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Abstract The ground ﬂoors of buildings are a key element of the urban experience, yet the dynamics that
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shape frontages are largely unknown. This article delves into the forces and patterns behind the transforming
relationship between architecture and public space in Western urban cores over the past century. After deﬁning a
methodology for structurally measuring the interactivity of ground ﬂoor frontages over time, the study focuses on
two case study urban cores of Detroit, Michigan and The Hague, Netherlands. Through a combination of narrative historiography, detailed mapping and statistical studies a set of recommendations is generated to help urban
designers and planners better understand and counter frontage decline. The two seemingly disparate cities are
demonstrated to have undergone remarkably similar patterns of frontage interactivity erosion, with outcomes
diverging as a result of an often reinforcing set of forces. Only upon understanding frontages as social, economic,
cultural, political and technological constructs with physical, functional and connotative effects on public space
will the profession be able to effectively steer the future of the architecture of public life.
URBAN DESIGN International (2016) 21, 55–77. doi:10.1057/udi.2015.27; published online 23 December 2015

R

C

Keywords: interactive frontages; urban morphology; retail; downtowns; public space

O

Introduction

A

U

TH

Urban design traditionally has a signiﬁcant interest
in creating high quality, walkable public spaces.
A key element in the walkability and quality of
public space is the architecture that lines it. More
speciﬁcally, an open, interactive relation between
buildings and public space at the ground ﬂoor is a
crucial factor in making urban environments walkable, both from the standpoint of function (by
providing destinations to walk to), safety (by
expressing openness and hospitality) and experiential quality (by providing sensorial complexity).
If buildings and their ground ﬂoor frontages interact with public space, both sides beneﬁt, a value,
which has been recognized as early as the eighteenth century in Nolli’s (1784) mapping of religious and public buildings in Rome. Functionally,
the street can be considered a ‘transactional space’
that connects buildings and their activities, absorbing the utility and vitality that spring from the land
uses within them (Anderson, 1978; Appleyard et al,
1982; MacCormac, 1983). Open and interactive

frontages can represent a reciprocal relationship of
trust in public space, in turn helping spaces
become safer (Newman, 1972; Newman, 1996).
Experientially, the ground ﬂoor of buildings is
noticed by passersby over any other ﬂoor, as the
ﬁeld of view of human beings is far more horizontal than vertical and other senses also have a
limited reach (Gehl, 1987). Interactive frontages
provide passersby with a multi-sensorial stimulation, which can ﬁll their paths with excitement
beyond mere utility.1 By giving public spaces
purpose, positive meaning and excitement, interactive edges make for active centers. Design
scholar Alexander et al (1977) acknowledges this
key role: ‘… If the edge fails, then the space never
becomes lively … the space becomes a place to
walk through, not a place to stop’ (p. 753).
Frontages are relatively understudied, especially
when taking their importance to the quality of
public space into consideration. Ground ﬂoor
interactivity has been studied as an element of
walkable environments by professional and scholarly disciplines such as trafﬁc engineering, public
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standards. It requires knowing what these policies
are ﬁghting against in the ﬁrst place. A signiﬁcant
culprit for the dichotomy between reality and
desired policy and design outcomes is a lack of
insight in what drives and obstructs frontage
interactivity.
Frontages are not just passive, physical elements
adding to the dynamic of public spaces, they are
the reﬂection of a social, economic and cultural
dynamic of their own, which has deactivated
frontages in many Western cities and especially
their cores over the past century. This study aims
to uncover the forces and patterns behind frontage
transformation and deactivation to generate substantiation for evidence-based policies and design
guidelines that promote interactive frontages. It
does so by asking: how and why has frontage interactivity transformed in Western urban cores over the
past century? In other words, the research reverses
the direction of current studies, which demonstrate
how frontages shape the human experience –
instead establishing how human beings have
shaped frontages over a substantial span of time.

