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Phenomenology of the movement economy:
A multilevel analysis

Lasse Suonperä Liebst
Department of Sociology
University of Copenhagen       

The theory of cities as movement economies constitutes a the oretical cornerstone of the space syntax 
paradigm, and the urban morphology literature offers considerable empirical evidence to support the 
theory’s key proposition that spatial accessibility correlates with economic land use values. The theory, 
however, does not only concern the emergence of spatio-economic attractions, but also provides an 
intriguing explanation of the city as lived or experienced attractions – that is, of the kinds of well-being 
and excitement often associated with urban life at its best. This phenomenological rather than economic 
aspect of the theory has received only limited attention in the urban morphological literature. This paper 
addresses the gap in the literature, and reports the results of a multilevel regression model, which com-
bines individual survey data on urban attraction experiences and morphological data on the movement 
economy context of these experiences, measured with space syntax tools. After controlling for the effect 
of individual-level variables, the model suggests that the movement economy has a significant contextual 
effect on the experienced level of urban attraction.

Keywords:
Cities as movement 
economies, 
space syntax, 
phenomenology, 
urban sociology, 
spatial statistics.

Introduction
Bill Hillier’s (1996a; 1996b) movement economic 

theory may be considered perhaps the single most 

important contribution toward making the space 

syntax approach a mature research paradigm in 

urban morphology. Thus, the original publication 

of the theory was awarded the prestigious AESOP 

Prize for the best paper published in European plan-

ning journals in 1996, and the Urban Design Reader 
(Tiesdell and Carmona, 2007) includes this paper 

as the paradigmatic example of what the space 

syntax approach has to offer. In addition, within the 

space syntax community, a considerable number of 

studies have refined and accumulated evidence in 

support of the theory, in particular the proposition 

that spatial accessibility shapes economic land use 

values. The theory of movement economies does 

not merely concern the spatial logic of urban mar-

ket economies, however, but also how built space 

helps shape the city and its streets into places for 

attractive urban experiences. 

The aim of this paper is to discuss and empiri-

cally examine this phenomenological aspect of the 

movement economic theory, an element that has 

evaded attention in the space syntax literature 

when compared to the theory’s specifically market 

economic propositions. 

The paper is divided into four sections. First, 

the movement economy theory is outlined and 

reassessed as providing an explanation for the 

phenomenologically experienced attraction value of 

urban space. Second, the article presents its space 

statistical research design and quantitative data, 

which consists of survey and movement count data 

collected in the Nørrebro neighbourhood of Copen-

hagen in 2011. While statistics and phenomenology 

have traditionally been perceived as conflicting 

methodologies, the paper’s approach is inspired 

by recent developments within social statistics that 

aim to measure the ‘sights, sounds, and feels of the 

street’ (Sampson et al. 2002, p.471), thus suggest-



50

J
O
S
S

The Journal of 
Space Syntax

Volume 6 • Issue 1

ing that ‘[p]henomenological data can be quantified, 

measured, and diagrammed as can physical, social, 

or economic data’ (Pekala, 1991, p.349). Third, the 

article presents a movement economic analysis and 

statistical estimation of experienced attraction as 

a function of movement economic micro-contexts. 

Fourth, the analysis is concluded, and the paper 

considers the implications of the results for space 

syntax as an ethical theory of the ‘good city form’ 

(to borrow the expression from Lynch 1981). Such 

normative questions are rarely considered explicitly 

in the space syntax literature.  

The movement economy theory
In essence, the movement economic theory con-

sists of three urban morphological components 

– configuration, movement, and attraction – which 

are inter-related through a spiral of multiplier effects 

(Hillier, 1996a; Hillier et al., 1993; Hillier, 2008). The 

key proposition of the theory that is provocative for 

the field of urban sociology is that these reciprocal 

effects are first initiated by the spatial configuration 

itself, thereby assigning a secondary role to the 

social production of the city (Lefebvre, 1991). This 

morphological argument is advanced against the 

backdrop of the empirically well-founded ‘princi-

ple of natural movement’, suggesting that spatial 

configuration has a strong independent effect on 

pedestrian movement patterns (Hiller et al., 1993; 

Hillier, 1996a, p.120; Peponis et al., 1997). Hillier 

recapitulates these urban morphological considera-

tions in the following manner: 

‘The ‘movement economy’ theory built on this 
[principle of natural movement], and proposed 
that evolving space organisation in settlements 
first generates movement patterns, which then 
influence land use choices, and these in turn gen-
erate multiplier effects on movement with further 
feed-back on land use choices and the local grid 
as it adapts itself to more intensive development’ 
(Hillier, 1999, p.06.2). 

