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Furnishing Your Public Space 
 
Learn about the "whys and wherefores" of public-space amenities with this series of 
features. Each offers design and use guidelines to help lay people and professional 
designers work with each other. Also included: notable examples of amenities from PPS' 
image database and, in some cases, information on select manufacturers.  
 
A Primer on Seating  
General information on the use of seating, its location, and maintenance (see related 
features below for details on moveable seating, benches, and sitwalls).  
 
Moveable Seating 
Putting out chairs is perhaps the simplest and most effective way to activate a public 
space.  
 
Benches 
Giving some thought to the design, placement, and location of this oft-used seating 
can greatly improve a public space. 
 
Sitwalls, Ledges & Steps 
Built-in forms lend themselves to the most basic kind of seating, but there are a number 
of ways to get it wrong. This excerpt from William H. Whyte's City details them. 
 
Food 
Urbanologist William H. Whyte's recipe for success: "If you want to seed a place with 
activity, put out food. Food attracts people who attract more people..." 
 
Vending Carts 
The design of a vending cart is essential to the success of any vendor. 
 
Bus Shelters 
Deciding which type of shelter to use requires an analysis of an area's existing and 
anticipated conditions, plus knowledge of ideal shelter location and design.  
 
Water Features 
Perhaps even more than its appearance, the feel and sound of water are crucial to the 
success of a water feature. 
 
Waste Receptacles 
Their durability and functionality play a key role in the efficient management of a public 
space.  
 
Tents 
Tents can accommodate a range of activities, as well as protect people from wind, 
sun, and rain. 
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Lighting 
Well-designed lighting not only increases security and aids geographic orientation, but 
also highlights the identity of an area and creates a sense of drama. 
 
Signage 
Signs communicate a lot more than just directions. This guide features a seven-step 
process to developing or improving the signage in your public space. 
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A Primer on Seating 
 
"This might not strike you as an intellectual 
bombshell," William H. Whyte liked to say, "but people 
like to sit where there are places for them to sit." 
Whyte's famous observations of plazas and parks 
suggested that people were not that picky about 
where they sit, as long as they could sit somewhere. 
But he also demonstrated that certain types of 
seating could revitalize a moribund place.  

Seating that is accessible, comfortable, well-
maintained, and located in the right places is critical 
to successful placemaking.  

Here are a few basics to consider when incorporating moveable seating into your 
public areas. 

• Where should I put the seating? 
• How will people use it? 
• How do I maintain it? 

 

LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION 

That maxim about real estate also applies to seating, 
whose placement is incredibly important. Seating should 
be located within view of the action, but out of the way 
of the flow of pedestrian traffic. Placed in relation to 
other amenities, such as concessions, shelters, kiosks, 
telephones, waste receptacles, water fountains, and 
bathrooms, seating can be used as a catalyst for social 
activity in particular areas. Clustering amenities attracts 
people and activity, and helps to increase peoples' level 
of social comfort. Social comfort can, in turn, help to 
facilitate spontaneous social interactions and activities. 

Locations for seating are places where there are people, 
especially in areas where people can watch other 
people. In his research of activities in public plazas in 
New York City, William H. Whyte found that people like to 
stand and have conversations, or sit in the mainstream of 
pedestrian paths and flows: 

"All things being equal, you can calculate that where pedestrian flows bisect a sittable 
place, that is where people will most likely sit. And it is not so perverse of them. It is by 
choice that they do so. If there is some congestion, it is an amiable one, and a 
testimonial to the place. Circulation and sitting, in sum, are not antithetical but 
complementary." (from The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces).  

http://www.pps.org/Products/sociallife.htm�
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LOOKING GOOD, FEELING GOOD 

Good public spaces give people a choice of where 
and how they would like to sit. They provide different 
types of seating options such as ledges, steps, benches, 
moveable chairs as well as different places or locations 
within the same area, such as in the sun, in the shade, 
in groups, alone, close to activity, or somewhat 
removed from activity. 

Supporting how people sit or ways in which people like 
to sit on benches or seats affects seating design. Teenagers, for example, often sit on 
the back of the bench, rather than on the seat, creating a need for benches that are 
constructed with stronger materials or larger wood slats. Places where several activities 
occur, that have opportunities for people watching from different directions, or where 
people like to take advantage of front and back views (such as the beach, as well as 
the boardwalk), are better suited to benches that have adjustable backs or no backs, 
or moveable chairs, allowing users to choose the direction they would like to face. 
Benches with no backs (as well as ledges) allow people to sit on both sides at the same 
time. 

Provide people with a level of social comfort by giving 
them the opportunity to choose. William Whyte 
suggests that in addition to benches and chairs, choice 
should be incorporated into the design by maximizing 
the seating possibilities in the inherent features of the 
place. This means making ledges or surfaces usable for 
multiple purposes such as tables and seating (See The 
Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, page 28). 
Experimentation with the location and grouping of 
seating combined with evaluation is recommended to see what works well and what 
doesn't. 

KEEPING UP APPEARANCES 

No seating is perfectly vandal-resistant. The best 
solution to vandalism lies in developing an 
understanding of what types of vandalism occur, at 
what times, and by what types of people, then trying 
to develop a program that will prevent it from 
occurring. Of course, the best deterrent to vandalism is 
heavy and frequent use by everyone else. 

 

http://www.pps.org/Products/sociallife.htm�
http://www.pps.org/Products/sociallife.htm�
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Moveable Seating 
Probably the best kind of seating is the moveable 
chair. Not perfect in every situation, it is nearly so in 
most. Why? Several reasons. Firstly, chairs are more 
comfortable than benches. Secondly, they're 
inexpensive. Costs vary, but you can provide roughly 
10 moveable chairs for the price of one bench (or 
even less).  

Thirdly, people can arrange chairs how they like, to sit 
nearer or farther apart, and move them around to 
either sun or shade (click on the video clip above to see moveable seating in action). 
This choice allows people to exercise their options to sit near an event, or away in the 
quiet, wherever they may feel more comfortable. Many times, they will leave them right 
where they are, or move them just a few inches. Notable examples of moveable 
seating can be found in Paris's Luxembourg Gardens and New York City's Bryant Park.  

Certainly, providing moveable furniture opens up the possibility that it might be stolen. 
However, if the area is supervised by an attendant, or if the furniture is located near 
another amenity or activity where staff is present, then vandalism and theft become 
much less likely (Bryant Park reports that just a few of its hundreds of moveable chairs 
are stolen each year). See below for examples of moveable chairs in action. 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

http://www.pps.org/buildings/whytevideositting2.wmv�
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Benches 
Excerpted from Public Space Amenities: A Guide to their Design and Management in 
Downtowns, Neighborhood Commercial Districts, and Parks, published by Project for 
Public Spaces. 

A well-designed bench in the right location can be a 
real hub of activity along a sidewalk. Even though the 
primary purpose of a bench should be the 
convenience and comfort of the person using it, many 
benches are not used because they are cold, hard, 
uncomfortable, or located in the wrong place. 

Unfortunately, in many cities, benches are also the 
source of problems. For example, benches located in 
isolated areas sometimes are subject to vandalism or 
are used as places to sleep. These problems usually occur because one or more of the 
following mistakes are made. One mistake is thinking that more is better. All too often, 
many more benches are purchased than are actually needed. Another mistake is that 
benches are often placed at regular intervals along a street rather than in relation to 
how they will be used, or without considering how the bench will function in relation to 
adjacent land uses and other amenities along the street. To avoid making these 
common mistakes some important initial questions must be asked. 

