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Correction note 

This version includes corrections to pronouns used for one participant.

On pages 8, 15, and 24, references have been updated to reflect the 
participant’s gender accurately (changed from “boy” to “girl”). 

No other content has been changed.

Updated 28 November 2025
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Executive summary

In spring 2025, six young people aged 14-15 
in Walworth took part in a three-day creative 
diary study, documenting their experiences of 
local streets and public spaces. Through 
photos, voice notes, sketches, and 
reflections, they revealed insights that go far 
beyond transport infrastructure. They show 
how public space shapes identity, wellbeing, 
belonging, and young people's sense of 
justice.

What we learned

The findings trace a journey from noticing to 
questioning to imagining change:

• The evocative act of noticing
When asked to pause and observe, 
participants saw their familiar 
neighbourhood differently. They 
discovered overlooked beauty and 
became aware of challenges they hadn't 
previously considered. This shift from 
passive familiarity to active awareness 
was profound, sparking curiosity about 
shaping their area's future.

• The hidden emotional landscape of 
public space
Young people's moods shifted dramatically 
depending on their surroundings. 
Greenery, water, and quiet evoked calm 
and belonging; noise, clutter, and poor 
maintenance triggered stress and 
disconnection. Design directly shapes 
emotional wellbeing, and care for the 
environment signals that a place and its 
people matter.

• Living in contrast and contradiction
Walworth is experienced as a place of 
dualities: safe by day, unsafe at night; 
calm in one street, overwhelming around 
the corner. Young people constantly 
negotiate these shifting conditions, judging 
when to engage or withdraw, when to 
dwell or move quickly through.

• Permission to be
Participants longed for spaces where they 
could exist without purpose or destination. 
The busiest places often made them feel 
most invisible, whilst quieter moments and 
smaller-scale spaces fostered genuine 
connection. They wanted permission to sit, 
watch, and be, not just move through.

• Can I be one of those voices?  
Noticing sparked civic curiosity. 
Participants questioned who public space 
is designed for and how decisions get 
made. They wanted to understand how 
community voices are heard in design 
processes and whether they could 
contribute to change.
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Executive summary

Why this matters

This study demonstrates that when young 
people are given space to notice and reflect, 
they don't just describe their streets, they 
reveal the emotional, social, and political 
dimensions that shape daily life. Their 
insights are essential for creating truly just 
and inclusive public spaces.

Opportunities for action

The findings point to concrete opportunities 
for mobility and public realm projects:

• Centre noticing as a civic practice
Design activities that provide space for 
observation and reflection, valuing 
increased awareness as both process and 
outcome.

• Map emotional experience
Capture how spaces feel, not just how 
they function, to reveal hidden barriers and 
enablers across different backgrounds and 
abilities.

• Recognise and work with 
contradictions
Understand where tensions appear most 
strongly and who experiences them most 
acutely, using this to inform interventions 
that balance competing needs.

• Create spaces for socialising, not just 
movement 
Map where young people feel welcome 
versus excluded, and prototype 
interventions that invite them to occupy 
and feel ownership of space.

• Build pathways for participation
Explore creative, low-barrier ways for 
young people to share their voices and 
see how their input drives change, 
strengthening their capability to reflect, 
discuss, and form views.

This study is part of Southwark's contribution 
to the European Horizon project 'JUST 
Streets'. JUST Streets applies principles of 
mobility justice to create public spaces and 
active travel that are safer, fairer, and more 
inclusive for everyone.
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INTRODUCTION 



Page 7From noticing to imagining

This photo was taken by a 

15-year-old participant 

when asked to capture 

"something ordinary that 
feels magical to me."
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What a bus stop can teach us

“To me the bus stop is very special because 

that's where I met all my friends at the 

beginning of my journey, transitioning from 

year 6 to year 7. I use it to go home after a 

long day at school and I always run into one 

of my friends or just a fellow student. 

To me, buses are not just a mode of 

transport, but a place where you can store all 

your memories and look back on them. 

