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Executive Summary

Executive Summary
The objective of this research study is to investigate the relationships between street life and the
characteristics of street environments by comparing and evaluating two commercial areas in
Vancouver. One of the study areas is located in Yaletown, a community developed according to the
principles of ‘Vancouverism’. It is characterised by high-rise buildings that are incorporated into the
street environment in a manner that provides strong opportunities for pedestrian engagement. The
other study area is located in Mount Pleasant, one of the city’s oldest neighbourhoods. Its built
form is composed of a variety of low and mid-rise buildings, but very few high-rises.

The

contrasting built forms found in the two study areas is significant to the research study, which was
guided by the following research questions:


How does a commercial area that embodies the principles of ‘Vancouverism’ compare to a
low-rise neighbourhood commercial street in terms of their capacities to support street life?



How do the commercial areas’ environments at street level compare in terms of their
physical characteristics, and how are these characteristics related to pedestrian activity and
street life?



In what ways can these commercial areas be modified to become more supportive of street
life?

Yaletown
Study Area
Mount Pleasant
Study Area

Locations of study areas in Vancouver

(Top) Pacific Boulevard, Yaletown
(Bottom) Main Street, Mount Pleasant
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Research Methodology and Evaluation Framework
Eleven evaluation criteria provided the framework for investigating the street life and street
environment characteristics in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant. They were derived largely from a
research methodology developed by Mehta (2006). Using direct observation methods such as
pedestrian counts, structured observations, and walk-by observations, evaluation of the two study
areas took place over four days in January 2012. The primary measurement of street life was the
number of people engaged in stationary activities, which are optional leisure activities that can also
involve social interaction. The evaluation of street environment characteristics involved observing
attributes such as building heights, the variety of distinct uses, and sidewalk widths.
Data Analysis
The data collected from the evaluation of the
study areas is summarized in the adjacent table.
The quantitative nature of most of the findings
facilitated comparisons between the study
areas, although subjective and qualitative
analyses were also integral to identifying
relationships between street life and street
environment characteristics. Behavioural maps
like the one below were used to display where
stationary activities were recorded.

YALETOWN
MOUNT PLEASANT
Study Area
Study Area
Street Life
Stationary Activities
184 people
242 people
Social Activities
118 people
163 people
>5 Minute Stay
43 people
62 people
Avg. Hourly Pedestrians
859 people
864 people
Street Environment Characteristics
Building Height Range
2 to 38 storeys
1 to 4 storeys
Access Points/100m
7.5
8.7
Distinct Uses/100m
5.5
5.9
Indep. Businesses/100m
3.0
4.3
Seats/100m
17.2
14.7
Physical Artefacts/100m
20.5
20.2
Avg. Sidewalk Width
5.7 metres
4.4 metres

Locations of stationary activities on Pacific Boulevard between
Drake St. and Davie St. (Yaletown)

Executive Summary
Conclusions and Recommendations
Yaletown
Over the observation period, the street environment in Yaletown was found to be highly supportive
of street life. Unexpectedly, the areas with the most favourable street environment characteristics
were not necessarily where street life concentrated. People who were engaged in stationary and
social activities were most likely to be near three specific uses: the Urban Fare grocery store, the
Starbucks coffee shop, and the Roundhouse Turntable Plaza. These uses were located on blocks
that exhibited good, but not particularly favourable characteristics in terms of street front
permeability, the variety of goods and services, and sidewalk width. This suggests that uses with
significant retail or functional appeal for pedestrians have greater capacity to influence stationary and
social activities than street environment characteristics.
In general, the quality of the street environment in Yaletown was high, and supported street life
despite the prevalence of tall buildings. The comfortable pedestrian environment provided evidence
that the principles of ‘Vancouverism’ were effective in minimizing negative impacts of tall buildings
by regulating building orientation, spacing, and size. The recommendations for Yaletown address
weak points such as weather protection, and leverage upon existing strengths in order to provide
even stronger support for street life.
Recommendations:

Social activity in front of Urban Fare
grocery store on Davie Street



Improve Weather Protection



Encourage the Establishment of
Commercial Tenants that
Contribute to Street Life



Activate Roundhouse Turntable
Plaza with Programming
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Mount Pleasant
The total amount of stationary and social activities observed in Mount Pleasant was greater than that
of Yaletown. However, it was strongly concentrated within certain parts of the study area – 50%
was observed on a single block on Main Street between E.13th and E.14th Avenue. This particular
block contained popular uses that attracted many leisure and social activities, namely Bert’s
restaurant, Everfresh produce, and Starbucks coffee shop.

The association of street life with

independent and food-related businesses in Mount Pleasant suggests that the study area plays an
important function as a social destination with the capacity to attract people from beyond the
immediate community. Furthermore, it hints at the significance of independent businesses and food
service establishments to the essential appeal of Mount Pleasant, as perceived by the people who
spend leisure time there.
The blocks that supported the most street life in Mount Pleasant also scored highly in terms of the
characteristics of the street environment, particularly in the evaluation of street front permeability,
variety of goods and services, and sidewalk width. This finding counters the weaker relationship
observed in Yaletown between the physical qualities of streets and stationary and social activities.
The recommendations for Mount Pleasant involve targeting select areas for improvements to the
street environment, and ensuring that the unique retail make-up of this community is maintained.

Recommendations:

Pedestrians and social activity in front of
independent restaurant on Main Street



Widen Sidewalks and Add Public
Seating in Strategic Locations



Maintain and Promote Distinctive
Character of Street-oriented Uses
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Chapter 1

1 Introduction
1.1 Introduction to the Research
The capacity of public streets to support leisure and social activities is well recognized in urban
design and planning literature. Beyond their function as channels for movement, streets provide
spaces where people can informally gather and mingle, fulfilling an important social role
complementary to that of private spaces such as homes and workplaces (Mehta, 2007). In fact,
streets that support stationary and social activities contribute to a sense of community identity and
belonging between strangers, who begin to develop trust and expand their personal networks
through casual encounters (Jacobs, 1961). However, social life does not thrive on just any street.
Lively streets tend to have numerous store fronts, purposeful street furniture, and interesting
textures and details (Gehl, 1987). Thus, there are observable relationships between the physical
characteristics of streets and the way that they are used by people.
Tall buildings have been found to discourage street life, especially those that rest upon expansive
bases without street-oriented uses (Whyte, 1988). Street blocks composed of predominantly tall
buildings have been demonstrated to attract only a fraction of the stationary and social activities
found in comparable areas with low-rise buildings (Gelb, 1977). However, the City of Vancouver
has become renowned for integrating tall buildings into the urban fabric in a manner that supports
street life (Beasley, 2000). The design principles leading to this form of development have been
collectively referred to as ‘Vancouverism’, and are exemplified by the placement of residential towers
on pedestrian-scaled podiums. These podiums incorporate doors, windows, and design elements at
short and consistent intervals in order to emulate the arrangement of uses on low-rise
neighbourhood shopping streets.
The intention of this research study is to investigate how the commercial streets of a neighbourhood
embodying the principles of ‘Vancouverism’ compare to low-rise commercial streets in terms of
liveliness and physical character. Liveliness is assessed by observing the amount, duration, and types
of stationary and social activities found in both commercial areas (Mehta, 2007). Furthermore, a
series of criteria that relate to built form and design elements will be used to evaluate their physical
characteristics. By establishing relationships between the observed street life and the physical
attributes of each commercial area, this study aims to develop a stronger understanding of how
1
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people’s activities are influenced by the design of urban environments. Subsequently, this will lead
to recommendations for how each commercial area can be made more conducive to leisure and
social activities.

1.2 Research Questions
The following research questions will be used to frame the analysis of the two study areas’ street life
and street environment characteristics:


How does a commercial area that embodies the principles of ‘Vancouverism’ compare to a
low-rise neighbourhood commercial street in terms of their capacities to support street life?



How do the commercial areas’ environments at street level compare in terms of their
physical characteristics, and how are these characteristics related to pedestrian activity and
street life?



In what ways can these commercial areas be modified to become more supportive of street
life?

These questions will be addressed throughout the following chapters of the report. The two study
areas that have been identified for research are located in Vancouver’s Yaletown and Mount Pleasant
neighbourhoods. In Chapter 2, contextual details and background information about the study areas
are outlined. Chapter 3 provides an explanation of the research methodology that has been adapted
for this study, including a description of the eleven evaluation criteria. Next, the observed activities
and the street environment characteristics of each study area are analysed and compared in Chapter 4.
Finally, in Chapter 5, the findings of the study are discussed with reference to planning literature,
leading to research conclusions and recommendations for how each study area can be made more
conducive to street life.

2
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2 Background
2.1 Context: Yaletown
Located at the south end of Vancouver’s downtown peninsula, Yaletown is a dense neighbourhood
that comprises a variety of residential buildings, commercial areas, and open spaces. Due to the
abundance of tall, glassy towers in this neighbourhood, its visual presence in the city’s skyline is
prominent. Yet, Yaletown is also well recognized for accommodating high residential densities
within a high-quality environment that maintains street-level vibrancy and comfort (Berelowitz,
2005).

Figure 2.1: Aerial view of residential
buildings in Yaletown (Source: Bing Maps)

Figure 2.2: Residential buildings and David
Lam Park on Pacific Boulevard
(Source: Kyle Pearce)

Historically, Yaletown was an area that supported heavy industrial operations. The Canadian Pacific
Railway’s operations in the area spurred the development of warehouses and factories. The 1986
World’s Fair (Expo 86), however, represented a turning point for the development of Yaletown.
Large sections of industrial land were cleared and converted into venues for usage during the fair,
and subsequently sold for private development. 67 hectares of land along the north end of False
Creek were purchased by the Concord Pacific Group (City of Vancouver, 2003).
The City of Vancouver had adopted a “living first” strategy for downtown development in the 1980s
in order to promote the establishment of complete neighbourhoods with pedestrian scaled uses and
amenities (Beasley, 2000). Due to their close proximity to the Central Business District, the former
Expo 86 lands in Yaletown represented a distinct opportunity for the vision of new complete
3
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neighbourhoods to be realised. The principles of the “living first” strategy were embedded in the
design guidelines and policy directions provided by the 1990 False Creek North Official
Development Plan and the 1991 Central Area Plan. For instance, these documents emphasized the
need for strong ground-level design in Yaletown, such that building details and streetscapes
contribute to lively, pedestrian-oriented environments. Developments should be oriented to streets
and incorporate open spaces that complement the design of the public realm. Other priorities
outlined in these plans included the preservation of views and the establishment of strong
connections between new developments and the False Creek waterfront.
These design principles were manifested in the familiar ‘tower and podium’ built form that
characterises the Concord Pacific developments in Yaletown today. Towers with slim floor plates
accommodate high residential densities while reducing undesirable shadow and wind impacts, and
building podiums establish consistent street walls that engage the sidewalk with street-oriented retail
uses (Beasley, 2000). Pre-1986 industrial buildings remain in the sections of Yaletown that were not
sold for private development, and have largely been converted for office and retail uses along
Mainland and Hamilton Streets.

