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Abstract 
Livability, sustainability, and accessibility in urban public space are growing concerns in 
urban research and policy agendas. The professional field, however, lacks perspectives for 
public space qualities. Academic research about women and girls’ involvement in the re-
design of public spaces is scarce. The Swedish suburb of Fittja in Botkyrka municipality is 
characterized by modernism and functionalism and at the beginning of a large refurbishment 
process. In 2018, think tank Global Utmaning initiated #UrbanGirlsMovement Botkyrka with 
the purpose of improving the public spaces of Fittja together with multiple stakeholders, 
particularly girls and young women from Fittja. In this case study, multiple methods and 
concepts from feminist urban geography and public space research are applied to examine 
how livability is illustrated and understood by girls and in which ways these learnings can 
inform urban public space policies. The results highlight ways to discharge patriarchal 
structures in public space using a compact and multifunctional urban form, accessible to all 
citizens through a variety of unprogrammed activity options, vibrant hangspace and green 
beautification. A feminist approach to urban livability shows the importance of understanding 
the diversity of perspectives to livability in public space, and that these perspectives matter 
for how we understand planning principles. 

Keywords 
Public space, livability, urban feminist geography, case study, multiple methods, 
#UrbanGirlsMovement, Minecraft, Fittja. 
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Foreword 
 
I have been drawn to urban environments for as long as I can remember. Growing up in a rural suburb south of 
Gothenburg, Sweden, this of course posed a challenge. When one of my parents moved to an apartment in the 
center of this suburb, I considered it a step in the right direction. The proximity to numerous public amenities got 
me ecstatic. I was just a few steps away from the library, not to mention the station area (the escape route to the 
rest of the world). It was not until some years later, when I attended high school in downtown Gothenburg, that I 
realized that I had been living in something called “Miljonprogrammet”, and that others viewed my little urban 
nirvana differently than I do. Throughout the years, I have subconsciously deliberating matters of liveability and 
tried to pinpoint what it is that makes a place liveable and loveable, and according to whom. Learning that the 
field of urban studies is trying to agree on universal criteria and definitions of what marks liveability in public 
space, therefor puzzled me. Noticeably. I got to know #UrbanGirlsMovement (UGM) a few months prior to 
writing this thesis and picked up on certain patterns that would guide my research focus. UGM encompasses 
various scales of expertise: from the lived and embodied everyday lives in Fittja, to the global sustainability 
goals and targets set for urban public space. I decided to confront the issue from multiple angles, scales and 
sources, and to use Minecraft designs as a translation tool. 
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1. Introduction 
This chapter introduces the reader to the topic and relevance of the thesis, by firstly providing 
an historical background to the topic of urban public spaces, and how it is linked to matters of 
sustainability and gender equality. It then features the geographical and social context of Fittja 
in Sweden and how the initiative #UrbanGirlsMovement operates in the area. The final 
section elaborates on the aim, relevance and research questions, followed by the structure of 
the thesis. 
 

1.1 Urban Sustainability and the Role of Public 
Space 
 
More than half of the world's population already resides in urban areas, and another 2.5 
billion people are projected to move to urban areas by 2050. Local governments, planners and 
citizens around the world are now preparing, changing and expanding for what is to come. So 
far, modern practices and approaches in urban design and development have failed to meet 
the challenges of sustainability and environmental changes that encompass a rapidly 
increasing urban population.  
 
The overall living conditions in contemporary cities have improved since the time of 
industrialization, but acute problems remain, such as global warming, environmental 
degradation, segregation, urban poverty and shortages of good quality urban public space 
(UPS) (Fainstein and DeFilippis 2018: 4). Of course, city planners cannot single-handedly 
solve these issues or change social structures, but urban design has paraded to have a large 
impact on the way societies function and organize. For the first time in history, a concrete 
focus on the particularity of “cities” and “public space” is given high priority in a global 
development agenda (Agenda 2030, SDG 11), recognizing “sustainable urban development” 
as one out of 17 overarching sustainability goals for nation-states around the world to attend 
to (UN General Assembly, 2015). International policies and targets urge us to create “cities 
for all” and to “leave no one behind” (Caprotti et al 2017) but the actual implementation of 
the New Urban Agenda takes place on a local level and needs to be translated accordingly 
(The Stockholm Forum for Gender Equality 2018)   
 
The Nordic cities are distinguished by successful welfare systems, high level urbanization, 
and strong local and municipal autonomy, such as tax financing (Global Utmaning 2016). 
With solid local autonomy there can more room to "try and fail": to experiment your way to 
sustainable solutions. Research about public space is here recognized for its pragmatic rather 
than theorizing approach (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 78). Even though the world looks to the 
Nordic cities such as Stockholm for ecological sustainability, we leave much to wish for with 
regards to social sustainability. Few local initiatives have had major comprehensive 
breakthroughs (Global Utmaning 2016) which validates the importance to examine the 
possibilities and efforts being made. Sweden is the EU country with the fastest urbanization 
and here, small- and middle-sized cities grow faster than larger cities (Svanström 2015).  
 
Now is the critical time to re-think, experiment and speed up the transition to sustainable 
urban areas. Many are those who argue that attention to the quality of urban public spaces is a 
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key tool to reach overarching sustainability goals (Andersson 2016: 8). Urban public space is 
not an easy topic to grasp, and behind the progress of its recognition to urban vitality, lies 
decades of intellectual and political battles between urban planners, researchers, practitioners, 
philosophers and decision makers regarding what defines good quality public space, and in 
the end, desirable cities. (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 40) Public spaces in cities have not always 
been considered valuable in themselves, but instead seen as means for mobility and spaces for 
production and trade: other purposes than those of social life, leisure and well-being (Jacobs 
1993).  
 
Public spaces are home to a wide range of sometimes incompatible interests. In practical 
terms, the targets in global and local sustainability agendas can come off as difficult to 
interpret and realize. Decision makers have to make trade-offs when certain goals counteract 
one another, contemplating what should be prioritized, why and at what cost. Such dilemma- 
and challenge driven approaches is at the core of the recently launched European Strategic 
and Research and Innovation Agenda (SRIA) that aims to guide urban research and 
innovation focus for the upcoming years and where multifunctionality and livability are at the 
core (JPI Urban Europe 2019). Considering that it was not until the 1990s that the field started 
reacting towards lack of women, children and elderly’s needs in public space, these groups 
are still navigating in the inherited urban environments that were built without their input and 
approval. (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 55) Studying public life and space has only been mainstream 
since the early 2000’s (ibid: 41), and so far, the field is scarce on studies regarding designs 
from urban girls’ perspectives.  
 

1.2 Girls in Urban Public Space 
 
Researchers have uncovered and highlighted the power relations enacted in place and space 
for decades. During the 1990s, feminist geographers like Gillian Rose and Griselda Pollock, 
produced extensive work at the intersection of bodies, identity, space and place. They proved 
how women through time have been excluded from public space in society and instead lived 
in a paradoxical space where she was exposed to the "male gaze" (Johansson 2000: 170-171).  
Adopting an intersectional analytical framework with multiple identities including age, 
ethnicity, sexuality, gender and class (Valentine 2007) youth and girls form minority groups 
in particular have different access to power than the professionals who plan and develop the 
public spaces of their neighborhood. By 2030, 60% of all urban dwellers in the world will be 
under the age of 18. Urban environments subsequently need to adapt to what is to become 
their largest user group.  
 
The largest challenges for urban children today are unequal access to the city, isolations and 
intolerance, crime and social fears and urban sprawl, according to Arup (2017). We now see 
child-friendly UPS design gaining momentum amongst neighborhood practioner and policy-
makers around the world (Laker 2018). Studies in Sweden have found that particularly girls 
are underrepresented in urban public spaces, and that projects do not target them as a user 
group (White Architects 2017; Global Utmaning 2017). The importance of including this 
group in UPS design is clearly recognized in target 11.7 in Agenda 2030: 
 

“By 2030 provide universal access to safe,  
inclusive and accessible, green and public spaces,  
in particular for women and children,  
older persons and persons with disabilities.”  
(UN General Assembly 2015) 
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Sweden has pledged to this target, and the Swedish Government's has set national guidelines 
regarding the design of out built environment. Sweden is somewhat of a role model for other 
countries when it comes to gender equality (Bergqvist, Blandy and Sainsbury 2007) and is 
currently operating a “a feminist government” where resource allocation (such as public 
space) and decision making should succumb from gender equal priorities (Government 
Offices Sweden 2019). When it comes to the resource of urban public space the situation is 
not so gender equal (Brottsförebyggande rådet 2019). 

1.2.1 Gender in Swedish Urban Public Space 
About 50% of women have reported to that they feel unsafe in Sweden’s so called 
“vulnerable areas” (one out of which is Fittja, see paragraph 1.3), and even though men 
statistically more often fall victim for burglary or violence in public space, women are five 
times more often victims of sexual abuse. The National Security Survey (Brottsförebyggande 
rådet 2019: 56) proved that women avoid certain places that are dominated by men, and that 
women do not make use of or enjoy public space the same way as men.  
 
There are many gender differences with regards to public space. For instance, the car remains 
a common means of transport in Swedish cities and about two-thirds of the registered 
passenger car owners in Sweden are men (SCB. (2017). A Stockholm based study concluded 
that urban public sport facilities are occupied by 80% of men and boys and only 20% women 
and girl (Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson 2012). Researchers concluded that running tracks 
were 60% men or boys, and 40% women or girls. Skateboard parks were 99% men and boys 
and 34% girls and women. Outdoor gyms were 66% men and boys, and football courts were 
only 17% women and girls. (ibid.)  
 
In the 1960’s, Sweden was due to housing shortage, implementing the largest national 
housing project in its history called “Miljonprogrammet” when one million new apartments 
came into place in a short matter of time. Miljonprogrammet is characterized by modernist 
urban planning thought (Boverket 2014) and here housing conditions are sometimes crowded, 
meaning that residents have limited private space in their homes. Spaces between buildings 
are very valuable not least for youth (Owens 2002). Previous research and projects in the 
Stockholm region have referred to these spaces as “outdoor living rooms” for the residents. 
(Global Utmaning B. 2017: 15; White Architects 2017; Mortazavi 2018) Large parts of 
“Miljonprogrammet” is now in need of renovation which possess a good chance to make 
things right in terms of public life and gender equal access to public space. Fittja is one of 
these areas. 

 
 

1.3 Fittja, Botkyrka Municipality, Sweden 
 
This section introduces the spatial context of the case study, Fittja. Fittja is located in 
Botkyrka municipality, south of Stockholm in Sweden and connected to the Stockholm city 
metro. The housing from “Miljonprogrammet” surrounding Fittja center and square came in 
place about 1970-1972 and the metro in 1975. The population in Botkyrka is municipality is 
increasing, currently 93,000 people live here out of which 8000 people live in Fittja (Botkyrka 
kommun 2019). In comparison with other municipalities in Sweden, Botkyrka municipality 
has a young population. The average age is 37.6 years and the proportion of young people 
under 18 is 25 per cent. About 100 different languages are spoken within Botkyrka and about 
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59 per cent of the population are either themselves born in another country or have both their 
parents born abroad (Botkyrka kommun 2019). Just over a quarter of those who participate in 
Botkyrka’s citizen survey define themselves as believers or religious (Botkyrka kommun 
2018) Adults with tertiary education is about 32,4% and the middle income in the 
municipality is 277 000sek a year, (Stockholm is 359 000 and Sweden is 308 000) (SCB). The 
municipality's vision reads "The Botkyrka of the future is an inspiring place, full of 
possibilities. With contrasts, creativity and curiosity, we are creating the best possible 
conditions for a sustainable future” and the motto is "by no means average" (Botkyrka 2018).  
 
According to the Swedish Police, there were in 2017, 61 so called “vulnerable areas” in 
Sweden. These areas are defined as areas of low socioeconomic status, and where criminal 
activities impact the social order of the community. Of these 61 areas, 21 are in the 
Stockholm region and three of them located in Botkyrka, namely Alby, Fittja and 
Hallunda/Norsborg. These have all been identified as “particularly vulnerable” (Polisen 
2017). The area west and north of Fittja center is perceived unsafe especially at evening times 
(Botkyrka municipality 2018: 15). In the meanwhile, youth centers in Fittja that have been 
used to hang out with friends, are closing down. (Botkyrka Direkt 2019) Politicians argued 
that these spaces are used to recruit young men into criminal activates and will therefore be 
replaced by more organized activities such as help with homework or job applications. (ibid.) 
This action was recently criticized by researchers and more stakeholders with reference to the 
importance of these types of meeting place for youth (Samhällsbyggaren 2019). 
 

1.3.1 Social Aspects in Fittja 
In a citizen survey by Botkyrka municipality in 2018, the participants were asked to respond 
to questions about their neighborhood which was translated into an index score stating, “Very 
low/ Low/ Approved/ High/ Very high”. To the statement "It is safe to live in my residential 
area", the residents of Fittja gave the lowest score of all areas (“low”) which was also the 
case when asked about littering and the perception of trust (Botkyrka Municipality A 2018). 
Men feel less safe than women do in Fittja (ibid.) which can be explained by the criminal 
activities that has targeted men from different groups rather than women. The municipality 
received a low rating for residents' perception of opportunities to influence municipal issues. 
Mobility wise, most people take the car when they go shopping and about half of the 
population uses public transport to go to school or work (ibid.) 
 
In the same survey, 20% more women than men in Fittja answered that they would like to 
stay in Fittja in the future (Botkyrka Municipality A 2018) which justifies targeting this 
groups’ needs. Going through local media, there are signs of women wanting to re-claim 
spaces in Fittja. Newspaper “Stockholm Direkt” spoke to the leader of the local association 
“Kvinnokraft” (English: “Women’s power”, own translation) in Fittja, a night-walking 
initiative, consisting of 15 women in Fittja who show presence in the public spaces at night 
time. (Stockholm Direkt 2016) Her dream is that women in Fittja dare to get engaged more, 
organize for their community and get out more in the city (ibid.).  
 
Certain research argue that women’s’ perspectives from places like Fittja can show the way to 
more nuance in the political debate and media that tends to focus first and foremost on matters 
of integration and Velasquez (2011) refers to urban planning practices as "democracy in 
practice" (ibid.) Previous projects that has run to "increase gender equality" in the area have 
been unsuccessful. The author argues that there are few places in Sweden where "women's 
understanding of their own subordination is as deep and nuanced as it can be in a place like 
Fittja" (Velasquez 2007: 75) Other previous research about Botkyrka and Fittja features topic 
like democracy and participation (Rönnberg 2015, Jansson 2012, Hallberg 2014, Lindblom 
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2016), multiculturalism, integration and diversity (Sjögren 1992, Rojas & Torres Barderi 
2017, Hertting 2009) and segregation (Hu 2018). Together they generate a somewhat un-
nuanced thematic narrative which is why more and varied academic narratives is needed. I 
have thus avoided the thematic framework of segregation, integration and multiculturalism, to 
see what other characteristics there is to explore, and to avoid contributing to a partisan 
storyline. I have looked for the opportunities in the changemaking processes, rather than dug 
deeper into existing issues of exclusion or oppression. 

 
1.3.2 Fittja Square 
Urban researchers tend to argue that the town’s square is what represents the towns image and 
identity the clearest (Wojnarowska 2016). Squares tend to serve several functions and is 
usually always “open” and physically accessible to most citizens (ibid). The girls who 
participate in #UrbanGirlsMovement have repeatedly identified Fittja square as problematic, 
ugly, boring, unsafe and un welcoming. According to them, the square holds the function of 
transit rather than meeting point and lacks functional and aesthetic design. Figure 1 and 2 
show the square and the mall entrance on a winter day. 
 

 
Figure 1: Fittja Square in winter. 
Tillgänglighetsdatabasen 2018. 
 

 
Figure 2: The entrance to the commercial centre/mall at 
Fittja Square. Tillgänglighetsdatabasen 2018. 

 
The municipality's area developer in Fittja wants to "take back the centre" from the drug trade 
that spread out mainly on the square, but also from the related media picture that defined 
Fittja and its inhabitants for some time now. She explains that there is an imminent feeling 
that the criminal forces are taking more and more space and more power on Fittja square and 
its surrounding spaces: "When the library was forced to close because of drug trade last year, 
I had enough". (Botkyrka Direkt 2018) Commitment from the local government is vital for 
developing and maintaining quality public space (Andersson 2016, Garau 2017). The square, 
center and its interlinked areas will undergo large refurbishments which aside from the 
municipality involves land owners such as the municipal housing company Botkyrkabyggen, 
and the owners of the commercial center at Fittja square, Fittja Centrumfastigheter. Following 
the refurbishment, the municipality has partnered with these actors and more local 
stakeholders in #UrbanGirlsMovement. 
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1.4 #UrbanGirlsMovement  
 
Global Utmaning (Global Challenge) is an independent and non-profit think tank that works 
with sustainable development and policy development by creating platforms between 
stakeholders. #UrbanGirlsMovement (throughout the thesis referred to as “UGM”) in 
Botkyrka is a hub for girls and young women in Fittja to engage in urban development 
processes in their neighborhood as “place-experts” together with professionals (Global 
Utmaning 2018) such as landowners, managers, city planners, architects, construction 
companies, NGOs and researchers. The think tank, in collaboration with the local NGO 
“Changers hub” and Botkyrka municipality, run urban innovation labs in the area since the 
fall of 2018 and this thesis is done in collaboration with Global Utmaning. Changers Hub 
helped engage and hire about 15 girls aged 16 to 25 for this project (referred to here as the 
“UGM girls”) who during these labs have identified challenges in the built environment in 
Fittja, come up with ideas for solutions and then designed their solutions in the computer 
game Minecraft. UGM is financed by Sweden's Innovation Agency, Vinnova, through their 
call “Social innovation against segregation” (ibid.). 
 
