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Placemaking Based on Site Experience
—Landscape Design of Parkhill Commons in Shenzhen
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ABSTRACT

Placemaking of public open spaces, such as community
parks and streetscapes that are foundational to residents’
daily social and recreational life, can significantly
influence their site experience. Scholars have explored
the influence of such kind of experience on users’
behavioral, physical, and mental conditions from multiple
perspectives including attention restoration and stress
reduction. However, the findings are seldom applied in
practice to convey certain design concepts. This article
introduces the landscape design project of Parkhill
Commons in Shenzhen. The project team reviewed
relevant research findings, and characterized the health-
promoting restorative environment and social-capital-
friendly communities. Accordingly, strategies for activity
zones, planting design, service facilities, and slow-traffic
neighborhoods were proposed to enhance site experience
and serve nearby residents by creating vital and pleasant
community-level public open spaces, and to maximize the
social benefits and reinforce community cohesion. After
completion, the project team has investigated the site
usage and the public’s evaluation, in order to stimulate
reflections on design strategies. Results from the
questionnaire survey and field observation show the effect
of placemaking strategies on users’ site experience. This
article provides references for placemaking practice of
community-level public open spaces and is expected to
help bridge the gap between theoretical research and
design practice.
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2. Site plan for Parkhill
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3. The water feature displays a reflecting surface when the
fountain is shut off.
The sound of the fountain helps drown out traffic noise.

5. Achild reaches out to touch the water under the protection
of her parent.
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6. Sponge Lawn located between Hill-Life Hall to the west and
Eco-Stairs to the east acts as a stage and anchor to Parkhill
Commons.
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1 Design Background

Public open spaces such as community parks
and streetscapes are foundational spaces for
urban residents’ daily life. Enhancing the site
experience in public open spaces can promote
public health, improve life satisfaction, and
contributes to community vibrancy. Scholars
have explored concepts and measures from
perspectives of social encouragement'"),
environmental design and the sense of

2131 attention restoration™, stress

[5]

safety

, creating natural atmosphere!®”,

reduction
and associations between the built environment
and physical activities'®', which have provided a
theoretical basis for the placemaking practice of
community public open spaces.

However, in practice, designers prefer
employing subjective descriptions or abstract
artistic methods to present design concepts
while seldom conveying the necessity of
incorporating certain design elements. In
construction, due to the lack of widely-
perceived and recognized design approaches,
some excellent design concepts are undervalued
or rejected. After completion, designers may not
reflect on users’ site experience.

In response to these problems, this article

introduces the landscape design project of
Parkhill Commons in Shenzhen, which learned
from existing research findings to develop design
purposes and strategies that can maximize the
site experience. After completion of the project,
the project team has investigated park usage
and the public’s evaluation, in order to stimulate
reflections on design strategies. These findings
are expected to help bridge the gap between

theoretical research and design practice.

2 Site Introduction

Parkhill Commons in Baoan District,
Shenzhen, covers Parkhill (about 4,000 m*) and
its neighboring streets (about 7,860 m?). With
secondary woods, and close to a reservoir and
dense forest, the site has a pleasant microclimate
with an elevation change of about 5 meters from
north to south. Parkhill mainly serves residents
of all ages who live within a 500-meters range
in the planned high-density and the existing
low- and medium-density communities. To
better serve a nearby school and kindergarten,
the design scheme particularly takes the needs
of children and multi-generational families
into consideration. Existing streets served

only vehicles and lacked open space, resulting

in an unwelcoming experience for cyclists
and pedestrians. On the whole, the previous
community-level public open spaces were too
scarce to accommodate residents’ needs in the

newly developed Parkhill Commons (Fig. 1).

3 Theoretical Research Results on Site
Experience

To enhance residents’ site experience in
community-level public open spaces, the project
team reviewed relevant research findings to
characterize the health-promoting restorative
environment and social-capital-friendly
communities.

In Attention Restoration Theory (ART),

Stephen Kaplan proposed four characteristics

9. EERXNERESES, AT BT AETRE.

10. £EXEMEITEEIR AP ERBHENRE . FE=ERML;
RERRES F AR F SRS B m R AIE AT RIE
TM&ERBIEE.

