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Background: the New 

Urbanisms, New Citizens 

research project  

During 2009‐13 researchers from the 
Universities of Leeds, Leicester and 
Northampton completed a major 
research project investigating the 
experiences, issues and needs of 
young people (aged 9‐16) living in new 
and rapidly‐expanding communities in 
the ‘Milton Keynes / South Midlands’ 
(MKSM) Growth Area. The project was 
funded by the UK Government’s 
Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC). 

  

The project team concentrated their 
research in four case study 
communities in MKSM. These 
communities were chosen to represent 
different models of urban 
development, including: 

 

• a large-scale extension (4500 
dwellings) to an existing town;  

• a new stand-alone residential village 
development (800 dwellings); 

• a smaller infill development on a 
brownfield site (150 dwellings); 

• a ‘test bed’ development for 
innovative eco-friendly construction 
and design principles (2000 
dwellings). 

 

This report summarises the project’s 
methodology and its key findings. It 
also provides evidence-based 
recommendations relating to the 
planning, design, construction and 
development of new (and particularly 
large-scale) housing developments. 
  

Project methodology 

The project team worked with 175 young people across the four 
communities, plus a range of adult residents, policy-makers and 
practitioners.  Core research activities included: 
  
• up to six months of observation and note-taking in each 

community 
• up to four interviews with each young person (311 in total), 

covering their daily routines, mobilities, sustainability, and 
citizenship 

• a ‘GPS’ study - 122 young people carried a GPS device for one 
week, which recorded their movements, and took part in 
subsequent interviews about their mobilities 

• 35 ‘community walks’, directed by young people 
• interviews with 50 local, regional and national practitioners, 

planners and policy-makers. 

Key findings 

The project’s key findings are summarised under the following 
headings: 
 
• Perceptions of sustainable design 
• Mobilities, connectivity and shared surfaces 
• Outdoor play 
• Citizenship: belonging and participation 
• Moving into a new community, living on a building site 
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Perceptions of sustainable design 

• In general, the eco-friendly design and architectural 
features are an important source of curiosity, pride 
and community identity for young people living in 
new communities.  

 
• Many young people are very positive about being 

‘eco-friendly’ (i.e. recycling), but the majority are 
rather negative about eco-friendly design and 
architectural features. Many young people would not 
like to live in an ‘exemplar eco-house’ in the future, or 
even in a property with PV panelling or similar 
technological features. 

 
• Some young people’s negative feelings about eco-

friendly design and architecture are based upon 
misconceptions and urban myths. For example, some 
young people believe that solar panels enable 
rainwater, burglars or insects to enter houses. 

 
• Young people’s resistance to eco-friendly design 

often reflects traditional values about ‘normal’ 
lifestyles, and what houses and streetscapes ‘should’ 
look like. A typical comment was that ‘people would 
think you were weird’ if you lived in a house with eco-
friendly design and features. 
 

• Delays and malfunctions with eco-friendly features 
can lead to considerable wider disillusionment. In 
one community, delays in the operationalization of a 
wind turbine, and problems with ‘energy-efficient’  

 

 

boilers, led some young people to become 
disillusioned with the concept of sustainable power 
generation. 

 
• Young people and families identify missed 

opportunities to facilitate more eco-friendly living (for 
example, recycling systems built into homes, or boiler 
cupboards/controls being more user-friendly). 

 
• Many young people and families say that they have 

been provided with little or no information on how to 
use their home, or eco-friendly design features in their 
community. Some families are aware that they use 
considerably more energy in their ‘energy-efficient’ 
homes than in their previous property.  

 
• Young people and families in new communities have 

a wealth of knowledge and ideas about which 
elements of eco-friendly design are (not) working, and 
how these features could be enhanced. They have 
typically never had the opportunity to share their 
knowledge with planners, designers, policy-makers, 
Local Authorities or other agencies working in their 
local community.  

Mobility, connectivity and shared surfaces 

 

• GPS and interview data showed that, whilst young people’s spatial range 
was not much greater than in other ‘traditional’ communities, they tended 
to spend more time outside. Strikingly, many young people spent time ‘just 
walking’ around their communities because they were pleasant, sociable 
places to be. 
 

• The overwhelming majority of young people felt safe when on their own or 
with their friends when outdoors in their communities. 
 

• Connectivity within urban extensions can be limited. Some families feel 
isolated because of circuitous footpath layouts, unfinished footpaths, or 
routes blocked by construction work. 
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Mobility, connectivity and shared surfaces (continued) 

Outdoor play 

 

• Connectivity between new and old communities can be limited. 
• Young people felt that little attention had been paid to how old and new 

communities are connected – in one urban extension, there was just one 
pedestrian thoroughfare between old and new, and a high wall separated the 
two communities. This leads in part, to tensions and stereotyping between 
residents the two communities. 