The labs are carried out in close collaboration with architects, urban planners, researchers in 
urban planning and gender equality from universities, and representatives from associations 
and government agencies. The labs are a platform where different sectors interact with the 
intention to resemble a realistic situation, considering that public space developments usually 
involve a wide range of stakeholder who tries to agree and work together (Global Utmaning 
2018). UGM operates with the purpose of creating a toolbox that can answer to the severe 
sustainability challenges that cities face, by replacing traditional approaches, interests and 
perspectives in planning, with the mindset of a young girl (Global Utmaning 2018). The final 
result of the six innovation labs will be handed over by the girls to the municipality as a 
material to be used for improved social inclusion in the places around Fittja square during the 
reconstruction in 2019 and onwards. The final result and the toolbox created, will be launched 
internationally in Stockholm by Global Utmaning on World Cities Day October 31, 2019. 
(Global Utmaning 2018). The UGM process and method is explained further in the methods 
chapter (3). Fittja and #UrbanGirlsMovement is an example of a growing trend among 
policymakers to want a set of models or principles to guide complex shifts and transitions. 
From my understanding, academic knowledge and practical knowledge needs to entwine. 
 

1.5 Aim & Research Questions  
 

The key aim of this thesis is to contribute to enriched understandings of livability in urban 
public space, by studying livability through girl’s perspectives and design illustrations. A 
central task has been to examine what urban design can look like when structures of power 
are reallocated to girls and young women in a multi-stakeholder and co-creative setting. The 
illustrated design outcomes produced in the computer game Minecraft are the results of 
intertwined knowledge between girls and other stakeholders in the #UrbanGirlsMovement 
innovation labs in Fittja, Sweden. By using multiple methods, the ambition is for the final 
result to demonstrate how well public space policies correspond to girls’ needs and wishes, 
and in which ways the findings can inform and provide generalized learning to such policies 
through conceptualizations in urban feminist geography and public space studies. A final 
prospect, however not a distinctive part of the research questions, is for the thesis to be able to 
assist as methodological inspiration for future research on livability in public space. Using the 
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case study of Fittja and #UrbanGirlsMovement I ultimately pose the following research 
questions: 

 
 
1) How is livability illustrated and understood in urban public space design by 

girls? 
 

2) In which ways can the #UrbanGirlsMovement designs inform and provide 
generalized learning for urban public space policies? 

 
 

1.6 Disposition  
 
Chapter one has outlines the introduction to this thesis, which incorporated the background to 
the topic of urban public space (UPS), Fittja, #UrbanGirlsMovement (UGM), aim and 
research questions Chapter two the study outlines the conceptual framework which was 
created after observing themes from the UGM innovation labs. This chapter includes previous 
research on the topic of UPS and girls as user groups, results from participatory processes, the 
framework of urban feminist geography, as well as the key term livability. Chapter three 
covers the epistemological and ontological points of departure, including reflections regarding 
interdisciplinary and inclusive research designs. Following this, the case study design is 
presented together with the multiple methods and their respective proceedings. Chapter three 
finishes with reflections of with an ethics statement, limitations to the study and certain 
critical reflections before outlining the empirical findings (chapter four). The empirical 
findings are kept separately from the discussion chapter in order to make a clear analytical 
analysis in the discussion chapter that connects well with theories and previous research, as is 
necessary in case study designs. Chapter four therefor finalizes with a summary of the 
empirical findings, before the discussion chapter (chapter five) elaborates on the theoretical 
conclusions made. Conclusions of the study are in chapter four together with suggestions for 
future research.  
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2. Conceptual Framework  
Before proceeding to the main sections of this thesis, I will go through some key 
conceptualizations. This chapter contains the theoretical development process, the framework 
of urban feminist geography, a discussion around the topic of urban public space, gender 
equality and livability including previous studies.   
 

2.1 Urban Public Space 
  
The quality of urban public spaces is a growing interest for local authorities and researchers 
(Wojnarowska 2016). The discourse, definition and amplitude of public places does involve 
criticism. I chose to apply this commonly used definition of public space by UN Habitat:  
 

“Public spaces are all places publicly owned  
or of public use,  
accessible and enjoyable by all for free 
and without a profit motive. 
Each public space has its own spatial, 
historic, environmental, social and economic features”  
(UN Habitat 2013) 

 
There are critics who argue that the discourse handles public space in a subjective manner 
where Western views and ideologies govern (Qian 2014). These are then uncritically 
implemented in other parts of the world where social, cultural and political life is dissimilar 
(ibid.). There are also disputes on whether or not public space has to be publicly owned. 
Publicly owned public space is more stable in their guarantee to provide value for its 
inhabitants over time. (UN Habitat 2013). The academic field of urban geography- and 
planning is overwhelmingly rich of studies arguing that the quality of public spaces in a city 
can indeed play a pivotal role for inhabitants’ quality of life (Dines et al. 2006, Andersson 
2016) and has recently been referred to as a "key drive towards liveable cities for all" (To 
2017). Good quality public space supports the economy, contributes to civic cohesion, 
stimulates social and cultural interaction, improves safety, health and wellbeing, increases 
mobility and improves the environment (Andersson 2016: 5).  
 
“Placemaking” is generally described as the act of noticing and working on a place's identity 
and uniqueness, something that many urban centers in the global north are losing in times of 
globalization. How our urban environments enable us to live, has an effect on the direction we 
are headed for the years to come. The design of our cities and shared public space has an 
impact on some of our fundamental human needs, such as our sense of community and 
connectedness (Dines et al 2006; Wojnarowska 2016) Sidewalks, squares, parks, community 
gardens and forests are examples of public space, and allow for meetings between both 
strangers and neighbors. (Madanipour 2004: 268-269, 187) 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

14 

2.2 Traditional, Modern and Postmodern Urban 
Form 
 
When it comes to urban form, social, economic and environmental sustainability are 
entwined. Urban form is the physical structure of space, the distribution and pattern of space 
between buildings (Legeby 2010: 6), whereas public space are then those spaces that are 
publicly owned. The rational turn that urban planning had taken was being criticized for the 
first time in 1889 (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 40-42). Rationality had favored technical solutions 
and straight lines, a stark contrast to the medieval shapes of cities up until now. Certain 
urbanists argued that the compact and dense medieval labyrinth-form had a stronger focus on 
people and social life as it centered around streets and squares and was not in opposition to 
modern life (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 40-42), but to Le Corbusier and his associated modernists, 
these traditional cities were too complex, too compact, overpopulated, lacking in hygiene and 
sanitation which caused bacterial diseases to spread. They argued that cities needed to be 
opened up in their urban structures. In the early 1900’s, the modernists therefore advocated 
for a planned, functional and efficient city with highways, tall buildings and immense green 
areas. (Le Corbusier 1927 in Gehl & Svarre 2013: 42)  
 
These ideals and the subsequent growth of suburbs (similar to Fittja) characterized a great part 
of the mid-1900s. With more space between buildings grew the challenge for creating vibrant 
city life which had come more naturally in the traditional city’s compact format. Cars entered 
the cityscape, and the battle for space between cars and pedestrians, began. (Gehl & Svarre 
2013: 40-42) The negative effect that traffic has on urban livability and sense of community, 
was explained by Appleyard (1980). Social urban functions where exchanged with open areas 
in between detached buildings. It attracted citizens and trade away from the city center and 
led up to the increase in malls, accessed by car. (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 47). The fact that 
interconnections (the spaces between buildings) were not central to modernism though, can be 
explained by the shift that was going on in urban planning from “something intuitive” on a 
neighborhood level to “professionalized” on large-scale project base. The local and lived 
knowledge about the life between buildings, was lost in the process alongside with sensory 
experiences. (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 45-46).  
 
Jane Jacobs celebrated book “The Death and Life of Great American Cities” (1961) builds on 
observation studies and were one of the first to argue that “something is wrong with modern 
urban planning”. She opposed strongly with the direction that planning of cities was going, 
especially the division of functions into zones and prioritization of street space for cars (ibid.) 
and instead argued for “lively, safe and multifaceted” public space (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 50). 
Henry Lefebvre (1991) introduced post structuralism and urban theory, along with two of his 
most famous conceptualizations, namely "Right to the city" and "Production of space"- both 
referring to citizens as makers of their city and everyday spaces- criticizing capitalisms 
occupation of these spaces (Lefebvre 1991).  
 
Public space became more important when political reforms liberated workers to more free 
time and youth mobilize to protest political developments in the 1970’s (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 
47-48). The suburbs became “bedroom communities” where no one went to do anything but 
sleep, wake up, leave, and repeat which sparked an intensified focus on the “user” experience 
in urban public space. (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 49) Christopher Alexander (1979) claimed that 
there are indeed "timeless ways" of building cities in ways that makes people in them feel 
alive but that one had to leave behind abstract and intellectual thinking and focus on people’s 
daily needs (Alexander 1979). The strong prominence to participatory approaches from 
Alexander resembles the principles of new urbanists operating the field today (Schuler 2002).  
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2.2.1 New Urbanism 
The post-modernistic uprising of the late 1980’s consisted of increased support for density in 
urban public space. A strengthened focused on design-ideas (and not just the public 
interaction with design) came with The New Urbanism movement, in 1993 (Gehl & Svarre 
2013: 69). New Urbanism generally favors urban design that caters to small-scale 
perspectives, sense of community, pedestrian mobility, compactness and mixes of use, 
functions and architecture for visitors of different economic and cultural means to enjoy. It 
resembles the old towns of continental Europe (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 71) and adheres to 
Traditional Neighborhood Design that in general speaks to the human senses. (Talen 1998: 2) 
Community involvement projects, and citizen “lived” experiences, grew from the mid 1990’s 
onwards, alongside a focus on sustainability, health and safety (and later livability- see 2.3) 
(Gehl & Svarre 2013: 66-67, 70). New Urbanism could be considered more ideology than 
theory and emphasize the importance of the urban center, and urban design that includes: 
“(…) a variety of building types, mixed uses, intermingling of housing for different income 
groups, and a strong privileging of the “public realm.”" (Fainstein 2000: 461) Harvey (1997) 
criticized New Urbanism and argued that it is repeating the mistake made during the 
modernism, namely to focus too much on design, in a way that tries to program social 
behavior, and too little on social processes. Other types of critique to new urbanism was about 
the failure to make it co-creative and to include an intersectional analysis to who becomes the 
end-users of these spaces (Harvey 1997). The concept of “the reconquered city” (Gehl & 
Gemzöe 2000: 18) was coined in the 1990s, referring to returning the city to the people and it 
was around this time that city governments started to collaborate with not just academia but 
also consultants to face their urban challenges (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 41).  
 
Studying public life was not considered a strategic tool until around the 1990’s when 
realization grew that this sort of insights can be useful, as cities now started to compete with 
one another for attractiveness and iconic architecture (at the expense of attention for good 
quality public space, some argue) (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 41, 63). Social responsibility and 
sustainability were aspects growing since about the 1980’s, and the 1990’s sparked the debate 
on privatization trends in public space. (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 64). Gehl (2013) argues that 
good quality public space caters to protection, comfort and enjoyment through the following 
criteria (Gehl & Svarre 2013:107):  
 

1. Protection against traffic accidents 
2. Protection against crime and violence 
3. Protection against unpleasant sense experiences 
4. Possibilities for walking 
5. Possibilities for standing 
6. Possibilities for sitting 
7. Possibilities to see 
8. Possibilities for hearing/talking 
9. Possibilities for playing/unwinding 
10. Small-scale services 
11. Designing for enjoying positive climate elements 
12. Designing for positive sense experiences 
(Gehl & Svarre 2013: 107) 

 
These 12 criteria are well referenced in previous research (Dietrich & Kengyel 2016) and I 
have used them in combination with some of the other most used definitions for high 
qualitative UPS to create the surveys (paragraph 3.3.3).  
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2.3 Livability in Urban Public Space 
 
Well-visited streets and squares can add to public safety and support social- and economic life 
in a city. But what makes it enjoyable and livable? When “the character of public life had 
moved from activities by necessity to activities by choice” grew the request for well-being in 
public space (Gehl and Svarre 2013: 79). Livability is a concept that has circulated the field of 
urban policy making in about two decades, but that does not have an agreed-upon definition 
yet but gaining momentum (JPI Urban Europe 2019; Gehl & Svarre 2013: 70; Bunnell & 
Kathiravelu 2016: 201). A few urbanists approached the concept already in the 1960’s but the 
first book about it (“Liveable streets”) was not published until 1981 (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 
70). Since then, livability has been formulated in planning principles through ideas about the 
traditional city (in other words counteracted principles in modernism) such as compactness, 
mixed function, squares and quality of public space (Jacobs 2007: 104-108 in Larice & 
MacDonald eds. 2007) but also less concrete valuables such as participation, authenticity, 
meaning and sense of enjoyment in urban public space (Jacobs and Appleyard 1987). More 
concretely, livability is defined as "the degree to which a place is suitable or good for living 
in" (Cambridge Dictionary 2019) In the context of UPS, livability illustrates matters of 
attraction, desirability and quality of life (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 166) and indicates the 
importance to be able to “live” in urban spaces. The Swedish government has adopted a 
document called a Strategy for Liveable Cities (Swedish: “Strategi för levande städer”) 
(Regeringen 2018). Interestingly, the translation from Swedish to English make a rather 
profound difference in meaning. “Levande” in Swedish implies something being alive while 
as the English “Liveable” rather implies a place where one is “able to live”. 
 
Many other interests than quality of the urban everyday life, or its citizens well-being, have 
been given priority in modern urban developments (developers profit making, regional 
infrastructure based on car traffic, economic interests and tourism attraction, not to mention 
foreign investments attractiveness). Certain actors pair livability in a more concrete sense to a 
city’s healthcare, culture and environment, education and infrastructure especially with 
regards to indexes and comparison in city rankings (The Economist Intelligence Unit 2018) A 
good sign of livability is the presence of, not too surprisingly, life, namely people and 
vibrancy. Jane Jacobs coupled a living city with a secure city, saying that "eyes on the street" 
means you are less likely to commit or be victim of crime if you are visible to others (Jacobs 
1961: 35).  
 
When JPI Urban Europe launched its Strategic and Research and Innovation Agenda (SRIA 
2.0) this year, they had collected input from a wide range of stakeholders to be able to grasp 
the urban challenges ahead and ended up making “inclusive public spaces for urban 
livability” a priority and core dilemma for cities to attend to. The agenda argues that livability 
is closely linked to quality of life, and “most acutely and concretely organized on a 
neighborhood level” (JPI Urban Europe 2019: 28). It is human centered and closely linked to 
equality, justice, and people’s right to “change and be changed” by urban life (ibid: 16). The 
concept can be understood from studying both experiences and behaviors in places and its 
entanglement with socio-technical localities (ibid). Previous research has found correlations 
between quality of leisure-related amenities in public space and economic growth (Carlino 
2009) and most recently between beauty in public space and economic growth- a so called 
"beauty premium" (Carlino & Saiz 2019). 
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2.3.1 Livability as Multifunctional Public Space  
Livability can also be discussed in terms of functions. To (2017) frames the definition 
livability in terms of accessibility to a variety of functions, a composition of, aside from the 
built and natural environment, also economic opportunity, equity, social stability, education, 
and access to recreation, culture and entertainment. After evaluating public spaces projects 
aimed at improving livability, he concludes that "even small changes can make a difference" 
and that livability has a high chance of being successful if created through community 
participation since local contexts are key for translating livability (To 2017). The link between 
livability and mixed functions can be linked to multifunctionality. In urban planning, 
multifunctionality is most commonly referred to as the simultaneous co-existence of mixed 
functions in the same (usually green) area Dahlberg & Borgström 2017: 174). It also refers to 
ecosystem services, in other words both ecological and social or cultural functions 
(Andersson et al. 2015). The term involves “trade-offs” that are made in the planning process, 
such as who’s perspective is used, and what groups benefits from the planning decision 
(Dahlberg & Borgström 2017: 174). Having said this, the function of a place can of course 
vary depending on weather, climate and season of the year (ibid.) which is important to 
consider when developing public space (Jacobs and Appleyard 2007: 108). Dahlberg and 
Borgström (2017) call for increased knowledge of the consequences of social and ecological 
trade-offs in public space that takes into account issues of social power and an intersectional 
perspective.  
 
Knowing ascribed values and the varieties of functions can inform important decision making 
in public space projects (Irvine et al. 2016), but it is not an easy topic to comprehend. 
Livability and multifunctionality prompt urban dilemmas (JPI Urban Europe 2019) and 
therefore require contemplation: What functions, and why? Livability, according to whom? 
The lack of a variety of perspectives in urban planning processes has a distinct and 
materialistic impact on the public environment but was not until about 1990s that the field 
started reacting towards to lack of women, children and elderly’s needs in public space (Gehl 
& Svarre 2013: 55). Feminist geography emerged as a critical reaction to the lack of a variety 
of perspectives in place- and space studies (Aitken 2005: 246-248).  
 
