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Since the 1960s, Privately Owned Public Space (POPS) has been studied as a significant development in urban space provision.
Through a review of key studies (1980-2023), this paper traces how POPS scholarship has changed from fundamental cri-
tiques of privatization to evidence-based assessment of spatial practices. The analysis reveals three phases in the literature’s
development, demonstrating a shift from early concerns about intrinsic problems of private control to accepting POPS as a
distinct type of public space requiring its systematic evaluation. The geographical expansion of research has explored how
different cultural, institutional, and urban contexts shape the implementation of POPS and scholarly approaches to studying

them.
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Introduction

Privately Owned Public Spaces (POPSs) have been discussed
as a significant component of urban public realm provision.
They represent a complex intersection of public interest and
private development through regulatory frameworks offering
development incentives distinct from privately owned and
managed facilities such as airports, shopping centers, or trans-
portation hubs (Carmona 2010; Lynch and Hack 1984;
Kayden 2000). POPSs are deliberately created to serve as
public amenities, with specific public access and use require-
ments embedded in their development agreements
(Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee 1993; Kayden 2000;
Schmidt, Nemeth and Botsford 2011). The practice of using
private-sector land and investment to create POPS originated
in 1961 with New York City’s zoning resolution, which
offered floor area bonuses to developers providing public
spaces within private developments (Kayden 2000). Similar
models subsequently developed across American cities and
internationally, generating various POPSs (Huang and
Franck 2022). The implementation of POPS varies signifi-
cantly across urban contexts, reflecting distinct local regula-
tory frameworks and development patterns.

The discourse on POPS exists within broader theoretical
debates about public space transformation and urban
governance, particularly in the context of neoliberal urbanism
that has reshaped cities since the 1980s. The theoretical

understanding of public space has shifted from traditional def-
initions based on state ownership and control (Madanipour
2010) to more complex interpretations that accommodate var-
ious forms of provision and management. While theorizations
of public space have traditionally emphasized these spaces’
role in fostering democratic dialogue and civic life
(Habermas 1989), recent scholarship recognizes that public-
ness exists along a spectrum rather than as a binary state
(Langstraat and van Melik 2013; De Magalhaes and Frere
Trigo 2017). Within this spectrum, POPS represent more
than just a pragmatic solution to public space provision;
they signify a fundamental shift in how cities conceptualize
and manage their public realm under market-driven impera-
tives (Carmona, de Magalhaes and Hammond 2008;
Leclercq, Pojani and van Bueren 2020). This neoliberal
approach has reconfigured public spaces to prioritize safety,
surveillance, and tidiness, often at the expense of
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accommodating diverse public behaviors and demographics
(Low 2006; Németh and Schmidt 2011), while establishing
POPS as a distinct type of space characterized by their regu-
latory origins, intended civic function, and specific manage-
ment requirements (Carmona and Wunderlich 2012).

The scholarship exploring POPS reflects this tension
between market efficiency and public value. Early critics
viewed these spaces as symptomatic of the “end of public
space” (Mitchell 1995) or an “illusion of public space”
(Banerjee 2001). They argued that privatization fundamen-
tally undermines the democratic and social functions of public
space (Sorkin 1992). These scholars contend that market-
driven management approaches lead to the homogenization
of urban landscapes, reducing their diversity, vitality, and
accessibility (Minton 2006; Madanipour 2003). However,
more recent scholarship has challenged this binary opposition
between public and private provision. Rather than witnessing
the “death” of public space, more recent researchers suggest
these transformations indicate shifts in form, function, and
governance that reflect evolving societal needs (Carmona
2010; De Magalhaes and Frere Trigo 2017; Madden 2010).
This perspective is supported by empirical studies demon-
strating how properly designed and managed POPS can con-
tribute positively to urban public life (Huang and Franck
2018; Leclercq, Pojani and van Bueren 2020; Lee and
Scholten 2022; Mohammadi and Stevens 2024). The relation-
ship between publicness, ownership, and management in
POPS has become a key focus in numerous studies, necessi-
tating a thorough analysis of both theoretical frameworks
and practical implications.

This paper reviews and synthesizes POPS literature to
understand how scholarly discussions and perspectives have
changed over time. The review has three main objectives.
First, it maps the trajectory of academic discourse from early
fundamental critiques of privatization to more recent systema-
tic assessments of POPSs’ spatial qualities and publicness.
Second, it synthesizes and categorizes how different scholars
have analyzed and evaluated design and management prac-
tices in POPS, examining how various theoretical and empir-
ical studies have approached these aspects across different
cities and countries. Third, it explores how the literature has
addressed the influence of local conditions and regulatory
frameworks on POPS implementation, revealing both com-
mon themes and contextual variations in different geographi-
cal settings. Through this comprehensive review of POPS
literature, the paper traces the shifts in academic perspectives
and research approaches, providing valuable insights for
future studies by identifying key shifts in scholarly focus,
methodological developments, and research priorities across
different geographical contexts.

Methodology

To understand how POPS literature has evolved during the
past five decades, we systematically analyzed scholarly

work from 1980 to 2023, focusing on both theoretical devel-
opments and empirical findings across different geographical
contexts. We searched for such work in key urban studies and
planning databases, including Web of Science, Scopus,
ScienceDirect, Taylor and Francis Online, JSTOR, SAGE
Publications, Wiley Online Library, and Google Scholar.
The initial search utilized a carefully constructed set of key-
words, including “Privately Owned Public Spaces,”
“POPS,” “public space privatization,” “Design and manage-
ment of POPS,” “social diversity in POPS,” “POPS accessi-
bility,” “publicness in POPS,” “control practices in POPS,”
and “POPS and urban governance.” This search was supple-
mented by backward reference searching (snowballing) to
identify influential works, particularly older foundational
studies, that laid the groundwork for POPS research.

We followed strict inclusion and exclusion criteria for the
selection of literature to ensure the quality and relevance of
the reviewed materials. For inclusion, studies needed to
meet several key requirements. First, they had to be academic
publications of recognized scholarly quality, focusing specifi-
cally on POPS rather than general public space discussions.
This included peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books,
and book chapters from established publishers, and doctoral
dissertations that contributed substantial original research to
the field. The review prioritized empirical studies demonstrat-
ing clear methodology and findings, and theoretical works
addressing POPS frameworks and concepts. Case-based stud-
ies were included when they provided detailed analysis of
POPS implementation and outcomes. Given the international
scope of the review, only English-language publications were
considered. Additionally, studies needed to substantially
examine design, management, or policy aspects of POPS to
be included in the review. Several types of works were sys-
tematically excluded from the review. Studies that only tan-
gentially mentioned POPS within broader public space
discussions were omitted, as were opinion pieces or commen-
tary lacking empirical or theoretical contributions. To main-
tain academic rigor, the review excluded conference
abstracts, master’s degree theses, and incomplete studies.
Works examining broader privatization trends without spe-
cific attention to POPS were also excluded.

This process resulted in a final collection of 57 sources,
comprising 21% books and book chapters, 68% academic
journal articles, and 11% PhD theses. The selected literature
spans from 1980 to 2023. Table 1 provides a comprehensive
summary of the studies analyzed in this review, documenting
their geographical focus and primary contribution to the field.

Following literature selection, we conducted qualitative
thematic content analysis to trace the shifts in POPS scholar-
ship across the three periods. Our approach focused on iden-
tifying how researchers framed POPS-related problems,
research questions, and evaluative criteria within each period.
Dominant themes were established through iterative reading
and comparative analysis. A theme was classified as “domi-
nant” when it served as the primary analytical focus or



Mohammadi and Stevens

(panunuod)

A30]|0poyIaw UOHIEBN|BAD {S1094) UOIBZI[BIDISWIWOD

‘suonduny JIAI 92eds JawNsUo-diAID-a1e40d.0d (uonezireAld y3nouys uonew.ojsue.l adeds d1gqngd

‘Apnis diysuonejau Aenb-snuoq Yy ‘sisA[eue uonnjoAs pJepuels ugisap uawssasse 10edw Ad1jod
Apnis uonnjoas axnseud

JuswWwa3euUBW PUE SISA[BUE UOIID1IISAU $S920E “Juawdojpasp Suljppow ssaudijgnd ‘UonEIUSWNIOP JNSEIW [04IU0D)
anbnid

Juswadeuew pajualio-uondwnsuod Apnis diysuonepd uiwwe.adoud-adurualuiew (SiSA[EUe PIYs SDUBUISAOD)

uonedynuap yoeoudde juswoaSeuew A3ojopoylaw uonenead [edliidwa Xapul Juswa.nsesw ssauuado/jouor)
Apnas 30edwi

