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Abstract

This thesis is about public spaces in Helsinki, focusing on cultivating urban life 
during the winter months. Unlike the vibrant public life present during the sum-
mer, public spaces in winter are mostly unavailable and consequently, public 
life is highly limited. Through a literature review, the study of public life is ex-
plained, and its historical background, methods, and primary focus are elab-
orated. Through observational research, how public spaces in winter Helsinki, 
particularly around the Helsinki central railway station, are used by the public 
is described. The research findings revealed that the streets and commercial 
places are the most frequently used public spaces in winter. The key argument 
is that because of the long wintertime, it needs to be considered thoughtfully 
how public life in winter has developed and how it can be improved. Through 
further discussion of these aspects, design ideas to help promote public life on 
the street and in commercial areas are suggested.
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1.1 Background

Living abroad typically brings a new perspecti ve towards living environments 
which have been experienced and taken for granted in one’s home country. The 
living environment, in this context, could mean everything encountered in daily 
life, ranging from the infl uence of man-made systems to natural factors such 
as climate. Helsinki was ranked the 10th best city for quality of life by Monocle 
magazine in 2018 and was ranked even higher at 6th in 2019. In terms of quality 
of life, Helsinki City is also promoti ng its livability with objecti ve data, for exam-
ple, ‘Helsinki ranks fi rst in life quality’ (Creati ve City Index 2014) and ‘People 
living in Helsinki have the highest sati sfacti on with the place where they live’ 
(European Commission, Quality of Life in European Citi es 2015)(1). Setti  ng aside 
Finland’s social achievements in the economy, educati on, welfare, and so on, 
although the quality of city life is basically derived from those achievements, the 
personal experience of city life in Helsinki supports these developments.

Helsinki is relati vely a small city in terms of populati on and land area. Many of 
the historical and cultural places are located near a central railway stati on, and 
it is a short journey to reach any of Helsinki’s coastlines or green areas from the 
central railway stati on, which means that enjoyment of nature is integrated into 
city life. 
 Even though the size of the central region is ideal to enjoy city life, 
without an adequate transportati on system, life in the city may become deso-
late and dull. In Helsinki, a functi onal public transportati on system makes daily 
journeys in the city smooth and pleasant. According to Helsinki City Plan 2050, 
the city government aims to improve the overall effi  ciency of the transportati on 
system through developing various modes of transportati on which are closely 
integrated with one another. One of the visions for the future of Helsinki is to 
be a city with sustainable mobility and the prioriti zati on of walking and cycling 

1  Introduction

City environment for enjoying urban 
life
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as a primary means of transportation (2). In 2017, the percentage of journeys 
by cycling as a means of public transport was 78%. After the city bicycle sys-
tem successfully launched in 2016, the number of users and bicycle stations has 
been growing every year (3)(4). Additionally, since a pedestrian plan for the city 
center was approved in 1989, pedestrian streets have been extended and even 
an underground tunnel has been constructed (5).
 Furthermore, Helsinki maintains its human scale almost everywhere 
(6). Even though Helsinki’s method of city planning has been affected by mod-
ernism, the effect is not as prominent as it is in other Western countries. The 
newly built buildings are quite high according to the city government’s growth 
plan, but these buildings are currently limited to certain areas, and the city is still 
maintaining more human scale-spaces that people could walk around and enjoy 
city life compared to megacities. While it is expected that the city’s population 
will increase to 860,000 by 2050 compared to 643,272 in January of 2018, Hel-
sinki will not lose its character as a human scale city, but rather will continue to 
offer ‘a unique backdrop to urban city life, recreation, enjoyment and travel’ (7).
 Last but not least, high air quality in Helsinki helps to enable these con-
ditions to actually function. According to statistics compiled by Urban Research 
and Statistics in Helsinki, it was recorded that air quality in the city center area 
was 95% ‘good’ or ‘satisfactory’ in 2017. Compared to this same statistic in 2013 
which was around 80%, the air quality has improved relatively quickly. Remark-
ably, the recorded percentage of hours for ‘good’ air quality, which was slightly 
less than 25% in 2013, had gradually improved and reached over 55% in 2017 
(8).

Anyone who lives in a city would prefer to have a high quality of life in their liv-
ing environment. Although quality of life could mean different things depending 
on the person, most would agree, for example, that this includes having stable 
working conditions ensuring that they could consistently earn a living. However, 
even though these conditions have been fulfilled, more is still needed since life 
is not just for work. According to an article entitled ‘Toward an Urban Design 
Manifesto’ from the Journal of the American Planning Association (1987), it is 
argued that a city should consist of ‘magical places’ beyond the functional level 
so that people can ‘escape from the mundaneness of everyday work and living’. 
In this context, a city as a place for public life is referred to through the expres-
sion ‘a stage’.

‘The city has always been a place of excitement; 
it is theater, a stage upon which 

citizens can display themselves and see others.’
- Jacobs, Allan B. and Appleyard, Donald (9)

It sounds more or less ideological, but Helsinki is more of a happening place 
to be in the summer. Because of the weather, there is a significant contrast 
between the quality of the outdoor environment during the summertime and 
wintertime, thus affecting the quality of city life. During the summer, the tem-
perature is warm, yet cool enough to be outside and enjoy outdoor activities. It 
is reported that the highest daily average temperature in the summer of 2017 
was 24.2°C. Conversely, the daily average temperature in winter was -21°C. The 
length of daytime also influences the activity of public life. In the summer, day-
time lasts almost 19 hours compared to less than 6 hours for the shortest day 
in winter (10).  

 Even it is natural that in every country, the city life is influenced by 
weather and there are differences depending on the seasons, the time when 
people could enjoy city life in Helsinki is too short. By the thermal criteria of 
the Finnish Meteorological Institute, winter is the longest season in Finland. In 
southern Finland, including Helsinki, winter starts in November and lasts until 
the end of March. While the winter lasts 4-5 months, summer lasts 3-4 months 
(11). Although the length of the season seems regular and not highly differen-
tiated, because the thermal criterion to distinguish the seasons is lower, which 
is 0°C-10°C, the period during which city life cannot thrive is longer than the 

Long daylight hours 

during summer. 

A common scene transforms 

into a magical moment.

It is all possible in Helsinki, in summer

Magical places and stage

Two different scenes 

in Esplanadi Park, 

in June (left) and in March (right).
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official winter season. In sum, the duration of time that people can enjoy the 
city is brief, whereas the time people are not able to enjoy the city is long. In this 
thesis, the period of time when public life is hindered because of cold weather 
is called ‘wintertime’, which is not only limited to the official winter months.
 Presumably, winter could be a perfect time for that ‘stage’ because the 
scenery appears magical whenever it snows. However, in practice, the weather 
is too cold to enjoy city life and the walkability is soon restricted after the beau-
tiful white snow becomes slick black slush or dangerous icy roads. No one wants 
to put themselves on that ‘stage’. It is seemingly infeasible to find the ‘stage’ 
in winter, which means there are not as many available public spaces relative 
to the summer. Public spaces are accessible, but they are unusable because of 
the weather. This lack of usable public spaces causes a lack of enjoyable city life 
because it limits social experiences.

There is a saying, ‘on the other side of endurance, joy waits’ (12) Indeed, through 
this climate, distinctive Finnish culture has been formed and developed, includ-
ing the sauna, cozy homes with admirable interior designs, and the mindset 
to be thankful for their nature. Looking toward the long and dark wintertime, 
Finnish people have adapted to such a hard-living condition wisely and it is un-
deniable that their harsh climate has affected them in a positive way. However, 
because the lack of sunlight or long-lasting darkness in winter still negatively 
influences both physical and psychological conditions, it needs to be considered 
how these negative impacts could be mitigated.

'Beautiful Stage' 

a sunny day on Uunisaari, 

in winter.

To a foreigner who could view the situation partially but also differently, it seems 
that there is a major difference in the amount of enjoyment between the two 
seasons. I believe that one of the reasons that people who live in Helsinki enjoy 
city life in summer is because of a colorful urban environment which contains 
well designed public spaces and vibrant urban cultures. Thus, the urban envi-
ronment during wintertime should be improved to encourage people to enjoy 
the winter, and as a result, positively benefit residents both physically and psy-
chologically.

This thesis investigates the use of public space in wintertime. Focusing on walk-
ing experiences in winter urban environment, this thesis sought to determine 
how streets are being used and how they can provide a better experience to 
residents. The research area is a public space around Helsinki Central Railway 
Station. There are two reasons to choose the site. Firstly, the station is the most 
easily accessible location in winter. Since it is the junction of the main modes of 
transportation in Helsinki, it was assumed that there is a high probability to find 
some places to improve and achieve the desired effect. Secondly, the idea could 
be applied to other suburban areas around their main stations as well. Because 
the Helsinki City Planning Department has a plan to develop the ‘suburban cen-
ters’ outside of the current inner-city region because of the increasing popula-
tion in Helsinki, (13) when the idea for the central railway station is agreed and 
implemented well, its benefits could also be spread to the other development 
areas.

Is it all bad in winter?

'Empty Stage' 

in Merikatu and Eiranranta,

in winter.

Foreigner’s perspective

Connections between Malmi train station 

and the shopping mall next to it.

1.2 Research questions

How are the public spaces around the Helsinki central railway station area cur-
rently used in the wintertime?

To foster a livable public life in winter, which public spaces in Helsinki have a 
crucial role in generating this and how could they be changed?
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1.3 Thesis overview

 
Literature Review: As the research focuses on public life in winter Helsinki, each 
section contains the following;

1) Public life studies is framed as a part of urban studies via exploring the mean-
ing of urban space and describing the historical background of urban studies. 
2) The purpose, methods, and achievement of the study of public life are exam-
ined. From the general description of public life studies, the aim of the research 
is declared and the validity of the method ’observation’ is explained.
3) The importance of basic activities in public life is established to explain the 
reason why the walking experiences on the streets are focused on in this re-
search. 
4) The need for researching winter public space is maintained by reviewing ur-
ban life in Helsinki.

Books were chosen according to the concerns for the subject with a keyword 
search of terms such as urban design, public life studies, winter cities, and Hel-
sinki.

Methodology: The prominent method of data collection is observation. Part of 
the observational process includes walking as a method as it has a role in sup-
porting the observation. Lessons from the observation process and limitations 
of the personal work of observation are included. 

Findings and Analysis: Findings from the observations are detailed according to 
the examined sites. Two discussion points are drawn from the findings, which 
will form the basis of design ideas.

Design Ideas: Design ideas are suggested conceptually with simple drawings 
and case studies.

Conclusion: The main findings and design ideas are summarized and the im-
portance of public space in winter is discussed. Furthermore, the necessity for 
further research and implementation are addressed.
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2  Literature review

2.1 Urban studies and urban design

Urban is defined by the Cambridge dictionary as ‘of or in a city or town’ (1). How-
ever, at first glance ‘urban’ does not seem to be completely synonymous with 
the term ‘city’, which has existed since antiquity while ‘urban’ seems to indicate 
contemporary cities. Furthermore, it is clearer when ‘urban’ is used with other 
words as it designates different things depending on the other word that is used 
in conjunction with it. For example, ‘urban studies’ or ‘urban design’, which is 
related to this thesis, does not mean solely the study of a city or the design of 
a town. Rather, urban studies means the study of the city itself, and is more 
related to any matter concerning people who are living in a city. Furthermore, 
‘urban design denotes small-scale features of the built environment that impact 
how people feel about being in specific places’ (2). In terms of ‘urban planning, 
the urban within this term also has a different meaning from previous examples 
since urban planning concerns large scale regional planning and zoning. Even 
though this cannot be separated from the study of the people who are living in 
the city, urban planning concerns a larger scale than the level of human affairs. 
Thus, before using the term ‘urban’ in this thesis with other terms such as urban 
studies, urban design, or urban life, the definition of ‘urban’ needs to be clarified 
through reviewing the existing literature.