Sometimes in life, it's the little things that 

make the biggest impact on our memories.”

— Girl, 15 years old

His reflection reminds us that what seems 
ordinary holds extraordinary meaning. A bus 
stop is more than its function, it carries 
memory, emotion, friendship. It becomes a 
way of grounding ourselves in place and in 
self.

Too often, decisions about streets and public 
spaces are made without consulting the 
young people whose lives are deeply shaped 
by them. Yet when we really listen, young 
people reveal what planners and 
policymakers might miss: that streets, parks, 
and bus stops aren't just physical 
infrastructure, but emotional landscapes 
layered with belonging, contradiction, and 
inequality.

To build just streets, we must centre young 
voices.

In spring 2025, during the half-term break, 
young people in Walworth were invited to 
take part in a 3-day creative diary study. We 
asked them to notice, reflect, and share: How 
do you feel in your local area? What spaces 
do you use or avoid? What would you 
change if you could?

What they revealed goes far beyond 
transport routes and amenities. Over three 
days of noticing, reflecting, and sharing, 
participants traced a journey from personal 
awareness to civic questioning, one that 
holds important lessons for how we design 
and think about public space.
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Background

JUST Streets 

This study is part of Southwark’s work and 
contributions to the European Horizon project 
‘JUST Streets’, which aims to make public 
space and active travel safer, fairer and more 
inclusive. A just street is one that enables 
everyone, regardless of income, gender, age, 
ability, or background, not only to move 
safely but also to spend time in, enjoy, and 
shape the public realm.

Mobility justice

The JUST Street approach is guided by the 
idea of mobility justice, a framework 
developed by JUST Streets’ academic 
partners. Mobility justice goes beyond 
infrastructure. It asks how social, political, 
and cultural conditions enable or restrict 
movement, and how streets can redress 
inequalities. 

The framework rests on four justice 
principles:

• Redistribution of space, resources, and 
investment to address historical 
imbalances. 

• Recognition of diverse identities, needs, 
and cultural practices. 

• Representation through inclusive and 
participatory governance. 

• Restoration to repair past social, 
environmental, and spatial harms.

In Walworth, this study puts those principles 
into practice by listening to young people as 
everyday experts of their streets and 
uncovering the needs and injustices they 
experience.

The ‘JUST Streets Pathways’ translate justice principles into practice 

through six interconnected phases, showing how justice can be embedded 

as an ongoing process rather than a one-off intervention.
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About the diary study

Why a diary study

We chose to run a diary study because it 
allows participants to set the tone and pace. 
Instead of asking young people to recall 
experiences in a survey or focus group, we 
invited them to pause, observe, and reflect 
across three days. This rhythm allowed for 
depth and nuance, and for insights to 
emerge as a result of the participants' own 
increasing awareness.

What participants did

Each participant received daily tasks that 
took no more than 15 minutes. These 
included taking photos with a disposable 
camera, recording voice notes, mapping, or 
writing short reflections. The prompts were 
designed to be light, creative, and open-
ended, providing enough direction to spark 
curiosity, but leaving space for participants to 
shape the story in their own way.

Who took part

Six young people participated, aged 14-15, 
with a mix of boys and girls. They were 
recruited through an open call on the Council 
engagement page, and directly via Ark 
Walworth Academy. Some lived in Walworth, 
others travelled in for school, together 
offering different perspectives on the area.

Participation was voluntary and flexible: 
young people could share as much or as little 
as they wanted. To recognise their 
contribution, each received a £20 voucher on 
completion of the study.

Our approach

This approach was intentional: to move away 
from extractive research and towards an 
approach that centres participants' agency, 
voice, and creativity. Rather than imposing 
our questions, we created space for young 
people to notice, reflect, and share what 
mattered to them.

Materials and artefacts from the diary study. 
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The findings of this study have been 
captured in five themes. They trace the 
journey participants went on: from starting to 
notice their environment, to connecting with 
their feelings and experiences, to asking for 
change and questioning how they might be 
heard in these processes.