O

Research Design and Methods

Studying the mechanisms behind the transformation and deactivation of frontages by nature
requires a retrospective approach – after all, only
by looking back can insights be gained on how and
why frontages have been shaped the way they are
today. Unfortunately, the current body of diachronic research on urban cores is rather sparse, and
almost completely absent on frontages. Most retrospective studies on urban cores are either narrative, focusing on mechanisms of change over their
tangible outcomes (for example, Fogelson, 2001;
Isenberg, 2004) or focus on morphological or functional outcomes over the mechanisms, which they
stem from (Brown, 1984, 1987; Conzen and Slater,
1990; Siksna, 1998). Furthermore, very few of these
studies focus on ground ﬂoor frontages and their
transformation (exceptions are Duren, 1995;
Lesger, 2013). This study aims to ﬁll the knowledge
gap on the transformation of frontages in multiple
urban cores over a longer period of time.
First, the question on why frontages have deactivated over the past century is answered with
historical research. Sources ranged from government records and census data to newspaper articles, photographs and interviews. The research
cast a wide net around the changing relationship
between buildings and public space, focusing on
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health and environmental design (Lowe, 1967;
Jacobs, 1993; Day et al, 2006; Clifton et al, 2007;
Sauter et al, 2010). Only a few empirical studies
have crossed disciplinary divides and deliberately
focused on the positive effects of frontages on
street life, with studies by Gehl (1986, 2006) ,
Lopez (2003) and Mehta (2009) as notable examples. More recently, the evaluative dimension of
frontages has been studied, ﬁnding a correlation
between active frontages and the positive evaluation of public spaces (Heffernan et al, 2014). In
space syntax research, the relation between buildings and public space has been deﬁned as inﬂuencing the ‘constitutedness’ of streets, inﬂuencing
street activity and social safety (Hillier and
Hanson, 1984; Hillier, 1996; Shu and Huang, 2003;
Van Nes and López, 2007). Similarly, interface
maps have been made of patterns and relations
between entrances of buildings (Steadman, 1983;
Hanson and Zako, 2007; Amorim et al, 2009;
Palaiologou and Vaughan, 2012). Unfortunately,
the meaning of ground ﬂoor architecture within
urban cores has not received much explicit attention, while they do convey an image and represent
a territorial demarcation between private and public realms (Canter, 1983; Madanipour, 2003; Bobic,
2004; Scheerlinck, 2012).
As demonstrated in the previous paragraph, the
current body of knowledge has proven that interactive, open frontages activate public spaces and
improve the experiential quality for their pedestrian users, substantiating the need for planners
and designers to protect and enhance their presence in urban environments. But in many ways,
these professionals didn’t need extra argumentation to be convinced of the importance of interactive frontages. After all, as Whyte (1988) has
observed decades ago ‘… no one is for [inactive
frontages]. There are no civic debates whether to
have them or not.’(p. 228). The conviction is
demonstrated in the signiﬁcant amount of urban
policies and design guidelines which promote or
mandate levels of frontage transparency and active
ground ﬂoor uses in cities such as London, Amsterdam, Berlin, New York, Chicago, Seattle, Portland
and San Francisco. Especially in urban cores, the
spread of blank walls and other inactive frontages
has warranted restrictive guidelines. Yet the hollow sheen of the new but vacant frontages from
Amsterdam’s Eastern Harbor District to Portland’s
Pearl District and the spreading vacancy of storefronts in many British High Streets demonstrate
that promoting interactive frontages requires more
than just enforcing transparency and use
56
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distinguished, balancing detail with time-efﬁcient
mapping and statistical work, with the highest tier
1 representing the most interactive frontage and
the lowest tier 4 the least interactive frontage.
Fewer tiers would oversimplify the relationship
between buildings and public space, but more tiers
would provide a false sense of detail on perceived
interactivity when cultural and temporal differences can actually cause certain land uses to
occupy a bandwidth of interactivity. For example,
frontages of wholesalers have signiﬁcantly shifted
in interactivity over the past century. Furthermore,
they are shaped quite differently between the
United States and European countries. Similarly,
retailers can present themselves in different manners to public space, with closed-off supermarkets
in the same category as open fashion retailers.
Similarly, introverted night clubs are categorized
with open patio restaurants. Yet the pilot study has
indicated that deeper categorization would extend
the complexity of the research beyond the scope of
this study, and would be difﬁcult to determine
over time. Furthermore, differences exist within
categories between both countries and over time.
Nevertheless, deﬁning interactivity by function is
the only viable approach to its efﬁcient and rigorous diachronic study.The results of this translation
are shown in Figure 2.
By linking ground ﬂoor functions to frontage
interactivity, historical maps and directories can be
translated into frontage interactivity maps. For a
time interval, the location of a frontage and the
building it connects to is determined with historical mapping. This mapping is in turn combined
with telephone, business or cross-listing directories
to determine the function of the ground ﬂoor of
each building. The function of each frontage is then
translated to an interactivity tier. The process of
creating a frontage interactivity map is described
in Figure 3. A total of 25 242 establishments have
been mapped with this method.
This research has selected the cores of two case
study cities of The Hague, Netherlands and
Detroit, Michigan, as they have undergone a sufﬁcient amount of morphological and functional
change that enables the detailed diachronic study
of the transformation of a deﬁned area. The Hague
is known across the Netherlands and the world as
a center of public and legal power. Its economy is
relatively stable, but The Hague’s population has
seen a signiﬁcant decrease because of its landlocked position and various socio-economic challenges, with a recent uptick. Following Brenner’s
(2003) distinction between case study repres-
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the forces, which changed downtown as a whole as
well as individual buildings. Second, the question
how frontages had deactivated over the past century is answered by structured mapping of frontage interactivity over roughly 10–25-year intervals
between 1911 and 2011.2 To retroactively study
frontage interactivity, interactivity has been
deﬁned based on a balance of detail and data
availability. By viewing frontages as an element of
the urban environment as a place with inherent
formal, functional and connotative attributes
(Canter, 1977), this research studies the way frontages inﬂuence the human experience in more than
one dimension. Within this framework, frontages
can be distinguished for their physical transparency, functional permeability and perceptual hospitality. In other words, frontages can allow
passersby to see into premises, give them functional reasons to enter the premises and actually
invite them into the premises. Frontage interactivity encompasses all three dimensions, whereas the
currently popular term active frontages overly
focuses on the function of frontages, and often
refers to retailers, and the term transparent frontages
focuses on form (Montgomery, 1998; Ewing and
Handy, 2009).
Owing to the limited availability of photographic or other data to determine the form and
connotation of each frontage in an urban core over
the span of a century, the research is based on
historical ground ﬂoor function as the most reliable
source of data to determine frontage interactivity
over time. Ground ﬂoor functions closely align
with frontage interactivity determined by transparency, permeability and hospitality, as determined by literature (MacCormac, 1983, 1987) and
a pilot study comparing function and interactivity
in The Hague and Detroit in 1911 and 2011. For
example, shops usually have a high level of transparency, are highly permeable to passersby to
enter, and invite and even seduce them to do so.
Conversely, homes can be easy to look into, but are
only permeable for known visitors, keeping strangers out. Ofﬁce and institutional buildings often
are far less transparent, permeable and hospitable
to passersby, especially in the post-9/11 era. Parking garages are non-transparent, impermeable and
unhospitable toward the sidewalk – if a passersby
wasn’t parked there, they will most likely stay out.
A total of 14 ground ﬂoor functions are categorized
(Figure 1).
The area that each ground ﬂoor function takes
up in Figure 1 can be translated as an indicator of
its total interactivity. Four tiers of interactivity are
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317
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Figure 1: Categorization of ground ﬂoor land uses along the dimensions of physical transparency, functional permeability and
perceptual hospitality. Parking lots, manufacturers, vacant buildings and blank walls are not shown in the diagram, as their values
are zero on each axis.