9. A quiet restorative environment is formed by enclosed and
layered vegetation.

10. Eco-Stairs provides shades and diverse spatial experience
with Handroanthus impetiginosus. Understory covers
planted in belts enrich the diversity of vertical vegetation
while ensuring an open viewshed.
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of restorative natural environments, i.e. Being
Away, Fascination, Compatibility, and Extent.
Being Away means that the space allows
people to get distance from their daily routines
and to relax. Fascination is the capacity of a
space to capture people’s attention through
intriguing natural elements, where people can
recover from mental fatigue by resting directed
attention. Compatibility means that the space
can support diverse activities. Extent refers to
the coherent content of a substantial scope in
the environment'”. In Stress Reduction Theory,
Roger Ulrich suggested that certain natural
settings dominated by trees or water can help
reduce the physiological signs of stress'”.

In addition, a large number of studies have
verified that urban natural elements, especially
trees, are conducive to the public’s mental
health" 112,

Community-level public open spaces are
the most accessible sites for nearby residents,
which can reinforce community interaction
and cohesion. Intentional design can enhance
people’s sense of safety and bring vitality to
the site by creating an open viewshed and
well-maintained landscape, an approach
aiming at drawing more “eyes on the street”
through “cues to care”'”’!. By providing

»41 " bublic open spaces

“sitting landscapes
can encourage residents to choose slow traffic
(i.e. walking or biking), which therefore will
increase social contact”’!. Moreover, enhanced
aesthetic value and accessibility can also

promote residents’ outdoor activities'®'.

4 Design Strategies

In response to challenges of irregular
boundaries, elevation differences, limited size,
and a relatively large number and wide range
of users, the design scheme strived to enhance
site experience and serve nearby residents by
creating vital and pleasant community-level

public open spaces. The design strategies may

SRS / ERISERE
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ik

maximize the social benefits while considering

the ecological and economic performance.

4.1 Activity Zones

The project designed six activity zones to
meet the diverse needs of users: Dry Fountain
Plaza, Sponge Lawn, Eco-Stairs, Play Terrace (for
children aged between 2 and 14), Storm Court,
and Wave Rain Garden. In dealing with the
elevation differences and irregular boundaries,
the site was divided into three primary terraces
by vertical design elements such as climbing
slopes, grass slopes, steps, seating stairs, and
retaining walls (Fig. 2).

Research has proven that the sound of water
in small-scale community parks near streets can
effectively drown out traffic noise and enhance
site experience!'”!. The project team introduced
a Dry Fountain Plaza with a water feature

contrasting a still surface with low bubbling

11. Except for protective hedges, low and sparse shrubs and
understory covers that are easy to maintain were selected
for the underwood.

elements. The water feature sits at grade,
encouraging children’s interaction with water.
When the fountain is shut off, the plaza can
become a space for daily activities (Fig. 3 ~ 3).

The Sponge Lawn is an open space
covering an area of 35 m x 22 m. At its edges,

a transitional space was designed to encourage
users to observe and participate in activities or
stay awhile. The lawn, Dry Fountain Plaza and
Eco-Stairs form a linear sequence of spaces that
connects the Hill-Life Hall and creates an
amphitheater in the south, providing a variety
of activities and enhancing the site’s vitality
(Fig. 6).

The two recreational spaces—Play Terrace
and Storm Court—were created to maximize the
playing space for users given the steep elevation
change. Play Terrace was designed according
to research on eight children’s playgrounds

[18]

in Shenzhen"™, which finds that a multi-use
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playing area arranged on a sandpit can better

support children’s play behaviors. Storm
Court, with an area of 400 m’, is the only
hard-paved sports field in Parkhill. The mural
and bright ground striping invite residents

of all ages and embrace activities more than
basketball throughout the day (Fig. 7).

In the north of Parkhill, Wave Rain Garden
is a semi-enclosed space for passive activities
which faces the shaded street. The slightly
undulating topography and rich layers of
vegetation add a relatively quiet and semi-
private atmosphere to the site.

In addition, the design used abundant plants
to outline the boundary of each activity zone
and enhance the visual continuity of the site. In
this way, the design preserved part of the natural
experience provided by the previous woodland
which helps reduce the surrounding traffic
noise. Furthermore, the design of terrace spaces

at different elevations improves the viewshed of
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the street, Parkhill, and different activity zones,
creating a relaxing and safe spatial atmosphere
for users. For example, seats were arranged
around activity space and the upper platform
of Play Terrace, which provides more space for
parents to watch over their children without
affecting their play. In Storm Court, the design
of elevation difference and seats layout offers an
open view for the users; the court is enclosed by
hedge and retaining walls, which can ensure the
playing safety; the open viewshed between the
upper platform and the surrounding sidewalk
also enhances the visual continuity of the site
(Fig. 8).

