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AbstrAct

Whether utilizing our smartphones for navigation or skyping our friend on our way, the use 
of ICTs affects the way that we walk through and stay in public places. “Dancing” mobile 
phone users are only one example of this. Their virtual activity becomes visible in public 
places. This master thesis is about contemporary demands on public space imposed by the 
new ICT generation, and aims to explore the behaviour of ICT users in public places. There-
fore, it investigates the question of how the use of ICTs affects the way that people use public 
places and what that means for urban planning. To this end, the thesis combines a literature 
review with an empirical study on the Münsterplatz in Bonn, Germany. The interviews and 
observations from this case study identified examples of characteristics of ICT users that are 
described in the literature; however, they also revealed new insights. Therefore, the thesis 
contributes to a greater understanding of  the behaviour and demands of ICT users in public 
places and identifies ICT users as one user group, out-of-many, with specific demands on 
public space.
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Stockholm

Handledare: Tigran Haas

Oavsett om vi navigerar med vår smartphone eller skypar med en vän på vägen, påverkar 
användandet av IKT hur vi går igenom och stannar upp i offentliga rum. ”Dansande” mobil-
användare är bara ett exempel på detta. Deras virtuella aktivitet blir synlig i offentliga rum. 
Denna masteruppsats handlar om samtida krav på det offentliga rummet från den nya IKT-
generationen och syftar till att utforska beteendet hos IKT-användare i offentliga rum. Därför 
undersöker den frågan hur användandet av IKT påverkar sättet människor använder offent-
liga rum och vad det betyder för stadsplanering. För att uppnå detta, kombinerar uppsatsen 
en litteraturstudie med en empirisk studie på Münsterplatz i Bonn, Tyskland. Intervjuerna 
och observationerna från fallstudien hittade exempel på karaktäristika för IKT-användare 
som finns beskrivet i litteraturen, men gav också nya insikter. Därför ger uppsatsen en större 
förståelse för beteende hos och krav från IKT-användare i  offentliga rum och identifierar IKT-
användare som en brukargrupp bland många med specifika krav på det offentliga rummet.
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Egal ob wir uns von unserem Handy navigieren lassen oder unterwegs mit unserem Freund 
skypen, der Gebrauch von IKT beeinflusst die Art, wie wir durch öffentliche Räume gehen 
oder in ihnen verweilen. „Tanzende“ Handynutzer sind nur ein Beispiel dafür. Ihre virtuelle 
Aktivität wird sichtbar im öffentlichen Raum. Diese Masterarbeit handelt von zeitgemäßen 
Ansprüchen an öffentlichen Raum aufgrund einer neuen IKT- Generation und zielt darauf ab, 
das Verhalten von IKT-Nutzern in öffentlichen Räumen zu beleuchten. Dazu wird die Frage 
untersucht, wie der Gebrauch von IKT die Art beeinflusst, wie Menschen öffentlichen Raum 
nutzen und was das für die Stadtplanung bedeutet. Zu diesem Zweck kombiniert diese 
Arbeit eine Literaturstudie mit einer empirischen Untersuchung auf dem Bonner Münster-
platz. In den Interviews und Beobachtungen der Fallstudie fanden sich nicht nur Beispiele 
für die in der Literatur beschriebenen Charakteristika von IKT-Nutzern, sondern es konnten 
auch neue Einblicke gewonnen werden. Folglich trägt diese Masterarbeit zu einem größeren 
Verständnis von Verhaltensweisen und Ansprüchen von IKT-Nutzern bei und kennzeichnet 
IKT-Nutzer als eine Nutzergruppe von vielen mit spezifischen Ansprüchen an öffentlichen 
Raum.
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Motivation

I’ve been walking my feet wound for the last 20 minutes in search for a power outlet in the city centre of 
Cologne. There is yet one and a half hours ‘till I meet my friend. If I don’t find a power outlet soon, it won’t be 
worth it to take out my notebook and work on the paper that I have to submit in two days. Maybe the bakery 
over there? At least they have many tables and are close to walls; there could definitely be a power outlet 
there. I walk in and look along the walls. I guess I look like someone scanning the café for her lost umbrella. 
No power outlets. Again. But my notebook’s battery already gave up the ghost in the train to Cologne...     

I have experienced such a situation more than once in the last years. Not only in the inner city of Cologne, 
a city of 1 million people, but also in Bonn, where I got to know the city from an entirely new perspective 
when searching for an appropriate place to work.

The last years have constituted a phase, in which I spent a lot of time in the public space in Cologne and 
Bonn. For one year, I commuted between my place of work, study, and domicile, which led to long train 
rides and bridging times in the cities when I was waiting for connecting trains. I often tried to catch one 
of the rare seats with a table, so that I could work productively over the next two hours. At other times, 
I would stand at the platform to be early for my train. During the following one and a half years, I would 
frequently stay in a single location for only brief spans of time; therefore, I was dependent on the public 
space.

The desire to work with a coffee in the public space seemed to only be, fulfilled at Starbucks or in some 
stores of Kamps - a local bakery. My notebook battery usually did not allow working in the late afternoon 
without a power outlet; this was the case even though I chose to buy a notebook that I thought would 
meet my mobile demands by providing long battery life and a light weight.

If one want to work in public places in Germany, he or she still need to tediously search for locations where 
wi-fi access and power outlets are offered. One cannot simply choose a place according to its main func-
tion, e.g., where the coffee tastes the best or where one likes the atmosphere. 

This mobile lifestyle, regardless of whether it is chosen voluntarily or, as in my case, enforced by the 
spatial distances between place of work, study, and living, is not considered in the “infrastructure” of 
public places in Germany. This experience was the reason that I started questioning if I am just an indi-
vidual case, or if others out there are thinking about the demands of ICT users on public spaces.

And then, I started thinking...
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Public places are subject to constant change.
(Selle 2008, p.7, translated)

In the future, designers will need to consider the special needs of 
untethered individuals, just as they would any other type of user groups.

(Fortunati 2003, p.133)

i   introduction

This thesis is not about the idea of promoting ICTs. It is also not a judgement of whether new 
ICTs, or their consequences for local trade or other sectors, are good or bad. It neither is a pro-
posal to make our public spaces paradises for ICT users at the expense of non-users, nor is it a 
call for simply offering ubiquitous power outlets and free wi-fi.

This thesis is about the qualities of public spaces. It explores new patterns of social lifestyle and 
behaviour. It addresses contemporary demands on public spaces due to the new ICT genera-
tion. It attempts to answer the question, “How does the use of ICTs affect the way that people 
use public places, and what does that mean for urban planning?”

Modern ICTs (information- and communication technologies) have changed our everyday life. 
Netbooks, smartphones, and tablets allow mobile access to all kinds of information and tools of 
communication, and change our social behaviour. Whether using our smartphones for naviga-
tion or skyping our friend on the way, the use of ICTs affects the way that we walk through and 
stay in public places. “Dancing” mobile phone users are only one example for this. Their virtual 
activity becomes visible in public places.

Public places are of great significance for cities and centres of urban life. As Selle (2008) points 
out above, public places have always been subject to constant change. Therefore, although 
ICT users might constitute a new group of users in public places, they are not unusual in this 
respect. However, they do need to be considered as any other group of users, as Fortunati (2003) 
also highlights above.

Although the consequences of ICT use can be observed in everyday life and some authors such 
as Fortunati (2003) highlight the importance to consider the needs of ICT users, the field of 
research is rather new and there is still a lack of research. Yet, urban planners and designers are 
dependent on research results to consider  ICT users in their planning process as any other user 
group. Therefore, it needs research on the behaviour of ICT users in public places.

aim

Thus, the aim of this thesis is to explore the behaviour and demands of ICT users in public places 
to contribute to a greater understanding of this user group; focusing, in particular, on an urban 
planning and design perspective. To this end, this thesis combines a literature review with an 
empirical study. The literature review forms the theoretical framework for the empirical study 
and is needed to cover the issues addressed in the research question “How does the use of ICTs 
affect the way that people use public places, and what does that mean for urban planning?”. 
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The empirical study, then, links the reviewed literature to a real case. The chosen case study is a 
central square in Bonn, Germany - the Münsterplatz. To gain insight into the use of ICTs and its 
impacts on the use of public places from the perspective of urban planning, the research ques-
tion is divided in three minor working questions that are aimed to be answered by the empirical 
study: 1. How are ICTs used in public places?, 2. How does this affect the use of public places?, 
and 3. What does that mean for planning? Two interviews with notebook users at a café, one 
interview with an assistant manager of a local bakery, and numerous observations contributed 
to understanding the behaviour and demands of ICT users in public places. The results of the 
study are presented in this master thesis.

DisPosition

Starting with building a theoretical base for the work, the first part of Chapter II presents 
the underlying societal processes of ICT use. The second part explores the nature of public 
places, including functions and conflicts, and social behaviour in public places. This serves as 
the starting point for the third part, which brings part one and two together by investigating 
the behaviour of ICT users in public places. Chapter II ends with reflections on the previous 
results from an urban planning and design perspective. Chapter III describes the methodo-
logical approach for the empirical study. First, the research questions are introduced; then, the 
different methods are presented and justified. The results from the case study are presented 
and discussed in Chapter IV. After introducing the research area, the results are presented in 
seven sections, in terms of the different aspects of ICT use that were identified in the literature. 
Finally, Chapter V presents a conclusion.
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Fig. 2: Network of authors. Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.

ii   theoreticAl FrAmework

The theoretical framework seeks to understand the social behaviour of ICT users in public places 
and is divided in four parts. The following chapters present the societal background of ICT use 
in the mobile society, and explore the nature of public places and social behaviour within it. 
Then, Chapter 3 investigates the behaviour of ICT users in public places and explores the trian-
gle existing between urban form, ICTs, and social behaviour. The final part examines the role of 
the urban planning profession within this context.

The following chapters are the result of a literature review and are based on a network of rele-
vant authors in the field (fig.2) that were assembled based on their reciprocal citations. Figure 2 
illustrates the present state of research in the field and highlights the major contributors for the 
four parts of Chapter II. The network indicates that the combination of society, ICT use in public 
places and urban planning is a common field of research. Although the subject has attracted 
increased attention in the last decade, it is based on classical literature such as Erving Goffman’s 
and Jane Jacobs’ work, and therefore, demonstrates that it is quite relevant for the urban plan-
ning and design profession.
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1 the mobile society

The following chapter explores the technical and social background that led to the widespread 
use of ICT devices, and the behavioural changes created by the use of ICT.

1.1 is it all aBout social chanGe?

Everywhere, the existence of a new era of a mobile, wireless, information society is declared. This 
is the digital age and the rise of the “network society” (Castells 1996). New media has brought 
dramatic social change and has altered the constraints of space, time, and our entire lives.

These terms and statements have recurred for over a decade now and are keywords that were 
transferred from scientific discussions to everyday media coverage. This media coverage has 
framed new technical innovations as advantages, and dangers for our health and social life as 
disadvantages. Graham (2004) explores this by presenting controversial opinions about the 
effects of ICTs in the introduction of “The Cybercities Reader”. Exploring behavioural change in 
public places due to the use of ICT in contemporary mobile society serves as the basis of the 
theoretical framework of this work, whose goal is to understand the cultural and social back-
ground of why and how people use ICT devices.

Joachim R. Höflich, one of the key authors in the field of mobile communication studies, dis-
cusses the meaning of societal change in his use of the theory of mediatisation as a theory of 
social change (Höflich 2010, p.100). According to the author, societal change implies a change 
of people´s interactions. These interactions are based on common action situations. Using 
Goffman’s terminology, interactions are based on common frameworks for action, that “show 
what is happening” and all frameworks are bounded to rules (Höflich 2010, p.101, translated). 
A change, therefore, means that an alteration occurs in these frameworks and their norma-
tive bases (Höflich 2010, p.101). Höflich extends this idea to the use of media by asserting that 
previous frameworks and rules have changed, and that new developments appear in media 
frameworks.

Although a discussion about properly defining social conversion is left to sociologists and is 
not the focus of this thesis, considering Höflich’s understanding, society is doubtless continu-
ously changing; the increasing appearance of ICTs creates changes in people´s behaviour.

1.2 GoinG wireless

It is the year 2013 - the year in which the number of mobile phones will exceed the world’s pop-
ulation (fig.3). We are living in an age of rapid technological development, and the availability 
of mobile devices has risen enormously. As reported by The International Telecommunication 
Union (2013, p.1), “mobile-cellular penetration rates stand at 96% globally; 128% in developed 
countries; and 89% in developing countries” with Europe as the region with the highest Internet 
penetration rate in the world (75%). Remarkable is the dramatically increasing use in develop-
ing countries, where internet use still remains limited to the few. Mobile phones on the other 
hand appear “in the squatter communities that surround cities of developing countries, places 
where conventional wired phones have never existed” and smartphones “with voice recognition 
will undoubtedly serve the billions who have no ability to read and write” (Townsend 2000, p.85).

Although mobile phones or smart phones are the most popular wireless ICT devices, by adding 
notebooks, netbooks, pagers, smart cameras, mp3-players and tablet-PCs, the total number 
of mobile-connected devices is even higher and demonstrates the magnitude of the societal 
process of going wireless. After “wi-fi” became standard in companies and educational institu-
tions, millions of homes became unwired due to the installation of inexpensive wireless routers 
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6.8 BILLION MOBILE-CELLULAR SUBSCRIPTIONS 

mobile-cellular growth slows

The World in

2013 ICT FACTS AND FIGURES

In 2013, there are almost as many mobile-cellular subscriptions as people in the world, with more than half in the 
3.5  billion out of  6.8 billion  total subscriptions).

As global mobile-cellular penetration approaches 100%  and market saturation is reached, growth rates have 
fallen to their lowest levels in both developed and developing countries.

Mobile-cellular penetration rates stand at 96%  globally; 128%  in developed countries; and 89%  in developing 
countries.

Source:  ITU World Telecommunication /ICT Indicators database
Note: * Estimate
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“I am pleased to present the latest ICT Facts and Figures which show continued and almost 
universal growth in ICT uptake. Every day we are moving closer to having almost as 
many mobile- cellular subscriptions as people on earth. This is exciting news. The mobile 
revolution is m-powering people in developing countries by delivering ICT applications in 
education, health, government, banking, environment and business. Let us all celebrate this 
mobile miracle that I have no doubt will hasten our pace towards sustainable development.”  
Brahima Sanou, Director of the ITU Telecommunication Development Bureau

Fig. 3: Population versus mobile-cellular subscriptions. Source: ITU (2013).

(Townsend 2003, p.121f ). Hence, wi-fi “quickly grew both at work and home” and finally, “tens of 
thousands of public wireless networks (both free and pay) were deployed in public and semi-public 
spaces like parks, hotels, and airport lounges where people might want to check email or surf the 
web” (Townsend 2003, p.121f ). In addition, with advanced mobile phone networks, such as 3G, 
internet use is no longer confined to the home and workplace, but rather blends into urban 
public spaces (Hampton et al. 20101, p.701; Hampton & Gupta 2008, p.2).

1.3 reasons for Purchase anD chanGes in time anD sPace

Such developments are only possible if there is sufficient demand. Decreasing prices made 
mobile devices affordable for a wide range of people, although their motivation to buy a smart 
phone, tablet-pc, or any other device may vary. Sometimes, it is just curiosity; mostly, however, 
the reasons are more complex. Leysia Palen et al. (2000) studied 19 new mobile phone users 
in the United States over a period of six weeks after buying a device. The researchers found as 
reasons for initial acquisition motivation to be business, a particular event, using the mobile 
phone as second line, and safety. In addition, the productive use of time, increased mobility, 
and social coordination are additional reasons present in the literature and should be explained 
briefly.

Nine of the 19 subjects originally purchased their phone due to working routines that required 
being in different (unpredictable) physical locations during the course of a day. However, their 
calls were often not about their business, “but were made because of the mobility of their occupa-
tion” (Palen et al. 2000, p.4) to coordinate private issues, such as child-care duties.

Another reason could be a particular event or a change in daily routines that make a mobile 
phone attractive for the person. Palen et al. (2000, p.4) found examples of this, such as an up-
coming part-time job or losing landline service.  With respect to the latter, using a mobile phone 
as a second line was also a significant reason identified by the authors.

One of the most frequent reasons that Palen et al. (2000) and Houghton (2010, p.8) found is the 
perception of safety. Although safety can mean something different for everyone, it is often 
related to concerns about unknown- or emergency situations (Palen et al. 2000, p.4). In these 
situations, the mobile phone connects one to “loved-ones and friends as a sense of security” 
(Houghton 2010, p.8). 

The productive use of time and increased mobility are frequent justifications for purchasing a 
mobile phone. Coordinating job-related and private activities, contacts, or obtaining informa-
tion “on the way” or during “waiting time” has become pervasive. The mobile phone, as a “time 
management tool” (Houghton 2010, p.9) provides the opportunity to organize and re-organize 
time to “squeeze in the most [...] into every minute” (Houghton 2010, p.9).  Real-time accessibility 
of information negates the need to plan everything in advance and, thus, “accessibility becomes 
more important than mobility” (Townsend 2000, p.94).
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Directly related to this is social coordination. With respect to coordination with others, the 
mobile phone “softens time” (Ling & Yttri 2002, p.143); it simultaneously increases temporal 
accessibility while decreasing physical constraints (Palen et al. 2000, p.10). An example of this 
is “microcoordination”(Ling & Yttri 2002, p.142ff ), which refers to refining schedules when 
approaching “an agreed upon time because fear of being late and leaving the other party waiting 
are eliminated” (Palen et al. 2000, p.10).  According to Palen et al. (2000), there is a direct relation 
in this “commitment management” between specificity and accessibility: “The more limited the 
human access, the greater the specificity required” (p.10). The authors argue that, therefore, “one 
can control one´s level of commitment by controlling access” (p.10) by the choice of turning the 
phone on or off, and limiting the circle of people to which one distributes one’s phone number. 

