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What attracts people most, it would 
appear, is other people.
— William Whyte



The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces

Whyte led the Street Life project in the 1970s, and began 
investigating the various dynamics of urban spaces.

He focused on the city, and studied New York City’s parks, 
plazas, and various informal recreational areas like city blocks --
a total of 16 plazas, 3 small parks.

Goal: 1) why do some city spaces work for people while others 
don’t, and 2) what the practical implications might be about living 
better, more joyful lives in our urban environment.



The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces



Discussion Point 1

How is an understanding of street behavior 
relevant to the study of behaviors on social 
computing systems?



Discussion Point 2

What are your key observations (find two) and 
how do they relate to social computing systems?



Observation 1: People gathered and 
conversed in the most unexpected (crowded) 
places



Observation 2: People love to gossip and talk 
about mundane topics; they gathered in 
specific places and had conversations that 
were fairly brief or fairly long



Observation 3: Conversations had silence and 
people used reciprocal gestures and 
movement; streets were a congenial place 
for expression of these activities



Observation 4: Cities across the world are 
distinct, but on the streets people acted 
more or less the same despite underlying 
contrasts in cultures and practices



Observation 6: Large cities vs. small cities – 
differences exist in terms of density, pace, 
nature and types of social activities. But 
similarities outweigh differences.



Summary: Urban design needs to 
account for creating physical places 
that facilitate civic engagement and 
community interaction



Sociological Foundations I



• Frigyes Karinthy in 1929 published a volume of short stories 
called “Everything is Different”

• He was the first proponent of the six degrees of 
separation concept, in his 1929 short story, Chains (Láncszemek)

• In his book the characters created a game out of the notion that 
“the world is shrinking”:

A fascinating game grew out of this discussion. One of us 
suggested performing the following experiment to prove 
that the population of the Earth is closer together now than 
they have ever been before. We should select any person 
from the 1.5 billion inhabitants of the Earth – anyone, 
anywhere at all. He bet us that, using no more 
than five individuals, one of whom is a personal 
acquaintance, he could contact the selected individual using 
nothing except the network of personal acquaintances



An Experimental Study of the 
Small World Problem

NE

MA



Summary

First sociological study of the “six degrees of separation”

Empirically determine the maximum number of intermediaries it 
would require to reach anybody in the US

Experiment conducted through forwarding of a set of snail mail 
letters, all targeted to a target in Massachusetts 

N=296 for two groups in Nebraska and Boston

Main strategies involved in selecting the next point of 
forwarding: geographic and business



Summary

How many of the starters would be able to establish contact 
with the target?

Well, that depends: the overall mean 5.2 links

Through hometown: 6.1 links

Through business: 4.6 links

Boston group faster than Nebraska groups

Nebraska stakeholders not faster than Nebraska random



Summary

Results:
64 chains reached target

At least two facts about this study are somewhat 
remarkable:

First, that short paths appear to be abundant in the network

Second, that people are capable of discovering them in a 
“decentralized” fashion, i.e., they are somehow good at 
“guessing” which links will be closer to the target

What really stood out:

Funneling - Presence of a set of “hubs”/sociometric stars, 
through which most letters went through near the final 
target













What are some of the biggest 
assumptions/constraints in the study 
that may have affected the 
outcomes?



What are some of the biggest 
limitations of the study? What could 
have been alternatives to address 
them?



What are some of the biggest 
surprises from the study? 



A. There was a constant drop off rate as the 
letters traveled forward. What could be 
potential reasons behind this phenomenon?

B. Why were there so few completed 
chains?



In Milgram’s chain letter experiment, men 
were 10 times more likely to forward the 
letters than women. Why do you think it was 
the case?







So is the world really shrinking? 



In Milgram’s chain letter experiment, letter 
forwarding may imply a different notion of a “friend” 
compared to what we imply today in online settings. 
Can these differences affect the number of hops 
(i.e., people are separated by about 6 
acquaintances)?



Milgram did not after all investigate whether 
tie strength might play a role. How do you 
think tie strength would impact the so called 
“small world phenomenon”?
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