
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Health-promoting dense urban spaces? 

– People’s perception of public squares in Malmö 
 

 
 
 
 

Anna Jönsson 
 
 
 
 

 
Independent project • 30 hp  

Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, SLU           Department of people and society 

Outdoor Environment for Health and Well-being Master’s Program 

Alnarp, 2021 



2 

 

 

 
 
 

Health-promoting dense urban spaces? – People’s perception 
of public squares in Malmö 

 
 

 

Anna Jönsson 

 

Supervisor: Elizabeth Marcheschi, SLU, Department of people and society 

Assistant supervisor: Fredrika Mårtensson, SLU, Department of people and society 

Examiner: Caroline Hägerhäll, SLU, Department of people and society 

     Co-examiner:          Jonathan Stoltz, SLU, Department of people and society 
 
 
 
 

Credits: 30 hp 

Level: A2E 

Course title: Master Project in Landscape Architecture 

Course code: EX0858 

Programme/education: Outdoor Environments for Health and Well-being Mater’s Program 

Place of publication: Alnarp 

Year of publication:  2021 

Authorized cover picture: Malmö stad, 2019 

 
 

Keywords: Urban densification, urban density, the city of Malmö, urban planning processes, physical and social 

aspects, human health outcomes, environmental perception, crowding, stress, pleasantness, dense urban 

places, stress restoration, attention theory, restorative environment, quantitative data, qualitative data, 

descriptive statistics, thematic analysis. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences 

Department of people and society 



3 

 

 

 

 

Publishing and archiving 

Approved students’ theses at SLU are published electronically. As a student, you 

have the copyright to your own work and need to approve the electronic publishing. 

If you check the box for YES, the full text (pdf file) and metadata will be visible 

and searchable online. If you check the box for NO, only the metadata and the 

abstract will be visiable and searchable online. Nevertheless, when the document is 

uploaded it will still be archived as a digital file. 

If you are more than one author you all need to agree on a decision. You can find 

more information about publishing and archiving here: https://www.slu.se/en/ 

subweb/library/publish-and-analyse/register-and-publish/agreement-for- 

publishing/ 

 
 

☒ YES, I/we hereby give permission to publish the present thesis in accordance 

with the SLU agreement regarding the transfer of the right to publish a work. 

 

☐ NO, I/we do not give permission to publish the present work. The work will still 

be archived and its metadata and abstract will be visible and searchable. 

https://www.slu.se/en/%20subweb/library/publish-and-analyse/register-and-publish/agreement-for-publishing/
https://www.slu.se/en/%20subweb/library/publish-and-analyse/register-and-publish/agreement-for-publishing/
https://www.slu.se/en/%20subweb/library/publish-and-analyse/register-and-publish/agreement-for-publishing/


4 

 

 

Preface  
 

This thesis concern urban densification and people’s perception of it. My interest for this 

subject depends a lot on my occupational experience within urban planning, as well as my 

personal background. I grew up on the countryside in Scania; and although I enjoy the city 

pulse, it is still fundamentally important for me to have space as well as contact with 

natural elements as part of my own health. 

 

Studying landscape architecture on an advanced level has made me realize how important 

it is to fight for the cause of people’s health and well-being in urban environments. During 

my employment years I have noticed that people’s health often is deprioritized when it 

comes to urban densification processes. People and their beneficial needs as overall users 

of the urban environments are constantly being put aside in favor for e.g., financial gain, 

status projects, fast decision-making processes, house building due to critical housing 

shortage; creating dense urban structures with fewer and smaller open spaces for people to 

share. I believe that landscape architects can make a difference in the professional arena 

regarding how urban environments and densification impact people in their everyday life. 

Since urban densification is an ongoing trend, I want this thesis to shine some light on the 

pros and cons around urban densification and its impact on people. 

 

 

Anna Jönsson 

Alnarp, 2021 



5 

 

 

Abstract  
 

 

Urbanization through densification is topical today in many countries and cities around the 

globe; including the city of Malmö in Sweden which is the fastest growing city in the 

country. This explorative study of densification had the city of Malmö as case for 

investigating how people perceived some of their public squares. Perceived crowding, 

stress and pleasantness were identified as important factors to investigate in relation to 

urban densification. The methodology used for this study applied a mixed method 

approach by means of questionnaire and expert observations, including quantitative and 

qualitative information. The results confirm that dense urban squares are associated with 

crowding and stress, but lower if perceived pleasantness overall is higher. Higher 

perceived crowding and stress is attributed to various physical and social aspects of the 

environment, such as e.g., crowds, traffic, noise, tall buildings and little presence of 

greenery. It is also suggested that perceived levels of crowding and stress go hand in hand 

with perceived levels of pleasantness as well as familiarity with place make spaces 

perceived as more pleasant. Data further indicated how individual and situational factors 

influence the perception of the urban places, with factors related to gender, age and 

background, influencing feelings of purpose and belonging to a community. The results 

also suggest that greenery is experienced as scarce and that such natural features are 

crucial for a positive experience of the dense urban spaces. Overall, the results indicate that 

dense urban places in the city of Malmö, are perceived as crowded and stressful but also 

quite pleasant which imply that the city’s attractiveness for urban dwellers does not need to 

erode and tear on their health, if development is careful and attention is paid to much 

needed restorative qualities. 
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“…nothing gained by overcrowding…” 

“…something lost by over-spacing…” 
~ Sir Raymond Unwin 

(British architect and city planner) 



7 

 

 

Table of contents 
 

 

Preface ...................................................................................................................................................... 4 

Abstract ..................................................................................................................................................... 5 

Table of contents....................................................................................................................................... 7 

1. Introduction…… .................................................................................................................................. 9 

1.1. Urban densification as a human health problem .............................................................. 9 

1.2. The concept of urban densification ................................................................................ 12 

1.3. People’s perception of dense urban environments ......................................................... 13 

1.4. Urban planning regulated by law for assertion of people’s health ................................. 14 

1.5. The process of urban densification in the city of Malmö ............................................... 15 

2. Theoretical framework ....................................................................................................................... 16 

3. Research aim and objectives .............................................................................................................. 19 

4. Method………… ............................................................................................................................... 20 

4.1. Case site settings ............................................................................................................ 20 

4.1.1. Lilla torg ......................................................................................................................... 23 

4.1.2. Gustav Adolfs torg ......................................................................................................... 24 

4.1.3. Triangeltorget ................................................................................................................. 25 

4.1.4. Konsthallstorget ............................................................................................................. 26 

4.2. Participants ..................................................................................................................... 28 

4.3. Questionnaire ................................................................................................................. 29 

4.4. Data analysis .................................................................................................................. 29 



8 

 

 

4.5. Ethical considerations .................................................................................................... 30 

4.6. Method reflection ........................................................................................................... 30 

5. Results…………. ............................................................................................................................... 32 

5.1. Perceived crowding, stress and pleasantness across dense urban squares....................... 32 

5.2. Users’ perception of physical and social aspects ........................................................... 39 

5.3. Users’ experience of urban density during Covid-19 pandemic .................................... 41 

6. Discussions……. ............................................................................................................................... 42 

7. References…….. ................................................................................................................................ 45 

Acknowledgments .................................................................................................................................. 52 

8. Appendix 1……. ................................................................................................................................ 53 

9. Appendix 2……. ................................................................................................................................ 55 

10. Appendix 3…… ................................................................................................................................ 57 

 ............. 57 
 



9 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

 
1.1. Urban densification as a human health problem 

 
Large populations of people have lived on small surfaces for more than 5000 years (Fassio 

et al. 2013; Snell & Bhullar, 2019). Many of these cities have continued to grow due to 

urbanization and human development (Kasim et al, 2019). City living has always attracted 

people because they provide people with many things such as: 

 

• Good services 

• Education 

• Work possibilities 

• Cultural and social opportunities 

• Amusement 

• Good quality housing 

• Quality medical care 

• Access to more public and sustainable transport options (Skovbro, 2002; Snell & 

Bhullar, 2019; Williams et al. 1996). 

 
Cities can offer a wide palette of opportunities which fit people’s needs and aspirations, 

making everyday life convenient and contributes to quality of life (Skovbro, 2002). 

However, besides the many benefits of urban living, cities also provide obstacles that 

create challenges and problems for its residents as urbanization in cities continue, making 

urban environments crammed and dense (Galea et al, 2005). As cities are getting more 

dense, urban pressures become intensified and many health-related problems are at risk of 

causing people difficulties associated with psychophysiological deterioration (Kasim et al, 

2019; Mechelli, 2019; Mumford, 1961). 

