
Behavorial Significance of Milieu: 
a Consideration of Two Downtown Settings 

by DOUGLAS L. ROBERTSON and ROWAN A. ROWNTIREJG, 
respectively doctoral candidate and associate professor, Depart- 
ment of Geography, Syraczzse University, Syracuse, IV. Y.  This 
research was supported i n  part by funds provided by the U S D A  
Forest Sewice, Nortfzeastern Forest Experiment Statio?~, through 
the  Pinchot Institute for Enviror~mental Forestry Research, Con- 
sortium for Enviro~tmental Forestry Studies. 

ABSTRACT.-Behavior patterns in parks and plazas in downtown 
Syracuse, New York, are discussed. After an introduction of the 
spaces and their principal users, fundamental concepts borrowed 
from ecological psychology are defined. Then using these con- 
cepts, the behavioral significance of the environment is illustrated 
in a comparison of two ease studies. The concepts employed here 
are shown to allow a discussion of the important effect of environ- 
ment on behavior without producing deterministic distortions. 

THE OBJECTIT'ES of this explora- 
tory research were to investigate ( 4 )  

who was using parks and plazas in 
downtown Syracuse, New York; (2) 
whether behavior patterns were discern- 
ible in these spaces; and (3) the ways 
in which physical and social factors 
influence these patterns. 

We soon discovered that  distinct user 
groups and behavior patterns could be 
identified, and our attention then became 
focused on the ways in which social and 
physical factors work together to shape 
these bel~avior patterns. In consiclering 
our pre l i~~i inary  results, we found lhat  
some ftsndan~ental concepts talien from 
Barlter's theory of behavior settings 
(Rn?.kt.?. 1968) provided a very useful 
framework for interpretatiorl. After 
setting t11e context and defining these 
concepts, we will discuss two case 
studies that  illustrate soiile of the mech- 
anisms relating behavior patterns and 
physical environments. 

THE CONTEXT 
For two summers (11974 and B9%5), 

outdoor amenity spaces in downtown 
Syracuse were studied. In many re- 
spects, Syracuse is a typical rnediurn- 
size city (population, city limits : 

15'5,000; Standard Metropolitan Statis- 
tical Area : 63'1,000). I t  is undergoing 
the same demographic and economic 
changes as  most other American cities: 
residential niovement to the suburbs is 
leaving a deteriorating central city and 
an ailing Central Business District 
(CBD). A keen interest in CBD arnen- 
ity spaces is one expression of a cam- 
paign by city officials, businessmen, and 
assorted Syracuse enthusiasts to revitat- 
ize the downtown. 

The set of outdoor amenity spaces in- 
vestigated for this study included (fig, 
1) : (1) two cornlnorily recognized loci 
of downtown social activity, Columbus 
Circle and Clinton Square; (2)  one 
space dominated by urban drifters and 
derelicts, Wanover Square; (3) one 
space used primal-ily by retired men, 
Vanderbilt Square; (4) two spaces as- 
sociated with large new oEces buildings, 
MONY Plaza and Eincolll Center; and 
(5) two large but little used spaces, 
Everson Plaza and Fayette Park, 

For this whole set of spaces, five 
major user groups can be identified in 
terms of their influence on daytime be- 
havior patterns : 

1. Frmale o f f i c ~  w o r k ~ r s .  - This 
group consists mostly of single females 



Figure I .-Barbs and plazas sfudied in dowwfeawn Syracuse. 

between the ages of 78  and 30 engaged 
in clerical work downtown (secretaries, 
file clerks, key l~uncli operators). 

2. Male ~ohite-COE~C~T too~k~r~ . -These  
men are  mostly between the ages of 18 
and 30 and a re  employed in sales, ad- 
ministration, and professional occupa- 
tions. 

3. Const~.?bction z~lo~?ce?.s. --- As the 
CBD undergoes physical transforma- 
tion, these men a re  employed to de- 
molish old structures and build new 
ones. Their labor is of both the un- 

skilled and skilled varieties. In age 
range, they a re  similar to the male 
white-collar worliers. 

4. M a 1 ~  ?*c~li?,ees. -- These elderly men 
regularly venture downtown to meet 
with their collorts for  6- day of reading 
and conversation. 

5. Derelirts. - Mostly between the 
ages of 30 and 50, at least half of these 
men a r e  obvious alcoholics, Many of 
them panhandle throughout the down- 
town, but use Ranover Square (for 
decades called ""Hangover Square") a s  
their home ktase. 