The above-mentioned reasons from Palen et al.’s study are merely initial reasons for purchasing 
a mobile phone. However, they can also be seen as reasons for the success of mobile phones, 
since they have contributed, and still contribute, to the increasing demand and, therefore, the 
quantity of sales of mobile phones. Nevertheless, most of the reasons mentioned refer to the 
telephone function of the devices. This is certainly due to the fact that most of this literature 
was published a decade ago. Although, these reasons still play an important role, they have 
been expanded with new functions in the age of smartphones. Even if the telephone function 
begins as the main use of a mobile phone, more recent studies show that other functions such 
as e-mail and surfing the internet accrue over time (this was also experienced in the interviews 
within the T-City project). Today, phone calls are no longer their only function; rather, they offer 
a wide range of features, such as searching for the next railway connection or consumer goods, 
reading the latest news, surfing the internet, and updating social networks while simultane-
ously listening to one’s favourite music. All of these behaviours can now be frequently observed 
in public places.

There are also many people who cannot think of a need for such a device in the first place, but 
then change their attitude after time. This became apparent in the case of an elderly woman 
that was interviewed within the T-City Project, who never thought that she could benefit from 
a smartphone. However, once she owned one, she developed a need for it. After a while, she 
could not conceive of living without it (unpublished).  Of course, we can manage our everyday 
life without all of these new devices, but their use is simply convenient.

However, there are still people who do not own an ICT device. They either cannot afford it or are 
deliberate non-users. In this context, a discussion about the digital divide in its different dimen-
sions should be mentioned; however, this is not the focus of this thesis. It is also not the aim of 
this work to promote ICT devices. Rather, it is to show why people use ICT and to examine the 
group of users, which comprises so many people that it cannot be ignored. This includes many 
scientific disciplines, such as sociology, communication sciences, economics, psychology and, 
finally, urban planning and design, as it is reflected in public spaces.

1.4 consiDerinG social anD cultural context

Despite the growing importance of media worldwide, the type and extent of use depends 
on cultural context. This applies, in particular, to practices and expectations for behaviour in 
public. According to Campbell (20071, p.740) this goes even back to Goffman (1963) who ac-
knowledged, “the idiom of subordinate involvements differs widely from one cultural group to 
another” (p.45f ).

However, several authors, such as Katz and Aakhus (2002, p.302), Campbell (20072, p. 343), 
and Townsend (2003, p.124) found cross-cultural similarities and suggested, in the early 
2000s, the existence of universally coherent patterns and discernible trends. According to 
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Townsend (2003, p.124), observers noted changes in the mobility patterns of teens in the 1990s. 
The new form of the micro-coordination (Ling & Yttri 2002, p.142ff ) of daily activities to “loosely 
coordinate movements and meetings through constant communications via mobile phone”, oc-
curred “repeatedly and independently in various cities” (Townsend 2003, p.124) and is referred to 
as “flocking” (Townsend 2003, p.124).

General or cross-cultural trends, such as new forms of coordination, can be found in a number 
of aspects of social life (Campbell 20071, p.741). Katz and Aakhus (2002, p.307) refer to this 
as the “Apparatgeist”, which literally means “spirit of the machine” and “is a theoretical orienta-
tion that draws attention to a shared logic people have about communication” (Campbell 20071, 
p.741). According to Katz and Aakhus, the logic of  “perpetual contact” “underwrites how we 
judge, invent, and use communication technologies” (Katz & Aakhus, p.307). This logic of perpetual 
contact is fuelled by technological factors, such as handset size, design, ease-of-use, and social 
factors, such as values, roles, and norms (Campbell 20071, p.741).

Norms and behaviour acceptance, in turn, depend on social context. Höflich (2010, p.100) 
argues that new media is accompanied by a need for regulation, since existing rules are no 
longer appropriate, and new ones need to be formed first. Höflich also asserts that conse-
quent conflicts occur, since appropriate behaviour is not yet defined because a framework that 
specifies how and for what purposes a new medium is to be used, is missing. According to the 
author, a process of adoption and domestication follows, the new media is domesticated and 
integrated into daily routines, and it becomes normalized. Therefore, new media “are quickly 
surrounded by common social rules and dilemmas” and “over time, these interactions create a 
whole new landscape” (Humphreys 2005, p.811).

So, on the one hand, norms, rules and expectations “are socially constructed, within a particular cul-
tural context” (Campbell 20071, p.741). On the other hand, there are “coherent patterns and trends 
in how people from disparate cultures think about and use the technology” (Campbell 20071, p.741).

Moreover, as Palen et al. (2000, p.1) state, communicative practice is also influenced by the 
owner´s context, including the owner´s lifestyle and social networks. The authors demonstrated 
that the nature of use depends on the mobility of one’s profession, the availability of other 
communication media, the number of roles that one assumes professionally and personally, 
the degree of integration and of personal responsibility within social networks, the schedules 
of other people, the degree of resource-sharing with other people, as well as additional factors, 
such as physical agility and commuting (Palen et al. 2000, p.6).

Keeping all of these complex connections and contexts in mind, it still can be said that “the 
widespread adoption and use of the mobile phone” and other ICT devices “has bought about an 
array of new social implications” (Campbell 20071, p.739). Individuals use the new devices to 
demonstrate and reinforce social networks and many users even “consider the mobile phone an 
extension of their physical selves” (Campbell 20071, p.739). Therefore changes in behaviour - not 
necessarily meaning an overall social change - as a result of the use of mobile technologies 
are indisputable, as shown by Houghton (2010, p.7), Haddon (2004, p.160), Fortunati (20021, 
p.513ff ), Campbell (20071, p.739), and others.

1.5 liVinG wirelessly

Returning to the above-mentioned theory of mediatisation, these technical developments have 
changed our society and our everyday life, as the socially-critical Figure 4 shows, although one 
needs to be mindful about its extent.  The theory of mediatisation is based in the field of com-
munication sciences and follows the relationships and interactions between media change, 
changing cultural practices and, finally, society change (Hepp & Hartmann 2010, p.9ff ).
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Fig. 4: Evolution. Source: BEST Barcelona (2013).

According to the definition of Krotz (here according to Hepp & Hartmann 2010, p.9ff ), mediati-
sation describes the growing importance of media for work, everyday life, and social relation-
ships. This is because it is used for communicative purposes in society and, therefore, influences 
reality. In this sense, it is understood to be one of the meta-processes of modernism.

The main consequence of mobile communication technologies is perpetual contact. This 
increased availability is the basis of a more flexible lifestyle and altered mobility, work, and 
communication patterns. In particular, the constant connection to work has made the office 
“elastic” (Houghton 2010, p.9), since the wi-fi connections can extend the coffee break into a 
work session (Houghton 2010, p.9), and the mobile phone enables calls with business partners 
while driving to the next meeting. In addition, mobile technologies increase availability and 
accessibility in the private context, when coordinating social networks and organizing activities.

However, perpetual contact implies both freedom and pressures. On the one hand, mobile 
phones “can free people from the place-centeredness of schedules” (Palen et al. 2000, p.10), as 
they decrease physical constraints. Therefore, mobile telephony “softens time” (Ling & Yttri 
2002, p.143), as seen in the new form of microcoordination described above. Mobile phones 
make it “possible to speak and do various actions at the same time, even if this obviously raises 
[the] level of stress” (Fortunati 20021, p.517). As Fortunati further elaborates, the mind gets used 
to dividing attention into various directions; however, this attention is “less brilliant” (Fortu-
nati 20021, p.517). Ultimately, it is the use of “wasted time” that makes the mobile technologies 
so attractive. It does not matter whether one is standing in a queue or waiting for a bus, the 
mobile phone always enables productivity - organizing meetings, checking the latest news, 
or speaking or chatting with a friend. This often results in “hypercoordination”, “the sense that 
every moment is caught in a web of planning and interaction with others, and [...] the plans can 
be changed quickly in light of circumstances and actions of others” (Katz 2006, p.63). Meetings 
and plans become flexible and changeable, as “we reschedule and adjust movements as events 
unfold” (Houghton 2010, p.8). Digging into one’s pocket or bag to “check” the mobile phone 
for any notifications becomes automatic; one obtains this information by a single look at the 
display. This can also become reflexive in some situations “only to activate the umbilical cord 
that enables [one] to reduce anxiety and uncertainty” (Fortunati 20021, p.518). Mobile ICTs allow 
choosing between the physical space and the psychological space of the intimacy of an indi-
vidual’s networks of relationships (Fortunati 20021, p.515), i.e., a “chosen socialness” (Fortunati 
20021, p.515). The physical space in this case is the public space, “traditionally the place of extra-
neousness in social relations” (Fortunati 20022, p.49) and is characterised by “chance socialness” 
(Fortunati 20021, p.515) and the possibility to meet strangers. Certainly, this triggers a debate 
about whether or not mobile technology replaces traditional forms of socializing, though “in 
actuality many of those who live in close proximity tend to use it to supplement rather than sup-
plant face-to-face interaction” (Campbell 20071, p.752).

On the other hand, “mobile phones are sometimes perceived as a kind of leash because they can 
make a person constantly available no matter their physical location” (Palen et al. 2000, p.10). This 
is the downside of perpetual contact, since constant availability is always a two-way proposi-
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tion. Previous “wasted time” or moments of pause, “structured the networks of relations inside a 
rhythm of presence/absence” (Fortunati 20021, p.518). Certainly one can control access by con-
sciously choosing to be absent by turning the mobile phone off or going offline and by con-
trolling the distribution of phone numbers (Palen et al. 2000, p.10); however, consequences of 
going offline have appeared due to expectations of being perpetually online that often require 
explanations and justifications.

A consequence of perpetual contact and the mediatisation of everyday life is a blending of the 
different areas of life.  Areas that used to be separated by place and time, in particular, profes-
sions and leisure, or private and public spheres, now have blurred boundaries (Höflich 2010, 
p.98). This is especially the case with the mobile phone as a private medium, since its network 
“consists at its core of people who already know each other” (Höflich 2006, p.59), “openly contrib-
utes to a privatisation of the public arena, for instance where private or even intimate subjects are 
involved” (Höflich 2006, p.59), with the consequence of an “uncontrolled appropriation of public 
space” (Fortunati 20021, p.521f ).

This mobile, flexible lifestyle often presents the paradox of needing to be in two places at one 
time, because “media can free people from temporal and spatial attachments” (Höflich 2005, 
p.159). Consequently, the user´s focus has to be split between those within spatial proximity 
and those co-present at a distance (Houghton 2010, p.8), often referred to “absent presence”. 
People have learned this behaviour over time, as Fortunati (20021, p.518) clearly describes, 
first by learning to talk while watching TV at home, then by learning to answer a call in public 
and interrupting an ongoing conversation. Therefore, the presence of individuals in space no 
longer implies material and immaterial accessibility to their person, but rather this accessibility 
has become more limited (Fortunati 20021, p.518) and influences people´s behaviour in public 
spaces, as presented in Chapter II. 3.

1.6 new meDia reflects anD affects the social worlD

However, the conclusion that technical progress has led to social change and a new way of 
life is too simple. The first limitation of this assumption is that the effects of new technolo-
gies should not be overestimated (Humphreys 2005, p.811; Graham 2004, p.10). As Humphreys 
(2005, p.811) summarises Williams, rather than following a technological deterministic ap-
proach - “the reading off to the universal effects of technologies from their intrinsic properties” 
(Graham 2004, p.10), it is necessary to understand “the societal context in which a technology is 
produced as a means of understanding its function in society as well as its reflection of society. By 
focusing only on the effects of technology one can misunderstand the greater social and cultural 
context that it reflects” (Humphreys 2005, p.811). Therefore, the fear that technology takes over 
society is “ultimately misplaced” (Humphreys 2005, p.811) since it does not consider the context 
of society and social behaviour.

Indeed, “we do see instances of new practices” (Haddon 2004, p.160) in social behaviour and “that 
the use of communicative technologies has modified the relationship of modern citizens with space 
and time is so obvious that it goes without saying” (Fortunati 20021, p.513). Nevertheless, these 
changes are embedded in complex societal processes and ICTs cannot only be viewed as a rev-
olutionary change. They rather overlay or replace earlier social behaviour patterns and main-
tain intimate connections with old media and practices (Graham 2004, p.10f ). As Höflich (2010, 
p.98) argues, individuals themselves and how they interact with the media are the driving force 
of everything, instead of the media itself. Graham (2004) agrees with this assertion, by stating 
that the problem is that there is a tendency “to portray technologies as having overwhelming 
power in ushering in simple and discrete societal shifts which seem to amount to some naturalistic 
process of urban, and societal, evolution” (p.10). On the contrary, it is not some “wholesale, dis-
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crete, break with the urban past” expected, but “a complex and infinitely diverse range of transfor-
mations where new and old practices and media technologies become mutually linked and focus in 
an ongoing blizzard of change” (Graham 2004, p.11). This also becomes apparent in the descrip-
tion below, found in an online forum as an answer to Townsend’s (2011) article:

Thus, new media affect not only the social world, but also reflect the social world, since they 
are just tools for social interactions. This even applies vice versa, as the social world with its 
demands affects and reflects the development of technology (see also Graham 2004). 

The discussed changes that are not necessarily great, but often subtle, are especially reflected 
in public places, since they are the stage for social behaviour. Returning to the research ques-
tion - how the use of ICTs affects the way that people use public places - this chapter explored 
the underlying societal processes for the use of ICTs. Based on this, the following chapter will 
explore the functions and meanings of public places.
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2 the nAture oF Public PlAces

Public places are the centre of urban life and of great significance for a city’s function and design. 
Therefore, their role, functions, and qualities have been discussed  for more than 50 years, going 
back to Jane Jacobs (1961) “lively neighbourhoods” and Jürgen Habermas’ (1962) “public sphere” 
based on the Greece differentiation between “polis” and “oikos”. Since public places are the 
“stage” - as Goffman (1963) terms them - for social behaviour, they are of central importance for 
this thesis. However, this is not designed to be an in-depth discussion of the philosophical base 
of “the public” and its localization in space. Rather, the function of this chapter is to clarify what 
is meant by public places, to summarise their meanings and conflicts and to explore social 
behaviour in public places to form the basis of investigating the triangle between social behav-
iour, ICTs, and public places in Chapter II.3.

2.1 DefininG PuBlic Places

First, there are two terms that are often used to describe the same thing or are not distinguished 
clearly: “public space(s)” and “public place(s)”. In this thesis, “public space” is understood as the 
more general term; whereas “public place” refers to one certain place or location. In this sense, 
public space consists of public places (Löw 2001, p.198ff; p.272f ).

Definitions of public places, then, differ widely. It is not important for the research of this thesis 
to reach a clear definition; however, it is important to identify the criteria and the difficulty that 
they present in understanding “the nature of public places”.

The most obvious criterion is ownership. This differentiation, thus, refers to public places as all 
places that are publicly owned and maintained, e.g., municipalities (Selle 2008, p.1). However, 
many places are not owned publicly, but are still open for public use. Therefore, the most 
common criterion is accessibility. Contrary to private space, public space is often understood 
as all places that are accessible and usable for all people without significant restrictions (Selle 
2008, p.1). This includes pedestrian zones, squares, train stations, and green areas such as parks 
and forests. Nonetheless, various public places are restricted in certain ways. These restrictions 
can control the use or user groups of a place, e.g., streets that are not usable by pedestrians, 
areas for skaters, or schools that are only accessible for pupils and teachers (Selle 2008, p.2). 
Moreover, there can be restrictions that regulate times and rules of use (Selle 2008, p.2), as is 
the case for shopping malls. Since these places are somehow both public and private, there is 
not a single definition for public space. Hence, constructs such as semi-public or hybrid places, 
have been developed to solve these problems by introducing additional (intermediate) cate-
gories (Belina 2006, p.204).

2.2 meaninGs anD functions

Although defining public places is rather difficult, there is general agreement on their signifi-
cance. Public places are essential for the culture and identity of a city, and of particular impor-
tance in contemporary topics, such as suburbanisation, building culture, and urban culture 
(Selle 2008, p.4). Therefore, public places fulfil extensive functions - from an ecological and 
economic, as well as social, perspective that are discussed below.

Particularly in regard to parks and other green areas, public places are important for the urban 
environment. In the course of sustainable development, open urban spaces play an important 
role, as shown by various projects for landscape parks and inner green belts in cities (Selle 2008, 
p.5). Additionally, economic importance is not negligible. As Selle (2008, p.6) points out, the 
aesthetics of squares, parks, and promenades can generate immediate economic benefits. 
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Moreover, public places have become a location factor, in which both hard location factors and 
soft factors are relevant for decision makers (Selle 2008, p.6). Furthermore, they are not only lo-
cation factors within a city; they are even factors in inter-municipal and inter-regional location 
competition (Selle 2008, p.6f ).

Yet, in the context of the research question posed in this thesis, identifying the social func-
tions and meanings of public places is most essential. As Hampton and Gupta (2008) state, 
“public spaces and public life play a unique role in the formation of social networks, opinions, and 
democracy” (p.5). Popp (2006, p.107) agrees by considering encounters with strangers, commu-
nication and exchange, confrontation with social reality, and the formation of political opinion 
to be key functions of public places. In a discussion about the public functions of shopping 
centres, Popp (2006) points out that it is still in the inner city where these functions are per-
formed (p.115ff ). According to Hampton and Gupta (2008), “public and semi-public spaces are 
more likely [than private spaces] to be the setting for diverse social interactions” (p.8). Thus, public 
places, and in particular city squares, as often centres of a city for social interactions, are par-
ticularly suitable locations for exploring social behaviour.

2.3 chanGes anD conflicts

Public places, however, are subject to constant change (Selle 2008, p.1). As Selle (2008, p.1) 
shows, their use can significantly change within a short period of time.  Public space is con-
stantly affected by changes and conflicts, and is frequently examined from an interdisciplinary 
perspective.

A topic that has recently attracted intense attention is privatisation, and control and surveil-
lance of public places. The basis for a discussion of this topic is the definition of public places, 
and different approaches and ideals. These ideals are also rooted in a political dimension, since 
they reflect different claims on public places. On the one hand, from a politically more left-
oriented perspective, public places are characterised by their disorder, unpredictability, and 
colourfulness (Belina 2006, p.197, quoting Sennett). From this point of view, public space repre-
sents social justice (Belina 2006, p.197), freedom and democracy. Therefore, left-oriented stake-
holders argue against privatisation of public places and the exclusion of marginalised groups 
in society (Belina 2006, p.197). On the other hand, from a politically more right-oriented per-
spective, public places are characterised by law and order, and legitimize the exclusion of social 
groups that are perceived as undesirable by the majority (Belina 2006, p.197). From this point 
of view, privatisation supports control and, therefore, the ideal of public places.  In this sense, 
stakeholders criticize the dilapidation of public places and advocate for “recapture” (Belina 
2006, p.197).

