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URBAN PERFORMANCE BETWEEN THE IMAGINED,
THE MEASURED, AND THE EXPERIENCED

a multitude of diverse attributes is required for effec-
tive urban performance at various scales ranging from
the immediate context of public buildings to central
urban spaces, and from urban corridors to residential
neighbourhoods. following their earlier works
(grIerson, 2014; mUnro and grIerson, 2016;
saLama, 2011; saLama and wIedmann, 2013;
and saLama et al., 2016) the guest editors frame
these qualities under a cycle of three main symbiotic
pillars: the imagined, the measured, and the experi-
enced, which contribute to the development of insights
that elucidate various parameters for exploring urban
performance. these three pillars stem from the
Lefebvrian arguments and his theory on the production
of space, which postulates a triadic relationship of
three different but related types of spaces: the con-
ceived (Imagined), the perceived (measured) and the
lived (experienced). 

Primarily, Lefebvre defined ‘conceived space’
as the space which is theorised by scientists and plan-
ners, known as ‘representations of space’, representa-
tions that are intangible and are entrenched in the
principles, imperatives, beliefs and visions of experts,
decision makers, and those who are in a position to
impose their personal notion of ‘order’ onto concrete
reality. the second is ‘perceived space’, the space of
‘spatial practice’ defined as the space where move-
ment and interaction takes place, where networks
develop and materialise. consequently, it includes
both daily routines at an individual level and urban
realities such as the networks that link places designat-
ed for work, leisure and ‘private’ life (Lefebvre,
1991, p. 38). the third is ‘lived space’, which is
explained as the unconscious, non-verbal direct rela-
tion between people and space. this is the space that
is occupied through associated images and symbols
(Lefebvre, 1991, p. 39). the current body of knowl-
edge on Lefebvre’s work suggests that the ‘conceived
space’ is abstract and tactical and where authority
functions, the ‘perceived space’ is a pragmatic, physi-
cal space encompassing flows of investment, work-
force, and information and that this where the con-
ceived and lived spaces are construed. salama and
wiedmann (2013) suggest that the ‘lived space’ is the
most subjective space, involving the actual experience
of individuals that is performed in the ‘perceived
space’ and as a result of the ‘conceived space’. 

In our call for papers, the premise was that
contributions to this issue of open house International
(ohI) would address the way in which decision-mak-
ing processes, led by policy makers and discipline
experts, contribute to successful urban environments;
how the social and spatial practices of key actors
(investors, developers, and users) manifest diverse

urban activities; and how users attach to places and
identify with their surroundings as a basis for social
and spatial justice. contributions were expected to
address one of the three pillars while offering implica-
tions on the other two.  In response we have received
more than 40 abstracts, and subsequently identified
19 for further development into full papers towards
submission for review. the outcome of a rigorous
review process concluded with the identification of 11
papers published in this issue.  addressing various
contexts in europe and the middle east, the papers
represent diverse efforts undertaken by committed
scholars in universities and academic institutions in
bahrain, egypt, Iran, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Libya, Qatar,
spain, turkey, and the United Kingdom.

strikingly, the papers published in this issue
address the distinct qualities of urban performance at
various scales. at a regional scale, el-Kholei and
Yassine (2019) examine efforts towards developing
smart and sustainable cities (ssc) in the arab region.
they argue, and rightly so, that first things come first,
and that a sustainable city is not attainable in the pres-
ence of an illiteracy and poverty that characterise dif-
ferent parts of the arab world. their study reveals that
governance within these cities tends to focus on
dimensions of smart environment, smart living, and
smart economy. they conclude that building ssc
requires careful preparation and collaboration with
numerous stakeholders, including institutions, organi-
sations, communities, and the general public. such
initiatives should address essential elements pertaining
to inclusive economic development, social justice, and
environmental protection. on the other hand, at a city
scale, Yaprak Öz and demirkan (2019) propose an
ontology-based approach that provides a framework
as a strategic decision support mechanism for effective
urban service design. through various analyses their
research is conducted in two phases, the first identifies
the priority list for service design and the second is a
qualitative research addressing the public service
providers and focusing on 'adequate community sup-
port and health services' for an age friendly city which
was the top priority in phase one. their work calls for
the need for a shared understanding and appreciation
of what a service is and what constitutes it among ser-
vice providers and consumers. 

