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Abstract: The appearance of the built environment plays an important role in people’s physical, financial 
and psychological wellbeing. In light of this, it is important to ensure that transformation of urban 
streets and public spaces through individual projects can satisfy the aesthetic expectations of the public 
as well as of those who are directly involved in their production.   Within projects, outcomes are 
regularly controlled by the steering group on behalf of internal stakeholders.  To ensure that the needs 
of other people are also met, local authorities in some New Zealand cities often review project designs 
at the planning approval stage.  This process invites experts, whose work is informed by design 
guidance, to express their opinions about the design and other urban design related matters.  This paper 
addresses the question of whether the ways places change aligns with public expectations.  A mixed 
methods approach was used to elicit people’s preferences for building and streetscape characteristics, 
where stimuli were first presented as photographic representations and secondly as real streetscapes in 
two New Zealand cities.  The findings identify the streetscape design characteristics that were best liked 
by people and the ones that were disliked.  Of particular interest was a comparison between the 
preferences expressed by lay members of the public with those of design and planning professionals.  
The paper concludes with a brief discussion about barriers that may be limiting the achievement of well-
liked streetscapes in the New Zealand context. 
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1. Introduction 
Around the world, people continue to flock to cities to live, work and play.  People come to cities to enjoy 
civic and social amenities as well as the many economic opportunities that arise when people live more 
closely together.  As populations rise and business owners respond to new opportunities, the built 
environment also changes.  Although a considerable amount of growth takes place around the edges of 
cities, expanding the area of land they occupy, transformations also reshape existing built-up areas.  
Carried out over varying scales and timeframes, market demands are made manifest as incremental steps, 
from single buildings to large scale redevelopment of entire blocks.    
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In order to help ensure that change outcomes are appropriate, many cities have adopted urban design 
review regimes.  Although projects are carefully scrutinised by the project team during their development, 
the outcomes sought by an owner can often conflict with those sought by the public (Bentley 1999).  This 
is particularly true where development is undertaken as a business activity.  Urban design review is a way 
of balancing the needs of the public with those of the specific project.  Design review can have significant 
influence on project outcomes and is therefore relevant to any discussions concerning form and content 
of contemporary cities.   

This paper is concerned with urban transformation processes and in particular the effects these have 
on the visual appearances of towns and cities. Are places changing in ways that reflect the aesthetic 
preferences of the people who use them?  If not, what are the challenges that need to be overcome?   

2. Visual preference studies
The paper reports on a part of a project that has evaluated the effectiveness of different design control 
methods being conducted in New Zealand cities.  This part of the project is driven by the question: what 
are the characteristics of well-liked buildings and streetscapes in New Zealand?  There is general 
consensus that there are significant gaps in evidence based knowledge about people’s aesthetic 
experience of cities.  Most of the existing literature has been developed on the basis of normative theory 
(Cuthbert 2006: 171-173), reflecting the fact that aesthetics in the visual design fields, from architecture 
to the fine arts, has generally been the domain of philosophers and theoreticians (Wohlwill 1976).  
However, since the 1960s a number of critical studies have examined people’s perceptions and judgments 
of their environments through application of social science and psychology methodologies (Berlyne 1974; 
Ittelson 1978; Kaplan 1988; Nasar 1998; Stamps III 2000).  This research fits with these in the growing area 
of environmental aesthetics.   

A well-known research in this area was carried out by Nasar (1998), who used mapping techniques 
developed by Lynch (1960) to examine visual preferences of people in two American cities.  He set out to 
identify the general characteristics of likeable places, which led him to identify naturalness, openness, 
upkeep, historical significance and order as those having greatest significance to people. Findings like 
Nasar’s, which are based on empiric data, provide evidence on which planners can base design policy and 
guidance.   

This project builds on the findings and methods of earlier visual preference studies.  Two studies were 
undertaken in sequence, one that asked people to evaluate urban streetscapes on the basis of 
photographic representations and the other inviting them to rate buildings and streetscapes in real life, 
as they walked along them.  The streetscapes were each selected on the basis of the particular 
characteristics of individual buildings along their length and the relationships they formed with each 
other.  The aim was to present a range of conditions encountered in design review processes.  