These changes and conflicts constitute the framework of public places and must be kept in 
mind when further exploring, how the use of ICTs affects the way that people use urban space 
in Chapter II.3. 

2.4 social BehaViour in PuBlic Places

Staying, lingering, meeting, crossing, gathering - these all are activities that people perform in 
public places; these activities lead to social interactions between known and unknown people, 
and to behavioural rules and norms. In order to characterize the behaviour of ICT users in 
Chapter II.3, it is necessary to understand social behaviour in public places without focusing on 
the use of ICTs.

The main representative for analyses in the field of social interactions in public places is the 
sociologist Erving Goffman. His early works “The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life” (1959), 
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“Behaviour in Public Places”(1963), and “Relations in Public” (1971) provide key concepts 
of social interactions. Therefore, his concepts and key terms that are of relevance for the 
research question of this work will be briefly presented.

Goffman (1959) uses a theatre stage as a metaphor for social interaction. According to the 
author, individuals present themselves on a stage during social interactions. This stage con-
tains both front and back areas. As Campbell (20071, p.739) summarises, “the front stage 
refers to the physical and social surroundings where the presentation of self is enacted, while the 
back stage consists of artifacts and information that people shield from others in their efforts 
to perform impression management”. This is of great importance when applied to the use of 
ICTs, when users have to deal with both stages, as will be explored in Chapter II.3.

Moreover, Goffman (1971) distinguishes between the individual as a “vehicular unit” and 
the individual as a “participation unit” (p.5). The vehicular unit “refers to the requirements 
of navigating in space, particularly the practices of pedestrians that regulate the direction of 
movement and prevent collisions with others” (Höflich 2005, p.164). The resulting “inten-
tion play” (Höflich 2005, p.164) is of particular interest, with a focus on the use of ICTs (see 
Chapter II.3.1).

Furthermore, Goffman (1963) introduces two types of individuals - “Singles” and “Withs” - 
and the concept of “cross-talk” (1971). “Singles” - people who are alone, and “Withs” - people 
who are with other people, are, according to Goffman, treated and thought of differently by 
others in public (Humphreys 2005, p.813). These differences lie, for instance, in vulnerability, 
as “Singles” are “much more vulnerable to contact from others” (Humphreys 2005, p.813) and, 
consequently, employ self-defence mechanisms to “justify their singular presence in public 
spaces” (Humphreys 2005, p.813). As Humphreys illustrates, “Singles may read a newspaper, 
drink a cup of coffee or otherwise seem occupied in order to avoid being approached or appear-
ing as if they do not have any business being in the public place. In this way, such acts not only 
legitimize their presence but can also act as involvement shields against intrusion from others” 
(Humphreys 2005, p.814). A “With” can also feel socially vulnerable. This is the case when 
his or her partner participates in “cross-talk”. Goffman defines “cross-talk” as “a conversation 
or conversation-like activity maintained by persons who differentially share other interaction 
capacities, [which] is also possible where one member of a with momentarily sustains exclu-
sive talk with someone who is not in the with” (Goffman 1971, p.25). Consequently, the other 
person in the “With” might feel awkward and exposed, and employs options for secondary 
activities as defence mechanisms to avoid this (Humphreys 2005, p.813), e.g., occupying 
him or herself by looking at a menu or eating dinner (Humphreys 2005, p.813). 

Although Goffman’s works were published more than 40 years ago, well before the intro-
duction of mobile ICTs, they serve “as a useful lens” (Campbell 20071, p.739) for understand-
ing how and why people use ICTs in public (Humphreys 2005, p.813).
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ample of the consequence.”21

Now the mobile telephone comes on the scene provoking the existing
order, but as it were it does not operate without a functioning “interve-
hicular arrangement”. After all, a person is not just a being in motion
– he or she always stands in relations to others. Understood as such, he
or she is a participation or interaction unit, and therefore a fundamental
unit of public life. People are either alone or in the company of others,
they appear in public as “single” or in a “with”. While the aforemen-
tioned research about activity spaces deals with the physical where-
abouts of the (urban) person, now the social side comes into the picture.
According to Go�man, participation units say something about how peo-
ple spend their day (whether alone or with others): “Participation units –
singles and withs – tell us about the individual’s condition as he moves
about during the day. ... It is against the background of an individual’s
daily round that we can plot the course of the single or with which con-
tains him and the junctures where his participation status changes.”22

When a person is moving in the square, he is a vehicular as well as a
participation unit, on the move alone or with others.

Basically, two types (of people) can be distinguished – both stay on the
stage but adapt in two di�erent ways. First, there are those who swim
through the social �ow and cross the square e�ciently while telephoning
(left diagram), and then there are those who (at least temporarily) walk

165

21 Ibid., p. 17.
22 Ibid., p. 27. 

People with mobile phones crossing the piazza (left) and lingering 
on the piazza (right) in the afternoon

Fig. 5: Höflich’s observed movement lines on an Italian piazza. Source: Höflich (2005).

3 ict users in Public PlAces

Based on the underlying societal processes of the use of ICTs and the nature of public places, 
the aim of this chapter is to highlight the link between social behaviour, ICTs, and public 
places. It explores the question of how the use of ICTs affects the way that people use public 
places and provides the basis for the empirical study.

Once more, it should be noted that behaviour patterns certainly depend on cultural context, 
as pointed out in Chapter II.1. Moreover, they depend on location and social context, since 
behavioural norms, for instance, between a restaurant and a bus station, differ. As noted in 
Chapter II.2, public squares are of special interest for the present research question. 

Therefore, this chapter presents behaviour that is rather general in public places, with a slight 
focus on the public square. Although various behaviour patterns can be observed, both while 
people are on the move and when they are staying in a place, this differentiation is used as 
starting point. Then, consequences of use for users, place, and co-present others are discussed, 
before this chapter ends with a discussion of users’ demands and influencing factors.

3.1 ict use on the moVe

Perpetual contact also entails the use of ICTs while one is in motion. This can be the case when 
driving or cycling, but is particularly the case when walking. Höflich (2005; 20111) observed 
mobile phone users on an Italian piazza and relates his findings back to Goffman’s work.

Based on Goffman’s distinction between the individual as “vehicular unit” and “participation 
unit”, and the distinction between “Singles” and “Withs”, Höflich (2005) states, “when a person 
is moving in the square, he is a vehicular as well as a participation unit, on the move alone or with 
others” (p.164). Höflich then distinguishes two types of people who both stay on the piazza 
- or stage as Goffman calls it, but adapt in two different ways: they either “swim through the 
social flow and cross the square efficiently while telephoning” or “(at least temporarily) walk slowly 
around circles or S-patterns while on the phone” (p.165f ) as shown in Figure 5.

The diagram on the left shows the paths of mobile phone users who “efficiently use the square 
as a shortcut, crossing efficiently and not really letting themselves be slowed down by the telephone 
call” (p.166); whereas, the diagram on the right shows the paths of those “who linger while 
phoning” (p.166). One example of this group is one of the individuals observed by Höflich: “The 
man is phoning and walking towards a group of benches in the direction of the post office. He first 
walks in a normal speed, but, when getting close to the destination, he walks much slower. Instead 
of taking the direct path, he walks around the benches” (translated from Höflich 20111, p.88). The 
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bench is only one “point of orientation” that Höflich observed. The author concludes that the 
second group orientates “towards central localities” (p.166), which is, in this case, especially the 
fountain. The author argues that the fountain has always served as a meeting-point and place 
of gathering, “and now as communicative island for mobile phone users” (p.166).

Moreover, the “mobile phone is often used during transitions from place or activity” (Katz 2003, 
p.28). According to Katz’s (2003) observations, common locations for usage are leaving class 
buildings or a table after lunch. Katz assumes that the mobile phone, “keeps the individual 
company” and “may provide a sense of reassurance” (p.28) in these moments.

3.2 ict use in a Place

Being “on the way” often results in a short or longer rest. In particular, people who linger while 
phoning often take a rest somewhere. Referring to Höflich’s observed fountain, “women deposit 
their children in the fountain basin, in order to be able to telephone knowing their children are safe” 
and “men sit on the edge of the fountain, for instance to be able to telephone away from the hap-
penings of the market place” (Höflich 2005, p.166). Typically, people use niches or local circum-
stances such as fountains, flower spots, traffic signs, or pillars for this purpose (Höflich 2010, 
p.103). People choose places, that invite or, at least legitimate, staying, since staying without an 
apparent reason can be viewed as suspicious by others (Höflich 2010, p.103).

However, the use of ICTs “in a place” does not only imply people lingering while phoning, 
but also includes people sitting in a café, coffee shop, or restaurant. By shifting focus from 
the mobile phone to other devices, such as tablets, netbooks, and notebooks, people can be 
observed working or studying in public places, and who choose these places on purpose to 
stay for a longer period of time; most obvious places are cafés and coffee shops that offer wi-fi, 
the most prominent is being Starbucks. Hampton and Gupta (2008) conducted an “exploratory 
ethnographic study of how wi-fi was used and influenced social interactions in four different set-
tings: paid and free wi-fi cafes in Boston, MA and Seattle, WA” (p.1). Based on their findings, the 
researchers distinguish between two ideal types that will be briefly described: “true mobiles” 
and “place makers” (Hampton & Gupta 2008, p.11).

For “true mobiles”, a café is “a space of productivity” or provides “an escape” (Hampton & Gupta 
2008, p.12f ). Hampton and Gupta found that a change of setting helps some people to focus 
or provides them with a source of creativity. Even background noise is regarded as positive by 
some people. Others perceive sitting in a coffee house as “a temporary break” and, therefore, 
an escape from work (and their co-workers) that, in return, aids productivity when they return 
to their usual place of work. According to Hampton and Gupta’s (2008) studies, “true mobiles” 
spent their time primarily sending mails and surfing the web with their notebook. Moreover, 
most of them lived or work within a short distance of the studied cafés and several true mobiles 
scheduled a specific day each week to spend at the café.

Contrary, “place makers” come to wi-fi coffee shops to “hang-out” (Hampton & Gupta 2008, 
p.16). For them, according to Hampton and Gupta’s studies, the coffee shop is not intended as 
place of productivity but as centre stage for “inherently casual sociability” (p.16). “Place makers” 
use their notebooks “as a premise to enter and engage in the “social hub” of the space” (p.16). 
Even though they were observed using their notebooks, it was never their primary focus, since 
their intent is availability and the potential for co-present sociability (p.16). Furthermore, “place 
makers” are more likely to enter a café alone, whereas “true mobiles” occasionally arrived in 
pairs. Hampton et al. (20101) also found that “the demographic composition of wi-fi users was 
consistent across sites, with single, white, male, young adults predominating” (p.709).
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3.3 the challenGe of BeinG in t wo Places at once

Regardless of whether people are “true mobiles”, “place makers” or “on the move”, the use of ICT 
in public places always implies splitting focus between physical and virtual activity. The chal-
lenge of being in two places at once has consequences for social behaviour. This is the moment 
when virtual activity becomes visible - as already indicated in the title of this work.

The most conspicuous result is an “absent presence” in its different forms, such as dancing 
mobile phone users (also referred to as “public choreography”). Due to splitting attention into 
two places at once, it often produces a physical presence, but a mental absence. Gergen (2002), 
who elaborates on the concept of “absent presence” in detail, describes absent presence as 
“one is physically present, but is absorbed by a technologically mediated world of elsewhere” (p.1). 
This “world of elsewhere” is people’s communication network, which can contact them at any 
moment (Fortunati 20021, p.519). The author remarks that, today “accessibility has become more 
limited” (p.519), since the presence of individuals does not necessarily mean “material and 
immaterial accessibility to their person” (p.519). Furthermore, Fortunati (20021) even compares 
the binary opposition presence/absence with the opposition life/death, “in that in both these 
oppositions the boundaries between the two concepts are no longer clear” (p.519).

Taking the example of an incoming call, Truch (2004) points out that the user has to decide 
what face takes precedence: “the face that is consonant with one’s physical environment, or that of 
the conversational space” (p.4). Returning to Goffman, the space that takes precedence is often 
referred to as the “frontstage”, whereas the secondary is referred to as the “backstage” (Truch 
2004, p.4). In this sense, “absent presence” occurs when the physical space becomes a back-
stage activity and the mobile conversation takes frontstage (Truch 2004, p.4). Consequently, 
individuals have to operate in two distinct spaces (Truch 2004, p.4) which involves “defence 
strategies that prevent back stage breaches” (Campbell 20071, p.739).

Managing front- and back-stage activity can cause stress for both the individual and co-pre-
sent others. According to Truch (2004), “social identities clash when two or more roles have to be 
played out in a single physical space” (p.6). Plant (2000, p.50) asserts that managing a call whose 
purpose and emotional registers are at odds with those around the mobile user is a difficult 
task. According to Plant, this can, for instance, be a conversation with a lover on a train or with 
an irate boss in a bar. These situations can “induce emotional and bodily responses which may be 
quite incompatible with their perceptions of their physical location” (Plant 2000, p.50).

Almost without exception, one of the first things users ask or are asked is the question “Where 
are you?” (Townsend 2000, p.87). According to Truch (2004), this question is seen as a conversa-
tion starter and “a way of creating a common base from which people can build the conversation 
or relationship” or it can be to “ascertain which role the other is physically associated with and 
therefore determine how to engage with them or how to interpret what they are saying given their 
context” (p.5). Höflich (2005) also refers to the knowledge of one’s location as of importance for 
callers, since they can make a “localization calculation” (p.161). Therefore, the question of loca-
tion is one of the strategies used to reduce the gap between front- and back-stage.

3.4 creatinG anD DefenDinG a PriVate “cocoon”

Managing front- and back-stage activity often results in the creation of a small private space 
within the public place. This enhances better concentration on the phone call or other uses, 
and at the same time does not disturb others or attract attention. Fortunati (20021), Höflich 
(2006; 20112), Hampton and Gupta (2008) and others discuss this privatisation of public places 
through mobile phone use, all supporting the idea that it is an “uncontrolled appropriation of 
public space” (Fortunati 20021, p.521f ).
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Höflich (2006) argues that calls that used to be made at home have now become accessible to 
a broad audience and, therefore, are now “played out frontstage” (p.59). Fortunati (20021) goes 
even further and claims that, when telephoning in public, the individual forces his or her own 
private conversation onto those present, and therefore, is appropriating the present space for 
him or herself, i.e., acting as if it belongs to him or her. He continues by stating that the user 
erects an imaginary fence around him “and this is not allowed” (p.521). On the contrary, “taking 
possession of the area inside that fence, which is the bubble inside which the conversation [...] takes 
place, becomes illegal appropriation of public space” (p.521). Hampton and Gupta (2008) refer to 
the privatisation as “a private “cocoon” (p.7), “a private sphere of interaction within public spaces” 
(p.6), which people create by using their mobile phone. This “cocoon” “reduces the likelihood 
of serendipitous public encounters, contradicts common expectations for public behaviour and 
diverts attention away from co-present others” (p.7).

There are several practices to create and defend such a “cocoon”, or “communicative island” 
(Höflich 2006, p.59). Höflich (2006, p.59) and Plant (2000, p.52) point out that people look for 
a hideaway, speak quietly, or turn away from others towards a corner or a wall, “as though to 
protect the conversation” (Plant 2000, p.52). Moreover, ignoring the presence of co-present 
others (Höflich 2005, p.164) is also part of the defence strategies. Creating a “protective shield” 
(Höflich 2005, p.164) is also typical behaviour of “true mobiles”. Hampton and Gupta (2008) 
found that notebooks are “used to literally shield one-self from others and to signal unavailability 
for more overt interactions” (p.14). When co-present others ignored this signal “and attempted 
to initiate verbal communication with a true mobile, they were unlikely to be met with eye contact, 
and were more likely to be met with no response or an abrupt word retort” (p.15) as Hampton and 
Gupta (2008) found during his studies in wi-fi- cafés. “Place makers”, on the contrary, are more 
likely available for interactions and socialising with co-present others. They “did not immerse 
themselves in shielded, private cocoons of interaction with the goal of completing work” (p.19).

However, defence strategies do not only become apparent by somehow blocking co-present 
others or hiding from them. Höflich (2005; 2010) found that mobile phone users send non- 
verbal “corrective information” (2010, p.102). Apart from using the notebook as a protective 
shield, this can be a demonstrative head-shaking or a look at a watch to make their inten-
tions clear to others (Höflich 2010, p.102). In addition, turning one’s back towards other people, 
and either staring at the floor or walking slowly around, are common non-verbal performances 
(Höflich 2005, p.167). Höflich (2005) refers to this behaviour as “intention play” (p.164). Conse-
quently, mobile phone users need to “develop a repertoire of gestures that will make the bound-
ary between themselves and other co-present individuals obvious” (Ling, quoted in Höflich 2005, 
p.166f ). Nevertheless, there is certainly an assessment of whether or not a behaviour is appro-
priate in the respective context. Researchers found, for instance, that “Email or SMS is used when 
voice communication is perceived to be inappropriate” (Hampton & Gupta 2008, p.6). Moreover, 
changes in location lead to a change in the behaviour, as Höflich (2010, p.102) determines. The 
situations that are considered as appropriate or inappropriate, of course, also depend on the 
cultural context, as pointed out previously.

3.5 keePinG a sense of Place

As outlined in the previous sections, it is a challenge to be in two places at once. It has conse-
quences for the place and co-present others. The most discussed issue in this context is whether 
or not mobile ICT users retain a “sense of place”. According to Höflich (2005), “having a sense of 
place means being able to orient oneself and move in space, keeping in mind that the spatial envi-
ronment is also an aesthetic and behaviourally relevant environment at all times” (p.160). Moreover, 
Höflich (2005) argues, “orientation in space also means orientation in social space” (p.160). Based 
on this definition, there are two different views about mobile ICT users and their sense of place.
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On the one hand, authors such as Nyiri (2005) and Gergen (2002) claim that “the sense of place 
is negatively affected” (Meyrowitz, quoted in Höflich 2005, p.159) and that “mobile phone users in 
public places do not seem to have a sense of place” (Nyiri 2005, p.17f ). In addition, Höflich explains, 
that referring to Gergen (2002), one could argue that mobile phone users in the situation of 
an absent presence disappear from the here-and-now (Höflich 2010, p.102). Nyiri and Gergen 
published works on this issue in 2002 and 2005, and Meyrowitz’ work “No Sense of Place”, on the 
impact of television on social behaviour, was even published in 1985.

