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POLK STREET PUBLIC LIFE SURVEY 

WHAT IS A PUBLIC 
LIFE SURVEY?

WHAT IS A PUBLIC LIFE SURVEY?

Public Life Surveys are critical to our understanding of how 
public spaces function. Through careful and systematic 
observation, we are able to understand if public spaces serve 
the needs of people. These needs include dimensions of 
comfort, safety, and ease of mobility for pedestrians. Surveys 
include counting of pedestrians and cyclists; and inventory of 
stationary activities and behaviors.

WHY CONDUCT A PUBLIC LIFE SURVEY? 

The simplest answer is that we should count those things 
that matter most to us, and in cities, people, their behavior as 
individuals and interactions as groups are the most important 
thing happening. Indeed, it’s the one of the primary reasons to 
build cities.

The findings of surveys can inform strategies to change the 
public realm, as well as help us understand the impacts of 
changes. Have our changes to the city increased or decreased 
the number of people walking, and, the ‘walkability’ of the 
city? Gathering data on pedestrians at regular intervals provides 
important tests for how a city performs for the people who use 
it, giving everyone a good idea of where to focus future efforts. 
For cities that have never counted people, the first pedestrian 
counts are the most important, because these counts get the 
ball rolling and provide a baseline for future comparisons.

By conducting a survey of stationary pedestrians in public 
areas, you will learn when, where, and why people are using 
public spaces. Understanding this basic information can lead  
to ideas about how the space can function better to support  
a lively atmosphere, as well as how to improve the quality of 
the space.

WHEN WAS THE SURVEY DONE?

The Public Life Surveys shown here were conducted in October 
2013. Typically, Public Life Surveys are conducted during the 
Fall or Spring when weather conditions are most temperate and 
students are on a regular school schedule. We’ll return to Polk 
Street with another Public Life Survey in coming years to help 
measure possible impacts of the streetscape improvements.
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Except where noted, all pedestrian volume data represents the sum of 
indicidents observed during a scan conducted once per hour from 8am–8pm.

Pedestrian volume data was not availble for the blocks between McAllister and 
Golden Gate between the hours of 8am–11am.

Pedestrian volume for the blocks between Broadway and Sacramento was not 
available for the 5–6pm hour.

All pedestrian volume data was collected by SF Planning.
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STATIONARY ACTIVITY
(8AM–8PM WEEKDAY)

Standing
Sitting
Sitting Improvised
Sitting on Ground

Survey/Study Area
Street
Vacant Lot

Curb

Vacant Storefront

Existing Parklet

Funded by 2011 Road Repaving and Street Safety Bond

http://polkstreetscape.sfplanning.org

STATIONARY ACTIVITY
(8AM–8PM WEEKDAY)

Standing
Sitting Formal
Sitting Informal
Sitting on Ground

Survey/Study Area
Street
Vacant Lot

Curb

Vacant Storefront

Existing Parklet

Except where noted, all activity/behavior data represents the sum of 
indicidents observed during a scan conducted once per hour from 8am–8pm.

Activity/behavior data was not availble for the blocks between McAllister and 
Golden Gate between the hours of 8am–11am.

Activity/behavior data for the blocks between Broadway and Sacramento was 
not available for the 5–6pm hour.

All activity/behavior data was collected by SF Planning.
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Except where noted, all bike parking data represents the sum of indicidents 
observed during a scan conducted once per hour from 8am–8pm.

Bike parking data was not availble for the blocks between McAllister and 
Golden Gate between the hours of 8am–11am.

Bike parking data for the blocks between Broadway and Sacramento was not 
available for the 5–6pm hour.

All bicycle parking data was collected by SF Planning.

BICYCLE ACTIVITY
(WEEKDAY) revised 3/27/2014

BICYCLE ACTIVITY
(WEEKDAY) revised 3/27/2014

Landuse
CULTURAL / INSTITUTIONAL / EDUCATIONAL
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VACANT

Formal Bike Parking
Informal Bike Parking

Survey/Study Area
Street
Bike Rack (2 Spaces)

Bicyclist Volume (PM)
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Bicyclist Volume (PM)

Landuse
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Bicycle volume data for the intersections at Sutter and McAllister Streets are 
for the weekday evening peak (4:30pm–6:30pm) only.

Bicycle volume data beween Green-Vallejo and Ellis-Eddy Streets are for the 
weekday morning peak (7am–9am) and weekday evening peak 
(4:30pm–6:30pm).

All bicycle volume data was collected by the SFMTA.

Funded by 2011 Road Repaving and Street Safety Bond

http://polkstreetscape.sfplanning.org

POLK STREET  
ACTIVITY SCAN

WEST SIDEWALK EAST SIDEWALK

NOTES

BLOCK(S)
NORTHERN CROSS STREET SOUTHERN CROSS STREET 

DATE              WEEKDAY        WEEKEND

NAME

WEATHER CONDITION

 

TEMPERATURE

TIME IN                          TIME OUT

                      

MALE

FEMALE         

15 YEARS OLD AND UNDER

OVER 65 YEARS OLD

STANDING

SITTING FORMAL

SITTING INFORMAL

SITTING ON GROUND

LAYING

WAITING FOR TRANSIT

WAITING TO CROSS STREET

CULTURAL ACTIVITIES

COMMERCIAL

EATING/DRINKING

ELECTRONIC DEVICE

SMOKING

INTOXICATION

SLEEPING

PANHANDLING

URINATING/DEFECATING

PET WASTE

BIKE PARKED FORMALLY

BIKE PARKED IMPROVISED

MALE

FEMALE         

15 YEARS OLD AND UNDER

OVER 65 YEARS OLD

STANDING

SITTING FORMAL

SITTING INFORMAL

SITTING ON GROUND

LAYING

WAITING FOR TRANSIT

WAITING TO CROSS STREET

CULTURAL ACTIVITIES

COMMERCIAL

EATING/DRINKING

ELECTRONIC DEVICE

SMOKING

INTOXICATION

SLEEPING

PANHANDLING

URINATING/DEFECATING

PET WASTE

BIKE PARKED FORMALLY

BIKE PARKED IMPROVISED

TOTAL TOTAL
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R

*

*MUST ADD UP TO 100% OF SAMPLE
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IT
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N
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A
N

C
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S
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IC
Y
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OBSERVATION AREA

SAMPLE STREET BLOCK

(NOT A TIMED TASK - GO SLOWLY)

DO ONE SIDEWALK LENGTH AT A TIME

TINYURL.COM/SF-POLK-ST-ACT-SCAN

PUBLIC LIFE SURVEY: 

WHAT ARE WE OBSERVING?

Examples (left to right): 
• Stationary Pedestrian Counts People—sitting 

•  Stationary Pedestrian Counts People 
standing—watching, socializing, meeting

•  Stationary Pedestrian Counts—People who 
are waiting for transport—MUNI or bus; 

• Pedestrian counts 

If not walking or biking, most people on Polk Street 
are standing. For blocks where tables and chairs 
are available, the proportion of people sitting is 
much higher. This suggests that additional seating 
on the corridor would be well used.

 Pedestrian volumes at intersections on Polk Street 
are similar to volumes found on Valencia Street in 
the Mission and Irving Street in the Inner Sunset.

Throughout the day and along the entire corridor, 
pedestrians on Polk Street are predominately 
male. Only during the midday at certain blocks 
in the northern part of the corridor do women 
outnumber men.

EXAMPLE: 
SURVEY FORM FOR 
AN ACTIVITY SCAN


