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WITH YOUNG PEOPLE AND / OR IN NEW URBAN DEVELOPMENTS 

On 25th September 2012, the New Urbanisms, New Citizens (NUNC) 
project team held a highly successful workshop at the University of 
Warwick. The workshop was attended by more than twenty-five policy-
makers, professionals and academics from around the UK, working in the 
fields of town planning, architecture, playwork, youth engagement and 
transport, as well as politicians local to our case study sites. The workshop 
was an opportunity for the NUNC team to present and discuss the initial 
key findings of the research.  
 
The event included a keynote address by well-respected writer and 
researcher Tim Gill, and a young people’s panel, composed of seven 
young people aged 10-14 years old who took part in the project. This 
briefing paper provides an overview of the key outcomes of the 
workshop. 

Keynote address: The outdoor child as an 

indicator species for urban environments 

Tim Gill (author of Rethinking Childhood) began the workshop with a 
keynote address, which considered ‘There is a salmon in my street: the 
outdoor child as an indicator species for urban environments’. His 
presentation explored recent debates about everyday freedoms of 
children to explore, move around and play in urban environments and 
why some experts have identified a decline in children’s everyday 
freedoms. In the talk he identified some possible solutions, focussing on 
the development of more resilient neighbourhoods and a move from 
cultures of ‘risk assessment’ to cultures of ‘risk-benefit assessment’. His 
talk also raised some provocative points for further discussion, around the 
perils of children’s participation and the vital role that children play within 
the life of urban communities. 

NUNC BRIEFING 2012 

New Urbanisms, New Citizens research project 
During 2009‐13 a team of researchers from the Universities of 
Warwick, Leicester and Northampton are undertaking the New 
Urbanisms, New Citizens (NUNC) research project, investigating 
the experiences, issues and needs of children and young people 
(aged 9‐16) living in new communities. The research is funded by 
the ESRC. This large scale ethnographic study has worked with 175 
young people living in Northamptonshire.  



Presentation of key findings by the New Urbanisms, New Citizens team 

The project team provided a summary of key research findings from our research into the everyday lives 
and experiences of children and young people aged 9-16 years old in four new communities in 
Northamptonshire. These presentations focussed on four themes. Further details about these and other 
findings will be available in dedicated, thematic briefing papers, to be published on the project’s website 
(http://newcitizens.wordpress.com/) in late 2012 and 2013. 

Young people and the creation of 

‘liveable’ new communities  

A key aim of New Labour’s Sustainable 
Communities agenda was to develop new urban 
spaces with safer, greener public spaces that 
would foster ‘conviviality’ amongst the residents 
of new communities. Our findings suggest that 
this aim has been met relatively successfully: the 
majority of young people enjoyed, felt safe, and 
spent considerable time in outdoor spaces. A key 
finding of the research was that young people 
themselves contribute to the ‘vitality’ of new 
communities, in several ways. For example: 
 
 Young people spend considerable time playing, 

walking, cycling outside in their communities. 
Through their outdoor activity children and 
young people engage in small-scale, but 
important contributions to their community. For 
instance, they gain a keen sense of when new 
families move in to a community, and take an 
active part in making children and adults feel 
welcome. 

 Young people make extensive use of left-over 
spaces and designated green natural spaces 
such as woods, fields and suds. For young 
people, these spaces are important to their 
developing ‘sense of place’ in the new 
community. Consistently, young people told us 
that some ‘un-finished’ or ‘un-managed’ natural 
spaces should be left in new communities for 
children and young people to use. 

 Young people are agents of change in new 
communities. For instance, in one community, 
young people started skateboarding on a public 
square that had not yet been opened to the 
community. Their actions led to the square 
being opened early – to the benefit of the 
entire community, young and old. 

 

 These examples demonstrate that young 
people are crucial to the vitality of the public 
realm in new urban communities. We suggest 
that attention should not only be paid to asking 
them what they want but also for planners and 
other decision-makers to enter into dialogues 
about children and young people’s everyday 
use of new communities as they develop. Young 
people provide good insight into which outdoor 
spaces are working well, how they could be 
managed and maintained, and of what lessons 
can be learned for the design and regulation of 
outdoor spaces in future new urban 
developments. 