Figure 2: Translation of ground ﬂoor uses into four interactivity tiers.
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Figure 3: Creating a frontage interactivity map from top left to bottom right. Step 1: historic base map (in this case a Sanborn Fire
Insurance Map of 1921). Step 2: buildings and parcels. Step 3: historic cross-listing directory indicating function per address,
categorized into 14 types. Step 4: function types on public-private boundary on map, attributes coded in GIS. Step 5: function types
translated to interactivity tier. Step 6: interactivity map without background.

entativeness, The Hague has been selected as a
stereotype of downtown transformation in the
Netherlands, having undergone a range of typical
Dutch planning interventions and cultural, social
and economic challenges. These forces have
shaped the inner city3 as a laboratory of urban
transformation, resulting in an urban environment
with a rich but layered history (Smit and Beukers,
2004). At ﬁrst sight, there could hardly be any
greater contrast between The Hague and Detroit.
The former a prosperous, if lethargic, government
capital, the latter a down-at-heels shadow of an
industrial city, which has only recently emerged
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317

from bankruptcy. Indeed, Detroit suffers from
many red ﬂags of urban decline: a declining job
base followed by the continuous hemorrhaging of
inhabitants, urban vitality, safety and tax revenue
(Sugrue, 1996; Thomas, 1997). As a result, the city
and its core suffers from a poor reputation across
the globe, although green shoots are starting to
appear. Yet similar to The Hague, downtown
Detroit can also be seen as a stereotype or even
prototype of many American downtowns, in that
many of its planning and design strategies aimed
at stemming its decline have been implemented in
other cities (Brenner, 2003). Disinvestment and
URBAN DESIGN International
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Figure 4: Comparison between Detroit and The Hague in their metropolitan context.
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reinvestment efforts in the modern and postmodern era and their social, cultural and political
background are highly representative of other
American cities, albeit ampliﬁed in Detroit
(Frieden and Sagalyn, 1989). While more case
studies are required to generalize patterns for both
countries, the two chosen cities represent signiﬁcant trends that their peers are experiencing.
(Figure 4)
While seemingly rather different, their location
on both sides of the Atlantic in cultural contexts
that show signiﬁcant similarities as well as differences allow for comparison and contrast between
case studies to discern the generalizable and the
unique (Yin, 1994; Creswell, 2009). Many downtown streets in North American downtowns like
Detroit are seemingly ﬁlled with blank walls, the
declarations of ‘distrust of the city and its streets’
(Whyte, 1988, p. 222), whereas the vitality of the
retail market in many European inner cities like
The Hague prompts business owners to close off
doors to upper ﬂoors to allow for more ground
ﬂoor rental income. Yet in both cases, downtown
has undergone a similar decline of commercial and
residential activity (Figure 5), and vast areas of
60
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inactive architecture have spread in the periphery
of the central business district. This study will
demonstrate that while many of the forces and
outcomes of frontage decline in both case studies
are seemingly different, just as many share a
remarkable similarity.
For both case studies, the downtown is selected
as containing a core of densely built up, active
commercial blocks, surrounded by a frame of less
dense and/or commercially active blocks, in a
roughly 20–80 per cent ratio.4 Detroit’s downtown
is signiﬁcantly larger, the covering 1510 acres
versus The Hague’s 570 acres. In both cases, the
frame contains a signiﬁcant amount of large scale
urban renewal and private development projects.
(Figure 6)

Forces of Change – Detroit
The full scope of the forces behind frontage deactivation in The Hague and Detroit is far too great to
present in this article. Therefore, a summarized
narrative is presented in this section which
describes the history of both urban cores and the
URBAN DESIGN International
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Figure 5: Comparison of downtown The Hague and Detroit’s inhabitants, retail and eating and drinking establishments reveals a
remarkably similar decline, albeit nearly eliminating all activity in Detroit.

Figure 6: Core, frame and urban renewal projects in Detroit (left) and The Hague (right) superimposed on the 2011 ﬁgure ground
plan.

relationship between their buildings and public
space, starting in Detroit.
From the late nineteenth century onwards,
Detroit had experienced a feverish growth because
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317