Figure 2.3: Storefronts on Pacific Boulevard

Figure 2.4: Boutiques on Mainland Street
(Source: Robyn Hanson)
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2.1.1 Yaletown Study Area
Block
Y1
Y2
Y3
Y4
Y5
Y6

Location
Pacific Boulevard – North Side:
Drake Street to Davie Street

Pacific Boulevard – South Side:
Drake Street to Davie Street

Pacific Boulevard – North Side:
Davie Street to Alvin Narod Mews

Pacific Boulevard – South Side:
Davie Street to Aquarius Mews

Davie Street – West Side:

Pacific Boulevard to Marinaside Crescent

Davie Street – East Side:

Pacific Boulevard to Marinaside Crescent
Table 2.1: Locations of blocks in the
Yaletown study area

Figure 2.5: Yaletown study area map

The Yaletown study area comprises six blocks - four on Pacific Boulevard and two on Davie Street.
It was selected to represent the neighbourhood-oriented commercial area that was developed as part
of the Concord Pacific master planned community. This commercial area serves a noticeably
different function than the concentration of fashion boutiques and upscale restaurants located
immediately to its north along Mainland and Hamilton Streets, which are not part of the master
planned area.
The built form in the Yaletown study area is predominantly characterised by residential towers
situated atop podiums ranging between two and seven storeys tall. These podiums typically
incorporate commercial retail units at street level, and residential or commercial office uses on upper
levels. Notable non-residential land uses in the study area include the Roundhouse Community
Centre, the Roundhouse Turntable Plaza, and the Urban Fare grocery store.
The study area is entirely encompassed within the boundaries of the Yaletown Business
Improvement Area, and retail lease rates within the BIA ranged between $35 to $50 per square foot
in 2006 (Vancouver Economic Commission, 2006a). In January 2012, the average lease rate of
vacant commercial retail properties in the Yaletown study area was $35 per square foot.

5
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2.1.2 Yaletown Study Area: Block Views
Block Y1

PACIFIC BOULEVARD

Figure 2.7: South Side – Drake St. to Davie St.

Figure 2.6: North Side – Drake St. to Davie St.

Block Y3

PACIFIC BOULEVARD

Figure 2.8: North Side – Davie St. to
Alvin Narod Mews

Block Y5

Block Y2

Block Y4

Figure 2.9: South Side – Davie St. to
Aquarius Mews

DAVIE STREET

Figure 2.10: West Side – Pacific Blvd. to
Marinaside Cr.

Block Y6

Figure 2.11: East Side – Pacific Blvd. to
Marinaside Cr.
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2.2 Context: Mount Pleasant
Located less than two kilometres south of Downtown Vancouver, Mount Pleasant is a
neighbourhood with a diverse mix of residential and commercial uses. It has a distinctive character
derived from an abundance of trendy boutiques and restaurants, as well as a young and creative local
population. The predominance of low and mid-rise buildings, combined with the presence of some
of the city’s oldest buildings, creates a characteristic built form with few high-rise buildings.

Figure 2.12: Buildings on west side of
Main Street (Source: Jeremy Hood)

Figure 2.13: Buildings on east side of
Main Street (Source: Mount Pleasant
Community Plan)

In the late 1800s, the introduction of streetcar service spurred growth in Mount Pleasant, and soon
gave it the distinction of being Vancouver’s first suburb (Luxton, 2008). A steep section of Main
Street connected this ‘neighbourhood on a hill’ to the downtown area and its heavy industrial
operations. Mount Pleasant’s main pioneering businesses were a series of breweries situated near
Main Street, and by the 1900s, an entire village with stores and new Victorian houses had developed
near the Main Street and Broadway streetcar stop. An assortment of building styles have been
introduced to Mount Pleasant over time, but heritage buildings from the early 20th century remain in
the neighbourhood today.
The commercial area between E.7th Avenue and E.16th Avenue on Main Street is a particularly
significant zone that is integral to Mount Pleasant’s character. It comprises a consistent row of
buildings with small frontages and mismatched rooflines, establishing visual interest with a ‘high and
low’ massing rhythm. A number of older walk-up apartments provide affordable housing within
this area, while a range of local businesses, artist studios, and cultural spaces animate the street level.
7
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In 2010, the City of Vancouver adopted the Mount Pleasant Community Plan to guide development
in the neighbourhood. The plan identifies opportunities for higher density development in Mount
Pleasant and outlines strategies to help maintain neighbourhood character, such as by promoting
affordable housing and artist space in new developments. However, as demonstrated in early 2012
by the vociferous opposition to Rize Alliance’s proposal for a 19-storey residential development,
local community members continue to perceive high-rise developments as detrimental influences to
Mount Pleasant’s liveability and uniqueness.

2.2.1 Mount Pleasant Study Area
Block
M1
M2
M3
M4
M5
M6

Location
Main Street – West Side:
E.12th Avenue to E.13th Avenue

Main Street – East Side:

E.12th Avenue to E.13th Avenue

Main Street – West Side:
E.13th Avenue to E.14th Avenue

Main Street – East Side:

E.13th Avenue to E.14th Avenue

Main Street – West Side:
E.14th Avenue to E.15th Avenue

Main Street – East Side:

E.14th Avenue to E.15th Avenue

Table 2.2: Locations of blocks in the Mount
Pleasant study area

Figure 2.14: Mount Pleasant study area map

The Mount Pleasant study area comprises the six blocks on Main Street between E.12th Avenue and
E.15th Avenue. It was selected in consideration of its function as a neighbourhood-oriented
commercial area, similar to that of the Yaletown study area. It is situated within the Uptown
shopping area between E.7th Avenue and E.16th Avenue on Main Street, as designated by the Mount
Pleasant Community Plan. The plan recognizes that the character of the Uptown shopping area is
not uniform. Unique commercial and cultural uses are readily found north of E.11th Avenue – an
area with great appeal for people living outside of the neighbourhood. In contrast, there are fewer
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independent businesses as well as some large format commercial use south of E.11th Avenue, where
the Mount Pleasant study area is located,
The built form in the Mount Pleasant study area is primarily characterised by one or two storey
commercial buildings with small frontages oriented towards Main Street. However, there are several
anomalies. Five commercial retail units are incorporated into the ground level of a mid-rise
condominium building at the southeast corner of Main Street and E.12th Avenue, and an indoor
neighbourhood shopping centre containing an IGA supermarket is located on the west side of Main
Street between E.13th Avenue and E.14th Avenue. A large non-commercial use, the four-storey St.
Patrick’s Church, is the tallest building in the study area.
The study area is entirely encompassed within the Mount Pleasant Business Improvement Area. In
2007, retail lease rates within the BIA ranged between $18 and $45 per square feet (Vancouver
Economic Commission, 2008a). A search of listings of commercial retail properties for lease within
the Mount Pleasant study area in January 2012 revealed an average lease rate of $36 per square foot.
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2.2.2 Mount Pleasant Study Area: Block Views
Block M1

MAIN STREET

Figure 2.16: East Side – E.12th Ave. to
E.13th Ave.

Figure 2.15: West Side – E.12th Ave. to
E.13th Ave.

Block M3

MAIN STREET

Block M4

Figure 2.18: East Side – E.13th Ave. to
E.14th Ave.

Figure 2.17: West Side – E.13th Ave. to
E.14th Ave.

Block M5

Block M2

MAIN STREET

Figure 2.19: West Side – E.14th Ave. to
E.15th Ave.

Block M6

Figure 2.20: East Side – E.14th Ave. to
E.15th Ave.
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2.3 Rationale for Case Study Selection
Each of the commercial areas selected for this study represents one of the characteristic built forms
being investigated. The Yaletown study area is located within a master planned community typified
by residential towers situated atop mixed-use podiums. In contrast, the Mount Pleasant study area is
located along a neighbourhood commercial street with primarily low-rise buildings, just south of
downtown.
Yaletown and Mount Pleasant, as neighbourhoods, share many similarities that make them readily
comparable to one another. In terms of demographics, both have relatively young populations.
Approximately 40% of the residents in both areas are comprised of people between 20 and 34 years
of age (Vancouver Economic Commission, 2006b). Household sizes are also smaller than the
Vancouver average of 2.3 persons per household – the average household in Yaletown and Mount
Pleasant are made up of 1.7 and 1.9 persons, respectively.
More importantly, the study areas both contain neighbourhood-oriented commercial areas with
retailers that mainly cater to their respective local communities. Coffee shops, small restaurants,
beauty salons, and grocery stores are examples of the types of retailers found in both study areas,
while fashion boutiques, upscale restaurants, and other specialty retailers are uncommon. Selecting
study areas with similar uses was crucial in order to ensure that observations of pedestrian activities
are comparable between them, and not skewed by major differences in retail draw.
For these reasons, the Mount Pleasant study area was determined to be strongly comparable to the
Yaletown study area. Low-rise commercial streets in the downtown peninsula were found to be
unsuitable comparisons to Yaletown for this study, despite their proximity. For example, Robson
Street was dismissed due to its high concentration of fashion boutiques, and Davie Street was
dismissed due to the prevalence of specialty retailers and its appeal as a popular nightlife district.
The following chapter describes the research methodology and evaluation criteria used to study the
street life and street environment characteristics of the Yaletown study area and Mount Pleasant
study area. For simplicity, the study areas will hereafter be referred to as ‘Yaletown’ and ‘Mount
Pleasant’, respectively.
11
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3 Research Methodology and Evaluation Framework
3.1 Introduction
This chapter explains the research methodology and evaluation framework that has been developed
to address the research question identified in Chapter One. The evaluation criteria used to assess
the street life and the street environment characteristics of the two selected neighbourhoods is
described in detail, and the relevance of each criterion is discussed. This section also outlines the
methods that were employed in the data collection process. Finally, the limitations associated with
this research methodology are discussed as they relate to generalizability, reliability, and validity.

3.2 Evaluation Criteria
The eleven evaluation criteria that were used to conduct this research study are listed in Table 3.1.
They are organized into the categories of ‘Street Life’ and ‘Street Environment Characteristics’,
reflecting the two predominant subjects of research. Each criterion was derived from an extensive
review of academic literature, and represents an attribute that points to the quality of an urban
environment.
Table 3.1: Evaluation Criteria

Street Life





Street Environment Characteristics








Stationary and Social Activities
Duration of Stay
Pedestrian Traffic
Weather and Time of Day
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Building Heights
Permeability of Street Front
Variety of Goods and Services
Independent Businesses
Seating
Physical Artefacts
Sidewalk Width

Streets as Leisure and Social Spaces

Arthur Lo

3.2.1 Street Life
Stationary and Social Activities
The types of activities that occur in outdoor public spaces vary according to the perceived quality of
the pedestrian environment (Gehl, 1987). Necessary activities, such as walking to work or waiting
for the bus, are performed with little regard to the physical form and quality of public spaces. In
contrast, stationary and social activities take place on an optional basis, and are invited by attractive
settings and optimal conditions. They are integral to lively streets, and their prevalence is associated
with high quality urban environments that support a broad spectrum of uses (Gehl, 1987).

Figure 3.1: Necessary activity:
waiting for the bus (Source: Shanghai.gov)

Figure 3.2: Stationary and social activities:
having coffee, chatting, and reading outside
(Source: Ottawa Sun)

For the purposes of this research study, street life was evaluated in
each study area by recording the number of people engaged in the

Table 3.2: Activity
Coding Scheme

activities shown in Table 3.2, and where they were located at the

Activity

time. This provided the number of people engaged in stationary
activities.

People were engaged in these activities either by

themselves or in the company of others. From the total number
of people engaged in stationary activities, those who were in the
company of others when observed were isolated, subsequently
providing the number of people engaged in social activities. In
other words, the number of people engaged in social activities is a
part of the number of people engaged in stationary activities.
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Eating or Drinking
Observing

E
O

Performing
Playing Game
Reading
Smoking
Talking
Talking on Phone
Vending

Pe
G
R
Sm
T
Ph
V

Window Shopping
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Duration of Stay
The duration of time that people are willing to remain in outdoor public spaces is dependent on a
variety of factors, such as the diversity of uses, the availability of street furniture, and the presence of
people and events (Gehl, 1987). Urban environments where people spend longer amounts of time
signify a higher level of comfort, as well as the presence of opportunities for social interaction and
stimulation. Thus, the duration of time that people remained engaged in stationary and social
activities was recorded in each study area.
Pedestrian Traffic
The number of people on a street, in addition to the
duration of their stay, is strongly connected to street
life (Gehl, 1987).