The negative exposures in urban settings are many and city living has generally been 

associated with a higher risk for mental as well as physical maladies (Dye, 2008; Snell & 

Bhullar, 2019; Mechelli, 2019). Frequent and prolonged exposure to conditions available 

in urban environments, cause negative reactions that affect people’s psychophysiological 

resilience, which result in reduced health, including a lowered quality and satisfaction of 

life (Jackson, 2003; Snell & Bhullar, 2019; Ulrich et al. 1991). One of the properties 

known to be generally beneficial for people’s health and well-being, which many cities are 

experiencing a shrinkage of, is nature (Hedblom et al, 2018; Kasim et al, 2019). Natural 

elements serve people well since it reduces stress levels that otherwise, over time and 

through intense exposure, can cause health related problems that are difficult to recover 

from (Ode-Sang et al, 2016; Ulrich et al. 1991). 
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Stress and stress-related health problems, such as e.g., cardiovascular and respiratory 

diseases, depression and anxiety, are an increasing global health issue in today’s cities 

(Hedblom et al, 2018; Mechelli, 2019). A lack of restorative environments, which natural 

elements can provide, crowding, noise, air pollution and lowered urban environmental 

qualities, among other problems (i.e., environmental stressors), are becoming more 

profound in cities than anywhere else on the planet (Hedblom et al, 2018). 

The fact that cities are still growing, raise a number of issues on its effect on people in the 

long run (Newman, 2006). Urbanization through densification is predicted to continue for 

a long time to come which most probably will increase health problems in city dwellers 

(Hedblom et al, 2018; Newman, 2006). 

This continuous movement create concerns about already known negative impacts of urban 

living; where the process of densification results in additional negative effects on people 

and their health (Adli, 2011; Fassio et al. 2013; Grahn & Stigsdotter, 2010; Lin et al. 2015; 

Medvedeva et al. 2017; Newman, 2006). 

Current urbanisation through densification, generates a fragmentation and reduction of 

urban green spaces, as an answer to efficient land use activity, where new housing and 

modern urban infrastructures are demanded (Hedblom et al, 2018; Kasim et al, 2019; 

Newman, 2006). 

Densification of Swedish cities have currently lasted for the past decade and has led to a 

decrease of greenery in our Swedish cities (Boverket, 2016). It has also led to an increase 

of public health problems through higher prevalence of crowding and stress; including 

other factors mentioned which affect people’s health and quality and satisfaction in life 

(Boverket, 2016; Fassio et al. 2013; Lin et al. 2015). 

Approximately, 87% of the Swedish population live in larger cities as of today (SCB, 

2020). Thus, many Swedish cities are, like many other cities world-wide, facing the 

challenge of having to grow as a way to cope with continued population growth, where the 

strategy of densification is applied in favour of a more sustainable urban development 

(Low & Lawrence-Zúñiga, 1990). The city of Malmö, located in the country’s southern 

parts is the fastest growing city in the country at the moment and has for many years 

developed into a more compact city (see figure 1) (Malmö stad, 2019). 
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Figure 1. An aerial photo of the city of Malmö, where many densification projects 

are in progress. The Scanian landscape can be seen in the background and in the 

foreground one of the more densely built areas in the city, the Western harbour, can 

be seen, including the famous building Turning torso. (Source: Malmö 

stadsbyggnadskontor 2014) 

 

Despite current knowledge about urban environmental impacts on people; very little has 

still been done to understand how people actually perceive dense urban environments and 

how the increasing densification affects their perception and health (Dye, 2008; Newman 

& Kenworthy, 1999). 

The intention of this paper is to investigate effects of urban densification and bring 

attention to potential risks of this current urban planning process with regards to human 

beings and their health. Urban squares in dense areas of Malmö are chosen sites for 

performing this investigation. The choice of studying urban squares were due to the fact 

that they are a traditional type of dense urban spaces that have a clear function and 

usability in the urban context. A city that is undergoing many structural changes, is 

according to Boverket (2004), especially dependent on the presence of attractive urban 

open spaces, with many different functions that can enrich people’s daily lives. Whether 

such spaces are influenced by densification and in which case, if and how, are questions 

remained to be asked in relation to functions that are expected and needed. 
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1.2. The concept of urban densification 

 

Urban densification is an overall urban planning strategy, which dominates in many 

growing cities (Lin et al. 2015). Densification is a response to urban population growth, an 

intention to conserve agricultural land, as well as other problems related to a growing 

concern for the climate. It is a strategy where urban development is concentrated in a way 

so that existing urban structures become densified (Boverket, 2004: Boverket, 2016). The 

process is also termed urban land fill, in other words explained as efficient land use where 

existing so-called urbanized land are converted into other purposes of use, which generate 

an urban context where both people and urban infrastructures are closer together (Bramley 

& Power, 2009; Lin et al. 2015). 

The concept and processes related to densification are well known by professionals within 

urban planning. The fact that it has become highly implemented strengthen the fact that it 

is suggested to be sustainable urban planning, resulting in efficient land use, sustainable 

transport options and a concentration of urban amenities that is seen as positive outcomes 

despite current unknown effects on the urban population (Ståhle, 2008; Wheeler, 2014). It 

is a process performed and argued for because it is explained to create benefits for urban 

environments, such as 

 
 

• Centre for education and specialist work opportunities 

• Less crime 

• Energy efficiency 

• Economic sustainability (Bramley & Power, 2009; Knöll et al. 2017; Lin et al. 

2015). 

 
The process of densification creates proximity between buildings as well as more people 

on a smaller surface. The term can be approached as a new urban form which can affect 

physical and social structures; dividing densification into physical densification and social 

densification. 

Physical and social densification can affect people in different ways. Studies have shown 

that physical as well as social density influence people’s perception of the environment by 

having effects on their perceived control over situations, restricting their personal space 

and their sense of freedom (Bell et al. 2001). Losing sense of control or sense of enough 

personal space is closely linked to induced stress levels (Lepore et al. 2003). Perceived 

physical and social density are subjectively experienced with factors related to the 

individual and the and situational conditions (Bell et al. 2001). Physical density is often 

described and perceived in terms of e.g., high building structures, close proximity between 

buildings or tight presence of different infrastructures and services (Knöll et al. 2017). 
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Social density is acknowledged as the presence of interpersonal interactions i.e., amount of 

people present in a given area (Lepore et al. 2003). 

Social density and physical density are in a constant dynamic interplay, making the two 

dimensions closely linked, affecting and sometimes even resulting from one another. It is 

how these conditions interplay, that create a basis for how the environment is perceived by 

people residing there (Lepore et al. 2013). 

 
 

1.3. People’s perception of dense urban environments 

 

People have an inherent need to experience their immediate surroundings and do so 

through perception of sensory information collected by the sensory system, more known as 

the five senses; sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch (Jakobsson, 2009; Spirn, 1998). 

Through cognitive and emotional processes, people get to understand, learn and behave 

adequately in the environment, for example in order to find shelter from weather or 

avoiding potentially dangerous situations (Spirn, 1998; Bell et al. 2001). The term 

perception and how people perceive the environment, is therefore basic for human 

functioning and survival, where perception broadly described, include the manner in which 

people experience and assess their immediate environment (Gifford, 2014; Tuan, 2008). 

 
 

Urban settings are identified as environments that stimulate human perception and 

experiences in a way that have consequences for human well-being and health (Parsons, 

1991; Bell et al. 2001). All environments contain many different stimuli which result in 

perceptive responses, behaviours and emotions. These responses can cause negative health 

outcomes in people when exposure to environmental stressors (e.g., crowding, noise, 

pollution etc.) becomes too intense or when exposure is prolonged without the possibility 

to find enough recovery or reach homeostasis (i.e., adaptation) (Bell et al. 2001: Bilotta & 

Evans, 2013: Cohen et al. 1986 & Gifford & McCunn, 2013). Stimuli overload is often 

stress-related and is associated with other psychophysiological reactions or aftereffects, 

which result in reduced human health outcomes due to people’s urban environmental 

perception (Bell et al. 2001). 
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1.4. Urban planning regulated by law for assertion of people’s health 

 

Sweden has laws and regulations formulated so that floor plans supporting human health 

and well-being can be developed in city planning processes and visions (Boverket, 2016). 

By means of these laws and regulations, professionals within city planning are to create 

urban environments that are supportive of people’s health (WHO, 2009). The human 

health perspective in urban planning is regulated in inter alia the planning and building act 

(Plan- och bygglagen, PBL) and the environmental code (Miljöbalken). Both PBL and the 

environmental code contain several chapters and paragraphs conducted to support urban 

development plans. In the planning and building acts it is for example stated that planning 

is to be applied to give “…a purposeful structure and an aesthetically appealing design…”” 

…from a social viewpoint good environment…” that is not” …inappropriate with regards 

to people’s health and safety…” (PBL, Chapter 2, 2010:900). 