• Are more benches needed?  
• Where should they be located?  
• What is the right type of bench? 
• How will they be maintained once they have been installed?  

IS A BENCH NEEDED? 

The most important decision that needs to be made in selecting a bench, or any other 
type of public space amenity, is whether it is needed and whether it will be used. This 
requires visiting the area and noting the types of seating that already exist; the types of 
land uses (e.g., shops, offices, residences) that are along the street; and the potential 
clientele (e.g., office workers, shoppers) in the area who would be likely to use the 
benches. Locations where people already sit (on steps, ledges, etc.) should also be 
noted. This type of on-site observation is important in making decisions about where, 
how many, and what types of benches are needed. 
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LOCATION AND PLACEMENT 

Locations for benches are places where there are people - places where people wait 
for rides, taxis or buses; outside department stores and 
office building entrances; near food shops; and 
anywhere that people can watch other people. Bad 
locations are places where there is little activity, such in 
front of banks that close early, buildings without 
windows, places that are hidden from view or located 
too far from activity. Once a decision has been made 
about the general location, the following guidelines can 
be used in positioning benches along a street: 

• Benches should be placed within view of the action, but out of the way of the 
flow of pedestrian traffic. They should be set back at least 24 inches from the 
pedestrian walkway to allow space for people walking by. (However, a bench 
should not be set back too far, or it will not be used.) 

• Benches should be placed together with other street amenities such as bus 
shelters, kiosks, newsstands, waste receptacles, telephones, etc.  

• Benches should not face each other directly unless they are being used for 
games. People tend to feel uncomfortable when they sit face to face with a 
stranger, and will twist around or sit sideways to avoid eye contact. Occasionally, 
pairs of benches should be placed at a 90 to 120 degree angle, which is good 
both for conversations and for sitting alone.  

• Benches should generally not be lined up in a row because this makes it difficult 
for a group to have a conversation. (Where there are many passersby or where 
there is an outstanding view, benches can be lined up.)  

• Benches should be located so as to give people a choice to sit in the sun or 
shade, and where there is protection from strong winds. The widest range of 
choice is provided by using movable chairs or lightweight benches.  

• In areas where disabled people are likely to sit, benches should be spaced so 
that wheelchairs can be accommodated on the side or in front of the bench. 
This will allow people in the wheelchairs to talk with people on the bench, 
without being in the way of passersby. People who use walkers also need space 
to rest their walker adjacent to the bench while they are seated. 
 

DESIGN 

Comfort is an important factor in designing a bench. But how 
comfortable a bench needs to be depends on how it will be 
used. For example, on a shopping street where people will 
stop briefly with packages, comfort is not as important as in a 
park where people may spend an entire afternoon. Concern 
for comfort must be combined with other considerations. For 
example, in an area where teenagers may sit on the backs of 
the benches, a bench with large slats, which is stronger, should 
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be used, even though for sitting large slats are less comfortable than smaller ones. The 
general lesson to be kept in mind is that all factors must be considered together in 
choosing or designing a bench for a particular 
location. 

A second factor in bench design is appearance. It is 
important that a bench fits in with its surroundings. The 
reason for this is that a bench, which appears to be an 
extension of the property it sits next to, will help to give 
a proprietary feel to the street. This increases the 
likelihood that business owners will take care of the 
bench (and the street) that will, in turn, have a positive 
effect on safety and security in the area. 

The following design guidelines can be used in designing or selecting a bench that is 
suitable for most situations: 
 

BENCH DESIGN GUIDELINES 

The Seat 

• To be comfortable, there should be a 95-105 degree angle between the seat 
and the back, and the seat should be between 2 and 10 degrees off of 
horizontal. 

• The depth of the seat should be 12 to 18 inches for benches with backs and 30 
inches for backless benches.  

• A seat height of 18 inches is generally the most comfortable.  
• The front edge of the seat should be curved rather than squared off.  
• The most comfortable seating surface is wood, which is resilient and does not 

readily conduct heat or cold.  
• Small bench slats (2 inches) spaced closely together and following a contoured 

form are generally more comfortable than larger slats (8 inches). However, in 
areas where vandalism is a factor a larger size (e.g., 3 inches x 8 inches) should 
be used.  

• The length of the seat should allow for twenty-four inches per person. However, 
people will sit closer to each other if there is an armrest separating them.  

The Back 

• Seatbacks that slope back slightly and have a slight curve are the most 
comfortable.  

• The height of the backrest should be 20 inches to provide support for people's 
backs and shoulders.  

• Benches with no backs allow people to sit on both sides at the same time.  
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The Legs 

• The legs should not extend out past the seat, otherwise people may trip on them. 
If a large, solid leg is used, a kickspace (3 inches minimum) under the seat is 
needed.  

Armrests 

• Armrests are useful both to help people to get out of the seat, and to divide a 
bench so that more people can fit along it. Segmenting the bench into sections 
through the use of armrests can provide a sense of privacy among groups as 
well as encourage people to sit closer together. The edge of the armrest should 
extend out to the edge of the seat, and it should have a firm, rounded gripping 
surface. 

 
MAINTENANCE & MANAGEMENT 

Benches should be constructed of durable materials that are 
resistant to weather, vandalism, and rusting. Benches can be 
made of concrete, wood, iron, steel, and fiberglass, but the 
most comfortable and durable material is wood.  

If wood is used, the parts that most often require replacing 
are the slats. Slats should be stockpiled, or a bench 
manufacturer should be selected that has slats that can be 
reordered quickly.  

Painting slats and supports requires time and funds. Some ways around painting are: 
using aluminum for supports; galvanizing steel supports before painting; staining instead 
of painting slats; and using concrete (such as in concrete standard or wall hung 
benches) to avoid corrosion or rust.  

Using slats that are the same size aids in replacement and labor costs. Bench seating, 
for example, can be more economical by using as few as two different slats in one 
bench. Slat replacement can be made easier by the way it is attached to the bench 
structure and tradeoffs may need to be considered between ease of replacement and 
frequency of replacement. For example, a rod through a contour bench requires more 
time to be replaced than using bolts directly to the bench structure. However, the rod 
attachment is stronger and so it does not have to be replaced as often as using bolts.  

Installation should be inexpensive, time efficient, and durable as possible. Installation 
plans should allow for experimentation with location, and bench arrangement.  

Because many cities are not adequately staffed for a good bench maintenance 
program, benches are sometimes left derelict and broken benches are left in disrepair. 
This problem is magnified when people see the neglect and then make generalizations 
that influence their perceptions or feelings about the entire downtown.  
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Sometimes benches are vandalized. There is no bench that is vandal resistant. However, 
being aware of the likelihood of vandalism in particular areas can affect the type of 
bench selected for that area. The best solution to vandalism lies not in the type of 
bench used, but in developing an understanding of what types of vandalism occur, at 
what times, by what types of people, and then in trying to develop a program that will 
prevent it from occurring. The key to preventing vandalism in a downtown is locating 
benches where adjacent storeowners will assume some responsibility for their use and 
maintenance.  
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Sitwalls, Ledges & Steps 

The following is adapted from William H. Whyte's City: 
Rediscovering the Center (Anchor Books, 1989). Here, 
Whyte recounts some of the findings that went into his 
design recommendations to improve New York City's 
"bonus plazas." The recommendations were part of a 
1975 amendment to the 1961 zoning resolution that 
offered developers an increase in building bulk in 
exchange for providing plazas, arcades, atriums, and 
other public space. Whyte's Street Life Project 
conducted months of research observing people in 
and around these public spaces and found that, 
despite some successes like the Seagram Building 
plaza (mentioned below), most spaces were woefully 
inadequate. 