On the other hand, Höflich’s extensive studies between 2005 and 2011 are relevant. Höflich 
objects to the existing opinion and argues that “there is a certain sense of place” (Höflich 2005, 
p.160). Höflich deduces this sense of place from three behaviours that he found in his study. First, 
he found that there still seems to be enough attention to coordinate movement, and that central 
orientation points, such as a fountain, are also important for mobile phone users. Secondly, 
he observed that mobile phone users show, by their non-verbal behaviour, that “they are only 
temporarily stepping out of the here-and-now of the immediate environment and will be available 
again after the telephone call” (Höflich 2005, p.167). According to Höflich (2005), the individual 
has to find his way back into the here-and-now of the real surroundings after the use of the 
mobile phone (p.167). His observations show that “the end of a telephone conversation is often 
accompanied by gestures of re-entry that signal that the individual is now also mentally back in the 
space of physical presence” (Höflich 2005, p.167). The third result of Höflich’s (2005) observations 
regarding the sense of place is that mobile phone users are not completely independent of the 
physical place, but rather have “a very good sense of the places where engaging in a mobile phone 
conversation is appropriate or inappropriate” (p.160).

However, there is the phenomenon of an “inattentional blindness”, which needs to be mentioned 
in this context. This term goes back to Mack and Rock (2000), who conducted experiments on 
attention and perception. Transferring the term to the use of ICTs, experiments with a clown on 
a unicycle, cycling around the university campus of Western Washington University, showed that 
75% of mobile phone users did not notice the clown, whereas only 50% of the non-users did not 
notice the clown (Höflich 20111, p.106).

Although the observed “inattentional blindness” might contradict the assumption of a sense of 
place, by using Mack and Rocks’ hypothesis that there is no conscious perception without atten-
tion, it can be concluded that there is a certain sense of place, as Höflich’s studies show; at the 
same time, however, perception and attention are undoubtedly affected. Therefore, the ques-
tion remains of how do mobile ICT users interact with co-present others in the physical place 
and how are co-present others affected by the ICT users.

3.6 co-Present others

The behaviour of ICT users does have consequences for interactions with co-present others - 
acquainted as well as unacquainted. Normative behaviour in the public setting often conflicts 
with norms for interactions during a phone call (Campbell 20071, p.739). This is not limited to 
the telephone function, since “many people even get annoyed just witnessing people fiddling with 
their mobile phone if this appears to take too much of that person’s attention away from the par-
ticular situation” (Höflich 2006, p.66). Therefore, the use of mobile phones in public can be “as 
intrusive for some as it is convenient and rewarding for others” (Campbell 20071, p.739).

Apart from a private conversation with somebody not visible, or the inattention and absent 
presence of mobile ICT users, the soundscape also needs to be considered when exploring 
the effects on co-present others. Höflich (Höflich 2010, p.100) bases a “scandalous loudness”*1  

*1 translated from German
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on Goffman’s descriptions of sounds that are experienced as a nuisance, since the individual 
demands too much of the surrounding soundscape. In particular, new variations of ring tones, 
from favourite pop songs to animal sounds, add and, therefore, partly overlay, an enormous 
mass of sounds to the soundscape of a public place. However, the noise of a ringing phone 
does not only disturb co-present others, but can also be stressful for the called individual, as 
Höflich observed in his studies (Höflich 2010, p.106).

Moreover, sharing a public place with other people always implies managing proximity and 
distance. Höflich (20111, p.134ff ) conducted extensive studies on distance behaviour and 
perception. He distinguishes four distance zones identified by the American anthropologist 
Edward Hall (quoted in Höflich 20111, p.136): public distance (3,5-7 m), social distance (1,2-2 m 
/ 2-3,5m), personal distance (45-75cm / 75-120cm), and intimate distance (0-15cm / 15-45cm). 
Most subjects perceive the largest possible distance as the most comfortable one when calling 
(p.137). This is particularly the case for women, who mostly already perceive the social distance 
as uncomfortable (p.140). Moreover, co-present others are not expected to leave the place, 
but rather the phoning person is considered to be responsible for ensuring adequate distance 
(p.137).

Handling proximity and distance is not only about keeping distance from co-present others, but 
also about behaving “appropriate” when close to others (Höflich 2010, p.99) to “avoid socially 
inappropriate interactions with others” (Humphreys 2005, p.818). One common mechanism that 
comes into force, “first and foremost in situations where we are within earshot of others is termed 
“civil inattention” by Goffman” (Höflich 2006, p.60). This does not mean  ignoring co-present 
others, but rather acting as if they were of no interest, and as if one was not listening to them 
(Höflich 2006, p.60). On the other hand, it is a part of common behaviour patterns to avoid at-
tracting too much attention and to allow others to distance themselves (Höflich 2010, p.99). 
According to Höflich, the mobile phone conflicts with this principle, especially with regard to 
its sounds (Höflich 2010, p.105).

This conflict, then, is mainly about acceptance. Interestingly, “it has often been noted that 
we generally do not object two people having a conversation in the seat behind us. Yet, we find 
it distracting when a person is talking on the mobile” (Katz 2003, p.27). In order to explore the 
acceptance of mobile phone use in public, various researchers (Campbell 20071; Palen et 
al.  2000 and others) studied the reactions of co-present others in different social settings. 
The authors found that it depends on the expected involvement, and whether the use of 
the phone is perceived as more or less acceptable. According to Campbell (20071), “settings 
involving collective attention will be considered significantly less acceptable [...] than those with a 
more individualised level of focus” (p.740). Examples for settings involving collective attention 
are a movie theatre or a classroom; whereas, the use of ICTs is more acceptable in places, such 
as a bus or a store (Campbell 20071, p.747). However, as Palen et al. (2000) found, there is a 
“direct correlation between the amount of personal mobile phone experience one has and feelings 
of tolerance for other users” (p.9). Overall, acceptance not only depends on the place, but also 
on the situation and social activity, as Katz (2003) points out: “It is not just the fact of being in 
restaurants that may have a bearing on how we feel about and handle communication. Rather, it is 
the act of going out for a meal with someone, reserving a time as well as a space for them, with all 
the expectations and desires that this may imply” (p.110).

Challenges and conflicts do not only occur between ICT users and unacquainted others. ICT 
users who are in company with friends or acquaintances also induce interactions. Research 
on phone calls has shown that whether the invisible person on the phone is a mutual friend 
or not makes a difference (Katz 2003, p.27). Katz’s research suggests that people do not mind 
the phone call of their partners if it is a mutual acquaintance (Katz 2003, p.27). Despite this 
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difference, the individual suddenly becomes a “Single” according to Goffman, which results in 
the engagement in “a number of self-defence mechanisms to alleviate the anxiety and vulner-
ability” (Humphreys 2005, p.814). According to Humphreys (2005), these self-defence activi-
ties include reading a menu or book or playing with his or her own mobile phone (p.814). 
Apart from defending against social vulnerabilities, the reason for this behaviour can also be 
civil inattention, to “help create a “private space” in which [the] partner can have a conversation” 
(Humphreys 2005, p.817). This is again different when people know both of the people on the 
call (Humphreys 2005, p.818). Moreover, people also “help” their partner to handle frontstage 
activity. It was observed that individuals walked slightly ahead their calling partner “as though 
leading the two” (Humphreys 2005, p.816f ). Hence, they take responsibility for navigation 
(Höflich 2010, p.102); whereas, the person on the phone “often had his or her head titled down 
as if trying to create privacy” (Humphreys 2005, p.817). Furthermore, Humphreys found that 
partners, for instance, provide a pen and paper when mobile phone users communicate their 
need (p.820).

3.7 Discussion of social imPacts

There is an ongoing discussion of whether the behaviours of ICT users have negative or posi-
tive social impacts. In 2010, Hampton et al. published the results of their study on the “social 
implications of wireless internet use in terms of its influence on the social diversity experienced by 
internet users, companions, and strangers [...]” (Hampton et al. 20101,  p.715). The research was 
conducted in different parks that offer wireless internet. Whereas most studies have concen-
trated on the mobile phone, Hampton et al. also investigated the use of other devices with a 
focus on notebooks.  The researchers found that 78.5% of observed wireless users were alone 
(p.710), and that a majority used their internet connection to communicate with friends and 
acquaintances that were not physically present (p.711). Moreover, the results showed that 
wi-fi users prefer sparsely-populated areas (p.712), which can be understood by the creation 
of a private “cocoon” as pointed out previously. However, if positioned near others, wi-fi users 
often chose other wi-fi users as neighbours (p.712). According to the authors, this is due to the 
assumption that a wi-fi user indicates the presence of a strong wi-fi signal (p.712). Furthermore, 
Hampton et al. (20101) found that, due to “a focus on private, head-down activities, and limited 
response to stimuli from the environment” (p.713), such as a suddenly loud noise, “internet users 
are exposed to significantly less social diversity in urban public spaces than those who use other 
portable media (books), with the possible exception of mobile phone users” and that they were 
“notably less approachable than users of other media” (p.713). Therefore, although the authors 
state that “certainly, social isolation does not characterize the behaviour of wi-fi users found in 
urban public spaces” (p.715), their argument is - at least partly - contradictory. Hence, they con-
clude: “We explored how wireless Internet access brings new uses and new life to public spaces and 
how it pushes out existing public life. Some wireless users are cut off from their surroundings, but 
for most, interactions between on- and off-line experiences increase exposure to social diversity” 
(Hampton et al. 20102, p.52). Despite being excluded from the public realm to some extent, it 
was also found that “for other urban inhabitants [non users], public spaces do not become less of 
a public realm as a result of a wireless infrastructure” (Hampton et al. 20101, p.717).

Townsend (2011), on the other hand, felt “compelled to respond” to this study. He has been stud-
ying two of the parks (Bryant Park and Union Square in New York City) for nearly a decade. In 
his opinion, the study “failed to capture the complex relationships between internet use in urban 
public spaces it sought to understand”. Townsend, reflecting on his study of Bryant Park, points 
out that his research group was also on the lookout for negative impacts on the Bryant Park’s 
public life. It was even “made clear in no uncertain terms that if nerds with laptops took over the 
park, they’d pull the plug”. However, this did not happen. On the contrary, Townsend observed 
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that “wireless use became a small niche within the rich ecosystem of uses of the park”.  Moreover, he 
highlights that online communication is also used to plan activities in the public place and to 
“check-in” on the mobile social network, Foursquare. Wi-fi users, therefore, create “opportunities 
for sociability even as they are momentarily distracted from their surroundings”. Additionally, the 
author criticises Hampton et al.’s (20101) study for conclusions that “are already outdated”, since 
notebooks “are already on their way out”. With the widespread use of tablets, game consoles 
and gestural and spoken interfaces, Townsend claims that wireless public spaces are becoming 
“laboratories for a kind of civic computing that lets groups large and small experience new kinds 
of collective computed activities”. He highlights the possibility to “create the opportunity for col-
laborative work” and above all the chance “to bring work back to the streets for the first time in a 
century since the office building, as architectural solution to bureaucracy [...] sucked them away”.

3.8 enaBlinG factors

Returning from the rather sociological debate to the connection between the concrete public 
place and the use of mobile ICT devices, several factors can be identified that influence the use 
of ICTs in public places.

In general, different authors such as Campbell (20071), Hampton (Hampton & Gupta 2008; 
Hampton et al. 20101) and Ling (2004) confirm that there is a direct relationship between urban 
form and the use of ICT. Ling pointed out the importance of a setting’s architecture (quoted in 
Campbell 20071, p.748) and Campbell (20071) highlights the importance of architectural fea-
tures that “allow people to erect “symbolic fences” to support private appropriation of the public 
space” (p.748f ). Hampton et al. (20101) suggest that those spaces are successful (in attracting 
wi-fi use) that benefit from a good urban design (p.717). Regardless of their definition of “suc-
cessful” and “good urban design”, statements such as that confirm the relevance of this thesis.

The most obvious factor is wireless internet access. Interestingly, enabling factors, apart from 
wi-fi or users’ demands in general, have not been studied as much as, for instance, social issues 
about the use of ICTs. This thesis tries to be part of filling this gap. However, some influencing 
factors were identified in the literature.

One of those factors is background noise. Campbell (20071) argued for more acceptable mobile 
phone use in public places that have their own background noise (p.748f ). However, it is cer-
tainly also a factor the other way around, with a café with not too much background noise 
providing a good working atmosphere.

Another factor is furniture. “Workers typically seek empty tables and desks” (Hampton et al. 20101, 
p.714). Additionally, the arrangement is relevant. Hampton et al. (20101) found that “more in-
teraction was observed where shared seating was provided, such as benches, steps, picnic tables, 
and low walls” (p.714). Moreover, Hampton and Gupta (2008) list “the provision of power outlets, 
flat surfaces for laptops, and shade to view digital displays” (p.24) as salient factors of the built-
environment. The Figures 6-11 show that there are already innovations that consider these 
demands. Overall, observations suggest, “that those public spaces that are successful that is, they 
benefit from a good urban design and a pre-existing population of users, are most likely to attract 
wi-fi use” (Hampton et al. 20101, p.717). Therefore, although the “success” of a place depends on 
cultural and local context, urban design is also of great importance.

As previously mentioned, wireless internet access seems to be the most important factor for 
the use of ICTs in public places. Whether paid, free, or somehow limited, wireless internet access 
is most often a basic prerequisite for the use of a notebook for relatively-long period. However, 
the cost factor has an influence on the type of internet user. Hampton and Gupta (2008) ob-
served that more “true mobiles” were found in the paid wi-fi Starbucks locations, and that a 
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Fig. 6: Cushioned lamp poles, Brick Lane, London, U.K..
Source: Keller (2013)

Fig. 7: Green Sunrising’s Solar Bench, Windsor, Cana-
da. Source: Green Sun Rising Inc. (2013)

Fig. 8: Lipton’s Outdoor Office, London, U.K..
Source: Gore (2006)

Fig. 9: StarEnergy’s INTI Solar Charge Point, Covilhã, 
Portugal. Source: StarEnergy (2012)

Fig. 10: MIT’s Soft Rocker, Cambridge, U.S..
Source: Trei (2011)

Fig. 11: Toyota’s Wi-Fi Flowers, Boston, U.S..
Source: Yoo (2009)
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greater number of “place makers” were found in places that offer free wi-fi. The authors argue 
that “people who are looking for wi-fi connections will go to places where they know they will get a 
good connection, and where they can sit for some time and work” (p.22f ). Moreover, Hampton et 
al. (20101) found that “many wi-fi users are new users of urban public spaces and pre-existing users 
of a public space become more frequent visitors as a result of wi-fi availability” (p.717). However, 
the researchers cannot definitively conclude from their results that the availability of wi-fi 
access attracts new participants to urban spaces.

Interesting in this context is the discussion about municipal wi-fi. As Hampton and Gupta (2008) 
state, “with the launch of municipal wi-fi, for the first time it will be possible to integrate intensive 
Internet use with the use of public space” (p.5).  The researchers suggest two different possibili-
ties for the influence of municipal wi-fi. It will either encourage greater participation in public 
spaces and lead to increased public interactions, or the use will consist of private “cocoons” of 
interaction and distract from interactions with co-present others and “ultimately reinforce the 
existing trend towards privatism” (p.8). Considering all of the discussed issues and that this article 
was published in 2008, this view might be too black-and-white, since it will always depend on 
the place, local culture, and the individuals themselves. Therefore, it is more likely that there 
may always be both types of users.

The aim of this chapter was to highlight the link between social behaviour, ICTs, and public 
places. It explored the use of ICT on the move and in a place, and pointed out the consequences 
for the user’s behaviour, the place, and co-present others, before highlighting the factors that 
influence use. The next chapter will examine the results from the perspective of the urban plan-
ning and design profession.
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4 the role oF urbAn PlAnninG

The previous chapters demonstrated the link between social behaviour, ICT, and urban form. 
The use of ICT in everyday life is a part of today’s society. Consequently, new mobile ICT devices 
have led to changes in social behaviour, and overlay or replace previous patterns; this is also 
visible in public spaces. Since public places serve a key function for cities, urban planners and 
designers need to react to the new challenges.

Therefore, the fourth chapter of the theoretical background presents the perspective of the 
urban planning and design profession. Based on the literature, this chapter will first discuss 
the tasks of urban planning regarding public places. Then, changing tasks for urban planning 
and design through changing public places will be illustrated; then reactions in practice will be 
explored. The last section concludes with a discussion of the responsibilities and possibilities 
for urban planners and designers.

4.1 PuBlic Places as a key task

As discussed in Chapter II.2, public places fulfil various functions and are, therefore, of great im-
portance for cities. Public spaces are nothing new to urban planning and city politics, but have 
always been the subject of regeneration and development efforts (Selle 2008, p.7f ). Against 
the background of their challenges and conflicts, in particular the issue of privatisation, public 
places are, more than ever, the focus of urban planners and designers. In the last years, inner 
cities and city squares have particularly been the focus of urban planning, at least in Germany, 
where several initiatives arose at the federal level (Selle 2008, p.9).

It is the task of urban planners and designers to maintain and strengthen the functions of 
public places. According to Townsend (2003), public spaces are “most highly valued by urban 
designers as key components of healthy, open, democratic communities” (p.127). Conventional 
focus related to the design of public space is, therefore, to maximize social uses (Hampton & 
Gupta 2008, p.24). Concurring with Townsend, Hampton and Gupta (2008) assume that “public 
spaces are to support diverse opportunities for social interaction, and the benefits to democracy 
and public safety such interactions afford” (p.24).

The process of planning and design increasingly involves the city dwellers since the redesign of 
public places is of particular interest for them (Selle 2008, p.11). Although this might be rather 
new in practice, it actually goes back to 1961 when Jane Jacobs suggested that “cities have the 
capability of providing something for everybody, only because, and only when, they are created by 
everybody” (p.238). Therefore, this thesis is based on the understanding that urban planners 
and designers plan and design cities and, particularly, public places, for the people, and with 
respect to all different kinds of user groups. From this perspective, ICT users are one out-of-
many user groups of public places. Hence, just as in the cases of age-, gender-, lifestyle-related, 
or other groups of users, ICT users also make particular demands on public places. 

