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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in fulfilment of 

the requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

PLACE-BASED ASSESSMENT OF SOCIABILITY OF SHOPPING STREETS 

IN THE KUALA LUMPUR CITY CENTRE, MALAYSIA 

By 

MAHBOUBEH RAKHSHANIFAR 

April 2019 

Chair: Norsidah Ujang, PhD  

Faculty: Design and Architecture 

The functions of streets as social places have been undermined by the emergence of 

modern shopping malls that focus on indoor social activities. Streets mainly use as 

channels for vehicular movement rather than spaces for social activities due to the 

dominance of car-oriented environment. In the context of Kuala Lumpur city, in spite of 

the high intensity of pedestrians in the main shopping streets, low social activities 

observed. The lack of social activities in the main shopping streets could be due to the 

quality of the physical and the social environmental characteristics. The aim of the 

research is to determine the street sociability based on the assessment of the people-based 

and place-based characteristics of selected shopping streets in Kuala Lumpur.  

This study employs quantitative research methods. This quantitative cross-sectional 

study uses two sets of questionnaire surveys to examine SL, PL sociability attributes 

besides ISL in four main shopping streets namely Jalan Bukit Bintang, Jalan Masjid 

India, Jalan Petaling and Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman. The result obtained using sets of 

statistical analysis such as: descriptive statistics, correlation, multiple and logit 

regression, factor analysis, pairwise comparison using SPSS Ver.16 and ANP Super 

Decision Ver. 2.8.0. The finding of this study lists and orders the level of importance of 

the SL and PL sociability attributes based on street users’ priorities. The finding suggests 

the safety of crime and traffic and spatial accessibility as the top SL priorities while free 

entry places, or eateries and services for cheaper prices is the top PL priorities. This study 

compares two sociability assumptions including peoples’ priorities regarding the 

importance of the sociability attributes and the existing situation of the shopping streets. 

The finding indicates that the sociability attributes of the street layout do not correspond 

to the peoples’ priorities regarding the importance of the SL/PL sociability attributes. 

This study highlights the positive contribution of ISL on integrated sociability at both 

street-level and place-level.  

The findings of this study provide a better understanding of the SL and PL characteristics, 

which support the effort to bring back social activities to the streets as responsive social 
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spaces while meeting the criteria of the Kuala Lumpur as a world class city. Thus, it 

introduces a practical method in assessing and predicting street sociability in the context 

of major cities in Malaysia. In addition, the use of the ANP method expands the body of 

knowledge in the field of urban planning and design regarding place sociability 

considering users’ priorities of a place. 
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Abstrak tesis yang dikemukakan kepada Senat Universiti Putra Malaysia sebagai 

memenuhi keperluan untuk ijazah Doktor Falsafah 

PENILAIAN BERASASKAN TEMPAT TERHADAP KEBOLEHSOSIALAN 

JALAN MEMBELI-BELAH DI PUSAT BANDAR KUALA LUMPUR, 

MALAYSIA 

Oleh 

MAHBOUBEH RAKHSHANIFAR 

April 2019 

Pengerusi: Norsidah Ujang, PhD 

Fakulti: Rekabentuk dan Senibina 

Fungsi jalan sebagai tempat bersosial telah terjejas dengan kemunculan pusat membeli-

belah moden yang menumpukan kepada aktiviti sosial dalaman. Jalan telah digunakan 

terutamanya sebagai saluran untuk laluan kenderaan berbanding ruang untuk aktiviti 

sosial akibat dari dominasi persekitaran berorientasikan kenderaan. Dalam konteks 

bandaraya Kuala Lumpur, walaupun terdapat  pejalan kaki yang ramai di jalan membeli-

belah utama, kualiti persekitaran adalah kekurangan utama yang dibentangkan di dalam 

Pelan Struktur Kuala Lumpur 2020. Kekurangan aktiviti sosial di jalan membeli-belah 

utama mungkin disebabkan oleh kualiti ciri-ciri fizikal dan persekitaran sosial. Objektif 

kajian ini adalah untuk menentukan kebolehsosialan jalan berdasarkan penilaian ciri-ciri 

jalan berasaskan manusia dan tempat di jalan membeli-belah terpilih di Kuala Lumpur. 

Kajian ini menggunakan kaedah penyelidikan kuantitatif. Kajian keratan-lintang 

kuantitatif ini menggunakan dua set soal selidik untuk mengkaji ciri-ciri SL, PL di 

samping ISL di empat jalan membeli-belah utama iaitu Jalan Bukit Bintang, Jalan Masjid 

India, Jalan Petaling dan Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman. Hasil yang diperoleh dianalisis 

menggunakan set analisis statistik seperti: statistik deskriptif, korelasi, regresi berganda 

dan logit, analisis faktor, perbandingan pasangan menggunakan SPSS Ver.16 dan ANP 

Super Decision Ver. 2.8.0. Dapatan kajian ini menyenaraikan dan menyusun tahap 

kepentingan sifat SL dan PL yang berdasarkan kepada prioriti pengguna jalan. Dapatan 

kajian ini mencadangkan keselamatan dari jenayah dan lalu lintas serta akses spatial 

sebagai prioriti SL yang paling utama manakala tempat masuk yang percuma, atau 

tempat makan dan perkhidmatan untuk harga yang lebih rendah adalah prioriti PL yang 

paling utama. Kajian ini membandingkan dua andaian kebolehsosialan termasuklah 

prioriti masyarakat mengenai kepentingan sifat kebolehsosialan dan keadaan jalan beli-

belah sedia ada. Hasil kajian menunjukkan bahawa atribut kebolehsosialan susun atur 

jalan tidak sesuai dengan prioriti masyarakat terhadap kepentingan atribut 

kebolehsosialan SL / PL. Kajian ini menekankan sumbangan positif ISL ke atas 

kebolehsosialan bersepadu di peringkat jalan dan peringkat tempat.  
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Hasil dapatan kajian ini memberikan pemahaman yang lebih baik tentang ciri-ciri SL 

dan PL, yang menyokong usaha mengembalikan semula aktiviti sosial kepada jalan 

sebagai ruang sosial yang responsif dalam memenuhi kriteria Kuala Lumpur sebagai 

bandar raya bertaraf dunia. Oleh itu, ia memperkenalkan satu kaedah praktikal yang 

dalam menilai dan meramalkan kebolehsosialan jalan dalam konteks bandar-bandar 

utama di Malaysia. Di samping itu, penggunaan kaedah ANP mengembangkan 

pengetahuan dalam bidang perancangan dan reka bentuk bandar mengenai 

kebolehsosialan tempat yang mengambilkira prioriti pengguna sesuatu tempat. 
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1. CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