The process of urban densification, however, pose a risk of making it difficult to achieve 

and uphold laws for urban development that seek to and aim for providing environments 

that support people’s health (Jackson, 2003). Urban densification as a result of current city 

planning practices can therefore at the moment be regarded as an important as well as 

central determinant to future human health outcomes (WHO, 2009). Urban planning 

through densification is at the same time often a result of methods produced and found in 

local regulations as well as political goals; partially making city planning trends a product 

of political purposes. Thus, not necessarily working towards urban sustainability and 

public health but is instead a vote-getter appealed by the interest and attraction of urban 

development processes (Lin et al, 2015). 
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1.5. The process of urban densification in the city of Malmö 

 

For many years the city of Malmö has had to accommodate for the continuous population 

growth and a denser city has been a way to solve this task (Malmö stad, 2018). 

Densification is realized as a sustainable urban development form, resulting in profits 

where a reduction of segregation and other societal barriers, economic sustainability, 

management of climate requirements and a denser presence of services is reached. In the 

municipality’s governing documents, a denser city is described as a contributor to a 

healthier city where the urban population is less likely to face psychophysiological 

illnesses (Malmö stad, 2018). This is to be achieved by multifunctional spaces in the dense 

urban environment that shall encourage physical exercise and mental recovery (Malmö 

stad, 2018). Although the negative aspects of densification are expected, compromises and 

certain priorities have to be made between different interests (Malmö stad, 2018). People’s 

health in relation to densification processes are acknowledged but not an essential priority 

compared to the overall goals of housing construction and job creation (Malmö 

Stadsbyggnadskontor, 2008). A dense city with an attractive and intense city lifestyle is the 

municipality’s vision. This is what is wanted and while the ambition suggests that it will 

not necessarily affect people’s well-being and health, it is a risk taken and presented as a 

secondary interest. 
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2. Theoretical framework 
 

 
 

People’s perception of the built and natural environment does have health-related 

outcomes (Gifford, 2014; Seamon, 2000). Urban environments and furthermore, dense 

urban environments, that is due to processes of physical and social densification, are at risk 

of further exceeding people’s overall capabilities; making it more difficult to support 

human well-being and health in dense urban settings (Adli, 2011; Townsend et al. 2018; 

Tuan, 2008). In order to gain an understanding of how people’s health and health outcomes 

are associated with environmental perception, a theoretical approach is implemented in this 

thesis. 

 
The majority of people reside in urban settings every day; in environments that can be 

demanding and mentally fatiguing; leaving people with a need of having 

psychophysiological restoration (Basu et al. 2019). According to research and developed 

theories, restoration has been defined as an important process, where a human – 

environment interaction, allow people to recover from both cognitive and emotional 

energy depletion (i.e., stimuli overload causing e.g., stress) (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; 

Hartig et al. 2003). Natural environments have been identified as particularly restorative 

due to the fact that natural patterns are easier to decode and be understood by our sensory 

modalities (i.e., demanding little mental effort) (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Basu et al. 2019; 

Ulrich, 1984). Psychophysiological responses affecting health outcomes have been 

explained in the perceptual fluency theory, which suggests that artificial shapes or built 

scenes evoke more negative effects than natural settings (Van den Berg & Staats, 2018). 

Furthermore, nature has positive effects on stress reduction as well as other 

psychophysiological effects on attention recovery (Basu et al. 2019; Ode-Sang et al, 2016; 

Ulrich, 1984; Van den Berg & Staats, 2018). 

 
The theories that of attention restoration (ART) and stress reduction (SRT) also describe 

that urban settings do not support restoration processes to the same extent as natural 

settings do (Hartig et al. 2003). Prolonged exposure to stress and lowered possibilities to 

restore psychophysiological functions negatively affect human health outcomes and overall 

well-being (e.g., stress-related and public health problems, at risk of increasing depression, 

interpersonal distancing, isolation, anxiety, fear, sadness, lowered performance, headache, 

higher blood pressure and muscle tension) (Ulrich et al. 1991). As a matter of fact, too 

much exposure to stressful settings (e.g., dense urban situations), where direct attention is 

overly used lead to irritability, decreased concentration and increased levels of stress (Adli, 

2011: Bilotta & Evans, 2013: Hotwani & Tripathi, 2017; Stack & Shultis, 2013; Ulrich et 

al. 1991 & Van den Berg et al. 2015). 

 
However, when people are stressed, they are in need of finding restorative influences 

which many urban environments are not capable of catering (Ulrich et al. 1991). Several 

findings from previous research have pointed out how stress is connected to a lack of 

restoration possibilities, which forces people to develop new coping strategies that often 
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result in a form of stress management without actual psychophysiological restoration, 

which further negatively effects health and well-being (Andrade & Devlin, 2015; Küller, 

1991). Perceived stress is therefore a crucial factor accounted for in this research with the 

purpose of gaining a better understanding of the effects of urban densification on people’s 

health (Heberlein & Vaske, 1977). 

 
Another vital factor found linked with effects of urban densification, is perceived 

crowding, which also create a lack of restorative possibilities associated with that of 

perceived stress (Booth & Cowell, 1976; Geetu & Tripathi, 2017; Küller, 1991). Perceived 

crowding has been defined as a psychological state that occur when the need for space is 

greater than what is available; causing people to become forced into engaging in the 

environment despite the fact that perceived personal space is not available, enough or 

reduced (Bilotta et al. 2013; Cohen et al. 1986). Physical and social aspects of urban 

density can hold features and mechanisms that result in perceived crowding as an effect 

from failed coping and insufficient stress restoration (Bell et al, 2001). Perceived crowding 

is therefore also a crucial factor to keep into consideration when investigating urban 

densification. 

 

While perceived crowding lead to stress, there are other types of human – environment 

transactions in urban environments that are more supportive for human health. This is the 

case with perceived environmental pleasantness. Perceived pleasantness can be explained 

as a constant dynamic process, where the environment is individually appraised based 

upon individual preferences, abilities, goals and environmental demands (Küller, 1991). 

Perceived pleasantness is an important dimension of environmental assessment which 

makes it the overarching environmental quality indicator used by individuals to describe 

the degree to which an environment is perceived to be supportive in terms of aesthetics, 

affection and safety qualities (Bell et al. 2001; Küller, 1991). 

 
Perceived pleasantness has also been discussed and presented as an important part of 

arousal theory which is influential in the theories of attention restoration (ART) and stress 

reduction (SRT). It suggests that perceived pleasantness can be associated with attraction 

or fascination via involuntary attention which stimulate restoration and reduce effects of 

prolonged arousal via direct attention (Bell et al. 2001; Hartig et al. 2003; Ulrich et al. 

1991; Van den Berg & Staats, 2018). Furthermore, it has also been suggested that there is 

an association between perceived pleasantness and familiarity or relation to place, which 

can promote feelings of attraction, hence leading to a higher experience of pleasantness 

and liking of place as a result (Peskin & Newell, 2004; Reis et al. 2011). Although it is a 

valid contributor; research have similarly shown that dense urban environments can affect 

perceived pleasantness due to the environment being appraised as aesthetically unpleasing, 

unattractive and unsafe (Bonnes et al. 2013). 
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Dense urban environments lacking adequate physical and social features for enabling 

restorative environments, lastly puts emphasise on evolutionary theories as a vital reason 

for indicating the importance of people’s basic needs for well-being and health. People’s 

environmental perception of urban density, related to the current processes of urban 

densification, is for this reason investigated in this thesis (Bell et al, 2001; Bonnes et al. 

2013; Townsend et al. 2018). 
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3. Research aim and objectives 
 

 

Urban public space is a vital part of many people’s everyday lives with potential 

implications on their health and well-being. With ongoing processes of densification, these 

spaces are under pressure, with the effect that the function of such spaces are likely to 

change. 

 
The overall aim of this study is to explore how people in a city with ongoing densification, 

perceive a set of public squares in terms of perceived crowding, stress and pleasantness; 

including spaces overall attractiveness and how it relates to the design as well as other 

factors associated with the physical and social context. 

 
Addressed research questions: 

 

• How do people perceive dense urban squares in terms of crowding, stress and 

pleasantness? 

 
• What physical and social aspects do people acknowledge as important? 

 
• Is perceived crowding and stress connected with perceived pleasantness? 

 
• Is familiarity with place associated with perceived pleasantness? 

 
• How is the Covid-19 pandemic break out perceived to influence the experience of dense 

urban settings? 
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4. Method 
 

 

 
 

This exploratory study applied a mixed method approach consisting of a questionnaire and 

expert observational landscape analysis supported by photographs and performed by the 

thesis author. The study was carried out at four dense urban spaces in the city centre of 

Malmö. See delineated area in figure 2. Respondents were approached at the four different 

case sites and asked to participate in the study through mentioned methodology. Data 

collection was performed during the months of June-September in the year 2020 and 200 

people participated in total. 