In other words, configurationally accessible 

street segments have a systematic tendency to 

be movement intensive, and such spatially driven 

movement patterns are key elements in making 

local street segments attractive for land use. Sub-

sequently, a positive spiral is set off, by which the 

land use attractions attract more movement, thereby 

intensifying the value and ability to attract even more 

movement, and so forth. Hence, the movement 

economic axiom: ‘configuration generates attrac-

tion’ (Hillier, 2002, p.154).1 

As emphasised by Hillier (1996a, p.125), this 

process is most clearly illustrated by the spatial 

distribution of retail land use. Shops tend to cluster 

in street segments where the spatial configuration 

has already allocated enough movement to support 

a profitable customer base. Given this paradigmatic 

example, it is not surprising that the theory has been 

mainly applied to explain how spatial configuration, 

in itself, generates economic land use values. Ac-

cordingly, the literature includes extensive evidence 

for this spatio-economic aspect and predictive 

element of the theory. Studies have documented 

that spatial accessibility is correlated with spatial 

distribution of retail commerce (Hillier, 1999; Chi-

aradia et al., 2009; Ortiz-Chao and Hillier, 2007), 

population and employment density (Wang et al., 

2011), property and housing values (Matthews and 

Turnbull, 2007; Topçu, 2009; Narvaez et al., 2012; 

Rui-lan and Xingi, 2004), office and retail rental 

patterns (Enström and Netzell, 2008; Netzell, 2013), 

and land use density of office buildings (Kim and 

Sohn, 2002).

Economic and phenomenological attractions  
However, this impressive body of evidence does 

not exhaust the explanatory relevance of the theory. 

Despite its movement economic name, the theory 

also pertains to spatial configuration as a driving 

force behind such phenomena as the ‘urban buzz’, 

‘pleasure’, and ‘experiences’ of the city (Hillier, 

Notes:
1 It should be noted that 
study of the association be-
tween accessibility and land 
use values can be traced 
back to, among others, the 
classical works of Hansen 
(1959) and Alonso (1964) 
within the field of spatial 
economics. However, while 
spatial economics tradition-
ally measures accessibility 
as the metric (Euclidean) 
distance to land use attrac-
tions, Hillier moves beyond 
this tradition by articulating 
accessibility in topologi-
cal terms of urban network 
configurations shaping land 
use attractions via its effect 
on pedestrian movement 
patterns. 
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1996a, p.119-126). Thus, besides suggesting a 

spatial nature of economic attraction values, the 

theory also offers an intriguing explanation of the 

spatial mechanisms that create urban spaces rich 

in eventful or lived attractions. Such lived attraction 

phenomena might be related to, but are not identi-

cal with economic attraction values on the urban 

commercial markets – the fact that rental values 

of neighbouring houses are more expensive does 

not, in itself, contribute to the lived attraction of an 

urban space! 

So we might say that the theory involves two 

different notions of attraction, one economic and 

one phenomenological, which share the spatially 

driven movement as their propelling force. Spatially 

facilitated movement flows simultaneously enhance 

retail economic profits and the urban experience 

of being on a street rich with impressions, crowd 

buzz, and excitement. Movement economically 

intensive streets often give one a sense of being 

‘where the action is’, to borrow an expression from 

the micro-sociologist Randall Collins (2004, p.82; 

see moreover Liebst, 2014). 

Even though Hillier does not spell out this econ-

omy-phenomenology distinction, it seems nonethe-

less to be implicitly operative within the framework of 

the theory (Hillier, 2005). Take, for example, Hillier’s 

argument that the space-movement correlation both 

constitutes the basis of economic ‘patterns of land 

use and building densities … and give rise to the 

sense that everything is working together to create 

the special kinds of well-being and excitement that 

we associate with cities at their best’ (Hillier, 1996a, 

p.113-114, italics added). That is to say, configura-

tion generates economic and phenomenological 

attraction value.  

