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Abstract. The aim of this paper is to map the spatial variations in the size of the shadow economy 
within Brussels. Reporting data provided by the National Bank of Belgium on the deposit of high 
denomination banknotes across bank branches in the 19 municipalities of the Brussels-Capital 
Region, the finding is that the shadow economy is concentrated in wealthier populations and not 
in deprived or immigrant communities. The outcome is a call to transcend the association of the 
shadow economy with marginalized groups and the wider adoption of this indirect method when 
measuring spatial variations in the shadow economy. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

Is the shadow economy concentrated in marginalized areas and populations, 
such as in immigrant populations, and as a result, reduces the spatial disparities 
produced by the formal economy? Or is it concentrated in more affluent 
populations and, as a consequence, reinforces the disparities produced by 
the formal economy? This paper seeks answers to these questions. For many 
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THE ROLE OF THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT  
IN HUMAN LIFE. SELECTED ISSUES 

Abstract. Creation of the built environment and research in this field pose a particularly difficult 
challenge nowadays. The pace of social and technological change does not allow for evolution-
ary development of cities and the formation of their land use according to current conditions. 
Creating spatial solutions that are unmatched in their contexts is becoming not only possible, but 
very probable (see Alexander, 1964). The development of the built environment involves not only 
art, technology, history, economics and law, but also philosophy, culture, medicine, psychology, 
sociology and many other spheres in which human life is manifested. However, only a relatively 
small number of disciplines such as spatial planning, urban design, urban planning, etc. (ignoring 
at this point the differences in the meaning of the concepts) in their application layer are meant to 
create space and bear responsibility for it. Also society has certain requirements of practical nature 
towards them. 

This article attempts to outline the nature of research on space urbanised by people and to deter-
mine the four main fields of research aimed at the problems of man and the built environment. In the 
next part, particular attention is paid to issues related to the impact of the built environment on the 
life of its residents in order to highlight the particular role and complexity of this area of research. 
This study, acting as a kind of test of the research, cannot be considered representative. Neverthe-
less, the analysis prompts several reflections on the current and future role of the built environment 
in the development of our civilisation, as well as further challenges related to it.
Keywords: built environment, physical environment, spatial planning, urban planning, quality of life.

1. INTRODUCTION

Deliberations on the built environment are closely associated with the concept 
of culture, one of the broadest terms to describe the human world. This term, by 
definition (see, e.g. Encyclopedia…, 1993, Słownik…, 2003), contains the whole 
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spiritual and material heritage of humanity, and thus everything that creates the 
built environment. In the literature, especially in anthropological studies, it is re-
peatedly emphasised that human culture is composed of two types of artefacts: 
human behaviour and material culture (Barański, 2007 after Schleretch, 1991; The 
Columbia…, 1956). Material culture includes items of material nature, that is all 
kinds of artefacts, including elements of spatial planning. These are mainly per-
manent artefacts (as only permanent objects can be elements of culture ‒ Gyurk-
ovich, 2010), which have been made in a conscious way (Malec, 2012). The built 
environment contains not only artefacts, i.e. the elements of nature which, once 
separated from this nature by human activities, serve in the primary form or after 
they have changed their form and state, as material support for the production of 
social life in all its dimensions. It is also the environment which is the result of 
the transformation of nature, e.g., domestic animals and plants that would become 
extinct or would grow wild after cessation of care (see Godelier, 2012). Assuming 
that the built environment is a manifestation of material culture, it is defined by 
James Deetz (1996) as ‘that sector of our physical environment that we modify 
through culturally determined behaviour’. This environment is not only the prod-
uct of humanity but also the foundation of its development.

The places of the largest concentration of human creations are cities: many 
have witnessed rapid development of urban environment. This development man-
ifests itself not only through succession, increased intensity or the overlapping 
and accumulation of new solutions and material forms, but also by the increasing 
complexity of technical environment. However, in the ‘post-modern societies of 
consumption saturation’ not just the quantity of the collected objects, but their 
quality is increasingly important. As a result, people exchange their possessions, 
although they have not lost their use value – they acquire larger televisions, faster 
computers, better houses. Similar processes can be seen in the field of spatial de-
velopment. Modernisation or replacement of still functioning elements of land use 
is often undertaken, especially in rapidly developing societies. 

