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ABSTRACT 

Driven by emerging technologies like artificial intelligence, and in line with the 2030 

Carbon Peak and 2060 Carbon Neutrality Goal that China is now promoting to 

reduce energy consumption and to promote low-carbon development, significant 

political will and economic resources have been devoted to the development of 

newly-built eco-city planning projects, reflecting the governmentôs new development 

goal to build a óhuman-oriented eco-cityô in which environmental sustainability and 

social stability, technologies and humanities are mutually reinforcing. In this research, 

the public space is chosen to assess Chinese people-oriented eco-city due to its 

importance to human settlement. With the development process of green urbanization, 

designing liveable and resilience environment has inevitably been paid much more 

attention to Chinese humanistic eco-city development. Public space, being as an 

essential component of eco-city for community building and enhancement of peopleôs 

life, provides opportunities for residents to connect with nature and to socialize, such 

as creating ecological environment and providing public services.  

 

This research uses the typical qualitative methodological approach (participant 

observation, questionnaires and interviews) under the framework of three-layer 

research design with a single case study, drawing on the literatures about three 

different disciplines (urban planning, urban design and psychology) to conceptualise 

the syncretic match among people, place and ecology. And this research aims to 

assess the humanistic planning of Chinese eco-city by critically examining whether 

there are any evidences to show the people-oriented planning concept rooted in the 

theoretical perspective has happened in Chinese eco-city development, if yes, in what 

ways and to what extent. It adopts the interdisciplinary approach to develop a multi-

dimensional conceptual framework about the people-place interactive relationship, 

which is seen as the manifestation of humanistic planning concept under the idea of 

ecology in this research. 

 

This research aims to argue that Chinese eco-city planning should be deemed as one 

of the humanistic planning approaches, and its primary goal is to build sustainable and 

liveable habitat for people by taking their daily needs and behaviours into account. To 
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achieve this goal, it plans to integrate three theories into the integrated theoretical 

framework to better illustrate the concept of humanistic planning under the context of 

ecology, arguing that by considering the interactive people-place relationship during 

design process might be a possible way to improve Chinese eco-city planning and 

design towards a more humanistic development path. Through an interdisciplinary 

perspective, this research uses some viewpoints of Environmental Psychology theory 

for illustrating why peopleôs needs and behaviours matter. Moreover, to mitigate 

limiting impacts on the conceptual-practical gap accompanying the realisation of 

humanistic planning in the eco-city project, it introduces this psychological concept 

into urban planning discipline for creating a brand-new conceptual planning model, 

which can better integrate the consideration of peopleôs daily needs and their social 

behaviours into eco-cityôs planning process. 

 

The contribution of this research is seen as giving Chinese practical answer to the 

blank concept of global eco-city development by using the SSTEC case study which 

currently focuses on the trinity of economic-environmental-humanistic urban 

governance pattern. Specially, being different from development models of eco-cities 

in other countries, the Chinese eco-city represented by the SSTEC could be regarded 

as the corresponding product to adapt to the change of Chinese New-Type 

Urbanization ( ) development patten - the gradual transformation from the 

newly-built urban construction which mainly focuses on economic and environmental 

development under the traditional urbanization pattern to the trinity of economic-

environmental-humanistic urban governance, which has been characterised by the 

concept of humanistic planning under the context of ecology under the green 

urbanization development pattern. This research regards the construction of eco-city 

to be the driving force for the current stage of Chinese New-Type Urbanization - 

under the carbon peaking and carbon neutrality goal as well as the digital reform goal, 

for Chinese eco-city, the people-oriented planning concept is the basis of its 

development, low-carbon and digital technology are the way to its sustainable 

development, and creating the liveable environment for residents is its ultimate 

development goal.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION  

When the extensive economic development model faces profound 

transformation due to unsustainability, the corresponding urbanization 

model seems to be inevitably undergone a profound transformation, 

attaching importance to peopleôs living environment and their living quality. 

Focusing on the current urbanization process, Chinaôs long-standing 

development pattern formed in the traditional industrialization model 

requires to be reshaped due to the tactics of ecological civilization, so as to 

promote the economic growth and to realize social high-quality 

development ( ). At post-pandemic era, how to achieve 

current green transformation for existing cities and towns, as well as how to 

realize ecological civilization based on peopleôs ever-growing demand for a 

better living environment in the true sense will become two major strategic 

challenges facing by Chinese urbanization development at present. Under 

social and economic reform background, there will be profound changes to 

the eco-city development, such as peopleôs social activities, industrial 

transformations or eco-cityôs organizational logic. Thus, this research 

regards urban environmental problem as an issue of development model, not 

just an urban problem occurred during the rapid urbanization process.   

 

The long-existing urbanization model in China could be seen as a product of 

traditional industrial era, while green urbanization is a leap from the 

traditional state to the new one. This change gives the breeding ground to 

the rapid development of Chinese eco-cities, or the so-called continuous 

driving force for eco-cityôs development. It is not easy to judge the 

feasibility of green urbanization based on whether there are enough 

successful planning practices of green urbanization under the current 

development model. However, green development, the foundation of green 
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urbanization, is the profound change in the development paradigm, 

correspondingly, the development mode of eco-city also needs to be 

changed.  

 

The central point of this research, people-oriented concept, is on initiatives 

in which Chinese policy-makers contribute to promoting as the primary 

planning and design goal for urban construction. As the humanistic planning 

concept has become the increasing mainstreamed for Chinese eco-cityôs 

planning and development, whether and to what extent people-oriented 

planning principle has been implemented, is worthy to be researched. This 

introductory chapter intends to locate the ensuing critical discussion about 

Chinese people-oriented eco-city development with a set of broader 

contemporary issues regarding to its development orientation (e.g. 

technological showcase or liveable habitat that people enjoy living, planning 

slogan or practical project) as the research background, for the purpose of 

justifying its significance as an object of social sustainability. Moreover, it 

outlines the research aim and research questions which have guided two 

main research methods and analysis, being followed by the overall research 

contributions and an overview of the structure and the methodology. 

 

1.1 Research Background: Redefining Chinese Urbanism  

1.1.1 From Traditional to Green Urbanization in China  

This section aims to focus on the transformative trend of Chinese 

urbanization from the traditional pattern to the green one, with the purpose 

of articulating research background to understand how the change of 

development mode become an important reason for the boom of eco-cities. 

 

Urbanization has long been seen as the significant driving force for 

economic development. Generally, city in the modern sense is based upon 
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the industrialization model formed after the industrial revolution. The 

agglomeration process of population and economic activities in the urban 

area, known as the urbanization, has greatly accelerated the industrialization 

procedure. Human society thus forms the modern social structure according 

to the industrial civilization as well as the basic urban-rural economic 

geography characterised by urban-industry and rural-agriculture. The long-

existing development model of Chinese urbanization, relating to the 

economic content carried by specific organization form of city itself, has 

been largely based upon the logic of traditional industrialization. It cannot 

be denied that such development model brings progress to mankind, 

however, it causes a series of unsustainable development issues, especially 

environmental problems.  

 

In the past few decades, China has undergone a rapid urbanization process 

as the proportion of its population living in the urban area dramatically 

increases, making Chinese urban trajectory been characterized by the rapid 

growth and transformation. In 2019, Chinaôs urbanization rate reached 

60.6%, and it is estimated appropriately 70% of Chinaôs population will live 

in urban areas (NBS, 2022). The National Population Development Plan 

(2016-2030) predicts Chinaôs total population will be expected to reach 1.45 

billion by 2030, and the urbanization rate will be 70% at that time. As is 

known, among various problems happened in modern cities, environmental 

governance has been seen as the most consensus urban issue to be dealt with. 

Research conducted by China Council for International Cooperation on 

Environment and Development (CCICED) shows, development model 

formed during the traditional industrialization era and the urbanization 

model therefrom, although greatly accumulated industrial wealth, inevitably 

bring negative impacts to both society and the environment (Liu and Zhang, 

2017). At present, how existing cities formed in the era of traditional 

industrialization become sustainable through green transformation to inject 
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vigour into the economy will become futureôs development direction of 

Chinese urbanization.  

 

People naturally treat environmental problems as urban issues rather than 

development ones, thus, discussion about urbanization referring to the 

Global East mainly emphasises on how to make existing cities be green and 

sustainable. Traditional urbanization is more like building parks in existing 

cities, while green urbanization seems to be building cities within natural 

parks. As is known, Chinese urbanization experiences several development 

stages since the reform and opening policies. Key themes have emerged at 

different timelines during the period of óhyper-urbanizationô (He and Qian, 

2017), ranging from the realisation of world city version (Wu, 2000) to the 

boom of projects taken sustainable development as the main planning goal 

in the mid-2000s onwards (Wu, 2012). From the early 2010s onwards, 

concepts of low-carbon eco-city have rapidly emerged as hot topics for 

thinking about the development direction of Chinese futureôs urbanization.  

 

As discussed above, due to the unprecedented scale of urbanization and 

corresponding environmental pressures, China has experienced a critical 

period to tackle ecological issues and has made efforts to meet peopleôs 

ever-growing needs towards more sustainable and liveable environment. 

Under such social background, the national government has begun to adopt 

the humanistic concept, making most of cities being a global trend in which 

considerations of low-carbon development and people-centred planning 

principle have been widely taken into urban governance and construction. In 

this research, eco-city development with a humanistic viewpoint tends to be 

a more natural and foresighted approach to urbanization governance. The 

humanistic planning approach in Chinese context pays more attention to 

solve the contradiction between people and place. In other words, planning 
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theory about people-oriented concept relating to environmental issues might 

be the traditional concept of unity of man and nature ( ֲ ѿ) in Chinese 

history. Detailed discussion about the humanistic approach will be shown in 

the next chapter.  

 

Regarding to Chinese eco-city practices, newly-built eco-cities, such as 

Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City and Caofeidian Eco-City, intend to 

provide sustainable living environment for people and aim to meet residentsô 

living needs by formulating Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). However, 

such óKPI-Drivenô development pattern mainly supported by technological 

innovations has shown a mode of passive top-down eco-cityôs planning 

approach - peopleôs needs are driven by sustainable quantitative indicators 

formulated by the planning authority, as a result, peopleôs behaviours to a 

large extent are limited to the fixed indicator index in two ways. On the one 

hand, while Chinese eco-cities encourage peopleôs behaviours through 

sustainable quantitative indicators, there still have potential downsides such 

as individualôs use preferences are suppressed in a certain scene - the use of 

private cars need to be reduced in order to meet the public transport 

utilization rate, even though residents have their own preferences for 

choosing cars as their long-distance commute. On the other hand, balancing 

the need for sustainable practices with residentsô choices is a continuous 

challenge for eco-cityôs policy makers, which means urban governance and 

planning frameworks usually understand these behaviours in the eyes of 

policy makers. In addition, eco-cityôs design stage has obviously provided 

an opportunity to incorporate urban sustainability goals by assessing 

corresponding indicators, later stages, such as the implementation and in-use 

phases, co-determine how effectively and successfully indicator targets are 

met. As Joss et al. (2012) criticised, ópoor implementation practice due to 

lack of training or untested technology, and lack of adherence by users may 
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render urban sustainability features partially defunct and lead to 

underperformance in comparison with the original indicator targetô (p.116).  

 

In assessing contemporary Chinese eco-cities, Caprotti (2014) highlighted 

the perceived implementation gap between planning targets and actual 

achievements by using the SSTEC case concerning social sustainability, 

including public housing, green transport and biodiversity. Also, Jong et al. 

(2016) illustrated, óif even SSTEC, the national flagship among the growing 

number of Chinese eco-city initiatives prompts debates [in terms of 

implementation evaluation], then questions about implementation success vs 

failure is expected to be centrally important across the spectrum of 

contemporary Chinese eco-city initiativesô (p.32). In response, as the 

Beautiful China: Eco-City Indicators Guidebook formulated by Bluepath 

City Consulting (2013) demonstrated, some Chinese commentators assert 

the adoption of eco-city initiatives and related indicator framework is a 

major step forward, and such development represented by the SSTEC 

project plays significant exemplary role in promoting Chinese sustainable 

New-Type Urbanization.  

 

1.1.2 Current Theories and Factors Effecting Green Urbanization 

Even though green urbanization or ecological urbanization is a hot topic at 

the moment, in general, the majority of current academic research is still 

based upon the analytical framework of traditional industrialization pattern, 

making the understanding of sustainable urbanization being divided into two 

popular perspectives - the industrialization development procedure and 

ecological capacity of green urbanization. On the one hand, understanding 

of social issues under the traditional industrialization thinking mode 

believes city represents opportunity. óPopulation concentration is conducive 

to economies of scale and technological innovation, so the larger city is, the 
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better it would beô (Zhang, 2021, p.5). Unsustainable urban issues, 

particularly environmental pollution in cities, could be tackled with 

technological advances. Also, mainstream urbanization scholars, especially 

economists, hold such viewpoint (Fujiata and Krugman, 1995; Glaeser, 

2012; Bettencourt, 2013; Fuller and Romer, 2014; Lobo et al., 2020). Lu 

Ming (2017), the famous Chinese scholar in the field of economic 

development and urban governance, presented his idea about the size of city 

- even though urban issues arise because of the large size of cities, 

resolutions of these problems may also depend on the expansion of cities. 

However, under traditional industrialization thinking mode, such viewpoint 

fails to realize citiesô unsustainable development issues are mainly caused 

by the unsustainable development model. On the other hand, emphasizing 

ecological capacity of green urbanization believes urban development or 

urban scale should be planned scientifically in accordance with the 

environmental carrying capacity. Specifically, Song et al. (2019) believes it 

is unrealistic for any cityôs development to exceed its environmental 

carrying capacity.  

 

The traditional thinking about industrialization development is essentially as 

important as green urbanization since economic development indeed replies 

on technological breakthroughs. Thus, understanding of Chinese sustainable 

urbanization under the above-mentioned two popular aspects may give a 

new interpretive perspective on eco-cityôs concept. Specifically, in the 

context of Chinese eco-cityôs development, governance mechanism based 

upon humanistic planning concept is the driving force of development, 

green and low-carbon technology is the way to achieve development, and 

creating the liveable environment for people is the goal of development.  
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Zhang (2021) identifies three key factors that determines the urbanization 

model (See Figure 1.1), including óthe change in transaction efficiency, the 

change in the provision of public facilities, and the change in the content of 

developmentô (p.7). Among these factors, the development content, 

including the content of production, consumption and trading, has shifted 

from the industrial wealth characterised by high carbon emission and 

serious environment damage to high-quality service industries which counts 

on the economic basis of green urbanization, namely intangible resources 

such as knowledge, environment and culture. 

 

Figure 1.1 Three Defining Factors of Urbanization Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Zhang, 2021, p.7.) 

 

In recent years, as the whole society enters to the green and digital 

development stage, the above-mentioned three key factors are undergoing 

dramatic transformation, which leads Chinese current urbanization model 

experiences corresponding changes. Referring to the impact of defining 

factors on urbanization, ówhen three defining factors undergo profound 

changes, the requirements for spatial agglomeration of economic 
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development will change, and the content and forms of urbanization will 

also change accordinglyô (Zhang, 2021, pp.7-8). Taking the content and 

form of social facilities and services as an example. According to the UN E-

Government Survey 2022, Chinaôs e-government key indicators rank top 

around the world (UN DESA, 2020). In the digital age, new energy and 

digital reform boomed in the current Chinese society may contribute to 

making high-quality living be achieved at a low cost. Also, the construction 

of digital platforms contributes to making public services be more 

accessible.  

 

Under the wave of digital reform, several typical ways in which digital 

technology can be applied into eco-cityôs development, for improving 

residentsô quality of lives. Firstly, digital technologies can be used to 

improve energy efficiency and to reduce energy waste in buildings and 

social infrastructures, including the use of smart grid systems that can 

optimize energy distribution as well as the integration of renewable energy 

sources such as solar and wind power. Secondly, digital technology can 

support the sustainable transport system by introducing new energy vehicles 

or intelligent transportation management systems to reduce carbon emission 

and to avoid traffic congestion. Thirdly, in terms of waste management, the 

application of digital sensors and monitoring system has brought 

convenience to optimizing waste collection and processing.  

 

1.2 Defining the Eco-City at the Global Trend  

This section mainly focuses on the evaluation of eco-cityôs development by 

tracing the international rise of attention, with the purpose of enabling eco-

city concept to be coherently defined as an object of academic study to be 

explored later in this thesis.  
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1.2.1 Eco-City: Planning Approach to Tackling Environmental Issues 

As a global body of planning practice supported by considerable financial 

and political resources, the eco-city represents a potent collective pursuit for 

the sustainable development, that is, the future of human society that urban 

development should ónot only meet the needs of the present, but also for 

futureôs generations to meet their own needsô (WCED, 1987, p.41). The 

term eco-city, in this research, has been seen as the symbol to describe a 

broader range of contemporary urban-scale initiatives. It aims to contribute 

to a growing body of critical literatures which plan to identify conceptual 

and practical issues accompanying the realisation of eco-city initiatives.  

 

The emergence of global eco-city concept is an inevitable response to the 

increasingly industrial-type of urban settlements, where potential 

environmental issues and social risks may threat to living residents, known 

as the violation of peaceful coexistence between nature and human-beings. 

For example, high concentration of residents and urban infrastructure that 

distinguish urban settlements leads to pollution and degradation of natural 

environment. Also, urban residents who are in an artificial environment 

themselves lose skills to coexist with the natural environment, which has a 

harmful effect not only on health, but also the psyche of people (Yurzinov, 

2014, p.71). In order to better tackle problems about global environmental 

crisis on human lives, it might be quite expected a new leading development 

direction for urban areas - eco-city emerges as it is not intended to capture 

the established set of development goals and practices, rather, it has covered 

the combination of sustainable concepts and planning practices which 

attempt to respond a series of contemporary urbanization issues.  

 

The concept of eco-city is widely interpreted in both conceptualization and 

operationalization - a variety of definitions indeed exist according to the 
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context where it is represented by form of urban initiatives and planning 

projects. Broadly, an eco-city is óa human settlement which emphasizes the 

self-sustaining resilient structure and function of natural environment. It 

aims to provide [people] the healthy and liveable environmentô (Bibri, 2020, 

p.7). Roseland (1997) argued there is no single accepted definition for eco-

city itself, each one had its own meaning and characterises, nevertheless, all 

reflecting the main planning purpose of eco-city to pursue better living 

environment for people. Joss (2010) listed the conceptual diversity by 

demonstrating different global projects, and also questioned the usefulness 

of attempting to capture a narrow form of definition as it is difficult to make 

an exact definition. However, he defines the eco-city concept based on three 

analytical categories ï a substantial scale, occurring across multiple 

domains, and supported by policy process (Joss, 2011).  

 

In this research, the most appropriate concept proposed by Jabareen (2006) 

has been adopted to define the eco-city as an umbrella metaphor, which 

óencompasses a wide range of urban-ecological proposals that aim to 

achieve urban sustainability. These approaches propose a wide range of 

environmental, social and institutional policies that are directed to managing 

urban spaces to achieve sustainabilityô (p.47).  

 

1.2.2 Eco-City as an Entity for Human Settlement  

Due to the disagreement over definition of its concept, academic discussion 

about the eco-city is revolved around wider socio-cultural context related to 

the form of planning projects and initiatives, which has been raised issues 

about ówhat an eco-city is, which of the underlying design and strategies 

contribute more to environmental dimension of sustainability, and the extent 

to which it considers three dimensions of sustainabilityô (Bibri, 2020, p.7). 

The global ideological tend of eco-cityôs rapid development, being divided 
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into three main stages shown as follows, intends to argue even though there 

is no single solution for making living environment be sustainable, it is 

better to rethink the eco-city as an objective that can be achieved in multiple 

ways to become an ideal model for human settlement.  

    

1) Stage One: Pioneers of the Eco-City  

Joss (2010) summarised a preliminary eco-city phase preceding the 1992 

United Nations Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. Rapoport (2010) identified 

this early period with reference to eco-villages, echoing Barton and Kleiner 

(2000), who described this as the settlement dating back to the 1970s, and 

taking the form of small-scale new communities founded on planning 

principles of self-sufficiency and environmental preservation. In this social 

context, Registerôs idea was promoted over the next decade by Urban 

Ecology, an NGO founded in 1975 ï his idea about the eco-city tended to be 

much more environmental-focused philosophy, emphasizing mainly on the 

ecologically healthy city, the biodiversity, and the density. 

óAn eco-city is an ecologically healthy city. No such city exists. There 

are bits and pieces of the eco-city scattered about in present day cities 

and through history, but the concept ï and hopefully the reality ï is just 

beginning to germinateô (Register, 1987, p.3).  

 

2) Stage Two: Rio and Beyond (1992 ï 2005) 

Next stage of eco-city development was marked by the mainstreaming of 

green politics during the 1980s in Northern Europe. Meanwhile, 

environmental issues mainly concentrated on the international equality, such 

as the degradation of rural areas (Pepper, 1996) and the growth of squatter 

settlements (Pugh, 1996) in developing countries. This trend has set the 

stage for the international notion of sustainable development, focusing on 
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discussing around óthree pillars of economy, environment and societyô 

(Kates et al., 2005).  

 

Under the trend of sustainable development, the ever-growing appeal of 

city-level implementation in both North America and Europe was evidenced 

by the boom of various Asian eco-cities from the beginning of 2000s, such 

as Songdo International Business District (South Korea), Tajimi (Japan) and 

Suzhou Industrial Park (China) as well as the announcement of six pilot 

eco-city schemes by the Indian Ministry of Environment and Forests (Joss 

et al.2013). 

 

3) Stage Three:  2005 Onwards 

With globalisation, the eco-city concept has been increasingly used for 

government policies (Joss, 2011), such as UKôs four eco-towns (ODPM, 

2005), Franceôs nationwide programme of ÉcoCités (Joss et al., 2022) 

proposed within its National Urban Sustainability Plan (MEEDDAT, 2008) 

and Japanese governmentôs selection of 13 eco-model cities (JETRO). 

Moreover, the World Bankôs Eco2-Cities programme offers a broad 

platform that provides ópractical, scalable, analytical and operational 

support for cities in developing countries to achieve ecological and 

economic sustainabilityô (World Bank, 2010, p.4).  

 

It is worth mentioning that given the appropriate funding and political will, 

the reification of normative vision of urban futures focuses on specific 

experimental technologies might be relatively easy to achieve in countries 

with less democratic traditions. In this case, however, questions still arise 

about whether these cities will be able to adapt to ongoing technological 

changes in the future, and to what extent citizen groups that have little say in 
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planning will compliantly adopt these technologies (Caprotti, 2015). At the 

same time, implementation frictions may be more pronounced in countries 

with a history of public participation in planning processes. For instance, 

eco-city initiatives in UK have met with widespread local opposition. In the 

proposed Whitehill-Boden development, campaigners complained that 

public input was ignored by the political and business actors involved 

(Boden Area Action Group, undated), describing the scheme as óa 

politically driven process, and local community positively rejects because it 

threatens their values and their way of lifeô (Bordon Area Action Group 

2009). Furthermore, eco-city initiatives are vulnerable to changes in 

government ï after 2010 national elections, the policy framework was 

abandoned and local projects made little progress (Tomozeiu and Joss, 

2014).  

 

Due to the growth of sustainability and ecological modernization discourses, 

the above-mentioned development evolution, presented in the form of 

historical narratives, demonstrates several typical changes that relate the 

nature of the eco-city to the wider social and political context, which has 

closely been related to the overall development of environmental thinking 

since the 1960s. However, as there is no single accepted definition for the 

eco-city, these changes simultaneously raise questions about the entity of 

this subject, especially when the eco-city coexists with other similar types of 

sustainable development, such as smart city, health city and liveable city.  

 

To avoid overlapping other vision of human settlements by a wide variety of 

eye-catching labels, it is vital for the eco-city to construct its own field of 

enquiry. In recent years, a new wave of mainstreamed eco-city has been 

paid much attention on the form of technological showcase ï primarily 

serving commercial, political and institutional goals, but whose social 
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dimensions remain ignored. It may have negative effects on its ability about 

implementation in human settlement (Yigitcanlar and Lee, 2013; Shwayri, 

2013; Carvalho, 2015). Such emerging trend to some extent makes this 

research being meaningful as it focuses on the ignored social sustainability 

aspect of eco-cityôs development, that is, the perspective of people-oriented 

eco-city planning. 

 

1.3 Research Aim, Research Questions and Research Contributions  

1.3.1 Research Aim 

This research aims to address the global (mainstream) conceptual - Chinese 

practical gap in knowledge, by critically identifying whether there are any 

evidences to show the people-oriented planning concept rooted in the 

universal theoretical perspective has happened in Chinese eco-city 

development, if yes, in what ways and to what extent. As is known, in the 

global context, the traditional humanistic concept relating to environmental 

issues within urban planning discipline mainly focuses on the participatory 

planning or collaborative planning. While in Chinese planning practices, the 

appropriate theory of people-oriented concept relating to environmental 

issues might be the time-honoured concept of unity of man and nature ( ֲ

ѿ), which mainly drives the development of Chinese eco-city projects. 

Further analysis about such differences will be discussed in the next chapter.  

 

This research plans to adopt the interdisciplinary approach to develop a 

multi-dimensional conceptual framework about the people-place interactive 

relationship, which is seen as the manifestation of humanistic planning 

concept under the idea of ecology in this research. It uses the typical 

qualitative methodological approach under the framework of three-layer 

research design with a single case study, drawing on literatures about three 
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different disciplines (urban planning, urban design and applied psychology) 

to conceptualise the syncretic match among people, place and ecology, as 

well as dynamics of responses to the humanistic change.  

 

The main aim of this research is shown as follows. To achieve the main 

research aim, four objectives have been set out. 

To investigate the concrete meaning and feasibility of the global 

mainstream people-oriented concept (theory) into Chinese eco-city 

planning development (practice), including the core connotation and 

implications in a broader sense of humanistic planning under the 

context of ecology. To realize this conceptual exploration, it mainly 

focuses on the newly-built eco-city through the prism of residentsô public 

lives (esp. their daily outdoor activities) in public spaces. 

 

1.3.2 Research Questions Related to Each Research Objective 

Objective One: to review theories relating to the humanistic planning 

under the idea of ecology from three different disciplines and to explore the 

interaction among these discourses, for building an analytical framework 

responding to the research gap, while also offering the theoretical support 

for further research analysis. Also, to review the new-type conceptual model 

related to human-centred design for corroborating the concrete meaning of 

people-oriented concept, namely considering peopleôs needs and behaviours.  

 

To meet the first objective, it requires a broad exploring about literatures 

concentrating on both humanistic and ecological aspects ï Garden City, as a 

way to provide the classic theoretical foundation for people-place 

relationship that supports eco-cityôs planning and design towards the 

humanistic direction (Dobbins, 2009; Parham, 2013). Ecological Urbanism, 
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as the emerging humanistic design concept since the turn of 21st century, 

aims to seek for an approach which can have the capacity to ease the 

inherent conflictual conditions between ecology and urbanism, and helps to 

set out guidelines to identify human-centred design elements. (Spirn, 2000; 

Hodson and Marvin, 2010). Environmental Psychology, one of the 

humanistic concepts outside urban planning and design disciplines, refers to 

a ópre-paradigmatic stageô (Lang et al., 1974, p.11) that focuses on the 

transaction between people and the physical environment, by exploring 

peopleôs psychological feelings, seen as peopleôs óinvisible needsô in this 

research. This objective is achieved by a critical review on the related 

literature in Chapter 2, and also a review on the new-type conceptual model 

to demonstrate why peopleôs needs and behaviours matter in Chapter 3. 

 

Objective Two: to review core influencing factors for supporting Chinese 

eco-city development, and to review how Chinese urban development move 

to the new development stage by taking the humanistic planning concept 

into consideration.  

 

Research Question One: Why people-oriented eco-city development 

pattern should be regarded as the mainstream planning approach to 

current Chinese urbanization development path? 

 

To meet the second objective, Chapter 5 firstly delineates some general 

information about the SSTEC project, including its geographical and 

political conditions, its bilateral supervisory management framework, which 

are basic but unique characteristics that can affect further data analysis of 

this research by demonstrating its project positioning. Then, in this chapter, 

it focuses on how people-oriented concept reflects in Chinese eco-city 

project. Specially, from the perspective of urban planning, indicator system 
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of the SSTEC has shown the ongoing trend towards people-oriented 

development pattern since its initial planning and later construction 

processes. From the perspective of urban design, the masterplan has been 

formulated to provide a clear blueprint to guide the SSTECôs overall 

development to achieve its KPIs, and also to offer people a life-convenient 

living settlement under the general people-oriented design concept. In the 

scope of second half of this chapter, it plans to introduce elements that could 

constitute responsive public spaces of the SSTEC, including permeability 

and legibility as well as variety, to argue people-oriented concept has been 

rooted in the level of concrete urban design approach.  

 

Objective Three: to explore the public life in public spaces from the 

perspective of peopleôs experience, and to synthesise key findings for 

exploring existing obstacles that may limit Chinese eco-city project as well 

as existing planning initiatives to meet the goal about considering peopleôs 

needs during the actual planning and design processes. It also aims to 

explore potential influences about how people-place interactive relationship 

to be applied into eco-cityôs place-making process.  

 

Research Question Two: How Chinese eco-city planning regulations 

and proposed projects consider people-oriented concept for both 

current and futureôs eco-city development? 

- With the advancement of Chinese eco-city planning practices, in what 

aspects has the people-oriented concept been improved? 

- How can insights and knowledge from current research, and also from the 

analysis of the empirical data for this research be used to provide potential 

innovative approaches to Chinese eco-city development?  
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The first half of Chapter 6 discusses reasons for choosing four research sites 

within the SSTEC to narrow down the analytical scope of people-place 

relationship. Then, it introduces the evaluation about peopleôs activities to 

lay the groundwork for further analysis about how people measure good and 

poor spatial environment by their behaviours. In the scope of second half of 

this chapter, as Chapter 3 discusses the importance of peopleôs needs by 

using a new-type conceptual model to understand the human-centred design 

in a historical context, Chapter 6 has identified what kinds of peopleôs needs 

should eco-city meet, both physically and psychologically. Based upon 

research findings, sense of safety (psychological aspect) and social 

infrastructure (physical aspect) have been discussed as two forms of the 

behavioural connection between people and place, which has been deemed 

as two important leverage points of eco-cityôs place-making process in the 

next chapter. All research findings are used as the conclusive basis for the 

discussion in Chapter 7. 

 

Chapter 7 aims to respond to the original intention of doing this research ï 

identifying limitations and possibilities of current Chinese eco-city 

development in order to make its planning and design be more humanistic. 

Thus, in this chapter, it critically explores potential constraints on promoting 

the behavioural connection between people and place, to respond to reasons 

for the existence of conceptual - practical gap identified in the previous 

chapters. In addition, by discussing the general information about existing 

traditional eco-cityôs design process, possible improved design process in 

terms of recommendation for practice has been put forward to demonstrate 

the implication of behavioural connection between people and place in the 

eco-city planning development.  
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1.3.3 Research Contributions 

This study delves into the humanistic planning by using an empirical-

evidence-based case study, findings of this research contribute to the 

discourse on people-oriented planning within the realm of eco-city 

development. In a broader context, this study provides original insights, 

particularly at the theoretical level, supplemented by empirical contributions. 

On the empirical front, an original analysis of the mainstream people-

oriented concept is presented, focusing on its conceptualization of the 

people-place relationship. Primary research findings from the SSTEC case 

study are highlighted, an area that has been relatively overlooked in 

literatures in terms of social sustainability within the eco-city development.  

 

To fill such research gap, this research posits eco-cityôs development as the 

continuous driving force for Chinese New-Type Urbanization, aligning with 

current development goals, such as carbon peaking and carbon neutrality as 

well as digital reform. Specifically, this research considers the fundamental 

development principle of Chinese eco-city lies in the humanistic planning 

concept, with low-carbon and digital technologies serving as means for 

sustainable development. Ultimately, providing the liveable environment for 

residents is the paramount development objective. This nuanced humanistic 

exploration contributes to academic debates and also holds implications for 

policy and practice, particularly in the dynamic of contemporary urban 

development. Specific explanation is as follows.  

 

On the one hand, this research establishes connections between theory of 

applied psychology and theories of urban planning and design, building on 

discussions about the humanistic planning concept by paying attention to 

peopleôs psychological needs. Positioned as an interdisciplinary study, it 

enriches eco-city literatures and humanistic planning practices. Details 
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information about research contributions will be illustrated in Chapter 8. 

Moreover, this research provides Chinese practical response to the global 

concept of eco-city development, using the SSTEC case study as a focal 

point. It emphasizes a trinity of economic-environmental-humanistic urban 

governance, distinguishing Chinese eco-cityôs development pattern from 

other countriesô models. In other words, during the current development era 

of green urbanization, this research believes Chinese eco-cityôs development 

exemplified by the SSTEC, aligns with current national planning strategic 

about green low-carbon development, transitioning from the traditional 

urbanization which focuses on economic and environmental aspects to a 

trinity of economic-environmental-humanistic governance approach.  

 

1.4 Structure of the Thesis 

Chapter 1 Introduction  redefines Chinese urbanism from the traditional 

development pattern to green urbanization to understand urban China. It 

gives the general overview about the global trend of eco-city development 

to rethink the eco-city as an objective that can be achieved in multiple ways 

to become an ideal model for human settlement, and it also explicates 

research aim, research questions and some research contributions.  

 

Chapter 2 From Literature Review to Analytic Framework draws on a 

different set of literatures (related to people-place relationship, people-

oriented concept and ecology) to argue eco-city planning ought to be seen as 

the humanistic planning. Specially, it illustrates three different theories 

related to humanistic planning under the context of ecology, then establishes 

the analytical framework for this research.  

 



 

22 
 

Chapter 3 Peopleôs Needs and Behaviours Matter introduces the new-

type conceptual model of human-centred design to argue why peopleôs 

needs and behaviours matter. At the end of this chapter, two main research 

questions are reintroduced and discussed.  

 

Chapter 4 Research Design and Methodology then describes and justifies 

research design, strategies and methods adopted to explore research 

questions. Research findings from the empirical research are presented and 

discussed from Chapter 5 to Chapter 7.  

 

Chapter 5 Within-Case Analysis of the People-Oriented Concept in 

Chinese Eco-city development and Chapter 6 The Relationship Between 

People and Place from the Perspective of Peopleôs Experience aim to 

analyses the empirical research data about people-place relationship for 

measuring the conceptual-practical gap, from the perspective of peopleôs 

experience as well as from the perspective of planning and design process.  

 

Chapter 7 The Relationship Between People and Place from the 

Perspective of Planning and Design Process aims to synthesise key 

findings for exploring some obstacles that limit Chinese eco-city project to 

meet the goal about considering peopleôs needs during the actual planning 

and design process, and also to explore potential influences of people-place 

interactive relationship to be applied into eco-cityôs place-making process.  

 

Chapter 8 Conclusion summaries main findings and arguments, as well as 

concludes research limitations and research contributions 
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1.5 Overview of Methodology 

To answer the above-mentioned two main research questions, this research 

adopts a typical qualitative research method with a single case study design 

as its core. The people-oriented planning and design principle has been 

proposed when the SSTEC is initiated, thus, it aims to acquire the relevant 

data mainly from eco-cityôs residents and related planning practitioners, but 

also from some targeted planning documents.  

 

Following the initial literature review, empirical research is conducted in 

two phases. First of all, to understand the global conceptualisation of 

people-oriented eco-city, documentary analysis is conducted in terms of 

relevant documents, such as global academic journals, local news, 

masterplan and planning policies. Then, to explore the specific performed 

people-oriented planning concept in Chinese eco-city project, single case 

study is selected for analysis. For both, further desk research has been 

conducted into the context of the SSTEC initiative, followed by the in-situ 

fieldwork consisting of observation work in a sample of public spaces 

within the SSTEC, qualitative questionnaire survey with eco-cityôs residents, 

and in-depth interviews with related planning practitioners. Chapter 4 

provides the rationale for research methods, further details about how the 

documentation is chosen, a more detailed justification for the case study 

selection and precise research methods applied to gather and analyse data. 
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CHAPTER 2 

FROM LITERATURE REVIEW TO ANALYTIC 

FRAMEWOK  

 

Introduction  

óPlanning is located precisely at the interface between knowledge and actionô 

(Friedmann and Hudson, 1974, p.2). Being a practical discipline with strong 

applicability, urban planning is a subject that seeks to improve the well-

being and peopleôs quality of life, by recognizing cities are not just physical 

spaces but also social and cultural environment that shape peopleôs lives. 

The humanistic planning concept aims to create cities that are more 

sustainable and humane by recognizing cities are not just physical structures, 

but also dynamic and complex social systems that indeed require careful 

attention to people and social dimensions of their urban life. At the practical 

level, the humanistic planning mainly involves working closely with 

communities to understand peopleôs needs, developing plans and policies 

that prioritize individualsô interests. 

 

While there have been a variety of ideas presented in the name of humanism, 

a unifying theme across the variations of humanistic concepts within urban 

planning discipline is óthe natural pivot to action in the present world to 

improve conditions for futureôs generationsô (Umemoto, 2017, p. 298). 

Humanistic planning, the concept advocated by the world-famous planner 

Jane Jacobs, has been the noble cause that she pledged her life to. The 

premise of humanistic planning is simple, building cities for people, not cars, 

nor buildings. As Jacobs (1985) stated, óthere is no logic that can be 

superimposed on the city. People make it, and it is to them, not buildings, 

that we must fit our planô (p.140). Planning from a humanistic perspective 
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suggests óan avoidance of abstraction in the construction of planning theory, 

a commitment to experimentation as a method of planning research, and 

recognition of relationality in planning practiceô (Lake, 2017, p.302). The 

typical and general humanistic approach to planning theory prompts the 

switch from theorizing participatory planning to the óinclusive and 

participatory construction of planning theoryô (ibid). It also promotes an 

important transformation in the practice of planning research. The situated 

and contextual commitment of humanism is not the óantithesis of objective 

science but rather the re-visioning of science as an inclusionary 

experimental attitude. é [It is] transformed from the unattainable 

impartiality of the distanced observer to the construction of reality through 

the inclusion of multiple perspectivesô (Harding, 2015, pp.34-35). 