Many researchers have suggested that we should be thinking of the street as a social 

space for pedestrians rather than just a channel for movement (Appleyard, 1981; Gehl, 

1987; Jacobs, 1961; Vernez-Moudon, 1991;  Mehta, 2013). Streets are a vital component 

of the urban form and in the city centres (Rahman & Shamsuddin, 2014) where 

traditionally served three main purposes i.e. for mobility, commerce and social 

interaction(Habitat, 2013). Pedestrian street life has become a major concern in urban 

design, planning, management and policy making especially since 1970s with the 

projects such as ‘Life between Buildings’ by Gehl (19711), ‘A Pattern Language’ and 

‘The Timeless Way of Building’ by Alexander (1977; and 1979). In addition, Whyte, 

(1970) in ‘The Street Life Project’ which published in his seminal book ‘The Social Life 

of Small Urban Spaces’ (1980),  and Appleyard, (1981) highly emphasized on giving 

importance to the street environment as a foundation for urban social life. Despite such 

importance and much efforts focused on this issue, these are not sufficiently explored 

especially in many developing countries (Guthold, et al., 2008). This is because urban 

planners still focus their city planning efforts based on the requirements of automobiles 

rather than people (Aral & Demirbaş, 2016; Kashef, 2016; Zarin, Niroomand, & Heidari, 

2015). Accordingly, in spite of vast investments on car-oriented concepts and its related 

supporting activities, pedestrian-oriented perspectives tend to be undervalued in 

transportation and traffic planning and practices (Alamoush, et al., 2017; Gehl, 2010). 

Thus, many modern cities have lost this important social character in their development 

process. In other words, the development of modern cities has contributed to a great loss 

of streets significance as spaces for socializing (Ab Rahman, Thani, & Roslan, 2017). 

Main role of the streets as dominant public open spaces is to promote social interaction 

through social activities(Moulay, Ujang, & Said, 2017). In Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur is 

encountered with the weakening of the social life of the streets. Preliminary observation 

provides evident that people use the streets a lot but not for social interaction (See 

appendix A). Loss of social activities might be caused as the quality of the street is not 

supporting socialization. Similar to the other cities in the world, such unresponsive 

streets shaped through modernization transformations which undermined the outdoor 

places with the emergence of modern shopping malls facilitating indoor social activities 

(Lesan, 2015). Seemingly, the shopping malls and car-oriented street design contribute 

to the lessening of social function of urban streets in the city (Alabdullah, 2017; Gehtechl 

& Hook, 2010).  

1 This influential book entitled: Life Between Buildings published in Danish in 1971, with the first English 
translation published in 1987. 
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People use to privatize the streets spaces informally based on their consumer culture and 

the need for active and passive engagement and interaction, relaxation, and leisure which 

supports the concept of public life in the streets (Mehta, 2006). As an example, people 

might linger on the street corner to relax or might simply sit on the entrance step of a 

shopping complex to watch street activities and people passing by. Considering informal 

meaningful public places is an essential counterpart to the street design that must has the 

ability to support and facilitate peoples’ social needs including contact, communication, 

play, and relaxation, and promote public life, adeptly characterized by Oldenburg, 

(1981). In this way, introduces ‘Third place’ as public setting (gathering places) 

accessible to its inhabitants which play host to informal, casual social interaction and 

leisure outside of the home and workplace (Oldenburg, 1981). He argued that distinctive 

informal public gathering places are the essence of the great civilizations as the informal 

public life is essential to a well-functioning society. ‘Third place’ concept has received 

attention from scholars on many field of studies including planning, social and 

psychological science, and so forth. As an example, extending Oldenburg’s work, new 

third places have been identified like the library, Retirement Community, coffee house 

(Campbell, 2014; Hawkins & Ryan, 2013; Lin, Pang, & Luyt, 2015; Slater & Jung Koo, 

2010), social benefits of the third places have been depicted (Camp, 2015), models for 

support and attachment have been put forth (Rosenbaum, Ward, Walker, & Ostrom, 

2007; Tumanan & Lansangan, 2012), and many have reflected upon how technology and 

media have possibly expanded the third place concept (Memarovic et al., 2014; Söbke 

& Londong, 2015). Main characteristics of the third places identified by Oldenburg, 

(1981) in which he addressed few physical characteristics including the proximity and 

ease of access from home or work besides likability to provide foods and drink (Mehta, 

2006). Thus, Mehta, (2006, 2007, 2013) examined the physical structure of the third 

places at micro-scale level in the business-owned places. However, the more micro and 

macro scale level characteristics of the third places need to be explored especially in the 

field of urban planning and design. Moreover, while Oldenburg seeks to identify the third 

places that may exist within neighbourhoods, it is necessary to look for the other types 

of the third places in the whole context of the city including the city centre. In addition, 

Oldenburg focuses his research work primarily in North America, it is likely that the 

developed countries may utilize third places differently from developing countries 

(Crick, 2011). On this basis, this study will concentrate on the micro and macro scale 

level characteristics of the third places in the shopping streets either authorized business-

owned or non-business-owned. The focus is on the sociability of the outdoor third places 

located along the shopping streets in Kuala Lumpur City Centre. Sociability in this study 

is defined as: the capacity of the built environment to absorb and accommodate optional 

or social activities either dynamically or statically (Adapted from Mahdzar, 2008). 