of its blossoming industrial economy. In 1911,
downtown can be recognized as a coherent commercial core, with retailers spreading along the
city’s radial arterial streets, closely linked to a
URBAN DESIGN International
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As the Depression came to an end, Detroit
slowly recognized that these ﬁrst scars of inactivity
were likely never to heal. Downtown was hemorrhaging residents, ofﬁce tenants and retailers to the
rapidly decentralizing city and metropolitan
region. Downtown retailers and ofﬁce buildings
struggled for survival, but especially the residential areas around downtown would enter a spiral
of socio-economic and physical decline, partly
because of the forced concentration of African
Americans into many of these districts (Cohassey,
1993; Thomas, 1997). Central business interests,
urban planners and social reformers beneﬁted
from a climate of strong popular and governmental support for urban planning from the 1940s
onwards, a wide range of Modern plans were
crafted to ensure the accessibility, viability and
vitality of downtown, culminating in the 1951
Master Plan for the city. Funded by billions of
federal, state and local dollars, the frontage interactivity gap between downtown and its direct
vicinity was literally cast in concrete, as freeways,
towers and parking garages replaced struggling
(and successful)5 peripheral businesses and residents. Yet the plans would fail to halt the continuing decline of downtown Detroit’s economic base,
with many other cleared parcels still awaiting
development to this day – often the result of
other federal policies promoting suburbanization
through gas, freeway and mall construction
subsidization (Figure 9).
The era of urban renewal’s great expectations
would come to an abrupt end with Detroit’s civil
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hinterland of residential streets with corner shops.
This interactivity transect was already disrupted in
the early twentieth century, as a highly corrosive
pattern of inactive frontages had started to form
directly outside downtown’s most interactive frontages in the retail core, especially toward the
riverfront to the southwest. Much of this ring of
inactivity contained introverted buildings such as
factories and warehouses (Figure 7).
Yet from the 1920s onwards, most of the area
would be taken over by the Motor City’s own
creation – the car. While skyscrapers went up on
Detroit’s most central blocks, parking lots started
to cover entire surrounding city blocks as early as
the late 1920s, and their growth was accelerating
(Jakle and Sculle, 2004). As the rapidly growing
downtown became congested by cars, drastic
road-widening projects were implemented as
part of the city’s ﬁrst ofﬁcial Master Plan of 1925,
but only created more vacant and parking lots as
half of the lining businesses were razed and the
remaining businesses taxed for these expensive
projects. In the upbeat 1920s, vacant and parking
lots were seen as mere in-ﬁll land uses, waiting to
be developed into the seemingly inevitable next
wave of ofﬁces and retail palaces. On the 1937
map (Figure 8), these lots had already wedged a
‘zone in transition’ of complete frontage inactivity
and mostly unbuilt lots between downtown
and its residential surroundings (Park et al, 1925).
Even in its decades of fastest growth, downtown
Detroit had already planted the seeds of its
decline.
62
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Figure 8: Downtown Detroit and its frontage interactivity in 1937.

A

Figure 9: Downtown Detroit and its frontage interactivity in 1961.

disorders of 1967 and the subsequent near evaporation of federal and state funding for drastic
physical interventions in urban areas. Socioeconomic decline, crime and the exodus of middle-class residents and commercial activity from
downtown greatly accelerated, and the city
hardly had the means to stem the tide. By the
mid-1970s most retailers had left downtown,
breaking the last continuous commercial frontage
on Woodward Avenue and leaving most frontages vacant or demolished altogether. Vacant
residential lots littered the residential areas
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317

around downtown, and parking erosion continued unabatedly. The construction of landmark
projects such as the Renaissance Center and an
automated People Mover throughout downtown
did little to reverse the rapid deterioration of
downtown and its experience at eye level. If anything, these highly defensively designed buildings internalized remaining street-level activity.
With the closure of Hudson’s as the last remaining
downtown department store in 1983, the fate of
interactive frontages seemed sealed. Amidst a sea
of vacancy, parking and defensive architecture,
URBAN DESIGN International
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Figure 10: Downtown Detroit and its frontage interactivity in 1988.

A

Figure 11: Downtown Detroit and its frontage interactivity in 2011.

hardly any interactive frontages were left by 1988
(Figure 10).
In many ways, downtown’s decline continued
into the late twentieth century. Most ofﬁce buildings were in a twilight of vacancy because of a lack
of interest among long-departed tenants, combined
with a lack of funding to either renovate or demolish them. Detroit’s surrounding metro region had
emptied downtown of its residents, jobs and retailers, and the will to share tax income, construct
regional rapid transit or coordinate planning has
been almost completely absent to this day. Despite
64
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urban revitalization programs, the federal policy
climate proved mostly detrimental to Detroit’s
rebirth and the city had next to no means to stem
the tide of decentralization itself (Thomas, 1997).
The echoing roar of Hudson’s planned and televised department store implosion in 1998 reverberated the struggles of downtown Detroit across the
nation. However, efforts were underway to reinvent the urban core as a leisure destination, with
the renovation of several landmark theaters and the
subsequent construction of two sports stadiums
and three large casinos. Ofﬁce tenants began to
URBAN DESIGN International
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Compared with Detroit, The Hague’s inner city
transformation has been almost consistently moderated by citizens’ concerns for preservation of its
character and economic relevance. Nevertheless,
many of the same patterns of frontage deactivation
and morphological change can be recognized. For
Dutch standards, the government capital had a
relatively loosely deﬁned and sprawling inner city
due to a lack of the conﬁning defensive perimeter
that many other cities possessed. Its commercial
core was surrounded by peripheral streets with a
mixture of residential, manufacturing, wholesaling
and small commercial enterprises. This resulted in
a mixed but highly interactive pattern of frontages
throughout the inner city in 1911 (Figure 12).

PY

Forces of Change – The Hague

As the city grew in the early twentieth century,
the inner city became increasingly congested.
Furthermore, much of the city’s building stock in
the southern and western portion of the city was
rapidly deteriorating. The city government
decided to address both issues by cutting new
streets through the medieval fabric of these areas,
clearing slums while making space for trafﬁc as
well as larger-scale commercial enterprises. In
contrast to Detroit, The Hague chose to build new
streets instead of widening its existing commercial
arteries, partly in an aim to maintain their historic
character. On the new streets some of the city’s ﬁrst
department stores opened, which would soon
challenge the viability of many smaller retailers in
the periphery of the inner city. Some of the city’s
ﬁrst large ofﬁce buildings would also be constructed along these new arterials, albeit to a much
more modest scale than Detroit. Similar to Detroit,
the Depression would halt construction along the
new streets, leaving many prime city parcels
unbuilt for decades (Figure 13).
Soon after the Depression ended, The Hague
would be hit with more adversity during World
War II. While most of the inner city was spared
from major damage, other districts suffered greatly
and all construction activity was halted during and
shortly after the war. Like Detroit, The Hague had
no shortage of bold Modern propositions for its
urban future in the post-war era – replacing the
city’s ‘obsolete’ core with large ofﬁce districts and
corresponding infrastructure. Unlike Detroit, The
Hague had a shortage of funding, materials and

O

repopulate buildings, some expanding their operations into downtown campuses. These post-modern newcomers have hardly beneﬁted the
relationship between architecture and public space,
as tenants are protected from the street by parking
structures, landscaped berms and blatant blank
walls (Ellin, 1996). More hope can be drawn from
the redevelopment of downtown’s core around the
redesign of Campus Martius as a landscaped plaza
in 2004 and the subsequent revitalization of many
surrounding ofﬁce and retail buildings in the years
that followed, a continuing process. As a result, the
average interactivity of frontages has increased
since 1988 (Figure 11).

