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How does the built environment influence how we move, feel 
and behave?  During the summer and fall of 2014, Happy City 
partnered with Futurewise to explore these themes with an urban 
experimentation lab. 

We concluded this work on October 23rd at an urban laboratory event 
which involved 150+ participants at Seattleí s Olympic Sculpture Park. 
The event featured various experiments which were designed to 
transform complex urban and behavioral studies into fun, participatory 
activities that gave participants a visceral sense of the science of place. 

A key element of this work was a multis tage research experiment 
dubbed Editable Urbanism, in which we worked with teams of 
volunteers to document and then test the social effects of building 
faÁ ade typologies in central Seattle.

We found a remarkable connection between design and pros ocial 
behavior. In this executive summary, we document the stages and key 
lessons from Editable Urbanism.

EDITABLE URBANISM

This experimental work was driven by Futurewiseí s interest in tackling 
the major social and policy issues faced by Seattle and other growing 
cities. Our approach was informed by a wide range of studies on urban 
design, behavioral economics, and psychological well being that had 
been incorporated into the book, Happy City. 

One concern at the fore was how to better design building facades to 
promote active, social and happy streetscapes. In recent years, Seattle 
has been feeling the pinch of rapid redevelopment on one side and a 
preponderance of inactive street edges on the other. Historical studies 
have suggested that the design and programming of street edges can 
either build or break down public life. 

So we posed two questions: 

1/ How does the design of building facades and public space influence 
the emotions and actions of passers by? Can design alter feelings 
of comfort and safety? Can it nudge people towards more altruistic 
behavior?

2/ If people were free to redesign the facades of buildings, without the 
constraints of money and time, what would they change? Would they 
intuitively know the design qualities that lead to happier environments? 

To explore these questions, we conducted a four part experiment 
that examined building facades in Seattle as well as the pedestrian 
behavior around them. Volunteers identified active and inactive 
street edge designs, then used innovative techniques to survey the 
social ecosystems adjacent to them. Inactive landscapes were then 
reproduced in the lab, and participants were invited to propose active 
retrofits for those places.
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1/ SITE ANALYSIS + PEDESTRIAN STUDY
To start, our volunteers surveyed a wide variety of Seattle 
buildings. From towers to townhouses, parking garages to 
grocery stores, we photographed and cataloged a wide range of 
building facade types. 

To analyse these varying facades, we developed a series of 
qualitative and quantitative measures. With these measures 
(partially adapted from Gehl and Svarre, How to Study Public 
Life, 2013), we sorted the facades based on their potential for 
activation, as seen on the right.

From our facade pool, we selected two extremes in the 
same neighborhood for further study: an active edge (with 
a high concentration of small businesses, opportunities for 
pedestrians and a high level of visual interest); and an inactive 
edge (a blockl ong blank warehouse wall). 

Next, we observed pedestrian movement in both locations. We 
counted pedestrians, how fast they walked, and the percentage 
of them who stopped for more than 20 seconds. 

In eight observations of each site, we found results confirming 
previous studies on the effect of design on pedestrian behavior. 
At the active site, people tended to walk slower and linger 
longer.
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2/ PEDESTRIAN EMOTIONS

We were not surprised by the results of our pedestrian 
movement studies, as they mirrored extensive previous 
research. However, we were interested in the sociological effect 
of these spaces on the people who passed through them. 

In the next phase of work,  our volunteers surveyed pedestrians 
on their emotions in situ. People walking past both of our focus 
sites were randomly selected and asked to complete a two
question survey. Thus, this initial discovery: people at the active 
facade were almost twice as likely to stop and talk (29%) than at 
the inactive facade (15.5%).

We asked respondents how safe they felt at their location, 
and then we asked them a standard social trust question: ì If 
you dropped your wallet or purse on this street, what are the 
chances that a stranger who found it would find a way to return 
it to you?î  

The results were discordant: Although people reported a nearly 
equal feeling of safety at both sites (an average of about 8.3 on a 
scale of 10), they reported a significantly higher average level of 
trust in strangers at the active site (5.1 vs 4.8 out of 10).