The growing dynamics of spatial development is dictated not only by the de-
sire to create a better quality environment but also the need to replace what has 
ceased to be functional and remove limitations arising from the finite resources 
of space available to man. Human needs also change. For example, departing 
from a large family model means that in some regions of the world there is an 
oversupply of large houses, which are also unattractive to a large part of the aging 
population (see Nelson, 2006).

The problem of mutual interaction between people and the human-made en-
vironment is of particular importance today. Modern society requires space and 
facilities better suited to its needs. The increasing mobility of the information 
society and broad access to information place the evaluation of the urban environ-
ment and the assessment of the occupied spatial position (more about these issues 
in Szczepański and Nurek, 1997) in a much broader context than in the past. As 
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a result, part of the population is willing to perceive a decision about moving to 
places as more attractive. The arrangement and organisation of space are therefore 
some of the factors that build the attractiveness of cities.

The article deals with the issue of, among others, the influence of the built en-
vironment on human life in urbanized areas. Its main purpose is to draw attention 
to the versatility of the studies analysing the influence of the built environment on 
human life and emphasize the legitimacy of including their results in the process 
of creating or modifying the existing spatial development. On that level, special-
ists in urban design, planners and architects – people who are particularly respon-
sible for planning the urban space – play a major role. The presented discussions 
are conducted, above all, in the context of the quality of life which, despite being 
understood and defined in various ways, is largely dependent on the built environ-
ment, since it influences the degree to which numerous human needs are fulfilled, 
for example, on the physiological level (rest), on the level of safety (freedom 
from fear), on the level of aesthetic needs (harmony), in self-realization (the fuller 
development of the human potential possessed) (see needs hierarchy of Maslow, 
1990). The perspective presented in the article also refers to the approach of Sen 
(2002), the Nobel Prize winner, who in his debates assumes that the quality of life 
is dependent on living, not the ownership of goods. He proposes to adopt the pos-
sibilities of humans using the possessed goods to assure their dignified living as 
a base for the assessment of the quality of life. These possibilities are doubtlessly 
co-determined by the built environment.1

2. BUILT ENVIRONMENT AS AN OBJECT OF STUDY 

The existence of a relationship between people and the surroundings is obvious as 
confirmed in the definitions of culture quoted above. Our skills, abilities and goals 
shape our environment which, in turn, provides the context and one of the many 
determinants of our behaviour. Human behaviour and what people build make 
a mutually-explanatory whole. Therefore, urban environment can be perceived 
as information about people (individuals and society). This draws the attention 
of many researchers, including Dant (2007), who wrote that ‘the way we build 
homes reflects our culture, our values, our relationship to the earth,’ Eco (1986 
after Dant, 2007), claiming that architecture includes a cultural code and Leach 
(1989), who indicates that ‘all the various non-verbal dimensions of culture, such 
as [...] village lay-out, architecture [...] are organised in patterned sets so as to in-

1 The statement of Sen claiming that not the issue of owning a bicycle is important, but the question 
of whether we can own and use a bicycle can be supplemented by saying that the latter is co-deter-
mined by, among others, the presence of bicycle routes in a city. 
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corporate coded information in a manner analogous to the sounds and words and 
sentences of a natural language.’ The study of the built environment allows us to 
understand the society associated with it.

The research referred to shows a specific character. The elements of the built 
environment, such as buildings, urban furniture, interior design, are neither fauna 
nor flora as Jean Baudrillard wrote (2006). They are the product of human activ-
ity and as such are not subject to the natural laws of ecology (such as the law of 
evolution and self-organisation). They cannot self-copy or reproduce, and if in the 
future we construct buildings or other facilities capable of e.g. self-repair, they 
will be useless if there are no people in them.2 As noted by Nęcki (2004), ‘the 
environment does not have the properties of ‘a self-defining system’ which means 
it cannot say what it is or what it is not (e.g. a temple or a warehouse, a monument 
or ruin, a park or fallow).’ The features of the built environment and the impor-
tance of its components are decided by people, their creators and users. The sum 
of these meanings influences the attractiveness of an area.

