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Abstract: Amongst researchers, urban designers and city managers there is increasing interest in how 
streets can support social activities. Throughout history, streets have been much more than channels for 
moving about the city, they have also been places for social intercourse. Street-based social activities 
are stimulated by relationships that exist between a street’s physical characteristics, the land use 
activities that take place there and how these two factors are managed over time. Streets are different 
from other forms of public open space (such as parks) in that they support commercial and retail 
activities. The paper discusses the importance of business management, arguing that retail activities 
make important contributions to the perceptual qualities of the street which in turn can make them 
more successful. The extent to which footpaths become the public domain of different ethnic and 
cultural groups in multi-cultural societies also depends greatly on the characteristics of the privately 
owned businesses along the street. But which business activities encourage cultural diversity in 
multicultural settings? To answer this question, the paper examines one street in each of three socially 
and ethnically diverse New Zealand communities. The findings are then considered in relation to the 
way shopping centres are managed. The case is made for stronger management strategies for the land 
use activities that line public streets in order for them to remain vital to a range of ethnic cultures. 
Shopping centres, on the other hand, appear to be stuck in formulaic tenancy mix practices and could 
benefit by adopting practices that are responsive to local social and cultural characteristics. 
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1. Introduction 

Public spaces provide opportunities for a wide range of functional, social and leisure activities and the 
most important type of public space, arguably, is the street.  Throughout the world the majority of 
public life is acted out on streets (Mehta, 2013). Social interpreters and scholars suggest that people’s 
lasting images of a city are of its streets. 

Think of a city and what comes to mind? Its streets, if a city’s streets look interesting, the 
city looks interesting, if they look dull, the city looks dull (J. Jacobs, 1961, p. 29).  



898 M. Lesan and M. Gjerde 

 
 

Little wonder then that streets are the domain of interest for urban planners and designers.  
However, some scholars lament the tendency for streets to be primarily conceived of as movement 
channels at the expense of how they can function as social spaces (A. Jacobs, 1993; J. Jacobs, 1961). 
Streets have traditionally catered to a broad array of activities including walking, cycling and standing.  
Streets in multicultural societies are also where people from different ethnic backgrounds find 
opportunities to interact in space and time.  As cities become more multicultural, the challenge is to 
design spaces that appeal to the breadth of cultures that are represented in the population. A challenge 
for planners and urban designers then is to manage public spaces that will appeal to people of different 
social and cultural backgrounds.  But what are the qualities of streets that will help ensure that it will 
appeal to people having different backgrounds?  Urban planners and designers have recognized that; 

“… It remains difficult to isolate physical features from social and economic activities that 
bring value to our experiences…” (A. Jacobs, 1993, p. 270).  

Social activities in streets spring from the interrelationship between land use activities, businesses, 
the physical elements of the streets, and planning and design strategies that manage all of these in the 
street space (Mehta, 2013). Some studies of streetscape quality have looked at the physical 
characteristics of the setting, but in isolation of the uses and management of the businesses that line 
the streets. See for example Hass-Klau et al. (1999).  Even when studies have looked at both, they have 
tended to focus on the design and management of the public space, owned by councils and public 
organizations.  Other studies have examined retail and commercial development according to land use 
and zoning policies, but the relative potential for the business activities to stimulate and sustain social 
activity along streets in a multicultural society has not yet been studied (Lesan, 2015). The present 
research aims to understand how business activities could help streets to become more or less multi-
cultural. 

2. Open-endedness 

The term open-endedness, a spatial characteristic that provides for adaptability and flexibility, was first 
coined by Amos Rapoport (1990) in relation to residential environments. Adaptability relates to the 
possibility of a space to accommodate different uses without significant changes to the physical 
characteristics of an environment. Flexibility refers to a space that accommodates different uses and 
activities by being open to changes (Fernando, 2006). 

In her examination of streets in different cultural contexts, Fernando (2006) found open-endedness 
to be a key characteristic that could encourage a diversity of land uses to flourish.   Her research 
demonstrated that urban streets in different cultural environments could enrich public life by their 
open-endedness. Open-endedness can allow ethnic based commercial activities to shape the 
appearance of ethnic shopping strips, with New York’s Chinatown offered as an example of this.   Open-
ended streets are those that enable footpaths to adapt and change to a wide range of activities and uses 
without affecting the general appearance of streets and their architectural characteristics. Open-
endedness allows for the associated physical features of the footpaths to be easily arranged or 
rearranged.   