Although a high volume of

people walking on a street does not necessarily
point to a lively environment, it acts as a
precondition for vibrancy. A few people engaged in
stationary or social activities can attract many more,
if the urban environment is conducive to
gatherings.

Figure 3.3: High pedestrian traffic does
not necessarily equate to street life

Weather and Time of Day
Outdoor stationary and social activities are invited by particular exterior conditions such as dry,
warm weather and high quality urban environments (Gehl, 1987). Since the weather influences the
behaviour of users in public spaces, outdoor data collection was conducted on days with similar
weather conditions.

The usage of public spaces also changes according to the time of day.

Therefore, observation of street life took place over 12 hour periods in order to capture how
activities changed from day to night in each study area.
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3.2.2 Street Environment Characteristics
Building Heights
High-rise buildings have been found to pose negative impacts on neighbourhood liveability (Gelb,
1977). Streets characterised by high-rise buildings tend to be less conducive to stationary and social
activities, compared to those with low-rise buildings. Factors such as sun exposure, ground-level
wind speeds, and the perceived openness of the environment play into the liveability and
attractiveness of a street. Thus, this research study considered the building heights in both study
areas in terms of their potential impacts on street life. Combined with field observations, this
provided insight into how the street environment in each study area was influenced by the
orientation and heights of buildings.

Figure 3.4: Tall building ‘canyons’ may
increase wind speeds and reduce sun
exposure at street level

Figure 3.5: Wind hitting tall buildings
deflect towards street level and may
create wind tunnel effect
(Source: National Research Council)

Permeability of Street Fronts
A street front characterised by blank walls is not only considered to be unattractive and lifeless, it
also deters street life by eliminating opportunities for engagement between buildings and pedestrians
(Whyte, 1988). The permeability of street fronts, therefore, is an important indicator of whether an
environment is conducive to on-street activity. It was measured in this study with the application of
a ‘door handle survey’, as administered by O’Neil (2003). This survey involved counting the number
of access points to commercial and public buildings along the street front of each block, excluding
emergency exit doors. Additionally, a subjective permeability rating was given to each block using a
15
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five point scale (excellent, very good, good, fair, poor), with consideration to the ground floor design
criteria shown in Table 3.3.
Table 3.3: Selected Ground Floor Design Criteria (Gehl, 2010)
Doors per 100m
Unit Sizes
Variation in Function
Façade Details

Active

Friendly

Mixture

Boring

Inactive

15-20

10-14

6-10

2-5

0-2

Small

Relatively small

Large and small

Large

Large

Large

Some

Modest

Almost none

None

Full of character

Many

Few

Few or none

None

Figure 3.7: Inactive street front with
expansive blank walls
(Source: Flickr user ‘Squeakymarmot’)

Figure 3.6: Active street front with consistent
vertical façade articulation
(Source: William Kimber)

Variety of Goods and Services
The diversity and variety of uses on a neighbourhood level are considered to be preconditions for
lively streets (Jacobs, 1961).

The eclectic nature of such streets provides visual interest and

entertainment for pedestrians, while satisfying their retail needs. In this study, the number of
distinct uses on each block was recorded. For example, if a particular block had two banks and a
restaurant, a score of two would be recorded.
Independent Businesses
Streets with numerous independent businesses suggest a high degree of diversity in the retail mix,
which is a desirable attribute for lively streets (Jacobs, 1961). The number of independent or small
local chain businesses on each block was therefore recorded.
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Seating
Outdoor seating is an integral component of streets that encourage stationary and social activities
(Whyte, 1988). In fact, they tend to signify areas where people congregate. Benches and chairs in
public spaces provide opportunities for people to rest or utilize the street for social purposes.
Outdoor seating provided by private commercial establishments also helps to engender a sense of
liveliness. Therefore, the number of public and commercial seats in each block was recorded.
Physical Artefacts
In contrast to seating, which represents objects
that formally provide spots for stationary and
social activities to occur, physical artefacts such as
poles, bicycle racks, and newspaper dispensing
boxes are considered to be objects that could be
informally used for support during conversations
or rest (Mehta, 2007). Thus, they may also make
public spaces more attractive for stationary and
social activities, and were therefore counted for
each block.

Figure 3.8: Use of physical artefacts for rest

Sidewalk Dimensions
Wider sidewalks tend to be more conducive to stationary and social activities, particularly on
commercial streets. Sidewalks that are capable of supporting street life are wide enough to allow
people to stand in place or small groups to gather without hindering the movement of others (Gehl,
2010). The dimension of the sidewalk, extending from the building edge to the curb, was measured
in metres for each block.

Refer to Table 3.4 for a summary of the 11 evaluation criteria with expanded descriptions and
sourcing information.

17

Research Methodology and Evaluation Framework

Chapter 3

Table 3.4: Summary of Evaluation Criteria
STREET LIFE
Evaluation Criteria
Stationary and Social
Activities
(Gehl, 2004, 28)
(Mehta, 2007, 173)

Attributes to be Examined
How are the study areas being utilized as spaces for stationary
and social activities? Examine:
 The types of activities occurring
 The number of activities occurring
 The locations where activities are occurring
 The age and sex of those engaged in these activities

Source
 Direct observations

Duration of Stay
(Gehl, 1987, 81)
(Mehta, 2007, 174)

How long are people staying in the study areas? Examine:
 The length of time that people are engaged in stationary or
social activities

 Direct observations

Pedestrian Traffic
(Gehl, 1987,25)

How much pedestrian traffic is there in the study areas?
Examine:
 Average hourly pedestrian volume on each block

 Direct observations
 On-site pedestrian
counts

Weather and Time of Day
(Gehl, 1987, 13)

How is street life affected by weather conditions and time of
day? Examine:
 Variations in activity and pedestrian traffic throughout the day
 The impact of weather conditions on pedestrian activity

 Direct observations
 Weather forecasts

STREET ENVIRONMENT CHARACTERISTICS
Evaluation Criteria
Building Heights
(Gelb, 1977)

Attributes to be Examined
How are building heights affecting pedestrian activity at street
level? Examine:
 The height of every building on each block, in storeys
 Perceived wind and sunlight exposure at street level

Source
 Direct observations
 Satellite images and
photographs

Permeability of Street
Front
(Gehl, 2010, 240)
(O’Neil, 2003)

How do street level uses relate to street? Examine:
 The number of access points to buildings using ‘door handle
survey’
 Transparency, frequency, and detailing of storefronts
Is there a variety of retailers and services at street level?
Examine:
 The number of distinct of uses on each block

 Direct observations
 Door handle survey
 Photographs

Is there a variety of independently owned or small local chain
stores at street level? Examine:
 The number of independent businesses on each block
Is there sufficient seating to support stationary and social
activities? Examine:
 The number of public and commercial seats, such as benches
and chairs, on each block
Are there physical artefacts and other street furniture that can
provide places for support and rest? Examine:
 The number of trees and poles
 The number of other street furniture items (e.g. railings,
newspaper boxes)
Is the street wide enough to comfortably accommodate
pedestrian traffic and stationary and social activities? Examine:
 The width of the sidewalk in each block

 Direct observations

Variety of Goods and
Services
(Jacobs, 1961, 148)
Independent Businesses
(Mehta, 2007)
Seating
(Whyte, 1988, 117)

Physical Artefacts
(Gehl, 1987, 153)

Sidewalk Width
(Gehl, 2010, 121)
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 On-site counts
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 On-site counts

 On-site sidewalk
measurement

Streets as Leisure and Social Spaces

Arthur Lo

3.3 Data Collection Methods
The methods that were employed to investigate the relationship between street life and street
environment characteristics consisted of a literature review and direct observations supplemented by
photographs. The main purpose of the literature review was to inform the establishment of an
appropriate research methodology for the investigation of the research question.
Direct observation was the primary method used to record observations in the field. It was used to
record on-street activity as well as the characteristics of the streets and buildings on each block. The
method used to observe street life was adapted from research conducted by Mehta (2007). It
consisted of three specific tasks: pedestrian counts, structured observations, and walk-by
observations. These instruments were designed for a single researcher to carry out the observations
according to a staggered schedule over a number of days. However, Mehta’s research occasionally
involved a second researcher who would independently perform direct observations, which could
potentially increase the reliability of the data.
In this research study, a single researcher (the author) collected all data due to time and resource
constraints. In each of the study areas, these tasks were performed over one weekday and one
Saturday or Sunday in January of 2012, as shown in Table 3.5. On each of these days, direct
observations followed the observation task schedule provided in Table 3.6.
Table 3.5: Observation Dates

Yaletown
Mount Pleasant

Weekday

Weekend

Thursday, Jan.5

Sunday, Jan.8

Friday, Jan.6

Saturday, Jan.7
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Table 3.6: Observation Task Schedule

Pedestrian Counts
(10 Mins/Block)
8AM-9AM
9AM-10AM
12:30PM-1:30PM

Weekday
Structured Observations Walk-by Observations
(15 Mins/Block)
(5 Mins/Block)
9AM-10:30AM
10:30AM-12PM
12:30PM-2PM
2PM-3PM

3PM-4PM

3PM-4:30PM
4:30PM-5:30PM
5:30PM-7PM

6PM-7PM

Pedestrian Counts
(10 Mins/Block)
9AM-10AM
12:30PM-1:30PM

Weekend
Structured Observations Walk-by Observations
(15 Mins/Block)
(5 Mins/Block)
9AM-10:30AM
10:30AM-12PM
12:30PM-2PM
2PM-3PM

3PM-4PM

3PM-4:30PM
4:30PM-5:30PM
5:30PM-7PM

6PM-7PM
7PM-8PM

7PM-8PM

Pedestrian counts were performed on each block 5 times a day for 10-minute periods, and
extrapolated to determine hourly pedestrian volume. These were carried out by recording the
number of people crossing a randomly selected imaginary line within each block, going in both
directions. The average hourly pedestrian volumes for each block and each study area were then
calculated from the counts performed throughout the day.
15-minute structured observations were performed 5 times a day on each block to record the
number of people engaged in each type of stationary and social activities, as well as their duration of
20
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stay while involved in these activities.

In order to conduct observations of each block, the

researcher situated himself at a vantage point that provided maximum visibility of that block.
Observations were coded on a behavioural map to note the types of stationary activities that were
seen, as well as the locations and postures of the people engaged in them.

A sample behavioural

map is shown in Figure 3.9.

Figure 3.9: Behavioural map showing location of stationary and social activities (Source: Vikas Mehta)

In addition, the sex and approximate age of the subjects were recorded according to a classification
system. People engaged in social activities with others were identified as groups on the behavioural
maps with circles. The duration of people’s stays were recorded under three categories – less than
one minute, one to five minutes, and more than five minutes. Although Mehta (2007) timed the
duration of stays up to 15 minutes, this was considered to be too long for the purposes of this study.
The coding schemes for age and sex and duration of stay are displayed in Table 3.7.

Table 3.7: Age, Sex and Duration of Stay Coding Scheme

Age and Sex
Teen Male
Adult Male
Older Male
Teen Female
Adult Female
Older Female
Child

Symbol

Duration of Stay

TM
AM
OM
TF
AF
OF
C

Less than 1 Min.
1 to 5 Min.
More than 5 Min.