The built environment is a static creation, in a sense ‘turned off’ for a while 
from the circulation of nature. It is a matter closed in certain forms, shaped by 
human hand. Nevertheless, it is subject, as any material object, to the rules of 
nature (e.g. the law of entropy), which do not play hide and seek with the re-
searcher, do not change – you just need to know and understand them. In this 
respect, the built environment and its components are relatively easy to study. It is 
possible to determine their properties experimentally (for example, the resistance 
of objects or used raw materials to erosion, precipitation, earthquakes, live micro-
organisms). Physical consequences of the existence of elements of management 
(such as modi fying the strength and direction of wind, air temperature, the flow 
of rainwater), are also predictable. We can measure not only the impact of natural 
phenomena but also occupants behaviour (e.g. effects of overload or maltreatment 
of elements of management). Therefore what is reflected in inanimate matter, in 
the urban tissue, is easily measurable and recognisable. 

The source of a much greater research difficulty is the reversed relationship, 
i.e. the impact of the built environment on the people staying in it (or more pre-
cisely the impact of the people themselves through specific urban planning). We 
know, though, the human lifecycle and people’s possibilities and limitations at 
various stages of development. We know – at least in generalization – human 
behaviour in specific spatial contexts (see e.g. spatial behaviour by McLoughlin, 
1969). But knowing how and in which dimensions the built environment modi-

2 Creating architecture with advanced computer design tools, the search for (creating) the genetic 
code of the buildings, the desire to create architectural “species” and “races” and finally the concept 
of digital-botanic architecture (see e.g. Frazer, 1994; Dollens, 2005) is rather a manifestation of the 
search for biological analogies in design solutions than the creation of living organisms subject to 
the laws of ecology.
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fies a person’s life is still insufficient. Shaping the neighbourhood described by 
Jane Jacobs (1993), safe space of Newman (1972), aging-friendly places (Global 
age-friendly..., 2007), activating public spaces (Gehl, 2011), user-friendly build-
ings (Hall and Hall, 1975), or smart spaces (Głowińska, 2014) are just some of the 
interesting research themes of great cognitive potential.

Today, there is a growing number of studies on human life in urban environ-
ment. This is due to the new contexts in which the further development of ad-
vanced societies is seen, such as the mentioned need to reduce consumption of 
available spaces and giving up quantitative development in favour of new ideas 
of qualitative development (see e.g. Wysocka, 2003). It is seen more and more 
clearly that space management has a significant impact on the quality of life of its 
users, including the functioning of modern urban societies. As a result, the issue of 
urban planning – usually viewed through people and their life – is undertaken in 
different contexts and different spatial scales within many sciences. These include 
geography, land management, urban planning, architecture, urban sociology, en-
gineering and environmental protection, medicine and environmental psychology, 
anthropology and many other research disciplines and sub-disciplines.

It is not possible to review all research on the built environment and people 
functioning in it. It seems, however, that it is possible to mention four broad re-
search fields, which include:

1) Research on the built environment (land development) understood as an 
achievement of technology and human thought. In this perspective, the built envi-
ronment is seen as a material ‘emanation’ of human activity. The studies focused 
on the matter, materials and forms, that have evolved with the development of 
human skills, as well as the evolution of ideas about physiognomy, design and 
spatial solutions, etc. (expressed e.g. in architectural styles, or search for ideal ur-
ban forms), but also on the intentions of their creators. It seems that this approach 
should also include some aspects of contemporary studies on the evolution of 
elements of land development, such as smart buildings, zero energy building and 
responsive architecture.

2) Research on shaping space in the process of managing it. It focuses on 
the process of creating the built environment and features of the created physical 
space. It includes both the category of absolute space (spatial diversity) and rela-
tional space (spatial organisation). Development is seen here, as in the previous 
approach, as the material manifestation of human activity. The aim of the research 
includes the recognition of spatial structures and detection of the conditions and 
mechanisms that have shaped them, the study of evolution of forms created and 
inhabited by people, distinguished e.g. on the basis of morphological and genetic 
criteria, as well as analysis of the way the use of space fits into the existing natural 
conditions.