In this manner, ethnic based business activities can shape the appearance of commercial strips such 
that they reflect their dominant ethnic clients. These ethnic enclaves play an important role for 
immigrants and become places where they could participate in a rich and diverse social life (Mazumdar, 
Mazumdar, Docuyanan, & McLaughlin, 2000). Furthermore, open-endedness allows street’s land-use 
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activities to be tenanted by different types of businesses and tenants and therefore offers numerous 
possible business agglomerations along streets. The latter definition of open-endedness is used in the 
current study. 

While Fernando described open-endedness in terms of ethnic enclaves and streets in their original 
geographical locations, she did not discuss its specific usefulness for analysing streets in multicultural 
environments. There are many culturally mixed urban centres around the world as cities are getting 
more diverse and multicultural and this certainly confirms the relevance of understanding how the 
public space network of these places can each be made to function more democratically.  While there is 
evidence to suggest that many New Zealanders of similar cultural backgrounds choose to live in the 
same urban areas (Poulsen, Johnston, & Forrest, 2000) there is nothing to suggest that these areas 
develop into cultural ghettos or enclaves. One key factor that helps ensure this does not happen is that 
these neighbourhoods almost always include significant numbers of people of at least one other ethnic 
background. The present study was conducted in order to understand the effect of open-endedness in 
New Zealand’s multi-cultural society (Lesan, 2015). 

3. Methodology 

Three streets in socially and ethnically diverse communities around New Zealand were examined using a 
multiple issue-based case study method (Francis, 2001; Francis & Griffith, 2011). The case study 
selection process employed census data on the demographic characteristics of a wide range of districts 
and neighbourhoods around two main cities in New Zealand (Auckland and Wellington). The first case 
was that of Newtown; a neighbourhood where Europeans are the dominant cultural group. The second 
case was chosen in Papatoetoe; a neighbourhood with a balance of all ethnic groups. The third case was 
selected in Otahuhu; a district where is dominated by non-Europeans (Pacific Islanders). 

Each street has a different business agglomeration. The number of businesses, their type (services, 
eating, fashion), and the variety of each type were used to measure the diversity of business activities in 
each case study. Riddiford Street is a traditional main street located in the Newtown neighbourhood of 
Wellington. The commercial heart of Riddiford Street is comprised of independent, small, unique stores. 
The street contains a variety of shops, cafes, eating places, services, second-hand and affordable shops, 
and an international chain restaurant. St George Street is one of the two main business areas in the 
Papatoetoe area of South Auckland. The street consists of two fruit shops, a number of takeaways, 
bakeries, barbers, a pharmacy, second-hand and flat-rate (dollar) shops, liquor shops, dairies, real 
estates and a chocolate shop. With the predominance of Asian flat-rate shops, takeaways and liquor 
shops, St George Street lacks the diversity of retail activities seen in Riddiford Street. Great South Road 
is a popular shopping destination in the Otahuhu neighbourhood of South Auckland. Business 
agglomeration of the street targets ethnic populations such as Pacific Islanders and Asians (Indians). 

A mixed-methods qualitative approach consisting of behavioural mapping and on-street user semi-
structured interviews formed the basis of the research. Data were collected on both weekdays and 
weekends between March and April 2013 and a sample of 30 or less users of each street were 
interviewed. The mixed-methods approach of the study helped to explore different behaviours and 
activities on the street, perceptions of users, their motivations for using the street for leisure and social 
activities, and their expectations and specific cultural needs in the street.  

The extent that a neighbourhood commercial street is inclusive could be measured and understood 
by the type and range of activities and the actors that it supports (Mehta, 2014). The percentages of 
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each ethnic group participating in stationary, static and social activities and compared with the 
percentages of each ethnic group residing in a neighbourhood and the range of activities (necessary, 
optional, and social) of each ethnic group will be used in order to measure how each street served 
different ethnic groups (Figure 1). 

4. The importance of land use activities in streets as public spaces 

The findings reveal that retail activities are the main concern of people in multi-cultural streets. In each 
of the streets, participants’ responded to questions about business activities with more certainty and 
clarity than they did to other attributes. The case studies revealed that the retail tenant mix and the 
diversity of shops offering goods and services on the street are the main reason people are attracted to 
use the footpaths (Teller, 2008). Keeping the current diversity and even adding more diversity to the 
business activities of each street were among the recommendations made by people from different 
cultural backgrounds to the question of how streets could become better. The lack of diversity among 
business activities in St George Street generated concern amongst the participants and subsequent 
analysis comparing the business activities to the other two cases confirmed this perception.  Multiple 
two-dollar shops and similar takeaway businesses began to create a monotonous image; the similarity 
between the shops and eating places along St George Street had led to complaints about the quality and 
attractiveness of the area to some shoppers and reduced the levels of window shopping (Lesan & 
Gjerde, 2014).   