What 'urban' means?
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Shortly following the 19th century, in Western countries, because of changes 
in the social and economic system during industrialization, people generally 
moved from the country to the city to make a living. However, at that time, the 
cities were not been yet prepared for a high population density. When the issue 
of overpopulation changed the city into poor living conditions, so-called slums 
developed, which brought several health problems such as outbreaks of disease.
 Modernism was one of the responses to the desperate situation caused 
by the growing population. The arguments for modernizing cities were based 
on the poor ‘health and hygienic conditions’ of living areas (3). Le Corbusier 
led the modernism movement, and wrote significant essays entitled ‘Towards a 
New Architecture’ in 1923 and the manifesto of urban planning ‘Athens Charter’ 
in 1933. His idea of modernism was accepted by city planners and architects 
worldwide and has been shaped the modern city to this day. Modernism be-
came the dominant architectural style in the mid-20th century through the idea 
of reorganizing cities to make them functional, efficient, and healthy. While large 
buildings, wide roads, and open green areas promised functional and modern-
ized city life, the idea of suburban life began to flourish. Separation of functions 
was possible as the number of people who used cars had increased and the 
facilitated infrastructure and streets made for faster mobility. As a result, people 
who expected more air, light, and nature were scattered in larger places. From 
a functionalist viewpoint, it was a perfect model which should have been well 
functioning. However, the people who were living in suburban areas felt that 
something was lacked. It was expressed in concepts like ‘bedroom communities’ 
and ‘cultural impoverishment’ (4). Not only for the suburban area but also in the 
central region, it was far from what people imagined and dreamed. The city was 
designed for the efficient operation of functions, which was necessary at that 
time, but life in the city was dreary and desolate.
 To explain why modernism was not successful, Jan Gehl argued that it 
relates to ‘the tradition of craftsmanship’ in the construction of a city. He main-
tained that unlike the time before industrialization, when spaces in the city were 
made intuitively, ‘traditional know-how about the interaction of urban life and 
space’ was lost in the modernized method of designing a city. He continued that 
the intention of 20th-century planners and architects was to improve living con-
ditions for people; however, ‘it can be difficult to see the individual’s daily life at 
eye level in these often abstract, large-scale projects’ (5).

Jan Gehl is one of the pioneers who studied the interaction of public life and 
public space, along with authors such as Jane Jacobs, Christopher Alexander, 
and William H. Whyte. While the modernization of the city incorporated the 
whole system of the city, the idea of public life studies focused on the people 
and their lives in the city. From their theories and research, modernized cities 
began to change and the quality of city life has been improved for urban dwell-

ers. Jane Jacobs is one of the most influential researchers in this area. Written 
by Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great American Cities has become a classic 
to anyone studying architecture, urban design, or city planning. Her idea of the 
city environment has resulted in positive changes to public life in many countries 
and it is still an inspiration for current urban challenges. 
 It is worthy to mention that, including Jane Jacobs, not all of the pio-
neers who began to study public life in the 1960s were specialized in architec-
ture or city planning, and many had other backgrounds in fields such as jour-
nalism or sociology. At first, their research has started when they just felt that 
something was wrong to the modernized city and they continued it by looking at 
public life of the city in daily situations. The engine that led them to research for 
the public life and brought fruitful results was not their professional knowledge 
of cities, but rather their intuition and persistent observations. This observation 
has become the core of public life studies and it is the primary methodology of 
this thesis. This will be described again in the following chapter. Then, how is 
‘public life studies’ related to ‘urban studies’?

In the book Public Places Urban Spaces, the ‘four traditions of urban design 
thought’ were described. Since urban studies is correlated with urban design, to 
look through urban design traditions will give a clue for the understanding of the 
relationship between ‘public life studies’ and ‘urban studies’.
 According to the book, there are the first two traditions of urban de-
sign. The first tradition is ‘The visual-artistic tradition’ and the second is ‘The 
social usage tradition.’ While the first is more based on artistic thinking about 
designing a city, the following is concentrating on how people use space and 
how they sense a certain place. ‘The visual-artistic tradition’ has started from 
Camillo Sitte’s ‘City Planning According to Artistic Principles (1889)’ (Jarvis, cited 
in Carmona 2010) (6) who had a strong voice for human scale with an artistic ap-
proach for the city under modernization (7). Le Corbusier is also included in this 
tradition, as the author described him as “a key proponent of this tradition” (Jar-
vis, cited in Carmona 2010). The author stated that “it reflects an earlier, more 
architectural and narrower understanding of urban design”(8). Meanwhile, for 
‘The social usage tradition’, Jane Jacobs was described as one of the key pro-
ponents with Jan Gehl and William H. Whyte. According to this, Jane Jacobs 
compared this tradition to the previous one as she said in her book The Death 
and Life of Great American Cities that “The look of things and the way they work 
are inextricably bound together, and in no place more so than cities. But people 
who are interested only in how a city ‘ought’ to look and uninterested in how it 
works will be disappointed by this book’ (9).
 Additionally, there are two more traditions which are the ‘place-mak-
ing tradition’ and ‘An emerging tradition - sustainable urbanism’. The former is 
‘the synthesized approach of the two earlier traditions’ and the author added 

The origin of public life studies

Public life studies as one of the tradi-
tional methods of urban studies

Historical review
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this ‘contemporary urban design is simultaneously concerned with the design 
of urban places as physical/aesthetic entities and as behavioral settings’. (10) 
Although it is written in 2010, it is considered that it is still valid to this day. The 
latter is a thought concerning environmental sustainability. It is introduced as ‘an 
emerging tradition’ in 2010 and now it is regarded as an essential issue as much 
as the place-making issues.
 This explanation shows how ‘urban design’ is understood in a field. Ur-
ban design is not something only new or limited in contemporary, but it has 
been meaning ‘designing the city’ for at least over 100 years. Yet, as it has sev-
eral traditions which have been generated depending on the ‘contemporary 
situation’ of each time, the meaning of urban design and its purpose could be 
understood differently.
 In conclusion, ‘the meaning of urban’ could be understood with the 
current issues about cities, and therefore, the purpose or the meaning of ‘ur-
ban studies and urban design’ is also changing depending on the situation and 
various circumstances of each country. Nonetheless, there are globally shared 
issues for cities which have been affected by the industrialization and modern-
ization. Although not all of the urban studies focused on the quality of public life, 
concerning public life is essential for the contemporary urban studies which is 
confirmed by current researches and its achievement.
 As it was introduced as one of the traditions, contemporary urban 
studies deals with important sustainability issues. Nevertheless, in this thesis, 
public life is the main concern of the research. Thus, the use of the term ‘public 
life studies’ will be used in the thesis instead of ‘urban studies’ to specify the aim 
of the study and also the method of research in the entire urban studies field.

2.2 Public life studies

As it has been reviewed, public life studies focuses on literally ‘public life’ rather 
than on solely physical space, how it is operated or how it is shaped aesthetical-
ly. Yet, a space of the city is still considered as a crucial part of public life studies 
since public life occurs in that space. For example, in the modernized city, it was 
a city environment which brought a low quality of city life to people. The space 
of the city was what was formed by people, but it was also what formed people’s 
life. Thus, public life studies necessarily involves the study of the space surround-
ing public life. This ‘space’ is called ‘public space’. It is explained, “...Public space 
is understood as streets, alleys, buildings, squares, bollards: everything that can 
be considered part of the built environment” (11) Like it was described before, 

public space as the background in which enables public life to happen had been 
once regarded as less important, but since the 1960s, its great influence on the 
quality of city life has been considered globally and cities are competing to gen-
erate sound public life throughout well-made public places in the city.

It is mentioned earlier that public studies around the world started with looking 
at public life. It was not by analyzing the situations with a statistic or scientific 
method but just by looking at public spaces. For the sake of technology devel-
opment, new tools have been developed and used for the contemporary urban 
studies such as GPS, Space Syntax and online inquiries. Those tools make it eas-
ier to gather the quantitative data widely in a city and to access as many people 
as possible and listen to their opinions. It is obvious that such tools provide dis-
tinctive information which was not attainable with mere observation. 
 However, on the other way around, the observation method also brings 
findings which are not available when those tools are used only. Gehl argued, 
“Life is diverse and unpredictable, and its nuances and complexity cannot real-
ly be captured by automated methods of collection”.(12) Alan Jacobs also “be-
lieved that observing the interaction between public space and public life rather 
than simply looking at static drawings or maps would prevent many of the unfor-
tunate decisions and actions that influence people’s lives.”(13)
 To observe public life in the city is not something limited to profession-
als but rather once overlooked way to research. That’s why anyone who is inter-
ested in could join it like Jane Jacobs and that’s also why other contemporary 
urban professionals failed. Thus, observation should be prioritized for any public 
life studies.

Observation itself is not an invention of public life studies as it is described that 
the idea of Camillo Sitte was also grounded in extensive empirical observations 
at the end of 19th century. (14) Yet, its character was different from the obser-
vation in public life studies since it focused on an artistic or visual expression of 
public space rather than the people’s lives or behavior. As the public life studies 
is differentiated from the whole urban studies field, observation in public life 
studies could be understood differently than the regular observation. Because 
the word ‘observation’ could mean basically observing any things without a con-
text, the ‘observation in public life studies’ need to be distinguished from regular 
usage of the term ‘observation’.
 Thus, there are various tools for systematic observation in public life 
studies such as counting, mapping, tracing, photographing, and writing a diary, 
and so on. (15) These tools reveal that the main concern of the public life studies 
is about the people in a public space; how many people are there, what they are 
doing there, do they enjoy the city, which places in the city people like to stay, 
which street they like to use, etc. Several of those tools were chosen in this re-

‘Public life’ and ‘Public space’

Observation as a fundamental method 
of public life studies

Observation in public life studies and 
its tools
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search depending on the site and the matter of concern after basic observation.

Since public life studies started, they have changed public spaces in cities around 
the world. Copenhagen is a famous city for its vibrant public spaces and the 
quality of city life. It is a good example to see the success of public life studies 
when it comes to the implementation of the research. With Gehl’s lead, advo-
cating ‘let it be a human scale and put people first’, public life studies has been 
conducted and implemented in a real-life environment consistently, which made 
now Copenhagen such an attractive and vibrant city.
 According to the book How to study public life by Jan Gehl, in 1960s, 
there were separate fronts who were concerned with the city’s environment. 
One consisted of public life researchers in academia and the other was a group 
of people working for the city including planners and politicians. Although both 
groups started their own work individually, an interaction between them was 
made since Copenhagen is a relatively small society. While the exchange was 
ongoing between them, the way of thinking about city planning development 
became naturally influenced by the result of public life studies. Consequently, 
public life studies became an established part of city planning. The mayor for city 
planning in Copenhagen said that “Without the many studies from the School 
of Architecture, we politicians would not have had the courage to carry out the 
many projects to increase the city’s attractiveness’.(16) This demonstrates how 
much public life studies is crucial for city planning and it also shows the public 
life studies could make a substantial impact when it cooperates with an actual 
operating group not remained in the research area. 