Figure 12: The Hague’s inner city and its frontage interactivity in 1911.
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317
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Figure 13: The Hague’s inner city and its frontage interactivity in 1937.

A

Figure 14: The Hague’s inner city and its frontage interactivity in 1961.

housing to implement these plans, however. While
this resulted in a relative stagnation of any morphological changes between 1937 and 1961, the
ongoing decline of small-scale retailers would continue the erosion of the interactivity of peripheral
frontages (Figure 14).
The Hague’s inner city would see a more
pronounced transformation during the 1960s,
with funding and support for urban renewal
gaining traction. As the western part of the inner
city was cleared for large scale housing, an ofﬁce
district would slowly materialize in the southeastern part of the inner city, in which part of a
66
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ring road was constructed. Both districts saw a
signiﬁcant deterioration of the relationship
between architecture and public space, but the
relevance of The Hague’s inner city as a center of
power, commerce and leisure was more stable
than in Detroit. Public opposition to the Modern
mantra of urban renewal would slowly shift the
professional and political paradigm to view the
inner city as a place worth preserving and revitalizing. Nevertheless, the city’s arduous redevelopment had left large portions of its peripheral
frontages inactive or vacant by the late 1980s
(Figure 15).
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Figure 15: The Hague’s inner city and its frontage interactivity in 1988.

A

Figure 16: The Hague’s inner city and its frontage interactivity in 2011.

The late 1980s would prove a real turning point
for The Hague’s inner city, as a public space-led
regeneration policy was enacted. The core was
seen as a place for people to live, work and play,
connected by high quality, pedestrian-friendly
public spaces. Cars were increasingly pushed out
of the core and relegated to parking garages, many
of which were constructed below ground.
Improved regional transit, tax sharing and planning cooperation brought more investment and
visitors to the urban core. A mixture of local design
competitions and landmark buildings would
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317

repair the gaps left by decades of drastic urban
renewal, with many projects restoring the relation
between buildings and public space. In the ﬁrst
decades of the twenty-ﬁrst century, new largescale retail developments combined with policies
to maintain and enhance the character of peripheral retail and leisure streets would put The
Hague’s inner city on the national map as a unique
commercial destination (Binnenstadsmanagement,
2014). Like in Detroit, the average frontage interactivity has increased between 1988 and 2011.
(Figure 16)
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Patterns of Decline
The forces described in the previous section have
shaped frontages in both cities in a remarkably
similar pattern. This is a signiﬁcant ﬁnding, seeing
how contextual and therefore unique some of these
forces have been. When looking at the pattern of
frontage transformation, one of the most pertinent
observations is the break-neck speed of change.
Throughout the years, frontage uses have changed
at a much more rapid pace than buildings, blocks
and districts, corroborating and deepening existing
studies on urban transformation (Conzen, 1960;
Moudon, 1986). In both cities, average frontage
interactivity6 has declined, as demonstrated in
Figure 18. The amplitude of frontage deactivation
differs greatly: Detroit has lost 79 per cent of its
frontage interactivity between 1911 and 2011,
while The Hague has lost 11 per cent. Interestingly,
the fastest deactivation of frontages did not occur
in the Modern post-war era, but during the 1920s –
the era in which both inner cities grew the fastest.
Frontage deactivation is therefore not necessarily
linked to overall socio-economic or physical
decline, but rather to uneven decline, which will be
discussed in this section.
Most of Detroit’s interactivity loss is because of
the growth of inactive frontages such as vacant
buildings, parking lots and vacant lots, now
lining more than 75 per cent of its sidewalks
(Figure 19). In The Hague, inactive frontages have
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In many ways, current discourse on downtown
frontages is corroborated by the ﬁndings in this
research. Detroit and The Hague’s post-war Modern architecture has mostly favored efﬁciency over
intricacy, replacing the ﬁne-grained interaction
between buildings and public space of years past
with consolidated entrances, reﬂective glass and
concrete facades and access ramps. Buildings in
both cities have increasingly become protected
from the entry of sights, noise, smells and intruders
by various defensive measures, which have substantially damaged the relationship between the
interior and exterior. The rise of the automobile,
especially in Detroit, completed the perfect storm
by making the pedestrian passerby nearly obsolete
for buildings, replacing doorknobs with parking
booths and ramps.
Yet it would be an oversight to just ascribe the
deactivation of frontages to designers, distrust and
drivers. The answer as to why frontages have
transformed and deactivated in both cities requires
digging deeper. A complex and often reinforcing
combination of cultural, social, economic and technological forces has jointly shaped the city at eye
level as it stands today. If any summary can be
given of both cities’ histories, it would be that
the relentless modernization and consolidation of
the economy, the rapid technological changes in
transportation, a culture of amnesia and the growing
divide between social classes have been the most
signiﬁcant culprits behind frontage deactivation.
Especially the downtown periphery suffered as the
staple corner store and small workshop have lost
to central chain retailers, consolidated ofﬁces and
manufacturers, reinforcing and reinforced by the
socio-economic decline of the downtown fringe.
Once businesses and residents would leave a
street, decline would generally accelerate – leaving
vast parts of the downtown periphery defenseless
against moving and parked cars, urban renewal or
the twilight of vacancy. In downtown Detroit this
erosion would ultimately reach the commercial
core as it could not evade the socio-economic
downturn of its surrounding city. While The
Hague’s inner city core remained prosperous,
bolstered by a cultural conviction to preserve its
core as a place for encounter, production and
consumption, fear and neglect gripped Detroit’s
most central streets and lining architecture from
the late 1960s onwards, with the last clusters of
interactive frontages shutting down soon after,