3) Studies on the impact of society on land use. This approach places people pri-
marily in the role of users (and not the constructors as in the previous approaches), 
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modifying their environment. What is therefore important is how people shape the 
surroundings ‘produced’ by them. In this view, development is seen as a ‘receiver’ 
of human activities. Research following this trend includes user behaviour towards 
built space, both spontaneous and planned (e.g. taking steps to change or restore the 
existing way of development), from the level of detail (e.g. maltreatment or misuse 
of objects) to a general one (e.g. relation to material cultural heritage). Problems fall-
ing within this approach include the activities and research related to the handling of 
material resources (e.g. administration and real estate management).

4) Research on the impact of the built environment on people. The research 
included in this category focuses primarily on people as the recipients of stimuli 
coming from the environment shaped by them. Research aims at understanding 
the impact of the built environment on a number of manifestations of human life. 
Urban environment in this approach is seen primarily as determined by its condi-
tions, more or less recognised by us. It creates both opportunities and constraints 
for action of individuals and societies inhabiting them. People are the creators but 
at the same time the beneficiaries (or victims) of the characteristics of the envi-
ronment created by themselves. In this approach, people are located in a specific 
spatial configuration of material objects but also of the intangible assets created 
by them (such as the level of security or a sense of status resulting from the use of 
or possession of a piece of space). 

These concepts cannot be considered separately, or assigned to a single disci-
pline. However, each of them is a testimony to the existence of the interrelation-
ships between people and the environment created by them.

The considerations presented in the following section will be limited to the 
latter presented approaches. This is due to:

 – the growing interest in the impact the built environment exerts on human life;
 – a large potential of these problems, as it appears that their exploration can 

bring many interesting and revealing conclusions;
 – the dispersion of the research included in this trend within a wide variety of 

scientific disciplines, which on the one hand raises difficulties in constructing syn-
theses and generalisations but also allows drawing further, valuable conclusions 
on the basis of past achievements and existing data.

3. IMPACT OF THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT ON HUMAN LIFE ‒ AN OUTLINE

The development of research in which people and spatial planning are in the cen-
tre is dictated primarily by its growing importance and current requirements posed 
to the environment in which people live. Since for the majority of human popula-
tion it is the heavily built-up areas that are the habitat, the researchers’ attention is 
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focused primarily on the relationship between spatial management and quality of 
life of people living in a given surrounding. 

Currently, our attitude to the shaping of urban space is subject to a significant 
change. This does not only stem from the increasingly complex environment ‘fa-
cilities’ that surround us, but also the increasingly more extensive knowledge of 
human life in their configuration. In the past, builders were primarily interested 
in the durability of the material from which the building was erected as well as its 
design. Today the issues taken into account include congestion law, privacy, per-
sonal space and environmental perception, as well as the impact of noise, temper-
ature and air circulation. Increasingly, attempts are made to consider the impact 
of a building on people who will use it. Construction projects can meet various 
behavioural criteria, e.g. ensure a sense of security, ties with the community, ad-
dress the needs of people with disabilities (Bell et al., 2004, p. 21, see also Hall 
and Hall, 1975). This is the effect of increasing capabilities, knowledge and the 
growing interest in the consequences of living in an artificial environment, more 
and more technologically advanced and more tightly surrounding us.