In placing emphasis on the phenomenological 

aspect of the theory of cities as movement econo-

mies, this author is inspired by the phenomenolo-

gist David Seamon (1994; 2007; 2012) who has 

discussed and developed the link between space 

syntax theory and phenomenology on several oc-

casions. With reference to movement economy 

theory, Seamon points out that ‘space syntax offers 

a striking picture of how the physical world – spe-

cifically, its configurational qualities – contributes to 

place experiences and place making, particularly 

the discovery that relative place vitality of an urban 

district or city appears to be grounded in a particular 

path structure’ (Seamon, 2007, p.iii-10). However, 

in connection to this observation, Seamon (ibid., 

p.iii-11) also emphasises that this intriguing aspect 

of the theory lacks empirical examination and he 

explicitly proposes the need for phenomenologically 

inspired space syntax studies that explore the lived 

aspects of physical design. 

In sum, compared with the extensive evidence 

regarding the economic aspects of the movement 

economy, the urban morphological literature con-

tains only a few articles that note the phenomenolog-

ical aspects of the theory, and never in an empirical 

manner (Turner, 2005; Lu and Zhou, 2013). To the 

best of my knowledge, this paper is the first attempt 

to directly test the phenomenological expectations 

of the theory by means of space syntax and space 

statistical methods. It should be added that the 

literature includes a number of studies that provide 

indirect evidence for the theory, not least Jacobs’ 

(1961) classical analysis of how blossoming urban 

life is spatially conditioned by the existence of short 

blocks that facilitate dynamic movement flows (Sea-

mon, 2012). To the extent that this paper’s statistical 

analysis speaks in favour of the phenomenological 

propositions of movement economic theory, this re-

sult should also be regarded as additional empirical 

proof of Jacobs’ contemporary relevance. 

Statistical hypothesis 
Hillier’s (1996a, p.125) argument that the move-

ment economic city is constituted by a ‘multiplicity 

of inter-relationships’ between the morphological 

components of configuration, movement and at-
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traction, presents a methodological challenge for 

testing the theory statistically. Instead of measuring 

and modelling the independent effects of each of 

these components – abstracted from their mor-

phological inter-relationships – we should instead 

examine specifically how the urban experience 

is conditioned by the inter-relationship between 

these morphological components. Thus, the move-

ment economic hypothesis of the article is that the 

urban morphological inter-relationships between 

configurational accessibility, movement intensity 

and clustered shops contribute positively to the 

phenomenological experience of being in an at-

tractive urban place. 
 

Data and methodology 
The quantitative design of the article is as follows. 

The inter-relatedness of the morphological com-

ponents is operationalised by combining space 

syntax measures of configurational accessibility, 

pedestrian movement data, and systematic on-site 

observations of land use. The correlation between 

these morphological items is assessed with regres-

sion analysis, and polychoric principal component 

analysis is applied to extract a movement economic 

index variable from the latent interrelationship be-

tween the items. The phenomenological aspect of 

the movement economy, i.e. the outcome variable, 

is then operationalised with survey data. Data is 

analysed by applying a multilevel regression model 

that includes the movement economic index as 

the key context-level predictor and a number of 

individual-level control covariates.  

Spatial data 
A key methodological achievement of space syntax 

is the articulation of space as a network of relations 

that can be objectively measured by mathematical 

tools of graph theory (Hillier and Raford, 2010). 

When applying the space syntax method, the first 

step is to construct an axial map, which represents 

the fewest and longest lines that are needed to cov-

er all the ways of moving around the layout. For this 

paper, the axial map was constructed against the 

backdrop of high-resolution aerial photographs of 

central Copenhagen. Next, the axial map was used 

to calculate different measures of configurational 

accessibility. This paper focuses on the configura-

tional measure of segment angular choice. Taking 

the segment rather than the axial line as the smallest 

topological unit of analysis involves decomposing 

axial lines into the segments between junctions. A 

growing body of space syntax studies suggests that 

the segment choice measure outperforms the other 

and older graph theoretical measures (such as axial 

integration) as a predictor of pedestrian movement 

patterns and economic land use values (Hillier and 

Iida, 2005; Hillier and Raford, 2010). 

