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ABSTRACT 

Public spaces serve as vital components of urban landscapes, facilitating social 

interaction, community cohesion, and individual well-being. However, differences exist 
between the perspectives of urban planning professionals and the broader community 

regarding the conceptualisation, design, and management of these spaces, with 

professionals focusing on sustainability and urban planning principles, while community 
members prioritise immediate concerns such as safety and accessibility. This paper 

conducts a comprehensive narrative literature review to delve into this divide and 

propose strategies for bridging it. The literature highlights the multifaceted nature of 
public spaces, emphasising their role as venues for social engagement, cultural 

expression, and community identity formation. This approach synthesises various 
themes and perspectives, capturing the nuanced evolution of public spaces in response 

to contemporary challenges. One key theme from the literature is the divergent priorities 

between urban planning professionals and the general community. While professionals 
prioritise inclusivity, sustainability, and community impact, the public focuses on 

immediate issues such as safety, accessibility, and environmental quality. This 

disconnect underscores the need for a more nuanced and inclusive approach to public 
space design and management. To bridge this gap, the paper suggests adopting context-

sensitive approaches that integrate localised narratives, identities, and placemaking 
practices. By prioritising equity-focused and accessible design strategies, public spaces 

can become truly inclusive environments that foster a sense of belonging for all. As 

societies evolve in response to technological advancements, cultural shifts, and 
changing demographics, the notion of public space must adapt, requiring ongoing re-

evaluation to promote social cohesion, community empowerment, and well-being.  

Keywords:  Community Perspectives; Placemaking; Public Spaces; Social Cohesion; 

Urban Planning.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Public spaces serve vital functions for community building, inclusion, health, and urban 

liveability (Andersson, 2021). They facilitate social interaction, promote social life, and 

contribute to the quality of urban social communities (Malik et al., 2018; Ferwati et al., 

2021). Public spaces play a role in defining the character of a city and are valuable assets 

for urban sociology, contributing to economic, social, and environmental value-added 

(Malik et al., 2018). As  benefits, public spaces provide comfort and satisfaction to 

visitors, enriching everyday urban life and serving as indicators of the quality of life (Kim 

et al., 2021). Nevertheless, there are economic advantages of public places such as 

business opportunities through public markets, informal selling, and locations for 

festivals and celebrations, promoting economic development and community 

revitalisation (Low, 2023). However, the concept of "public" has evolved and changed 

over time, initially referring to the theatre audience and later expanding to encompass a 

variety of people in public spaces (Özbayraktar et al., 2017). Therefore, even though the 

conventional meaning and perspective of public places are as described above, those 

perspectives may change, or the notion of public places may be challenged due to various 

factors. This study primarily examines urban public spaces while acknowledging the 

broader geographical and cultural variations. 

Perspectives and usage of public spaces can differ across geographical and cultural 

contexts. Public spaces are influenced by cultural and geographical contexts, leading to 

different perspectives and usage patterns (Ewertowski, 2023; İnce Güney, 2014; 

Karuppannan & Sivam, 2013). Thus, cultural conditions can have an impact on how urban 

space is created, perceived, and used (Ewertowski, 2023). Climate, gender norms, and 

local values influence how urban spaces are perceived and utilised across neighbourhoods 

(Karuppannan & Sivam, 2013). Understanding the nuanced socio-cultural meanings 

attached to public realms by diverse community groups is critical for responsive urban 

planning (Mehta, 2014). However, there is often a disconnect between professional public 

space planning/design aims and the localised needs and priorities of residents. This can 

be attributed to various factors such as professional disagreements (El-Kholei & Yassein, 

2022), lack of community participation (El-Kholei & Yassein, 2022; Malá et al., 2022), 

and challenges in small cities (Malá et al., 2022). 