UOIIB|ND[ED SNUOQ ‘UOISN|IXd 31BIDI[SP JO SDUIPIAD ‘sisA[eue £321e.3s 4odO[SASP pUE JUS.IDI9P USISSp [BUOIUIU|
sisA[eue uoisua3

JIA-19)}JeW pue suonedjduwi DIIBID0WP JUBWISSISSE JUBWIA0IdW [BUOIIDUNY ‘sISA[eur uoITew.IOjsue.] 9deds plIGAH
SPOYISW SSOUDAIIIRYD JudWDSeuRW

Buissasse ‘suoisual Juswadeuew eAlId-o1qnd isdiysuonejea asn-Juswadeuew HJOMBWE. UOISUSWIP JudWaeue)
JuaWIssasse adMoe.d

JuswWadeuUeW ‘S|003 JUBWAINSEIW Ssaudi|qnd Xapul sa.un3esy uidednodsip/SuiSeJnodus ‘UoIIeN[EAS dAIIEINUENY)
1oedw| [puuos.ad A31ndss

‘uoneusaWNdOp Jasn ‘sisA[eue doaud 9jed ‘suonedidwi [e1dos udisap [enryeds ‘uoneiuswndop adueldwod Adijod
Juawissasse 1oedwi

uoneziyeAlud pue uoiso.d IY3istaAo d1jqnd ‘uoneulwEeXa A31[IGeIUNOIDE DIIBIDOWSP ‘SWISIUBYISAW [0J3u0d d3eloduor)

|o1auod 3eAld jo suonedijdwi dnesd0Wap sisAjeue uoisotd wiead dijiqnd Hluomawedy 10edwi UoNEBZIIBALY
swisiueydaw

[0JIUOD [BI20S {SSIDE UO SIDYD IDUB|IDAINS ‘UOIIBWIOJSULI] JUSLWIUOIIAUD SS.1.40) ‘s3oedwil aunseaw A31andag
uoISN[IX3 d3BWSISAS

‘uoljeUIWEXD dJomadwe.y [e89] ‘sisAjeue s3ydld uoissaudxa [eanijod {SdOd 10} dJomawe.y A10ay) dneIdoWwq
JUSWISSISSE SI1J2Udq

[euoIIdUN} ‘UOITBWLIOJSURY 3| DIAID ‘Dnbniud JuswaSeuew pajustio-uondwinsuod ‘sisAjeue 3oedwi sa2.10) 13)Ie|
sol3aw Aylfenb ‘sisjeue

SSDUDAINDBYS dAIURDUI shuoq ‘Juswdolpasp A8ojodAa ‘uoneiuswndop adueljdwod (A1ojusAul SqOd d1IBWRIsAS
s31youaq Jasn 23edo0d.od

‘spaau d1jqnd pue UOIILI0| USMIDQ UDIBWISIW ‘SIUSWUOIIAUS P3[|0JIUOD O) uohew.iojsuely ‘uoneda.das [eog
swisjueydaw

[043u0d jo 1oedwi ‘sadeds Aseuolsn|axa jo uonedlyisse)d ‘sdiysuonela. udisop—A11Indas (SISA|BUB JUSWUOIIAUD SS.1104
dJomawe.y

s3y81u 211qnd ‘sisAjeue udisap y3nouys uonezijeuidrew Auoays adnsnl [eneds ‘uoneznealid jo suonedidwi onesdowsq
sisA[eue saWodINO

N
VSN DAN

VSN DAN

VSN DAN
VSN DAN

VSN DAN

[ea139.409y |
[edneu0ay |
VSN DAN
VSN DAN

AN
[ed13RJ03y |

VSN DAN
vsn
vsn

VSN DAN
vsn

VSN V1

VSN ‘Aajedaeg

(T107) Yd1epuUNpA
pue euow.ed)

(1107) 'e 32 3p1wyds
(1100 (€207-1107)
IPIWYDS pue YIBWIIN s9sAjeue Jud9Yy

(0107) uoppely
(6007) yreweN

(8007) uownsynws

(8007) uassiN

(8007) ‘[e 3° ruowLIRD
(£002)

IPIWYDS pue YI_DWIN

(£000) oIl

(9007) uoauiy
(9007) yuws pue mo

(9007) mo7
($007) uyoy
(1007) ®slusueg
(6007-0007)
(0007) uapAey) potiad aippily
(8661) @alusueg
PUE SLI9PIS-NO1IENOT

(£661) Lsnig

(S661) 1IPYWUW
(€661) oolioueg

9AnRUdUI snuoq ‘3oedwi sadndead Juswadeurw Hjaomawed) A1ore|ndad aanesedwod A3ojodfy ezeld 91etodio) SN ‘4S PUB Y] PUE SII9PIS-NOIIBNOT
suoneiwi| ssadde (s661)
211qnd tseumesy [edisAyd ySnouya Sulusy [edos (wsidedss ‘uoneiuswse.) ‘UOISISACIIUL) SWISIUBYIDW |043U0d udisag VSN ‘V1 SII9PIS-N03IBY N0
3JI| IAID Uo
1oedwi uoneziyealud ‘tuonedausas [eneds ‘swisiuBYdSW [04IUOD PUE SDUE|[IBAINS ‘uonezijenidaduod adeds d1jqnd jo pug VSN ‘DOAN (z661) unjaos
suopeaouul Suiddew (000z-24d)

JolAeyaq ‘uonen[ead eze|d snuoq ‘)| [e120s pue sa.aniedy udisap ‘A3ojopoyraw sisAjeue adeds diqnd d1EWISAS VSN ‘DOAN (0861) 914AYAA saipnis Ajeg
suonnqLIUOD)/saWaY | A uonedo Jeay ‘(s)doyany poliad

(£207-0861) @4n3etd3] SdOd 49 °| 9lqeL



Journal of Planning Literature 0(0)

(panunuod)

sai8a3e.3s d1j199ds-1%a3U0d ‘A1[IqISSaIdR

paAladJad HjJomawe.y Juswadeurw padeys ‘sPpow uoanpold-od (yoeoidde USALIP-1dJBW SA 18IS DUBJDIAA
JUSWISSISSE

SS2UDANDAYS AJolen3ad Apnis 109UuodSIp 3sn-Al|Iqissadde ‘sisA[eue suallieq uondaduad ‘ded ssauaueme dlqng
uoneUdWNI0p

40128} ssa20ns [ealiidwd sisAjeue ajou Suluueld A1) jo Juswiiedaq ‘sydomawe.y A101en3ad JO UOIIN|OAD [BD1I0ISIH
SSI1IAIJE [BIDOS UO

s1oedwi 40328} [BNIX33UOD ‘ANAISNPUl Sundaye saunjeay udisap ‘Buiddew AyiAnoe pue dasn Apnas [edriidwa diewalsAg
anbnin

uonedyisse|d 93eAlid—o1qnd Aleulq Hluomawe.y uoneziiealud 1es-a3elod.od ¢ adeds a1eAlid Jo uonesi-dlqny,,
SWISIUBYD3W DUE||I9AINS-|OIUOD

‘uoneoyuapl A8ojodAy Aueuoisnpxa ‘sisAjeue uodLIsaJ AjIqIssadde {dSOd Ul ddomawe.y adnsn( [eredsg
JusWIssasse [erualod A3Ande

[eros ‘saulapind udisap dy1dads-A30j0dAy Hjuomawredy Suiuueld dapjoyadels-ninw ‘siskjeue uonelseA Alfenb gdsod

sisA[eue 3oedwi uonyezieAlid pasuejeq ‘UOIIBIUSWNDOP DUILIIAXS J3SN HJOMIWIE JUSWISSISSE 3ONPO.d-55300.1d
swisjueydaw

9DUE|[I9AINS-|0UOD ‘uonedUap! A80j0dA) Aseuoisn|dxa SISA[eue UOIIDLIISAL AMI|IQISSAdIE SHjaomawel) adnisn| [enedg
sisA[eue [eJn3|Nd-sSOUD

{5|00) JUSWUSSISSE PIZIPJEPUEIS DJOMIWE. UOIIEISIUI JOP[OY[EIS JUSWAO[SASP [9POW UOIIBN[BAD SSUdI|qNd
sisA[eue [edn3|Nd-SSOID

puE [en)xa3u0d ‘anbnld uoneuswajdw ‘uoneiuswndop Aujenbaur [eos ‘sisjeue uonelwl Adjod QdsOd

uoneJo|dxa A3ojopoyraw uonenjead ‘ppouw sisAjeue s1ysia L1uadoud sisAjeue dJomawe.y ssaudljqnd
doueeq a3eAlad-o1jqnd