Today, especially rapidly developing research is on selected social groups, the 
so-called sensitive3 ones. Especially the aging population of many cities in the 
world increases the number of studies pointing to the need to adapt the urban space 
to the capabilities and needs of its oldest members. What is noted is that the quality 
of life of the elderly to a large extent is determined by the spatial development. The 
studies indicate, among others, that there is a relationship between land use and 
physical activity and intensity of social contacts of the elderly (Kerr et al ., 2012).4 
Suitable shaping of the urban environment plays in this area a huge role, especially 
through the elimination of architectural barriers, the use of technical and infra-
structural solutions appropriate to the needs of the elderly, and through organising 
a friendly and safe space, both at the micro level (modernisation of apartments and 
buildings) as well as the macro level (the formation of the closest neighbourhood, 
providing adequate transportation to more distant places such as parks, theatres or 
offices). Appropriate space management can also have an important contribution to 
preventing spatial segregation of the elderly who prefer aging in place5 (Zubrzyc-
ka-Czarnecka, 2012; Costa-Font et al ., 2009; Kerr et al ., 2012; Laws, 1993).

3 Social groups seen as vulnerable by social welfare institutions include aging communities, large 
families, single parents with children, the chronically ill, the physically or mentally disabled, single 
people, the unemployed, the homeless, people not coping financially, people from the margins of 
society, women and children and the elderly (Czarnecki, 2005).
4 Older adults are a large but very inactive population group. Physical activity, especially walking, 
has many important health benefits for older adults. This review describes the relationship between 
walking and health and reviews studies investigating the relationship between the built environment, 
walking, and health in older adults. Important features of community design for older adults are 
identified and a suggestion for impacting walking behaviour is made (Kerr et al ., 2012).
5 As people age, they prefer to ‘age in place.’ The concept of aging in place refers to the ability to live 
in one’s own home, wherever that might be, for as long as one can feel confident and comfortable.
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Moreover, in the light of the aging and shrinking population, the youngest gener-
ations of city dwellers and their proper development are increasingly important. The 
deficit of demographic capital contributes to the development of family policy. In 
this context, properly developed space plays at least an equally important role. What 
is indicated, among other things, is that for the proper development of children in the 
cities, a sufficiently large open space area is important (including safe street space 
and not only playgrounds), located near the house and places used by adults. These 
spaces should be easily accessible, both visually and physically, so that you can see 
what is happening there and join easily (a synthetic review of the published studies 
on kid-friendly urban space was made by Churchman, 2003).

These approaches are part of a general trend of research on human behaviour 
in the built environment. They primarily emphasise the influence of the quality of 
space on the desire to use certain places in the city (the better the quality, the larger 
the increase in the optional activity) (Gehl, 2014). Similarly, sustainable and mix 
land use (retail, commercial activities, work places, the housing function) reduces 
the need to cover the daily distance and encourages non-motorised travel (Frank and 
Pivo, 1994; Saelens et al ., 2003, 2014; Handy et al ., 2002). Proper configuration of 
functions in space may lead the user to more health-promoting behaviours, physical 
activity and influence decisions made by pedestrians (Huang et al ., 2014; Papas 
et al., 2007; Kulińska-Szukalska and Chlebna-Sokół, 2011; Granié, 2014). It also 
shows that interventions in land use involving the creation of new squares, opening 
the courtyards, streets and alleys for pedestrians, widening sidewalks, planting trees 
and introducing stylish infrastructure lead to the revival of construction activities 
and significant increase in the number of residents and students (Gehl, 2014).

Medical sciences also highlight the impact of development on human function-
ing, indicating the need to rediscover the importance of ‘place’ for human health 
(Frumkin, 2003). What is indicated are the negative health consequences result-
ing from the lack of movement caused by bad structure of the built environment 
(Heath et al ., 2012). Forced use of cars (especially through the development of 
suburbs) causes adverse effects including an increase in emissions and the number 
of accidents involving pedestrians, damages to mental health (including the so-
called road rage resulting from long time spent in traffic jams). It is stressed that 
the improvement of the conditions in which pedestrians function (reduction of car 
traffic and limited parking options) means more people move on foot, which, in 
turn, has a significant impact on their health (e.g. reduces obesity and lowers the 
risk of illnesses such as diabetes and heart diseases) (Frumkin, 2002; Ewing et al ., 
2008). There are also studies exploring new aspects of the impact of urban space on 
people. For example Rosset et al. (2012) attempted to verify the hypothesis (with 
reference to the concept of Cameron and Demerath, 2002),6 according to which the 

6 According to this concept, a child’s development is characterized by at least two periods when the 
body subjected to stress from the external environment is ‘programmed’ so as to achieve optimal 
(under the circumstances) parameters in spite of the negative impact. 
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metropolitan environment, due to the high level of urbanisation, not only affects 
the functioning of people but may be a modifier of their biological development.