 

Humanistic concerns have inspired not just a series of critiques against the 

predominant top-down planning approach, but also a variety of alternative 

approaches to academic researches and project practices ï these share the 

trend to óforeground human experienceô (Good, 2017, p.291) and to be 

treated as the ósource of knowledgeô (ibid.) and basis for action (Good, 2017, 

p.291). Linking planning knowledge to action indeed requires the 

production of knowledge as an object that can be applied to inform action 

through planning. As shown in Chapter 1, the main research aim is to 

investigate the concrete meaning and feasibility of people-oriented concept 

into Chinese eco-city planning practices, thus, an initial question should be 

addressed here - if yes, and to what extent? Whether the conceptual - 

practical gap exists in Chinese eco-city projects? From this perspective, this 

research tends to be the normative slant - it aims to compare the practical 

level of Chinese eco-city project with the humanistic planning principle in 

planning documents, policies and actual construction situations. In this 

thesis, the literature review plans to make an argument about why people-

oriented planning concept should be introduced in Chinese eco-cityôs 
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project, and why it would be the theoretical basis for the people-place 

interactive relationship. 

 

In order to better examine and analyse impacts of humanism on the long-

term and sustainable eco-city development, it is of great importance to 

understand leading theories and main evolution trends from both humanistic 

and ecological perspectives to guide the concept of humanistic planning 

under the idea of ecology proposed in this research. This chapter provides 

the overall understanding of the humanistic planning ï Ecological Urbanism 

regards people-oriented concept from the holistic disciplinary view, which 

óconsiders all factors which make up physical, social and economic needs of 

a community and relates them to the greater environmentô (Roger, 1998, 

p.53). Garden City provides a foundation for critically exploring the 

relationship between people and place. Then it moves to another key 

concept outside the discipline of urban planning, Environmental Psychology, 

to discuss the interaction between people and physical environment from 

psychological perspectives, such as peopleôs needs and their behaviours. By 

adopting Gibsonôs affordance theory, this research argues the environment 

itself is meaningful and consists of opportunities for peopleôs behaviours. 

 

2.1 Overall Explanation about the Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual model attempts to interpret the concept of humanistic 

planning under the context of ecology from both micro and macro 

perspectives, in order to response to how eco-cityôs development consider 

the people-oriented planning concept. Detailed explanation has been 

illustrated as follows. 

 

This research underscores the holistic planning approach by recognizing 

peopleôs diverse needs are required to be considered within broader urban 
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scales, that is, integrating both micro and macro perspectives to understand 

urbanization development. Specially, this research regards urbanization as 

the macro phenomenon, being comprehended by scrutinizing micro 

phenomena that constitute it. It believes to promote the process of green 

urbanization with precision is to ensure peopleôs micro-level needs be 

identified and be met, such as recognizing the variability of needs among 

different age groups towards social infrastructures, which will be further 

discussed in Chapter 6. Also, this research regards eco-city development as 

a multifaceted phenomenon that intertwines with ecological civilization and 

peopleôs well-being. Such development pattern aims to harmonize urban 

development and economic growth along with environmental conservation. 

This interplay underscores the imperative to adopt holistic strategies that 

prioritize the ecological integrity of green urban spaces while safeguarding 

peopleôs well-being. 

 

In the second half of this chapter, the conceptual framework essentially 

discusses linkages among three aspects - urbanization development, 

ecological civilization, as well as peopleôs needs and their behaviours. 

Referring to the corresponding theory, Garden City presents a vision of 

sustainable development path as the effective response to tackle rapid 

urbanization challenges and to realize the cognition of basic interaction 

between people and place. Ecological Urbanism serves as a tangible 

manifestation of principles and also ethos inherent to ecological civilization, 

embodying a paradigm shift in urban development towards sustainable and 

humanistic aspects, thereby exemplifying a transformative approach that 

aligns urban development pattern with the overarching tenets of ecological 

civilization. Environmental Psychology is dedicated to the understanding 

about the interplay between the physical environment and peopleôs needs, 

elucidating the ways in which design and configuration of public spaces 

influence peopleôs well-being. 



 

28 
 

2.2 The Theoretical Intersection of Urban Planning Disciplines: 

Situating Ecological Urbanism Within the Garden City Concept 

Ecological Urbanism and Garden City, these two guiding theories are seen 

as the complementary approaches to eco-cityôs planning, by creating 

communities that are designed to be sustainable and resilient as well as by 

providing green spaces for residents to enjoy. Both concepts contribute to 

informing decisions for eco-cityôs development, depending on specific 

planning goals and the context of a given planning project. Specific 

explanation is shown as follows.  

 

Ecological Urbanism is a relatively new approach to urban planning which 

intends to create sustainable and resilient urban environment that integrate 

natural system and urban development. This approach seeks to promote 

sustainable planning practices and aims to incorporate natural environment 

into urban design. Key principles of Ecological Urbanism theory include 

promoting resource efficiency, reducing carbon emission, enhancing 

biodiversity and improving peopleôs health and well-being. While Garden 

City is an old but classical approach to urban planning, the garden city 

model seeks to create self-contained communities with a balance of 

commercial, residential and green spaces, and also with the goal of 

promoting a healthy and high-quality lifestyle for residents. Furthermore, 

Ecological Urbanism more focuses on promoting sustainability and 

resilience in the face of environmental challenges, with a big-picture 

development version such as climate change and low-carbon development. 

While Garden City more emphases on promoting a healthy and high-quality 

lifestyle for residents, with a more focused angle of view that cares about 

peopleôs daily lives.  
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Although these two theories still have some key differences, from the 

perspective of urban development goals, both Ecological Urbanism and 

Garden City share to the goal of creating sustainable and liveable cities to 

great an urban environment that is suitable for peopleôs living. Firstly, both 

planning principles encompass environmental, social and economic 

dimensions, thus, by combining these two theories, eco-city planning could 

be operated more effectively to better address multiple sustainable goals 

simultaneously. For instance, prioritizing the conservation of natural 

resources, promoting social equity and supporting economic prosperity 

through green industries. Secondly, Garden City emphasizes on the 

incorporation of green spaces, such as parks, gardens and other natural areas, 

while Ecological Urbanism more emphasizes on green infrastructures, 

which involves integrating natural elements into the built environment. 

Combination of these two theories has been exactly in line with current 

development goal of Chinese eco-cityôs development to implement green 

urbanization and digital technology reform. Thirdly, these two concepts all 

attach importance to people by fostering the sense of ownership and social 

cohesion - Garden City concept advocates community engagement matters 

in planning decision-making process, Ecological Urbanism recognizes 

peopleôs needs matter in planning projects.  

 

Overall, suiting Ecological Urbanism within Garden City to guide eco-

cityôs planning could benefit from a comprehensive framework that 

addresses humanistic issues, and could enable the creation of cities that 

prioritize sustainability, resilience and liveability while harmonizing with 

the natural environment. Moreover, the integration of these two concepts 

promotes holistic approaches to urban planning, making eco-city be vibrant 

and inclusive. Specific interpretations of how these two theories guide the 

concept of humanistic planning under the idea of ecology are discussed in 

the next sections.  
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2.3 Ecological Urbanism: Setting Out Guidelines to Identify Design 

Elements Related to People 

óMuch of the understanding of eco-city and practical initiations of this 

concept have been influenced by the research of urban ecologyô (Yu, 2014, 

p.103), which studies the interaction between human culture and natural 

environment and recognises human cannot be excluded from urban ecology. 

As Douglas et al. (2012) stated, óurban ecosystems are a hybrid of natural 

and man-made elements whose interactions are affected not only by the 

natural environment, but also by human culture, personal behaviour, politics 

and economicsô (p.22). Since the science of ecology has developed over 

time, its emphasis has focused on óthe ecosystems of nature interrupted or 

diverted by the systems of humansô (Hagan, 2015, p.22). Ecological 

Urbanism intends to make this emphasis as far as possible - it overlaps 

Urban Ecology when it considers ecosystem as a syncretic element of 

human and natural. The focus on Ecological Urbanism, however, is on the 

urban aspect, rather than the ecosystem. At the conceptual level, Ecological 

Urbanism is óa cultural practice that demands from the built environment, 

giving a change in thinkingô (Hagan, 2015, p.23). On the one hand, 

Ecological Urbanism is a late entry into the line of ecological subfields - it 

was famous when the book by that title published in 2010 (Mostafavi and 

Doherty, 2010) as the culmination of a Harvard School of Design Project. 

On the other hand, it has the potential opportunity to build the bridge 

between urbanism and ecology, one that óprojects and defends design as a 

vital element in the necessary transformations of citiesô (Hagan, 2015, p.5). 

As Mostafavi and Doherty (2010) defines the territory and significance of 

Ecological Urbanism as an urbanism that requires a new sensibility and new 

opportunities to define a new approach to tackle issues confronting cities 

and regions ï it needs to view óthe capacity to incorporate and accommodate 

the inherent conflictual conditions between ecology and urbanismô (p.17). 
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Over the last decades, a series of planning approaches have been adopted to 

promote urban methodologies, for the purpose of satisfying economic, 

ecological and social aspects of sustainability. In this research, Ecological 

Urbanism is seen as an innovative promotion to planning approaches, which 

has been defined as ecological design innovate under the trend of 

sustainable development. However, this is not to imply that Ecological 

Urbanism is a brand-new theoretical perspective that can help to enhance 

approaches to urban development. As Mostafavi (2010) stated, óEcological 

Urbanism is not a totally new and singular mode of design practice, rather, 

it utilizes a multiplicity of old and new methods, tools and techniques in a 

cross disciplinary and collaborative approach towards urbanism developed 

through lens of ecologyô (p.13). In other words, even though Mostafavi does 

not promote innovations in the knowledge of sustainable cities, but he 

focuses on renovating the debate about sustainable development, such as 

what exactly does it mean to be green or be ecologicalô (Turnbull, 2010).  

 

As a new practical method leading the development of green urbanization, 

Mostafavi does not give a specific definition of an urban approach or a 

principlesô indicator list for innovative urban models, but he has realized a 

compendium of brief contributions to renovate attentions about 

environmental issues, such as population growth or negative impacts on 

urbanization. He advocates the role of urban design as solutions to seek for 

a balance between people and nature. Moreover, Mostafavi considers to 

small the effect of current sustainable planning practices on the global scale 

(Gattegno, 2011), and establishes global and local imperative grounded in 

design. As he (2010) presented, it remains the problem that óthe moral 

imperative of sustainability and by implication sustainable design tends to 

supplant disciplinary contribution. Thus, sustainable design is not always 

seen as representing design excellence or design innovationô (p.13). From 

the perspective of theoretical construction, the unique of Mostafaviôs theory 
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is about to highlight the importance of urban scale in the same formulation 

of the term Ecological Urbanism, where ecology and urbanism are 

conjoined to provide óthe knowledge, methods and clues of what the urban 

can be in years to comeô (Mostafavi, 2010, p.13). As Gategno (2011) 

presented, ecological design practices do not simply acknowledge óthe 

fragility of our surrounding ecosystem and the resource limitation, they 

consider this contemporary state of affairs as the necessary basis for creative 

design speculationô (p.74).  

 

Arguing for the need of new planning approaches to urbanism to incorporate 

more ecologically responsible forms of living, Beatley (2000) views a city 

exemplifying green urbanization as one that ófacilitates more sustainable 

lifestyles and emphasizes a high quality of neighbourhood and community 

lifeô (p.8). As the development of multi-dimensional sustainable human 

settlement within harmonious and balanced built environment, Ecological 

Urbanism focuses on developing urban environment based on principles of 

ecological sustainability to promote the process of green urbanization. It 

draws from ecology to inspire an urbanism that is more sensitive to the 

environment and more socially inclusive to people, predicated on the 

assumption that ecology is concerned with the relationship between people 

and the environment. This research regards Ecological Urbanism is a 

holistic planning approach, which needs to integrate complex systems and 

social processes together, and needs to produce combined effects greater 

than the sum of their separate effects.  

 

2.3.1 Environmental Sustainability and Ecological Urbanism 

A city, greater than the sum of its parts, should be more comprehensively 

considered in a collective way. Rather than a piecemeal approach, the 

holistic and system-based method can provide a more efficient technique to 
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deal with the wicked problems. Comparing to the medicine, Ecological 

Urbanism cares about the health of the entire city before addressing 

individual symptoms. As Roger (1998) explained, óbuilding a sustainable 

city requires a holistic discipline of planning that considers all factors which 

make up physical, social and economic needs of a community and relates 

them to the greater environmentô (p.53). Specifically, what Ecological 

Urbanism excels significantly beyond other forms of ecological design is 

the capacity to engage elements of personal connection - a holistic city is 

capable of connecting people with nature and places. 

 

Ecological Urbanism, a means of adaptation, provides a framework for 

addressing challenges that threaten humanity and aims to fulfil peopleôs 

needs for a healthy, safe and sustainable environment. Unlike other planning 

theories, such as New Urbanism or Landscape Urbanism, Ecological 

Urbanism has a strong emphasis on environmental ethics as it regards 

humans as ópart of the environment, and adopts a technical approach to 

designing cities, which can maximally meet the needs of inhabitantsô (Spirn, 

2014, p.557). As a term, it embraces three distinct branches of 

environmental thought, including óenvironmental protection which focuses 

on conservation of nature and opposition to pollution, ecology which views 

humans as enmeshed within environmental systems and addresses itself to 

human-natural interactions, and environmental justice which considers the 

impact of environmental change on socially disadvantaged groups and 

analyses the distributional impacts of environmental policyô (Fainstein, 

2010, p.300).  

Ecological Urbanism regards as an evolution of Landscape Urbanism 

because of its expanded focus on aesthetic and functional aspects of urban 

landscapes, also due to the integration of ecological principles and 

sustainable considerations into urban design process. While Landscape 

Urbanism reimagines urban spaces through a lens of landscape architecture, 
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Ecological Urbanism takes this concept further by emphasizing the 

importance of ecological systems and processes in shaping and sustaining 

urban environment. Landscape Urbanism, a theory of urban design, holds 

the view that cities are made up of interconnected and ecologically rich 

horizontal field conditions, rather than an arrangement of objects and 

buildings (Corner et. al., 2003; Waldheim, 2006). Mohsen Mostafavi (2010) 

defined Ecological Urbanism as óboth a critique of and a continuation by 

other terms of the discourse of Landscape Urbanismô (p.114). He strongly 

promotes this concept in order to seek for an approach which can have the 

capacity to ease the inherent conflictual conditions between ecology and 

urbanism. Also, he plans to ómultiply the available lines of thought on the 

contemporary city to include environmental and ecological concepts, while 

expanding traditional disciplines and professional frameworks for 

describing those urban conditionsô (Waldheim, 2010, p.114).  

 

Although academic attention has been paid to mainly alternative approaches 

to eco-urban development and low-carbon transition (Pickerill, 2013), 

research interests on eco-cites and transitions focused on óecological 

modernization and the role of specific techno-environmental solutions to 

notions of urban and energy crisisô (Caprotti, 2013, p.11). Compared to 

other urbanism theories, on the theoretical basis of ecological modernization, 

Ecological Urbanism intends to supplement specific and up-to-date 

discourses to ecological and social conditions in the contemporary society. 

Even though eco-cityôs domestic spaces are regarded as part of new ófiltered 

communitiesô enabled by cityôs green regulations, the lived reality about 

inhabitants of these spaces is no longer as one of enjoying living conditions 

for ecological modernization (Spaargaren and Mol, 1992), but of concerns 

about the diffuse and often invisible risks that still exist in the new city 

(Beck, 1992). As the theory constantly updated, Ecological Urbanism offers 

an opportunity for planning practitioners to rethink the widespread social 
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influences of environmental movements and potential long-term 

consequences for the profound understanding of cities. As Hodson and 

Marvin (2010) stated, Ecological Urbanism is a new-type urbanism that 

offers both technological solutions and market frameworks to óovercome 

what we would have conventionally understood as limits while anticipating 

a period of climate change and ensuring continued reproduction under a 

period of resource constraintô (p.209). Moreover, Ecological Urbanism 

provides a collection of theory and practice that attempt to qualify and 

ameliorate low-carbon design strategies in China. óBottom-up solutions, 

mobilizing user-led innovation and direct community co-investment, 

illustrate provocative alternatives to conventional practiceô (Marinic, 2010, 

p.106), which has been in line with the 2030 Carbon Peak and 2060 Carbon 

Neutrality Goal that China is now promoting to reduce energy consumption 

and to promote low-carbon development. Specifically, in order to address 

environmental challenges posed by the rapid urbanization and to promote 

sustainable development, Ecological Urbanism has provided a framework 

for designing cities that are ecological and liveable, while the Carbon Peak 

and Carbon Neutrality Goal provides a roadmap for achieving these goals at 

the national level. Regarding to planning practice, the Chinese government 

has gradually implemented various measures on the basis of principles of 

Ecological Urbanism, such as supporting technology to promote green 

buildings and encouraging the use of renewable energy sources.  

 

As discussed above, Ecological Urbanism promotes the humanistic design 

by integrating principles of sustainability, environmental consciousness and 

social well-being into urban development. It seeks to create cities that are 

not only ecologically responsible but also prioritize peopleôs needs and 

living qualities for their residents. Details about how ecological urbanism 

promotes the humanistic design is shown as follows. Firstly, Ecological 

Urbanism takes a holistic approach to urban design, considering 
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interconnections between natural environment, built environment and social 

dynamics. This approach ensures urban spaces are designed with a deep 

understanding of how they impact peopleôs lives. Secondly, Ecological 

Urbanism and the humanistic design intersect through their shared emphasis 

on social well-being and quality of peopleôs life. By integrating ecological 

principles with people-oriented planning approaches, cities could become 

more liveable for people to thrive. Representative work of the humanistic 

design is shown in the following table.  

 

Table 2.1 Representative Work of Humanistic Urban Design 

1960s 1970s 1980s 

 

1960, Kevin Lynch 

The Image of the City 

 

1971, Jan Gehl 

Life Between Buildings 

1980, William H. 

Whyte 

The Social Life of 

Small Urban Spaces 

1961, Jane Jacobs 

The Death and Life of 

Great American Cities 

1977, Christopher 

Alexander 

A Pattern Language 

1987, Christopher 

Alexander 

A New Theory of 

Urban Design 

 

(Source: Information is from Matan and Newman, 2016, p.30) 

 

Reasons for advocating Ecological Urbanism concept are compelling as one 

of main research objectives is to focus on futureôs humanity, that is, whether 

people can adapt their behaviours to meet todayôs urbanization challenges. 

For example, in terms of the driving force for eco-cityôs development, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, the existing urbanization development 
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model in China is seen as a product of traditional industrial era, while green 

urbanization is a leap from the traditional state to the new one. This change 

has given the breeding ground to the rapid development of Chinese eco-

cities. Being a brand-new conception proposed in 2010, the Ecological 

Urbanism theory has its own limitation - as Marinic (2012) argued, óthe 

book Ecological Urbanism edited by Mohsen Mostafavi operates more like 

óa decade-long encyclopaedic compilation of trans-disciplinary 

environmental thoughtô (p.105). It is closely associated with international 

planning projects, which means exploring in real-world practices to some 

extent lacks of solid theoretical foundation. Thus, evolution and 

development of this theory should be tested through time in order to see 

whether Ecological Urbanism contributes to the contemporary eco-city 

planning practices in the face of multiple eco-emergencies. As is known, 

designers have essential roles, not merely in designing safer and healthier 

urban habitats, but in making the entire environment legible and tangible.  

 

2.3.2 Planning for People 

Ecological Urbanism has presented the comprehensive global range of 

urban interventions, strategies and proposals that frame a radically 

interdisciplinary vision of futureôs sustainability. It grows out of ideas and 

actions in landscape, architecture, urban design and urban planning. This 

concept has a long history as it needs a foundation of knowledge to support 

its theoretical content and to build models for demonstrating its benefits. 

This research selects some planners, even though they are all pretty much 

early to the mid-20th century, situating their work within this research 

because they all contribute to the humanistic planning concept by 

prioritizing peopleôs needs and social well-being. Moreover, their ideas have 

influenced planning practices that value sustainable design and have 

enhanced the connection between people and place. In short, Patrick Geddes 

believes a holistic approach to planning should integrate social, cultural and 
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environmental factors. Lewis Mumford advocates human-scale cities that 

prioritize the quality of life for people. The Image of the City proposed by 

Kevin Lynch focuses on how people perceive and navigate urban 

environment - by understanding how individuals mentally map their 

surroundings, planners can create more people-centred and navigable cities. 

Ian McHargôs design with nature approach emphasizes the integration of 

ecological principles into urban planning. He believes planning should be 

based in a deep understanding of natural systems and their interactions with 

peopleôs activities. Jane Jacobs stresses the importance of preserving the 

social fabric of neighbourhood and allowing them to evolve organically. 

More specific explanation of their work are shown as follows. 

 

Lewis Mumford advocates new urban form must óinclude the form-shaping 

contributions of nature, é as well as those of human history and culture, 

with the complex interplay of groups, corporations, organizations, 

institutions, personalitiesô (Mumford, 1968, p.164). Mumford influenced 

Kevin Lynch and Ian McHarg - for Lynch, the city is first and foremost a 

human habitat, and he judged the good city form by how well it sustains 

human lives. Lynch stressed the significance of how people perceive the 

city, namely the human perception to understand the sense of place. He 

explored the role which natural features play in enhancing the óidentity, 

legibility, coherence, and immediacy of urban formô (Lynch, 1981, p.11). 

Moreover, Lynch suggested criteria of the good city form - how well urban 

form sustains life (vitality), how clearly it is perceived in space and time 

(sense), how well environment and behaviour ófitô, and whether these 

standards are presented in a manner that provides óaccess, control, 

efficiency and justiceô (ibid.). For McHarg (1967), like Geddes, he believed 

óany place can only be understood through its physical evolutionô (p.105). 

As a prerequisite for urban planning and design, he proposed the ecological 

inventory, a checklist for the interrelated systems, being seen as a 



 

39 
 

ódiagnostic tool with which to identify problems and opportunities that 

might otherwise missedô (Spirn, 2000, p.108). From this point of view, for 

McHarg, design is an evolutionary strategy, namely a means of adaptation. 

Another contributor to Ecological Urbanism is Jane Jacobs, author of the 

classic book The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Like Lynch, she 

focused on the city as a human habitat and regarded urban design as a way 

to support and fulfil peopleôs needs. Jacobsôs work mainly focused on 

analysing the influences of new modernist development in cities like New 

York, rather than newly-built eco-cities. However, newly-built eco-cities are 

often planned along modernist lines, in terms of their planning layout and 

architecture. To seek common points while reserving difference, due to such 

parallel, this research still adopts Jacobôs work as her insightful critique 

about the lack of attention paid to social sustainability has concentrated on 

analysing the dehumanising impact.  

 

In summary, common cognition of above planning ideas has revealed the 

central argument about planning for people, that is, human indeed shape 

their living environment, and urban planning is a tool for human adaptation. 

 

Table 2.2 Main Planning Ideas of Ecological Urbanism 

Planners Main Planning Ideas 

Patrick 

Geddes 

Each city and its surrounding countryside as an óevolving 

organic wholeô whose future plan should be based on an 

understanding of its natural and cultural history. 

Lewis 

Mumford 

New urban form must include the form-shaping contributions of 

nature, é as well as those of human history and culture, with the 

complex interplay of groups, corporations, organizations. 
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Kelvin 

Lynch 

Suggesting criteria of the good city form - how well urban form 

sustains life (vitality), how clearly it is perceived in space and 

time (sense), how well environment and behaviours ófitô. 

Ian 

McHarg 

Design is an evolutionary strategy, namely a means of 

adaptation. 

Jane 

Jacobs 

City as a human habitat and regarded urban design as a way to 

fulfil peopleôs needs. 

 

(Source: Information is summarized by the researcher.) 

 

2.3.3 Suitability as the Humanistic Planning Theory 

Ecological Urbanism, combining and intensifying efforts of other valuable 

sustainable movements and disciplines, has presented a viable alternative to 

conventional planning theories. As demonstrated above, its content is 

expressive of a harmonious society, yet it is not óoverly fanciful, it does not 

paint the picture of an unrealistic eco-topiaô (Griffith, 2013, p.34). It has 

reflected the worldwide ideological trend, which intends to make a 

contribution to current urban planning and design. Attentions based on the 

global climate change have been embodied, and the academics has created 

subversive reflections on contemporary urban issues, especially the 

unprecedented scale of urbanization and corresponding environmental 

pressures. Even though explorations of ecological cities have a long history, 

different kinds of concepts and practices (e.g. New Urbanism, Landscape 

Urbanism, Liveable City, Compact City) all aim to tackling for negative 

impacts on modern cities. However, what is unique for Ecological 

Urbanism to be distinguished from others as it regards the city as an urban 

eco-system, trying to create the harmonious, efficient and sustainable human 

habitat regarding to social, economic, cultural and technological aspects. 

From this point of view, considering peopleôs needs, the main objective of 
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Ecological Urbanism, is closely associated with the people-oriented 

planning concept. Moreover, its systematic approaches and multi-

perspective practical explorations indicate this concept does not define a 

model or a development route for futureôs ideal cities, nor provide a manual 

for eco-city construction; indeed, it aims to offer various designing methods 

and technical references to realize the urban development goal about 

ecological civilization (Yu, 2010, p.2). 

 

As discussed above, Ecological Urbanism is an approach to urban planning 

and design that emphasizes the integration of natural systems into urban 

planning process. Garden City, on the other hand, is an urban planning 

concept that originated in the early 20th century and emphasizes the 

importance of incorporating green spaces into urban design. The garden city 

model seeks to create self-contained communities with a balance of 

residential, commercial and green spaces, with development goal for 

promoting healthy and high-quality lifestyle for urban residents. Referring 

to their relationship, Ecological Urbanism and Garden City are seen as 

complementary approaches to urban planning and design. For instance, the 

eco-city development could incorporate these principles by creating self-

contained communities that are designed to be sustainable and resilient, 

while also providing green spaces for people to enjoy. That is, by combining 

these approaches, eco-city might create liveable, sustainable and healthy 

environment that meet the needs of their residents. Detailed discussion 

about Garden City theory will be presented in the next section.  

 

2.4 Garden City: The Theoretical Foundation of Eco-City  

2.4.1. Main Concepts of the Theory 

The concept of Garden City has been deemed as being born with Ebenezer 

Howard even though various óvillages of visionô (Darley, 1975) for spatial 
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planning boomed since the 19th century. Rosenau (2007), for instance, 

situated Howard within the Ideal City tradition, placing him among 

óutopians of the 19th century and prefiguring the futurist of the early 20th 

centuryô (p.36). His book Garden Cities of To-morrow, published in 1902, 

was a powerful response to severe overcrowding issues and diseases in large 

cities, especially London at the time of specific social background, where 

high population densities as well as poor sanitary conditions led to 

miserable lives and early death. After publishing, it soon became a óclassic 

reference workô (Joss, 2015, p.81) and profoundly inspired planning 

theories and policies in 20th century worldwide. From this point of view, 

core values of Garden City theory is regarded not only as the conceptual and 

practical proposal for tackling with negative effects of the unprecedented 

urbanization, especially during the industrial revolution period, but also a 

political work in some ways as it is a critique about the ills of industrial 

urban society. As Schuyler (2002) stated, Howard attempted to achieve 

things that other planning proposals failed to do, that is, óa workable 

synthesis between the visionary and the practical, and one grounded in a 

pragmatic but highly communitarian economic structureô (p.6). 

 

To achieve the harmonious spatiality, Howard first proposed the Garden 

City concept in his influential book Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to Real 

Reform, stating óall advantages of the most energetic town life, with all the 

beauty and delight of the country, may be secured in perfect combinationô 

(Howard, 1902, p.46). His intention was to be both conceptual and practical, 

leading him to propose a concrete model of garden city, outlining urban 

design and infrastructures. Moreover, the core content of Howardôs 

conception is seen as a ójoyous unionô of town and country, which is 

deployed by his óvisual aidô called Three Magnets Diagram (See Figure 2.3). 

Howard used this simple analogy of the magnet, capable in óequal measure 

of attracting or repelling a small iron bar, representing the peopleô (Ward, 
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2016, p.16). He revealed both desirable and undesirable features in this 

town and country magnets, analogous to both positive and negative poles of 

a magnet. He then proposed his town-country magnet which would combine 

those positive features compared to other twos. Specifically, values 

expressed in the town-country magnet have indicated various social 

concerns, such as high amenity living environment and the access to nature. 

 

Figure 2.3 Three Magnets Diagram Proposed by Howard 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Spatial Agency Web.) 

 

Under the content of a unique combination of town and country, Howard 

proposed the creation of a new settlement pattern - freestanding garden 

cities would ultimately replace large cities. Although Howard did not 

describe any design details, this target plan still clearly indicated he planned 

his garden city to be an integral part of a wider urban region instead of being 

óentirely self-contained and inward-lookingô (Ward, 2016, p.14). 

Specifically, within each garden city, people could live, work, shop, and 

enjoy different range of leisure activities as well as public and private 

services they needed. Urban growth would be strictly controlled because an 
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upper limit on the number of inhabitants has been set for each garden city. 

And around each one there would be a well-protected rural belt. Moreover, 

in order to keep with this ójoyous unionô, both economic and social 

separation for urban and rural dwellers would also be minimised and would 

achieve the win-win outcomes. In the proximity to the town, rural dwellers 

could make use of social facilities and services, meanwhile, town dwellers 

could easily get access the natural scenery of countryside if the nature of 

town itself was insufficient. As Howard advocates for the social justice, 

designing garden cities should be socially equal, with different classes of 

people as citizens of the same garden city and accessing to social resources.  

 

2.4.2 The Cognition of Basic Interaction between People and Place 

In terms of urban design, although Howard was certainly influenced by 

utopian conceptions, his outlook version was ófirmly rooted in the real-

world situations, and also in the urgent human needs for an alternative to the 

industrial cities of late Victorian Britainô (Hugel, 2017, p.2). Specifically, 

under the special history background, the Garden City concept to a large 

extent was a response to the overcrowding, disease and general misery he 

experienced in London where high population densities, poor housing and 

sanitary conditions caused miserable lives and early deaths. As Parham 

(2013) evaluated, Howard took the radical step to propose a settlement form 

that offers the self-sustaining community for garden cityôs residents (p.2). 

From this point of view, the original planning intention for Garden City 

concept can be interpreted as seeking for better city and better life - caring 

about peopleôs basic needs and improving their living standards to achieve 

more liveable human habitant.  

 

Regarding to the relationship between people and places, core planning 

objective of the Garden City movement is to create places in which people 
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can have a genuine stake in the development process and are able to live 

healthy social lives. Moreover, it believes where people come forward with 

a collaborative and co-operative approach, the result to a large extent will be 

high-quality and well-designed places. The most powerful evidence to prove 

this is the core of three magnets diagram - Howard asked, where will the 

people go? It is of significance to rethink the Garden City concept for the 

21st century, and in particular to rediscover its benefits about delivering 

attractive, liveable and sustainable new communities - óthe breakthrough 

and more comprehensive response to the grim, environmentally degraded 

industrial cities symbolically associated with the grid formsô (Dobbins, 2009, 

p.40). That is, Howardôs transcendent aim was to create an urban settlement 

that would be better for everyone living there, not just the landowner and 

the developer. His garden city proposals in ódiagrammatic abstractions 

projected a new way for conceptualizing cities, which picked up from 

utopian notions of embodying physical and social content as the drivers for 

new formsô (ibid).  

 

2.4.3 Suitability as the Humanistic Planning Theory 

Howardôs idea reflects an awareness of the fundamental interactions 

between people and their physical environment, as diagrams, he attempts to 

rationalize these interactions into formalistic geometric patterns (Dobbins, 

2009, p.4). These ideas were first found form in interpretation by Raymond 

Unwin and Barry Baker in Letchworth, and later the New Town movement 

boomed. Moreover, even though as an adherent of Garden City theory, 

Patrick Geddes purposed a different perspective compared to Howardôs 

ideas after absorbing key points. That is, Geddes had been advocating the 

importance of understanding and respecting what was already there, both 

physical and cultural, in order to deal with urban design problems in his 

planning practices. As Dobbins (2009) stated, ó[Geddes] is a purer advocate 

for the organic, indigenous, incremental approachô (p.42), including the vital 
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relationship between people and place. In a sense, comprehensive and 

inclusive theoretical foundations advocated by these urban planning 

pioneers during the 20th century, had and still have significant impacts on 

designing human settlement pattern, and also on enhancing the 

sustainability of spatial quality. 

 

The origin of Garden City theory, illustrating the complex interplay of 

spatial integration, has shaped modern urban planning for more than a 

century. It aims to invent a new type of human settlement where both scale 

and planned order can promote the development of rational communities. 

Basic planning principle conveyed by Howard that people need to live in 

better places, not just better homes, remain powerful today. It cannot be 

claimed Howardôs unique proposal of Garden City theory is suitable in its 

wholeness, however, fundamental characters, such as human-scale 

settlement and the people-place relationship, have kept a continuing 

attraction. To some extent, the suitability of Garden City idea for 

contemporary urban planning discipline is much significant than it was 

roughly a century ago as current attention has become much more focused 

on the sustainable development and environmental ethics, which is 

comparatively similar to Howardôs ideas about harmony and balanced social 

city. As Hardy (1989) demonstrated its city version as ósettlement of a 

manageable size with a sense of identity, the provision of a good living 

environmentô (p.188) to secure benefits and remain attractive aspirations for 

the whole community. Furthermore, former Garden City theory advocates, 

especially Lewis Mumford, proposed the human-centred living environment 

should be affordable, attractive and accessible to dwellers still remains as 

the priority in eco-city initiates today. 
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2.4.4 The Continuation of Garden City Theory 

The literature review intends to illustrate Garden City theory is the 

theoretical foundation of eco-city, and constructing modern eco-city is the 

continuation of the garden city development. So, the comparative analysis 

between Nine Garden City Principles (See Table 2.5) listed by Town and 

Country Planning Association and Ten Eco-City Principles proposed by 

Urban Ecology (See Table 2.4) has been applied to further prove the 

relationship between these two concepts. In his article Dimensions of the 

Eco-City, Mark Roseland (2007) listed ten principles to create eco-city, 

defining the notion as óthe most durable kind of settlement that humans are 

capable of building and a city that provides an acceptable standard of living 

without depleting the eco-systemô (Lye and Chen, 2010, p.3). The aim of 

these 10 principles has been summarise as enabling residents to live a good 

quality of life while using minimal natural resources. Referring to the 

Garden City Principles listed by the TCPA, they form an indivisible and 

interlocking framework for the delivery of high-quality places. Moreover, 

these principles are seen as the distillation of key elements that have made 

the Garden City construction be more suitable for the 21st century 

development situations. The aim of these nine principles is seen as to 

construct a holistically planned new settlement which óenhances the natural 

environment and offers high-quality affordable housing and locally 

accessible work in beautiful, healthy and sociable communitiesô (Town and 

Country Planning Association Website, no date shown).  

 

 

 

 

 



 

48 
 

Table 2.4 Ten Eco-City Principles (Urban Ecology) 

Revise land-use priorities to create compact, diverse, green, safe, pleasant and 

vital mixed-use communities near transit nodes and other transportation 

facilities. 

Revise transportation priorities to favour foot, bicycle, cart, and transit over 

autos, and to emphasize 'access by proximity. 

Restore damaged urban environments, especially creeks, shore lines, 

ridgelines and wetlands. 

Create decent, affordable, safe, convenient, and racially and economically 

mixed housing. 

Nurture social justice and create improved opportunities for women, people 

of colour and the disabled. 

Support local agriculture, urban greening projects and community gardening. 

Promote recycling, innovative appropriate technology, and resource 

conservation while reducing pollution and hazardous wastes. 

Work with businesses to support ecologically sound economic activity while 

discouraging pollution, waste, and the use and production of hazardous 

materials. 

Promote voluntary simplicity and discourage excessive consumption of 

material goods. 

Increase awareness of the local environment and bioregion through activist 

and educational projects that increase public awareness of ecological 

sustainability issues. 

 

(Source: Information is from Roseland. 1997. pp.197-198.) 
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Table 2.5 Nine Garden City Principles 

Land value capture for the benefit of the community. 

Strong vision, leadership and community engagement. 

Community ownership of land and long-term stewardship of assets. 

Mixed-tenure homes and housing types that are genuinely affordable. 

A wide range of local jobs in the Garden City within easy commuting 

distance of homes. 

Beautifully and imaginatively designed homes with gardens, combining the 

best of town and country to create healthy communities, and including 

opportunities to grow food. 

Development that enhances the natural environment, providing a 

comprehensive green infrastructure network and net biodiversity gains, and 

that uses zero-carbon and energy-positive technology to ensure climate 

resilience. 

Strong cultural, recreational and shopping facilities in walkable, vibrant, 

sociable neighbourhoods. 

Integrated and accessible transport systems, with walking, cycling and public 

transport designed to be the most attractive forms of local transport. 

 

(Source: Information is from TCPA Website.) 

 

How to plan and build our cities to be more sustainable and liveable without 

damaging ecological surroundings also have been a focus to planning 

practitioners for more than 100 years. Since 1990s, different planning 

theories have emerged (See Figure 2.6), and in the first half of the 20th 

century, urban planning was influenced by the utopian and radical ideas. 

Ebenezer Howard has been widely known as the person who starts the new 
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wave of utopian thinking, and his utopian vision of a planned community 

has been the focus of attention ever since. What is more, he aims to invent a 

brand-new type of human settlement whose size, scale and planned order 

would contribute to the development of rational communities, not only for 

an industrial age but also for the contemporary society. It can be said the 

enduring power of Garden City concept is ótimeless idealsô, which are also 

ideals for modern sustainable development and eco-cities to be more 

humanistic. It is worth mentioning that Ecological Urbanism is not listed in 

the table not only because it is not a specific theory, but also due to its 

limitation as discussed above - even though being a new planning 

conception proposed in 2010, it is closely associated with some international 

planning projects, which means exploring in real-world practices to some 

extent lacks of solid theoretical foundation. Thus, the evolution and 

development of this theory should be tested through time to see whether 

Ecological Urbanism contributes to the contemporary eco-city planning 

practices in the face of multiple eco-emergencies.  

 

Figure 2.6 Planning Theories Emerged Since Early 20th Century 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Sharifi, 2016, p. 3.) 
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Figure 2.7 Theoretical Framework of Humanistic Planning 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Chart is drawn by the researcher.) 