 

2.4 Urban Feminist Geography  
 
Urban geographers tend to break down their research focus to scales of analysis, from the 
embodied "city from the eye level" to the global city networks. Feminist geography means 
adding a gender perspective to the traditional ways of doing this (Dixon & Jones 2006). The 
discipline of geography has been criticized by feminist researchers for their traditional way of 
studying human beings as being men, and therefore also "write the earth" from a man's 
perspective, meaning simplifying a considerably more complex reality. (Dixon & Jones 2006) 
Urban environments are embedded in structures of power and described as generally 
masculine since women have not been involved in the decision making for these 
environments but have to navigate them (Gren, Hallin & Molina 2000: 11-13).  Emphasizing 
feelings and experiences opens up for thought and reflection in the study of communities and 
identities (Smith et al. 2009: 203). The oppression of women and children through gender 
relations creates a gender hierarchy where the man is the norm. (Dixon & Jones 2006: 42-49) 
The patriarchy can be deeply rooted in us that we do not notice it and instead accept it in 
everyday practices (Gemzöe 2008: 47). The relationships between the sexes are determined 
by the power relations in each specific place and when these are put together, we can uncover 
structures (McDowell 1999), such as the patriarchy. 
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Feminist scholars advocate the importance of acknowledging the bodily experience of 
awareness and knowledge (Valentine 2007). During the 1990s, feminist geographers like 
Gillian Rose researched the intersection of bodies, identity and place. They evidenced how 
women through time was excluded from the public space in society and instead lived in a 
paradoxical room where she was exposed to the "male gaze" (Johansson 2000: 170-171). The 
male gaze means that women "move" to spaces where they cannot be reached (for example, 
private spaces, the home, or other more traditional female rooms), because in the other spaces 
(public, male) they face requirements about a womanhood she cannot bear, or wish, to live up 
to (Johansson 2000: 173). Feminist geography criticizes that the world is being studied form a 
perspective where humans appear to be rational, incapable of changing, autonomous and 
emotionless (Smith et al. 2009: 7). Soft values and emotions have until recently been seen as 
something that does not belong in geography, but we are seeing an “emotional turn" in 
geography (Smith et al 2009: 2-8, 1-3). Intersectional analysis takes into account not just 
gender, but multiple identities including age, ethnicity, sexuality and class (Valentine 2007). 
These compositions of identity can mean different things to a person’s ability to act in 
different situations and places (ibid.) which has been described as a “politics of difference” 
(Young 1990: 8). I adhere to Young (1990: 7) who argues for the need to make room and 
acknowledge female experience instead of adapting it to the male norm (such as men’s 
behavior in public space) (Young 1990: 7). In the next paragraph I have outlined research that 
exemplifies aspects of Urban Feminist Geography, together with more knowledge gaps on the 
topic of urban design by women and girls. 
 

2.5 Previous Studies 
 
When it comes to public space, it is not possible (and sometimes not wanted) to pre-program 
the way that space and public life interact, but focused studies can provide ideas for what 
works and what does not (Gehl & Svarre 2013). As outlined in paragraph 2.1, there is an 
extensive research interest in urban public space (UPS) in general, especially with regards to 
evaluating, assessing and indexing its quality (Parlindungan Siregar 2014; Palicki 2015; 
Wojnarowska 2016). Studies dedicated to participatory public space re-design projects 
together with women and girls as user groups, are few (Gehl 2010:32). 
 

2.5.1 Girls and Urban Public Space  
The political and professional debate regarding women and girl’s needs in urban 
environments tends to focus on safety and security, see for example Plan International (2018).  
Gilbert (2013) mapped research conducted in the field of urban feminist geography up until 
2013 and concluded that emphasis was on identity, differences, inequality and its place-
specific expressions (Gilbert 2013). To make up for the lack of academic studies regarding 
girls’ preferences in urban public space, we can look to studies conducted outside academia. 
Think tank Global Utmaning’s report from 2017 builds on interviews with actors in cities in 
Kenya, India, the U.S.A and Sweden, and its aggregated results argues that mobility is a 
"critical spatiality" that affects women and children the most. Pedestrian mobility was 
identified to be particularly important along with safe, clean, accessible and low-cost transport 
options. (Global Utmaning B 2017) This was argued to increase gender equality and improve 
safety for men, children, women, elderly, poorly-resourced citizens and people with 
disabilities. (ibid.: 12-13) Results showed that women were not expected to linger in public 
space which can be due to both historical and cultural power structures but also urban form 
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(ibid. 2017: 15) and a general idea of participatory urban planning as complicated and time 
consuming. Girls ideas and demands are considered “wrong” (ibid. 2017: 21) The report set 
on certain design features important for girls: nice-looking and functional design created from 
eye-level and multiple user functions (Global Utmaning 2017 B: 22). This report was the start 
of the #UrbanGirlsMovement that would eventually localize in Fittja and it was inspired by 
other Swedish attempts to include girls and young women in urban re-design. Such projects 
have however not used Minecraft in the same way that UGM has, neither have they been 
academically researched, whereby a contribution to the academic field is necessary. 
 
Previous academic research on public space and children as a user group has mainly focused 
on understanding their exclusion and limited access to suitable spaces (Cele 2006; Cele & van 
der Burgt 2016; Christensen and O’Brien 2003) whereby "safety" has been a recurrent theme 
(Valentine 1997). A study conducted with both boys and girls in Teheran in 2013 concluded 
"security, green spaces, clean air and livability” as the most important criteria of desirable 
urban spaces for children (Kashani Jou et al 2013). Studies have found that having youth and 
children hanging out, “doing nothing” in public space is considered unwanted (Owens 2002) 
and relates to concerns for criminal behavior (Cohen 2002). But studying such hang-out 
practices can bring valuable insights on community values, for example with regards to who it 
is that hangs out, who does not, and who is welcome to. Owens (2002) urged city planners 
and research to not focus on banning or trying to program youth’s behavior in public spaces 
but instead adhere to their needs (Owens 2002).  
 
There are a few student theses on the topic, for example about why girls do not use 
programmed places in the same way that boys do, such as public outdoor sport facilities 
(Croner 2017). Previous studies have linked the inequalities in Swedish public space to the 
inherited modernist form where functions are separated the streets lack vibrancy and proper 
lightning (Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson 2012). Similar studies conducted in the context of 
Fittja have mainly focused on understanding experiences of inclusion, exclusion and identity 
of immigrant women (Folkesson 2011) but not necessarily as actors in changemaking 
processes. Velasquez (2007) concluded the importance of promoting women's right to own 
leisure time in Fittja, where men spends more time working outside the home, and women 
inside the home. Participants in the study complained that the "gender equality talk" felt 
dreary because often "ends with a discussion about the men" (Velasquez 2007: 71).  

 
2.5.2 Girls in Urban Design 
Existing research regarding the involvement of girls in public space development confirms 
exclusion and oppression (Cele 2006; Cele & van der Burgt 2016; Christensen and O’Brien 
2003; Valentine 1997; Kashani Jou et al 2013) but no Swedish research has looked into what 
happens once women and particularly girls are indeed in charge of a placemaking- or design 
process especially the design features. Mortazavi’s (2018) master’s thesis "Women Daily 
Living Room- Feminist Urban Planning toward Gender-Equality in Public Spaces" studied 
mother’s needs in public space in Sätra, outside Stockholm in Sweden and located that 
visibility and mobility were cornerstones for this user group, and what this could like in 
design (Mortazavi 2018). The girls who participated in White Architects project “Flickrum” 
wanted benches facing each other so that they can talk to each other instead of being made 
passive spectators to something else. The project also demonstrated the need for good 
lighting, art and a unique design (White Architects 2017). The tendency in research that has 
used participatory planning processes as study material is to focus on the process itself 
(Conrad et al. 2011) I have limited my study to certain elements of a participatory design 
process, particularly the design outcome. General papers on Minecraft as an urban planning 
design tool has concluded that the tool can increase the interest for urban design among youth 
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in a way that also encourage action-oriented and intrinsic skills (von Heland, Westerberg & 
Nyberg 2016). To make up for the lack of such studies that targets girls and young women 
particularly, I have conducted two interviews on the topic as part of my data collection. 
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3. Methodology 
This chapter outlines how the study was conducted. It starts with wider reflections on 
epistemological and ontological point of departures and moves into details of the research 
project. Thereafter the case study design is explained alongside with the data collection and 
the multiple methods applied. It finishes with explanations of data analysis strategies, ethics 
and reflexivity together with selected critical reflections about the process. 
 

3.1 Epistemological and Ontological Foundation    
 
The epistemology among the critical theories builds on constructionism and argues that 
spatial scales and social constructs are central components of investigation. The ontology 
demonstrates that humans are socially constructed and influenced by spatial context (Rose 
2003). Places and gender are created in a tissue of local and global processes where the 
patriarchy is sustained by language, rules of conduct and legislation and determines desirable 
behavior (Dixon & Jones 2006: 42-49). My epistemological standpoint challenges the way 
that knowledge about public space in academia is produced. I turn the gendered norm about 
who produces this knowledge and put the marginalized user group and their priorities at the 
center of analysis (Anderson 1995), in a manner that disrupt knowledge hierarchies (Hale 
1991). My methods include an analysis of power structures and resistance, however in a 
subtle manner (not explicitly in my research questions), these are key components in feminist 
methods- including the research process itself (Maynard & Purvis 1994 in Webster 2016: 28) 
 
I went about my theory development from an inductive approach and discussed and 
investigated this topic not least with the UGM participants and girls but also actors in the field 
of urban policy development. I tried to find an aspect that seemed relevant to both the local 
context of Fittja and the larger field of urban studies. I asked myself why I am studying this, 
what I hope to learn from it and where my topic starts and ends. Instead of trying to 
understand the place specifics of Fittja, something that the UGM girls can instead teach me 
during the process, I learned about the their re-designs of this place. 
 
I approach my research question from a common perspective in feminist research, namely the 
one of a relativist, an interpretivist. I acknowledge that multiple realities can have multiple 
meanings and that observation data can depend on the observer (in this case me). To 
overcome this, I base the steering of the study from the girls’ priorities. I do include features 
of realist also, for example when I display and explain the visual content of the designs.  
 
This case study is an opportunity to shed empirical light on certain theoretical concepts and 
principles, which in comparison to statistical generalization strives for a level of 
generalization or “lessons learned” and adds to a larger analytical puzzle (such as 
sustainability and gender equality in urban public space). The initial theoretical propositions 
with which I entered this case study were few as I apply an inductive approach, but the once 
emerging have been empirically improved as findings emerged. They constitute the 
foundation for my final analytic generalization (Yin 2014:41). I draw on Fainstein and 
DeFilippis (2018) who argue that the definite role of planning theory is to breed the creative 
tension between “the reflective practioner and the practical scholar” in a supportive and 
analytical manner (Fainstein & DeFilippis 2018: 3).  
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3.1.1 Transdisciplinary and Inclusive Research  
‘Integrated research’ or ‘cross disciplinary’ research is a collective term that refers to all 
categories of sustainability research that involves integrated multiple disciplines. An example 
of this is "transdisciplinarity" to which this thesis belongs. Transdisciplinary research can be 
defined as "a process of collaboration between scientists and non-scientists on a specific real-
world problem and combines scientific research with the generation of decision-making 
capacity for the involved stakeholders." Transdisciplinary research seeks a transcendence of 
disciplinary perspectives into a broader framework. It is considered the highest form of 
integrated project, involving not only multiple disciplines (in for example literature 
referencing), but also multiple non- academic participants in a manner that combines 
interdisciplinarity with participatory approaches." (Stock & Burton 2011) For public space 
studies to finally be recognized as an academic field in the 1960s, interdisciplinary 
approaches have played a pivotal role. Several ideas and discourses have succeeded one 
another but also been used interchangeably, both professionally and academically (Gehl & 
Svarre 2013: 40, 63). 
 
Since the field of urban public spaces historically has been quite practical in nature, rather 
than theorizing (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 78), I too applied this perspective, at the same time 
driven by a belief that the time spent on producing this thesis needs to be as useful as 
possible. There is a growing realization that traditional ways of doing research are not enough 
for answering to the complex and ever-changing world in which we live (Snepvangers 2018). 
This study tries this in a quiet literal sense. I wish to exemplify new kinds of scholarship that 
emerge in not only complexity but also experimentation, seeking to both disrupt and 
understand the urgent needs in our vulnerable urban areas by also asking: “what happens 
if…”. I want to both understand and re-interpret conventional research processes and 
ontologies but at the same time answer to a part of those contemporary needs that surround 
us. To some extent, the design of this thesis represents alternative ways of experiencing, 
experimenting and creating research.  
 
I then use the girls’ approaches and design to inform generally accepted and established urban 
public spaces guidelines, as well as the concepts of multifunctionality and livability. The 
standpoint that good design can only be achieved when professionals and users collaborate, 
belonged to Christopher Alexander (1979). Multifunctionality and livability were proven 
central themes in the UGM girl’s designs and since these are topics that academics and 
practioner battle daily I found it valuable to try and translate them from a girl’s perspective. 
The participatory aspect is strengthened by involving also the UGM girls, project team and 
participants as partners and contributors to the shape of this study in resemblance with PAR 
(Participatory Action Research) (Willis 2007). 
 

3.1.2 The importance of multiple sources of evidence  
I employed “working through” methods going between and within fieldwork and analysis 
using a grounded theory, meaning that new insights guide the direction of the fieldwork 
(Bryman 2012). I have continued doing so until I have perceived “saturation” in my data 
(Spencer et al 2003: 201). Yin (2014) showcases “four principles of data collection”. One is 
to “use multiple sources of evidence”, especially in case studies. He argues that single-method 
case studies tend to be of poorer academic quality. The argument for using multiple sources of 
evidence is that they can complement each other and bring forward an even cleared 
understanding of the case (Yin 2014: 118-119). In order to improve the “construct validity” of 
the study, I converge rather than separate the data and analysis from all different methods 
applied, also called “methodological triangulation” (Yin 2014: 120-121), see figure 3. The 
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study of public life in urban public spaces are traditionally concerned with being 
communicative, use photos, and describe the "real" perspective from field studies, rather than 
indulging in their analysis from discussion or literature studies first and foremost (Gehl and 
Svarre 2013: 63). I believe that research in general needs more elements of storytelling in 
order to be accessible and responsive in times of fact resistance, and I have tried to apply this 
in my own work. 
 
 

3.2 Case Study Design 
 
The decision to use the case study design is grounded in the exploratory research approach 
towards a social phenomena and its current circumstances (over which I as researcher have 
little or no control). These questions require a fairly extensive description of the phenomena 
being studied (Yin 2014: 4) and I investigate the relation between the girls’ priorities and the 
dominating ideas of public space livability in contemporary urbanism and design. I am 
“testing” the importance and relevance of the UGM girl’s designs with regards to current 
planning principles (Yin 2014: 10). Yin argues that this is the essence of case studies, namely 
to illuminate a set of outcomes (in this case UGM and Fittja’s urban public spaces) and look 
into its “why”, “how” and “with what result” (Yin 2014: 40-44). 
 
Case studies, as a formal method, are occasionally subject to criticism and misinterpretations. 
A common criticism towards single-case studies is that of difficulties to generalize (Yin 2014: 
44). Feminist researcher have for example criticized the fact that most case studies that 
together form knowledge have stemmed from Western societies and therefore should not 
theorize for or represent the rest of the world (Hale 1991). Yin (2014: 44) draws on the 
famous examples of Jane Jacobs book “The Death and Life of Great American Cities” from 
1961 to respond to the criticism regarding generalizability. Although Jacobs case-studies were 
from New York City, it ended up adding valuable contributions to field of urban planning for 
broad theoretical principles (such as the role of sidewalks and the need for mixed use 
planning). Her provocative ideas at the time have then been tested in more contexts around 
the world and made a remarkable contribution to the field of urban planning. By 
contextualizing and introducing the societal context of Fittja square, I wish to improve the 
chances of the results to apply and assist to more varieties of similar situations (Yin 2014: 
41). Case study research indeed has its distinct and unique way of valuation, namely: 
 

• Case study research can explain casual links in real-world situations that are too 
complex for experimental or survey methods 

• It can describe an interference in its actual and physical context 
• It can in a descriptive mode also provide illustrations of findings and topics 
• Where interference do not (yet) have a single set of outcomes, case study research 

helps enlighten situations and stakeholders involved 
(Yin 2014:  19) 

 
Oftentimes, case studies depend on inductive reasoning, grounded in the context (Merriam 
1988: 13). Focus of this study is Fittja, but this local understanding can then be related to 
dominating theories and models in the field of urban feminist geography to contribute to the a 
more general knowledge base (Willis 2007) and challenge (or support) existing theories and 
conceptualizations (Merriam 1988: 28). The way I approach this particular thesis topic, makes 
it apparent that there is no clear boundary between phenomenon and context: I have to study 
both of them inter-changeably to be able to answer my questions. Consequently, this in depth-
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understanding of the case requires that it is being studied in its real-world context. (Yin 
2014:17) The case-study approach also presents us with the strength of using not only one, 
but a variety of types of evidence, everything from documents to observations and interviews 
(Yin 2014: 12).  
 

3.3 Multiple Methods 
 
Working with multiple methods and reacting towards normative truths is at the center of 
feminist research (Haraway 1988). To approach my research questions and Fittja square, I 
have varied between observations (during innovation lab occasions and of Fittja square), 
content analysis (innovation lab outcomes and reports, policy documents), interviews (with 
two professionals) and surveys (during the innovation labs) to approach my research 
questions. The methodological design is necessary- and complicated by choice. The methods, 
the order of data collection, and its convergence is featured in figure 3. I started with my 
participation in lab #1 in November 2018 and finished with my observation of lab #5 in April 
2019. The data from these occasions have all been added to a merge of the final findings, 
although data from lab #4 has laid ground for the focus and topics in the interviews and the 
observation of Fittja square. Reversely, I use the interviews to improve my understanding and 
reading of the observation data. I have continuously throughout the process used secondary 
sources to form and frame the findings in a reasonable direction. 
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Figure 3: Convergence of methods, inspired by “methodological triangulation” in Yin (2014: 120-121).  
 
 
Most my methods take on a qualitative tactic, some, such as the surveys, involve a 
certain level of calculation and therefor quantitative approaches. Some of the qualitative 
features provide context for broad quantitively statements about the situation for 
example visible in the surveys (Bryman 2012: 645). For instance, respondents might 
tick “sense of community” as “very important” in a survey, but what they mean with 
“sense of community” can be of critical relevance not only for these research questions 
but to undertake accurate measures in practice. This is where the content analysis of the 
UGM designs is critical and complementary to the survey.  

3.3.1 #UrbanGirlsMovement Innovation Labs Observation 
Jane Jacobs (1961) described cities as “immense laboratory of trial and error” in city 
design, from where city planners should form and test theories for what works (Jacobs 
1961: 6) The observational data in this thesis is used as context for broader statements 
in understanding Fittja Square and the final designs. I include other contextual data 
from previous labs and the girls' explanations and thoughts (quotes) about their designs 
to avoid my own speculation on the outcomes. The observation during the innovation 
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labs has foregrounded the structured observation of Fittja square and the two interviews 
with professionals.  
 
