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Abstract

Urban renewal positively impacts the development of cities, enhancing building quality in de-
prived urban areas. However, relatively little research has been conducted on the relationship 
between urban renewal and social interaction in public open space. Does urban renewal have a 
positive impact on face-to-face social interaction? This study aims to answer this question, using 
the revelatory case of Sham Shui Po, a neighbourhood in Hong Kong undergoing fast urban re-
newal. We identified 5,372 individuals engaging in social interaction on a total number of 9,343 
observations. We employed behaviour mapping and statistical analysis to investigate the associa-
tion between building age and social interactions. The results show a strong linear correlation 
between the two variables demonstrating that in Sham Shui Po, urban renewal is detrimental to 
life between buildings. 
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1. Introduction

Urban renewal, aiming at urban (re)develop-
ment, affects space and subsequently impacts 
neighbourhood interactions. Urban renewal 
guarantees the rejuvenation of the building 
stock, benefitting sanitation and the economy, 
while neighbourhood relationships are essen-
tial to people’s well-being and social stability 
(Caplow & Forman, 1950). In Hong Kong, ur-
ban renewal is at the centre of a vibrant debate, 
and it is often associated with rampant state-led 
gentrification (La Grange & Pretorius, 2016).

Recently, with the gradual increase of technol-
ogy in human relationships (Kraut et al., 2003) 
and the social distancing due to the pandemic, 
offline interactions have become essential in 
maintaining community relationships and so-
cial stability (Zordan et al., 2019). Despite the 
large body of scholarly work on urban renewal 
and the spatiality of neighbourhood relation-
ships, the two research areas seldomly intersect. 
This study draws attention to an underinvesti-
gated dimension of urban renewal for more liv-
able and socially cohesive cities.

2. Literature Review

Classical sociologists, focusing on the impact of 
urbanization on social interaction during the first 
industrial revolution, were concerned with the 
disappearance of communities. Before the in-
dustrial revolution, small social groups, bonded 
by strong similarities, shared values and codes 
of conduct. Urbanization, although exposing 
people to higher potential contact with each 
other, deconstructed primary social relation-

ships within the family and the neighbourhood. 
Moreover, urbanization has led to a deepening 
of social differentiation, thus weakening the ba-
sis for the existence of communities (Guest & 
Wierzbicki, 1999). Louis Wirth suggested con-
sidering urbanization as a process influenced 
by increased population heterogeneity, size, 
and density. The impacts of these factors can be 
broken down into two dimensions: at the indi-
vidual level, individuals frequenting different 
cities must adapt to various codes of behaviour, 
experiencing weak interpersonal relationships, 
and often feeling isolated and increasingly self-
centred in the face of difficulties. On a social 
level, the division of labour distances family, 
work, and neighbourhood relationships, weak-
ening ties among social groups and gradually 
increasing social deconstruction. The way to 
cope with this situation is often the produc-
tion of rationalized and normative institutions 
replacing former social relationships. However, 
the low effectiveness of dehumanizing proce-
dures makes it impossible to substitute the for-
mer primordial bonds and likely increases the 
vulnerability of relationships producing social 
“dysfunction” (Krupa & Carter, 2012).

In 1961, Herbert J. Gans found through a se-
ries of case studies that spatially bounded social 
groups, “urban villages”, with a sense of cohe-
sion and identity existed in cities in developed 
and developing countries. In 1968, Suttles and 
other scholars came to a similar conclusion, 
proposing that communities have a territorial 
scope in contemporary cities. They put forward 
that large-scale social changes caused by urban-
ization neither cause the decay of communities 
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nor do they tend to extinguish them. Communi-
ties can often buffer the impact of large-scale 
forces through their households, making them-
selves a safe base for providing mutual help and 
for residents to intervene in the outside world 
(Toseland & Rivas, 2013); thus, neighbourhood 
interactions have territorial properties. People 
gather and use their neighbourhood public open 
space (POS) to interact and gain social support. 
Although urbanization has brought about the 
fragmentation of urban communities, it does 
not lead to their demise; neighbourhoods still 
need to exist (Collie, 2011).

Maslow divided human needs into five incre-
mental levels: physiological, security, social, 
respect, and self-actualization. When people’s 
living conditions are satisfied, higher require-
ments for interpersonal relationships and social 
identity are put forward, followed by the satis-
faction of their self-development needs. With 
the rapid development of society, interpersonal 
interactions become weak, self-centeredness 
prevails, and many people develop a great 
sense of loss, leading to increased attention to 
the importance of neighbourhood relationships 
(Maslow, 1981). In 1974, Johnston highlighted 
the importance of connections between neigh-
bourhoods and interpersonal groups, arguing 
that neighbourhood relationships affect mem-
bers’ sense of belonging, influence society’s 
development, and are an essential measure of 
social integration (Maslow, 1981).