It takes real work to create a lousy place. In addition 
to spikes and metal objects, there are steps to be 
made steep, additional surveillance cameras to be 
mounted, walls to be raised high. Just not doing such 
things can produce a lot of sitting space.  

It won't be the most comfortable kind but it will have the great advantage of enlarging 
choice. The more sittable the inherent features are made, the more freedom people 
have to sit up front, in the back, to the side, in the sun, or out of it. This means designing 
ledges and parapets and other flat surfaces so they can do double duty as seating, 
tables, and shelves. Since most building sites have some slope to them, there are 
opportunities for such features, and it is no more trouble to leave them sittable than not.  
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Making built-in features "sittable" give people the freedom to sit up front, in the back, to 
the side, in the sun, or out of it. This means designing ledges parapets, and flat surfaces 

to do double duty as seating, tables, and shelves. 

This is one of the lessons of Seagram. Philip Johnson recounts that when Ludwig Mies 
van der Rohe saw people sitting on the ledges, he was quite surprised. He had never 
dreamt they would. But the architects had valued simplicity. So there were no fussy 
railings, no shrubbery, no gratuitous changes in elevation, no ornamentation to clutter 
the spaces. The steps were made easy and inviting. Though there was not a bench on 
the place, it proved eminently sittable. The periphery includes some six hundred feet of 
ledge and step space and it is just right for sitting, eating, and sunbathing.  

Ledges, then, should be sittable. But how should this be defined?  

Architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe was quite surprised to see people sitting on the 
ledges at his Seagram Plaza. He had never dreamt they would.  

 
 
Sitting Heights 

One guideline we thought would be easy to establish 
was for sitting heights. It seemed obvious enough that 
somewhere around 16 to 17 inches would probably be 
the optimum. But how much higher or lower could a 
surface be and still be sittable? Thanks to slopes, several 
of the most popular ledges provided a range of 
continuously variable heights. The front ledge at 
Seagram, for example, started at seven inches at one 
corner and rose to 44 inches at the other. Here was an 
opportunity for a definitive study, we thought; by 
recording over time how many people sat at what 
heights, we would get a statistical measure of 
preferences.  

The human backside is a truly important dimension – 
one that many architects ignore. Not often will you find 
a ledge or bench that is deep enough to be sittable on 

both sides. Some aren't sittable on one. 

We didn't. At any given time there would be clusters of 
people at one height, fewer on another. But such correlations did not last very long. 
When we cumulated many days of observations, we found that people had been 
distributing themselves with remarkable evenness over the whole range of heights. We 
had to conclude that people will sit almost anywhere between a height of one foot 
and three, and this was the range that was to be specified in the zoning. People will sit 
lower or higher, of course, but there are apt to be special conditions — a wall too high 
for most adults to mount but just right for teenagers.  
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A dimension that is truly important is the human backside. It is a dimension many 
architects ignore. Rarely will you find a ledge or bench that is deep enough to be 
sittable on both sides. Some aren't deep enough to be sittable on one. Most frustrating 
are the ledges just deep enough to tempt people to sit on both sides, but too shallow 
to let them do so comfortably. At peak times people may sit on both sides but they 
won't be comfortable doing it. They will be sitting on the forward edge, awkwardly.  

Thus to another of our startling findings: ledges and spaces two backsides deep seat 
more people than those that are not as deep Our recommended depth was arrived at 
quite pragmatically. The minimum-depth ledge we came across that was consistently 
used on both sides was 30 inches deep. If a ledge is at least that deep and is accessible 
on both sides, the length of each side counts as seating.  

The minimum-depth ledge we came across that was consistently used on both sides 
was 30 inches deep. 

For a few additional inches of depth, then, a developer can double the amount of his 
ledge-sitting space. This does not mean that double the number of people will use the 
ledge. They probably won't. But that is not the point. The benefit of the additional 
space is social comfort. There will be more room for groups and individuals to sort 
themselves out, more choice, and more perception of choice.  

Steps & Stairs 

Steps work for the same reason. They afford an infinity of possible groupings, and the 
excellent sight lines make all the seating great for watching the theatre of the street. 
Steps are not very comfortable- they are cold, there is no real back support, and there 
is often not enough depth for comfort. With no sacrifice of their stair function, however, 
they could be made more comfortable. Landscape architect Paul Friedberg specifies 
a tread depth of at least fourteen inches for his steps; since this marries well with a low 
riser of, say, six or six and a half inches, the steps are also very easy going up and down 
on.  
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Steps afford an infinity of possible groupings, and the excellent sight lines make all the 
seating great for watching the theatre of the street. 

We decided not to credit steps as required sitting space. If they were, developers could 
have too easy an out, and some plazas would be mostly steps and little else. But steps 
should be planned with people's sitting tendencies in mind. This is especially the case 
with corners of steps.  

To understand why, let us look again at the social life of plazas. The majority of the 
people who use plazas are in pairs or groups of three or more. Most sitting is linear. This is 
fine for individuals all right for pairs, but not very good for three or more. Left to arrange 
things for themselves, as with chairs, people in groups will position themselves at angles 
somewhere around forty-five degrees. This is the most comfortable for talking, and the 
most comfortable for brown bag lunching.  

 

Without knowing it, architects design for such groupings when they have step corners, 
and especially so with a ledge abutting at a right angle. Groups are attracted to these 
places. And so, not so paradoxically, are pedestrians on the move. Seagram is a classic 
example. People who are entering and leaving the building by the main Park Avenue 
doorways walk on the diagonal between the doorways and the step comers. In the 
process they bisect what are often the busiest eating and sitting spaces on the steps. 
Conflict? Theoretically, yes Practically, no. For all the bustle, or because of it, the sitters 
don’t seem to mind. Nor do the walkers. Sometimes tiptoeing, they will thread their way 
through the clumps of people rather than take lone detours around them.  
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People will most likely sit where pedestrian flows bisect a sittable place. And it is not so 
perverse of them. It is by choice that they do.  

We found similar patterns at other places. All things being equal you can calculate that 
where pedestrian flows bisect a sittable place that is where people will most likely sit. 
And it is not so perverse of them. It is by choice that they do. If there is some congestion, 
it is an amiable one.  

Circulation and sitting, in sum, are not antithetical but complementary. I stress this 
because a good many planners think the two should be kept separate. More to the 
point, so do some zoning codes New York's called for "pedestrian circulation areas" 
separate from "activity areas" for sitting. People ignore such boundaries.  
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Food 
Excerpted from The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, by William H. Whyte 

If you want to seed a place with activity, put out food. Food 
attracts people who attract more people. In New York, at 
every plaza or set of steps with a lively social life, you will 
almost invariably find a food vendor at the corner and a 
knot of people around him - eating, schmoozing, or just 
standing. Vendors are the caterers of a city's outdoor life. 
They flourish because they're servicing a demand not being 
met by the regular commercial establishment. Plazas are 
particularly parasitic in this respect. Hardly a one has been 
constructed that did not involve the demolition of 
luncheonettes and restaurants. The vendor thus fills a void, 
and this can become quite clear when he is shooed away. 
A lot of the life of the space goes with him. 

Vendors have a good nose for spaces that work. They have to. They are constantly 
testing the market, and if business picks up in one spot, there will soon be a cluster of 
vendors there. This will draw more people, and yet more vendors, and sometimes so 
many converge that pedestrian traffic slows to a crawl. In front of Rockefeller Plaza 
during the Christmas holidays, we've counted some 15 vendors in a 40-foot stretch 
(most of them selling hot pretzels). 