Nevertheless, technology has an impact on the challenge for the notion as the integration 

of technology, such as wireless networks and surveillance cameras, in public spaces is 

reshaping the first amendment implications, affecting privacy, public forum issues, and 

the nature of public versus private expression (Zick, 2006). Location-aware technologies 

and social media platforms contribute to altering the perception and practice of public 

spaces through the provisioning of location-specific digital information, which 

transforms social and spatial interactions (Zimmerman et al., 2014). 

Moreover, perspectives on public space priorities likely differ across groups. Urban 

planning professionals emphasise strategic design for community impact and 

sustainability of public places (El-Kholei & Yassein, 2022). The research emphasises the 

importance of an integrated approach to urban planning that considers the interplay 

between buildings, public spaces, and the broader urban context. Sustainable urban 

design requires attention to environmental efficiency, social connectivity, and economic 

viability, with a strong emphasis on local characteristics and the health and well-being of 

residents (Grierson, 2009; Santi et al., 2019). The strategic design of public places is 
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crucial for achieving long-term sustainability and positive community impact (Wheeler, 

2016). In contrast, residents judge public spaces based on personalised needs and 

experiences related to safety, belonging, and accessibility (Şenol, 2022). Residents 

evaluate public spaces based on personalised needs and experiences, with a focus on 

safety, belonging, and accessibility (Cao et al., 2022; Weidemann et al., 1982). Quality 

green spaces and well-maintained public areas contribute to a sense of safety and 

community, which are essential for residents' well-being and mental health (Błaszczyk et 

al., 2020).  These differing viewpoints highlight the complexity of creating inclusive 

public places suited to diverse users. 

The implications of this disconnect on community well-being are significant, affecting 

health, well-being, and social cohesion (Fallanca & Stagno, 2022; Aelbrecht et al., 2022). 

The disconnect between professional and community perspectives could negatively 

impact public space planning/its functionality. For example, the disconnect negatively 

affects the ability of public spaces to accommodate and encourage social interaction, 

which is crucial for community well-being (Brain, 2019). Bridging this gap by aligning 

the viewpoints of urban planners and communities is important so that the maximum 

benefits of public spaces/ addressing the expectations of community needs can be 

achieved. 

Hence, there is a need for a re-examination of the notion of public places. Accordingly, 

this study aims to redefine the notion of public spaces from a global perspective, 

considering diverse geographical, cultural, and social contexts. This study primarily 

focuses on urban public spaces, reflecting the varying expectations of professionals and 

community members. While geographical differences are acknowledged, the emphasis 

remains on the urban context due to its unique challenges and opportunities. The paper is 

structured as follows. It begins with an introduction highlighting the importance of public 

spaces and the evolving perspectives surrounding them. The literature review section 

explores various definitions and typologies of public spaces, along with the needs, and 

expectations of professionals as well as the general community, and challenges associated 

with them. Following this, the methodology section outlines the approach used for the 

narrative literature review. The discussion section delves into key themes such as 

professional perspectives, community expectations, and challenges in meeting these 

expectations. Finally, the conclusion offers insights into the implications of the research 

findings and suggests avenues for future research on redefining public spaces. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a narrative literature review to explore the gap between professional 

and community perspectives on public spaces. Unlike Systematic Literature Reviews 

(SLRs) or meta-analyses, which focus on quantitative synthesis, a narrative review allows 

for the integration of diverse perspectives and the exploration of theoretical nuances 

(Green et al., 2006). This method was chosen to capture the complex changes in public 

spaces influenced by recent global events and technological progress. 

The choice of a narrative review is justified by the need to establish a theoretical 

foundation, integrate diverse perspectives, and provide a detailed thematic analysis that 

surveys alone cannot achieve. This method allows for a nuanced understanding of public 

spaces, bridging theoretical constructs with practical applications. In summary, the 
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narrative literature review method provides a comprehensive and nuanced understanding 

of public spaces, addressing the theoretical and practical dimensions of the research. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 WHAT ARE PUBLIC PLACES? 