Aside from my informal and preparatory participation and observation in innovation lab 
#1 and #3, the observational data collection was carried out during lab #4 and #5 during 
which I collected quotes from the UGM girls and photos. The lab process and contents 
are features in table 1 below. 
 
 

 
Occasion 

 
Content 

 
Participants 

 
My role 

 
Innovation Lab 1: 26/9 
2018 
 

A guided walk around Fittja 
square and its surroundings and 
discovering the challenges in 
the public spaces. 

35 participants in total, 
9 UGM girls. 

Participatory 
observation 

Innovation Lab 2: 
24/10 2018 
 

Participants study tools for 
urban development, identify 
challenges, describe needs, 
brainstorm about the potential 
of the place and its existing 
opportunities. In Fittja. 

35 participants in total, 
15 UGM girls. 

Not present 

Innovation Lab 3: 
22/11 2018 
 

Participants formulate visions 
for the site, sketch concrete 
solutions and begin to illustrate 
ideas. In Norsborg, Botkyrka. 

35 participants in total, 
14 UGM girls  

Participatory 
observation 

Innovation Lab 4: 
2-3/ 2 2019 (two days) 
 

Based on the results of the first 
three labs, the fourth lab 
visualize and develop the ideas 
and solutions digitally in 3D 
using the computer game 
Minecraft. In Stockholm offices 
of Global Utmaning. 
 

25 participants in total, 
10 UGM girls. 

Data collection: 
surveys, observation, 
notes, photos 

Half-time exhibition: 
1/4 2019 
 

Existing results together with 
the Minecraft designs are 
exhibited locally and digitally 
with the aim to collect broader 
input not least from citizens. In 
Fittja. 

About 15 participants, 
and 7 UGM girls. 

Data collection: 
observation, notes, 
photos 

Innovation Lab 5: 25/4 
2019 
 

Transferring the work to 
architectural sketches and plans 
for the area at the office of the 
architect firm and project 
partner. 

30 participants in total, 
4 UGM girls  

Limited data collection 
due to few UGM girls 
in place: observation, 
notes, photos 

Innovation Lab 6: 4/6 
2019 
 

Focus is on implementation and 
participants make concrete 
policy recommendations and 
discuss it with the decision-
makers in the area. In Fittja. 

- Participation (but after 
the submission of this 
thesis) 

Table 1: The UGM process and milestones September 2018 - June 2019, and my role during the 
different occasions. (Adopted from Global Utmaning (2017) but modified) 
 
My main analysis of data builds on innovation lab #4 and the Minecraft design models 
that the girls built of Fittja Square. Innovation lab #4 was pursued in close collaboration 
with UN Habitat and BlockbyBlock who have partnered with the company behind the 
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worldwide popular computer game Minecraft, Mojang. Since 2012, Block by Block has 
hosted participatory design workshops in cities in Africa, Latin America and Asia to 
involve young people in designing public spaces. The workshop hosted by 
#UrbanGirlsMovement Botkyrka in Stockholm in February 2019, was the first time that 
the method developed by Block by Block and Minecraft was used in Northern Europe. 
Other Swedish municipalities have made similar attempts to engage youth by using 
digital tools and Minecraft since the national files of Swedish municipalities in 
Minecraft are made available for download (Lantmäteriet. n.d.).  Previous such as 
projects have however not targeted girls and young women or been conducted in the 
same multi-stakeholder process as UGM. Minecraft is user friendly does not require any 
previous experience, it resembles a digital Lego and has a focus on usage of space in a 
three-dimensional environment, rather than architecture or technical details. (UN 
Habitat c; Block by Block 2019)  
 
The girls who participated in lab #4 work from the previously identified spatial and 
suggested solutions from previous labs. These solutions were designed in lab #4. The 
girls were divided into smaller groups of three, working separately form the 
professionals, I walked around between the groups, sat with different groups and tapped 
into how they speak of Fittja square and the decision-making in their design solutions. 
The majority of the time during these two days I took an observant role, listened, 
watched and sometimes asked questions like “What is this?”. In terms of defects in 
validity in observation methods, is the risk that the persons being observed might 
change behavior knowing they are under observation, which can make the data atypical. 
This might mitigate as time passes during the observation and the observer becomes 
less blatant (Bryman 2012: 279-282). 
 

3.3.2 Observation of Fittja Square 
During the observation of the square I wanted to put myself as a researcher and young 
woman in this context and take note of my impressions. It makes little sense to study a 
place without having yourself experience it and I used this experience to nuance my 
data. Through e-mail correspondence with the municipality, I concluded that there have 
been no structured observations of Fittja square the past fifteen years, neither by the 
municipality nor the developers (Botkyrkabyggen). Measuring, gathering and 
structuring our own observations add more concrete meaning to concepts like “human 
sense” and “lived reality” (Gehl & Svarre 2013:108) This is part of the reason for why I 
studied Fittja square on site, as an observation, and not from photos, maps or secondary 
sources only. I used an observation template that I created based on the girls’ identified 
priorities and themes (“mobility”, “activity opportunities”, “hang outs” and “visual 
elements/efforts”). I looked for “traces” or “signs” of the identified themes (Gehl & 
Svarre 2013:35) and took photos. 
 
I moreover took certain note of my own experience of the place, as this could add to my 
understanding of the girl’s reality, spatial imaginaries and in the end, their suggested 
improvements (Watson et al. 2010, Gehl & Svarre 2013: 35, 108). Ingold (2011) argue 
that walking provides the opportunity for “mobilizing all of our senses” whereby I was 
mobile during my observation, strolling around in the assigned space partly to grasp 
more of the area, try to feel what it is like to walk around here alone, but also to “melt 
in” and not draw too much attention to me. I have also gone on preparatory walks in the 
neighborhood at two different occasions (one out of which was part of the innovation 
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lab #1 together with the girls as guides). During the preparatory walk with UGM in 
February it was dark and rainy, during the preparatory walk in March the weather was 
sunny and spring-like, during the structured observation, ice cold winds were blowing 
over Fittja square.  
 

3.3.3 Surveys  
Qualitative data can add the value of “illustration” to quantitative data (Bryman 2012: 
646). Two surveys were handed out during the UGM innovation lab #4 to inform the 
secondary data and the observation study from the lab. To mitigate the risk of 
respondents misunderstanding the response options (Bryman 2012) I simply tried to fill 
it out myself and asked a friend to fill out a pilot version. The purpose was to compare 
how much weight the UGM girls gave certain elements in public space compared to the 
professionals, which in turn can give an idea of how their viewpoints on livable public 
space and in the end the added value for the understanding of the girl’s priorities. The 
sample of respondents to the surveys was limited to the participants in the innovation 
lab for the logical reason of contrasting and complementing the data produced by the 
same cohort. They each took about five minutes to complete. 
 
Survey one asked all participants to rank public space features from “not important” to 
“very important”. The content of the survey is a merge between Gehl’s 12 criteria for 
public space (Gehl & Svarre), the New Urban Agenda, UN Habitat’s Charter for Public 
Space and target 11.7 in SDG 11 since these are principles guiding public space policy 
today. Survey two asked the working professionals participating in the lab to rank 
certain “good quality public space” criteria in order of importance to get an idea of what 
possible trade-offs they would do between targets set. This content stem from Gehl’s 12 
quality criteria for good quality public space (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 107). Since these 
surveys are limited in content and therefore limits the respondent’s opportunity to fully 
express themselves on the topic, they should be considered complementary to the data 
from the innovation labs and the Minecraft designs. The surveys can be found in the 
appendix.  

 
3.3.4 Secondary sources  
Aside from my preparatory participation and observation of the UGM innovation labs, 
and my visits to the area, I reviewed previous research in order to determine the most 
pressing issues in this context. The secondary sources also consist of UGM innovation 
lab reports and the results of the girl’s designs together with policy documents such as 
the Botkyrka Municipality design plan for Fittja square. The data collected from these 
sources was done with inspiration from the content analysis method explained by 
Drisko and Maschi (2015: 3). I combine both basic- and interpretive content analysis as 
I take note of the prevalence of certain descriptive content (e.g. safe, clean, green) and 
“read between the lines” (interpret) the narratives about livable public space from 
different stakeholders who hold different normative positions (Drisko & Maschi 2015: 
2). For instance, I compare how the UGM girls define their designs with how design 
choices are explained in the Municipal design plan. 
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3.3.5 Interviews 
Two interviews were conducted with professionals who were selected because of their 
unique and extensive work experience on the topic of girls’ participation in urban 
design (see appendix), and since they both attended the UGM innovation lab #4. The 
aim was to “glance out” and connect this case study to a larger scale, but also to have 
more reflections and conclusions drawn from the Innovation lab #4 and the designs than 
only my own. The interviews were conducted over video and phone as the interviewees 
live abroad. This was a suitable format for this type of informative interview, without 
the need to read for example body language. The interview guide and more information 
about the interviewees is available in the appendix.  

3.4 Data Analysis 
 
As analysis strategy for the interviews, I used thematic analysis (Bryman 2012) 
meaning the themes identified in data from UGM innovation lab #4. I transcribed one 
interview in Swedish and one in English as they were pursued in those languages, I then 
translated the Swedish one as I wrote the results. I color coded the data from the 
interviews to compare it to the quotes and observations from the lab. Of course, here, 
the posed question could steer the answers towards certain themes. I went through 
policy documents to interpret the overall narrative on urban design and see how the 
same themes were used. In this way, the interviews informed and extended the data and 
conclusions to be learned from the design results.  
 
In terms of unit of analysis, I looked both at the collective (observations, content 
analysis) and individuals (quotes, perhaps interviews) to get most perspectives of the 
issue reflected and documented. There are diverse ways to study urban design but since 
I am interested in what the designs represent, I have analyzed what is visible to the eye 
(for example greenery, glass materials, compactness) and highlighted the girls’ 
reasonings and explanations to their illustrations which also limits risks of me 
misinterpreting the implications. I consequently write about the content of the designs 
in a language about architecture that is understandable and relevant for the user and 
observer. This is something that part of the industry in Sweden recently requested, 
criticizing what is referred to as "good architecture" and arguing that it does not 
stimulate broad dialogue (Arkitekten 2019). 

 

3.5 Ethics and Positionality 
 
For the participatory observation, I draw on Bryman’s (2012: 445) recommendations on 
how to be a participant observer, as I was involved in the discussions but not in the 
designs except from perhaps assisting or act as discussion partner. I began the process 
of my reflexivity regarding my positionality as researcher in this context a while ago as 
I participated in the labs before I started collecting data, to also establish a connection to 
the UGM girls early on. I consider these first months with UGM and the UGM girls as 
preparation to understand what questions I should be asking during my study. In a way, 
this reflects my ontological standpoint, as I wish to have the lived experiences help 
define what kind of knowledge is important. There are ongoing processes of knowledge 
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production and representation during the whole research process. This is of course 
something to be reflexive about as it can implicate certain social, cultural and political 
contexts, as well as bring biases study process (Coop 2010, Bryman 2012). There are 
two more positionalities that need consideration. Firstly, I have a personal interest in 
gender equality and its values also aside from my studies. Secondly, I work for Global 
Utmaning in conducting this essay which can risk affecting my level of criticism to the 
outcome. I have done my best for it not to influence the results and analysis as little as 
possible for example by keeping focus on the specific comparison between the results 
and previous research and concepts, rather than limiting the discussion to a search for 
the advantages of the design outcomes. There is no such thing as an objective social 
researcher (Bryman 2012: 41) but one can find ways to guard research integrity in the 
process. 
 
I draw on Ludvig (2006) request to acknowledge the disparities and inequalities 
between girls and women, not least in a situation like this where during the innovation 
labs, unpredictable degrees of privileges are present and merging, in terms of ages, 
background, level of education, etc. In my presentation where I informed the 
participants in lab #4 about my study, I decided to include some of my own story and 
why this topic interests me (and is important to the research field) in an attempt to 
disarm, build trust, and be transparent in my intentions. I showed a photo of myself 
graduating high school and told a bit of a personal story. These reflections regarding 
power relations during the research process is critical in feminist research (Webster 
2016). Since the identity of the UGM girls or lab participants is irrelevant for the data 
analysis, I have use pseudonyms for the professionals participating in survey 2 and 
blurred any faces that occur in photos. I also chose to refer to any quotes I collected 
from the UGM girls during the labs as “UGM girl” only, since typing their age or any 
other information about them could reveal their identity considering there are only 
about 15 UGM girls participating. 
 

3.5.1 The Collaboration with Global Utmaning 
Because this thesis is written in collaboration with Global Utmaning, my results will be 
available for them to publish in their channels with reference to my name. Aside from 
being asked to study the form and the designs from the lab, my contact person at Global 
Utmaning has not steered or commented on my work until the final draft where I 
received a few comments mostly on details of the UGM project. One other master’s 
student, Emelie Anneroth, has also researched UGM for her thesis but focused on the 
girls’ experience of the processes. Together, we presented ourselves to the group in 
innovation lab #4 and wrote a document with information about our studies (in 
appendix) that was on display during the lab. We had prepared a document for parents 
or guardians to sign in case participants were to be under the age of 15 as required by 
the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet 2017), however lists of participants 
showed that no one was. Me and Emelie have together given lectures about UGM to 
external actors during the past months, as well as coordinated a research network that 
follows the UGM labs. Inevitably we therefore have discussed the project in general 
terms with each other, but with consideration for my level of autonomy and 
independence in my work, I have neither collaborated on my data or thesis development 
with Emelie, nor have we discussed our respective results with one another.  
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3.6 Delimitations 
 
Part of the feasibility of my study lies in the clear geographical distinction to Fittja 
square and its immediate surrounding. I have also limited the study to outdoor public 
spaces, and therefore I will not include facilities like civic centers or libraries (although 
the girls in their designs chose to build some indoor environments in these spaces). 
Geographically, I do glance to other scales as well, and reflect on how similar projects 
and designs might be interpreted in other places in the world, and in international 
policy. Thematically, this study is limited urban public space, gender equality and the 
key terms livability and multifunctionality. Part of the feasibility is the access to UGM 
girls’ time and trust made possible thanks to the gatekeeping of the Urban Girls 
Movement Botkyrka project. This could otherwise have been an inaccessible social 
setting for me (Bryman 2012).  

In evaluating public space, one can, aside from looking to quality, also look to quantity, 
such as the amount of public space per inhabitant- and how this can vary between 
neighborhoods. This goes beyond the scope of this specific study. So does the inclusion 
of other possible aspects, such as whether distance from main city center, or the level 
residents’ income. These are aspects that have proven to correlate with quality of public 
space in previous studies (UN Habitat 2014: 46). This time of the year, outdoor public 
spaces in Sweden are not as well-visited as in spring or summer. I have visited the 
square during very cold and unpleasant weather conditions, and so did the girls during 
the initial innovation lab. However, having the girls take the lead on what are their 
challenges and wishes for Fittja, help give an idea of the area throughout all seasons of 
the year. There is a wide range of theories from where one can chose to approach this 
subject (individual theories, decision-making theories, group theories, organizational 
theories and societal theories). As my research questions focus on policy and public 
space in urban development, I made societal theories a limitation. I do believe that other 
types of theories can be interesting future research approaches to this specific topic as 
well and I reflect on this in paragraph 6.4. 

 

3.7 Critical reflections  
 
I use the word “girl” to refer to the girls and young women from Fittja who participate 
in #UrbanGirlsMovement and the innovation labs. These participants are as mentioned 
between 15 and 25 years old and can be referred also to as “young women” or 
“women”. Referring to them as “girls” can be considered downgrading as I make 
someone sound younger which in turn can affect their social status and authority. This is 
by no means my intention, rather, the word “girl” has been adopted as a communitive 
and coherent way respond to the name of the project. It is also an attempt from my side 
to not reveal the identity of the girls, since they are few and separating them into “young 
women” or “girls” depending on who I quote carries such as risk. I do add to my 
conclusions the need for future research to critically examine whether to use “girls” or 
“women” when working with this target group.  
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There is a risk that the results from the innovation labs are affected by the methodology 
of the project, which I had little control of, and which of course has influenced the girls 
reasonings to some extent. The project managers have stated consentaneously 
throughout the innovation labs that the girls are the place experts, and the professionals 
have been asked to adopt a passive role during the lab to guarantee that the girls’ visions 
are in center and that they are not too influence by external thoughts. In the end, what 
we are seeing are the results from girls who have been continuously empowered, trusted 
and encouraged during their collaboration with professionals. Finding ways and 
studying results from when such collaborations have been followed through, gives a 
result of what happens when girls in a community collaborates with municipal actors, 
rather than are given total autonomy. On a similar note, the girls were introduced to 
Agenda 2030 and similar projects elsewhere in the world, which could also have 
influenced their designs. One could however argue that this type of influence is a good 
thing, as their designs and decisions will be well-informed regarding general 
sustainability challenges that needs to be met. 
 
Innovation lab #4, where the girls designed their models in Minecraft, took place 
outside of Fittja, in the modern co-working space of “Norrsken house” in downtown 
Stockholm, the offices of Global Utmaning. The girls expressed joy for being invited 
here, in their evaluations to the hosts, and to some extent the change in environment 
could have impacted their designs. The office space is surrounded by a lot of greenery 
and modern glass floors. 
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4. Empirical Findings  
This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study including results from the 
observations, interviews and surveys and secondary sources. Firstly, I go through how 
the UGM designs of Fittja square and a few surrounding spaces were created in 
Minecraft, and how the UGM girls explain their design decisions (paragraph 4.1 – 4.4). 
I thereafter elaborate on what lessons can be learned concerning the UGM girl’s 
expressed design solutions for livability in urban public space (paragraph 4.4 – 4.7), by 
demonstrating how the UGM designs compare to professionals’ ideas of livability on 
different scales which is based on surveys during the lab and studying of policy 
documents such as Botkyrka municipality’s design plan for Fittja. The chapter finalizes 
with the results from the interviews with international professionals who gaze globally 
and compare the UGM designs to similar efforts made in other places in the world. 
Paragraph 4.8 summarizes the empirical findings. 
 