‘[9POW 3DUBUJISAOS JUSISSISSE WISIUBYIDW [O.IIUOD ‘SISA[BUE UOIIDUNY D1IBIDOWSP-[BIDOS ‘S|]opow uonsnpo.ad-07)
3uawWdO[oASp SaUIPPING Paseq-adUdPIAD

‘uoiIeIUSWINOOP dDUBLIadXD Jasn !sIsA[eue J01de) sS9INs dAIsuayaJdwod ‘diysuonejad udisap-yuswadeuel

sisAjeue diysuonee. Juswadeurw—diyssaumo ‘uonezijenidsouodad uoniuyep ssaudijiqnd Hjuomawe.y syl Lusdo.y
suonelw| Juswaseuew

91eAlId UOIBIUSINDOP DDUINJHUI [BININD (SSAUSOO| pue ssaulydn [eneds ‘sisAjeue uonea3aiul SqOd ueadouny
s31393e.43s UOnEBIUBWS|dW

J14159ds-1x21U0d Hjaomawel) uolrerdepe [ean3|nd-ssoud uawdojaAsp [9pow uonanpo.d-od isisA[eue uajsue.l Adljod

UOMIBdIIUSPI J0ID’) SSADONS UBIsap ‘sdiysuonepu Ajiqissadde-A1indas A3ojodA1 sdOd dAIsuayaadwor)
JUSWISSISSE

Aunba tuonenopes snuoq ‘diysuonee.a sgOd-3sue.s ‘uone.adsiul adeds d1jqnd [ed1usA isisAjeue uonnjos Aususp-ysiH

>JOMIWE.Y JUSLUSSOSSE Padue(eq ‘saiSare.s uonesniw juswadeurw-udisap sisjeue s3ydii ss92d. di|qnd
sa18a3e435 JUBWRAOIdWI

pazijedo| ‘ASojopoysw uonenjeas Aljenb uawssasse uoneziyeAlld paduejeq HlJOMIWEly sIsA[eue ssaudljqnd

SJomawe.y ssadde ddeds d1iqnd ‘gdOd ut s3ysia 3sa10.4d ‘sisAjeue diysuoirejad Adeadowsp-joiuod [eneds
suJa33ed uoisnpPxa [e1dos Apnis

Y3o ‘uieg
pue IS ‘|nosg

NS ‘|noss
VSN DAN
SOV ‘audnoqjaiy

N

3uoy| SuoH

3uoy| SuoH
N ‘looduaAr]

3uoy| SuoH
3[ISEIMIN
pue o3404

3uoy| SuoH
[eJauaD)

N ‘Jooduaar

VSN DAN
[edauaD)

AemJuopN ‘o|sO
SpuelJayIaN

Y1 pue DAN

VSN DAN

3uoy| SuoH

3uoy| SuoH
SpuelJayIaN

33 pue 3N
DAN

pue ojuoJo |

(9zz00) @1

(e7207) 291
(zzo0)
doueu pue SuenH

(Tz0o7) 2uee) pue
SURAR1G ‘Ipewiweyol,

(TT07) ruow.re)
(1207) uelf

(1707) MA pue 1uissoy

(0207) e 3 bosspa
(1700

‘e 39 Cm__. ,A_NONV CN__.
(ozot

‘6107) ‘[e 30 sado

(8107) nA
(8107) usyD pue Suepp

(8107) bausppa
(1207 ‘8100
doueu pue SuenH
(£107) 8ueyz
(£100)
uadsy pue 39s3)J3lg
(9107) ueqqesy
JOp UBA pUE I3 UBA
(#107) Sueny

(£107) nA
(€100) 8urx

(€102) MRPW
ueA pue jeeais3ueT]

(£107) uyoy

WISIUBYDSW DUE[[IDAINS ‘PAISSPUN PUB DWILID JO SJBI 0949 Uonezi[ernawwod sisAjeue 1oedw Adijod [esaqiosN SN (Z107) uoauny
A|iqissadoe diqnd pue uonezpeald
‘uoneuswndop yoeoudde juswadeuew asauede[ Hjuomawe.) uonelaidisiul [einljnd sisA[eue [ppow SdOd Uelsy uede( (z107) Pwwiqg
SuUOIINQGIIIUOD)/SAWY | A uonedo Jea q ‘(s)Joyany poliad

‘panupuoy) °| Iqel



Mohammadi and Stevens 5

theoretical framework in the majority of studies within that
period. For example, “physical control mechanisms” emerged
as one of the dominant themes in early studies because schol-
ars structured their analysis around documenting and critiqu-
ing these mechanisms, not simply mentioning them in
passing. The identification of periods was based on a qualita-
tive assessment of changing research orientations. We identi-
fied shifts from early critical-theoretical approaches
emphasizing privatization’s inherent problems, to systematic
empirical evaluations, to recent context-sensitive approaches
examining geographic variations. This classification consid-
ered each study’s central analytical orientation while recog-
nizing that multiple perspectives coexisted within each
period. This approach enabled us to identify substantive shifts
in scholarly discourse rather than simply documenting chro-
nological changes.

The Shifts in POPS Literature: From
Critical to Evidence-Based Assessment

The academic discourse on Privately Owned Public Spaces
(POPS) was initiated in 1980 through Whyte’s pioneering
study of New York City’s bonus plaza program, establishing
the first systematic analysis of these spaces’ public use and
design effectiveness. Over the subsequent four decades,
POPS literature has undergone a fundamental transformation
in both theoretical orientation and methodological
approaches. This transformation traces three distinct phases:
early scholarship (pre-2000) that critiqued privatization and
documented control mechanisms; a middle period (2000—
2010) that developed the first systematic evaluation frame-
works; and recent research (2011-2023) that examines geo-
graphical variations in implementation while moving
beyond binary public—private critiques. Although many stud-
ies from each period draw upon earlier critiques and concepts,

context-specific evaluation tools
OMAI model evaluation; ownership-management transparency analysis; amenity impact on inclusivity; regulatory
experience-design relationships

use; survey planning officers
Democratic deficit analysis; neoliberal governance critique; spatial identity in corporate spaces; commercial interests

frameworks in welfare state
User perception analysis; behavioral adaptation documentation; subtle control mechanism impact study; user

bonus system examination
Guangzhou, CN  Systematic evaluation; context-specific performance metrics; usage pattern and typologies analysis; integration with

and public rights
Melbourne, AUS  Systematic study and methodology development; diverse activity patterns; features’ impact on public engagement;

urban context
Stakeholder-inclusive assessment framework; user behavior pattern and design-management relationship;

Rights-of-way approach analysis; welfare state policy impact; European implementation variation; provision vs actual

Key Themes/Contributions

Countries: USA (United States), UK (United Kingdom), AUS (Australia), CN (China), GER (Germany), SK (South Korea).

P
2 % G X they collectively reveal a broader reorientation in urban scho-
] . . . . .
cle o ¥ © 3 larship. Since 1980, research has shifted from theoretical cri-
% g 5 = 2 § tiques grounded in political economy toward evidence-based
c . .
§ g @ % S :cEEv g assessments of spatial practices that acknowledge the com-
plexities of urban public space provision.
~ .
N =
(- Q o~ . N [e) . ..
gls 8§ 83§ = I g < Early Studies (pre-2000): Fundamental Critiques
< 5 Q& g 0w 8 . . .
=3 _& E = o g & _|g<2 Documenting POPSs’ Physical Control Mechanisms
| zud c e 9 b o S'm . . .
% & § S g § '03 ‘% 2 5 § i Early POPS research began during a period of intense debate
v~ C ~ ~ > . . . . .
2187 272 £ 3 3 5 about urban privatization in the 1980s and 1990s, when crit-
2 b ical urban theorists were examining how market forces were
2 > reshaping public spaces (Harvey 1989; Sorkin 1992; Zukin
£ s ping p Y y
€ 2 1995). In this context, scholars approached POPS as symbolic
0 z pp Y
v O cases of broader transformations in urban governance and
% | o z public realm management (Mitchell 1995; Loukaitou-Sideris
% 2 8 and Banerjee 1998). Our review identified three dominant
i () themes in this foundational period’s literature: physical
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control mechanisms, design practices for social filtering, and
critiques of commercialization.