This represents a transformation from 
personal awareness to societal awareness to 
wanting to be part of change. These findings 
capture the journey participants went through 
during the three-day diary study.

Findings from this study

THE EVOCATIVE ACT OF NOTICING Page 12
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WHAT WE HEARD 
FROM YOUNG 
PEOPLE
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THE EVOCATIVE ACT 
OF NOTICING 

Breaking the rhythm of the everyday 
and what becomes visible when you 
stop and look. 



“
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What impacted me the most in this 
study was the act of noticing my 
area more, cause usually I don't 
really notice my surroundings. But 
this time? I saw things both the 
good and bad of Walworth.

— Girl, 14 years old



Page 15From noticing to imagining

The evocative act of noticing 

For most participants, Walworth was familiar 
territory. A place they moved through in their 
everyday. But when asked to pause and 
observe, something shifted, and they saw 
sides of Walworth they normally passed by 
unnoticed.

This awakening wasn't always comfortable. 
Participants discovered beauty they had 
overlooked, but they also became aware of 
challenges and inequalities they hadn't 
previously considered. The act of noticing 
revealed Walworth's complexity: 

"I became more aware of the Walworth area 
and all the challenges and advantages there 
are. It made me really think about it and learn 
what kind of society/area I live in."

— Girl, 15 years old

For young people, this shift from passive 
familiarity to active awareness was profound. 
They began seeing their neighbourhoods not 
just as a backdrop, but as a place with layers 
of meaning. The simple act of paying 
attention transformed their relationship with 
home, revealing both its possibilities and its 
contradictions. They noted a newfound 
curiosity for stepping out of their everyday 
and to get more involved in the creation of its 
future

A participant noting an area that looks ‘unkept’ that 

causes parts of the neighbourhood to look ‘abandoned’. 
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THE HIDDEN 
EMOTIONAL 
LANDSCAPE OF 
PUBLIC SPACE 

How design shapes wellbeing 
and belonging.



“
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I realised these three days helped 
me notice how my mood actually 
shifts depending on the area I am at 
— like, how a cluttered, noisy area 
makes me anxious, but an open 
one with greenery makes me feel 
calm and happy.

— Girl, 14 years old

Participant took this photo to show ‘a place that makes me feel calm’.
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The hidden emotional landscape 
of public space 

Public spaces aren’t just functional, they’re 
deeply emotional. For participants, this was 
visceral and immediate: “my mood actually 
shifts depending on the area I am at.” Design 
choices directly shaped how they felt and 
related to their environment.

The emotional geography was clear. 
Greenery, water, and quiet consistently 
evoked feelings of safety, calm, and 
belonging. By contrast, noise, clutter, or 
poorly maintained spaces triggered stress, 
anxiety, and disconnection. Even small 
details mattered, a poorly placed bin could 
make an entire space “feel dirty.”

This reveals that emotional wellbeing in 
public space is fundamentally about care. 
Care for the environment with clean streets, 
protected nature, and thoughtful 
maintenance, signals that a place and its 
people matter. 

A participant took this photo to show barriers in public space. They explained that 

this place gives ‘a feeling of disgust’ and that ‘you wouldn’t want to pass by’. 
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LIVING IN CONTRAST 
AND 
CONTRADICTION

Navigating spaces that shift between 
ease and tension.
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“Walworth is bustling and at the 
same time it is calm.”

— Girl, 14 years old
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Living in contrast and contradiction

To live in Walworth is to live with contrast and 
contradictions. The same spaces that feel 
welcoming by day are avoided when sun 
sets. Streets can be quiet and calm, turn a 
corner and you step from calm to crowds and 
noise. The skyline is a collage of heritage 
buildings, estates and new developments.

These contrasts aren't just a backdrop, they 
actively shape how young people move, feel, 
and belong. Burgess Park exemplifies this 
duality: described as joyful and social during 
daylight hours, a place for picnics and 
nature, but unsafe and inaccessible at night. 
East Street carries similar contradictions: 
busy and overwhelming, yet alive with 
community connection.