4.1 Experiencing Fittja Square 
 
During previous innovation labs, The UGM girls have identified Fittja square as grey, 
boring and dark. The square is furnished with seven orange round benches and bins, 
twelve trees, three larger flower pots and five tall light poles with surrounding traffic 
blocks. It is encircled by a few shops and during my observation I noticed that, just as 
the girls have explained to us, few people stop at the square and that out of those who 
do linger most are men. Visitors rather walk alongside the walls or hurries across the 
square. This and waiting for the bus are the main activates this square is used for 
according to the girls and confirmed during my observation. The only other actor using 
the square actively, for something else but to simply pass it, was a police officer lifting 
bench lids and searching the mall entrance, looking what was assumed to be weapons. 
A lunch place visitor commented, when he saw me looking at the police: “They keep 
looking and looking but they won’t find anything”. I paid attention to two girls who 
waited for the bus and who quietly starts playing music from their phones, dance a little 
and jokingly hugs one of the trees. I tried to linger on the square long enough to observe 
my surrounding properly, but the group of young men started pointing towards me, so I 
decided to instead pursue my observation from the glass walls of first a lunch restaurant, 
and then a bus stop: less attention, more wind protection, but still being able to study 
my surrounding while pretending to wait for my ride away from there.  
 
In the initial labs, the girls defined the group of young men by the mall entrance at the 
square as part of the problem, but as we started working on ideas for improvement to 
the square, they shifted focus to visual aspects and activity opportunities. During lab #4, 
I asked one of the UGM girls why this group of men are standing in this specific spot: 
“cause of the police, and cameras, mothers patrolling the area. But if there were cafés 
and some shops here, they might not hang out there”. It was a mixed experience to visit 
Fittja square alone and try and linger in some way. I was approached in a friendly 
manner by several persons during this short visit, and I experienced a level of 
friendliness and socialization that I have never encountered so easily and casually 
during my seven years living in downtown Stockholm. I cannot help but wonder about 
the potential this square and neighborhood has for improving livability if these social 
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preconditions are already in place. The UGM girls not only explain these preconditions 
to us but made use of and capitalized on in their designs. Figure 4 and 5 show the 
square from eye-level from two opposite sides. 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4: Observing Fittja square and the station area from inside a lunch restaurant. Wrangsten, 2019. 
 

 
Figure 5: Observing Fittja Square from the station area. Wrangsten, 2019. 
 

 
4.2 A Consensus Driven Design Process 
 
Before examining the #UrbanGirlsMovement Botkyrka design results, I will share a few 
words on during which circumstances these designs came about, and with what 
approach the UGM girls took on the design task in innovation lab #4. Initially, models 
were only going to be built of the square. However, after the guided walk with the 
UGM girls in lab #1, it became clear that several areas around the square needed change 
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and improvements according to the UGM girls. The groups during lab #4 therefor 
worked on the station area, the backside of the square, inside the mall (“centrum”) and 
the main square. In order to be able to conduct a more specified analysis, I paid extra 
attention to the Fittja square area and the groups who designed this place. Based on the 
results of the previous labs, where the participants in #UrbanGirlsMovement had come 
up with 16 ideas on how to improve Fittja, participants spent Innovation lab #4 
illustrating, merging and designing these ideas using the computer game Minecraft (see 
method chapter) with special regards to “furnishing” places, meaning they added 
physical elements to the current form. The UGM girls worked together in small groups, 
and the rest of the participants (working professionals) worked together in other small 
groups. My collected quotes are from the UGM girls unless something else is stated. 
The process during the lab is more easily explained through the photos below. 
 
 

 
Figure 6: Participants working in Minecraft during the #UrbanGirlsMovement Innovation Lab #4. 
Photo: Global Utmaning. 
 

 
Figure 7: One out of six working stations during innovation lab #4. Suggestions and ideas from 
previous labs are on the table, together with the laptop with Minecraft running. Photo: Caroline 
Wrangsten. 
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Figure 8: The UGM girls working in Minecraft, one typing, the other one simultaneously in charge 
of moving the mouse. Photo: Global Utmaning. 
 
 
I took note of the girls’ reflections and decision-making processes while developing 
these areas during the lab. There were general comments throughout the days like “wow 
this is cool” and “this is the future” mixed with “I wish more municipalities used 
Minecraft like this”. According to the BlockbyBlock program manager who guided the 
lab, Pontus Westerberg “it tends to take about an hour to start up, then everyone is up 
and running. (…) There have never been any participants that thinks the program is too 
difficult and gives up”. Overall, these two days are characterized by a cheerful, social, 
collaborative and focused atmosphere. Every now and then the girls get tired and take 
breaks, but they never seem to lose motivation for the task at hand. During a break a girl 
sets up a music playlist for everyone to listen to, and simultaneously types a text on her 
phone. She looks at me and says, “I’m telling my friends that I am designing cities in 
Minecraft and they go like “whaaaat”.” 
 
The teams work in a consensus driven manner, several groups work together quite 
literally having one person hold the mouse to the laptop and someone else navigates the 
keyboard. They repeatedly say, “What do you think?” and “Do you want to give it a go 
now?” to one another. They also encourage each other, saying “wow you are so smart” 
and “just try it” creating an optimistic and brave vibe in the room and between each 
other. Sometimes they make mistakes or accidently break something in their designs, 
whereby they laugh and comment “it really takes concentration to do this” and move on 
to try something else. "We accidently covered the whole ground with snow in the middle 
of summer, so now we have to shovel. It's important, so that people don't fall on the ice" 
says another girl and starts shoveling the snow blocks. They make decisions from eye-
level but very now and then they zoom out to get an overview. “Don’t make it so tall, 
then I can’t see over it” comments one of them as their working partner staples blocks 
on one another. One of few designs is only visible from, quite literally, a helicopter 
perspective. The UGM girls created a sign on the rooftop of the mall that reads “Fittja= 
home” with the explanation that:  
 

“Some of you might have heard people jokingly say  
that the national anthem of Fittja is the sound of police helicopters.  
Well, we designed this to remind those helicopters and the media  
that this is our home.” (UGM girl) 
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4.3 An Extended Fittja Square 
 
They overall turned Fittja square from a transit street to a destination. It seemed clear to 
the UGM girls that several spaces around the square are connected since they designed 
also for its connected spaces and expanded the square to the rooftop of the mall building 
and continued furnishing that place with leisure qualities. In lab #5 I asked one of the 
UGM girls why she thinks that the square was extended to the roof in their designs and 
whether the features on the roof could go somewhere else. She replied that “The whole 
thing is that it is on the roof. That is what is cool about it”. During the following lab 
(#5), I asked one of the UGM girls what she thinks about her design, and she explained: 
“a local radio activity here gives a sense for this place.” Below are screenshots of the 
design results from the three-dimensional Minecraft versions. The figures display firstly 
suggestions for Fittja square and then a few connecting locations, all created by the 
UGM girls working groups. 

 
Figure 9: Minecraft design of Greenhouse 145 on Fittja square with connecting “hangspace” 
 

 
Figure 10: Outside “The Greenhouse”, with water and green hangout spaces where you can listen to the 
radio show streaming from inside the house. 
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Figure 11: Entrance to Greenhouse 145 

 
Figure 12: Greenhouse 145 second floor: a café serving food local farmed food. 
 

 
Figure 13: The square and “The Greenhouse” from above. Top floor is a terrace with glass floor from 
which you can see the activities below you. 
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Figure 14: Greenhouse 145 in night time with greenery on surrounding buildings. The light hanging in the 
trees is not visible from here. 

 
Figure 15: The surrounding area of Greenhouse 145: trees with lights hanging in them and sitting spaces. 
 

 
Figure 16: Art, color and lightning in the connecting tunnel leading to the backside of the mall. 
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Figure 17: A multifunctional theater seating. It is designed by the UGM girls with a stage and a skate 
park combined, and a movie screen and speakers to connect to your phone when the café is open. 

 
Figure 18: Girls in charge of designing Fittja square present their final design to the rest of the 
participants. Global Utmaning, 2019. 
 

 
Figure 19: Design of the station area: transparent “activity cubes” including library and gaming is connected to the 
square. The bus stops have been moved. 
 



 

 41 

 
Figure 20: UGM design of the are behind the square (“the backside”). A pedestrian street with hangspace, foods 
trucks, play spaces, multifunctional stairs, dog park, and “pink street” (here in red): a walking path with cultural 
activity nodes around Fittja 
 
 

 
Figure 21: Part of the UGM halftime exhibition, featuring the combined Minecraft designs from lab #4 to the left, and 
a photo of Fittja as it looks today to the right. 
 
 

4.3.1 Variations in Design Interpretations  
Two groups worked with the designs for the square, one group was the UGM girls and 
the other was other participants, and in this case, it was almost solely a young man 
participating in his working role for an NGO active in Fittja. All working groups use the 
proposed solutions created in the previous lab as source of inspiration. The UGM girls 
working group worked with proposed solution one and two. The other working group 
(mainly the young man) worked with proposed solution three and four. The proposals 
and the design interpretations from the two groups are featured in table 2 below. 
 

  
Working Group 1  
(The UGM girls) 

 

 
Working Group 2  

(Others) 
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Proposed 
Solution 

 
Proposed solution number one was 
“Radio 145- Sounds of Fittja” which is a 
transparent glass box that works as a 
Radio booth. More life, movement, and 
sounds and provide a space and platform 
for the community and aspiring artists. 
 
Proposed solution number two was 
“Greenspace” described as three small 
greenhouses placed on the square 
including phone charging stations and 
powered by solar cells. Cozier, safer and 
more environmentally friendly features 
to the square. 

 
Proposed solution number three was: 
temporary lights and decorations on 
facades, rooftops, and on the ground, 
colorful fairy lights and hanging 
plants and light installations projected 
onto facades and the ground. Cozier, 
more unique, safer, more fun, more 
welcoming.  
 
Proposed solution number four was a 
“Modular (flexible) Meeting Point”: 
modular blocks that create temporary 
spaces for meeting points and where 
you build your own spaces for 
homework, yoga, arts, hangouts and 
conversations.  

 
Design 

Interpretation 

 
“Greenhouse 145” is three floors: a radio 
station run by local initiatives and local 
artists can guest, a café with locally 
farmed foods, and a glass floor roof top. 
You can listen to the radio from the 
hangspace outside, where there are trees 
with light trails for security, greenery 
and water.  

 
On the rooftop of the mall a 
multifunctional theater seating with a 
stage and a skate park combined. It also 
includes a screen and speakers that 
visitors’ control in a cooperative manner, 
and that closes once the cafés closes. In 
the bordering tunnel close to the square 
the girls added more lights and local 
colorful art. 

 

 
Basket and football field with seating 
next to them, more seating spaces 
(not flexible), outdoor gym, a bridge 
between the station area and the 
entrance to the mall, a theater for 
spontaneous performances and a 
booth for security guards by the mall 
entrance. 

Table 2: Difference in design interpretations between the two working groups involved in designing 
Fittja square in Minecraft: Working group one (the UGM girls) worked on proposal one and two. 
Working group two (other participants, mainly one young man from Fittja) worked with proposal 
three and four. 
 
 
There are quite large differences in the ways that these two groups interpreted their 
guidelines for the designs. The UGM girl’s working group has combined proposal one 
and two into the same design and named it “Greenhouse 145” (145 is part of the ZIP 
code for Fittja): “(…) this is a bold building. (…) The second floor is a cafe. Simple - 
very green! Floor three is the loft with more greenery. It’s a cool tourist attraction 
because the floor is made of glass.” (UGM girl). After finalizing Greenhouse 145 they 
turned the rooftop of the mall into a grass lawn and furnished it with another 
multifunctional design, namely a movie theatre and skate park combined. The young 
man in the other working group deviated more from the proposed solutions and brought 
in other elements to the final designs, such as sport fields and security guards. His 
design involves quite programmed activities (sport field and benches alongside the 
fields to watch) instead of the flexible form requested in the proposed solution.   
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Figure 22: Greenhouse 145 entrance space, with the mall entrance visible in the background. 

 
Figure 23: Fittja Square today from a similar angle as Figure 22. (Tillgänglighetsdatabasen 2018) 
 

4.4 Inclusive Places  
 
The UGM girls show consideration not only towards one another’s preferences (“I like 
benches. Do you like benches? Maybe something more comfortable than a bench…”) 
but also towards other stakeholder groups (“We removed the bus stop from here so that 
those who live nearby don’t have to hear the vehicles all the time”) and the municipality 
(“can the municipality really afford this?). They design play space for kids and dog 
parks and pronounce: “we use wooden materials because if the kids fall, concrete is not 
a good idea” and “we made it a bit more functional. I mean, so that it works for people 
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with disabilities (Swedish: “personer med funktionshinder”). I asked the girls if they 
would wish to put their own names on their designs if they become reality. One girl 
hesitated but responded “Maybe we can write #UrbanGirlsMovement on them?” During 
the half-time exhibition later on, the same girl told me “If my design becomes reality, I 
want some “cred!” They want to highlight local artists, performers and stories through 
their radio-, art walls- and stage designs: “We want to create a place that distinguishes 
Fittja in a positive manner” 
 

4.4.1 Multifunctional and Transparent Hangspace 
The girls reason that design that enable you to choose how to make use of a certain 
place would attract more and varying groups to the square. The word “hängplats” 
(English direct translation: “hangoutplace”) frequently occurs during the design process, 
I will from here on refer to this pattern as “hangspace”. These hangspace designs allow 
for both chit-chat and activities: “Entertainment is also important in life” said one UGM 
girl as she designed the dancefloor. “You want to be curious and feel drawn there” says 
one of them when she explains her design. Even though asked to design and furnish the 
public spaces, the girls are not foreign to elements of private actors in their design 
suggestions. There is currently no inviting café or “barista” in Fittja according to the 
girls and they argued for attractive cafés in their design suggestions, such as in 
Greenhouse 145, saying that it “adds some extra spice to the place” and that new people 
should be given a shot to “prove themselves” as businesses owners of for instance cafés. 
When asked why they chose glass materials in their designs so frequently one girl 
replied: “Cause then you can see inside it, for contact”, ”it’s a glass cage so you see 
both in and out, because that is safe” and another one said: “It feels more welcoming, 
that you can look inside. Then I can see who is in there and chose whether or not I want 
to go there.” In lab #5, another girl argued: “Cafés and hangspace encourage other to 
come inside and join, and you go in there if it’s made of glass”  

 
 

4.4.2 Green Beautification, Walkability and Compactness  
The green spaces have rather been waved into the built environment (in walls, onto 
building) than been made separate areas: “I need plants that I can hang”, “more 
greenery here, there’s too much concrete” and “we planted one tree next to each bus 
stop to absorb the carbon dioxide emissions”. The UGM girls also displayed interest to 
interact with the green environment and asked whether Minecraft had a function where 
you can help water the trees. They viewed their designs in “night mode” and realized 
that trees cause darkness and limit visibility, whereby they hung light trails in them. In 
terms of mobility, they wish to both move the bus stop away from the square and make 
the subway station more vibrant: "The traffic is too close to the ATM", "everyone walks 
there although there are no pedestrian crossings" and “you shouldn’t have to stress 
through the square” which I noted during my observation that most visitors do. They 
wish to make a terminal for the buses elsewhere. They also comment on the “uneven 
ground” and the littering on the streets as barriers for using this space.  
 
They make the stairs luminous, charged by daylight, to enable a safer walk home from 
the bus in the evening and they wish to “treat the whole backside as a pedestrian 
street”. The street has a colored path (“Pink Street”) that extends into a nice walking 
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route connecting neighboring suburbs to one another. Alongside Pink Street you can 
stop at nice activities opportunities such as local art or views, making the stroll 
“pleasant” and more interesting than other streets according to the girls. One of them 
who designed Pink Street reflected:” should we get some black carpet?” followed by 
“no, take something with color instead”. Another team discussed: “let’s do light blue all 
over to make it coherent”, “I wish this stone came in marble, that would have been 
neat”, “you can visit the art cube while you wait for the bus” and “an art wall makes 
people stop and talk about what you’re looking at”. The girls consider the lightning of 
the area not just a safety measure but a chance to design something cool: “lightning and 
color can do a lot” saying that today this space is “color dead, everything looks the 
same”. During lab number five I asked the girl who helped design the square why she 
put so much greenery in and she explained that they noticed on the walk in the first lab 
how grey everything was, and this is a cure to that, adding: “the trees turned out really 
pretty”. Figure 24 displays the built features from innovation lab #4. 
 

 
Figure 24: Summary of the built environment in the UGM designs. 
 
 
Specific findings related to livability in the UGM designs and the girl’s decision making 
is featured in table 3 below. To the left are the qualities of the designs, and to the right 
are elaborations based on the UGM girls reasonings during the design process. 
 
 

 
UGM Design Findings 

 

 
Details 

 
Greenery has many 

purposes 

 
Dressing buildings in greenery, planting trees and adding elements 
of water caters to safety, beautification (picturesque 
environments), environmental concerns. It has an integral part into 
most designs. 

Safety is design for all- 
and placemaking by all 

The girls considered not only themselves but also grandparents, 
families, the boys currently using the square, they even considered 
whether the municipality could afford their designs (their designs 
are fairly cost effective). Safety, according to the girls, is created 
by presence of wide range of citizens in combination with good 
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lightning and pleasant “nice looking” outdoor environments and 
designs- including color, arts and street signs.) 

Eye level designs Designs were created from an eye-level in Minecraft and from the 
girl’s experiences from being in this place (also eye level) 

Multifunctionality Glass houses with many different activities, ecological functions, 
social functions, economic functions- a space saving measure as 
well. 

Local placemaking also 
attracts visitors 

Local art, music, and entertainment, rooftops with views of Fittja 
and local music sharing and theatre and the wish to have visitors. 

Hang spaces  The value of hanging out, loitering, bumping in to one another, 
feel connected to one another. The only place where you are 
protected from the wind at Fittja square today, is in the bus stop- 
and in the corner by the mall entrance occupied by the men. The 
girl’s designs bring more spaces of wind and weather protection.  