An important contribution to the study of the relationship between the behavi-
our of people and the physical environment – their life environment – is made by 
the sub-disciplines of psychology, especially environmental psychology and archi-
tectural psychology. They study, among others, associations of people with urban 
environments, buildings, the interiors of buildings and spaces between buildings. 
The studies include mapping behaviour to assess if an area is used in accordance 
with its intended purpose or check how it will be used in the future (Bell, 2004). 
There are researches of physical traces left by people, giving evidence of certain 
behaviours (e.g. paths trodden across the lawns), together with measures of ‘ero-
sion’ and ‘growth’ of matter in the human environment, the analy sis of documents 
including e.g. behavioural implications of architectural plans (see e.g. Zeisel, 
1981).

An important contribution to the development of these studies is also brought 
by proxemics, i.e. knowledge about the distances that people keep between each 
other and the information these distances carry, initiated by Hall (1976). It brings 
relevant content to spatial planning, stressing the need to take into account the  
users of a given space and what relationships will prevail in there (i.e. if benches in 
the park are too close to one another, it can result in only some of them being used).

Other important studies include ergonomics, the science dealing with the inter-
action between people and their material environment as well as the search for opti-
mal solutions to provide them with the best operating conditions, both in the office, 
while travelling, at home, or in a place of recreation etc. (the review of the current 
issues raised in the context of this discipline was made by Costa et al ., 2012).

Among the important studies on human behaviour in urban environment the 
theme of safety of urban residents is also present. Publications by authors such 
as Jacobs (1993), Shlomo (1968), Newman (1972), Paul van Soomeren (1987) 
have contributed to raising awareness about the importance of urban planning in 
reducing crime. It is assumed that the possibility of crimes to be committed can 
be prevented or reduced if physical environment is designed in such a way as 
to foster closer ties between residents and increase the likelihood of disclosure 
of the fact a crime is being committed (the appearance of a potential criminal). 
A major role is played by the scale and the appropriate arrangement of buildings, 
facilities and lighting, suitable shaping of corridors (no niches and bends), streets 
and passages, as well as maintenance in good material condition (theory of broken 
windows). What is important is the formation of a sense of belonging of a given 
space to a particular social group (private and semi-private spaces). This affects 
not only the level of safety but also the quality of life in other dimensions, and also 
the quality of the space utilised by people (Jasiński, 2013).

An issue that is relatively new, but fits in the above trend, is creating a space 
free from acts of terror. In response to them, especially the most common bomb-
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ings, new methods of securing buildings against terrorist attacks were designed: 
Design Out Terrorism, i.e. actions to obstruct a terrorist attack, and Hardening 
Building Envelope and Structure, i.e. increasing the resistance of the building to 
the effects of bombing (a broad overview of relations between the management 
and human security was conducted by Jasiński, 2013).

The issue of the impact of the built environment on human life is also raised 
on the grounds of sociology of the city, the basis of which is the assumption that 
people live differently in cities than outside them (Häußermann, 2008). Numerous 
questions about the effects of space on the human and social organisation are also 
put forward by sociology of settlements, highlighting, among others, the social 
importance of the material environment and its impact on the territorial behaviour 
(Hamm, 1990).

Moreover, on the basis of architecture the attention is drawn to the importance 
of urban spaces. For instance, Palej (1998) notes that ‘safe areas of the city [...] are 
rediscovered as a guarantee to prepare children for life in society. On the carefully 
managed streets and squares children best learn social skills, talking to different 
people, and the desire to help others.’ As indicated by Lennard and Lennard: 

Principles of design, visible and recognised in a beautiful city, such as harmony, well-balanced 
proportions, adequate relationship between the buildings, the continuation of public space, unity and 
diversity – do not only refer to physical structures. They are also accepted by the child as a model 
of positive attitudes. In an ugly city the situation is the same: the rules governing the physical 
environment – boredom, monotony, conflicting relationships between objects or uncontrolled 
development – can be understood by a child as acquiescence and even encouragement to behavioural 
conflict and uncontrolled aggression (Palej, 1998 after Lennard and Lennard, 2000).