Figure 2,-Relafionships between user groups 
iw downtown parks and plazas. 

FEMALE 
OFFICE 

WORKER 

WORKER 

I11teraction between these groups is 
iniportant to %lie bel?avioral fabric of 
the dou7ntowri. Our observations sug- 
gest linkages of attraction and repulsion 
(fig. 2) .  I t  slioilild be noted that  these 
relatiortsliips a re  simple abstractions 
that  refer to how two groups will inter- 
relate in the absence of other groups. 
These basic ~*elationships, I~oweve~., can 
he altered under various circ~~mstarices 
sucli as  the presence of other gli.oups, 
For example, derelicts will be less 
threatening to feniale omce worliers 
when niale wl~ite-collar worlr~vs are  
present. 

BEHAVlOR SETTINGS 
Froni Barker's ecological psychology, 

we have drawn a set of concepts tllat 
allows us to discuss the significance of 

environment to behavior witlioert imply- 
ing rigid deterministic causality. We 
have found these concepts very useful 
for our work in Syracuse and are con- 
vinced that  they have value for other 
social scientists and designers interested 
ill environment and behavior. 

The grand concept of ecological psy- 
cliology is the ""behavior setting" (Bcirker 
19fS:18-34). This is a behavioral unit 
ellat refers to an  enduring pattern of 
behaviors situated in time and space. A 
university class meeting is a good ex- 
ample of a beliavior setting: a variety 
of role interactions (professor, student, 
man, woman) produce an overall pat- 
tern of behavior that  has a definite 
k~ounded locatiolt (a classroon?) and a 
definite beginllixrg and end (the class 
hoear). I t  is in~portarit to recognize that  
a behavior setting is behavior, space, 
and time-all three as equal elen~ents- 
in interrelationship. 

The behavioral component of a be- 
havior setting is called the "stal~ding 
pattern of behavior". These are  behavior 
patteri~s of people en niasse, which a re  
set in a particular time ancX place. For  
example, in dowlltown parks we found 
standing patterns of behavior that  ap- 
peared and disa~peared with the lunch 
hour. Individuals would enter and leave 
these patterns freely; yet the pakterns 
wo~ald persist throughout the luncli 
Ilcur, day to day, week to weel.;. Stand- 
ing patterns of beliavior clo not depenct 
0x1 tlie pa~t icular  illdividuals involved. 

The "milieu" is the "objective" com- 
ponent of a beliavior setling. Tile spatial 
and temporal ambience of beliavior, 
existing ixldepet~dently of anyone's per- 
ception of it ,  constitutes the milieu. The 
major fealetres of the milieus we studied 
were the iildividual n~orphologies of the 
downtown anienity spaces and the hours 
between 11 :a0 a.m. and 1 :30 p.m. on 
suniliier weeldays. 

In n behavior setting, the beliavior 
and milieu are  said to be "synomorphic." 
TIiis siizzl)ly means that  the behavior and 
its spatial and temporal ambience a re  



somel~ow compatible. For example, one 
does not go to a dowrttowri plaza to 
practice belly dancing; i t  hardly seems 
like the appropriate environment. We 
will explore some of the mechanisnls in- 
volved in synomorphism in more detail 
later. 

Behavior-n~ilieu units a re  called 
"synomorphs." With this term, a much 
needed word is added to the vocabulary 
of the environmerital designer and re- 
searcher. Synomorphs a re  not bel~avior 
alone, nor milieu alone; they a re  be- 
havior, space, and time, all togetl-rer in 
a single unit* 

Behavior settings a re  spCs of syno- 
morphs. For example, the standing pat- 
terns of behavior and the space and 
t i n ~ e  of' downtown parks during sunlmer 
weeliday lunch hours a re  behavior set- 
tings. Some of these behavior settings 
comprise a single synomorph, while 
others, because of spatial divisions 
within the space, include several syno- 
morphs. 

For  a variety of reasons, ecological 
psychology is certainly not the final 
word in behavioral research: much of 
Earlier's work introduces a precision 
that  obscures rather than illuminates. 
But, even so, we find that  the concepts 
just defined allow a useful perspective 
for disce~ssions of environmenl and be- 
havior. The following case studies will 
serve to demonstrate. 

