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THE EVIDENCE OF THE CITY. MAKING THE CASE FOR

A DATA-ORIENTED URBAN MORPHOLOGY

Riccardo Biondi

Cycle

37° - CRT/DAD/FULL Co-funded Grant
Year

2021 - 2024

Supervisors
Marco Trisciuoglio

Research Group
Transitional Morphology Joint Research Unit,
FULL - Future Urban Legacy Lab

As society keeps moving towards unprecedented levels
of urbanization, cities are explored as sources of solu-
tions for the challenges that the urbanized world poses.
The New Urban Agenda presents urban design as one of
the five pillars that can help implement principles to im-
prove the quality of urban life and suggests evidence-ba-
sed approaches as valuable methods to provide higher
degrees of predictability to city plans and policies (United
Nations, 2017).

Evidence-based approaches in design fields are de-
scribed as operational models where credible and re-
liable facts, research findings, and field observations
inform choices taken by designers (Hamilton & Watkins,
2009). The implications of these ideas - from the need
to establish what constitutes reliable evidence to the si-
gnificance of merging an analytical approach to intuitive
design - inform the underlying assumption of this work of
research, that is, the collection of data and the use of mo-
dern analysis tools must intertwine the existing methods
to read and design the urban form.

After introducing its framework, methods, and purpose,
the research explores the concept of evidence-based
approaches: from early Evidence-Based Medicine (EBM)
to the emergence of the idea of evidence in design di-
sciplines, eventually resulting in Evidence-Based Design
(EBD).

EBM developed extensively to abandon anecdotal ways

of diagnosing and prognosis patients, and it established
a rigorous method that uses practical and theoretical
knowledge as inputs to medical decisions (Sackett et
al, 1996). The well-structured model of evidence-based
medicine, its theoretical basis, and its steps, have been
the aimed standard in the efforts to establish the Eviden-
ce-Based Design process.

Following the study of Roger Ulrich (1984) on the in-
fluence of spatial features in hospital rooms on the pa-
tients’ recovery, EBD has been applied in the last two de-
cades in healthcare design, office design, and landscape
design, onto which researchers have developed a field
literature addressing mainly two groups of questions,
namely the feasibility of the evidence-based approach in
real-life practices, and the theoretical foundation of evi-
dence to base design procedures.

The first group concerns the possibility of the so-cal-
led chain of logic in architectural practice, meaning the

Cushing, D. F, & Miller, E. (2020). Creating great places: evidence-based urban design for
health and wellbeing. London: Routledge.

Hamilton, D. K, & Watkins, D. H. (2009). Evidence-based design for multiple building types.
Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons.

Hillier, B. (2004). Space is the machine: a configurational theory of architecture. London:
Space Syntax.

Sackett, D. L, Rosenberg, W. M. C,, Gray, J. A. M, Haynes, R. B, & Richardson, W. S.
(1996). Evidence based medicine: what it is and what it isn't. BMJ (British Medical Journal),
312(7023), pp. 71-72.

United Nations. (2017). The New urban Agenda.
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link between credible research findings, their critical interpretation, and the
production of a design concept with expected results which, confirmed in
post-occupancy evaluations, assess the reliability of the project as future
base evidence. These investigations raise questions on the introduction of
research knowledge and an open-access attitude to design practices, both
necessary to establish a proper evidence-based process.

Nevertheless, this research only hypothesizes a chain of logic for the urban
process. Then it draws on the second group of literature to focus on the
analytical step of EBD and to answer the following questions: What are the
issues with conventional design? How does EBD critically respond to it?
What is the definition of evidence compared to data, proof, and information?

The second part of the work addresses the existing methods to analyze
urban form, bringing forward an exploration of the theories of the urban
morphology field on the underlying question: What is the predisposition of
these methods to highlight, analyze, or process data to measure spatial and
social characters of the urban environment?

The research answers arranging around the groups of quantitative data,
qualitative data, and spatial information, all the various contributions to the
study of city form: from the well-established approaches in urban morpho-
logy - the geographical approach, the process-typological approach, space
syntax analysis - to the texts that searched for answers on the right ways
of studying and designing the city, like the works from Kevin Lynch, Chri-
stopher Alexander, Jane Jacobs, Jan Gehl, Bill Hillier.

As the role of urban designers lies in providing people with spaces they can
engage with and feel comfortable in, such responsibility cannot be entrusted
only to their intuition, the latter needs to look for confirmations and solidity

in evident data. The challenging task of evidence-based urban design would
consist of being a predictor for the performance of social behaviours within
certain forms, simultaneously the most and the least evident character of
cities. In this regard, the research also draws on theories from social scien-
ces that provide methodologies to study place-behaviour relations, such as
affordance theory, place attachment theory, or sense of place theory (Cu-
shing & Miller, 2020), all aiming at a broader objective of the work to inve-
stigate how an evidence-based approach could measure the connection of
the city to oneself. To do so, the work moves onto a section dedicated to
case studies where spatial and social parameters are measured in different
urban contexts, with different morphological models and producing diverse
outcomes, verifying the feasibility of a data analysis to produce evidence for
urban design.

The research concludes with a critical discussion of the observations col-
lected in the previous chapters. It discusses the twofold operation brought
forward: enriching the discourse around evidence with an exploration of
evidence-based urban design and orientating the urban morphology field
towards the inevitable inclusion of data for the design process.

Advancing an analytical theory to adjust conventional design does not pre-
scribe projects to a set of given solutions; reason is already involved in desi-
gn as much as intuition, and more than the latter, it can liberate architecture
from concealed paradigms. It is the price for architectural freedom (Hillier,
2004).
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“The PhD Program in Architecture.
History and Project (DASP) was born
out of two long lasting traditions of
doctoral level studies and research

in the area of Architecture at
Politecnico di Torino. The PhD Program
programmatically investigates the
complexity of architectural cultures
starting from the multi-disciplinary and
trans-disciplinary interweaving between
the history and the design of buildings,
cities, territories.

On the one hand, in fact, urban

and architectural composition and
technology of architecture favor an
interpretation of the project as a tool
for measuring the stratifications of
theoretical elaborations, technical

innovations and modifications

of built environment.

On the other hand, the historical
disciplines for architecture and the
city, far from a local vision and thanks
to the cooperation with other histories
(the economic, social, anthropological
and aesthetic ones), trace paths that
can be traveled by architects and urban
planners, but also by other humanities
scholars, such as philosophers

and linguists”

Marco Trisciuoglio

(from the document Proposal for the accreditation
of doctorates - a.y. 2023/2024,

presented to the ltalian Ministry of University

and Research on June 5th, 2023)
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