despite efforts of planners and designers to turn
the tide. In a sense, Detroit’s urban core had become
the periphery, as retailers, ofﬁces and residents
moved elsewhere. Both cities are fortunately seeing
a certain level of resurgence in frontage interactivity in their cores as a result of renewed economic
activity and developer interest, often coupled with
public space-led regeneration policies.
The forces that have led to the deactivation of
frontages in both cities have been summarized in
Figure 17, categorized by social, economic and
professional/cultural perspectives. Overall, many
of these forces have been similar in both cities, such
as the suburbanization of wealth, the rise and fall
of Modernist architecture and urban design and
the recent rise of the leisure economy. That said,
these forces often prevailed in Detroit because of its
greater socio-economic instability, a cultural belief
in private enterprise, relatively unhindered by
public and political mitigation, and far greater
automobile dependence.

O

Synthesis: External Forces to Frontage
Deactivation
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Figure 17: Forces behind frontage deactivation in The Hague and Detroit.

actually remained stable at 12 per cent. Instead,
most of The Hague’s interactivity loss is because
of the almost 50 per cent decline of retail frontages (Figure 20). When taking bar and restaurant
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317

frontage into account, these numbers are slightly
mitigated.
The process of frontage deactivation can be seen
more pronouncedly in Detroit than in The Hague.
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Retail shops are highly sensitive to a critical
mass of surrounding shops to remain viable. A
sufﬁcient cluster of shops will attract enough footfall to become a destination; conversely the loss of
retail neighbors will put those remaining in peril.
This axiom holds especially true with regard to
non-daily comparison goods stores, which rely on
enticing passersby to view their merchandise and
make a purchase, often serendipitously. Without a
cluster of businesses, comparison is not possible,
and solitary stores have to rely on destination trips.
Daily goods stores and destination stores also
beneﬁt from a critical mass of surrounding similar
businesses, albeit to a smaller extent. The need for
critical mass is remarkably similar between Detroit
and The Hague, with businesses up to four times
more than average as susceptible to closure when
surrounded by less than six peers.
Large scale urban renewal projects have signiﬁcantly altered the experience of downtowns at eye
level, especially in their peripheries. While often
initiated to stabilize or improve the vitality of parts
of the urban core, they have mostly not been able
to accomplish either goal at eye level. Urban
renewal areas usually replace existing street frontages with less interactive ones, especially removing street-level businesses. In Detroit, urban
renewal areas show a 28 per cent above average
interactivity decline, in The Hague 12 per cent.9
Furthermore, renewal areas create ‘border
vacuums’ of frontage interactivity and business
decline around their perimeter, dragging their
direct neighbors along (Jacobs, 1961). In Detroit,
the percentage of street frontages taken up by
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Yet both cities demonstrate similar internal
patterns how this decline has taken place, which
will be outlined in this section.
When looking at the location of frontage erosion
in both cities, a clear pattern of economic optimization becomes visible. Especially street level businesses have declined the fastest in areas that are
either far removed from the center of activity in the
urban core, and on streets that are poorly connected to their surroundings and the city as a
whole. Remaining businesses have clustered along
the most centrally located and well-connected
streets of the city, creating a pattern of a highly
active core of blocks surrounded by increasingly
deactivated streets.7 The same economic forces that
cluster certain frontage types on the most central
and well-connected streets also tend to homogenize these streets and their hinterland. Land uses
will ﬁlter out along lines of connectivity and
centrality, leaving certain districts as only commercial while others are only residential or industrial,
or used for parking. Zoning has served to amplify
this process in both cities.
Once a street begins to decline with regard to
frontage interactivity or the number of businesses,
this trend tends to accelerate. Of the streets in
Detroit that have experienced interactivity decline,
53 per cent saw an acceleration of this decline. In
The Hague 20 per cent saw acceleration.8 Decline is
contagious: vacant buildings, vacant lots and
closed shops have the tendency to inﬂuence their
context to follow suit. Early signs of decline should
therefore be addressed immediately before street
level activity is decimated.
70

© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317

URBAN DESIGN International

Vol. 21, 1, 55–77

U

TH

O

R

C

O

PY

Active centers – interactive edges

A

Figure 19: Inactive frontages in 1911 and 2011.

businesses declined 21 per cent more than average around urban renewal areas, in The Hague
35 per cent.10
As a result, a common pattern can be recognized
of a strengthening but shrinking and homogenizing walkable core of only a few blocks with highly
interactive retail frontages, surrounded by a growing and continuously deactivating downtown
fringe. This pattern reinforces the ﬁndings of other
scholars, which have described downtown’s division into a strong core surrounded by a weak
frame (economic geography; Horwood and Boyce,
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317

1959), by the creation of an urban fringe belt (urban
morphology; Whitehand, 1988; Whitehand, 2001)
or zone in transition (Park et al, 1925). Only the
extent to which this has occurred seems to differ
between the Detroit and The Hague, which correlates with their different socio-economic and political contexts. While the struggling inner city fringe
of The Hague has been redeveloped as large-scale
housing, ofﬁces and civic buildings with relatively
inactive frontages, a fringe of vacancy, parking
lots and crumbling infrastructure has all but fully
deactivated sidewalks in Detroit’s periphery.
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Figure 20: Retail and leisure frontages in 1911 and 2011.