Symbol
( )
( )
( )

e.g. (AM) = Adult male staying
less than 1 minute
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Walk-by observations were performed 2-3 times a day. These entailed slowly walking the complete
length of a block and recording the types of stationary activities that were seen, as well as the
locations and postures of the people engaged in them. Walk-by observations involved the same data
collection methods as the 15-minute structured observations, and were particularly useful for closely
examining parts of blocks which may be hidden from the view of a stationary observer.
An observation diary was used as an accompaniment to the primarily quantitative data gathered
from the pedestrian counts, structured observations, and walk-by observations. This diary was used
to record qualitative observations that may not be derived from the other forms of data collection,
such as interesting behaviour and unexpected circumstances. This information helped to develop a
fuller understanding of the characteristics of the study areas.
Photographs were used to supplement the direct observations, but played a minimal role in the
actual observation process.

They were taken to help illustrate behavioural patterns and the

characteristics of the physical environment, which will be discussed in the following chapter.

3.4 Data Analysis Methods
Together, the pedestrian counts, structured observations, and walk-by observations provided data
about the pedestrian activity and the physical characteristics of each block in the two study areas.
This data formed the basis for investigating the relationships between street life and the microattributes of street environments. Since the evaluation framework primarily produced quantitative
data, it facilitated direct comparisons between the study areas and their blocks.

3.5 Limitations of Research Methods
The methodology of this research study is heavily rooted in direct observations, which are effective
for studying the dynamic nature of public streets. However, the data gathered through direct
observations were limited by a number of factors. Due to time constraints, data collection took
place on only four days in January 2012. While attention was paid to selecting days with similar
weather conditions, the short period of observation meant that the data was susceptible to
irregularities caused by the weather. Additionally, while winter conditions in Vancouver rarely
prohibit outdoor pedestrian activity, the data that was collected would certainly differ if the study
was undertaken at a warmer time of year. Therefore, the findings of this study cannot be easily
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generalised to an understanding of street life in non-winter conditions, even within the same study
areas. The replication of this study in the spring, summer, or fall represents a very reasonable
opportunity for future research.
Due to the unavailability of a second researcher to perform 12-hour direct observations for all
observation periods, a single researcher collected data. Incorporating a second researcher into the
study may have improved the reliability of the findings by allowing the researchers’ data to be
compared for major discrepancies. It would also have made it less likely for the data to be
influenced by researcher fatigue. Had the resources been available, this study would have been
conducted with more than one researcher in order to reduce the potential for bias and the labour of
the data collection process.
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4 Comparative Evaluation and Data Analysis
4.1 Introduction
The evaluation framework outlined in Chapter Three was used to examine and compare 12 street
blocks in Vancouver – six in Yaletown and six in Mount Pleasant. It consists of four criteria that
assess ‘Street Life’ and seven that assess ‘Street Environment Characteristics’. In this chapter, the
data collected using these evaluation criteria frames a comparative analysis of the observed activities
and spatial qualities of the two study areas.

Each criterion is discussed independently and also in

consideration of its relationship to other criteria.

4.2 Street Life
The types of activities that occur on city streets are indicative of their capacity to act as peoplefriendly environments. High quality streets are capable of supporting a wide range of stationary and
social activities (Gehl, 2010). In addition, pedestrian traffic and weather conditions also influence
the usage of streets.

4.2.1 Stationary Activities
Over the two days of observation in each study area, 184 people in Yaletown and 242 people in
Mount Pleasant were found to be engaged in a form of stationary activity. These activities included
eating, observing, playing a game, reading, and talking. The subjects were either standing in place,
sitting, or moving within a small area. Strong street life depends on the presence of stationary
activities, more so than high volumes of pedestrians (Gehl, 1987).

Table 4.1 and Table 4.2 display

the number of people engaged in a form of stationary activity during the observation period, by each
study area.
Table 4.1: Number of People Engaged in Stationary Activities in Yaletown

YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Weekday
Weekend
Total
% Study Area

13

12

6

5

15

45

96

16

4

6

3

24

35

88

29

16

12

8

39

80

184

15.8%

8.7%

6.5%

4.3%

21.2%

43.5%

100.0%
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Table 4.2: Number of People Engaged in Stationary Activities in Mount Pleasant

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Weekday
Weekend
Total
% Study Area

8

5

25

48

9

16

111

1

3

13

73

10

31

131

9

8

38

121

19

47

242

3.7%

3.3%

15.7%

50.0%

7.9%

19.4%

100.0%

The data clearly shows that stationary activities in both Yaletown and Mount Pleasant were unevenly
distributed throughout the blocks.

A single block in each study area accommodated a

disproportionately high concentration of stationary activities, while a lesser but still significant
amount of activity was found on a block adjacent
to it. In Yaletown, 43.5% of people engaged in
stationary activities were on Block Y6, on the east
side of Davie Street. Directly opposite, Block Y5
supported the second highest proportion of
stationary activities - 21.2%. In a similar fashion,
half of all observed stationary activities in Mount
Pleasant were concentrated in Block M4, between
E.13th and E.14th Avenue on the east side of Main
Street.

Block M6, immediately to its south,

accounted for 19.4%.

Figure 4.1: People engaged in stationary
activities on Davie Street, Block Y6

Conversely, there were areas that were nearly devoid of stationary activities, such as Block Y4 on
Pacific Boulevard in Yaletown and Blocks M1 and M2 at the north end of the Mount Pleasant study
area. The disparity in amount of activity observed on different blocks within a study area, despite
similar built forms and their proximity to one another, pointed to differences in micro-scale street
attributes that influenced how the streets were used.
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Table 4.3 displays the number of people engaged in each type of stationary activity in Yaletown and
Mount Pleasant. The most commonly observed form of stationary activity was talking (43.7%),
followed by eating/drinking (17.8%), and smoking (9.9%).

Unexpectedly, 9.2% of stationary

activities involved persons who stood or sat in place performing no ostensible activity, and simply
observed their surroundings. Certain types of activities were common on some blocks and not on
others. People playing games, for example, were observed almost exclusively in the Roundhouse
Turntable Plaza on Yaletown’s Block Y5. Eating and drinking, as expected, was mostly found on
blocks with popular eating establishments, such as Block M4 in Mount Pleasant.
Table 4.3: Number of People Engaged in Stationary Activities in Yaletown and
Mount Pleasant, by Type of Activity
YALETOWN
MOUNT PLEASANT
Study Area % Study Area Study Area % Study Area
Eating or Drinking
Observing
Performing
Playing Game
Reading
Smoking
Talking
Talking on Phone
Vending
Window Shopping
Total

BOTH STUDY AREAS
Combined % Combined

31

16.8%

45

18.6%

76

17.8%

25

13.6%

14

5.8%

39

9.2%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

0

0.0%

15

8.2%

0

0.0%

15

3.5%

2

1.1%

1

0.4%

3

0.7%

13

7.1%

29

12.0%

42

9.9%

72

39.1%

114

47.1%

186

43.7%

14

7.6%

10

4.1%

24

5.6%

0

0.0%

14

5.8%

14

3.3%

12

6.5%

15

6.2%

27

6.3%

184

100.0%

242

100.0%

426

100.0%

4.2.2 Social Activities
People who were engaged in stationary activities
did so either by themselves or in the company of
others. The previous section identified the total
number of people engaged in stationary activities
in both study areas. Naturally, some of them were
interacting with at least one other person. The
number of people who were engaged in stationary
activities in the company of one or more people is
identified in this section, referred to as people
engaged in social activities.
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In both study areas, approximately two-thirds of the people engaged in a stationary activity were in
fact also engaged in a social activity, as shown in Table 4.4. Predictably, social activities were also
unevenly distributed within each study area, reflecting the locational concentration of stationary
activities established in the previous section. As shown in Table 4.5 and Table 4.6, Block Y6 in
Yaletown and Block M4 in Mount Pleasant comprised 41.5% and 57.7% of people engaged in social
activities in their respective study areas. These two blocks also had the most pedestrian traffic and
stationary activities within their study areas. This data supports the notion that social activities arise
from spaces where people not only move about but also stay for leisure, as explained by Gehl
(1987).
Table 4.4: Number of Social Activities as Proportion of All Stationary Activities

YALETOWN
Study Area
Social Activities
Total Stationary Activities
% Social Activities

MOUNT PLEASANT
Study Area
118

163

184

242

64.1%

67.4%

Table 4.5: Number of People Engaged in Social Activities in Yaletown

YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Weekday
Weekend
Total
% Study Area

8

10

2

0

9

28

57

14

2

4

2

18

21

61

22

12

6

2

27

49

118

18.6%

10.2%

5.1%

1.7%

22.9%

41.5%

100.0%

Table 4.6: Number of People Engaged in Social Activities in Mount Pleasant

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Weekday
Weekend
Total
% Study Area

4

5

10

34

7

9

69

0

2

4

60

8

20

94

4

7

14

94

15

29

163

2.5%

4.3%

8.6%

57.7%

9.2%

17.8%

100.0%
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4.2.3 Behavioural Mapping of Stationary Activities
The denotation of stationary activities on behavioural maps provided a more nuanced understanding
of where they took place within each block. Figure 4.3 to Figure 4.14 illustrate the spatial distribution
of stationary activities on each block from a top view, with each dot representing one person
engaged in a stationary activity. A corresponding street elevation of each block is provided (Source:
Google Maps). These maps were intended for illustrative purposes, and were not drawn to scale.
Figure 4.3: Block Y1 (Yaletown) – Location of Stationary Activities

Figure 4.4: Block Y2 (Yaletown) – Location of Stationary Activities
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Figure 4.5: Block Y3 (Yaletown) – Location of Stationary Activities

Figure 4.6: Block Y4 (Yaletown) – Location of Stationary Activities
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Figure 4.7: Block Y5 (Yaletown) – Location of Stationary Activities

Figure 4.8: Block Y6 (Yaletown) – Location of Stationary Activities
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Figure 4.9: Block M1 (Mount Pleasant) – Location of Stationary Activities

Figure 4.10: Block M2 (Mount Pleasant) – Location of Stationary Activities
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Figure 4.11: Block M3 (Mount Pleasant) – Location of Stationary Activities

Figure 4.12: Block M4 (Mount Pleasant) – Location of Stationary Activities
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Figure 4.13: Block M5 (Mount Pleasant) – Location of Stationary Activities

Figure 4.14: Block M6 (Mount Pleasant) – Location of Stationary Activities
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The preceding behavioural maps demonstrate that the ‘edge effect’, which describes people’s
tendency to station themselves near building edges for physical and psychological support, was
widely observed in both study areas. This was particularly evident in Block Y6 in Yaletown and
Block M4 in Mount Pleasant, where conversation groups often materialised directly in front of
popular businesses, especially those with outdoor seating that created favourable conditions for
planned and spontaneous social interaction along the street edge. In Block Y5, despite the abundant
open space provided by the Roundhouse Turntable Plaza, people were often stationed along the
edge where the public plaza meets the sidewalk.