The fundamental critique during this period centered on
how social control over spaces was manifested through privat-
ization mechanisms. This was discussed as a manifestation of
broader social control and exclusion processes in urban space.
The privatization of public space presented fundamental chal-
lenges to earlier theoretical frameworks for public spaces
(Sorkin 1992; Sennett 1992). These critiques targeted the
inherent tensions in allowing private actors to create and man-
age spaces intended for public use. Because they addressed
the structural consequences of privatization itself, their argu-
ments remain relevant to most POPSs, including many devel-
oped in later decades. More recent literature acknowledges
these intrinsic concerns but treats them as a historical founda-
tion rather than the main focus of analysis.

Scholars argue that POPSs are often highly regulated envi-
ronments that impose boundaries and restrictions on users’
interactions. For example, every interaction is carefully
planned (Mitchell 1995), contributing to the cultivation of a
specific code of public behavior (Loukaitou-Sideris and
Banerjee 1998). The literature highlights instances where
POPSs specifically prohibit various activities and enforce
strict behavioral rules that effectively proscribe other actions
(Sorkin 1992; Flusty 1997; Low 2006). Surveillance, policing
techniques, and behavior-constraining design elements in
POPSs are shown to prioritize security concerns over the
potential for social interaction (Loukaitou-Sideris and
Banerjee 1998; Kayden 2000). Another significant issue
underscored in the literature is the diminishing of public rights
and the concurrent rise of private-sector influence in decision-
making about the public realm. This erosion of public rights is
manifest on multiple scales, ranging from excluding specific
individuals and behaviors to the broader context of city man-
agement (Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee 1998). There have
been comprehensive analyses of the lack of social freedom
and opportunity due to prohibitions and restrictions on people
using POPSs (Loukaitou-Sideris 1993). At the city-wide
scale, social surveillance as a collective responsibility is
replaced by private surveillance and policing in POPSs and
other privately owned spaces (Madden 2010).

Another key concern in the literature is that POPSs are
often treated as private domains rather than integral parts of
the public sphere. These spaces tend to position the public
as temporary visitors rather than welcomed participants in
urban life (Kayden 2000; Banerjee 2001). Scholars frequently
describe them as nominally public areas embedded within pri-
vate developments, surrounded by commercial or corporate
functions that reinforce their limited openness (Miller
2007). Some literature even compares them to lobbies for
office towers and hotels, with stylish and decorative materials
(Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee 1998; Miller 2007), creating
autonomous designs fragmented from their diverse urban con-
text (Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee 1998; Minton 2006),
with far-reaching impacts on urban public life (Miller 2007;

Dovey 2016). When encountering such spaces, individuals
may feel obligated to make purchases, such as food or bever-
ages, to access the facilities (Kayden 2000; Xing 2013; Wang
and Chen 2018), effectively making access conditional on
financial capacity (Flusty 1997; Miller 2007). Banerjee
(2001) refers to the words of Charles Moore (1997, 57),
“You have to pay for public life,” resulting in POPSs being
predominantly frequented by higher-income individuals and
middle-class workers, while lower-income users are notably
underrepresented. POPSs are often viewed as representative
of market-driven urbanism, planned, designed, and packaged
to serve a specific, narrow clientele and emphasizing commer-
cial consumption (Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee 1993;
Kayden 2000; Kohn 2013).

The critiques outlined above predominantly focus on the
ownership-related issues of POPSs, which shift the control
of public spaces and activities from the public to private enti-
ties and trade off some rights between the public and private.
Consequently, POPSs have been characterized in terms of the
diminution (Kayden 2000), illusion (Banerjee 2001), and ero-
sion (Low 2006) of public space. Mitchell (1995) character-
izes privatization as the “end of public space,” arguing that
privatization fundamentally undermined democratic urban
life. These fundamental critiques manifest in various ways
in the literature of POPSs, from questions of democratic
access versus private control (Mitchell 1995) to concerns
about social diversity being compromised by commercial
homogenization (Sorkin 1992; Zukin 1995). Such perspec-
tives were grounded in classical public space theory, drawing
on Haberma’’s (1989) concept of the public sphere and
Lefebvre’s (1991) work on the social production of space.
They also expressed a more fundamental pattern of the ero-
sion of public rights by privatizing public spaces. They
described an increasing shift of decision-making authority
from democratically elected representatives to business inter-
ests (Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee 1998; Sorkin 1992),
impacting broader urban dynamics as social surveillance
gave way to private policing and public authority over urban
space diminished (Mitchell 1995; Sennett 1992).

Scholars in this period also described how physical design
and management practices regulated social interactions within
these spaces, leading to autonomous environments that were
disconnected from urban contexts. (Mitchell 1995).
Loukaitou-Sideris (1993) identified key design characteris-
tics: introversion, fragmentation, escapism, orderliness, and
design rigidity. Whyte’s (1980) study showed how POPSs
were often visually inaccessible, blocked off by blank walls.
Flusty (1997) characterized POPSs as slippery and jittery
spaces where security guards and cameras prevented the spon-
taneity of public life. Much of the early discussion on design
and user exclusion draws from the seminal studies of
Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee (1993, 1998). They portray
POPSs as fragmented, inward-looking spaces designed to be
autonomous from their surroundings (1998, 11). Their earlier
research (1993) showed that such environments edited out
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everyday life, excluding undesired users and activities while
accommodating commercial functions and office workers.
Together, these studies demonstrate how design operates as
a subtle mechanism of social filtering. The critiques of private
control over public spaces extended beyond physical design
to also encompass management practices, with studies noting
how security personnel and surveillance systems worked
alongside architectural elements to restrict public use
(Flusty 1997; Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee 1998).

While predominantly critical, this early scholarship period
established crucial frameworks for understanding private con-
trol in public space, laying the groundwork for the systematic
evaluation approaches in the following decades. Literature in
this period focused on documenting control mechanisms, crit-
ically examining how design choices served broader social
control and exclusion purposes. This perspective significantly
influenced the direction of subsequent research, leading to
more systematic approaches to evaluating POPS design and
management practices.

Middle Period (2000-2010): Initial Systematic
Assessment of POPS

Critiques of the problems intrinsic to POPS continued during
this period. However, this period marked a significant shift
toward systematic evaluation methods in POPS scholarship
rather than just articulating their intrinsic problems.
Kayden’s (2000) comprehensive study of New York City’s
POPS program initiated this change by empirically document-
ing implementation outcomes, revealing that 41% of POPSs
were non-compliant with public access requirements.
Banerjee (2001) examined POPSs through both physical
design and social dimensions, noting that public life increas-
ingly occurs in private settings. Such empirical focuses were
continued by Németh and Schmidt’s (2007) development of a
quantitative framework considering multiple dimensions:
laws/rules, surveillance/policing, design/image, and access/
territoriality.

Literature in this period also emphasized how POPS man-
agement practices affected social diversity and interaction.
Kohn (2004) presented privatization as a severe threat to
democracy and civic life, identifying how POPS systemati-
cally undermined political speech and assembly. Miller
(2007) observed how minor changes in security protocols
and commercial programming could impact public access
and social interaction patterns. She highlighted how post-9/11
security concerns became a legitimizing factor for increased
private control, even when physical changes to these spaces
remained minimal. Low (2006) and Németh (2009) focused
on how surveillance and security practices prioritized control
over social interaction. Németh (2009) developed an empi-
rical evaluation methodology with an index to measure
control/openness, and identified specific management
approaches used in POPSs. Meanwhile, Nissen (2008)

analyzed the transition to hybrid spaces, acknowledging
some functional improvements while raising concerns about
democratic implications. Other critiques examined POPSs’
programming and private events as changes that restricted
public access without creating obvious physical barriers.
This challenged earlier assumptions about the relationship
between design and control. Smithsimon (2008) found that
developers intentionally designed POPS to be uninviting,
challenging previous assumptions that their design failures
were unintentional.

The geographic spread of POPS research brought new
insights during this period. Although the majority of studies
during this period continued to emerge from the US, particu-
larly New York City, this phase marked the emergence of
geographically diverse perspectives. North American scholar-
ship continued to concentrate on vertical development and
bonus-plaza mechanisms, exploring how zoning incentives
shaped design and compliance. In contrast, new European
research, exemplified by Minton’s (2006) work in the
United Kingdom, examined how privatization was reshaping
local democracy and urban culture. It highlighted the growing
influence of corporate interests in decision-making about the
wider public realm and raised early concerns about the ero-
sion of civic accountability in urban governance. Work by
Carmona, de Magalhaes and Hammond (2008) suggested
that privatization was not the death of public space, but a
change in its form, function, and appearance. They proposed
new frameworks for understanding public space management
dimensions through a three-way partnership model between
public, private, and community sectors. These studies
reflected early responses to different national planning cul-
tures and governance systems, but remained primarily
focused on documenting local privatization processes rather
than engaging in systematic cross-national comparisons.
Critical perspectives remained important during this period,
but they evolved to offer more sophisticated analyses of
POPS’ social implications. Madden (2010) acknowledged
improvements in maintenance and programming in POPSs
while critiquing their consumption-oriented management.
These analyses laid important groundwork for understanding
how design and management practices could either enhance
or constrain public use and engagement in POPS, setting
the stage for more comprehensive evaluations in subsequent
decades.