The cited quotes also emphasise that space management significantly shapes 
the psychosocial sphere. Living and realising their life goals in a specific area, 
people constantly receive and valorise stimuli coming from it. Attractiveness, ac-
cessibility, security level, a sense of chaos or order, belonging, identity, experi-
ences and memories, and even the beauty and aesthetics shape the human being, 
culture, consciousness and behaviour (Diec, 2010; Florida et al., 2011). Devel-
opment also affects the information sphere; it may have a symbolic significance, 
deliver emotions, reflections, feelings of attachment, identity, affiliation. It strong-
ly affects people’s consciousness by creating not only the environment of their 
lives but also impacting what we call the atmosphere of the city (Regulski, 1986). 
It may also develop resilience of modern societies. As noted by Hall (1976), the 
mass extinction of people during the Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century 
was not only caused by the plague, but also by the reduced resistance to stressful 
busy life in medieval towns.

Many aspects of the impact of built space on human life have been omitted in 
the text. These include attempts to use architecture as a medium for driving the 
society (urban utopias) (Burno, 2011; Paszkowski, 2011), the achievements of 
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humanistic geography (e.g. Tuan, 1987), the issue of content and stimuli provided 
by architecture7, the issue of urbanisation as a phenomenon affecting society in 
general (see e.g. Majer, 2010), the economic dimension of the discussed issues 
and finally the issue of urban (and housing) normative as a tool for shaping the 
conditions of life of the inhabitants of the city (e.g. Pancewicz, 2010). However, 
the selected examples demonstrate not only the importance of the built environ-
ment in people’s lives but also emphasise the importance of research that deals 
with these issues. It also seems that the integration of the already achieved accom-
plishments in the fields of these disciplines is as valuable for further progress in 
this area as new scientific discoveries.

4. THE FUTURE OF THE RELATION BETWEEN MAN AND URBAN BUILT 
ENVIRONMENT 

Today there are voices predicting the total degradation of the importance of physi-
cal space in the future (e.g. Siemiątkowska, 2004). It is emphasised that the devel-
opment of the Internet leads, among others, to the reduction of direct social con-
tacts. In the modern ‘world of global flows’ a new metropolitan class not attached 
to a place is being born (Castells, 2001) – the creative class (Florida, 2010), easily 
finding itself in the space of big cities, regardless of their geographic location. 
Many activities are no longer determined by distance: remote transmission of in-
formation, ideas and solutions, the ability to shop from anywhere on earth, the 
decline in the cost of transport of goods and people, more and more on-line jobs; 
they are to be responsible for the ‘death of distance’ (Cairncross, 2001). Accord-
ing to some researchers, perhaps this is the beginning of the end of the old world 
in which ‘the familiar concept of space and the local community will be, with the 
change of generations, replaced by the global communication networks – crea-
tions without history and individual identity’ (Lewicka, 2012).

These opinions, however, are not true to what we define as the built environ-
ment, managed space or spatial planning. The functioning of some social groups 
is becoming less dependent on the location, but not on the properly organised and 
managed space. This is evidenced by, among others, actions taken towards the 
renewal of urban spaces, as well as the popularity of the idea of smart cities and 
edge cities.

In the society of the future a significant share will still belong to the groups 
strongly ‘embedded locally.’ Each person will experience old age, the need for 

7 As Eco wrote (1996), stairs invite us to ascend even if we stumble in the dark on the first step and 
we do no see them. 
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connection with the place and the local community, aging in a place. Those rela-
tively less educated, poorer, less entrepreneurial also will not disappear in sub-
sequent generations. Therefore, it is not possible to speak of a reduction in the 
importance of spatial planning, quality and organisation of the built environment 
in human life. Regardless of the location, they have played and will continue 
playing an important role in further development of civilisation. It can even be 
said that in connection with development, part of the society not only is, but will 
be even more sensitive to the quality of the space and the possibilities offered by 
it. It is rightly emphasised, after all, that ‘the measure of the desired level of urban 
development is a situation where cities can advantageously and permanently meet 
the needs of their users’ (Czornik, 2012).