Guest and Wierzbicki’s empirical evidence for 
the United States (US) suggests that neighbour-
hood interactions in US communities declined 

over 30 years between the 1970s and 1990s. 
However, the decline did not prevent neigh-
bourhood relationships from remaining an es-
sential part of residents’ daily interactions (Guest 
& Wierzbicki, 1999). According to Buonfino 
and Hilder, many factors influence residents’ 
interactive behaviours, including the period of 
residence in the neighbourhood, the diversity of 
neighbourhood residents, housing type, neigh-
bourhood accessibility, and the quality of POS 
(Buonfino & Hilder, 2006).

Recently, the debate about the spatial dimen-
sion of neighbourhood relationships reinvigo-
rated, and urban social interaction has been 
at the core of many urban studies focusing on 
the association between space and behaviours 
(Holland et al., 2007; Carmona, 2019; Mehta 
& Bosson, 2021; Villani & Talamini, 2021). This 
study aims to contribute to this body of knowl-
edge by shedding light on a historic neigh-
bourhood of Hong Kong and the impact of the 
current approach to urban renewal on street 
liveness. 

3. Methodology

3.1. Case Study

A case study approach was adopted for this re-
search for its effectiveness in obtaining empiri-
cal evidence from a built environment with a 
high degree of complexity. An area within Sham 
Shui Po was selected for analysis owing to its 
high concentration of urban renewal projects.

Sham Shui Po is located at the northern end of 
the Kowloon Peninsula and is one of the oldest 
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 and poorest neighbourhoods in Hong Kong. The 
area has undergone four urban renewal phases, 
pedestrianization initiatives and presents a rich 
mix of building ages (Murakami et al., 2021). 
Behind projects carried out in the last two de-
cades is the Urban Renewal Authority (URA), a 
government statutory body responsible for land 
clearance and redevelopment in Hong Kong. 
There are currently 76 urban redevelopment 
projects in Sham Shui Po, including 70 rehabili-

tation projects and six redevelopment projects, 
the latter operating the replacement of existing 
buildings with high-rise mixed-use residential 
and commercial towers (Figure 1). Those build-
ings that have not undergone urban renewal 
retain an early residential building typology, 
consisting of a reinforced concrete structure of 
four to six stories, typical of 1950s Hong Kong 
(Pui & Ka, 2011). Also, most of the buildings 
within the study area are mid-rise and occupy 

Figure 1. Existing urban renewal project in Sham Shui Po, data source: Urban Renewal Authority, by author.
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most of their lots, thus forcing social interaction 
to concentrate in the street; moreover, the den-
sity of users of POS in Sham Shui Po is generally 
higher than in other urban areas.

The study area, covering about 0.06 square 
kilometres, has prevalent residential land use, 
and residents are the primary spatial users. Ac-
cording to the 2016 population by-census sta-
tistics, the total population of the study area is 

10,681. In recent years, 17 urban renewal proj-
ects have been undertaken or completed in this 
area (Figure 2). The narrow streets in front of the 
buildings, mainly serving pedestrians, usually 
orthogonally intersected, are where most ser-
vices concentrate, while internal alleys serve 
secondary circulation. Typically, car circulation 
within the area is limited, thus facilitating the 
flow of pedestrians and fostering the use of the 
street area in front of the building as a POS.

Figure 2. Existing urban renewal project in the study area, data source: Urban Renewal Authority, by author.

Urbanie and Urbanus

ISSUE 6 

  

28

Yuxiao He, Gianni Talamini, Luzheng Jiang



3.2. Analytical Framework

This paper aims to test the protocol set by Zor-
dan et al. (2019) in studying the impact of ur-
ban renewal on social interactions, namely the 
relationship between building age and the use 
of adjacent POS. The case study is the testing 
grounds to prove the approach feasibility for its 
possible application on a larger scale. The core 
method in this approach is behaviour mapping, 
which is one of the most effective methods to 
investigate the relationship between people and 
space (Zordan et al., 2019; Villani, Talamini, 
2020; 2021; Villani et al., 2020). Specifically, 
in urban studies, this method focuses on spa-
tial patterns of activities, allowing investigation 
into the relations between physical space and 
human behaviours. Following the protocol, this 
study is structured in three levels of analysis, the 
first concerning the spatial settings, the second 
mapping behaviours, and the third performing 
statistical analysis on the correlation between 

POSs and behaviours. The first level of analysis 
is necessary for gathering spatial information, 
the second allows the visualization of the pat-
terns of social interaction, and the third aims 
to provide solid results on a statistical ground. 
Correlation is used to test the relations between 
building age (independent variable) and build-
ing-adjacent POS’s social interaction (depen-
dent variable).

