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Abstract: 
 

 

The concept of interaction spaces not only provide a medium of social relationship and communication to 
the users of a built environment but also create an avenue for getting directions and navigation within the 
environment. This is very important in the design of commercial centres in Abuja because it aids the control 
of movement, security as well as reduce the frustration of unknown regions of shopping plazas. The research 
method employs a case study approach where selected shopping plazas in Abuja were studied for the use of 
interaction spaces for navigation. Qualitative approach to data analysis was used and data was collected 
primarily using an observation schedule and also from secondary sources. The type and use of the available 
interaction spaces are analysed and appraisal is made in relation to its effectiveness in wayfinding. This paper 
is aimed at assessing the shopping plazas with available interaction spaces which promote easy navigation. 
The results of this study shows that interaction spaces provide a passive means of easy circulation, space 
recognition and space-user relationship in shopping plazas which by its function, is characterised by many 
business related activities. Interaction spaces have transformed from just providing spaces that promote social 
interaction and relaxation to spaces that promote easy accessibility to the different sections of the plaza, users’ 
comfort, proper organization, efficiency and a proper environment for productivity. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 

According to Chiesura (2004), Interaction spaces are meant to satisfy users’ recreational and comfort need. 
Despite growing government interest in public space in Nigeria, there is a relatively limited amount of research to date 
on how social relations play out in public space across different groups (defined here by gender, age, race, ethnicity 
and socio-economic position) or on how public space is perceived and used. More specifically, the role of commercial 
centres as public spaces has also been ignored. 

 

The physical environment can greatly influence the rate and nature of social interaction. The significance of 
non-verbal signals in promoting interactions between and among people has been greatly felt. Recent indications have 
suggested that obstacles to form of communication may reduce the ease and efficiency of communication, largely by 
reducing confidence (Brand, 2014). 
 

2.0 Literature Review 
 

2.1 Social Interaction 
 

Informal interaction which include pep talks, short discussions and after business chat ups have been found 
out to be an integral part in organizational outcomes of people in commercial centres (Mackay, 2000). According to 
studies by earlier researchers, informal communication is seen as an unstructured information exchange in a face-to-
face condition (Campbell, D. & Campbell, A., 1988).  Therefore, social interaction is natural and do occur when 
people meet incidentally. However, social interaction not only generate conversations, it is also seen as a physical asset 
that enhances the performance of individuals (Purcell et al 2005).  
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Although various communication media exist, social interaction still plays a significant part and face-to-face 
interactions are very much necessary (Allen, 1997). In view of this, theoretical models of how people interact in a 
particular environment can be used to further explain the principles behind the behaviour of people and business 
units (Michele et al, 2007). 
 

2.2 Interaction Spaces 
 

Urban green space is defined as any piece of land covered by vegetation and often referred to as parks, golf 
courses, sports field and other open spaces within urban built-up area whether publicly accessible or not. Green 
spaces comprise of all natural and manmade networks of multifunctional ecological systems within, around and 
between urban and semi-urban green spaces (Tzoulas et al., 2007). Interaction spaces can be said to be spaces 
provided to facilitate social relationships and interactions amongst the users of a built environment. These spaces are 
provided to promote social interaction and relaxation to its users. For example; Gardens, car parks, open spaces, 
courtyards, halls, hallways, stairs and lifts and restaurants. 
 

2.3 Concept of Way finding 
 

The idea of wayfinding has been in existence since the late sixteenth century where it was originally known as 
“wayfaring” meaning to move around on foot to a particular destination (Arthur, P. & Passini, R.., 1992). However, 
professionals in the built environment have coined the term wayfinding to mean the navigation of people in a built 
environment. 