• Most young people living in urban extensions are not allowed by their parents to 
walk beyond the boundary of the new development. 

• Busy roads (especially dual carriageways and ring roads) are a significant 
barrier between new developments and adjacent areas and amenities. 

 
• Following contemporary policies for street-design, some communities include 

‘shared surfaces’, intended to give pedestrians and cyclists equal priority with 
vehicles, and to reduce vehicle speeds. In reality, however, such streets often 
constituted an environment where children were at risk, for several reasons: 
 
• Behavioural change does not necessarily follow environmental changes: badly 

parked cars and speeding motorists were a continuous hazard for children. 
• Many street layouts were ambiguous, and the required travel behavior did not 

compare to the traffic rules that both pedestrians and motorists adhere to 
outside new communities. Lack of signage (e.g. upon entering shared surface 
areas) was a particular problem. 

• There is an argument for educating motorists and pedestrians (especially 
children) about ‘how to use’ shared surfaces. 

• Young people found frequent opportunities for play in their communities. Younger children were generally 
positive about formal provision of playgrounds. Green spaces and ‘nature areas’ in communities were 
significant, highly-valued spaces for play. 

 
• Despite finding opportunities for play, older young people stated that playgrounds tended to be designed for 

children under 10 years old. This replicates similar problems in existing communities, yet could easily be 
addressed. 

 
• Despite feeling generally positive about their communities, young people highlighted that some open and 

green spaces (especially small patches of grass and woodland) were a source of on-going tension with adults. 
Whilst replicating the tensions that exist in older communities, two particular issues were apparent: 

 
• new communities have been designed through complex, multi-stakeholder planning processes, such that it 

is often unclear who ‘owns’ a patch of open space: this lack of clarity has led to different ‘claims’ to spaces 
by young people and adults; 

• old communities contain places where children ‘have always played’ –  these are transferred across 
generations – new communities lack this, and such agreements have to be negotiated over time. 
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Citizenship: belonging, participation and community tensions 

 

• Whilst feeling safe and enjoying life in their new communities, many 
young people described how they often did not feel part of their 
community. They often experience that there were few places for them 
to go to spend time, few things designed for them to do, and that they 
were often ‘moved-on’ by adults or older teenagers. 

 
• In each community, young people identified community tensions:  

• a divide between ‘old’ and ‘new’ communities, caused in part by 
poor design and in part through misunderstandings; 

• divisions between residents of different areas of their community, as 
certain areas of new communities (particularly those with a high 
proportion of social housing) come to have a reputation as 
‘unpleasant’; 

• tensions between adults and young people, often, although not 
always, caused by the design of ambiguous public spaces whose 
ownership and intended use were uncertain. 

 
• Young people are very active in building and maintaining community  

relationships– arguably much more so than many adults. There is 
considerable evidence of diverse young people engaging in ‘informal’ 
acts of citizenship: meeting one-another, welcoming new residents, 
making friends, and looking out for one-another outdoors.  

 
• Key findings about formal kinds of community participation were mixed: 

• young people described disillusionment with decision-making and 
planning processes, particularly unfulfilled promises from planners 
/developers; 

• young people struggled to engage with conventional forms of 
representation like committees, councils and residents’ associations; 

• 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, but all too often there are no real outlets 
for their ideas. 

 
• In terms of dialogue and collaboration between young people and 

adult decision-makers, the project team observed pockets of good 
practice. 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;  
• a workshop – facilitated by the project team – where representatives 

from a local Planning Unit visited a primary school to listen to 
children’s perspectives on one of the case study communities for their 
Core Strategy. 
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Moving into a new community, living on a building site 

 

• All of the participants in our project had moved into a new 
community within the first ten years of it being built.   As a result 
of various factors (meticulous planning processes, the global 
economic downturn), building work had continued far longer 
than originally anticipated. 
 

• Young people provided a sense of their experiences of moving 
into a new community. 

 
• New communities – at least in their early years – appear to be 

convivial, welcoming places. More established residents 
welcome new arrivals as a matter of course – and young 
people are often the main agents in fostering friendships and 
neighbourliness within their communities. 

• However, young people were asked who should be 
‘responsible’ for welcoming new residents; they agreed that 
established residents (including young people) should be partly 
responsible. But they also urged local authorities and 
institutions to take a greater role in helping people settle in. 

 
• Young people provided rich data about what it was like to live 

on a building site. 
• Young people routinely used building sites as places to play. 

