BUILDING PLACE
MAKING BUILT ENVIRONMENTS THAT MATTER

B Y G R AC E H AG G A R D B A R R U S

M

ain Street, U.S.A., is one of the
attractions that makes Disneyland
the happiest place on Earth. The
street is open and inviting; there’s always
something to look at and someone to interact
with. Time seems to stand still. In a world that
is constantly moving and becoming more
virtual, locations and places that anchor us
to where we are in the present are invaluable.
Moments and experiences in our lives are
marked by the geographic locations where
they happened. Not every location is Main
Street, U.S.A., but the memorable characteristics from Disneyland can be built into our
own cities. In the words of urban planners, we
can make locations in our communities into
intentional and memorable destinations; we
can make place.
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DEFINING PLACE

MEETING HUMAN NEEDS

A place is more than a large interstate
where we drive or a big-box store where we
shop. A place is a geographic location that
is “intentional in its design and intentional
as a destination for people to be,” shares Dr.
Michael Clay, an urban planning professor
at BYU. “It’s built at a pedestrian scale, and
it’s built with humans in mind.”
Temple Square, Times Square, and the
Eiffel Tower are good examples of places
on a grand scale, but places can also be a
high school baseball field, a neighborhood
park, or your own home. “The purpose is
not to get somewhere—the purpose is to
be there,” says Clay.

Human beings are inherently adaptive. We
make do with the environment we find ourselves in, but we don’t often ask ourselves if
the built environment where we live is truly
helping us thrive.
The unique physical design components
of a location are essential to making it an
intentional place that meets human needs.
Pedestrian seating areas, planted green
space, curb extensions near sidewalks, and
storefront windows may not be noticed on
their own, but when put together, they create
environments that are purposeful and memorable and that encourage essential human
interaction. These elements are crucial in creating meaningful place; when they’re left out,
that basic need for interaction goes unmet.

THE COLLEGE OF FAMILY, HOME, AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Human interaction in a technology- and movement-driven world is
another basic need that is often not met. American adults on average
drive 37 miles every day,1 always moving from place to place. In this
constant state of movement, relationships and friendships do not
ground individuals to their location as they have in the past.
With the growing division between individuals and place, building
urban spaces that meet the need for human connection is the focus
of urban planning students at BYU.
“Geography is intended to facilitate interaction and to bring people
together,” says Clay. “Urban planners seek to make places where memories can be made. A place creates an experience, an experience creates
a memory, and memories create value, which motivates us to act.”

As citizens in a representative democracy, it is the responsibility of all of us to help create place. The challenge in accepting our
responsibility, however, is the fact that very few of us know what it is
like to not live in car-oriented environments without planned places.
We continue living without realizing what we’re missing without
intentionally built places. Main Street, U.S.A., is not simply a place
we can visit on vacation but a place that we can build in our own
communities and homes.
The simple solution to place-less communities and spaces is
to get involved in the process of building the places we want in our
communities and in our lives. To start, Clay suggests that individuals
learn about characteristics and design attributes they enjoy in their
community and “think deeply” about the places where they truly
want to live.

TAKING RESPONSIBILIT Y FOR PLACE

NOTE

FACILITATING HUMAN INTERACTION AND
ELEVATING HUMAN EXPERIENCES

Urban planners plan land use, and developers and engineers build
cities, but creating places is more than a professional responsibility.

1 U.S. Department of Transportation Federal Highway Administration, Average Annual Miles
per Driver by Age Group, https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/ohim/onh00/bar8.htm.
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