Sharing Sounds The sounds and voice on Fittja Square should be created together, 
in the radio show, the speakers where everyone can share their 
digital experience and music with the rest of the rooftop, (today 
the group of young men play their music as they wish).  

Transparent design Glass buildings where you can navigate your environment while 
feeling in control, chose in advance where to go, and be protected 
by weather and wind but maintain a feeling of being outdoors. 

Opportunity for activity 
by choice 

“There is nothing here for us to do, and nowhere to hang” said the 
girls early in the process, they want to loiter in an environment 
where you can choose to be passive but maintain the option to 
engage in an activity. In their new designs, there is no pressure to 
activate yourself, but when you feel ready, you can easily go from 
“hanging out” to “activity”. Therefor we see cafés, radio station, 
theatre stage, shared music speakers, dancefloors, glass cubes with 
game rooms and library. For example: You can sit outside 
Greenhouse 145 and enjoy the music and the radio show and feel 
like a part of your surroundings, as if you have a purpose with 
your visit. When you feel like it, you can get up and go in and get 
a coffee or visit one of the glass cubes and play a game. The girl’s 
comments that they want spaces that awakens your curiosity and 
where you can choose yourself how to make use of that space. 

Compact, walkable and 
stress free. 

They made the square denser and more unstructured in shape and 
argued that the nearby bus stop was causing stress. 
 

 
Table 3: Design findings summarized. 
 

4.5 The UGM Girls vs. The UGM Professionals  
 
To improve my understanding of the UGM designs, and to get an idea of how they 
correspond to the general knowledge and viewpoints amongst professionals, I 
distributed a survey (1) to the participants (see Appendix) which content was created 
from a merge between Gehl’s 12 criteria for good quality public space (Gehl & Svarre 
2013: 107), the New Urban Agenda, UN Habitat’s Charter for Public Space and target 
11.7 in SDG 11. In the survey, working professionals and the UGM girls gave their 
view on certain public space criterion. On a four-grade scale, respondents were asked to 
place certain features public space in terms of importance from “not important at all” to 
“very important”. In table 4 below, you find what participants deemed “very important” 
and how this varied between the younger (out of which 10 respondents were UGM 
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girls) and older (working professionals) participants in the lab. “The majority” equals at 
least seven of the younger participants (who were 13 in total) and at least five of the 
working professionals (who were eight in total taking the survey).  Since 10 out of 13 
young respondents were the UGM girls some conclusions as for their specific 
viewpoints can be drawn from this data. 
 
Since the purpose is to understand priorities in public space, I processed the data from 
the two surveys that displayed the respondents’ first choices but not what was given low 
priority, partly because most of the reply alternatives were ranked highly, and 
professionals complained that all features are important and that it is very difficult to 
rank them. The results display a fairly agreed-upon idea of what is important in good 
quality urban public space but there is some deviation. The working professionals (right 
side column) emphasized biking and activities that are free of charge, more often than 
the younger respondents. Interestingly, the younger respondents put more value into 
features like green spaces in the built environment, in comparison to the working 
professionals. They also emphasized more clearly the importance of creating places that 
are accessible to wheelchair users, and general aspects of being able to see, be seen, and 
be heard. Youth put more emphasis on the presence of diverse artforms and the 
protection from “unpleasant experiences”. These expressions of priority are well 
evident also in the UGM Minecraft designs in the form of hangspace, sitting places, 
greenery and good lightning. The UGM girls furthermore gave more importance to 
attracting visitors from outside Fittja which was also evident in their design reasonings: 
“It can attract people from other places to also visit Fittja. Stuff that are in the city 
should also be in the suburb (Swedish “orten”), “(…) Stuff like rooftop places are 
needed.” 

 
 
 

 
Equally Emphasized 

(Majority in Both Groups) 

 
Especially Emphasized 

by the young participants 
(majority UGM girls) 

 

 
Especially Emphasized 

by the Professionals 
 

 
Possibility to walk on foot 
 
Possibility to stand still for a 
while / stop 
 
That the design of the site takes 
into account the climate and 
the environment 
 
That it is a pleasant experience 
to visit the place 
 
That the place is tidy and clean 
 
Protection from crime and 
violence 
 
Protection from traffic 
accidents 
 

 
Possibilities to be seen properly  
 
Possibilities to sit  
 
Possibility to see and be heard 
properly  
 
That there a green space (such 
as trees, bushes, grass)  
 
That the place is available for 
people in wheelchair  
 
Protection from unpleasant 
experiences  
 
That there is art in different 
forms  
 

 
Possibility to bike 
 
That there are things to do 
there that do not cost money 
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That everyone feels safe on the 
spot 
 
That there are good 
communications to and from 
the site so that everyone can 
get there 
 
 

That more people than those 
who live there visit the area  

Table 4: Variations in “very important” features in a good quality public space according to respondents 
during lab #4. 

 
 
The results from this survey can however not be interpreted as if other criteria than 
those chosen here, is not important at all. For example, “possibility to bike” can still 
have been “important” to the girls, but they have not made it top priority (“very 
important”) in their response. Very few of the respondents chose “Not important at all” 
to any of the features.   Few, less than half, of the young respondents answered correctly 
to the open-ended questions in the survey regarding "what do you think that Agenda 
2030 and the New urban agenda is"? 
In addition to the full group survey, a smaller second survey was conducted with five 
professionals carrying varying expertise: 
 

• Emmy:  Professional political scientist with < 10 years working experience in 
policy and urban development 

• Aina: Junior urban planner and political scientist > 3 years’ experience 
• Karolina: Architect in urban design, < 10 years’ experience  
• Sanna: Associate professor in sociology, urban development and gender < 20 

years’ experience 
• Veronica:  International community developer consultant with < 10 years’ 

experience 
 
In the survey, they were asked to make priorities amongst 11 “good quality public 
space” which were selected based on Gehl’s quality criteria for good quality public 
space (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 107). Their respective “top 3” most important features are 
displayed in table 5.  
 

 
Emmy 

 

 
Aina 

 

 
Karolina 

 

 
Sanna 

 

 
Veronica 

 
 

Possibilities to 
sit, stand still 

and talk 
 

Well connected, 
infrastructure 

 
Accessible to 

women, 
children and 

people 
with disabilities 

 
Safe for all 

 
Green spaces 
and climate 

change adaption 
 

Accessible to 
women, 

children and 
people 

with disabilities 

 
Safe for all 

 
Well connected, 

infrastructure 
 
 

Possibilities to sit, 
stand still and talk 

 
Safe for all 

 
Possibilities to sit, 
stand still and talk 

 
 

Accessible to women, 
children and people 

with disabilities 

 
Safe for all 

 
Well connected, 

infrastructure 
 
 

Accessible to women, 
children and people 

with disabilities 



 

 49 

 
 

Table 5: Top 3 priorities in good quality public space for professionals with different specialization, 
participating in the #UrbanGirlsMovement Innovation lab #4. 
 
 
“Accessible to women, children and people with disabilities” and “Safe for all” (two 
features that could be linked to one another) are priorities for four out of five of the 
respondents with “Safe for all” as top priority for four out of five respondents as well. 
The options “Possibilities to sit, stand still and talk” and “Well connected, 
infrastructure” are top ranked by three out of five respondents, “Well connected, 
infrastructure” by two out of five and “Green spaces and climate change adaption” by 
only one person (Aina, the junior urban planner).   

 

 
4.6 National, Regional and Local Perspectives 
 
Since policy agendas on public space tend to be quite comprehensive in scope, one 
could assume that what the UGM girls have emphasized will to some extent be present 
also in public space policy agendas on different levels. But to what extent, and how the 
features are portrayed and described, can vary on different levels. I looked for 
similarities and deviance in the priorities given on a national, regional and local scale 
with regards to design elements in livable urban public space.  
 

4.6.1 Repetitive Place Narratives  
It is interesting to see the emphasis on safety since this is not very expressively 
emphasized by the girls during their design process which instead turned to livability. 
The same pattern was repeated during the halftime-exhibition, when a tv-reporter 
interviewed the UGM girls on Fittja Square. A group of young men on the square 
noticed the interview session and shouted at the reporter and the girls to see what was 
going on. They thereafter started to play music so loudly that the interview had to be 
interrupted. A young woman involved in youth empowerment in the community turned 
to me and whispered: “This is how they let us know that this square belongs to them”. 
The UGM girl explained to the tv-reporter “this place is grey and boring” as the initial 
issue with the square and added later "It feels very insecure when there are lots of guys 
around here that like stares at you". When the girls and the reporter then walk pass an 
adjacent playground, a group of young men are the only visitors there, sitting around the 
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sandbox and drinking from cans. The framing of the news story that was published 
focused almost exclusively on the problematics the group of young men are causing, 
and the girls’ reaction to this through design. Their achievement, their solutions for 
improved livability, was marginalized and left out from the central place narrative. The 
following section explores how steering policy documents, such as the design plan for 
Fittja, interpret livability and corresponds to the UGM designs.  
 

4.6.2 Mutual Framings   
Starting nationally, Sweden's government has developed national goals for architecture, 
form and design policy which for example argues that "(…) the best interests of 
children and young people should be in the forefront when deciding on the designed 
living environment that concerns them" (Regeringskansliet 2018). (my translation). 
They refer to urban planning as an important democratic process and that children and 
young people's life chances are affected by their built environment and its form. There 
is emphasis put on the importance of creating values not only for the client but also for 
society, today and in the future, through the design of public environment. “Feeling at 
home and feeling safe" is here argued to be strongly linked with the built environment 
(ibid.) This corresponds with the strong placemaking approach in the UGM designs’. 
The goals respond well to the purpose of #UrbanGirlsMovement in general but are not 
sufficiently design-oriented to be comparable to the UGM desgins. 
 
From a regional scale, we can look to Stockholm municipality’s policy to return to 
developing squares as spaces for social life rather than transition areas (Stockholm stad 
2018: 13). This supports the UGM designs. Stockholm’s public space strategy 
highlights that public space should focus on pedestrian mobility and public life. It says 
that public spaces have to work all year around, make room for art, be flexible in their 
design, and re-focus to new user groups as creators of these spaces. The related strategy 
document “Living Stockholm” foregrounds summer pedestrian streets (the UGM designs 
contain permanent ones), squares, temporary popup parks and transformation of parking 
spots to outdoor servings (Stockholm stad 2018). 
 
On a local level, the comprehensive plan for Botkyrka municipality emphasize 
greenery, creativity, social cohesion and a sense of community: “All districts need a 
range of services and meeting places inside and outside, where one is seen and sees 
others, where one meets.” (Botkyrka Municipality 2018) The current Fittja mall 
(“centrum”) is being built with more floors and the façade is being renovated with 
larger glass sections. In similarity with the UGM designs, the municipality visualizes to 
modernize in line with the existing environment in a fairly coherent but still varied 
manner. Other concrete features that the municipality and the UGM girls seem to agree 
on are the greenery, water, the importance of meeting spots, walkability, good lightning, 
safety, coherent and explorative pedestrian options and that vibrancy brings safety. 
There is a longing for an “urban vibe” (Swedish “stadsmässig”) on both sides with 
outdoor seating for cafés and rooftop hangspace. In other words, the design plan and the 
UGM designs have a lot in common, such as the importance of vibrancy and 
opportunity for activity (Botkyrka kommun 2016). The differences, however, appear 
when you turn to the specifics of the illustrations. 
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4.6.3 Conflicting Illustrations 
The square and center is being rebuilt with new stores, an art center and library 
combined, 400 new apartments and a “Fittja tower” with ideas of a hotel, offices and 
student housing (Botkyrka kommun 2016). “Fittja Tower” should be the first-
impression for visitors arriving to Fittja with the metro (Botkyrka kommun 2016) which 
is fairly different from how the UGM girls want to portray Fittja and attract visitors. 
The municipality has dedicated less space for multifunctional activity spaces for kids 
and youth and assigned more programmed spaces. The “playfulness” of this area is 
instead mentioned with regards to architecture. The UGM girls did not want the square 
to remain an open space without function and therefor furnished it into a compact form, 
while as the municipal design plan focuses on furnishing the backside of the mall and 
with larger buildings and in its illustration the square is left an open space. 
 

 
Figure 25: Illustration of Fittja tower in the municipal design plan (Botkyrka kommun 
2016). 
 
In the design plan, concrete is mentioned as a material expression form (Botkyrka 
kommun 2016). This is a “greyness” that the UGM girls clearly dismissed and opposed. 
The plan features colors of white, grey, black and green while as the girl’s designs 
consist of more different colors. Figure 25 from the design plan features part of Fittja 
square, with a large open space and cyclists. Cyclists were more emphasized by the 
professionals in lab #4 than by the UGM girls who said that there are few cyclists in the 
center today. The UGM girls want local food trucks to hang around this space, the 
municipality rather suggest such services inside the surrounding buildings. Overall, the 
girl’s designs are more small scale, activity based, intimate and compact compared to 
elements in the municipal design plan (despite the municipality’s’ written emphasis on 
“human scale design”). “Fittja tower” would be 15 floors tall and the surrounding new 
apartment complexes would also be tall. This content analysis does not shield the full 
action plan or details regarding the refurbishment, but the deviance in illustration sparks 
a point of departure for a bigger discussion regarding preferences for urban form. 
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4.7 Gazing Globally 
 
With the purpose of contextualizing the UGM designs on a larger scale and to confirm 
or reject what livability for urban girls looks like through design, I interviewed two 
professionals who have the very unique set of international experience from urban 
design projects with youth including girls. They both participated in the UGM 
innovation lab #4. Pontus Westerberg is a Programme Officer at UN-Habitat and 
responsible for managing Minecraft experts, running workshops and public space 
projects and has worked with more than 50 projects in 30 countries such as Kenya, 
Madagascar, Niger, South Africa, Mexico, Philippines, Nepal, Vietnam, Kosovo, and 
Ecuador. Victoria Kahla is an International Community Developer and Gender 
Consultant with experience from Australia, Africa and Asia. She works with co-design 
of public space together with youth at policy level and in the field and has investigated 
the gender transformative potential of the Block by Block methodology which was part 
of the innovation lab #4. Kahla explains that the similar urban design by youth projects 
she worked with, in Asia, Africa and Australia, share the same “feeling and idea behind 
them” with the UGM designs, namely that you want spaces where you feel comfortable, 
can be seen, can visit with friends and that you can “use to get to where I need to be, 
and do what I need to do” (referring to young girls). Avoiding certain spaces and having 
to find and use alternative routes is time and energy consuming, but a common 
everyday disturbance for girls (Kahla 2019).  
 
Both Kahla and Westerberg confirm that the designs by the UGM girls came of as fairly 
similar at large to what they have seen elsewhere in the world, “and that interests me” 
(Westerberg 2019). At the same time, the designs were more “sophisticated” than from 
what they have seen before in for example Delhi and Hanoi, referring to designs of 
elegant glass cubes for reading and talking and a garden they can help nourish 
(Westerberg 2019). The interviewees also answered to what physical elements they 
have witnessed when girls design public space around the world, their combined 
answers can be summarized in the following bullet points: 
 

• Easy to navigate: mobility 
• No dark pockets, no spaces where you can’t see from one space to another 
• Different activities ongoing 
• Inter-generational 
• Multifunctional 
• Very good lightning 
• Street signs 
• Free Wi-Fi 
• Cameras  
• Beautiful 
• Art 
• Green, gardens 
• Color 
• Playground 
• Public art 
• Walking paths 
• Sitting spaces 
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These listed elements corresponded well with the UGM designs on a general note, aside 
from “cameras” and “free Wi-Fi” which the UGM girls did not feature in their designs. 
A feature that Kahla and Westerberg had not seen before was the sharing of digital 
experiences and music. The community- and intergenerational space thinking by girls in 
urban settings is explained by Victoria Kahla saying “(…) this is not just for girls. It 
was really “if we do this then the moms can come out with the kids, if we do this the 
older people can come here and teach us how to garden… (referring to the UGM 
designs)” (…) the idea of “community” was in all workshops... No one wanted to put a 
fence out or create exclusive space…” (Kahla 2019) That girls design for more people 
of the community than themselves is also confirmed by Westerberg (2019): 
 

"Something I have seen not just in the Middle East is that the girls take into 
account the boys assumed needs more than the boys take into account the girls 
assumed needs. Boys emphasize sports more. If I speculate, I get the feeling, that 
the girls are more creative and focused: especially teenagers. Girls think more 
about what’s good for society and the boys hurry more and then the fast answer 
is basketball court, and they go about creating it without further reflection." 
 (Westerberg 2019) 

 
The UGM designs lack outdoor assigned sport facilities in their traditional form, but 
there are other health aspects to their designs. Instead they encourage health by 
imposing walkability, public dancefloors, large amounts of added greenery, nature and 
local farming. Kahla argues that girls tend to want to exercise somewhere else but not in 
public. Westerberg’s explains that boys have tended to request outdoor sport facilities 
more often than the girls. They both reflected about using girl’s perspectives in urban 
re-design in particular, and whether this could be an excluding act: “One has to focus 
particularly on girls in some processes to get closer to try and reach 50/50 as the end 
goal” explains Westerberg on the topic of women and girl’s lack in presence in these 
rooms: “most cities have been planned for boys, to fix this, we have to re-focus” 
(Westerberg 2019). Kahla reasons that a city planned for and by girls, probably would 
work for most citizens- except those involved in anti-social behavior. There are several 
urban spaces already excluding large groups of citizens not least girls, for example bar 
streets which are places intentionally planned to attract certain users and keep others 
(such as children) away: 
 

“But because the girls I’ve seen are not designing places that are exclusively for 
them, in the way that these other zones are turned out to be exclusively for 
particular cohorts. I think that’s where the benefits come, they are really 
thinking of this in a very community-minded way- that has got to create 
something different.” (Kahla 2019) 
 

“Nice looking environments” are human needs and something that re-occurs in girls’ 
designs all over the world (Kahla 2019). Bright, colorful and green spaces attract a 
diverse segment of citizens everywhere in the world (ibid. 2019). “Beautification” also 
involves proper garbage collection systems, and that areas and environments are kept 
from looking too worn down and broken: “in this sense, form and beauty is connected” 
(Westerberg 2019). Westerberg has noticed the wish for attractive cafés, restaurants and 
shops also in other geographical contexts “I don’t see a contradiction between what the 
girls have asked for in terms of private and public space, because they have thought of 
what makes a good city: the interplay between the private and public.” How this 
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interplay could look like is something that cities should incorporate in policy 
documents. (Westerberg 2019) The UGM girl’s choice of glass materials is interesting 
and links to theories on “eyes on the street” and whether or not also to provide “hide-
always” in urban design: “you don’t always want eyes on you” (Westerberg 2019). 
Kahla explains that visibility is a theme she has encountered in more projects and she 
links it to the problematics of young men involved in anti-social behavior, who occupy 
public space and intimidate community members: “you are not going to go to a public 
space and engage in anti-social behavior if you are very visible” (Kahla, 2019). The 
built environment is one way to prevent harassment in public space, a recurring theme 
for girls (Kahla, 2019). Reducing long distances between buildings, improving lightning 
and fore fronting girls’ experiences in these environments is key (ibid 2019). To include 
boys and young men somewhere in the process, improves their understanding of what 
public space is like for girls and young women, which in turn can have a larger added 
value for society in more aspects (ibid 2019). 
 