Outdoor third places are found in the informal places like the small pocket spaces (e.g. 

street corner, entrance step of the building and etc.) or the formal places such as on-street 

cafes.  

 

This study is an empirical examination of street users’ experiences and assessment of 

social uses and condition of the selected shopping streets in Kuala Lumpur city centre, 

Malaysia. Shopping streets are selected as the focus of this study mainly because the 

enhancement of commercial activities is the main vision of the majority of the countries 

especially the developing countries like Malaysia (KLCH, 2004). Thus, it investigates 

its effective factors based on different implementations including: physical, economic, 

individual and social. In the other words, this study explores the built and non-built 

environmental factors that leads to formation of the social activities in the shopping 
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streets. The theoretical basis of this study mainly drew on Barker’s theory of ‘behavior 

and setting’ (1968) in which he investigates the peoples’ behavior in relation to the 

physical environment.  In his theory he emphasized on the importance of the environment 

as the setting (milleu) and the consequences of human actions and behavior. The former 

is known as Place-based dimension and the latter is People-based characteristics of the 

environment (Mehta & Bosson, 2010). Place-based characteristics are those 

characteristics referring to the street layout such as land use, accessibility, place 

personalization and so forth. In contrary, this study introduces people-based 

characteristics as the street users’ personal and individual social attitudes.  Focusing on 

the place-based characteristics, this study argues that social activities related to the street 

as a setting in two different functional scales of macro and micro. Macro-scale 

characteristics of the street (e.g. accessibility) contributes to the social activities 

investigated elsewhere (Gehl, 1987; Whyte, 1980; and so forth). In contrary, as urban 

design concerns, few studies investigate the micro-scale characteristics of the streets 

contributes to the social activities (Mehta, 2013). The underlying objective of the study 

is to aid policymaking, planning, and design processes in creating new shopping streets 

or modifying existing ones to develop the streets as the ‘place’ for people such that they 

are able to better afford social interaction. 

 

Based on the brief introduction mentioned above, it can be noted that social activities in 

shopping streets are the by-products of human actions and behaviour on one hand and 

the street environment on the other. This study uses a theoretical framework and practical 

methods to provide rich and detailed information on the possible relationships between 

street design and their users’ activities in the shopping streets and outdoor third places. 

On this basis, this chapter presents the introduction to the research which is categorized 

into four main sections. First section of this study explains brief background related to 

the social life of the streets, definitions of the term ’sociability’ and concepts of ‘the 

sociable streets’ in urban design literature which is followed by explaining the research 

problem and issues. The second section explains the research questions, aims and 

objectives based on the research problem. The third part briefly describes the research 

methodology employed for the investigation, and the scope and limitation of the 

research. The last section presents the significance of the research to the development of 

knowledge and practice in urban design field followed by the overall thesis organization. 

 

1.2   Statement of Problem 

 

The rapid urbanization experienced by many Asian countries has increased awareness 

about the protection, improvement, and diversification of the functions of public places 

for a better social life (Moulay et al., 2017; Ujang, 2016; Ujang, Kozlowski, & Maulan, 

2018). Many researches addressed enhancement of social interaction through social 

activities as the main function of the public spaces (e.g. streets) (Moulay et al., 2017); 

however, many contemporary streets especially in developing countries encountered 

with erosion of the social life of the streets (Ahmed, et al., 2017;  Shamsuddin, Abdul 

Rahman, & Sulaiman, 2010). The traditional streets have been perceived lively as they 

accommodate varieties of social activities (Rashid, et al., 2017) including stationary, 

lingering and sustained activities which are mostly social in nature (Mehta, 2013). In 

Malaysia, the traditional shopping streets are  unique  where  there are much influenced 

by the type of retail activities that occur on the street and the ethnicity of the groups 
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engaged in such trading (Shamsuddin, 2011). One of the major attractions in Kuala  

Lumpur traditional shopping street is the street activities in which crowds of pedestrians, 

shoppers and tourists are seen patronizing the shops along the street while socializing 

(Ahmed et al., 2017). As an example, Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman is a traditional 

shopping street which play significant role as it accommodates varieties of activities 

(Rashid, et al., 2017); however, in modernization transformation and development, the 

modern structure might not preserve all the valuable qualities of the traditional streets 

(social, physical, etc). It might be the reason that currently, in Malaysia one cannot find 

many examples of street environments that are friendly and accommodating to all users 

(Rahman, 2013). As an example, there is evident that many people used to and got 

attached to an informal gathering place at the pocket space of a traditional street which 

has been replaced by a formal gathering spaces in a modern restaurant. People might not 

get attached to such a formal place. Thus, developing a street for people especially in the 

rapid trend of globalization, it seems necessary to explore the fundamental aspects of a 

street corresponding varieties of people’s needs such as social, leisure, etc.  

 

In Malaysian contemporary cities, it is hard to find examples of street environments that 

are friendly and accommodating to pedestrian users especially in the advent of motorised 

transportation (Rahman & Shamsuddin, 2014). One of the main problems faced in the 

Malaysian townscape today is that the streets are overrun by vehicles (Shamsuddin, 

2011). In addition to cars, emergence of mega shopping malls leads to undervaluing 

street social life (Ujang et al., 2018). As it is evident that people fulfil many of the social, 

functional, and leisure needs in private or virtual realms or to different types of parochial 

and public spaces (Banerjee, 2001; Rybczynski, 1993). Consequently, the cities 

experience the changing of city image and place qualities (e.g. social and physical 

qualities). The results of these transformations are evidently observed in the traditional 

streets which are constantly replaced by the modern structures. Urbanization in 

Peninsular Malaysia has developed rapidly which is expected to increase to 75% by 2020 

(JBPD, 2006; in: Ujang, 2008). Similar to the other developing countries in the world, 

the rapid trend of the globalization in many Malaysian cities (JBPD, 2006) causes 

negative impacts to the urban streets such as: diminishing of significance of public open 

spaces as a locus of social and cultural interactions. Impact of the rapid development on 

the city structure addressed in Urban Design and Landscape section of the Kuala Lumpur 