4.2 Planting Design

According to ART, when people expose to
natural environments with soft fascination—
a type of fascination of nature—they can feel a
sense of being away due to temporary escape

from stress of daily life, which would facilitate
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12. After being open to the public, Sponge Lawn has supported
a series of themed activities on weekends, including sports,
tent festivals, music festivals, carnival, fairs, and barbecues.

attention recovery '’ On the site, the project
team has provided separated small spaces with
soft fascination for residents to rest and relax
through the creation of topographical barriers
and plant shading. The design added fragrant
shrubs such as Bauhinia variegata, Murraya
exotica, Tulbaghia violacea, and trees with
seasonal landscape effects such as Handroanthus
impetiginosus, Triadica sebifera, and
Lagerstroemia parviflora, to enclose intimate
spaces that serve as restorative environments
(Fig. 9).

Research shows that heterogeneity in vertical
planting design can promote human health"”.
The design enriched the diversity of vertical
vegetation by partially preserving the existing
large trees, and adding understory layers and
intermediate layers composed of native plants
with obvious seasonal changes. Meanwhile,
research also shows that individuals’

psychological distress relieves when the tree



(i

i

canopy coverage reaches 26.45% from a lower
level; but as the tree canopy coverage further
increases, the psychological distress symptoms
barely improve®”. Therefore, the project team
did not pursue high density of tree canopy,

but wisely used the topography and viewing
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borrowing and controlled the width of the
planting strips within 1.5m for tree planting.
Studies also show that low, dense, messy,
and poorly maintained vegetation is positively
correlated to criminal behaviors”"*?. In order

to ensure a sense of safety, the understory plants

13. EFASENERTS EEREE,
MINNEZEEENEMLR, T
UzmEBaE, EEEERNZeN=
BSE .

14. BETTIHBAYRE RIRIEBIER T 21Nt
DI, BEIFIEMILERDEDRE
EAERATE)

13. The different elevations of Play
Terrace and Sponge Lawn allow
people to observe each other
through abundant vegetation
boundaries, creating a relaxing and
safe spatial atmosphere.

14. Diverse moving lines created
through varied facilities in Play
Terrace can increase the intensity
and duration of children’s physical
activities.

are below one meter in height, except the hedges
around the boundaries of Storm Court and Play
Terrace boundary for protection purposes. Plant
species that are easy to maintain were selected
to reduce vegetation sprawling that may be
caused by insufficient maintenance (Fig. 10, 11).
Considering factors such as texture,
seasonal changes, smell, and maintenance
requirements, the design finally selected 18
ground covers species that are diverse in shape
and texture, and free toxic, including Melinis
minutiflora, Belamcanda chinensis, Breynia
disticha, Asclepias curassavica, and Brickellia
eupatorioides. They increase the abundance of
vegetation communities and provide children

opportunities to touch and smell the fragrance.

4.3 Service Facilities

Research has found that in small- and
micro-scale public open spaces of Shenzhen,
people prefer lawns rather than hard pavement
for recreational, exercising, and social
activities”**. Moreover, lining big trees on the
edge of the lawn can visually create a greener
natural environment>’". On this basis, the
project team proposed a Sponge Lawn to serve
seasonal activities of varied scales and types that
could satisfy all groups’ needs (Fig. 12).

As for children’s playground, it is necessary
to support a wide range of activities”*"*”' and
encourage a variety of movement and play
options with corresponding types of play
facilities. For example, activities that engage
multiple players can foster collaboration, while
building games in sandpit can fuel imagination
and social interactions””). The design introduced
a Play Terrace where the climbing facilities and
slides connect other facilities set on two terraces
of different elevations. The densely distributed
facilities can easily combine with each other and
create diverse movement lines, expanding the
extent and compatibility of the site by serving
children of all ages (Fig. 13, 14). Guided by

previous research findings®*!, this design also
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introduced natural elements to Play Terrace
to stimulate more activities, including close
observation and touch of trees via the tree
house, and hide and seek, running, climbing,
and picking up petals on the S-shaped route
indicated by several flowering trees at Eco-
Stairs.

It is also proven that forms of the outdoor
furniture can significantly influence the vitality
of small- and micro-scale public open spaces””.
Diverse forms of furniture with innovative
design for people’s interaction with space
is conducive to embracing a wider range of
users. The project team designed and selected
nine types of tables and chairs for different
zones. For instance, benches with a width of
70 or 90 centimeters can serve as a side table.
The 90-centimeter wide movable chairs allow
two persons to sit together closely. Their
wide armrests and large seating space are

also suitable for placing items. During events,

15. EeitD, ERIERARBHER LIARE,

15. At nightfall, residents rest on the movable chairs.
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these chairs, usually put under the tree in the
northwest corner of the lawn, can be rearranged
to fit the needs (Fig. 15).