CASE STUDIES 
This discussiori of the lunchtime be- 

havior settings in Columbus Circle and 
Clinton Square illustrates some of the 
mechanisms - both social and physical 
- involved with synomorpliism. For 
those inlerested in behavior - especi- 
ally for designers - this is a vitally im- 
portant issue since the significance of 
the relationship of behavior and its con- 
text is affirmed repeatedly. The de- 
signer must be sensitive to the mech- 
anisms involved in synornorphisn~. His 
charge is to produce particular kinds of 
behavior settings, not sinlply to add arti- 

facts to the landscape, The clnpirical 
record fox. this point has been neglected 
by ecological psychologists, and we hope, 
with these brief case studies, to begin to 
remedy this deficiency. 

Columbus Circle and Clinton Square 
share many characteristics : they are  the 
two most colli~nonly recognized CBD 
parks ; each has historical significance; 
they a re  both large and centrally lo- 
cated; each is a major pedestrian inter- 
section; all the major user groups have 
access to each space; each has a similarly 
large number of potential users; and 
both provide a pleasant esthetic experi- 
ence. In spite of these similarities, how- 
ever, the standing patterns of behavior 
for each setting are  clearly different, 
The festive behavior setting in Coluni- 
bus Circle is in strilring contrast to the 
subdued setting in Clinton Square. The 
nlilieu for each setting is also clearly 
different. Consistent with the principle 
of behavior-milieu synoniorphism, be- 
havioral differences can be largely 
understood by examining milieu differ- 
ences. 

Columbus CircBs 
Colunlbus Circle is a relatively large 

park located in the southern part  of the 
CED (fig. I and 3). It is snugly situaked 
in the midst of mostly municipal and 
religious buildings : the Public Library 
to the north, the County Courthouse to 
the east, a Catholic cathedral to the 
west, and, on the south, a six-story office 
building. At one time a sniall traffic 
rotary, the western lialf of the Circle 
was recently connected to the front of 
the ca thed~al ,  and walking and sitting 
areas were developed around the foun- 
tain. Still a major pedestrian intersec- 
tion, Columbus Circle is now the most 
heavily used park in the CBD; during 
the summer a n  average of about 80 
people will congregate there a t  lunch- 
time. 

Observation has shown that, in terms 
of the proportion of the total lunchtime 
user population, three groups dominate 



Figure 3.---Columbus Circle, looking wes4. This photograph, fatew in the spring, 
shows Columbus Cirsle sfill packed up $or the wintor; during the summer, 
benches are moved from +he center of the cluster, and the founfein Fs in 
operation, 

in Colunzbus Circle: feinale office work- 
ers, male white-collar wo~kers ,  axid con- 
struction workers. The standing pattern 
of behavior is l~eavily influe~iced by the 
interaction of these three groups. 

Several types of behavior a re  conimon 
ill the standing pattern: people watch- 
ing, sunning, socializing, "hanging out" 
(waiting for  unarranged gatlzerings to 
materialize), and, of course, eating. 
Colunibus Circle is a vibrant behavior 
setting during the  Innclz hour, with a 
great deal of interaction occurring both 

between and within participating user 
groups. 

Perhaps the most common behavior 
in tlle pattern is people watching. On 
a typical day, a large majority of the 
Columbus Circle participants opelily en- 
gage in this activity. The milieu of 
lunchtin~e Col~~mbus  Circle is particu- 
larly well suited foY this behavior. With 
regard to the tempo~al  aspects of the 
milieu, a summer weekday lunch hour 
is one of the times of peak pedestrian 
circulation in the CBD. This is obvious, 



and i t  is a milieu characteristic which is, were explicit about their interest in the 
of course, not unique to Columbus Circle, young ladies. Also, their location in the 

More interesting is elle way in which bencl~ cluster in the southwest section of 
the anorphology of ~ ~ l ~ ~ b ~ ~ ~  circle the Circle a11 optimal position for 

sex.ves the of peoXsle viewitlg both the stage and paths - 
The of paths (invisible clearly clei-rlonstrates this interest. 
pedestrian corridors) alld seating areas The reaction of fenlale ofice workers 
(benches and ledges) in ~~~~~b~~ ~ i ~ ~ l ~  to construction worlrers is c o ~ ~ ~ m o n l y  
is such tltat nlose seats offer "cle in- negative: the earthy candor of the con- 
dividual a view, from a struction workers is not appreciated by 
distance, of several lanes of nlovemente the female oflice worlcers* In sucli prox- 
Fur t l~e rn~ore ,  the seating areas are  c?r- imity as  just described, "Le collstfuction 
ranged so that may discreetly view woi-kers' comnients on the scene would 
one one seating area, the south- p e ~ h a p s  be enough to convince the fe- 
ern quadrant of the fountain ledge, male ofice workers to move on. Ilow- 
stands oLat among the others arid can be ever. the sound of the fountain in the 