Food attracts people who attract more people. We 
had an excellent opportunity to observe this shill 
effect through some semi controlled experiments at a 
new plaza. At first there was no food. A moderate 
number of people used the place. At our suggestion, 
the management put in a food cart. It was an 
immediate success (a flower cart was not). More 
people came. A pushcart vendor set up shop on the 
sidewalk, then another. Business continued to pick up, 

for all three vendors. Next, the management got the restaurant in the building to open 
a small outdoor café. More people came and yet more - over and above the number 
who used the café. 

The optical leverage in these things is tremendous. For basic props, 
nothing is more needed than a pushcart, and several stacks of 
folding chairs and tables. Set up a kiosk or a pushcart, spread the 
chairs out, put up the colored umbrellas, and the customers and 
the visual effect can be stunning. Instead of distributing the 
facilities over a large space, group the tables and chairs close 
together. As a consequence, people will be compressed into 
meeting one another easily; waiting in line or weaving their way 

http://www.pps.org/Products/sociallife.htm�
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through the tables. Very quickly, the space can became a great social interchange for 
pedestrians.  
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Vending Carts 
Excerpted from Public Space Amenities: A Guide to Their Design and Management in 
Downtowns, Neighborhood Commercial Districts, and Parks, published by Project for 
Public Spaces. 

 

The design of a vending cart is essential to the success of any vendor, because the cart 
is the "store." In developing regulations for vending cart design the following points 
should be considered.  

• The cart should be designed to reflect the particular product being sold. 
Different products, to be displayed effectively, require different vending cart 
designs. For example, if a vendor is selling popcorn, people like to see the corn 
being popped, and to know that it is fresh. If postcards or fruit or vegetables are 
sold, people will want to examine them. 
 

• The cart should be designed for the customer's convenience. People like to see 
the vendor, know what they are purchasing, and how much it will cost. People 
also like to have a place to rest packages or pocketbooks and to get out of the 
wind or rain. 
 

• The cart should be designed for ease of operation by the vendor. From the 
vendor's point of view, the cart needs to be affordable as well as easy to set up, 
clean, and move. Vending cart materials should be nonporous, and resistant to 
dirt and rain. The wheels should be rubber. A drop-canopy for protection from 
rain and wind, and a seat, are also important to the vendor. For vendors selling 
food, temperature control and a thermal unit are critical. 
 

• Vending carts should be easily portable, or a storage space should be provided 
downtown. Some cities provide storage space downtown for vendors. Others 
allow some carts to remain in place both day and night (e.g., popcorn wagons). 
If this is the case, the cart should be designed so that it looks good when it is 
closed. 

For more examples of vending carts (and manufacturers' information), visit: 
 
Aaran's Vending Directory: http://www.vendingdirectory.com/default.asp?catid=81&cattitle=kiosk 
VanSan: http://www.vansan.com/html/food.html 

http://www.vendingdirectory.com/default.asp?catid=81&cattitle=kiosk�
http://www.vendingdirectory.com/default.asp?catid=81&cattitle=kiosk�
http://www.vansan.com/html/food.html�
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Bus Shelters 
Excerpted from Public Space Amenities: A Guide to their Design and Management of in 
Downtowns, Neighborhood Commercial Districts, and Parks, published by Project for 
Public Spaces.  

A good bus shelter is an essential part of any successful urban 
mass-transit system. What constitutes "good," however, depends 
upon your point of view. From the perspective of the city agency 
that is responsible for its management, a good shelter is one that 
has low maintenance requirements and is vandal-resistant. From 
the rider's point of view, an ideal shelter is one that allows visibility 
and easy access to the bus, is comfortable and convenient, 
provides clear information, and is safe.  

Both viewpoints are equally important to consider, because an 
unused shelter is a waste of money and an unnecessary 
maintenance problem. A well-designed, comfortable shelter can 
make waiting for a bus a pleasant -- and even interesting -- 
experience! Unfortunately, many poorly designed shelters also exist.  

To decide what type of shelter to use in a particular area requires an analysis of existing 
and anticipated conditions, as well as some knowledge of the characteristics of good 
shelter location and design. Information about each factor is included below.  

• Is a bus shelter needed? 
• Where should it be located? 
• How should it be designed? 
• How should it be maintained and managed? 
• Are there funding options? 

IS A BUS SHELTER NEEDED? 

There are some general guidelines that should be followed in deciding whether or not a 
bus shelter is needed. Situations where a shelter is required include the following: 
neighborhoods where buses run infrequently; commercial areas with frequent service 
and high levels of ridership; areas where security is a problem; neighborhoods where 
there are many older or infirmed people; and areas where inclement weather is 
common. 

LOCATION 

Good locations for bus shelters are near retail stores that have products related to bus 
riders' needs (e.g. bakery, flower shop, newsstand, etc.) and are open late at night; 
near office building entrances within view of a security guard; near street vendors; and 
in conjunction with other amenities such as telephones, benches, and so on.  
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Specific guidelines for locating bus shelters are noted below:  

• Bus shelters near intersections should be set back 
from the crosswalk approximately 10 feet to 
avoid conflicts with pedestrian traffic. If a bus 
stop is on the far side of an intersection, the 
shelter should be located a minimum of 40 feet 
from the crosswalk to allow adequate room for 
the bus to stop. 
 

• A distance of 3 feet should be allowed between 
the bus shelter and the curb for free movement in boarding and exiting from the 
bus. 
 

• Bus shelters should have their long side parallel to the sidewalk to minimize 
interference with pedestrian traffic. 
 

• Exit and entry openings should be oriented so 
that people are protected from the wind. 
However, it is important to keep the side of the 
shelter facing the street open to allow 
passengers to board or exit the bus easily. 
 

• Elements such as information kiosks or vendors 
that can obstruct the view of oncoming buses 
should be located "down-stream" from the 
shelter. 

DESIGN 

A bus shelter should be designed to reflect the city in which it is located. This can be 
accomplished through the use of local materials and by the design details. Often 
standard shelters can be adapted to reflect the unique characteristics of the area in 
which they are located.  

Within this context there are four general qualities that any well-designed bus shelter 
should have. These qualities, described below, are visibility, accessibility, comfort and 
convenience, and information.  

Visibility 
People must be able to see the bus coming. Poorly 
designed shelters that obstruct views of approaching 
buses will force people to leave the shelters to watch 
for oncoming buses.  

Accessibility 
People must be able to board the bus conveniently. To 
many riders this is the most important aspect of a bus 
shelter's design, because people like to be close to the 
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point where the bus door will open so they will be sure of getting on. The shelter should 
not obstruct this process of boarding.  

Comfort and Convenience 
Shelters should provide a place to sit, protection from 
weather, and a feeling of safety and security. 

 

Information 
People need to know when a bus will arrive and where 
it will go. This is especially important for people who are 
unfamiliar with the service, such as tourists. 

 

Side Panels  

The following design guidelines can be used in designing 
or selecting a bus shelter:  

• Side panels should generally not be used on the 
curbside of the shelter, except on very narrow 
streets with heavy traffic. If side panels are used 
on the curbside, an opening at least 3 feet wide 
needs to be provided to allow people access to 
the buses. 
 

• Side panels should be mounted 3 inches off the ground so that debris will not 
collect inside the shelter. If more than 3 inches off the ground, they will not keep 
out drafts. 
 