4.4 Slow-Traffic Community

The establishment of slow-traffic
neighborhoods can help increase social
interaction and promote community cohesion.
Research has shown the elderly’s preference for
wide sidewalks to walk and participate in active
physical exercises”™”. In addition, well-guided
streetscapes will encourage residents, especially
the elderly, to walk or take part in other outdoor
activities”". Therefore, the project widened the
sidewalks of Wolong 6th Road from 1.5 to 4.2
meters. By adding street trees shading, installing
seats, and improving the lighting system of the
sidewalks, not only walking opportunity of the

32 . . .
B2 can increase, but also residents’ site

elderly
experience of slow-traffic will be enhanced.

Moreover, a signage system consisting of wind
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vanes, guide posts, and information signs

was designed to show the way. The wind
vanes locate at the highest corner, displaying
silhouettes of various activities that could
occur in the site. Such structures with symbolic
meanings of the community can also enhance

residents’ sense of identity (Fig. 16).

5 Return Visits to the Site

In early December 2021, about half a
year after construction was completed, the
project team made return visits to the site for a
questionnaire survey and field observation. The
survey was conducted on three sunny weekdays
and a weekend from 10:00 to 19:00, when
there were open-day activities held from 14:00
to 19:00 on the weekend on Sponge Lawn.

A total of 91 valid one-to-one
questionnaires were collected from respondents
(52 females and 39 males aged between
13 and 75), and 83 of them participated in
the subsequent interviews. Conforming to
related ethical standards, all respondents were
voluntary and informed of the research purpose
before the survey. All minors were surveyed
and interviewed with their guardians.

The questionnaire surveyed respondents’
frequencies of using Parkill and their site
experience. Results showed that about 85%
of the respondents visited with children,
about 63% were nearby residents, and about
44% were visiting for the first time (Fig. 17).
Respondents’ site experience was collected in
the subsequent interview through keyword
extraction to categorize and summarize
the corresponding spatial features. Results
indicated that several respondents mentioned
terms such as “sound environment,”
“comfortable,” and “quiet and relaxing,”
which are usually used to describe a restorative
environment. As for Sponge Lawn, interviewees

2 <

considered it “a large space,” “comfortable,”

and “enhancing community identity,” which



reflect the high compatibility of this open
space. Many parents commented that Play
Terrace not only provides a variety of activities
for children to enjoy playing for a long time
(more than 2 hours), but also brings about a
sense of safety by the open viewshed so that
parents can socialize while watching over

the children. Two of the respondents playing
basketball in Storm Court on weekdays
described that it was “decompressing” to
exercise in such a sound independent outdoor
space. Site experience of the signage system is
to be further studied as none of the respondent
mentioned elements from it.

During the return visits, the project team
conducted field observations in areas by
different activity zones of Parkhill and its
surrounding streetscapes to record the number
of users and corresponding activities occurred
per hour in each area. It can be found that
the number of users on weekends was much
higher than that on weekdays. Many activities
envisioned by the project team happened
in each area. For instance, in Play Terrace,
children queue up for their turns, help each
other, and play together; in Storm Court,
activities such as playing badminton, Tai Chi
fans, and children’s cycling were observed. In
Wave Rain Garden and Eco-Stairs, there were
passive recreational activities. The most diverse
activities were seen on Sponge Lawn, including
picnicking, camping, sunbathing, walking,
chatting, and other themed activities.

Table 1 shows a wide distribution of
activities happening in Parkhill. For example,
although mainly seen in Play Terrace, children’s
playing activities also occurred in other
observation areas. Parents’ activity of watching
over their children was found not only on the
higher terrace of Play Terrace, but also on
Sponge Lawn and wide stairs to Play Terrace’s
east and west, indicating an open viewshed
between these two activity zones. The second

terrace of Storm Court also attracted users
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to stop and watch activities happening in the
field. In furniture selection, the observation
results showed that users prefer movable sets
of tables and chairs to the fixed ones; picnic
tables with chairs were popular for a rest with
snacks; and seats close to the waterscape of
Dry Fountain Plaza were also frequently used.
Overall, Play Terrace with diverse facilities
and functions was the most frequently visited
activity zone. Wave Rain Garden and Eco-Stairs
were favored by users for passive activities due
to the sense of being away and soft fascination
offered by the natural environment. Sponge
Lawn providing a variety of activities attracted
and accommodated multiple groups of users.
Generally, the observed activities corresponded
well with the design purposes that functional
spaces are to serve specific groups of users and
compatible spaces may attract all groups of

users and activities. The positive feedback by

16. The wind vanes marks the highest point of Parkhill, which
symbolizes the community identity and can enhance
residents’ sense of ownership.

users of all ages and the rich activities observed
revealed the high social benefits brought by
the project that users were relaxed and enjoyed
playing, exercising, as well as the community

life in Parkhill Commons.

