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1.  Introduction  

Located at the heart of Glasgow, George Square is one of the cityôs most important 
landmarks. Its importance dates back to when it was first constructed in the 18th century, 
when it came to be regarded as Glasgowôs ñGrande Placeò. Over time, however, piecemeal 
adjustments have been made to the Square and there is a strong view that it has lost its 
grandeur. Indeed, there is cross-party agreement within Glasgow City Council that it is 
necessary to re-examine the Squareôs function and appearance to reflect the needs of an 
urban city in the 21st century.  

The city is due to host the Commonwealth Games in 2014. This is seen as an excellent 
opportunity to enhance the Square when it will be viewed by a world audience, not only as 
Glasgowôs central city square, but as Scotlandôs premier urban space. In August 2012, 
Glasgow City Council formally announced its intention to redevelop the Square. The Council 
is fully committed to a public consultation on the redevelopment comprising: 

 an initial scoping phase to explore in detail key stakeholdersô aspirations and vision 
for the new Square 

 a wider public consultation on potential designs for the Square with the opportunity for 
members of the public to submit their views via a questionnaire. 

As part of the initial scoping phase of the consultation, the Council commissioned Ipsos 
MORI to undertake focus groups with residents and in-depth interviews with representatives 
from key stakeholder organisations. 

Focus groups with residents 

Seven focus groups were conducted among a representative sample of local residents.   

Participants were recruited by telephone between the 26th July and 17th August 2012 from 
the Glasgow Household Survey respondent database (which comprises contact details of 
past Household Survey respondents who have agreed to be re-contacted for further 
research). All recruitment was undertaken by an experienced Ipsos MORI interviewer who 
was supplied with the names, addresses, telephone numbers and demographic details of 
residents on the database.  

To ensure the broad representativeness of the sample, quotas were set on sex, age, social 
grade, ethnicity and disability. Individuals who worked for the Council or in market research, 
media, advertising or PR; and those who had attended a group discussion or workshop in the 
previous 12 months, were excluded from taking part. 

The focus groups were stratified by age (16-24 years old1, 25-59 years old and 60 years old 
and over), to allow for the identification of any variation in views by life stage, and by social 
grade. Eight people were recruited for each group, with the aim of ensuring that at least six 
attended on the day. In total, 42 residents participated in the research.   

All focus groups were conducted at the City Chambers on George Square between the 2nd 
and 22nd August 2012. All attendees received Ã25 as a óthank youô for their time and to cover 
any expenses incurred. 

                                            
1
 This group included a mix of students and young people in employment.  
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Stakeholder interviews 

Glasgow City Council provided Ipsos MORI with a list of stakeholder organisations and 
relevant contact details. Target participants were invited, by email and by telephone, to take 
part in a telephone interview. A total of 7 stakeholders were interviewed, representing the 
interests of a range of sectors including tourism, food and drink and transport.  

Topic guides 

Separate discussion guides were designed for the two research audiences by Ipsos MORI 
with input from Glasgow City Council. Both guides addressed the research objectives but the 
specific questions varied slightly by audience (copies of the topic guides are provided in 
Appendix A). To stimulate discussion, participants in the focus groups were shown examples 
of public squares from around the world (these have also been appended). Stakeholders 
were sent the same examples in advance of their interviews.  

Interpretation of qualitative data 

The findings presented in this report were derived using qualitative methods. The aim of 
qualitative research is not to generalise to the wider population in terms of the prevalence of 
attitudes; rather it is to identify and explore issues and themes relating to the subject being 
researched. When conducting qualitative research, the assumption is that issues and themes 
affecting participants are a reflection of issues and themes in the wider population.  Although 
the extent to which these factors apply to the wider population or specific sub-groups cannot 
be quantified, the value of qualitative research is in identifying the range of different issues 
involved and the impact they can have. 

Structure of the report 

The next chapter examines the views of the general public: it begins by setting out their 
general attitudes towards the current Square, before considering their vision for it in future. 
Chapter 4 explores in detail stakeholdersô views on the redevelopment. Finally, Chapter 5 
summarises the key findings from the research and the implications of these for the Council 
as it takes the redevelopment forward.  
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2.  Public views  

General perceptions of George Square  

To provide context for views around the proposed redevelopment, participants in the focus 
group were asked first to consider what comes to mind when they think of George Square, 
and what the Square means to them.  They invariably began by referring to the Square as 
the ñcentreò, ñfocal pointò or ñheartò of Glasgow, and/or an integral part of the Cityôs heritage 
and identity.  Many also referred, in very positive terms, to specific events that take place on 
the Square ï in particular the Christmas market and related attractions ï or to the various 
statues that can be found there. For many participants, young and old, the statues were the 
defining feature of the Square and an important draw for tourists and visitors. 

I think if you took George Square away, you would take Glasgow away, do you 
know what I mean? You [would be] taking away a landmark. 

Male, aged 25-59   
 
George Square is the most important [Square in Glasgow] because of [its] 
history. This is where the meetings and the riots and the rallies have been held 
for quite a few centuries. 

Male, aged 25-59   
 
If [the statues] werenôt there, it wouldnôt be George Square. George Square is 
known for them.  