Living, belonging and young 

people’s participation 

The New Urbanisms, New Citizens project has 
gathered a large body of evidence about young 
people’s experiences of, and  participation in, new 
communities. When talking about ‘community’, 
young people in our four case study communities 
tended to talk about either: 
 
 everyday practices of community – i.e. how and 

where different individuals and groups interact 
and get along, day-by-day; 

 
 formal spaces of community participation – i.e. 

opportunities for involvement in formal 
processes of decision-making. 

 



 some young people told us that “they don’t really 
think that we’ve got that many ideas”. 

 
 Many young people are keen to be more involved in 

their communities: they feel they are an untapped 
resource of knowledge and ideas within community. 
They told us they have “fresh ideas waiting to come 
out”, but all too often there are no real outlet for their 
ideas and potential contributions. 

 
 The project team observed some productive and 

meaningful pockets of good practice where children, 
young people and adult decision-makers have worked 
together in our case study communities. These 
examples ranged from; a large-scale project, where 
young people and adults worked together to create, 
plan and operationalise a new youth group; 
consultations regarding play equipment for children 
above 8-years-old; to more subtle examples where 

 Many young people described how they 
often did not feel part of their 
community. They often feel that there 
are few places for them to go to spend 
time, few things designed for them to 
do, and that they are often ‘moved-on’ 
by adults or older teenagers.   

 
 In each community, young people 

identified community tensions: for 
example, in relation to  a divide 
between ‘old’ and ‘new’ communities, 
or between residents of different areas 
of their community. It was striking how 
quickly certain areas of new 
communities come to have a reputation 
as ‘dodgy’, ‘unsafe’ or ‘unpleasant’.   

 
 However, our research demonstrates 

that young people are very active in 
building and maintaining communities in 
development – arguably much more so 
than many adults. There is considerable 
evidence of diverse young people 
meeting one-another, making friends, 
playing together, and looking out for 
one-another outdoors.  

Key findings about everyday 

practices of community 

Key findings about formal spaces 

of community participation 

In each community, our findings were similar: young people identified a range of social tensions, 
problems and exclusions, but also highlighted opportunities and pockets of good practice in community-
building.  

 Young people often described a sense of 
disillusionment with decision-making 
and planning processes, particularly 
promises made by planners/developers 
which had not yet materialised.  

 
 There was also disillusionment with the 

conventional forms of representation 
like committees, councils and residents’ 
associations that often do  not include 
young people’s perspectives or participa‐
tion. Many young people feel excluded 
from spaces where decisions are made:  

Street design, traffic and risk 

Current policy and planning of transport, traffic and 
street designs have emphasised the important shift from 
viewing streets as linking places to seeing streets as 
shared places that as ‘vital’ components of residential 
areas can affect the overall quality of life for local 
people’ (DFT, 2007).   
 
Key findings of the NUNC project revealed that children 
and young people living in the four new sustainable 
communities spent a significant amount of their time 
outside. The design of the built environment including 
the self-contained road networks were important in 
children’s accounts of how their parents allowed them 
great freedom to move about. However, we found that 
the new spatial layouts of streets, car drivers’ awareness 
and driving also impeded children’s safety.  



 Children have to navigate shared street surfaces that 
are intended to give pedestrians and cyclists equal 
priority with vehicles. The design is intended to 
encourage car drivers to lower their speed and for all 
parties to negotiate the ‘right of way’ through eye 
contact. The aim is to foster a benign relationship 
between the motor vehicle and the pedestrian – here 
the child. In reality, however, the shared surface 
streets (in their present design) often constituted an 
environment where children were at risk. 

 
 Our observations showed that behavioural change 

does not necessarily follow when the environment is 
changed. 

 
 That parked cars are detrimental to gaining an 

overview of the ‘open’ street space for both drivers 
and children and young people.  

 
 The street layout including the patterning of stones 

and colours is too ambiguous and unclear to influence 
children’s safe play in the street.   