Quality of life (UoL) and Quality of Urban
Life (QUoL) appear to characterise urban perfor-
mance discourse in two papers.  at an urban setting
scale, macLean and salama (2019) raise questions
about the quality of life (QoL) of residents and the
liveability of their environments in non-western con-
texts. they argue that the preponderance of existing
empirical studies and measurement frameworks have
been developed based on western standards. they
propose a multi-dimensional, context specific model
based on the premise that QoUL studies should bal-
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ance universal values and context-specificities.
following critique of selected QoUL models, their
work calls for the important role that context and cul-
ture play in urban life while accentuating the relevant
core dimensions of QoUL studies. It is this context
specificity that emerges in the study of gür, taneli, and
dostoğlu (2019), which is also conducted at an urban
setting scale. they develop a conceptual model and
validate it through its implementation in the context of
doğanbey in bursa, an area identified as representing
an urban transformation implemented according to
administrative decisions. the work involves detecting
measurements that reflect people’s evaluations, their
adaptation to post-transformation environment, and
utilising qualitative methods including in-depth inter-
views and attitude surveys. the work of gur et al.
(2019) appears to be a response to the call made by
macLean and salama (2019) where the findings sug-
gest that the lack of residents’ voice has a directs
impact on the level of satisfaction, and that an urban
transformation conducted without user participation is
not effective. the two papers put people or the public
at the crux of their arguments. Yet, while the work of
macLean and salama speaks more to researchers and
scholars, the work of gur et al. speaks directly to both
research and decision makers.

In two very different contexts; ankara, turkey
and basra, Iraq, walkability, including attitudes
towards walking, and walking behaviour, is the focus
of two papers by seles and afacan (2019) and al-
saraify and grierson (2019). the work of seles and
afacan (2019) calls for expanding the theory of
Planned behaviour (tPb) by including attributes that
pertain to a healthy urban performance of residential
neighbourhoods as an additional predictor for walk-
ing behaviour.  In the context of ankara, turkey, their
study explored the correlations between walkability
attributes and walkability behaviour through a survey
conducted with residents. their findings maintain that
a walkability model based on the three constructs of
tPb should not neglect the measured and the experi-
enced urban performance. It also postulates that util-
ising pedestrian environment for walking as fully as
possible requires a collaborative, an experiential
approach, and a multi-parameter decision-making
process. 

the work of al-saraify and grierson (2019)
places emphasis on walking to occupational activities
by advocating the need for a reliable subjective instru-
ment to gather information on walking to occupation-
al activities on the neighbourhood scale. nwoaQ,
neighbourhood walking to occupational activities
Questionnaire, was developed as a data collection
mechanism backed by indicators stemming from the
theory of Planned behaviour (tPb). nwoaQ was val-
idated and tested in three different neighbourhoods in
basra city, Iraq. the testing delineates, statically, that

nwoaQ provides an effective instrument as an indi-
vidual level of measurement. this is due to the gener-
ation of appropriate and relevant qualities and quan-
tities of dependent and independent variables, which
involve the application of various levels of measure-
ment to gather information that pertain to walking to
occupational activities. recognising urban ecology as
a systems-based approach nwoaQ is viewed as a
responsive mechanism that captures data effectively
and enables a comprehensive understanding of walk-
ability in the city.