Figure 4.15: Spontaneous social interaction
on Davie Street, Block Y6

Figure 4.16: People resting along street
edge on Davie Street, Block Y5

Across both study areas, concentrations of people engaged in stationary activities were most
commonly found directly in front of restaurants, coffee shops, and other establishments of
important community value. On Block M3, between E.13th and E.14th Avenue on the west side of
Main Street, a hot dog stand was the focus of casual social interaction on a block which was
otherwise very limited in terms of stationary and social activity. About two-thirds of the stationary
activities on Block M6 were associated with a single use - the JJ Bean coffee shop at the southeast
corner of Main Street and 14th Avenue - indicating its value as a meeting place to the community. In
contrast, the HSBC bank at the southeast corner of Pacific Boulevard and Davie Street on Block Y6
attracted no stationary activity at all, despite its strategic location at a major intersection.
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4.2.4 Duration of Stay
The amount of time that people spent engaged in stationary activities varied greatly throughout the
two study areas, as shown in Table 4.7 and Table 4.8. Duration of stay was not measured for
stationary activities recorded during walk-by observation periods.
Table 4.7: Duration of Stay of People Engaged in Stationary Activities in Yaletown

YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
< 1 Minute
1-5 Minutes
>5 Minutes

8

5

1

2

12

12

40

10

8

7

0

19

25

69

7

2

0

3

7

24

43

Table 4.8: Duration of Stay of People Engaged in Stationary Activities in Mount Pleasant

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
< 1 Minute
1-5 Minutes
>5 Minutes

6

6

8

31

8

4

63

3

0

11

32

6

13

65

0

0

11

39

1

11

62

The two days of observation in Yaletown revealed that 24 of the 43 people (55.8%) who were
stationary for more than five minutes were situated in Block Y6. In contrast, only 5 of the 43
people (11.6%) were on Blocks Y2, Y3, and Y4 combined.
In Mount Pleasant, 39 of the 62 people (62.9%) who were stationary for more than five minutes
were situated in Block M4. There was not a single person who stayed for longer than five minutes
on Block M1 and Block M2, and only one on Block M5. People’s willingness to stay on certain
blocks and not others strongly paralleled the marked disparity of stationary activities observed
between the blocks. Generally, the blocks that supported the highest number of stationary activities
were also the areas where people preferred to spend more time.
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4.2.5 Pedestrian Volume
Pedestrian counts took place over 10 minute periods five times a day, and were extrapolated in order
to arrive at hourly pedestrian volumes for each of these five periods. Then, the average of these five
hourly pedestrian volumes was calculated in order to establish the average hourly volumes per day,
as shown in Table 4.9 and Table 4.10.
Table 4.9: Average Hourly Pedestrian Volume in Yaletown

YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Weekday Avg.
Weekend Avg.
Total Avg.
% of Total

149

145

167

152

109

287

1,009

103

82

116

95

73

239

708

126

113

142

124

91

263

859

14.7%

13.2%

16.5%

14.4%

10.6%

30.6%

100.0%

Table 4.10: Average Hourly Pedestrian Volume in Mount Pleasant

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Weekday Avg.
Weekend Avg.
Total Avg.
% of Total

145

125

180

176

106

121

853

119

119

144

196

140

156

874

132

122

162

186

123

139

864

15.3%

14.1%

18.8%

21.5%

14.2%

16.1%

100.0%

From the two days of observation in each study area, Yaletown averaged 859 pedestrians per hour,
compared to 864 pedestrians per hour in Mount Pleasant. However, Yaletown was noticeably busier
on the weekday than the weekend, whereas the level of pedestrian traffic on Mount Pleasant was
more consistent between the two days. Pedestrians were less evenly distributed throughout the
Yaletown blocks, where 31% of observed pedestrian traffic occurred on a single block – Block Y6
on the east side of Davie Street. Popular retailers such as the Urban Fare grocery store and the
Starbucks coffee shop contributed to the high pedestrian volume on this block. Interestingly, the
least pedestrian traffic in Yaletown was found on Block Y5, located directly opposite the bustling
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Block Y6. This disparity was therefore indicative of major differences in the uses and physical
character of these two sides of Davie Street. Pedestrian traffic volumes on Blocks Y1 to Y4 were
not significantly different from one another.
Compared to Yaletown, pedestrian volumes in Mount Pleasant were spread much more evenly
within the study area. The highest pedestrian volumes were found on Blocks M3 and M4, both of
which comprise a variety of retail uses, albeit in notably different formats. Block M3, on the west
side of Main Street between E.13th and E.14th Avenue, was dominated by larger retail uses such as a
pet supply store and a neighbourhood shopping centre with a Marketplace IGA supermarket. In
contrast, Block M4, immediately opposite Block M3, mainly consisted of smaller food-related
retailers and restaurants. The least pedestrian traffic was found on Block M2, whose built form was
distinct in this study area as it was largely defined by a four-storey mixed use residential building.

4.2.6 Weather and Time of Day
Yaletown Thursday: 6-8 °C, Partly Cloudy
Mount Pleasant Friday: 3-5 °C, Cloudy with Periods of Rain
Mount Pleasant Saturday: 4-5 °C, Cloudy with Periods of Rain
Yaletown Sunday: 6-7 °C, Cloudy with Periods of Rain
The weather conditions across the observation days were relatively similar, and the sporadic periods
of precipitation provided the opportunity to collect data in both dry and rainy conditions. Wet
weather was not an evident deterrent to stationary activities in Mount Pleasant, where the majority
of businesses featured generously-sized awnings that served to protect people gathered along
building edges. Most of the Yaletown blocks were also protected by awnings, but they were
mounted high above the sidewalks and extended outward by shorter lengths.

For example,

stationary activities outside the Starbucks coffee shop on Block Y6 were hampered by rain due to
the inability of high-mounted awnings and flimsy outdoor umbrellas to keep tables and chair dry.
The number of people engaged in stationary activities in Yaletown decreased noticeably on the
weekend compared to the weekday, despite a higher level of activity at the Roundhouse Turntable
Plaza on Block Y5. In Mount Pleasant, more people were engaged in stationary activities on the
weekend compared to than the weekday. In addition, in both days of observation, stationary
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activities here did not drop off as severely in the early evenings as they did in Yaletown. These
statistics suggested that people enjoyed visiting Mount Pleasant at times of leisure.

Figure 4.17: Low-mounted and angled
awnings provide refuge on Main Street,
Block M4

Figure 4.18: High mounted awnings
fail to keep seating dry on Davie Street,
Block Y6

4.2.7 Summary of Street Life
The Yaletown and Mount Pleasant study areas were found to be strongly comparable in terms of
pedestrian traffic as well as the distribution of street life. Stationary and social activities were
strongly concentrated on a single block in each study area.

While some blocks supported a

moderate amount of stationary activities, others were nearly devoid of them.

The clustered

concentrations of stationary activities appeared to be strongly correlated with the locations of
popular community businesses and their provision of street furniture.

Blocks with heavier

pedestrian volume did not necessarily equate to higher observed levels of stationary activity, pointing
to the tendency for some blocks to be used simply as thoroughfares. Blocks M3 and M4 in Mount
Pleasant, for example, had similar pedestrian volumes but served distinct functions. People accessed
the large retailers and services on Block M3 for errand-running, but those looking to observe the
animation of the city or enjoy a coffee in the company of others were much more likely to be found
across the street, on Block M4.

This analysis demonstrated the inseparable connection between

the way a street was used, its physical characteristics, and the types of uses on it. It corroborated the
notion that an abundance of people in a public space does not in itself indicate good urban quality.
The following section will further explore the connections between street life and the physical
characteristics of the study areas.
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4.3 Street Environment Characteristics
The experience of city streets is strongly influenced by the physical form of the buildings that line
them, as well as the characteristics and features of the sidewalks themselves. Thus, the analysis of
street environments involved evaluating attributes such as building heights, seating, and the variety
of goods and services provided.

4.3.1 Building Heights
The built form in Yaletown is generally characterised by residential towers of 10 to 38 storeys
situated atop a low-rise podium or a mid-rise base incorporating retail units at street level. Each
block of the study area represents a variation on this theme. A bird’s eye view of the Yaletown
study area is shown in Figure 4.23 with the height of each building provided.
Figure 4.19: Building Heights in Yaletown (Source: Bing Maps)
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15

33

15
10
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38
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The residential towers on Pacific Boulevard west of Davie Street, or Blocks Y1 and Y3, are between
10 and 26 storeys tall. They are incorporated into mid-rise residential and commercial bases that are
visually distinguished from the towers with the use of different materials and architectural
articulation. In comparison, the residential towers east of Davie Street, on Blocks Y4 and Y6, are
between 17 and 38 storeys tall. The bases of these buildings are two-storey podiums spanning the
entire length of blocks, with one floor of commercial or residential uses above ground level retail
units. Two notable anomalies in terms of built form are the two-storey Roundhouse Community
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Centre and the adjacent Roundtable Turntable Plaza, which are located on Blocks Y2 and Y5,
respectively.
In comparison to Yaletown, building heights in Mount Pleasant are much more consistent
throughout the study area, as shown in Figure 4.24. With the exception of Blocks M1 and M2, every
block is mainly characterised by single-storey commercial buildings. Several of these buildings
include a second storey of commercial uses, but they are in the distinct minority.
Figure 4.20: Building Heights in Mount Pleasant (Source: Bing Maps)
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The four-storey St. Patrick’s Church on Block M1 is located at the southwest corner of Main Street
and E.13th Avenue, although the remainder of the block is also comprised of single-storey
commercial uses. A four-storey residential building with several retail units at grade spans most of
the length of Block M2.
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No major differences in terms of sun exposure and street
level wind speed were experienced between Yaletown and
Mount Pleasant over the four day observation period, in a
variety of weather conditions. This suggests that despite
the presence of towers of up to 38 storeys in Yaletown, the
street

environment

is

comparable

to

a

low-rise

neighbourhood in terms of pedestrian comfort.

The

strategic placement and orientation of tall buildings
effectively minimizes perceived negative impacts associated

Figure 4.21: Building podiums in
Yaletown help to deflect wind away
from street level (Source: National
Research Council)

with building height.

4.3.2 Permeability of Street Fronts
The number of access points to commercial and public buildings found during the ‘door handle’
survey are displayed for each block in Table 4.11. It also includes an index of comparison which
adjusts for different block lengths by expressing the data in terms of a standardized length of 100
metres. Additionally, a subjective permeability rating is given to each block.
Table 4.11: Degree of Street Front Permeability in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant
YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Access Points
Access Points/100m
Subjective Rating

20

7

9

8

8

6

58

13.1

4.7

8.7

6.6

6.3

5.2

7.5

Excellent

Fair

Good

Fair

Good Very Good

Good

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Access Points
Access Points/100m
Subjective Rating

6

8

4

10

10

8

46

7.0

9.4

4.5

11.2

11.0

9.0

8.7

Good

Good

Fair

Excellent

Good Very Good

Good
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Figure 4.22: Large commercial unit with
obscured windows and blank walls on
Pacific Boulevard, Block Y4

Chapter 4

Figure 4.23: Store front with exposed
indoor activity and outdoor seating on
Davie Street, Block Y6

Block Y1 on Pacific Boulevard scored strongly in terms of both subjective and objective
permeability criteria. It contained a consistent row of similarly sized retailers, each with its own
entrance and unobstructed windows that provided clear views from the sidewalk. Outdoor chairs
and tables also helped to increase permeability. Subjectively, Block Y6 on Davie Street was also
highly permeable, owing heavily to outdoor furniture and indoor seating along the windows that
exposes the activity of people. Yet, when evaluated by its number of access points, it was ranked
lower than Block Y1. An example of a commercial unit that detracts from permeability was found
on Block Y4, where an HSBC bank at the southeast corner of Pacific Boulevard and Davie Street
met the street with obscured windows and only a single entrance.
Generally, the Mount Pleasant study area scored higher than Yaletown both in terms of the number
of access points and subjective permeability. In addition to blocks that were tightly packed with
stores, several retailers in Mount Pleasant displayed merchandise on the sidewalk to attract
customers. Block M3 scored noticeably lower, as it contained large retailers that were not all visible
from the street. Despite the high number of access points on Block M5, it earned a low subjective
permeability score due to the presence of blank walls, obscured windows, and some retailers that
were slightly below street level.
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Figure 4.24: Outdoor merchandise displays
and transparent store fronts on Main Street,
Block M4

Figure 4.25: Obstructed windows and belowgrade store fronts along Main Street,
Block M5

4.3.3 Variety of Goods and Services
The variety of goods and services found on each block generally echoed their permeability ratings.
The blocks with a greater number of access points typically also had a larger variety of uses. The
variety of goods and services on each block is shown in Table 4.12, and is also expressed in terms of
a standardized block length of 100 metres.
Table 4.12: Variety of Goods and Services in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant
YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Distinct Uses
Distinct Uses/100m

11

6

7

6

8

4

42

7.2

4.0

6.7

5.0

6.3

3.5

5.5

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Distinct Uses
Distinct Uses/100m

5

4

4

6

7

5

31

5.9

4.7

4.5

6.7

7.7

5.6

5.9
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In Yaletown, the blocks with the highest and lowest variety of uses were Block Y1 and Block Y6,
respectively. Despite the relatively low number of different uses on Block Y6, large retailers such as
the Urban Fare supermarket attracted high pedestrian traffic and activity to the area.
As a whole, the variety of goods and services in Mount Pleasant was strongly comparable to that of
Yaletown. Interestingly, the number of distinct uses on the blocks where the most and fewest
stationary activities were observed was very similar.