 

As mentioned above, eco-city programs in China have drawn inspiration 

from the Garden City concept, by promoting sustainable urbanization and 

improving residentsô quality of life. One example of the Garden City 

concept applied into Chinese urban planning is Shanghai One City Nine 

Towns Project launched in the early 2000s. It is an economic development 

plan proposed by the Shanghai Planning Commission in 2001, and urban 

planning was essentially completed in 2007. Echoing the idea of Garden 

City theory, the purpose of this project is to relieve the overcrowding of 

overdeveloped city centre as well as to prevent urban sprawl around 

Shanghai. This project has intended to provide a combination of housing, 

education and commercial investment opportunities in satellite new towns 

built on the farmland outside the city. While the Garden City concept has 

had some influences on Chinese urban planning, it is important to note there 

are unique challenges to apply this planning concept in China. For instance, 

under the traditional urbanization development mode, high population 

density but limited land space makes it difficult to create self-contained 

communities surrounded by green public spaces. Additionally, Chinese 

rapid urbanization process has led to the displacement of rural residents and 

the loss of farmland, which can some have significant social and 

environment impacts.  
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2.5 Environmental Psychology: To Understand Peopleôs Needs and 

Behaviours  

Environmental Psychology, a ópre-paradigmatic stageô (Lang et al., 1974, 

p.11), refers to óthe relationship between people and the physical 

environmentô (Bell et al., 1984, p.5). It is regarded as the study of 

transaction between people and physical settings, looking exclusively at the 

research-based information about complex interactions between 

environmental factors and peopleôs feelings or actions. In this transaction, 

individuals can change the environment, and their behaviour and 

experiences are influenced by the environment It includes both theoretical 

and practical researches, which attempt to make the built environment more 

humane and to improve the people-place relationship to be more sustainable 

and harmonious (Gifford, 2007, p.4). Its research topic includes studies 

about peopleôs perception and cognition, social and anthropological 

psychology, study of social relationship and social cultures (Lang, 1987, 

p.21). Moreover, he also described this concept as the psychological study 

of behaviour, which is associated to physical environment of peopleôs 

everyday lives. Academic researches (Lang, 1987; Bell et al., 1984; Bonnes 

and Secchiaroli, 1995; Bechtel and Churchaman, 2002; Gifford, 2002) of 

environmental psychology highlighted this concept is included within the 

topic of behavioural science - how people perceive, feel, sense and interact 

with their surrounding environments. It is worth mentioning that this 

research regards Environmental Psychology as being in the pre-being 

paradigmatic stage due to its position within the development of disciplinary 

integration. In the case of Environmental Psychology, being in a pre-

paradigmatic stage suggests the field is still developing that defines its core 

concepts and principles into integrating with urban planning discipline. In 

recent decades, researchers in this field are likely exploring different 

theories and methodologies to better understand complex interactions 

between individuals and their environment. Over time, with more research 

has been conducted, consensus has started to form around certain theories 
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and approaches, the field may transit into a more mature and paradigm-

driven stage for disciplinary integration. 

 

Environmental Psychology studies the effect of social environment and the 

quality of interpersonal relationship we share on human behaviour and 

interactions. It also studies different approaches to enhancing peopleôs pro-

environmental behaviours by their habits or attitudes, in order to minimise 

negative effects about peopleôs actions on the environment. At the initial 

development period, especially during 1980s, the majority of environmental 

psychologists focused their research on the internal mechanism within 

peopleôs psychology rather than people-environment transactions. However, 

considering enormous investment in both construction and maintenance of 

the physical environment as well as enormous cost of misusing natural 

resources, the long delay before people-environment relations received 

adequate attention. Since the late 1960s, research work was stimulated by 

the recognition of environmental problems, such as pollution, energy 

shortage, unsuitable buildings. Other research motivated by ópure curiosity 

about how and why people act and feel in their built and natural settingsô 

(Gifford. 2007. p.1). Therefore, to understand people-environment 

transactions and to use this disciplinary knowledge for solving a wide 

variety of real-world issues, Environmental Psychology may seem to be 

indistinguishable from the main core of psychology since most 

psychologists focus their research on the relations between environmental 

stimuli and human responses. However, what make environment 

psychology apart are its goals and principles, shown as follows. ó[Firstly], 

improving the built environment and our stewardship of natural resource. 

[Secondly], studying everyday setting or close simulations of them. 

[Thirdly], considering the person and the setting to be a holistic entity. 

[Fourthly], recognizing individuals actively cope with, and shape, 
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environments; they do not passively respond to environmental forces. 

[Fifthly], working in conjunction with other disciplinesô (Gifford. 2007. p.4). 

 

Environmental Psychology mainly focuses on peopleôs psychology and their 

surrounding environment, and this theory believes different scales of the 

built environment has different impacts on human behaviours. Peopleôs 

behaviour includes both physical and psychological aspects. It is not only 

dominated by physical needs, but also influenced by psychological needs, 

and the latter is more complicated. For example, same built environment can 

still have different impacts on different groups of people regarding to their 

gender and age. Thus, in the face of people-place interactive relationship 

characterized by its complex diversity, knowledge about ecological 

environment is vital to studying the relationship between physical 

environment and peopleôs behaviours (Barker, 1968). Research about the 

environmental planning combined with behavioural design helps to 

understand the people-environment interaction, and also helps to promote a 

more people-oriented planning approach. In this research, it is of great 

importance to understand and to clarify such relationship. óThe ecological 

approach has opened a new door for looking at the relationship between the 

individual and the environmentô (Cosco, 2006, p.17). The most crucial 

feature of such ecological approach is the concept of affordance (Gibson, 

1979) that highlights the reciprocal relationship between people and the 

environment. Closely linked to the concept of affordance advocated by 

Gibson is the theory of behaviour setting firstly proposed by Barker (1976).  

 

Affordance theory proposed by Gibson in 1986 has been seen as a 

pioneering ecological thought, aiming to solve people-place coordination 

issues from the microscopic psychological mechanism, and to construct the 

embodied people-place interaction from the perceptual level. Gibson 
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proposed this concept by using the framework of ecological perception to 

define the purpose of perception as perceiving affordances, as he (1986) 

believes óseeing something is to see what could be done with that thingô 

(p.12). From this perspective, the affordance that environment provides has 

been regarded as the precondition for activities. The concept of affordance 

focuses on describing the environment from peopleôs behavioural aspect, by 

providing theoretical support to analyse residentsô outdoor activities in eco-

cityôs public spaces. Also, it is of great importance to understand the 

environment-behaviour interaction as it helps to explore the potential impact 

of physical environment on peopleôs behaviours, as well as to understand 

environmental attributes that are closely associated with peopleôs specific 

behavioural responses (Gibson and Pick, 2000).  

 

Gibson (1986) claimed the concept of affordance was inspired by the 

thought of the Gestalt psychologists, affordances do not change as peopleôs 

needs change (p.139). They are not properties of the phenomenological 

world that depend on the state of people, rather, they are ecological 

phenomenon that indeed exist in the environment. As Gibson (1982) 

emphasised, óthe perception of what something affords should not be 

confused with the colouring of experience by needs and motivesô (p.410). 

His viewpoint of ecological psychology has been understood as a critique on 

ómechanistic metaphorsô (Withagen, 2012, p.250) that dominate the 

ideological trend in psychological field since the 17th century (Reed, 1996; 

Withagen and Michaels, 2005). His revolutionary theory of perception 

predated the concept of affordance, however, the latter has become the 

central part of his ecological theory in terms of perception. In this research, 

two points of the affordance theory are worth considering - the environment 

itself is meaningful and consists of opportunities for peopleôs behaviours. 

Specifically, ever since the mechanization of the worldview in the 17th 

century, the environment is generally conceived as meaningless, consisting 
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merely of matter in motion (Neisser, 1967). However, Gibson argued the 

environment is meaningful as it consists of affordance. As he advocated, 

ómeaning or value of a thing consists of what it affordsô (Gibson, 1982, 

p.407). He also linked the affordance theory to practical cases by developing 

a series of ecological approaches in order to better understand how these 

meaningful action possibilities can effectively be perceived. Moreover, 

Gilson overturned the idea that the environment ócomprises stimuli that 

causes the perception and actionô (Withagen et al., 2012, p.251). In his 

framework, the environment has been conceived not only as a collection of 

causes, but also as a manifold of action possibilities. In other words, action 

possibilities exist owning to the relation between properties of the 

environment and actors (people), which has given the inspiration about how 

people and place be mutually reinforced and effected in this research.  

 

2.6 Environmental Psychology and Urban Planning: Where Can Twain 

Meet 

The use of Environmental Psychology theory in urban planning discipline is 

not too commonplace yet, but as the field grows and matures, more and 

more psychologists consult on the designing of buildings or spaces for a 

wide variety of purposes. As Heimsath (1978) depicted the possibility of 

interdisciplinary trend, it requires ósophisticated insight that does not come 

from designers, they came from a new breed of psychologists who look into 

urban design fields, briefly at first, and then more intently as they discern 

that we are constructing buildings without knowledge of peopleô (pp.40-41).  

 

Over the years, Environmental Psychology has become part of an 

interdisciplinary field, its research focus mainly relates to the environment-

behaviour study, which involves individualôs experience as one aspect and 

environmental perception as another aspect. This applied psychological 
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theory attracts anyone who interests in the interface and the relationship 

between physical environment and peopleôs behaviours, which 

unquestionably includes urban planners. Regarding to Chinese ecological 

civilization construction, urban planning is by definition a multidisciplinary 

endeavour, which is open to social science and focuses on the 

interrelationships among all different aspects of the environment. This 

section aims to examine some commonalities and differences between 

environmental psychology and urban planning.  

 

Using the metaphor put forward by Kidder and Fine (1987), lens applied in 

urban planning is more like a zooming-out one, while lens applied in 

environmental psychology is more like a zooming-in one. Three differences 

between environmental psychology and urban planning are shown as 

follows. Firstly, the main difference is about the consideration of individual 

- urban planning usually gives priority to the aggregation or collective of 

people (Jones, 1996), while the environment-behaviour approach mainly 

emphases on different groups of people and the degree to which the 

environment ófitsô their needs. Even though these two disciplines are 

basically classified into the humanistic field, environmental psychology 

more closely relates to people and their needs concretely. Secondly, 

differences between these two disciplines focuses on the macro-micro 

perspective. The focal point of environmental psychology mainly places 

particular emphasis on the micro level or on relatively small-scale 

environment, such as the theory of human development proposed by 

Bronfenbrenner. As he (1994) demonstrated, óhuman development is the 

product of interaction between the growing human organism and its 

environmentô (p.16), which considers potential influences of all systems that 

play the role in impacting the lived experiences of individuals no matter 

how remote influence itself. While urban planning mainly focuses on the 

macro level or on relatively large-scale environment, both in geographic, 
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social and economic terms. In a manner of speaking, ecosystem would be 

the most obvious linkage between these two disciplines. Thirdly, from the 

time frame perspective, environmental psychology mainly studies óthe past 

and the present, and only sometimes is willing to hazard a guess as to what 

this means for the future, while urban planning deals with the future ï its 

mandate is to focus on thatô (Churchman, 2002, p. 6).  

 

Jones (1996) attempted to bridge two disciplines by applying Fishbein and 

Ajzenôs theory of reasoned action to environmental planning issues. She 

realized the significance of understanding individualôs thinking and 

behaviours for planners, in order to órecognize linkages between attitudes 

and perceptions of behavioural controlô (Churchman, 2002, pp.12-13). 

Nevertheless, the major challenge faced by the environmental psychology is 

about making its academic research more useable in other fields relating to 

environmental aspects. As Chokor (1987) criticised, the failure of 

environmental-behaviour research to affect urban planning or urban design 

practices mostly blamed on the óinability of environmental psychologists to 

make their research relevant to practising urban designers, relating to real-

life design issues rather than artificial laboratory situationsô (p.23). 

 

2.7 Theoretical Intersection to Support Humanistic Planning Concept 

under the Context of Ecology  

In China, eco-city planning intends to realize the harmony between people 

and living environment by means of traditional ecological thought, the most 

representative one is the unity of man and nature. Gibsonôs theory of 

affordance starts from the origin of peopleôs perception and behaviours, 

trying to reposition the relationship between people and the environment. It 

also examines essential attributes about ecological design and clarifies the 

purpose of ecological design. This research advocates people-oriented eco-
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city planning needs to absorb the essence of Gibsonôs ecological thought 

due to two main reasons. On the one hand, environmental design based on 

the theory of affordance is a mechanism for predicting the ecological 

relationship between people and place by means of presupposing 

appropriate natural and social affordances within the context of environment. 

On the other hand, to understand the essential ecological attribute for 

environmental design ought to start from the natural of human beings by 

taking peopleôs behaviours and their interaction with the surrounding 

environment as the fundamental purpose of eco-cityôs planning, which is 

seen as the connotation of humanistic planning under the ecological concept. 

 

More precisely, as briefly mentioned in Chapter 1, Chinese theoretical 

understanding and the global mainstream theories represented by American 

or North European differ in their interpretation modes to humanistic 

planning - in the global mainstream context, the focus of humanistic 

planning is much on individualôs pursuit of self-realization and self-

expression, which is based on the idea that individuals have innate 

capacities for self-realization. Therefore, the primary goal of humanistic 

planning is mainly to create the social environment that aims to foster 

individualôs growth and development. Maslowôs hierarchy of needs is the 

case in point. It emphasizes the importance of meeting individualôs needs as 

the foundation for peopleôs fulfilment, thus, public participation has become 

the generally accepted research focus for the humanistic planning. Chinese 

theories, such as Taoism or Confucianism, stress the importance about both 

balance and harmony between people and nature. The individual is seen as 

part of social and ecological system to be interconnected with the 

community welfare as a whole for pursuing the collective well-being. 

 



 

60 
 

Regarding to the theoretical interpretation discussed above, even though 

there are some obvious differences between global mainstream theories and 

the Chinese context, this research attempts to gain a brand-new 

understanding of humanistic planning concept under the context of ecology 

for the purpose of guiding Chinese eco-city development to be more people-

oriented. In this research, the people-place relationship will be identified to 

further understand the humanistic planning concept in eco-city development. 

In order to comprehensively analyse this relationship, the conceptual 

framework will be constructed to guide appropriate research methods of 

data collection and analysis, also, it will be mainly used to interpretate and 

to organise research findings. This integrated framework might contribute to 

filling the theorical-practical gap by understanding in a multidisciplinary 

way, and to investigating the concrete meaning and feasibility of global 

humanistic planning theory into Chinese eco-city planning practices, 

including the core connotation and implications in a broader sense of 

humanistic planning under the context of ecology. It is worth mentioning 

that there appears to be a gap in the integration of planning theories 

(Ecological Urbanism and Garden City) and applied social psychology 

(Environmental Psychology). Main reason about this kind of gap could be 

regarded as these theories, individually, could not respond to humanistic 

planning under the context of ecological development effectively. As Table 

2.8 shows, each theory, individually, has its own imperfection to construct 

the theoretical framework in this research - Garden City lacks of the 

transformation from the theoretical advocacy to design-pattern language, 

Ecological Urbanism lacks of the systematic research on the people-place 

relationship, and Environmental Psychology lacks of the specific ecological 

research from the perspective of urban planning even though it emphasises 

on the relationship between people and place.  
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As shown in Figure 2.9, this integrated theoretical framework delves into 

interconnections among the developmental trajectory of urbanization, the 

paradigm of ecological civilization, and peopleôs needs. It plans to explicate 

the concept of humanistic planning within the ecological context, 

considering both micro and macro perspectives. The role of this framework 

is to address how eco-cityôs development incorporates people-oriented 

planning concept., the integrated theoretical framework itself improves the 

existing people-oriented planning concept in two ways. Firstly, it examines 

the concept of humanistic planning not only within urban planning and 

design area, but also broadly extending to psychological area. That is, as the 

planning goal of people-oriented eco-city is influenced by two different 

factors, namely people and the environment, this research suits the people-

oriented planning concept under the context of ecology in the broader 

context with which it interacts. Secondly, this theoretical framework more 

explicitly builds the dynamic nature of humanistic planning, including 

people-oriented concept and the interactive people-place relationship, which 

are two core elements for interpreting the people-oriented planning. 

 

 

Table 2.8 Foci and Gap to Construct the Theoretical Framework 

Theory Discipline Foci Gap 

 

Garden City 

 

 

 

Urban 

Planning 

Provide the 

coordinated 

ecological-

urbanization 

contradictory value 

orientation 

Lack of the 

transformation 

from theoretical 

advocacy to 

design-pattern 

language 
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Ecological 

Urbanism 

 

Urban 

Design 

Provide the spatial 

means to meet 

ecological design 

goals 

Lack of systematic 

research on the 

people-place 

relationship 

 

Environmental 

Psychology 

 

 

Applied 

Social 

Psychology 

Analyse the 

influencing 

mechanism of 

peopleôs behaviour 

in the space 

Lack of the 

specific ecological 

research from the 

perspective of 

urban planning 

 

 

 

Figure 2.9 Concentrations of Theory and Intersection In-Between 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figures are drawn by the researcher.) 
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Conclusion 

This chapter discusses the people-oriented concept by reviewing different 

theories in three disciplines - urban planning, urban design and applied 

social psychology. It integrates these three theories into the integrated 

theoretical framework to better illustrate the humanistic planning under the 

context of ecology, by synthesising structure and core elements into the 

theoretical framework.  

 

Ecological Urbanism considers the city with multiple instruments and with 

a worldview that is fluid in scale and disciplinary focus, that is, urban design 

provides the synthetic key to connect ecology with an urbanism that is not in 

contradiction with its environment. For instance, Ecological Urbanism has 

regarded óurban habitability as the first step to achieve ómaximumô 

liveability for peopleô (Rueda, 2016, p.11). Urban habitability, the construct 

that implies optimizing conditions of urban life for habitants, enables the 

interaction between people and their environment.  

 

Even though Ecological Urbanism is a brand-new concept for connecting 

people with nature and places, the human-oriented planning concept indeed 

exists for a long time, which can be traced back to Howardôs Garden City 

concept. Since the middle of 19th century, the humanistic planning ideas 

gradually developed and were well known to the public. Especially after the 

industrial revolution, with the accumulation of urban material resources. As 

a result, large number of people flowed into cities, and a series of social 

issues and conflicts appeared. For example, the overcrowding, disease and 

general misery in London where high population densities, poor housing 

and sanitary conditions caused miserable lives and early deaths. Due to 

peopleôs uncomfortable feeling towards the messy environment, the 

emergence of the Utopian concept became a reflection of peopleôs 
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dissatisfaction to the real world, which led some theorists start to explore the 

humanistic planning ideas. From this point of view, the core value of 

Garden City theory can be seen as a conceptual and practical proposal for 

tackling negative effects of the unprecedented urbanization, especially 

during the industrial revolution and seeking for better city and better life - 

caring about peopleôs basic needs and improving their living standards to 

achieve more liveable human habitant. 

 

Environmental Psychology, regards as the study of transaction between 

people and physical settings. In this transaction, individuals can change the 

environment, and their behaviour and experiences are influenced by the 

environment. Academic researches (Lang, 1987; Bell et al., 1984; Bonnes 

and Secchiaroli, 1995; Bechtel and Churchaman, 2002; Gifford, 2002) in 

terms of environmental psychology highlighted this concept is included 

within the topic of behavioural science - how people perceive, feel, sense 

and interact with their surrounding environments. Research methods of the 

Environmental Psychology study adopts some content that is much related 

to disciplines of sociology and psychology, mainly focusing on the 

collection and analysis of spatial information. Although lacking of specific 

ecological research from the perspective of urban planning, it analyses the 

influencing mechanism of peopleôs behaviours and cognition in the space. 
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CHAPTER 3 

PUBLIC SPACES, PEOPLEôS NEEDS AND BEHAVIOURS 

TO UNDERSTAND PEOPLE-PLACE RELATIONSHIP  

 

Introduction  

Relating to the people-oriented development path of Chinese New-Type 

Urbanization, this research is therefore a call to consider the human 

dimension, especially the area of peopleôs needs and behaviours, as the 

foundation on which futureôs Chinese urbanization could be usually 

envisaged. As Caprotti (2018) revealed, the notion of peopleôs needs 

requires óa sufficiently granular definition that is both place-specific and can 

be related to broader agendas and contextualisation in place-specific 

geographical and other factorsô (p.3). In this research, the humanistic 

planning under the context of ecology refers to the planning approach that 

prioritizes the natural environment and peopleôs well-being. This approach 

regards cities not only as economic and technological systems, but also as 

eco-systems that interconnected with the natural world, which intends to 

play the role of advocacy trend of thought for Chinese eco-cityôs practices. 

Specific contribution of this thesis in relation to Chinese urbanism has been 

regarded as humanistic planning is conducive to promoting a more 

sustainable and people-oriented approach to urban development, as the rapid 

pace of urbanization in China has created lots of challenges which includes 

environmental degradation and social inequality. Humanistic planning 

under the context of ecology seeks to address these challenges by 

prioritizing peopleôs needs and taking people-place interactive relationship 

into more consideration during eco-cityôs planning and designing process. 

In other words, by considering long-term impacts of urbanization on the 

environment, humanistic planning has helped to create more sustainable 
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cities that are better equipped to address challenges of Chinese rapid 

urbanization during the period of urbanization transition.  

 

Designers are claimed to be designed for people and to be interested in 

designing an environment that can óuplift the spirit and enhance the sense of 

well-beingô (Lang et al., 1974, p.3). People usually perform their activities 

based upon how they perceive their built environment, therefore, it requires 

urban planners and designers to create living environment that can 

ócommunicateô with people. However, peopleôs needs and their behaviours 

are diverse and are changing from one person to another, so in order to best 

meet peopleôs needs, it is of great importance to be informed this changing 

and diversity (Lang, 1987; Dent, 1998; Churchman, 2002) during eco-cityôs 

planning process. On the one hand, based on the analysis of interdisciplinary 

research, this chapter aims to illustrate why peopleôs needs and behaviours 

matter, which will be the basis for creating the possible improved design 

process that can better integrate the consideration of peopleôs needs and 

their behaviours, which will be further demonstrated in Chapter 7. On the 

other hand, this chapter uses a new-type conceptual model to understand 

human-centred design in a historical context, critically discussing what kind 

of peopleôs needs should eco-city meet, both physically and psychologically. 

It is new because this model reveals the design evolution, from functionality 

and usability to the higher-level desirability, which has responded to the 

hierarchy of human needs. Also, it responses to one of viewpoints of this 

study, psychological needs matter in design process. 

 

3.1 Rational for Choosing Public Spaces, Peopleôs Needs and 

Behaviours to Understand People-Place Relationship 

As the previous chapter reveals, Garden City as a way to provide the classic 

theoretical foundation for the people-place relationship that supports eco-
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cityôs planning and design towards the humanistic direction. To make this 

conceptual relationship be more concrete and much suitably applied into 

eco-city project, this research chooses public space as the representation of 

place, peopleôs needs and their behaviours as the representation of people.  

 

On the one hand, in this research, the place refers to public spaces within 

the eco-city, as they typically provide the physical environment for a variety 

of peopleôs outdoor activities, including ówalking, biking, driving, riding, 

parking, getting on and off transit, going in and out of buildings, sitting, 

dining, picnicking, hanging out, getting together, playing, relaxing, having 

festivals, partyingô (Dobbins, 2009, p.11). Peopleôs activities often occur in 

these places, such as sidewalks, streets, parks, plazas and public squares. A 

typology of urban open spaces has been shown in Table 3.1. Public spaces 

and peopleôs activities within these areas have represented the connective 

relationship - public spaces contribute to connecting people with each other 

and also with their activities. As Dobbins stated (2009), public spaces and 

peopleôs activities that óframe them make up the physical component of 

what gives places their character, their memorability and their identityô 

(p.11). On the other hand, no matter in industrial design or in computer 

science discipline, the core ideology of people-oriented principle refers to 

putting people at the heart of design process and meeting usersô needs. In 

addition, peopleôs needs would seem to be the óunderlying causes of 

peopleôs behaviours and behavioural changes. Without any need there 

would be no motivation to perform a behaviourô (Vlek, 2000, p.160). Thus, 

peopleôs behaviours are regarded as the manifestations of peopleôs higher-

level needs in this research, which will be further discussed in the following 

sections.  

 



 

68 
 

3.1.1 Value of Public Spaces in Sustainable Social Development 

Public spaces, in different parts of human life, play a vital role (Kurniaty, 

2014, p.507). Allocation and efficient use of them is indeed a fundamental 

issue that should be taken into consideration in studying peopleôs lives 

(Garcia-Ramon et al., 2004, p.215). The use of urban public spaces is an 

experience that is not similar for each person to understand urban life due to 

a variety of reasons, such as age, gender, ethnic-racial minorities (Rafieian 

and Khodaei, 2009, p.230). In order to achieve factorsô role in the impact of 

city on people, understanding óthe impact of urban public space on the 

networks of social relations is requiredô (Fathi, 2012, p.50), which has been 

seen as the foundation of people-place relationship put forward in this 

research. Thus, design features of urban public spaces are significant factors 

not only promoting social activities, but also creating an environment which 

ócomes along relations, meaning and purpose, also constructs the basis for 

sustainable social developmentô (Abada et al., 2007, p.2011). 

 

Public places have existed since humans began making their settlements. To 

some extent, public spaces can be regarded as the house of all as they give 

people a óticketô to the physical environment, and people create these spaces 

to support their activities that occur in the public realm. In a city, people 

usually use the set of social functions of public space for their daily 

activities, such as sports, games, chatting and economic exchange. However, 

where the urban space is used mainly for motorized mobility (which is one 

of functions for public space amongst others, but not the main one), the 

resident become a mere pedestrian. From this perspective, public spaces 

need to have their own potential uses and functions, usually flexibly across 

time and space, and forms that public places tend to work best or to be 

human-centred when they óreflect the nature of activities they support, like 

walking, gathering, sitting, transit, and parkingô (Dobbins, 2009, p.42).  
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Table 3.1 A Typology of Urban Open Spaces 

Type of Open Space Characteristics 

Public Parks 

 

Public / Central 

Park 

Publicly developed and managed open space 

as part of zoned open space system of city; 

open space of city-wide importance; often 

larger than neighbourhood park. 

 

Neighbourhood 

Park 

Open space developed in residential 

environments; publicly developed and 

managed as part of the zoned open space of 

cities, or as private residential development. 

Vest-pocket Park 

(Community Park) 

Small urban park bounded by buildings; may 

include fountain or water feature.  

Market  

Open space or streets used for markets. 

Streets 

 

Pedestrian Sidewalks 

Part of cities where people move on foot; most 

commonly sidewalks and paths, planned or 

found, which connect one destination with 

another.  

Playgrounds 

Play area located in neighbourhood, includes traditional play equipment 

such as slides, amenities for adults such as benches. 

Community Open Spaces 

 

Community Garden / 

Park 

Neighbourhood spaces designed or managed 

by local residents on vacant land; may include 

viewing gardens, playing areas and community 
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gardens, not officially viewed as part of open 

space system of cities. 

Greenways Interconnected recreational and natural areas 

connected by pedestrian and bicycle paths. 

 Indoor Marketplaces 

 

Marketplace / 

Shopping Centre 

Interior and private shopping areas, may 

sometimes called ófestival marketplacesô; 

privately developed and managed as part of 

office or commercial development. 

Neighbourhood Spaces 

 

Everyday Spaces 

Publicly accessible open places such as street 

corners and steps to buildings, which people 

can use. 

 

 

Neighbourhood 

Spaces 

Publicly accessible open space, such as street 

corners and lots near where people live; can 

also be vacant or undeveloped space located in 

neighbourhood including vacant lots and 

future building sites; often used by children, 

teenagers and local residents. 

 

(Source: Information is from Francis. 2003. pp.6-7). 

 

In the post-pandemic era, public spaces, with the aim of moving towards the 

healthy and comfortable urban environment, gradually becomes the focus 

point of sociologists, geographers and urban planners. They are considered 

as social spaces which are óopen and accessible to anyone, regardless of 

peopleôs gender and age (Rafieian et al., 2021, p.34). Most studies have 

been done to assess the condition of public spaces (Sanei et al., 2017, p.243), 
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however, the following experimental studies have been focused on the role 

of public spaces in sustainable social development. Turel et al. (2007) 

pointed out vital problems of urban public spaces are lack of walking 

possibility, insecurity, repairs and maintenance failure (pp. 2038-2041). 

Perovic and Kurtovic (2012) examined social functions of urban public 

spaces as counted security, availability, regularly organizing, calmness. And 

characterized the lack of attractiveness, lack of visual beauty and visual 

disturbance, as the worst indicators (p.926-928). Also, Fathi (2012) arrived 

to the conclusion that sustainable social relations are the product of 

sustainable urban spaces (p.58). As Table 3.2 shows, different criteria of 

public spaces have been defined by some well-known theorists of this field.  

 

Table 3.2 Indicators of Urban Public Spaces 

Theorist Literature  Criteria  

Lynch, K. The Openness of 

Open Space. 1993. 

Compatibility, access and control, 

efficiency, equity, social vitality. 

 

 

Bentley, I. 

Responsive 

Environment: A 

Manual for 

Designers. 1985. 

Permeability, variety, flexibility, 

permeability, variability (form), readability, 

flexibility, visual adaptability, richness, 

possibility of personalizing. 

 

 

Trancik, R. 

 

Finding Lost 

Space: Theory of 

Urban Design. 

1986. 

Keeping the movement connections, 

focusing on spaces, continuity of the edges, 

controlling the axis of vision and 

perspective, combining of the internal and 

external spaces. 

 

Punter, J. V. 

The Design 

Dimension of 

Planning: Theory, 

Land use, pedestrian movement, patterns of 

behaviour, riding movement flow, 

permeability, public perception, qualitative 



 

72 
 

and  

Carmona 

M. 

Content and Best 

Practice for Design 

Policies. 1997. 

evaluations, operations, concept recalling, 

objective perspective, synthetic form. 

 

Pakzad, J. 

Development of 

Thoughts in 

Urbanization: From 

Quantity to Quality. 

2007. 

 

Safety, vitality, space, flexibility. 

 

 

Habibi, S. 

M. 

 

From Town to City: 

A Historical 

Analysis of the 

Meaning of the 

City and Its Form. 

2010. 

Diversity, safety and security, 

compatibility, social role, distinction and 

character, legibility, permanence, spatial 

contrast, turning points, pausing places, 

human scale, flexibility, weather 

conditions. 

 

(Source: Information is summarised by the researcher. January 2023.) 

 

Due to its multi-functional and multi-disciplinary nature, public space offers 

a holistic view on the city, including social inclusion, urban governance, 

urban economy, and more intensive adaptation of the city to peopleôs green 

and low-carbon lifestyle. To a certain extent, public space is essentially 

regarded as urban advantage, influencing the overall impression of a city as 

well as helping to increase its general prosperity. Thus, it is essential for a 

city to recognise the importance of public space and the need for new 

approaches in its creation and maintenance. As Gaģov§ (2011) illustrated 

the impact and significance of public spaces on the landscape - ó[public 

space] reflects in all areas of urban life, and it is necessary to apply an 
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environmental approach as a basis and starting point for processes in urban 

spatial planningô (p.10). 

 

According to Scopelliti (2015), open spaces in cities afford a variety of 

opportunities for their inhabitants and visitors. Regeneration or planning of 

public spaces can offer psychological, social (Tilt et al., 2007) and aesthetic 

benefits (Finka, 2008). Also, public spaces in any forms create an 

opportunity for social interaction and thus represent the largest investment 

to increase social capital (Tilt et al., 2007). Quality of public spaces can 

have a significant impact on the economic condition of cities, and should 

therefore be an integral part of any successful regeneration strategy. For 

instance, Barton and Pineo (2009) demonstrated the pleasant, lively and 

well-maintained public space contributes to increase the number of visitors. 

Also, Lawlor et al. (2018) illustrated case studies have shown quality public 

spaces increase peopleôs interest and attract inhabitants to the site. 

 

3.1.2 Peopleôs Needs and Behaviours Matter  

The concept of human needs has been often mentioned as a mental or 

cultural notion by different subjects, such as economics related to consumer 

demand, sociology related to social psychological needs. As Zeisel (1974) 

illustrated, needs of users should be defined regarding to the óunderlying 

social meaning of behaviour and perception to the user group, rather than 

merely in terms of what users say they needô (p.293). And the well-known 

model for illustrating human needs is the one proposed by Abraham Maslow 

in his paper A Theory of Human Motivation (1943). He used the five-level 

pyramid model (See Figure 3.3) to reveal kind of things that human needs 

included - physiological needs are on the bottom of this hierarchy followed 

by safety needs, social needs and esteem needs, which are all deficiency 

needs (D-Needs). The top level is self-actualization, which has been 
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classified as growth needs (G-Needs). óMaslow later divides the growth 

needs of self-actualization, specially adds two lower-level growth needs, 

namely cognitive needs and aesthetic needs, prior to general level of self-

actualization and one beyond that level, that is self-transcendence, which is 

sometimes referred to human spiritual needsô (Zhang and Dong, 2008, p.4). 

 

Figure 3.3 Maslowôs Hierarchy of Needs Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Zhang and Dong, 2008, p.3.) 

 

According to this model, Maslow believes peopleôs behaviours in certain 

moments have been affected by the most severe needs. That is, when need 

satisfaction begins, a change will occur in peopleôs motivations, then 

another high level of need will be more attractive than the previous one and 

will drive peopleôs behaviours to purse more. óNeeds will take off until 

meeting the peak of needôs pyramid and will subside after satisfaction and 

shift the turn for otherô (Nikzad et al., 2016, p.547). 

Study about peopleôs behaviours contributes to offering a new research 

perspective to understand peopleôs óhidden needsô and can address eco-

cityôs social and environmental issues from the angle of residents at the 
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micro scale. Peopleôs behaviours are seen as the manifestations of higher-

level needs. To step into a new stage of people-centred design, this research 

argues the eco-city should find óusableô solutions, more importantly, in 

order to put the people-oriented principle into planning practices, not just 

like a slogan, but eco-city planning ought to satisfy higher levels of peopleôs 

needs. However, as shown in Table 3.4, this information usually cannot be 

easily caught by peopleôs own words, their óvisibleô daily behaviours to a 

large extent can reveal peopleôs óinvisible needsô.  

 

Table 3.4 Examples of Higher Levels of Peopleôs óInvisibleô Needs 

Maslowôs Model Examples Needs Related to Eco-City  

Social Needs Felling of belonging Community engagement 

Esteem Needs Feeling of respect Housing needs of lower incomers 

Self-Actualization Consciousness Peopleôs sustainable lifestyles 

 

(Source: Information is summarized by the researcher.) 

 

Urban planning can establish guidelines that may impact peopleôs 

behaviours. For instance, in most Chinese eco-cities, the low-carbon target 

has been quantified by specific index system to promote peopleôs pro-

environmental behaviours. People follow them intuitively and planners can 

render them in designing processes. Currently, behavioural research in 

China has been mainly within geography discipline, using quantitative 

method to explore peopleôs activities and their spatial pattern. As Chai 

(2014) criticised, while Chinese urban geographers have made more 

methodological advances in data collection and analysis tools, ótheoretical 

development still lags behind compared to the space-time behaviour 
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approach in the Westô (p.21). In terms of urban sustainability issues from 

behavioural perspective, four major new researches - social equity and 

spatial segregation, social change and social network, health geography, and 

environmental pollution, have been paid much attention than ever before by 

Chinese geographers (See Figure 3.5). Unlike the above-mentioned 

behavioural researches, this research makes the case for óhumanizingô 

newly-built eco-city by emphasizing on social sustainability, through the 

lens of peopleôs living experiences, particularly their outdoor activities in 

public spaces. It plans to argue behavioural research, the core element of 

people-place relationship, offers a new perspective for understanding the 

complexity and diversity of peopleôs hidden higher-level needs.  

 

Figure 3.5 New Trends in Chinese Behavioural Geography 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Table is from Chai et al., 2016, p.1254.) 
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3.2 New-Type Conceptual Model to Measure Human-Centred Design 

Human-Centered Design (HCD) is a design and management framework 

that develops solutions to problems by involving peopleôs perspectives in all 

steps of problem-solving. This concept starts in ergonomics and human-

computer interaction fields. Moreover, in the field of industrial product 

design, this concept has been identified in various terms (See Table 3.6), 

such as person-centred design or user-centred design, but similar 

characteristics can be summarised as putting peopleôs (usersô) needs at the 

heart of design process and making things useful, usable and desirable for 

people. As Black (2006) pointed out, óthe central premise of user-centred 

design is about the best-designed products and services result from 

understanding the needs of people who will use themô. 

 

Table 3.6 Different Definitions of Human-Centred Design 

Authors Terms Definition 

Jordan (2000) Person-Centred 

Design 

To take a wider view of person-centred 

design in a holistic content. 

 

Alison Black 

(2003) 

 

 

User-Centred 

Design 

 

To actively engage with users to gather 

insights that can drive design from the 

earliest stages of product and service 

development, right through the whole 

design process. 

Walters (2005) Human-Centred 

Design 

An exploration of human needs, and aims 

to improve quality of life. 

¶ Putting people at the heart of design process. 

¶ Making things useful, usable and desirable for people. 

 

(Source: Information is summarised by the researcher.) 



 

78 
 

Based on Maslowôs model, Jordan (2000) proposed a simpler (consumer) 

needs model (See Figure 3.7), which includes three hierarchy levels of 

needs - functionality (useful), usability (usability) and pleasure (desirable).  

 

Figure 3.7 Jordanôs Hierarchy of Consumer Needs Model 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Jordan, 2000, p.6.) 

 

Zhang and Dong (2008) used the Design and Society Model as a framework 

to illustrate the design history since the second half of 20th century. They 

critically explored how a design found its own characteristics in five periods 

based upon the level of welfare and social view (See Figure 3.8). 

 

Figure 3.8 Modified óDesign and Societyô Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Zhang and Dong, 2008, p.4.) 
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According to this modified Design and Society Model, human-centred 

design has always been the focus of attention for designers even though it 

has different meanings in different contexts.  

¶ Prior to the 1950s: design put more emphasis on function. Form 

Follows Function, the typical slogan, reflected social phenomenon that 

if functioned well, a product is considered as meeting peopleôs needs. 

¶ 1950s ï 1980s: due to the industrialization and commercialization, 

design tended to be consumer-focused. Main tendencies during this 

period included óappearance design, usage value, aesthetics and 

semantics. Although some phenomena like planned obsolescence 

focused on consumption, consumersô needs and aspiration drove 

human-centred thinking in this periodô (Zhang and Dong, 2008, p.4). 

¶ 1990s ï present: design paid more attention to human beings rather 

than consumers or users as the concept of human-centred design is 

gradually growing day-by-day. It is worth pointing out that the human 

being is different than a consumer or a user here, because people are 

much conceptualised as users or consumers. And the distinction 

between these terms is important because it highlights the multifaceted 

nature of peopleôs identity and roles. While a person can be a consumer 

and a user in various contexts, these roles do not define the entirety of 

their being. Human beings have broader aspirations, emotions, and 

connections that go beyond their roles as consumers or users. 