Copenhagen is similar to Helsinki in terms of its climate, size, and national char-
acteristic as Nordic countries. Some might say that Nordic people don’t really 
need lively public life. In 1962, when the street Strøget in Copenhagen was also 
in debate whether to be changed from a street for cars to a street for pedestri-
ans, it is said that ‘many people were so skeptical and even newspaper headlines 
were ‘We are Danes, not Italians’ and ‘The use of public space is un-Nordic’.’(17) 
However, the positive result is visible in Copenhagen that the street is so vibrant 
with pedestrians and bicycles users, and other public spaces such as parks, pub-
lic pools are full of activities. This reveals that enjoying public life is not excep-
tional for people in the Nordic countries.
 In terms of using public space in winter, both countries have not been 
extremely active. It seems that it has been out of concern for them until now, 
and they just got used to the dark, long, chilly winter. In Denmark, there is also 
a voice for the improvement of winter public spaces. It is written in the Danish 
blog called ‘A vision for a livable Winter City How can Copenhagen and other 
“winter cities” be livable all year round?’ that Danish people lack livable public 
spaces not only for the summer but also for the winter. Thus, some initiatives 

have started to emerge, and even city officials are becoming aware of the impor-
tance of this issue. (18) However, there is not a visible outcome for such issues 
yet.

2.3 Basic activities in public space

Public space is the place where public life happens. By reviewing the activities 
in public space, the meaning of public life could be specified and the aspects of 
public life in this thesis can be understood in detail.

According to the book Life Between Buildings, the activities in public spaces are 
categorized into two basic activities, necessary activities, and optional activities 
(19). Since the activities observed in the city are certainly relevant to the behav-
ior of moving outside of people’s home, these activities are classified depending 
on the purpose of visiting the place. Necessary activities include compulsory 
activities such as going to the workplace or school, returning home, and also 
daily tasks like going grocery shopping, whereas optional activities occur when 
people choose to go somewhere in a leisurely manner. For example, they are to 
take a walk, to see nice scenery, or to sit at someplace such as a cafe or a park.
 In addition to these activities, social activities are introduced and they 
are highlighted among the activities since they are more directly related to the 
quality of public life. Since social activities are defined as ‘all activities that de-
pend on the presence of others in public spaces’, (20) they are not separate 
from the two activities mentioned earlier, but they are rather ‘resultant’ activ-
ities from both of the activities. Thus, it is explained that when there are more 
activities whether it is necessary or not, the chance that social activities occur is 
also increased.  
 Even both of necessary activities and optional activities are sources for 
the social activities, the quality of certain public space depends on the amount 
of optional activities. While the necessary activities take place under all con-
ditions, the optional activities happen under good conditions. Thus, when the 
quality of certain public space increases, the number of optional activities also 
increase, consequently it affects the number of social activities. When there are 
more of social activities, it forms affluent public life, which influences again the 
quality of certain public space again (21).

Since social activity occurs whenever there is more than one person, its char-
acter is varying depending on the relationships of each other and also on the 

The similarity between Copenhagen 
and Helsinki

Necessary activities, optional activi-
ties, and social activities

The lowest level of social activities

Achievements of public life studies in 
Copenhagen
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places it happens accordingly. For example, social activities in public spaces, for 
example, near residential areas, schools, or workplaces, would be intimate in-
teractions such as greetings, conversations, playing and so on. It is because they 
know each other or at least they share common interests. On the contrary, social 
activities in city centers, where there are more chances that unknown people 
meet, would be more superficial than the former case as people usually don’t 
know each other and they just see and hear others (22).
 Interestingly, this ‘seeing and hearing’ which is the lowest contact form 
occurs all the time when there is an opportunity to meet other people regard-
less of the intensity of interaction. And as it occurs naturally by just being with 
others and as a way in which we sense the world, it seems less significant in 
public life experiences. However, ‘seeing and hearing’ needs to be considered as 
a significant way to experience the world because of the same reason. Regard 
this matter, Gehl maintained that passive contact ‘seeing and hearing’ offers ‘an 
opportunity to be with others in a relaxed and undemanding way’. Furthermore, 
it is prerequisite for the interactions of other levels and also it becomes a source 
of inspiration and offers stimulation experiences (23).
 In addition to the importance of ‘seeing and hearing’ as a way of public 
experience, walking is also one of the fundamental factors to enhance social 
interactions in the city. As most of the activities in public space involve walk-
ing (mentioning as a note: for those who use wheelchairs, walking means their 
movement with wheelchair in the context), it is not merely functional behavior 
to move around, but rather a crucial way to experience the world in a way that 
combined with seeing and hearing experiences. With saying ‘Life happens on 
foot’, Gehl explains that when a child takes its first step, everything in the child’s 
world such as field of vision, perspective, overview, pace and opportunities is 
upgraded (24). Surely, walking enhances the experience of seeing and hearing 
others with changing the situation continuously and choosing what to see and 
what to hear. Meanwhile, the walking experience is also supported by what is 
seen and heard. 
 As such, activities such as seeing, hearing, and walking are basic but 
crucial factors as a starting point to get social interactions and connections, and 
as a result, to enjoy public life in the city. Slow strolling is one of the examples for 
a combined activity of seeing, hearing and walking. After defining it as an activity 
‘to see and be seen’, Ali Madanipour continued by stating that it is ‘a symbolic 
and expressive, as well as functional, exercise, a complex urban ritual that can-
not be reduced to a single interpretation.’ (25)

By examining the basic activities in public space, it is explained that the social 
activities happen whenever two people meet and the lowest level of activity 
such seeing, hearing and walking is a crucial factor to experience public life. Con-
sequently, the street is a place that social interactions happen most frequently 

in an undemanding way and the quality of public life is determined most among 
the public spaces in the city.
 In terms of the role of streets in enhancing social interactions, Allan 
Jacobs argued in his book Great Streets that a great street is composed not only 
of physical characteristics for ‘the functional purpose of permitting people to get 
from one place to another and to gain access to property’, but also should pro-
vide an opportunity for socialization and participation in a community, in other 
words, great streets ‘bring people together, help build community, cause people 
to act and interact, to achieve together what they might not alone’ (26).

2.4 Urban life in Helsinki

Although the focus of this thesis is on public life, the current chapter cover ‘ur-
ban life’ in Helsinki the examination of urban life can provide a better under-
standing for public life as a background.
 As the word ‘urban’ can refer to any situation within a city whether it 
is pleasant or not, connotation of ‘urban life’ could be something positive or, it 
could be a negative reminder of the problems usually generated in a city. When 
it promotes a positive feeling to someone living in a city, it could mean that the 
person is enjoying the city environment which might have been designed well or 
even if it had not been designed well, it may be ongoing to be modified continu-
ally. Whereas, if it gives someone a thought to escape from it, the person might 
not be proud of the city environment or not be aware of a pleasure that the city 
gives.  
 While its neutral meaning could be translated subjectively depending 
on people’s experiences, anyone who is living in an urban environment wants 
to enjoy their life in a city. Cities are also competitively investing for the better 
urban living environment not only to make it favorable to their citizens but also 
to attract tourists or investors for various reasons. 

According to a survey conducted by Monocle magazine, Helsinki was highly 
ranked for the best quality of life among the cities all around the world: 10th in 
2018 and 6th in 2019. This annual survey has been conducted for 13 years and 
measures 60 metrics ranging from serious issues of living to more light hearted 
questions such as ‘what will a good glass of wine cost you?’ (27). 
 For the factors that make high quality of urban life, the way of moving 
in the city is highlighted. While proximity to nature and public transportation 
including cycling system were mentioned, ski tracks built by the city and public 

Streets as a stage for social activities

Urban life

The high quality of urban life in Hel-
sinki
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saunas were also introduced because they enable winter outdoor activities. And 
not only its functional environment, but also cultural aspects were praised such 
as a growing number of young designers, a vibrant startup scene, and festivals 
with city government subsidies (28).

While it is hard to imagine that the urban life of Helsinki was not very admira-
ble before, the urban experience in Helsinki during the 1970s and 1980s was 
described by Cantell in 1999 (cited in Lehtovuori 2005) as ‘a rather dull, unin-
spiring, even severe urban appearance, a city that could not be described as an 
exciting urban hub…‘Urbanism as a way of life’ was relatively underdeveloped, 
and Helsinki lacked sophisticated urban characteristics, such as the civitas of 
public places, crowds, cafés and informal street-life’ (29). 
 Lehtovuori continued stating that in the 1980s, which was a long time 
after independence from Russia in 1917, the inherited role of built environment 
to display the power of its governance was still characterizing Helsinki’s urban 
space. As a result, ‘the meanings of public urban space were given from above, 
practices were regulated and the urban atmosphere was lacking fun, sponta-
neity and vibrancy’. As not only the city government but also citizens were aware 
of its boringness and emptiness, they did actions to make a way for changes and 
innovations since the early 1990s (30).

When you consider that it has not taken a long time for Helsinki to obtain a rep-
utation as high quality of life, it could be assumed that people who were living 
in Helsinki around that time wished their city to be changed and they put their 
effort so hard to achieve that change. The people of Helsinki contributed to it, 
some of them as professionals in the official institutions with the power to im-
plement a good idea to be materialized while others as citizens with doing what 
they can do such as initiatives.
 Lehtovuori argued that even the efforts of grassroots are usually more 
recognized than those of a city, the actual difference was made by the city gov-
ernment because it fostered the changes with planned action since the early 
1990s. In 1992, the General Master Plan was approved during the time that the 
economic recession was ongoing and unemployment rates started increasing. 
As the authorities realized that Helsinki needed to increase its ‘competitiveness’ 
in Finland and abroad, ‘Helsinki started to actively market itself, polish its image 
and create links to financial and cultural exchange networks’ (31).
 While many examples are listed for change such as ‘relaxed licensing 
policies, pedestrianization, beautification of streets and squares, indirectly sub-
sidizing inner-city shopping through traffic infrastructures, and urban events’, 
Lehtovuori emphasizes the role of urban events because it fosters the vibrant 
image of a city and increases the number of people on city streets, thus making 
it possible to experience the ‘urban street’ where strangers meet in a crowded 

setting in the style of European street culture. Most importantly, urban events 
bring about a somewhat unexpected change, altering citizens’ mindsets toward 
urban public spaces with its challenged meaning and use patterns (32).