SIDEWALK SURVEY

SIDEWALK SURVEY RESULTS

ACTIVE FACADE INACTIVE FACADE
TOTAL RESPONSES 100 187
YES 29% (29/100) 16% (29/187)
NO 57% (57/100) 77% (144/187)
NO INTERACTION 14% (14/100) 8% (15/187)

Question 1: ì Hi there, can I ask you a couple of quick questions?î

Question 3: ì If you dropped your wallet or purse on this street, what are the chances 
that a stranger who found it would find a way to return it to you? Rate it on a scale of 
0 to 10, with 10 being a sure thing.î

ACTIVE FACADE INACTIVE FACADE
TOTAL RESPONSES 29 29
AVERAGE SCORE 5.1 4.8

Question 2: ì Please rate how safe you feel on this street on a scale of 0 to 10, with 10 
being very safe.î

ACTIVE FACADE INACTIVE FACADE
TOTAL RESPONSES 29 29
AVERAGE SCORE 8.3 8.3
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3/ PROS OCIAL BEHAVIOR TEST

It is one thing for an environment to change the way we feel. It 
is quite another for it to influence the way we treat other people. 
The next phase of research tested pedestrian altruism at both 
sites. We had volunteers pose as lost tourists: they stood on the 
sidewalk holding an open map and wearing a confused look on 
their face. These ë lost touristsí  did not approach strangers, but 
rather waited for random passersby  to offer assistance. 

The results were remarkable. Pedestrians at the active faÁ ade 
site were nearly five times more likely to offer assistance than at 
the inactive faÁ ade site: 

10% of passersby  offered assistance at the active site vs 2.2% 
at the inactive site. Of those who helped, seven times as many at 
the active site offered to let our ë touristí  use their phone (7% vs 
1%). Four times as many offered to actually lead our tourist to 
their destination (4% vs 1%).
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4/ PARTICIPATORY LAB ACTIVITY

We concluded the experiment in our participatory lab setting 
in October. Our question was this: If presented with an inactive 
faÁ ade and invited to transform it into a ì happierî  place, what 
kinds of alterations would participants suggest?

On a 1:3 scale version of the blank facade mounted to a 
temporary wall, we asked people to ì editî  the building. Armed 
with markers, paper, and their imaginations, event participants 
covered the facade with an wide variety array of suggestions. 
From the practical (awnings, planters, bike racks and cafes) to 
the whimsical (a sidewalk trampoline, a three story slide, and 
a beehive village), participants imagined a spectacularly lively 
retrofit.

We observed that, without direction, participants retrofitted this 
space to contain many of the characteristics we found at our 
active facade: architecture and services scaled to the pedestrian 
experience, made open and accessible with windows and doors, 
enhanced with design features for both those passing by and 
those lingering, and sprinkled with plantlife. In other words, 
laypeople intuited that a more active edge would make places 
happier. 

FACADE BEFORE

FACADE AS CANVAS FOR SOCIAL INTERVENTIONS
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FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

Social trust is a key driver of health, happiness and economic 
growth. Throughout the three phases of our work (site analysis and 
pedestrian study, sidewalk survey and interaction, and event lab 
activity) participants showed a strong desire for social connection and 
a willingness to trust other people. There were three key findings from 
the experiments and lab work:

1/ Social trust is impacted positively by active street environments 
and building details: Both in the field and at the Happy Seattle event, 
participants showed a strong preference for active streets and fine
grained built environments.  These more active, lively environments 
were correlated with greater feelings of trust in other people.

2/ Active facades and street edges have a strongly positive effect on 
pros ocial behavior: Several decades of streetscape study have shown 
that active facades and street edges alter pedestrian movements, 
speed and lingering. Elements such as benches, street trees, lighting 
features, bike racks, trashcans, and periodical kiosks slow pedestrians 
down and encourage them to linger. So do active building facades 
that feature many doors, windows and opportunities to shop, dine, or 
browse. Our study found that such environments may also have a pro
social effect on pedestrians. The active street edge correlated strongly 
with unsolicited acts of helpfulness by passersb y.

3/ Given time and permission to participate in imaginative design 
processes, people intuitively envision environments that are active 
and pros ocial: During the urban lab, participants displayed confidence 
in picking up pens or crayons to communicate their design ideas. They 
also produced a striking array of suggestions, from the whimsical to 
the pragmatic. Without coaching, participants produced just the sorts 
of active environments that correlate strongly with social trust and 
pros ocial behavior. This suggests that planners and policymakers 
would benefit from processes that give citizens handson  methods to 
engage with design processes. Intuition and everyday experience are a 
powerful complement to expert opinion in placemaking.



DESIGN TAKEAWAY FOR SEATTLE

As the City of Seattle continues to grow, change, and evolve through its 
urban village strategy, it is essential to ensure we consider the social 
effects of design. The urban centers and villages (including downtown) 
have received nearly 75 percent of residential growth and nearly 50 
percent of employment growth in Seattle over the past 20 years. To 
ensure that these centers are places where people will choose to live, 
work, learn and play, they must function as highly connected, safe, and 
above all, social environments.

By designing for all scales, for all users, for flexibility, for all senses, 
and for all times of day, we can nurture the kinds of environments that 
draw residents, new business and tourists.

Stronger policies to promote more active street edges, small scale 
retail and public services will not only support local business, start
ups, and entrepreneurs, they will also make streets safer by boosting 
pedestrian activity. These active places boost feelings of safety. And 
if our research is correct, they will also promote more pros ocial 
behavior.