óResearches on abilities and human-oriented ergonomic designs have 

emerged. Human-computer interaction has begun to influence other 

design fieldô (Zhang and Dong, 2008, p.4). 

 

By combining the Maslowôs Hierarchy of Needs Model (from a micro and 

psychological angle) and the Design and Society Model (from a macro and 

social angle), Zhang and Dong (2008) created a brand-new conceptual 

model which has bridged human needs and product design evolution (See 
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Figure 3.9). This model reveals the product design evolution, from 

functionality and usability to the higher-level desirability, which has 

responded to the hierarchy of human needs. And it argues that to enter the 

human-focused design phase, futureôs design ought to satisfy different range 

of human needs, even some subtle needs which users have not recognised or 

unexpressed. Specific interpretation of this model is shown in Table 3.10. 

 

Figure 3.9 New-Type Conceptual Model of Human-Centred Design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Information is from Zhang and Dong, 2008, p.5.) 

 

Table 3.10 Interpretation of The Model of Human-Centred Design 

Different Period Meaning of Design 

Function-

Focused Period 

Design means producing useful products, which 

mainly meets the fundamental level of human 

needs, such as physiological and safety needs. 

Consumer-

Focused Period 

Design develops to find usable solutions. Both 

social and esteem needs are taken into consideration 

during the designing process. 
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Human-

Focused Period 

Design intends to satisfy higher level of human 

needs, not only about the well thought-out of 

productôs function and usability, but also about the 

cognitive or aesthetic aspects, in order to reveal the 

futureôs design tendency. 

 

(Source: Information is from Zhang and Dong, 2008, p.5.) 

 

Conclusion 

The concept of human needs has been deemed as a relatively mental and 

cultural notion by different subjects, such as economics, sociology and 

philosophy. The well-known model for illustrating human needs is the one 

proposed by Abraham Maslow in his paper A Theory of Human Motivation 

(1943). He used the five-level pyramid to reveal peopleôs needs not only 

include physiological needs but also include psychological ones. And he 

believes peopleôs behaviours in certain moments have been affected by the 

most severe needs. The New-Type Conceptual Model of Human-Centred 

Design reveals the product design evolution, from functionality and 

usability to desirability, which has responded to the hierarchy of human 

needs. Also, this model argues that to enter the human-focused design phase, 

design ought to satisfy different range of human needs, even some subtle 

needs which users have not recognised or unexpressed.  

 

This research argues for a foregrounding of human needs at the heart of eco-

cityôs societal futures. Although economic imperatives and technological 

generations are the focus of Chinese policymaking under the traditional 

urbanization development path, it is now time to place basic peopleôs needs 

at the centre of thinking and planning for current eco-cityôs development 
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under the green urbanization path. Under the traditional development model, 

urban future of the eco-city is not primarily a technical problem, nor is it a 

purely economic one, although it has elements of both. How to explore eco-

city become the new highland for green innovation and the new model of 

liveable place between people and nature will be the priority of Chinese 

eco-cityôs development.  

 

In summary, this chapter focuses on the transition from the  literature review 

to analytical framework. By introducing the new-type conceptual model, 

this chapter argues peopleôs needs matter because it is directly related to the 

people-centred design principle, and it also argues peopleôs behaviour is the 

manifestation of higher-level (invisible) needs. By combing Chapter 2 and 

Chapter 3, it constructs the analytical framework based upon the existing 

literature review to determine the definition of people-oriented concept of 

this research - humanistic planning in an interdisciplinary context focuses 

on the interaction between people the environment (e.g. people measure the 

spatial environment by their behaviours), and its main objective is to 

explore peopleôs needs (including visible and invisible ones) when they 

staying in the spatial environment.  It is worth mentioning that so far before 

the next chapter, Objective One has been addressed - to review theories 

relating to the humanistic planning under the idea of ecology from three 

different disciplines and to explore connections among these discourses, for 

building an analytical framework responding to the research gap, while also 

offering theoretical support for further research analysis. Also, to review the 

new-type conceptual model related to human-centred design.  
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Figure 3.11 From Literature Review to Analytical Framework  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Information is summarized by the researcher.) 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY  

                                                                                                                                                    

Introduction  

This chapter mainly demonstrates research methods, which underlies 

choices of data collection and analysis. In this research, decisions on 

methodology have been considered to understand and to explore how the 

people-place interactive relationship concept is interpreted in the eco-city 

project, especially in terms of forms (physical and psychological) of the 

behavioural connection between people and place.  

 

This research starts with the rationale for choosing the case study strategy, 

then it demonstrates specific research methods relating to the selected case 

study. Following the research strategy characterised as three-layer research 

design with a single case study, research methods include document analysis, 

Public Space and Public Life (PSPL) Survey and in-depth qualitative 

interviews. In addition, this chapter also discusses some limitations of 

chosen research methods and several potential ethical issues. 

 

4.1 Overall Information  about Research Design and Data Description   

4.1.1 Methodological Choice  

This research situates in the humanistic planning under the context of 

ecology, an applied field that requires insights from multiple disciplines - 

urban planning, urban design and psychology respectively. In a narrow 

sense, it intends to explore peopleôs behaviours in public spaces within the 

eco-city, in order to search for the interaction between people and place. 

From the perspective of research aim listed in Chapter 1, it requires 
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qualitative data and suggests the necessity of researcherôs involvement as 

well as the (participatory) observation. In a broad sense, this research is 

expected to discuss some specific challenges, issues or problems of 

humanistic planning and to deepen (and also broaden to a small extent) the 

implication of people-place interactive relationship in Chinese eco-city 

development. As qualitative method focuses on the in-depth validity over 

generalizability, data collection and analysis used by qualitative techniques 

are drawn from particular context in this research.  

 

This research has adopted a holistic-view research approach, that is, both 

inductive (data-driven) and deductive (theory-driven) analysis (Braun et al. 

2019, p.297) are combined to interpret qualitative data collected from the 

case study. The reason for this choice is to maximumly find out the match 

(applicability) between global universal theories and eastern practices for 

ensuring the result of this study is trustworthy and meaningful, as there is a 

certain degree of difference between global universal theories in guiding 

eastern practices. Specifically, the humanistic planning concept under the 

ecology context has been seen as the focal point of this research, in Chinese 

context, the appropriate theory might be the traditional concept of the unity 

of man and nature ( ֲ ѿ ), this research aims to learn from this 

interactive relationship, to see whether there are any evidences to show 

global universal humanistic planning and design concept has happened in 

Chinese eco-city development, if yes, in what ways and to what extent. One 

the one hand, from the perspective of inductive analysis, such analytical 

method can capture both manifest and latent meanings (Braun et al. 2019, 

p.851), as it not only summarises and reorganises observational diaries, 

questionnaires and interview transcripts, more importantly, it indeed 

contributes to connecting research objectives with research questions to 

identify and to interpret key features of research data. On the other hand, 

from the perspective of deductive analysis, this research innovatively 
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combines both humanistic and ecological elements from different 

disciplines, in order to build the fundamental conceptual and analytical 

framework for guiding the whole research process. Focusing on the 

humanistic planning under the context of ecology, the people-place 

interactive relationship, derived from three theories in different disciplines, 

has served as the core connotation of people-oriented concept, which is used 

to guide data collection during the fieldwork and data analysis after the 

fieldwork. Specifically, the Public Space and Public Life (PSPL) Survey is 

used to collect data about residentsô outdoor activities (people's behaviours) 

in public spaces within the eco-city (place) and their attitudes or opinions 

(peopleôs cognition) on the spatial quality of public spaces within the eco-

city (place). Moreover, data discussion has always revolved around the 

people-place relationship derived from the combined theoretical framework 

discussed in Chapter 2, to explore both forms and implications of 

behavioural connection between people and place in the eco-city 

development, and also to response to Objective Three. 

 

Table 4.1 Mixed Methods Research Design 

 óBird Eyeô Close óDeep Diveô 

What? Layer 1   

How?  Layer 2  

Why?   Layer 3 

Core Element (óToothpick of a Sandwichô): The Single Case Study 

 

(Source: Table is drawn by the researcher.) 
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4.1.2 Details of the Type and Amount of Data 

Firstly, the questionnaire survey was carried out through printed 

documents, being distributed at four research locations. To 

achieve an effective response rate and to get more residentsô 

engagement, approximately 100 questionnaires are planned to be 

distributed at each research site. 400 questionnaires are returned 

with 14 incomplete questionnaires, 386 are valid. The final 

response rate is 96.5%, which is acceptable as it is representative 

by living residents of different ages. Also, high frequency word 

analysis is used to identify the most frequently occurring 

adjective words, receiving respondentsô insights into prevalent 

themes about their overall attitudes towards the spatial quality.  

 

Table 4.2 Summary of Questionnaire Survey Information 

Research Location Number of 

Questionnaire 

Valid 

Questionnaire 

Response 

Rate 

Zhongxin Avenue 80 75 93.75% 

3rd Community 

Centre 

 

115 

 

112 

 

97.4% 

Eco Valley 120 117 97.5% 

Childrenôs Park 85 82 96.5% 

Total Number of Questionnaire: 80 + 115 + 120 + 85 = 400 

Total Number of Valid Questionnaire: 75 + 112 + 117 + 82 = 386 

Total Response Rate: 386 / 400 *100 % = 96.5% 
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Secondly, each street-intercept interview with residents lasts 

appropriately half an hour, and section criteria of representative 

interviews is seen as exploring residentsô positive and negative 

attitudes towards spatial elements and factors that could affect 

the spatial quality of public spaces within the SSTEC. Based on 

such criteria, two representative street-intercept interviews 

conducted in Zhongxin Avenue has been selected among five 

ones to be further analysed, six representative street-intercept 

interviews conducted in the 3rd community centre has been 

selected among ten ones, four representative street-intercept 

interviews conducted in Childrenôs Park has been selected among 

five ones, and two representative street-intercept interviews 

conducted in the 4th community centre has been selected among 

four ones.  

 

Thirdly, approaches of participation observation include mapping, 

on-site counting, photography and diary keeping. Mapping and 

on-site counting conduct simultaneously, aiming to record the 

pedestrian flow of four research locations with two-hours 

recording time as a slot. Detailed description is shown in 

Appendix E, and data analysis used by the fixity-flow attachment 

framework will be further analysed in Chapter 6. And final 

results about traffic flows are not only used to describe place 

attachment but also to show the spatial quality of public spaces. 
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Lastly, in-depth interviews with related planning practitioners of 

the SSTEC concern the embodiment of people-oriented concept 

in the SSTEC project, using this case study to respond to 

research question two - how Chinese eco-city planning 

regulations and proposed projects consider people-oriented 

concept current and futureôs eco-city development.  

 

Table 4.3 Summary of In-Depth Interviews 

Interviewee and Company Interview Time Format 

Member of Tianjin Eco-City 

Administrative Committee 

20th July 2019 Face-to-face 

Official of Tianjin Planning Bureau 

Member of SSTEC Group 

10th March 2021 Online 

Deputy Director of Sino-Singapore 

Tianjin Eco-City Construction 

Bureau 

16th May 2023 Face-to-face 

General Leader of L&A Design 16th April 2023 Face-to-face 

 

4.2 Research Strategy: The Three-Layer Research Design with a Single 

Case Study  

For a more logical and systematic data collection and analysis, the three-

layer methodological framework with a single case study has been designed 

as the research strategy for this research, for exploring research data about 

the people-place interactive relationship in Chinese eco-city project, and for 

examining peopleôs needs and behaviours when they are staying in public 
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spaces. A set of qualitative research methods are properly chosen and are 

used in each data collection procedure. Three influencing factors have been 

considered for such selection of research strategy - the type of research 

questions, the degree of control over actual behavioural events faced by the 

researcher, and the focus of attention about contemporary phenomena (Yin, 

2014).  

 

In this research, the typical qualitative methods, such as participant 

observation, semi-structured interviews, qualitative self-completion 

questionnaire to guarantee ócomplete answers to research questions and 

balanced resultsô (Johnson et al., 2007, p.125). It is worth mentioning that 

data collection under such strategy has been designed as the so-called 

observation sandwich to ensure the reliability of data, and to increase credits 

of the internal validity. That is, verification becomes the theme of this 

research strategy - participant observation used during the pilot study is 

followed by the street-intercept survey, and then they are followed by in-

depth interviews, with the single case study design acting as the toothpick of 

observation sandwich. 

 

4.2.1. Single Case Study Strategy 

Case, refers to a program or an activity framed in the specific time and place. 

According to Bhattacherjee (2012), the case study is a suitable choice for 

research, where the phenomenon during a period of time in one or several 

sites can be intensively researched. It is ódefined by interest in an individual 

case, not by methods of inquiry used, and the object of study is a specific, 

unique and bounded systemô (Stake, 2008, p.123). Case study helps the 

researcher to understand ócomplex, temporal processes rather than factors or 

causesô (Bhattacherjee, 2012, p.94), and contributes to providing more 

contextualized and more authentic interpretation of the phenomenon. 
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Yin (2014) demonstrated both importance and applicability of case study 

design in the explanatory research of social science. It is functioned as an 

empirical inquiry that can research contemporary social phenomenon in 

depth within the real-world context, especially under the situation of unclear 

boundaries between social phenomenon and context. The suitability of case 

study is seen as ówhen how and why questions being asked, the subject of 

the research is a contemporary event, and the researcher has little control 

over relevant behaviours involved in the eventô (pp.15-16). 

 

The overall aim of this research focuses on the understanding about 

humanistic issues happened in Chinese eco-city development, instead of the 

comparative or general perception about eco-city planning. Specially, this 

research strategy is designed based upon research questions to show how 

research data has been collected and analysed from two aspects ï on the one 

hand, how to define the people-place interactive relationship (how do people 

measure the spatial environment by their behaviours and how does the 

spatial environment impact peopleôs behaviours), and how this interactive 

relationship influences eco-city development (whether the design pattern 

considering people-place relationship can be regarded as the possible 

improved approach to Chinese eco-city development). On the other hand, 

what are constraints and initiatives faced by Chinese eco-city development 

when implementing the humanistic planning concept. Based on the above 

two points, there has been more than one variable of interest (e.g. people, 

place and constraints) and multiple sources of needed evidence in this 

research, the researcher has less control.  

 

Such designed case study strategy makes a contribution to this research, and 

also to existing literatures, especially due to the lack of discussion about 

people-oriented planning concept under the context of ecological 
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development in academia. Thus, more exploration and expanding on recent 

eco-cityôs academic research, need to be explicitly made by a broader 

humanistic perspective and by the interdisciplinary way of thinking. That is, 

this research design aims to understand topics and issues of humanistic 

planning concept from multiple theories in literatures and to refine the 

people-place relationship from the chosen case study. In addition, referring 

to the category of case study, Yin (2014) classified three types ï exploratory, 

explanatory and descriptive ones, which are not seen as being separate or 

being hierarchy. This research is designed as the exploratory-explanatory 

case study to make research findings be more convinced.  

 

As Flyvbjerg (2006) illustrates, the successful choice of paradigmatic case 

cannot be guaranteed in advance of the study itself. óThere was no 

assumption, therefore, that the case would, on closer examination, reveal 

itself to be truly paradigmatic, rather than force a categorisation on the case 

through which to interpret the findings, a more grounded approach was 

adopted, whereby the case was expected to be uniquely shaped by its 

particular contextô (Robert, 2016, p. 131). The Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-

City (SSTEC) has been chosen as a case to examine and to refine the 

analytical framework by exploring some typical issues and concerns about 

the humanistic planning and design concept (people-place relationship), 

which does not exist in literatures. Further crucial reason for selecting the 

SSTEC as the single case study to research because it appears to represent 

what Flyvbjerg (2006) believes a ócritical caseô. As mentioned above, a case 

study design has been adopted to answer research questions and to collect 

data for exploring real-world situations about the interactive relationship 

pattern between people and place within Chinese eco-city. Process of 

choosing a case study sample is selective with a purpose. Accordingly, a 

research sample should be selected to investigate the people-oriented 

planning concept (public life in public spaces) in full details. Thus, choice 
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of a case study sample tends to be the most influential and representative 

Chinese eco-city project to the application of humanistic planning and 

design concept. That is, the chosen sample ought to obviously represent the 

prevailing planning practices and also it may potentially influence the future 

development of Chinese eco-cities.  

 

Caprotti and Gong (2017) made the case for óhumanizingô newly-built eco-

cities by emphasizing on urban social sustainability through the lens of 

experiences of new residents. They argued óthere is a need to focus on the 

ways in which socially sustainable urban environments are constructed, in 

new urban spaces, through relational networks comprised by interactions 

between residents, buildings, facilities and specific (e.g. domestic) spacesô 

(p.45). However, as Joss and Molella (2013) revealed in their research, 

óChinese urban experiment as a techno-city, putting much emphasis on how 

the eco-city development is carried out in conjunction with the development 

of a broader technological projectô (p.121). Moreover, current academic 

studies on the SSTEC, the first eco-city that developed collaboratively 

between countries and the experimental and innovative pilot project in 

China, mainly focus on the descriptive or technological analysis about 

planning documents and second-hand planning policies. They examine 

ówhether eco-cities exemplify urban sustainability ideals, discuss challenges 

of implementing eco-cities, or question how eco-cityôs experience can be 

used to develop indices and assessment measure for future projectsô (Chang, 

2018, p.62), lacking of research focuses on the humanistic aspect and social 

sustainability. Such research gap in academic literatures has determined the 

reason for case study selection ï combing the humanistic planning and 

design concept with the SSTEC practice.  
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4.2.2 The First Layer: An Exploratory Pilot Study 

In order to investigate whether crucial components of this research are 

feasible and can predict an appropriate sample size for the full-scale 

research, small-scale pilot study with an exploratory case study has been 

adopted as the first layer of the research design. The most important reason 

for conducting the pilot study because it is crucial for the researcher to avoid 

wasting time and resources that can collect enough data that responds to 

answering research questions.  

 

The first layer of ósandwichô is made of desk research and preliminary 

participant observation by the researcher, known as the pilot study. The aim 

of this stage is to broaden more knowledge on research topics and to explore 

the initial information about the SSTEC project, checking the sampling and 

evaluating the research design. During this stage, it aims to narrow down 

research questions from the analytical framework and to identify how 

research questions are properly formulated for the application to research 

methods. It is worth to mention that document analysis and preliminary 

participant observation at this stage respond to Objective Two and Research 

Question One, by reviewing core influencing factors for supporting Chinese 

eco-city development as well as how Chinese urban development move to 

the new development stage of people-oriented eco-city. 

 

Key research questions guiding this initial phase of research are stated 

below. Two main questions, shown as follows, are discussed in more detail 

in the conclusion section of Chapter 7, in the light of preliminary document 

analysis and interviews. 

 

- What are limitations and challenges of Chinese eco-city development? 

(KPI/Technology-Driven) 
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- What are innovative initiatives to make people-oriented eco-city 

during the current development process of smart/digital city? 

- How does the óplanning for peopleô concept in Chinese eco-city 

project (SSTEC) differ from the conceptualisation in official 

documentation? Are there any evidence to show such planning and 

design concept already accepted by the means of planning 

requirements? 

 

The approach in this stage includes three elements: 

ŵ Desk research into the broader social context of the SSTEC case  

Ŷ Reviews of official documents  

ŷ Observation research in public spaces within the SSTEC (1st fieldwork) 

 

1) Purposive Sampling 

The logic of purposeful sampling depends on selecting information-rich 

case for the in-depth study, which can learn much about óissues of central 

importance to the purpose of researchô (Patton, 2015, p.170). Sampling 

within a case plays a vital role in the research design, where óthe case is not 

so small that it can be subjected to exhaustive investigationô (Atkinson and 

Hammersley, 2007, p.35). Full considerations need to be taken into account 

about when and where to observe, who to interview and what to ask, as well 

as how to record research data for further analysis. Atkinson and 

Hammersley (2007) proposed three major dimensions of sampling within 

the case study, namely time, people and context, which will be further 

discussed in the following section. It is important to attempt to ensure 

research data generated from the case be adequately sampled, and to reflect 

on any inadvertent sampling that has taken place, by ómaking any criteria 
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employed as explicit and as systematic as possibleô (Atkinson and 

Hammersley. 2007. p.35).  

 

Purposive sampling, rather than random sampling, has been seen as the 

appropriate method adopting in the explanatory case study. It is based upon 

the guideline of theoretical sampling ï the selected subjects have shared key 

characteristics that the researcher emphasizes in his/her research (Yin, 2014).  

 

a. (Observing) Time 

Peopleôs activities frequently change over time in different ways, even 

within the same locality. For example, a community park in the day time 

could be seen as the place for the elderly to rest and to chat, but in the night 

time could be used as the place for the young to exercise or to gather 

together. From this perspective, time has been seen as one of significant 

dimensions, which cannot be neglected in the observational research. óAny 

attempt to represent the entire range of persons and events in the case under 

study will have to be based on adequate coverage of temporal variationô 

(Atkinson and Hammersley, 2007, p.36.) As is known, it is hard for the 

researcher himself/herself to conduct fieldwork around the clock, ólong 

bursts of observation, uninterrupted by periods of reflexive recording, will 

thus tend to result in data of poor qualityô (ibid). In other words, the 

researcher needs to resist temptation about observing or recording 

everything that goes on during the fieldwork. A more selective method 

contributes to collecting data of better quality, by providing several time 

periods of observation. As Schatzman and Strauss demonstrated (1973), 

óIf the researcher elects to observe work around the clock, he can first 

observe a day shift for several days, then evenings and then nights, for a 

period of consecutive days until he is reasonably familiar with all three 

shifts. Or he may cover events at any given sub-site by overlapping time on 
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consecutive dates ï for example, 7 am to 9am, 8am to 10am, 9am to 11am ï 

and over a period of days cover the organization around the clock. And 

similar considerations to those outlined above will also apply to larger-

scale temporal dimension, such as seasonable or annual cycles.ô (p.39).  

 

It is worth mentioning that even though such selective method sounds more 

related to physical sciences-style or biosciences-style research, it is relevant 

to urban studies as it provides a comprehensive view of the intricate 

dynamics and changes within urban environments. By capturing short-term 

fluctuations and long-term trends, researchers could learn more about how 

people behave for addressing multifaceted challenges of urban living. 

 

Considering time and physical energy of the researcher, data collection 

plans to conduct in two periods of time - winter and summer, for checking 

observation results and further ensuring the reliability of research data. 

Reason for this arrangement is mainly because in the pilot study, especially 

for the first several days (18th December 2018 and 19th December 2018) in 

the SSTEC, few people did outdoor activities in the winter due to the cold 

temperature. Another reason is because, after each observation for the 

specific research locations within the SSTEC, the researcher kept the 

following questions in mind - ówhat is the time frame surrounding the 

behaviour as it naturally occurs in the environment? Does the behaviour 

begin repeating itself every twenty-four-hour period or other fixed time?ô 

(Bechtel et al., 1987, p.16). 

 

Being the observer, the researcher took notes and mapped peopleôs activity 

during the participant observation period, by using the pre-prepared site map 

and template to record data. Moreover, the fixed time slot, has been adopted 

in order not to presuppose peopleôs activities and patterns for using social 
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infrastructures. Time-frame defines as certain hours of the day, consisting of 

observations in the morning (8am ï 10am) when people go to work at the 

peak hour, at noon (1pm ï 3pm) when people have lunch outside, and in the 

evening (6pm ï 8pm) when people go home after work and take outdoor 

exercise. Two days were spent per research site, one working day and one 

weekend respectively, during a total six-weeks period (three weeks in winter 

and three weeks in summer) with the good ótime-outô conditions for 

participant observation. In a word, this time strategy allows a good cross 

comparison about peopleôs outdoor activities in different seasons, which can 

help to give the researcher a real picture of the public lives within the eco-

city. The following two charts present timeframe and specific dates of 

Public Space and Public Life Survey (PSPL) data collection. 

 

Table 4.4 Time Horizon and Condition 

Time Condition Time Horizon 

Seasons when the weather is 

suitable for travel (sunny and 

cloudy days). 

Winter (December2018) 

Summer (July 2019 and June 2023) 

Time covers working days and 

weekends. 

At least two recording times for each 

working day and weekend in each 

research site. 

 

 

óTime-outô hours 

Weekdays: lunchtime activity peak (1pm 

- 3pm) and after working hours (6pm - 

8pm); 

Weekends: (10am - 8pm) when retail 

activities are open. 
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Peak-hours 

Mornings (8am - 10am) and Sunset time 

(6pm - 8pm): more people taking buses 

going to or coming from work, and doing 

exercise after all-day work. 

 

Table 4.5 Specific Dates of Data Collection 

Research Site Time of Field Work 

 

Zhongxin Avenue 

20th December 2018 (Thursday) 

22nd December 2018 (Saturday) 

25th June (Sunday) and 26th June 2023 (Monday) 

 

The 3rd Community 

Centre 

17th July 2019 (Wedsday) 

20th July 2019 (Saturday) 

25th June (Sunday) and 26th June 2023 (Monday) 

The 4th Community 

Centre (Additional 

Research Site) 

 

25th June (Sunday) and 26th June 2023 (Monday) 

Eco Valley 

(Selected Community 

Section) 

13th July 2019 (Saturday) 

15th July 2019 (Monday) 

25th June (Sunday) and 26th June 2023 (Monday) 

 

Childrenôs Park 

14th July 2019 (Sunday) 

16th July 2019 (Tuesday)  

25th June (Sunday) and 26th June 2023 (Monday) 

Each research site must ensure to coverage both weekday and weekend 

 

(Source: Information is summarised by the researcher.) 
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b. (Observation) People 

The sample of people in this research has been divided based on the 

particular context of each research question. The criteria of participants 

selection falls in two categories - residents of eco-city based on research 

question two presented in Chapter 6, and planning practitioners related to 

the SSTE project based on research question three presented in Chapter 7. 

 

c. Context (Observing Place) 

Taking account of variations in context is as important as sampling across 

time and people. óWithin any setting people may distinguish between a 

number of quite different contexts that require different kinds of behavioursô 

(Atkinson and Hammersley, 2007, p.39.) Referring to this case study, if the 

researcher only observes one selective public space of the SSTEC, the result 

might be a bias in the analysis of peopleôs behaviours, therefore, it needs to 

expand the scope of research locations to ensure observing types of peopleôs 

behaviours as many as possible.  

 

Being aware of the importance of context (place), regarding to the 

participant observation, the researcher plans to observe in different public 

spaces within the eco-city by two standards of classification. On the one 

hand, by types of peopleôs activities, including spaces with stationary 

activities (e.g. sitting and standing) and spaces with active activities (e.g. 

exercising and playing). On the other hand, it not only includes the crowded 

areas, such as city squares and community parks, where can almost reflect 

conditions and objective laws of peopleôs outdoor activities, but also 

includes the neglected areas, such as plaza space and street space within the 

eco-city. Moreover, for the street-intercept survey (questionnaire), in order 

to get more response rate, the relaxing place (e.g. specific public place with 

benches and with the shade where people can sit comfortably to do the 
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questionnaire) is the first choice of the surveyôs location. Also, choosing an 

informal site with a relaxing atmosphere contributes to conducting the 

survey. 

 

d. Evaluation Criteria Used in the Pilot Study  

An important purpose of the pilot study is to gain a broad understanding of 

the whole research site by researcherôs observation, such as five elements 

(nodes, paths, districts, landmarks and edges) proposed by the Kevin Lynch, 

and to narrow down representative places in the next stage for data 

collection. An effective evaluation criterion is critical for the researcher to 

percept the place and to identify which are representative public spaces used 

for the further research. 

 

The 12 quality criteria (See Figure 4.3, Appendix C and Appendix D), 

proposed by Jan Gehl, have been regarded as the guideline to create and to 

design public spaces in the urban context where people have higher needs 

about functional and desirable public space, such as comfort and enjoyment. 

These criteria, based upon Gehlôs years of research, contribute to defining 

peopleôs experiences of daily lives within the public realm and how urban 

design can help to enhance that experience. As Gehl Architect Company 

(2015) illustrated in its research report, óan inviting space that encourages 

public life has elements of protection, comfort and enjoymentô (p.11). Each 

of the category includes different criteria, and each of criteria has covered 

one aspect of various peopleôs interaction and their experience within the 

public space.  
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ѻ Protection (Safety) 

To encourage users to utilize public spaces, protection against climate and 

environment is in vital. Three aspects of this evaluation have provided a 

well-rounded description about what good protection is, involving 

protection against traffic and accidents, protection against crime and 

violence, as well as protection against unpleasant sensory experiences.  

 

ѻ Comfort  

óPeople are generally attracted to places they are comfortable being at, 

whether it is sitting, standing, walking, or talking to others, people want to 

be in an environment that makes them feel comfortable and welcomedô 

(Gehl, 2010, p.176). Thus, for an environment to be welcoming, inviting, 

and comfortable to everyone, it is of great importance to understand the 

need of differ user groups and to provide different usages for different 

purposes. The criteria in this element involve opportunities to walk, to stand 

and to stay, to sit and to see, to talk and to listen, as well as opportunities to 

play and exercise. Each criterion has its own focus point, and each is equally 

significant to providing comfort for people within the public space. In this 

category, different kinds of opportunities have been determined and 

measured by the amount and types of social infrastructures.  

 

ѻ Enjoyment 

As Gehl (2010) stated, ófor an environment to be enjoyable, having human-

scale elements provides people a sense of security without feeling lost and a 

sense of belonging compared to being surrounded by buildings or objectsô 

(p.178). The criteria in this element involve measurement at human scale, 

opportunities to enjoy the positive aspects of climate, as well as aesthetic 

qualities and positive sensory experience. These three criteria have outlined 
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the basic design manual about what an enjoyable public space should have 

and provide to people.  

 

Figure 4.6 The 12 Quality Criteria Proposed by Jan Gehl 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Image is drawn by the researcher. 3rd August 2020.) 

 

2) Eco-City Documents Analysis 

Document analysis aims to better understand limits about the 

conceptualisation of humanistic planning to be implemented in the SSTEC 

project. Also, it is functioned as the most important complement of in-depth 

interviews. These documents not only reflect how Chinese national 

government, Tianjin local government and relevant planning agencies 
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implement the people-oriented policy instructions in their practical work, 

they also contain information on outcomes. Relevant documents are chosen 

by the following four dimensions, óauthenticity for ensuring the 

unquestionable authoritative source of evidence, credibility for looking at 

the producer of those documents and focuses on the accuracy, 

representativeness for ascertaining the typicality, and the meaningful 

documents with its evidence understandable and apparentô (Scott, 1990, p.6).  

 

Document analysis in eco-city planning research provides access to relevant 

policy documents, facilitates the identification of planning practices, enables 

evaluation of policy implementation, tracks progress and long-term impacts, 

supports comparative analysis and provides valuable insights for policy 

recommendations and futureôs planning efforts. It serves as an effective 

method for studying and advancing sustainable urban development practices 

within the context of eco-cities. Selected documents are formulated by 

different actors for different purposes. Identification of any commonalities, 

through the process of context analysis, does not in itself justify their being 

grouped together as a coherent target for document analysis. However, 

Faircloughôs (1989) framework for analysing discourse offers the rationale 

for doing so - he regards texts, including spoken and written language and 

associated visual imagery as óthe form of actionô (Fairclough, 1989, p.9). 

Also, he regards discourse is one form of social practice shaped in turn by 

broader social structures, as he states, óthe whole is society, and language is 

one strand of the socialô (Fairclough, 1989, p.23). 
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Table 4.7 Advantages of Document Analysis Applied in this Research 

Advantages Detailed Explanation 

 

 

Offers access to relevant 

policy documents 

Relevant documents offer valuable sources of 

information on planning goals, strategies and 

implementation mechanism of eco-city 

initiatives. Such access provides 

comprehensive understanding of approaches 

used in eco-city planning.  

 

 

 

Facilitates the 

identification of planning 

practices 

Researcher can identify best practices in 

eco-city planning by examining 

documents from successful eco-city 

projects worldwide, which include 

innovative approaches, effective strategies 

and lessons learned from various contexts. 

By identifying and studying these best 

practices, researchers can inform the 

implementation of eco-city plans in other 

locations.  

 

 

 

 

Enables evaluation of 

policy implementation 

It enables researchers to evaluate 

effectiveness and outcomes of eco-city 

planning policies. By examining planning 

reports, progress assessments and 

performance indicators, researchers can 

assess the extent to which sustainability as 

well as people-oriented goals are being 

achieved. They can evaluate whether 

planning policies and measures 

implemented are producing desired 

environmental, social, and economic 

outcomes. Such evaluation helps to identify 
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both strengths and weaknesses of 

improvement in eco-cityôs initiatives. 

 

 

Tracks progress and long-

term impacts 

It allows researchers to track the progress 

of eco-city projects and assess their long-

term impacts. By analysing annual reviews 

and monitoring data, researchers can 

evaluate the evolution of eco-city planning 

over time. Also, it allows researchers to 

measure the effectiveness of sustainable 

and humanistic measures, to assess 

environmental performance, and to 

identify trends or patterns in the 

implementation of eco-city initiatives.  

 

 

Supports comparative 

analysis 

It allows researchers to identify similarities 

and differences in planning approaches, 

and outcomes. Comparative analysis helps 

to understand factors that contribute to 

successful eco-city planning and 

contextual factors that influence outcomes.  

 

Provides valuable 

insights for policy 

recommendations and 

futureôs planning efforts 

By identifying gaps, challenges and 

influencing factors in existing policy 

documents, researchers can propose 

appropriate improvements. Findings from 

document analysis can provide evidence-

based recommendations for enhancing the 

combination of sustainable and humanistic 

aspects of eco-cities.  

 

(Source: Information is summarised by the researcher.) 
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As discussed in Chapter 1, one defining feature of the eco-city phenomenon 

is its globalised nature, characterised by its geographical spread, the 

increasing involvement of international practitioners and policy makers, and 

also the claimed global relevance of individual initiatives for mankindôs 

future. While limiting the investigation to any particular country or region 

would therefore compromise its value, the variety of policy approaches 

encompassed by the eco-city also prompts the inclusion of a wide range of 

initiatives. Relative documents, being formulated by various types of actors 

for different purposes, are deemed as the worthwhile object of study, 

precisely because it is institutionally ratified. The guiding principle behind 

the selection method aims to facilitate the inclusion of a wide variety of 

practices, policies and contexts. Also, discursive framings and concrete 

prescriptions of these documents play significant roles in shaping practical 

Chinese eco-city development. Last but not least, search protocol focuses on 

planning goals and mainstream initiatives of Chinese eco-city planning and 

design, which might be expected to reflect and to facilitate a greater degree 

of practical influences on Chinese green urbanization and eco-city 

development.  

 

The precise documentation consulted in case study appears in Table 4.5. As 

the table shows, the nature and status of these documents necessarily varied, 

given their divergent functions and scalar coverage. More positively, the 

inclusion of different types of documentation would actively contribute to 

the overall goal of capturing the variety of eco-city conceptualisation.  

 

Documents have been analysed as the complement of qualitative interviews 

and observations. These documents not only reflect how Chinese local 

governments implement the top-down eco-city policy instruction in their 

practical work according to the local context of eco-city development, but 
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also contain information on roles, approaches and outcomes of humanistic 

planning for Chinese eco-city development. In addition, relevant documents 

have been chosen by following the guidance of four dimensions according 

to Scott (1990), óauthenticityô for ensuring the óunquestionable authoritativeô 

source of the evidence, ócredibilityô for looking at the producer of those 

documents and focuses on the óaccuracyô, órepresentativenessô for 

ascertaining the ótypicalityô as well as the óa typicalityô associated with the 

data, and the ómeaningful documentsô with its evidence understandable and 

apparent (p.6). These documents include five categories: 

- Global academic sources (journals and reports on eco-city theme). 

- Plans, including municipal and district level master plans, land-use 

plans from district level (Tianjin Binhai New District). 

- Local news in recent five years with the focus on public events and 

officialsô public speeches on the development process of eco-city 

through the internet. 

- Government working records, such as working diaries, summaries 

and notes, officialsô speeches and other related documents.  

- Planning policies (esp. regarding to indicator system), regulations 

and laws.  

 

These documents have been accessed in three ways: 

- Some of them are accessed through the official government website, 

which is available to the public. 

- Some of them are accessed through key informants who participated 

in the redevelopment project in the case. 

- Some of them are accessed through the SSTEC Construction Bureau 

and SSTEC Administrative Committee, such as detailed land plans 

and working diaries, for which access needed to be approved by the 

officials.  
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Details on search protocol and how to select documents and journal articles 

are shown in the following table. And detailed operation methods revolve 

around the core word eco-city development.   

 

Table 4.8 Research Protocol and Methods for Document Section 

Steps Specific Operation Methods 

 

 

Define the 

research focus 

As eco-city development is a broad topic, it 

is crucial to define subtopics. At the initial 

stage, specific aspects are divided into serval 

categories, including urban planning 

approach, green infrastructure design, social 

equity consideration, economic viability and 

technologies innovation.  

 

 

 

Identify 

keywords 

Create a list of keywords or key phrases 

related to research focus, which has 

encompassed various aspects of eco-city 

development. For instance, relevant 

keywords include eco-city, sustainable urban 

development, green urbanization, urban 

sustainability, smart cities, circular economy, 

people-centred planning and so on.  

 

 

 

 

 

Consider database that cover disciplines such 

as urban planning, sustainability, 

environmental psychology. Firstly, one 

example of useful database includes Web of 

Science, Scopus, Google Scholar, Urban 

Studies Abstracts, Environmental Impact 

Statement. Secondly, Chinese government 
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Select relevant 

database 

websites at the national, provincial and 

municipal levels often publish reports, 

policies and guidelines related to eco-city 

development. These websites are valuable 

sources of official documents and policies 

that highlight the governmentôs strategies and 

initiatives. Thirdly, to stay updated with daily 

news on eco-city development, it is necessary 

to explore popular Chinese news platforms 

such as SSTEC WeChat Official Account, 

China Eco-City Academy Website. These 

platforms often cove the latest development, 

projects and policies related to sustainable 

urbanization in China.  

 

 

Review 

literatures 

At this stage, going through abstracts and 

full -text documents to determine their 

relevance to main research questions that are 

pertinent to this research. Taking notes for 

each source and highlighting key points to 

organize and synthesize the information 

gathered.  

 

(Source: Information is summarised by the researcher.) 

