
Growing up with No Place to Play:
A Participatory Study of Children’s Public Space 

in Manila’s Resettlement Communities



“Land is cheap on the urban fringe. Informal 
settlers must learn how to integrate into the 
economy, and the city needs to leverage the 
high-value land currently occupied to 
generate income for the government.”

-Interview with Housing & Land Use Regulatory Board 
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CASE 4: GARDEN VILLAGE
Pop. 497-700 Families
30 km to Manila
45 sqm/40 sqm, duplex, 2 floors

CASE 3: TOWERVILLE VI
Pop. 8,514 Families
27 km to Manila
22.5 sqm/36 sqm, row house, 1 floor

CASE 2: SAN JOSE HEIGHTS
Pop. 4,283 Families
30 km to Manila
38 sqm/36 sqm, duplex, 2 floors

CASE 1: PABAHAY 2000
Pop. 7,045 Families
32 km to Manila
18 sqm/34 sqm, row house, 1 floor
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OVERALL CONTEXT
Scholars agScholars agree that public space is essential for the wellbeing of children living in 
low-income communities. These findings drove the UN to adopt SDG 11.7, “…provide 
universal access to safe, inclusive and accessible green and public spaces, particularly for 
women and children...” However, design professionals struggle to justify public space in 
resource-constrained environments such as resettlements. Resettlements refer to the built 
form resulting from a campaign in which residents are evicted and resettled into social 
housing—often far outside the city. Although resettlements are widespread, the lives of 
childchildren in these environments has rarely been subjected to systematic and in-depth study. 



PROCESS
Manila, Philippines Manila, Philippines represents a vivid case where children 
experience the most violent and extreme resettlements. Focusing 
on four resettlement communities this study asks: what spaces 
perform as public space and how do children use them? In 
response, I documented children’s mobility, described their place 
use, characterized their environments, and identified existing 
planning and design aspects that impeded children’s needs. 
SpecificallSpecifically, I used a participatory research design (n=16) to 
collect and analyze over 432 photographs taken and 16 maps 
made by children, 105 hours of site observations and behavior 
maps, and 61 hours of audio recordings with children, community 
members, architects, and officials. 

These images show the iterative interview process that included 
child-led tours, child-led site analysis, child-directed mapping, 
photovoice (with identification of locations and captions after 
images were developed). Annotating community maps proved to 
be an effective way to encourage children to connect their 
feelings to particular places and environmental qualities.



PABAHAY 2000
Constructed in 2000, this community was the oldest of the four cases. 
Over half of the original residents have sold their units and they have 
been converted into commercial establishments. Like many 
resettlements, this community did not have power or water access for 
the first three years.

In aIn all cases, the figure ground map identifies spaces made public by 
children in practice. Each space was observed through street section 
photographs as well as two rounds of behavior mapping-conducted for 
1-hour four times a week in 15-minute intervals (weekend/weekday and 
morning/afternoon). The illustrations on the right depict one simplified 
behavior map and site observation photo.
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SAN JOSE DEL MONTE HEIGHTS
Constructed in 2012, SJDMH foConstructed in 2012, SJDMH follows new building standards and 
featured two level construction. Initially it had few services but in 
recent years a large basket ball court was constructed. However, 
this has been commandeered by multiple groups-the school as 
assembly space, adults for playing basket ball, and by the local 
governance unit as covered parking.
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Kailangan na lang nilang manatili sa 
bahay. Walang wala roon para sa kanila.
They just need to stay home. There is 
nothing out there for them.

-Parent in SJDMH



TOWERVILLE 6
The first residents were relocated to Towerville VI in 2008 from 
many different communities around Manila and feature some of 
the highest levels of crime and the smallest housing units. 
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Towerville is many different informal 
communities mixed together here. Is it 
hard on the kids to relocate? To come to 
a new community [that is mixed]? 

-Interviewer

YYeah. Uh, it’s, they-how am I gonna say 
this? They don’t feel safe; that’s the first 
thing, they don’t feel safe. 

-Ramon Guevara, Counselor at Marangal National High School (in Towerville VI) 



GARDEN VILLAGE
RecenRecently constructed in 2017 and with a strong People’s Organization, 
this community has the most environmental control. Public spaces were 
open, structured, and interspersed throughout the community. However, 
specific friend-groups (barakadas) “claimed” spaces which limited the 
environment for less enterprising children. The children voiced feelings of 
boredom, yet this community offered significant structured public spaces 
and natural environments. 
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Walang dapat gawin o kahit saan ligtas 
na puntahan ...
There isn’t anything to do or anywhere 
safe to go anyway...

-Female Informant, 14 y/o



OUTCOMES
FFrom this data, I identified seven cross-cutting themes of poor congruence 
and located the responsible environmental properties. Children expressed 
frustration with the public space due to feelings tied to the environment: 
boredom corresponds to limited environmental stimulation; fear 
corresponds to indefensible space; exposure corresponds to insufficient 
gradients of control; vulnerability corresponds to unresponsive 
architecture/limited territoriality; identitylessness corresponds to limited 
personapersonalization/hard architecture; and, conformity corresponds to 
standard designs. These findings were validated by member-checking 
transcripts, using multiple sources of data for triangulation, and saturation 
through nearly two years of fieldwork. In this background image, boys 
from Garden Village climb down the retaining wall to cool off and play in 
the river. 

CHILDREN’S FEELINGS                   ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITIES
Boredom                                Limited environmental stimulation

Fear (a perception of risk)                       Indefensible space

Exposure (a lack of privacy)                      Insufficient gradients of control

Vulnerability (a lack of environmental control)             Unresponsive architecture/a lack of territoriality

Identitylessness (inability to display identity)             A lack of personalization/excessively hard architecture

Conformity (pConformity (pressure to emulate the ideal Filipino child)       Standard designs



IMPACT
This study has rich academic and social impacts. It extends pThis study has rich academic and social impacts. It extends previous findings on children’s experiences in 
low-income communities such as Lynch (1977), Chawla (2002), and Kreutz (2015) by shifting the 
framework toward the economy of space. Additionally, research involving children’s experiences in 
resettlements is scare and, as such, this study makes a significant contribution to the interdisciplinary 
field of children’s environments and, more broadly, to the study of resettlement environments. It has 
been accepted in Kruetz and Beza’s forthcoming book, Growing Up in Cities III and the original 
methodology was accepted in Bishop and Dimoulias’ forthcoming, Routledge Handbook on Diverse 
Childhoods and the EnviChildhoods and the Environmental Experience.

The study also has important local impacts. I hired an interdisciplinary team of nine research assistant 
from local universities and trained them in ethical research with human subjects, working with children, 
and environment-behavior principles. Furthermore, the results of this study were used to develop a 
theory of change for children’s safe public spaces in resettlement communities around Manila in 
conjunction with a prominent NGO (Save the Children, Philippines). The stakeholder-led process 
resulted in a funded project with expected completion in 2022. The project was presented and 
published in the proceedings for “Beyond 2020: The World Sustainable Built Environment Conference.” 
The images below and to The images below and to the right show were taken at the Theory of Change Workshop. Stakeholders 
from resettlement communities as well as developers, architects, and government officials attended and 
collaborated on the final project solutions.  