 

In 1960, Kelvin Lynch, described wayfinding in relation to urban design using concepts like cognitive 
mapping and spatial orientation. He emphasizes that wayfinding must end with the users’ ability to navigate through a 
given environment using his mental judgement. According to Weisman (1981), wayfinding can be said to be the ability 
to identify one’s location and arrive at a specific destination or navigate the spatial environment; behaviourally and 
cognitively. Weisman observed that visible spatial environmental elements (such as good form, signs, visual access and 
good architectural elements) are the most needed factors for better users’ wayfinding. However, Arthur and Passini, 
pointed out that signs do not solve the problems brought about by poor design of buildings. For instance, in Centro 
Culturale Candiani in Mestre (Vernice), there is a long staircase which was used to indicate a straight route 
downwards, but however, there is an emergency exit sign indicating a turn to the right (fig. 1) 

 

Fig. 1: Centro Culturale Candiani in Mestre (Vernice) 
 

 
Source: Carattin, 2011 

 

2.4 Spatial Cognition 
 

This tries to look into the cognitive processes undertaken by people during certain activities such as 
navigation. This plays an important role in determining the compatibility of people to their environment (Kaplan, 
1983). Three ideas can be derived from the study of spatial cognition in relation to wayfinding; landmark, route and 
survey. 

 

The information derived from the first visit to a building or an environment is the landmarks or striking 
features of that environment (Golledge, 1999).  These features include orientation of some objects, shape and texture, 
which create a mental picture for the users. This landmark knowledge becomes useful when there is an 
interrelationship between the individual spaces.  Therefore, a sharp link is created between the orientation and the 
distance to these spaces. Route knowledge covers the movements necessary to get from a space to another space in an 
environment (Rossano et al., 1999).  
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The survey knowledge tries to create a more advanced system for the relationship between landmark and 
route. This bend towards digitizing information and directions as well as mapping (Golledge, 1999). 
 

3.0 Methodology 
 

3.1 Study Area 
 

The selected area for the study is Wuse 1 and 2, Abuja. Abuja is the capital of Nigeria and a destination for 
economic and technological activities. This region is home to most commercial centres and shopping plazas. 

 

Fig. 2: Abuja Masterplan and Area Map of the Study area 
 

 
Source: Google Maps, 2018 

3.2 Variables Measured 
 

This research explores the various interaction spaces provided in shopping plazas which could facilitate 
wayfinding of spaces. In order to accurately derive the significance of interaction spaces for navigation and 
wayfinding, it is recommended to measure the design for interaction provided (i.e. types of interaction spaces) and the 
cognitive approach of users through the observation of patterns (see table 1). The basic unit for analysis is the 
estimated number of users of the commercial plazas. The variables were divided into two so as to collect data 
systematically through design approach and human cognitive patterns. 
 

Table 1: Variables being measured are classified into design approach (type of interaction spaces) and 
cognitive approach 
 

S/N Commercial 

plaza 

Types of Interaction Spaces 

  Hall Hallway/Corridor Restaurant Carpark Garden Stair 

ways 

Open 

Space 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

   Source: Author’s fieldwork, 2019 

  Cognitive Approach 

S/N Commercial 

plaza 

Estimated 

Number of 

Users 

Level of usuage 

   10am – 12pm 1pm – 3pm 4pm – 6pm 
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3.3 Methods 
 

A structured observation schedule was prepared with the variables to be measured and was used to obtain 
data in five commercial plazas in Abuja due to their shopping related activities. These four shopping plazas are; Emab 
plaza, Banex plaza, Olive plaza, and Sherrif plaza. 

 

Observations were carried out in the four selected commercial plazas between the business hours of 10am to 
6pm which was done for six days. This was done to observe the behavioural and cognitive interplay of users around 
the centres and the interaction spaces provided. The number of users of the available interaction spaces at two hours’ 
intervals was properly documented and percentages were obtained in relation to the estimated number of users, to 
obtain the level of usage of interaction spaces 
 

4.0 Results and Discussions  
 

4.1 Results 
 

The data obtained from the observation schedules were coded for descriptive statistical analysis (tabulation, 
production of charts and correlation analysis). The main aim of the analysis was to understand the relationship 
between interaction spaces and navigation and its importance.  
 