 

Figure 2. Map with a defined area for those parts which the municipality define as the city 

centre. The selected urban places are squares within this area. (Source: Malmö stad, 2018) 

 

 

4.1. Case site settings 

Within the denser parts of Malmö city centre, four squares were identified based upon their 

physical and social density; as they are registered and determined as so in digital geodata 

maps, produced by the municipality (Malmö stad, 2018) (see figure 3 & 4). The squares 

differ in terms of age, shape, size and overall content but are described as physically and 

socially dense urban structures in the city (Malmö Stadsbyggnadskontor, 2008). 
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Figure 3. Map showing the degree of densification in the city of Malmö. The intensity of 

physical and social density is demonstrated through blue fields. The darker the blue fields 

become, the denser the area is. As can be seen, the darker blue fields are mostly concentrated to 

Malmö city centre. (Source: Malmö stad, 2018) 
 

Figure 4. Map showing location of the squares present within darker blue areas in Malmö 

city centre where it is physically and socially denser. (Source: Malmö stad, 2018) 
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The four squares that were part of the study are located in the urban context according to 

figure 5. The four squares are; 

1. Lilla torg. 

2. Gustav Adolfs torg. 

3. Triangeltorget. 

4. Konsthallstorget. 
 

 

Figure 5. Map showing location of the squares according to numbered list above (i.e., 1. 

Lilla torg, 2. Gustav Adolfs torg, 3. Triangeltorget, 4. Konsthallstorget). (Source: Malmö 

stad, 2018) 

 
 

A more detailed description of the squares follows. 

1 

. 

2 

. 

3 

4 
. 

. 
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4.1.1. Lilla torg 

 
Lilla torg is a small square situated in the old heart of Malmö. Over time the square has become 

known to be a lively meeting place for people of all kind. The tiny square dates back to the 

1590s and has since then been a place for all kinds of activities (Malmö stad, 2019). Today it is a 

square which is special since it is set in a well-preserved environment within the urban context. 

Lilla torg has gone from being a merchant’s place to a place for entertainment and joy, thanks to 

the many outdoor seating areas of the restaurants and cafeterias which frames the square. Lilla 

torg is, as described by its name, a tiny square and is approximately 3 300 square meters large 

(Malmö stad, 2019) (see figure 6). 

The observational analysis of physical and social urban density suggests that Lilla torg is a dense 

urban place with both physically and socially dense urban features. The square is framed by 

buildings that are between 2 and 6 stories high that has a cultural and older character (see figure 

10 & 11). Physical and social available space is quite limited because of the actual size of the 

square and what is in it. Lilla torg is characterized by the presence of many restaurants and 

outdoor seating areas which suggests that the square is often well populated, both by people 

passing by and people visiting the different eateries. It is a square that holds different dense 

urban mechanisms (i.e., some taller buildings, small open surface, dense presence of different 

services). Even though it is a square location in the middle of Malmö, it is at the same time 

picturesque with its cultural atmosphere; cobble stone ground material, a couple of grown trees, 

adding greenery and shade, a lot of sun light present due to lower building heights as well as no 

immediate presence of car traffic because it is solely a pedestrian zone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6. A bird view map of 

Lilla Torg in Malmö city centre. 

(Source: Malmö stad, 2018) 
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4.1.2. Gustav Adolfs torg 
 

Gustav Adolfs torg, or Gustav as it is also simply called, and will be so further on, is an 

old, well-known square in the middle of the buzzling Malmö city centre (Malmö stad, 

2019). The square contains both areas with concentrated greenery as well as open spaces 

(see figure 7). The open spaces are often used for different activities or events, but most 

commonly for local market commerce with for example fresh fruit, vegetables and cut 

flowers for sale Gustav also has grown trees and patches of greenery which create small 

oases (see figure 12 & 13). The character of the square has supposedly been the same from 

the beginning, when it was built in the early 19th century (Malmö stad, 2019). This 

historical, yet today, very dense urban space is still very sizeable with its roughly 13 700 

square meters large surface. 

The observational analysis of physical and social urban density at Gustav suggests that it 

hold features that indicate a presence of physical and social density. Social density is 

observed to be more present than physical because the square’s surface is large which 

makes dense physical structures less prominent. Large and tall building structures are 

present but does not crowd the overall scale and size of the square. The square is socially 

dense because it is notably populated with a concentration of people located to parts of the 

square. People do not occupy the square for a longer period of time; the majority crosses 

the square on their way to somewhere else. The social density created by people passing by 

creates a higher tempo. The green structures of the square are important elements, since it 

adds shade and height to the big open space including acting as a noise canceller against 

the busy traffic roads adjacent to the northern and western parts of Gustav. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7. A bird view map 

of Gustav Adolfs torg in 

Malmö city centre. (Source: 

Malmö stad, 2018) 
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4.1.3. Triangeltorget 
 

The present shape and size of Triangeltorget was established during the 1990s but the 

square was built and dates back to the early 1920s (Malmö stad, 2017). The square is 

situated between the central pedestrian zone and a well-known mall (see figure 8). 

Triangeltorget is called so in popular speech; the official name is simply Triangeln (Malmö 

stad, 2017). Even though the appearance of the current square is from recent years; this 

urban space is one of the eldest in the city of Malmö. According to old city maps, the 

urban space actually dates back to the middle ages and have had a lot of different 

applications historically (Malmö stad, 2017). Triangeltorget is a square which is an 

important node within the city and is a place that many people cross on their way to 

somewhere else. The size of Triangeltorget, the way it is shaped today, makes it 

approximately 2 400 square meters large or perhaps small. 

The observational analysis of physical and social urban density suggests that 

Triangeltorget is a dense urban place with both physically and socially dense urban 

mechanisms. The square is proposed as physically dense because it is framed by buildings 

that are between 5 and 7 stories high, excluding the high-rise building that holds the 

shopping mall and a hotel which has an unknown number of stories, that all are from 

different building eras. Physical as well as social available space is also quite limited as a 

result of the size of the square and how it is situated in the urban form. Triangeltorget is 

characterized by its vicinity to many urban services which suggests that the square is well 

populated, i.e., socially dense, with people passing by, entering and exiting from every 

available corner. Triangeltorget is also a square were the majority of it connects to busy 

and noisy traffic roads. It is a square that is physically and socially dense in many ways 

because it is a small surface surrounded by tall buildings, a lot of services which makes it 

very populated as well as an area for different kinds of transport and traffic. It is at the 

same time an important urban space that connect different urban functions, while offering 

interesting design, grown trees, places to sit and a place to meet (see figure 14 & 15). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8. A bird view map of 

Triangeltorget in Malmö city centre. 

(Source: Malmö stad, 2018) 
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4.1.4. Konsthallstorget 
 

Konsthallstorget is a square located outside Malmö art centre and adjacent to a very central 

park called Magistratsparken on one side, as well as a very busy street and a parking 

garage on the other sides (see figure 9). The square was completed in 2014 which means 

that it is very new and modern (White arkitekter, uå). Konsthallstorget is seen as a reliable 

meeting spot by many different user groups, among many are for example skaters which 

are commonly there because it is an urban space which invites to this activity (Skate 

Malmö, uå). The square is about 4 770 square meters in size but can in many ways be 

experienced as larger and as an extended part of the adjacent park. The existing park also 

contributes to the green and lush feeling of the otherwise concrete-like urban square. 

Konsthallstorget is an open and transparent space and is, besides a large stage and a 

featured art piece, furnished with different kind of seating areas and some greenery (see 

figure 16 & 17). This makes the square a very flexible open space with a lot of potential 

(Skate Malmö, uå). 

The observational analysis of the physical and social density suggests that Konsthallstorget 

hold dense urban mechanisms. The square is quite large but may appear larger than it is 

because it consists of a monotonous concrete surface. The square may also appear as green 

due to its connection to the adjacent park. The park is at the same time more of a green 

backdrop rather than actually supplying the square with green structures that otherwise are 

fairly sparsely added to the square. The square is suggested as physically dense because it 

is surrounded by physical urban structures such as tall buildings, busy traffic and other 

urban infrastructures (e.g., parking garage). Besides dense physical characteristics present, 

social density is also experienced when people are constantly passing by, on foot or by 

bike, including people visiting the square for a longer period of time, either sun bathing on 

a bench or skaters performing stunts on their boards. Konsthallstorget is a very central 

square with a lot of activities happening. The square is situated in a physically and socially 

dense part of Malmö where many urban functions meet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 9. A bird view map of 

Konsthallstorget in Malmö 

city centre. (Source: Malmö 

stad 2018) 
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Figure 10 and 11. Showing two different views over Lilla torg. 
 

Figure 12 and 13. Showing two different views over Gustav Adolfs torg. 
 

Figure 14 and 15. Showing two different views over Triangeltorget. 
 