the work of van riel and salama (2019)
argues that the current period, characterised by
transnational migration within cities and also between
nations, has made narratives of belonging and exclu-
sion more relevant than ever. they unveil various
aspects of belonging and exclusion in the context of
accra, ghana, with a focus on its Youth. they examine
young people’s ‘lived’ experience of urban spaces
through the use of auto-photography as an appropri-
ate method relevant to the investigation. In this con-
text, the proposition is that auto-photography is less
intrusive than direct observation and therefore well
equipped to allow the ‘insider’ view into personal
experiences and perceptions of place that are other-
wise difficult to access and study. their work represents
a call for urban professionals and decision makers to
produce inclusive urban environments that cater for all
while allowing for differences and belonging to co-
exist. addressing the notion of ‘spatialising’ belonging
and exclusion they argue that fundamental to the
understanding of voices of marginalised groups is the
development of progressive modes of designing and
managing public space that contribute to social sus-
tainability. 

Leandro (2019) presents his paper as part of
ProhabIt research project. examining three neigh-
bourhoods in barcelona, the work conveys that the
residents of these neighbourhoods in the city of
barcelona–trinitat nova, Plus Ultra and vallcarca–
have struggled against the threat of radical urban
renewals planned by the municipal authorities for
decades. In response, his work reveals that insights
into the need to create a holistic understanding of
today’s urban environment, and how architects and
planners need to develop skills and methods to enable
them to form part of the open and participatory plan-
ning systems. It is clearly evident that this work
attempts to bridge the gap between the imagined, the
measured, and the lived. In wider scope Leandro calls
for trans-disciplinary thinking the boundaries between
social sciences and design disciplines are clearly
crossed. 

focusing on the scale of urban open spaces,
two papers advocate structured methods to gather
qualitative information through assessment approach-
es. Utilising similar tactics in terms of tools and the
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types of issues explored the papers of remali and
abudib (2019) and gharib (2019) examine various
qualities and attributes of urban open spaces in two
dramatically different contexts in Libya and Qatar. the
work of remali and abudib (2019) cross-examines the
characteristics of six different neighbourhoods within
the city of tripoli and establishes a profile for each,
focusing on the way in which key principles and values
are perceived. Using defined indicators, the study
explores the spatial typology of these neighbourhoods.
assessing functional, social and perceptual attributes
through the use of a structured walking tour assess-
ment procedure, their findings corroborate the
absence of landscape features, such as greenery ele-
ments and appropriate street furniture, as well as the
absence of adequate facilities or designated playing
areas for children. remali and abudib call for assess-
ing existing residential districts as a step towards effec-
tive regeneration of existing neighbourhoods or creat-
ing new ones. 

Likewise, gharib’s work scrutinizes the quali-
ties of urban open spaces of two traditional markets in
Qatar by conducting behavioural mapping and
impressionistic assessment procedures. his work
reveals the variations of urban open spaces in the his-
toric markets of doha and al wakra cities and inves-
tigates the efficiency of use in both. despite the mas-
sive urban developments that took place in doha,
there is a widespread shortage of open spaces in
Qatar.  Yet, souq waqif and souq al wakra became
very successful destinations through embracing the
traditional architectural style. this special character
makes both markets equally attractive and memo-
rable. both markets are easily accessible and have
vast parking areas designated to host the continually
growing number of visitors. gharib’s work divulges
that souq waqif in doha scored higher in the assess-
ment of functional, social, and perceptual attributes
than souq al-wakra. the behavioural observations
demonstrated that both markets are safe, welcoming,
and accommodating for their users’ needs. souq
waqif, however, promotes engaging social experi-
ences due to its efficient management, the spatial
diversity, and the variety of commercial activities.

an action oriented, practice-based activity,
the work of akmaral Yussupova et al. (2019) con-
ceives a new master plan and investigates the gradu-
ally emerging use of ornamental art in the landscape
design of Kazakhstan their work explores the impact
of symbolism on the quality of new urban environ-
ments. this is undertaken through an inventory analy-
sis of the existing recreational facilities in Kazakhstan
with three purposes, the first is to establish their sym-
bolic meaning, the second is assess the level of utilisa-
tion of symbolic ornaments, and the third is to exam-
ine the socio-economic factors that influence the
design of landscape elements. the outcome of this

multi-layered procedure conveys that symbolic mean-
ings of the ornaments stem from historic, legal and
cultural traditions of different ethnic groups in
Kazakhstan, further arguing  that topography as well
as traditional symbolism and numerology are genera-
tors of the urban landscape of the city of shykment,
Kazakhstan. therefore, their work suggests that
despite the lack of identity and inconsistency in the
design of large-scale landscape projects, contextually
meaningful urban planning would materialise the
potential of creative opportunities in the city. 

