gathered using 

personalized versions of Jan Gehl’s 

methods and, in addition to be quite con-

sistent, was also very consequent. The 

information about public life was extract-

ed from this data in a more improvised 

way, with new considerations and new 

ideas appearing along the process. What 

is very important to note is that, buried 

in the data, there is more information to 

be extracted than what was done in this 

study. Other indicators can be calculated, 

other visualizations can be concocted, 

other angles can be considered. As an 

example, while the creation of heat-maps 

was thought from the beginning, the idea 

to analyse the terraces in detail was not, 

and they were not specifically looked 

at during the observations. But, when 

it appeared that some comments on it 

could be relevant, the preciseness and 

the exhaustivity of the data meant that 

this information was already present and 

just needed to be extracted. It goes to 

show that simple methods using pen and 

paper such as Gehl’s can be extremely 

powerful, explaining why they keep their 

relevance more the 50 years after their 

birth. 

Interviews or other qualitative methods 

would prove useful to get insight into the 

motivations people have in their use of 

public space, but outside observation is 

still relevant because it pictures what is 

actually happening. With “people attract-

ing people”, public life feeds on what peo-

ple see, and so what appears to be there 

is actually what matters the most.
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6.2. About the Observation 
Process

The most important, and definitely the 

most interesting part of the study was 

the observation. The action of looking 

at people and life in the public space is 

something almost everyone does when 

they have the chance, even if that is only 

in the short walk from their car to their 

office. However, one does it without real-

izing, as some kind of background spec-

tacle while the mind goes elsewhere. 

The act of observing instead of merely 

looking, is a simple yet powerful way to 

quickly notice details and patterns.

Those two weeks of observations 

formed a peculiar exercise of alternating 

periods of intense concentration and 

waiting. Indeed, the necessity to make 

the schedule regular while at the same 

time “resistant” to unexpected disrup-

tions, made it so that, when everything 

went well and public life wasn’t too in-

tense, plenty of time was left in-between 

observations. However, those periods 

were not without interest, and in fact it 

was often frustrating to see something 

interesting happening outside of desig-

nated times. Those times revealed inval-

uable to make qualitative notes, mental 

or physical, because during the map-

pings and the countings, all the attention 

was focused on the quantitative aspect. 

As the eyes watched around, the mind 

unwillingly started drawing hypotheses. 

Why, in this office area, is there dispropor-

tionately more men than women among 

the older generation, but not among 

the youth? Maybe hiring practices have 

recently become less sexist. Why, in this 

central residential area, is there almost 

as much people over the age of 65 than 

under? Maybe everyone else is at work.

Some of those hypotheses ended up sup-

ported by evidence, while others didn’t, 

but this made clear that “human registra-

tion always brings more than cold facts 

to the table” (Gehl & Svarre, 2013. p. 6).
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While the goal during the periods of 

mapping and counting was to be as me-

thodical and scientific as possible, some 

issues became clear. 

First, the estimation of ages felt flawed 

(with no way of proving it was actually 

false). This was caused by an “agglom-

eration effect”, where two people taken 

together seemed to belong to the same 

age category, while the same taken sepa-

rately appeared to have a bigger age dif-

ference. This was obvious when counting 

groups of employees going for lunch in 

Poblenou, where there was a tendency 

to classify the whole group in the same 

category, while closer inspection re-

vealed one or two of the members could 

be older or younger. Another, related flaw 

could be called “context bias”. Unlike a 

machine, a human observer is not obliv-

ious to context and, as such, the same 

individual could fall into one category in 

one context (“There are mainly offices in 

this area, and most of the people passing 

are Professionals, so this person must 

be below 65”) or in an other category in 

a different context (“Most people here 

are retired and going shopping, so this 

person must be over 65”). In addition, 

cultural and personal particularities of 

the observer influenced their points of 

comparison used to make estimations.

In a lesser manner, the estimation of 

genders could have been influenced by 

different factors, and in any case leaves 

aside any queer perspectives towards 

gender identities. In the graphs and the 

data, the words “females” and “males” 

were used, but it was decided to instead 

use “men” and “women” in the text, more 

appropriate in this case.