The choice measure may be understood as a 

spatial equivalent to Freeman’s (1977) graph theo-

retical measure, betweenness centrality, commonly 

applied in social network analysis. Specifically, 

choice is calculated as the shortest paths between 

all segments within a given metric radius, that is, the 

journey with the lowest angular cost for each pos-

sible origin and destination pair of segments. The 

fact that actual movement patterns and choice are 

strongly correlated in urban morphologies suggests 

that movement through the configurational network 

tends to densify in segments that lie on the shortest 

paths between pairs of segments, i.e. the bridges 

that link different areas of the street network together 

(Turner, 2001; Hillier et al., 2012). Technically, the 

choice measure is calculated in Mapinfo, applying 

the Place Syntax tool (Ståhle et al., 2005).  

Following Grajeski’s (2001) methodological 

suggestions, movement data was collected at 65 

gates to validate whether choice is correlated with 

actual movement patterns in the Copenhagen case. 

Each gate was simultaneously observed twice for 

five minutes each time. The gates were located in 

the same segments in which the survey data was 
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Measures Min. Max. Mean
Lived attraction (1 = agree)

Movement economy index

Age 

Gender (1 = male)

Ethnicity (1 = Non-Danish)

Choicea

Movement per houra

Land use (1 = retail)

0

-3.24

11

0

0

10.5

8

0

1

2.71

90

1

1

134162.5

848

1

0.70

-0.01

37

0.46

0.19

22785.7

243

0.35
a The analysis uses the logged transformed versions of these variables due to skewness.

collected. Inspired by Raudenbush and Sampson’s 

(1999) suggestion to apply on-site systematic ob-

servations as a tool to quantify the ecological setting 

of urban neighbourhoods, the 65 gate locations 

were then geocoded as mainly retail ‘foreground’ 

spaces, or as residential ‘background’ spaces 

(Hillier, 2012). Table 1 summarises the measures of 

three morphological variables (choice, movement, 

and land use), and the context- and individual-

level predictors and the dependent variable to be 

included in the multilevel model.

Measuring the movement economy 
As noted, the movement economy should be under-

stood as an inter-related whole, which is more than 

the additive sum of its morphological component 

parts. Interrelationships among socio-spatial phe-

nomena are often difficult to measure directly – yet 

too often space syntax studies rely on spatial con-

figuration as a direct and comprehensive measure 

of the urban morphological texture (Ratti, 2004). 

This suggests that the movement economy should 

rather be measured indirectly, as a latent structure 

existing between the directly observable morphol-

ogy components (Dunteman, 1989). 

For this purpose, the three morphological items 

(choice, movement, and land use) are analysed by 

polychoric principal component analysis, allowing 

us to extract the latent movement economic struc-

ture shared by the items (calculations are conducted 

using Stata’s polychoric module; see Kolenikov and 

Angeles, 2004). The extracted latent variable is 

considered a movement economic index, and this 

index variable is included as the key context-level 

predictor in the multilevel regression model. Fur-

thermore, the application of principal component 

analysis has an advantage in terms of statistical 

estimation: a simultaneous inclusion of the three 

morphological items as separate model predictors 

would, given their inter-relatedness, cause problems 

of multicollinearity by which the overlapping effects 

of the items would be erroneously estimated and/

or controlled away. 

Survey and sampling 
The survey data (N=412) was collected in central 

Copenhagen, specifically the neighbourhood of 

Nørrebro. This is an ethnically diverse neighbour-

hood with a varied social morphology where only 

a few streets separate some of Copenhagen’s 

most popular areas from the most socio-spatially 

deprived. Data was collected on two weekdays in 

the daytime in the autumn of 2011. Face-to-face 

interviews were conducted on-site with randomly 

selected pedestrians in 26 of the 65 streets in which 

the movement gate counts also were conducted. 