In Ray Oldenburg's conceptualisation of social spaces, public spaces have been identified 

with three distinct spheres: the intimate domain of the home, the structured environment 

of the workplace, and the dynamic realm of third places, which encompass public spaces 

such as cafes, parks, and libraries (Hummon & Oldenburg, 1991). Oldenburg contends 

that these third places play a crucial role in fostering community cohesion and facilitating 

public engagement (Hummon & Oldenburg, 1991). 

When it comes to the term “public spaces or places” it suggests an image of accessible 

urban, suburban, rural, and wilderness landscapes. The term “public" connotes the idea 

that these settings are accessible to everyone—people of a community, State, or nation, 

regardless of age, gender, ethnicity, physical handicap, or other characteristics. In this 

context, however, "public" does not necessarily relate to ownership, but rather to use. 

Some privately owned places and spaces are accessible to the public and some publicly 

owned areas are not (Altman & Zube, 1989). According to Holland et al., (2007), public 

spaces allow people to meet on ostensibly neutral ground in planned and unplanned ways, 

to interact with others within the context of the whole community. Carr (1992) defines 

public space as “the common ground where people carry out the functional and ritual 

activities that bind a community, whether in the normal routines of daily life or in periodic 

festivities…[it] is the stage where the drama of communal life unfolds”. This is in line 

with social cohesion which is defined as the willingness of members of a society to 

cooperate with each other in order to survive and prosper (Stanley, 2003). Well-designed 

public spaces can contribute to social cohesion and the quality of life of residents 

(Aelbrecht et al., 2022). 

3.2 TYPES OF PUBLIC SPACES 

Public spaces can be public, private, inside, outside, restrictive, free, democratic, and 

inclusive, with changing everyday uses to accommodate recreational activities (Gehl & 

Matan, 2009). Further, types of public spaces include fully public, semi-public, and 

private sector-operated spaces, organised by criteria such as intended users, time limits, 

control, intended functions, and visual characteristics (Mantey & Kępkowicz, 2018). As 

public spaces, it can be identified different types of places. Carr, (1992) classified eleven 

different types of public spaces, based on how people use the space: public parks, squares 

and plazas, memorials, markets, streets, playgrounds, community open spaces, greenways 

and parkways, atrium/indoor marketplace, found/neighbourhood spaces, and waterfronts. 

Going beyond that, these types of public spaces are identified in older literature. For 

example, classic texts of Whyte  (1980) examined how plazas, squares, and other open 

public areas function as gathering places. Cranz and Boland (2004) has influential 

research outlining the history and evolution of park ideals including recreational, 

picturesque, reform, recreational and sustainable park types. Furthermore, the seminal 

research of (Searns, 1995) analysed greenways through history advancing them as a 

distinct sustainable public linear space type. The United Nations' report on public spaces 

addresses six groups, including intensely used spaces, green open public spaces, public 
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activity spaces, public sector realm, city as a public space, and cyberspace (Özbayraktar 

et al., 2017). Thus, it can be identified that public places can be classified based on their 

function, purpose, accessibility, and usage, with various categories in urban planning and 

design. As a whole, a good public space is responsive, democratic, and meaningful, 

evaluating factors like inclusiveness, meaningfulness, safety, comfort, and pleasurable 

(Mehta, 2014). 

3.3 NEED FOR PUBLIC SPACES  

The need for public spaces from the perspective of people living in different areas must 

be properly studied. Because the meaning and the need for public spaces may be different 

from their view. Several researchers highlight humans' innate need for social interaction 

and connection and public spaces as venues for interactions, relationships, and a sense of 

community (Andersson, 2021; Kim et al., 2021; Olwig, 1989; Peters et al., 2010). The 

lack of public spaces limits these opportunities. Furthermore, Peters et al. (2010) say 

people from all ethnic backgrounds spend some of their leisure time in green areas. 