Finally, in situations with the largest num-

ber of people passing by (up to 354 peo-

ple in ten minutes, an average of more 
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than one person every two seconds, with 

peaks of multiple people in one second), 

more errors were made in the categori-

zation, while in rare occurrences people 

were missed altogether.

During the behavioural mapping, the less-

er time constraints made it easier to take 

the time necessary to avoid mistakes. 

In addition what was observed was less 

subject to interpretation. When an activ-

ity was changing at the moment of the 

observation, for example an adult stand-

ing and looking at their phone suddenly 

starting to play with their child, or person 

standing and smoking suddenly sitting 

down, an arbitrary choice was made be-

tween the two. 

An unexpected challenge that emerged 

was the temptation to “bend” the rules 

of the observation protocol, in order to 

reflect what the observer thought rele-

vant rather than the reality. When taking 

this “snapshot” of public life, interesting 

activities can start behind the observer 

and, in contexts with a low activity level, 

it is tempting to record it even though it 

occurs after the snapshot. To combat 

this, it is important to remember that the 

absence of activity provides just as much 

information than its presence, and that 

less precise observations couldn’t be 

compared to one another.

Despite all of this, it is assumed that 

those errors often cancel each other, and 

that their low magnitude makes the final 

product close to reality.
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6.3. Superblocks for Public Life

This research asked the question “How 

is Public Life in Barcelona’s Superblocks, 

and how does it compare to similar – but 

non-Superblock – areas?”. Its results 

paint the picture of not “a” public life, but 

of various public lives. Each place had 

its own rhythm, its own patterns, its own 

coherence, proving that public life is not 

random or chaotic. But, when consider-

ing different places, those patterns were 

different, showing that public life is also 

complex, and dependant. 

“The extent and character of outdoor ac-

tivities are greatly influenced by physical

planning” (Gehl, 2011, p. 31) and, 0ver-

all, the answer to the research question 

would be that, as the results tend to 

indicate, the implementation of the Su-

perblocks had a very positive impact on 

public life. While it did not truly increase 

pedestrian mobility, it makes it more con-

venient by not having to make a detour 

around each chamfered intersection. It 

also facilitates the conversion of mobility 

into stationary activity, with the use of 

abundant seating. 

As two different implementations were 

studied, two different set of consequenc-

es on public life were seen. 

In Poblenou, the first and “truest” Su-

perblock (3x3 blocks cell) has probably 

brought the most radical changes to 

public life, despite the lower investments. 

It helped transform a lifeless neighbour-

hood into a break room for office workers 

and an outdoor living room for families. 

This notion of ownership of the space 

and belonging to the place, of stepping 

stone between fully private and over-pub-

lic, is a very important one in a city such 

as Barcelona. While in some way suc-

ceeding to be an everyday public space, 

in the context of a developing, low-densi-

ty area, this prototype space also created 
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centrality.

The vision of the Superblocks project is 

an egalitarian one, fulfilled only when a 

carpet of Superblocks covers the entire 

city, but the necessities of democratic 

processes, compromise, and financial 

realities meant the creation of a sin-

gled-out space. Its singularity and quality 

then contrasted much more with the 

surroundings, making it a point of attrac-

tion and drawing public life to it. It asks 

the question of whether the public life 

would dilute if all Poblenou was made of 

Superblocks. 

The centrality and the singularity of the 

project is also what attracted opposition 

at the beginning. Even proponents of 

sustainable mobility and quality public 

space shouldn’t frown at this opposition, 

because it illustrates the great debates 

of our time. What are the negative con-

sequences of sustainable development? 

Who should support them? To which 

extent can the liberties of car-users be 

overruled by other necessities and de-

sires?  

It is – in fact – the debate of what cité is 

desired – and how to deal with the fric-

tions created by the conflicting visions.

Meanwhile, in Sant Antoni, the evolution 

took a very different form. Most of the in-

gredients for a vibrant public life were al-

ready there. Centrality, high density, local 

identity, some level of community existed 

already, in addition to the presence of 

many small businesses and active store-

fronts. What was lacking was space for 

the public life to flourish. 