Block M1, which hardly supported any

stationary activities, contained only one fewer distinct use as Block M4, where half of Mount
Pleasant’s observed stationary activities were recorded. This finding suggests that a simple count of
the variety of goods and services on a street may not be a strong measure of whether the conditions
for liveliness have been attained. Rather, an assessment emphasizing the quality and type of uses
may be more effective.

4.3.4 Independent Businesses
23 independent or local chain businesses were counted in each study area at the time of observation
– they are shown by block in Table 4.13. The number of independent or local chain businesses is
also expressed in terms of a standardized block length of 100 metres.
Table 4.13: Number of Independent Businesses in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant
YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Independent Businesses
Indep. Businesses/100m

10

2

5

2

4

0

23

6.6

1.3

4.8

1.7

3.2

0

3.0

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Independent Businesses
Indep. Businesses/100m

1

3

1

5

5

8

23

1.2

3.5

1.1

5.6

5.5

9.0

4.3

They were most abundant on Block Y1 in Yaletown and Block Y6 in Mount Pleasant. Mehta (2006)
considered independent businesses as community places that act as anchors for street activity.
However, the data gathered in this study suggested differences in the strength of the correlation
between the number of independent businesses and the level of observed street life in the two study
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areas. In Yaletown, this correlation was weak. The number of people engaged in stationary
activities in Block Y1 was considerably lower than that of Block Y6, even though the former was
flanked by ten independent businesses such as the Blaq Sheep Coffee Shop, and the latter had not a
single one. In contrast, there was a stronger correlation between street life and independent
businesses in Mount Pleasant.

Blocks M4, M5, and M6, each with at least five independent

businesses, were also the three blocks in the study area with the highest numbers of people engaged
in social activities. However, it should be noted that Block M6, with eight independent businesses,
attracted far fewer stationary and social activities than Block M4, with five.

Some of the

independent businesses found in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant were by nature unlikely to stimulate
stationary activities, such as beauty salons and pet stores. Considering that the value ascribed to
independent businesses varies between communities, these observations suggest that people in
Mount Pleasant may be more attracted to independent businesses as places of leisure than people in
Yaletown. However, these observations also suggest that a simple count of independent businesses
may not be an effective predictor of street life in all neighbourhoods.

Figure 4.26: Independent bicycle sales and
rental store on Davie Street, Block Y5

Figure 4.27: Popular independent restaurant on
Main Street, Block M4
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4.3.5 Seating
Outdoor seating can often contribute to street life by accommodating stationary activities, but they
can also represent poorly utilized street furniture when they are positioned with little consideration
of the uses around them. Table 4.14 presents the number of outdoor seats in Yaletown and Mount
Pleasant. It also expressed the number of seats in terms of a standardized block length of 100
metres.
The seats that were most commonly used in both study areas were provided by commercial
establishments, and corresponded with the ‘hot spots’ of social activity.

Seating in front of

Starbucks coffee shops in both study areas were regularly used. Public seating was often neglected,
as they were often placed in locations where little activity would naturally arise.
Table 4.14: Number of Commercial and Public Seats in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant
YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Commercial Seats
Public Seats
Seats/100m

28

0

6

6

8

22

70

4

36

2

0

20

0

62

21.0

24.0

7.7

5.0

22.1

19.1

17.2

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Commercial Seats
Public Seats
Seats/100m

0

0

0

30

0

39

69

4

0

2

3

0

0

9

4.7

0

2.2

37.0

0

43.7

14.7

For example, the public seating in front of the St. Patrick’s church on Block M1 was rarely used, as
very few stationary activities were observed in front of this institution. The most readily used public
seating in Mount Pleasant was on Block M4, but it was used almost exclusively by people waiting for
the bus, which is considered to be necessary activity, rather than a stationary activity. Both public
and commercial seating were provided on Block Y1 in Yaletown, but the public benches were
situated further away from the building edge, and used infrequently in comparison. The field
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observations suggest, therefore, that seating possesses the capacity to augment social activity where
it would otherwise occur, but cannot generate it simply by virtue of its existence.

Figure 4.28: People enjoying beverages on
seats outside coffee shop on E.14th Avenue,
Block M4

Figure 4.29: Underutilized public bench with
no associated use on Main Street, Block M3

4.3.6 Physical Artefacts
Physical artefacts on a street, such as trees, railings, and newspaper boxes, represent informal forms
of furniture that people can casually lean against in conversations or for relaxation. Table 4.15
presents the number of physical artefacts found in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant, and also in terms
of a standardized block length of 100 metres. During the period of observation, recorded instances
where people used such objects for support were few and far in between.
Table 4.15: Number of Physical Artefacts in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant
YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Trees and Poles
Other Street Furniture
Artefacts/100m

21

16

16

12

12

14

91

8

11

3

10

20

15

67

19.0

18.0

18.3

18.2

25.2

25.1

20.5

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Trees and Poles
Other Street Furniture
Artefacts/100m

8

10

9

11

9

5

52

7

9

6

13

11

9

55

17.6

22.2

16.8

26.9

22.1

15.7

20.2
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Figure 4.30: Man leaning on a railing while
enjoying his beverage on E.14th Avenue,
Block M6

Chapter 4

Figure 4.31: Woman leaning against a
physical artefact on Davie Street, Block Y5

Any correlation between the number of stationary activities and the number of physical artefacts
observed on a block was difficult to establish. Blocks Y1 and Y6, for example, each had 19 street
artefacts, but the former contributed to 15.8% of the observed stationary activities in Yaletown
while the latter contributed 43.5%. In Mount Pleasant, the most stationary activities as well as the
most street artefacts were both found on Block M4, but it cannot be determined whether items such
as newspaper boxes were placed there as a response to busier uses. These observations suggest that
the number of physical artefacts on a block may occasionally reinforce stationary activities, but are
generally overshadowed by other physical characteristics in their contributions to liveliness.

4.3.7 Sidewalk Dimensions
As indicated in Table 4.16, sidewalk widths ranged between 3.9 metres to 7.8 metres in Yaletown,
and between 3.1 metres to 5.9 metres in Mount Pleasant. The widest sidewalks in Yaletown were on
Blocks Y1 and Y3, or the north sides of Pacific Boulevard. These sidewalks accommodated two
rows of trees as well as public and commercial seating. Yet, these blocks were not particularly
strong focal points of activity. Block Y6, which had one of the narrowest sidewalks in Yaletown,
was also the most vibrant in terms of both pedestrian volume and stationary activities. Conversely,
the narrowest sidewalks in Mount Pleasant were found on Blocks M1 and M2 at the north end of
the study area. These blocks attracted little stationary activity, which is likely related to the fact that
these two blocks were simply too narrow to support any commercial seating areas outdoors. The
width of the busiest block on Mount Pleasant was a middling 5 metres. Thus, the width of a
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sidewalk appeared not to be a particularly significant determinant of the amount of stationary
activities that it supported, although there may be a threshold (~3 metres) at which people are
discouraged from lingering.
Table 4.16: Sidewalk Dimensions in Yaletown and Mount Pleasant, in Metres
YALETOWN
Pacific Boulevard
Drake - Davie
Davie - Aquarius

Davie Street
Pacific - Marinaside

Block Y1 Block Y2 Block Y3 Block Y4 Block Y5 Block Y6 Study Area
Block Length (metres)
Sidewalk Width (metres)

152.3

150

103.8

120.7

126.9

115.4

769.1

7.8

5.3

7.8

5.3

3.9

3.9

5.7 (Avg.)

MOUNT PLEASANT
Main Street
E.13th - E.14th

E.12th - E.13th

E.14th - E.15th

Block M1 Block M2 Block M3 Block M4 Block M5 Block M6 Study Area
Block Length (metres)
Sidewalk Width (metres)

85.4

85.4

89.2

89.2

90.7

89.2

529.1

3.1

3.1

4.2

5.0

5.9

5.3

4.4 (Avg.)

Figure 4.32: 7.8 metre sidewalk on
Pacific Boulevard, Block Y1

Figure 4.33: 5 metre sidewalk on
Main Street, Block M4
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4.3.8 Summary of Street Environment Characteristics
Considering the dramatic differences between the built forms of Yaletown and Mount Pleasant,
particularly in terms of building heights, the characteristics of these neighbourhoods at street level
are remarkably similar. Both are generally characterised by the abundance of small commercial units
and numerous doors along the street front. While this characteristic developed organically in Mount
Pleasant, it was the result of the strong guiding direction given by the False Creek North Official
Development Plan (1990) that led to this form of development in Yaletown. Street-oriented units
provided both neighbourhoods with a variety of convenient uses, and were ideal for the
establishment of independent businesses. While independent businesses were integral contributors
to street life in Mount Pleasant, this connection was not as clearly observed in Yaletown, where
chain retailers with well-recognized names tended to form hubs of activity. Public seating was much
more abundant in Yaletown, but they were not used as readily as commercial seating likely due to
their weaker association with uses and services. Mount Pleasant had just as much commercial
seating as Yaletown, and stationary activities thrived on them. The number of physical artefacts
seemed to have little influence on street life in the observed study areas, but areas where sidewalks
were unsuitably narrow were identified.
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4.4 Subjective Assessment
Yaletown is a very walkable neighbourhood with consistent streetscape detailing that creates a
pleasant environment for pedestrians. The use of brick pavers in the sidewalks as well as masonry
cladding at the base of buildings effectively mitigates detrimental impacts associated with tall
buildings. As with many master planned neighbourhoods, storefronts in the Yaletown study area are
uniformly spaced and tidy in appearance, but come across as rather staid and lacking in ‘personality’.
Many street-level units were occupied by uses that contribute little to street life (e.g. dry cleaners,
beauty salons). Thus, while Yaletown’s streets were designed with a variety of elements meant to be
conducive to sidewalk activity, the study area was less vibrant than expected. The orientation and
placement of high-rise buildings within the community, however, prevented high wind speeds at
street level and allowed for generous sun exposure.