 

The first two categories mentioned above have been collected and reviewed 

before the fieldwork, they are together provided an overall image to 

understand the rationale and political tasks of the SSTECôs planning and 

(re)development programmes from different aspects, such as geographical 

and political conditions, project vision and planning ambitions, which will 
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be further discussed in the next chapter. The last category, used to 

understand social and political context of this eco-city project, is acquired 

during online interviews. These documents directly displayed how local 

government and its agencies implement policies related to the humanistic 

planning concept. They are used as finding the breakthrough about obstacles 

that limit the SSTEC to meet development the goal about considering 

peopleôs needs in the actual planning and design process, and to explore 

valuable insights about potential influences of people-place relationship. 

 

Table 4.9 Four Categories of Documents Related to the SSTEC  

Category  Main Documents 

 

 

 

 

 

Global Academic 

Sources 

(Journals and 

Reports) 

 

 

 

 

 

- Flynn, A. and Yu. L. et al. (2016). 

Eco-Cities, Governance and 

Sustainable Lifestyles: The Case of 

the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City. 

Habitat International. 53: 78-86. 

- Catherine, C. I-C. et al. (2016). A 

Green Leap Forward? Eco-State 

Restructuring and the Tianjin-Binhai 

Eco-City Model. Regional Studies. 

50(6): 929-943. 

- Caprotti, F. (2014). Critical Research 

on Eco-City? A Walk through the 

Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City, 

China. Cities. 36(2):10-17. 

- Caprotti, F. et al. (2015). Eco for 

Whom? Envisioning Eco-Urbanism 

in the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-

City, China. International Journal of 
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Urban and Regional Research. 39(3): 

495-517. 

- World Bank. (2009). Sino-Singapore 

Tianjin Eco-City: A Case Study of an 

Emerging Eco-City in China 

(Technical Assistance Report). 

[Online.] Available at: 

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org

/handle/10986/28143. [Accessed on 

17th February 2019). 

- World Bank. (2010). Eco2 Cities 

Brochure. [Online.] Available at: 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/IN

TEASTASIAPACIFIC/Resources/Ec

o2_Cities_Brochure.pdf 

- Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City 

Administrative Committee, China 

Eco-City Academy and Centre for 

Liveable Cities. (2021). A Partnership 

for a Smart and Sustainable Future: 

The Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City. 

[Online]. Available at: 

https://www.clc.gov.sg//docs/default-

source/books/a-partnership-for-a-

smart-and-sustainable-future-the-

china-singapore-tianjin-eco-city.pdf.  

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/28143
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/28143
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTEASTASIAPACIFIC/Resources/Eco2_Cities_Brochure.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTEASTASIAPACIFIC/Resources/Eco2_Cities_Brochure.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTEASTASIAPACIFIC/Resources/Eco2_Cities_Brochure.pdf
https://www.clc.gov.sg/docs/default-source/books/a-partnership-for-a-smart-and-sustainable-future-the-china-singapore-tianjin-eco-city.pdf
https://www.clc.gov.sg/docs/default-source/books/a-partnership-for-a-smart-and-sustainable-future-the-china-singapore-tianjin-eco-city.pdf
https://www.clc.gov.sg/docs/default-source/books/a-partnership-for-a-smart-and-sustainable-future-the-china-singapore-tianjin-eco-city.pdf
https://www.clc.gov.sg/docs/default-source/books/a-partnership-for-a-smart-and-sustainable-future-the-china-singapore-tianjin-eco-city.pdf
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Local News 

(Three Typical Online 

News) 

- The Zhongxin Avenue will be 

widened. 11th July 2018. [Online]. 

Available at: 

https://www.sohu.com/a/240637196_

737811.  

- The SSTEC has formulated the action 

plan about the upgraded index system 

(2.0 version). 26th September 2020. 

[Online]. Available at: 

https://www.sohu.com/a/421039528_

620823.  

- Eco-City needs to be based around 

communities, not technology. 21st 

October 2013. [Online]. Available at: 

https://chinadialogue.net/en/cities/642

7-eco-cities-need-to-be-based-

around-communities-not-technology. 

- óNew KPIsô to lead óNew Journeyô: 

The Upgraded Version 2.0 KPIs was 

approved. 25th September 2021. 

[Online]. Available at: 

http://www.tianjinecocity.com/News/

publications_show_detail/795?lang=e

nglish. 

- The SSTEC has finalized the Three-

Year Plan for China-Singapore 

Cooperation. 20th June 2023. 

[Online]. Available at: 

https://www.eco-

city.gov.cn/m1/stcxw/20230620/4876

5.html.  

https://www.sohu.com/a/240637196_737811
https://www.sohu.com/a/240637196_737811
https://www.sohu.com/a/421039528_620823
https://www.sohu.com/a/421039528_620823
http://www.tianjinecocity.com/News/publications_show_detail/795?lang=english
http://www.tianjinecocity.com/News/publications_show_detail/795?lang=english
http://www.tianjinecocity.com/News/publications_show_detail/795?lang=english
https://www.eco-city.gov.cn/m1/stcxw/20230620/48765.html
https://www.eco-city.gov.cn/m1/stcxw/20230620/48765.html
https://www.eco-city.gov.cn/m1/stcxw/20230620/48765.html
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Masterplan 

- Masterplan of the Sino-Singapore 

Tianjin Eco-City (2008-2020 Version) 

(formulated by China Academy of 

Urban Planning Design, Tianjin 

Urban Planning Design Institute, 

Urban Redevelopment Authority of 

Singapore) 

 

 

 

Planning Policies 

- Development Retrospect of the Sino-

Singapore Tianjin Eco-City 

(formulated by China Eco-City 

Academy) 

- Reply on the 2.0 Version of Indicator 

System  

- Report of the Implementation of 

Indicator System of the Sino-

Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (2020) 

 

(Source: Information is summarised by the researcher.) 

 

The process of Chinese New-Type Urbanization and the implementation of 

ecological development policies, as Chapter 1 discussed, have jointly 

promoted the eco-city development. With the continuous development of 

urban construction and operation at different stages, usersô needs and 

demands are constantly changing. Being faced by usersô actual needs and 

problems encountered in the operation process, the eco-city shall be 

continually improved and updated, also functions and services need to meet 

usersô demands accordingly.  
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After organising information into categories related to the evaluation 

dimension of usersô demand, this research regards Chinese national standard 

Assessment Standard for Green Eco-District (GB/T51255-2017) as the 

national masterplan for guiding, assessing and certifying humanistic 

sustainability as well as environmental performance of Chinese eco-districts 

in the following four ways, including comprehensive assessment criteria, 

performance measurement, consideration of social and economic aspects, 

adaptability and scalability. Firstly, this standard includes a set of criteria 

that has covered various aspects of sustainability and environment 

performance. These criteria are developed to address specific needs and 

demands of eco-district stakeholders which include developers, urban 

planners, government agencies and residents. Secondly, by providing clear 

guidelines and metrics, this standard outlines a methodology for assessing 

and measuring the performance of eco-districts. It also enables users to 

evaluate their projectsô sustainability and environmental impact objectively. 

Through this method, it allows stakeholders to understand how their projects 

align with desired objectives and meet the demand of a sustainable eco-

district. Thirdly, this standard not only has addressed environmental aspects 

but also considers social and economic dimensions of eco-districts, which 

reflects the demand for a holistic approach to sustainability by considering 

factors like social equity, economic viability and job creation. By 

encompassing these dimensions, this standard recognizes the importance of 

balancing environmental concerns with social and economic development. 

The last point highlights the need for humanization in standard setting as 

this standard accounts for diverse contexts and scales of eco-district projects 

by offering flexibility for users to adapt the criteria and indicators to their 

specific circumstances while maintaining the overall integrity of assessment 

framework. That is, this approach has recognized unique demands and 

needs for different projects, allowing users to implement sustainable 

practices effectively regardless of projectôs size or location.  
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Since the Chinese national standard Assessment Standard for Green Eco-

District (GB/T51255-2017) has been promulgated and implemented, the 

standard has strong authority, a large number of credits and rich evaluation 

content. To evaluate in what ways green eco-district planning takes the 

humanistic aspect into the overall consideration rather than focusing much 

on technologies, the user demands library, therefore, has been proposed 

according to the national standard by doing document analysis. At this stage, 

skimming (superficial examination), reading (thorough examination) and 

interpretation, which is known as the content analysis by organising 

information into categories related to central questions of the evaluation.  

 

Regarding the national standard Assessment Standard for Green Eco-

District (GB/T51255-2017), from the perspective of evaluation dimension, it 

mainly includes dimension about government management and dimension 

about user demand. For instance, the credit 4.1.1 urban planning should 

meet the urban and rural planning requirements of the region can be 

classified as the content of government management dimension, while 4.2.5 

public service facilities in residential areas have better convenience can be 

classified as the content of user demand dimension. For document analysis 

and evaluation, this research starts from the perspective of user dimension 

by combing and categorizing the content of national standard Assessment 

Standard for Green Eco-District (GB/T51255-2017), and initially categories 

the user demand library into six major areas which involves land use, 

ecological environment, green building, energy utilization, green 

transportation and humanities.  
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Table 4.10 Dimension of User Demand Library in Eco-City  

Serial 

No. 

Major  

Categories 

User Demand 

Item 

Content Overview 

 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Land Use 

 

 

 

 

Convenient 

public service 

facilities 

Kindergartens, nurseries, 

primary and secondary 

schools, pension service 

facilities, health service 

centers, commercial service 

facilities and other facilities 

around the residential area, 

which are convenient and 

accessible 

 

2 

 

Opening of 

public space 

Public open space is set up in 

urban area for residentsô 

activities 

 

 

3 

 

 

Green space 

opening 

The ecological land and 

urban green space with a 

certain scale and reasonable 

layout shall be maintained in 

the urban area 

 

 

 

 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

High greening 

rate 

Three-dimensional greening 

is implemented in the 

maintenance and 

management of all kinds of 

garden green space are good, 

and the greening coverage 

rate is high in the urban area 
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5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ecological 

Environment 

 

The rain water 

quick 

absorption 

Implementation of sponge 

city construction, rainstorm 

without urban waterlogging 

 

 

6 

 

Avoid soil 

pollution 

There is no soil pollution or 

the soil pollution control is 

completed and up to standard 

 

 

7 

High quality 

of domestic 

water 

The quality of municipal 

domestic water reaches the 

national standard 

 

 

 

8 

 

 

Good outdoor 

air quality 

The annual excellent days of 

air quality reached more than 

240 days, and the average 

days of reaching the standard 

of PM2.5 reached more than 

200 days 

 

 

9 

 

Good outdoor 

sound 

environment 

The outdoor sound 

environmental quality of the 

area meets the national 

standard 

 

 

10 

 

Refuse 

classification 

Classified collection, closed 

transportation and effective 

treatment of garbage 

11  Newly-built 

green building 

Choose to buy green 

residential buildings or work 
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Green 

Building  

in green office buildings 

 

 

 

 

12 

 

Green 

renovation of 

existing 

buildings 

The residential buildings or 

office buildings that have 

been renovated to meet the 

requirements of national 

standard for green buildings 

 

 

 

 

13 

 

 

Green 

construction 

The projects under 

construction meet the 

requirements of green 

construction and reduce the 

pollution and impact on the 

surrounding environment 

 

 

14 

 

 

 

Green 

operation 

Green operation is adopted 

for residential buildings or 

office buildings, which can 

reduce operating costs and 

provide good building 

environment and high-quality 

services 

15  

 

Energy 

Utilization  

Energy 

measurement 

Charging for heating 

(cooling) consumption 

 

16 

 

 

Reclaimed 

water use 

Residential or office 

buildings have the conditions 

to utilize reclaimed water 

   With high coverage of bus 
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17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Green 

Transportation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Public 

transport 

system 

stops, bus lanes are set up, 

and the public transport 

system has humanized service 

facilities (such as guidance, 

barrier free access, sunshade, 

seats, etc.) 

 

18 

 

Bicycle 

transportation 

system 

Urban bicycle lanes are 

continuous, with reasonable 

width to form a shady road, 

and complete road supporting 

facilities (such as guide signs, 

safety, rest, sanitation and 

other facilities) 

 

 

19 

 

 

 

Walking 

system 

The walking system is 

continuous, combined with 

surrounding functions, 

environment, landscape and 

public space, with complete 

supporting facilities (such as 

lighting, guiding signs, safety, 

rest, sanitation and other 

facilities) 

 

 

20 

Charging 

facilities for 

new energy 

vehicles 

Electric vehicle charging 

facilities should be built in 

residential buildings, and 

public parking lots 

 

 

 

 

The underground parking lot 

and public parking lot are 

provided with sufficient 
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21 

Parking spaces parking spaces, and the 

parking resources are 

efficiently utilized, and the 

parking information is timely 

and unobstructed 

 

 

22 

 

 

 

 

Humanity  

 

 

Elderly service 

facilities 

The community service 

network for the aged is 

completed and there are 

enough beds for the aged 

 

 

23 

 

 

Encourage 

green lifestyle 

Formulate preferential 

measures to encourage 

residents to purchase energy-

saving and water-saving 

product  

 

(Source: Information is from Chinese national standard Assessment 

Standard for Green Eco-District (GB/T51255-2017). 

 

4.2.3 The Second Layer: The Multiple-Method Qualitative Data 

Collection Approach 

An explanatory case study, being used to ódo causal investigation and to 

understand the complex social phenomenaô (Yin, 2014, p.6), is designed to 

apply in the second-layer research strategy. It is the most important stage of 

this research, via the multiple-method data collection to explore the people-

place relationship in the real-world eco-city project. It is worth to mention 

that typical qualitative research methods including participant observation, 

and questionnaires at this stage respond to Objective Three and Research 
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Question Two, by exploring the public life in public spaces from the 

perspective of peopleôs experience to provide the foundation of 

preconceptions for further data collection. 

 

The second-layer stage, using the Public Space and Public Life (PSPL) 

Survey proposed by Jan Gehl - the approach utilizing empirical analysis to 

understand how the built environment can promote well-being and effect 

social interactions between people. Specially, the PSPL Survey adopts 

further on-site observation and qualitative questionnaires, attempting to 

verify data collected from the pilot study, as research data of the first layer 

tends to be occupied by the subjective perception of researcherôs feelings 

and judgement, such as the evaluation about spatial quality of several public 

spaces within the SSTEC.  

 

On the one hand, this stage of data collection focuses on the public space 

analysis by means of mapping and on-site counting, aiming to explore types 

of peopleôs outdoor activity and users of public spaces (e.g. different ages 

and occupations). In addition, it emphasises on the public life survey by 

means of on-site observation, aiming to explore a variety of spatial elements 

that can potentially stimulate or prevent people to spend more time in public 

spaces. On the other hand, the street-intercept survey by the qualitative 

questionnaire, being functioned as the supplement to observation at data 

collection stage, aims to explore peopleôs more detailed perspectives and 

objective descriptions about their perception and attitudes (defined as 

óinvisibleô needs) towards public places, as well as their comments on social 

infrastructures within the eco-city. That is, to investigate and to identity 

criteria and causes of good or bad spatial qualities in their eyes. 
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4.2.4 The Third Layer: Data Analysis and Further Data Collection 

The last research stage by a series of in-depth semi-structed interviews with 

planning practitioners and management operators of the SSTEC project, is based 

upon the analysis of all research data from the former two layers. It is concerned 

about answering the last main research question - understanding whether and how 

does the case study project consider impacts or implications on the interactive 

pattern between people and place. At the end of this stage, by combing all findings, 

the overall understanding of humanistic planning under the context of ecological 

development aims to be achieved, and potential recommendations on people-

oriented planning principle and procedure is devised. An explanatory case study, 

being used to ódo causal investigation and to understand the complex social 

phenomenaô (Yin, 2014, p.6), is designed to apply in the second-layer 

research strategy. It is worth to mention that typical qualitative research 

methods including participant observation and in-depth interviews at this 

stage respond to Objective Three and Research Question Two, by 

synthesising key findings to explore the existing obstacles that may limit 

Chinese eco-city project as well as the existing planning initiatives to meet 

the development goal about considering peopleôs needs. The process of data 

collection and analysis is shown in the following figures. 
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Figure 4.11 Research Objectives, Research Methods and Findings  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is drawn by the researcher.) 

 

Figure 4.12 Overall Data Analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is drawn by the researcher.) 
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4.3 Research Methods in an Interdisciplinary Context: Public Space 

and Public Life Survey (PSPL) and In-Depth Interviews 

In the early stage of the development of Environmental Psychology 

discipline, researchers often use methods and tools borrowed from the 

experimental psychology to conduct research. For example, it is the first 

time for William H. Whyte to use the observational method in the natural 

situation - a three-year study on the use of public space in the city centre of 

New York City. Research methods of Environmental Psychology adopt 

some content that is much related to disciplines of sociology and 

psychology, with particular attention to the interaction between people and 

the physical environment. It mainly focuses on the collection and analysis of 

spatial information. For instance, Bechtel et al. (1987) summarised 13 

specific methods about data collection, such as open-ended or structured 

interviews, cognitive or behavioural maps, participatory observation, 

questionnaire survey, psychological test, adjective check etc. Based on the 

setting of two main research questions, this research has selected several 

methods for SSTECôs field work and for further data analysis.   

 

The Public Space and Public Life (PSPL) Survey, a tool to document the 

existing peopleôs behaviours, helps to understand what types of peopleôs 

activities, how people use the public space, and barriers that may inhibit 

socializing in the public space (Zhao et al., 2012, pp.34-35). It creates an 

opportunity for the researcher to collect humanistic data and then to make 

peopleôs needs visible. Also, the Public Space and Public Life Survey (PSPL) 

Survey considers how existing peopleôs behaviours can inform the design 

process to make a place more liveable, walkable and inviting to all. As part 

of the survey, pedestrian count and stationary activity surveys are used to 

examine detailed information about what people do and where they do. By 

using this technique, the researcher also assesses the condition of outdoor 
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seating and other factors that affect peopleôs satisfactions/dissatisfactions 

towards the public space.  

 

1) Rationale for Choosing This Research Method 

Participant observation is useful as a method of óacquainting designer and 

researcher with the lifestyle of people for whom a design is intendedô 

(Bechtel et al. 1987, p.19). In this research, participant observation is 

functioned as the fundamental research tool to collect data about spatial 

elements of the eco-city and peopleôs outdoor activities within the public 

space. It helps to understand what kind of activities people engage in, how 

they use the public space in their neighbourhoods, as well as a variety of 

spatial elements can potentially stimulate or prevent people to spend more 

time in public spaces. In addition, data collection by means of participant 

observation aims to explore in what ways and to what extent can public 

spaces become more connected, liveable, walkable and also be available to 

people that make residents enjoy outdoor activities in eco-city.  

 

Observational data are summarised graphically, and complemented with 

questionnaire information provided by interviewees (esp. residents living in 

the eco-city), along with photographs, to provide a full picture of each 

selected research location within the SSTEC. Although adopting various 

types of data and methods contributes to providing a degree of valuable 

ómethodological triangulationô (Guion, 2002), it is acknowledged that 

analysis requires a degree of subjective judgement on the researcherôs 

perspective (raising questions about its replicability). The approach, 

combined researcherôs observation and eco-cityôs residentsô feedback, 

would have been improved through óinvestigator triangulationô with validity 

more firmly established through the concordance of findings. 
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2) Limitations 

The main limitation of participant observation in this case study tends to be 

the influence of being observed people, resulting in not all activities can be 

observed. To reduce this potential impact, on the one hand, the researcher 

intends to start the observation in a covert role to easily gain access to do 

mapping and on-site counting. Starting with a covert role contributes to 

easily observing peopleôs outdoor activities, as óthey are less likely to adjust 

their behaviours because of the researcherôs presenceô (Bryman, 2016, 

p.406). After mapping and on-site counting, the researcher plans to move 

from covert role to an overt one for participating in some outdoor activities 

with residents. For instance, the researcher intends to join the square-

dancing1 activities group to be better integrated into their everyday lives and 

to prepare for distributing questionnaires. Having their consents during 

conducting informal discussions (causal talking) with some people when 

taking part in activities and citing the data elicited from their talks. On the 

other hand, openness is of great importance to communicate with people 

when doing the covert observation - if someone asks about why observe 

them, the researcher should attempt to explain this research project in brief.  

 

4.4 Qualitative Questionnaire (Street-Intercept Survey) 

To some extent, the self-completion questionnaire and the structured 

interview are similar to social research. The obvious difference between 

them is that, with the self-completion questionnaire, respondents should 

read and answer each question by themselves as no interviewer to ask 

questions (Bryman, 2016, p.233), making the research instrument be easy to 

follow. Except for this obvious but central difference, they are remarkably 

 

1 In China, square-dancing refers to an exercise routine performed to music 

in squares, plazas or parks. It is popular with middle-aged and retired 

women who have been referred to as dancing grannies. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urban_open_space
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similar. As a result, self-completion questionnaires, as compared to 

structured interviews, tend to: 

- óhave fewer open questions, since closed ones tend to be easier to 

answer; 

- have easy-to-follow designs to minimize the risk that the respondent 

will fail to follow filter questions or will inadvertently omit a 

question; 

- be shorter to reduce the risk of órespondent fatigueô, since it is 

manifestly easier for a respondent who becomes tired of answering 

questions in a long questionnaireô (Bryman, 2016, p.233). 

 

1) Rationale for Choosing This Research Method 

The street-intercept survey by qualitative questionnaire, as the supplement 

to participant observation (mapping, counting and on-site observation), 

contributes to obtaining peopleôs more detailed perspectives and objective 

descriptions of those óinvisibleô needs towards public places and social 

infrastructures within these places.  

 

2) Limitations 

Time-consuming to collect data and low response rate might be two main 

limitations of this research method, as it takes long time to get the enough 

response rate and reliable information. To tackle these potential issues, since 

the research object only focuses on the group of residents living in the eco-

city, snow sampling has been considered to be used for collecting data, as it 

to some extent can enlarge the sample size and can improve the effective 

feedback rate. Also, web-vision questionnaire will be used to increase the 

response rate if the street-intercept one gets low-rate response. Moreover, 

time-consuming to analyse data might be the potential limitation of this 

qualitative research method, as the researcher has to read answers and try to 
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put them into categories by coding. To overcome this issue, more closed 

questions by ticking answers, and less open-ended questions are applied 

when formulating the questionnaire.  

 

4.5 In-Depth Semi-Structed Interviews 

Interviewing, óa conversation with a purposeô (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009), 

has been deemed as the overall strategy as well as the most common and 

effective research approach to gather first-hand data in a case study. Three 

types of interviews are divided as structured, semi-structured and 

unstructured interviews, based upon the extent of control that interviewer 

has over the interaction.  

 

Specifically, unstructured interview does not reflect any ópreconceived 

theories or ideasô (May, 1991, p,188), that is, the interviewer starts with an 

opening question and continues the conversation on the basis of 

intervieweeôs response. In this sense, it is usually time-consuming and 

difficult to participate in, as óthe lack of predetermined interview questions 

provides little guidance on what to talk aboutô (Gill et al., 2008, p.291). In 

contrast, structured interview is óverbally administered questionnaires, in 

which a list of predetermined questions will be asked, with little or no 

variation and with no scope for follow-up questions to responseô (ibid.) 

However, this type of interview only allows for limited participant 

responses, being of little use if depth is required.  

 

Semi-structured interview has been seen as a more balanced approach - a 

wide range of information can be effectively collected during interviewing, 

but more time-saving compared to the unstructured interview, it also can 

make the interviewer get access to the focus of attention, as the structured 

interview does. In the preparation stage of semi-structured interview, the 
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outline consisting of a clear set of topics and open-ended questions should 

be well prepared in advance. And during the interviewing, the interviewer 

can make moderations to those prepared questions and ask more detailed 

ones according to the intervieweeôs responses, making the interviewee 

express his/her own opinions freely.  

 

1) Rationale for Choosing This Research Method 

Semi-structed interview has been chosen to understand whether and how 

does the case study project consider impacts on the interactive pattern 

between people and place, by interviewing planning practitioners and 

management operators of the SSTEC project, and also to explore constraints 

and planning initiatives on effectively promoting the people-oriented 

planning and design concept. 

 

2) Skills Used for Interviewing 

Case study requires an inquiring mind during data collection, not simply 

before or after the activity. The ability to pose good questions is therefore a 

prerequisite for case study researchers, thus, the design of interview 

questions has to be carefully taken into consideration. The Interview Topic 

Guides (see Appendix G) mentions several topical areas, and each of these is 

introduced by an open question and ends with a confrontational question. 

Also, some so-called ótheory-driven questionsô, which are oriented to the 

literature about related topic or based on the researcherôs theoretical 

presuppositions, aim to be asked to verify previous research findings from 

observation and questionnaires. 

 

Considerations should be taken into account for each interviewing stage. 

Firstly, in order to be objective, at the beginning of each interview, the 
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researcher aims not to ask any specialized academic knowledge about the 

people-oriented planning concept (relationship between people and place), 

but rather to ask how planning and design methods related to this interactive 

pattern are used during the post-operational stage of the SSTEC project. In 

addition, since the researcher has finished the observation, in order to avoid 

taking things for granted, posing open questions and keeping an open mind 

about responses are of great importance. Secondly, during the interviewing 

process, ófollow-up questions are often posed, which can make the 

researcher obtain more inside informationô (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, 

p.36). Therefore, the process of active listening requires the interviewer to 

listen to what has been said by the interviewee and how it is said. Thirdly, 

after finishing, each interview plans to be rounded off by a debriefing, 

asking about whether the interviewee has more information to say, which 

offers an additional opportunity to deal with issues he or she has been 

thinking or worrying about during the interview.  

 

To understand an interviewee correctly in a high-context culture is not an 

easy job for an outsider (Hall, 1976, p.108). In a high-context culture, many 

things are left unsaid, letting the culture to explain. A few words can 

communicate a complex message very effectively to an in-group, but less 

effectively to those outside that group. While in a low-context culture, the 

communicator needs to be much more explicit and the value of a single 

word is less important. Since the researcher fully understands the Chinese 

high-context culture, listening carefully in order to capture what the 

interviewee meant in that situation, rather than simply noting down their 

exact words. 
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Thematic Analysis 

This research has adopted thematic analysis as an approach to analyse and 

to interpret themes of data. The reason for choosing thematic analysis as it 

not only summarises and reorganises interview transcripts, more importantly, 

it contributes to connecting with research objectives and questions to 

identify and to interpret key features of research data.  

 

Related planning practitioners were asked to contribute their knowledge and 

viewpoints on the SSTEC project in a colloquial way. However, information 

about their practical experience has not been linked logically, thus, it is 

necessary to establish a framework for analysis. During the process of data 

analysis, interview transcripts are all re-organised in order to ómove from 

discussion of issues within one area to discussion of issues within another, 

with each area logically connected to othersô (Weiss, 1995, p.154).  

 

 

1) Transcription and Translation 

All interviews are audio-recorded after which the first step of data analysis 

is to transcribe all information into written form. Instead of what has been 

said by interviewees, ómeanings of utterances are profoundly shaped by how 

they saidô (Sarangi and Robert, 1999). Therefore, the researcher interviewed 

with the special intention of features of interviews, such as speed and tone 

of voice, as well as body language and facial expressions, which are all 

crucial for interpreting. All above-mentioned information is coded together 

with the transcript of interviews, and the final transcript has been scrutinised 

several times before analysis in order to make the researcher be familiar 

with the data. 

 

All interviews with planning practitioners in this research are conducted in 

Chinese. After transcribing into the written form, they are translated into 

English. Thus, linguistic issues are inevitable during this process - some 
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Chinese metaphorical expressions could not be directly translated into 

English, consequently, part of intervieweesô original meanings might be lost 

in the compromise of using similar English vocabularies. To reduce the 

likelihood of such linguistic issue, detailed interpretations by considering 

features of interviews have been provided where meanings could not be 

clearly expressed in English. 

 

 

2) Coding 

Various understanding of the coding exists in different researches, but in 

common, it is a process of describing órelations of materials collected from 

the research, labelling and categorising data in analysisô (Boyatzis, 1998, 

p.42). Thematic coding, a form of qualitative analysis, refers to recording 

information which has been linked by common themes and establishing óa 

framework of thematic ideasô (Gibbs, 2007, p.39). It is adopted to establish 

a framework in which codes are grouped into different research themes. In 

Chapter 1 and Chapter 2, research aim, objectives and conceptual 

framework have set out both key areas and border themes required to be 

researched. Also, interviews are conducted in a semi-structured way and 

guided by the list of research questions. Detailed coding process of this 

research is shown in the following table. And coding development 

continuously proceeds until no new codes are being generated. 

 

Table 4.13 The Coding Process 

1. Browsing through all English transcripts as a whole and making notes about 

the border topics interviewees talked about.  

2. Reading all transcripts to generate codes from simple descriptions to 

conceptual categories. Highlighting relevant key words, noting similarities or 

differences from the previous research about literature reviews, and putting 

more emphasis on intervieweesô viewpoints they repeated several times.  
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3. Putting all codes into different research themes. 

4. Making the comparison between/within codes. 

5. Producing the code list by distinguishing important codes. 

 

(Source: Table is drawn by the researcher.) 

 

3) Thematic Development 

After generating some significant codes, the code framework has been 

developed, however, it lacks of explanation about how the coding links with 

the broader ideas of this research, it is thus followed by a thematic 

development. Specifically, during the thematic analysis process, inductive 

and deductive thematic development methods are all used to interpret 

research data - the theory-driven deductive approach generates themes 

referring to the central content and interpretive meaning of humanistic 

planning under the idea of ecology concept from literature reviews, while 

the data-driven inductive approach helps themes to be generated from 

analysis process of the selected case study.  

 

4.6 Potential Ethical Issues and Solutions 

4.6.1 Informed Consent 

Research ethics have been seen as the main consideration when doing 

fieldwork outside the UK, and informed consent is one of the most essential 

concerns. As Marshall (1992) indicated, óthe nature and process of obtaining 

informed consent in non-western cultures can be problematic. Regardless of 

the specific cultural setting, the implementation of informed consent may 

become unethical in local contextsô (p.2). Specifically, in China, asking 

people to sign the agreement seems impolite as Chinese people attach 

importance to relationship (guanxi in Chinese). For them, only big issues 

need the writing agreement, and if the researcher forces them to sign the 
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writing informed consent, situation of wounding peopleôs feelings may 

occur. Thus, with the acknowledgement of cultural characteristic, the 

researcher attempts to use a different tone or different linguistic terms to 

different people in order to show respect. 

 

In terms of observation, if someone asks about why observe them, the 

researcher will attempt to inform them orally about the purpose and main 

issues of this research rather than specific details. Reasons for not informing 

them everything due to the difficulty about ópredefining the exact nature and 

scope of studyô (Marshall, 1992, p.2). In terms of interview, each 

interviewee will be given a brief introduction about the research purpose at 

the beginning of interviewing. When finishing the interview, a request will 

be made to sign the formal written informed consent in Chinese, followed 

by sending the finished interviewing transcript to each interviewee by email.  

 

4.6.2 Covert Observation 

The most obvious ethical issue of this research has been seen as the covert 

observation, due to óits potential harm to the subjects, damage to the general 

reputation of sociology, and the possibility that it might close further 

avenues for researchô (Bulmer, 1982, p.18). However, covert research for 

observing peopleôs outdoor activities in public spaces within the eco-city is 

the revealing and necessary approach if it conducts in an appropriate way. 

As Bulmer (1982) indicated, ócovert participant is not a widely-used 

research technique, but its use clearly brings out some of the ethical 

principles that guide the conduct of social researchô (pp.23-24).  

 

The rationale of applying covert observation into this research is shown as 

below. First and foremost, the priority of sociology defines as exploring the 
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unseen and searching for the truth, and the social researcher is entitled to 

adopt covert methods in his/her research if the social scientific knowledge 

about society outweighs the potential risk during the fieldwork. In addition, 

óany method that moves us towards that goal, without unnecessary harm to 

subjects, is justifiableô (Bulmer, 1982, p.25). That is, the sociologist has the 

right to make observations about anyone in any setting to the extent that 

he/she bears the scientific intents and purposes in mind. In this research, 

covert observation can access to the real information about residentsô daily 

lives, finding out what do residents do in public spaces within the eco-city.  

 

4.7 Limitations and Possible Solutions 

4.7.1 Limitation of Case Study Methodology 

The most common inter-related criticisms to the case study are seen as 

methodological rigor, subjectivity and external validity. This section 

summaries above-mentioned concerns particularly related to the SSTEC 

case study, and provides solutions to dispel such doubts. 

 

First of all, reasons about lacking of preciseness mainly due to the órelative 

absence of methodological guidelineô (Yin, 2009, p.45). Consequently, the 

increasing number of social science researchers have sought to develop their 

methodological techniques and epistemological grounding (Bennett and 

Elman, 2007). This research has adopted the multi-layer methodological 

framework to guide the whole process of data collection, and to increase the 

research rigor. Secondly, even though Hamel et al. (1993) criticised, óthe 

case study lacks of rigor in collection, construction and analysis of the 

empirical materials, é such rigor is linked to the problem of bias é 

introduced by the subjectivity of the researcher and others involved in the 

caseô (p.23). To reduce such bias, the researcher has attended training 

courses about interviewing skills before the fieldwork (detailed information 
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is shown in the previous section named Skills Used for Interviewing), and 

has enough background knowledge of the selected case study by reading a 

large number of relevant documents. Last but not least, external validity 

emphasises on how applicable findings are to the real world, namely the 

generalisation of research result. Flyvbjerg (2006) pointed out one of 

misunderstanding of the case study, óone cannot generalise on the basis of a 

single case is usually considered to be devastating to the case study as a 

scientific methodô (p.224). Yin (2009) refuted that misunderstanding by 

illustrating the well-constructed explanation about differences between 

analytic generalisation and statistical generalisation - the previous one 

ópreviously developed theory is used a template against which to compare 

the empirical results of the case studyô (p.38). From this perspective, as this 

research aims to explore the conceptual - practical gap in knowledge, 

research findings could be the reference for further studies and can replicate 

experience for other Chinese eco-city projects, even other types of cities 

adopting the people-oriented planning goal.  

 

4.7.2 Limitations at the Practical Level 

The main challenge of this case study design is related to the feasibility of 

interviews in practice. Specifically, on the one hand, some in-depth 

interviews were conducted online due to travel restrictions to China caused 

by the COVID-19 pandemic, in order to ensure enough valuable information 

to be gained as much as possible, the researcher has emailed the Interview 

Topic Guides (See Appendix G) to all relevant interviewees during 

communication stage before the actual interviews conduct online. Moreover, 

to ensure the accuracy of information, before coding, all interview 

transcripts (in Chinese written form) have been emailed to interviewees for 

double-checking. However, to compensate for this limitation, during the 

supplementary fieldtrip in June 2023, the researcher conducted additional 

face-to-face interviews. On the other hand, due to confidential reasons, 
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some governmental officials were unwilling to release some information 

because of the sensitivity of their positions, such as oversensitive 

information about weakness of Chinese planning and design problems. With 

regard to this challenge, the researcher attempts to search for more reliable 

resources like media interview or statements made by other relevant 

officials on the same issue.  

 

Conclusion 

In summary, this research methodology chapter methodological choices, 

research strategy, research design, data collection and data analysis. It has 

followed the specific and logical order to answer two main research 

questions based on a single case study. The main strength of this design 

order is regarded as being easy to use one step of research findings to design 

and structure the following one. In other words, these three layers are not 

separated, like string the sandwich with a toothpick, to achieve main 

objectives of this research.  

 

To explore meanings and experiences of the selected case study, the 

qualitative methodology has been adopted based on three research questions 

listed in Chapter 1. Also, to develop the systematic procedures for this 

strategy, qualitative research methods, including documentary analysis, 

participatory observation, street-intercept questionnaires, in-depth 

interviews, are employed to build the three-layer research framework. And 

the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (SSTEC) has been selected as the 

single case study, based upon the comprehensive considerations, such as the 

researcherôs limited time and physical resources, the lack of academic 

research about its urban sustainability, the representativeness of 

international pilot project as one of typical Chinese eco-cities, and also the 

accessibility of research data. The process of data collection has generated 
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detailed descriptions of the selected case study. Both research locations and 

interviewees are chosen via purposive sampling. Data collected from the 

comment reviews, which includes global academic journals, local news 

coving in the recent five years, masterplan and planning policies, has 

provided the holistic understanding about the SSTEC case study. Data 

collected from both observation and questionnaire has offered the researcher 

an overall situation about public lives in public spaces. Moreover, data 

collected from in-depth interviews has enriched research findings about 

constraints on effectively promoting the people-oriented planning and 

design concept in Chinese eco-city development. 

 

This chapter also presents limitations of methodology - the researcher as 

instrument and the generalisation of single case study. It is believed that by 

building the well-structured research framework, sufficient data would be 

obtained to dispel such doubts. From this perspective, this research has 

adopted multiple research methods to complement one another, and with the 

SSTEC case study, it is generalisable at least to the theoretical level for 

interdisciplinary innovation, even if not to statistical generalisation.   
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CHAPTER 5 

 

WITHIN -CASE ANALYSIS OF THE PEOPLE-ORIENTED 

CONCEPT IN CHINESE ECO-CITY DEVELOPMENT  

 

Introduction  

In the scope of first half of this chapter, the initial section aims to give an 

overview of the emerging eco-city concept in China and related planning 

policies to guide or contextualise planning of the eco-city. Then, it 

delineates some general information about the SSTEC project, including its 

geographical and political conditions, its bilateral supervisory management 

framework, which are basic but unique characteristics can affect further data 

analysis of this research by demonstrating its project positioning. In addition, 

this chapter focuses on how people-oriented concept reflects in Chinese eco-

city project. Specially, from the perspective of urban planning, indicator 

system of the SSTEC has continuously shown the ongoing trend of people-

oriented development pattern in these years since its planning and 

construction. From the perspective of urban design, the masterplan has been 

formulated to provide a clear blueprint to guide the SSTECôs overall urban 

development to achieve its KPIs, and to offer people a life-convenient living 

settlement under the general people-oriented design concept. In the scope of 

second half of this chapter, it plans to introduce elements that could 

constitute responsive public spaces of the SSTEC, including permeability 

and legibility as well as variety, to argue people-oriented concept has been 

rooted in the level of concrete urban design means.  
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5.1 Emerging Eco-City Concept in China and Planning System to Guide 

Eco-City Development  

It is obvious China has devoted significant political will and economic 

resources to the development of newly-built eco-city planning projects, 

reflecting governmentôs goal to build a óharmonious societyô in which 

environmental sustainability and social stability are mutually reinforcing. 