Female, aged 16-24  
 

There was a clear sense in which participants felt an affection for, or pride in, the Square, 
regardless of whether or not they used it. Many of those who did use it regarded it as 
something of an antidote to the hustle and bustle of city life and often reflected on how much 
they enjoy sitting there ówatching the world go byô. 

[é] you can come through all the money making bits [of the city] and then [the 
Square is] a wee bit of fresh air. [You can] sit here for ten minutes, have lunch 
and then bump off. 

Male, aged 25-59 
 

Spontaneous negative associations with the Square were relatively uncommon, although a 
small number of participants across the groups expressed a view that it can look a bit 
ñblandò, particularly at the West side. Others commented that the Square had become too 
ñcommercialisedò over recent years, owing to the growing number or corporate and 
promotional events that take place there. Others again bemoaned the high volume of traffic 
that circulates around the Square, contending that this makes it a less pleasant place to be.  

 

I feel the Square is bland right now; there is noô anything vibrant about itéit is dull 
and dreary looking. 

Female, aged 60 or over   
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It was originally gifted to the city as a parkéIt was never intended to be rented 
outéI know it brings in good revenue but I think, do we really need the money or 
do we need somewhere that is lovely to look at and is a focal point for people to 
come? 

Female, aged 60 or over  
 

Participants were prompted to reflect further on specific aspects of the Square: its general 
appearance; its statues and amenities; the events held there; and its cleanliness and safety.   

 

General appearance  
 
Participants were broadly content with the general appearance and layout of the current 
Square, although older people tended to comment that they preferred it when there was 
more grass and floral displays as this was more in keeping with the traditional notion of 
Glasgow as a ódear green placeô. The other age groups similarly reflected on the importance 
of there being grass and general greenery in the Square to provide a contrast to the 
surrounding built environment. The red tarmac of the Square was for the most part 
unpopular, with a few people contending that it does not ñmatchò the surrounding historical 
buildings and, as such, detracts significantly from their aesthetic appeal. 
 

[Glasgow] was called the óold green placeô and thatôs why they had the grass and 
all that in [the Square]éThis beautiful listed building is right behind it and [the red 
tarmac] does nothing for our building. 

Female, aged 60 or over 
 
Attractions and amenities 
 
As already noted, participants tended to regard the statues as integral to the Square and 
symbolic of Glasgowôs history and heritage. They commonly suggested that the statues 
should be cleaned up and also labelled more clearly, not least for the benefit of tourists and 
visitors. While most participants were unable to name any of the people commemorated in 
the statues, there was sense in which they felt this didnôt matter ï certainly, it made them no 
less likely to value the statues nor, as is discussed more fully below, to argue for their 
continued presence in the Square.  
 
The observation wheel that stood in the Square earlier this year was mentioned 
spontaneously across the groups but divided opinion. While a few participants said they liked 
the wheel, particularly as part of the Christmas attractions, others felt that it was ñout of 
placeò in the Square and/or would be better placed at the waterfront.  
 
In term of amenities, participants attached particular importance to the fact that there are 
benches to sit on in the Square, contending that this encourages people, both locals and 
tourists, to linger there.  Indeed, there was some spontaneous suggestion that more benches 
or other forms of seating should be provided.    
 
Events 
 
In general, participants welcomed the various events that take place in the Square, often 
commenting that these provide new or interesting things to do and bring people into the 
Square. A number of them stated explicitly that they would like to see more events, although, 
as already noted, a minority were keen to distinguish between civic and commercial events, 
arguing that the former should be prioritised at the expense of the latter.  
 



George Square redevelopment: public and stakeholder views- Internal / Client Use Only  

 

6 

 
This work was carried out in accordance with the requirements of the international quality standard for Market Research, 

ISO 20252:2006. 
 

© 2012 Ipsos MORI. 
 

Cleanliness and safety 
 
The majority of participants felt that cleanliness is not a significant issue in the Square, 
although a few people suggested that more bins could be provided to stop people dropping 
litter.  
 
Participants over the age of 25 also felt that George Square is a relatively safe part of the city 
but younger people tended to have a different perspective, with several of them commenting 
that they actively avoid the Square ï and indeed other parts of the city centre ï at night to 
avoid trouble.  

Awareness of, and initial reactions to, the proposed redevelopment  

Across the focus groups, very few participants were aware of the proposed redevelopment of 
George Square. Reaction to the news was at best lukewarm, which in part reflected a view 
that the Square is ñfine as it isò and in part a perception that the previous redevelopment 
amounted to a change for the worse.  Among many respondents, young and old, there was 
an almost taken for granted assumption that the redevelopment would result in the Square 
becoming too contemporary in appearance and losing its distinct historic identify.  

I think itôs part of your heritage, isnôt it, the Square?éI mean I think the last time 
they developed it, which was in the seventies, it was a deterioration of it. 

Female, aged 60 or over   
 
Theyôre going to make it, like, modern and kind of boring ï well, Iôm guessing [so] 
anyway. 

Female, aged 16-24  
 
In addition to these views, a significant minority of people across the groups questioned 
whether the Council should be channelling resources towards the redevelopment during a 
time of budget cuts and general economic uncertainty. 