The changed mindset towards urban environments is clearly depicted in the 
book Helsinki Beyond Dreams. Published in 2012, the book introduces a thriv-
ing grassroots culture in Helsinki. Those living in Helsinki are passionate about 
making their city a better place to live and will voluntarily do whatever they can 
contribute. (33) The way of enjoying city life is through their actions and even in 
difficulties by taking courage.
 However, grassroots cultures are mostly for summer which is the time 
they can gather easily in pleasing weather. Unlike the whole city becoming a 
playground with events and festivals in the summer, it is not visible how the cit-
izens are enjoying the city in winter. Even the public life is not noticeable in win-
ter, they have their own way to spend their time quietly and individually such as 
gathering in a small group, staying indoors, going to the sauna, and going skiing 
on the frozen lake. While it explains that Finnish people are managing well to live 
in a winter city, it also supports the needs for improving winter public spaces. 
Winter activities such as going skiing or skating are limited to a certain time, to 
certain people, or to a certain place. Something is necessary for more people to 
let them enjoy their daily life in a city. As it is in summer, thriving culture needs 
to be visible and to flourish in winter as well. 

The way of enjoying summer time is not only by gathering together in urban 
areas, but also y retreating individually in the countryside. There is a tradition 
of second homes which is called a summer cottage (Finnish mökki). During this 
time, Finnish people could have long holidays in summer and some people even 
spend 3-4 weeks at their cottages.
 While the summer retreating time in absolute terms is undoubtedly 
beneficial, the wintertime in a city seems to heavily contrast with it. Mänty Jor-
ma, the editor of the book Cities Designed for Winter, argued in his article ‘The 
winter factor in Finnish urbanism’ that ‘in the situation of today, and from the 
majority’s point of view, the countryside in a summer environment and the city 
is the winter environment...regarding when and where people spend most of 
their time, the city is always a “Winter City”’ (34). As the time when the article 
was written was in 1988, which is the time before the urban places were less 
recognized for people to enjoy city life on it, it is hard to say that the Helsinki 
city environment is primarily designed for the winter. Since the 1990s, urban 
culture has been thriving so that now people know how to take more pleasure 
from their city environment ever than before, and thus, Helsinki is not only for 
the wintertime but it is a loved urban place with full of events and people in 
summertime. Nevertheless, it seems undeniable that people mostly spend their 

The products of hard work

The way people enjoy Helsinki

Out of urban, cottage culture in sum-
mer

It has not always been like this
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time in a city more in winter than in summer because of their long break during 
the summer. 
 Related to the idea that the countryside in Finland is a summer envi-
ronment and the city is the winter environment, Lipsanen argues that the earlier 
studies have not been identified the existence of a group of people who spend 
‘their summers sailing or at summer cottages but use public green space in the 
winter’ (35). This demonstrates that there has been less consideration for the 
people who love nature and activities to let them enjoy their wintertime in the 
city. Even though the article is focused on green public space, it is not far from 
the direction of this thesis since one of the important reasons for a high quality 
of life in Helsinki is the proximity of nature which is a restricted opportunity for 
winter.  

There is not only a lack of research for the specific user group as Lipsanen indi-
cated, but it was difficult to find any kind of the research on public behavior or 
public spaces during wintertime. With regard to this, Jorma Mänty argued that 
‘despite the fact that winter has only been of marginal importance in all urban 
planning, structuring, and design, it should be remembered that winter neces-
sarily and recurrently exists’ (36). As the vibrant urban culture and public life in 
public spaces usual before but have been achieved through the actions, winter 
public spaces need to be analyzed for their improvement.

Need for researching winter public 
space

Helsinki becomes a playground 

when the weather allows!
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3.1 Walking and observation

As described earlier, observation is an essential tool for public life studies. As 
long as the basic activities such as seeing, hearing, and walking are considered 
crucial for public life, using them as a tool of public life studies is natural. In this 
thesis, as the main method observation, ‘walking’ is also used. Even though ob-
serving occurs naturally when walking, it is necessary to mention ‘walking’ as a 
method since its effect upon the research was independent. 
 Basically, walking is more dependent on observation rather than the 
other way around in terms of a method for public life studies. Let us suppose 
that each happens alone. The meaningful observation could be done in a fixed 
place without walking, although it is necessary to move to that place which could 
be done possibly by walking. On the other hand, walking without observation 
would bring only limited results for public life studies. Thus, walking could not 
be the main method for public life studies, but it could upgrade the observation 
as an assistant. This study will demonstrate how walking affected the process of 
observation.

3.2 Into observation

The public spaces around Helsinki central railway station were observed. Among 
public spaces, the street is focused on how it is used. The street on the park 
and square is also included for the target area. In the beginning, a literal street 
was primarily studied, but during the observation process, the target area was 
expanded to a larger area, which shows one of the findings of observation that 
park and square in winter Helsinki operate mainly as a passage. However, it 
also indicates that the park or square generally functions as a walking passage 
‘street’, although generally the park or square is classified distinctively from the 
street by its physical appearance or functions. 

Firstly, before starting, it was doubted whether any meaningful research could 
be done with observations since the public life in winter is easily imagined with-
out actually seeing it that people may just walk fast and no one will be outside. 
Secondly, even when the area of study was determined, it was difficult to specify 
it and what to focus to see. Tools were ready but it was not clear when to use 
and how to use. With these doubted minds and uncertainties, the observation 
was started.  

What to focus

Challenging points

3  Methodology
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3.3 The process of observati on

Although there was no predetermined plan, a plain observati on with walking 
was preceded by the noti on that ‘there will be some underused public space al-
ready built but with the potenti al to be a bett er public space for the winterti me’. 
Photographing and keeping a diary were done almost every ti me of observati ons 
from the fi rst observati on day. During the enti re process, sites for systemati c ob-
servati on and specifi c tools for it were determined. Further details on how they 
were determined are described below.

Date Place* Focused on Tools

1 22.10.18 A Space

2 01.11.18 B Space

3 07.11.18 C+D+E+F+G Space

4 13.11.18 B+A Space and behavior Counti ng (+Mapping)

5 15.01.19 H Space

6 23.01.19 F+D+E Space and behavior

7 24.01.19 D+E+I Space and behavior

8 26.01.19 D Space and behavior

9 31.01.19 D+I+G Space

10 05.02.19 F Behavior Counti ng

11 07.02.19 B Space and behavior

12 12.02.19 F+B+A Behavior Counti ng, Tracing

13 14.02.19 F+B+A Behavior Counti ng, Mapping

14 16.02.19 B+D+A Space and behavior

15 19.02.19 D+C+I Space

16 21.02.19 D Space and behavior

*The places were named in alphabeti cal order, according to the order of the visit
**HCRS: Helsinki Central Railway Stati on
***HUMS: Helsinki University Metro Stati on

Underground space of HCRS**

Underground intersecti on street between HCRS and Forum

Underground street between HUMS***and Yliopistonkatu

Kaisaniemi park

Walk path around Kaisaniemenlahti  and Elaintarhanlahti 

Underground street between HCRS and Kaisaniemi park

Baana bicycle route

Underground street between Forum and Kamppi

Platf orm street between HCRS and Oodi
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Focused on the spaces rather than the behavior of people, the fi rst three ob-
servati ons were conducted. Unlike what was concerned before, actual observa-
ti on in the early phase told that many things could be discovered through plain 
observati on, which is not att ainable with merely a guess. This experience had 
been conti nued to the end of observati on process. From interesti ng points that 
were found during these ti mes, it became easier to establish the questi ons and 
hypotheses for further systemati c observati ons with tools.

The fi rst and second observati ons were conducted in underground streets 
around the Helsinki central railway stati on since there was a personal assump-
ti on that the underground street has the most potenti ality to be a bett er place 
for winterti me as the place is protected from the weather. For sites A and B, it 
was found that there are many exits than I thought, so I wrote down all the exits 
with drawing map to understand the site. From this work, I started to wonder 
how many people are using each exit and how it will change during the day.

1    22.10.18
2    01.11.18

During observation, I mostly took pho-

tographs and wrote down every thought 

and finding upon observation.

A number of exits.

There are few places to sit; it seems 

there had been more, but these had 

been removed. 

Stairs are also used for sitting.

Behind the stores, there is an empty 

space, which is underutilised.
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Meanwhile, walking on the streets led the observati on to other areas that were 
not considered before. For third observati on, walking guided the way to other 
streets near A and B. It is assumed that there was curiosity intuiti vely to see 
what is there. Unlike my fi rst thought that the only underground street will be 
worthy to be observed, the use of other sites were correlated to the use of sites 
A and B. To walk outside in a cold weather let me emerged into the situati on 
and experienced the place as one of the city dwellers. Walking enabled the re-
search area to be enlarged instead of being limited in a certain space that was 
determined already. Furthermore, the view of the public space takes on a par-
ti cipant’s, rather than an onlooker’s, aspect.

3    07.11.18
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With the considerati on for the other areas, site B was visited. Aft er this, the 
counti ng for the underground area A was planned and made as a trial at 4th 
observati on. As it is discovered by previous observati ons that there are many 
passages and accordingly also many exits from the underground place of the 
railway stati on, the numbers of people who use each exit were counted for 5 
minutes, two ti mes with 1-hour diff erence. According to the book How to study 
public life, to obtain a picture of daily rhythm, counti ng numbers for 10 minutes 
every 1 hour is recommended. (1) As there are too many exits to be counted, I 
planned to count the number of people for 5 minutes. I did this only two ti mes 
with a one hour diff erence because I was not sure for the site to research the 
public life. 
 Comparing the data helped to closely examine the spaces, even there 
are only two ti mes data to compare. The exits which all looked just busy with 
people before counti ng became disti nguishable each other with their diff erent 
locati ons and therefore, their diff erent roles either. However, aft er this obser-
vati on with counti ng, it seemed not crucial to count the number of people who 
use the exits whole day and I didn’t know how to develop the systemati c ob-
servati on for site A and B. Thus, I decided to conti nue the plain observati on for 
other sites than proceed to deeper research.

4    13.11.18

As I was not sure which path was 

connected to which area, it was 

a kind of exploration. I found a 

shortcut that I had not previously 

known about.

Some places remained unused 

and empty.



3938

Another underground street between two shopping malls, Kamppi and Forum, 
was visited since it was also one of the places considered for research from 
the beginning. As the street is long and its mood was not pleasant, there was a 
fast fl ow of people to each directi on. Even though it does not have an inviti ng 
mood for pleasant walking, it seems that a street is a good opti on to avoid harsh 
weather. There were few people who were sitti  ng at nodes. Aft er checking the 
place, it was decided not to include the place to researching areas since the 
journey through walking did not bring inspirati on for further observati ons or any 
ideas for the site.

5    15.01.19

6    23.01.19
7    24.01.19

Unlike the initi al plan to examine mainly the underground street, the Kaisaniemi 
park and walking path next to it (site E) were considered as a site for research 
and they were explored again. There were some people walking around in spite 
of the cloudy and cold weather, which was not predicted.
 The next day, the weather was sunny and it led me to the same site as 
the day prior. Even the temperature was lower than the previous, the weather 
conditi on was good enough to compare the situati on. While looking through 
the area (D+E), several fi ndings were acquired for that area and the observati on 
plan for F was being made as the hypothesis was att ained which is that street F 
is used mostly by the commuti ng people.

During the seventh observation, many people were observed to pass by in the park at 

: hrs. Although they were just walking quickly, the place looked very vibrant. 

It seemed that many commuters used the path through this park and therefore also 

the underground pathway .

Walking with the flow, I escaped the place and visited the public library Oodi which 

just opened. Although it was crowded with many people who came to see the new place, 

it was great to see that people were enjoying the warm and cosy public place. There 

were various spaces for people to stay and spend time according to their needs.