The use of ICT in public places is one example that shows how the use of public places can 
change dramatically in a relatively short time. Correspondingly, urban planning and design 
tasks are subject to constant change (Selle 2008, p.1).

4.2 chanGinG tasks throuGh chanGinG PuBlic Places

As seen in Chapter II.3, the use of ICT has consequences for public places. Claiming that, for 
example, the mobile phone changes the “character of urban public spaces” (Hampton et al. 20101, 
p.706) for the user and all participants in that space, and that “public space is no longer covered 
in full, lived in all its aspects, stimuli and prospects, but is kept in the background of an itinerant cel-



ii theoretical Framework - 4 the role oF urBan Planning 34

lular intimacy” (Fortunati 20021, p.516), might be expressed too strictly. However, there are new 
kinds of uses and new experiences created by ICT use; opinions about the extent of the change 
and the consequences, however, vary widely:

“There may be substantial implications for the nature of urban public space due to the 
heavy usage of mobile phones.” 

(Katz 2003, p.28)

“[...] providing wireless Internet access in public spaces has significant consequences for 
those spaces and how they are used.” 

(Townsend 2003, p.132)

“Internet access in public spaces may reshape the public realm. Because of its location, it 
may revitalize, repopulate, and improve the safety of public spaces. Because of the elec-
tronic connectivity it offers, it may reduce social inequalities and increase the use of public 
spaces. As a result of the diversity of those who are colocated, it may increase social cohe-
sion, tolerance, and exposure to diverse messages. Given that participation in diverse 
physical and virtual spaces can contribute to democratic engagement, it may develop 
political action and stimulate democracy or it may not. Wireless internet use may push 
out existing public life, preciously private activities may shrink the public realm, and con-
tribute to existing trends toward privatism that are augmenting the structure and compo-

sition of people’s social networks.” 
(Hampton et al. 20101, p.701f )

“The cellular telephone, [...] will, as surely as the development of the Internet, lead to fun-
damental transformations in individual’s perceptions of self and the world, and conse-
quently the way those individuals collectively construct that world. Because of this, mobile 
communication devices will have a profound effect on cities as urbanites weave them into 

their daily routines.” 
(Townsend 2000, p.85)

Consequently, urban planning and design needs to adapt to these changes and “conventional 
considerations related to the design of public space to maximize for social uses must be reconsid-
ered in light of the unique requirements of new media use” (Hampton & Gupta 2008, p.24).

4.3 reactions in Practice

Urban planning is a long-term process. Although there is continuous research, built or visible 
reactions to research findings in general take a long time. The question of whether the perspec-
tive of ICT users on public places is incorporated by the people in charge of designing them, 
can only be answered with difficulty. To answer this question, experts need to be interviewed.  
However, to approach the question, it is also helpful to explore whether or not existing places 
consider the needs of ICT users.

“Most urban spaces lack digital network connectivity” (Townsend 2003, p.127). Townsend’s state-
ment rather contradicts the assumption that existing places consider the needs of ICT users. 
In his opinion, “urban planners and architects have also neglected the social effects of these tech-
nologies, focusing instead on cosmetic issues such as the design and placement of the increasing 
number of antenna towers needed to support the growth in the use of networks” and “[...] have 
barely begun thinking about the larger impacts of these technologies” (Townsend 2000, p.85).

Although Townsend published these statements more than a decade ago, the scientific litera-
ture in the field has expanded greatly since then. It is still difficult, however, to find practice-
based projects in certain public places. One major exception is the previously-mentioned 
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Bryant Park in New York. According to Townsend (2003), the park offers “one of the few large-
scale production-grade experiments in creating a digitally mediated space” (p.128). Townsend 
and others launched a wireless local area network there in 2002, providing free access to the 
internet 24 hours a-day and throughout the entire year. The author states that one of the most 
important goals of the project was “to design the network and integrate it into the park’s existing 
physical and mental images in a seamless fashion” (p.129).

Hampton et al. (20101), who studied several wi-fi spaces, calls Bryant Park “the most active wi-fi 
space that was observed” (p.708). Bryant Park is located in the heart of New York and benefits 
from the constant flow of pedestrian traffic and the neighbouring office buildings. Moreover, 
Hampton states that the park offers mixed public use, open green spaces, tree shade, food 
and beverage kiosks, a children’s carousel and more than 1,000 moveable chairs (p.708f ). All of 
these factors fuel the use of ICTs, as the large number of users shows. The researchers recorded 
an average of 32 users per-day, including off-peak hours (Townsend 2003, p.129). They also 
found that the “wireless network served both tourists and visitors as well as people who regularly 
visited the park” (p.130). The time of use was, on average, one hour; however, the author also 
observed a core group of users who “regularly maintained sessions of up to three hours in length” 
(p.130). Overall, Townsend concludes that the wi-fi led to a “substantial blurring of boundaries 
between the park and neighbouring office buildings” (p.130), since numerous individuals were 
observed who were working or conducting meetings in the park. In his opinion, “this blurring 
has helped reinforce the mixed-use character of the neighbourhood, provide an alternative working 
environment, and render the Midtown’s starkly barren office buildings more transparent by drawing 
workers out to the park” (p.130). Moreover, Townsend found a strong linkage between physical 
activity and activity in cyberspace, since the wireless networks were particularly busy at park 
events, such as movie nights (p.129f ).

Although other public spaces with wi-fi access can be found in the literature, they have not 
been studied in great detail; researchers have also not published much about other examples, 
such as Bryant Park. This may be due to the particular combinations of conditions that Bryant 
Park offers, as Hampton et al. (20101) describes: “Other popular spaces for wireless internet use 
offered some combination of free wi-fi access, high population density and good urban design, but 
rarely all three” (p.708).

Therefore, Bryant Park can be characterised as a successful example of the implementation of 
free wi-fi and an urban design that offers good conditions for a longer use of ICTs. Undoubt-
edly, the local context of Bryant Park needs to be considered to have played a major role in the 
large number of users. Nevertheless, this example shows that, given appropriate conditions, 
there is a demand for using wireless internet for work or leisure activities in a physical place 
such as a park. Moreover, Townsend (2003) highlights the potential to create mediated spaces, 
“where digital and physical spaces can intersect and add value to each other” (p.21). According to 
the author, the use of untethered applications can enhance the function of the physical space 
(p.133). However, “supporting untethered individuals will require certain physical modifications to 
existing public spaces” (p.133).

4.4 not  “missinG the Boat”

These “physical modifications” are the responsibility of urban planners and designers. Yet, the 
task is not, for instance, to install wi-fi everywhere, as “wi-fi infrastructure by itself will not popu-
late an urban public space, nor will it revitalize urban public spaces that are in decline as a result 
of poor design or other factors” (Hampton et al. 20101, p.717). It is also not to create a list with 
“physical modifications” that need to be implemented in every public place. Rather, the task is 
to sensitise for the demands of ICT users.
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Therefore, the challenge is to find a balanced method of taking ICT users’ demands into account. 
The task is to use the potential to enhance public places and to contribute to “more unique, live-
able urban spaces” (Townsend 2003, p.137) and to create “physical spaces that are responsive to 
the changing behaviours and expectations of the digital age” (Houghton 2010, p.12). Moreover, 
the “killer argument” of financing physical modifications or providing services, is not convinc-
ing, since existing models show that it is possible without these, as the Bryant Park example 
shows. In this case, Townsend (2003) concludes that “providing this service was an affordable 
proposition” (p.131).

However, the question remains as how to approach these challenges from the urban planning 
and design profession.  Relevant questions include, “How can and should we design digitally-me-
diated spaces? What do people want from them?” (Townsend 2003, p.143) and “How can we design 
our technology and our built-environment so as to moderate any negative effects?” (Katz  2003, 
p.30). According to Katz (2003), “the answer is within our grasp” (p.30). Katz further claims that 
“It is our job as social scientists to get the needed information” (p.30). Yet, it is not only the job of 
social scientists, but interdisciplinary research is also needed, since not only social aspects, but 
also aspects concerning the built-environment and the technical development are affected. 
Palen et al. (2000) describes this in respect to mobile telephony:

“Mobile telephony is rapidly becoming a feature of our culture, yet we do not understand 
its effects on communicative practice and behaviour, especially with respect to the inter-
action and co-evolution of the technology and human activity. As wireless communica-

tions and information management applications proliferate, empirical understanding of 
practice and social impacts becomes relevant for scholars and practitioners alike” (p.2).

Thus, more projects, such as Bryant Park, and more research in the field are required. Keeping in 
mind that urban planning is a long-term process, we need to react now to “not miss the boat”. 
Hence, this thesis serves as a part of this research and aims to contribute to sensitising of these 
complex connections between urban form, social behaviour, and the use of ICTs. Returning to 
the quote of Selle (2008) and Townsend at the beginning of the thesis, public places are subject 
to constant change and, hence, change the tasks of urban planning. Therefore, “in the future, 
park designers will need to consider the special needs of untethered individuals just as they would 
any other type of user groups” (Townsend 2003, p.133).
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iii   methodoloGicAl APProAch

Defining a methodological approach that is appropriate for a specific study is a core part of the 
research process. Therefore, the choice of method depends on the research questions and aims 
of the study. Hence, this chapter will introduce the research questions and present the choice 
of method for the following empirical study.

1 reseArch Questions

The aim of this thesis is to gain insight into the use of ICTs and its impacts on the use of public 
places from the perspective of urban planning. As already presented, the main research ques-
tion is:

How does the use of ICTs affect the way that people use public places 
and what does that mean for planning?

Approaching this complex question suggests separating three minor working questions that 
are to be answered by the empirical study:

1. How are ICTs used in public places?

2. How does this affect the use of public places?

3. What does that mean for planning?

2 choice oF method

The research question is consummately to be approached by a case study. Case study meth-
odology has developed within the social sciences. The systematic gathering of information 
about a particular setting permits the researcher to effectively understand how it operates or 
functions (Berg 2001, p.225). According to Johansson (20031), “the essence of case study meth-
odology is triangulation, the combination on different level of techniques, methods, strategies or 
theories” (p.11). Therefore, a case study is not a data-gathering technique, “but a methodological 
approach that incorporates a number of data-gathering measures” (Berg 2001, p.225). Moreover, 
the methodology is characterized by “a purposeful selection of the case to study and triangula-
tion” (Johansson 20032, p.1) and the aim is to generalize from the particular case in the interest 
either of theory or of other cases (Johansson 20032, p.1). Furthermore, Yin (1984, quoted by 
Lundequist 1999) points out, “the focus of the case study should be on a contemporary phenom-
enon within its real-life context” (p.49). It is also suggested to limit the number of cases since the 
considering of factors in context often results in time-consuming research (Yin 1984, quoted 
by Lundequist 1999, p.49).

Thus, against the background of the present research question, a city square is chosen as a case 
study. As previously discussed, city squares are public places that are particularly suitable to 
explore the behaviour of ICT users. Considering the timeframe of this master thesis, but also 
considering the suggestion to limit the number of cases, only one city square is studied in order 
to have the possibility to use multiple methods of data gathering. Moreover, the aim is to link 
the case study to the theoretical framework and the studies presented in the literature instead of 
comparing several case studies. The advantage is that one place can be explored more in depth, 
and the difficulty of comparing places with different local contexts does not exist. Hence, for the 
aim of this thesis, more valuable statements can be made in the end.

The subdivided three central questions cannot be investigated using one single data-gathering 
method, but rather require different methods. This shows once more that a case study is the 
correct approach, since it is characterised by multiple methods and techniques.
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The first question - how are ICTs used in public places - first requires the mapping of the par-
ticular public place in order to identify uses. This quantitative approach is one kind of observa-
tion method (Meier Kruker & Rauh 2005, p.59). To determine how ICTs are used and to answer 
the second question - how does this affect the use of public places - the next step is to observe 
the use qualitatively. Qualitative research dispenses with the formulation of hypotheses ex-ante 
(Lamnek 2005, p.21), but the research process allows understanding the matter of research from 
within (Flick 2002, p.48f ). Therefore, qualitative research methods allow the investigation of 
complex research questions, since the objects are not disaggregated into separate variables but 
studied in their entirety and in their real-life context (Flick 2002, p.17).

The observations will then be complemented with short interviews to explore subjective per-
spectives and reasons for behaviour patterns. This requires an open examination process, which 
allows previously unknown aspects to be identified (Lamnek 2005, p.19f ). “Open” in this context 
means that the individual can answer freely, but also that the interviewer is free in his choice of 
questions. Therefore, it cannot be approached with a standardised questionnaire, but instead 
with qualitative interviews. To provide a general structure for the interview, however, some 
questions were developed as guidelines. 

The third question - what does that mean for planning - will be answered by analysing the find-
ings from the perspective of the urban planning and design profession.

Overall, this choice of methods results in a holistic approach that is flexible in the qualitative 
research process but still guided theoretically.
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Tab. 1: Excerpt from the mapping questionnaire. Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.

3 mAPPinG

Mapping was conducted as a structured, concealed, and non-participating observation method 
according to Lamnek’s (2005, p.509ff ) differentiation. Based on the research questions, several 
criteria were defined and prepared in a questionnaire to be filled in during fieldwork (tab. 1). 
The aim of the mapping was to make an inventory of the physical setting of the place and to 
identify different functions.

All locations, which can be, for instance, stores or cafés, were numbered in a map of the place 
and in the table. Additionally, other physical objects, such as trees and benches, were mapped. 
Each location was named and characterised. Initially, the table separated the ground and upper 
floors, with the expectation that some restaurants or cafés provide an upper floor with seats. 
Yet, a first test of the mapping showed that there are no relevant functions in the upper floors 
of the buildings, since they mainly provide office spaces or are part of large department stores. 
The criteria, then, include seating areas with a distinction between inside and outside areas, 
the availability of power outlets and toilettes (as this might be relevant for the length of stay), 
access to wi-fi and opening hours. Initially, the table separated between “own” access, which 
means the locations  provides the wireless internet, and “other”, which means that the location 
is within the range of a wi-fi of another location. Moreover, examining the kind of access was 
planned, regarding the possible need for registration and costs. However, these distinctions 
became irrelevant in the first test of the mapping, since only the Starbucks café offers wireless 
internet access. In addition, reliable access is very limited to the café and even some of the 
outside seats do not achieve a constant connection. Moreover, each location was attached to a 
photo and its number was documented in the table (Annex 3). 

All surveyed criteria meet the requirements of one-dimensionality, completeness, and con-
creteness according to Meier, Kruker and Rauh (2005, p.87f ). They contribute to the quantifi-
cation of the data and the controllability of the observations and, therefore, strengthen the 
significance of the quantified data (Atteslander 1975, p.73f, p.178). 

The mapping was conducted in one day on the 27.05.2013. It was not necessary to split it into 
different units, since the scope of the mapping was manageable by one investigator in one day 
and spreading the mapping over several days would not add value to the findings regarding 
the research question.
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Fig. 12: Recording locations. Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.

4 observAtions

The observations were conducted as a partly structured, concealed and non-participating 
observation method according to Lamnek’s (2005, p.509ff ) differentiation. The aim of the 
observations was to survey the behaviour of ICT users on the move as well as during their stay 
at a location. Therefore, two different kinds of observations were developed.

“Use on the move” concerns mainly the use of small portable devices such as music players, or 
mobile and smart phones. Due to the time and resource frame of this degree project, a method 
was needed that could be conducted by one investigator. The method of following individu-
als from the entrances of the place, for instance was not suitable, as it only covers the indi-
viduals that already use a device when entering the place. Hence, a most promising method 
was to record videos from different perspectives. A first test in the public place was done to 
explore different possible perspectives. Then, four perspectives were chosen for the fieldwork. 
The choice considered a mix of “bird´s eye” and “inside” perspectives, and a mix of different 
areas of the square (fig.12). Moreover, the perspectives were chosen to cover an area as large as 
possible, but at the same time being close enough to the individuals to catch their use of ICT 
with maximum detail (fig.13). Each of the chosen perspectives was planned to be recorded for 
10 minutes.

However, the qualitative approach offered the opportunity to include adaptability in the 
chosen perspectives and to react to local conditions, such as weather conditions, the stores’ 
hours-of-operation or local events (e.g., open day of the fire brigade). Moreover, perspectives 
were added when some of the basic four perspectives failed due to local conditions.

The use in the place was observed in all five relevant locations (fig. 14). This choice covers all of 
the gastronomic locations with outside seating and, additionally, public benches and unofficial 
seating, such as walls (fig. 15).