Table 2: Descriptive findings of various interaction spaces present in the commercial centres 

 

S/N Commercial plaza 

  Hallway/Corridor Restaurant Carpark Stair ways 

1. Banex Plaza 34 8 21 18 

2. Emab Plaza 28 8 23 16 

3. Sherrif Plaza 12 - - 10 

4. Olive Plaza 18 6 - 10 

 

 

 

TOTAL 46% 6% 34% 14% 

S/N 
Commercial 

plaza 
Types of Interaction Spaces 

  Hall Hallway/Corridor Restaurant Carpark Garden Stair ways 
Open 

Space 

1. Banex Plaza        

2. Emab Plaza        

3. Sherrif Plaza        

4. Olive Plaza        
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Source: Author’s fieldwork, 2019 
 

From table 2, Corridors, hallways, restaurants and car parks were observed to be prominent spaces for social 
interaction as these spaces, hold a larger number of people per time. Hallways and corridors (46%) which are spaces 
for social relationship were provided as connectors of spaces and shops, therefore, it had high level of usage. This 
space provided a means for users to work through shops in search of their destinations. Restaurant which had 6% 
usage was seen to be used less often due to the structure of the plazas and the space provided for it. Car parks (34%) 
also provided a means of interaction and also aided a quick visual tour to locate the destination of the user. 

 

In relation to the estimated number of users of the plaza, it was observed that all users of the plazas made use 
of one or more of these interaction spaces for easy navigation and way finding on first visit to the plaza. This, 
however, reduces with subsequent visit to the building. 
 

Plate 1: (a) Hallway at Emab Plaza, Abuja (b) Parking area at Banex Plaza, Abuja 

(a)       (b)  
Source: Author’s fieldwork, 2019 

 

4.2 Discussions 
 

The observation was used to determine the importance of interaction spaces as an attractor in the design of 
shopping plazas for easy navigation. From the study, it is observed that one or more of the provided interaction space 
is used for way finding. This shows that the provision of interaction spaces is significant in the design and integration 
of spaces. The hallways are provided for connecting spaces horizontally while stairways are used to connect spaces 
vertically. Car parks are meeting points for people who come into the plazas, it was seen that this space played an 
important role in the navigation of users on their first visit and others in general. These spaces not only provided aid 
for navigation through their structure but also achieved this through the provision of avenues for communicating with 
other people. The study showed a limitation in the different types of interaction spaces provided, as gardens and other 

  
Cognitive Approach 

S/N 
Commercial 

plaza 

Estimated 

Number of 

Users 

Mean Level of usuage (%) 

   10am – 12pm 1pm – 3pm 4pm – 6pm 

1. Banex Plaza 500 - 1000 38.1 54.9 30.7 

2. Emab Plaza 500 - 1000 24.0 52.1 33.3 

3. Sherrif Plaza 100 - 500 37.3 33.3 26.0 

4. Olive Plaza 100 - 500 20.6 51.3 31.3 
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relaxation spots which are also spaces for interaction were not designed for. Such spaces would not only attract people 
for further navigation but would also promote user comfort and social relationships. 
 

5.0 Conclusion 
 

The most important medium for social relationship is the space. This research proved the importance of 
interaction spaces in achieving a well-organized, navigable shopping plazas which would not only fulfil the primary 
purpose of buying and selling but would rather create a centre for social interaction, user’s comfort as well as enhance 
effectiveness of way finding.  

Interaction spaces are necessary because they serve as social attractors and at the same time serving as a 
distribution channel to other parts of the commercial centre. The concept of interaction spaces for way finding creates 
a cognitive mapping whereby users of the building who come to a space provided for relaxation and social 
relationships, navigates properly to other spaces. Finally, the design of shopping plazas with spaces for relaxation and 
social relationships would create a mental picture to the users of safety, freedom and hospitality. Therefore, this would 
further enhance way finding in shopping plazas with large holding capacities and many spaces. 
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