a fistageu (an arest. that bac1cground is su13cient to remove the 
is a visual center of attraction and pe~.forniers from their audience's verbal. 
is visually connectecl to seating or view- indiscretiO"se 
ing areas), yhose wtlo sit on the stage Socializtng is also a conmmolil activity 

lmoW that tlley are being watched, and in the Columbus Circle l ~ e h a v i o ~  setting: 

tiley either choose to a W e f o r m 9 9  (beconle mm"1 groups engage in conversation, 

consciously illvolved wifi tllat visual some iiidividuals also inoving freely 
interaction) or choose to igllore it. par among groups, The nature of the 

those who wish to ignore it, masking benches is such "cat six adults and their 

sound af the fountain facilitates insula- lunches can be accommodated comfort- 

tiono visual is evident: people ably on the same bench, and around the 

can easily watch others the eon- fountain ledge three adults can easily 

text of paths, seating areas, and a stage. group toaetl1er. Also, the visual and 
spatial proximity of seating areas malres 

A specialized and ~'P'Jlar type of it coll,enieIlt to motre from one area, to 
~eol?le-watching a t  Colulxbus Circle is The physical c~laracteristics of 
brirl-watcl1ing. The arrangement of seat- ~~~~~b~~ Circle are highly 
ing areas and the stage serves this be- with gregarious 
"avior remar'cab'~ well* The stage is Related to ~eop~e-watc~ l ing  and Social- 
not only the most visual17 accessible to izing the aetipilj7 of 
other seating areas, hut i t  is also the (Waitillg for spent aneoU to 
optimal sunning area. On a clear sum- occur), At least two are w- 
nler day, female office workers take lo gilired of a behilvior setting so it 
the stage, with their ellins uptilted be for ilanginp out :  first, i t  
tow2"d the and their legs out- ,nust seme 21s a po13ulnl. rnthel.ing place ; 
stretched in a11 unmistakable sunning and, second, easy Biewillg of tire sl,ace 
pose. Of course, some are  less dramatic must be already discussed, 
and sinlply sit normally postured and columbus circle both tllese 
chat with friends. Whether or not they conditions. 
perform on the stage, their presence Columbus circle is, in awjlere 
encourages the presence of other groups the action is.99 Individuals to 
in nearby viewing areas - specifically of the physical ,md to 
male white-collar worliers and construe- interact socially with each other ill 
tion workers. variety of ways, The milieu can be seen 

When interviewed, both these groups to exlcourage these pursuits. 

404 



Clinton Square 
Clinton Square is a spacious park 

situated in the northern part  of the CBD 
a t  the intersection omf two major four 
lane arteries (fig. 1 and 4).  The space 
is bordered on three sides - north, east, 
and west - by busy streets and is bi- 
sected by a major boulevard. The park 
essentially comprises two large grassy, 
relatively peaceful islands protected by 
dense shrubs and spruce trees from 
enveloping currents of traffic. 

Strictly speaking, Clinton Square is 
probably two behavior settings rather 
than one. The southern part,  with its 

fountain, its relatively tranquil southern 
boundary, and its proximity to shopping, 
is easily the most popular. Our focus 
will be on this section. 

Clinton Square is surrounded by 
municipal and commercial buildings; 
however, they a r e  all separated from the 
Square by streets and parking lots. The 
buildings serve mainly as  a backdrop to 
openness. Major employers are  located 
nearby to the north and west of the 
Square. Because the principal lunchtime 
pedestrian flow is towards the main 
street on the park's eastern border, 
Clinton Square is a major pedestrian 

Figure 4.-Clinton Square with i ts  two parts, the fountain section to the south 
and the monument section to the north. 
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intersection a t  the noon hour. On the 
average, about 35 people use Clinton 
Square a t  lunchtime - slightly less than 
half the number using Columbus Circle. 