Figure 16 and 17. Showing two different views over Konsthallstorget. 
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4.2. Participants 

 
In this exploratory study, 322 people were asked to participate; 37% (N= 122) denied 

participation, making the remaining 63% (N= 200) the total amount of respondents, all 

answering to the questionnaire. 50 people participated per square and all responded to the 

same questionnaire. The respondents were in total N= 108 female and N= 89 male, 

including respondents N= 1 other and N= 2 prefer not to say with other gender preferences, 

with a mean age of M= 41,44 (i.e., age range between 22-80 years old). Figure 18 shows 

that the participants were majority female than male, including a minority of respondents 

with another gender preference. 

 

Gender 
 

 

Female Male 

 

 

Age 
 

 

20-34 years old 35-44 years old 45-54 years old 

55-64 years old 65-74 years old 75-80+ years old 

 

 

 
Figure 18. Illustrating descriptive statistics of participants’ gender and age 

distribution. 

45% 

55% 

16% 

1% 

2% 

42% 

21% 

18% 
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4.3. Questionnaire 

 
The questionnaire used to capture people’s perception of urban density at the squares 

comprised the following items (see appendix 1): 

1. Background information composed by demographic data accounting for gender and 

age. 

2. Questions regarding familiarity with place, (i.e., how often one spends time at the urban 

place and how well the place is known and visited) presented firstly in multiple choice 

question and further on a 9-point Likert scale, where ‘1-5’ indicates ‘not at all/slightly 

so’ and ‘6-9’ indicates ‘moderately/extremely so’. 

3. Questions related to perceived crowding, stress and pleasantness, presented on a 9-point 

Likert scale, where ‘1-5’ indicates ‘not at all/slightly so’ and ‘6-9’ indicates 

‘moderately/extremely so’. 

4. Open-ended questions for further explanations of what is perceived to affecting the 

perception of crowding, stress and pleasantness. 

5. The questionnaire is finalized with dichotomous (i.e., yes or no question) and an open- 

ended question where the respondents had the possibility to express their view about the 

effects of Covid-19 pandemic and whether it has changed the perception of the urban 

place or not. 

 
4.4. Data analysis 

 
All quantitative as well as qualitative data derived by people’s responses from the 

questionnaires were coded (see appendix 2) and reported in Excel. Compiled quantitative 

data was analysed, giving descriptive statistics to be reported. In order to answer to the 

thesis’ research questions, the descriptive statistics given from the analysed quantitative 

data was described adopting two different techniques. One compared users’ perception 

across the different case sites, while the other was performed to average together the 

respondents’ answers, giving an indication of the overall perception regarding asked 

phenomenon. See respectively results in sections 5.1 and 5.2. 

 
The qualitative data analysis was performed using thematic analysis as described in Braun 

and Clarke (2006). The thematic analysis is based on phases and in this study, the steps 

were the following: all the answers to the qualitative questions were read and written down 

in order to get to know the material and understand what information was relevant. In the 

next step, the answers were divided into groups, generating a code which summarized the 

information given in the answers. Codes that generated similar phenomena where then 

described and transformed into named themes which gave a clearer view of the qualitative 

data connected to produced codes. The last step connects the result to the research 

questions. 
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4.5. Ethical considerations 

 
Three basic ethical considerations, that of full disclosure, confidentiality and voluntary 

participation, were applied (DePoy & Gitlin, 2016). Respondents of the questionnaire were 

approached at the squares and asked to participate. People who participated were fully 

notified about what the exploratory investigation entailed and that all partaking in the case 

study were anonymous. The questionnaire was designed so that the respondents did not 

have to share any personal information. The participants were also notified that the right to 

choose to participate or not was fully theirs (DePoy & Gitlin, 2016). During the 

participation, the respondents had the right to refuse answering any of the given questions, 

as well as having previous answers taken out. The collected data was, after finished 

implementation, well kept and only accessed by the thesis author and assigned supervisors. 

Throughout the study implementation, considerations, given by the public health authority 

regarding the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic, were taken. The methodology was performed 

during, what was considered to be a reasonable time period, with regards to the current 

situation in pandemic times. The study was performed during the summer months of 2020, 

when the spread and risk of infection was at a lower degree. It made it possible to 

implement the methodology, including approach potential participants in a manageable 

way. It also became easier to perform the study during this time since it took place in the 

outdoors which made it possible to keep distance and take count for everyone’s health and 

safety. 

 
 

4.6. Method reflection 

 
The main aim with using a mixed method approach was to explore urban density and the 

processes of urban densification through different angles. It was important to gain 

knowledge about how users perceive dense urban places but also what reflections and 

conclusions they drew about these impressions. With a questionnaire, composed of both 

quantitative measures and open-ended questions, this became possible. The questionnaire 

was designed to give the respondents an opportunity to self-appraise the chosen case sites, 

but important to recognize is that some responses might have been affected by situational 

conditions, making answers misleading and material insufficient to draw more general 

conclusions. Questions might have been misunderstood or too hard for the participants. 

Other aspects to consider, that can have had an impact on gathered data and final results, is 

the thesis writers’ inexperience as an interviewer and general effects of the ongoing 

pandemic in 2020. Therefore, it cannot be eliminated that some important data have not 

been collected and able to be studied. It is also difficult to fully understand what other 

people feel and perceive, which one must be aware of when performing this kind of study. 
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Choosing to explore this topic, using squares as case sites, was initially argued for but it is 

important to recognize that this study also could have benefitted from exploring similar 

questions in other urban settings to further compare different urban environments and 

aspect of it in relation to urban density and how people perceive it. 

The results of this study are built upon data giving descriptive statistics and qualitative 

results from thematic analysis. With more time at hand and perhaps with a chosen focus 

group, more correlated statistics and distinct results would have been found. Many of these 

factors imply that there is an incitement to further investigate this topic with an adjusted 

methodology and parameters regarding how urban density and urban densification 

processes are perceived and affecting people in different ways. 

The study was performed and took place during a pandemic which resulted in a different 

presence of people in the public room. It has, among other things, potentially effected the 

intensity and presence of physical and social pressures otherwise more present in dense 

places in Malmö. This study might therefore have been affected by the effects of the 

ongoing pandemic. Less people present in the public areas of the city might have limited 

the level of participations including altering the overall perception of crowding, stress and 

pleasantness. The way in which people experienced the dense public areas of Malmö could 

have been changed to some extent, as a result of the pandemic, where density on a whole is 

perceived as overall intimidating or on the other end, being even more appreciated since 

the societal restrictions have made people treasure physical and social aspects that are 

overall available in dense urban places. 



32 

 

 

5. Results 
 

 

5.1. Perceived crowding, stress and pleasantness across dense urban 

squares 

 

The quantitative data across the four studied squares showed a variety of different 

perceived levels of crowding, stress and pleasantness. Two squares, Lilla torg and 

Triangeltorget, were perceived as more crowded than the other two squares, Gustav Adolfs 

torg and Konsthallstorget. The two squares with a higher level of perceived crowding, 

were also the smallest squares in the sample in terms of surface and the two squares with 

lower levels of perceived crowding were two larger squares. The bigger squares (Gustav 

Adolfs torg and Konsthallstorget) were not experienced as particularly crowded at all 

while the smaller squares (Lilla torg and Triangeltorget) were slightly crowded (see figure 

19). 
 

Users' perceived crowding, stress & pleasantness 

across study sites in urban density 

9 

8 

7 6,5  

6 5,6 

5 

4 

3 

2 

1 

 

4,2 

 

 

 
2,7 

 
 

3,9 

5,1 5,1 
5,6  

 

3,9 

 

 

 

2,3 

5,7 

 
3,7    

Lilla torg Gustav Adolfs torg Triangeltorget Konsthallstorget 

Crowding Stress Pleasantness 
 

Figure 19. The mean value of received responses from participants regarding their perception of 

crowding, stress and pleasantness across the four different studied case site squares. Objective 

data was reported on Likert scale 1-9, where ‘1-5’ indicated ‘not at all/slightly so’ and ‘6-9’ 

indicated ‘moderately/extremely so’. 

 

None of the studied squares were perceived as particularly stressful, except for one of the 

smaller squares, Triangeltorget. Triangeltorget is deemed to have a higher level of 

crowding and a high level of stress. Across the four squares, crowding and stress seems 

to be associated in people’s perceptions. 

Furthermore, the data showed a variation of perceived pleasantness across the case site 

squares. The bigger squares that were perceived as less crowded and stressful, were also 

perceived as more pleasant and scored above medium on the scale. On the other hand, the 
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two smaller squares indicated very different levels of perceived pleasantness. Lilla torg got 

a relatively high score on perceived pleasantness and was perceived pleasant above 

medium. This implies that it is a square that is perceived as crowded and stressful to a 

certain degree while still being pleasant. 

