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Abstract: In the field of relational theories, social sciences and urban morphology, the post-oc-
cupancy evaluation multi-method analysis take place to understand how people use open urban 
environments and which are the requirements of open urban environments to the use and ap-
propriation of it. So the central aim of this research was to discover and discuss the motivations 
that make people best use urban open spaces and what are the requirements of urban design that 
contribute to these motivations of use. The research with qualitative approach which involved 
documental survey and analysis, non-systematic observations and the application of in deep in-
terviews with open ended questions to fifty subjects were conducted to answer the questions 
proposed to understand the issue. The research took place in a neighborhood of a medium-sized 
Brazilian city where a federal university campus (with urban park character) is located. The neigh-
borhood also present eight squares very well distributed within this portion of the urban space. 
Results shown that the physical qualities of an urban environment, such as the presence of urban 
facilities and equipment, are more important to the use of the open spaces than the provision of 
urban open spaces alone in a urban environment. Without adequate facilities which contribute 
to the use of open urban environments, the city became a mere space of urban displacements. 
Open urban environments are best used when it is close to home or work. Less mentioned an-
swers by the interviewed that contribute to use and appropriation of urban environments but 
not less important were safety and also the concentration of people, respectively.

1. Introduction

The municipality of Santa Maria, located in the central region of Rio Grande do Sul, in the 
very south of Brazil (Figure 1), presents itself as one of the main cities of the state, distant 293 
km from the capital Porto Alegre. The Camobi District, which is the object of this study, is 
located in the eastern portion of the city, distant 15 km from downtown, and it counts with 
21,822 inhabitants out of 276,108 of the municipality (IBGE, 2010). The District, shaped by 
the urban sprawl in Santa Maria (Maciel & Zampieri, 2018), is one of the main developing 
neighborhoods of the city due to presence of the Federal University and the Military Airport 
(Comin, 2013) (Figure 2).

Camobi neighborhood initial settlement was made by Polish immigrants within the imperi-
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Figure 1. Location of the Camobi neighborhood in the municipality of Santa Maria, state of Rio Grande do Sul in 
the national context. Source: adapted from Lazarotto, 2015, p.75; EOC Geoservice Maps, 2021.

Figure 2. Santa Maria footprint. Camobi district in the east portion. Source: EOC Geoservice Maps – Global Ur-
ban Footprint, v1.
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al government’s immigration plan. These migrants were later replaced by Italian ones from the 
neighboring municipality of Silveira Martins (Beltrão, 1958). 

With the inauguration of the train station in 1885, commercial and social activities took 
place in the surrounding area, giving rise to the village. The transition from the rural to the ur-
ban context took place with the installation of the railway. At that time, João Machado Soares 
Avenue, located in front of the station, which concentrated the district’s economic and social 
activities, was the only road axis (Comin, 2013).

With the construction of the road RS 509, the creation of the Federal University (1960) and 
the Military Airport (1970), the activities related to trade and service were gradually moved to 
the surroundings of RS 509 road, which soon turned into the main centrality of the neighbor-
hood (Comin, 2013).

With the closure of the railway station, in 1996, the area lost its centrality character, config-
uring a residual space in the neighborhood context (figure 3). The historical, economic or social 
importance of this place, has weakened with the passage of time. The area today is abandoned 
due to lack of use and recognition in the urban context of Camobi (Polli, 2018).

Since the implantation of a new road in the southern portion of the district, the RSC 287, 
the neighborhood had a significant expansion to the south, where new land parcels were locat-
ed. Today, commercial activities occur along these routes (Comin, 2013), mainly RS 509 which 
sets up the new centrality of the neighborhood. These transformations of the space configure 
the current road network of the neighborhood, represented in the figure 1.

The configuration of this new centrality focused on cars, with six automotive tracks and the 
lack of public space to pedestrians. These situation deconstructed the concept of a center fo-
cused on the social practices of the population as well as the recognition of a symbolic place in 
the district. So the space currently identified as the center of the neighborhood (Figure 4), has 
a strong conflict of use, as it is configured by one of  main road links in the neighborhood. The 
lack of accessibility, comfort and safety for the pedestrian and cyclist, reinforces the lack of a 
humanistic character in the place. The absence of a central square that concentrates the social, 
civic, and cultural activities of the neighborhood may result in a weak relationship between the 
subject’s and the inhabited neighborhood (Polli, 2018).

Together with this main public open spaces mentioned above (the main roads, the university 
campus which has a character of a park and the open space of the airport), the district has eight 

Figure 3. Abandonment of the building and surroundings of the old railway station of Camobi. Source: Paula Polli.
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squares very well distributed in the urban tissue and close to residential areas; however, it seems 
not to be well appropriated by the population. 

So this study was designed in order to discover and discuss the motivations that make people 
best use urban open spaces and what are the requirements of urban design that contribute to 
these motivations of use. It is also aimed to understand the relationship between the configu-
ration of the urban tissue presented above and the use and appropriation of the public open 
spaces in the neighborhood.