Kaźmierczak (2013) found that urban parks are more inclusive green places than non-

urban green areas that are agricultural and green infrastructures that provide ecosystem 

services (La Greca et al., 2011) and that urban parks can promote social cohesion. The 

influence of green space on the community attachment of urban and suburban residents 

was highly discussed by Arnberger and Eder (2012) in their research. Nevertheless, 

studies show public spaces such as parks, gardens, trails etc provide psychological 

benefits including stress relief, attention restoration, improved mood and cognitive 

functioning (Kaplan, 1995; Ulrich et al., 1991). They are needed for psychological health. 

Further, public spaces promote exercise through walkability and recreation facilities. 

They facilitate social connection and a sense of belonging which contribute to wellness 

and longevity (Frumkin, 2003). When considering urban liveability and placemaking, 

public spaces such as libraries, plazas, and parks enhance the quality of life and 

attachments to place. They act as 'living rooms' and give character to neighbourhoods 

(Spaces, 2015). 

The functionality of public spaces can be mapped with the fundamental human needs at 

different levels in Maslow's hierarchy of needs. Maslow's hierarchy of needs is a well-

known psychological theory that explains the motivation and expression of personality. 

It consists of five need categories: physiological, safety, belonging, esteem, and self-

actualisation (Omodan & Abejide, 2022). 

• When considering physiological needs, public rest areas, shelters, sidewalks and 

shaded spaces are supporting basic needs like rest, sleep, and warmth (Mehta, 

2014). 

• Safety needs: Well-designed public spaces with proper lighting, surveillance, and 

clear pathways can enhance feelings of safety and security (Kim et al., 2021). 

• Belonging and love needs: Public spaces serve as gathering places where people 

can connect, socialize, and form relationships with others in their community 

(Andersson, 2021). 

• Esteem needs: Public spaces that promote inclusivity, diversity, and equal access 

can contribute to individuals' sense of self-worth and respect (Andersson, 2021) 

• Self-actualisation needs: Public spaces that offer opportunities for personal 

growth, creativity, and self-expression, such as art installations, community 
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gardens, or performance spaces, can contribute to individuals' pursuit of self-

actualisation (Andersson, 2021) 

3.4 PROFESSIONALS' PERSPECTIVES - EXPECTATIONS OF PUBLIC SPACES 

Professionals, such as planners and urban designers, prioritise creating inclusive public 

spaces where everyone feels a sense of belonging. The design and management of public 

spaces are perceived as crucial for the well-being of city residents, with professionals 

understanding the challenges of creating spaces that positively impact communities (El-

Kholei & Yassein, 2022). A mixed research methodology identified eight design 

principles, with professionals prioritising four core design principles aligned with 

sustainable development (El-Kholei & Yassein, 2022). The Analytical Hierarchy Process 

(AHP) was used to determine professionals' priorities, revealing disagreements on the 

rank of the design principles, possibly influenced by specialisation, gender, and 

experience (El-Kholei & Yassein, 2022).  

Professionals prioritise factors such as inclusiveness, desirable activities, comfort, safety, 

and pleasurable to ensure that public spaces are inclusive, safe, and comfortable for 

diverse communities. However, these professional priorities may sometimes overlook or 

conflict with community needs. For example, urban renewal projects aimed at improving 

infrastructure and aesthetics can lead to gentrification, displacing long-term residents and 

altering the socio-economic fabric of neighbourhoods (Ha, 2004). Similarly, design 

choices focused on high-end amenities can create spaces perceived as exclusive or 

inaccessible to certain community groups (Pampillln, 2017). These conflicting objectives 

can manifest in the form of limited access to improved spaces for marginalised 

populations, as seen in the redevelopment of public spaces in San Francisco (Marche, 

2015). This highlights the need for careful consideration and alignment of professional 

and community perspectives to create truly inclusive public spaces. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has introduced new challenges and priorities for urban 

planners. Professionals have had to adapt designs to accommodate social distancing 

measures, increase sanitation protocols, and enhance the functionality of outdoor spaces 

to support physical and mental health (Honey-Rosés et al., 2021). The pandemic 

underscored the need for flexible and adaptive public spaces that can quickly respond to 

public health crises (Honey-Rosés et al., 2021). 