I realied that I had never been there in 

winter and never thought about visiting. 

Doing so brought a wonderful experience.
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Two ice rinks were visited and compared. Although it has a pleasant mood and 
nice locati on inside the park, it was compared to the other ice rink in front of 
Ateneum which was crowded with more people.

There was a restaurant 

which I have not seen 

before. Will there be any 

customers visiting it in 

this weather

The next day, I went to the restaurant at 

lunchtime. I discovered that it is a good 

destination for those pursuing outdoor 

activities; some of the people on the street, 

and who made the area more vibrant, were 

coming from or heading to the restaurant.

8    26.01.19

While it was hard to find people on the street, the cafes were always crowded with people.

After going to site E, I visited 

Esplanadi Park to find out how 

well it is used. There were not 

many people on the street, which 

was not unexpected, as the 

weather had become overcast.

The other ice rink, in front of the Ate-

neum, was empty. When I asked a staff 

member when the busiest time was, she said 

it is the weekend. I therefore planned to 

come again on a Saturday.

There were three people on the ice rink in 

the park, and the lighting was turned on. 

It seemed that the city is managing the 

ice rink well.

The other ice rink, in front of the Ate-

neum, was empty. When I asked a staff 

member when the busiest time was, she said 

it is the weekend. I therefore planned to 

come again on a Saturday.

There were three people on the ice rink in 

the park, and the lighting was turned on. 

There were only two people skating on 

the ice rink in the park, even though it 

was a Saturday.

The other ice rink, in front of the Atene-

um, was full of people on the Saturday.

After having lunch, I went out-

side. I had to walk without taking 

a rest because there was snow on 

the bench. Although I wanted to 

walk more in the sunshine, it was 

too cold to be outside for long, 

so I finished my trip at that point. 

Even though I could not stay for 

long, I very much liked this path 

that I had never visited before 

in winter. It would be nice if this 

pathway were better known and 

used more often.
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The observati on plan for site F was more refi ned throughout the observing the 
space. From the assumpti on that people will choose more of underground street 
than outside street, the number of people who use the underground street and 
outside of street between Kaisaniemi park and HCRS had to be counted. This 
ti me, the counti ng ti me was planned for ten minutes every two hours. I believed 
that counti ng for ten minutes will be more precise than fi ve minute intervals. 
Furthermore, a one hour diff erence would be enough for practi ce how it works.

9    31.01.19

10   05.02.19

The street I (between Oodi Public Library and E) was observed repeatedly, since I had 

visited Oodi several times for practical reasons such as to eat lunch, take a rest, and so 

on. It seems that a separate road between Oodi and Kaisaniemi Park is needed instead of 'E' 

and 'I', so that cyclists do not need to hold their bicycles above their shoulders or pass 

the station platforms.

Counti ng was conducted at F (for 10 minutes, 3 ti mes/ 10:00-10:10, 12:00-
12:10, 2:00-2:10) and it refi ned the further observati on plans. As there are many 
people who come from train stati on aft er the train just arrives, counti ng num-
bers on the ground level is needed. To compare how many people choose to use 
the underground street, a new counti ng place was added.
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From the observati on for site A and B, a counti ng plan for these sites was spec-
ifi ed. For site A, rather than counti ng people who move through exits, mapping 
for people who sit, stand, and take a rest seemed to be more important to know 
how the place is used by them and what kind of public life happens there which 
will be done 13th observati on. For site B, as there are many routes, counti ng 
takes more ti me and it is not possible to schedule them all in 1 hour. So, the 
counti ng has to be done with longer intervals, every two hours.

11   07.02.19

12   12.02.19 A planned observati on for F+B+A was tried, but not fully implemented. From 
trial and error, the observati on plan was refi ned. Counti ng the number of people 
at site B for every directi on does not need to take 10 minutes each as there are 
some routes which is not busy, on the other hand, when there are too many 
people, it was hard to count. I started to trace people who I see rather than 
counti ng. From tracing the movement of people, there were mainstream of peo-
ple between Forum and HCRS and the number of people who use the other 
streets were minor. I decided to count 2 ti mes that the fi rst for the mainstream 
of people and the second for the rest of them who use other routes.

Many routes to count the number of people.Many routes to count the number of people.
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The systemati c observati on for F+B+A was fi nally implemented as it was planned. 
The plan is:

Place Time* Tools** How

E1 8:00-8:10 Counti ng Marking on the paper

E2 8:15-8:25 Counti ng Marking on the paper

E3 8:30-8:40 Counti ng Video taking****

HCRS*** 8:40-8:55 Mapping Taking pictures or marking on the paper

B 8:55-9:05 Counti ng Marking on the paper

B 9:05-9:15 Counti ng Marking on the paper

13   14.02.19

8-10 10-12 12-14 14-16 16-18 18-20

*This schedule was repeated 5 ti mes at sites 10, 12, 14, 16, 18.
**For streets, as it is the place people move, the counti ng is used for observa-
ti on tool. But for the places in HCRS that people are sitti  ng and standing, map-
ping is used to know how people act in a space.
***HCRS includes several places on the way from E to B including site A
****As the place is highly busy, video taking was performed and the number 
was counted aft er it.
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Place Result

E1
The counted number was drawn 

as a line graph.

E2
This result required additi onal 
research and therefore it was
excluded, for further analysis.

E3
The number was deducted from 

examinati on of a video.

HCRS

People’s behaviours were mapped, 
but this part was excluded for 

further analysis as it requires more 
detailed observati on.

B

The results were set out 
in table form.

B

14   16.02.19
15   19.02.19
16   21.02.19 On the weekend, many family groups 

were observed, who were out visiting the 

museum or library.

For weekend, instead of same observati on plan, a plain observati on was con-
ducted to determine how the central area is used. Aft er that, to build the sys-
temati c observati on for site D, the map was defi ned and the way that people 
were moving was observed.
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3.4 Lessons from the process

1) To find interesting facts starts from just walking in the city.

2) The more one goes out to observe, the more findings one obtains.

3) Findings from direct observation help to build systematic observation.

4) Systematic observation needs long preparation, including proto-observation.

5) The importance of social activities and interactions between people was prov-
en during the observation process.

6) Personal experience during the observation process could strengthen the ea-
gerness to research. Even though the weather is too cold to enjoy the city, from 
those experiences I feel more strongly that the improvement of winter public 
space is needed. 

7) It was verified that observation of the real world is important for public life 
studies. Observation with walking in the city determines what works and what 
does not work. Not just as an observer, but as one of the participants, the city 
was experienced. The findings from the experience are not something easily 
achieved by guess.

3.5 Limitations

As stated previously, the observation was not fully completed. For site F+B+A, 
if the systematic observation is done again for a weekend, there might be more 
findings from comparing data. Additionally, if the observation is done for the 
same area in summer, it could have bring valuable data for comparison with 
wintertime use. Nevertheless, the result of the observations and findings from 
them are still valuable to tackle the issues about public spaces during winter.

Being in a public space and looking at 

people made me feel alive, excited, and 

happy - especially when looking at 

children playing on the snowy hill and 

or when watching families spending time 

together in the city at the weekend. I 

found that it is true that people like to 

see and be seen.

When I was moving around the city 

centre, I was thankful for the many 

underground routes. This experience 

made me think more about how to improve 

public spaces, especially when seeing 

people's need.

During the observation process, I got to 

know several places which are available 

for taking a rest or eating your lunch. 

On seeing others doing the same thing, I 

came to consider a variety of people, in 

different circumstances, and how they 

experience a city in the wintertime.
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Throughout the observation process, specific sites were selected and examined, 
which are F, B, and D (Figure B). As the meaningful data was attained from the 
systematic observation (12th-13th for F, B), they are represented in this chapter. 

For each site, the contents will be presented in this order:
1) Observation data + findings from the data
2) Findings from general observations 
3) Knowledge of the sites obtained by searching the internet or literature 

For site D, because the data is insufficient, only findings from general observa-
tions and Knowledge for the sites by searching web or book are described. Out 
of the descriptions of the site F, site B and site D, analysis of these sites will be 
drawn in ‘Discussion points from findings’ parts.

4  Findings and analysis
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SITE F
(Underground street between HCRS and Kaisaniemi park)

Street for commuters: According to the data, the number of people who passed site F was increased during commut-
ing ti me. Even though it was expected that every street will be crowded during commuti ng ti me, site F as a street for 
commuti ng is diff erenti ated from other streets, parti cularly when it is compared to the data of site B (p.59). The number 
of people at site B was relati vely small in the morning which is diff erent from this site, gradually increased and became 
highest during 16-17. Aft er it reached its peak, it was not decreased soon as the data of site F was. It is assumed that this 
might be because of its locati on near the commercial area. 
 From this comparison of data, it is discovered that every street has its busiest ti me and it is related to its role, 
mostly depending on its locati on. There are many commercial places around the central railway stati on which means 
that the fl oati ng populati on of those streets is aff ected by the number of people who go to shopping or to restaurants. 
Thus, for street F, which is from the central railway stati on to the non-commercial areas, its identi ty is a street mostly for 
commuters, unlike other underground streets. There may be commuters who come to the central area of Helsinki to work 
from other regions, and there would be also some local people who live nearby the central railway stati on using the pas-
sage to reach their working area.

10:00-10:10 12:00-12:10 14:00-14:10 16:00-16:10 18:00-18:108:00-8:100

30
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90

120

150

rom the observation at , people passing the entrance to the underground 

were counted.

In order to allow for comparison with the numbers of people who chose the 

outside road, people who chose the outside road were also counted.

However, as the train lane - could be reached easily from outside, the comparison 

was not possible with the data obtained from it. (The data for :-: hrs were 

missing, but it is assumed that there must be many people at this time - as many as 

at :-: hrs - from the graph on the next page.)

1) Observati on data + fi ndings from data
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Street F as a shortcut from Kaisaniemi park to the western area of HCRS: By watching people who were carrying their 
bicycle on their shoulder, it was detacted that the street is a shortcut from Kaisaniemi park to the western area where 
public library Oodi and Kiasma are located which is also a place that a bicycle road to Ruoholahti  starts. The journey from 
Kaisaniemi park to the public library Oodi or bicycle road to Ruoholahti  looked too complicated. To use the shortcut which 
is the underground street, bicycle users had to hold it on their shoulder to walk up the stairs and walk through the plat-
form which is always busy with people who move verti cal directi on to their way.

Lack of maintenance: Even though the street was kept clean by regular maintenance, it seemed the locati on is out of con-
cern for providing a sound public place to people who use there every day. The place in front of Alepa had an unpleasant 
smell and the broken and opened ceiling along the long street looked neglected. Generally, the street was too dark to be 
considered safe.

Alepa enhances vibrant mood of the place: the small space in front of the grocery shop on Alepa was busy with people 
who visit there. The directi ons that people move were diverse which is compared to the other part of the site F which peo-
ple just move one way or the opposite way along the long and dark passage. Unlike the number of people who do not go 
to Alepa was changing with big diff erence especially during commuti ng ti me, the number of people who go to the Alepa 
was comparati vely stable. Even though the number was sti ll aff ected by the number of people who pass by, for example, 
at 10:30-10:40 when there were only 80 people passed the area, half of them visited Alepa, which could explain that there 
are quite many people who come to the area because of Alepa. 
 Additi onally, Alepa was providing some space to stay in front of the store, which was not found in the other parts 
of site F. It was observed that some people were eati ng food that they just bought, while others were waiti ng or calling on 
their phone. Even though there are not many acti viti es occurring and it does not seem cozy to stay, the shop is making the 
place vibrant, and it becomes clearer when the place is imagined without a shop. The shop has a role in bringing vitality 
to the place. The problem is that the place is used by drunken people or smoking people by not being widely used.

