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Abstract

The urban space is characterized by specific qualities that may contribute to, or mitigate the social life. These
qualities were described by James Gibson as “environmental affordances”. According to that theoretical
perspective, urban designers and environmental psychologists should focus on the physical features of a space
in order to understand and explain the way in which it functions and the degree to which is sociable. For the
scholars of road networks, this approach is particularly useful because streets shape the platform for a wide
range of social interactions and experiences. Streets are by definition social spaces, which not operate always
efficiently because of their form and their particular characteristics. This is one of the primary reasons why it is
stated in the literature that public space is now declined and as a result it needs to recover its old glamorous
prestige and importance. In the light of the above, the specific research as primarily qualitative, is focused on
studies of the urban form of the Athenian streets and proposes a typology for them considering some key
physical characteristics which affect with a specific way the embedded social life. Finally, an attempt is made to
generalize the effects of the specific physical characteristics to the socialization of urban spaces.

Keywords: environmental affordances, sociable streets, streets classification, street behavior, Athens.

Introduction

Open public urban spaces are considered the type of focal areas of interest for urban centers, throughout time. Indeed,
their course is longitudinal (Rubenstein, 1992) and consist of places for socio-economic, political and religious expression
(Classen, 2009). Expression of people was to a large extent, the basis for the organization of cities historically. On this
basis, subject of this study was the understanding the parameters that affect human behavior, additionally to studies
performed by psychologists and social scientists, space designers and the professionals on the field of environmental
psychology.

This specific research paper falls under the correspondin field and focuses on the understanding of the design and operation
of streets in Athens, Greece, in the light of the theory of environmental affordances. An attempt is made to address the
scientific research question as follows: how the physical characteristics may affect the streets of social life in Athens,
Greece? To explore that question qualitative methodological tools (Section 3) are used, following the understanding of the
concept of environmental affordances, as described in section 2. Section 4 attempts to study some representative streets
of social life Athens, in view of their characteristics, and generalization of the findings in Athenian streets. These roads are
both city center as well as neighborhoods roads. This is quite significant because neighborhoods roads have not been
particularly studied, as underlined by Mahmoudi Farahani, et.al. (2015). The same authors underline that the large volume
of the literature refers to the city centers and as a result the examination of neighborhoods is neglected. It is also important
that the issue is being considered in a broad context and not isolating specific variables, something that Van Nguyen and
Thi YingHan (2017) have found in literature review when they studied social life of the streets of Vietnam. Finally, the
resulting conclusions (Section 5) aimed at understanding the degree of sociability of the streets of the Greek capital and
the association with the feeling that exists on the specific open public urban spaces.
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Theory of Environmental Afordances

As it was aforementioned, this research lies within the scientific area of environmental psychology that, from the 2nd half
of the 20th century (Clayton and Saunders, 2012; Cassidy, 1997), studies the relationship of the environment and human
behaviour (Scholz, 2011). During this time period hundreds of studies have been conducted with the scope of understanding
the needs of people and their behavior, approaching the issue under different perspectives, achieving to form different
theoretical concpets, most important of which are (Moser and Uzzell, 2003): determinism, interactionism and
transcationism. This specific research for the study of human behavior and the response of the latter in its environment is
part of the tranactionalism theory and the research object is accessed with the environmental affordances theory.

Under this theory, any human behavior relates, in accordance with the possibilities offered by the space on every user,
each time. In accordance with Tillas, et.al. (2017), who referred to the research work of Turvey, the environmental
affordances are a "real chance" for the event of an action. Indeed, the various features of the site can support or constrain
behaviors, without meaning that their existence anticipate their emerging (Gibson, 1979). Characteristic is the example that
is demonstrated by Gaver (1996), who expects that the number of moving individuals on space located at a higher altitude
level from another is less because of the height difference.

For the better understanding of environmental affordances, Fallah and Fallah (2015) propose their classification in particular
categories according to specific criteria, as applicable. It happens for some environmental affordance to belong to more
than one category, depending on the criteria utilized each case. In this work the environmental affordances initially
categorized according to the benefit of the user, in positive and negative affordances, and subsequently with the
corresponding criterion of the behavior actor, functional and social affordances. It is worth noting that the categorization
was not examined, in the light of the latter criterion, in cognitive and emotional affordances.

Methodology

To answer the research question, specific roads in Athens were chosen, both in city centre and in neighborhoods. These
roads were the study areas. Main subject for the road selection was the criterion of being representative examples of the
average Athenian Street. As happens in most Greek cities, the intersection of the roads, on average, hovering at 8 meters
without islet, with sidewalks to be of small width and numerous vehicles to be parked on either side of the lane. However,
because it was desirable to determine the extent that the physical characteristics of the road affect social life, three
examples of roads were selected based on the type of road, for three main types of road: traffic calming, dual circulation
without islet and dual circulation with islet in the centre. Reason for opting for 3 streets per road type was to confirm the
conclusions up to a certain point and avoid deriving frivolous generalizations. Given the fact that the research focuses on
the physical characteristics of the design, selection of the roads was based on the combination of land uses that
characterize them. Respectively, regarding the traffic characteristics, choice of the roads was based on distance varying
approximately 200-300m from track in order to avoid extracting incorrect conclusions associated with traffic from and to the
specific stations of public transportation.

Then, recording of the environmental affordances for every street took place and they were grouped on the basis of two
criteria: the benefit of the user and the corresponding behavior of the actor. Based on the affordances, it was attempted to
grasp a deeper understanding of the observed social life in every way. For the understanding of occurred behaviors,
observations were made on the study streets during the summer of 2017. Remarks were made on a systematic manner
during the day, in proportion to the respective investigation (Mehta, 2013; Kyriakidis, 2016) and aimed at understanding
and recording behaviors (Jorgensen, 1989; Mehta, 2009; Ranjit, 2011) for road users. Furthermore, taking photo samples
contributed positively to information recording. Tabulation was also used in order for the data to be presented in an easy
readable way (Kyriakidis, et.al., 2017).
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Figure 1. Nine streets studied in Athens. Source: Google Maps and Own Elaboration.
Case Studies: Nine Athenian streets
Case studies choice and description of the main environmental affordances

The streets that were chosen are presented in Picture 1. In the category of dual circulation roads with an islet at the centre
of the road, Thiseos Avenue in Kallithea, Stratarchi Papagou Avenue in Zografou and Piraeus Avenue in the centre of
Athens were chosen. In the category of dual circulation roads with a typical width of pavements (taking into account the
existing situation in Greece), Agiou Dimitriou Str. in Agios Dimitrio, Kypseli Str. in Kypseli and El. Venizelos Str. in Nea
lonia were chosen. Finally, in the category of traffic calming streets, Agiou Alexandrou Str. in Faliro, Thoukididou Str. in
Alimos and Kassaveti Str. in Kifisia were finally selected.

For these roads, the physical characteristics that are the main environmental affordances were recorded. Table 1 presents
these physical characteristics by road and by category, depending on the criterion used, where appropriate.
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