Why are they spending [money on the Square] when we are making people 
redundant and have they got the money to do it up? 

 Male, aged 60 or over 

 

I donôt think George Square needs redevelopment. I think other places within 
Glasgow, within the roundabout areas [need it more]. 

 Female, aged 25-59 
 

The publicôs vision for the Square  

After discussing their initial reactions to the redevelopment, participants were shown some 
examples of squares from around the world (these are provided in Appendix B), and asked 
whether there were any features of these that they particularly liked or disliked, and, more 
generally, whether any of the broad models depicted reflected the type of space they felt 
George Square should be. Despite their largely unenthusiastic initial reactions to the news of 
the redevelopment, almost all participants gave thoughtful consideration to the examples and 
went on to express preferences for the future design of George Square. These related to the 
general type of Square it should be; its look and feel; and attractions and amenities it should 
have.  
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Aspirations for the future design of George Square were broadly consistent across the focus 
groups. There was unanimous agreement that the Square should remain a relatively open 
space that can accommodate a variety of uses, ranging from relaxation and sightseeing, to 
memorial services and other gatherings and events. As already discussed, there was 
considerable support for holding more and varied events on the Square to attract people to it, 
although a small number of participants reasserted their view that civic events should be 
prioritised. Specific suggestions for future events included live music by local bands, 
multicultural events (the Mela festival was mentioned), outdoor theatre productions and 
markets.  

You could have like a monthly market or something like that [...]  It would [make 
the Square] more of a meeting point because thereôs actually something to do 
when you get there.  

Male, aged 25-59 
 
Across the groups, there was spontaneous suggestion that the roads surrounding the Square 
could be pedestrianised, although reaction to this tended to be fairly mixed. Some 
participants felt that pedestrianisation would make the Square safer, more child-friendly and 
increase the amount of available space for attractions and amenities. There was also a view 
that the Square is slightly ñcut offò at the moment due to the heavy traffic on the surrounding 
roads and that pedestrianisation would improve its accessibility. At the same time, it was 
acknowledged that this would pose challenges in terms of redirecting traffic, with some 
people commenting that the side roads may need to be left open, as at Trafalgar Square 
(see figure below).  

 
Male: It would be a good idea and you could pedestrianise it fairly easily.  
 
Female:  I look after kids but I would never take them [to George Square].  I 

mean there are roads on all four sides.  I could not let them run at all. 
So at least you could bring kids with you.  

 

Conversation among participants aged 25-59 

 

Other participants were against any pedestrianisation, however, citing as their reason the 
potential for increased traffic in other parts of the city centre. 

There was a great detail of consensus on the general appearance of the Square and four 
key themes emerged in this regard. First, there was a broad agreement that the Square 
needs to continue to reflect the cityôs history, and this translated into a preference for a 
ñtraditionalò design that is in keeping with the ñgrandeurò of the City Chambers and other 
surrounding buildings. This point was often made with reference to the example squares: the 
ñclassicò look of Trafalgar Square was identified as a more appropriate model for George 
Square than the very ñmodernò aesthetic of Dundas Square in Toronto.   
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Secondly, and related to the previous point, there was a strongly held view that George 
Square needs to be distinct and reflect the Glasgowôs identity ï  Participants in one group 
suggested that a mosaic of the cityôs coat of arms could form part of the Squareôs surface. 

 
The Square should be a representative space for the city and you could make it 
easily identified as being Glaswegian, like it belongs to Glasgow. 

 Male, aged 25-59 
  
It shouldnôt just look like itôs been plucked out of somewhere else and has landed 
in there; it should have a bit of its own identity so to speak.  

Female, aged 16-24 
 

Thirdly, there was repeated suggestion that the red tarmac surface should be replaced with 
material which is more pleasing to the eye. Stone or concrete paving slabs such as those 
used on Buchanan Street were often mentioned as suitable alternatives.  

Fourthly, there was widespread support for extending the grass areas ï which participants 
also felt would provide more seating space on sunny days ï and placing more flowers and 
plants on the Square. Participants liked the arrangements of flowers and plants in the 
Portland example and the fact that these appear to change over time.  

Dundas Square

Toronto

Trafalgar Square

London
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At the same time, however, there was little support for converting most of the Square into a 
green space or for incorporating trees, as in the New York example (see below). Participants 
felt that this would effectively turn the Square into a park and that trees would make it feel 
ñtoo enclosedò, obscuring views of the surrounding architecture. Further, there was broad 
agreement that it will be necessary to strike a balance between the amount of greenery on 
the Square and the need to accommodate events.  

 

 
In the winter we had the skating rink and we had the big wheel.  I thought that 
was lovely.  We wouldnôt be able to have that if it was all grass. 

Female, aged 60 and over   

 

Opinion on the types of attractions and amenities that should be on the Square was also 
similar across the focus groups. In the case of attractions, as noted previously, participants 
highly valued the statuary and felt that this should remain ï although, a few people went on 
to concede that some of the statues could be removed to free up space for other attractions 
and amenities.  