For participants, navigating Walworth meant 
constant negotiation with these shifting 
conditions. The sensory experience, 
particularly sound, intensified this effect, as 
spaces moved between quiet refuge and 
bustling intensity within metres of each other. 
Young people must continuously adapt to 
space: judging whether a space feels safe, 
deciding when to engage or withdraw, and 
choosing when to dwell or move quickly 
through.
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PERMISSION TO BE
 

The need for spaces that hold people 
and community, not just move them. 



“
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“If I could change one thing in 
Walworth it would be to create more 
space for leisure. Not just walking 
through. We need spaces to gather, 
people-watch without feeling like 
you’re in the way. A few more 
benches, shade, and greenery 
would make such a difference — 
especially for older people or 
anyone who can’t rush around like 
the city expects us to.”

— Girl, 14 years old

A participant took this photo to show ‘a place that feels like it belongs to me’.
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Permission to be

Public spaces have the potential to make you 
feel both seen and invisible. For participants, 
this wasn't just about physical presence but 
about feeling welcome to exist without 
purpose or destination.

The paradox was stark: the busiest places, 
meant to bring people together, could make 
individuals feel most alone. Participants 
described feeling invisible in busy spaces like 
Walworth Road and East Street market, 
where the pace and intensity left no room for 
lingering or connection.

By contrast, participants found community in 
quieter moments and smaller-scale spaces. 
And in this they could feel seen and 
connected. This was also true for green and 
open spaces to, where they enjoy seeing 
their friends and families. 

“I experience Walworth as not just a place, 
but a community. From the markets, to 
people bonding in cafes. I feel as if I am part 
of the Walworth community. I see people 
socialising rather than texting or scrolling on 

their devices. It made me feel seen and 
connected, rather than just another face in 
the crowd, glued to their phone.”

— Girl, 15 years old

The longing was clear: for spaces where you 
could be without having to go somewhere. 
Permission to sit, to watch, to exist without 
feeling in the way. These weren't grand 
demands but basic needs: benches, shade, 
places that don't require constant movement 
and rushing.

This reveals a fundamental challenge in 
urban design: how do we create spaces that 
support both movement and dwelling, 
efficiency and belonging? The answer lies in 
recognising that true accessibility means 
more than just getting from A to B. It means 
having permission to simply be.

Photos taken by two different participants to show ‘a place where I feel invisible 

or left out’. Both places were described as ‘busy places’. 
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CAN I BE ONE OF 
THOSE VOICES?

When noticing reveals questions 
of justice and inclusion.



“
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“Something I’d like to explore and 
understand better after doing this 
study is how design choices get 
made in public spaces. Like, who 
decides where the bike racks go? 
Or why certain streets don't have 
parks in them or feel unsafe at 
night? I want to know how 
community voices get heard in 
these decisions and if I can be one 
of those voices.”

— Girl, 14 years old
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Can I be one of those voices?

When participants paused to observe their 
environment, they didn't just notice what was 
there, they began questioning who it was 
designed for. As such, the act of paying 
attention naturally sparked questions of 
justice and power.

For some, this meant developing design 
empathy, seeing obstacles they'd never 
considered before. One participant began 
thinking deeply about the challenges people 
in wheelchairs or pushing baby strollers face 
in their daily lives. They realised that when 
building something, people should take time 
to think about the impact it might have on 
people. 

Most powerfully, this awareness sparked 
civic curiosity. Participants wanted to 
understand how decisions get made and 
whether they could be part of the solution. 
They saw opportunities to contribute to 
improving their area and asked how 
community voices get heard in design 
processes.

The study revealed that when young people 
truly see their environment, they naturally 
move toward questions of justice: not as an 
abstract concept, but as something that 
shapes their daily lived experience.
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REFLECTIONS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES

These findings reveal what matters most to 
young people and point to opportunities for 
approaching mobility and public realm projects 
in ways that are more just and inclusive.
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Theme Why it matters Relation to JUST Streets Opportunities

The evocative 

act of noticing

Noticing is the first step toward awareness. 