More than 200 people responded to the representations of buildings along six different urban streets 
to the first study (figure 1).  In addition to contributing robust data to the overall findings, preliminary 
results helped inform the selection and design of the second study.  In this study, different respondent 
cohorts were invited to visit two streets in Auckland and one in Wellington.   At least 40 people 
participated in each of the three cases, where they evaluated the design characteristics of the individual 
buildings, the relationships between adjacent buildings and the overall streetscape composition along 
both sides of the street as they walked along it.  To help tease out the key issues that influence the ways 
people perceive the environment, two focus groups comprising people who had participated in the survey 
of College Street in Wellington were also held.  Meetings of lay participants and of change professionals 
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were convened separately; the rationale for this being to help ensure robust and fulsome discussion 
around the issues within each focus group.  

3. Research findings
A summary of the research findings is presented in Table 1, with the highlights, relative to design guidance 
and review, discussed in the following paragraphs.  Concerning individual buildings, the research found 
that the façade design features people liked most are discrete window openings.  Correspondingly they 
disliked buildings with facades that are horizontally banded (such as continuous strip windows).  People 
were found to prefer facades that are monolithic in nature, where the floor levels are implied behind the 
façade by the window arrangements, and not directly expressed.  Such monolithic facades are generally 
considered to be more traditional, conceptually seen as a wall extending over the full height of the 
building (figure 2).  This finding corresponds well with preferences for discrete windows and a dislike for 
horizontally banded facades (figure 3).  While the majority of traditional, monolithic facades incorporate 

Figure 1: Streetscape scene created from photographic images of the individual buildings along one side of 
a street that was used to stimulate people's responses to urban streetscape characteristics in the first 

study. 

Figure 2 and 3: The building on the left embodies the building characteristics that people like the best, 
including discrete window openings, a monolithic facade and brick cladding materials. The   building on 

the right is horizontally banded, a characteristic that people disliked.   
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surfaces that can be painted, the most preferred surface finish appears to be brick, which can be 
problematic in a seismically active setting such as New Zealand. 

Table 1: A summary of the research findings with evidence sources identified 

Research finding Evidence 
Study 
One 

Study 
2A 

Study 
2B 

Study 
2C 

Focus 
groups 

Bu
ild

in
gs

 

People preferred traditional cladding materials, 
particularly those that can be repainted N/A     

People preferred buildings with discrete window 
openings      

People preferred building facades that appear clean 
and well maintained N/A     

People preferred street level designs that enable visual 
engagement with the activities inside  N/A     

People disliked horizontally banded building facades N/A     

The findings were inconclusive about whether 
contextual fit is considered when people evaluate 
individual buildings 

N/A    

St
re

et
sc

ap
es

 

Relationships between buildings where there was 
coordinated visual interest across the individual facades 
were best liked    

    

People preferred streetscapes where building heights 
vary within a narrow band     

People preferred streets where building façades are 
aligned consistently  N/A    

Open spaces were found to mitigate potentially 
negative relationships between adjoining buildings N/A X   N/A 

Pe
rc

ep
tio

n 

People’s understanding of building function was 
important in aesthetic evaluation of buildings and 
streetscapes  

N/A     

Change professionals’ opinions were influenced by their 
knowledge of urban change   

De
m

og
ra

ph
ic

 c
om

pa
ris

on
s Lay people and change professionals held similar 

preferences for buildings and streetscapes          N/A 

The aesthetic preferences of planning professionals and 
architects differed more than those of change 
professionals and lay people  

    N/A 

While there were areas where men’s and women’s 
perceptions differed, there were no fundamental 
differences in opinions of buildings and urban 
streetscapes.      

   N/A 
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People expressed strong preferences for buildings that were well maintained.  Although not the only 
factor affecting their preferences, perceived maintenance levels correlated strongly to whether they 
found the building to be pleasant or unpleasant.  Although not specifically a design characteristic, 
maintenance and the extent to which it is able to be recognised by respondents is clearly influenced 
through design.  The surface qualities of cladding materials, their durability and the ways different 
construction components are detailed all influence how a building is seen to age.   

Another design factor that people responded favourably to was the extent to which they could see 
inside the building, particularly when they could see into interior spaces at ground level.  This response 
could be linked to a natural sense of curiosity, as discussion within the focus groups suggested that people 
often project themselves into a space through the activities they see as a means of understanding the 
building.   An example of a well-liked activity at ground level is a bar or café, where perceptions of these 
activities were linked strongly to levels of transparency into the seating area.  While in many cases the 
two factors of well-liked activities and a visually permeable façade treatment worked well together to 
enhance people’s perceptions, they were not mutually dependent.  For example, the research found that 
women responded positively to retail activities on the ground floor of buildings even when they could not 
see into the building.  It was found that signage or building typology – such as a shopping mall – were 
often enough to alert people to unseen retail activities within the building’s ground floor.  