Pioneer Square, Portland

ω

Bryant Park, New York
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There was universal support for the introduction of a water feature to the Square, with 
several participants contending that this would provide people, particularly families with 
young children, with a further reason to use the Square. Participants tended to prefer the 
ground-level fountains featured in the Atlanta and Toronto examples, to the more traditional 
fountains in the Trafalgar example (see below), commenting that the former provide more 
entertainment for children, can be turned off easily if necessary and are less likely to be 
vandalised. 
 

 
 

The good thing about [these fountains] is if you were using that space for 
something else, to put on an exhibition or show or something, you just donôt turn 
them on.  

Male, aged 25-59  
 

There was repeated suggestion that lighting could be used to attract more people to the 
Square at night-time. Specific suggestions included incorporating more ambient lighting such 
as that in the Melbourne example (see below), and using up-lighting to create more of a 
spectacle of the surrounding buildings, the statuary or the Square as a whole.  

In terms of amenities, the majority of participants felt that there should be more seating areas 
around the Square and some went on to suggest that more attractive benches could be 
provided. Others liked the way in which steps were used as seating areas in the Portland and 
Melbourne examples and wondered whether a similar feature could be incorporated to 
George Square. In addition, there was support for including covered areas, similar to those in 
the pictures below, to provide shelter on rainy days.  
 

Dundas Square, Toronto Centennial Park , Atlanta
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Most participants favoured the introduction of a coffee stall to the Square, although a few 
people emphasised that this should be fairly small in scale, otherwise it could make the 
Square feel ñcrammedò. There was also a degree of support for putting in place a free public 
toilet, (a number of people commented that toilets are now few and far in between in the city 
centre), and a tourist information hub.  

In Kelvingrove Park, near the childrenôs park, theyôve got a wee caf® which is for 
the parents to sit at while the kids are out playing.  And I was out in Berlin and in 
every single park thereôs always a sort of central pointé whether it be a coffee 
shop or a caf®é and thereôs always seats to try and encourage people to stay, to 
sit around and enjoy it.  

Male, aged 16-25  

Phasing the redevelopment 

The redevelopment is scheduled to take over two phases: the first phase will begin in 2013 
and finish prior to the start of the 2014 Commonwealth Games, and the second phase will 
begin after the Games are finished. There was agreement across the groups that the first 
phase of the redevelopment should involve making the Square more visitor-friendly in 
preparation for the Games. The most common suggestions related to introducing new 
amenities such as a coffee stall, more seating areas and an information point, and improving 
the general aesthetic appeal of the Square by increasing the amount of flowers and 
greenery.  That said, a small number of participants suggested that the entire redevelopment 
should take place once the Games have ended; otherwise there may be a risk of the first 
phase not being completed on time. 

  

Pioneer Square, Portland

ω

Federation Square, Melbourne
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3.  Stakeholder views  

General perceptions of George Square  

In contrast with the focus group participantsô generally positive view of George Square, the 
stakeholders interviewed tended to conceive of it as an ñungrasped opportunityò or a ñblank 
canvasò.  More specifically, while they readily acknowledged the Squareôs various core 
strengths ï in particular, its central location, open expansiveness and the fact it play host to 
numerous events that bring people into the city centre ï they also felt that it lacks ña drawò or 
a ñwow factorò and fails to reflect Glasgowôs status as a modern, vibrant city.   

[The Square is] purely a method of getting from A to B. Thereôs nothing to it all 
apart from a few statues. If Glasgowôs going to reinvent itself as a cutting edge, 
artistic town, the Square doesnôt reflect that. And it should actually be the 
showcase for the whole townéItôs where the tourist information centre is; itôs 
where the train station comes intoé                                                                                                            
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder 

 

éit's not aesthetically pleasing. We need a world class square for a city thatôs 
increasingly in the worldôs eye and really has its place in global tourism. 
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder 
 
It doesnôt say high quality, confident, purposeful. It feels just a little bit 
underwhelming.  
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder 

 

Most of the stakeholders felt that the high volume of traffic circulating around the Square 
further undermined its function as a ñcity centre coreò ï although, as discussed more fully 
below, they had differing perspectives on how this problem should be addressed. Most also 
echoed the publicôs criticism of the red tarmac in the Square and the run down appearance of 
some of the buildings on the perimeter, particularly George House and Queen Street station.  

Awareness of, and reaction to, the proposed redevelopment  

All of the stakeholders were aware, and strongly in favour of, the planned redevelopment.  
There was a view that the Council and its partners must do everything possible to make the 
city centre appealing if it is to meet the challenge posed by out of town shopping destinations 
such as Siliverburn and Braehead.  Further, there was reference to the added imperative of 
projecting a positive image of Glasgow to the world during the 2014 Commonwealth Games.   

A few of the stakeholders were keen to emphasise that the redevelopment must be 
considered in the context of other development and improvement plans for the city; including 
the Tourism Action Plan and the redevelopment of Queen Street Station, if it is to deliver 
maximum benefit: 

[The redevelopment has] got to be within the whole city centre planéso what 
else are we doing by the river? What are we doing eventually when the economy 
gets back on its feet again? What developments are going to be taking place? 
Where is the best place for [a water feature]?   