Technological advancements have further influenced the expectations and design 

principles of professionals. The integration of smart technologies, such as sensors for 

monitoring air quality and crowd density, has become increasingly important. These 

technologies help create safer and more responsive public spaces by providing real-time 

data to manage and maintain these areas (Chitrakar et al., 2022). Moreover, the rise of 

digital public spaces, such as virtual meeting places and online community forums, has 

expanded the definition of public spaces and how they are used (Foth et al., 2016). 

However, professionals face challenges in meeting these expectations, including the need 

to balance various design principles, the impact of specialisation and experience on 

prioritisation, and the lack of comprehensive tools for assessing public space quality 

(Askari & Soltani, 2019; El-Kholei & Yassein, 2022; Ferwati et al., 2021). 
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3.5 GENERAL COMMUNITY’S PERSPECTIVES - EXPECTATIONS  

The general public’s perceptions of safety in public spaces are influenced by gendered 

and place-based preconditions, with different safety strategies for women and men, 

especially when alone (Şenol, 2022). For example, a third of all crimes in official statistics 

were committed in public places, with their structure dominated by theft, plunder, and 

illegal drug trade (Afanasyeva et al., 2020). The feeling of safety in public spaces is 

connected to a wider positive evaluation of the quality of space and feeling at home, 

suggesting that concerns about safety are linked to the overall quality and comfort of the 

environment (Brands et al., 2021). 

When broadly assessing the general community’s expectations of public spaces, they are 

multifaceted and include various aspects such as transparency of information, 

environmental management, personal safety, and health protection (Jean-Baptiste et al., 

2017). Mostly, government-owned public spaces were preferred by users due to easy 

access and freedom for activities (Peiris & Fayas, 2022). There are some economic 

Implications of Meeting Community Expectations from Public Spaces. The community 

expects public spaces to provide business opportunities through public markets and 

informal selling, and locations for festivals and celebrations that promote a sense of 

belonging and place attachment as well as transmit cultural practices (Low, 2023). Not 

only that, during disasters, public spaces become locations of social solidarity and 

support, and they can be realigned to highlight their importance for socially just cities 

(Low, 2023). Moreover, public safety concerns, such as well-lit and well-maintained 

spaces, are paramount for community members, whereas professionals may focus on 

broader environmental health perspectives (Maas et al., 2009). The emphasis on health 

protection by the community includes immediate health benefits from public spaces, such 

as mental health improvements and opportunities for physical activities, which 

professionals also recognize but often within a wider strategic framework (Francis et al., 

2012). 

3.6 CHALLENGES IN MEETING COMMUNITY'S EXPECTATIONS OF PUBLIC 

SPACES 

The organisation of public space commonly reflects the priorities of dominant 

socioeconomic groups, who exercise disproportionate influence over its provision, 

governance, and material form, potentially undermining the inclusionary character of 

public space (Collins & Stadler, 2019). Excessive control of public space by community 

groups can be problematic as it diminishes a user's ability to access open spaces, 

compromising the public realm (Chitrakar et al., 2022). Additionally, there is often a 

disconnect between the priorities of urban planning professionals and the localised needs 

of residents. Professionals may emphasise long-term sustainability and aesthetic 

considerations, while community members focus on immediate concerns such as safety, 

accessibility, and practical utility (El-Kholei & Yassein, 2022; Şenol, 2022). 

Gentrification is a prime example of this conflict, where urban renewal projects designed 

to improve public spaces often lead to the displacement of long-standing community 

members, thereby creating no-access spaces for certain groups (Collins & Stadler, 2019). 