On the other end of the perceived pleasantness scale, was Triangeltorget. The other smaller 

square showed instead results of having high crowding and stress, combined with a low 

perceived pleasantness. This indicate that there can be an opposite correlation between the 

results of the two smaller squares. 

 

Results of familiarity with place across case site 

squares 

 

Lilla torg 

 

Gustav Adolfs torg 

 

Triangeltorget 

 

Konsthallstorget 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 

Figure 20. Graph showing average of respondents’ familiarity with place across the four different 

case site squares. Objective data was reported on Likert scale 1-9, where ‘1-5’ indicated ‘not at 

all/slightly so’ and ‘6-9’ indicated ‘moderately/extremely so’. 

 
 

Henceforth, responses regarding place familiarity across the squares showed that all four 

squares are well known by people (see figure 20). All squares are familiar to an extent 

which on the Likert scale, resulted in mean values, indicating a high familiarity with place. 

The results of familiarity with place across the studied case sites, implied a high place 

familiarity. However, the results of Triangeltorget point in another direction, as perceived 

pleasantness is low regardless of people’s familiarity, which was higher. Also, one of the 

bigger squares, Konsthallstorget, were found to be less familiar compared to the other 

squares. This suggest that familiarity do mediate environmental perceptions such as e.g., 

perceptions of crowding, stress and pleasantness, but it can also be related to other more 

complex environmental aspects, such as e.g., environmental stressors and other situational 

aspects including individual preferences, effecting human – environment relations. 

6,9 

6,9 

5,8 

6,7 
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5,3 

5.1.1. The role of familiarity with place 

 

The results seem to point out that respondents’ overall familiarity with place in explored 

dense case sites are moderately high with an average of M=6,6 on the 9-point Likert scale. 

This suggest that the squares are more well known than not, by the participants. In relation 

to place familiarity, the quantitative data results also show that the dense urban places are 

perceived as more pleasant than not, with the average of M=5,3 on the same 9-point Likert 

scale (see figure 21). The respondents also answered that the different case site squares are 

on an average visited several times a month which further indicate that the places are well 

known and often visited or passed by. 

These overall results from the study suggests a reference point where the level of perceived 

pleasantness goes hand in hand with familiarity. This imply that dense urban places that 

are familiar to people, are also perceived as more pleasant. Furthermore, familiarity with 

place is rated and perceived higher in users’ responses, with an above average or 

moderately high familiarity compared to results of perceived pleasantness which is lower. 

Indicating that, they are connected from a descriptive point of view. The reason for this or 

factors that come into play, cannot be determined in this explorative study with no 

inferential statistics which suggests the need for future studies. Possible aspects for their 

connection are presented in discussions. While people’s environmental perception is 

associated with familiarity or relation to place, the results as well as the literature confirm 

that situational conditions with regards to physical and social aspects of the setting also 

interplay. 
 

Relation between place familiarity & perceived 

pleasantness 
 

 

Pleasantness 

 

 
 

Familiarity 6,6 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Average 
 

Figure 21. Above graph visualizes an average of received responses on the 9-point Likert scale 

regarding place familiarity and perceived pleasantness and how them relate to one another. The 

data is presented on a Likert scale 1-9, where “1” means “not at all” and “9” “very much”. 
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5.1.2. Users’ perception of dense physical and social aspects at city squares 

 

Lilla torg 

 
The qualitative results show that the respondents perceived crowding at Lilla torg in terms 

of many people spending time there on a small surface. The many restaurants and other 

services located on the small surface adds to the experience, as did the character of the 

surrounding buildings. However, the square is experienced by many respondents as 

crowded, but in a good way. 

Perceived stress for Lilla torg is described in terms of many people being there at the same 

time, making it a noisy place at times. Too many people also made it stressful when it 

becomes hard to find space. Lilla torg is further described as a pleasant and social place 

due to people’s expressions of being happy when there and the many places it offers where 

people can eat. The square has no immediate traffic passing by which suggests that it is not 

bothered by traffic noise. Lilla torg is also experienced as pleasant because it has grown 

trees, old houses and a unique cultural feeling that makes people in a good mood. 

When given the opportunity to suggest changes for Lilla torg, the respondents said it was 

important to keep it as it is at large but would benefit from more greenery, more places to 

sit and overall reduction of the tightness in between all the restaurants and bars to create 

some more open space. 
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Gustav Adolfs torg 

 
The qualitative results regarding crowding and stress at Gustav Adolfs torg show that the 

experience of crowding is attributed to people constantly crossing the square, often on their 

way or heading for other places. The fact that the people seem to be in a hurrywere in itself 

deemed to add to the stress levels. In addition, the connection to adjacent trafficated and 

noisy roads were also acknowledged to contribute to this. On the same time, the square 

could be perceived as not too crowded due to the space being large and open and the 

crowding mainly concentrated to some parts of the square. 

Respondents further described how Gustav had pleasant features such as close proximity to 

many things in the city, big grown tress and other vegetation as well as different stands, 

selling fruits and vegetables. Even though most people are passing the square rather than 

staying and spending time at the square; responses indicate that it is pleasant to see and 

watch other people and what they are doing or where they are going. Despite the results 

that describe many physical and social mechanisms that make the square pleasant; Gustav 

is also described as a boring square that feels too big and empty as well as too open in 

some parts of the square and a bit unsafe in other parts. 

Responses regarding changes to Gustav in order for it to suit people better were unanimous 

as to the wanting the square to feel smaller and more intimate. The design and distribution 

of features in the square would also benefit from a more appealing design which would 

make people want to stay and spend time at Gustav rather than only passing it. The 

presence of traffic and traffic noise was seen as something negative and should be lessened 

or removed entirely. The respondents also explained that more and different places to sit 

would make the square nicer and that a café or restaurant in the middle or somewhere on 

the square would be nice and make it populated in a good way. 
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Triangeltorget 

 
The qualitative results for Triangeltorget indicated what physical and social mechanisms 

that are at work to produce higher levels of crowding and stress in this dense urban place. 

Crowding is experienced as the square is small and located in the middle of everything in 

Malmö city centre with a lot of people constantly passing by. The adjacent traffic situation 

is highly present which effect the atmosphere at the square; experienced as a noisy 

environment with a high tempo and people seems to be in a hurry. Buildings surrounding 

the square are tall and is sometimes experienced as a wall, further giving a feeling of little 

available space for people to reside in. 

Triangeltorget is perceived as stressful because of the constant and busy traffic situation as 

well as the amount of and presence of a lot of people. Respondents experience that other 

people seem stressed and in a hurry. Triangeltorget is described as a busy square were 

everything happens at the same time. 

Other data show how big and grown trees in the square contributes in making the square 

more pleasant. The square has many different places where one can sit but being able to sit 

under the trees is deemed the nicest. Triangeltorget is further experienced as an urban 

square where one can feel the city vibe and it is close to most things and everything people 

need such as e.g., restaurants, cafés, health care facilities, workplaces, stores and public 

transport. 

When participants were asked to describe what changes Triangeltorget would benefit from 

in order to become better suited for its users, responses were very clear and predominant. 

The current busy and noisy traffic situation was a main aspect where change was sought 

for. Respondents wished for more open space, i.e., make it bigger (compare with results 

from Gustav Adolfs torg), more greenery and places to sit. The square was described as a 

place that needs to become calmer and cosier; some suggested a café or somewhere to get 

coffee and that offers a place to sit down for a short while. 
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Konsthallstorget 

 
Results from the qualitative data regarding Konsthallstorget show that it is neither very 

crowded nor stressful. Physical and social aspects related to perceptions of crowding do 

exist, but on a lower level. A majority of the responses indicated that people crossing are in 

itself often experienced as crowded because of the amount constantly passing by at a high 

rate. The majority of people mainly pass the square rather than staying; even so, 

Konsthallstorget is perceived as well populated and with different activities happening at 

all times. In the responses a minor conflict regarding crowding occurred. Skaters describe a 

big need for space in order to skate in wanted fashion which often create crowding because 

other people are in the way. Non-skaters on the other hand explained perceived crowding 

when skaters were too many at the same time, taking up a lot of space. It is a conflict of 

interest between users of public space as well as a collision of activities performed at the 

square. 

The number of different activities happening at Konsthallstorget is, by the responses, 

experienced as stressful. Other physical and social mechanisms that cause perceived stress 

is described to be the busy and noisy traffic from the adjacent road. 