                                                                                                              Local stakeholder 
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Itôs really important that what we do ties [the various developments] together. We 
need to be thinking that whatever we do [with the Square] compliments any work 
at the transport interchanges that are coming on stream.   
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder 

 
Stakeholdersô vision for the redevelopment 

There was considerable commonality in stakeholdersô aspirations for the new George 
Square.  Most agreed that it should be largely pedestrianised to engender a ñpiazzaò or 
ñplazaò feel, although, as in the focus groups, there was recognition of the challenges this 
would present ï particularly in terms of redirecting public transport and ensuring vehicular 
access to Queen Street Station ï with a few people conceding that one or two of the roads 
may need to be left open, at least to public transport.  

Of the two stakeholders who had significant reservations about pedestrianisation, one 
pointed to the potentially negative impact of public transport redirection on use of these 
services, on the convenience of public transport inter-changes and on the vibrancy of the 
Square itself. This stakeholder felt that, rather than reducing all forms of traffic around the 
Square, the focus should be on discouraging car use and ñreprioritis[ing]ò towards public 
transport and sustainable travel ï through the maintenance and enhancement of bus routes, 
footways and cycle lanes, and the reduction of parking space. In contrast, the other other 
stakeholder who was not in favour of pedestrianisation felt that further restricting car use in 
the city centre might discourage people from travelling in and thus have negative 
consequences on local businesses. 

Notwithstanding differing opinions on the issue of pedestrianisation, there was broad 
agreement among the stakeholders that the redeveloped Square should be a very open and 
ñmultifunctionalò or ñflexibleò space. This view underpinned many of the more specific 
preferences stakeholders expressed in relation to the general aesthetic of the Square, and its 
attractions, amenities and events. 

Aesthetic of the Square 

Stakeholders were in broad agreement that the red tarmac on the Square should be replaced 
with a different material. While some liked the idea of extending the grassy areas and others 
expressed a preference for concrete or paving stones, most commented that any new 
surface must be amenable to being covered for events. Similarly, while most of the 
stakeholders favoured the addition of more plants and flowers (but not trees) to the Square, 
they felt that that these should be restricted to the perimeter or placed in planters that can be 
moved when necessary.  

It should be a completely open spaceéThere can be plants and flowers 
happening but they donôt have to happen at ground level. It can be in different 
layers and stuff, and it could be an installation.  

                                                                                                                Local stakeholder  
 
Attractions 

In contrast with the focus group participants, the stakeholders generally did not perceive a 
strong case for retaining the currently statuary in the Square (though a couple of people said 
that they ñpersonallyò quite liked the central column). Indeed, most felt that at least some of 
the statues should be moved to areas of the city with which the individuals commemorated 
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are more directly associated. They contended that this would encourage people to visit those 
areas, whilst freeing up space in the Square for other, more relevant attractions.    

Some of [the statues] could certainly go and that would free the space to be 
something more meaningful; to give it greater identityénot at all diminishing their 
value; quite the contrary ï by putting them in a place where they are the key 
interest rather than diluted as they are at present.  
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder  

 

If you had almost a kind of trail round Glasgow where these statues were actually 
placed in an appropriate place. Why wouldnôt you have Peel outside the old 
Sherriff Court building? [é] And then youôve got tourists and visitors, the citizens 
and school kids walk[ing] roundé almost like a blue plaque trail.  

                                                                                                               Local stakeholder 

 

Most of the stakeholders favoured the introduction of some contemporary statuary, sculpture 
or other form of artistic installation to the Square that ñsays somethingò about Glasgow as a 
city and/or its place in the world.  There was a particular focus on representing Glasgowôs 
internationally renowned art scene:   

Iôd love to see contemporary art to reflect Glasgowôs status through Glasgow 
School of Art and the Turner Prize. [Art that has] that touchy-feely interactive 
sense that tourists, visitors, residents can feel theyôre engaged with them.     
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder 

What we do need in George Square is a statue of Charles Rennie Mackintosh 
because the next five yearsô strategy is hooked on Rennie Mackintosh.  
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder 

Other suggestions for attractions made by stakeholders were more in keeping with those 
made in the focus groups. Thus there was almost universal support for a water feature in the 
Square, and specifically for an unobtrusive ground level structure than could be shut off and 
covered over as necessary. There was also a consensus that the effective use of lighting 
could significantly enhance the appearance and atmosphere of the Square after dark ï One 
person suggested that during the Commonwealth Games, a light show could be projected 
onto the City Chambers and surrounding buildings, akin to that displayed on Buckingham 
Palace during the Olympic celebrations, to tell a story about Glasgow and highlight its 
credentials as a modern, creative city.   

