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ABSTRACT 

Informal urban development processes in Hanoi, particularly since the economic reforms of Doi Moi, 

have overlaid what were originally formally-planned urban districts, and created a chaotic mix of 

urban morphologies and building typologies. This spatial milieu strongly influences the opportunities 

for small-scale, home-based income generating activities that are a significant component of many 

Hanoian household’s livelihoods. This paper investigates how the spatial distribution of home-based 

businesses in Hanoi is influenced by its mix of urban morphologies (a gridded, planned street network 

with later additions of informal street segments) and mix of building typologies (formal residential 

buildings with an infill of informal self-built ‘tube’ houses). It explores the self-organized urban 

development processes through which residents have overcome spatial barriers to improve their 

economic opportunities and facilitate business activities. The paper uses Space Syntax theories to 

investigate the locational characteristics of home-based businesses within Hanoi’s street network, and 

Conzenian methodologies to study changes in built form at the scale of individual land parcels. The 

findings confirm the critical role of the planned street network and open spaces in supporting home-

based businesses locating along local main streets. The analysis also reveals the key spatial barriers 

that constrain opportunities for home-based businesses establishing at off-street locations, which 

segregate them from the main pools of potential customers on local main streets: namely the highly 

hierarchical street network and the confined shared stairs that provide access to a high percentage of 

individual households. The paper provides evidence-based lessons for urban designers, planners and 

policy-makers regarding the potential impacts of key spatial planning decisions on urban dwellers’ 

economic well-being, and highlights the ways that residents’ economic needs can drive informal 

changes to urban form. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

This paper presents an investigation of the spatial influences of formally-planned urban morphology 

on the informal economic activities carried out within homes in Hanoi, Vietnam. The economically-
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driven self-organization of urban form at the land parcel scale is also examined. The paper employs a 

mixed method approach drawing on Space Syntax theories, in combination with mapping, on-ground 

observation and semi-structured interviews. 

Urban sprawl in Hanoi, triggered by a set of socio-economic reform policies known as Doi Moi 

introduced in 1986, has absorbed once-peri-urban settlements such as the French Quarter, traditional 

villages, and collective housing quarters into its urban context. These profound changes in Hanoi are 

not limited to the city’s physical expansion, but have also seen a shift in its citizen’s livelihood from 

relying on the government’s centrally planned economy to being active in a market-oriented economic 

environment. A shortage of government employment opportunities has encouraged many households 

to start their own business; a process that has been accepted and facilitated by the Government in the 

new economic environment. As a result, micro-scale household businesses have significantly grown 

in number and contributed to the general economy by either providing jobs or generating GDP 

(Pasquier-Doumer et al. 2017). Among all types of business premises, homes play a critical role in 

providing a basis for these businesses. A report from the Household Business and Informal Sector 

survey in 2014 and 2015 showed that in Hanoi homes provide premises for approximately 65% of 

businesses in manufacturing and construction, 34% in trade and 29% in service (ibid). In this paper, 

any business or self-employed individual who uses part of their living space to do any income-

generating activity is referred to as a home-based business (HBB). In Hanoi, HBBs include retail 

stores (small groceries shops, fashion shops, etc.), service establishments (motorbike keeping and 

repairing, hairdressing, etc.), to manufacturing (processing foods, dressmaking, etc.). Although these 

spontaneous micro-scale HBBs often produce low returns, they are relatively stable, require little 

financial capital to set up, and therefore are widely accepted by Hanoians. 

While the critical role of HBBs to both urban dwellers’ survival strategy and the general economy in 

developing cities, like Hanoi, are largely acknowledged, existing knowledge is mainly about their 

legal status, working condition, type of activities (Kellett and Tipple 2000; Tipple 2006; Cling et al. 

2017; Pasquier-Doumer et al. 2017), and sometimes their spatial distribution on the city-scale (Chen 

and Sinha 2016). There is however, a large gap in knowledge about how people appropriate the spatial 

characteristics of their neighbourhood including the visibility and accessibility of their home location 

and the availability of shared open spaces to establish and operate a home-based income-generating 

activity.  

To understand the interrelationship between the spatial affordances shaped by the physical form of the 

neighbourhood and the possibility of establishing a HBB, two urban areas in Hanoi are examined 

namely the French Quarter and Thanh Xuan Bac collective living quarter (khu tap the or KTT in 

Vietnamese). They are long-established neighbourhoods, formally planned following different 

schemes and ideologies. The French Quarter, which was established in the late 1880s following 

western planning schemes with gridded boulevard-like street patterns, French style public buildings 

and two/three-storey villas, is now known as a vibrant central business district. The KTT Thanh Xuan 
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Bac, which was built nearly a century later (early 1980s) following an Eastern Europe model of 

socialist society with hierarchical street systems, uniform five-storey walk-up apartment blocks and 

large common courtyards, is now a crowded living quarter. Although the two settlements are different 

in their appearances, to a certain degree they are similar in their nature. They are both characterised by 

formally planned and built street patterns and old buildings that have been transformed due to 

pressures from population increase and inadequate urban managements and construction regulations. 