• Side panels should be made of clear glass, as noted below. 

Roof  

• A pitched roof should be used to prevent the collection of rain, snow and debris. 
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Seating and Leaning Rails  

• The amount of seating should be based on both 
the number of people who will use the shelter 
and the amount of time people will spend 
waiting. Where people wait for a long time, or 
where the shelter is used by the elderly or infirm, 
more scaling is generally needed than in areas 
where the bus comes more frequently. 
 

• Leaning rails should be provided whenever 
possible. A wood rail at 3 feet 6 inches above the ground is best. 

Lighting  

• Lights should be housed in a protective casing to reduce vandalism, and 
directed so that they illuminate the waiting and boarding areas. New York City's 
shelters are lighted at night by backlit advertising panels at an intensity of 20 
lumens per square foot. 

Signage  

• Schedule, route information, and a map should be located in or next to bus 
shelters but not so that the view of the oncoming bus is blocked. 

Size  

• The size of a bus shelter depends on the climate as 
well as the number of people who are expected to 
use it. (In order to determine the expected use, 
count the number of people who currently use a 
particular stop at different times of day and week.) 
 

• Where there are large fluctuations between peak 
and off-peak use, a bus shelter can be designed 
with leaning rails, overhangs, and seating areas 
outside of the shelter to accommodate the differences. 

MAINTENANCE & MANAGEMENT 

To be durable, bus shelters should be composed of structural members and inset 
panels, not snap-together "curtain walls" or decorative sections that are easily 
vandalized. In general, a steel structure is best. Wood is not as durable and concrete 
tends to be monolithic in appearance and tends to discolor and soil easily. For flexibility, 
installation should be by means of bolted attachment rather than by casting in place.  

There should be few movable parts, as they are easily broken. Parts should be easy to 
reorder and replace and should not require removal of other parts or sections for 
access to make the repair. Materials should be vandal, graffiti, weather, salt, and rust 
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resistant, and easy to clean. A protective finish can be applied to steel in cases where 
salt damage is severe. Herculite glass side panels (used in New York City) resist 
scratching, are strong, shatter-resistant, and easy to clean. Plastic or Plexiglas is not 
recommended as it tends to discolor and scratch easily, reducing visibility from the 
shelter. The manufacturer of the bus shelter should be consulted as to the best 
combination of materials and finishes for a particular area.  

In addition to these specific issues it is also important to consider the bus shelter within 
the context of the overall transit system. Cooperation is necessary, therefore, between 
the city, the transit company, and any other parties involved in the maintenance and 
management of the shelter. This requires a commitment by the city to a high level of 
maintenance and management. There is considerable research that shows that a well-
maintained bus shelter will be better respected and less subject to vandalism and other 
abuses than one that is poorly maintained. A good maintenance program is also 
contingent upon a bus shelter that is designed to minimize the amount of litter 
collection, cleaning, and minor repairs needed, as was described previously. A good 
maintenance program should include a program for monitoring the use of bus shelters 
once they are installed. 

FINANCING 

Alternative financing mechanisms for bus shelters are becoming increasingly popular in 
many cities. Using private contractors to construct and maintain the shelters is one way 
to obtain and maintain shelters al no public cost. Private contractors typically use 
revenues generated by advertisements on the shelters. If this method of financing is 
used, it is especially important that the design, locations, and amenities that are to be 
provided within the shelter be specified in the contract between the city and the 
contractor.  
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Water Features 
Excerpted from The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces, by William H. Whyte 

 

Water is another fine element, and designers are doing creative things with it. New 
plazas and parks provide water in all sorts of forms: waterfalls, waterwalls, rapids, 
sluiceways, tranquil pools, water tunnels, meandering brooks, and fountains of all kinds. 
In only one major respect is something lacking: access. 

REACH OUT AND TOUCH 

One of the best things about water is the feel of it. 
People love to touch it: They stick their hands in it, stick 
in their toes and feet, and sometimes even splash 
about in it. However, in many places, water is only to 
be looked at. Let a foot touch it and a guard will be 
there in an instant. Not allowed. Chemicals in the 
water. Danger of contamination.  

It's not right to put water before people and then 
keep them away from it. But this is what has been 

happening across the country. Pools and fountains are installed, then immediately 
posted with signs admonishing people not to touch. Equally egregious is the zeal with 
which many pools are continually emptied, refilled, vacuumed, and cleaned, as 
though the primary function of them was their maintenance.  

Safety is the usual reason given for keeping people 
away. But there are better ways than electrocution to 
handle this problem. At the Auditorium Forecourt 
Fountain in Portland, Oregon, people have been 
climbing up and down a complex of sluiceways and 
falls for some six years. It looks dangerous - designer 
Lawrence Halprin designed it to look dangerous - and, 
since the day it opened, there have been no serious 
mishaps. This splendid fountain is an affirmation of trust 
in people, and it says much about the good city of Portland. 

http://www.pps.org/Products/sociallife.htm�
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THE SOUND OF WATER 

Another great thing about water is the sound of it. When 
people explain why they find New York's Paley Park so 
quiet and restful, one thing they always mention is the 
waterwall. In fact, the waterwall is quite loud: the noise 
level is about 75 decibels close by, measurably higher 
than the level out on the street. Furthermore,the sound - 
taken by itself - is not especially pleasant. I have played 
tapes to people and asked them what they thought it 
was. Usually they grimace and say a subway train, trucks 
on a freeway, or something just as bad. In the park, 
however, the sound is perceived as quite pleasant. It is 
white sound and masks the intermittent honks and bangs 
that are the most annoying aspects of street noise. It also 
masks conversations. Even though there are many others 
nearby, you can talk quite loudly to a companion - sometimes you almost have to - 
and enjoy a feeling of privacy. On the occasions when the waterwall is turned off, a 
spell is broken, and the place seems nowhere as congenial. Or, as quiet.  
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Waste Receptacles 
Excerpted from Public Space Amenities: A Guide to their Design and Management of in 
Downtowns, Neighborhood Commercial Districts, and Parks, published by Project for 
Public Spaces.  

Finding a good waste receptacle for a downtown - simple as it 
may sound - is not an easy task. This is, in part, because of the 
diverse functions that waste receptacles serve on a street. A 
waste receptacle, of course, should be convenient to use and 
easy to maintain, but it also often accommodates a wide 
variety of other activities. People sit on waste receptacles, rest 
packages or briefcases on them, meet people next to them, 
and so on.  

• Is a waste receptacle needed? 
• Where should I put it? 
• How do I choose a waste receptacle? 
• What are the components of a good maintenance 

program? 

IS A WASTE RECEPTACLE NEEDED? 

One of the most common mistakes made in cities is placing waste receptacles where 
they are easy to empty, rather than where they are convenient for people to use. The 
result is often littered streets and empty waste receptacles. Because people usually will 
not go out of their way to find a waste receptacle, the challenge is to determine where 
one is needed.  

To decide where a waste receptacle is needed, some simple on-site observations are 
necessary. The locations of existing street furniture and the type and location of ground-
floor land uses (e.g., department stores, fast food, etc.) should be recorded on a large-
scale map of the area. The extent, location, and type of litter should also be recorded. 
In addition, people such as the local sanitation workers should be interviewed about 
the problems they have observed. After doing these initial observations, it should be 
fairly clear where and how many waste receptacles are needed. 

LOCATION 

Good locations for waste receptacles are places where there are lots of 
people such as at busy intersections close to the crosswalks, next to take-
out food shops or food vendors, at bus stops, in plazas, outside major 
building entrances (e.g., offices, department stores, residences), and near 
other street furniture such as benches or telephones.  