[A light show is] very modern; it grows on Glasgowôs place in terms of technology 
and the School of Design, the culture, the School of Art.  Another reason why 
getting George Square looking a bit better is to try and say: ñPlan your holidays 
here in the coming years, or bring your business here. Look how weôre 
flourishing, look how upbeat we are in terms of technology and what we can 
achieveò.  
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder  

 
Amenities 

The stakeholders also shared the focus group participantsô view that there should be more 
seating in the Square to encourage people to use it. Most of them emphasised that the 
seating should be modern and portable, like that in the Detroit and New York examples, 
although there was also support for varying the level of the Square to incorporate stone steps 
or similar alternative forms of seating, as in the Portland example.  
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Those stairs [in the Portland example] are quite interesting as, of course, 
[George] Square does slope from Queen St down by quite some way. So you 
could have stairs on that side [é] you could come down maybe, say, half a 
dozen of those stairs to a really flat surface.  
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder 
 

There was broad agreement that covered areas of seating should be considered so that the 
Square can function effectively as a year round attraction. That said, stakeholders were 
generally not in favour of adding a café to the Square as they felt this would reduce the 
amount of event space available and also present an unfair challenge to the existing 
businesses on the perimeter.  Rather, they were keen to see the existing businesses 
encouraged out onto the pavements to help promote a piazza-type feel. A few people 
reasserted their support for at least partial pedestrianisation to facilitate such a development.  

Similarly, there was virtually no support among the stakeholders for tourist information points 
or toilets on the Square, although a few people emphasised the importance of such facilities 
being close by and/or open at times when tourists are likely to need them (including bank 
holidays and weekends).  A few stakeholders also emphasises the need for more signage on 
and around the Square giving directions to attractions and public transport links.  

Events 

Most of the stakeholders were keen to see more events taking place on the Square during 
both the daytime and evenings. They particularly favoured more ñhigh qualityò and cultural 
events. The Art Fair, which has been held on the Square in the past, was highlighted as an 
example of such an event, as were the film screenings and small concerts pictured in the 
New York and Detroit examples, respectively.  At the same time, there was some echoing of 
the view, expressed in the focus groups, that civic as opposed to commercial events should 
be prioritised.  

I just think those people [in the New York example]  sitting there looking at that 
big screen, having those buildings as a backdrop, I think itôs really so dramatic 
and I just think that open expanse; uncluttered, no statues, no nothing, for large 
gatherings, that would just look amazing.  
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder  

A few of the stakeholders said they would like to see permanent events facilities and/or 
infrastructure incorporated into the design for the Square. More specifically, a couple of 
people suggested that power and drainage facilities should be built in underneath the 
Square, while another argued for the construction of an amphitheatre for musical and 
theatrical performances.   

Phasing the redevelopment 

Stakeholders made varying suggestions concerning the phasing of the redevelopment. In 
terms of broad area of agreement, they felt that decisions around traffic management should 
be taken sooner rather than later, given the complexity of the issues involved. Additionally 
there was a consensus that the broad shape and ófeelô of the Square should be in place prior 
to the Commonwealth Games, with surfaces re-laid and óquick to doô aesthetic improvements  
ï the addition of flowers/greenery, a water feature and seating etc.  ï put in place.  In 
essence stakeholders felt that people visiting the Square during the Games should be able to 
enjoy it fully, whether they are attending an event there, sightseeing, or simply passing 
through.   
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At the time of the Commonwealth Games, it should have enough of the concept 
delivered for folks to feel excited about it and can see a sense of: ñOh, right, I can 
see what the next three or four steps areò. Look forward to seeing them.  
                                                                                                     Local stakeholder 

Aspects of redevelopment which stakeholders felt could wait until after the Commonwealth 
Games included the addition of new areas or levels to the Square, the promotion of greater 
commerce on the perimeter, and the commissioning of new statues, sculpture or other art 
work.  
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4.  Conclusions  

George Square is clearly one of the most important landmarks in Glasgow and the research 
found a clear sense of affection for it among the cityôs residents and stakeholders. Thus, it is 
no surprise that the redevelopment has already attracted significant media attention and 
sparked online discussions among a range of individuals and groups, many of whom hold 
strong views on the topic. Undoubtedly, the current level of interest will only increase with the 
forthcoming design competition for the Square. 

The research suggests that a key challenge for the Council during this time may lie in 
reconciling the views of the public with those of local stakeholder groups: whereas the focus 
group participants tended to emphasise retaining the Squareôs ñtraditionalò feel (including its 
statuary) in order to reflect Glasgowôs history, stakeholders were more supportive of a 
complete redesign, both to project a more modern, vibrant and creative image of Glasgow, 
and to encourage people into the city centre. 

Still, there were areas of agreement between the two audiences, with both generally 
favouring: 

 the retention of an open and expansive space, and one that is adaptable to a variety 
of uses 

 a reduction of traffic around the Square 

 the incorporation into the design of new distinctly Glaswegian elements  

 the replacement of the red tarmac surface and an increase in greenery and flowers 

 the introduction of a water feature and night-time lighting effects 

 an increase in seating space and the addition of covered areas  

 an increase in the number of events held 

Key to promoting a shared vision around the redevelopment may therefore be to focus the 
debate as much as possible around these areas of consensus, whilst ensuring that any 
potentially unpopular proposals are justified with reference to concerns expressed.  

Of course, the research was very much an initial and small scale scoping study, conducted 
using qualitative methods. Going forward, representative survey research would enable the 
Council to assess the extent to which the various aspirations and concerns raised by the 
participants are reflected among the wider citizenry, thus providing a robust evidence base 
for future decisions.  