It is important to mention that the focus of this research is in the public open urban spaces 
since is there, according to Queiroga (2011), that public life has the physical-material support 
to happen. Public open spaces, in comparison to private ones, are more accessible, plural and 
capable to receive diversity, according to the author.

2. Methodology

The research, with qualitative approach, borrowed the procedures from the post-occupancy 
evaluation studies, which involves observation and in deep interviews applied to 50 subjects in 
the district – Camobi neighborhood. Interviews were collected in different places of the dis-
trict in order to be very well distributed along the area.

Two open-ended questions were applied to the subjects: 

1. Which are the public open space you best use in the district, with which intention, and why?
2. Where do you usually practice your leisure activities? Why?

The first question had the intention to let people freely speech about which are and in which 
way they use public space, besides it intended to understand the reasons of their choice for 
using more intensely some specific places. And the second question focused specifically in the 
leisure activities.

The responses were coded considering similarities in the content, observing exhaustiveness 
and mutual excludence.

Figure 4. Center of the Camobi neighborhood. Source: Paula Polli.
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3. Results and discussion

In the first question asked to the subjects, that let them speak freely about use, intentions and 
motivations, it was possible to observe that most of the interviewed use the public open spaces 
for leisure activities. From the 50 subjects, only 6 use the public space exclusively for urban dis-
placements, and for this purpose, they use mainly streets. This can be seen in graphic 1. Since it 
was found few people using public spaces for displacements, it is believed that it reinforces the 
character of the neighborhood focused on cars/ car dependents.

For the majority of respondents that use the public space for leisure, thirty three (33) use the 
public space into the university campus, ten (10) usually do leisure activities in the streets and 
four (4) in the neighborhood squares. Elderly generally use streets to walk and none of them 
(elderly) mentioned to use the university campus for leisure activities. We believe that one of 
the reasons to this is that elderly usually walk close to their homes due to the loss of mobility 
that they can develop with aging.

On the second question focused specifically on the leisure activities it was possible to ob-
serve that these places mentioned above had an increase in the frequency of mentions, as it 
can be seen in the graphic 2. On the other hand, seven (7) subjects said that use only private or 
indoor spaces for leisure activities.

In another research (Pippi et al., 2018), which focus in inquire a sample of 263 subjects from 
the city as whole, it was also observed the prevalence of the University Campus as being the most 
used public open space for leisure. In Pippi el al (2018) research, the University Campus had 37 
mentions, followed by Itaimbé Park with 13 mentions, and by the main commercial route in the 
city that is exclusively to pedestrian displacement with 11 mentions. So, this result corroborates 
the results from the present research that found the University Campus as the most used open 
space in the neighborhood, result that is extended to the municipality of Santa Maria.

It shows that Santa Maria is a city with a lack in public spaces for leisure, since people has to 
use motorized transportation (private or public) to reach the university campus that is 15 km 
away from downtown, to practice leisure activities.

Back to this research, motivations to use these places in Camobi neighborhood for leisure 
activities, showed in Graphic 2, include thirty (30) mentions which considered accessibility 
and convenience. It means that the space is close to home or work, or in the way to home and 

Graphic 1. Intention of the use in pub-
lic open spaces in the neighborhood.
Source: Authors.
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Graphic 2. Use of the public open 
spaces for leisure activities in the 
neighborhood.
Source: Authors.

work, or even easily accessible. Twenty seven subjects (27) mentioned the physical qualities of 
the space such as infrastructure, facilities provided, such as the recent improvements made in 
the university campus including the multiuse trail (pedestrians and bicycles), as reasons to use 
public open spaces in the neighborhood. Five (5) mentions considered the safety of the places 
as reasons to chosen it to practice activities and two (2) said that the concentration of people in 
the place is important to them.

Besides the thirty mentions to accessibility and convenience, only 9 people use the squares 
close to their residences to leisure activities. Most of the people interviewed prefer to do 
leisure and physical activities close to their work, at university, since the great majority of 
the interviewed in the neighborhood work or study there. So here it is possible to see the 
predominance of physical qualities – infrastructure and facilities provided – as motivations 
to use public open spaces.

These physical qualities mentioned in the responses are related to the quality and diversity 
of the facilities offered in the place between other aspects which Nasar (1998) defines as be-
ing part of urban likeability, such as natural aspects (presence of vegetation), open view, good 
maintenance and organization.

It is important to mention that the University Campus, the most used public space in the 
city and in the neighborhood for leisure activities, is very segregated in the urban tissue, as it 
can be seen in Maciel & Zampieri (2018) research.

It reinforces the lack of use and the lack of facilities provided observed within the 8 squares 
of the neighborhood, which are located mainly in residential areas.