This can result in the exclusion of marginalised communities from areas intended to serve 

the public, highlighting the disparity between professional planning goals and community 

needs (Chitrakar et al., 2022). 
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Technological advancements pose challenges in meeting community expectations. While 

smart technologies can enhance safety and convenience, they can raise concerns about 

privacy and surveillance (Kitchin, 2016). Balancing the benefits of technology with the 

need to protect individual freedoms and ensure equitable access is a significant challenge 

for urban planners. 

Moreover, the lack of comprehensive instruments to measure the quality of public space 

poses a challenge in assessing and meeting the diverse expectations of the community 

from public spaces (Mehta, 2014). Older people's experiences of public places are 

challenged by physical, social, and legal constraints, leading to specific considerations 

and disincentivises to be in public places at certain times and in certain ways (Holland, 

2015). Moreover, women's experience in public places is challenged by factors such as 

normalised distaste, fear of crime, and difficulty managing street remarks, requiring 

gender-conscious appraisal (Gardner, 1989). Hence, there is a need for a redefinition of 

the notion of public spaces. 

4. DISCUSSION  

The literature underscores the multifaceted divide between urban planning professionals’ 

emphasis on universal design principles aligned with sustainable development goals and 

community groups context-specific perceptions rooted in geographical, cultural, and 

social realities. For instance, while professionals may prioritise creating aesthetically 

pleasing and sustainable public spaces, community members might focus more on 

immediate issues such as personal safety and accessibility. Real-world examples, such as 

gentrification resulting from urban renewal projects and the creation of no-access spaces 

for certain community groups, illustrate these potential conflicts.  

Bridging this disconnect necessitates context-sensitive approaches that integrate localised 

narratives, identities and placemaking practices rather than imposing universalising 

paradigms. Crucially, aligning professional expertise with fundamental community 

expectations around personal safety, accessibility, comfort and fostering a sense of 

belonging is vital for cultivating ownership and attachment to public spaces. Inclusive, 

participatory and community-driven processes that centre resident voices through 

stakeholder engagement, co-design and empowered decision-making are imperative for 

socially sustainable public realm development responsive to lived experiences. 

Accommodating the diverse needs and intersectional experiences of different community 

members based on gender, age, ability and socioeconomic status through equity-focused 

and accessible design is essential for achieving true inclusivity. Moreover, as societies 

rapidly evolve alongside technological advancements, cultural shifts and changing 

societal dynamics, the malleable notion of public space must adapt by re-evaluating how 

these realms are defined, designed and experienced. Ultimately, revisiting and redefining 

public spaces should create resonant environments that foster social cohesion, community 

empowerment and a deep sense of belonging while contributing to sustainability goals by 

profoundly aligning with the multifaceted identities, values and aspirations of the 

residents they aim to serve. Based on the above discussion, the conceptual framework 

shown in Figure 1 has been prepared. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework 
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5. CONCLUSIONS  

This study explored the differences between urban planning professionals' and 

community members' perspectives on public spaces, emphasising the need for inclusivity, 

sustainability, and community impact in public place design and management. The 

narrative literature review highlighted the multifaceted roles of public spaces in fostering 

social interaction, cultural expression, and community identity. 

The findings underscore the importance of adopting context-sensitive and inclusive 

design principles that address both professional and community concerns. Urban planners 

should integrate localised narratives and participatory processes to bridge the gap 

between professional goals and community needs. This approach will enhance the 

functionality, safety, and accessibility of public spaces, promoting a sense of belonging 

and well-being for all community members. 

Future research should focus on empirical studies that gather data from diverse 

communities to validate the findings of this narrative review. Investigating the impact of 

technological advancements on public space usage and exploring strategies for mitigating 

the effects of gentrification on marginalised communities are crucial areas for further 

study. Additionally, longitudinal studies examining the long-term outcomes of inclusive 

and participatory public space design initiatives would provide valuable insights for urban 

planners. 
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