Under such development trend, existing issues and potential obstacles of 

Chinese ecological urban planning as well as its development possibilities 

and reform directions are worthy of attention for promoting eco-cityôs 

construction. This section aims to give an overview of emerging eco-city 

concept and related policies to contextualise planning of the SSTEC.  

 

The meaning of planning incorporates a variety of activities and is defined 

as óan activity of some considerable breadth, both in theory and practiceô 

(Adams and Watkins, 2014, p.14). Such description contributes to 

understanding urban planning and to thinking about its broader purposes, 

rather than paying much attention to planning methods. In the Chinese 

context, urban planning is widely seen as óa tool that can facilitate growthô 

(Wu et al., 2015, p.2). The rationale of growth-oriented planning in China 

provides evidence that óplanning by its nature and a wide spectrum of 

associated activities can be supporting growthô (ibid.) Reviewing more than 

40-yearsô urbanization development since the reform and opening-up, China 

constantly explores the path of urbanization suitable for its development 

pattern by reform, which has been seen as the key to obtain growth 

achievements (Su and Wei, 2018, p.50). However, its rapid rate and sheer 

scale has been increasingly pressing problems. As Wei (2014) discussed, 

due to some typical urbanization issues, such as large population with 

relatively little land, a huge population base and obvious urban-rural gap, 

China has embarked on the development path of New-Type Urbanization. 



 

142 
 

Given urban issues China has to be faced in present and future, it is vital for 

China to transform towards a more sustainable, people-oriented and high-

quality form of urbanization. In this context, the 3rd Plenary Session of the 

18th CPC Central Committee proposed the major policy of sticking to the 

path of New-Type Urbanization with Chinese characteristics, and pushing 

forward people-oriented urbanization (

). Following this planning principle, The 

National New-Type Urbanization Plan (2014-2020) released by the central 

government in early 2014, and formally issued to mark the major 

transformation of Chinese urbanization (Lu and Chen, 2015). Under such 

transformative trend, the proliferation of eco-city development comes at a 

time when China is reaching peak urbanization rates, making most of cities 

being a global trend in which considerations of ecological and low-carbon 

development have been widely taken into both urban governance and city 

construction. As Yu (2014) pointed out, concepts of eco-city, low carbon 

city and low carbon eco-city are adopted to cope with risks and pressure of 

these social and environmental issues, which has been regarded as óa new 

approach to urbanisation in Chinaô (p.102). And planning framework to 

support Chinese eco-city development is seen as two central governmentôs 

mechanisms for promoting the ecological human settlement development. 

ó[One] is to award demonstration projects and best practices to 

encourage other cities to follow their experiences and principles. é 

[Another] is to compose relevant policies by circulating government 

documents, such as defining carbon emission targets for each provincial 

and municipal government, or encouraging low carbon, energy efficient 

or environmental protection projects and programmes with appropriate 

financial support to the awarded programmes or projects. This 

mechanism requires coordination among various central ministriesô 

(p.105). 
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Although the idea of adopting ecological principles in urban planning 

surfaced in China in the late 1980s, it is only in the last decade that eco-

cities, functioned as an urban development model, were considered and then 

put into action. Since the early 1990s, Chinese central institutions, 

particularly the Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP) and the 

Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development (MoHURD) attempted 

to guide cities towards a more sustainable development path by formulating 

low-carbon policies and performance indicators. As Liu (2011) revealed, as 

early as in 1995, the Ministry of Environmental Protection (MEP) issued 

guidelines for building the demonstration eco-communities and 

environmental protection model cities under the eco-construction 

programme (p.251).  

 

Since it was formally adopted by the central government at the 17th National 

Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2007, China has chosen to 

frame the eco-city concept within the utopian ideal of an eco-culture which 

calls for building the harmonious society. Moreover, many local 

governments have begun to develop eco-cities on their own or together with 

international partners. According to surveys undertaken by Chinese Society 

of Urban Studies, óaround 97% of prefectural cities é had announced or 

started eco-city or low-carbon city as their development strategy by 2012. A 

sample survey among these cities shows that 53% of them had already been 

under their process of different scales and types of ecological urban 

development, 28% were inviting planning consultants to produce eco-city 

plans, while 19% were devising their strategic policies for making for eco-

city development.ô (Li, 2014, p. 103.) Such survey has been released to 

obtain feedback from different parties on their perspective on KPIs for an 

eco-city in China. óThe eco-city index system to be developed is intended as 

a measurement tool to guide and measure Chinese eco-city developmentô 

(Asian Development Bank, 2010, p.1). 
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The current Chinese planning system was legalized in the City and Rural 

Planning Act 2008. As the improved version of the 1989 Act, the new 

feature of this planning system is about the introduction of master plans and 

detailed plans for towns and villages. In addition, as Wu (2007) pointed out, 

the City and Rural Planning Act 2008 proposed strategic development plans 

or outline strategies (concept plans) to bridge the gap between system plans 

and specific master plans. However, the 2008 Act did not legalize urban 

design as part of the planning system. óAlongside the updated system of 

plans, planning policies were also developed into a complex structure, 

regulating not only plan-making, but also the administrative responsibilities 

of the parties involved in urban development, plan implementation and 

monitoringô (Chen, 2016, p.83). Broadly speaking, as Figure 5.1 shows, 

planning policies led by the City and Rural Planning Act 2008, include 

ordinances ( ) published by the state council, local by-laws ( ) 

published by provincial and municipal governments, administrative 

regulations ( ) published by the ministries or local authorities, 

ministerial and local advices or notices ( ). Local planning policies aim 

to respond to specific development conditions, and to enforce the 

decentralized decision-making mechanism. Case study of the SSTEC 

project focuses on the design principles and elements covered in the 

operation of this planning system.   
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Figure 5.1 Legal Plans in the Planning System and Possible 

Contributions of Urban Design at Each Level 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Image is from Chen, 2016, p.83.) 

 

5.2 Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City: The Flagship Planning Project 

between China and Singapore 

It is of great importance to delineate some general information about the 

SSTEC project at the beginning of this section - all basic but unique 

characteristics can affect further data collection and analysis of this research. 

 

The SSTEC has been proposed to against the backdrop of Chinese rapid 

urbanization and to promote the eco-urbanism as a new model for 

sustainable development, in line with the emerging political agenda of 

Constructing Ecological Civilization ( ) . This national-level 

planning project plans to integrate Singaporean-style high-rise residential 
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blocks with green belts and areas for the diverse economic activities. Three 

special project features have made the SSTEC be a representative case of 

Chinese eco-city project. Firstly, being recognized as the government-to-

government flagship project collaboration between China and Singapore, it 

was reclaimed from the wasteland into economically productive and 

habitable land. Secondly, it established the comprehensive program of 

indicators to guide the development direction towards sustainability as a 

critical activity of measurement. Thirdly, the special ecological cell-

community-district-city framework has been designed to provide residents 

basic service functions and public activity space required for life within a 

short period walk, known as the human-scale range of daily activities 

 

5.2.1 Geographical Condition: The Newly-Built Eco-City  

Prior to Tianjin being shortlisted for the SSTEC site, the Tianjin 

Municipality had already paid attention to environmental concerns for the 

cityôs future development - in the Tianjin Municipal Master Plan (2005 - 

2020), one of main strategic planning goals is to build Tianjin into a liveable 

city. Located about 40 km east of Tianjin, and 150 km to Beijing, the 

SSTEC sits within the Tianjin Binhai New Area. The site itself is on a 

former wetland area that had been used for industrial purposes. It is seen as 

óa symbolic antidote to these polluted lands that can represent a new 

solution to addressing the ills of industrialisation and urbanisationô (Keeton, 

2011, p.128).  
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Table 5.2 General Information about the SSTEC 

Year of 

Launch 

2007 

Total Area 31.23 km2 

Geographic 

Conditions 

Located in the core area of Tianjin Binhai New 

area, which is 45 km from Tianjinôs city centre, 

40 km from Binhai International Airport. 

Planning 

Goals 

To establish a replicable eco-city that is 

resource-saving, environmentally friendly, 

economically robust, and socially harmonious. 

 

Industries 

Cultural creation, environmental protection, 

high technology and green building. 

 

(Source: Information is from SSTEC Website.) 

 

Figure 5.3 SSTEC before Development and Its Location 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from SSTEC Website.) 
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(Source: Map is from Xie et al. 2019. p.10). 

 

The eco-city concept nonetheless remains largely open to interpretation in 

terms of definition and focus (Pow and Neo2010.; Lehmann. 2011.; Chang 

and Sheppard. 2013.). For example, in definitional terms, Joss (2009) has 

identified three broad eco-city categories that encompass most current eco-

city developments - ónewly-built eco-cities, the retro-fitting of existing 

urban environments and the expansion of existing urban areasô (p.241.). To 

allow for urban habitation, the SSTEC had to be rehabilitated and 

decontaminated, in order to successfully reclaim the wasteland into 

economically productive and habitable land. From this perspective, the 

SSTEC has been regarded as the newly-built eco-city in this research, that is, 

having been built from the ground up (See Figure 5.3).  
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As being defined as the newly-built eco-city, the SSTEC project is not the 

redevelopment project from any urban settlement as no inhabitants (people) 

at the beginning stage of construction. Because of its unique characterise, if 

analysing this project without differentiating between stages, it would 

obviously miss the term of people as the core component of people-place 

relationship, as a result, it lacks the necessary elements in the overall 

discussion of people-place relationship in this research. By focusing on the 

post-occupancy (project operation) stage, the researcher can collect data in 

terms of residentsô living experience in the eco-city, such as peopleôs 

behaviours in public spaces and their attitudes towards the spatial quality of 

public spaces, and how does this eco-city project likely to be well managed 

and maintained to constantly keep the people-oriented planning goal.  

 

Overall, the above-mentioned self-limiting characterise of the SSTEC 

project has determined the procedure of data collection and further data 

analysis. Specifically, initial analysis about whether residents are satisfied or 

not towards the living experience can indirectly reflect whether the people-

place relationship is harmonious or not in the SSTEC project. Then, data 

discussion about people-place relationship has been seen as the significant 

content basis for interviewing related project planners and managers. Such 

procedure of data collection and analysis are arranged to identify whether 

there are any evidences to show the global mainstream people-oriented 

planning concept has happened in the Chinese eco-city development, if yes, 

in what ways and to what extent.  

 

5.2.2 Political Condition: Government-To-Government Project 

The Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City (SSTEC), being seen as a prominent 

national eco-city model, as the government-to-government flagship project 

collaboration between China and Singapore. It has a close relationship with 
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the Chinese central government and the government of Singapore, together 

with the independent municipality of Tianjin. In November 2007, The 

Framework Agreement between Peopleôs Republic of China and Republic of 

Singapore about Building an Eco-City in the Peopleôs Republic of China 

was signed (Zhan et al., 2018, p.5). It has been a new highlight and a key 

project between these two countries, seeking for economically-vibrant, 

environmentally-friendly, resource-efficient and socially-harmonious 

planning goals, in order to offer a reference for other Chinese eco-citiesô 

planning and design about how to provide the people-oriented living 

settlement for living residents.  

 

The SSTEC has been characterised as a thriving city that is socially 

harmonious, environmentally friendly and resource efficient (Sino-

Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Investment and Development Cp., Ltd. Website, 

no date shown), underpinned by the unique concept of Three Harmonies (

), which could be interpreted as the traditional concept of sustainable 

development - the balance of social, economic and environmental concerns 

for both current and future generations. During the early planning process, 

both national governments had agreed for positioning the SSTEC to become 

as the norm-setting model, within a larger global context of variegated 

urban sustainability (Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Investment and 

Development Cp., Ltd. Website, no date shown), which are introduced as 

Three Abilities ( ) ï practicable, replicable and scalable. 

 

Table 5.4 Explanation of the Concept of Three Harmonies 

Social 

Harmony 

People living in harmony with other people 

Economic People living in harmony with economic 
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Vibrancy  activities 

Environmental 

Sustainability 

People living in harmony with the 

environment 

 

(Source: Information is from the Singapore Ministry of National 

Development Website.) 

 

 

Table 5.5 Explanation of the Concept of Three Abilities 

Practicable The technologies adopted in the eco-city must be 

affordable and commercially viable. 

Replicable The principles and models of the eco-city could 

be applied to other cities in China and even in 

other countries. 

Scalable The principles and models could be adapted for 

another project or development of a different 

scale. 

 

(Source: Information is from the Singapore Ministry of National 

Development Website.) 

 

 

5.2.3 Bilateral Supervisory Management Framework  

Being recognized as the government-to-government flagship project 

collaborated between China and Singapore, the SSTEC project has been 

involved in the high degree of bilateral supervisory management framework. 

This was formalised in the 2007 Framework Agreement for the 

Development of the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Project, and based 

upon this agreement, the bilateral collaboration runs until 2020 when urban 
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development is scheduled to reach the completion (Belle, 2015, p.30). Due 

to this bilateral project feature, the management framework has been 

divided into two tiers - one focuses on more political supervisory committee, 

and the other focuses on operational and technical aspects. 

 

Figure 5.6 Bilateral Supervisory and Operational Structure of SSTEC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Image is from Ong, 2019, p.57.) 
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As Figure 5.6 shows, being co-chaired by the Singapore Minister of 

National Development and Chinese Minister for Housing and Urban-Rural 

Development, the Joint Working Committee oversees issues related to the 

masterplan, detailed plan and KPIs. It also oversees daily routines of the 

Eco-City Administrative Committee that is the local-level government 

administering to the SSTEC (Chen, 2016, p.140). The Eco-City 

Administrative Committee itself comprises of different bureaus, such as 

óenvironment bureau which is in charge of overall environmental 

management, the construction bureau which is in charge of drawing up the 

planning documentsô (Ong, 2019, p.58). At the building level, the Eco-City 

Administrative Committee is responsible for planning government-funded 

amenities like schools and hospitals, and government-funded infrastructure 

like roads, parks and transportations.   

 

5.2.4 Singaporean Government or Planning Authorities  Involved 

On the one hand, at the Government-to-Government level, Singapore and 

China have committed to sharing expertise and experience in various 

aaspects, such as urban planning, environmental protection, resource 

conservation, water and waste management, as well as in policies and 

programmes to engender social harmony in the eco-city. Specially, A Joint 

Steering Council co-chaired at the Deputy Prime Minister-Vice Premier 

level charts the strategic directions of the project. A Joint Working 

Committee, co-chaired by Singaporeôs Minister for National Development 

and Chinaôs Minister of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, and 

comprising senior representatives from agencies involved in the eco-city 

project, oversees the implementation of project and the achievement of its 

key milestones. On the other hand, at the private sector-level, the Sino-

Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Investment and Development Co., Ltd. is 

formed by a Singapore Consortium and a Chinese Consortium, each with a 

50% stake in the joint venture company. It is the master developer for this 
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eco-city project. The company also takes on economic promotion of the 

eco-city. The undertaking of project by the private sector helps to ensure its 

commercial viability and the enhance its scope for replication. The Keppel 

Group leads the Singapore Consortium, while the Chinese Consortium is led 

by Tianjin TEDA Investment Holding Co., Ltd (Ministry of National 

Development, Singapore Government Agency Website. 2021). 

 

Figure 5.7 Park Connector Network in Singapore 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Cheng, 2022.) 

 

On 1st December 2020, Singapore and Tianjin signed a Memorandum of 

Understanding (MOU) to enhance the cooperation under Singapore-Tianjin 

Economic and Trade Council (STETC) at the 9th STETC meeting. It refers 

renewal and enhancement of cooperation between Singapore and Tianjin 

shall focus on priority areas of mutual interests, including sustainable and 

smart development, trade and investment, in order to spur Beijing-Tianjin-

Hebei regional development. Detailed information has been shown below.  

 

 



 

155 
 

Table 5.8 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 

Amtronics Pte Ltd. ï Green Building Research Institute 

Formation of China-Singapore Green Construction Development Alliance 

to provide a platform for cooperation between 23 China and Singapore 

enterprises in the field of green construction, to jointly promote and 

exchange expertise in green and sustainable development of cities in 

China and along the One Belt and One Road.  

Keppel Land ï Tianjin Eco-City Administrative Committee 

Collaboration to enhance smart operations and municipal management 

services in the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City.  

PSA International ï Tianjin Port (Group) Co., Ltd  

Strategic partnership on smart port development, supply chain logistics 

and cooperation along the One Belt and One Road.  

Temasek Polytechnic ï National Animation Industrial Park  

Agreement to explore collaborations in internships placement; students 

and staff exchanges; access to training and consultancy expertise in the 

areas of innovation and entrepreneurship; and joint industry projects in 

Information Technology and serious gaming.  

 

5.3 People-Oriented Planning Concept Reflected by Indicator System 

5.3.1 The Key Performance Indicator (KPI): Translating the People-

Oriented Planning Concept on the Ground 

The indicator index contributes to quantifying the development goal of 

spatial planning and to providing the foundation for implementation at the 

operational stage of urban management. Even though differences in 

assessment can be expected given a variety of analytical perspectives, 

debates about whether using indicators for measuring standard indeed 

emphasize the significance about the diverse analytical perspective of 

implementation gap. In the context of construction Chinese new spatial 

planning system, it is necessary to seek the unity of rigidity and flexibility to 



 

156 
 

adapt to the up-dated requirements for spatial planning reform. However, 

there is a fundamental need for Chinese eco-city planning to pay attention to 

persisting in the transition from economy-oriented indicator to people-

oriented indicator. This research uses a comparative analysis of some 

indicators to determine the implementation gap, especially for the 

humanistic aspect. As Wu (2023) demonstrated, in the process of 

community regeneration project, the number of facilities per capita was used 

as an assessment index in the past, although this index is intuitive, it ignores 

peopleôs physiological needs and their opportunity selections. While the 

community model constructed based upon the walking-scale reflects the 

social attributes of indicator index. óThe streamlined indicator setting, which 

is related to the development strategy and cuts in from peopleôs perspective, 

strengthens the implementation of urban strategies and embodies the human 

nature of urban developmentô (Wu, 2023, p.48). 

 

The agreement of Sino-Singapore framework governs the operational 

mechanism, coordinated by a Joint Steering Committee. Referring to the 

Chinese aspect, leading institutions are the Ministry of Housing, Urban and 

Rural Development, others include the National Development and Reform 

Commission, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Environment and the 

Municipality of Tianjin. The Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Investment 

and Development Co. Ltd., is the master developer of the eco-city (Geroe, 

2017, p.989). Based upon its overarching planning concept of Three 

Harmonies and Three Abilities, such government-to-government project 

feature determines the KPIs has to be jointly formulated across countries to 

define the eco-city standards. Under the KPIs framework, planning targets 

are set to advance breakthroughs in areas, such as land use, water and 

energy usage efficiency, reduction about carbon emissions.  

 

Unlike typical Chinese urban development projects which usually start with 

a masterplan, one of the projectôs significant impacts has been seen as being 
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ópioneered the approach of development a KPI framework before a 

masterplan is drawn upô (Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Administrative 

Committee et al. 2021. p. 42). The KPI is a critical component as the 

SSTEC is the first eco-city development that uses a KPI framework to guide 

its planning process and urban management system (Deng and 

Cheshmehzangi, 2018, p.132). It has been functioned to measure the eco-

cityôs progress in environmental, economic and social development, and to 

ensure the design is well executed as well as policy and guidance is further 

applied at the implementation stage.  

 

As the eco-city has been seen as a relatively broad concept, when it comes 

to whether a particular city is eco-city or not and to determine the 

development goal of eco-city planning, the indicator index need to be 

constructed to measure the implementation. The indicator index measuring 

the eco-city development has been regarded as the comprehensive 

evaluation system formed by a variety of indicators that reflect the 

stipulations of both quantity and quality of eco-city from various 

perspectives (Sun, 2010, p.39). Moreover, Xia et al. (2021) pointed out the 

significance of first-level of index system about measuring eco-cityôs 

planning objective, the core of eco-city development is to meet the diversity 

of peopleôs needs to make residents have a high evaluation of their own 

abilities and welfare of the whole society. Therefore, the aim of adding 

peopleôs livelihood welfare into the first-level index system is not only to 

investigate long-term impacts on environmental, social and economic 

development, but also to evaluate whether eco-city is people-oriented (p.32).  

 

According to the Report on the Implementation of Indicator System (2020), 

to better promote the implementation in phases and time series, the latest 

indicator system (2.0 version), putting into effect in 2020, has adopted the 

three-steps and closed-loop implementation mechanism, including 

decomposing implementation, monitoring data and evaluating feedbacks. 
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Referring to the evaluation procedure, the SSTEC entrusts Tianjin Eco-City 

Green Building Research Institute as the third-party organization to carry 

out an annual evaluation about the overall situation of implementation, such 

as analysing the condition of completion and the trend of compliance. 

Afterwards, the SSTEC reports the evaluation status to relevant government 

departments, such as the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural 

Development, as well as Tianjin Eco-City Environment Bureau, in a timely 

manner. Those responsible institutions (See Figure 5.9) then give feedbacks 

to improve the comprehensive control of the overall implementation process. 

 

Figure 5.9 Departments Involved in the Implementation Process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is drawn by the researcher. 10th September 2021.) 

 

On the one hand, two aspects have reflected the people-oriented planning 

concept in the first version of indicator index of the SSTEC, óby providing 

the guarantee for residentsô healthy lifestyleô (Sun, 2010, p.40), the indicator 

of residential areas within five-minutes walking distance to parks and green 

spaces as well as the indicator of the ratio of residential areas within 500-



 

159 
 

metres accessibility of community service facilities. On the other hand, as 

the Report of the Implementation of Indicator System of the Sino-Singapore 

Tianjin Eco-City (2020) points out, indicators of two aspects, namely the 

domestic water consumption per capita per day and the coverage of barrier-

free facilities in public space, have reflected the people-oriented concept.  

 

Table 5.10 People-Oriented Planning Concept Reflected by Indicators  

Focusing Aspect Report Content 

 

 

 

The domestic water 

consumption per capita per day 

In page 69, the indicator stipulates the 

domestic water consumption per capita per 

day in 2035 shall not exceed 110 litres per 

person per day. é This indicator reflects 

the living standards of residents and the 

efficiency of water use, which not only 

reflects the people-oriented concept, but 

also avoids wasting and excessive 

consumption.  

 

 

The coverage of barrier-free 

facilities in public space  

In page 133, the indicator stipulates that by 

2023, the coverage of barrier-free facilities 

in public space shall reach 100%. é 

Barrier-free facilities refer to the service 

facilities built in the construction project, 

to ensure the safe passage and the 

convenience of the elderly and children.  

 

(Source: Information is summaries by the researcher.) 
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5.3.2 The Revised Indicator System (2.0 Version): An Ongoing Trend 

from óEconomy-Orientedô to óPeople-Orientedô Development Pattern 

Establishing the comprehensive program of indicators has been regarded as 

a critical activity of measuring the distance towards, or away from 

sustainability. The most important function of indicators is to inform 

decision-making, which is about the reflection on relationship between 

planning policy and empirical data. As Bossel (1999) stated, óindicators of 

sustainable development are needed to guide policies and decisions at all 

levels of societyô (p.4). That is, indicators contribute to helping 

policymakers to improve their actions towards sustainability. Joss et al. 

(2012) also emphasized its significance, óindicators constitute an 

institutional process of identifying policy, generating knowledge and 

applying that knowledge in practiceô (p.111). 

 

Specifically, according to the Report on Implementation of the Indicator 

System (2020) jointly formulated by Tianjin Eco-City Environment Bureau, 

Tianjin Eco-City Green Building Research Institute and Chinese Society for 

Urban Studies (CSUS), the framework of SSTECôs indicator system 

includes three levels, including the target level that determines the 

development vision of the eco-city, the criterion level refined on the basis of 

the target level, and the indicator level refined on the basis of the criterion 

level. Specifically, the target level acts as a ócommanderô by determining the 

top structure of SSTECôs indicator system. The criterion level regards as the 

implementation way to realize the overall indicator target goal, and the 

indicator level guides the eco-city development by implementing detailed 

management indicators.  

 

Compared with the criterion level of original indicator index (1.0 version), 

the revised one (2.0 version) has modified 8 criterion levels and added 3 

more levels to transfer its development path from economy-oriented to 
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people-oriented. The number of total criterion levels has increased to 15, 

including good natural environment, liveable urban environment, healthy 

lifestyle, convenient social infrastructure, sound management, efficient 

resource utilization, technological innovation and city-industry coordination 

etc. In terms of the 2.0 version, óecological environment and resource index 

has accounted for the largest proportion, reaching to 53%, social index 

accounts for 37% and the economic index declines to 10%ô (Ye et al. 2011. 

p.4069). Moreover, in order to realize the transformation of development 

path from economy-oriented to people-oriented, urban management index 

and residentsô experience at the operational stage are added to the type of 

social indicator index. Also, indicators of urban texture and liveable 

environment have been added to the ecological indicators in order to meet 

the green and sustainable development concept, indicators of urban texture 

and liveable environment have been added to the ecological indicators.  

 

Regarding to the public space aspect, the SSTEC has learnt from both 

domestic and overseasô experience on the basis of traditional Chinese 

planning indicators, to innovatively propose an eco-city indicator system 

and to establish the comprehensive evaluation system for eco-cityôs 

construction. As the Report on Implementation of the Indicator System 

(2020) shows, the monitoring method of the revised indicator system has 

taken residentsô experience as a starting point and has assessed indicators by 

questionnaire surveys. Take the consideration of residentsô experience as an 

example, the 2.0 version has increased the proportion of residential areas 

within a five-minute walk from parks and green space. And it also has 

increased the proportion of indicators that can directly reflect the 

improvement of peopleôs sense of wellbeing, such as indicators of residentsô 

community activities, their life satisfaction and health literacy level.  
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5.3.3 Driving Forces to Promote the Revision of Indicator Index 

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) has been seen as an essential tool used 

widely to monitor the eco-city development (Science for Environment 

Policy, 2018). As Sharifi (2016) demonstrated, an important distinction 

between ecological urbanist movement and previous urban movements such 

as Garden City or New Urbanism, involves óthe extensive development of 

assessment toolkits used to verify and monitor project performanceô (p.8). 

These specific criteria for planning eco-city and monitoring its development 

effectiveness define a set of threshold or target indexes of environmental, 

economic and social standards. Changing policies and regulations caused by 

evolving development goals and planning priorities, the ever-increasing 

need of stakeholdersô collaboration, and the integration of ecology and 

intelligence driven by the technology, have been three main drivers for 

promoting the revision of SSTECôs indicator index.  

 

Before and during the conception of master plan, The Ministry of Housing 

and Urban-Rural Development (MOHURD), which supervised the whole 

project, suggested to draw up a comprehensive system of performance 

indicators with the participation of The Tianjin Academic of Environmental 

Sciences. In 2008, The Tianjin Academic of Environmental Sciences latter 

therefore laid out the environmental indicators by drawing on existing local 

and national indicators stored in the municipal records before submitting 

them to the MOHURD, which then added social and economic indicators. 

That is how the process of SSTECôs indicator index was produced and 

transferred to The Administrative Committee of the SSTEC. For the initial 

version of indicator index, publication of the 26 indicators has not been the 

end of the story for this evaluation system. In fact, The Administrative 

Committee of the SSTEC decided to craft an operational breakdown of 

indicators in response to the demand from the MOHURD, which says óKPIs 

must be implemented based on eco-cityôs design/construction/operational 
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needs, also must be assessed and revised periodically improvedô (Research 

Team of Tianjin Eco-City KPI, 2009). 

 

The initial set of KPIs was developed in April 2008 and was based on the 

current Chinese national standards as well as best practices in Singapore, 

stating a number of these represent standards should be followed from the 

beginning, others should be realized by 2013, the remaining items should 

target by 2020. It is the fundamental reason for the revision of the indicator 

system due to the expiration of review time (See Table 5.11). Moreover, the 

influence of upper-level planning ( ) is another major reason for 

the revision of the indicator system. Changes of national-level, regional-

level or local-level planning policies can accordingly influence early-stage 

planning direction, medium-term planning assessment and later-stage 

planning implementation of sustainable projects. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

the existing urbanization model in China is seen as a product of traditional 

industrial era, while green urbanization is a leap from the traditional state to 

the new one. This change has given the breeding ground to the rapid 

development of Chinese eco-cities, or the so-called continuous driving force 

for eco-cityôs development. Under the changing influences of development 

mode, and also due to carbon reduction targets for the whole Chinese 

society in recent years, the revised indicator index introduces the latest 

environmental standards and incentivises specific sustainable initiatives. In 

a manner of speaking, the revision of KPIs would be necessary to align with 

new planning policies and regulations under the development process of 

green urbanization, ensuring the SSTEC remains compliant and responsive 

to the changing legal framework to meet the development requirements in 

this new low-carbon era.  
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Table 5.11 Time Frame of KPIs of SSTEC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Information is from Lin, 2018, p.96.) 

 

Throughout the implementation of SSTEC, stakeholders gather valuable 

insights and feedbacks based upon their experiences and observations. By 

analysing those lessoned learned, eco-cityôs project management team 

identifies areas that require improvement or adjustment. For instance, if 

certain KPIs do not effectively measure progress or if they do not capture 

specific environmental, economic or social concerns, indicators may be 

revised to better reflect the actual performance and address the identified 

issues. As is known, the SSTEC has followed a typical top-down method 

ówith a set of target indicators laid out by planners and sustainability 

specialists serving both Chinese and Singaporean governmentsô (Lin, 2018, 

p.94). Influenced by economic interests and political agendas, the indicator 

index reflects objectives set by the administration, resulting in neglecting 

concerns of local communities. As Jin (2017) pointed out, óinitial making of 

the SSTEC and its governance involve little participation by residents in 

terms of planning evaluationô. With continuous improvement of urban 

management during the operational stage, the success of SSTEC relies on 
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the involvement and collaboration of different stakeholders, including 

government agencies, private sector partners, and especially local 

communities. To incorporate more stakeholders, the revised KPIs reflects a 

more inclusive set of metrics that address diverse interests and concerns of 

those stakeholders involved.  

 

Technologies are celebrated as spectacles in pilot eco-city projects, this 

tendency often reflects by KPIs, which are established to guide and to 

evaluate a cityôs development (Gudmundsson et al., 2016). Technological 

advancements contribute to playing a critical role in driving sustainability 

and offering new opportunities for enhancing the eco-cityôs performance. 

For instance, advancements in renewable energy technologies, smart grids, 

building materials or transportation system like intelligent connected vehicle 

indeed improve energy efficiency, reduce carbon emissions and also 

enhance the overall resource management. The revision of KPIs would 

enable the eco-city project to incorporate these advancements, setting target 

and metrics that capture the adoption and effectiveness of these technologies. 

As discussed in this chapter, in the past decade, Chinese eco-cities are 

dedicated to explore how small and medium-sized emerging cities can 

embody the harmonious coexistence of people, economy and environment 

through smart development. In 2019, the SSTEC started to propose the 

development pattern of All -Area Smart City ( ) guided by the 

smart city indicator index and following master plans with the Strategy of 

Indicator-Leading and Planning-Control ( ). The 

SSTEC published the latest version of Eco-City Smart City Master Plan 

(2021-2023) in May 2021 to grasp the development process for future. 

According to the 2020 Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Smart City White 

Paper, in the next few years, the SSTEC aims to start building more 

intelligent and smart applications to provide solutions for the in-depth 

intersection of smart technology and residentsô daily lives. 
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5.4 People-Oriented Concept Reflected by the Masterplan: To Provide 

the Liveable and Life-Convenient Environment for People 

The Masterplan of the SSTEC is prepared by multi-participative design 

teams of China Academy of Urban Planning Design, Tianjin Urban 

Planning Design Institute and Urban Redevelopment Authority of Singapore. 

After the comprehensive discussion, the masterplan has been formulated, 

which is reviewed by Tianjin Planning Commission and related planning 

experts. Referring to the formulation process, based on the natural 

environment as well as the economic and social development level, the 

comprehensive survey has been conducted by means of planning. The 

masterplan aims to explore model of urban sustainable development and the 

ideal way of human settlement with six systems, including the ecological 

environment, the ecological economy, resource security, the ecological 

human settlement, the ecological culture and the ecological city 

management (Sun, 2010, p.38). The masterplan (2008-2020) firstly 

considers all requirements needed to achieve 26 indicators under the KPI 

framework, and then translates information into detailed plans, including 

land use, transport and energy use. The masterplan also conducts further 

research to support the detailed plan, ócovering area such as strategic 

positioning, population projection, circular economy, green transport system, 

green building, housing, and green waste managementô (Sino-Singapore 

Tianjin Eco-City Administrative Committee et al. 2021. p. 42). 

 

The Masterplan of the SSTEC is followed by the traditional Chinese multi-

planning integration working model ï being based upon the higher-level 

planning, such as Masterplan of Tianjin Municipality and Urban Planning 

of Binhai New Area (Sun, 2010, p.39). In the planning process of the 

Masterplan of SSTEC, both Economic and Social Development Plan of the 

SSTEC and Ecological Environmental Protection Plan were simultaneously 

compiled. The Economic and Social Development Plan implement 

requirements about the economic and social development to the urban space, 
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by conducting an in-depth analysis of functions and city positioning of the 

SSTEC. The Ecological Environmental Protection Plan is not only an 

assessment of planning, but also this type of plan takes the environmental 

assessment as the starting point and development goal of planning, that is, 

the Ecological Environmental Protection Plan has been seen as the support 

of the masterplan by incorporating environmental requirements into eco-

cityôs planning and strengthening the environmental management. As Sun 

(2010) pointed out, in order to strengthen the implementation and 

management of eco-cityôs planning, the SSTEC has formed a spatial 

planning system with the Economic and Social Development Plan as the 

basis, the Masterplan as the support, the Ecological Environmental 

Protection Plan as the goal (p.39). 

 

 

The masterplan has been formulated to provide a clear blueprint to guide the 

SSTECôs overall urban development to achieve its KPIs, and to offer people 

a life-convenient living settlement under the general people-oriented design 

concept. Key special features have been seen as One Axis, Three Centres 

and Five Districts and Four-Grade Public Service System. One axis of the 

eco-valley spine is a slow mobility green network that goes through all 

centres and districts, aims to provide residents an easily-accessible place for 

community interaction and outdoor activities to meet peopleôs needs about 

green space. And the special ecological cell-community-district-city 

framework has been designed to provide residents basic service functions 

and public activity space required for life within a short period walk, known 

as the human-scale range of daily activities. 

 

The Masterplan (2008-2020) covers the initial 30 km2 area for a population 

of approximately 350,000. The masterplan envisages its implementation 

from south-area to north-area of the site over three phases - óthe first phase 

centres on the start-up area in the south of the SSTEC, the second phase 
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focuses on the central district. And third phase focuses on the eco-island 

district, the northern and north-eastern districtsô (Sino-Singapore Tianjin 

Eco-City Administrative Committee et al. 2021. p. 43). In the first phase, 

the masterplan aims to establish the basic spatial structure, including basic 

infrastructure, public facilities and transport network connecting it to the 

surrounding regions. Development plans in the start-up area around 

transport nodes and green spaces are of higher density (See Figure 5.12).  

 

Figure 5.12 An Example of Residential Area in the Start-Up Stage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Google Map.) 

 

The spatial layout of the SSTEC can be visualised as One Axis, Three 

Centres and Five Districts (See Figure 5.13). The axis refers to the eco-

valley spine, a slow mobility green network that goes through all centres 

and districts, linking the southern and northern surrounding areas. Three 

centres refer to the central business district and the two sub-centres both in 

the north and south. Five districts refer to the whole residential area. Also, 

the green and blue network emanates from the central green lung, Jing Lake 

and the park around it. It is worth mentioning the eco-valley intends to serve 

as the main public space in the SSTEC. It stretches 12 km through the eco-

city in the north-south direction (as shown as the green line in Figure 5.14) 

and incorporates water-sensitive urban design elements, such as eco-swales 
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and dry streams. High-rise commercial residential buildings are built along 

the eco-valley. Cars are not allowed to drive through as it provides the green 

path for pedestrians and cyclists, aiming to build a conducive platform for 

community interaction and peopleôs outdoor activities.  

 

Figure 5.13 Eco-Valley: The Green Path for Pedestrians and Cyclists 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Image is from International New Town Institute Website. 2017.) 
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Figure 5.14 Masterplan of the SSTEC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Map is from  Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Administrative 

Committee et al. 2021. p.45. 
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5.5 People-Oriented Concept Reflected by Spatial Indicators: Elements 

that Constitute Responsive Environment of the SSTEC 

Public spaces suggest an image of accessible landscapes, specifically, the 

term public connotes the idea that landscapes are accessible to everyone, 

including people of a community, regardless of age, gender or other 

characteristics (Altman and Zube, 1989, p.1). In order to optimise the use of 

public spaces, Trancik (1986) stated the role of urban designer not merely to 

manipulate form to make spaces, but to create places through a synthesis of 

the total environment socially and economically (p.114).  

 

Garden City as a way to provide the classic theoretical foundation for the 

people-place relationship that supports eco-cityôs planning and design 

towards the humanistic direction. As Chapter 3 reveals, to make this 

conceptual relationship be more concrete and much suitably applied into 

eco-city project, this research chooses public space as the representation of 

place. This section aims to use the analytical framework of responsive 

environment to evaluate whether the environment of the SSTEC is 

óresponsive to the needs of people and is based upon the understanding that 

the relationship between the physical environment and social well beings of 

peopleô (Lyer, 1995, p.12). From this perspective, an essential part of 

understanding the responsive public space is to examine the performance 

criteria or qualities to identify appropriate indicators that can provide 

appropriate direction to an understanding of responsive environment. These 

performance criteria (See Table 5.15) have been detailed and extensively 

dealt with in the book Responsive Environment: A Manual for Designers 

(Bentley et al., 1995). It is worth to mention two issues concerning this text 

that require clarification prior to moving further analysis. On the one hand, 

the Responsive Environments is primarily a manual and is not explicitly 

related to sound theoretical principles. It is tied to the notion that Responsive 

Environments is a school of thought, thus, indicators of responsiveness are 
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merely used as the tool to determine whether the design is responsive or not. 

On the other hand, reason for combing seven principles even though they 

are considered in the manual separately due to its analytical practicability. 

Specifically, this manual for designers has been chosen to be used as the 

primary resource to explore indicators of responsiveness, nevertheless, the 

content is located within the First World perspective, it is not particularly 

clear whether it is fully applicable to the analysis in the Chinese context. 