Figure 4: Example of a well-liked streetscape, where building heights vary within a narrow band and 
fenestration patterns create visual interest, invite ordering and serve to link the buildings to each other.  

At a broader scale, building height relationships that varied within a narrow band of difference was a 
well-liked streetscape characteristic. Correspondingly, large variations between buildings were generally 
disliked by respondents.  The factor that underlies these preferences is ordered variety, which is a design 
characteristic known to elicit a positive aesthetic response (Smith 2003).       

Continuity of building façades along the street edge was another well-liked streetscape characteristic. 
However, it appears that spatial definition, in the sense advocated by Sitte (1979) and  Jacobs (1993), is 
not the characteristic people find most appealing.  The strong preferences expressed for façade continuity 
are linked to a dislike of blank and uninteresting flank walls on internal site boundaries. They are also 
linked to the notion of positive space, where the space between the building facades and the footpath is 
developed positively for physical and visual enjoyment by pedestrians.   

People liked to see coordinated visual interest across the individual facades.  Once again, this feature 
corresponded well with the broadly held aesthetic preferences for ordered variety.  Green landscaping 
and positive open spaces in a street were very well liked streetscape characteristics.  These were seen to 
mitigate the negative visual effects arising through poor relationships between buildings.  An example of 
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this is in relation to large differences in building height. Where these were mediated by open space, even 
an intersecting road, the poor visual effects that these differences led to in other circumstances were 
reduced and even became positive.       

The second focus of the research links to urban transformation and change processes, and in particular 
to design review.  Most decisions about the shape of buildings and streets are made by professional 
experts, charged with this responsibility in large part because of their expertise.  This part of the research 
was driven by the question of whether change professionals also speak for the wider public when they 
make decisions that affect the aesthetic characteristics of the built environment.  The research found that 
the preferences of change professionals to be largely aligned to those of lay people, but with some 
differences.   

There was a consistent tendency for change professionals to be more critical in their opinions about 
buildings and streetscapes.  Although the preferences expressed by both groups were similar, the opinions 
of change professionals were generally less positive when both groups liked a building or streetscape and 
more negative when they did not.  This may reflect a cultural characteristic of change professionals.   

While overall preferences between these groups did align, interesting differences were noted in the 
way each group formed their opinions about buildings and streetscapes.  Firstly, change professionals 
tended to focus on the design of buildings above ground floor level when making their overall evaluation, 
whereas lay people tended to emphasise the design at ground level.  This also reflects closer attention on 
the activities taking place within a building by lay people; where activities were perceived positively, the 
building was also more likely to be rated positively.   

Secondly, change professionals incorporated their particular knowledge about how the built 
environment changes when forming their opinions about buildings and streetscapes.  In particular, they 
appear to have been able to overlook poor design characteristics when they considered these to be short-
term effects.  The focus group discussion revealed that where a change professional could see 
opportunities for transformation that might eliminate a currently poor aesthetic condition, they were able 
to dismiss the condition when making their evaluations and assume a more aesthetically pleasing the 
future.  Whereas change professionals were able to consider future possibilities when making their 
evaluations, it seems that lay people were only able to make their evaluations on the basis of the present 
conditions.   

4. Design review background
Government administered design review is generally invoked to look after the interests of the public, 
which can easily be marginalised in private review processes (Jones 2001, Imrie and Street 2011: 16).   The 
avenue for governments to intervene in any private matter is through the field of ethics, which invites 
those with power to assume responsibility for the Other, the term used in the literature to refer to those 
sitting outside the circle of decision makers (Radford 2010: 381).  Design review is based on the belief that 
there is a collective good in its application that is greater than the sum of the cost to each individual 
stakeholder  (George and Campbell 2000: 163).   

Having first decided to become involved in controlling the outcomes of private development, local 
governments must also navigate a number of issues that can lead to tensions between different 
stakeholders and in some cases can diminish the design quality of outcomes.  A significant source of 
tension is the strong culture of individual property rights in Western societies, which appears to be even 
more pronounced in new world countries such as New Zealand.  Indeed, the history of colonial settlement 
in New Zealand is based largely on subdivision and exploitation of the land by private interests, acting 
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under authority of the government.  As development is largely undertaken by private interests, design 
review is likely to affect the rights and freedoms of the individuals who have the ability to develop and 
change the built environment (Lai 1994).    