We live in an increasingly high-tech environment, which in an increasingly 
sophisticated manner is ‘capable’ of meeting our needs, but at the same time in an 
increasingly complex ways affects us and determines our behaviour. Urbanised 
environment, primarily cities, are becoming an almost constant, in its own way, 
natural habitat for the majority of the world’s population. This means that the life 
cycle of a substantial part of modern societies is carried out in artificial environ-
ments, developed in an intense and complex way. The result is that our civilisation 
is becoming more vulnerable to the hazards resulting from malfunctions of the 
technical systems around (e.g. blackouts, failures of traffic-controlling informa-
tion systems, etc.).

Contemporarily emerging new technologies (smart homes, Internet of Things, 
automated car transportation, etc.), disruptive innovations, shortening of the life 
cycles of products (including elements of spatial management) mean additional, 
new contexts of research on the impact of human-developed space and its organ-
isation on those humans. It also seems that not only the new research, but also 
attempts to interpret or reinterpret what has been observed in various fields of 
research disciplines, will enable a better understanding of the mechanisms of how 
people function in the environment created by them and the mechanism of the 
very principles of this creation.

In the light of the above, the role of those responsible for creating space for 
people and those investigating all aspects of human life in the urban environment 
will still be important. This especially refers to the responsibility for creating space. 
As Florida rightly pointed out, it is necessary to take more effort in eliminating dis-
parities in the level of development of the various regions of the world, including 
the quality of the space utilised by man. Particular responsibility lies with the most 
creative and entrepreneurial part of the population. These are their innovative activ-
ities that allow us to eliminate barriers and create the environment offering a grow-
ing range of opportunities (affordances) of human activities. This effort should take 
into account the achievements of many scientific disciplines and should be based 
on the experiences (also the benefits of failed solutions). This process requires the 
ability to accumulate knowledge, match facts and create a synthetic vision of the 
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whole. Today part of the responsibility for the process of creating space is passed 
on to those living in it by including them in this process (public participation). This 
is undoubtedly a sign of respect to the future users of space and self-awareness of 
the planners of the incompleteness of their knowledge. The directions of analyses, 
the evaluations and assessment of the built environment particularly strongly de-
pend on subjectivity, both of the researcher and the space user. An example would 
be the concept of spatial order, which is not clear among researchers. Indication 
(e.g. in local plans or urban concepts) of the way of building an area (e.g. the build-
ings forming the road frontage) is striving to introduce specific rules that make up 
the mentioned spatial order. However, exceeding a vague border, the imposition of 
specific technical solutions or sets of ready-made variants (e.g. house projects) can 
be seen as a process of standardisation which is ‘the beginning of the process of 
erosion of the spatial differentiation’ (see Dant, 2007), or the destruction of ‘spatial 
identity of cities’ (see Siestrzewitowska, 2008).

Nowadays, the amount of acquired data about the environment in which people 
operate is growing rapidly. This is fundamentally changing the way we make, 
occupy, manage and remake space (see Starkey and Garvin, 2013). This sheds 
new light on the attempt to better understand the relationships that exist between 
people and the environment. This also opens up new fields of research (or restores 
the old ones), with a considerable potential that could be the source of many new 
discoveries important to the public.

But we must also remember that the built environment is the creation of a much 
longer time horizon than human life. Even the space perfectly tailored to each so-
cial group will not withstand the pressure of changes resulting from the develop-
ment of civilisation, or the requirements of the consumer society in search of new 
forms and content as well as ‘phenomena’ in the urban space. We are therefore 
condemned to the constant evolution and exploration of the built environment, as 
well as being non-stop ‘in the process.’ This conclusion, however, is the starting 
point for a separate discussion on the dynamics of urban environment.
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