Structure Plan 2020. These impacts include: the city to be disjointed and lacking in visual 

and physical coherence. This transformation also results in destruction of the city 

legibility together with a certain loss of historical continuum and sense of identity 

(CHKL, 2004). However, this research argues that besides loss of identity, rapid 

development in KL City caused more critical issues such as altering social fabric of the 

traditional streets especially in the city center. Accordingly, rapid city development 

together with the population growth has contributed to the decrease in the quality of the 

social life in the street environments  especially in Kuala Lumpur traditional streets 

(Rahman, Shamsuddin, & Ghani, 2015) which consequently might have influenced the 

way the street users behave at these places. This issue become one of the most important 

concerns in Kuala Lumpur City Center (Ibid). As ‘Kuala Lumpur a World class city’ is 

the main vision set up for Kulala Lumpur (KLCH2004), it is of prime importance to 

analyze the existing infrastructure, find out the existing problems and issues and barriers 

to build a city which is competing with cities across the world. 
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As Kuala Lumpur is ranked at number 78th in the World’s most liveable city 

(Shamsuddin, et al., 2013), to be listed among the most liveable cities it is necessary to 

re-establish the liveability criteria in the city. Street activities especially those whom are 

social in nature are found as one on of the main contributors of liveability (Mehta, 2013; 

Shamsuddin et al., 2013). This highlights the importance of rethinking about social life 

of the streets considering stationary, lingering and sustained activities in the streets. 

However, there is evident that street users mostly observed just walking in the streets and 

passing by with performing minor social interactions or activities(Ujang et al., 2018). 

Thus, altering the use of the street from the social and static (stationary, lingering and 

sustained) to the dynamic (Walking) level considerably reduce the liveliness of the 

streets (Mehta, 2013). Thus, the question raised which is how does altering the social 

fabric of the city influence the social value and use of the street? Social value defined as 

the degree to which different qualities of the built environment impact either positively 

or negatively on the social relations(Carmona, 2018). Seemingly, despite the growing 

theoretical and practical efforts that have been carried out in promoting the concept of 

street for people, studies indicated that the results are still ambiguous and inconsistent 

(Shay, et al., 2009). On this basis, promoting the more social function of the streets, the 

more urban design aspects need to be justified which are beyond the addressed urban 

design principles in KL Structure Plan 2020. 

 

Lack of social activities in the shopping streets could be due to many built and non-built 

environmental factors such as street users’ individual sociability attitudes, macro and 

microscale street characteristics(Gehl, 1987; Mehta, 2006). Although some built 

environmental deficiencies addressed in KL Structural Plan 2020 regarding pedestrian-

related issues, the Plan focuses more on tackling its structural forms rather than the social 

structure. It does, however, highlights the protocols for the social program but it lacks 

the practical solutions for the enhancement of the social fabrics of the street spaces.  

Thus, to achieve the ‘KL as a world class city’ vision set up for the KL in the KL 

Structure Plan 2020, it is expected to concentrate on all essential city functions such as 

the physical, functional, social, economic, etc. Hence, to develop the streets as the places 

for people, the development will not be sympathetic to the needs and priorities held by 

the street users without proper understanding on the significance of the social activities 

to the street life and factors influencing the place sociability. It is necessary to keep in 

mind that weakening of the social life of the streets does not necessarily means lowering 

the intensity of the pedestrians along the streets. In Malaysia, highest concentration of 

the pedestrian observed in Kuala Lumpur in which some of the streets in the city center 

reached 100 pedestrian/hour or higher volume of pedestrian traffic (Arshad, et al., 2016). 

These streets include Jalan Bukit Bintang (JBB), Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman (JTAR), 

Jalan Masjid India (JMI), and Jalan Petaling (JP). In spite of the high intensity of 

pedestrians in the main shopping streets of Kuala Lumpur city center, major deficiencies 

addressed in Kuala Lumpur Structure Plan 2020 regarding the quality of pedestrian 

environment which might adversely affect the intensity of social activity within the 

streets. The question raises as: what are the reasons that might influence low intensity of 

the social activities in the shopping streets in the KL shopping areas? 

 

The main problem of the research relates to lessoning social qualities in traditional streets 

and specifically the high intensity of pedestrian movement in spite of the low intensity 

of the social activities in the four shopping streets in the Kuala Lumpur city Centre. To 

confirm the existence of the loss of social activities as the problem in the shopping streets 
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in Kuala Lumpur, this study conducted the preliminary observations in JTAR and JBB 

using gate observation and snapshot observation techniques (See appendix A for detail). 

The results of the observation indicate that in spite of the high volume of pedestrian 

movement in the selected shopping streets (at least 600 movement per 5 minute), very 

low level of social activities observed. The volume of social activities is optimized in a 

few common outdoor gathering places in the streets like Entrance Steps of Sogo 

Shopping Complex in Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman (JTAR) which accommodates the 

frequency of 988 social activities per hour including stationary, lingering, sustained 

activities (mean pick hour). However, no social activities observed in many other street 

spaces in JTAR. The questions are what makes some parts of the street sociable while 

the other parts of the street do not offer any social activities? And should all street spaces 

be sociable? 