the conceptual, empirical, and action based
undertakings carried out to develop the papers pub-
lished in this issue demonstrate effective endeavours to
address urban performance at various scales. the
diversity, plurality, and multiplicity of the issues
explored reveal the complexity and the wide spectrum
of qualities required to comprehend urban perfor-
mance. the imagined urban performance is evident in
the work of Yussupova et al. (2019) through the pro-
vision of a responsive master plan. however, the mea-
sured and lived performance types are also implicit in
their call for understanding symbolism and meanings
as they relate to various traditions of cultural groups in
Kazakhstan and as part of a responsive planning pro-
cess.  on the other hand, speaking to decision makers
in cities of the arab region with the respect to the
development of smart and sustainable cities (sscs),
the work of el-Kholei and Yassine (2019) addresses
the measured urban performance by calling for care-
ful preparation and collaboration with stakeholders,
including institutions, organisations, communities, and
the general public. still, it implicitly advocates the
need for the experienced urban performance by
depicting concerns related to social justice and partic-
ipatory democracy. similarly, the proposition of Yaprak
Öz and demirkan (2019) to develop and validate a
framework as a strategic decision making tool for
urban service design seems to speak to the measured
urban performance. Yet, their emphasis on health and
age friendly contexts manifests the implications of the
measured on the experienced. 

It is promising to see that the experienced
urban performance is the focus of all other papers.
this is a subject that has been marginalised for
decades and has recently gained considerable interest
and attention of scholars from different disciplinary
backgrounds.  a clear manifestation of this interest is
evident in the work of Leandro (2019) when he argues
that: “… we have undertaken an interdisciplinary
study, involving architects-planners and social and
environmental psychologists, to understand the pro-
cess of construction of a sense of community and
place identity in three neighbourhoods. The study has
highlighted the need to overcome the divisions
between social sciences and design disciplines,
between the real world of experience and the abstract
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world of design thinking.” by calling for a context spe-
cific quality of urban life models and frameworks,
macLean and salama (2019) place emphasis exclu-
sively on the experienced urban performance and the
users involved. Yet, while putting people and the lived
experiences at the core of their argument, the work
gur et al. (2019) addresses both the measured and
the experienced urban performance by developing a
conceptual model within the context of the interactions
between human behaviour and the environment and
implementing it with results directed to decision mak-
ers.  Urban performance related to lived experiences
is evident in a) the work seles and afacan (2019) and
al-saraify and grierson (2019) where the theory of
Planned behaviour (tPb) is utilised through the use of
responsive information gathering mechanisms in
ankara and basra respectively, b) the work of van riel
and salama (2019) whose work unveils various
aspects of youth’s belonging and exclusion in the con-
text of accra, ghana, c) the work remali and abudib
(2019) and gharib (2019) whose work is based on
assessing functional, social, and perceptual attributes
of urban open spaces utilising similar tools in Libya
and Qatar respectively. 

while all the papers successfully address key
aspects of urban performance, the challenge remains;
the clarity in articulating the implications – how the
qualities underlying one of the three pillars -- the con-
ceived (imagined), the perceived (measured) and the
lived (experienced) – have implications on the other
two. notably, the three pillars function as parts of a
cycle. the results of the study into the lived (individual
experiences of the environment) and the perceived
(networks and flows) should feed back into the con-
ceived (policies and strategies and visions) again. In
many cases, the lived and the perceived are an out-
come of a non-responsive conceived, and the cycle
will do well when implications are advanced with in-
depth interpretations and articulations. 
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