6 Conclusion

This project proposed a series of design
strategies based on existing research findings.
Return visits to the site verified that the
completed project performed as envisioned—
some activity zones (such as Play Terrace) were
even more popular than expected. However,
comparison on site experience and performance
before and after the design intervention can
hardly be carried out as the site was a vacant
lot before. Besides, respondents surveyed
cannot fully cover all target groups as some of

the residence was still under construction then.
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RESILERT
Whether accompanied with children

ZiHEFRR
Where the respondents are from

SIHERIFIER

Respondents’ visiting frequency

29% W EER a4 W EX
Residents nearby Everyday
= W fHETEAR H =3
o o o Workers nearby Weekly
15% 85% .;\es ) 63% B zrxs m 58
No g 3% Potential homebuyers g._!; Monthly g
S 5% Hth s B—RRKI) o
17-1 Others 17-2 First visit 17-3
bo)iEN
Site experience
UETFRAEEKMNEFE FINEaRTT
A place serving children with a variety of outdoor activities
RN, BRI 7T
A place to relieve pressure
R A — AR TT
A place to gather together with family and friends
BE| 2RI TT
Aplace | feel safe
REIHERIE LN ERESENTT
A place where | want to spend more time exercising
—MERBIH X EFRFEMER N7
A place making the community more unique and cohesive
INRFTA AR Hatth 77
A place to meet new friends \ 17 L A B (R 3 B (A (2t
REREBEHREYS . B . WEHT £ - L HEBER
A place encouraging me to walk, run, and bike in the community ZipEAL “g 17. Questionnaire results on site experience
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 Number of respondents  17-4 in Parkhill Commons
F1: FPKENNRER
Table 1: Activities observed in each area
SR EEENAS BRETRAAH TEEFIS/HMERAY AREBFEE/NHERAY
© i o Instantaneous maximum Average number of users Average number of users per
Observation area Main activities
number of users per hour on weekdays hour on weekend
BB 5 UHIEE. BEAL. HIR. IEERFA. iR 19 <1 12
Dry Fountain Plaza Standing and looking around, sitting, chatting, eating, and free play
BRI Bx. F. HE. BE. WAR. AR, @19, #He. 8P BIUE B
Sponge Lawn K. wEENGM. HESEN. FEER. BR. BEK
Gathering, running, picnicking, camping, sunbathing, taking pictures, walking 175 2 57
dogs, sitting, strolling, standing and looking around, chatting, site arrangement
for fairs, lawn fairs, barbecues, and playing skateboard or football
EE[ b, B B, KRB, BHIME. BIR 28 - 8
Eco-Stairs Strolling, sitting, free play, resting, standing and looking around, and chatting
EEDUik i DiE. Bl WIR. BAEXIWIEE, JBUEAE. BJE. ST, BEFR. BIEED.
Play Terrace WX, b, 8P
Free play, sitting, chatting, standing and looking around, sliding, climbing, 125 10 85
swinging, seesawing, playing rocking horse, chatting, playing with sand, and
strolling
HERER TR, FTHEDK. BBk, KR, B9, §L BUWE. AR T8
Storm Court Playing basketball or badminton, running and jumping, playing Tai Chi, walking 22 <1 8
dogs, sitting, standing and looking around, taking pictures, and free play
FIETIKIER . AR, B, BiE. EX. W2
Wave Rain Garden Strolling, playing Tai Chi, sitting, free play, napping, and standing and looking 6 <1 2
around
BiA N TESEA b, M. WUME. WK, E. FTHERR
Surrounding sidewalks Strolling, running, standing and looking around, chatting, sitting, and playing 17 1 10
and street corners basketball
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Other factors, such as the scarcity of similar
outdoor facilities and public open spaces,
and major events, may influence the survey
outcomes. For instance, the event itself may

outweigh the space in attracting users.

In addition, the project team also found that

some of the research findings were too generic

to be translated into specific measures, failing

to guide the detail design regarding spatial

layout, facility arrangement, material selection,

and planting design. Further investigation

on users’ feedback employing more scientific

methods and for a longer time-span may better

indicate the actual site experience of users, so

as to better support future research and design

practice. LAF
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