 
 The knowledge and understanding of traffic and street 

layout that children and young people create inside 
the new community cannot easily be adapted to rules 
for traffic and transport outside it.  

 
 Children, young people and adults need better 

information when showcasing new street designs – so 
they can safely move about their environment.  

 
 Our findings suggest that there is a need to develop 

notions about what it means to be an educated 
motorist and a streetwise child. 

The NUNC project suggests that debates and initiatives are needed to develop and evaluate street design 
and street use in terms of the mobility patterns and safety of children and young people in the urban 
environment.  

Sustainable urban spaces  
The New Urbanisms, New Citizens project has gathered a significant body of evidence about young people’s 
experiences and perceptions of their communities’ sustainable features – from views about new civic and 
sustainable architectures (such as water management) to interactions with domestic eco-technologies. 

Key findings about specific eco-architectural features 

Code Level 6 eco-homes Many children and young people were positive about being ‘eco-friendly’ but 
were negative towards the design of  the most environmentally-friendly buildings (see photograph top-
left below). Their feelings were sometimes based on misconceptions but more often were articulated 
around strong traditional norms about what a house should look like, ‘normal’ lifestyles and family 
practices. 



Key findings about the 

incorporation of ‘eco-friendly’ 

technologies into homes 

Overwhelmingly there was a sense that young people 
want more information about how these technologies 
and features in their community work and what they 
are for. 

Wind turbines A minority of participants 
correctly identified the turbine’s function 
and purpose; for this reason, they talked 
about it in a positive light.  However, many 
young people misunderstood the turbine’s 
function, raising negative comments and 
critical questions regarding the purpose of 
the turbine in their community (often 
based on the fact it wasn’t moving). 
 
Sustainable Urban Drainage Children and 
young people again showed that there is a 
knowledge gap in their understanding of 
what this system does and how it works.  
Despite numerous negative comments 
regarding the appearance of SUDs and 
rumours of vermin, many young people 
gave examples of playing in these spaces, 
foraging for insects and newts and 
highlighting that these are areas they use 
for a variety of purposes. 

 A major issue (highlighted by adults and 
children) was the reoccurrence of 
problems with technology in residents’ 
homes.  Whilst generally, living in a 
house with sustainable features made 
residents more aware of the 
environment and saving energy, this was 
thwarted by faulty technology. 

 Families identified missed opportunities 
in terms of designing the home to 
facilitate more eco-based practices (for 
example, recycling systems built into 
homes, and the need for boiler 
cupboards/controls to be more user-
friendly and interactive). 

 The users of these homes (adults and 
children) are ultimately passive rather 
than interactive. In many cases, families 
are provided little or no information on 
how to use their homes and in some 
instances use more energy than they 
had in their previous home. A move 
towards educating the user and 
connecting the built environment to the 
inhabitants would be a further stimulus 
in creating sustainable spaces. 

Group discussions 
Alan Burns (Northamptonshire Partnership) led a series 
of themed discussion groups. The break-out discussions 
allowed delegates to reflect upon their own experiences, 
to suggest examples of best practice, and to outline 
future considerations for large-scale, new urban 
developments. 

The participation of young people and 

other community members 

Discussion in this group centred on the involvement of 
young people and other community members in the 
planning of new urban developments. Key points raised 
were as follows: 
 
 Consultation/participation cannot take place at 

certain points in the development of a new urban 
development: for instance, after the planning 
application for a new urban development is 
submitted and the plan fixed. 

 
 There should be greater capacity (where this does 

not exist) for public engagement with the 
development of Local Plans, Joint Core Strategies, 
and other, longer-term strategic documents. There 
exist examples of consultation with young people in 
this regard: for instance, the NUNC project team 
supported North Northamptonshire’s Joint Planning 
Unit in a 2012 consultation on its Joint Core Strategy 
in a primary school. 



 The role and likely outcomes of consultation/
participation should be made clear to 
communities: it takes time for the outcomes to 
filter through into policies, in ways that maybe 
unclear. Where consultation/participation has 
led to concrete outcomes, there should be 
mechanisms for feeding-back to participants 
and wider communities. 