 

The results of the preliminary observation indicate that pedestrian tend to walk in the 

shopping streets performing variety of activities including window shopping, eating and 

drinking, talking on the phone and so forth. It can be concluded that the streets are 

seemingly well-developed to be conducive to the walking activities as they accommodate 

high volume of the walking activities. In contrary, low level of the social activities could 

indicate that such streets are not conducive to support people’s engagement with social 

activities. Interestingly, it raises an argument that a walkable street might not necessarily 

be sociable. Figure 1.1 presents the frequency distribution of the dynamic and static 

activities in Jalan Tuanku abdul Rahman. As illustrated, high intensity of movement 

observed (i.e. walking and in/moving out for the shops), low intensity of stationary 

activities recorded. In another example, preliminary observation indicates that Jalan 

Petaling accommodates high volume of the pedestrian movement which mainly includes 

shoppers, tourists and hikers. In contrary, lack of the social activities observed in this 

street. Based on the two-way interaction between people and environment (Rapoport, 

1976), it can be interpreted, that JP might afford pedestrian walking while it does not 

support social activities. On this basis, the main problem found is the lessening of the 

social activities in the shopping streets in KL city center. Lack of social interaction due 

to the lack of places for them to engage in social interaction in the city is reported as one 

of the reasons for residents’ dissatisfaction about the quality of life in the city (KL 

Structure Plan 2020). Shopping streets are the focus of this study since enhancement of 

the commercial activities is one of the main priorities noted for the city in the Structure 

Plan.  
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Figure 1.1 : Distribution of dynamic and static activities in Jalan Tuanku Abdul 

Rahman2 

(Source: Author, gate observation and snapshot observation survey, (2015)) 

 

Considerable works have been done to establish the relationship between people-based 

and place-based aspects of sociability within pubic realms. As an example, macro-scale 

physical factors addressed as effective factors such as socioeconomics, location, 

accessibility, major destinations, density, major natural features, and so on ( Cervero & 

Kockelman, 1997; Ewing & Cervero, 2010; Saelens, Sallis, & Frank, 2003). On the other 

hand, Mehta, (2013) investigated the micro-scale urban design physical factors such as 

personalization, permeability, shading, etc. To investigate the issue relating to sociability 

in the shopping streets, this study examines both place-based and people-based aspects 

underlying social activities. Regarding the place-based characteristics, this study 

integrates macro and micro scale characteristics of the streets. The macro-scale 

characteristics defined as Street-Level attributes (SL) highlights the street characteristics 

as a whole which are more or less similar along the street such as ease of access, safety 

of crime and traffic and diversity of uses and activities in the street, and the micro-scale 

characteristics called Place-Level attributes (PL) concentrates on the particular 

characteristics of the common outdoor gathering places (third places) in the selected 

streets such as place visibility, place amenities and facilities. However, comprehensive 

results cannot be obtained by considering the use of the streets for social purposes at the 

street-level or place-level separately. Some streets seem livelier that others while they 

present similar street-level factors. On the other hand, distinct variations between the 

streets uses are observed even in those streets with similar place-level characteristics in 

the third places.   

 

Thus, this research justifies the SL attributes together with the PL attributes which might 

be conducive to the street sociability. SL and PL attributes need to be considered together 

                                                           
2 The observation in JTAR carried out at the distance between Jalan Parliman intersection to Maju Junction 

intersection (Left side of the street). The frequency of the activities counted in 5 minutes of every one-hour 
interval starting 10 Am and ending at 10 Pm. 
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since incidence of social activities might be caused either by SL or PL attributes. At same 

time, it might be contributed to both. The SL attributes might affect the quality or 

perceived PL attributes. For instance, a place might be well designed in terms of the 

decor and ambience (PL) but it might be located in a poorly accessible area (SL). Or in 

another example, the street might be planned with compatible land uses (SL) but the 

gathering places might not be facilitated by the activity-supporting features like benches 

(PL). Thus, people might not want to visit and remain there for social activities. Thus, 

on condition that the social activity investigation focuses only on one of the either SL or 

PL attributes of the street layout, anther remaining characteristics would be undervalued. 

So that, it is necessary to integrate SL and PL (macro and micro) attributes contributing 

to the social activities to cover wider area of knowledge about social activities in 

shopping streets.  

 

Besides street and place level attributes which contribute to the social activities, the street 

users’ personal and individual sociability level (ISL) affect intensity and quality of the 

social uses and activities in the shopping streets. On this basis, this study introduces the 

Individual Sociability Level (ISL) as the people-based aspect of the sociability as the 

street users’ personal attitudes and tendency towards being engaged in social activities. 

On this basis, the main target set up for this study is to ensure the practical solutions for 

development and enhancement of the social fabrics of these shopping streets based on 

the integration of the SL, PL and ISL attributes. Thus, street sociability is determined as 

the key emphasis of this study. Street sociability deals with the street on one hand (SL 

and PL attributes) and street users whom performing dynamic or static activities on the 

other hand (ISL attributes). Thus, as mentioned earlier this dissertation is an empirical 

examination of pedestrian social activities in relation to the different characteristics of 

the street in Kuala Lumpur City Centre. The main objective of this study is to determine 

to what extent the SL and PL attributes in the shopping streets together with ISL would 

be conducive and responsive in promoting pedestrian social activities. Two main 

research problems are addressed in relation to this study:  

 

The study first argues that there is a need for an examination on the theoretical and 

practical implementations of different factors affecting social life of the streets in 

different fields of study including: architecture and planning, social and health sciences, 

economy, transport and other related disciplines. The factors affecting street’s social life 

might have spatial, physical, economic, individual or social dimensions. Designing the 

street for people need the attention of different fields and expertise (e.g. social science, 

human geography, environmental behaviour, sociology, transport, planning, economic 

and psychology). As an example, in the economic field, there is much growing evidence 

that valuable benefits have been reported as by-products of pedestrians walking in urban 

spaces such as basic mobility, consumer cost savings, cost savings (reduced external 

costs), efficient land use, community liveability, improved public health, and economic 

development (Litman, 2017). These go beyond the economic value of walking when we 

consider the other types of pedestrian activities especially those which are social in 

nature. Despite such significance, urban design literature rarely addressed and measured 

the value of the social activities for the street users.  

 

The second issue raised in this study addressed the particular need to establish theoretical 

underpinning in the field of urban planning and design. It is to develop the theoretical 

and operational frameworks based on street users’ priorities and experiences regarding a 
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sociable street. This framework might be developed with a balance relationship between 

sociability factors at the two main scales of the macro (street-level) and micro (place-

level). The rationale behind this approach is that some streets seem certainly livelier than 

others even though they have similar macro-scale level factors. In contrast, distinct 

variations between the streets uses are observed even in those streets with similar micro-

scale level characteristics. People can sit on an on-street cafes or a public bench. Also, 

they can find a highly accessible street to choose for their social gathering or meeting 

friends. That is why it is necessary to look for street sociability factors in both micro and 

macro levels of scales. On this basis, this study needed to focus on two aspects: looking 

at what streets could offer to people to support their social activities and what specific 

sitting places could offer to street users. 