Minecraft as a tool forces you to go quick from “complaint” to “solution” and to think 
“in terms of space” and “what fits here”, in other words to be more realistic than simply 
give a “wish list” or a list of demands to your local decision maker, or worse, to argue 
“tear everything down and start from the beginning” which is more costly, time 
consuming and worse for the environment (Westerberg 2019). The girls’ designs don’t 
have to be ground breaking, the value lies in knowing it will work for a broader range of 
citizens- and therefor last longer. Planners sometimes struggle to provide truly inclusive 
processes, sometime because you use different languages, this tool overcomes this 
language barrier. (Westerberg 2019) Conclusively, decision makers who practice design 
processes with girls and young women are not only provided with a problem definition- 
but also solutions for improved livability with the larger community in mind. 

4.8 Summary of Empirical Findings 
 
The empirical findings from the observations, surveys, secondary sources and 
interviews can be summarized into multiple interpretations for what constitutes liveable 
urban public space. The UGM designs tell us that livability is more than safety and 
created from eye level. Livable public spaces uses colours, art and greenery for valuable 
beautification. Areas are walkable, compact in form and full of multifunctional (socially 
and environmentally) hangspace built in transparent materials. Daily placemaking 
practises are taking place in an inclusive manner through local sounds, entertainment, 
small-scale businesses and together with rooftop spaces it attracts visitors to Fittja. 
Professionals in the innovation labs had strong focus on safety and accessibility for 
vulnerable groups when asked to prioritize amongst public space targets. Compared to 
the girls they also put activities that are free of charge and biking possibilities higher. 
The UGM girls gave more value to elements of greenery, art, wheelchair accessibility 
and to attract visitors. The suggested designs have a lot in common with the municipal 
design plan, such as the value of vibrancy for safety, and transparent materials. One 
difference is that the UGM designs are more small-scale, colourful and compact and 
they would rather use this as tools to attract visitors to Fittja. From a regional and 
national perspective, social life in squares is emphasized together with walkability and 
to feel at home and safe. Livability in public space for girls has been expressed in 
design in similar ways in more places in the world: green, colourful, bright and clean 
spaces for all citizen groups. The UGM designs however differed for being more 
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sophisticated, sharing their digital experience and not wanting cameras for safety. 
According to experienced professionals, involving girls in urban design is an effective 
tool to bridge professionals with the community and can help counteract anti-social 
problematics and gender inequalities in public space. 

5. Discussion 
I entered this case study with an inductive approach and therefore with few theoretical 
propositions. The ones emerging during the results analysis now constitute the 
foundation for my final analytic generalization. I have posed two research questions in 
this thesis:  
 

1) How is livability illustrated and understood in urban public space design by 
girls?  

2) In which ways can the #UrbanGirlsMovement designs inform and provide 
generalized learning for urban public space policies?  

 
The clustered empirical findings from the multiple methods have been gathered into 
themes that have been problematized through scientific theories (urban feminist 
geography), urban public space (UPS) and livability in search for theses that together 
can answer the research questions. It is not the designs in themselves that are 
interesting, but what they represent, how they were created and what we can learn about 
public space and livability by studying them from different viewpoints. 
 
 

5.1 Back to the Future: Urban Form 
 
The heading of this paragraph refers to an interesting paradox in the results, namely that 
there are patterns of both traditional and contemporary urban forms. The UGM designs 
can be considered at the intersection between “Traditional Neighborhood Design” 
(Taken 1998: 2), New Urbanism and elements of neoliberal urbanism seeking attention 
and admiration from other cities through design. The current inherited form on Fittja 
square is modernistic and patriarchal. This, in combination with “the male gaze” 
(Johansson 2000) and other signs of space-claiming and dominance from the group of 
young men, is being challenged in the UGM designs. The new form can be explained as 
traditional with modification. The UGM designs cater to “mixed use” and contemporary 
urban features such as digital sharing-experiences and glass materials, but in a compact 
traditional and medieval form that emphasize the square as meeting point.  The UGM 
designs are more compact, green, walkable, vibrant and “unprogrammed” in the sense 
that there are options to choose rather than like the modernist functional form that 
implies control and steering human behavior (Le Corbusier 1927 in Gehl & Svarre 
2013: 42). This planning theory has relegated girls and young women to private spaces 
(Johansson 2000: 173), from which they are now liberating themselves from, partly by 
bringing elements of the home into the public. Just like post-modernists like Jacobs 
(1961) wanted to break out of the functional zones (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 50), so do the 
UGM designs combine and disperse functions. This type of result concurs with 
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Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson (2012) who partly link the inequalities in Swedish 
public space to modernism, functions separation meaning large open spaces with lack of 
street vibrancy and lightning (Blomdahl, Elofsson and Åkesson 2012). 
 
In the UGM designs, the “production” (Lefebvre 1991) of this space is in the hands of 
the users on a daily basis in an every-day placemaking-mobilization of all citizens of 
Fittja. Some of the designs are an explicit reaction towards the ambiguous public 
narrative about Fittja square, for example in the media. The UGM designs emphasize 
social life and the human scale and therefor confirms with postmodernist urbanists like 
Alexander and Jacobs (Gehl Svarre 2013: 47) but also, as it put social processes and 
local placemaking at the core of the design, in a way responds to Harvey’s (1997) 
critique of New Urbanism. Besides, the design decisions raise interesting aspects of 
scales. Firstly, few of the UGM girls know about global targets like New Urban Agenda 
and Agenda 2030. Secondly, to the UGM girls the public transport system limits their 
mobility and enjoyment on Fittja square, but on a regional level bus traffic is prioritized, 
usually for environmental reasons. This demonstrate yet an “urban dilemma” in 
planning and policy where targets on different scales (ex. embodied vs. regional) 
struggle to co-exist, and sometimes even counter-act, targets on another level (JPI 
Urban Europe 2019).  
 

5.1.1 Multifunctional Designs as Key to Livability 
The UGM Minecraft design of Fittja square made by the UGM girls, supports a 

multifunctionality of benefits, both social and ecological. The compactness of 
multifunctionality is not only space saving but resource efficient since many means are 
met in one and the same instalment. How policymakers and urban designers view and 
interpret concepts like multifunctionality and livability has concrete consequences in 
UPS. Looking to the Municipal design plan and the UGM designs, there are signs of 
conflict and trade-offs in ideas of livability. Not only does the greenery (also 
emphasized by Kashani Jou et al 2013) contribute to the girls sense of safety and 
appreciation, it also and perhaps more famously mitigates heat, soak up water as and 
provide more subtle contribution to the natural environment on which we depend: a 
truly multifunctional design on the square which stretches the current understandings of 
“multifunctionality” from Dahlberg and  Borgström (2017) to not least emphasize social 
functions and values for girls and their interconnectedness with green functions. The 
results demonstrate that multifunctional designs are key to liveability: there is a wish to 
have social and ecological functions co-exist and even re-enforce each other. The 
interplay between the private and public functions on the square can be considered yet 
another version of multifunctionality, namely between the economic functions and 
public functions, and how they can merge in a way that adds to placemaking values.  
 
It is difficult to predict the future in complex and ever-changing systems such as cities 
and public space, infrastructure installments stay for generations. The multifunctionality 
in the UGM designs is flexible and will therefore be able to adapt form and purpose 
throughout time. The content of the glass house or the usage of the rooftop can be re-
furnished quite easily compared to constructions that are larger in scope, since the key 
to translating livability is local context (To 2017). Understanding the 
multifunctionalities and values prescribed to urban public space is an opportunity to 
make more informed planning decisions (Dahlberg and Borgström 2017; Irvine et al. 
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2016). Girls and young women can provide the place-specific knowledge needed to 
grasp the bigger picture of these contextual functions. 
 

5.2 Place Claiming Through Design 
 
The UGM designs added entrances, an extended square, music sharing rather than 
sound domination on the square, the right to “hangspace” for all and not feeling stressed 
or hurried, un-programmed spaces without the demand to activate yourself for example 
in a sports game. The transparent glass material designs are an interesting answer to the 
“male gaze” (Johansson 2000), where the narrow form is combated with materials that 
helps you see better and navigate your surrounding more in control. One can also reason 
that the male gaze is not as distinct when more groups and activities are in place around 
you compared to when you are alone on the square. The concept of "eyes on the street" 
(Jacobs 1961: 35) should in other words not be confused with the “male gaze” from for 
example the group of young men dominating the square today. 
 
The high prevalence of hangspace resembles a living room- this in an area where 
residents live narrowly and have limited private space in their homes. It confirms Owen 
(2002) call for the importance of this type of spaces to hang out for youth, perhaps 
especially in a place like Fittja where youth centers close down and an extra living-
room seems in place, also representing the traditional “private” spaces where women 
have been kept (Johansson 2000: 173) is brought out into public space. The “living 
room” designs and hangspace, can be considered a consequence of the closing of youth 
centers in Fittja which would confirm the arguments of the researchers and stakeholder 
who have recently criticized the closing of youth centers in Fittja and explained the 
research that supports prioritizing meeting places for youth (Samhällsbyggaren 2019). 
Such removal of space becomes very symbolic as everyone’s space is taken away as a 
consequence of the arguable misbehavior of a small group, in this case as argued by the 
municipality, a group of boys and young men using the centers for criminal activities 
(Botkyrka Direkt 2019). 
 
The “living room” element to the UGM designs could also represent a will to come 
together- in a family sense almost, which can tell us something about the social 
prerequisites and hopes for the participants which confirms Mortazavi 2018 and White 
Architects 2017. With the addition of the Greenhouse 145 on Fittja square, the mall 
entrance occupied by the young men is no longer at the center of attention. “This is how 
they let us know that this square belongs to them” whispered a woman to me when 
some young men drove us away from the square. Well, maybe this is how the UGM 
girls let them know that it does not. The UGM designs make the UGM girls’ active 
creators of their environment rather than reinforces the narrative of them as victims of 
patriarchal structures.  
 
 
5.2.1 The Inclusive way to Make Room for Female Experiences 
These designs make room for the female experience as argued by Young (1990: 7) 
instead of as in studies like Corner (2017) try and adapt it to current structures. The 
hangspace is create on the girls’ permissions and could justify their presence in an 
inherited modernistic and functional urban form, where women’s presence has been 
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regulated (Gren, Hallin & Molina 2000: 11-13). As of today, the girls in Fittja would 
most likely not use this square even if the young men left the mall entrance and the 
“male gaze” dissolved. It is about more than that. I therefor argue that policy makers, 
media and research has much to gain by re-focusing to not only safety, or pinpointing 
social issues to one group, but instead turn to girls for livable urban design solutions. 
These subtle signs of resistance are not however approached in anger but rather in an 
inclusive manner where the girls want to democratize and indulge in placemaking 
activates with the rest of the community on an everyday basis, rather than oppose the 
current power dynamics in an articulated “boys against girls” situation.  
 
This instead resembles a peaceful but effective way to use urban design to combat anti-
social behavior and gender inequalities in public space using local knowledge. It is a 
way to “reconquer the city” (Gehl and Gemzöe 2000:18) but in a togetherness with the 
whole community, including the “problem makers”. It could be explained by that the 
girls have internalized the existing power structures of this place (Gemzöe 2008: 47, 
Larsson 2006). Parts of the study from Velasquez (2007) is confirmed in the results, 
namely that there is a resistance in Fittja towards the social and built structures that has 
limited girls and women to the private spaces of their homes. The importance to refocus 
to the girls and women as solution makers in Fittja (Velasquez 2007) is also confirmed. 
This emphasis aligns with urban feminist theory that has criticized the study of people 
as only rational and emotionless to their environment (Smith et al. 2009: 7) adhering to 
the “emotional turn” in geography (Smith et al 2009: 2-8, 1-3). Soft values like 
"beautiful" or “sense of place” need prioritization in a rationalized planning discourse, 
even if beautification previously has been confirmed to improve economic growth 
through the "beauty premium" (Carlino & Saiz 2019). Girls consider the lightning of the 
area not just a safety measure but a chance to design something cool: “lightning and 
color can do a lot” saying that today this space is “color dead, everything looks the 
same”. 
 

5.3 Livability by Girls: Beyond Safety 
 
Working professionals in the lab, the media, and previous research tend to focus on 
safety aspects for girls in public space. The UGM girls focused on livability and argued 
that these types of designs bring safety too. What can be said about the designs of all 
these areas, is that both girls and stakeholders want Fittja square and its surrounding 
area to be a place to meet one another. The place should be welcoming and safe and to 
manage this, the UGM designs feature lighting, greenery, surfaces to hang out in, and a 
wider access to culture in a sense that together resembles livability and 
multifunctionality. Created from eye level, livability in urban public space has been 
illustrated by the UGM girls with colours, art, light, greenery, environmental 
consideration, tidiness, beautification, social vibrancy and “eyes on the street” (Jacobs 
1961; Gehl 2013), activity by choice, walkability, compactness, sharing of digital 
experiences, transparent and trendy designs, daily placemaking, inclusivity, sense of 
home or “living room”, small-scale businesses and visitors from outside Fittja enjoying 
these qualities. These are elements in the built environment that makes you “feel alive” 
(Alexander 1979) and that brings a joyful atmosphere to the working process as 
witnessed in the UGM innovation labs. The UGM desgins give preference to the third 
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party of Gehl´s list of quality public space, namely those relating to enjoyment rather 
than protection (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 107). The UGM girls do not only want to be safe 
in public space, they want to enjoy themselves (“Entertainment is also important in 
life”).  
 
I adhere to Alexander (1979) arguing that good design can only be achieved when 
professionals and users collaborate. You cannot come into an area like this and say 
“okay now the girls’ wish till come true” without further a due. But you can take a step 
at the time, make sure to involve the larger public at some step of the way as well, and 
make sure the design outcomes have the approval of not only the mixed teams working 
directly in the project, but that feedback has come in also from more citizens. I set out to 
understand livability for girls but ended up with design of “livability for all”: both other 
social groups and the natural environment. The UGM girls are catalysts for 
understanding the livability of Fittja for more than themselves. The UGM designs have 
an inter-linkage between nature and human, seeing that our livability depends on the 
livability of our natural environment and that the two cannot be treated in silos in urban 
design. The UGM designs align with To (2017) as seeing these spaces as something that 
should make for “liveable cities for all” which also match feminist theory arguing for 
the benefits of equal societies. 
 

5.3.1 Navigating Planning Principles with more Perspectives 
Occasionally, my inductive approach made the research process tricky to navigate and 
grasp, since focus and direction emerged “on the go”. But it did help me spot gaps and 
differences in understandings between girls, professionals and policy in an 
unconditional and clear way. The strong emphasis on placemaking in the UGM designs 
resembles with the new urbanism principles that is currently dominating the field 
(Schuler 2002) and the ability to “change and be changed” in public space (JPI Urban 
Europe 2019). Hence it is not so strange that the designs matched well with the national, 
regional and municipal guidelines. The UGM designs do however contain more options 
as to how to make use of these spaces and co-create them on a daily basis rather than 
programming their functions: local businesses and gardening, spontaneous 
performances. The UGM designs adds the value of the local identity and the importance 
to be in line with both attractiveness and a sense of home during not just consulting 
processes but implementation processes, because otherwise (despite whether they were 
produced using citizen dialogue or participatory processes) the lived experiences and 
local knowledge cannot safeguard the implementation and final outcome. And as seen 
in the survey results, this means that some qualities emphasized by the UGM girls could 
become trade-offs in the process: much like in the 1980´s when urban design and 
planning was “professionalized” (Gehl & Svarre 2013: 45-46). The UGM desgins 
means furnishing the square and challenging the male gaze, while the current design 
plan leaves the square open in similarity to what it looks like today. Here lies the 
importance and opportunity for Botkyrka municipality to leave room in their 
illustrations for the UGM input, since commitment from the local government is 
decisive for maintaining good quality public space (Andersson 2016, Garau 2017).   
 