The number of people who pass the area without going to Alepa.

The number of people going to Alepa.
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10:30-10:40 12:30-12:40 14:30-14:40 16:30-16:40 18:30-18:408:30-8:40

One individual was standing in front of Alepa for 

over five minutes. He ate a snack, sorted through 

his bag, and smoked.

A place to stay for a while.

There were one or two people 

observed to be carrying their 

bicycle on their shoulder during 

each unit of observation in the 

afternoon.

Damaged ceiling (left)/ Stairs 

looked clean, but the area did 

not smell pleasant (right).

2) Findings from general observati ons

12:30-12:40 14:30-14:40 16:30-16:40 18:30-18:40

There is a plan for a new underpass which will be welcomed by pedestrians and 
bicyclers who used to use the underground shortcut. (1) Although a specifi c plan 
has not presented yet, this new street will provide a direct way connecti ng the 
eastern area and western area of central railway stati ons.

3) Knowledge of the site
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SITE B
(Underground intersecti on street between HCRS and Forum)

A large fl ow between Forum-HCRS: The data demonstrates that there is a large fl ow between Forum and HCRS. Set aside 
the data, the fl ow is very visible since its way to the Forum is direct from HCRS. Even not everyone’s desti nati on would 
be Forum exactly and not all the people were coming from Forum, it seemed that Forum gets a huge benefi t from the 
connecti on to the underground street as it makes easy to get there from the HCRS, consequently from the metro stati on 
as well.

1) Observati on data + fi ndings from data
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HCRS-ORUM

Other  routes
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10:55-11:15 12:55-13:15 14:55-15:15 16:55-17:15 18:55-19:158:55-9:150
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HCRS-KAMPPI

HCRS-A TRAM STOP

ORUM-UNICAE

HCRS-UNICAE

ORUM-A TRAM STOP

KAMPPI-UNICAE

Other  routes

With the exception of the major flow between HCRS and the orum, there were dif-

ferences between the other nine routes; some were popular, whilst others were not 

used very much. rom analysing each of them, various findings were attained.

Each finding is explained according to a specific route. However, the findings are 

related to each other and not limited to certain routes.

three routes remain unspecified; these are not particularly useful and also not 

used a great deal.

Routes were hidden: The other nine routes were not clearly depicted in terms of which way connects to where. 
Among the minor routes, the way between HCRS and Kamppi was uti lized the most (163 people in 10 minutes X six 
ti mes). Even though the route is not highly visible from outside and there is no sign inside as well, this route might be 
used by people who know the way.

Underground streets as an alternati ve opti on to avoid the harsh weather: Not all of the underground routes are effi  -
cient. But using the underground could be good choice when the weather is harsh. The data demonstrates there were 
second highest number of people who used the route between HCRS and a tram stop (139 people for 10 minutes X six 
ti mes). As people always enter inside as a group although they were not together, it explained that people who took 
off  the tram were coming inside collecti vely. Surely, when the ground level street is observed, the winter weather did 
not look favorable to wait for the light changing to cross the street. Even the underground way is not direct and longer 
to reach the HCRS, it seemed to be worthy to be chosen. 

A visible way is used more: Interesti ngly, the number of people who were heading from the exits near tram stop to 
HCRS were higher many ti mes than the opposite way. For the reason that there are relati vely smaller number of people 
who are commuti ng from HCRS to the tram, it may be because it is not highly visible from the main fl ow, especially 
when reaching the juncti on point from the HCRS. Or, maybe there are just few people who goes from HCRS to tram 
stati on. This requires additi onal observati on.

9:05-9:15 11:05-11:15 13:05-13:15 15:05-15:15 17:05-17:15 19:05-19:15

A tram stop to HCRS 4 11 32 18 20 12

HCRS to a tram stop 14 5 6 2 13 2

(The reason for the large fl ow between Forum and HCRS could be actual customers of Forum. But as it is described earlier, it could be also because 

the way is visible. People who seemed not familiar with the street were standing in the fl ow, looking around shortly to check which directi on the 

other streets are heading, and fi nally, they chose the safe way following the fl ow, rather than exploring hidden ways.)

People who know the way use the route: The route from the intersecti on to the Unicafe is a long journey. There are 
no cafes or shops unti l it reaches the building, and the street remains abandoned. However, there were relati vely more 
people who were using the street between Unicafe and Forum and the street between Unicade and HCRS. Even though 
there are more effi  cient routes than these, the route was chosen by people who know the way.

There are unknown eff ecti ve routes: The route between Forum and a tram stop and the route between Kamppi and 
Unicafe are relati vely effi  cient ways when they are compared to the routes of ground level. For both routes, on the 
ground level, they require crossing the road two ti mes. For the reason that they are not much used, it might be because 
they are not known by people and ground level street is more intuiti vely recognized and remembered.
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Underground pedestrian street has been constructed since the 1960s. The time was when it is predicted that private car 
traffic would be increased dramatically in Helsinki. By the construction of the underground passage near the railway sta-
tion, the central pedestrian axis at ground level was removed for safety reasons (2). Right after the construction began, the 
plan of the underground street was criticized by Vilhelm Helander and Mikael Sundman which is described as ‘a drainpipe’ 
(Cited Hanna Hyvönen, 2017) (3).

Even though they are situated under the central area of the city so that it is used by people who use the transportation 
system such as train or metro and it becomes an alternative pedestrian street for winter, it was the one which is construct-
ed by private individuals who owned the building near the street or property invest companies (4). 

There is a future plan for expanding the SOKOS department at the underground of the railway station. It will bring changes 
to the existing underground streets (5).

3) Knowledge of the site

2) Findings from general observations

No proper signs and not welcoming mood: There was only metro sign and no sign for the HCRS which was written only in 
Finnish ‘Rautatientori’. For the people who are not Finnish, a large flow enabled them to find their way. There was at least 
one person who was lost and looked confused every 10 minutes during observation. The mood was also not welcoming 
people. It was a passage that people wants to pass quickly.

Commercialization is prioritised over and above public life: Walls along the streets were covered with advertisements 
and there was no proper place in which public life could flourish. However, this place has a potential to sustain public life, 
since people use the pathways of the underground and there are empty spaces available. There were a few people sitting 
and eating there. Even though it does not have a welcoming atmosphere, some parts of the street seemed amenable to 
re-design as somewhere to stop and take a rest.

A passage for commuters: There are several shortcuts with a better walk-
ing conditions than the route besides the vehicle road. The roads were well 
maintained so that walking on the street was not difficult when it was still icy.

 

Nearest natural place from HCRS: The park is the closest park from the cen-
tral railway station, which means that it is the easily accessible nature in the 
center. Because it is connected to the lake, the walking passage in the park 
seemed important because it could lead people from the Kaisaniemi Park to 
the lake. 

Undervalued space: Interestingly, some spaces in the park was being used 
as a place for construction workers, while other space was utilized for piling 
snow. It seemed that the park is used as a storage facility in winter. There 
is also a botanical garden next to the park. The park and garden could have 
been support each other, but they were in an unclear relationship. Although 
the direction of the facade faces the inside of the park, the garden is not 
able to be reached from the park, and there is not even a sign indicating the 
direction of the park. A tennis court in the park blocks the view of garden 
because it is next to the fence of the garden.

SITE D and SITE E
(Kaisaniemi park and Walk path around Kaisaniemenlahti and Elaintarhanlahti)

1) Findings from general observations
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2) Knowledge of the site

Kaisaniemi Park is the oldest park in Helsinki founded in 1812. It has been a place for recreati onal events, festi vals and 
concerts. (6) An ice hockey outdoor match to celebrate Finland’s 100th independent day anniversary was also held here, 
which indicates that it is an important place historically and a proper place to gather many citi zens together (7). 

However, it has not been changed since 1932 while the areas in the western part of central railway stati on have changed 
conti nuously.

There was a competi ti on for the site, but it has not been implemented. (8) It shows that City is also aware of the needs 
for changes.

Streets in everyday use 
According to the fi ndings from observati ons, the observed streets are one of the 
common everyday experiences for people such as commuters or those living near 
the streets. It would seem obvious and natural that there should be a street which 
is used every day by people who are living nearby. However, ‘everyday use of the 
street’ could be an important aspect in winter citi es.

Discussion points from fi ndings

Streets
Commercial 

places

As a result of the fi ndings, two conclusions could be drawn. It was experienced 
throughout the whole process of the observati on that the available public spaces in 
winter are streets and commercial places, which seems obvious since any of other 
public spaces such as parks are not in use. However, by reviewing the fi ndings of 
these public spaces and exploring related contents from literature, the following 
discussion will suggest that a new perspecti ve towards these public spaces is nec-
essary.

Pictures from  to . 

(Left to right, top to bottom.)
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 Firstly, there are not many available public spaces in a winter city, but the 
street is utilized during winter. During the long and dark wintertime, the street be-
comes a possible public space in an exclusive manner. Although the street is used 
not for enjoying public life but rather for practical reasons to move or to walk for 
health, because it is used regardless of circumstances such as climate matters, it 
could be an important channel in winter that each person could experience the 
external world and interactions could occur. 
 Secondly, everyday experience forms a person’s life. Even though the time 
in which they are situated in public space is not long, the point of everyday expe-
rience is that it is repeated and accumulated. If something happens regularly to 
someone, especially every day, it surely affects the person even though it is trivial. 
The importance of everyday experience is also maintained by Margaret Crawford in 
the book Everyday Urbanism. She argued that ‘an amazing number of social, spa-
tial, and aesthetic meanings can be found in the repeated activities and conditions 
that constitute our daily, weekly, and yearly routines’ (9). Furthermore, everyday 
experiences from using public spaces shape one’s perception of their existence in 
the surrounded environment. Regarding this, Edward Relph argued that ‘they are 
important sources of individual and communal identity, and are often profound 
centres of human existence to which people have deep emotional and psychologi-
cal ties’ (10). 
 Therefore, a winter street has a role to provide a chance to experience 
public life and a better everyday experience. However, the ‘street’ has been re-
garded not as an important public space for wintertime but as a functional passage 
for moving. While their maintenance has been done well to make them walkable, 
the potential of the street for public life has not been considered. This might be 
because it is believed that people spend little time on the street in winter and it is 
a general use of the street in other cities. For a winter city, this assumption should 
be challenged, and instead, a strong will to utilize winter streets is required to make 
a more livable urban environment during wintertime (11). This should be done 
collectively through the governmental level. This is because public spaces are not 
controllable for individuals, although they affect everyday experience. Unlike the 
private living environment that one can determine, the greater environment than 
everyone experience is beyond their ability to shape. 