 

1.3   Research Question  

 

This study focuses on users’ assessment and satisfaction of the physical characteristics, 

use, and the level of the social activities of shopping streets. The main research question 

is: How to redevelop social function of the shopping streets based on weakened local 

traditional structure? Accordingly, the following sub-research questions are raised to 

address the research problem: 

 

(i) What are the street users’ priorities and requirements regarding the essential SL/ 

PL characteristics of a good sociable shopping street? 

(ii) To what extent the existing situation of the SL/PL attributes in the shopping 

street correspond to the street users’ priorities regarding the characteristics of a 

good sociable shopping street? 

(iii) How ISL contributed by the SL and PL attributes can support street sociability 

in the shopping streets? 

(iv) How to develop a practical sociability framework to bring back social activities 

to the shopping streets? 

 

1.4   Research Aim and Objectives 

 

The aim of the research is to establish the relationship among the SL, PL and ISL 

attributes with the street sociability. The following objectives measure the impacts of the 

place-level and street-level attributes of the shopping streets on street sociability: 

 

(i) To identify priority order of the importance of the particular SL/PL sociability 

attributes in making a sociable place (based on the street users’ priorities);  

(ii) To analyze the priority order and existing situation of the SL/PL sociability 

attributes in selected cases. 

(iii)  To analyze the effect of the ISL together with the SL and PL attributes on the 

street sociability. 
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(iv) To propose sociability framework for improving street sociability in outdoor 

third places in selected shopping streets in Kuala Lumpur City Center 

 

1.5   Methodology 

 

This study employs both quantitative and qualitative research methods. Literature review 

is selected as the strategy of inquiry to explore the theoretical framework of sociability. 

Then, a cross-sectional survey on case study is carried out in order to examine the main 

problem of this study. Answering research questions, this study attempts to be 

exploratory and deductive. General approach of this study highlights the (a) street users’ 

experiences of the social qualities of the particular shopping streets are the key source of 

references and evidence (Cheshmehzangi & Heat, 2012) in understanding place 

sociability and identification of sociability priorities. (b) identification of the place/street 

sociability concerns variety of aspects including: economic, personal, social and the 

physical aspects of a place which all need to be examined (c) People-based and place-

based aspects need to be integrated to fully investigate the street/place sociability. In this 

regard, the selected shopping streets are investigated based on street users’ experiences 

and satisfaction about the street layout as a ‘setting’ together with their ISL as 

‘behaviour’ component. Figure 1.2 presents the components of the street sociability 

based on the research approach. 

 

The study applied on-site questionnaire survey of residents, workers, and visitors to elicit 

their evaluation and satisfaction toward the street environment and social activities in 

order to examine the effect of people-based and place-based aspects of the street 

sociability. Two different survey instruments were developed to measure the following 

objectives: 

 

 

o Survey I examines the Street-level (SL) sociability attributes of the shopping 

streets  

o Survey II examines the place-level (PL) sociability attributes of the shopping 

streets in the outdoor third places 

 

 

To make the analysis easier to interpret, similar survey design was applied in both 

questionnaires based on the established theoretical basis.  To analyse the surveys, two 

sets of software used including IBM SPSS Statistic Version 22 and Super Decision 

Version 2.8 (Analytical Network Process (See chapter 3).  
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(Source: Author) 

 

The survey conducted the multiple sets of the observation at both preliminary and final 

phase of this research (see chapter 3 for details). The activity count has been done in the 

preliminary stage of the study using ‘gate observation’ and ‘snapshot activity 

observation’ techniques. The main aim of the activity observation is to ensure that the 

main problem identified in this study exist in the local context of Malaysia. The field 

observation includes variety of observations regarding building and street elements such 

as: building uses, walkway width, street furniture etc. The results of the filed observation 

assist the researcher to better interpret the questionnaire results and support the findings. 

 

1.6   Scope and Limitation 

 

This study considers and define the six important underlying aspects including: 

 

(a) People-based and Place-based components of the street sociability 

(b) Scales of the street sociability: Streel-Level and Place-Level 

Figure 1.2 : General research components 
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(c) Street users’ evaluation on sociability situation of the selected shopping streets 

on one hand and sociability priorities considering their demographic 

characteristics on the other hand 

(d) The subjective measures of the physical, spatial, social, and economic 

characteristics 

(e) Personal and Socio-demographic characteristics of the street users, Individual 

Sociability Level (ISL) 

 

This study seeks to examine street sociability based on people-based (Behavior) and 

place-based (Setting) aspects. The study introduces the former as the people’s Individual 

Sociability Level (ISL) while the latter includes Street-Level (SL) and Place-Level (PL) 

attributes of the streets. On this basis, to explore the street sociability, the study 

investigates variation in physical, spatial and economic characteristics of different 

settings besides documenting street users’ functional roles. On this basis, the scopes and 

limitations of the study are listed as following: 

 

(a) The street  

 

Similar to many other academic researches, this research is limited by two main aspects 

of time and cost in the practical phase. Due to the time limitation and the relevance of 

the topic to the selected context, the study is focusing on one type of streets: the shopping 

streets within a commercial district in the city centre of Kuala Lumpur. These streets are 

well-known as the best shopping streets in the town namely:  Jalan Bukit Bintang (JBB), 

Jalan Masjid India (JMI), Jalan Petaling (JP), and Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman (JTAR). 

All streets have old and new buildings which are mostly commercial in the ground floors. 

With regards to a wider area, the study will only focus on the shopping districts because 

it relates strongly with public spaces and public activities which is one of the main 

concerns of urban design (Ujang, 2008). Shopping streets offers varieties of functions 

including: leisure, work, shopping, and so forth. That is what it is useful to investigates 

the social functions of the streets in the shopping streets.  