The number of waste receptacles that are needed depends on the number of people 
who use an area, on the amount of litter generated by different land uses, and on the 
efficiency of the maintenance and sanitation program. On a downtown street, two to 
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four waste receptacles per block is generally sufficient. One should be located at each 
end of the block next to the crosswalk, and one or two more in the middle of the block 
if there are benches or take-out food shops. 

DESIGN 

There are hundreds of different types of waste receptacles 
available. However, not many of them fulfill the requirements 
necessary to make them a good choice for a downtown street. 
In choosing a waste receptacle, there are several important 
qualities to look for.  

The most important quality is that the waste receptacle looks 
like a place for depositing litter. All too often, in an attempt to 
make them blend into the environment, waste receptacles 
become unrecognizable as places to put rubbish. Although 
waste receptacles should be compatible with other street 
furniture and with the architectural character of the city, a 
waste receptacle should not ever hide its main function as a 
clearly recognizable place to deposit litter.  

Equally important in the design of a good waste receptacle is that it is easy to use. 
Waste receptacles that have the following characteristics are best:  

• People should not have to touch the waste receptacle or push open a door in 
order to use it. 
 

• The opening of the waste receptacle should be 
large enough to accommodate litter. The exact size 
of the opening varies depending on the situation. 
For example, in parks, where people may deposit 
larger items, the hole will need to be larger. A rule of 
thumb is that the opening should be at least 10 
inches wide, which is large enough to 
accommodate a folded newspaper or a take out 
food container. When the opening is too small, an 
item such as a newspaper can get jammed in it 
and litter will get strewn around the outside of the 
receptacle. In addition, the opening should not be 
more than 36 inches above the ground so that it 
can be used by the handicapped. 
 

• The size of the waste receptacle should be related both to how much it is 
expected to be used and how frequently it will be emptied. A well-managed 
public space will always have smaller receptacles that are emptied often rather 
than one large receptacle that is not frequently emptied. In most areas, a 30 to 
50 gallon container is adequate. 
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• A waste receptacle should also be sturdy, because of the many other activities 
such as sitting, leaning, etc., that may occur next to or on top of it. 

MAINTENANCE & MANAGEMENT 

The following maintenance factors are important to consider in selecting a waste 
receptacle:  

• To be durable, materials should be graffiti-, fire-, rust-, and stain-resistant. We 
have noted some of the characteristics of commonly used materials below: 
 
Enamel - graffiti- and stain-resistant, but some types chip easily. 
 
Wood and rough textured or porous surfaces - rust- and stain-resistant, but are 
subject to vandalism and difficult to clean. 
 
Aluminum - generally a good material, but in some areas, vandal-prone as scrap 
metal. 
 
Solvent-sensitive plastics - can be problematic, especially in parks, where 
barbecue lighter fluids can get put into the can. 
 
Galvanized steel - a highly durable material suitable for places where 
receptacles may get heavy abuse. 
 

• Receptacles should be easy for maintenance personnel to empty. 
The easiest receptacles to service are those that are emptied from 
the top. Receptacles that open on the side are difficult and time-
consuming to empty, and are likely to break. Moving parts, which 
can break, rust, or be taken apart, should be avoided. 
 

• Waste receptacles should have liners to prevent litter from leaking or falling out 
of the container and on to the sidewalk. A metal or plastic liner with a 
disposable, heavy-duty inner plastic bag is best. Plastic liners are easier than 
metal liners to clean, but are sensitive to solvents such as lighter fluid. In parks, 
where barbecuing is common, a metal liner is best, and on city sidewalks, plastic 
is better. The inner, disposable bag should be securely attached with a rim to the 
top of the liner or container so that litter cannot fall into the liner. These bags 
should be temperature-, puncture-, tear-, and odor-resistant and able to 
withstand stress and impact when carried or thrown. They should also have a 
good method for closing. 

The New York City Department of Sanitation has recently established specifications for 
their new standard garbage bag that is sturdier and more resistant to puncturing and 
tearing than most bags. The bag is a 30-gallon polyethylene bag, 1.5 mm. thick, and 
costs 9 cents. However, no waste receptacle, even if it is well-designed, convenient to 
use, easy to empty, and properly located, will work well if it is not emptied regularly, well 
maintained, and moved, if necessary, to a better location. Therefore, establishing a 
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good maintenance program and monitoring its effectiveness is an essential part of a 
good waste receptacle program.  

There are many examples of effective and innovative programs. In Denver, 
responsibility for maintaining and servicing waste receptacles and other amenities on 
the 16th Street Mall has been contracted out to a mall management organization.  

New York initiated an "adopt-a-basket" program in which private sponsors such as stores 
and other businesses provide maintenance and servicing of the receptacles. The 
sponsors also agree to clean the surrounding sidewalk. 
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Tents & Awnings 
Tents can be evocative of many different types of 
experiences and memories for people. Many children 
first experienced nature by sleeping out in a tent in their 
backyards, others went to see trapeze artists and lion 
tamers in the big top of the traveling circus or livestock 
and fresh vegetables at the county fair, people have 
had spiritual guidance in tents, gotten married, heard 
live theater or music or danced their first dance; others 

voted for the first time in a tent.  

In New York City, a stretch fabric "tent structure" used in 
a national park provided an identity for the park, 
involved artists in its creation and yet provided shade 
and shelter to people using the park. In a small town in 
the Czech Republic, a gypsy tent was put in the center 
of the town square as 
a way of educating 
the children of the 
community about 

gypsy life. When the children went inside the tent, they 
often drew picture of their experiences and these were 
hung around the outside of the tent. The French could 
be considered the tent experts in their use of awnings, 
outdoor café umbrellas and with each increase in the 
number of people using a restaurant, another overhead structure is pulled out of 
nowhere to create the setting for the eating, drinking and people watching that is 
essential to any great public space. 
 

Tents come in many forms. They can be a simple 
awning over a shop window, umbrellas at an outdoor 
cafe, small fabric structures that define the spaces and 
vendors at a farmers market, to large tents that are 
used for a variety of purposes in public spaces. The 
possibilities are endless. 

 
 

Tents serve many difference purposes. Used effectively a tent can provide a range of 
functions in a public space and often provide an opportunity to be creative in their 
design. 
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Some of the specific uses that a tent can be put to include: 

Shelter and identity for an event that is occurring in a space, particularly if the tent is 
dramatically designed. 

 
 

Temporary space and shelter for economic activity such as for crafts or farmers 
markets, or for outdoor dining.  



How to Turn a Place Around 

 

 Copyright 2013 by Project for Public Spaces 

 
 

Identity for a specific area such as a gateway for a city or to cover a specific area of a 
space. Las Vegas has recently used a tent to create an environment covering their 
"main street." 
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Lighting Use & Design 
In many situations, particularly when people are concerned about security, there is a 
tendency to over-light a park, plaza, street, or other public space. But in fact, too much 
lighting can be just as bad as too little lighting. The key to developing a good plan is to 
relate lighting to the evening functions of a particular space, because in the larger 
view, street lighting is more than just a technical requirement, a security need, or a 
design element. It can be thought of and utilized in terms of how the type, placement, 
and wattage affect how a street is perceived and used.  

 

Although its primary purpose is nighttime visibility for security and safety, successful 
street lighting takes into account the human users of the street, not simply the 
requirements set by local DOT and public works agencies. For instance, one way to 
emphasize pedestrian activity over automobile traffic is to replace standard overhead 
street lights with smaller-scale, more frequently spaced fixtures geared to pedestrians.  