Few respondents in the survey ticked “not important at all” to any of the reply options 
which can indicate that contemporary urbanism, and the research-and policy documents 
that laid ground to the content of the survey correspond to the general needs and wishes 



 

 60 

amongst the UGM participants, still the UGM designs complement and correct the 
place-specific and embodied understanding of livability at Fittja square. The surveys 
confirm the dilemmas facing professionals in these contexts, considering that working 
professionals ticked “very important” less often than the UGM girls: they are used to 
having to prioritize and do trade-offs. These perspectives should be taken into account 
when municipalities in Sweden now enter a period of renovation in large parts of the 
“Miljonprogrammet” housing stock. If not, planning principals risk misinterpretation 
and losing valuable creative solution making for livable public space for all. These 
learnings should be of certain interest nationally considering the results from the most 
recent National Security Survey regarding women's tendency to avoid places dominated 
by men, and not make use of public space in the same way that men do 
(Brottsförebyggande rådet 2018). The insights of the particularities of public space by 
girls and young women somewhat confirms but also advance and widen previous results 
from Kashani Jou et al (2013), White Architects 2017) and Mortazavi (2018). An 
understanding for feminist approaches to livability in urban public space could bring 
forward widened perspectives for understanding and informing planning principles in 
new contexts than those of this particular case study. 
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6.  Conclusions  
 
Finally, I wish to summarize the aim and key conclusions from the thesis by also 
providing some reflective suggestions for future research, grounded in questions that 
occurred during the course of my work. The aim of this study was to demonstrate how 
well urban public space in Fittja square correspond to the needs and wishes of the UGM 
girls. Applying multiple methods (observations, surveys, secondary sources and 
interviews) to understand different scales of liveable urban public space for girls and 
young women. I showcase the advantages of applying multiple methods in co-
researching an urban re-design project, and how perspectives to livability can be studied 
by doing so. This study has been an example of how to study processes involving digital 
interactive design tools such as Minecraft, and how to do so in a way that can work as a 
translation instrument between girls and professionals.  
 
Several conclusions were drawn, regarding for example the preference towards 
traditional urban form that is social, compact and multifunctional. We also learned how 
resistance against patriarchal power structure (such as the male gaze) can be displayed 
through a small-scale design that works for more citizen groups, and which includes 
high prevalence of green and colorful hangspace and activity by choice. Interviews 
confirmed the design similarities from other geographical contexts. However, the place 
specifics of these designs in the built environment has to be contextual and therefor "a 
design model for urban girls’ livability" should not be encouraged, but more similar 
projects can bring forward such place-specific design solutions. The UGM girl’s 
inclusive design thinking improves the chances of building public spaces that 
communities do not only find functional and liveable but also loveable, and which can 
support global targets like SDG 11.7 and the New Urban Agenda but also Botkyrka 
municipality’s wish to be "(…) an inspiring place, full of possibilities. With contrasts, 
creativity and curiosity, (...) the best possible conditions for a sustainable future" 
(Botkyrka 2018). Using the conclusions drawn from studying the UGM designs, global 
targets like the SDG 11.7 could benefit from being accompanied with "livable" or 
"enjoyable", if not least as means or instruments to reach what has already been targeted 
(safe, inclusive, accessible and green). 
 
The study makes the following arguments. Firstly, safety-oriented UPS strategies are 
opportunities lost. Urban girls don’t just want to feel safe, they want to enjoy 
themselves and get their part of this space, this square. Simplifying their world into 
simple entities that needs safety, is thereby not only un-dignifying, but wrong and 
criticized in feminist theory. Considering that the professional field gives high 
prevalence to safety measures for girls in urban public space, the field could gain from 
re-focusing livability as a central concern. 
The results highlight ways to discharge patriarchal structures in public space through 
girls’ and young women’s design of compact and multifunctional urban form. The 
general public might have misconceptions about what “places for girls” looks like. I 
hope to have brought certain clarity into what type of places are actually created from 
the viewpoint of a girl. 
  
Urban public space such as Fittja square, are complex webs of power, identity and 
placemaking processes that is constantly negotiated. By focusing on livability in girl’s 
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re-designing of urban public space, we could get more answers than one, namely: how 
to cope with the social tensions in this square, how to make sure that urban public space 
design works for many and finally, how to implement these changes and consult the 
community in a way that does not put groups against one another. A contribution to the 
conceptualization of livability is thus that there are advantages to critically examine the 
details in design illustrations, whereas at policy level contradictions in perspective is 
trickier to spot. Case studies like this one can add to this perspective widening but in the 
long run it is about capturing the place-specifics of each neighborhood, each square, 
together with its users, or else valuable experiences go lost and patriarchal power 
structures can continue to reproduce in an unsustainable way.  

 
Secondly, the aim in feminist urban geography and in UGM is not to put groups against 
each other or say that the girls’ ideas are better than the contemporary planners’ 
suggestion, especially since this study proved that the ideas can be quite similar to one 
another. We do not want more polarization in the debate. The argument that I am trying 
to make is rather about the damaged that has been done in modernistic, rational and 
functional urban design of public space, when a homogenic group has interpreted 
livability for a heterogenic public without sufficient perspective-widening efforts. A 
feminist approach to urban livability shows the importance of understanding the 
diversity of perspectives to livable urban public space, and that these perspectives 
matter for how we understand planning principles. 
 
 

6.4 Future Research 
 
I have presented the results of a case study from Fittja, Sweden, and which could benefit 
from attempts of up-scaling in more spaces to understand its true contribution and 
value. I have been limited to reading only papers in Swedish and English so there might 
be more research on this topic than I have been able to take part of. In this way, the 
results largely mirror a Western view of public space (Qian 2014) and research from 
more contexts should be conducted. I have adopted the word “girl” to refer to the girls 
and young women in UGM, but I wish to point out that the results build on a user group 
ranging between the age of 15 and 25. Future research should be careful with referring 
to this group as “girls” and critically evaluate how they are portrayed and refer to. I 
want to emphasize the need to explore methodologies that incorporate girls’ and young 
women’s’ experiences in urban public space in research processes. This studied target 
group is not so accessible, and the topic can be complex to interview about which is 
why more and perhaps new methodological approaches can be discovered and 
experimented with. It would also be interesting to compare and merge the design 
outcomes with the ones of young men and boys to see what compromises and trade-offs 
might occur with reference to livability in design. Furthermore, this thesis has studied 
and drawn conclusions from design that has not yet been realized, whereby I believe 
that future studies could benefit from evaluating the outcomes in practice and over time, 
but also study the aftermath of similar projects already implemented.  
 
Lastly, I would like to encourage students and researchers to attend to dilemma-driven 
and purposeful research that responds to real-life trade-off problematics. Dare to ask, 
“what if?” and not just “what is going on?”. Be “the reflective practioner and the 
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practical scholar” as encouraged by Fainstein and DeFilippis (2018: 3), join the 
changemakers in traditional (but sometimes unconventional) urban explorations and 
experiments. As geographers, we have been taught to go out into the field, but 
sometimes the field is a physical and digital innovation. Academic evidence following 
these types of projects brings needed credibility to the results that otherwise risk 
rejection by the conventional decision maker or planner, who might hold dissent 
opinions about feminism and gender equality (or even inaccurate information about 
what it is). Therefore, do not just study the oppression and lack of women and girls in 
public space. They themselves can already be aware of this and confirming it won’t 
necessarily improve their life conditions, but rather fuel the dominating safety focused 
narrative of women and girls. Turn instead to the effects of girls’ active and 
collaborative engagement in improving their communities. 
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7.1 Unpublished sources  
 
The print screens of the Minecraft designs in chapter four are from the internal material from 
lab 4 that is shared with all active UGM participants. A 3D version of the Minecraft designs is 
made available by BlockbyBlock at Sketchfab.com (Sketchfab 2019).  
 

7.1.2 Interviews 
 
2019-03-14:  
Pontus Westerberg, Programme Officer for the UN-Habitat Global Space Programme 
and Special Advisor at Block By Block. Barcelona, Spain. Pontus Westerberg is 
Programme Officer for the UN-Habitat Global Space Programme.  
 
2019-03-14:  
Victoria Kahla, Gender Consultant and Community Developer in Australia. She works 
with co-design of public space together with youth at policy level and in the field. She 
has for example worked with the gender transformative potential of the Block by Block 
methodology which was part of the innovation lab #4.  
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8.1 Interview Guide 
 
I explained the topic of the thesis and the purpose of the interview in an e-mail to the 
interviewee. I alter between the questions during the interview depending the direction 
of the respondents replies. 
 
 
I introduce myself, the purpose of my thesis, ask to record the interview, to be able to 
use the interviewee’s name, and whether the he or she has any questions. I ask the 
interviewee to elaborate as he or she wishes and explain that I will stay rather quiet in 
order to not steer the conversation in a specific direction, aside from a few clarifying 
follow-up questions.  
 
 
Interview questions: 

1. How come you took part in the UGM innovation lab and what are your 
impressions from that weekend? (in terms of lessons learned or interesting 
happenings?) 

2. From the projects you worked on that are similar to UGM (youth, girls, urban 
design): what features in these outcomes are shared across geographical 
borders? How do they compare to what you saw at UGM?  

3. To what extent do you believe that the practices and policies in cities of what 
is understood as “good quality public space” correspond to your experience 
with working with a) youth and b) girls? Are these target groups asking for 
the same or different features to their urban environments? 

4. Agenda 2030 and NUA both read to take into consideration youth, women 
and elderly. What are your thoughts on this? (Do you think the content of 
these agendas correspond to the wished of youth and girls for example? 

5. If you put together all community development projects you’ve seen and 
experienced, can you describe what a good public space looks like to a girl? 
Paint me the picture? 

6. Do cities planned for girls work for everyone? Please reflect. 
7. Is there anything you would like to add? 

 
 
I thank the interviewee for his/her time and asks if he or she has any questions. 
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8.2 Observation Template, Fittja Square 
 
 
 

Topic Notes Examples 
from the 

girls 
General: 
Who uses the square? For 
what? 
How do I act and feel here? 
What do I hear and see? 

 - 

Mobility  (signs, light, 
street 
connectivity, 
visibility) 

Activity opportunities  
 
 

(dance/theatre 
outdoor 
scenes, 
playgrounds 
and such) 
 

“Hang outs”  (places 
encouraging 
you to linger; 
cafes, outdoor 
sitting spaces, 
places 
without 
assigned 
purpose) 
 

Visual elements/ beautification  (colors, green 
spaces, water, 
art, place-
making traces 
from citizens) 

 

 
8.3 Surveys  
 

Survey 1 
 
This survey was conducted with all participants in lab #4 and was originally written in 
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Swedish. The English translation is here written in italic in adjunction to the original 
Swedish version but was not included in the original. The survey was created keeping in 
mind that certain terms and ways of expression is not comprehensible to all, which is 
why a clear language was adopted. 
 
 
Vänligen kryssa: 
Jag är över 25 år gammal ☐ 
Jag är under 25 år gammal ☐ 
 
Please tick: 
I am older than 25 years old ☐ 
I am younger than 25 years old ☐ 
 
 
Enkät: Vad tycker du är viktigt på en offentlig plats? 
Survey: What do you think is important in a public space? 
 
Tänk på en offentlig plats i stan (till exempel Fittja centrum eller andra platser såsom olika 
torg, som du kommer att tänka på). Till vänster ser du olika påståenden för vad som kan vara 
viktigt att tänka på för att designa en plats. Till höger kan du ringa in hur viktigt du tycker att 
varje påstående är för platsen. Längst ner (på baksidan av pappret) kan du själv skriva in ett 
eller flera påstående som du tycker fattas i listan och som du tycker är viktigt. Fråga om du 
undrar något!  
 
Think of a public place in a town (for example Fittja center or other places such as various 
squares that you can think of). To the left you see various statements for what can be 
important to consider in designing such a place. To the right you can circle how important 
you think each statement is for the place. At the bottom (on the back of the paper) you can 
write one or more statements that you think is missing in the list and that you think is 
important. Ask if you have any questions! 
 
 
Möjlighet att gå till fots 
 
Possibility to walk 

(Not 
important 
at all) 
 
Inte alls 
viktigt  

(A little 
important)  
 
 
 
Lite viktigt 
  

(Important) 
 
 
 
 
Viktigt 
  

(Very 
important) 
 
 
 
Jätteviktigt 
  

Möjlighet att cykla 
 
Possibility to bike  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Möjlighet att stå still en 
stund/stanna upp 
 
Possibility to stop and stand 
still  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Möjlighet att synas ordentligt 
 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  
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Possibility to be seen properly  
Möjlighet att sitta 
 
Possibility to sit  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Möjlighet att se och höra 
ordentligt 
 
Possibility to see and hear 
properly  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att utformningen av platsen 
tar hänsyn till klimat och miljö 
 
That the design of the place 
considers climate and the 
environment  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Små butiker eller 
restauranger/kaféer 
runtomkring 
 
Small shops or restaurants/ 
cafes around  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att det är en trevlig upplevelse 
att besöka platsen 
 
That it is a pleasant 
experience to visit the place 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att många olika människor 
tycker om att vistas på platsen 
 
That many different people 
enjoy using in the place  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att det finns saker att göra där 
som inte kostar pengar 
 
That there are things to do 
there that is free of charge  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att det finns utrymmen som är 
gröna (ex. träd/buskar/gräs) 
 
That there are spaces that are 
green (eg. Trees / bushes / 
grass) 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att tillfälliga event kan äga 
rum 
 
That temporary events can 
take place 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att platsen är tillgänglig för 
rullstolsburna personer 
 
That the place is available for 
wheelchair users 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Möjlighet att chilla och bara 
hänga lite 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  
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Possibility to chill and hang 
out for a bit 
Skydd från obehagliga 
upplevelser 
 
Protection from unpleasant 
experiences 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att det går att motionera och 
träna på platsen 
 
That it is possible to exercise 
and work out on site 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att platsen är städad och ren 
 
That the place is tidy and 
clean 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att det finns konst i olika slags 
former 
 
That there is art in various 
forms 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att platsen främjar sociala 
interaktioner, att man stannar 
upp och samtalar eller umgås 
 
That the place promotes social 
interactions, that you stop and 
talk or socialize 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att invånarnas gemensamma 
identitet speglar sig i designen 
av platsen 
 
The residents' shared identity 
is reflected in the design of the 
site 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Skydd från brottslighet och 
våld 
 
Protection from crime and 
violence 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Skydd från trafikolyckor 
 
Protection from traffic 
accidents  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt 

Att alla känner sig trygga på 
platsen 
 
That everyone feels safe  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Att det finns bra 
kommunikationer till och från 
platsen så att alla kan ta sig dit 
 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  
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That there are good 
communications to and from 
the place so that everyone can 
get there 
Att fler än de som bor i 
området besöker platsen 
 
That more than those who live 
in the area visit the place 

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Eget tillägg: 
 
Your own addition:  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

Eget tillägg: 
 
Own supplement: 
 
Your own addition: 
  

Inte alls 
viktigt  

Lite viktigt Viktigt Jätteviktigt  

 

Vad är Agenda 2030 (tror/tycker du)?  
What is Agenda 2030 (do you believe/ think)? 
 
Svar:  
Answer: 
__________________________________________________________________________________
_____ 
 
Vad är New Urban Agenda (tror/tycker du)?  
What is the New Urban Agenda (do you believe/ think)? 
 
Svar:  
Answer: 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
 

Survey 2 
 
Survey 2 was conducted in English with five professionals in lab #4. 
 
 
Survey  
 
What are the most important features when it comes to “good quality public space” in 
a city? Based on your experience, please rank the following features in order of 
importance. 
 
Feature Ranking  

Possibilities to hear, be heard and have conversations  
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Green spaces and climate change adaptation 
 

Possibilities to see and be seen 
 

Clean and tidy 
 

Presence of art and local identity expressions 
 

Safe for all 
 

Well connected, infrastructure  
 

Possibilities to sit, stand still and walk 
 

Activities that are free of charge 
 

Accessible to women, children and people  
with disabilities 

 

Small scale services 
 

 
Comments:  
_____________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________ 
 
_____________________________________________ 
 
 

 
 
 

8.5 Information Document 
 
This is the information form about participating in a research project which was on 
display during innovation lab #4. It was distributed in Swedish but has been translated 
into English in italic text below. Supervisors and researchers contact information has 
been removed in the thesis. 
 

Deltagande i forskningsstudie 
Vi är två studenter vid Kulturgeografiska institutionen på Stockholms universitet som skriver 
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våra masteruppsatser om Fittja centrum och Botkyrka. Vi är intresserade av hur de här 
platserna ser ut och planeras, och undersöker i våra uppsatser framförallt unga tjejers 
perspektiv. För att besvara våra forskningsfrågor kommer vi att genomföra intervjuer och 
enkätundersökningar. Personliga uppgifter kommer inte att framgå (såsom namn, ålder, 
adress) i studien. Syftet är att skapa förståelse för hur den här platsen fungerar och hur 
deltagarna tycker att det kan förbättras. Studien är ett samarbete med Botkyrka kommun och 
tankesmedjan Global Utmaning som tillsammans genomför projektet #UrbanGirlsMovement 
Botkyrka. När barn under 15 år deltar i forskningsstudier behöver vi även en vårdnadshavares 
samtycke. 
 
Du eller ni är välkomna att kontakta oss om ni skulle ha några frågor: 
Caroline Wrangsten: (e-mail) (telefon) 
Emelie Anneroth: (e-mail) (telefon) 
Carolines handledare, PhD Natasha Webster: (e-mail)  
Emelies handledare, Prof. Gunnel Forsberg: (e-mail)  
 
Att delta i den här studien innebär ett bidrag till forskningen vad gäller att göra platser och 
städer mer hållbara och inkluderande för fler människor.  
Vi vill säga tack på förhand. 
 
 
English: 
 
Participation in research study 
We are two students at the Department of Human Geography at Stockholm University who 
are writing our master theses about Fittja and Botkyrka. We are interested in how these 
places look and are planned, and in our essays, we examine the perspective of young girls in 
particular. In order to answer our research questions, we will conduct interviews and 
surveys. Personal information will not appear (such as name, age, address) in the study. The 
purpose is to create an understanding of how this site works and how the participants think it 
can be improved. The study is a collaboration with the municipality of Botkyrka and the think 
tank Global Utmaning, who run the project #UrbanGirlsMovement Botkyrka. When children 
under the age of 15 participate in research studies, we also need a legal guardian's consent. 
 
You are welcome to contact us if you have any questions: 
Caroline Wrangsten: (email) (phone) 
Emelie Anneroth: (email) (phone) 
Caroline's supervisor, PhD Natasha Webster: (email) 
Emelie’s supervisor, Professor Gunnel Forsberg: (email) 
 
Participating in this study can contribute to research that aims at making places and cities 
more sustainable and inclusive for more people.  
Thank you in advance for your participation. 
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