Other important issues that design review must navigate include power and questions of who should 
be entitled to make key decisions in the process (Case Scheer 1994). Pointing to the law, Case Scheer 
argued that design review is the only field in which lay people (those not specifically trained in design) are 
left to rule over professionals in their areas of expertise.    There is also the matter of justice, as the 
reviewer is seen to hold the balance of power.  This limits the extent to which a fair hearing is possible 
(Case Scheer 1994).  While this issue might be minimised through the use of written guidelines, these are 
also considered to be tools that limit freedoms of individual expression.  Developers and designers often 
opt to take the path of least resistance when negotiating design review and they become unwilling to test 
the limits of guidelines or to appeal unfavourable decisions because of the time and cost of doing so (Jones 
2001).  As a consequence, designs mimic the approach advocated by the guidelines in order to ensure a 
favourable decision rather than the right decision.    

Tension exists around the matter of aesthetic preferences and whose should be taken into account 
when it is the public that has to live with the design outcomes.  While the present study has found there 
to be significant alignment between the preferences of lay people and change professionals, the broadly 
held view is that there are differences in the way these two groups each evaluate buildings and that there 
are very good reasons for this (Case Scheer 1994: 4, Groat 1994, Stamps III 2000, Pugalis 2009).  
Professionals are trained in design and aesthetics and hone their skills and knowledge in the field through 
their work.  On the understanding that there are differences in aesthetic perception, Case Scheer (1994) 
argued that professional views should be privileged when deciding how the built environment is to 
change.   

5. Key challenges for design review
The fundamental objective of design review is to return buildings and urban streetscapes that appeal to 
all people (Punter and Carmona 1997). This objective would seem to be achievable given that it has been 
confirmed that the aesthetic preferences of people who design and manage urban transformation are 
similar to those of the lay public.  Why then do we end up with “spectacularly ordinary commercial 
development”, the conclusion John Punter (2004: 406) came to following his analysis of Sydney’s urban 
development since the Second World War.  If, as this research appears to confirm, those who design and 
manage changes to cities have similar aesthetic preferences to the lay public, why aren’t the outcomes 
better liked by all?  In order for design control to deliver on its promises, several difficult issues must be 
confronted.     

5.1. Motivations of the producers 

The key issue and the reason for design control being introduced in the first place is that those who create 
and manage the built environment appear to have different motivations than the public do.  Since the 
late 19th Century the built environment has been a source of financial gain in and of itself.  Buildings 
began to be produced not by those who would own and use them in the course of their business activities 
but as a separate means of income generation.   

In light of this, Bentley (1999) notes several constraints that can affect development outcomes. 
Considered as commodities, buildings are produced according to principles of capitalism, which drives 
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producers to seek lower building costs wherever possible.  Low financial investment in the production 
phase of development leads to buildings that are flatter, less interesting and prone to ageing poorly 
(Bentley 1999: 87).  At the same time efforts are made to increase market values.  To distinguish their 
product from the competition and make them more attractive to the end buyer, developers encourage 
visually exciting designs from their architects (: 92).  Often making use of shiny materials to make up for 
lack of interest in the details (which cost money to produce), these designs can struggle to fit in with 
others around them.  As noted above, this is often the effect sought by the designer and their client.  So 
on the one had we have flat, visually uninteresting buildings and on the other buildings that in form and 
material use cry for attention.  Streetscapes emerging through contemporary development tend toward 
visual cacophony (Habraken 1998).     

5.2. Commitment to control design 

Aesthetics is still considered in the manner of Kevin Lynch’s description; that it “is considered like a kind 
of froth, difficult to analyse and easy to blow away” (Lynch 1976: 68).  The history of design control in the 
United Kingdom demonstrates the extent to which its application is dependent on the political climate 
(Punter and Carmona 1997). Labour governments have tended to emphasise and support efforts to 
control design outcomes and, unsurprisingly the more economically liberal Conservative governments has 
favoured lightly-lightly approaches in this area.  The current government, which came to power in 2010, 
has wound up the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE), which has existed in 
one form or another since 1924.  This has signalled a political climate of minimal intervention into the 
affairs of private landowners (Carmona, Tiesdell et al. 2010).    