Two user groups from the mainstay 
of the Clinton Square behavior setting: 
female office workers and construction 
workers. Interaction between the two 
groups plays little part  in the character 
of the behavior setting. 

Besides eating, only two types of be- 
havior a re  common in the setting: 
socializing and "getting away" (any of 
a variety of solitary behaviors such as 
daydreaming, sleeping, and reading). 
The behavior setting is relatively quiet, 
and separate behaviors within the space 
are  only tenuously integrated. 

Socializing is the most commonly ob- 
served behavior in the setting. I t  is, 
however, a different variety than the 
type described in Columbus Circle. Peo- 
ple come to Clinton Square in small 
groups, or they meet people there; they 
do not come to partake of a bustling 
social scene. Individuals are not seen 
visiting from group to group. Instead, 
private conversation and intimacy 
characterize the gatherings. 

This type of low-key social scene 
can be better understood by examin- 
ing the morphological aspects of Clinton 
Square's milieu. Intimate socializing is 
fostered by the compartmental structure 
and the limited sealing of Clinton 
Square. The park is a series of seating 
areas separated by thick hedges, trees, 
and a fountain. The vegetation bar- 
riers provide both visual and acoustic 
insulation. Viewing lanes are  generally 
not well developed, and i t  is impossible 
to scan the whole setting from any par- 
ticular position. 

Notice that  despite the presence of 
feniale office workers, the highly com- 
patible groups of male white-collar 
workers are not present. The barriers 
are  so formidable that they restrict even 
the most aggressive girl-watchers - 
construction workers - to simple con- 
versation among themselves. These 

characteristics not only make i t  difficult 
to feel a part of a large spontaneous 
social happening, but they also decrease 
the sense of protection characteristic of 
a highly integrated behavior setting. 
People can more easily feel vulnerable 
when separate from a large group. Also, 
the barriers make i t  difficult to assess 
possible threats present in the situation. 
These morphological restrictions on in- 
teraction and on situational legibility en- 
courage many users to come to Clinton 
Square with their social companions 
rather than seek them in the space. 

The other common behavior in the 
setting is "getting away". As just dis- 
cussed, the morphology of Clinton 
Square provides ample privacy for any 
behavior from this set of solitary activ- 
ities. Also, because of the morphology's 
effect on the nature of the socializing 
occurring in the behavior setting, 
solitary behavior blends well with the 
other common behavior. Getting away 
is not only physically possible but also 
socially consistent. 

CONCLUSION 
In comparing the lunchtime behavior 

settings a t  Columbus Circle and Clinton 
Square, we have seen the principle of 
behavior-milieu synomorphism in opera- 
tion. 

Each space has approximately the 
same contextual properties : easy access 
by all major user groups, a large num- 
ber of potential participants, and prox- 
imity to restaurants and shops. Each 
space is a perceptual central place. Each 
space offers a similarly pleasant esthetic 
experience. 

Yet, despite a host of similarities, two 
distinctly different behavior settings 
emerge from these spaces. We have seen 
that  differences in behavior patterns can 
be directly linked to milieu differences. 
We have also specified some of the phy- 
sical and social mechanisms by which 
this linkage occurs. Participants in 
these behavior settings respond to the 
physical pleasures of sun and attractive 



sights and sounds. They also engage or 
disengage in a variety of social inter- 
actions such as talking to, watching, 
being watched by, and avoiding other 
people. We have seen how people, as 
physical and social entities, respond to 
different milieus to create different 
standing patterns of behavior. 

It is often a tricky exercise to discuss 
the genuine behavioral significance of 
the environment free from determin- 
istic overtones. Par t  of the problem is 
an  inadequate vocabulary. In our dis- 
cussion of Columbus Circle and Clinton 
Square, we have demonstrated that  some 
of the concepts of ecological psychology 
can solve that problem. Within Barker's 
conceptual framework, we discussed be- 
havior which was compatible with the 
milieu rather than behavior which was 

the product of the milieu. We discussed 
enduring s tanding pat terns  o f  behavior 
rather than bogging down in simple 
behavior. We noted that  standing pat- 
terns of behavior and.  milieu were com- 
patible in behavior settings w i t h o u t  
depriving individuals, even large num- 
bers of individuals, of the freedom to 
behave in ways that  are  totally incom- 
patible with the milieu. We feel that  
these concepts offer a profitable alterna- 
tive to determinism - either physical or 
social - for those interested in en- 
vironments and behavior. 
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