 

(b) Sociability definitions and social activity 

 

Different scholars in different fields such as psychology and social science addresses the 

sociability based on differing principles and approaches.  This study limits the sociability 

definition based the urban design issues and components in which the focus is on the 

‘street sociability’ as the ability of the street to be conducive to the social activities. In 

this way the ‘activity ‘is defined as: ‘the specific behavioural manifestation of man-

environment relations constituting a form of purposeful transformation of matters of 

information (Shamsuddin et al., 2013). This study adopts the Mehta’s definition (2013) 

as social activities refers to any stationary, sustained, and lingering activities which are 

social in nature. Besides that, the study adds optional and social walking to the social 

activities defined by Mehta, (2013) which is more explained in Chapter 2. 
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(c) Streets and sociability attributes (Matters of scale)  

 

In the context of environmental design, the components and attributes associated with 

criteria of good and successful sociable place are varied based on differing principles and 

approaches. The study will limit the discussion based on the components and attributes 

of place which are strongly relevant to urban design and the local issues and concerns 

(refer to Chapter 2). The study categorizes the sociability attributes according to their 

scales of functions as (a) Street-level attributes (Macro-scale) refer to those attributes of 

the street which are more or less common in the street layout. The street-level attributes 

might be formed based on the sets of relations and configurations with the neighbouring 

streets, neighbourhood or the wider context of the city like the accessibility attributes.  

Moreover, they do not belong to any single building unit or the specific proportion of the 

street; in contrast, each single unit and all street segments tie together to shape the 

particular street-level attribute which perceived by the street users. (b) the Place-Level 

attributes (Micro-scale) refer to the attributes of the particular common outdoor gathering 

places in the streets (third places). These distinctive micro-scale attributes of the places 

are specifically varied among different places along the street such as place visibility.  

Place-level specifically refers to the common seating places along the street which are 

either formally designed for seating like public benches, and on-street cafes or informally 

adopted by the street users to sit, relax, wait, meet friends and so forth like the entrance 

steps of the shopping malls (Plazas).  

 

This study examines the SL and PL sociability attributes subjectively based on the street 

users’ experiences and assessment. This research argues that beside the indoor gathering 

places, the outdoor gathering places are growing. This includes the integral places such 

as the entrance step of a shopping complex that many people used to sit there to rest, 

relax, and watch people passing by or street activities. This place would also 

accommodate variety of public arts, musician, showmen and vendors. Thus, the study 

focuses on the sociability of the common outdoor gathering places in the shopping streets 

considering SL, PL attributes. 

 

(d) Considering street users’ Individual Sociability Level 

 

As many individual factors affect experience of the people about the successful social 

place, this research considers the individual sociability level together with demographic 

characteristics in examining street sociability. The demographic characteristics include: 

gender, age, nationality and race, academic background and monthly income. 

Considering multi-culture nature of Malaysia, there are likely to be ethnic differences in 

experiences and attitudes towards social activities in the streets. That is why in the 

sampling phase it is considered that the samples should be selected randomly in a way 

that cover all major races including: Malay, Indian and Chinese.  
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1.7   Significance of the Study  

 

In the context of urban planning and health science, streets design for people would be 

positively associated with economic growth (Hiebert, Rath, & Vertovec, 2015), physical 

health (Curl, Ward Thompson, & Aspinall, 2015; Thompson & Kent, 2014), crime 

reduction (Khder, Mousavi, & Khan, 2016; Kim & Park, 2017), and a sense of 

community (Hassen & Kaufman, 2016; Whyte, 1988). On the other hand, the concept of 

‘street for people’ is highlighted because they have significant roles in promoting public 

pedestrian life and social interactions (Appleyard, 1981; Gehl, 1987; Jacobs, 1961; 

Lynch, 1984; Oldenburg, 1981; Tibbalds, 2012; Vernez-Moudon, 1991). However, 

valuable social features of the traditional streets have been destroyed through 

modernization transformations in many cities like Kuala Lumpur. These transformations 

might have influenced the way the users experienced, perceived and felt about the streets. 

Consequently, the perceived quality of public life is disrupted by the changing of 

meanings of the place through the alteration of the urban fabric, city culture and socio-

physical environment. Enhancement of the quality of public life is one of the main urban 

design and planning objectives noted in the Malaysian national vision - Vision 2020. 

Accordingly, the issue of lessening social activities in the streets seems critical in Kuala 

Lumpur. Dealing with this issue, Urban Design Guideline for Kula Lumpur City Centre 

highlights some pedestrian related proposals such as linking the pedestrian walkways or 

designing elevated pedestrian roots which ensure easy orientation and movement of the 

pedestrian (KLCH, 2016).  However, what considered as the critical issue in KL streets 

is beyond pedestrian mobility aspects which point out to the deeper issue of weakening 

social activities. Thus, to encourage people to retain in the streets longer and participate 

in social activities the other alternatives need to be investigated. On this basis, question 

rises that what are the priority needs to enhance social life of the streets? And would it 

be possible to enhance social life of the streets by improving the physical planning of the 

streets? In this regard, KL Structure Plan (2020) addresses ‘lack of informal places for 

social and cultural activities’ as one of the critical urban design issues concerning Kuala 

Lumpur streets. It might consequently have resulted in the weakening of the social life 

of the streets. Providing such informal places can add to the richness of the city living by 

bringing life back to the streets (KLCH, 2016).  This study is crucial because it provides 

meaningful experience on social interaction in existing outdoor informal places to 

explore the requirements of such interaction and social activities. It would help to create 

a vibrant and lively public space based on enhanced urban design elements and qualities. 

The significance of the investigating social uses of the shopping streets and its effective 

factors which set as the main concern of this are briefly discussed in the following 

sections. The main concern of this study is on the urban design knowledge and practice. 