1) Underground streets 
Usually, in urban design strategy, making a public life at ground level is prefera-
ble. Gehl also emphasized a ‘one-story’ city, remarking that ‘everything important 
happens at ground-floor level, which helps concentrate urban activities’ (12). Nor-
mally, it is desirable to have a ground floor level city life for general circumstances. 
However, under exceptional climate conditions, and as long as it is chosen by many 
people to walk through in wintertime, the use of underground needs to be regard-
ed importantly and the condition should be improved.

 Underground streets satisfy some required conditions to be a good pedes-
trian street for wintertime. It is argued in the article ‘Winter cities: Restructuring 
the transportation-land use relationship’ that ‘pedestrians should be given legal 
with of way over the private car... The result is a creation of networks which are saf-
er, more efficient and more pleasing to the eye’ (13). According to this argument, 
the examined underground street already fulfils the first two conditions. It is safer 
than the ground level because the pedestrian flow is separated from the car traffic 
and it provides efficiency by connecting places directly under the ground without 
waiting for the traffic lights. When the winter road becomes icy and slippery, un-
derground streets stay dry so that people could walk safely with their usual speed. 
However, it does not seem to fulfil the last requirement ‘pleasing to the eye’. As 
the argument is continued that ‘street furniture, lighting and landscaping should 
be an integral part of the pedestrian walkway to make it more attractive, especially 
during long and grey winter days’ (14), it reminds one that the Christmas lighting 
is brightening outside during the dark winter. Yet, as coldness limits public life in 
winter, the underground street needs to be carefully designed down to the details 
such as furniture and lighting to the whole view that pedestrians could see while 
they pass through so that public life could occur in that place during the cold winter 
months. 
 For the first two requirements, there is room for improvement as well. Un-
controlled design and maintenance do not look reliable and maze-like composition 
of the street remains hidden and unknown. Lack of information misleads people 
in the wrong way and makes them wander. To some people who already know the 
way, it is a safe street to walk separately from the car traffic, while to the others 
who are not familiar with it, it gives the impression that it is not safe to explore. 

2) Not only the protected areas but also open areas
In winter, it is preferable to use a protected space than an opened space. None-
theless, it was observed that commuting people were moving from place to place 
and local people also came outside to take a walk. Being outside in winter sounds 
unfavorable, but when there is no other option, it has to have an inviting mood for 
basic activities such as walking and seeing so that it will enhance everyday experi-
ence during winter. Walter H. Kehm also maintained in his article ‘The landscape 
of the livable winter city’ that ‘the challenge for land use must be extended to the 
open space’ (15).
 Basic settings which are beautiful during winter in Helsinki are already 
present. From observation, it was detected that there were people who visited the 
Kaisaniemi Park and the walking path around the lake to take a walk with their dogs 
or baby stroller even in cold weather. As mentioned earlier, the walking route for 
site D and H has beautiful scenery and it is the closest nature from the central area. 
Those walking routes need to be highlighted by applying different design strategies 
than the usual park. This idea is supported by Xenia Zepic, who also suggests that 
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‘in order to encourage walking, especially in a northern climate, different design 
criteria and policies should be examined and/or implemented according to the lo-
cation and the nature of the pedestrian desire lines’ (16).

Commercial places
Commercial places are the most significant part of public spaces in wintertime Hel-
sinki. In the literal sense of the word, they cannot be regarded as public spaces 
because they are owned by private entities and their purpose is also to make a 
profit. However, in terms of the actual public life that occurs there most in winter, it 
functions as an important public space in winter. Among various commercial plac-
es, large shopping malls such as CityCenter, Forum and Kamppi are the place that 
social interaction could mostly happen in winter. Because they are connected to 
the metro stations directly through the underground passages, they are the most 
easily reachable destinations in winter. The journey to get there does not require 
to endure harsh weather and in there, a bright light allows people to forget about 
darkness and warm and cozy mood welcome people to walk and stay. Furthermore, 
various products and events give an excuse to linger. Therefore, such large shop-
ping malls are crowded, especially during winter, with people of all ages, which 
induces a vibrant mood unlike any other places outside.
 Usually, the accessibility is the factor by which private space is distin-
guished from public space. Unlike a public space, which should be accessible for ev-
eryone and should not exclude anyone, a shopping mall does not need to be acces-
sible for all. It is not intended to be public space for the common good, but rather 
is a place for obtaining profits. Thus, there must be control to maintain conditions 
for their customers and some people are excluded who may cause problems, such 
as homeless people or drunken people. However, this control is not exceptional to 
private spaces. For the common good, those people are also controlled in public 
spaces.
 Complete private space should be controlled fully. Thus, the accessibil-
ity of a shopping mall becomes rather problematic. Although it is accessible for 
most people, except a few persons who may cause trouble, its usability depends 
on financial ability. In other words, the place is open for everyone but proper use 
of the place is available only for someone who has the ability to pay to use it. Con-
sequently, the accessibility of such large shopping malls generates a discrimination 
problem. They easily exclude the poor or anyone who wants to stay in public with-
out spending money. This might not be a problem in a capitalist system. However, 

Streets
Commercial 

places

in a distinctive climate, a large shopping mall as a place for public life is worthy to be 
discussed. In reference to the picture below: It does not afford any place for young-
ster groups who want to enjoy various activities rather than just sitting in the cafe 
or buying good. In Kamppi, there is a place used a a meeting point and it is used for 
events and festivals that are accessible for all. However, when it is considered that 
there are not available public space outside in winter and the location of shopping 
mall is the core in the city center, the quality of allotted space for public use in a 
shopping mall should be improved. 
 Because commercial places including large shopping malls have limitations 
as a public space, it should not be underestimated or perceived as the counterpart 
of proper public space. When there is a commercial space, people visit there for 
many reasons such as shopping, meeting friends, or just looking around. Thus, by 
having commercial places in the city, any place with it or within it becomes meeting 
points and it generates social interactions and public life as well. When commercial 
places such as shops or cafes are considered separate from public space, they bring 
the vibrant mood to public spaces, for example, shops along the street or an ice 
cream shop near a park. 
 Gehl explained this effect with the term ‘soft edges’. A city’s edge means 
‘the lower floor of buildings which has an influence on city life’, especially on walk-
ing experience in the city (17). Depending on how the edge is formed, it becomes 
a soft edge or a hard edge. The softness of the edge is an important factor to gen-
erate vibrant mood to the public space near it. When the street is more attractive, 
more people gather, and consequently, more social interaction happens. While he 
pointed out that the aim should not be on ‘creating as much life in the city as 
possible in as many places as possible’, Gehl stressed that it is not difficult to find 
a desolate urban area and it takes ‘careful and concentration effort to ensure a 
combination of lively and quiet places in the city’ (18). Even though he did not 
open up the discussion from the commercial place, many examples of soft edges 
except those in the residential area demonstrate that soft edges are well-made 
street environments supported by commercial amenities. Therefore, the commer-
cial place has a positive role in bringing liveliness to the street when it works as a 
soft edge. Apart from this soft edge concept, it is hard to imagine walking in the 
city if there are no shops or cafes. As it is written in the blog of the PPS (Project for 
Public Spaces), ‘markets, venders, and retailers are essential components of many 
great places’ (19). Ali Madanipour also maintained that ‘public spaces become an 
essential part of the regeneration of cities through promoting retail development’ 
(20). 
 Although it has been normal to have a commercial place in the city since 
the city was built and there is a positive side to have it, commercial places have a 
negative impression in the modern world. Then, what is the point that contempo-
rary commercial places are to be criticized?
 It is because of prevail of commercial places under the market-based 
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and its soft-edge effect is desirable, it should be recognized that it is inevitable to 
have a large shopping mall in a growing city.
 While a large shopping mall could not be a sound public space because it 
does not provide for a rich public life and it is not intended for all, small-scale local 
exchanges such as a vendor still support everyday activities in a public space, which 
demonstrates that democratic public space exists in the commercialized modern 
city and this is how democracy works in it. (24) Unfortunately, in winter Helsinki, 
the weather does not allow such things to occur.
 In conclusion, rather than criticizing the commercialized city environment, 
discussion is needed to foster vibrant public life in contemporary public spaces un-
der a market-based paradigm. Commercial places from a large shopping mall to 
small vendors are deeply related to public spaces. Thus, in the winter city of Helsin-
ki, it should be noticed that public life in winter is dependent on commercial places, 
especially large shopping malls. Thus, it should be examined how much the public 
spaces are supported or invaded by commercial places.

paradigm which tends to lead the loss of the public space. It could be explained 
through Madanipour’s description of the relationship between the economy and 
public space in his book Whose Public Space?. After the economic prosperity of the 
1960s and the decline of it in the 1970s, economic growth in the US and UK was 
stimulated by ‘market revival and competition’. It became ‘market-based paradigm’ 
which dominated the structure of the society, which means ‘Radical de-industrial-
ization, reduction in the size of the state, privatization, individualization, globaliza-
tion and liberalization of the economy’. This paradigm shift had affected the urban 
design for its planning and development of the city to get huge influence by the 
private sector. Therefore, public spaces have been privatized by individual investors 
and undermined by local authorities. (21) As examined before, the underground 
street between HCRS and Forum is an example of the neglected public space be-
cause it is owned by individuals. Even though it is used publicly, public life is not 
present. Hyvönen explains that ‘the privacy of spaces manifests in the numb con-
formity, incoherency and fragmentation’ (22).
 Contemporary commercial places not only suppress the development of 
public spaces with their dominance but also refuse to be a nice public space them-
selves. A large shopping mall is the best example of this. When it comes to the 
street as a place for public life, social interaction occurs in any street when there is 
more than one person. The large shopping mall which has many streets in its build-
ing is not an exception to this. However, public life in it is not rich compared to the 
commercial area on the main street in a smaller city or in a village. There are two 
reasons for this: firstly, the large shopping mall does not have ‘a soft edge’ effect. 
While the soft edges enhances public life on the street with various facades and 
different purposes of the buildings, the monotonous design of the shopping mall 
which actually does not have ‘the edge’ just let people individually concentrate on 
the activity ‘shopping’. Secondly, the big shopping mall is not community-based. 
Unlike the traditional Mainstreet in the village or a smaller community and the 
owners of the shops are the residents of the town so that it has its own identity, 
which also enables people to have an undemanding and informal public life, there 
is no identity to a large shopping mall and people who do not know each other just 
walk on their way rapidly. When the shopping mall is built, it is planned by a small 
number of people for a large number of people in the city, and it is not mingled in 
the city environment but stands there as a whole. It is just situated in the middle of 
the city and becomes a focal point to gather without any context. 
 In terms of this issue, Madanipour stressed that there is no need to have 
false romanticization of historic public spaces as any public space has deficiencies. 
Since the nature of public space in the city center has been changing, it is just the 
character of the contemporary public space that it is integrated into the service 
economy which relies on a consumption-driven basis. Therefore, today the quality 
of public space is fundamental to support a consumption mechanism. (23) Return 
to the subject, despite the fact that the community-based main street is admirable 

“Public spaces are shaped not only by claims, 
but also by the absence of claims, by withdrawal from the public sphere. 

Withdrawal from public space may be due to a fear of crime, mistrust of other 
social groups, and intensified social polarization. 

This withdrawal is reflected in neglect and decline, poor maintenance, accumula-
tion of waste and refuse, or lack of care and attention.” 