Aesthetic matters are rarely given the statutory weight of other matters in planning regimes.  A study 
of Wellington’s design control methods found that design guidelines were not effective when used in 
conjunction with controlled activity status under the District Plan. A controlled activity is where a 
proposed building or activity cannot be refused, regardless of the aesthetic qualities of the built form. 
Rae (2004) reviewed 20 completed projects in Wellington’s central area and also found early consultations 
to be ineffective.  The architects he consulted noted that advice given by Council officers in the early 
stages was inconsistent and conservative. He also found that when it was undertaken, consultation did 
not take place at a critical, site-specific analysis stage but only once preliminary design proposals and 
economic budgets had been formed. As a consequence, Council urban design input was unable to prompt 
significant changes, should they be needed, to improve outcomes. The research also found that the 
discipline specific approach to evaluating projects could have a detrimental effect on projects when 
compared to assessment of proposals in a more holistic manner. Changes made to satisfy singular and 
conflicting advice from heritage, traffic, wind, and urban design advisers had served to diminish the design 
quality of the outcomes.   

5.3. Professional acculturation 

Intuitively, an appreciation gap might arise from a professional education, which has been focussed on 
speculative aesthetics (Devlin 1990, Hubbard 1994).  In his study of the development of aesthetic 
preferences amongst students, Wilson (1996) found that those of architecture students progressed 
toward those of their professional tutors, and away from their student peers in other disciplines, with 
each year of study.  Patterns of socialisation of preference were clearly evident, particularly in response 
to architectural style.  Differences in opinion could be traced to what each group takes into account when 
making aesthetic judgements.  Non-designers react to and evaluate the environment in associational 
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terms; to them meanings are of primary importance.  Conversely, designers are known to respond in 
perceptual terms as their meanings, learned and reinforced by education, lie in the physical composition, 
an abstraction of the building in three dimensional terms (Rapoport 1982).   

On this basis, preferences learned during education and training may be expressed in particular 
cultural settings and in the execution of one's professional work.  Bentley (1999) argues that professional 
preferences are influenced at least in part by the need to remain in business. This leads designers to 
become willing to argue in favour of design approaches that enable their clients' aims to be met including 
favouring designs that make use of thin, featureless materials and of simple, flat detailing outcomes 
(figure 3). In this sense, he argues, designers rationalise their approach to aesthetic preference on the 
basis of economic realities.  On the other hand, culturally learned aesthetic sensibilities of designers 
enables them to push beyond conventions, to explore new aesthetic expressions that over time will find 
their way into the mainstream. This would seem to present a clear, if somewhat difficult to achieve, need 
to unlearn culturally specific aesthetic preferences.  It may be better to think about managing differences 
in aesthetic preference in ways that enable compatibility where this is suitable and special expression 
where this is deemed appropriate. 

6. Conclusions
Design review is undertaken by local governments to help ensure that development achieves outcomes 
appropriate to the needs of all members of the public and not only of those who hold the balance of 
power in the process.  These processes are fraught with challenges, some of which concern the relative 
freedoms expected by those who own the land, which design outcomes should be pursued by design 
review and whose opinions should matter most.   

This paper reports on the outcomes of research undertaken to identify those design characteristics 
that people find most appealing and those that they find least pleasant, at the two perceptual scales of 
individual building and overall streetscape.  It was found that people prefer traditional design expressions, 
comprising monolithic street facades and discrete window openings.  This confirms theories that people 
prefer scenes that provide moderate levels of visual interest within overall patterns that can be ordered. 
This preference pattern also extends to those expressed for overall streetscapes, where people preferred 
height relationships between buildings that create variations of between one and three levels over those 
that were absolutely consistent and over those that had large differences of height.   

It was also found that people trained in design and planning disciplines have similar aesthetic 
preferences to those of lay members of the public. This supports the principle that design review can lead 
to places that all people like better.  With the potential for design review confirmed, the paper went on 
to discuss possible barriers to achieving this.  One is the influence that producers have, firstly on the 
outcomes themselves by adopting the economic model of ‘buy low and sell high’.  In this model, the cost 
of producing buildings is reduced by eliminating details and surface articulations.  As the built 
environment is seen as a commodity with the potential to generate income in and of itself, the influence 
of economic motivations is higher than it has been at any time previously.  Lower investment in 
construction leads to buildings that are flatter, less interesting and prone to age more poorly than others. 
Secondly, those with knowledge of development processes have been found to be willing to rationalise 
poor designs, motivated to do so in large part by a desire to stay in business.  It seems that some 
circumstances enable fundamental aesthetic sensibilities to be set aside.  While design review has the 
potential to achieve better liked buildings and places it will be necessary to confront barriers such as these 
in order for that potential to be fulfilled.  
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