3.3. Data Collection

The data collection comprises two main parts: 
spatial data and user data. Spatial data include 
building age and POSs’ attributes. Existing 
building ages and information on urban renew-
al projects completion time were obtained from 
the Hong Kong Centa Map and URA, respec-
tively (Figure 3). The following phase consisted 
of primary data collection of users’ behaviours 
by extensive on-site systematic observations. 
The purpose was to gain more insight into the 

Figure 3. Building age: (a) Building age before recent urban renewal, data source: Hong Kong Centa Map, by the author; 
(b) Building age after urban renewal, data source: Urban Renewal Authority, by the author. 
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type, scale, and spatial patterns of social inter-
actions in POS (Leyden, 2003). In this study, the 
POS is defined as the pedestrian area in front of 
the building, covering the whole internal road 
area as the users of the internal road are mainly 
pedestrians (Figure 4). Users’ attributes include 
age and gender. Age groups are categorized 
according to the United Nations’s Provisional 
Guidelines on Standard International Age Clas-
sifications (1982): children are those below 15 
years old, teenagers between 15 and 24 years 
old, middle-aged between 25 and 64 years old, 
and older people are those 65 years old or more. 
Behaviours were video-recorded for each POS 
during three time periods (10:30 a.m. – 11:30 
a.m., 2:30 p.m. – 3:30 p.m., and 5:30 p.m – 
6:30 p.m.) on two weekdays and one weekend 
day: Saturday, 6 Nov 2021, Wednesday, 10 Nov 
2021, and Thursday, 11 Nov 2021 (Mondada, 
2006). All three days presented favourable cli-
matic conditions, with sunny weather and an 
average temperature of 25 degrees Celsius.

According to Northen & Kurland (2001), “social 
interaction is a term that refers to the interac-
tion of dynamic forces in which interpersonal 
contact leads to changes in the behaviour and 
attitudes of participants.” Verbal and nonverbal 
communication are components of social inter-
actions. Communication, the process by which 
people convey meaning to each other through 
symbols (Hari et al., 2015), requires: (1) the en-
coding of one person’s perceptions, thoughts, 
and feelings into words and other symbols, (2) 
the transmission of these symbols or words, and 
(3) the decoding of the transmission by another 
person. When members of a group communic-

ate with each other, a mutual pattern of interac-
tion emerges (Toseland & Rivas, 2005). All the 
individuals standing or sitting in POS were clas-
sified as interactors or non-interactors: all those 
walking or standing alone were considered not 
engaging in social interactions, while those in a 
group were recorded as interacting. The social 
interaction attributes used for the classification 
are based on the definition given by Zordan et 
al. (2019). The rationale for choosing one week-
end day and two weekdays was to obtain more 
equitable data collection regarding user activity 
in the different week periods. On the first day, 
3,644 observations were collected, of which 
2,408 were interactors and 1,236 were non-
interactors. On the second day, 2,780 observa-
tions were collected, of which 1,361 were inter-
actors and 1,419 were non-interactors. On the 
third day, 2,919 observations were collected, of 
which 1,603 were interactors and 1,316 were 
non-interactors. Subsequently, each observed 
interactor was captured as a geographic coordi-

Figure 4. POS in front of buildings, by the author.
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nate point in the GIS. Finally, georeferencing of 
spatial features and user behaviour allowed the 
creation of a dataset for further analysis.

3.4. Dataset Preparation

Behavioural data were retrieved from video-
recording via manual interpretation by two 
independent raters. Further meetings enabled 
the agreement to be reached in cases judged 
differently. Every observed interactor was plot-
ted in QGIS as a point containing geographic 
coordinates and attributes. The mapping of be-
haviours in GIS allowed the use of the Kernel 
density tool to visualize findings. This function 
of GIS allows the immediate visualization of the 
patterns of social interactions, possibly break-
ing them down by category and time. In this re-
search, data are collected by a visual snapshot 
approach, recording people behaviours in the 
selected POS in predefined timeframes. In the 
case of this study, mapping behaviour allowed 
us to visualize the associations between POS’s 
attributes and human interactions.

Furthermore, the dataset allowed a visualiza-
tion via the Kernel Density tool. Subsequently, 

the dataset also allowed to seek a statistical as-
sociation between variables. For this purpose, 
the Pearson correlation coefficient was calcu-
lated with the SPSS Statistics software package.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Behaviour Map

Firstly, Kernel density maps were generated 
from QGIS to visualize the social interaction 
density in three different timeframes during the 
three days of data collection. The maps show 
a constantly high social interaction density in 
specific locations of the POS in all selected 
timeframes. Maps comprising all the observed 
interactions were generated in order to gain vi-
sual evidence of the spatial correlation between 
social interaction density and building age. The 
map shows a higher social interaction density 
in correspondence with old buildings (Fig. 5). 
Concurrently, the POS in front of buildings of 
lower age has low social interaction density. 