Again, when participants were asked about the important spaces for their ethnic social and leisure 
activities most of them referred to businesses. The responses confirm the important role of businesses 
in stimulating static and social activities and a majority of those responses were linked to the provision 
of ethnic cultural shops and restaurants. Asians and Pacific Islanders stressed the importance of ethnic 
restaurants for their social activities. A part of the Asian cultural group is Muslim and the provision of 
Halal eating places played an important role for their leisure activities. Maori and Pacific Islanders were 
greatly observed in relation to takeaways and fast-food restaurants. Cafes could be understood as a 
cultural eating place related to the European culture as many European we observed in front of cafes. 
Furthermore, participants mentioned the importance of cafés for their ethnic group social activities. 
Thus, having a range of food shops catering to different tastes would be an important factor that 
increases diversity in the area and could attract people from different ethnicities. The case studies 
suggest that while each business along the streets could attract specific or a mixture of ethnic 
backgrounds, the business agglomeration has the major effect of making streets multicultural.  

Different types of business and tenant management along streets and the ways in which they relate 
to one another attracted different responses from each of the ethnic populations studied. This 
ethnographic study demonstrated clearly that streets, depending on what they have on offer, could 
have a significant role as a social space among different ethnic cultures. In each case study the types of 
businesses and tenant assortment were only able to create interest among a specific range of cultures 
and socio-economic groups. The ways in which each street was used by different ethnic cultures were 
mainly dependent on the mix of its business activities and retailers.  

Different types of businesses and tenant management might create familiar environments and 
provide settings for people of specific ethnic backgrounds to frequent streets for static and social 
activities or exclude them from using the space.  The fewer shops and premises comprising daily 
services, fashion shops and food establishments convey meanings for specific cultures, the fewer the 
people of that culture frequent the street for static, leisure and social activities. On the other hand, if 
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the range of different businesses relating to specific ethnic cultures on the street widens, the chances of 
leisure and social activities increase among the members of that culture. None of the streets studied 
completely related to a specific culture. The mix and percentages of ethnic groups in each case study 
were different. 

 

Figure 1: A comparison of the percentages of ethnic cultures living in the area, with those of each 
culture observed. The demographics of the neighbourhoods are based on Statistics New Zealand, 2006 

Riddiford Street attracted diverse cultures by the number of services such as supermarkets, banks, 
fruit shops and ethnic stores. The diverse range of food establishments from affordable takeaways to 
more pricy and upscale ethnic restaurant generated interest among all different cultures. The type of 
fashion and household items, also attracted great numbers of Europeans and Asians compared to 
Māori/Pacific Islanders. The overall composition of businesses that encourage lingering was perceived 
less affordable among these groups. St George Street and Great South Road on the other hand, 
attracted greater numbers of Māori/Pacific Islanders and Asians. The tenant assortment comprising 
services, Asian flat-rate fashion/household shops and takeaways attracted great numbers of these 
groups to the street. 
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Figure 2: type of business activities greatly influence street life and cultural diversity. Top-left: Riddiford 
Street, Newtown. Bottom left: St George Street, Papatoetoe. Top and bottom right: Great South Road, 

Otahuhu 

Europeans were observed in smaller percentages in these case studies. Europeans mostly came to St 
George Street by themselves and their activities mainly occurred in relation to different daily services. 
The flat-rate type of fashion shops and Asian takeaways did not generate interest among Europeans. 
Nor were they observed sitting nor did they make positive reference to the atmosphere of the street. 
Together this suggests that St George Street is not perceived as a place for social/leisure activities by 
Europeans. Great South Road comprises a number of Asian fashion/household item shops that 
overwhelm the narrow range of services and food establishments. The types of business assortment did 
not attract many Europeans to the footpaths and they were mostly only observed at the bar. While the 
bar became a place for social encounter among Europeans, it did not encourage them to stroll up and 
down the street to contribute to a multi-cultural character. Different aspects ranging from the type and 
quality of businesses, the social structure of businesspeople, and the management of the shop frontages 
among other possible reasons might have created an unfamiliar setting for Europeans and thus 
decreased their desire to use the space in Great South Road. It is important to note that the same type 
of premises might also function, act or communicate differently in various settings. Mazumdar et al 
(2000) describe how a similar coffee shop might function differently in a traditional environment to an 
American mall. Having a limited number of businesses offering familiar goods and services might not 
make enough interest in attracting specific cultures to streets. Instead, the tenant mixture is an 
important factor to attract different cultures to a place. Thus, the variety of businesses and tenancy 
mixture of retail activities, such as cafés, fruit and grocery stores, takeaways and bakeries, ethnic 
premises, and their associated characteristics, could provide the means for the static and social activities 
of different ethnic groups.  
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Unlike ethnic enclaves, in which the familiar is created in an unfamiliar setting through a range of 
familiar retail and business activities (Mazumdar et al., 2000), in multicultural streets the familiar and 
unfamiliar together shape the environment. The businesses, elements and characteristics that are 
familiar for one culture might be unfamiliar for the others. If business activities along the street create 
an exotic and non-familiar image for ethnic cultures, it is less likely to be used as place for recreation. 
The findings of this study suggest that retail and tenant management could create environments where 
visitors and shoppers of various backgrounds feel a sense of belonging and identification and reinforce 
their social bonds.  