Respondents further described that Konsthallstorget is pleasant because it is an open, light 

and airy place in the middle of the city; close proximity to everything and feels welcoming 

towards all kinds of people and activities. It is a good place to skate, it allows for children 

to play there and most of all, it is close to a nice park. On the other hand, responses 

indicate that Konsthallstorget is not as pleasant as it could be. Among the participants, 

many describe the square as too big, empty and with too much concrete. When given the 

opportunity to give responses as to how and what changes to make at Konsthallstorget, in 

order for it to suit better for its users, many aspects connected to physical and social 

structures was brought up. The square would benefit and become more pleasant if more 

greenery, more trees and flower beds, were to be added since it can bring both colour and 

shade to the otherwise open, sun roasted concrete square surface. The busy and noisy road 

traffic was wished to be removed or cancelled out somehow and some of the newer 

adjacent buildings were described as too tall and would be better if they had a lower floor 

count. Besides, the many other suggestions for changes to Konsthallstorget; responses also 

claimed that more and different places to sit and a need for making it overall cosier, were 

further aspect that would help make the square more pleasant, connected to physical and 

social aspects of the place. 
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5.2. Users’ perception of physical and social aspects 

 

The overall results from thematic analysis of collected qualitative data, showed that 

crowding, stress and pleasantness are related to each other but are also affected by a set of 

other physical and social dimensions related to situational aspects of the visit. From the 

results it can be indicated that urban density generates clear negative as well as positive 

aspects for user’s in terms of their perception of these dense public places (see figure 22). 

On the other hand, a total of 15% (N=30) of the respondents also expressed that crowding 

and stress to some level, can be positive (i.e., city pulse, social arena and vide range of 

available services) and that higher levels of crowding and stress at times are expected in 

dense urban places, potentially generating lowered levels of perceived crowding and stress. 
 
 

 
Figure 22. A mind map based on participants’ answers showing how different factors associated 

with urban density are related to the perceptions of crowding, stress and pleasantness at the 

urban public squares. Also note how mechanisms are associated with each other, where e.g., a 

lot of people is associated with crowding including how crowds generate higher stress levels. 

 

The results suggest an interaction between physical and social aspects in the environment 

which can have an effect on the respondents’ perception of crowding and stress in the 

dense urban squares. From the responses, it seems to be the composition of the physical 

environment in terms of size, content and surroundings, i.e., amount of space, building 

character (historic or modern) and material selections (nature materials such as wood and 

stone or prefabricated materials such as concrete) that interplay with social aspects, i.e., 

amount of people, traffic, noise and activities taking place, that cause higher or lower 

levels of crowding and stress. 

Results also indicate that the purpose of being in a dense urban public place, i.e., meeting 

with a friend or getting something to eat etc, may affect and generate lower levels of 
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crowding and stress. Physical environmental aspects such as for example nature, i.e., trees, 

flowers and other plantings, and water features also seem to be important physical aspects 

in order to give lower levels of perceived crowding and stress in dense urban places. These 

physical aspects also seem to go hand in hand with feelings of pleasantness. 

Perceived pleasantness is associated with perceptions of crowding and stress. The dense 

urban places are more pleasant if it has an appealing design, connected to physical and 

social aspects. Higher levels of pleasantness in dense urban places seem to be had when 

the environment can fulfil current individual needs, e.g., somewhere to sit, some place to 

eat, the possibility for different activities, close proximity to services and amenities and 

feeling safe 

A total of 23,5% (N=47) of all the respondents could not describe any particular physical 

or social aspects of the studied case sites that made them feel pleasant. Nevertheless, 

perceived pleasantness is suggested from the results, to be connected with different 

physical and social aspects of the environment. 8,5% (N=17) of the participants described 

the importance of place identity and environmental personality, which indicate that an 

appealing design with a clear and coherent content is experiences as more pleasant and 

goes hand in hand with familiarity with place (read further in section 5.4). 

 
 

5.2.1. Users suggested environmental changes 

 

The qualitative data results regarding users given opportunity to make changes to the four 

different case sites via the questionnaire, gave responses connected to physical as well as 

social aspects of the studied environments. 21,5% (N=43) of the users did not know or did 

not wish to make any particular changes to the studied case site squares. On the other hand, 

resulted the responses in that 26% (N=52) in total wanted more greenery in these dense 

urban places. Other changes that the users described would make these dense environments 

more pleasant are for example through: 

• More places to sit. 

• Enough space, i.e., not too big and not too small. 

• Less traffic. 

• Less noise. 

 
While the respondent’s suggestions for changes were mainly physical yet versatile, the 

predominant responses regarding the need for more greenery and nature experiences (i.e., 

water features and other natural affordances) including the important results mentioned in 

the bullet list above, show that these dense urban environments hold physical and social 

mechanisms that users see benefits from changing in order for them to become more 

attractive and pleasant which in turn could affect levels of perceived crowding and stress in 

urban density. 
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5.3. Users’ experience of urban density during Covid-19 pandemic 

 

From the data results, it appears that 60% of the respondents (N=120) at the different study 

sites, to a larger extent, experienced the dense urban places as unchanged despite the 

emergence of the Covid-19 pandemic (see figure 23). This indicate that the Covid-19 

pandemic has had no or fairly little effect on dense urban places. Participants opportunity 

to give qualitative measures resulted in a further explanation of had experiences of urban 

density in the light of the ongoing pandemic. Results of the qualitative data suggest that it 

is still very much the same because ‘people still want to be outside and enjoy things’ and 

‘people are meeting outside’. There does not seem to be a big difference, but it is 

perceived as crowded with regards to the pandemic and existing restrictions. A lot of 

people are continuing to populate the city’s public spaces but there are ‘perhaps fewer than 

usual’. 

22% of the respondents (N=44) described an experienced change due to Covid-19, whereas 

the remaining 18% of the participants (N=36) did not wish to answer or did not have a 

particular opinion on the matter. Participants that did experience a change due to the 

pandemic, expressed results in the qualitative data which instead pointed out that ‘less 

people are out’ and the perceptions seemed to suggest that ’people are trying to keep more 

distance’ because the idea of ’too much people in the same space is not good at the 

moment’. Many public spaces were explained as less safe at the moment and such ‘places 

where people usually meet are negative right now which makes it different and not nice’. 

Although some responses still experienced crowding, either to the same or to a different 

extent, the urban public squares were overall less populated than before the pandemic 

started. ‘The city feels almost empty’ and more than before these results indicate that the 

respondents in fact experience a slight environmental change, which imply that the Covid- 

19 pandemic has had an effect on perceived density. Physical and social structures are still 

present, but responses indicate that the pandemic has lowered the frequency or intensity of 

the current urban density phenomenon. 
 

 

Effects of Covid-19 pandemic 
 

Yes, it feels different No, it feels the same No answer 

 
Figure 23. Showing a 

descriptive distribution of 

respondents’ experiences 

connected to the potential 

effects of the Covid-19 

pandemic. The quantitative 

data results indicate from the 

responses that the studied 

dense urban case sites have 

not changed due to the 

pandemic, although results 

from qualitative data might 

suggest otherwise. 

18% 22% 

60% 
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6. Discussions 
 

 

The results confirm that people perceive crowding and stress in dense urban places and 

that such perceptions are influenced by various physical and social aspects of the setting. 

The perceptions of crowding and stress seem to increase when different physical and social 

are combined; e.g., when the amount of people present is perceived as too high in relation 

to a small surface area and is especially so if the physical surrounding environment is 

dense and large in scale. Social density is suggested to cause crowding and stress as a 

result of the overall presence of many people, their overall appearance and activities taking 

place. On the contrary, other people are also more or less expected in urban public places, 

which imply that it also contributes to what seems to be an appreciated social factor. These 

are findings and conclusions that are in line with existing literature and previously 

performed studies which e.g., show that more eventful, i.e., crowded urban places are 

usually perceived as more pleasant and safer than deserted ones, which in turn lowers 

perceived crowding and stress even though perceived levels of crowding and stress still 

exists to some extent (Haaland et al, 2015; Joye et al, 2013; Williams et al, 1996). 

Literature also states that urban open spaces are important for people as they overall 

increase pleasantness and are attractive, because they are environment which fulfil 

people’s need for multifunctional places that create flow in people’s lives, which is 

connected with life satisfaction and quality of life (Gehl, 2010). 

As seen from the results; while too much people in the same place can generate crowding 

and stressful situations, urban social life is important since it create a sense of community 

and a feeling of belonging which an urban lifestyle can give (Bell et al. 2001; Gifford, 

2013). Previous studies indicate that it is important for people to be a part of a context 

which urban environments, even densified settings to some extent, can offer people that are 

in search of individual goal achievement and a feeling of purpose and coherence. This can 

partly explain how and why dense urban spaces are perceived as pleasant to a higher 

degree. It also includes how feelings of familiarity is created with place over time and how 

a higher familiarity with place suggests higher perceived pleasantness (Reis et al. 2011). 