More generally, the Council should continue to involve the public and stakeholder groups 
throughout the redevelopment process, not least to demonstrate its recognition of the fact, 
highlighted across the focus groups, that, ultimately, George Square belongs to the people of 
Glasgow. 
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Appendix A: Topic Guide s 

Topic guide for focus groups with residents 

1) Introduction  
 

 Introduce self and Ipsos MORI  

 Explain purpose of the research: We have been commissioned by the Council to 
speak to residents about their views of the city centre and possible changes to it. The 
findings from the discussions will be used by the Council when considering future 
improvements to the city centre.  

 Emphasise Ipsos MORIôs independence and guarantee of confidentiality 

 Explain group should last around 1hr 30 minutes. Check everyone is okay with this. 
Inform participants where the nearest fire exit and toilets are. 

 Request permission to record discussion 

 Participant introductions: name, occupation, hobbies/interests, last time they were in 
town and what they did  

 
2) Views of George Square  
 
FLIPCHART EXERCISE ï SPONTANEOUS PERCEPTIONS OF THE SQUARE 
 
Iôd now like to talk a bit more about George Square. What words, phrases or images come to 
mind when you think of George Square? PROBE FOR POSITIVES AND NEGATIVES. 
 
What do you think are the good things about George Square? What do you think are the bad 
things about it? OBTAIN SPONTANEOUS COMMENTS FIRST THEN PROMPT 
PARTICIPANTS TO TAKE A LOOK AT THE SQUARE THROUGH THE WINDOWS AND 
PROBE FOR: 
 

 general appearance 

 availability of seating space 

 statues 

 cleanliness 

 safety (both during the day and night) 

 activities/events that go on 
 
Do you think the Square is currently well-used by people like you? Why/Why not? 

 IF YES: In what ways do people use it?  When do people use it most?  
 

 IF NO: What types of people do you think tend to use the Square? In what ways do 
these types of people use it? When do they use it?  
 

 Would you like to be able to use the Square more? IF YES: For what? 
 
Can you think of any other public squares in the city centre? How does George Square 
compare to these? PROBE FOR: 
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 Whether George Square is better/worse and in what ways 

 Whether George Square is more/less important and why 
 
3) Future vision of the Square  
 
As some of you may already know, the Council is looking to redevelop George Square. The 
results from this research will feed into the Councilôs strategy for this. They are keeping a 
very open-mind about the redevelopment at this stage and the only thing that definitely 
needs to remain is the Cenotaph. 
 
Had any of you heard about this plan before today? Where did you hear about it? 
 
[ADAPTED VERSIONS FOR THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS WILL STILL BE ASKED BY 
MODERATOR IF PEOPLE HAD NOT HEARD ABOUT THE DEVELOPMENT] 
 
What were your initial reactions when you heard about the planned redevelopment? 
 
Did you see it as a good thing or bad thing? Why/why not? 
 
What were your initial hopes for the redevelopment? Why? 
 
Earlier I asked you what the first words, phrases and images were that came to mind when 
you thought about George Square.  What words, phrases, or images would you like to come 
to your mind when you think about the Square?  
 
Can you think of any squares elsewhere in the country, or abroad, that you have seen and 
particularly liked? Where were these? What was it about them that you particularly liked? 
 
HAND OUT PICTURES OF OTHER PUBLIC SQUARES TO SHOW TO PARTICIPANTS: 
 
I have some pictures of public squares in other places to show you and would like to get your 
views on these. 
 
GO THROUGH EACH PICTURE AND PROBE FOR: 
 

 likes/dislikes 

 whether something similar would work well for George Square? Why/not 

 Which ómodelô is preferred and why. 
 
Iôd now like to split you into two groups and Iôd like you to spend the next 20 minutes in your 
groups creating a future vision for the Square. 
 
EACH MINI-GROUP TO RECEIVE A SET OF IMAGES OF PUBLIC SQUARES AND A4 
SHEETS OF PAPER WITH THE KEY ELEMENTS THEY SHOULD CONSIDER AS PART 
OF THEIR VISION 
 
 I would like you to consider: 
 

1. What type of square should it be? 
 
Should it be a memorial space? An event space? A space for people to sit and relax? 
Mixture of different things? 
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What, if any, types of events should be held there? Only high profile or any type of 
event? 

 
2. How should the Square look and feel?  

 
For example, would you change anything about: 

 the way it is set out? 

 the materials used for the square/pavement/road surfaces? 

 the amount of green space on the Square? 

 the surrounding streets and buildings? 
 

3. Which attractions, if any, should stay on the Square and which ones should 
go? 
 
The Cenotaph will remain. Should any of the other statues be kept? 
 
Would you like to see any other new attractions introduced? If so, what type? 

 
4. What types of amenities, if any, should there be? 

 
For example, should there be benches, a coffee shop, a public toilet etc? 

 
As I mentioned earlier, the Council is keeping a very open-mind on the redevelopment. 
Please feel free to look through the images of other public squares for inspiration and also to 
go over the window to take a look at George Square. 
 