Design principles to consider:

1/ DESIGN FOR ALL SCALES: Pros ocial designs can improve the 
urban experience at the building, street, district or city level and at 
all degrees of density.  However our work suggests that it is essential 
to build multiple opportunities, active street edges and finegr ained 
environments in both dense and lessdens e places. Zoning codes in 
forwardt hinking cities incorporate these principles.

2/ DESIGN FOR ALL USERS: Complete streets should have 
complimentary streetscape environments. As more streets become 
multimoda l and districts welcome a more intense and dynamic mix 
of uses (i.e. retail, residential, office, light manufacturing, etc.) it is 
important to create opportunities for social connection as well as 
places to retreat such as pocket parks. By embracing universal design 
standards, we make our cities safe, comfortable and welcoming for all 
residents.

3/ DESIGN FOR FLEXIBILITY: Streets serve many functions including 
moving people, connecting people, and creating opportunities for 
recreation, markets, and other uses. Streets typically privilege auto 
movement. By creating flexible streets communities can fine tune 
this public space at different times of the day or year to accommodate 
traffic, festivals, and special events as required. 
 
4/ DESIGN FOR ALL TIMES OF DAY: A few hours can dramatically 
change our experience of a place. In order to boost health and safety, 
we should cultivate 18 hour districts which combine a diversity of 
businesses, customers and users (office, retail, residential) to maintain 
a baseline level of activity and ë eyes on the streetí  throughout the day. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PLANNING

PLACEMAKING FOR PEOPLE

Recent strategies and policies in Seattle like placing temporary art 
into public spaces and projects such as the First Hill Public Realm 
Action Plan, Pianos in the Parks, and Parklet program have shown a 
commitment to emphasize the social function of streets as well as the 
transportation function. These interventions should be continued to 
support livable, active communities.

However our work suggests that placemaking efforts must go beyond 
action on the ground. Buildings, their use, and their edges matter. As 
Seattle continues to grow into a city of centers and villages special 
design guidance for commercial and mixed use areas should be 
considered. It is worth revisiting zoning guidelines for market/main 
street developments. These should promote a greater variety of uses 
in the air, such as mixing more office and residential use to produce 
foot traffic throughout the day. They should also promote variety on the 
street, such as finegr ained, varied facades and small lease spaces to 
draw in and slow down pedestrians to a social speed.

This lesson applies to the central city as well as suburban landscapes. 
Tens of millions of people are migrating to American cities in the next 
30 years, meaning tremendous growth not just downtown, but in the 
suburbs. How can underper forming suburban spaces in the Seattle 
region be retrofit so that they can offer a richer, healthier, easier life 
for the people who live there and will be moving there? The work has 
already begun. Finegr ained, friendly and human scaled infill has 
come to centers such as Ballard. Mixedus e environments have been 
built into Northgate Mall and near the University as well as mixedu se 
walkable neighborhoods forming around light rail lines. As Seattle 
updates the Comprehensive Plan for 2035 it is paramount to ensure 
the development of a variety of place types and densities to expand 
happiness, livability, and quality of life for residents and workers at all 
scales.  

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

Everyone who lives, works, learns or plays in the city is an expert 
on their urban experience. They can all play a role as Public Realm 
Advocates who can enrich the developmental review process and 
support a variety of planning decisions.

Within existing planning tools such as Seattleí s pedestrian overlay, 
design guidelines and minimum density standards, the public 
has already helped articulate their vision for their communities. 
While these tools are often effective in generating well designed 
environments, these tools do not exist in every neighborhood. 
 
The public, policymakers and planners should be educated about 
the social effects of design. But if we are to grow Seattle in ways that 
are innovative, flexible and responsive to their unique environments, 
planners should feel comfortable welcoming residents into the creative 
planning and design process. The use of design charrettes, dynamic 
polling and visual preference surveys, and visioning workshops should 
be expanded to include more site manipulation, visualization, and 
participatory making. 
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ONWARD

If we are mindful of the impact that design has on the way we move, the 
way we feel, and the way we treat other people, our streets can draw 
people closer rather than pushing them apart. They can support local 
economies while becoming safer. They can promote public health goals 
by encouraging walking. 

If our work on Editable Urbanism is an indication, they can actually 
bring out the best in us. Through careful design, Seattle can build these 
riches into its future.

CONTACT

If youí d like to learn more about Editable Urbanism, urban 
experimentation labs, or urban policy in Washington State please 
contact us at:

Happy City 
Charles Montgomery + Seth Geiser: info@thehappycity.com

Futurewise
Amy Gore: amy@futurewise.org
Spencer Williams: spencer@futurewise
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