Table 1:

Descriptive statistics.
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Thus, the data sample should be considered a 

geographical cluster sample as the respondents 

were selected in the capacity of moving through 

one of the 26 street segments. The response rate 

was 61%. Due to this sampling strategy, the limited 

sample size, and the fact that the neighbourhood 

of Nørrebro has a socio-morphological variation 

greater that the Copenhagen average (e.g. in terms 

of ethnic composition), the sample cannot be re-

garded as strictly representative for Copenhagen 

and/or cities as such. The estimated results can be 

read as indicating trends regarding the nature of 

movement economies.      

Analytic strategy
Given the hierarchical data structure (i.e. individu-

als nested into street contexts), data were analysed 

with a multilevel regression model (Hox, 2010; 

Raudenbush and Sampson, 1999). This type of 

generalised linear regression model has been 

developed to model how social (or, in this case, 

socio-spatial) contexts affect individual outcomes. 

Contrary to traditional regression models that as-

sume independency of observations (uncorrelated 

errors), multilevel models relax this assumption by 

modelling observations as being dependent due to 

their contextual embeddedness. 

In the specific case of spatially clustered social 

phenomena, multilevel models can be understood 

as one way to statistically address Tobler’s (1970, 

p.236) first law of geography: ‘Everything is related 

to everything else, but near things are more related 

than distant things.’ In multilevel regression terms, 

the proposition of this paper – that the movement 

economy shapes the lived attraction value – is mod-

elled as a context effect on the individual attraction 

outcome. A random intercept model was applied, 

allowing the intercept to vary across contexts. That 

is to say, the random intercept model examines the 

extent to which the experienced attraction value var-

ies across street contexts and how the movement 

economic properties of these street contexts affect 

the individual attraction outcome. 

Technically, the model is estimated in MLwiN 

with a Markov chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) proce-

dure (Browne, 2012), which is preferable over an 

ordinary least squares and/or maximum likelihood 

type of estimation: an MCMC estimation is more 

robust with smaller sample sizes, as in the case 

of this paper. Moreover, the MCMC procedure re-

laxes the assumption of the normality distribution 

of the outcome variable, allowing us to estimate a 

conceptually simpler linear model while applying 

the binary attraction outcome (Hox, 2010, p.273; 

Hellevik, 2009).2

Measures and definitions 
The dependent variable is measured according 

to agreement with the statement: ‘This street is an 

exciting place.’ This variable measures the phenom-

enological attraction value of urban micro-spaces, 

described above by Hillier as a sense of well-being 

and excitement. The variable has a binary outcome, 

agree (coded 1) and disagree (coded 0).

The movement economy index is included as 

the model’s key context-level predictor variable. The 

technical aspects of calculating this index variable 

are outlined in the results section below. In terms of 

theory, a higher index score indicates that the street 

segment is more movement economically potent. 

In addition, the model includes three individual-

level control variables in order to separate the 

movement economic context effect from the effect 

of social composition (Duncan et al., 1998). For 

example, it could be the case that some streets are 

perceived more attractive not because of the con-

text properties of these streets but because these 

segments are crowded with bright-minded young 

individuals (Gans, 1968; Hed ström, 2005, p.45ff). 

The control variables included are: age, gender 

(reference category: female), and a dummy vari-

able that measures whether the respondent has a 

Notes:
2 A parallel set of analyses 
has been performed ap-
plying a logistic multilevel 
model. This does not alter 
the main estimated results 
and conclusions.
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Danish or non-Danish ethnic background (reference 

category: Danish ethnicity). The ethnicity dummy is 

included in the expectation that respondents who 

are ethnically homologous with Nørrebro’s ethni-

cally diverse population are likely to express a more 

favourable opinion about the emplaced attraction 

value of the neighbourhood (Collins, 2004, p.151; 

Bourdieu, 1985).      

Results 

Movement economic analysis
Figure 1 presents the segment angular choice 

analysis. The grey tone spectrum from dark to bright 

corresponds to a low and high level of spatial ac-

cessibility. The neighbourhood of Nørrebro is seen 

to the west; and to the east is the old city centre, 

separated from Nørrebro by the lakes running 

across the morphological heart of Copenhagen. 