Recent Analyses (201 1-2023): Global Perspectives
and Complexity

Recent scholarship reveals a more sophisticated understand-
ing of POPS that moves beyond ownership and management
critiques of privatization, reflecting multiple concurrent devel-
opments that fundamentally transformed the field. A key the-
oretical reorientation is the recognition that ownership
structure alone does not determine publicness in urban spaces
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(Carmona 2022; De Magalhaes and Frere Trigo 2017). This
period saw POPS research significantly influenced by broader
economic and social shifts, particularly the 2008 Global
Financial Crisis, which led to a reevaluation of private roles
in public space provision as municipalities faced reduced
funding (Banerjee and Loukaitou-Sideris 2011).

Post-2010 scholarship reflects internationalization of
POPS research, corresponding with the global diffusion of
development incentives as a governance approach and
increased privatization across diverse political economies.
While the first European research emerged during the middle
period, the most recent period marks a qualitative shift toward
global comparisons. Asian studies represent 32% of empirical
research post-2011 compared to zero in earlier periods, while
North American studies declined from 80% (middle period) to
21% (recent period). Rather than a simple increase in non-US
case studies, this geographic diversification enabled method-
ological shifts toward interrogating how cultural, institutional,
and spatial differences shape POPS implementation and per-
ception, generating theoretical contributions distinct from ear-
lier North American frameworks.

Building on frameworks from the 2000s, scholars signifi-
cantly reframed the theoretical understanding of privatiza-
tion’s impact. Rather than viewing this as the death of
public space—as argued in early critiques—researchers con-
ceptualized it as a transformation in form and function requir-
ing new analytical approaches (Carmona and Wunderlich
2012; Carmona 2022). This theoretical shift was reinforced
by empirical research, much of it originating from doctoral
dissertations that later evolved into multiple journal publica-
tions. Together, these studies demonstrate how POPS’ suc-
cess depends on a network of interrelated design,
management, and contextual factors (Yu 2013; Huang
2014; Leclercq 2018; Jian 2021; Mohammadi 2021;
Bjerkeset 2021). Moreover, the assessment methodologies
for POPS have become increasingly advanced and empiri-
cally grounded, including more criteria and indexes specific
to POPS than borrowing from other types of public spaces
frameworks. Németh and Schmidt (2011) enhanced their ear-
lier quantitative framework for measuring publicness in pri-
vatized spaces. Several scholars have expanded upon these
evaluation approaches. For example, Langstraat and van
Melik (2013) developed the OMAI model (Ownership,
Management, Accessibility, and Inclusiveness) to systemati-
cally evaluate POPS. Lopes, Cruz and Pinho (2020) devel-
oped the Publicness Evaluation Model (PEM), integrating
multiple dimensions and incorporating urban life, physical
design, human connection, and management practices.

POPS research in this period began to examine a wider
range of urban and geographic contexts, with more studies
in Asia, Europe, and Australia. Asian scholarship revealed
distinctive typologies, challenges, and solutions for POPSs
based on different local contexts. Several studies in Asian cit-
ies (Dimmer 2012; Xing 2013; Yu 2013; Lee 2022b) docu-
mented how their extremely high density and land scarcity

led to diverse POPS solutions. For instance, Rossini and
Yiu (2021) examined how extreme density necessitates
POPS-related solutions like elevated walkways. Also, Jian,
Chan and Yao (2021) identified distinct typologies supporting
differing use patterns. Another emergent area of analysis dur-
ing this period was the role of information. Jian, Chan and
Yao (2021) highlighted how information access problems
can hinder POPS’ effectiveness as much as physical design
issues, and demonstrated that lack of knowledge about loca-
tions, access rights, and amenities leads to underutilization,
particularly among disadvantaged groups. Several studies
revealed that POPS’ exclusion and underuse often result not
from design deficiencies but from a lack of knowledge about
POPS as a type of public space. Lee (2022a) identified a lack
of public awareness about POPSs in Seoul and about their
accessibility for public uses. Mohammadi (2021) also
observed the same lack of information about the types, bene-
fits, and public rights in Melbourne POPSs. Huang and
Franck (2018) demonstrate how transparent management
and clear communication about public access rights create
more inclusive spaces in Manhattan.

European scholars identified different approaches to POPS
there, with different impacts on urban life. Bjerkeset and
Aspen’s (2017) study in Oslo explored how design and man-
agement practices can create “tight” spaces limiting public
appropriation, despite high-quality environments. Lopes
et al.’s (2019, 2020) studies in Porto and Newcastle provided
empirical evidence challenging negative assumptions about
privately owned spaces, demonstrating that POPS’ success
depends more on integrating physical and social factors
throughout the spaces’ lifecycle than on ownership structure
alone. These findings complement Lee and Scholten’s
(2022) work on how welfare states approach POPS differently
than liberal market economies. Dunlop et al.’s (2023) studies
in German cities like Hamburg showed how the absence of
explicit control mechanisms in POPSs can enhance their per-
ceived publicness.

Recent literature thus presents POPS as complex urban
spaces whose successes and shortcomings depend on multiple
factors. Wu et al. (2022) developed context-specific perfor-
mance metrics for studying POPS in Chinese cities.
Manifesty, Min and Kim (2022) proposed stakeholder-
inclusive assessment frameworks considering both spatial
and social dimensions. Huang and Franck (2022) provided a
comprehensive historical context while challenging negative
assumptions with empirical evidence, suggesting the need
for locally adapted frameworks. Mohammadi, Stevens and
Keane (2022) proposed an activity-based methodology for
analyzing how the design of POPSs impacts their diverse pub-
lic uses. These developments reflect the growing recognition
that effective POPS evaluation must consider multiple scales
of analysis, from immediate user experience to broader urban
integration and management.

A chronological review of the POPS literature across
these three periods reveals three fundamental shifts in
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Table 2. The Changing Focus of POPS Literature from 1980 to 2023.

Research focus Early Studies (pre-2000)

Middle Period (2000-2010)

Recent Analysis (2011-2023)

Primary concerns  End of public space; Democratic decline;

Privatization critique
Key themes Physical control mechanisms; Social
filtering; Commerecialization effects
Descriptive critiques; Documentation of
barriers; Theoretical frameworks

Methodological
approach
Design focus Introversion and fragmentation; Visual
barriers; Exclusionary features

Notable findings POPS as democratic threats for public
life; Design for social control; Public
rights erosion

Geographic scope  NYC-centric studies; US city centers

Balanced assessment; Program
evaluation; Policy compliance

Management impacts; Security
practices; Social diversity

Empirical studies; Quantitative
metrics; Systematic evaluation

Design-management relationships;
Security and accessibility
measures

Compliance rate; Intentional
deterrents; Hybrid space
typology

Other US cities and UK expansion

Multi-factor analysis;
Context-specific solutions; Global
variations

User experience; Local contexts and
adaptations

Mixed methods; Comparative
analysis; Context-sensitive
frameworks

User-centered design; Cultural
interpretations; Diverse
typologies

Context-specific success factors;
User adaptation patterns; Cultural
variations

Global perspectives and local
adaptations.

scholarly discourse. First, research has changed from view-
ing privatization as inherently problematic to examining
specific practices that enhance or constrain public use.
Second, evaluation approaches have changed from docu-
menting physical control features to analyzing complex
interactions between design, management, and user experi-
ence. Third, the geographical expansion of literature has
revealed how cultural, regulatory, and urban morphological
differences shape both POPS implementation and how it is
researched/evaluated. As Table 2 illustrates, this shift from
intrinsic critiques to systematic assessment reflects a deeper
change in how researchers understand public space provi-
sion through studying POPS. Such literature has enabled
a more comprehensive analysis of specific design and man-
agement practices, which we examine in detail in the fol-
lowing sections.