Therefore, the level of detail that is afforded to most of the performance 

indicators has been edited and combined, namely those elements regarded 

relevant to this research have been extrapolated to a certain extent. 

 

Table 5.15 Seven Elements of Responsive Environment 

Performance Criteria Meaning 

Permeability and 

Legibility 

Elements of access and identifies where people 

can go. It relates to how people orientate 

themselves within the place. 

 

Variety and Robustness 

The range and mix of uses that are available. Also, 

it is the degree to which people can use a given 

place for different purposes. 

Visual Appropriateness 

and Richness 

The interpretation that people ójudgeô the place. 

Also, it relates to the external image of place.  

 

Personalisation 

Elements related to contextual realities, and is 

concerned with detailed level of design where 

people take the initiative at the personal scale to 

personalise the place. 

 

(Source: Information is from Bentley et al, 1985.) 
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5.5.1 Permeability and Legibility  

Only places which are accessible to people can offer them choice. The 

extent to which the environment allows people a choice of access through it 

from place to place is therefore a key measurement of its responsiveness 

(Bentley et al, 1985, p.12). The greater the number of options given to users, 

the more permeable a place is. Also, Kevin Lynch (1990) regarded the 

access as a key performance dimension in order to achieve good city form, 

defining as óthe ability to reach other persons, activities, resources, services, 

information, or places including the quantity and diversity of the element 

which can be reachedô (p.118). Emerging from the definition of access is the 

relationship between people themselves as well as to place, hence, this 

relationship is responsiveness.  

 

In order to determine whether the design is permeable and legible, a range 

of measurement tools can be identified. In order to promote permeability, it 

is for the place to be integrated at regional and local levels. At the large-

scale level, a linkage to adjoining communities and major transportation 

routes need to be taken into consideration, as the permeable access network 

can provide a choice of access to get from one place to another. While at the 

small-scale level, public space through vehicular and pedestrian access 

would enable people to orientate themselves within the place, which also 

promotes legibility.  

 

Referring to the case of SSTEC, permeability and legibility have related to 

prioritising green travel, that is, planning the slow-traffic system within the 

eco-cell-sized neighbourhood to realize the separation of vehicles and 

pedestrians. As the green transport is a key feature of the SSTEC by 

increasing trips via public transport and non-motorised modes of transport 

within the eco-city. óThe SSTECôs road network deviates from Chinese 
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traditional four-tiered road hierarchy. Instead, roads are divided into two 

categories, namely the two-way, six-lane major arterial roads and the two-

way, four-lane secondary arterial roadsô (Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City 

Administrative Committee et al. 2021. p.47). To encourage the active 

mobility, the SSTEC has implemented an extensive cycling network along 

the eco-cells which has separated pedestrian from vehicular traffic. As Sun 

(2017) pointed out, the slow-traffic system has the positive spatial nature 

and is closely related to peopleôs activities, that is, it is a place for people to 

communicate and move. The design of the slow-traffic system pays more 

attention to the people-oriented design pattern. óIt is an open and continuous 

dynamic system based on scale and feeling of people. é Important 

transportation hubs, eco valley, landscape nodes and waterfront open spaces 

of the eco-city are connected, providing passers-by with a safe walking 

space, and also considering barrier-free facilitiesô (Li and Feng, 2012, p.54).  

 

5.5.2 Variety and Robustness  

óVariety relates to the range of uses that a place offers to its users, and 

robustness affects the degree to which people can use a given place for 

different purposesô (Bentley et al, 1985, p.10). Essentially the extent to 

which variety offers can impact on the degree to which places can be used 

for a variety of purposes. As Bentley et al (1985) indicated, variety of 

experience implies places with varied forms, uses and meanings.  

óA place with varied uses and has varies buildings types, of varied forms. 

It attracts varied people, at varied times, for varied reasons. é Because 

the different activities, form and people provide a rich perpetual mix, 

different users interpret the place in different ways, it takes on varied 

meaningsô (Bentley et al, 1985, p.10). 
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Variety of use is therefore the key to variety as a whole. The purpose of 

promoting variety is to increase choice. That is, real choice has depended on 

the level of variety that prevails (Bentley et al, 1985, p.29). And Complexity 

refers to the aspect of peopleôs responses to the place. óThe introduction of 

many elements having noticeable differences from one another increases the 

perceived complexity (Nasar, 1998, p.75-76).  

 

óA characteristic of positive environment is the intensity and diversity of 

activityô (Dewar, 1990, p.20). Successfully performing environment is 

necessarily complex, they contain a variety of overlapping conditions and 

activities. óThey provide opportunities for the spontaneous and unexpected 

to occur and they accept conflictô (ibid). As Dewar pointed out, integration 

and complexity in a design are two elements that allow for a range of 

activities and responses that occur within a similar place to promote 

peopleôs experience. Integration relates to how well functions overlap and in 

doing so, positively reinforce each other to create complexity. Complexity is 

also a result of responses in built environment and through a change in the 

place brought about by the integration of activities.  

 

The SSTEC has adopted an eco-cell concept, similar to Singaporeôs 

township planning, to ensure provision of public social amenities within 

walking distance of residential estates. Currently, there are four community 

centres, drawing reference from Singaporeôs integrated Community Clubs, 

to provide common spaces for residents and to promote community bonding. 

There are also residentsô centres, schools, kindergartens, hospitals, and 

public parks linked by long park connectors. Having access to adequate 

public amenities and daily services is a crucial factor in strengthening the 

social fabric of the eco-city. For this purpose, public amenities are 

conscientiously planned and distributed within the SSTEC to ensure the 



 

176 
 

majority of residents can meet their daily needs within a 15-minute walk 

from their home, and also public amenities are built ahead of demand to 

attract potential residents and to cater to the diverse interests and needs of 

residents. From this point of view, it reflects the forward thinking of the 

eco-city planning in the aspect of people-centred design concept. Variety 

and robustness have related to the four-grade community service system. 

The most initiative of the people-oriented concept has been embodied in the 

SSTECôs design framework called Four-Grade Public Service System, 

which includes a set of eco-elements called eco-cell, eco-community, eco-

district and eco-city. The aim of such land-use design is to provide people a 

liveable and life-convenient living environment by reducing journeys to 

work and amenities.  

 

Li and Feng (2012) discussed the application of Singaporeôs model in 

SSTECôs community planning, the obvious feature is about the hierarchical 

community structure (p.52). By considering the newly-built characteristics 

and combining with the Code for Planning and Design on Urban 

Residential Areas (2002 Version), urban planning of the SSTEC has made 

the configuration of public service facilities not only have the ecological 

characteristic, but also has made public spaces have the human-scale spatial 

environment (Li and Feng, 2012, p.52). Specially, as Figure 5.16 shows, the 

SSTEC project supports a 400 by 400 metre city block, which has been 

called as an eco-cell. Roads lines the perimeter of these cells, and each cell 

has the grassroots community centre with a service radius of 200-300 metre. 

Four of these eco cells aggregate to form an eco-community to 

accommodate approximately 30,000 residents. Each eco-community has a 

residential community centre with a service radius of 400-500 metre. Figure 

5.17 gives an illustration about an eco-community (eco-neighbourhood) of 

the SSTEC project - within the eco-cell, types of the land use include 

residential, commercial, educational, industrial and medical areas, as well as 
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parks and green space. Four to five of these eco-communities form an eco-

district, and finally four of these eco-districts form the eco-city. At the 

district level, two sub-centres and the city centre form the commercial core.  

 

It is worth mentioning that eco-cells however are separated from each other 

by not very porous boundaries, it lines up with people-centred planning 

concept due to the convenience of peopleôs daily life. As the report Big 

Earth Data in Support of the Sustainable Development Goal (2020) 

formulated by China Academy of Science points out, public space is a 

perquisite for improving the quality of life. Referring to SDG 11.7, it clearly 

proposes by 2030, China needs to provide convenient green public spaces 

within communities for all, especially for women, children, the elderly and 

those with disabilities (p.76). In the post-pandemic era, public space is 

particularly significant for the sustainable development of communities, 

however, as peopleôs preferences of life gradually become complex and 

diverse, the difficulty of community construction and management has 

increased accordingly. With the transformation about development pattern 

of Chinese urbanization, the spatial organization model has also changed 

from the previous residential space model of residential area - residential 

quarter - residential group to a hierarchical model of 15-min living circle 

(Huang, 2020, p.83). As the concept of community life circle ( ) 

has particularly received attention during the lockdown period, more 

thinking has been given to the functional connotation and construction 

mechanism of urban space. From this perspective, community construction 

with the concept of community life circle helps to think about eco-

communities within the SSTEC. Even though they are large urban blocks of 

about 400m by 400m, and do not seem to be very porous, also, they are 

sometimes difficult to walk from one block to the other as they are separated, 

very often, by multi-lane highways. Design of eco-cells has been thought of 

as a human-scale proposition for how eco-city should be planned to improve 

peopleôs quality of life - the planning goal is to provide people with all 
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necessary destinations from their homes by walking or cycling within one 

block and within convenient commuting time. In turn, with more people 

interacting within local environment, the creation of vibrant neighbourhood 

and the promotion of place attachment are of great important, which will be 

further discussed in the next chapter. Specifically, such spatial arrangement 

helps to promote green urbanization by reducing environmental pollution 

caused by excessive car use, lowing per capita energy consumption and 

reducing pressure on public health systems (Liu et al., 2020). Also, 

promoting walking in turn inspires the construction of parks, plazas and 

public spaces in communities, as well as improves the physical activity and 

mental health of residents (Zuniga-Teran et al., 2016). Meanwhile, for 

planners, by considering how to reduce commuting time to meet residentsô 

living needs in their daily li ves may contribute to rethinking the eco-cityôs 

transportation system to create more bicycles and sidewalks.  

 

According to the Technical Assistance (TA) Report (November 2009) Sino-

Singapore Tianjin Eco-City: A Case Study of an Emerging Eco-City in 

China, formulated in collaboration with the Tianjin Municipal Government, 

Tianjin Eco-City Administrative Committee, and the Tianjin Eco-City 

Investment and Development Company Ltd. and published by the World 

Bank, a hierarchy of live-work-play space refers to ógrassroots community 

centres, residential community centres, eco-city sub centres and the eco-city 

centre - all within the nested design frameworkô (p.19) Such design 

framework of live-work-play space is equipped with both basic service 

functions and public activity space required for life within a short period 

walk (usually within a 15-minute walk), known as the human-scale range of 

daily activities. On the one hand, rather than promoting ad-hoc urban sprawl, 

the SSTEC area more intentionally adapts the urban structure to the 

requirements of pedestrians, cyclists and public transport. On the other hand, 

according to its masterplan, the SSTEC project proposes to provide the 

typical community where residents can walk 300-500 metres to a wide 
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variety of destinations where people can enjoy leisure, recreational and 

cultural activities.  

 

 

Figure 5.16 Unique Land-Use Design of the SSTEC Project 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Image is from Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City Investment and 

Development Co. Ltd Website. No Date Shown.) 

 

 

Figure 5.17 An Illustration about the Eco-Neighbourhood  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Image is from Chang, 2017, p.1726.) 
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5.6 Current Development Trend of SSTEC 

5.6.1 Environmental Psychology Helps to Realize Development Goal  

By researching principles of environmental psychology, the development of 

SSTEC could be guided by a comprehensive understanding of usersô needs 

and social well-being to achieve a true sense of people-centred planning 

goal. Detailed explanation is shown as follows. 

 

Firstly, as discussed in Chapter 2, environmental psychology mainly 

emphases on different groups of people as well as the degree to which the 

environment ófitsô their needs. Even though disciplines of urban planning 

and environmental psychology are classified into the humanistic field, 

environmental psychology more closely relates to people and their needs 

concretely. Environmental psychologists make use of different research 

methods to gain a deep understanding of the target populationôs needs and 

preferences - they conduct surveys, interviews and focus groups to gather 

data on peopleôs expectations, lifestyles choices and factors that influence 

their interactions with the built environment. Drawing on the urban planning 

field to guide the humanistic goal for eco-city development, environmental 

psychology can help to explore whether eco-cityôs residents prioritize 

proximity to green spaces for recreational activities, the availability of 

sustainable transportation, or the inclusion of community spaces. Such 

information could allow planners to cater to people-centred planning 

concept for design and amenities of eco-cityôs social facilities to meet 

specific requirements and desires of its residents. Secondly, the focal point 

of environmental psychology mainly places particular emphasis on the 

micro level or on relatively small-scale environment, that is, environmental 

psychologists mainly focus on how the physical environment impacts social 

interactions. Drawing on urban planning field to guide the humanistic goal 

for eco-city development, it could be borrowed to apply to the aspect of 

community dynamics. By studying social behaviours in urban setting, 
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environmental psychology can help to provide insights into design elements 

that promote social connections and the sense of community, such as 

assessing the impact of public spaces for peopleôs gathering and mixed-use 

spaces on encouraging interactions within eco-cityôs residents. Then by 

incorporating these findings into eco-cityôs planning and design process, it 

contributes to creating an environment that fosters social engagement and to 

strengthen community bonds. Thirdly, as discussed in Chapter 2, 

environmental psychology mainly focuses on peopleôs psychology and their 

surrounding environment, this theory believes different scales of the built 

environment has different impacts on human behaviours. Gibson (1986) 

claimed affordances do not change as peopleôs needs change (p.139), and 

the environment itself is meaningful and consists of opportunities for 

peopleôs behaviours. On the one hand, environmental psychologists put 

emphasis on how the built environment impacts psychological well-being 

and health outcomes, from this perspective, by absorbing the environmental 

psychological thought, researchers in planning field can analyse social 

influences, motivations and barriers that have shaped residentsô choices of 

energy use, waste management and green transportation. Specifically, by 

understanding the psychological drivers behind sustainable actions, planners 

could design interventions that encourage positive behaviour changes. And 

by addressing psychological barriers and leveraging motivations effectively, 

eco-cityôs development could promote sustainable lifestyles among its 

residents. For instance, urban planners could prioritize the inclusion of 

green spaces, promote human-scale walking and cycling paths, as well as 

design buildings that optimize natural lighting and ventilation. Such 

considerations contribute to creating healthy and conducive living 

environment within the eco-city. On the other hand, by absorbing the 

environmental psychological thought, researchers in planning field could 

conduct post-occupancy evaluation, surveys or behavioural observation to 

gather data on residentsô psychological experiences and satisfaction level. 

Such feedbacks to some extent contribute to providing valuable insights into 
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areas that require improvement and to helping planners to make behavioural 

data-driven decisions, in order to pay attention to peopleôs needs and 

behaviours at the practical level.  

 

5.6.2 From Technology-Driven Environmental Appeal to Environment-

Technology-Humanity Tripartite Integration  

2021 indicated the opening of the National 14th Five-Year Plan and the 

beginning year of Digital China Strategy ( Ҭ ), making Chinese 

eco-cities being stepped into a new era where ecology and intelligence 

become two main themes. Leading by the smart city indicators and the latest 

smart city master plan, the SSTEC has dedicated to create new leading 

experiences in the domains of digital economy, digital society, digital 

government, or even digital ecosystem, fully unleashing the vitality of smart 

innovation.  

 

In the past decade, an ever-increasing range of existing districts and cities, 

as well as new and planned urban initiative are labelled eco-districts or eco-

cities under the carbon reduction target in China. However, the guiding 

planning documents tend to be largely developed as independent islands of 

locally ecological sustainability. Accordingly, it is more appropriate to think 

of eco-city as an planning approach that can be achieved through multiple 

ways to meet the development requirement of green urbanization. Examples 

of eco-city models that emphasise technology solutions for achieving 

environmental objectives of sustainable development and green urbanization 

include SymbioCity (Ranhagen and Groth, 2012), Eco-Industrial Park (Joss, 

2011), Carbon Neutral City, Zero Carbon or Low Carbon City, Eco2 City 

(Suzuki et al., 2010) and Smart Eco-City (Cowley, 2016; Bibri and Krogstie, 

2020).  
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The eco-city has been criticized as an idea that is óloosely defined from a set 

of ostentatiously attractive projectsô (Bibri, 2020, p.9) as expensive schemes 

with aesthetic and commercial ends intend to satisfy local or regional 

ambition to invest in ecological sustainability without posing a more 

theoretically focused and global applicable approach. Cugurullo (2018) has 

questioned the sustainability of eco-city by investigating the extent to which 

it is developed in a controlled and systematic manner as its developers claim. 

Holmstedt et al. (2017) points out implementing sustainable solutions is 

more difficult as no unified practical definition is still accepted even if the 

subject of sustainability has been hotly debated more than three decades. In 

China, smart eco-city has become more popular and applicable to the 

current development appeal of green urbanization with technologies being 

used to deal with social infrastructures. As Bibri (2020) demonstrated, the 

eco-city is regarded as smart if there are óintelligence functions that are able 

to integrate and synthesise urban data to improve environmental 

sustainability through data-driven decisionô (p.11). 

 

To mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on Chinese economy and also to meet 

the 2030 Carbon Peak and 2060 Carbon Neutrality Goal, in recent three 

years, the development vision of SSTEC is to create a holistic and 

exemplary city that balances economic growth, environmental protection, 

social well-being and technological innovation. Specifically, when SSTEC 

was firstly established in 2007, its primary objective has been seen as 

creating an environmentally sustainable city. As the original indicator index 

(1.0 version) shows, the SSTEC aims to minimise its ecological footprint by 

incorporating eco-friendly practices such as energy-efficient buildings, 

sustainable water management systems, waste reduction and recycling 

initiatives and the use of renewable energy sources. As this project 

progresses, there has been a growing recognition that economic 

development and sustainability are interconnected. This year marks the 15th 
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anniversary for the construction of SSTEC, its strategic focus has expanded 

to mainly foster economic growth and to attract investment, by means of 

transforming the SSTEC into a vibrant economic hub with a focus on 

knowledge-based animation industry. Planning initiatives including 

constructing technology parks and industrial zones aim to attract business 

and to create job opportunities. Simultaneously, with the advancement of 

technology, the SSTEC incorporates the planning concept of smart city into 

its strategic focus, and its development goal is to leverage advanced 

technologies and data analytics and to enhance eco-cityôs sustainability and 

residentsô quality of lives. Planning initiatives include the deployment of 

smart grids for efficient energy management, intelligent transportation 

systems for optimized mobility, and the establishment of an integrated 

digital platform to provide smart services and to facilitate effective urban 

management. With the formulation of revised indicator system (2.0 version), 

there has been recently an increased emphasis on the social aspect of 

sustainable urban development within the SSTEC. Planning efforts have 

been made to improve public amenities, social infrastructures, healthcare 

services, education facilities and recreational spaces. Such development 

goal is to ensure the SSTEC is not only environmentally sustainable and 

economically vibrant, but also socially harmonious and being supportive of 

its residentsô well-being.  

 

Conclusion 

The within-case analysis involves a number of basic elements of the SSTEC 

case, such as newly-built eco-city due to its geographical characteristic, 

government-to-government project positioning and bilateral supervisory 

management framework due to its political characterise, which all provide 

essential foundation for the in-depth analysis in the following chapters. All 

content of this chapter aims to demonstrate the people-oriented concept is 

positive in both planning target and design initiatives. 
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The SSTEC has experienced a transformation in its strategic focus since its 

inception, that is, it has undergone three development processes which 

include initial focus on environmental sustainability, shifting towards 

economic development, integration of smart city technologies and 

liveability consideration. While environmental sustainability as well as the 

humanistic thought of harmonious coexistence between man and nature 

remain two key objectives, the SSTEC project has expanded to encompass 

planning strategies of digital economy and smart city technologies. 

 

From the perspective of planning target, the aim of adding peopleôs 

livelihood welfare into the indicator system is not only to investigate long-

term impacts on environmental, social and economic development, but also 

to evaluate whether eco-city is people-oriented. Take the consideration of 

residentsô experience as an example, the 2.0 version of indicator system has 

increased the proportion of residential areas within a five-minute walk from 

parks and green space. It also has increased the proportion of indicators that 

can directly reflect the improvement of peopleôs sense of wellbeing, such as 

indicators of residentsô community activities, residentsô life satisfaction and 

residentsô health literacy level. All evidence-based discussion verifies the 

indicator system of the SSTEC has continuously shown the ongoing trend of 

people-oriented development pattern. 

 

From the perspective of design initiatives, the masterplan has been 

formulated to provide a clear blueprint to guide the SSTECôs overall urban 

development to achieve its KPIs, and to offer people a life-convenient living 

settlement under the general people-oriented design concept. Under the 

analytical framework of responsive environment to evaluate the SSTEC 

case, permeability and legibility have related to prioritising green travel, that 

is, planning the slow-traffic system within the eco-cell-sized neighbourhood 
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to realize the separation of vehicles and pedestrians and vehicles. Moreover, 

variety and robustness have related to the four-grade community service 

system. That is, the most initiative of the people-oriented concept has been 

embodied in design framework called Four-Grade Public Service System. 

The aim of such land-use design is to provide people a liveable and life-

convenient living environment by reducing journeys to work and amenities. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PEOPLE AND PLACE 

FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF PEOPLEôS EXPERIENCE 

 

Introduction  

In the scope of first half of this chapter, it firstly discusses reasons for 

choosing four research sites within the SSTEC to narrow down the 

analytical scope of people-place relationship within the SSTEC case. Then, 

it introduces the evaluation about peopleôs activities to lay the groundwork 

for further analysis about how people measure good and poor spatial 

environment by their behaviours. In the scope of second half of this chapter, 

as Chapter 3 discusses the importance of peopleôs needs by using a new-

type conceptual model to understand human-centred design in a historical 

context, identifying what kinds of peopleôs needs should eco-city meet, both 

physically and psychologically. Based upon research findings about 

peopleôs behaviours matter in the people-place relationship, sense of safety 

(psychological aspect) and social infrastructure (physical aspect) have been 

discussed as two forms of behavioural connection between people and place 

in this chapter, which has been deemed as two important leverage points of 

eco-cityôs place-making process in the next chapter. All research findings 

are used as the conclusive basis for the discussion in the next chapter.  

 

6.1 Evaluation of Spatial Quality and Significance of Interview Quotes 

Evaluation of spatial quality for the selected research locations is based on 

two categories - peopleôs activities and indicators of the responsive 

environment. Referring to peopleôs activities, the evaluation criteria draw 

from Gehlôs approach, which is used to explore findings about peopleôs low 

average staying time but have good spatial quality. Additionally, Massoôs 
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conceptual framework is used to assess how public spaces facilitate flows 

(movement and activities) and fixity (comfort and sense of place), thereby 

striking a balance between these seemingly conflicting aspects to foster the 

place attachment in a highly mobile world. Moreover, this research uses the 

analytical framework of responsive environment to evaluate whether eco-

cityôs environment is responsive to peopleôs needs. It is grounded in the 

notion that the interactive relationship between the physical environment 

and peopleôs social well-being is of great significance. 

 

Based on outcomes of the observational analysis, this research suggests 

people develop the behavioural connection with the environment, and such 

connection reflects peopleôs attitudes towards the place. To strength this 

argument, some unpacking of interview excerpts in the first half of this 

chapter serve as the methodological linchpin in exploring how people 

develop their behavioural connection with the environment. By enabling 

residents to synthesize their diverse viewpoints, these selected quotations 

foster a nuanced understanding about peopleôs interaction with public 

spaces - in the good-spatial quality place, people are willing to spend more 

time for staying and interacting with others. While in the poor-spatial 

quality place, people tend to leave as long as they complete their necessary 

daily activities in order to express their dissatisfaction about the place. 

 

6.2 Reasons for Choosing Four Main Research Sites and One 

Additional Research Site within the SSTEC 

This case study is regarded as being appropriate because it follows not only 

the consideration about being a newly-built eco-city project with no past, 

history or time, but also and most importantly, for being famous for some of 

its achievements, such as being an environmental protection and socially-

harmonious planning approach, being a model of sustainable development, 
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and seeing humanistic approach as its primary design principle. Therefore, 

understanding projectôs design concept and finding out its limitations 

contribute to making new insights about the changing public life in public 

spaces, making the eco-city development to be more sustainable and people-

oriented in order to achieve the harmonious people-place relationship. 

 

During the pilot study conducted in December 2018, in order to get better 

participatory experience, the researcher lived in the SSTEC for 10 days for 

experiencing the daily life just like an ordinary resident, to explore ówhat do 

people do and why do they do it, é [as well as to understand] the hidden 

meanings of a phenomenonô (Najiafi, et al., 2016, p.1). During the main 

fieldwork period, the researcher already had a preliminary familiarity with 

the whole research site, noticing that the child prefers the childrenôs park to 

play, the adult prefers the eco valley to do exercise and the elderly prefers 

the community centre to go groceries and to gather together. On this basis, 

site selection focuses mainly on locations along two major axes of public 

life and leisure, with considerable criss-crossing of necessary, optional and 

social activities, a variety of public-private interface spaces - Zhongxin 

Avenue, the 3rd community centre, eco valley and the childrenôs park are 

chosen as four research sites within the SSTEC. For understanding whether 

the SSTEC is still an eco-city or it is now more of a smart and/or digital city 

in focus, during the supplementary fieldwork period, the researcher revisited 

the main four research sites and added the 4th community centre as the 

additional research site. Detailed reasons are explained as follows. 

 

Firstly, since the aim of this fieldwork is to explore public life in public 

space within the SSTEC, the whole research area has been confined only to 

the public space, in which can provide a chance for people to be together, to 

chat with each other, to walk or exercise, and to enjoy themselves. Based on 
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this selection criteria, public spaces have been chosen as street, community 

centre and park, where full diversity of daily social lives are concentrated, 

and also where the main public and semi-public spaces, retail, dining 

entertainment are located. Secondly, in order to ensure all age groups are 

covered in the observation, the selection of research sites needs to cover 

different kinds of public space that are frequently used by each age group. 

That is, age group to some extent has determined the research site to ensure 

the diversity and objectivity of the research population. Also, public spaces 

where the crowds gather provides a convenient place for participatory 

observation during the research recording period, namely it is convenient to 

record outdoor activities for different ages of people. The general 

description about each research site has been shown as follows, including 

their geographical locations, functions and site characteristics. Also, the 

map of four study sites in the context of eco-city plan is as shown below.  

 

Figure 6.1 The Map of Four Study Sites in the Context of the Eco-City  
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(Source: Figures are drawn by the researcher.) 

 

1) Zhongxin Avenue 

The main avenue when people enter the SSTEC, it always has a relatively 

heavy traffic and pedestrian flow. A few years after the eco-city being built, 

with the number of residents increases, existing sidewalks on both sides of 

the avenue are too narrow to meet the needs of pedestrians. In 2018, the 

sidewalk along Zhongxin avenue was widened to two meters, and the 

existing motor vehicle lanes remained unchanged.  
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2) The 3rd Community Centre 

The 3rd community centre, the first community centre constructed in the 

eco-city was officially put into use in 2013. It covers an area of 1.5 hectares, 

and the commercial area is about 15,000 m2. The indoor market, the first 

large-scale and eco-type food market for peopleôs daily grocery shopping. 

The entire community centre aims to create a 15-minute life serve circle, 

including community management, health and commercial service. 

 

3) Eco Valley 

The 11km eco valley aims to connect residential districts, commercial zones 

and waterside areas as a green spine, providing connectivity and recreation 

space for 350,000 residents. Construction started in 2008, this project 

demonstrates how bilateral cooperation can facilitate policy diffusion and 

project implementation in support of the large-scale development of green 

infrastructures. 

 

4) Childrenôs Park 

The childrenôs park, the earliest community-level park, is adjacent to the 3rd 

community centre. To meet needs of different ages of children, this park has 

built various recreational facilities, including activity space for toddlers and 

teenagers, adventure park, and other interesting activity venues. At nightfall, 

this park could be seen as the liveliest places for children in the eco-city. 

 

5) The 4th Community Centre 

The 4th community centre is located at the intersection of Zhongtian Avenue 

and Huayi Road. The total built area is approximately 25,000 square meters. 

This newly-built community centre is adjacent to one middle school, one 

primary school, one kindergarten, green space and wetland park. In terms of 
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urban planning, it breaks away from traditional spatial barriers through an 

underground vehicle transportation system, and creates open and shard 

public spaces that is well-organized. Within the community centre, the 

commercial centre is developed by Tianjin Eco-City Investment and 

Development Co., Ltd, and operated by Tianjin Eco-City Urban Resources 

Operation Co., Ltd, emphasising low-carbon and smart characteristic.  

 

 

6.3 Research Data Collection Time (PSPL Survey) 

Being the observer, the researcher took notes and mapped peopleôs activity 

during the participant observation period, by using the pre-prepared site map 

and template to record data. Moreover, the fixed time slot, has been adopted 

in order not to presuppose peopleôs activities and patterns for using social 

infrastructures. Time-frame defines as certain hours of the day, consisting of 

observations in the morning (8am ï 10am) when people go to work at the 

peak hour, at noon (1pm ï 3pm) when people have lunch outside, and in the 

evening (6pm ï 8pm) when people go home after work and take outdoor 

exercise. Two days were spent per research site, one working day and one 

weekend respectively, during a total six-weeks period (three weeks in winter 

and three weeks in summer) with the good ótime-outô conditions for 

participant observation. In a word, this time strategy allows a good cross 

comparison about peopleôs outdoor activities in different seasons, which can 

help to give the researcher a real picture of public lives within the eco-city.  

 

Table 6.2 Time Horizon and Condition 

Time Condition Time Horizon 

Seasons when the weather is suitable 

for travel (sunny and cloudy days). 

Winter (December2018) 

Summer (July 2019 and June 2023) 
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Time covers working days and 

weekends. 

At least two recording times for 

each working day and weekend in 

each research site. 

 

 

óTime-outô hours 

Weekdays: lunchtime activity peak 

(1pm - 3pm) and after working 

hours (6pm - 8pm); 

Weekends: (10am - 8pm) when 

retail activities are open. 

 

 

Peak-hours 

Mornings (8am - 10am) and Sunset 

time (6pm - 8pm): more people 

taking buses going to or coming 

from work, and doing exercise after 

all-day work. 

 

(Source: Information is summarised by the researcher.) 

 

6.4 The Evaluation of Spatial Quality of Each Research Location 

Public space has been studied widely in literatures, including its visual 

features (Lynch, 1960) and aesthetics (Cullen, 1961). Its design features that 

help to prevent crime (Newman, 1973), relationship between peopleôs 

behaviours and spatial quality (Gehl, 1987), and evaluation about spatial 

quality of public space (Cooper and Francis, 1998). More recently, the 

restorative impact of green space on users has been widely researched 

(Catharine, 2011; Aspinall, et al., 2015; Hartig, 2017). This research more 

focused on Gehlôs interests as his research mainly discusses the public space 

and public life, which responds to the core theme of this research, namely 

people-oriented eco-city development should consider peopleôs needs and 

behaviours.   
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As this research aims to examine the particular people-place relationship in 

Chinese eco-city project, general classification of spatial quality for the 

selected four research locations are evaluated by types of peopleôs activities 

and by some indicators of the responsive environment. Detailed discussion 

about the evaluation has been shown as follows. 

 

6.4.1 Evaluation by Peopleôs Activities (People) 

As the research data about classification of peopleôs activities in each site 

(See Appendix E) shows, the common characteristic of public life in the 

SSTEC is the versatility and complexity of outdoor activities, with some 

overlapping and shifts among walking, resting, playing, shopping and so on. 

As Gehl (2010) described, óunpredictability and unplanned, spontaneous 

actions are very much part of what makes moving and staying in city space 

such a special attractionô (p.20). In the public space, a clear core pattern has 

emerged from the great diversity of peopleôs activities. One simple way to 

analyse the research data about peopleôs activities is to put the most 

significant categories on a scale based on their degree of necessity. At one 

end of the scale are the purposeful necessary activities, such as walking 

between the bus stop and the destination, waiting for bus in Zhongxin 

Avenue, which take place under different weather conditions, no matter rain 

or shine. At the other end of this scale are the largely optional and social 

activities that people prefer to do in the public space, such as standing and 

chatting as well as baby sitting and children playing in the 3rd community 

centre, sitting on benches and doing exercise in the eco valley.  

 

Gehl (2010) defined the connection between (peopleôs) outdoor activities 

and (placeôs) outdoor quality in his book Life Between Buildingsï an 

increase in spatial quality gives a boost to optional activities, and increase in 

activity level then invites a substantial increase in peopleôs social activities 
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(See Chart 6.3). Specifically, in poor-quality places, only strictly necessary 

activities occur, while in good-quality places, necessary activities take place 

with about the same frequency, or even a longer time, due to the better built 

environment. More importantly, a wide range of optional activities will also 

take place as the pleasant built environment invite people to rest or to play. 

As Gehl (2010) presents, óin streets and city spaces of poor quality, only the 

bare minimum of activity takes place. People hurry home. In a good 

environment, a completely different, broad spectrum of human activities is 

possibleô (pp.21-22). 

 

Figure 6.3 Connection between Outdoor Quality and Activities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Gehl, 2010, p.21) 

 

Table 6.4 Division about Spatial Quality  by Peopleôs Behaviours 

Research 

Location 

 

Peopleôs Behaviours 

Spatial 

Quality  

Zhongxin Avenue Mainly necessary activity 

Low average staying time 

 

Poor 
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The 3rd 

Community 

Centre 

Mainly optional and social activities 

High people flow rate 

Low average staying time 

 

Poor 

 

Eco Valley 

Mainly optional and social activities 

High average staying time 

 

Good 

 

Childrenôs Park 

Mainly optional and social activities 

High average staying time 

 

Good 

 

(Source: Table is drawn by the researcher.) 

 

Referring to the research data of participatory observation (see Appendix E), 

based upon the relationship criteria between outdoor quality and activities 

mentioned above, by collating and cross-contrasting three categories of data, 

namely types of peopleôs activities, peopleôs average staying time, and 

pedestrian flow rate. Those four research locations have been divided into 

two parts - good-spatial quality and poor-spatial quality public spaces. Table 

6.4 shows the specific reason about such division.  It is worth mentioning 

even though the 3rd community centre has the high people flow rate and the 

majority of peopleôs activities are optional and social activities, people tend 

to stay only in a short time. Combined with the site observation, such as 

lacking of shade and resting area, the 3rd community centre is seen as the 

poor-spatial quality public space.  

 

6.4.2 Evaluation by Indicators of Responsive Environment (Place)  

As been identified in the previous chapter, content of the responsive 

environment is located within the global mainstream theoretical perspective 
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represented by the American and North European, it is not particularly clear 

whether it is fully applicable to the analysis in the Chinese context. To 

maximumly make this analytical tool practical, the evaluation of spatial 

quality for each research location has been focused on some particular 

indicators related to each locationôs spatial features, which is based upon 

different spatial characteristics/issues found out in the pilot study by 

researcherôs observation experience - indicators of legibility and 

permeability are related to Zhongxin Avenue and the Eco Valley, and 

indicators of variety are related to the 3rd community centre and childrenôs 

park. Detailed description about such relationship between spatial features 

and spatial quality of each research location has been shown in the 

following table.  

 

Table 6.5 Division about Spatial Quality  by the Responsive 

Environment 

 

Research 

Location 

 

Spatial Features 

 

Spatial Quality 

 

 

 

Zhongxin 

Avenue 

1) The street layout can offer a 

choice of direct routes to 

destinations (e.g. bus stops and 

residential areas), but too much 

road area has been provided for 

car-use, which cannot make 

people feel comfortable walking 

experience due to narrow 

sidewalk, that is, it cannot be 

possible for pedestrians to move 

 

 

 

Poor Legibility and 

Permeability 

Caused by not 

Well-Connected 

Street Layout 
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freely. 

2) It is not structured to allow 

easy orientation and navigation 

for people, which is not user-

friendly to the elderly and the 

blind. 

 

 

 

 

Eco Valley 

1) The permeable street layout 

offers a choice of direct routes to 

destinations (e.g. residential 

areas). And its layout can 

encourage peopleôs comfortable 

experience of outdoor activities, 

such as walking, running and 

cycling. 

2) It is structured to allow easy 

orientation and navigation for 

people, which is user-friendly to 

different age groups. 

 

 

Good Legibility 

and Permeability 

Caused by the 

Well-Connected 

Street Layout 

 

 

The 3rd 

Community 

Centre 

1) As the community centre 

aims to create a 15-minute life 

serve circle, peopleôs daily 

routine to come here is mainly 

seen as grocery shopping and 

gather together for chatting. 

2) Ths community centre aims to 

attract peopleôs uses for different 

age groups, but the using group 

mainly focused on the elderly. 

 

 

Poor Variety of 

Uses Compared to 

the Planned Spatial 

Functions 
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Childrenôs 

Park 

Planned as childrenôs 

playground, it is structured to 

allow easy orientation and 

navigation for people, which is 

user-friendly to different age 

groups (children at different ages 

can enjoy playing, and both the 

adult and the elderly can have a 

rest and chatting with each other 

while looking after their 

children). 

 

 

Good Variety of 

Uses Compared to 

the Planned Spatial 

Functions 

 

(Source: Table is drawn by the researcher.) 

 

As the literature review chapter demonstrates, designing the liveable place 

for people deems as the core aim of eco-city planning, and creating the 

sense of place for people not only depends on the form of physical 

environment, but also relies on meaning and peopleôs activities, other two 

equally important elements. In this research, people-oriented eco-city 

planning has been deemed as meeting peopleôs needs, thus, in the following 

analysis, peopleôs activities in public spaces and their perception towards 

public spaces are main points for discussion, while spatial elements tend to 

be causes of peopleôs satisfaction or dissatisfaction. 

 

6.5 People Measure the Spatial Environment by Their Behaviours 

As is shown in the section 2.1.2 about how the concept of planning for 

people reflects in the Ecological Urbanism theory, one of this theoretical 

contributors Kelvin Lynch (1981) suggested criteria of good city form is 
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about how well urban form sustains life (vitality), how clearly it is perceived 

in space and time (sense), how well environment and behaviour ófitô, and 

whether these standards are presented in a manner that provides óaccess, 

control, efficiency and justiceô (p.11) and offers people the liveable and life-

convenient environment. As one of the vital criteria of good city form, the 

ófitô of environment and behaviour focuses on the discussion about 

relationship between the space and peopleôs behaviours. This section plans 

to use the initial research data collected by the PSPL Survey to illustrate 

how people develop the behavioural connection with the space.  

 

Based on outcomes of the observational analysis, it is the viewpoint of 

researcher that people develop the behavioural connection with the space, 

and this relationship indirectly reflects peopleôs attitudes towards the place. 