When comparing to Pippi et al (2018) research, previous cited, which involved the munici-
pality as a whole, accessibility took the fourth position concerning motivation to use the public 
open space, while social interaction (including walk with family or relationship with friends) 
stayed in the first position, followed by practice pleasant activities and contemplation of the 
place, as it can be seen in graphic 4. It is also important to mention that in the research con-
ducted by Pippi et al (2018), green spaces were positively evaluated, while facilities in public 
space had a negative evaluation.

To discuss these results it was considered a recent systematic review of 271 studies in which 
Carmona (2019) tried to determine which associations between place value and the different 
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Graphic 3. Motivations to use the 
public open spaces in the neighbor-
hood of Camobi.
Source: Authors. 

qualities of place are stronger, weaker and negative. For place value the author consider health, 
social, economic and environmental value.

In Carmona (2019 p. 33) review the author found very strong positive association between 
place value (of all types) and six qualities that, according to him, is highly desirable, very tangi-
ble and objective and measurable: 

 – greenness in the built the environment (presence of trees and grass, water, and open space); 
 – diversity of land uses within a neighborhood;
 – low levels of traffic; 
 – walkability and bikeability of places (related to street connectivity and the quality of the 

local public realm); 
 – the use of more compact (less sprawling and fragmented) patterns of development; and 
 – ready convenient connection to a good public transport network.

Graphic 4. Motivations to use the 
public open spaces in the municipali-
ty of Santa Maria.
Source: adapted from Pippi et al 
(2018, p. 346).
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Except for the use of more compact patterns, all other characteristics are present in the uni-
versity campus, the preferred public space for leisure activities in the Camobi neighborhood.

Still with strong association but less tangible, subjective, Carmona (2019, p. 34) found other 
fifteen qualities of the place that he consider ‘aspirational rather than required’, which can be 
found in the figure 5 below. 

On the other hand, the very strong negative association which are also very tangible (meas-
urable and capable to control), according to the author, consider eight qualities to avoid, since 
they are negative qualities:

 – car dependent and extensive forms of suburbanization; 
 – relentlessly hard urban space (absence of local green space); 
 – too much very local permeability; 
 – presence of rear parking courts and other segregated areas; 
 – poor maintenance / dilapidation (including of green spaces); 
 – sense of overcrowding in residential areas; 
 – presence of unfavorable food stores; 
 – the impact of roads with higher traffic loads and speeds, wider carriageway widths, or 

which are elevated.

Carmona (2019) summarized this qualities in a ladder of place qualities shown below:
Camobi is a car dependent district and receives the impact of two roads with high traffic loads 

and speeds and with wider carriageway widths which makes the place hostile to pedestrians.
On the other hand, the university campus is a place with an open view, full of vegetation 

(grass and trees), walkable and bikeable with the recent inauguration of the multiuse trail, 
which was mentioned also by the interviewed. There are also low level of traffic in the cam-

Figure 5. Ladder of place qualities according to Carmona (2019): 
Source: Carmona, 2019, p. 35.
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pus, but most of the people that reach university, get there with motorized vehicles, particu-
lar or collective means of transportation, including people that reach university campus from 
shorter distances, such as people coming from places inside Camobi neighborhood, where 
the campus is located.

Besides these high desirable qualities identified in the campus, other aspirational qualities 
are present there as well and mentioned by the subjects to justify the preference for use of the 
campus instead of other places in the neighborhood, such as sense of place, natural surveillance, 
background movement, good street lighting, attractive and adaptable public spaces, integra-
tion of natural features, perceived beauty in the built environment. The campus presents also 
low traffic speeds.

After improvements in the campus, with the installation of the multiuse trail, it became a 
place even more attractive to people from all over the city to practice their leisure activities, 
mainly in the weekends, according to Pippi et al (2018).

So the results of this research corroborate the results found by Carmona (2019) and the other 
studies categorized by him which found similar results.

4. Conclusion 

The facilities provided to the urban open spaces demonstrated to have a determinant role in the 
use, or in the lack of use of the public spaces, in this case. 

The equilibrated distribution of the squares in the urban tissue do not guarantee, alone, that 
these places will be used by the population. In the case of the district analyzed, the distribution 
is equilibrated but people prefer to use the university campus for leisure to other public squares. 

The university campus, which appears as the most appropriated area in the district, recently 
received federal investments in order to improve open space, while the public squares remain 
forgotten, without sufficient facilities and likeable environmental features (including the aes-
thetic ones) that could guarantee the use and appropriation of the place. 

Other public open spaces in the neighborhood (the streets) are used mainly with the intention 
of displacement. However, it is not possible to forget that Camobi is a car dependent district.

This situation has a close relationship with a lack in public/or even private investments to 
guarantee the quality of urban facilities in public space.

So along with the planning process of a public space, facilities and maintenance should be 
provided in order to guarantee use and appropriation.

These factors are difficult to analyze only through a morphologic point of view, demanding 
environmental perception methods and techniques used generally in post occupancy evaluation 
studies, such as in-deep interviews and observational techniques.
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