Analyzing the Design and Management
Features That Are Examined in POPS
Literature

This section addresses the second objective of this review: to
synthesize how different scholars have analyzed and evalu-
ated design and management practices in POPS. It examines
which aspects received the most scholarly attention and how
evaluation approaches progressed across the literature’s
development. While early literature up until 2000 predomi-
nantly focused on ownership-related issues of POPSs—
critiquing the shift of control from public to private
entities—it rarely examined specific design and management
practices of existing POPSs. Building on the chronological
and thematic synthesis presented in earlier sections, this
analysis demonstrates how scholars developed increasingly
systematic approaches to studying specific POPS features.
To understand this shift, we use Németh and Schmidt’s

(2007) framework (Table 3) to analyze how POPS features
have been studied in the literature. Building on Oc and
Tiesdell’s (1999, 2000) work, Németh and Schmidt catego-
rized these features into four dimensions—Law/Rules,
Surveillance/Policing, = Design/Image, and  Access/
Territoriality—and identified which elements encouraged
or discouraged public use. This framework has influenced
subsequent evaluation methods across different contexts
(Lopes, Cruz and Pinho 2020; Jian, Chan and Yao 2021;
Rossini and Yiu 2021; Mohammadi 2021; Dunlop et al.
2023). We conducted a content analysis of 21 publications
in the recent period (2011-2023) with empirical explorations
of POPSs. Our analysis reveals varying levels of scholarly
attention across different feature categories, with several sig-
nificant patterns occurring in how recent researchers studied
POPS features. These patterns are examined for each dimen-
sion below.

Law/Rules and Surveillance/Policing Features

The scholarly literature demonstrates substantial consen-
sus regarding several features associated with Law/Rules
and Surveillance/Policing dimensions, with many studies
emphasizing their significance in POPS management. The
attention to specific features within these dimensions var-
ies significantly: posted rules and security personnel
receive extensive attention (85%), while elements like
“Public Space” signage and business district location
appear in less than 50% of the reviewed literature. Early
research primarily documented the physical manifesta-
tions of control. van Melik and van der Krabben (2016)
examined human surveillance practices, while Huang
and Franck (2018) explored the role of security personnel
and their influence on patterns of use. More recent studies
by Lopes, Cruz and Pinho (2020) and Lee (2022a, 2022b)
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Table 3. Encouraging and Discouraging Features Defined by Németh and Schmidt (2007, 288).

Encouraging Features

Discouraging Features

Features Dimension Features Dimension
Sign announcing “Public Space” Law/Rules Visible set of rules posted Law/Rules
At a commercial building Surveillance/Policing Subjective judgment/rules posted Law/Rules
Restroom available Design/Image In business improvement district Surveillance/Policing
Diversity of seating types Design/Image Security cameras Surveillance/Policing
Various microclimates Design/Image Security personnel Surveillance/Policing
Lighting for night-time use Design/lmage Secondary security personnel Surveillance/Policing

Small-scale food vendors

Art, cultural, and visual enhancement
Entrance accessibility

Orientation accessibility

Design/Image
Design/Image
Access/Territoriality
Access/Territoriality

Design to imply appropriate use
Presence of sponsor/advertisement
Areas of restricted/conditional uses
Constrained hours of operation

Design/Image
Design/Image
Design/lmage
Access/Territoriality

provide detailed analyses of surveillance mechanisms
within case studies.

Studying POPS-related laws and rules dimension focused
on exploring local policies. Studies of Liverpool ONE in
the UK demonstrated that behavioral control often operates
through subtle environmental cues rather than explicit rules,
with no visible “private property” signs or lists of prohibited
activities (Leclercq, Pojani and van Bueren 2020). Dunlop
et al. (2023) also referred to observations of German
POPSs, where implicit regulation is more prevalent, poten-
tially enhancing perceptions of publicness while raising ques-
tions about transparency. Similarly, Mohammadi (2021)
documented the absence within Melbourne policies of
requirements for signage that would identify POPSs as pub-
licly accessible spaces. Recent research by Leclercq and
Pojani (2023) adds crucial insights into user perceptions of
surveillance. Their Liverpool case studies reveal that users
often don’t notice surveillance measures, even in heavily
monitored spaces. More significantly, they found that visible
security measures don’t necessarily enhance feelings of
safety. Their research demonstrates that safety perceptions
are more strongly influenced by factors like active street fronts
and the presence of other people than by formal surveillance
measures, supporting Jacobs’s (1961) “eyes on the street” the-
ory. These findings challenge earlier assumptions about the
behavioral effects of surveillance and its relationship to user
comfort.

The evaluation of research focus reveals a significant
shift: while early studies emphasized documenting and
categorizing control features, recent research increasingly
examines the complex relationship between surveillance
measures, user perceptions, and actual space usage.
These findings suggest that Németh and Schmidt’s origi-
nal classification of surveillance features as uniformly
“discouraging” may oversimplify their impact on user
experience. While included in their framework, commer-
cial buildings and public space signage have received lim-
ited attention in subsequent research, likely reflecting
contextual differences in regulatory systems and incentive

structures across regions, particularly in European and
Asian cities.

Design/Image Features

The literature reveals significant attention to design elements
in POPS:s. Scholars particularly examine how these elements
function as behavioral control mechanisms, manifesting
through both explicit and subtle design strategies. Explicit
design control is documented in several studies. Yu (2018)
examines design as a political control mechanism, analyzing
specific modifications implemented to prevent protest activi-
ties. Dunlop et al. (2023) identify deliberate physical deter-
rents, such as “small screws on seating” aimed at
discouraging skateboarders and the strategic placement of
concrete bollards to control space usage. Subtle control strat-
egies receive equal scholarly attention. Huang and Franck
(2018) document other design approaches, such as placing a
flowerpot on a single bench to discourage certain uses and
arranging furniture to deter homeless individuals. Langstraat
and van Melik (2013) further develop this concept of subtle
control, introducing the term “stealthy space” to describe
how design can inconspicuously regulate behavior. Several
scholars examine the broader implications of design control.
Rossini and Yiu (2021) analyze how design features system-
atically limit specific activities, while Lopes, Cruz and Pinho
(2019) incorporate design control as a criterion in evaluating
public use. Bjerkeset and Aspen (2017) explore how design
creates “tightness” in space use, demonstrating how physical
form and accessibility can mask a space’s intended function.

Seating diversity is another prominent focus, discussed in
approximately 70% of reviewed studies since 2011. The
wider literature collected shows an evolution in how seating
is analyzed, transitioning from early critiques focusing on
the absence of appropriate seating (Whyte 1980; Kayden
2000) to more detailed discussions of seating diversity and
arrangement (Miller 2007, Xing 2013; Huang 2014;
Leclercq and Pojani 2023). Recent studies examine various
seating configurations and their impacts on space utilization
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(Lee 2022a; Leclercq, Pojani and van Bueren 2020;
Manifesty, Min and Kim 2022). Notably, Langstraat and
van Melik (2013) categorize diverse seating options as “‘wel-
coming amenities,” while Manifesty, Min and Kim (2022)
document how wusers actively create informal seating
arrangements.

Environmental comfort and microclimate features have
received moderate attention in the literature, with only 50 per-
cent of the studies addressing these elements. In the US con-
text, particularly in New York, Huang and Franck’s studies
(2018, 2021) examine how high-rise developments affect
environmental conditions, documenting specific challenges
of “windiness” and “insufficient sunlight.” Several scholars
note the influence of indoor climate control on public use pat-
terns (Miller 2007; Smithsimon 2008; Huang 2014; Leclercq
and Pojani 2023). In studies of POPS outside the US, attention
shifts to outdoor environmental features. Several studies
examine the role of natural elements and passive climate con-
trol strategies (Lee 2022b; Lopes, Cruz and Pinho 2020;
Manifesty, Min and Kim 2022; Jian, Chan and Yao 2021),
though some provide only a cursory examination of these ele-
ments (Bjerkeset and Aspen 2017; Dunlop et al. 2023). This
geographical variation reflects the evolving typology of
POPSs, with recent studies outside the US focusing more
on outdoor POPSs and their features, rather than the indoor
POPSs and plazas that characterized early research.

Night-time lighting has received moderate attention in
POPS research (57% of reviewed studies). Several scholars
examine lighting’s role both as a safety feature and as an
enabler of extended space usage (Langstraat and van Melik
2013; Lopes, Cruz and Pinho 2020; Huang and Franck
2018, 2021). Manifesty, Min and Kim (2022) highlight gen-
der considerations by documenting female respondents’
emphasis on adequate lighting for personal safety. The litera-
ture reveals a notable tension in how lighting is interpreted
and implemented in POPSs: while some scholars describe
lighting primarily as a control mechanism within the broader
management strategy (Minton 2022), others emphasize its
potential for creating welcoming and inclusive environments,
suggesting that lighting’s role extends beyond basic function-
ality to influence the overall character and use of these spaces
(Leclercq, Pojani and van Bueren 2020; Lee 2022a).