DISCUSS EACH GROUPôS VISION AND PROBE FULLY 
 
4) Priorities for the redevelopment  
 
The redevelopment will take place over 2 phases. The first phase is scheduled to start in 
2013 and finish just before the Commonwealth Games in 2014. The second phase of the 
development will begin after the Games are finished. 
 
Of the things we have discussed: 

 which elements do you think the Council should prioritise in the first phase of 
the redevelopment? Why? 

 And which ones do you think should wait until the Games are over? Why? 
 
5) Close  
 
Thatôs all my questions for today. Is there anything else that anyone would like to add? 
 
THANK PARTICIPANTS AND DISTRIBUTE INCENTIVES 
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Topic guide for interviews with stakeholders 

1) Introduction  
 

 Introduce self and Ipsos MORI  

 Explain purpose of the research: We have been commissioned by the Council to speak to 
residents and stakeholders about their views on the city centre and the planned 
redevelopment of George Square. The findings from the study will be used to inform the 
Councilôs strategy for the redevelopment.  

 Emphasise Ipsos MORIôs independence and guarantee of confidentiality 

 Explain that discussion should last around 30 minutes 

 Request permission to record discussion 

 Ask participant to briefly summarise their role in the organisations, AND IF APPLICABLE 
aims of their organisation 

 Explain that we are mainly interested in their views from their organisationsô point of view 
but also their personal views for questions which may not be as relevant to the 
organisation they represent 

 
2) General perceptions of the city centre (5 mins)  
 
Before we go on to talk about George Square specifically, Iôd like to get your views on the 
city centre first. 
 
ASK ALL APART FROM ET AS NOT AS RELEVANT: 
Could you please summarise how the city centre of Glasgow contributes to/affects what your 
organisation aims to achieve? 
 
With this in mind, what would you regard as the particular strengths of the city centre? And 
what do you feel are the weaknesses at the moment that need to be overcome? 
 
3) Views of George Square (7 mins) 
 
Iôd now like to talk a bit more about George Square. From your organisationôs point of view, 
what would you say are the good things about George Square? What would you say are the 
bad things about it?  
 
I am also interested in your views on some specific features of the Square which may or may 
not be that relevant to your organisation. If something is not that relevant, Iôd be keen to hear 
any personal views you may have on it. ONLY PROBE FOR FEATURES NOT MENTIONED 
ALREADY: 

 general appearance 

 availability of seating space 

 statues 

 cleanliness 

 safety (both during the day and night) 

 activities/events that go on 

 whether it is well-used by people 
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Can you think of any other public squares in the city centre? How does George Square 
compare to these? PROBE FOR: 
 

 Whether George Square is better/worse and in what ways 

 Whether George Square is more/less important and why 
 
4) Future vision of the Square (15 mins) 
 
As I mentioned at the start, the Council is looking to redevelop George Square. They are 
keeping a very open-mind about the redevelopment at this stage and the only thing that 
definitely needs to remain is the Cenotaph.  
 
Had you heard about this plan before we contacted you regarding the research? Where did 
you hear about it? 
 
[ADAPTED VERSIONS FOR THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS WILL STILL BE ASKED BY 
MODERATOR IF PARTICIPANTS HAD NOT HEARD ABOUT THE DEVELOPMENT] 
 
What were your initial reactions when you heard about the planned redevelopment? 
 
From your organisationôs point of view, did you see it as a good thing or bad thing? Why/why 
not? 
 
What were your initial hopes for the redevelopment? Why?  
 
Did you have any initial concerns about the redevelopment? 
 
What is your preferred vision for George Square? OBTAIN SPONTANEOUS COMMENTS 
FIRST THEN PROBE FOR: 

 What type of square should it be? 

 How should the Square look and feel?  

 Which attractions, if any, should stay on the Square and which ones should 
go? 

 What types of amenities, if any, should there be? 
 
We sent you some examples of other public squares from around the world. As I said in my 
email, the examples are just for stimulating discussion and do not reflect any actual plans for 
the redevelopment.  
 

 Were there any examples or aspects of particular examples that you particularly 
liked and think that should be adopted for George Square? Which/why?  

 Were there any  examples or aspects of particular examples that you did not like 
at all? Which/why? 

 Can you think of any other squares that youôve been to or seen ï whether in the 
UK or further afield - that you particularly liked and feel would work well in the 
Glasgow context? Which/why? 

 
5) Priorities for the redevelopment (3 minutes) 
 
The redevelopment will take place over 2 phases. The first phase is scheduled to start in 
2013 and finish just before the Commonwealth Games in 2014. The second phase of the 
development will begin after the Games are finished. 
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Of the things we have discussed: 

 which elements do you think the Council should prioritise in the first phase of 
the redevelopment? Why? 

 And which ones do you think should wait until the Games are over? Why? 
 
6) Close  
 
Thatôs all my questions for today. Is there anything else that anyone would like to add? 
 
THANK PARTICIPANT FOR THEIR TIME 
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Appendix B: Examples of squares  

 

 

Example 1: Civic Square, Detroit

Example 2: Dundas Square, Toronto
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Example 3: Trafalgar Square, London