Familiarity with place is on the other hand, a fairly complex process and depend many 

times on individual preferences that are based upon memories and lifetime experiences 

(i.e., childhood, up-bringing etc.). Creating fondness for, or becoming prone to find certain 

places more pleasant, is a human-environment relationship that is created over time and is 

often termed as place attachment (i.e., an emotional bond between person and place) (Kyle 

et al, 2004; Ujang, 2012; Ujang & Zakariya, 2015). According to Kaplan and Kaplan 

(1998), people are a part of the overall structure to a place. People’s perception of place 

therefore highly depends on individual characteristics and preferences which humans form 

(e.g., gender, age, background, personality features and memories) (Bell et al. 2001; 

Gifford & McCunn, 2013). This can also affect how people perceive their urban 

environment since it results in people’s individual resilience, which in turn cause different 

health outcomes. As cities continue to become denser and less considerate of people’s 

psychophysiological needs (e.g., restoration, access to nature, fascination and feeling of 
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being away from it all), it may potentially cause further health-related problems as a result 

of careless urban planning. 

While social aspects of the environment seem to be perceived as more negative; physical 

aspects of urban public places also seem to be of importance. Theoretical perspectives as 

well as data from the responses indicate an affinity for humans basic and inherent need for 

space combined with certain physical environmental attributes that are supportive of 

people’s well-being and health. Empirical studies have also shown that people’s perception 

of their physical living environment is fundamental for psychophysiological health 

outcomes (Fassio et al. 2013). Results indicated that people perceived dense urban spaces 

to have physically less space and that available open spaces compared to other built 

structures were not proportional and on a human scale, which in turn contributed to lower 

perceived pleasantness. Results showed e.g. that high-rise buildings were mainly 

perceived as something negative. It was also pointed out in this study that some buildings 

that were perceived as too tall, often created a wall-like appearance which further made the 

surrounding surfaces perceived as even smaller. Buildings surrounding the studied dense 

urban squares, that were perceived and described as more pleasant, included buildings with 

fewer storeys (about 1-5 storeys high) and with an older building character that had a 

traditional, historic and cultural feeling, which at the moment is a very different 

architectural design compared with today’s modern conventional architectural standards. 

The results from this study are very much in line with previous findings. For instance, a 

dissertation by Sternudd (2007), suggest that people find traditional housing styles more 

attractive, where a small-town idyll is preferred over high-rise buildings that are perceived 

as cold and unwelcoming. 

These findings confirm literature regarding human health outcomes in built environments 

where mechanisms associated with nature and natural elements are few which affect 

people’s environmental experience, where built settings become more unattractive, unsafe 

and does not tend to people’s need for nature, space and recovery. Although people’s 

overall need for space is difficult to define; space is typically regulated by individual and 

situational factors in relation to physical and social structures present in the environment 

(Bell et al. 2001; Tuan, 2008). 

People’s responses in the study further indicate that physically and socially compact urban 

environments are more tolerated and preferred by some more than others. It implies that 

the current densification processes are at risk of causing negative health outcomes. While it 

is an issue which hold a growing concern, the data is at the moment not showing an 

immediate problem; it might instead suggest that perhaps other aspects of urban dwellers 

lives are becoming increasingly important in order for people to continue to find 

restoration and decrease stress to stay healthy in the city (Bell et al. 2001; Bilotta et al. 

2013; Bonnes et al. 2013). 

Even though people in the city of Malmö appear to experience both crowding and stress to 

a certain degree while at the same time experiencing pleasantness to more or less the same 

extent. The city is continuing to become denser and are at risk of gradually decreasing 

important green structures, which are important restorative settings. And even though 
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natural environments are conducive to recovery and health; people in dense urban 

environments will not be able to turn to these spaces to the same extent. 

The overall findings from this study, indicates that urban dwellers in the city of Malmö 

want more greenery and natural elements in dense urban public spaces. In addition, the 

results also imply that the urban public squares could become more pleasant through 

making changes that fit people’s needs in dense spaces. Besides wanting to add more 

natural features, the respondents wanted to make changes which allowed them to have e.g., 

more places to sit, closeness to services and feeling safer. Whereas some physical or social 

aspects wished to be added, other urban mechanisms, such as e.g., traffic, noise and other 

environmental stressors could preferably be reduced or vanish completely. 

In summary, this study has been important in order to gain more knowledge that is 

connected with the line of work that the thesis author is in, working as an urban planner. 

Urban planning strategies that continue to aim towards urban densification seem to have its 

clear pros and cons. Urban planning have always consisted of different interests that needs 

to be weighed against each other. Priorities must often be made, which can cause interests 

to have to become de-prioritized, reduced or even removed. Strategies and processes of 

urban densification are resulting in this to different extent, which initially created the thesis 

author’s concern. 

One must not forget that there lays a big responsibility in creating and building urban 

environments. Cities are built by people, for people and should have people in mind. It is 

essential that the ideals for a liveable city and its attractiveness does imply a wear and tear 

on human and well-being. Physical and social infrastructure of urban areas should support 

people’s lives. Sustainable, attractive and health promoting cities can be created for people 

if urban development is performed with care and attention; and considering the line of 

research which brings light to this topic. 
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8. Appendix 1 
 

 

Questionnaire about people’s perception of urban spaces 
Hi! Could I ask for a little bit of you time? My name is Anna and I am currently writing my master’s thesis where 

I am looking into and wish to learn more about people’s perception of urban spaces. Would it be okay for me to 

ask you some questions about this? 

 

Background information 

 
Date & time:    

 

Place:    
 

Weather conditions:    
 

Gender 
( ) Male 

 

( ) Female 

( ) Other 

( ) Prefer not to say 

 
Born in:    

 

Familiarity with place 

The following questions are about how well you know this place. Please answer in the following questions how 

you experience this place by indicating the answer that suits you best. The perception scale is a 9-point answer 

scale where 1 indicates not at all and 9 indicates extremely well. 

 

1. How well do you know this place in the city? 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Not at all    Slightly  Moderately  Extremely well 

 

2. How often do you spend time in this urban space? 

( ) Every day 

 

( ) Several days a week 

 

( ) Several times a month 

( ) Sometimes 

( ) Never 
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Perception of place 

The following questions are about how you perceive this place in the city. Indicate in the following questions 

how you perceive this place and indicate the answer that suits you best. The perception scale is a 9-point answer 

scale where 1 indicates not at all and 9 indicates extremely well. On other questions answers are given as free 

text with own formulations. 

 

1. How crowded do you perceive this place to be? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Not at all   Slightly  Moderately   Extremely 

Crowded   Crowded  Crowded   Crowded 

 

2. What is it that makes this place feel crowded to you? 
 
 

 

3. How stressful do you perceive this place to be? 
 

1 2 3  4 5 6 7 8 9 
Not at all   Slightly   Moderately   Extremely 

Stressful   Stressful   Stressful   Stressful 

 
4. What is it that makes this place feel stressful to you? 

 

 

5. How pleasant do you perceive this place to be? 
 

1 2 3  4 5 6 7 8 9 
Not at all   Slightly   Moderately   Extremely 

Pleasant   Pleasant   Pleasant   Pleasant 

 
6. What it is that makes this place feel pleasant to you? 

 

 
 

7. If you had the opportunity to make changes to this place, what would you change? 

 

 
 

 
 

8. Reflect upon if this place feels different after the start of Covid-19? 

 
( ) Yes, this place feels different because   

 

( ) No, this place feels the same as it did before because   



55 

 

 

9. Appendix 2 
 

 

Background_place 

1 = Lilla torg 

2 = Gustav Adolfs torg 

3 = Triangeltorget 

4 = Konsthallstorget 

 

Background_weather 

1 = Sunny 

2 = Sunny/cloudy 

3 = Cloudy 

4 = Cloudy/windy 

5 = Windy 

6 = Sunny/windy 

 

Background_gender 

1 = Male 

2 = Female 

3 = Other 

4 = Prefer not to say 

 

Background_birth year = Full answer in Id 

 
 

1. Familiarity_know this place 

1-5 = Not at all/slightly 

6-9 = Moderately/Extremely well 

 
 

2. Familiarity_spend time in_space 

1 = Every day 

2 = Several days a week 

3 = Several times a month 

4 = Sometimes 

5 = Never 

 

1. Perception_crowded 

1-5 = Not at all/slightly 

6-9 = Moderately/Extremely well 
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2. Perception_crowded_factors = Full answer in Id 

 

3. Perception_stressful 

1-5 = Not at all/slightly 

6-9 = Moderately/Extremely well 

 
 

4. Perception_stressful_factors = Full answer in Id 

 

5. Perception_pleasant 

1-5 = Not at all/slightly 

6-9 = Moderately/Extremely well 

 
 

6. Perception_pleasant_factors = Full answer in Id 

 

7. Perception_changes = Full answer in Id 

 

 

8. Covid-19_different 

1 = Yes 

2 = No 

 

9. Covid-19_yes_what = Full answer in Id 

 

10. Covid-19_no_what = Full answer in Id 
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10. Appendix 3  
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