Initially, maps were prepared showing the seats and assigned numbers. In a corresponding 
table, it was planned to document basically who (approximate age, gender) used what (kind of 
medium), for how long (period of time). The subject of study was not only the mobile phone, as 
in many of the studies presented in Chapter II.3, but to all kinds of mobile devices. As it turned 
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Galeria Kaufhof 1st floor Sinn & Leffers 2nd floor
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Beethoven Monument towards Sinn & Leffers Monument towards Galeria Kaufhof

Fig. 13: Photos of observation perspectives. Source: Own photographs.
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Fig. 14: Locations of observed places. Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.
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Bakeries
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Example 1: bench Example 2: wall5 5
Fig. 15: Photos of observed places. Source: Own photographs.



iii methodological aPProach - 4 oBserVations 43

date weather time duration perspective / place

02.07.2013 10:39 - 10:49 10 min. (3) Galeria Kaufhof 1st floor

11:02 - 11:07   5 min. (1) Beethoven Monument

11:40 - 11:50 10 min. (4) Sinn & Leffers 2nd floor

11:55 - 12:05 10 min. (2) Monument

13:10 - 13:40 30 min. (1) Stadtbrotbäcker Rott

13:45 - 14:00 15 min. (2) Baker's Premium

14:10 - 14:25 15 min. (3) Starbucks Coffee

15:00 - 15:15 15 min. (4) Café "Midi"

15:15 - 15:30 15 min. (5) Public seating

11.07.2013 18:16 - 18:26 10 min. (3) Galeria Kaufhof 1st floor

18:59 - 19:09 10 min. (1) Beethoven Monument

18:32 - 18:42 10 min. (4) Sinn & Leffers 2nd floor

18:46 - 18:56 10 min. (2) Monument

19:32 - 19:42 10 min. Bench

17:50 - 18:05 15 min. (1) Stadtbrotbäcker Rott

17:50 - 18:05 15 min. (2) Baker's Premium

19:10 - 19:25 15 min. (3) Starbucks Coffee

19:50 - 20:05 15 min. (4) Café "Midi"

19:35 - 19:50 15 min. (5) Public seating

13.07.2013 12:39 - 12:46   7  min. (4) Sinn & Leffers 2nd floor

13:41 - 13:45   4  min. Corner at Karstadt

13:26 - 13:36 10 min. Round Wall at Sinn & Leffers

12:05 - 12:20 15 min. (1) Stadtbrotbäcker Rott

12:05 - 12:20 15 min. (2) Baker's Premium

12:57 - 13:12 15 min. (3) Starbucks Coffee

12:20 - 12:35 15 min. (4) Café "Midi"

14:11 - 14:26 15 min. (5) Public seating

14.07.2013 14:02 - 14:17 15 min. (1) Beethoven Monument

Sunday 14:18 - 14:28 10 min. (2) Monument

13:45 - 14:00 15 min. (1) Stadtbrotbäcker Rott

13:30 - 13:45 15 min. (3) Starbucks Coffee

14:35 - 14:50 15 min. (4) Café "Midi"

14:56 - 15:11 15 min. (5) Public seating

1

2

3

4

Saturday

Thursday

Tuesday

warm

and

sunny

warm

and

sunny

warm

and

sunny

warm

and

sunny

total time

in the place:

5 hours

total time

in the place:

2,5 hours

total time

in the place:

2,5 hours

total time

in the place:

2 hours

Tab. 2: Summary of the observations. Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.

out in a first test, this kind of observation would be far too detailed. Apart from Starbucks, only 
single uses of smartphones (and a few tablets at MIDI) were observed. The second approach 
then, was a more generalised table, documenting the kind of device and the length-of-use 
for each user. However, apart from Starbucks again, this was still too detailed. Therefore, the 
method was changed and, instead replaced by unstructured, free observations. Short notes 
and photos summarised the impressions afterwards.

Overall, all of the observations were conducted in four parts, to observe the place on different 
days of the week and at different times of the day, to observe all different kinds of user groups, 
and to obtain a broad range of impressions. Table 2 summarises all of the observations, including 
all of the deviations. Altogether, a total of at least 12 hours were spent in the place, in addition 
to the time that was spent in the Münsterplatz for testing the perspectives and observation 
methods.
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date weather time duration perspective / place

02.07.2013 10:39 - 10:49 10 min. (3) Galeria Kaufhof 1st floor

11:02 - 11:07   5 min. (1) Beethoven Monument

11:40 - 11:50 10 min. (4) Sinn & Leffers 2nd floor

11:55 - 12:05 10 min. (2) Monument

13:10 - 13:40 30 min. (1) Stadtbrotbäcker Rott

13:45 - 14:00 15 min. (2) Baker's Premium

14:10 - 14:25 15 min. (3) Starbucks Coffee

15:00 - 15:15 15 min. (4) Café "Midi"

15:15 - 15:30 15 min. (5) Public seating

11.07.2013 18:16 - 18:26 10 min. (3) Galeria Kaufhof 1st floor

18:59 - 19:09 10 min. (1) Beethoven Monument

18:32 - 18:42 10 min. (4) Sinn & Leffers 2nd floor

18:46 - 18:56 10 min. (2) Monument

19:32 - 19:42 10 min. Bench

17:50 - 18:05 15 min. (1) Stadtbrotbäcker Rott

17:50 - 18:05 15 min. (2) Baker's Premium

19:10 - 19:25 15 min. (3) Starbucks Coffee

19:50 - 20:05 15 min. (4) Café "Midi"

19:35 - 19:50 15 min. (5) Public seating

13.07.2013 12:39 - 12:46   7  min. (4) Sinn & Leffers 2nd floor

13:41 - 13:45   4  min. Corner at Karstadt

13:26 - 13:36 10 min. Round Wall at Sinn & Leffers

12:05 - 12:20 15 min. (1) Stadtbrotbäcker Rott

12:05 - 12:20 15 min. (2) Baker's Premium

12:57 - 13:12 15 min. (3) Starbucks Coffee

12:20 - 12:35 15 min. (4) Café "Midi"

14:11 - 14:26 15 min. (5) Public seating

14.07.2013 14:02 - 14:17 15 min. (1) Beethoven Monument

Sunday 14:18 - 14:28 10 min. (2) Monument

13:45 - 14:00 15 min. (1) Stadtbrotbäcker Rott

13:30 - 13:45 15 min. (3) Starbucks Coffee

14:35 - 14:50 15 min. (4) Café "Midi"

14:56 - 15:11 15 min. (5) Public seating

1

2

3

4

Saturday

Thursday

Tuesday

warm

and

sunny

warm

and

sunny

warm

and

sunny

warm

and

sunny

total time

in the place:

5 hours

total time

in the place:

2,5 hours

total time

in the place:

2,5 hours

total time

in the place:

2 hours

Note: Observations “on the move” in white, observations “in the place” in grey.
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5 interviews

The interviews were conducted as short and semi-standardized interviews according to 
Berg´s  (2001, p.68ff ) differentiation of interviews. The semi-standardized interview includes 
the implementation of some guideline questions that are flexible to be adapted during each 
interview. 

Initially, individuals on the move, as well as in the place, were to be interviewed. As the observa-
tions turned out to be mainly focused on the use on the move, this was modified to only inter-
views in the place. Moreover, the amount of interviews was reduced to two, since uses only at 
Starbucks, apart from a short smartphone use, were observed. Therefore, two notebook users 
were interviewed, who were using their notebook outside for a longer period. The main focus 
of the interview was to determine whether they consciously choose Starbucks because of the 
wireless internet access or if other factors motivated their choice. 

Additionally, one interview was conducted with the assistant manager at the local bakery 
“Stadtbrotbäcker Rott” to obtain a completely different point of view. The main focus of the 
interview was to explore the reasons why the bakery does not offer internet access, and to find 
out if they had ever considered it.

The interviews were conducted on the days of observation. They lasted between 10 to 
20 minutes and were oriented to the guideline questions (Annex 1-2). As the interviews were 
rather short and done spontaneously when observing a user, they were not recorded, but 
documented afterwards in the form of notes.

Overall, only three interviews were conducted. Due to this small number they are not repre-
sentative and do not enable an informative quantitative analysis. Rather, they illustrate three 
subjective points of view. However, they are a valuable complement to the observations and 
enrich the empirical findings.
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Tab. 3: Elaborated questions and theses. Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.

1 What moving types are observed? Only walking?

2 How does the behaviour change when using ICTs?  Does, for example, the walking 
speed change?

3
There are two types: people who swim through the social �ow and cross the square 
e�ciently (without slowing down), and people who (temporarily) walk slowly around 
circles or s-patterns while on the phone.

4
The lingering group orientates towards central localities such as a fountain, which has 
always served as a meeting point and place of gathering, and now as communicative 
island for mobile phone users.

5 The mobile phone is often used during transitions from place or activity.

1 People choose cafés and co�ee shops for a longer period of time that o�er wireless 
internet access.

2 Users in a café can be distinguished as true mobiles and place makers.

3 If positioning near others, wi-� users often choose other wi-� users as neighbours.

4 ~80 % of wireless internet users are alone.

5 The demographic composition of wi-� users is consistent across sites with single, 
white, male young adults being predominant.

1 What behaviour can be observed that can be linked to absent presence?

2 Social identities clash when two or more roles have to be played out in a single 
physical space.

3 One of the �rst things users ask is the question "Where are you?".

4 Mobile phone user's 'dance' due to absence presence.

1 Users look for a hideaway, speak quietly, turn away from others towards a corner or a 
wall, stare at the �oor or walk around slowly.

2 People use niches or local circumstances such as fountains, �ower bucket or pillars 
when on the phone.

3 Users create a protective shield using, for example, their notebook (typical for true 
mobiles).

4 Mobile phone users ignore the presence of co-present others.

5 Mobile phone users make their intention clear to others. This can be a demonstrative 
head-shaking or a look at a watch.

6 Wireless internet users prefer sparsely populated areas.

1 Changes in the location lead to a change in the behaviour.

2 E-Mail or SMS is used when voice communication is perceived to be inappropriate.

3 Mobile phone users have a very good sense of the places where engaging in a mobile 
phone conversation is appropriate or inappropriate.

4 There still seems to be enough attention to coordinate movement.

5 Central orientation points, such as a fountain, have an importance also for mobile 
phone users.

6 Mobile phone users show by their non-verbal performance, that they are only 
temporarily stepping out of the here-and-now.

7 Mobile phone users have to �nd their way back into the here and now of the real 
surroundings after the use of the mobile phone.

8 Due to a focus on private, head-down activities, wi-� users response limited to stimuli 
from the environment, such as a suddenly loud noise.

9
Internet users are exposed to signi�cantly less social diversity than those who use 
other portable media, such as books, with the possible exception of mobile phone 
users.

1 What reactions of co-present others can be observed?

2 Do people get annoyed at users phoning, typing, or due to sounds?

3 The sound (of a ringtone) can also be stressful for the person him or herself.

4 Mobile phone users ignore the presence of co-present others.

5 Most subjects perceive the largest possible distance as the most comfortable one 
when calling.

6 This (number 5) is particularly the case for women.

7 The phoning person is considered to be responsible for ensuring adequate distance.

8 "Civil inattention" is a common behaviour.

9 How do “Withs” react when they become a “Single”? Which self-defence mechanisms 
can be observed? (reading a menu or book, playing with one’s own mobile phone).

10 Partners help to create a “private space”.

11
Partners walk slightly ahead of their calling partner as though leading the two. They
take responsibility for the navigation. The person on the phone often has his or her
head titled down as if trying to create privacy.

12 Partners help when mobile phone users communicate their need (passing a pen and 
paper, for instance).

13 Are there clashes in the movement of users with co-present others?

1 Wireless internet access is important for ICT users.

2
The cost factor of the internet access in�uences the type of internet user. More true 
mobiles are found in the paid wi-� Starbucks locations, and a greater number of place 
makers are found in places that o�er free wi-�.

3 Background noise in�uences the use of ICT.

4 Furniture is relevant for the use of ICT.

5 More interaction is observed where shared seating is provided, such as benches, steps, 
picnic tables, and low walls.

6 The provision of power outlets, �at surfaces for laptops, and shade to view digital 
displays are factors of relevance for the use of ICTs.

ENABLING FACTORS

SENSE OF PLACE

SPECIFIC FOR “ON THE MOVE”

SPECIFIC FOR “IN THE PLACE”

CO-PRESENT OTHERS

CREATING AND DEFENDING A PRIVATE COCOON

ABSENT PRESENCE

iv  emPiricAl study

The aim of the empirical study was to link the reviewed literature to a real case to understand 
the behaviour of ICT users more in depth, to test the theoretical findings and results of previous 
studies, and to generally enhance the research in this field.

Thus, a research area needed to be chosen in which a great range of user behaviour can be 
studied. The most suitable area was a lively city square that offers different functions, different 
places to stay and linger, and that is used by a variety of users. Moreover, the place should be 
centrally located and close to other important functions to offer streams of people crossing the 
place on their way. The Münsterplatz (~”Minster Place”) in Bonn (Germany) fulfils all of these 
criteria and was, therefore, chosen as research area for the case study. As pointed out in the 
theoretical framework, cultural and local background is of great importance. Germany, Bonn, 
and the Münsterplatz are familiar to the investigator; therefore, specific cultural or local circum-
stances could be critically reviewed if necessary.

The study consisted of mapping, observations and interviews that were conducted according 
to the descriptions in Chapter III. The studies were conducted before the literature part was fin-
ished, to be as unbiased as possible. Then, questions and theses on ICT user’s behaviour were 
elaborated from Chapter II.3 (tab.3). Hence, they did not serve as a checklist for the observa-
tions in the field, but rather as a tool to analyse the surveyed material afterwards. The questions 
and theses were divided into seven subject areas and served as a guideline for the analysis of 
the gathered data.
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1 What moving types are observed? Only walking?

2 How does the behaviour change when using ICTs?  Does, for example, the walking 
speed change?

3
There are two types: people who swim through the social �ow and cross the square 
e�ciently (without slowing down), and people who (temporarily) walk slowly around 
circles or s-patterns while on the phone.

4
The lingering group orientates towards central localities such as a fountain, which has 
always served as a meeting point and place of gathering, and now as communicative 
island for mobile phone users.

5 The mobile phone is often used during transitions from place or activity.

1 People choose cafés and co�ee shops for a longer period of time that o�er wireless 
internet access.

2 Users in a café can be distinguished as true mobiles and place makers.

3 If positioning near others, wi-� users often choose other wi-� users as neighbours.

4 ~80 % of wireless internet users are alone.

5 The demographic composition of wi-� users is consistent across sites with single, 
white, male young adults being predominant.

1 What behaviour can be observed that can be linked to absent presence?

2 Social identities clash when two or more roles have to be played out in a single 
physical space.

3 One of the �rst things users ask is the question "Where are you?".

4 Mobile phone user's 'dance' due to absence presence.

1 Users look for a hideaway, speak quietly, turn away from others towards a corner or a 
wall, stare at the �oor or walk around slowly.

2 People use niches or local circumstances such as fountains, �ower bucket or pillars 
when on the phone.

3 Users create a protective shield using, for example, their notebook (typical for true 
mobiles).

4 Mobile phone users ignore the presence of co-present others.

5 Mobile phone users make their intention clear to others. This can be a demonstrative 
head-shaking or a look at a watch.

6 Wireless internet users prefer sparsely populated areas.

1 Changes in the location lead to a change in the behaviour.

2 E-Mail or SMS is used when voice communication is perceived to be inappropriate.

3 Mobile phone users have a very good sense of the places where engaging in a mobile 
phone conversation is appropriate or inappropriate.

4 There still seems to be enough attention to coordinate movement.

5 Central orientation points, such as a fountain, have an importance also for mobile 
phone users.

6 Mobile phone users show by their non-verbal performance, that they are only 
temporarily stepping out of the here-and-now.

7 Mobile phone users have to �nd their way back into the here and now of the real 
surroundings after the use of the mobile phone.

8 Due to a focus on private, head-down activities, wi-� users response limited to stimuli 
from the environment, such as a suddenly loud noise.

9
Internet users are exposed to signi�cantly less social diversity than those who use 
other portable media, such as books, with the possible exception of mobile phone 
users.

1 What reactions of co-present others can be observed?

2 Do people get annoyed at users phoning, typing, or due to sounds?

3 The sound (of a ringtone) can also be stressful for the person him or herself.

4 Mobile phone users ignore the presence of co-present others.

5 Most subjects perceive the largest possible distance as the most comfortable one 
when calling.

6 This (number 5) is particularly the case for women.

7 The phoning person is considered to be responsible for ensuring adequate distance.

8 "Civil inattention" is a common behaviour.

9 How do “Withs” react when they become a “Single”? Which self-defence mechanisms 
can be observed? (reading a menu or book, playing with one’s own mobile phone).

10 Partners help to create a “private space”.

11
Partners walk slightly ahead of their calling partner as though leading the two. They
take responsibility for the navigation. The person on the phone often has his or her
head titled down as if trying to create privacy.

12 Partners help when mobile phone users communicate their need (passing a pen and 
paper, for instance).

13 Are there clashes in the movement of users with co-present others?

1 Wireless internet access is important for ICT users.

2
The cost factor of the internet access in�uences the type of internet user. More true 
mobiles are found in the paid wi-� Starbucks locations, and a greater number of place 
makers are found in places that o�er free wi-�.

3 Background noise in�uences the use of ICT.

4 Furniture is relevant for the use of ICT.

5 More interaction is observed where shared seating is provided, such as benches, steps, 
picnic tables, and low walls.

6 The provision of power outlets, �at surfaces for laptops, and shade to view digital 
displays are factors of relevance for the use of ICTs.

ENABLING FACTORS

SENSE OF PLACE

SPECIFIC FOR “ON THE MOVE”

SPECIFIC FOR “IN THE PLACE”

CO-PRESENT OTHERS

CREATING AND DEFENDING A PRIVATE COCOON

ABSENT PRESENCE
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1 What moving types are observed? Only walking?

2 How does the behaviour change when using ICTs?  Does, for example, the walking 
speed change?

3
There are two types: people who swim through the social �ow and cross the square 
e�ciently (without slowing down), and people who (temporarily) walk slowly around 
circles or s-patterns while on the phone.

4
The lingering group orientates towards central localities such as a fountain, which has 
always served as a meeting point and place of gathering, and now as communicative 
island for mobile phone users.

5 The mobile phone is often used during transitions from place or activity.

1 People choose cafés and co�ee shops for a longer period of time that o�er wireless 
internet access.

2 Users in a café can be distinguished as true mobiles and place makers.

3 If positioning near others, wi-� users often choose other wi-� users as neighbours.

4 ~80 % of wireless internet users are alone.

5 The demographic composition of wi-� users is consistent across sites with single, 
white, male young adults being predominant.

1 What behaviour can be observed that can be linked to absent presence?

2 Social identities clash when two or more roles have to be played out in a single 
physical space.

3 One of the �rst things users ask is the question "Where are you?".

4 Mobile phone user's 'dance' due to absence presence.

1 Users look for a hideaway, speak quietly, turn away from others towards a corner or a 
wall, stare at the �oor or walk around slowly.

2 People use niches or local circumstances such as fountains, �ower bucket or pillars 
when on the phone.

3 Users create a protective shield using, for example, their notebook (typical for true 
mobiles).

4 Mobile phone users ignore the presence of co-present others.

5 Mobile phone users make their intention clear to others. This can be a demonstrative 
head-shaking or a look at a watch.

6 Wireless internet users prefer sparsely populated areas.

1 Changes in the location lead to a change in the behaviour.

2 E-Mail or SMS is used when voice communication is perceived to be inappropriate.

3 Mobile phone users have a very good sense of the places where engaging in a mobile 
phone conversation is appropriate or inappropriate.