With awareness comes questioning and 

imagining alternatives. It lays the foundation 

for participation and engagement. Noticing 

builds agency, confidence, and legitimacy for 

young people to shape their streets by 

bringing their lived experience to the table.

JUST Streets is about creating more just and 

inclusive public spaces. By centring noticing, 

we surface lived experience and create space 

for it to be heard. Supporting this practice is 

itself an act of justice, making participation 

more equitable.

• Design activities that provide space for 

noticing and reflection. 

• Value increased awareness in participants 

as part of a just process and as a desired 

outcome of engagement.

• Position noticing as a collective civic 

practice.

The hidden 

emotional 

landscape of 

public space

Emotional experience shapes how public 

space is used, valued, and remembered. For 

young people, these experiences influence 

wellbeing, confidence, and the ability to feel 

present and free. Understanding these 

emotional dimensions, and how they differ 

across backgrounds and abilities, is essential 

when evaluating, designing, or redesigning 

streets.

Justice is not only about physical access but 

also about emotional access. A just street is 

one where people feel safe, supported, and 

able to be fully themselves, rather than 

moving through space with caution.

• Map emotional responses alongside 

physical infrastructure to reveal hidden 

barriers and enablers.

• Identify spaces of emotional significance. 

• Pilot “emotion mapping” to capture how 

spaces feel for young people.
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Theme Why it matters Relation to JUST Streets Opportunities

Living in 

contrast and 

contradiction 

Young people experience streets as layered 

dualities: safe versus unsafe, calm versus 

intense, welcoming versus excluding. These 

shifting conditions shape experience, 

behaviour, and wellbeing. In dense urban 

areas, where space must meet many and 

often competing needs, contradictions are 

inevitable. They are part of the environment 

itself, reflecting broader social dynamics and 

inequalities. Recognising these tensions is 

key to understanding how public space is truly 

lived and felt.

JUST Streets is about creating conditions 

where everyone, including young people, has 

a right to be. This is a justice issue: who is 

allowed to stay, and who is asked to move on. 

Recognising this difference helps reveal how 

belonging and exclusion are produced through 

the design and management of space.

• Map where contradictions appear most 

strongly, for example between day and 

night or across user groups.

• Explore how tensions influence behaviour, 

wellbeing, and mobility choices.

• Analyse who experiences contradictions 

most acutely, and why.

• Use findings to inform how interventions 

can balance tensions rather than erase 

them.

Permission to 

be

The right to space includes the right to simply 

exist. Young people need places that allow 

them to be visible, to rest, and to connect 

without pressure or purpose. Presence and 

visibility are as important as movement in 

supporting social connection, identity 

formation, and community resilience.

JUST Streets is about creating conditions 

where everyone, including young people,  has 

a right to be. This is a justice issue: who is 

allowed to be, and who is asked to move on. 

• Map spaces of importance to young people 

to understand where they feel welcome 

versus excluded.

• Explore and visualise how young people 

want these spaces to look and feel, using 

participatory and creative approaches.

• Prototype small-scale interventions that 

invite young people to occupy and feel 

ownership of space, and observe how this 

influences their experience and perception 

of place.
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Theme Why it matters Relation to JUST Streets Opportunities

Can I be one of 

those voices?

Mobility justice is not only about fair access to 

movement but also about expression: having 

the ability to share experiences, be heard, and 

influence change. Young people’s 

perspectives are vital for shaping the futures 

they will live in.

JUST Streets is about creating inclusive 

processes that give everyone a voice in 

shaping their environment. For young people, 

this means having meaningful opportunities to 

express experiences, reflect on them, and see 

how their input drives change. A just process 

leads to just outcomes, and participation is 

where that starts.

• Explore how young people want to share 

their voices and what helps or hinders their 

ability to do so.

• Test creative, low-barrier ways for young 

people to express ideas and experiences, 

mixing in-person, online, synchronous, and 

asynchronous inputs.

• Prototype participatory formats that 

strengthen young people’s capability to 

reflect, discuss, and form views. 
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