The cities’ paths diverged from the 1960s onwards,
when even Detroit’s core blocks struggled for
survival, leading to the erosion of even the most
central frontages. No matter what planners, architects and engineers did to stem the tide – the
Pensacola Syndrome cycle has completed as downtown imploded from the 1970s onwards, and
today hardly any interactive frontages are left.11
Detroit’s recent efforts to revitalize the urban core
72
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will have to ﬁght an uphill battle to reach a critical
mass of interactive frontages.

Conclusion and Recommendations
As mentioned in the introduction of this article,
knowledge of the forces that have deactivated
frontages over the past century is a key step in
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actions. The only way for designers to counteract
this trend is to tackle the improvement of safety in
public space and the reﬂection of this improved
safety in its lining architecture, in tandem. As
much as interactive frontages beneﬁt from safe
public spaces, they are a key element in providing
this very safety. Interactive frontages are a sign of
trust in public space and its users, and in turn feed
public space with more users, ensuring safety by
numbers. Without both, even the most transparent
frontage may be blinded or barricaded. This cycle
does not only concern retail business, as open
residential or ofﬁce frontages can also gain trust
from passersby.
Frontages reﬂect the trafﬁc pattern of the streets
they line. Just like Detroit’s and some of The
Hague’s car-centric downtown districts are
reﬂected in their pedestrian-hostile ground ﬂoor
architecture, interactive frontages can be the key to
an upward cycle of walkability. As pedestrianoriented frontages entice passing drivers toward
an alternative, a symbiosis with signiﬁcant
improvements in public space can kickstart an
upward cycle toward less need for automotive
infrastructure, creating more space for further
walkable public space and pedestrian-oriented
improvements. Both cities are showing a hopeful
trend in this direction. Detroit is reinventing the
use of interactive frontages on new parking garages, and The Hague is revamping car ramps to
storefronts. These initiatives are demonstrating the
possible coexistence of pedestrian and car architecture, but especially Detroit’s downtown periphery
is still a far way from being hospitable to pedestrians, a trend exacerbated by ongoing large carcentric developments.
The role of urban planners, designers and architects has often reﬂected the aforementioned deactivating trends at best, and reinforced them at worst.
Professionals have especially exacerbated the
decline of interactive frontages in the downtown
periphery by digging under, paving over and
building into the struggling fringe in an effort to
bolster central business interests – widening the
gap between a walkable core and an inactive
fringe. As demonstrated, Detroit’s local government was far more aggressive in its urban renewal
efforts than The Hague: the Motor City’s planners
were able to nearly completely transform – and
deactivate – their downtown periphery during the
1950s and 1960s while The Hague’s radical visions
were hampered by a lack of support and resources.
Even when professionals had an interest in promoting interactive frontages, the forces they
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creating a meaningful rebuttal. The following
paragraphs categorize the key external forces that
have transformed the relationship between architecture and public space and outline possible
strategies to address this transformation.
The most signiﬁcant and thus far largely overlooked culprit of frontage deactivation over the
past century has been the changing economy in
urban cores, especially with regard to ground ﬂoor
commerce. The near-complete transformation of
retailing over the past century has drastically
reduced the exposure of downtown sidewalks to
storefronts by decimating the number of stores into
consolidated and often internalized consumption
environments. Especially smaller and peripherally
located businesses have lost out to large, central
department and chain stores. The evolution of the
retail industry will likely continue to pose a threat
to these businesses, and the clock won’t turn back
toward the ﬁne-grained retail pattern of the past
either. As demonstrated in this study, retail frontages have mostly remained on downtown’s most
central and well-connected streets – places they are
most likely to be seen by passersby. The downtown periphery will most likely continue to suffer
the decline found over the past century, as this has
been a constant process of concentrated shrinkage.
Peripheral retail streets can however beneﬁt from
the rise of the experience and leisure economy,
leveraging their potentially unique sense of place
to create environments, which combine cultural
capital and authenticity with commerce and leisure
(Kooijman, 2000; Zukin, 2004; Hannigan, 1998).
Both The Hague and Detroit have seen the remarkable rise of high-end independent shops, bars,
restaurants and clubs as a result. Yet this renaissance has taken a distinctly different form, as
Detroit’s leisure activity has largely been internalized in entertainment complexes while The Hague
has been able to revive several core squares with
lively bars and restaurants and abundant outdoor
seating.
Similarly, frontages reﬂect the social conditions
of cities and their cores, which have often worsened over the past century. Social instability,
division and fear is reﬂected and solidiﬁed in the
defensive ground ﬂoor architecture of cities and
the decision of tenants to turn away from public
space. It is important to note that inactive frontages
are hence not just the result of design or planning
decisions, and the everyday actions of individual
agents are difﬁcult to guide. Furthermore, the
ongoing social instability in cities and their cores
is unlikely to alleviate the fears behind these
© 2016 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1357-5317
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frontages, allowing them to spread. As a result of
these forces, decline of interactivity accelerates and
quickly becomes cyclical, and should therefore be
stemmed early to maintain the viability of remaining interactive frontages. Programs such as the
decoration or occupation of vacant storefronts by
local artists or planting schemes can help as
demonstrated in The Hague and Detroit, as well
re-clustering existing businesses to ensure continuity (Nieland, 2012). When expanding a stable or
improving cluster of interactive frontages, new
frontages should extend from the existing cluster
(NAME EDITED). A completely new cluster can
only be initiated with a signiﬁcant mass, as the
current developments in downtown Detroit
demonstrate. These strategies hinge on initially
bundling efforts and tenants into a small but
sufﬁcient cluster and expanding from there, preventing the fruitless dispersal of businesses or
other ground ﬂoor tenants because of an oversized
plan. If every frontage is to become interactive,
none may survive.
Last but not least, the only constant in the past