• Why is lighting important? 
• What are the ways to use lighting? 
• How much lighting is enough? 
• How far apart should lights be spaced? 
• Are there other situational variables to consider? 
• Are there secondary functions for light poles? 

IMPORTANCE OF LIGHTING 

• Increases safety in areas that people use, such as doorways and bus stops.  
• Aids in geographic orientation,as people can use well-lit focal points (fountains, 

buildings, bridges, towers, sculpture, et al.) as landmarks to help them find their 
way.  

• Highlights the identity and history of an area, for well-lit historic details draw 
attention to the uniqueness of an area.  

• Creates a sense of drama.  

 
 
 
 



How to Turn a Place Around 

 

 Copyright 2013 by Project for Public Spaces 

 
 
USES OF LIGHTING  

• Landscaping: Trees lit with small white "bee" 
lights have become a popular sight in many 
cities even outside the holiday season, perhaps 
because they impart a magical feeling and 
bring positive attention to streets and public 
spaces.  

 

• Transit stops: People feel more secure when bus, 
train, or trolley stops are well-lit. Lighting also 
draws attention to and encourages use of such 
amenities.  

 

• Entrances: Careful evening lighting around 
building entrances -- especially in residential 
building doorways -- contributes to the safety of a district even more than 
indiscriminate use of bright lighting that is not focused on areas of use.  

 

• Edges: The edges of a park or plaza -– particularly 
any interesting gateposts, fences, and specimen 
trees visible from the adjacent street -– should be lit 
to help define and identify the interior space. 
Buildings located on the edges of a park can also 
have seasonal lights, bringing attention to the larger 
district beyond the park.  

 

• Retail displays: Lighting retail displays, even when stores are closed, not only 
provides ambient light for the street, but also encourages window-shopping. This 
tactic can help to increase the number of people on a street, which is a major 
contributor to security.  
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• Architectural details: Lighting entrances, archways, cornices, 
columns, and so forth can call attention to the uniqueness of 
a building, place, or district and bring a sense of drama to the 
experience of walking at night.  

 

• Signage: Well-lit maps, along with directional and informational signage, are 
essential to providing orientation at night.  

 

• Focal points: Lighted sculpture, fountains, 
bridges, towers, and other major elements in a 
district, especially those visible to passing 
pedestrians and vehicles, provide another form 
of wayfinding.  

 
As a traffic-calming device: The difference between a pedestrian-lit street and a 
highly illuminated highway automatically signals drivers that they have entered a 
new and different zone, and compels them to slow their driving speed.  

QUALITY & QUANTITY OF LIGHT  

Different sources of illumination vary significantly with respect to 
the quality of light they provide. This, in turn, has a dramatic effect 
upon the appearance and safety of the street at night. High-
pressure sodium, the light source typically used in city street-light 
fixtures, casts a yellowish-orange glow that results in poor color 
rendition; it compromises visual clarity and detracts enormously 
from the overall quality of the nighttime urban environment. By 
contrast, metal halide as a light source produces a soft, white 
glow that renders color accurately; it offers better visual clarity, 
improves reaction time for vehicles, and requires less wattage for 
the same perceived visibility. Quality of light is also influenced by 
quantity of light -- or more specifically, by the relationship 
between the brightness of a light and one's distance from it. Light 
becomes more diffuse farther away from the source, so for a 
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given brightness, there is a range of heights within which the source should be located 
to create the desired quality of light.  

Height of the luminaire: Although luminaire mounting heights have typically increased 
over the past few decades as lamp technology has allowed for higher and brighter 
road lights, the result is often lighting designed for the car or the parking lot, not for the 
person walking on the side of the street. Reducing the luminaires' height, and adjusting 
it to the scale of the person on the sidewalk, calls for more fixtures, which in turn means 
that the luminaires, the poles, and their placement can have an impact on the 
streetscape.  

Type and wattage: However, as a luminaire's height is lowered, the lamp's brightness 
must be adjusted so that is does not create excessive glare for pedestrians. At the same 
time, the wattage must also be capable of adequately lighting the road. For instance, 
9-foot luminaires might be augmented with overhead lights because, depending on 
the street width, the wattage needed to light the street would create a blinding glare 
for the pedestrian.  

LIGHT SPACING/FIXTURE CONFIGURATION 

In addition to the height of the light source, appropriate spacing 
of light fixtures is critical to achieving consistent illumination of 
streets and sidewalks, and to preventing the pedestrian from 
encountering intervals of darkness. Consistent light coverage is 
important, particularly along the sidewalk, because the 
perception of light is relative to its surroundings. Therefore, a poorly 
lit area will seem so much darker in contrast to a brightly lit area 
nearby.  

The minimum required space between lights might meet lighting 
standards, but may or may not achieve the desired effect. For 
example, a typical DOT lighting scheme for an average street 40' 
in width (two traffic and two parking lanes) would have 25' to 40' 
cobra head lights every 125'-150', staggered on either side of the street. An alternative 
to this vehicle-oriented scheme is to reduce the height of the fixtures to 13' and place 
them every 50' and opposite each other.  

Sidewalk Placement: In addition to the technical criterion of the lights themselves, the 
distribution of lightposts along the street can have a dramatic effect on the nature of 
the street and its secondary uses.  

• Staggered arrangement: Staggering lightposts across the street from each other 
allows for an arrangement that is less formal, and can potentially use fewer lights, 
since there will be some overlap illumination.  

• Opposite arrangement: Light fixtures that are aligned directly across the street 
from each other set up a more formal condition. Opposite arrangement allows 
for spanning the street with banners or holiday lights.  

• Sensitivity to existing conditions: Although a standard distance between street 
lights might be specified (say, every 40' or 50'), make allowances to respond to 
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existing or recommended circumstances, such as a street café, compatibility or 
conflict with existing traffic signals, benches, bus stops, and telephones.  

• More closely spaced lightposts create a stronger edge along the sidewalk, 
reinforcing the sidewalk itself as an exterior habitable space.  

• Using more numerous and closely spaced light fixtures is one way of lowering the 
wattage, and therefore potential glare, of each fixture.  

Street scale is an important factor in determining the appropriate configuration of street 
light fixtures. Broad avenues require fixtures of a different scale from narrow side streets, 
because the arc of light created by a source varies with its height from the ground. 
Very wide streets may also require that the light source be extended further over the 
roadbed. Getting light back onto the sidewalk, on the other hand, requires a 
pedestrian fixture at a lower height.  

Photometric analysis is an important means of determining the appropriate spacing of 
light fixtures to ensure that light is spread evenly where it is needed.  

OTHER FACTORS 

A. Street Character  

Special conditions relating to street character are also 
important considerations in determining an appropriate 
fixture. Qualities such as the architectural or historical 
character of the building or park edge, the existence 
and density of a tree canopy, and the degree of 
ambient light are all factors. Each of these 
characteristics can strongly impact the effectiveness 
and appropriateness of various light fixtures and must be 
included in the analysis of lighting concepts.  

For instance, if the main use of the street is to channel a rapid flow of traffic (e.g. a 
highway or major arterial), the recommended light level would differ from that of a low-
traffic residential street –- which should in turn differ from a pedestrian-oriented 
downtown street. Street lighting that is implemented as part of an overall streetscape 
design in conjunction with other elements, such as benches, bus 
stops, and waste receptacles, will reflect the pedestrian-oriented 
quality of the street, and can potentially enable the off-street area 
(sidewalks, plazas, pocket parks) to be more conducive to 
pedestrian and merchant activities.  