 
 There are significant opportunities for 

consultation/participation at the local scale, 
through the development of Neighbourhood 
Plans. This could be encouraged in new 
developments in the first years, when 
community needs/priorities become clearer. 

 
 Master-plans for new developments could 

involve some degree of flexibility, where this 
does not exist. Planning for later consultation/
participation (e.g. in the first ten years of a new 
development being built) could be explored. 
Mechanisms could include leaving parcels of 
land aside for community groups to 
subsequently agree on their use, or working 
groups (involving public and private sector 
partners) to identify emergent needs. This 
should not be a replacement for the inclusion of 
key community facilities (schools, shops, 
community centres) at the master-planning 

Design, layout and architecture in new 

communities  

 there is a general sense that existing literature 
on children’s independent mobilities tends to 
focus upon the limits to mobility, rather than 
what young people do within those limits; 

 
 there are, however, some tangible ways in which 

new forms of design afford extended and 
enriched mobility practices (e.g. through the 
opening up of spaces such as courtyards, 
alleyways and car parks, the leaving of green 
spaces, the presence of open/wild or derelict 
spaces in many new communities, and the design 
of sustainable urban drainage systems); 

 
 many of the effects in point ii. were unintended, 

and that purposeful attempts to improve 
mobility (e.g. by building convivial spaces or 
shared surfaces) had been less obviously 
successful. 

 
It is rather difficult to evaluate the success of 
planning interventions in ‘Sustainable 
Communities’ (such as shared surfaces, civic 
spaces, or pepper-potting of housing types) 
because so many new communities are unfinished 
as a result of the post-2008 slowdown of 
development. We are effectively left with part-
finished versions of what was intended.   
 
Additional research is required to explore 
relationships between young people, their peers 
and families in the cultural development of  what 
appears to be an architectural ‘conservatism’ or 
‘traditionalism’ in the UK. 

This group discussion focused upon the new forms 
of architecture, design and technology which 
characterise ‘Sustainable Communities’.  
 
Key discussion points were as follows. Two key 
questions were discussed and debated by the 
group. i) Are the high levels of mobility reported in 
the presentation of findings a genuinely new 
phenomenon, and are they related to the design 
and layout of new communities? and ii) To what 
extent is it possible to prove whether new forms of 
design and architecture and design make a 
difference to, for example, children and young 
people’s experiences and mobilities?  
 
After reflecting upon a range of research and 
planning projects undertaken by discussants it was 
concluded that: 



Young person’s panel 

Seven young people, representing all four of our case study communities, gave presentations on a variety 
of topics. They spoke about: 
 
 their involvement in the NUNC project, and its benefits for them as individuals and their communities; 

 facilities for young people in new communities and improvements they would like to see; 

 the effects of street lights being turned off (and back on) in several communities in Northamptonshire; 

 where young people play, the problems associated with the lack of equipment for older children and  

tensions caused by older teenagers using equipment; 

 their experiences (stemming from involvement in the project) of volunteering and setting up a youth 

group in one of the communities; 

 in-depth reflections on life in new communities compared with where they had previously lived. 

Reflections and future work 

The workshop provided a forum for the discussion of the project’s findings. Key points from the 
workshop – and input from professionals and young people – will also be used to refine the 
project’s more detailed findings, and their presentation to various audiences. Thank you to all of 
the delegates who took part in the workshop, this contributed to a lively and engaging discussion, 
and whose input is reflected in this briefing paper.   
 
Further details about these and other findings will be available in dedicated, thematic briefing 
papers, to be published on the project’s website (http://newcitizens.wordpress.com/) in late 2012 
and 2013.  All images shown in this Briefing Paper have been taken by the project team in the four 
case study communities. 
 
To discuss any aspect of the project, please contact its Principal Investigator, Professor Pia 
Christensen.  The New Urbanisms, New Citizens project is funded by the Economic and Social 
Research Council (RES-062-23-1549). It has involved the collaboration of academics at three 
institutions. 
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