 

(a) The need for integration of the macro and micro scale study of street 

sociability  

 

As acknowledge in this research, existing literature in the field of urban design do not 

address any research concentrating on the street sociability based on integrated scales of 

the SL and PL worldwide as well as Malaysian context. Pervious research on sociability 

addressed sociability based on either micro-scale factors (Mehta, 2013) or macro-scale 
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factors (Whyte, 1980). However, a knowledge gap exists on the linkage between the 

micro and macro scale factors contributing street sociability.  This gap might mislead the 

city planner, designer or the researcher in managing to make any changes in sociability 

statues of the particular streets. To make an example, people might not be willing to 

engage in any social activities in a very high accessible street (Macro) because of the 

lack of the sitting amenities and services in particular common gathering places (Micro). 

In the other cases, people might not be eager to participate in any social activities in a 

rich articulated and personalized gathering places (Micro) because of then lack of the 

safety of crime and traffic in the street (Macro). This study argues that integration of the 

macro (SL) and micro (PL) scale factors contributing by the street sociability can be of 

importance to the urban design researchers and authorities especially those whom 

concentrate on the concept of the ‘place’.  Thus, the study will strengthen the body of 

knowledge in the field of urban design in the Malaysian context by integrating SL and 

PL attributes of the shopping streets in defining the place sociability. As shown in the 

example, if integration of the SL and PL are not considered in the studies of the place 

sociability, the success of the developed places might be lost. The main intention of this 

study is to assist urban policymaking, planning, and design of new streets or the 

modification of existing ones such that they are able to better afford social interactions.   

 

(b) The need for integration of the economic aspects of the sociability in urban 

design practices 

 

 

In the field of urban design, the economic aspect of the street sociability has not been 

adequately investigated while the other aspects such as: physical are more explored. It is 

argued that in success of the shopping streets to be social places, the economic 

implementations of the shopping streets were at least as important, often more so than 

the other physical aspects of the streets especially in the developing countries like 

Malaysia (Litman, 2017). Variety, price and quality of the commercial goods and 

services addressed as the economic aspects of the shopping streets. Integration of the 

economic aspects and the other aspects of the shopping streets including: physical, social 

and spatial can be of importance to the city planners and designers in rethinking the 

streets as places economically and demographically accessible for all people. Thus, this 

research considers the economic aspects underlie street/ place sociability in developing 

the theoretical framework at both SL and PL attributes.  

 

(c) The need for exploring pedestrian activities beyond its walking aspects 

 

This research is important in sustaining social activities in the shopping streets. The aim 

is to avoid developing the streets as the monofunctional spaces as a channel for the 

movement. Under the tropical weather, even without visible design landscape in the 

street (Sulaiman, et al., 2017) concludes that users will still continue walking despite the 

weather affecting them. This research goes beyond pedestrian walking since the meaning 

of place complied with the social activities rather than walking. Study on the social 

activities in the shopping streets can enhance the value of the places as an attractive 

shopping attraction thus benefit the economy of the place and city as a whole. 
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This study helps to ensure that the further sociability development on the study area 

would encourage more social activities and vibrancy and it will then boost the economic 

profit of retailers and shop-owners. Without proper understanding on the significant of 

the social activities to the street users and factors influencing the place sociability, the 

intervention work will not be sympathetic to the needs and priorities held by the users on 

the streets. 

 

1.8   Thesis Organization 

 

This thesis is organized into five chapters as follows: 

 

 

Chapter 1 introduces the main research problems underlying this research and explains 

the importance of exploring the problem in the field of urban design. It provides a brief 

background about sociability in shopping streets within the scope of the study. This is 

followed by defining the research questions and research methodology.  

 

Chapter 2 describes the theoretical framework underlying the study which is obtained 

through critical and detailed literature review. As a basis for inquiry, the study adopts a 

theoretical framework and methods in environmental behaviour, social sciences, and 

planning fields. This study builds on Barker’s (1968) ‘concept of behaviour setting’ 

which examines everyday human behaviour with relation to its physical settings. It also 

adopts  Oldenburg’s (1981) ‘third place theory’ which determines six characteristics of 

the places that are between home and work called “third place”. Hillier’s (1996) theory 

of ‘cities as the movement economies’, which suggests that the there is a multiplier effect 

between land uses and movement is also taken as a foundation of this study. Hillier’s 

(1996) theory was extended to cover social activities in Mahdzar’s (2008) work. 

 

Chapter 3 presents the research method and the study locations. For the purpose of this 

study four main shopping streets in Kuala Lumpur City in Malaysia were selected for 

examination of the sociability based on street users ‘experiences. The selected shopping 

streets were Jalan Bukit Bintang, Jalan Tuanku Abdul Rahman, Jalan Petaling, and Jalan 

Masjid India. The data collection phase is introduced which includes: survey 

components, sampling and instrumentation, procedure, and measures.  

 

Chapter 4 presents a) the results and discussion regarding the SL attributes might be 

conducive to the street sociability. This chapter is divided into two main sections: the 

first section presents the general overview of the SL attributes in the selected shopping 

streets and the second section demonstrates the results of the statistical analysis of the 

SL phase which is recorded and measured based on the street users’ experiences and 

satisfaction. b) This chapter also focuses on the Place-Level attributes (PL) of the 

sociability in the selected shopping streets.  Similar to chapter 4, this chapter is divided 

into two sections: the first section explains the brief description regarding the common 
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outdoor gathering places in the selected shopping streets. The second section present the 

results of the PL survey which measures street users’ experiences and satisfaction about 

PL sociability attributes in the studied shopping streets.  

 

Chapter 5 concentrates on the discussion on the SL and PL results based on the current 

literate and local issues. The study analyses selected shopping streets according to the 

proposed SL and PL attributes of the shopping streets in order to develop integrated SL-

PL model which are associated with street sociability and pedestrian social activities in 

general. The result would be interpreted and discussed based on the existing current 

literature, urban design theories and local shopping culture in Malaysia.  

 

Chapter 6 present the conclusions based on the theoretical framework, case study results 

and the discussions. This is followed by the research implementation, limitation and 

knowledge contributions.  
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