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Urban design 
Alice Coleman 

Parts of the world's modern 
cities are pushing introvert 
children towards insecurity 

and mental illness, and extroverts 
towards a criminal and psychopathic 
disposition. This is not just a simple 
matter of urban stress; rather, it 
occurs in relation to specific housing 
designs and can change over time as 
different designs are introduced. 
Japan's urban growth has been 
variously accompanied by falling, 
stable and rising crime rates, while 
London had low crime during its 
rapid expansion before the Second 
World War, followed by 
unprecedented escalation when 
urban planning reduced its 
population by nearly three million. 

The common factor running 
through all the harmful designs is 
the sharing of buildings and grounds 
by different households. The shared 
tenement was the archetypal slum of 
Charles Dickens' time, and it seems 
incredible that "Modern Movement" 
architects and planners should have 
resurrected it as the keystone of their 
Utopian ideology. Back in the early 
1960s, Puerto Rico discovered that 
modern housing projects were the 
scene of social breakdown and 
abandoned them in favour of 
assisted self-building. Later studies 
confirmed the stability associated 
with self-building elsewhere in Latin 
America. 

Oscar Newman, in 1972, 
identified eight specific design 
features that made New York ' s 
apartment buildings vulnerable to 
intruders, and my own British 
research has expanded that number 
to 16 in blocks of flats , 12 in houses, 
and 10 in other sites such as car
parks. It has also shown that these 
designs impede normal child
rearing, creating insecurities in some 
and aggressiveness in others. Yet it 

Open spaces for common use tend to encourage anonymity ond moy even lead to increased 
criminality. 

has been proved that social 
breakdown is largely reversible if 
the right treatment is applied. 

The lure of Modernism is the 
consistency of its internal logic on 
how it would benefit residents, and 
this blinded its protagonists to the 
lack of external logic as to how 
things worked in actual practice. Let 
us look at the four basic ideals of 
Modernism and the observed 
realities. 
• Ideal of ultra-privacy 

To defeat inquisitive neighbours, 
blocks of flats were set at right 
angles to each other, house-fronts 
faced the blank back walls of the 
next row, entrances were concealed 
round blind corners or behind refuse 
chutes, car parks and garage courts 
were located out of sight, and estates 
were peppered with unobservable 
nooks and crannies. Residents could 
not see the sneak-thief or the 
naughty child, so bullies and 
criminals went unchecked. There 
was free scope for breaking into cars 
and garages, resulting in vehicle 
theft, car "races", and deaths caused 
by young joy-riders. Lack of natural 
surveillance led the police to 

sponsor artificial neighbourhood 
watch schemes, which are not really 
feasible in areas designed for ultra
privacy. 
• Ideal of community formation 

"Throw them together and they 
will form a community" is the 
rationale of residential flats, but it 
has proved a false dogma. 
Apartment blocks are lonely places 
where people rarely see each other 
and anonymity prevails. Criminals 
welcome anonymity, since even if 
they are seen they are not identified, 
and the same applies to antisocial 
children as they slide into 
delinquency. The best community
formers are houses with front 
gardens, as the time spent working 
out there increases interaction with 
passers-by. People become known 
by name and address, by the nature 
of the plants they grow and by 
attitudes revealed in conversation, 
and so community trust can grow 
gradually. Children are introduced 
in the natural course of events and 
learn to appreciate others as 
individuals. 

There is no such social 
integration for children brought up 
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in flats. They see anonymous bodies 
going into identical homes, and 
perceive them as "things". In Japan 
such children are reported to be 
more callous than house-bred 
contemporaries, and in any country 
the extreme cases become 
conscienceless psychopaths, given 
to violence and torture. Where 
Modern Movement designs 
dominate, crime becomes 
progressively more cruel as well as 
more frequent. 

Despite overcrowding, ce rtain urban 
environments serve to foster human contacts at 
the community level. 

~~white c:oat hypertension" 

• Ideal of free dr(ulation 
Modem estates have maze-like 

circulation patterns: ramifying 
corridors, overhead bridges, inter
accessible staircases, lifts and 
ramps, alternative exits, arches, 
tunnels and underpasses, a 
duplication of roads and paths to 
separate pedestrians from vehicles , 
and a plethora of alleyways to link 
the two. These provide multiple 
escape routes for criminals and 
delinquent children, and also dilute 
the public presence along any one 
stretch. Bullies and attackers are 
confident that no one will come 
along to observe them, and their 
victims despair of rescue. Fear of 
crime keeps many people indoors , 
far more than is good for their 
health. 
• Ideal of green spadousness 

Spiritual refreshment through 
landscaped elegance is another pious 
hope, because there is evidence that 
green space in housing estates is the 
most powerful factor in the volume 
of residential crime. Common space 
in lieu of individual gardens robs 
people of a controllable buffer zone 
where suspicious behaviour can be 
seen as such, and this lack of control 
inhibits natural self-policing by the 
community. It also deprives children 
of natural anti-vandalism training. A 
continuous frontage of garden walls 
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and gates is a highly visible barrier 
that even toddlers can learn to 
respect, and it teaches them respect 
for the gardens inside and for other 
people ' s property in general. Open 
green spaces impart no such lessons. 
Children playing there can go right 
up to the windows, and perhaps 
accidentally break them. This evokes 
a scolding, which may provoke the 
more aggress ive ones to spiteful 
retaliation and a career of criminal 
damage. 

In summary, experience shows 
that the logic of Modernism is not 
internally consistent. Ultra-privacy 
inhibits community formation , and 
common green spaces preclude the 
privacy afforded by individual 
gardens. It is tragic, therefore , that 
this school of architects still 
influences designs in the West, and 
even more tragic that Eastern 
countries such as China, India and 
Indonesia are adopting similar 
housing types - and creating 
enormous future problems of 
maintenance costs, ill-health, crime 
and victimization. Helping slum
dwellers to improve their homes 
constitutes a much better approach 
to social stability. • 
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White coat hypertension is a condition in which blood 
pressure rises in the presence of a doctor bu t fa lls when 
the patient leaves the medical environment. Measurement 
of blood pressure by nurses or tra ined non-medical staff 
may reduce but not necessori lty abolish this effect. 

How to define whi te coo t hypertension precisely is 
a matter of controversy. Ca lculations on the basis o f the 
difference between the blood pressure measured in the 
doctor 's o ffice and readings token at home are 
questionable because this difference may depend on 
many more factors than just "fear of the doctor" . It has 
been suggested that patients who show a marked 
difference between clinic and home blood-pressure 
measurements may be at higher risk of cardiovascular 
problems . What is important, according to WHO's 
1993 Guidelines for the management of mild 
hypertension , is to recognize the condition in order to 
ovoid starting many patients on unnecessary treatment. 

Home blood-pressure measurements hove the 
advantage of providing many more read ings in a 
quieter setting than those ta ken in the doctor's office. 
Ambulatory blood-pressure monitoring - that is, repeated 
measurements (soy, every 20 minutes over a 1 2-hour 
period , using special equ ipment) wh ile the patient 
w orks as usual - is on interesting research techn ique 
which is used to investigate variability in the blood 
pressu re and behavioural effects on it. 

However readings token by the conventional method 
in the clinic by physicians or nurses - which show on 
overage higher values - ore the ones used for prognostic 
standards with regard to the levels of blood pressure 
which ca ll for medical treatment. Consequently , the 
WHO gu idelines suggest that the home or ambulatory 
measurements should only be used in selected cases to 
complement the va lues measured by the physician. 