Small-scale food vendors and restaurants in POPSs have
been discussed as both activating and contested design ele-
ments. Whyte’s (1980) observation that “if you want to
seed a place with activity, put out food” emphasized how
food attracts people, and how people, in turn, attract more
people. Building on this insight, later studies examined in
greater detail how food services shape publicness, inclusion,
and everyday use. US-based studies document how cafes
and food courts influence usage patterns and space vitality
(Németh and Schmidt 2011; Miller 2007; Huang and
Franck 2018, 2021). Loukaitou-Sideris and Banerjee (1998)
note their role in increasing office space profitability and
tenant retention. Miller (2007) specifically examines how

food kiosks in luxury POPSs can attract middle-class workers
through affordable options. Dunlop et al. (2023) discuss more
complex dynamics: food trucks primarily served office work-
ers during weekday lunchtimes, demonstrating curated inclu-
sion that reinforces existing user patterns rather than
broadening public engagement. This observation aligns with
Langstraat and van Melik’s (2013) findings about amenities
potentially limiting inclusiveness. Several studies in other
countries documented the absence of small-scale food provid-
ers (vendors, kiosks, and food trucks) in POPSs, noting
instead the dominance of large-scale food courts surrounded
by cafes and restaurants in plazas (Mohammadi 2021).
Some studies critique the impacts that large restaurants,
food courts, and cafes can have on the social use of POPS.
Smithsimon (2008) noted cafés paying to extend their seating
into plazas. Wang and Chen (2018) document how restaurants
and cafes can privatize frontage areas. The relationship
between food services and space utilization shows varying
patterns. Xing (2013) observes employees using food courts
in POPSs to avoid on-street restaurant queues. Huang
(2014) documents how spaces can become dominated by
food court functions, potentially compromising their public
character. Many scholars refer to such examples as the crea-
tion of consumption-oriented spaces and “café creep,” which
foster user homogeneity in POPS (Kayden 2000; Kohn 2004;
Low 2006; Madden 2010; Carmona 2010; Wang and Chen
2018; Lee 2022a). The literature indicates that the impact of
food services on POPSs’ publicness varies significantly.
Certain design features have received less attention in the
literature. Less than 50% of the studies we reviewed examined
restroom availability, art and cultural elements, and the pres-
ence of advertising. Only a few studies specifically examine
restrooms as essential amenities of POPSs (Lee 2022a;
Langstraat and van Melik 2013). Also, a few scholars have
studied the presence of sponsorship and advertising through
digital boards and TVs as design/image features impacting
public use (e.g., Miller 2007; Xing 2013; Huang 2014).

Access/Territoriality

Entrance accessibility is one of the most extensively studied
design features of POPSs, with 85% of the reviewed literature
addressing this aspect. Literature attention started by address-
ing the physical dimensions of access and then extended to its
psychological aspects. Huang and Franck (2018) observed
how entrance conditions influence use patterns and public
perception. Huang (2014) identifies three distinct entrance
configurations in New York office towers: separate entrances,
shared entrances with distant reception desks, and shared
entrances with central security desks, arguing that shared
entrances often diminish public use. Bjerkeset and Aspen
(2017) examine psychological barriers and the impact of
security presence at entrances. Zhang (2017) provide broader
conceptual frameworks addressing property rights and legal
requirements in accessing POPSs.
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Orientation accessibility, defined by Németh and Schmidt
(2007) as the visual and physical connection between POPSs
and surrounding public areas at street level, has been studied
by 71% of reviewed sources. Several scholars examined how
spatial relationships between entrances and surrounding urban
fabric affect public use. Early studies by Whyte (1980) and
Loukaitou-Sideris (1993) identified how public accessibility
is diminished by spaces hidden within buildings or featuring
blank walls and inward orientations. Recent literature expands
on these findings: Leclercq, Pojani and van Bueren (2020)
analyze street-level connections and visual accessibility. Lee
(2022a) examines how elevation differences from the street
level affect usage patterns. Lopes, Cruz and Pinho (2020) pro-
vide specific evidence, demonstrating how strong street con-
nections enhance accessibility. Bjerkeset and Aspen (2017)
further emphasize the importance of sidewalk visibility and
the negative impacts of below-grade locations on public
access.

Operational hours and temporal accessibility receive less
scholarly attention, being discussed in only 38% of analyzed
studies. Langstraat and van Melik (2013) briefly discuss how
temporal changes in accessibility may impact inclusiveness,
which can vary across different times of day/week. Huang
and Franck (2018) document specific impacts of temporal
restrictions, noting how private events in POPSs limit public
access to certain areas. Minton (2022) examines the broader
implications of time-based restrictions. The limited attention
to operating hours in European contexts reflects the preva-
lence of ungated outdoor POPSs, highlighting how urban con-
text influences both management practices and scholarly
focus.

Expanded Perspectives: Complexities in POPS Design
and Management Features

Recent studies have significantly expanded upon earlier
frameworks in POPS literature, moving beyond Németh and
Schmidt’s binary classification of features by revealing three
key analytical shifts. First, recent research has shown that
design and management features in POPS can both encourage
and discourage public activities—the impacts of these fea-
tures can vary for different activities and users (Huang and
Franck 2018, 2021; Mohammadi 2021; Dunlop et al. 2023).
Second, several studies have highlighted the importance of
considering POPS within their broader urban context, includ-
ing the diversity of adjacent land uses, proximity to public
transportation, the presence of cross-block connections, and
active street edges (Leclercq, Pojani and van Bueren 2020;
Jian, Chan and Yao 2021; Dunlop et al. 2023; Wu et al.
2022; Manifesty, Min and Kim 2022) employed Space
Syntax analysis—an analytical tool used to measure accessi-
bility and integration within urban layouts—to understand
better the relationships between POPSs and their wider city
contexts. Third, several studies have examined how the

integration of POPS with their host buildings affects user
diversity and activity patterns, both during and after business
hours (Huang and Franck 2018; Mohammadi 2021; Bjerkeset
and Aspen 2017). While Németh and Schmidt’s four dimen-
sions addressed spatial form, access, and regulation as fixed
attributes, expanded perspectives emphasize how the same
features operate differently across time, user groups, and
urban contexts. This analytical shift moves from cataloguing
formal attributes to understanding dynamic social processes
within POPSs.

Across regions, scholars highlight how material choices
shape the inclusivity of POPSs. In North America, luxury fin-
ishes often create psychological barriers for lower-income
users: Huang (2014) notes that high-end materials can make
spaces feel exclusive or fee-based, while Miller (2007) shows
how decorative elements such as marble benches and water-
falls, though visually appealing, discourage everyday use.
Building on this, Huang and Franck (2018) and Bjerkeset
and Aspen (2017) confirm that stylistic choices influence
both accessibility and perceived openness. European studies
emphasize the opposite strategy, using consistent materials
that integrate POPSs with their urban context. While in
Australia, Mohammadi (2021) similarly finds that aligning
materials across public and private areas lowers psychological
barriers to access.

Recent literature has moved POPS evaluations toward
more user-centered approaches to explore how these elements
collectively foster welcoming environments. They acknowl-
edge the necessity of integrating both physical attributes
and social dynamics in POPS policy, design, and manage-
ment. Researchers such as Lee (2022b) and Manifesty, Min
and Kim (2022) have employed interviews and surveys to
understand user perceptions of POPS as a type of public
space.

Several recent studies observed the integration of
small-scale amenities in POPSs, which was rarely discussed
in earlier research. Huang and Franck (2018) and
Mohammadi (2021) describe how features like free Wi-Fi
and power outlets influence the types of activities, the diver-
sity of users, and the duration of visits in these spaces.
Carmona (2022) articulates how such modern conveniences
not only facilitate accessibility but also foster social inclusion
and contribute to the democratic functionality of public
spaces, indicating a pivotal shift in how public spaces are con-
ceptualized and utilized. Furthermore, European studies
(Lopes, Cruz and Pinho 2019, 2020) explore other small ame-
nities like bicycle parking, recognizing their role in enhancing
public accessibility in POPS.