Specifically, peopleôs interaction with the (public) space could be seen as 

the result of their cognitive abilities to evaluate the spatial quality and to 

express their satisfaction/dissatisfaction about the (public) space by their 

behaviours - in the good-spatial quality place, people are willing to spend 

more time for staying and actively interacting with others. While in the 

poor-spatial quality place, people tend to leave as long as they complete 

their necessary daily activities in order to express their dissatisfaction about 

the place. 

 

This section intends to explore how people perceive/measure place by their 

behaviours in public spaces within the eco-city. It is related to the research 

method of observation (mapping and on-site counting). Detailed discussion 

about how people interact with the spatial environment has been divided 

into two aspects - in both good-spatial and poor-spatial qualities, to explore 

how people develop their behavioural connection with the place. 
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6.5.1 Good Spatial Environment and Peopleôs Behaviours 

Referring to the good spatial quality of public space, namely the eco valley 

and childrenôs park, research data of participatory observation is shown as 

below.  

 

On the one hand, as the community park for people who live near Vanke 

Jinlu Community (See Figure 6.6) to do daily exercise and to relax 

themselves, the eco valley has a relatively high average staying time during 

the whole recording period - apart from the selected summer weekend (13th 

July 2019, 8am ï 10am), people of different age groups all spend more than 

30 mins staying in this public space in the two-hour flow record. Take the 

selected weekday (Monday, 15th July 2019) as an example. During the 

whole observation, at daytime, most of the space using group are the retired 

elderly (over 65 years old), children and women. The elderly people sit 

under the shade of trees and chat with their neighbours. Children play with 

their friends in this public space, such as making sandcastles, singing (See 

Figure 6.7 and Figure 6.8). The major group of caring for children is the 

middle-aged women. In order to easily look after their children, some of 

these middle-aged women stand near their children, and some of them sit on 

benches and chat with other neighbourhoods, however, they always keep 

their eyes on the children playing nearby. As the spatial analysis of eco 

valley shows, this public space has good views that people can stare into the 

distance. While most of the space using group at night-time are young 

people. After a whole dayôs work, they are used to do approximately one-

hour fitness activities (e.g. walking and jogging) in the eco valley to 

eliminate the fatigue of the day. It is obvious that a variety of outdoor 

activities occur in the same outdoor environment, but different user groups 

during the day and night result in different functions of this public space, 

making this place be seen as the multi-functional public space. 
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Figure 6.6 People Take Exercise in the Eco Valley 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.7 People in the Resting Area in the Eco Valley 
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Figure 6.8 Children Playing in the Eco Valley 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Images are taken by the researcher. 13th, 15th, 19th July 2019.) 

 

On the other hand, as the significant public space for children to play and to 

make friends, it is the earliest community-scale childrenôs park putting into 

use in SSTEC. This park is adjacent to the 3rd community centre, it has been 

seen as the most lively óhappy valleyô (defined by one of interviewees, 

female, about 35 years old) for different ages of children, especially at 

nightfall and at weekend. Some transcript of interviews to express their 

satisfaction has been shown as follows.  

ŵ My grandson especially likes this place. It is summer vacation, he is 

eager to play with his friends here every morning, despite the high 

temperature. I often do shopping in the nearby supermarket (the 3rd 
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community centre) and take him to play here about one hour, then go 

home. (Resident, female, about 65 years old) (Interview time: 10.20am, 

16th July 2019) 

 

Ŷ It is so interesting and I can enjoy myself here. My classmates and I 

often come here to play games after class. I can also make new friends 

here after playing with them. However, I think more sports facilities 

should be provided here, as our boys like playing basketball and riding 

skateboard. (Resident, girl, 10 years old) (Interview time: 1.30pm, 14th 

July 2019) 

 

ŷ My husband and I are used to come here after dinner. He plays with 

our granddaughter, and I participate the square dancing with my 

neighbours (middle-aged or elderly women). We go home together 

before 9am, and the retired life is so happy. (Resident, female, about 60 

years old) (Interview time: 6.15pm, 16th July 2019) 

 

Ÿ Only the third community is equipped with the childrenôs park, even 

some parents who live in the first and second communities often take 

their children to play here. There are quite a lot of people here during 

the peak hours (e.g. 9-10am and 6-8pm). But I am wondering why there 

are no childrenôs park in the first and second communities? (Resident, 

female, about 35 years old) (Interview time: 10.40am, 16th July 2019) 

 

However, it has a very low flow rate during the whole recording period ï in 

the selected summer weekday (16th July 2019, 1pm ï 3pm), the total number 

of people in this two-hour flow record is 31, while peopleôs average staying 
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time is all over 30 mins. In the selected summer weekend (14th July 2019, 

1pm ï 3pm), the total number of people in this two-hour flow record is only 

13, however, peopleôs average staying time is approximately 40 mins. It 

might because at the lunch time that people tend to stay in this public space 

for a longer time. Comparing with another time slot (16th July 2019, 8am ï 

10am), the number of people for each type of activity does not exceed 30, 

however, peopleôs average staying time is all above 30 mins. It is worth 

mentioning that the average staying time of children playing has reached 60 

to 90 mins. By similarity contrast, the most obvious characteristic of this 

public life research data is seen as low people flow rate but high staying 

time. As the childrenôs park, most of the space using groups are children 

aged 4 -12 years old and their family members (e.g. the retired elderly and 

the middle-aged women). Research data from participant observation shows 

that during three different time recording period, children usually spend an 

hour playing with others in this park. They enjoy a variety of playground 

equipment, such as slides and swings (See Figure 6.9). Meanwhile, adults 

who care for their children sit in the resting area where tables and chairs are 

provided (See Figure 6.10). They chat with each other, sharing their daily 

lives and experience of caring for children. It is noteworthy that adultsô eyes 

are never away from their children who are playing nearby, such 

phenomenon shows place has good views that people can stare into distance. 

 

Figure 6.9 Children Playing in the Childrenôs Park 
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(Source: Figures are taken by the researcher. 16th July 2019.) 

 

Figure 6.10 Adults Sitting in Resting Areas in the Childrenôs Park 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figures are taken by the researcher. 16th July 2019.) 

 

6.5.2 Poor Spatial Environment and Peopleôs Behaviours 

Referring to the poor spatial quality of public space, namely the Zhongxin 

Avenue and the 3rd community centre, research data of participatory 

observation is shown as below.  
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On the one hand, as the significant public space within the entrance area of 

SSTEC, Zhongxin avenue has a high flow rate during the whole recording 

period ï in the selected winter weekday (20th December 2018, 8am - 10am), 

the number of people in this two-hour flow record has reached 537. During 

the two-hours recording time, as it is the morning peak period, the majority 

of people are commuters, and some are parents who send their children to 

school. After 9 oôclock, the majority of people are the elderly who go out to 

shop for groceries. And in the selected winter weekend (22th December 

2018, 1pm ï 3pm), the number of people in the two-hour flow record has 

reached 738 - the majority of people are the young people, walking between 

bus stops and destinations as well as waiting bus (See Figure 6.11), and 

some are teenagers who travel together. According to these research data, 

even though the major using group of that two days is different - the retired 

elderly people are the major group in weekday while the young people are 

the major group in weekend, peopleôs average staying time is both 

approximately 15 mins, which means they stay in this place only for a short 

time. In addition, during the whole recording time, the researcher observed 

that most people hurry to their destination without any more outdoor 

activities, such as chatting and greeting, their fast-walking speed seems to 

tell others that they want to escape this place quickly.  

 

Figure 6.11 Peopleôs Walking and Waiting in Zhongxin Avenue 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figures are taken by the researcher. 15th July 2019.) 
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On the other hand, as the significant public space for people to do shopping 

and other daily activities in SSTEC, the 3rd community centre has a 

relatively high flow rate during the whole recording period ï in the selected 

summer weekday (17th July 2019, 8am ï 10am), the number of people in 

this two-hour flow record has reached 286. And in the selected summer 

weekend (20th July 2019, 8am ï 10 am), the number of people in this two- 

hour flow record has reached 359. Another characteristic of research data is 

related to the type of peopleôs outdoor activities - optional activities and 

social activities occur with consistent frequency in the 3rd community centre. 

Shopping (See Figure 6.12), standing and chatting (See Figure 6.13), as 

well as sitting and resting have been seen in each recorded period, however, 

peopleôs average staying time all lasts less than 30 mins, which means they 

stay in this place not for a long time.  

 

According to the evaluation of peopleôs activities and spatial quality, 

commuting is less affected by the environment, however, the good-quality 

slow-traffic system could induce purposeful necessary activities and could 

drive social activities (Sun et al., 2017, p.3). By comparing these two poor-

spatial public spaces, observed phenomenon seems to imply an óinvisible 

voiceô to the researcher ï people do not want to spend more time in the 

poor-quality public space as long as they complete their necessary daily 

activities. That is, people express their dissatisfaction with space by in a 

seemingly fleeing behaviour.  
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Figure 6.12 Shopping in the Supermarket of 3rd Community Centre 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.13 Peopleôs Standing and Chatting in 3rd Community Centre 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figures are taken by the researcher.) 

 

As discussed about elements that constitute responsive public spaces of the 

SSTEC, the element of variety mostly relates to the integration of land use 

in a manner that promotes ease of access, that is, being located along the 

major transportation networks (vehicular and pedestrian) in such a way that 

they provide opportunities that are easily accessible to a range of users. The 

provision of a range of uses contributes to the complexity, and the measure 

of complexity would relate to the extent of uses that are available to people. 
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The evaluation of robustness is to ensure the place can support a wide range 

of uses. Examples of this element referring to the SSTEC case are more 

related to the 3rd community centre which can be used as daily shopping 

places and a meeting place for people, as well as childrenôs park where the 

adult can relax and enjoy the shade while looking after their children, and 

the playlot for children is in the same place. 

 

Through the comparative analysis of peopleôs using time and using 

frequency of both good-quality and poor-quality public spaces within the 

eco-city, conclusion of this section has been summarized as follows. The 

representation of people-place interactive relationship concept in the real-

world planning project is interpreted as the behavioural connection between 

people and place - people indirectly express their satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with spatial quality by their outdoor activities. In good-

quality public space, peopleôs óeyes on the public spaceô has provided 

informal surveillance to the surrounding environment. Also, they are willing 

to spend more time for staying, socialising, actively interacting with others, 

and different age groups can enjoy themselves. While in poor-quality public 

space, people express their dissatisfaction by a kind of seemingly fleeing 

behaviour.   

 

6.6 Safety Issue: Core Element of the Behavioural Connection  

Environmental Psychology mainly discusses the relationship between urban 

environment and residentsô psychology, as being revealed in Chapter 2, one 

of the obvious goal and principle of the Environmental Psychology is about 

considering the person and the setting to be a holistic entity. Moreover, it 

examines the way that people conceptualize natural environment, and how 

people imagine more comfort and pleasant places. Combined with the New-

Type Conceptual Model of Human-Centred Design shown in Chapter 3, 
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human-focused design intends to satisfy peopleôs higher level of needs, 

namely the psychological aspect such as cognitive and aesthetic aspects. 

This section aims to explore the consideration of peopleôs sense of activity 

experience, namely the core element that influences peopleôs psychological 

feeling in public spaces. It is related to research methods of questionnaire 

and street-intercept interviews.  

 

6.6.1 Safety of Poor Spatial Environment: Zhongxin Avenue 

As shown in the Appendix E, in terms of the initial analysis of questionnaire, 

the majority of answers to Question 14 Besides good and bad, can you 

please write three adjectives to describe the overall spatial environment of 

this research site tend to be the negative adjectives, namely unsafe, 

uncomfortable and the desolate. Referring to Zhongxin Avenue research 

area, among 78 questionnaires, 75 copies have been pointed out peopleôs 

feeling towards the spatial quality is related to the safety adjectives, such as 

unsafe, uncomfortable and desolate. Such statistics indicates that people 

regard safety issue as the primary consideration of their outdoor activity 

experience, influencing peopleôs psychological feeling in the public space. 

This has been also verified in the data analysis of two selected street-

intercept interviews conducted in Zhongxin Avenue.  

 

From the first transcript of interview, it is obvious the lack of protective 

measures to prevent people from cars, such as protective isolation railing or 

protective isolation ornamental plants, make her feel unsafe, which has been 

the most significant reason that causes her feel uncomfortable and cannot 

enjoy outdoor activity in Zhongxin Avenue, where is part of her route for 

jogging. By coding the second transcript of interview, it can be seen that 

apart from lacking of protective approaches (See Figure 6.14), traffic issue 

about the narrow sidewalk (See Figure 6.15) has been seen as another 
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reason causing people to feel uncomfortable and unsafe. Specifically, 

narrow, to some extent, means not walkable and not in human-scale, people 

may feel negative psychological feelings (e.g. dangerous and uncomfortable 

listed in questionnaires). Known from the interview, the elderly people 

usually take their grandchildren to school and the adults usually take bus to 

workplace, too many people crowded in such narrow street without any 

traffic protection, most of them may feel dangerous as cars could come 

speeding through at any moment. As the interviewee describes, traffic 

environment is unfriendly to the elderly and children, in other words, such 

road design does not follow people-oriented principle, that is, it does not put 

peopleôs fundamental safety needs into the first place. 

 

In summary, the case of jogging has indicated the relationship between 

peopleôs psychological feeling and their behaviours in public space - if place 

cannot make people feel safe, people will not enjoy activities in such place 

as uncomfortable feeling can stop them experiencing enjoyment. Moreover, 

the case of narrow sidewalks in Zhongxin Avenue has also indicated that the 

sense of safety, an important design principle of people-oriented planning, is 

always the most concerned aspect for people doing activities in public space. 

That is, safety have been regarded as the fundamental needs for peopleôs 

public lives. 
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Figure 6.14 Lacking of Protective Approaches in Zhongxin Avenue 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.15 Narrow Sidewalk in Zhongxin Avenue 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figures are taken by the researcher.) 

 

6.6.2 Safety of Good Spatial Environment: Childrenôs Park 

As shown in the Appendix E, in terms of the initial analysis of questionnaire, 

the majority of answers to Question 14 Besides good and bad, can you 

please write three adjectives to describe the overall spatial environment of 

this research site tend to be all positive adjectives, such as safe, happy, 

comfort. For the childrenôs park, among 85 questionnaires, 82 copies have 
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pointed out peopleôs feeling towards the spatial quality is related to the good 

safety conditions, such as the adult has reasonable viewing distance to keep 

eyes on their children, as well as peopleôs activities happen at all hours of 

the day. In addition, 78 copies have used óhappyô adjective to describe their 

pleasant feeling when staying in this place ï children can enjoy playing a 

variety of infrastructures and can make new friend, meanwhile, adults can 

talk with each other and can share their daily lives when looking after their 

children. Such phenomenon has also been used to describe good views of 

this place as adults can easily keep eyes on their children playing nearby due 

to the reasonable viewing distance. 

 

From the four selected street-intercept interviews, it is obvious that peopleôs 

psychological feeling towards childrenôs park are all positive, even though 

they are in different age groups. Most importantly, all these four 

interviewees used I feel safe before they express their satisfaction towards 

this public space. Specifically, information obtained in transcript 1 shows 

that, the intervieweeôs grandson is eager to play with his friends here, 

despite the high temperature. It seems to imply this childrenôs park has been 

regarded as a ómagnetic fieldô and has great attraction to children. Also, the 

interviewee in transcript 2 has used the sentence it is so interesting and I 

can enjoy myself here to express her feeling of affection towards the spatial 

quality of this public space. In transcript 3, the interviewee has briefly 

introduced her and her family membersô routines by using this public space 

and has expressed her happy feeling for the retired life. Based on her 

description, this warm family scene has indirectly told the researcher about 

their attachment to this public space. In addition, in transcript 4, the 

interviewee has indicated the popularity of this public space - there are 

quite a lot of people here during the peak hours (e.g. 9 - 10am and 6 - 8pm). 
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ŵ My grandson especially likes this place. It is summer vacation, he is 

eager to play with his friends here every morning, despite the high 

temperature. I often do shopping in the nearby supermarket (the 3rd 

community centre) and take him to play here about one hour, then go 

home. (Resident, female, about 65 years old) (Interview time: 10.20am, 

16th July 2019) 

 

Ŷ It is so interesting and I can enjoy myself here. My classmates and I 

often come here to play games after class. I can also make new friends 

here after playing with them. However, I think more sports facilities 

should be provided here, as our boys like playing basketball and riding 

skateboard. (Resident, girl, 10 years old) (Interview time: 1.30pm, 14th 

July 2019) 

 

ŷ My husband and I are used to come here after dinner. He plays with 

our granddaughter, and I participate the square dancing with my 

neighbours (middle-aged or elderly women). We go home together 

before 9am, and the retired life is so happy. (Resident, female, about 60 

years old) (Interview time: 6.15pm, 16th July 2019) 

 

Ÿ Only the third community is equipped with the childrenôs park, even 

some parents who live in the first and second communities often take 

their children to play here. There are quite a lot of people here during 

the peak hours (e.g. 9-10am and 6-8pm). But I am wondering why there 

are no childrenôs park in the first and second communities? (Resident, 

female, about 35 years old) (Interview time: 10.40am, 16th July 2019) 
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6.6.3 Safety Issue: The Precondition to Make People Psychologically 

Feel Comfortable 

As shown in the evaluation criteria used in the pilot and the 12 quality 

criteria, proposed by Jan Gehl, have been regarded as the guideline for 

creating and designing public spaces. Safety issues are divided into three 

categories, in the name of protection, including protection against traffic and 

accidents (feeling safe), protection against crime and violence (feeling 

secure), and protection against unpleasant sensory experience. Thus, 

emphasis about the initial data analysis in terms of the safety issue has been 

placed on the above three aspects.  

 

Referring to elements that constitute responsive public spaces in Chapter 5, 

the purpose of permeability and legibility is to expand the routing and to 

improve peopleôs ability to orientate themselves within the place. In this 

research, permeability and legibility, as two of responsive indicators, 

especially refer to a transit route without obstacles or a route that allows 

people to saunter with sense of safety through their surroundings.  

 

Theoretically, already mentioned in Chapter 2, Jane Jacobs has discussed 

the significance of safety in the public space in her book The Death and Life 

of Great American Cities. She introduces the crime-preventive effect of 

public life and peopleôs care for common space. Her expressions, like street 

watchers and eyes on the public space have become integral to urban 

planning terminology. As Gehl (2010) argues, óbeing able to walk safely in 

city space is a prerequisite for creating inviting well-functioning places for 

people. Experienced as well as perceived safety is crucial for public life in 

the cityô (p.97). The safety discussion has a general and a more detailed 

dimension. The general focus is maintaining and supporting the vision of 

comfort environment that people with different age groups can do daily 
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activities. Within this general framework, safety can also be promoted 

through careful considerations for detailed designing solutions, such as 

natural surveillance and pedestrian protection, in order to realize 

behavioural connection between people and place in the (public) space. 

Practically, peopleôs perceived safety, their behaviours, and the built 

environment are interconnected. By comparing research data of Zhongxin 

Avenue and childrenôs park, conclusion can be summarized as follows. 

Safety issue has been seen as the precondition to make people psychological 

comfort and delight. That is, people regard the safety issue as the primary 

consideration of their sense of activity experience, significantly influencing 

their psychological feeling in public spaces ï unsafe environment makes 

people hold negative attitudes, such as uncomfortable, towards spatial 

quality of this public space (e.g. Zhongxin Avenue), vice versa (e.g. 

childrenôs park). That is, as Maslowôs Hierarchy of Needs reveals, the need 

for basic safety should be fulfilled when pursuing higher-level needs.   

 

6.7 Social Infrastructure: Means of Realization for the Interactive 

Connection between People and Place  

Social infrastructures are of great importance during the eco-city 

development and operation stages. Functioned as the theoretical foundation, 

the guidance of Garden City could be seen as the demonstration effect of 

eco-city development. Specifically, in the Nine Garden City Principles 

listed by Town and Country Planning Association (See Table 2.5), the 

eighth principle is about the strong cultural, recreational and shopping 

facilities in walkable, vibrant, sociable neighbourhoods. In addition, as 

shown in Chapter 4, Caprotti and Gong (2017) made the case for 

óhumanizingô newly-built eco-cities by emphasizing on urban social 

sustainability through the lens of experiences of new residents. They argued 

óthere is a need to focus on the ways in which socially sustainable urban 
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environments are constructed, in new urban spaces, through relational 

networks comprised by interactions between residents, buildings, facilities 

and specific (e.g. domestic) spacesô (p.45). This section aims to explore by 

what means can achieve this interactive connection between people and 

place, namely how does the design concept of interaction embody in real-

world scene of public space from the perspective of environmental elements. 

It is related to research methods of questionnaire and street-intercept 

interviews. 

 

6.7.1 Social Infrastructure of Good Spatial Environment: Eco Valley 

As shown in the Appendix E, in terms of the initial analysis of questionnaire, 

the majority of answers to Question 14 Besides good and bad, can you 

please write three adjectives to describe the overall spatial environment of 

this research site tend to be all positive adjectives, such as safe, convenient, 

comfort, happy and good views. Among 132 questionnaires, 109 copies have 

used convenient and 102 copies have used comfort adjective to describe 

pleasant social infrastructures - well-equipped jogging track (See Figure 

6.16) and good primary seating options (See Figure 6.17). Specifically, the 

elderly can enjoy the sunshine and can chat with other neighbours in the 

resting area with good primary seating options, especially for those retired 

people who love outdoor activities with others (See Figure 6.18). Young 

people can relax themselves after a long-day work by using the well-

equipped jogging track.  
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Figure 6.16 Good Jogging Track in the Eco Valley 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figures are taken by the researcher) 

Figure 6.17 Good Primary Seating Options in the Eco Valley 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figures are taken by the researcher.) 
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Figure 6.18 The Elderly Enjoy the Sunshine and Chat with Others 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figures are taken by the researcher.) 

 

6.7.2 Social Infrastructure of Poor Spatial Environment: The 3rd 

Community Centre 

As shown in the Appendix E, in terms of the initial analysis of questionnaire, 

the majority of answers to Question 14 Besides good and bad, can you 

please write three adjectives to describe the overall spatial environment of 

this research site tend to be the negative adjectives, such as uncomfortable 

and inconvenient. Among 138 questionnaire, 112 copies have pointed out 

peopleôs feeling towards the spatial quality is related to the sense of comfort 

caused by the shortage of seating. It is worth mentioning that among these 

112 copies, 73 copies have stated people feel hot in summer and cold in 

winter due to the lack of sheltered resting space. In addition, among the total 

138 questionnaire, 85 copies have used inconvenient adjective to describe 

issues of social infrastructures within the 3rd community centre. For example, 

issues about the lack of entertainment and catering service for young people 
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as well as the lack of barrier-free access (See Figure 6.19) at entrance for 

the elderly people and women with children, making different age levels of 

people feel inconvenient when staying in this public space. Research data 

conducted in the 3rd community centre has indicated that peopleôs 

psychological feeling about the spatial quality of public space is directly 

reflected by the service conditions of basic social infrastructures. Such 

conclusion has been also verified in the data analysis of street-intercept 

interviews. Below is the detailed description of these selected interviews. 

ŵ The opening hour of here (indoor market) is from 7am to 8pm, my 

wife and I come to arrange the market stall at 6.30am every day. 

However, the air conditioning supply time is from 8am to 7pm. For us 

(stallholders), there is always a period of uncomfortable feeling, namely 

hot in such summer time and cold in winter time. (Stallholder, not 

resident, male, 35 years old) (Interview time: 9am, 17th July 2019) 

 

Ŷ I live in the nearby community, walking to here (indoor market) 

within 15 mins. I come here twice or three times a week, and usually 

come between 9am to 9.30 am. It is so convenient for our elderly 

people. é I remember that it was rebuilt 3 years ago. Nowadays, the tile 

floor has become tidier and space between stalls has become much 

wider, I feel much safer to use my trolley to buy food here. In addition, 

the most comfortable thing in this indoor market is to have air 

conditioners ï not hot in summer and not cold in winter. (Resident, 

female, about 70 years old) (Interview time: 9.20am, 17th July 2019) 

 

ŷ I think some facilities here (the entrance of community centre) are 

actually not convenient. Our elderly people like to chat with neighbours 

after grocery shopping, however, there is no resting area here. We will 
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prefer to spend our more time here if there is less flowers and trees, but 

more resting seats. Otherwise, we often directly go back home by bus 

after buying food. (Resident, male, about 70 years old) (Interview time: 

10am, 17th July 2019) 

 

Ÿ I have been working this bakery for more than one year. I am not live 

in this eco-city, so I come here by bus every day. As a work place, it (the 

community centre) should be safe and convenient for transport. It indeed 

lacks the resting area. I quite like to stay outside for relaxing during the 

lunch break when sunny days. (Employee, non-resident, male, 35 years 

old) (Interview time: 9.15am, 20th July 2019)  

 

Ź I often come here to buy food with my child (baby boy, about 1 year 

old), and sometimes his grandparents are carrying him with baby 

carriage. Our family feels that here (the entrance of community centre) 

lacks barrier-free access. Otherwise, all adults carrying their children 

need to move our baby carriages up and down. I do not like here as it is 

so inconvenient for us, especially when buying more food. (Resident, 

female, about 30 years old) (Interview time: 10.40am, 20th July 2019) 

 

ź We are both undergraduates and come here for job hunting in the 

summer vacation, and have been here for more than 10 days. We think 

the whole eco-city lacks the entertainment and catering service for our 

young people. As we do part-time job near this community centre, we 

have to come here eating KFC for lunch or call for a takeout in our 

office. As young people, we prefer a variety of catering services, such as 

bubble tea shop, caf® and BBQ restaurant. é These days, we have to sit 

here (steps of entrance) or stay in KFC for resting a while during our 
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lunch time. As the temperature is so high in the summer time, we indeed 

feel really uncomfortable. We hope to have more places in the eco-city 

for the young people to rest, like Starbucks. (Non-residents, two females, 

each is about 20 years old) (Interview time: 1pm, 20th July 2019) 

 

Take the indoor market in the 3rd community centre as an example. Based 

on Transcripts 1 and Transcripts 2, data conclusion tends to be 

contradictory. Information obtained from transcript 2 shows that air-

conditioning supply time in the indoor market is usually one-hour later than 

the opening time and one-hour earlier than the closing time. Such supply 

time has little impact on residents, as data shown in transcript 2, the 

interviewee usually come to the market approximately two-hour later than 

the opening time, during which the air conditioning has been already 

supplied for an hour. Thus, she thinks this market is convenient for elderly 

people as this place makes her feel comfortable due to the suitable indoor 

temperature for peopleôs staying. On the contrary, information obtained 

from transcript 1 shows that, being a stallholder, the interviewee usually 

come to the market with his wife for preparation half an hour earlier than 

the opening time, during which the air-conditioning has not been supplied. 

In addition, as the air conditioning stops supplying one-hour earlier than the 

closing time, it always makes those stallholders feel hot in summer and cold 

in winter (uncomfortable). The uniform air-conditioning supply time has 

brought different sense of comfort to different people, making people hold 

different attitudes towards the place. 
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Figure 6.19 The Elderly Lifts Baby Carriage when Climbing Stairs  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is taken by the researcher.) 

 

On the other hand, referring to the sense of comfort and convenience in the 

outdoor environment, people hold quite same attitudes. Take the entrance of 

community centre as an example. Based on Transcript 3 and Transcript 4, 

data conclusion tends to be consistent. Both resident (interviewee from 

Transcript 3) and non-resident (interviewee from Transcript 4) have pointed 

out the reason which prevents them from staying more time in the outdoor 

space owns to the shortage of seating options for people to chat and to have 

a rest (See Figure 6.20). People have to sit on the stone steps at the edge of 

landscape boundary or sit on their own chairs that they bring from home. 

Phenomenon of inconvenient social infrastructures also reflects in 

Transcript 5. As the interviewee demonstrates, because of lacking barrier-

free access, adults who carrying their children have to move their baby 

carriages up and down. Also, the interviewee has used the sentence I do not 

like here as it is so inconvenience to express her dislike feeling about the 
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spatial quality of this public space. In addition, in Transcript 6, two non-

residents describe they feel uncomfortable as during high-temperature 

summer time, they cannot find a pleasant place for young people to have a 

rest, such as bubble tea shop, café or BBQ restaurant.  

 

Figure 6.20 Shortage of Seating Options at the Entrance  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is taken by the researcher.) 

 

Referring to elements that constitute responsive public spaces in Chapter 5, 

the purpose of variety in public space is to create a physical setting for the 

well-functioned space (Talen, 2002, p.167). Murrain (1993) regarded 

variety as óa finely grained mix of primary land uses, being supported by 

public servicesô (p.171). In this research, variety as one of responsive 

indicators, especially refers to the variety of social infrastructures available 

to the variety of users. Research data conducted in the 3rd community centre 

shows, the direct cause of peopleôs positive or negative feeling is precisely 

due to the condition of social infrastructures. People feel comfortable or 

convenient if the indoor environment has well air-supplying condition, 
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while people feel uncomfortable or inconvenient if the outdoor environment 

has inadequate seating options and barrier-free access. 

 

The connection between human activity and the physical space, often 

known as social infrastructure, is the third component in the interactive set 

of elements that make up the content of urban design. Social infrastructure, 

or public service facility, is óan important element to show design details 

and the degree of humanization, also is the basic condition for building the 

good atmosphere of public spaceô (Sun et al, 2017, p.5). It not only shapes 

characterise of public spaces, but also provides guarantees for the 

occurrence and continuation of peopleôs outdoor activities. Based on the 

above data analysis of social infrastructures, such as resting areas and 

barrier-free facilities, have been seen as another primary consideration of 

their sense of activity experience. As shown in the Report of the 

Implementation of Indicator System of the Sino-Singapore Tianjin Eco-City 

(2020) points out óthe indicator stipulates that by 2023, the coverage of 

barrier-free facilities in public space shall reach 100%, the index reflects the 

SSTECôs people-oriented planning conceptô. Nevertheless, residents still 

have some dissatisfactions about the basic living facilities in the eco-city. 

 

6.7.3 Flow and Fixity to Understand How People Experience Places 

Diverse forms of mobility reconfigure how people experience places. Since 

the early 2000s, the systematic exploration of urban mobility has become 

centre of an emerging interdisciplinary research field, variously describing 

as the mobilities turn or the new mobilities paradigm in social science 

discipline (Cresswell, 2006; Urry, 2000). However, as Urry (2000) criticised, 

for spatial ordering, ósocial science has failed to fully recognize how the 

spatiality of social life presuppose, and frequently involve conflict over, 

both the actual and the imagined movement of people from place to place, 
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event to eventô (p.4). In recent years, academic literatures have given 

increased attention to the role of people-place bonds in various realms of 

mobility, including residential mobility, tourism-work-amenity-seeking 

migration (Haynes, 2008; Easthope, 2009; Williams and McIntyre, 2012; 

Buckle, 2017).  

 

Masso et al. (2019) provided a rational and conceptual framework (See 

Figure 6.22) for research on place attachment that attends to focus on more 

fluid experiences of place endemic to a mobile world. As a response to the 

mobilities turn, a new framework has been built around the conceptual 

spectrum from fixity to flow that re-theorises and re-organises different 

modes of interrelation between fixed and fluid aspects of place attachment 

dynamics ï óbetween the more spatially static and temporally stable aspects 

of place attachment as a topologically centred experience (i.e. fixity), and 

the more spatially mobile and temporally changing aspects of place 

attachment as topologically centreless experience (i.e. flow)ô (Masso et al., 

2019, p.128). Between the extreme poles of fixity and flow, the framework 

displays how the interrelation of the two can shed light on mobility-driven 

place attachments. Such framework represents óa conceptual spectrum of 

modes and not a sequential oneô (ibid), and these modes should be 

understood as different manifestations of fixity-flow with permeable 

boundaries. Table 6.21 shows modes of interrelation and configurations of 

fixity -flow shaping place attachment and key examples from literatures.   
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Table 6.21 Interrelation and Configurations of Fixity -Flow Attachment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Information is from Masso et al., 2019, p.129.) 
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Figure 6.22 Conceptual Framework with Main Modes of Interrelation 

between the Fixed and the Fluid Aspects Shaping Place Attachments 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Source: Figure is from Masso et al., 2019, p.128.) 

 

Compensation between fixity and flow posits ómobilities might enable a 

form of place attachment that makes up for unsatisfactory fixed place-bondsô 

(Masso et al., 2019, p.129). Studies have shown how people made up for 

aspects of place attachment lacking in the home environment either by 

engaging in leisure mobility (Fuhrer et al., 1993) or bonding with non-

residential places (Manzo, 2005). Fixity -flow framework proposes the 

theoretical consideration of place attachment which is more ófluid and 

relationalô (Masso et al., 2019, p.130) compared to Masseyôs (1994) notion 

of the global sense of place which has been well-acknowledged by human 

geography (Cresswell, 2015; Williams, 2014). Implications of such 

approach to place attachment supports a view of place being identified as 

assemblages (Cresswell, 2015), which spread feelings of anchoring and 

rootedness across multiple and dynamic locales (Williams and McIntyre, 

2001). As Masso et al. (2019) stated, place attachment has been regarded as 

óan emergent property of a complex systemô (p.131), and within this system, 
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people adapt and evolve new repertoires of behaviour, óeffectively making 

and remaking the system through actionô (Williams, 2018, p.289). 

 

Designing public spaces that accommodate both flows (movement and 

activities) and fixity (comfort and sense of place) requires a thoughtful 

approach that balances these two seemingly opposing aspects to support 

place attachment. For the case of Zhongxin Avenue, the space is sometimes 

used mostly by people walking between bus stops or similar uses. It is more 

of a space of mobility and flow, than a space which welcomes people 

stopping, chatting and staying in space, which makes the Zhongxin Avenue 

become different compared to other selected research locations. The reason 

for this selection aims to discuss how to design public spaces that accept 

flows and fixity at the same time, in order to make poor-quality public 

spaces within the eco-city become more humanistic and desired for usersô 

experience. On the one hand, to provide enough seating and rest areas at 

some locations by encouraging people to interact with the surrounding 

environment, and the bus station is a good location choice. On the other 

hand, as discussed in Chapter 5, the development of SSTEC is still an eco-

city, but now more of a smart and / or digital city in focus. To adopt smart 

technologies for traffic management and energy-efficient lighting, these 

systems can adapt to real-time flow dynamics and to make peopleôs travel 

more convenient while maintaining the cityôs ecological balance. 

 

6.8 Data Collection and Discussion During Supplementary Fieldtrip   

6.8.1 How Safety and Social Infrastructure are Related to the 

Evaluation of Public Space 

This research insists creating people-centred spatial environment requires an 

intersecting holistic approach, not only limits to the eco-city development 

but also should expand to the whole planning concept. The relationship 
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between safety and social infrastructures are complementary to each other, 

namely the complementary sequential relationship. Specially, when the 

public space has been designed with safety in mind, it creates the 

environment where people feel safe, enjoyable and comfortable in using 

such place. On the premise of meeting peopleôs needs towards safety, the 

spatial environment that makes people feel satisfied will naturally gather the 

popularity and also engage people to participate in more outdoor activities. 

At this time point, it is necessary for social infrastructures to take actions to 

meet peopleôs changing needs in different periods by relying on the reform 

of updated digital technical means. Further research data has been collected 

in June 2023 during the supplementary fieldtrip to the SSTEC.  

 

In terms of the consideration of safety, the childrenôs park is a case in point. 

During the summer observation in July 2019, children raced across the 

playground, a group of parents as well as caregivers sat on nearby benches, 

engrossed in conversation while keeping a watchful eye on their little ones. 

While in the summer observation in June 2023, the same scene still plays 

out in the childrenôs park (See Figure 6.23). One in-depth interview 

conducted in 16th April 2023 with the general leader of L&A Design, who is 

responsible for the SSTEC community park project design, demonstrated 

how childrenôs park penetrate the people-centred planning and design 

concept (esp. the children-friendly planning concept) into safe and high-

quality planning version. As the transcript of interview shows, the reason 

why childrenôs park has been still popular with eco-cityôs residents due to 

the careful consideration of design details for childrenôs safety.  

 

óThe construction of people-oriented and sustainable open space largely 

depends on whether it is symbiotic with urban ecology and surrounding 

community life. For childrenôs park, the sustainability of the SSTEC project, 
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includes not only the use of ecological technology, but also the maintenance 

and operation of the park. Building safe and resilience strategies include 

not only urban ecological resilience but also multi-dimensional adaptability 

to community life, which creates a concentric circle of humanistic planning 

in the context of ecology, green ecology and contemporary peopleôs needs. 

Based on childrenôs walking habits and taking the community as a unit, the 

childrenôs park has integrated childrenôs planning scenes into major public 

spaces, so that children can play happily and enjoy nature anytime and 

anywhere. é I will show you some examples of design details - the ground 

of the childrenôs park is all made of rubber mats to prevent children from 

failing and bumping, and social facilities are avoided sharp angles. The 

supporting service facilities are designed according to the physiological 

scale of the child, and the childrenôs park has provided shaded porch 

pavilions as well as tables and chairs for accompanying parents.ô (Mrs. Li, 

the general leader of L&A Design, interviewed on 16th April 2023).  

 

Figure 6.23 Playing and Chatting Scene in June 2023 
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(Source: Images are taken by the researcher.) 
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In terms of the supply of social infrastructures, particularly for the resting 

seating, comparison between the 3rd community centre and 4th community 

centre is a case in point. As discussed in the previous section, variety as one 

of responsive indicators, especially refers to the variety of social 

infrastructures available to the variety of users. Data conducted in the 3rd 

community centre in July 2019 shows, the direct cause of peopleôs positive 

or negative feeling is precisely due to the condition of social infrastructures 

- people feel uncomfortable or inconvenient if the outdoor environment has 

inadequate seating options and barrier-free access. However, during the 

supplementary fieldwork conducted at the end of June 2023, the 3rd 

community centre still lacks of seating facilities. And based upon the 

interview with the young man, he expressed his dissatisfaction with the lack 

of seating facilities by comparing ones in the 4th community centre. 

 

óTo allow people to stop and rest, the smart seat can also be connected to a 

5G network, and is equipped with USB wired fast charging, wireless 

charging and other functions. When I was tired from walking or exercising, 

I can also charge my phone while sitting. Such function is very friendly to 

peopleô (Residents, male, 25 years old). 

 

óIn addition to the convenience of shopping, the most of favourite thing for 

my daughter and for me in the 4th community centre is the brand-new 

seating facilities, which make us be willing to stay here more time, 

regardless of the high temperature in summerô (Residents, female,36 years 

old). 

 

 

 






























































































































































































































