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Walking is a generative practice which involves
the reproduction of culture, social capital and
knowledge.

• It is routinized (an everyday activity), natural
(an innate act), recurring (a habit), flexible
(adaptable to changing contexts and
objectives) behaviour with emotions.

• It is also a sensual activity (as it increases
contact with the environment); delimited by
performative norms and values.

It is a skill learnt during the childhood in a
relational context supported by a set of
subordinated skills to be executed.

Navigation and/or 
wayfinding

Vigilance

Encounter

Synchronisation

To coordinate the 
movement with others 
in the public space

To spot others from the 
distance and read the 
environment.

To understand and find 
routes in the city

To coordinate everyday 
times and rhythms

Generative practice 
supported by 

subordinated skills

Walking

Fig. 1. Walking and skills.

Source: personal elaboration.
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Walking and built environment1

Built environment

Built environment is composed by the “physical
features of the urban landscape (i.e. alterations to
the natural landscape) that collectively define the
public realm” (Cervero and Kockelman, 1997: p.
200).

The relationship between built environment and
walking is widely accepted; yet the causality is still
obscure.

Similarly, the effects over walking of the social
environment attracted by the specific features of
the built environment are unknown.

Traditional well-known and accepted literature
appears to be an unexplored field to puzzle out
this relationship:

• Characteristics of the public spaces and the
surrounding buildings.

• Level of neglect and deterioration.

• Among others.

Walking

Fig. 2. Walking and built environment.

Source: personal elaboration.

Social environment



Walking and skills2

Built environment

Social environment

Walking

Walking skills

This work hypotheses that:

(i) Build and social environments modify the
usage of the skills that support walking.

(ii) Deprived environments (those settlements
which suffer deterioration and neglect) can have
the effect of making walking a difficult and
unenjoyable chore.

(iii) Deprived built environments would require a
complex set of skills which compromises public
and social aspects of walking, making it an act of
survival.

+

Fig. 3. Walking skills and built environment.

Source: personal elaboration.



Santiago de Chile3

Capital of Chile and largest city (almost seven
times the size of the second largest city).

The core city has:

• 6,481,417 inhabitants (INE, 2015).

• ~ 700 km2 of urban area.

• US$ 24,559 per capita PPA (OECD, 2015).

Usually is described as a city with only one centre
which is the historical centre and its financial
expansion to the east.

From the centre emerge several avenues that
cross the whole city, creating its “star shape”
pattern. It is a “radial urban structure”.

Fig. 4. Santiago de Chile.

Source: personal elaboration.
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Method4

40 interviews in three different environments.

The interviews were semi-structured with open
questions about the usage of the skills.

And divided in two sections:

• In the first section people were asked to walk
in their neighbourhoods, talk about their
experiences and opinions.

• In the second similar questions were done
with pictures of two non-familiar
environments.

Walking interviews were accompanied by
observation of the attitudes towards the surrounding
environment and the strangers.

Picture 
environment 1

Picture 
environment 2

Part B
Non-familiar 
environments

Walking 
interview

Part A
Familiar 
environment

Fig. 5. Walking interviews.

Source: personal elaboration.



Environment 1

Low density (1967)

Environment 2

Medium density (1998)

Environment 3

High-density (2000)
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Preliminary findings

People recognise a relationship between the
environments and the way in which they walk. Risky
places tend to simplify walking to a survival act,
preventing any social interaction.

People care more of the surrounding environment
(characteristics and presence of others) than the
performance of walking.

• Gender does not seem relevant in the
interviews.

• People with high social capital tend to face
strangers and/or protect public spaces.

• Age is indirectly related with social capital,
young people may have a lower social
capital than older people.

• People “judge” non-familiar environments
based on their experiences.

• In any environment, people tend to seek
places with high visibilities.

• Morning and night hours are the riskiest
hours.

5
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Singular places are considered risky if 
they have:

- High accessibility.
- Territoriality.
- Shadow(s).

People seek for places with high visibility

If the stranger(s) appears

(A) Individuals are a threat, in 
groups someone can be known.

(B) Dangerous people are the ones 
who are not using the “proper” 

skills

Face the person if the behavior is 
“abnormal”.

Avoid the encounter if the person is 
dangerous.

Existence of alternative routes.

Spot others

In familiar environments…

Preliminary findings
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Environment are classified according to 
their characteristics:

- Deterioration and look of poverty.
- Order and presence of garbage.
- Presence of commercial stores.

People seek for places with high visibility 
and avoid sidewalks

If the stranger(s) appears

(A) Groups and individuals 
represent a similar threat.

(B) Similarly dangerous people are 
the ones who are not using the 

“proper” skills

Social camouflage:

- Look for similar people.
- Walk closer to groups.
- Look non-risky strangers.

5 Preliminary findings
In non-familiar environments…



Knowledge of the environment determinates the
usage of skills in familiar environments. People
recognise places by:

• Their experience independently of their
maintenance or the presence of people.

• Territories (i.e. that place belong to the
other settlement, people from other
settlements are the dangerous ones).

In the rest of the city the absence of knowledge is
replaced by an assumption based on:

• The level of deterioration and neglect in
public spaces and the facades.

• The lack of order in the houses (i.e. illegal
enlargements from apartments).

• The lack of maintained places (i.e. squares
with threes and grass).

• The presence of abandoned stores.

5 Preliminary findings
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