Given the fact that the choice measure often picks 

up the bridges that link the street network together, 

we should not be surprised that the analysis sug-

gests that the actual bridges connecting the city 

centre and Nørrebro are among the most spatially 

accessible segments. From these bridge segments 

the angular cost, i.e. the minimum number of turns 

around corners that are needed in order to reach 

all other segments, is very low. 

The next question is whether this choice rep-

resentation of Nørrebro may be read as a sort of 

movement economic hot spot map of spatially 

distributed movements and attractions. As a first 

examination of this question, linear regression 

models are applied to test choice as a predictor 

Figure 1:

Nørrebro section of the 
segment angular choice 
map.
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of actual pedestrian movement and retail land use 

patterns. The regression models include a spatial 

lag of the dependent variables in order to control 

for the effect of spatial autocorrelation (Ward and 

Gleditsch, 2008). The relevance of applying this 

spatial regression model can be explained by the 

fact that a Moran’s I statistics of movement, I = 0.20, 

p < .01, and land use patterns, I = 0.22, p < .01, 

suggests moderate levels of spatial autocorrela-

tion. Technically, the Moran’s I statistics and the 

spatial lagged covariates are calculated with the 

software package GeoDa (Anselin, 2003). Results 

are reported as semi-partial coefficients in order to 

obtain a comparable effect size metric. 

In accordance with the well-established findings 

in the space syntax literature, the first regression 

model suggests that a global choice measure (ra-

dius 2,500 metres) is a strong predictor of pedes-

trian movement, sr = 0.67, p < .01. The spatial lag 

of pedestrian movement is also highly significant, sr 

= 0.38, p < .01, suggesting the existence of spatial 

spillover of movement flows between proximate 

street segments. Such spillover effect may arise 

because the same movement flows (i.e. the same 

individual pedestrians) are measured several times 

at neighbouring movement count gates. Overall, 

this regression model suggests that a considerable 

proportion of the variance in the dependent move-

ment variable, R2 = 0.58, can be explained by the 

two independent variables, choice and the spatial 

lag of movement. 

The next regression model suggests that choice 

is also significantly correlated with retail land use, 

sr = 0.37, p < .01. This corresponds with the ex-

pectations of space syntax regarding movement 

economy. The spatial lag of retail patterns is also 

highly significant, sr = 0.39, p < .01, suggesting that 

the presence of shops on one street segment lends 

economic value to the shops in neigh boring street 

segments. When compared to the first regression 

model, the second model explains a significantly 

smaller share of variance in the dependent land 

use variable, R2 = 0.29. This r-squared difference 

may be attributed to the fact that in this instance, 

we are estimating a derived or byproduct effect of 

the space-movement correlation.  

Following these regression results, we use a 

polychoric principal component analysis to extract 

the joint variation of the three morphological items 

into a single movement economic index component. 

This analysis suggests that only one component 

has an eigenvalue above Kaiser’s criterion of 1, 

explaining 74% of the variation of the three items. 

The component loadings for the choice (0.60), 

movement (0.57) and land use (0.65) items indicate 

strong coherence with the extracted component. 

These results strongly suggest that the morphologi-

cal items share a latent or inter-related structure, 

thereby justifying the inclusion of the extracted 

component in the multilevel model as a movement 

economic index variable.

Multilevel estimation 
We calculated an intraclass correlation (ICC) in 

order to assess the proportion of the variance of 

the individual outcome which may be attributable 

to the context, i.e. how similar are the attraction 

experiences within the street context. In space sta-

tistical terms, an intraclass correlation is a measure 

of spatial autocorrelation (Kreft and Leeuw, 1998, 

p.7). Calculated on the basis of the empty Model 0, 

the ICC suggests that approximately ten percent of 

the variation in the dependent experience variable 

is due to variation between the street contexts. 

This supports the use of a multilevel design to 

examine whether this between-context variance 

may be explained as a context effect of the move-

ment economy. Note that the Bayesian Information 

Criterion (BIC) suggests that Model 2 has the best 

over all data fit. 