-Ali Madanipour (25)

Teenagers (left and middle) and 

a restaurant's sign when it is closed, 'This is NOT a public space' (right), 

in Kamppi.
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Commercial 
places

It has been discussed that the ‘winterness’ of Helsinki requires a different perspective on public spaces, which would be 
distinguished from the general understanding of public spaces in other countries. To specify this, design ideas have been 
suggested with two parts according to two discussion points which described before: Firstly, the ideas for the examined 
streets are described with reference pictures and simple drawings to depict the idea effectively. Secondly, related to the 
commercial place issue, ‘the intentional setting’ as a counterpart of commercial places is suggested and ‘appropriating 
commercial places’ have been proposed to strengthen public space within and also with it.

5  Design ideas

“Recognize existing streets 
as important public spaces”

Underground streets 1 - SITE F

Outside streets - SITE D and E

“Two perspectives 
on commercial places”

1) Another level of public space than commercial places

2) Strengthen and widen public spaces throughout commercial places

Underground streets 2 - SITE B

Streets
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“Recognize existi ng streets 
as important public spaces”

Underground streets 1 - SITE F

The underground street has functi oned solely as a passage. 
However, more than its functi onal level of use, it should be 

a place for vibrant public life with an improved design for 
everyday experience. 

Thus, the following recommendati ons are proposed:

The design of the underground passage requires bett er 
quality materials, such as wood for the fl oor or furniture in 

the space. It requires consistent maintenance and oversight.

1

2

1 2
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A common design strategy for the underground street be-
tween the buildings regardless of which building is owned 
by whom.

Turn around a maze-like underground route to be clear and 
fun: Make it visible with signs and colours to be an inter-
esti ng place to explore (Correct informati on, Good routes 
should be known more)

Using technology, the place could generate new experience 
and encourage citi zens to parti cipate to make the place.

Not only for passing through but also for lingering: Make 
one of a kind passage with proper furniture and lighti ng

Underground streets 2 - SITE B

1 2 3

8

7654

1

2

3

8
7

6
5

4
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Outside streets - SITE D and SITE E

A bett er walking path could be made by strengthening its 
aestheti c quality in winter with small desti nati ons for winter 

ti me. A desti nati on in a public environment could provide 
a moti vati on to go out (1). Such a desti nati on invites more 

people, and it also enhances the walking experience of peo-
ple who pass by. This is supported by William H.Whyte, who 

stated that ‘the walk-through functi on of a space is greatly 
enhanced if something is going on within it. Even if one 

does not tarry to sit or get a snack, just seeing the acti vity 
makes a walk more interesti ng’ (2).

Not only in dayti me, but also in dark night

1 2 3 4

1

2

3

4

3 4
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An intentional setting is necessary
There are good examples of public space in Helsinki during 
wintertime, such as Tiedekulma or the public library Oodi. 
They are open to all for free and anyone could participate 
with the same opportunity as others, unlike the shopping 
malls passively provide spaces and require people to spend 
money on staying in sound place, which could bring unin-
tended discrimination.
 Tiedekulma is a multi-purpose space provided by 
Helsinki University. It offers not only spaces for individual 
studying or business work, but also opportunities for inter-
action to see and to be seen. People can be together just by 
their presence in the same place and also through events 
such as lectures or public discussions. When they join the 
event, because they share their ideas freely, a deeper level of 
interactions between them is possible, which make people 
feel they are included in society. 
 The Oodi public library is also a setting for other var-
ious activities. In addition to the main space to read a book 
or study, there are several spaces for learning skills such as 
sewing or using 3D printing, playing a computer game which 
is mostly for children, watching movies, and eating food. It is 
a place that people could come easily not only for the specif-
ic purpose of learning but also for relaxation and for having 
social interactions in an undemanding way as it describes it-
self as ‘a living meeting place’ (3).
 Although they are good examples of a kind of pub-
lic space other than the commercial, as they are mainly for 
educational activities, it is necessary to consider places in 
terms of various other activities. For this, it should be located 
near the central area of Helsinki or easily accessible by public 
transportation that anyone could reach there easily in their 
daily life.

“Two perspectives 
on commercial places”

1) Another level of public space than commercial places

Public library Oodi

Inspiration from London

: There is a place for skate-boarders; 

people were standing around this, 

watching them.

Inspiration from Espoo

: After the snow had melted and day-

light hours got longer, people came out 

to enjoy skate-boarding, even though 

the weather was still cold.
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The place in which urban events could happen consistently
Like before the urban event was a key role for changing ur-
ban environment and notion, those events are crucial. In 
Helsinki, there is a Christmas market which opens every year 
in December at Senate Square and at Market Square area. 
Although it is not very far from the central area, people rare-
ly visit there especially when the weather is harsh, which 
means that the place becomes just for tourists.
 For another example of events in Winter Helsinki, 
there is an annual light festival called ‘Lux Helsinki’. The fes-
tival encourages people to come out from their warm house 
and gather in the central area to enjoy urban life and to ex-
perience winter Helsinki with a different point of view. From 
this a lively experience in the urban environment is created, 
and the city recognized as their playground just as much as 
it is in summer, and people feel close to their winter city and 
get a chance to interact with others collectively. However, 
this event lasts only a few days. This makes the event more 
special, but the problem is that it is one of the few events in 
winter, and the frequency of these events are too small com-
pared to the length of winter. In the blog of PPS, it is argued 
that the winter events should last longer, and be combined 
with winter activities which present local identity (4).

2) Strengthen and widen public spaces throughout commercial places

Large shopping malls should take a role to fulfil social 
needs.
As they receive a benefit from being located in the central 
area, malls have a responsibility to be a place for vibrant 
public life in winter. Providing public spaces in the shopping 
mall will not only provide an impression that it contributes 
to public welfare, but also bring profit to the shopping mall 
itself. 
 Providing public spaces does not mean solely plac-
ing benches or sofas in spare places. Such places are for the 
convenience of the shopper, not for the general public or 
even to generate public life there. They do not give people 
a hint of what to do there. It will probably be just too hard 
task for a shopping mall to be a charming public space. As 
explained previously, it is difficult to expect a rich public life 
on the street of a shopping mall as it could not have soft 
edges effect and it is not for a community-based place. Thus, 
if there is no concrete aim to provide spaces for improving 
public life in winter, the place will be hardly made. When 
the shopping mall is newly built, for example of SOKOS ex-
panding, it should allocate some places for public use from 
the beginning phase of planning. Because it is connected to 
the metro station and central railway station, the connection 
area should be in thoughtful consideration.
 Nevertheless, for the large shopping malls already 
built in the central area of Helsinki, the availability of existing 
sitting places should be improved. Since there are few places 
to publicly gather in winter and shopping malls are a crucial 
location, sitting places should be supplied in them. When 
allocating benches and sofas appear to be creating issues, 
there should be further examination into these issues before 
determining with other ways to create public space. 
 To implement these ideas, regulation and research 
are required. If the public does not have a say in the pub-
lic space, it might bring no result. And there might be a no 
different outcome than just putting some benches or chairs. 
When it is agreed that a shopping mall is an important place 
for gathering in winter, an institutional level strategy. A stra-
tegic plan would include, firstly, a regulation that engages 

Lux Helsinki

Inspiration from Helsinki

: A place for various urban events during winter months is required

Cleaning day/ Restaurant day/ Arabia festival (from left).

Shopping mall in Espoo with a public 

space in the centre.

Another shopping mall in Espoo with a 

public space. Although children were 

using the space, they were looking at 

their phones and seemed bored.
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the planning of shopping malls, which does not entail reg-
ulating with specific design elements, for example, a num-
ber of benches, but rather monitoring whether the planning 
process includes the discussion of public spaces for winter 
or not. Secondly, the research of public spaces in shopping 
malls should be conducted by urban professionals, including 
discussions with demographics of varying age groups. Unlike 
the business-oriented process of designing shopping malls, 
everyday citizens should be engaged in the process of devel-
oping public space in a mall because they are more than a 
commercial place in winter Helsinki. 

Establish conditions for small markets or vendors to thrive 
in winter
Small markets or vendors significantly support the public life 
of the city. While it has been undermined to have them near 
the street in winter because of the weather, if it is on the 
underground street or in the intentional settings, as men-
tioned in the previous design idea section, small markets or 
vendors could be placed there and enhance the vibrancy of 
public life. This small market idea is not to be only limited 
for selling products, but is also means to provide a chance 
for different people to engage in society. For example, when 
there are shops for second-hand stuff and handcraft works, 
it will be a place that people could gather and share their 
story naturally.

“Until now such fantasy and experiment have been attempted mostly by commer-
cial facilities, at rather low levels of quality and aspiration, seldom deeply exper-
imental.  One should not have to travel as far as the Himalayas or the South Sea 

Islands to stretch one’s experience.  Such challenges could be nearer home.  There 
should be a place for community utopias;  for historic, natural, and anthropologi-

cal evocations of the modern city, for encounters with the truly exotic.”

-Michael Larice; Elizabeth Macdonald. (5)

Inspiration from London

: Even though it is winter, the streets 

are full of people because of the street 

food.

Inspiration from Korea

: A small library in the shopping mall, 

which provides suggestions for things 

to do.
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To research the targeted area which is the streets near Helsinki Central Railway Station, 
an observation method was used because it is a standard method for public life stud-
ies. During the process, it became clear that the observation method is crucial for this 
sort of study. By analyzing data from systematic observation and findings from general 
observations, it was deduced that the street and large shopping malls are the most 
important public places in winter as other public spaces are not available. 
 The streets in winter are regarded as a walking passage and have not been 
seriously considered as a place for public life. However, the underground streets and 
outside of the street around Helsinki Central Railway Station have advantages to be a 
sound public space in winter because the former is a protected inside space from harsh 
weather, which is preferred to be used in winter, and the latter has beautiful natural 
scenery, which is hard to find in a regular city center. Nevertheless, these possibili-
ties were hidden from the eyes of people. These streets were used only as passages 
so that maintenance for some streets was done at a practical level, and other streets 
were even neglected. It was argued that as the daily experience of these places forms 
personal and collective memories, redesigning these places to activate them for the 
wintertime should be examined regardless of whether they are underground streets or 
outside streets. 
 While observation of the street is the focused place for this thesis from ob-
servation process, the discourse on commercial places in terms of its relationship with 
public spaces begun in the discussion section, as large shopping malls are one of the 
few available public spaces in winter. The quality of a large shopping mall was low to 
generate a rich public life, but it was claimed that they should take a role to provide 
decent public spaces because it receives many benefits from its location and function. 
Other commercial places such as a small market or a vendor were also mentioned for 
their positive role to enhance public life to the public space which is near them or sur-
rounding them. 
 The design ideas comprise many streets and commercial places in terms of 
how it can be improved, which was supported by reference pictures and simple draw-
ings. These diagrams were not highly detailed, and while they cover many areas the 
author maintains that the process to achieve specific outcomes should include the par-
ticipation of citizens. 
 The limitation of this research comes from the lack of systematic observations 
and interviews. Although personal experiences were used as an alternative, it was not 
sufficient to cover various opinions. However, this research is meaningful as it tackles 
the issue and stresses the importance of observational methods in a public life study. 
Further research is required to analyze public life of Helsinki citizens in more depth to 
draw concrete solutions.

6  Conclusion
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