Space users involved in social interactions at 
dif-

& Rivas, 2005). All the individuals standing or 

Table 1. Social interactions by period, gender and age.
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Day   D1 D2 

Total Interaction 5372 1582 1916 1874 1361 1603 2408 
Gender Male 2610 753 964 893 655 783 1172 
 Female 2762 829 952 981 706 820 1236 
Age Children 582 224 205 153 127 189 266 
 Teenager 1374 298 531 545 372 387 615 
 Mid-Age 954 402 356 196 317 230 407 
 Older People 2462 658 824 980 545 797 1120 

P1: 10:30 a.m. – 11:00 p.m.; P2: 2:30 p.m. – 3:00 p.m.; P3: 5:30 p.m. – 6:00 p.m. D1: Wednesday, 10 Nov 2021; 
D2: Thursday, 11 Nov 2021; Weekend day: Saturday, 6 Nov 2021. 
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Firstly, Kernel density maps were generated from QGIS to visualize the social interaction 

density in three different timeframes during the three days of data collection. The maps show a 
constantly high social interaction density in specific locations of the POS in all selected 
timeframes. Maps comprising all the observed interactions were generated in order to gain 
visual evidence of the spatial correlation between social interaction density and building age. 
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Figure 5. Total Kernel density map showing social interac-
tion density, by the author.
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Space users involved in social interactions at 
different periods are visualized in Figure 6. Sin-
gle maps have been generated to distinguish the 
total number of people involved in social inter-
actions in different day and week periods. The 
comparison between the maps highlights the 
ratio between the number of people engaging 
in social interactions at different periods. Older 
buildings and POS in areas with a high mix of 

building ages present a higher density of social 
interaction in every period.

4.2. Correlation

The behaviour mapping illustrates some rela-
tionships between building age and social in-
teractions in adjacent POS. Further analysis is 
necessary to assess it systematically. The data-

Figure 6. Social interaction density, (a) 10:30 a.m. – 11:00 p.m.; (b) 2:30 p.m. – 3:00 p.m.; (c) 5:30 p.m. – 6:00 p.m. 
Top row, day one; middle row, day two; bottom row, day three; by the author.
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set allows for an in-depth statistical analysis, 
namely, Pearson correlation analysis. Pearson 
correlation coefficient is found positive and sig-
nificant in all cases, demonstrating a strong as-
sociation between building age and the number 
of social interactions in POS (Table 2). Notice-
ably, while a relatively small difference is found 
among different genders, age groups, and days, 
a considerable difference is evident between 
different day periods: namely, the association is 
strong in the morning and moderate in the late 
afternoon/evening. 

This study, intended as a test for the future ap-
plication of the approach on a larger scale, pro-
duced evidence of feasibility and significance. 
The results demonstrate a robust linear correla-
tion between variables, building age predicting 
social interactions in adjacent POS. Neverthe-
less, it is not free from limitations. Additional 
attributes of buildings (e.g., typology, spatial fe-

atures, and functions) and the breakdown of 
social interaction by type are needed to under-
stand the factors contributing to the association. 
Moreover, a larger sample size would increase 
validity, also allowing applying more advanced 
statistics. In addition, a larger sample could also 
address bias. Finally, considering different case 
studies in a wider geographical area would al-
low for comparative analysis.

5. Conclusion

This study aims at advancing the understand-
ing of the relations between urban renewal 
and social interaction. With this objective, the 
case study of Sham Shui Po is used as a testing 
ground for measuring a possible association. 
The innovation of this paper lies in its focus on 
urban renewal in Hong Kong to test such cor-
relation. The results demonstrate that pedestri-
an users prefer to gather and interact in front 
of old buildings, suggesting that urban renewal 
is detrimental to social interaction. As the local 
government is simultaneously concerned with 
improving the quality of life in POS and prof-
it from urban renewal operations, results may 
show how the current replacement of the old 
building stock meets the governmental planning 
vision only in economic terms. The findings in 
this study are relevant for Hong Kong urban de-
signers and policymakers to develop strategies 
that can effectively address the issue of reduced 
social interaction in POS after urban renewal. 
Further research may provide more information 
on the factors that contribute to the poor perfor-
mance of new buildings in creating favourable 
conditions for a vibrant social life in POS.

Table 2. Pearson’s r between building age and social 
interaction.
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