Global Shifts in POPS Literature: Variation
in Approaches and Focus

The shifts in POPS scholarship demonstrate a rich diversity
shaped by distinct geographic conditions, institutional
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frameworks, and localized research methodologies. This sec-
tion explores how these factors influence the study of POPS
across different geographical regions, reflecting the interplay
between universal principles and specific local contexts.
Geographical regions and urban contexts play a critical
role in shaping distinctive POPS typologies and the focus of
scholarship. North American researchers predominantly
examine plaza-style spaces and atria associated with office
towers in central business districts, concentrating on individ-
ual ground-level indoor and outdoor spaces within high-
density commercial developments (Kayden 2000; Miller
2007; Németh and Schmidt 2007; Huang and Franck 2018,
2022). European scholarship adopts a larger-scale typological
approach, exploring POPS within mixed-use projects on a
neighborhood scale and urban regeneration initiatives
(Minton 2006, 2012; Leclercq 2018; Lee 2022a; Leclercq
and Pojani 2023). Researchers focus on integrating these
spaces with historic urban fabrics, retail environments, and
existing infrastructures, emphasizing contextual design and
public realm connectivity (Leclercq, Pojani and van Bueren
2020; Dunlop et al. 2023). In Asia, design responses to
extreme urban density have produced complex hybrid POPS
typologies like sky gardens, elevated walkways, and
transit-integrated spaces (Rossini and Yiu 2021; Jian, Chan
and Yao 2021). Research into Asian POPS explores both
the physical constraints of Asian megacities and their cultural
interpretations of public spaces, which have more fluid pub-
lic—private boundaries. Studies particularly focus on how
these privately owned and managed multi-level networks cre-
ate new forms of social interaction and urban connectivity.
Scholarship on POPS reflects distinctive urban regulatory
regimes and development challenges across different geo-
graphical contexts. In North America, researchers concentrate
on regulatory effectiveness and design control mechanisms,
systematically examining how bonus incentive regulations
influence spatial outcomes (Németh and Schmidt 2011;
Schmidt, Nemeth and Botsford 2011). Scholars prioritize
empirical evaluations exploring the impacts of locally estab-
lished regulatory standards on implemented design and man-
agement practices as well as user behaviors. In contrast,
European scholarship approaches POPS through a
governance-focused lens, particularly within welfare state
contexts, understanding broader social and institutional
dynamics over physical design characteristics (Lee and
Scholten 2022; Leclercq and Pojani 2023). Researchers exam-
ine privatization’s implications for civic life and democratic
access, emphasizing institutional arrangements and public—
private space management interactions. In the UK, analysis
extends to the private management of publicly-owned spaces,
reflecting a distinct type of privatization (Minton 2006, 2012;
De Magalhaes and Freire Trigo 2017; Carmona 2022). This
includes an exploration of policy contexts that facilitate trans-
fer of the management and operation of public spaces to pri-
vate entities. There is a robust body of literature that examines
the governance and effectiveness of such arrangements.

Studies exploring Asian cities adopt analytical frameworks
addressing hybrid governance models where public and pri-
vate interests are deeply intertwined. Scholars investigate
the intricate relationships between state supervision, private
development, and public use, focusing on state supervision
of private spaces and development planning policies (Yu
2018; Wu et al. 2022).

Methodological approaches in POPS research highlight how
scholarly traditions and local contexts influence knowledge
production across different regions. In North America,
researchers employ systematic observation techniques and
quantitative metrics, focusing on direct observation of user
behaviors and spatial configurations to gauge the effectiveness
of POPS design and regulatory practices (Németh and Schmidt
2007; Huang 2014; Huang and Franck 2018). In contrast,
European studies predominantly utilize qualitative methods,
including in-depth case studies in the UK. These integrate sta-
keholder interviews, policy analysis, and field observation, pro-
viding a better understanding of how privatization impacts
public space management and governance (Leclercq, Pojani
and van Bueren 2020; Dunlop et al. 2023). Methodologies
used in Asia adapt and refine Western analytical frameworks
to fit high-density urban contexts, emphasizing vertical spatial
relationships and the complex layering of public and private
spaces (Rossini and Yiu 2021; Jian, Chan and Yao 2021).
This includes detailed spatial analysis and user behavior stud-
ies, which explore both the physical design and the broader
social and cultural dynamics at play in POPS. These diverse
methodological approaches underscore the regional variations
in how POPS are studied, reflecting each area’s unique urban
challenges and scholarly perspectives.

Conclusion

This paper has synthesized five decades of academic dis-
course on privately owned public spaces (POPS), drawing
from literature in urban design, planning, and urban policy.
The analysis reveals a clear trajectory: from broad critiques
of privatization’s intrinsic problems toward more systematic
evaluations of specific spatial practices and their contribution
to public life. Early scholarship (pre-2000) approached POPS
through a critical lens of public space decline, while the mid-
dle period (2000-2010) developed structured assessment
approaches. Recent scholarship (2011-2023) has established
more sophisticated frameworks for understanding these
spaces, supported by empirical evidence from diverse global
contexts. This more sophisticated understanding has yielded
several crucial insights. The impact of POPSs’ design and
management features on public use is more complex than pre-
viously theorized, with features simultaneously encouraging
and discouraging different user groups and activities.
Studies across different contexts demonstrate that successful
POPS implementation depends on local conditions. The anal-
ysis has established a richer understanding of how design and
management practices shape POPS functionality and public
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reception, moving beyond binary classifications to recognize
the interplay between spatial features, management
approaches, and user experiences.

The shifts in POPS research have generated significant the-
oretical insights that directly inform practical applications
across diverse urban contexts. The reconceptualization of
publicness as a spectrum rather than a binary state has led
to more nuanced approaches to space management and regu-
lation. This shift is evident in the development of multidimen-
sional evaluation frameworks (Németh and Schmidt 2011;
Lopes, Cruz and Pinho 2020; Wang and Chen 2018) and
the documentation of context-specific implementations across
diverse geographic settings. At the same time, this growing
empirical literature has tended to prioritize spatial and mana-
gerial features over more critical-theoretical lenses, leading to
a partial eclipse of earlier traditions grounded in political
economy, law, and cultural critique. This review has not fully
examined the disciplinary dynamics behind this shift, but
future work might explore how institutional priorities—such
as shifts in planning culture, evaluation metrics, or funding
regimes—have influenced this trajectory. While this review
did not examine traditional public spaces such as parks or
waterfronts, future comparative studies could clarify how ide-
als of publicness have shifted across different urban spaces
under changing governance models.

These findings distinguish between intrinsic concerns
about privatization and specific implementation issues in par-
ticular contexts, helping stakeholders understand the scope
and aims of various POPS policies and practices. This
includes the importance of regulatory frameworks that com-
bine clear baseline requirements with flexibility to adapt to
local conditions, moving beyond prescriptive design stan-
dards toward performance-based criteria. Research demon-
strates that effective POPS management demands a careful
balance between physical and psychological accessibility,
maintenance standards and public access, and programming
needs and community interests. These insights can help urban
designers, planners, and policymakers leverage POPS to
enhance urban vitality while addressing local spatial chal-
lenges and policy objectives.

Building on this review’s synthesis, several future directions
emerge in response to observed trends and gaps. First, the dom-
inance of fixed evaluative frameworks—especially those
focused on spatial and managerial features like design, surveil-
lance, and access—signals the need to examine how publicness
unfolds through temporal, relational, and affective dynamics.
Future work could explore how experiential dimensions of
publicness vary across users, events, and temporal cycles.
Second, although the literature extensively documents control
mechanisms, less attention is paid to how users negotiate or
resist these constraints. A greater focus on civic agency could
offer deeper insights into the co-production and enactment of
privately owned public space. Third, despite a clear global
expansion in POPS research since 2010, evaluative frame-
works remain rooted in Anglo-American paradigms. Future

studies should engage more deeply with how different gover-
nance cultures shape design rationales, management models,
and institutional contexts. Fourth, the definition of
POPS-related problems has shifted—from early critiques of
privatization, to standardization efforts, to more pluralistic con-
ceptions—yet these conceptual shifts are rarely examined
explicitly. Research could investigate how evolving assump-
tions shape methodological choices and normative judgments.
While this review has traced key conceptual and methodolog-
ical developments, it did not explore broader disciplinary
dynamics behind the decline of critical-humanities approaches.
Future work might examine how institutional shifts in plan-
ning, funding, and evaluation have influenced these trends.
Finally, although this review excluded traditional public spaces
such as parks and waterfronts, comparative studies between
fully public spaces and POPSs may reveal how publicness ide-
als have evolved across different types of urban spaces and
governance arrangements. Addressing these areas can further
enrich both theoretical insight and policy relevance, supporting
evaluation frameworks that are responsive to local conditions
and grounded in strong conceptual foundations.
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