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“A good city is like a good party – people 
stay longer than really necessary, because 
they are enjoying themselves.”

- Jan Gehl, Danish urban designer
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Study Goals

� Capture the state of public life in Central Square

� Investigate relationships between site conditions and patterns of activity

� Identify opportunities to unleash Central Square’s potential as a flourishing place for people
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Data Collected
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Grounding Assumptions

� Tree canopy, seating, and storefront conditions contribute to stationary activity

� Pedestrian volume increases chance of stationary activity (if the conditions are right)

� Data limitations
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The Data
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Survey Basics
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Types of Data Collected: 
Seating Capacity and Storefronts

Fixed

Secondary



14

Types of Data Collected: 
Seating Capacity and Storefronts

Fixed

Secondary

Moveable

Fixed

Secondary



15



16



17

Types of Data Collected: 
Pedestrian Flow
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Pedestrian Flow: Estimated Averages
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Types of Data Collected: 
Stationary Activity



Average number of surveys collected per zone in each square:
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Morning
8:00 – 9:30 AM

Midday
12:00 – 1:30 
PM

Evening
5:30 – 7:00 PM

Total surveys

Central 1 2.4 2.4 5.8

Harvard 1 2.5 0.5 4

Kendall 1 1 0.5 2.5

Porter 1 1.4 1.5 4

Stationary Activity Survey Overview



22



Findings
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Findings by Block
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1369 Coffeehouse (Block)
• 8 people lingering on average

• Private seating is highly utilized (13%)

• Private seating feels open to public and is 
mixed with public seating

• Recommendation: replicate this kind of 
seating elsewhere
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730 Tavern (Block)
• 5 people lingering on average

• Highest amount of private seating (62)

• Only 3% of private seating is occupied

• Recommendation: storefront intensity could 
support 1369-style public/private seating mix
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Leader Bank (Block)
• 1 person lingering on average

• No high-activity storefronts

• Stationary activity is lowest of all zones on 
Mass Ave
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Carl Barron Plaza
• 18 people lingering on average

• Twice as much activity as second most active 
zone

• Centrality, canopy, and seating capacity set 
the plaza apart from other zones

28



Central Square Florist (Block)
• 9 people lingering on average

• Zone with third highest stationary activity, 
despite lowest tree canopy coverage along 
Mass Ave zones studied

• Two thirds of people lingering are waiting for 
the bus
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CVS (Block)
• 9 people lingering on average

• 92% are waiting for the bus

• Notable lack of tree canopy (second lowest of 
all zones studied on Mass Ave)
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H-Mart (Block)
• 2 people lingering on average

• Surprisingly low stationary activity (about 25% of 
similar zones), despite:
• Some of highest pedestrian volumes (300-1000 per hour)
• Central location
• High storefront intensity

• Most “privatized” block (16 private seats and 0 public 
seats), but seating was empty during every 
observation

• Recommendation: conditions support significant 
public seating (or public/private)
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Target (Block)
• 7 people lingering on average

• Highest pedestrian volumes across the four squares 
(250-1500 per hour)

• Second most “privatized” block: 34 private vs. two 
benches.

• One of two “coziest” blocks in Central: richly textured 
storefront experience; good tree canopy

• Recommendation: significantly more public seating
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Harvard Square Eyecare (Block)
• 3 people lingering on average

• Low activity likely due to:
• Unengaging, repetitive, and inactive storefront 

experience
• Low seating capacity (2 benches)
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Middle East (Block)
• 8 people lingering on average

• Highest pedestrian volumes across the four squares 
(250-1500 per hour)

• Third most “privatized” block: 54 private vs. two 
benches.

• One of two “coziest” blocks in Central: richly textured 
storefront experience; good tree canopy

• Recommendation: add public seating

34



Site Qualities
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Stationary Activity
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Groups

Larger circles symbolize higher average count of individuals.

Darker shading symbolizes higher percentage of individuals in groups.

Average Count of Individuals
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Average Percentage of

Individuals in Groups

10 15 20

0% - 9%

9% - 18%

18% - 30%

30% - 45%

45% - 67%

44

Portion in Groups



Conversing

Larger circles symbolize higher average count of individuals.

Darker shading symbolizes higher average percentage of individuals

percieved to be conversing. 

Average Count of Individuals
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Average Percentage of

Individuals Conversing

10 15 20

0% - 13%

13% - 24%

24% - 34%

34% - 44%

44% - 74%
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Portion Conversing



Cambridge = 
50.6% female
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Women, Children, and Seniors

Larger circles symbolize higher average count of individuals.

Darker shading symbolizes higher percentage of individuals percieved to

be older than 65, younger than 18, or women. 

Average Count of Individuals
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Average Percentage of Women,

Children, and Seniors

10 15 20

4% - 22%

22% - 36%

36% - 43%

43% - 52%

52% - 67%
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Portion Women,
Children, or Seniors 
(perceived)
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Discussion
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Discussion

� What insights do you take from this data?

� How might we support a flourishing public life in the square?

� What have you learned from temporary changes during COVID?
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