Figure 4.34: People socialising outside
Urban Fare grocery store, Block Y6

Figure 4.35: Children playing in
Roundhouse Turntable Plaza, Block Y5

Children, pets, and strollers were common sights in Yaletown, suggesting that this is a community
that is popular with families. Pedestrian trips often originate from or end at the Roundhouse
Community Centre, and stationary activities were often observed immediately outside this facility.
Yaletown generally gives the impression of an affluent yet family-friendly area, which may explain
the role of upscale retailers such as the Urban Fare grocery store and Starbucks Coffee as
community places with the propensity to attract social interaction.
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As a neighbourhood that developed organically, Mount Pleasant appeared less manicured than
Yaletown, but also more eclectic and colourful. The sidewalks are unadorned and streetscape details
are ordinary, yet the area is at times a bustling hub of activity. A key strength of this study area is its
visually interesting streetscape, which is composed of a patchwork of individual buildings. This is
particularly evident on Blocks M4 and M6, where large awnings express the name of each business
in a unique style, and storefronts are decorated in a variety of different colours and materials. Of
note is the architectural style of the popular JJ Bean coffee shop, which is designed in a
contemporary style using wood panelling and glass, yet is very well integrated with its adjacent use
and gives a strong sense of permeability.

Figure 4.36: JJ Bean Coffee Shop on
Main Street, Block M6

Figure 4.37: Awnings on Main Street,
Block M4

The Mount Pleasant study area remains a lively area during the early evenings and weekends. The
prevalence of high-quality restaurants and retailers seems to attract people here from beyond the
immediate neighbourhood. In contrast to Yaletown, the independent businesses found here are
typically restaurants or other food retailers which appeal particularly to people in their 20s and 30s
looking for places to socialise and relax.

Regular activity observed within and outside these

independent businesses suggests that this community places great value on uses that represent the
distinct character of the neighbourhood.
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4.5 Summary of Results and Addressing Research Question
The data collected from direct observations revealed that the Yaletown and Mount Pleasant study
areas were very similar in a number of respects. This is reflected in the overall comparative
evaluation of the two study areas, shown in Table 4.17. Specifically, average hourly pedestrian
volumes were comparable, and the uneven distribution of stationary activities was observed in both
study areas. Although Mount Pleasant tended to be the livelier of the two, the difference was not
drastic, especially on a weekday.
Table 4.17: Summary Table of Comparative Evaluation of Yaletown and Mount Pleasant

YALETOWN
MOUNT PLEASANT
Study Area
Study Area
Street Life
Stationary Activities
184 people
242 people
Social Activities
118 people
163 people
>5 Minute Stay
43 people
62 people
Avg. Hourly Pedestrians
859 people
864 people
Street Environment Characteristics
Building Height Range
2 to 38 storeys
1 to 4 storeys
Access Points/100m
7.5
8.7
Distinct Uses/100m
5.5
5.9
Indep. Businesses/100m
3.0
4.3
Seats/100m
17.2
14.7
Physical Artefacts/100m
20.5
20.2
Avg. Sidewalk Width
5.7 metres
4.4 metres
These findings, then, indicate the effectiveness in which the function of a low-rise neighbourhood
commercial street has been emulated in the high-density environment of Yaletown.

Rather

surprisingly, the assessment of street-level physical characteristics revealed few major differences
between Yaletown and Mount Pleasant aside from building height, demonstrating that undesirable
qualities commonly associated with tall buildings have been effectively mitigated. In fact, some
characteristics, such as the number of independent businesses and commercial seats, were nearly
identical in both areas.
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Another unexpected finding was the fact that the Yaletown block with the most stationary and social
activities in some ways represented the antithesis of favourable urban design - it contained the
fewest distinct uses and the narrowest sidewalk within the study area, and not a single independent
business. This finding points to the significant impact that the types of uses along a street can have
on its liveliness, something that is not necessarily reflected in an empirical assessment of street
quality. More importantly, it suggests that there is not a one-size-fits-all set of design criteria that
when prescribed, can turn any street into a lively place. The dissimilar qualities of spaces in
Yaletown and Mount Pleasant where stationary activities thrive thus provide insight into the
influences of intangible attributes and place-specific culture on street life.
The next chapter builds upon the analysis performed in this chapter, and establishes final
conclusions regarding the street environments in both study areas, as well as recommendations for
how each can be made more amenable to stationary and social activities.
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5 Conclusions and Recommendations
5.1 Introduction
Building upon the analysis of on-street activities and street environment characteristics in Yaletown
and Mount Pleasant, this chapter further addresses the research questions by establishing
conclusions about each study area’s function as a social space. Furthermore, recommendations are
made for how each study area can become more amenable to stationary and social activities.

5.2 Comparing the Two Study Areas
The major street characteristics that contribute to and detract from street life in each study area are
shown in Table 5.1, organised by block. Yaletown and Mount Pleasant were both found to be highly
walkable areas, each with a sufficient mix of uses and amenities to create the conditions for lively
streets. Using an evaluation method with mostly quantitative criteria, as discussed in previous
chapters, the street environment characteristics and the amount of stationary and social activities
were found to be similar between the two areas. However, the qualitative aspects of the analysis
depicted a more nuanced picture, revealing that street life was strongly associated with particular
uses in each area, and not merely dependent upon factors relating to the design of streets. In
Yaletown, the blocks found to have the most pedestrian-oriented street environments did not attract
the most street life, seemingly due to the presence of low-traffic commercial uses on them. These
included medical offices, salons, and financial institutions, which are rarely conducive to stationary
and social activities. In comparison, there appeared to be a stronger correlation between street life
and the physical qualities of the street environment in Mount Pleasant. Narrow sidewalks and the
lack of seating were observed on blocks that were devoid of activity, while people gathered on
blocks with popular businesses and an abundance of seating. The Yaletown study area was found to
be primarily neighbourhood-oriented and recorded the most activity during the daytime, while
Mount Pleasant study area played an additional role as a place of leisure where many people
congregated, even on evenings and weekends.
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Table 5.1: Key Street Environment Characteristics
Block
Y1

Y2
Y3
Y4

Y5

Y6

Characteristics Contributing to
Street Life
 Abundance of small retail units
 Outdoor commercial seating
 Wide patterned sidewalk
 Courtyard with public seating
 Patterned sidewalk
 Roundhouse Community Centre
 Patterned sidewalk

Characteristics Detracting from
Street Life
 Low traffic retail units (e.g. salon)
 No variation in retail units’ sizes
 Few distinct uses
 No food service establishments
 Very low traffic retail units (e.g. medical)
 Few distinct uses
 Very low traffic retail units (e.g. salon)
 Large commercial unit with obscured
windows and no access on this block
 Very low traffic retail units (e.g. cleaners)
 Low traffic retail units (e.g. medical)
 Some retail units not street-oriented

 Patterned sidewalk
 Patterned sidewalk
 Roundhouse Turntable Plaza
 Stairs at sidewalk edge
 High traffic retail units (e.g.
supermarket, coffee shop)
 Outdoor commercial seating
 Patterned sidewalk

 Low variety of goods and services
 Inadequate weather protection

M1
M2
M3

M4

 Good weather protection
 Hog dog stand
 Abundance of small retail units
 Good weather protection
 High traffic retail units (e.g. restaurants,
coffee shop)
 Outdoor commercial seating
 Outdoor merchandise displays

M5

M6

 Abundance of small retail units
 Outdoor commercial seating
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 Large inactive use (Church)
 Narrow sidewalk
 No outdoor commercial seating
 Narrow sidewalk
 Very low traffic retail units (e.g. salon)
 Large vacant unit
 No food service establishments
 Some retail units not street-oriented
 Bus stop occasionally crowds sidewalk

 Low traffic retail units (e.g. telecom)
 No outdoor commercial seating
 Some storefronts are obstructed or below
grade
 Relatively few distinctive uses
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5.3 Yaletown
5.3.1 Conclusions
The Yaletown neighbourhood is a destination with strong regional magnetism due to the
concentration of trendy retailers and services located there. Its appeal is bolstered by the proximity
of False Creek and the seawall, a busy waterfront recreational trail. However, the study area
delineated in this report is in an area of Yaletown primarily characterised by neighbourhood-oriented
functions, in contrast to the upscale stores and restaurants several blocks to the north that have
greater regional appeal. The locations where stationary and social activities were concentrated within
the study area reflect the significance of neighbourhood-serving uses. These activities were mainly
found outside the Urban Fare supermarket, the Starbucks coffee shop, the Roundhouse Turntable
Plaza, and to a lesser degree, small independent food service establishments such as the Blaq Sheep
coffee shop. While these places attracted many people looking to relax or socialise, a telling sign
that they were chosen mainly out of convenience was the fact that activity tended to concentrate
during late mornings and mid-afternoons on weekdays, and drop off noticeably during evenings and
weekends. This suggests that at times of extended leisure, the Yaletown study area becomes less
preferable as a place to relax or socialise.
Yaletown generally provides good opportunities for street life, despite the prevalence of tall
buildings. This is especially notable considering the deleterious impacts on street life that have been
associated with tall buildings, as discussed by Gelb (1977) and Whyte (1988). In Yaletown, ample
open spaces and building bases that provide street-oriented uses contribute to a comfortable and
engaging pedestrian environment. Furthermore, its streets are well exposed to sunlight and did not
appear to be affected by heightened wind speeds, suggesting that the orientation and spacing of tall
buildings minimized undesirable impacts. The basis for these planning principles is found in the
False Creek North Official Development Plan (1990), which provides the framework for the
development of Yaletown. It specifies that the lower levels of buildings should establish street
enclosure and contain uses of pedestrian interest, and that taller buildings should be in the form of
point towers designed with regard to shadowing and other effects on open space sand streets.
Although steps could be taken to increase retail diversity and reduce visual uniformity, Yaletown
provides evidence that high density mixed-use communities with tall buildings need not be devoid of
street life.
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5.3.2 Recommendations
Recommendation One: Improve Weather Protection
Most blocks in Yaletown were weather-protected to a degree by fixed awnings made of glass and/or
metal. However, the level of protection was not consistent across all blocks. On Blocks Y3 to Y6,
the existing awnings provide inadequate protection from precipitation because they were mounted
high above ground and don’t extend far from the building edge. Given Vancouver’s wet climate,
weather protection should be prioritized so that stationary activities need not dissipate in inclement
conditions. An example of effective weather protection was found at the Urban Fare supermarket,
where low-mounted, retractable awnings were installed in addition to the high mounted, fixed ones.
The installation of low-mounted awnings above all commercial units in Yaletown would create a
consistent level of protection from the elements throughout the study area. Furthermore, awnings
provide opportunities for customization, and could bring more colour and differentiation to the
look of storefronts in Yaletown.

Figure 5.1: High-mounted awnings
provide inadequate weather protection
on Pacific Boulevard, Block Y3

Figure 5.2: Low-mounted, retractable
awnings keep building edge dry on
Davie Street, Block Y6
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Recommendation Two: Encourage the Establishment of Commercial Tenants that
Contribute to Street Life
Yaletown’s commercial units are generally small and easily accessible from the sidewalk, and many
are independently owned.