4 There still seems to be enough attention to coordinate movement.

5 Central orientation points, such as a fountain, have an importance also for mobile 
phone users.

6 Mobile phone users show by their non-verbal performance, that they are only 
temporarily stepping out of the here-and-now.

7 Mobile phone users have to �nd their way back into the here and now of the real 
surroundings after the use of the mobile phone.

8 Due to a focus on private, head-down activities, wi-� users response limited to stimuli 
from the environment, such as a suddenly loud noise.

9
Internet users are exposed to signi�cantly less social diversity than those who use 
other portable media, such as books, with the possible exception of mobile phone 
users.

1 What reactions of co-present others can be observed?

2 Do people get annoyed at users phoning, typing, or due to sounds?

3 The sound (of a ringtone) can also be stressful for the person him or herself.

4 Mobile phone users ignore the presence of co-present others.

5 Most subjects perceive the largest possible distance as the most comfortable one 
when calling.

6 This (number 5) is particularly the case for women.

7 The phoning person is considered to be responsible for ensuring adequate distance.

8 "Civil inattention" is a common behaviour.

9 How do “Withs” react when they become a “Single”? Which self-defence mechanisms 
can be observed? (reading a menu or book, playing with one’s own mobile phone).

10 Partners help to create a “private space”.

11
Partners walk slightly ahead of their calling partner as though leading the two. They
take responsibility for the navigation. The person on the phone often has his or her
head titled down as if trying to create privacy.

12 Partners help when mobile phone users communicate their need (passing a pen and 
paper, for instance).

13 Are there clashes in the movement of users with co-present others?

1 Wireless internet access is important for ICT users.

2
The cost factor of the internet access in�uences the type of internet user. More true 
mobiles are found in the paid wi-� Starbucks locations, and a greater number of place 
makers are found in places that o�er free wi-�.

3 Background noise in�uences the use of ICT.

4 Furniture is relevant for the use of ICT.

5 More interaction is observed where shared seating is provided, such as benches, steps, 
picnic tables, and low walls.

6 The provision of power outlets, �at surfaces for laptops, and shade to view digital 
displays are factors of relevance for the use of ICTs.

ENABLING FACTORS

SENSE OF PLACE

SPECIFIC FOR “ON THE MOVE”

SPECIFIC FOR “IN THE PLACE”

CO-PRESENT OTHERS

CREATING AND DEFENDING A PRIVATE COCOON

ABSENT PRESENCE

As Höflich (2005) points out, “every square has its dynamic and therefore its identity, which dis-
closes it as particular social space” (p.162). Therefore, the research area is presented in detail in 
the following section. Then, the results of the study are presented and discussed in terms of the 
elaborated questions and theses above.
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1 reseArch AreA

The Münsterplatz is a city square in Bonn, the former capital of Germany. The city contains more 
than 300,000 inhabitants and is located in the south of North Rhine-Westphalia at the Rhine 
River (fig.16).

Located centrally in the city’s pedestrian area (fig.17), the square links important surrounding 
functions. The closeness to the central station, the university and its popular park, the city hall, 
the market, as well as shopping facilities causes large numbers of people to cross the square in 
all directions. Moreover, the Beethoven monument, the Beethoven Haus, and the tourist infor-
mation centre, are places of great interest for tourists.

Therefore, the Münsterplatz is of central importance for the city. This is also demonstrated by 
the fact that it is the main location of political and cultural events such as the annual Christmas 
market and sports activities. Hence, it is not surprising that one of the four days of data-gather-
ing was affected by the open day of the fire brigade. 

The exact boundary of the research area was defined by also taking buildings and free space at 
the corners of the square into account (fig.18). 

Fig. 16: Bonn’s location in Germany. 
Source: StepMap GmbH - adapted.
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Fig. 19: Münsterplatz with Bonn Minster and the Beethoven monument. Source: Own photograph.

Taking a closer look at the square, it offers a variety of functions and types of areas (fig.18). The 
square is surrounded by large department stores, smaller shops, bakeries, and office buildings, 
consisting mostly of bank offices. The Bonner Minster - a historical church, and the Beethoven 
monument - which also serves as popular meeting point, uniquely characterize the place 
(fig.19). Moreover, it offers all kinds of seating possibilities, such as the outside areas of the cafés 
and bakeries, public benches, and walls that are commonly used to rest.

wireless internet access in the research area

Initially, one planned part of the study was to create a map showing areas with a strong wi-fi 
signal.  Wireless internet access should be studied in detail, regarding the area that they cover 
and the possible restrictions, such as costs, required registration, or time limit.  Yet, a first test in 
the research area showed that this approach would be far too extensive, since there is only one 
internet access in the place. Therefore, the study was reduced significantly.

The only wireless internet access on the Münsterplatz is available at Starbucks. The coffee chain 
is popular for not only coffee, but also for wi-fi, at least in Germany, where wi-fi access in cafés 
still seems to be an anomaly, as the example of the Münsterplatz demonstrates. In addition, 
Hampton and Gupta (2008) highlight Starbucks as a good choice for studies in the field when 
justifying “given the dominance of the Starbucks coffee chain (7200 stores in 30 countries), its early 
adoption of wi-fi service (starting in 2001) [...] Starbucks seemed like a natural choice for our ob-
servations” (p.9). In Germany, Starbucks offers free wireless internet access for two hours in all 
coffee houses that are operated by the company itself (Starbucks Corporation 2013). On its 
website, the company highlights that neither a username nor a password is needed, and that 
it is wished that the customer has “a great digital experience” (translated, Starbucks Corpora-
tion 2013).

To discover why the other cafés and bakeries, in particular “MIDI”, “Stadtbrotbäcker Rott” and 
“Bakers Premium” at the Münsterplatz do not offer wireless internet for their customers, a quali-
tative interview was made with the assistant manager at the bakery “Stadtbrotbäcker Rott”. 
During the interview, the assistant gave as a reason, that “it probably has just not been thought 
about it so far” (translated), but he himself thinks that it “would be a good thing and it cannot 
be a great effort, since the cash boxes are linked via wi-fi anyway” (translated). He explained, that 
he had owned a café in another city before, where they offered wi-fi. He reports that it was 
well-received, especially from students who stated something like “Great, I’ll bring my learning 
group next time” (translated). So, although having had a good experience with offering wireless 
internet access, he has not thought about it for the “Stadtbrotbäcker Rott” so far. Inspired by the 
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question, he continued thinking about it without further questions from the interviewer and 
asked whether the tables might be too small.

Interestingly, he wrote an e-mail a few days later, thanking the researcher for the inspiration. 
He reported that he had spoken to the management and found out, that offering wi-fi five 
years ago, when one store opened was considered. The reasons why the management finally 
decided against offering wi-fi service are unknown. However, he also wrote, that due to the 
interview, he has set himself the task to ensure that wi-fi service is available in all stores as soon 
as possible; his first priority will be the store at the Münsterplatz.

Moreover, the choice of the Münsterplatz in Bonn became even more interesting since a discus-
sion arose during the work, about introducing a city-wide free wireless internet (Kuffner 2013). 
However, according to a newspaper article (Kuffner 2013), the city-administration is examining 
the idea, and a decision will be made at the earliest in late autumn 2013.
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movement of phoning or typing single user

Fig. 20: Movement of ICT users (without day 4). 
Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.

2 sPeciFic behAviour beinG “on the move”

Movement lines are particularly revealing for the behaviour of ICT users being “on the move”, 
also presented by (2005). As Figure 20 shows, such lines “make virtual activity visible”. Presented 
are the lines of all (without Day 3) individuals that were engaged in phoning or typing with their 
device, mostly a mobile or smart phone. However, the illustration does not include the lines of 
bicyclists, individuals with a perambulator, walking frame, or wheelchair, as they cannot change 
direction as fast as pedestrians without any device. Moreover, only single users were consid-
ered, since a partner might help to navigate.

Separating the observed individuals in the four days of the survey (fig. 21) shows that the situa-
tion varies considerably. Day 2 was the most rewarding day, not only due to the time, where most 
people come from work and presumably communicate with their social network to arrange 
leisure activities, but also due to the greatest amount of video material. On Sunday, only three 
individuals were observed in total, since most shops are closed on Sundays in Germany. Moreo-
ver, most of the people crossing the square were couples and, therefore, were not analysed for 
this figure. The situation on Day 3 was different, since it was the open day of the fire brigade. 
Hence, a large area was closed to the public, and several fire trucks were exhibited on the place.

The movement lines show that all different kinds of movement could be observed. Having 
Höflich’s observations in mind that users orientate towards central localities such as a fountain, 
it could be expected that this is the case for the Beethoven monument at the Münsterplatz. 
Undoubtedly, the monument serves as a meeting and gathering point, but a clustered lingering 
around it cannot be confirmed. However, the chosen method does not observe the place as a 
whole, but rather from specific perspectives. Therefore, a lingering might, for instance, take 
place at the other side of the monument, which was not in focus from the points of view of 
the recording positions. Nevertheless, even if many individuals linger in the centre of the place 
conspicuously, many individuals indeed orientate towards trees, lamps, walls, and sometimes 
benches.
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Day 1: Tuesday ~10:30 - 15:30 Day 2: Thursday ~18:00 - 20:00

Day 4: Sunday ~13:30 - 15:00

Day 3: Saturday ~12:00-14:30

movement of phoning or typing single user

Fig. 21: Movement of ICT users per day. Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.

The use can be separated into three phases: beginning, in the meantime and end / recurring. 
This can be linked to the findings from the literature, in particular, the descriptions about the 
recurring moment after finishing a phone conversation.

Many uses that are not conspicuous in any of these phases could be observed. The users crossed 
the square efficiently in a nearly straight line, without slowing down or lingering somewhere 
(see fig. 21 above). They do not seem to have any problems to coordinate the use. This group can 
be linked to the “swimmers” that Höflich (2005) observed.

However, a large group of individuals demonstrates particular behaviours, due to the use of ICTs. 
Changes that could be observed at the beginning of the use were mainly individuals that sud-
denly stopped, slowed down, and/or looked downwards. Looking down is a natural behaviour 
for individuals typing on their phone, but also for individuals who started a conversation showed 
this behaviour (fig.22). Commonly-observed behaviour is a determined entering of the place, 
followed by slowing down or even stopping, looking around, taking out the mobile phone, and 
starting a call. In most cases, this was due to an appointed meeting, which seemed to be only 
loosely coordinated, as also pointed out by Townsend (2003). Moreover, the moment of use was 
often in “transition” as Katz (2003) also found. Several similar situations were observed, e.g., when 
leaving a table or before getting onto a bike.
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movement of phoning or typing single user

Fig. 23: Movement of ICT users - sudden change of direction and lingering. 
Source: Own presentation. Data source: Own collection.

The changes during the use were mainly a lower speed, a sudden change of direction, a sudden 
stop, or circular movements. This becomes visible in the movement lines, which often show 
where the use started. Figure 23 illustrates some of the most conspicuous examples for these 
behaviours.

Fig. 22: Typing or phoning users looking down. Source: Own photographs.

Nevertheless, non-users can also behave conspicuously; some individuals were observed 
walking in similar lines. In most cases, they were eating while walking, which led to lingering 
movements, or they saw something (e.g., in a shop window) all of a sudden, which led to a 
sudden change of direction and a hook-shaped line. However, the movement lines of the non-
users are not as distinctive in their pattern as the movement lines of the ICT users. Overall, it 
can be concluded that although non-users also showed similar behaviours, ICT users change 
their direction and speed more suddenly and suddenly stop more often in comparison to non-
users.
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3 sPeciFic behAviour beinG “in A PlAce”

Looking for a rest or a coffee, the Münsterplatz offers four cafés and bakeries - Starbucks, Stadt-
brotbäcker Rott, Bakers Premium and MIDI; additionally, there are several benches and unof-
ficial public seating, such as walls (fig.18). All places have their own character and are used by 
different groups or for different purposes.

The place that turned out to be of greatest interest for the study is Starbucks, located at one 
corner of the Münsterplatz. As previously mentioned, it is the only place in the research area that 
offers wi-fi access. It offers, as do all of the other cafés, inside and outside seating and is especially 
prepared for working people - as the company also advertises on its website (Starbucks 2013). 
This includes internet access as well as power outlets and tables that allow notebook use. During 
the whole observation time (when the store was opened), several individuals with notebooks 
were observed, mostly inside the store. According to one user, the wi-fi signal is stronger inside 
the store, which might be a reason for this; it could also be due to the sunlight outside. Addition-
ally, there may be more “niches” for users inside the store than outside. One of the interviewed 
users, who was sitting outside, reported that he does not need internet access for his work. Due 
to little research being conducted on that topic, only assumptions can be made about the thesis 
that people choose cafés and coffee shops that offer wireless internet access for a longer period 
of time. The same applies for the thesis, that wi-fi users choose other wi-fi-users as neighbours. 
However, customers with tablets, smartphones, music players, papers, books, and newspapers 
were also observed (fig. 24). People were alone as well as in couples or groups; therefore, the 
thesis that around 80% of users are alone cannot be confirmed, although there was not much 
data gathered on this thesis. Relative to the other cafés, people at Starbucks tended to stay for 
a longer period of time. As the observations showed, this was true for both notebook users and 
non-users. Qualitative interviews with two of the notebook users showed, that their reasons for 
choosing Starbucks were the quality of the coffee and internet access. However, Starbucks is a 
very special case because it has a very famous brand image. This always needs to be considered 
since, for some, the internet or the coffee are not the primary attractions; they just go there 
because of this brand image.

Located on the opposite corner of the place is the Stadtbrotbäcker Rott, and Bakers Premium 
is next to it. They are both local bakeries/cafés, although Stadtbrotbäcker operates 15 stores 
in the area of Bonn (since 1893). Bakers Premium offers not only pastry products, but also ice 
cream. Both places have been affected by the noisy construction site that is located right next 
to their outside seating area for a period of three years (2013 - 2015) in the months of February 
to October (City of Bonn 2013). In both places, no notebook use was observed, but the use of 
mobile and smartphones was; almost all young “Singles” were typing on their phone. The assis-
tant manager of the Stadtbrotbäcker Rott stated that “tables might be too small”, and also that “it 
might be too inappropriate to work because of the noisy construction site”.

The most centrally located café on the Münsterplatz is the MIDI. The modern design and the 
atmosphere close to the Beethoven monument with a view of the Minster result in higher prices 
for coffee and cake. Although it offers a large number of seats outside and is visited frequently, 
it seems to have the least use of ICTs. Apart from two tablet users, only short uses of mobile or 
smart phones were observed, but there were not many. Rather, people tended to chat or, in the 
case of “Singles” to enjoy the atmosphere of the place. However, many of MIDI’s customers are 
tourists, who might not have internet access, since - at least for users with a German provider, it 
is still very expensive to use the internet abroad.
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Fig. 24: Starbucks customers. Source: Own photographs.

The public benches offer the possibility for a short or longer rest, and are particular used by 
elderly people. One individual was observed, however, who hectically ran to the bench while 
phoning, to be able to write something on a piece of paper on her lap while phoning. When 
the place is very busy, the walls around trees and around the Beethoven monument are also 
frequently used as seats. In general, only one person with a tablet was observed. However, the 
walls were often used as seats from phoning individuals.

When determining whether users in a café can be distinguished as “true mobiles” or “place 
makers”, only Starbucks serves as example. It turned out that each of the two interviewed note-
book users represent one of the groups. The man works as a freelancer and lives in Bonn. He 
usually works half-a-day at home and then goes to a café in the city “as a break”. He usually stays 
at the café for “around two hours, then it gets too expensive”. However, he does not need the in-
ternet for his work, so he sometimes prefers sitting at the Rhine. He reports that his “café time is 
equally spread over [his] favourite” four cafés. Hence, he can be called a “true mobile” for which the 
café is a space of productivity and provides him with an escape (Hampton & Gupta 2008, p.12f ). 
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On the contrary, the woman who was interviewed is instead a “place maker”. Although she uses 
her notebook, she is not working, but rather enjoying her coffee. She comes from Hamburg, but 
her husband works in Bonn. Since she does not have internet access at home (where she stays 
in Bonn), she likes to spend time at Starbucks. According to her, “Starbucks is famous for the in-
ternet, there are always many users”. Therefore, she comes to Starbucks to “hang-out”, typically 
for a “place maker” (Hampton & Gupta 2008, p.16).

The investigation of differences in the use of ICT regarding demographic factors is very much 
dependent on cultural context. For instance, is the evaluation whether “white” users are pre-
dominant, as stated in thesis 5, not common for the cultural context of the research area. 
Moreover, data about demographic factors were not gathered in detail. Nevertheless, some 
general results from the observations can be mentioned. This includes that, based on the ob-
servations, no fundamental gender-specific differences in the behaviour were observed. For 
instance, couples were observed, in which one of the partners was navigating while the other 
one was engaged in phone activity. It cannot be concluded that this was gender-specific, as 
both was observed; the woman navigating the man vice versa. However, more younger users 
were observed than elderly users.  In general, the group of ICT users varies widely, across all 
socio-economic factors. Differences, if observed, were not remarkable; this was not the focus of 
the observations. Therefore, this statement cannot be generalized.
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Fig. 25: Phoning woman changing direction. Source: Own photographs.

4 Absent or Present?

Absent or present - a question that is not always easy to answer when observing ICT users. 
Looking at the movement lines, it is unclear whether all users know what they are doing in 
the physical place. Some of the lines can indeed be described as a dance or choreography, as 
described in Chapter II.3.

The thesis that social identities clash when two or more roles have to be played out in a single 
physical space cannot be investigated further, since most observed individuals were not at 
an audible distance. However, some behaviour was observed that can be linked to “absent 
presence”. One phoning woman, for instance, walked straight towards a parked truck, which 
already created the question of what she would do when she reached it (fig.25). She seemed 
to be absent. All of a sudden, she became aware of the obstacle and had to turn around and 
pass the truck on its left side. The two photos show her walking in the same direction, but a few 
meters more to the left in the second photo (fig.25), after the “collision” with the truck. Another 
man was recorded, walking straight towards the steps of a building. He noticed the steps at the 
very last moment before a collision occurred, and stumbled a bit. Both are examples of users 
that seem to be present in space, but are mentally absent.
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Fig. 26: Phoning woman at the phone boxes. Source: Own photograph.