Retailing is recognised as an important factor in the cultural, economic and public life of the city 
(Goodman & Coiacetto, 2012). Business activities and commerce such as various services, culinary, 
fashion and delicatessens greatly influence street life and could be understood as the very basic 
condition of the foundation of streets. Cultural diversity on streets would be most effectively achieved 
through strong management strategies of the business, retail activities and services and their associated 
characteristics rather than the aesthetic characteristics of the design elements. The most common 
suggestion for all case studies is to retain the existing variety of uses and services and simply add more. 
This confirms the importance of a pluralistic approach towards land-use planning and inclusionary retail 
activity controls on commercial streets in multi-cultural contexts. Planning could guarantee a mix of 
businesses that target a diverse range of cultures and others that serve to specific ethnic groups. As 
Preston and Lo argue: 

“Planning at the neighbourhood level should ensure a mix of retail activities, some serving 
a diverse clientele and others that cater to specific ethno-cultural groups”(2009, p. 73). 

Scholars define public space as a space that is not organised by private individuals or organisations, 
and is therefore open to the public (Madanipour, 1996). Findings of this comparison suggest that streets 
are public spaces of a city in which the socio-cultural backgrounds of the users are mainly influenced by 
the businesses, retail activities and services (private property). In other words, the extent that footpaths 
become public or a common property of different ethnic and cultural groups greatly depends on the 
context of the privately owned businesses along the street. Shopping can be an important stimulus to 
cultural diversity of streets in the city. Having a right mixture of land-use activities on the street that 
supports a wide range of necessary, optional and social activities for different cultural groups is critical 
for streets to become more public. Thus, it is important to note that promoting cultural diversity on 
streets could happen in the collective action of both public and private sectors.  

Land-use activities and businesses have the potential to draw people from different ethno-cultural 
backgrounds to streets and therefore create opportunities for social interactions. However, open-
endedness itself cannot be depended upon to create streets that are more public and multicultural. This 
condition could lead to mono-cultural spaces that exclude members of other cultures. While it is 
important that retail activities along the street allow a wide range of choice, including on social and 
cultural grounds, it can be difficult to achieve this in reality.  Streets usually lack a defined and 
determined management concept in terms of their tenant retail activities and store assortment and 
tenant mix in streets is usually not controlled (Teller, 2008). While higher level planning of retail and 
other activities on the streets could provide for social and cultural diversity as well as reinforce the 
image of the city, the free marketplace does not allow for this. Individual owners make their own 
decisions and business plans based mainly on economic factors. While the concept of siting new 
businesses along the street might be carefully considered, they do not necessarily help create more 
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ethnic diversity.  For example; the economic viability of the retail units on shopping strips as multi-
owned properties, is related to individual owners and operators who must ensure that they choose the 
type of business to safeguard their financial return and minimise the risk of their investment. In many 
cases the provision of retail activities is linked to the economic profile of the district.  An emphasis on 
affordability to attract customers in areas with low income levels could put off members of other 
socioeconomic groups. 

5. Learning from shopping centres 

Shopping centres are at the other end of the spectrum from public streets when it comes to how their 
retailing activities are managed.  Shopping centres have a strong organisational discipline (managed by a 
specialised organisation) and vigilant tenant management where many retail units are managed as a 
single property in order to succeed in today’s competitive market (Laniado, 2005; Pitt & Musa, 2009). 
What are the implications for streets in multi-cultural settings? Is the strong tenant management of 
shopping malls able to help streets become more multi-cultural and diverse? 