Yet, too many units are occupied by tenants that are unlikely to

contribute to street life, such as banks, doctor’s offices, dry cleaners, and fast food restaurants.
Although these uses are integral to complete communities, they sap a street’s potential for liveliness
if they are too commonplace. Therefore, the establishment of businesses that act as ‘third places’
should be encouraged. Given the availability of commercial space on the second storeys of many
Yaletown buildings, the ground floor units should cater to the establishment of businesses that have
greater potential to stimulate street life, such as high quality restaurants and cafes. This principle
should also be applied to the commercial units surrounding Roundhouse Turntable Plaza, half of
which were occupied by medical and health-related services which contribute a sense of dullness to
the public square. The Yaletown Business Improvement Area is a community asset that could
influence the arrangement of commercial uses. In January 2012, there were two vacant street-level
commercial units in the study area. These present opportunities for the BIA to actively recruit
retailers that are more conducive to street life. The BIA should also encourage the establishment of
patios, and work with property owners to encourage the placement of medical offices and other
non-retail services on the second floors of buildings. Additionally, the relatively uniform sizes of
ground-level retail units in Yaletown preclude the establishment of tenants that require more space.
A strategy should be devised to integrate adjacent units where possible to accommodate a greater
variety of potential retailers. It should be noted that the ultimate capacity for the BIA to determine
the tenancy of commercial units is limited. In the context of the Yaletown study area, commercial
units are entities within private developments that operate according to market forces and
determinants. Instead, public direction of retail mix may be more feasible during the planning
process of developments characterised by a major re-zoning or public ownership.

Figure 5.3: A restaurant (yellow signage) on Pacific Boulevard, Block Y1, operates out of two
separate units, suggesting that a lack of larger units may be limiting retail diversity
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Recommendation Three: Activate Roundhouse Turntable Plaza with Programming
The Roundhouse Turntable Plaza provides a valuable open public space for the residents of
Yaletown. Its presence is especially important given the lack of backyards and other forms of
private open space in this community. However, due to the lack of programming, the plaza’s
potential is not fully tapped as it currently acts almost solely as a sitting place. Programming should
become a priority for the plaza, especially in light of plans to install a central canopy which would
facilitate its usage over the winter.

Examples of programs that could be considered include

performances and sponsored events, as well as more regular events such as a farmers’ market and
community fairs that help to build a sense of neighbourhood identity.

Its adjacency to the

Roundhouse Community Centre is an asset that should be capitalised upon in the development and
promotion of appropriate uses for the plaza.

Figure 5.5: Seasonal farmers’ market in
Kingston, Ontario (Source: Kingston
Public Market)

Figure 5.4: Roundhouse Turntable Plaza
and surrounding commercial units
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5.4 Mount Pleasant
5.4.1 Conclusions
As the example of a low-rise neighbourhood commercial area in this research study, the Mount
Pleasant study area lived up to the expectation of being a lively area with a colourful assortment of
stores. Compared to the Yaletown study area, a higher proportion of the businesses were food
service related, speaking to this area’s strong appeal as a place of leisure. The highest concentrations
of stationary and social activities were associated with the location of several particular food service
establishments, namely, the Starbucks coffee shop, the JJ Bean coffee shop, Bert’s restaurant, and a
simple hot dog stand. Conveniently located across the street from one another, the two coffee
shops together create a community hub where people regularly enjoy their time amidst the company
of others throughout the day. An independently-owned diner, Bert’s, was a gathering place on the
weekend that engendered social activity on the street outside as people greeted one another and said
their goodbyes. A hot dog stand, operated by a person who appeared to be well known in the
community, had the remarkable capability to liven up a block by gathering small crowds and
stimulating conversation.
There were also some less favourable observations in Mount Pleasant. Stationary activities were
very unevenly distributed throughout the study area. In fact, the two liveliest blocks, which contain
three of the four aforementioned establishments, comprised nearly 70% of the observed stationary
activities. Additionally, the unremarkable treatment of the public realm, especially when compared
to the manicured sidewalks and squares of Yaletown, presents itself as an area for improvement. It
became evident through this research study that Mount Pleasant has a distinct appeal as a social
destination, a characteristic that could be further enhanced by ameliorating some elements of the
streetscape.
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5.4.2 Recommendations
Recommendation One: Widen Sidewalks and Add Public Seating in Strategic Locations
The 3.1 metre wide sidewalks on Blocks M1 and M2, on Main Street between E.12th and E.13th
Avenue, were by far the narrowest of all blocks observed in this research study. So narrow, in fact,
that providing any outdoor commercial seating without obstructing pedestrian traffic flows would be
a great challenge. It is not coincidental that these blocks were used almost exclusively as
thoroughfares, and attracted hardly any stationary activities. Considering that these blocks were not
used as social spaces despite being similar to the other blocks in Mount Pleasant in terms of variety
of uses and street front permeability, they could be readily improved by widening the sidewalks in
order to comfortably accommodate seating. The sidewalks don’t need to be widened by much – a
3.9 metre sidewalk on Yaletown’s Block Y6 was capable of supporting rows of tables and chairs that
attracted a great deal of street life.
In general, public seating in Mount Pleasant was scarce, and the benches that were provided were
either unused or used only by people waiting for buses. In consideration of the fact that people
congregated outside popular establishments such as Bert’s restaurant and the JJ Bean coffee shop,
public benches should be placed near the entrances of these ‘hot spots’, for instance. Well situated
public seating provides opportunities for street life to occur without the prerequisite of being a
patron. In fact, the City of Vancouver installed a temporary public seating area along the northern
edge of Block M6 for this exact reason. However, this seating area sat empty throughout the entire
observation period due to the lack of weather protection. Thus, newly positioned public seating
should be placed along Main Street, under the protection of awnings.

Figure 5.6: Narrow sidewalk obstructed by
people waiting for the bus on Block M1
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Figure 5.7: Temporary public seating on
sidewalk edge (L) and commercial
seating (R) on Block M6

Conclusions and Recommendations

Chapter 5

Recommendation Two: Maintain and Promote Distinctive Character of Street-oriented Uses
The blocks with the strongest street life in Mount Pleasant had a high concentration of independent
businesses, restaurants, and other food-related retailers. This stood in contrast to Yaletown, where
non-independent businesses were associated with the strongest concentrations of stationary and
social activities.

Thus, this characteristic mix of independent businesses and numerous food

establishments pointed to a distinctive quality that attracted people to spend time and socialise in
Mount Pleasant. It is a quality that is integral to street life in this neighbourhood, and should
therefore be purposefully preserved, particularly in the context of future development plans.
The neighbourhood shopping centre containing the Marketplace IGA supermarket on Block M3
incorporates expansive retail units along Main Street which fragment the consistent rhythm of small
storefronts throughout the study area.

It has been identified in the Mount Pleasant Official

Community Plan as an appropriate site for a future mid or high-rise development, and thus presents
an opportunity for a mixed-use development to leverage the current level of street life in Mount
Pleasant and bolster its character as a vibrant retail environment. In order for this to be achieved,
the redevelopment of this site should include a series of street-oriented retail units along Main Street
that are significantly smaller in size than those which are located there at present. Compact units
would not only be more compatible with other storefronts along Main Street, but also help to attract
independent business. In consideration of this, the Mount Pleasant Business Improvement Area
should explore strategies to attract new independent businesses to the neighbourhood, such as
financial incentives. At the same time, the BIA should reinforce the neighbourhood’s flair by
supporting existing independent businesses through events and marketing initiatives.

Figure 5.8: Food-related and independent
businesses on Block M4

Figure 5.9: Large format non-independent
retailers on Block M3
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5.5 General Conclusions and Lessons Learned
Assessing the activities that occur on streets is integral to understanding how and the degree to
which they function as community social spaces. This particular research method, based largely on
the work of Vikas Mehta (2007), facilitated the exploration of inter-relationships between pedestrian
activity and the micro-scale attributes of streets. Despite the ability for people to interact extensively
in non-physical spaces using modern communication technology, it was evident from this research
study that Jane Jacobs’ lessons from the 1960s still rings true – people are attracted to congregate
where there are other people. Additionally, people were found to appreciate staying along the edges
of streets, as discovered by William Whyte.
It was demonstrated in this research study that in a community like Yaletown, which espouses the
principles of Vancouverism, tall buildings can indeed be integral elements of a built form that also
supports stationary and social activities by mimicking the characteristics of a traditional main street
at ground level. Thus, Yaletown provides a strong precedent for the development of high-density,
mixed-use communities that have the parallel objective of providing functional social spaces where
its inhabitants can interact. However, as outlined in the preceding recommendations section, the
relative uniformity of commercial retail units in Yaletown is a characteristic that perhaps should not
be readily emulated in other applications.
The data analysis process revealed that stationary and social activities in Yaletown and Mount
Pleasant were not as strongly influenced by variations in the street environment as expected. For
example, the number of independent businesses, the variety of goods and services, and sidewalk
width all appeared to make minimal impacts on the degree of activity on a block. In fact, it was
found that the community value ascribed to particular retail uses was a stronger determinant of
activity than any quantifiable street characteristic. Where the spaces in front of these valued uses
were augmented with seating and favourable edge treatments, they acted as areas where people
gravitate. Thus, this finding illustrated the limitations of measuring streets on a quantitative basis,
since they are experienced in terms of their tactile qualities. The subjective, qualitative aspects of the
evaluation criteria were found to be critical in establishing a more complete and multi-dimensional
assessment of both study areas. The limitations of this research study will be discussed along with
opportunities for future research in the following, and final, section of this report.
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5.6 Limitations and Opportunities for Future Research
This report examined the pedestrian environment of two areas in Vancouver by assessing street life
and street environment characteristics, and explored the relationships between these components in
order to develop recommendations for how each study area could be enhanced as a leisure and
social space. Overall, the evaluation criteria that was used to record on-street activity proved to be
effective. It was a manageable task to track activities with a single researcher, for the amount of
pedestrian traffic in these two study areas. The quantitative focus of the research methodology was
well suited to the study, as it reduced subjective interpretation and facilitated comparisons.
However, the number of planned walk-by observations was reduced after preliminary site visits, as
stationary direct observations were determined to be sufficient for monitoring entire street blocks.
Walk-by observations precluded recording the durations of people’s stays, and would be more
appropriate for very busy areas where activities are difficult to keep track of.
The evaluation of the street environment characteristics revealed some limitations to this
methodology.

The application of predominantly quantitative criteria to assess public spaces

provided a somewhat pixelated picture of each study area. For example, a criterion that measured
the number of independent businesses meant that a dry cleaner and a restaurant were not
differentiated, rendering it largely ineffective in providing useful and interpretable data. Similarly,
information collected about physical artefacts on streets was difficult to process without finer
distinctions of type and condition.

For pedestrian environments to come into fuller focus,

subjective observations were undertaken, but more formalised criteria that considers characteristics
such as building conditions, street edge articulation, and perceived safety could be considered for
future research (Talen, 2000). The Pedestrian Environment Data Scan audit tool established by
Active Living Research (2004), for example, is a comprehensive instrument that could be used to
supplement the research performed in this study. A survey of people engaged in stationary and
social activities could also be administered to obtain information about their perceptions of street
environments and motives for visiting the study areas. It should be mentioned that although the
incorporation of qualitative criteria could provide a more extensive understanding of the study areas,
they inherently allow more room for subjectivity, which may reduce the capacity to easily compare
study areas.
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In conclusion, a clear opportunity for future research exists in simply prolonging the period of study.
The collection of data over only four days meant that the data could have been easily skewed by any
atypical behaviour or events that may have occurred during the observation period. Furthermore,
the data collected and the conclusions drawn in this study were framed by particular weather
conditions, and may not be representative of activities in the study areas at all times of year. The
conclusions were not intended to be generalized to other locations; they were conceived specifically
for Yaletown and Mount Pleasant. A logical next step for research would be to consider changes to
the methodology that would take more qualitative criteria into account, and perform a very similar
study over a longer period during a warmer season, when public spaces are likely to experience
higher levels of usage as places of relaxation and social interaction.
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