5 PrivAte “cocoon” or Public stAGe?

Although they are on the public stage, according to the literature, many individuals create their 
own private “cocoon” in the public place. The typical characteristics of such behaviour were also 
observed in the case study on the Münsterplatz.

Many users were observed using niches and local circumstances as a place to phone; trees were 
most commonly used. Several individuals were also observed phoning behind the MIDI café, 
where three public phone boxes are provided (fig.26); however, the phone boxes themselves 
were never observed in use. Figure 26 is a great illustration of this situation in that it shows that 
the place of the phone boxes still seems to be a good choice, but the device has changed. The 
users, in general, seemed to position themselves with their back to a wall, tree etc., as if to still 
maintain an overview and control of the situation by having nothing behind them that cannot 
be seen.

Furthermore, if close to others, mobile phone users tend to turn away, as the photos in Figure 27 
illustrate. Nonetheless, the photos also show that some non-users, such as the woman eating 
in the second picture, also turn away, e.g., to create privacy while eating. Moreover, one of 
the photos shows three women on a bench: one has turned away - without using ICTS - and 
is busy with her child, the elderly woman in the middle is eating, and the woman to the left is 
typing on her phone - and has not turned away. This situation does not only demonstrate that 
the use of ICTs in public places has become normal behaviour in Germany, but also that not all 
observed ICT user behaviour is something extraordinary.

The other theses that were elaborated on the literature have not been studied in detail. The 
creation of a protective shield to defend the private cocoon was not explicitly observed. Since 
it mainly refers to notebook users, it requires a different research area and design. This also 
applies to the choice of place of notebook users. However, some situations were observed 
where co-present others were obviously ignored. This was, for instance, the case for the woman 
described earlier, who was running to a bench were two men were already sitting. She hecti-
cally sat down between them as if no one was sitting there and started to write something 
on a piece of paper. One of the men moved away, quite irritated by this hectic behaviour and 
her physical proximity. Users making their intention clear to others was also observed. One 
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Fig. 27: Behaviour of users and non-users in public seating areas. Source: Own photographs.

phoning man, for instance, indicated to his partner with a non-verbal motion of his hand that 
he wanted to stop, and, a few moments later, he waved for his partner to move on.

Overall, the theses that were possible to investigate with the chosen case study and methods 
can be confirmed. However, the finding that non-users exhibit similar behaviour in some situa-
tions should be kept in mind.
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6 keePinG or losinG A sense oF PlAce?

As already shown, there seems to be an orientation towards trees and lamps. On the other 
hand, users were also observed lingering somewhere on the place without relation to any local 
circumstances. Moreover, the “collisions” with obstacles might be evidence that some mobile 
phone users lose the sense of place.

Yet, in general, there still seems to be enough attention to coordinate movement. Mobile phone 
users that are looking down, occasionally look up to orientate themselves in the place. This 
applies, in particular, to typing users who seem to have a certain rhythm of looking up, related 
to their pace. 

The sense of place, as well as the level of being absent, also seems to relate to the content of 
the conversation. Phoning users (not observed for typing users), who are talking emotionally 
(loud, hectically, or with a lot of gestures) look up more rarely and tend to rather stop walking.

Non-verbal behaviour expressing that the user is only temporally stepping out of the here-and-
now was not explicitly observed. However, in general, only a few individuals were observed who 
were not alone and started the use within the observed place. Most couples or groups were 
one individual was phoning or typing already entered the place already with one individual 
phoning . Therefore, this thesis cannot be further investigated.

Relating back to the distinction of three phases of the use, the moment of recurrence is of 
particular interest in the context of keeping or losing sense of place. Many such moments 
were observed when a telephone conversation was finished or a user finished a long typing 
use. In most cases, it followed a moment of looking up again and looking around, sometimes 
even turning around and “scanning” the entire place. Sometimes, the individuals even seemed 
surprised or irritated by their new location. Moreover, it was often observed that individuals 
walked in another direction after the use. 

The first theses regarding the sense of place cannot be investigated further. To explore 
appropriate / inappropriate use in different situations, other places for research are needed, as 
well as more than one place to allow comparable conclusions. However, the Münsterplatz case 
provided interesting insights about the sense of place of ICT users.
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7 co-Present others: AFFected or unAFFected?

Some typical behaviours of ICT users when 
interacting (or not) with co-present others 
have already been described in the previous 
chapters. This refers especially to ignoring 
others and non-verbal communications with 
partners.

Shifting the focus now to co-present others, 
different reactions were observed. The most 
common behaviour was looking away de-
monstratively when someone was phoning 
close to a non-user, as Figure 28 illustrates. 
This behaviour can either be interpreted as 
a self-defence mechanism or as helping the 
user to create a private “cocoon” and, there-
fore, can be interpreted as “civil inattention”.

A reaction that expresses annoyance was 
only observed in the case of the woman 
sitting down between the two men, where 
one of the men seemed to be offended by her 
closeness. Moreover, many situations were 
observed where the use of ICTs was not conspicuous, but instead seemed to be experienced 
as normality by co-present others (fig.29). As Figure 29 illustrates, this can, for instance, be the 
common lunch break, where the waiter is typing on his phone, while the co-present waitress is 
smoking a cigarette.

Fig. 29: Normality? Source: Own photograph.

Fig. 28: Co-present looking away.  
Source: Own photograph.
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Fig. 30: Behaviour of co-present others. Source: Own photograph.

Proximity and distance is one of the topics of greatest importance when investigating inter-
actions with co-present others. The question of which distance is perceived as being most 
comfortable cannot be answered from the material. To explore this, interviews with users and 
explicit observations on distances are needed. This also applies to gender-specific differences. 
Only the one woman sitting down very close to a non-user might serve as a counterexam-
ple. However, this must be seen as an individual case and does not allow any conclusions to 
be drawn. Moreover, the thesis that the phoning person is considered to be responsible for 
ensuring adequate distance is difficult to answer based on the gathered data. Additionally, no 
conflicts of moving ICT users with co-present others were observed.

Although frequently-observed reaction was looking away, some co-present individuals helped 
their partner to manage the challenge of being in two places at once. Several couples were ob-
served, where the non-user navigated the partner that was phoning or typing (fig.30). In one 
case, a group of three men split during the phone call of one of them. The individual on the 
phone walked behind the other two, who kept walking and chatting in front of him (fig.30). 
Only one user on the phone was observed to indicate to his partner that he wanted him to hold 
something for him.

In general, it whether co-presents are affected or not depends on the users’ behaviour. The 
mobile phone users, for instance that cross the square efficiently without changing their 
behaviour and with still avoiding “collisions” when needed, do not affect the co-present others 
on the square. However, some behaviour of ICT users affects co-present others. Nevertheless, it 
can be stressful for the user him or herself, as one woman illustrated, who was very stressed by 
the ringing noise of her mobile phone and jumped from her bike, searching her bag frantically 
for the phone.
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8 exPressinG demAnds on Public sPAce

Drawing from observations and interviews, this chapter aims to identify user’s demands on 
public space. Several factors were identified in the literature that are of relevance for ICT users.

The importance of wi-fi seems to be the most obvious factor for the use of ICTs. Different types 
of users, differentiated according to kind of access (e.g., costs, need for registration), cannot 
be determined, due to the existence of only one wi-fi provider in the research area. Although 
one of the interviewees stated that he does not need the internet for his work in the café, his 
favourite four cafés, where he spends his time equally, happen to all have with wi-fi access.  Both 
interviewed users know exactly which places in Bonn offer wi-fi. Therefore, wi-fi seems indeed 
to be a factor of great importance for the use of ICTs.  Moreover, considering the large number 
of apps for smartphones showing the user wi-fi spots in one’s surroundings or scanning the 
area for a strong wi-fi signal, internet access is indeed of highly-relevant for the use of ICTs. One 
of the interviewees highlights the high speed of her home internet when explaining why she 
does “not need to work in public places”. Regarding the national context, many contracts for 
mobile internet access are limited to a certain volume limit, and might be limited in their speed. 
For work or uses that need a strong, constant signal, and fast speed, wi-fi is needed in public 
places; however, some alternative solutions exist, such as an internet stick for notebooks.

Another factor for the use of ICTs in public places is background noise. It can be confirmed 
from the interviews that noise is indeed something that ICT users consider. The notebook user 
at Starbucks reported that some places are more noisy but then he “just volumes up [his] own 
music” that he is listening to via ear plugs. He complains about German trains in this context, 
which are “too noisy to work”. Additionally, the interviewed assistant manager reflects on noise 
when thinking about the construction site that “might be too loud to work”.

Regarding the relevance of furniture is of relevance for the use of ICTs, the empirical study 
showed that the availability and size of tables is significant. The assistant manager was wonder-
ing whether the tables in his bakery might be too small for the use of notebooks. In addition, 
a Starbucks customer stated that German trains offer “only few tables” which he experiences as 
an obstruction for working on the train.

Moreover, the interviews revealed that power outlets and protection from sunlight influence 
the use of ICTs. The interviewed notebook user “would like more plug-ins” and explains that he 
is not used to having only a few possibilities to charge his devices, “there are more plug-ins in 
England”. He continues, “a bench in the public place would not be enough, but with a table or even 
a roof to protect against sunlight, I’d happily go there”. Moreover, several smartphone users were 
observed on the move, who stopped and protectively held their hand over the display of the 
phone to protect it from sunlight.

In general, several factors fuel or limit the comfortable use of ICTs in public places. During the 
interviews, the impression was obtained that the users were pleased to be perceived with their 
specific needs. Thus, they reported joyfully on their experiences of using ICTs in public places. 
As the Starbucks location demonstrates, it does not need much to make ICT users happy, as 
the interviewed man summarised at the end of the interview: “I’m happy. It’s a nice sunny day, 
I’m working outside and drinking nice coffee.” Moreover, opportunities for realising the needs are 
given, as Figure 26 demonstrates: why not adapt the place to new demands and replace two of 
the three phone boxes with innovations, such as those illustrated in Figures 6-11?
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v  conclusion: 
ICT users- one user group, out-of-many, with specific demands on public space

This thesis aimed to study ICT users in public places. The study intended to investigate how 
the use of ICTs affects the way that people use public places and what that means for plan-
ning. Following the research questions “How are ICTs used in public places” and “How does this 
affect the use of public places”, how virtual activity becomes visible in the behaviour of ICT 
users in public places was shown. The findings of the case study mostly confirmed the theses 
and questions that were elaborated from the literature; examples of known characteristics of 
ICT users were found, as well as new insights within the local context in Germany.

ICTs are commonly used “on the move” and “in a place’” by a great number of people.  When 
being on the move, many different types of movement characteristics can be observed, such as 
sudden changes of direction, and lingering in circles or s-patterns, preferably close to trees or 
lamps. In “places”, which were coffee shops, cafés, and bakeries in the case study, it is common 
to use the mobile or smartphone at least for a short display check. By offering a place that 
meets the needs of ICT users, including wi-fi access and an appropriate physical surrounding, 
an unproblematic mix of uses can be observed: Notebook-, tablet-, and smartphone-users 
colourfully exist alongside readers of books and newspapers.

ICT users always have to face the challenge of being in two places at once. Some users 
manage this better than others. Some seem to be absent and to lose the sense of place at 
least temporally, until they recur after the use. Moreover, ICT users tend to create their own 
private “cocoon” in the public space when they focus on something that is not directly related 
to the physical place. This is often the case for the use of the mobile phone, but can also occur 
when eating. Overall, the behaviour of ICT users does not negatively affect the unacquainted 
co-presents, at least not on a public square, such as the Münsterplatz, where not even an 
extraordinary ringtone attracts attention. This is presumed to be different in other public places, 
with different social settings. Acquainted co-present others, on the other hand, have to deal 
with suddenly becoming a “Single”. They often show self-defence reactions that, at the same 
time, help to create privacy for the ICT user. Moreover, they support the users, for instance, 
by helping to coordinate movement. The reactions of acquainted and unacquainted others 
showed that the use of ICTs on a public square has become normal behaviour in Germany.

A comfortable use of ICTs in public places does not require fundamental changes in the built-
environment. Rather, small modifications are needed that can easily be considered in the 
future. Sometimes, it just requires the question of “Why not?”, as the interview with the assistant 
manager of a bakery illustrated. While investigating the behaviours and demands of ICT users, 
it also became apparent that the behaviour is nothing revolutionary. Throughout the work, it 
was found that the consequence is not “that the public space is no longer covered in full, lived 
in all its aspects, stimuli and prospects” (Fortunati 20021, p.516). Rather, it is an additional use in 
the public place, as can be seen at the Starbucks in the Münsterplatz and Bryant Park in New 
York. This provides the chance to not only bring work in the public space (Townsend 2011), 
but also to react to today´s mobile society and enrich the public space that is characterized 
by a mixed use of all user groups.  Moreover, additional and changing uses of public places 
are nothing new, as pointed out in the beginning of this thesis; “public places are subject to 
constant change”, as Selle (2008, p.8) states. On the one hand, the changes are due to economi-
cal changes of functions around a square. The Minster of Bonn, for instance, does not serve as 
central function for as many people as decades ago, but cafés with outside seating and more 
public life on the square raised instead. On the other hand, values and behaviour in society 
and of each individual change over time, and therefore demands on public spaces change 
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accordingly. So, ICT users in public places are only one example for the constant change of 
public space. 

Overall, this thesis helped to further explore the behaviour of ICT users in public places and 
identified ICT users as one user group out-of-many with specific demands on public space. This 
implies, that ICT users need to also be seen in relation to other, co-exisiting, uses. “One-out-of-
many” means on the one hand, that a person is never only an ICT user, but always belongs to 
several user groups. On the other hand, uses differ between different groups of people.

Moreover, the investigation offers numerous starting points for further research, in particu-
lar, theses that need a different research design. Furthermore, the possible implementation 
of wi-fi at the Stadtbrotbäcker Rott and the consequences of the discussed municipal wi-fi 
in Bonn can reveal interesting research questions regarding changes in the behaviour in the 
Münsterplatz. Given that wi-fi is no longer extraordinary; will people enjoy their coffee again 
where they like the coffee and the atmosphere the most?

Hence, achieving a better understanding of the behaviour of ICT users in public places re-
quires further research. Moreover, it needs to be explored, how the knowledge can be trans-
ferred into practice and how a place, such as the Münsterplatz, can be designed to meet the 
needs of ICT users. In particular, interdisciplinary approaches that cover complex contexts are 
needed to fulfil the objectives of the urban planning and design profession, considering all 
different kinds of users to create public places for everybody and to adapt public places to the 
constant flow of change.
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Annex 1: Guideline questions for the interview with notebook users

•	 Why	are	you	sitting	here	with	your	notebook	and	not	somewhere	else?

•	 What	are	you	doing	here?

•	 Do	you	come	here	regularly?

•	 How	long	do	you	usually	stay?

•	 Do	you	know	if	there	are	other	places	around	that	offer	wi-fi?

•	 Do	you	know	if	the	local	bakery	at	the	other	corner,	Stadtbrotbäcker	Rott,	offers	
wi-fi?

•	 Do	you	also	work	in	other	public	places?	If	so,	which	ones?

•	 Is	there	something	that	would	make	your	use	more	comfortable?	Is	there	some-
thing that could be improved?

Annex 2: Guideline questions for the interview with the owner of a local bakery/café

•	 Why don’t you offer wi-fi?

•	 Has the offering of wi-fi ever been discussed in the management?

•	 (to provoke) Wouldn’t it be great to get students with their learning group for 
example, and to get people who stay longer, not only grab a coffee, but eat a 
sandwich for lunch and a piece of cake in the afternoon?

•	 (to provoke) Wouldn’t it be a chance to get some of the Starbucks customers 
over here and at the same time make the wi-fi access one of the services that all 
of the discount self-service bakeries around here do not offer?
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inside outside

1
Stadtbrotbäcker 
Rott

local bakery X X - - -
Mon-Sat: 7:30-20:00

Sun: 11-17
IMG_0188

2 W&S Shop clothing store - - unknown IMG_0156

3 Bakers premium
local bakery
ice café

X X - - -
Mon-Fri: 7.30-20:00

Sat: 7.30-19:00
IMG_0253

4 Commerzbank bank - -
Mon, Wed: 9-13; 14-16
Tues, Thurs: 9-13; 14-18

Fri: 9-14
IMG_0159

5 Bonn Minster church - -
Mon-Sat: 8-19

Sun: 13:00-17:30
IMG_0157

6 Sinn & Leffers department store X - Mon-Sat: 9:30-20:00 IMG_0161

7 Tally Weijl clothing store - - Mon-Sat: 10-20 IMG_0163

8 Galeria Kaufhof department store X -
Mon-Thurs: 9:30-20:00

Fri-Sat: 9:30-21:00
IMG_0034

9 DINEA's Snack snack bar - - - - - unknown IMG_0168

10 "La Dolce Vita" snack bar - - - - - unknown IMG_0170

11 Fabiani perfumery - -
Mon-Thurs: 9:30-20:00

Fri-Sat: 9:30-21:00
IMG_0171

12 Münster Apotheke pharmacy - -
Mon-Fri: 8:30-19:30

Sat: 9-16
IMG_0172

13 Starbucks Coffee café X X X X X
Mon-Thurs: 8-21

Fri: 8-22; Sat: 08:30-22:00
Sun: 9:30-20:30

IMG_0070

14 HypoVereinsbank bank - -
Mon-Wed: 9:00-12:30; 14-16

Thurs: 9:00-12:30; 14-18
Fri: 09:00-12:30; 14-16

IMG_0179

15
Postbank 
Finanzcenter

bank+post office - -
Mon-Fri: 9-20

Sa: 9-16
IMG_0182

16 T k max clothing store - - Mon-Sat: 9:30 - 20:00 IMG_0186

17 Karstadt department store X - Mon-Sat: 9:30-20:00 IMG_0066

18 MIDI café X X - X - Mon-Sun: 9-24 IMG_0256

(public)
WiFi

opening hours foto no.no. name category seating possibilities plugs
(public)
toilette

Annex 3: Mapping questionnaire

Note: Seating possibilities and plugs were not mapped for clothing stores, banks, churches, department 
stores, perfumeries, and pharmacies (grey fields). Cafés in the attic floor of department stores are not 
included.