The quality of management of shopping centres including tenant mixture is considered as one of the 
crucial factors that affects their success (Morgan & Walker, 1988). Tenant mix in shopping centres refers 
to the arrangement and combination of different retailers that occupy a space in the shopping centre in 
order to function successfully as individual units and optimise the centre’s performance. In this vein, the 
managers develop an operative business model for tenant location, tenant selection and the structure 
of lease contracts. Retailers in shopping centres usually include a fairly standard range of tenants such 
as department stores, supermarkets, apparel stores, and leisure amenities (Pitt & Musa, 2009). 
However, tenant mix in shopping centres is investor-oriented; in other words, the assemblage is shaped 
around the ultimate goal of creating value and maximising the centre’s profitability thorough the 
optimum services they provide to the community (Latham, 2003; Pitt & Musa, 2009). Thus, they often 
accommodate those with sufficient funds and lead to the exclusion of non-consumption public (Lloyd & 
Auld, 2003; Shaftoe, 2009). Furthermore, the existing regulations and management priorities in privately 
owned public spaces sort and filter users according to predetermined appropriateness of behaviours 
and use (Davis, 1992; Ne¨meth, 2012). Thus, the development of such privatised spaces such does not 
coincide with the concepts of inclusion and democracy (Kohn, 2004; Németh, 2009; Nemeth & Schmidt, 
2011). 

Internationally, some shopping centres and malls have shown signs of weakness and have failed or 
are in the process of failing (Laniado, 2005; Southworth, 2005). “People are facing a mall saturation or 
mall fatigue” (Southworth, 2005, p. 152). There are different reasons that have made patrons become 
less attracted to shopping malls. In this vein, many of the malls are losing their demand and 
attractiveness among customers due to the same formula they are using; similar department stores, 
same national chains, similar layout and brands, and parallel architectural themes (Laniado, 2005). On 
the other hand, traditional main streets are finding more popularity compared to malls. People want to 
spend time in places that have street life, sense of place and community. Therefore, there is now a new 
movement that tries to move away from large isolated regional malls towards inspiring from downtown 
centres and street life. In this regard, many mall owners are transferring their malls into place-making 
projects and naming their projects lifestyle centres, and townscape malls (Laniado, 2005; Southworth, 
2005). Similarly, streets have been also influenced by shopping malls by using strategies such as 
removing or reducing  vehicular traffic, integrating parking, adding pedestrian amenities, and creating 
themes, such as Fremont Street; the old main shopping strip in Las Vegas (Southworth, 2005).  
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Figure 3: Botany Centre in Auckland. Unlike streets, shopping centres use strong and vigilant tenant 
management techniques 

While streets and shopping centres are learning from each other to become more successful, streets 
should also learn much from these centres to become more public and multicultural. It is time to look at 
streets with a new lenses that combines quality aspects of streets and malls. In this regard, streets 
should take business agglomeration as a challenge in order to improve cultural inclusion and street life 
as well as ensuring profit and economic viability for individual businesses.  

6. Conclusion 

Neither of the approaches (open-endedness vs. non-flexible business management strategies) are able 
to support a mixed-life and successful street alone. While there are merits in each of these approaches, 
mixed life, diverse streets could benefit of amalgamation of management of business agglomeration and 
open-endedness at the same time. This would include an “anti-formula” business agglomeration that 
supports cultural differences and assists different small individual ethnic shops to develop. In other 
words, while general rules and regulations manage business activities and their agglomeration that 
along streets, they should stay away from certain strict formulas and also encourage levels of 
adaptability and flexibility. For example; while having higher levels of rules and regulations, it is 
important to encourage retailers to customize their shop fronts and allow for differences. This would 
allow businesses to change over time and let tenants put their own stamp on these environments. 
Therefore, each of these streets would create a distinguishing identity and recognizable image. 

Cultural diversity along streets will be achieved more effectively through strong management 
strategies for the business and retail activities. The management of business activities along street is a 
neglected aspect of urban design and has been under-addressed by municipality planners and policy 
makers. Urban planners, designers and landscape architects can learn from the new generation of malls 
(lifestyle centres) in order to create the right mixture of retailers on streets where Street management 
encourages and motivates possible tenants which would enrich the retail portfolio of the street in order 
to make streets become more public and multicultural. Further research could investigate whether the 
right tenant mix along streets in multi-cultural societies helps create a familiar setting and shapes a 
sense of place for people of various backgrounds. In other words, how could retail activity controls on 
commercial streets lead towards cultural inclusion? remains an open question. 
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