century of frontages has been rapid and relentless
change. Within the relative permanence of the
street and parcel grid, buildings change more
rapidly, but frontages are the most ephemeral
urban element of all. Relatively unhindered by
policy restrictions, property ownership or high
capital costs, citizens have reﬂected their economic
hopes, social fears and cultural ambitions through
storefronts, residential yards and stoops, ofﬁce
lobbies and institutional displays at an almost
daily pace, and this trend shows no signs of
slowing. Although this research has identiﬁed
some of the major forces and patterns behind this
seemingly chaotic ephemerality, it can safely be
assumed that the future carries many unknowns.
Short-term priorities and long-term economic processes have homogenized and ﬁxated many urban
frontages into a pattern that may prove limiting as
future scenarios change. Protecting the ﬂexibility
and diversity of frontages is therefore crucial to
ensure the survival of the social, economic and
cultural vitality of urban environments. Policies
and designs should ensure that downtown frontages can accommodate various types of tenants by
mandating construction that enables ﬂexibility in
transparency and entrance patterns, and sufﬁcient
ﬂoor-to-ceiling heights. This protection will build
resilience into the ecosystem of frontages: if one
frontage type disappears, another can take over.
Interactive frontages are a key element of the
urban experience, yet their ephemeral nature
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battled were often too strong or elusive to be
properly addressed at the level of the urban core.
Much of the transformation of interactive frontages
has been and will be inﬂuenced by forces taking
place at the regional, national and even international level. Regional infrastructure, cooperation
and tax-sharing policy has strengthened The
Hague’s inner city as much as the lack of it has
harmed Detroit and its downtown. National policies on social equity, small business, suburbanization, taxes and the ongoing internationalization of
retail brands and corporations have and will continue to signiﬁcantly inﬂuence the relevance and
viability of urban cores across the Atlantic, and
will continue to be reﬂected in the relationship
between buildings and public space. Professionals
in Detroit were simply unable to plan or design
downtown’s way out of the wholesale socio-economic collapse resulting from the ongoing decentralization of consumers and producers, often
fueled by state and federal policy. At an international level, the globalization of retail brands will
likely continue to homogenize shopping streets, or
the rise of the internet could render them obsolete –
almost impossible forces for local professionals to
mitigate. Urban planners and designers should
therefore realize what they can and cannot control.
Besides understanding the forces behind frontage deactivation, a key element of promoting
interactive frontages is understanding how they
deactivate and hence reactivate. The patterns
demonstrated in this article indicate a clear underlying need for critical mass for the ﬂourishing of
frontage interactivity. Ultimately, taking action to
preserve and enhance the relationship between
buildings and public space hinges on ensuring that
interventions can attain a sufﬁcient mass of continuous interactive frontages. Failure to maintain or
construct this mass will greatly jeopardize the
success of interactive frontages, as demonstrated
by the accelerated decline of streets once frontage
continuity is interrupted as well as the failure of
projects that didn’t achieve or reinstate this mass.
This is especially the case for street-level businesses, as they depend on adjacent peers to generate passersby and become a viable destination to
compare and purchase goods. Businesses have
generally been the ﬁrst victims of decreased pedestrian activity caused by disruptions in frontage
continuity, often taking other frontage uses in their
fall. Conversely, blank walls or inactive functions
such as parking lots or vacant buildings have been
demonstrated to be contagious, as they bring
down the viability of surrounding interactive
74
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1 Interactive frontages can provide visual stimulation, which
has been shown to correlate with environmental preference
if sufﬁciently balanced with coherence (Kaplan, 1987;
Kaplan et al, 1989). The multi-sensorial stimulus of
frontages is perfected in designed retail environments (for
example,Gladwell, 2004).
2 The intervals were deﬁned by data availability, which led to
roughly 10–15-year intervals for Detroit (1911, 1921, 1929,
1937, 1951, 1961, 1977, 1988, 2001 and 2011) and 25-year
overlapping intervals for The Hague (1911, 1937, 1961, 1988
and 2011).
3 The typical nomenclature for a Dutch urban core is ‘inner
city’, derived from the fact that most urban cores were inside
a defensive perimeter during the medieval era.
4 The core-frame model of central business districts demonstrated that a signiﬁcant percentage of the commercial activity
and land value in American central cities was condensed in
only a few blocks, surrounded by large tracts of lower land
values and marginal land uses such as parking and
warehousing, in Horwood and Boyce (1959).
5 Not all of Detroit’s downtown periphery struggled
economically. Before its demolition in the 1960s, Hastings
Street thrived as the commercial and cultural center of the
city’s African-American population. Nevertheless, the street
was completely dismantled and replaced with a freeway, with
surviving businesses relocated to the northeast of downtown.
6 This value is calculated by multiplying the cumulative
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e.g. shops have value 3, dwellings 2, ofﬁces 1, parking lots 0.
7 The Gini Index of the average interactivity of street
segments – measuring the uneven division of interactivity
between streets – has increased more than 200 per cent in
Detroit and 10 per cent in The Hague.
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resists deﬁnition and guidance. As part of the
cultural landscape of cities, the role of urban
designers and planners in promoting an architecture of public life should come from a deep understanding of interactive frontages as a
multidimensional phenomenon. Frontages aren’t
just transparent or active; they provide a positive
sense of place by their form, function and connotation. Physically, they make for exciting public
spaces that allow for discovery and serendipity. In
return, they only thrive in visually open buildings
on well-located streets that contain a critical mass
of similarly interactive neighboring frontages.
Functionally, frontages and street life mutually
reinforce each other to thrive, adding vibrancy to
the very streets they draw passersby from to visit.
Connotatively, interactive frontages are reciprocal
expressions of trust in and from public space and
its users. These inseparable but vulnerable conditions for interactive frontages to thrive are the key
to an upward cycle of frontage reactivation – a task
for the contemporary urban designer and planner.
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