In Model 1 it can be initially established that the 

individual-level variables of age and gender do not 
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contribute significantly to the experienced attrac-

tion level. Second, we note that respondents with a 

non-Danish ethnicity tend to regard the urban space 

as significantly more attractive than ethnic Danish 

respondents. This finding should be understood in 

the context of the fact that Nørrebro is often por-

trayed in Danish media as a neighbourhood marked 

by social problems related to ethnicity. The fact that 

respondents who are ethnically homologous with 

the neighbourhood have a more positive opinion 

may be explained as a result of their effort to portray 

a good image of the neighbourhood and its ethnic 

diversity. In other words, they may be exercising 

what we, with Goffman (1955), might call a sort of 

neighbourhood ‘face-work’ (see also Jensen and 

Christensen, 2012). 

Regarding the paper’s key hypothesis that the 

movement economy is positively associated with at-

tractive place experiences, we can establish that the 

individual-level control variables included in Model 

1 do only account for a small part of the between-

context variation in the attraction experience out-

come. In Model 2, the movement economic index 

is included as an attempt to account for this unex-

plained between-context variance. The movement 

economic index predictor contributes significantly 

and positively to the experience of urban space as 

being more attractive. What is more, the intercept 

variance component becomes insignificant once 

this context-level predictor is included, indicating 

that no significant context-level variation has been 

left unconsidered. This result clearly speaks in fa-

vour of the key hypothesis of the article: holding all 

other variables constant, the movement economy is 

positively associated with the experience of urban 

space as being an attractive place

Closing remarks 
The paper took as its point of departure the argu-

ment that the movement economic axiom ‘configu-

ration generates attraction’ relates to both economic 

land use values and the lived experience of urban 

space attractions. This phenomenological, as op-

posed to a strictly economic, aspect of the theory 

is implied by Hillier’s original presentation of the 

theory – yet, this aspect of theory has evaded em-

pirical examination. The results presented in the 

article confirm that experienced urban attraction is 

positively shaped by the movement economy. This 

effect is more than the sum of individual character-

M0 M1 M2

Intercept

Fixed effects

Non-Danish ethnicity (ref: Danish eth.)

Age 

Gender (ref: female) 

Movement economy index

Random effects

Intercept variance component

0.70**

0.023**

0.66**

0.15**

0.00

-0.03

0.022**

0.68**

0.14**

0.00

-0.03

0.12**

0.006

BIC

N

505.96

410

496.00

401

586.89

401

*p < .10; **p < .05. All model estimates are obtained with 30,000 MCMC iterations.

Table 2:

Multilevel regression 
analysis of experienced 
attraction.
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istics. The attraction value of urban space should, 

at least in part, be considered as a context effect 

of the movement economic city.   

More broadly, the article may be read as a 

space syntax contribution to the ongoing discussion 

about the frequent discrepancy between architects’ 

and laypersons’ aesthetic valuation of built space. 

Although the literature contains some studies, 

e.g. Llinares et al. (2011), where these aesthetical 

valuations converge, Gifford et al. (2000, p.167) 

emphasise that in general, architects and non-

architects differ in their aesthetic assessment of 

the urban built environment. Attraction excitement 

is understood in this context as part of what defines 

aesthetic appraisals (Mitias, 1988, p.146; Gifford et 

al., 2000, p.169). 

Specifically, the current study illuminates the 

extent to which the aesthetic valuation of urban 

space implied by space syntax is mismatched 

with that of the layperson. Hillier’s movement 

economy theory is one of the few instances when 

he (and, more broadly, the space syntax paradigm) 

explicitly addresses urban space as an aesthetic 

phenomenon: ‘many of the properties of urban 

space that we value aesthetically are the product 

of this functional shaping of space’ (Hillier, 1996a, 

p.119). This implies what we might call an aesthetic 

of urban morphology, reflecting a descriptive as 

well as an ethical or normative approach to urban 

space: ‘Good space is used space’ (Hillier, 1996a, 

p.127). Although this article does not test whether 

the aesthetic assessment of urban space by the 

interviewed non-architects converges with that of 

architects trained in space syntax (as a replication 

of Gifford et al.’s 2000 study would require), it is 

noteworthy that what the respondents value as be-

ing aesthetically attractive not only coincides with 

the explanatory expectation of movement economy 

theory, but also with the theory’s aesthetic-ethical 

ideal of good city form. 
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