B. Compatibility and Coordination  

The choice of light fixtures must meet the community’s preferences, 
based on the character of the street and surrounding 
neighborhood. Factors to consider include number of luminaires per 
post (single, double, or lighting standards with three or more); 
materials, colors, and finishes; and historical or contemporary style. 
Finally, in order to design the street as a public space, light fixtures should be conceived 
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of as part of a coordinated line of amenities –- not pieced together from a variety of 
incongruous components. They should appear compatible with litter receptacles and 
other street furniture.  

In addition, different light fixtures that serve different 
purposes should relate to one another as part of a 
family of fixtures. This means that, in a given family, 
each of the fixture components (base, pole, luminaire) 
should have stylistic compatibility, while varying in 
form according to functional requirements. In 
addition, items that are attached to the fixtures (signs, 
signals, signal box, etc.) should coordinate in 
appearance, and the systems for attaching them 
should be integrated as parts of a whole, rather than 
being sloppily fastened on as an afterthought.  

 

C. Existing Conditions  

Ultimately, every situation has a different set of variables, and the light levels must be 
considered for each specific location. In addition to dealing with the characteristics 
described above, lighting levels and an overall lighting plan must be derived from a 
number of existing conditions (listed below), with other desired factors also taken into 
account.  

• street width 
• sidewalk width 
• path width (in parks or plazas)  
• typical height of buildings 
• number, placement, and types of trees 
• types of paved surfaces 
• roadway geometries 
• length of the block 

SECONDARY FUNCTIONS OF LIGHT POLES 

• Individual pole decorations or banners: These can utilize single 
or double attachments to the post. The luminaire height may 
effect the length of a side banner, which typically may hang as 
low as 9’. (So, for instance, a 3’ to 4’ banner could be hung 
below a 13’ luminaire.) Attachments should be carefully 
detailed to complement the lighting style and materials.  
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• Street-spanning banners or decorations for holidays or 
special events: Span-wires to support accessory street 
ornamentations must be located at least 15’ to 30’ above 
street level. The height must be sufficient to clear 
automobiles and trucks, while also relating to the 
surrounding height of buildings and/or the character of 
open spaces. Note that street-spanning banners are not 
allowed by all city codes, and careful attention must be 
paid to wind loads and attachments.  

 

• Planters: Best is either a non-irrigated, hanging planter or an 
irrigated model with an enclosed pipe within the light 
pole 

 

 

• Additional electrical capacity may also be needed to assist in street, tree, 
and/or event lighting. 

 

Thanks to the Cityscape Institute for contributing research to this feature. 
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Signage 
A good signage system can perform multiple functions. On the most 
basic level, it provides effective information and direction for people 
to find their way around a downtown, a building complex, park, or 
other public space. It can also encourage learning experiences; 
create and maintain an image for a place; communicate rules; and 
provide a sense of place and local pride by incorporating history or 
cultural details.  

Signs can meet specific needs and target certain areas. But their 
location is key. Placing signage in conjunction with other amenities 
such as benches, cafes, restrooms, and phones, or places where 
paths cross, can create mini-"destinations" or places-within-a-place. 
Elements that are "triangulated" in this way have a bigger impact 
together than they would separately, and allow users to attend to several needs at the 
same place. When they are well-located, signs can help to create a comfortable and 
social place where people can relax and spend time. 

Below is a step-by-step guide to help non-professionals participate in the process of 
developing and designing a signage system, as well as information on the range of 
signage types.  

• Clarify your goals 
• Survey existing signange conditions 
• Understand the users and decision points 
• Identify any historic or cultural aspects 
• Outline guidelines for the information system 
• Develop a master plan 
• Test, experiment, and evaluate 
• Signage types 

I. Clarify your goals. 

Decide on the aims and purposes for the signage system you want to develop. 
Determine what functions the signage is to serve, whom it is to serve, and the kinds of 
information you want to communicate.  

II. Survey existing signage conditions 

Build upon what already exists by using what works well and improving on that which 
does not. Using existing elements or variations upon those elements can build users' 
familiarity with signs and their meanings. A survey of the existing signage may include:  

• reviewing standards and guidelines 
• evaluation studies 
• surveying the physical signs by type, condition, and placement 
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• examining incident and accident records to determine what new types of 
signage may needed 

• interviewing staff concerning information relevant to the place (see next tip)  

III. Understand the users and decision points  

• Walk along the paths frequented by different 
types of users: visitors, tourists, residents, workers, 
families, younger and older people, wheelchair 
users, bicyclists, frequent or infrequent users, etc. 
Make observations on these different types in 
order to "see" the way people make decisions 
and how they enter and move through a place.  

• Talk to people about areas, facilities, or features 
that they find difficult to locate; ask them about 
the overall image of the place, and difficulties they might have in using it. 

• Interview staff about information-related problems that they have noticed, 
including conflicts (such as uses or activities that may conflict with maintenance, 
safety, or other issues); conflicts between types of visitors; vandalism; recurring 
problems and questions; sponsored programs and activities; and staff 
information needs. Circle these areas on a map. 

IV. Identify any historic or cultural aspects 

Consider and identify any unique aspects of the history 
or culture in and around the site that might contribute 
to a sense of place, nurture local pride and stimulate 
learning about the place. This could include historical 
events, elements of architectural interest, or natural 
features.  

V. Outline guidelines for the overall information system 

Assemble the information you have gathered and organize it both in writing and in a 
plan. Include information on signage goals, audiences, and tone of the information to 
be conveyed.  

VI. Develop a master plan for the overall informational system  

Once you have completed the above steps, you will have a wealth of information that 
can be developed into a master plan, and will be of great help in working with a 
graphic designer or signage consultant.  

A master plan should include signs for information (both regulatory and interpretive), 
wayfinding and orientation, and identification purposes. It should also lay out the types 
of signage that are needed, along with text and symbols. Using the guidelines and the 
written issues you have developed, organize and prioritize information requirements into 
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groups of signage by type. Develop text and symbols for new signs and revise messages 
for existing signs as necessary.  

VII. Test, experiment, and evaluate the effect of new signs  

Do brief tests of the signage you have developed by talking to users about their 
experiences with the signage, as well as how the messages are phrased, designed, and 
located. Evaluate the effectiveness of the signs according to the goals, purposes, and 
guidelines that you developed. Depending on the responses you get from users, 
experiment with how messages are phased, how signs are designed, and where they 
are located.  

Signage Types 

• Maps at entry points, within the boundaries of a 
place, and along set distances of pathways can 
help to increase and enhance users' knowledge, 
curiosity and interest about a place. Maps not 
only can help visitors guide and direct 
themselves, but highlight points of interest as well.  
 

• Information Kiosks/Bulletin Boards can help users 
who are only familiar with part of a place that 
they frequent, and unaware of its entire range of 
features or facilities. Often users are also 
uninformed about events and activities, as well 
as renovation or management plans. 
Information/ bulletin boards can serve as an 
outreach tool to better inform them about what's 
going on.  
 

• Educational Signs can be conceived as a fun 
way to engage people in the interesting or 
unique aspects about a place. Consider the 
various audiences and their interests, as well as 
their reasons for being in a place that would complement the type of 
educational signage to be developed.  
 

• Directional Signs posted intermittently serve to help people keep their bearing, 
and also feel located and secure. This type of signage can make use of 
landmarks or other points of interest in performing its function.  
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