The implementation of the Superblock 

provided this space, while calming and 

silencing car traffic, and as could be 

expected public life became very intense. 

The location is however not neutral, with 
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the presence of the market, intensifying 

a centrality on which the Superblock 

cell itself has little influence. The space 

then is not the attraction itself, but the 

existing attraction finds an outlet in it. 

The day to day public life coexists with 

more exceptional occurrences such as 

tourism. The number of pedestrian in the 

non-Superblock surroundings leaves no 

doubt that the potential for public life is 

great and much more space is needed. 

The ongoing extension of the Sant Anto-

ni Superblock is already taking place in 

more banal areas, and will help spread 

the public life from around the market 

and provide a gradual transition to more 

familiar spaces. 

Both examples illustrate what one of the 

main challenges of the Superblocks pro-

ject might be. The envisioned cité aims at 

applying a regular homogeneous social 

structure over the whole city, but the ville, 

even Cerdà’s Barcelona, is in practice 

deeply heterogeneous. 

This heterogeneity has been built into the 

fabric of the ville through centuries, and 

is – in some respect – desirable. The fact 

that Poblenou is different to other parts 

of the city can be an advantage, while 

attraction points such as the Sant Antoni 

market are part of what make the city’s 

identity. 

There is a tightrope to be walked to bal-

ance heterogeneity and homogeneity.
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This study showed that the Superblocks 

have an overall very positive effect on 

public life, the precise nature of those 

effects varying with context. The results 

could, then, help forecast better how Su-

perblocks could affect public life in other 

contexts and other cities.

Superblocks as individual objects func-

tion well, but the effects on public life 

–  and all other aspects of urban life – 

that will arrive when –  or if – Barcelona 

manages to generalize them, can’t be as-

sumed to be just the sum of the effects 

of the cells. 

They might work together, or counteract 

each other. In any case, it is more than 

likely, and definitely desirable, that each 

of the Superblock will be different. 

Public Life could, then, solidify, intensi-

fy, diversify, complexify. Every strata of 

society would finally be able to enjoy 

the quality of urban life that was mostly 

reserved to tourists and privileged dwell-

ers until now. The results of this research 

show without a doubt that the existing 

Superblocks did make Public Life better 

– they are, in fact, a call for optimism.
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Annexe 1 - Daily Schedules
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Annexe 2 - Three background maps for the 
Poblenou Superblock Area
(Credits: own realization based on DWG files 
from BCNEcologia) 
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Annexe 3 - Five background maps for the Sant Antoni 
Superblock Area

(Credits: own realization based on DWG files from 
BCNEcologia) 
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Annexe 4 - Background map for the 
Poblenou Comparison Area

Annexe 5 - Background map for the 
Poblenou Comparison Area

(Credits: own realization based on 
DWG files from BCNEcologia) 

(Credits: own realization based on 
OpenStreetMap) 
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Annexe 6 - Numbers of Traveling Activities collected in 
each location
For each counting and each category of age and gender
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Annexe 7 - Countings Week 2

The age (and transportation mode) distribution of 
Traveling Activities in all four areas
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Annexe 8 - Gender Repartition Week 2

The gender distribution of Traveling Activities in all 
four areas
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Annexe 9 - Hourly Summaries of 
Stationary Activities
All observations, all areas
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Annexe 10 - Stationary Activities over time

Total numbers of people for each observation, for each area
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Annexe 11 - Division of Stationary 
Activities - Total

Sum of the numbers of people 
Standing, Seating or Playing for all 
observations, for each area, and 
associated graphs

Annexe 12 - Division of Stationary 
Activities - Density
Sum of the numbers of people 
Standing, Seating or Playing for all 
observations, divided by the 
surface, for each area
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Annexe 13 - Division of Stationary 
Secondary Activities - Total 
Sum of the numbers of people doing 
certain activities, for all observa-
tions, for each area

Annexe 14 - Division of Stationary 
Secondary Activities - No Terraces 

List of each benches and seats, with 
their respective numbers of seats, 
the number of people observed 
using them, and their average rate 
of occupation (next page)

Annexe 15 - Public Seating Analysis
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Annexe 15 - Public Seating Analysis