Whilst aware of the many risks posed by building sites, many 
young people found them more exciting, richer and – owing 
to the absence of adults and traffic – safer places to play 
than elsewhere in their communities. Perhaps counter-
intuitively, building sites have ‘amenity value’ that for some 
residents is as great as designated ‘nature’ areas. 

• Sometimes living with building work for years, young people 
gradually got used to living on a building site. However, they 
recounted many instances where building work, diggers and 
dust had negatively affected their lives. 

• The on-going (often slow) progress in building their 
communities caused frustrations among residents, young and 
old.  They were not offered the opportunity to share their 
local, practical experience of life in those communities in the 
planning of later phases of their development. 
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General recommendations  

 

 • From the perspectives of children and young people – new 
communities built since 2000 are generally positive places to live. In 
particular, young people find them safe places and display relatively 
high levels of mobility within their confines. Some of these pieces of ‘best 
practice’ could be borne in mind when developing large-scale housing 
in the future. 
 

• Planners, developers, policy-makers and stakeholders could do more to 
capitalise on the curiosity and ‘buzz’ surrounding eco-friendly forms of 
design and architecture in new communities. Eco-friendly features 
could be the focus for the development of learning resources, public 
engagement activities and community environment/arts projects. 
 

• Many problems, tensions and anxieties have arisen in large-scale urban 
extensions because of connectivity issues. The strategic planning of 
large-scale urban extensions should include a connectivity audit to 
identify potential issues and opportunities within and without new 
communities. A connectivity strategy should be implemented by 
planners, developers and policy-makers to address these issues and 
opportunities. 
 

• There should be better information, signage and support provided by 
public and private stakeholders for residents of new communities. These 
relate especially to the use of ‘shared surfaces’, the value of eco-
friendly design, how to use eco-friendly technologies, the 
ownership/intended use of quasi-‘public’ spaces, and feedback about 
outcomes of community engagement activities. 
 

• Greater consideration should be given to the provision of play and 
leisure facilities for older young people. 
 

• Based on their wealth of accumulated everyday knowledge, 
consideration should be given to the better involvement of residents of 
new communities in their on-going planning/design:  
 
• there are significant opportunities for consultation/participation at 

the local scale, through the development of Neighbourhood Plans, 
especially as community needs/priorities become clearer in the first 
ten years.  

• master-plans for new developments could involve greater flexibility, 
perhaps leaving parcels of land aside for community groups to 
subsequently agree on their use (although this should not be a 
replacement for the inclusion of key community facilities at the 
master-planning stage). 
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General recommendations (continued) 

 

 
• Whilst established residents (particularly young people) are key agents in welcoming new residents, planners, 

developers, policy-makers and stakeholders should provide opportunities for community building projects as 
residents move in to new urban extensions: 

 
• examples might include community arts or archaeological projects, community clubs and activities, or events 

(e.g. opening of a community centre, an annual fête).   
• care must be taken to ensure that community building projects are inclusive (e.g. to all ages and parts of the 

community); 
• partnerships with local voluntary organisations or education providers can facilitate community building 

opportunities. 
 

• There should be greater capacity for acknowledging and building upon children and young people’s formal and 
informal citizenship practices: 
 
• children are often key agents in welcoming new residents and fostering a sense of community, yet children’s 

positive contribution is often lost in hyperbole about young people, and should be better-acknowledged and 
fostered at a community level; 

• children could (and want to) play a key role in planning, monitoring and maintenance of eco-friendly design, 
outdoor spaces, play facilities and urban design.  
 

• There is a need for on-going research and understanding of residents’ experiences in new communities. In 
parallel, there is a need to build upon some of the collaborations that this research project facilitated (e.g. 
between child and adult residents, and between residents and decision-makers). However, there is a need to 
engage developers and house-builders in such processes, for instance through knowledge-transfer activities 
between academics, communities and the private sector. Doing so will enable the development of new 
communities that are more attractive, vibrant and better places to live. 

 
 
 
You may also be interested in other project briefing papers on: 
large-scale urban extensions, new village developments, smaller 
infill developments, eco-design, and shared surface 
road/pavement layouts.  These can be downloaded from the 
project website. 
  
Please do get in touch. We would be happy to provide further 
details and data to planners, policy-makers and other stakeholders 
involved in community development.  
  
 

If you have queries or comments, you are 
welcome to contact the project’s 
Principal Investigator:  
 
Professor Pia Christensen,  
School of Education,  
University of Leeds,  
Leeds, LS2 9JT,  
United Kingdom. 
 
Email: P.Christensen@leeds.ac.uk   
Tel: +44 (0)113 3430250 
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