Newly-built in-fill buildings have changed the urban grain and open space structure. The residents 

alter them to meet their living/working needs and at the same time, give them a new appearance. 

 

The following sections examine the influences of the distinctive street patterns and house types within 

these formally-planned neighbourhoods on the opportunities for households establishing and 

operating HBBs. This analysis suggests that the formally-planned grids create favourable conditions 

for pedestrian and vehicular movements, and thus for HBBs locating near these flows. However, the 

highly hierarchical street system, and particularly the vertical transitions (i.e. stairs), produce an 

uneven distribution of economic opportunities to homes. The findings highlight that by shaping the 

accessibility and visibility of a home, urban morphology and building typology influence the 

opportunities for establishing and operating a HBB within it. They also reveal the critical role that the 

business owners’ alterations of spaces, especially the pathway linking from their living/working 

location to a local main street, plays in improving the visibility and accessibility of the business to 

potential customers. 

2. INFORMALITY WITHIN THE FORMALLY-PLANNED BUILT FORM OF HANOI 

Looking at the inner districts of Hanoi city from the sky, it is difficult to distinguish or divide its built 

form into characteristic areas because the overall city morphology is a mix between planned and 

(unplanned) organic morphologies (Geertman 2007). The city’s inner districts located inside the third 

ring road are primarily characterised by densely built residential areas and water surfaces. Only the 

citadel, the French Quarter, large scale KTTs and newly developed urban areas stand out as smaller 

‘patches’ which can be distinguished from the surrounding context by their clear main street 

networks. Seeing them at a closer distance, the French Quarter and the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac – the 

main focuses of this paper – reveal their spatial complexities due to the appearance of spontaneously 

developed secondary streets, in-fill developments, and subdivision of multi-storey buildings to 

accommodate multiple households. 
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Figure 1: Location of the French Quarter and KTT Thanh Xuan Bac within Hanoi’s inner districts 

 

Even though many old villas and buildings in the French Quarter are listed as architectural heritage, 

they accommodate a large number of households and are adapted for business purposes. Not merely 

homes, parts of these buildings are used as retail stores, restaurants, cafés, and so on providing a 

critical basis for residents’ livelihood. In order to make the necessary space available for business 

needs, residents have altered their homes by either sacrificing living space, or expanding their homes 

informally. Such alteration aims to bring the business closer to potential customers, to improve the 

accessibility of goods to the business, and to make more space for working purpose. 

 

The KTTs which were once highly regarded by Vietnamese people to symbolize their ‘catching-up’ 

with the modern world are not considered as heritage (King 2018). Most were built during the 1950s 

to 1980s with funding and support from the Vietnamese Government and its communist allies in 

Eastern Europe especially the former Soviet Union (Phuong and Huppatz 2015). After Doi Moi, these 

multi-family apartment buildings were left under residents’ control (Tran and Dalholm 2007). The 

pressure from population growth and providing spaces for resident’s livelihood has led to the built 

environment in the KTTs being appropriated in various ways. Living spaces are extended to 

accommodate business functions and also to provide more rooms as the household size increases. 

Common spaces and shared facilities such as courtyards, playgrounds, and walkways are appropriated 

and privatized in different ways to generate incomes. The majority of these spaces are utilized by 

residents for their home-based income-generating activities, including motorbike storage and 

cleaning, food and drink stalls, and coffee houses. 
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On ground observation suggests that the number and types of HBBs on each street segment in both 

areas vary, indicating that economic opportunities are unevenly shaped and distributed. The physical 

characteristics of urban form including the shape and size of the streets and walkways, stairs and 

corridors create spatial conditions that facilitate or constrain business activities, such as visibility to 

customers, transportation of goods and storage of materials and equipment. The building types and 

adjacent un-built spaces also support or limit economic activities in various ways due to their 

adaptability to accommodate business needs. 

 

Existing literature reveals that places, which have high footfall traffic – or high intensity and 

frequency of pedestrians passing by, are more likely to be desirable for movement-seeking land uses 

or well-known sensitive industries such as retail, hotels, restaurants and people-oriented services 

(Hillier and Vaughan 2007; Ghita et al. 2013). As a result, households possessing homes next to these 

pedestrian flows can easily utilized their homes to generate income. In contrast, business owners 

whose homes do not possess adequate exposure to potential customers have to rely on various 

strategies to keep their business profitable. The following discussion reveals various spatial conditions 

that support households in movement-poor locations to operate HBBs. In addition, the business 

owners’ alteration of spaces to enhance the visibility of their businesses as well as to improve the 

accessibility to the potential customers is discussed. 

3. SPACE SYNTAX AS A THEORY ABOUT URBAN DWELLERS’ MOVEMENTS 

Space Syntax theory, initially developed in 1984 by Hillier and Hanson, attempts to explain the 

interplay between two aspects of a city: the physical and the social (Hillier and Vaughan 2007). Its 

prime innovation lays in the concept of spatial configuration, which means the relation between each 

individual space and all others within the urban spatial system. The core of Space Syntax is the 

reduction of the largest spatial system in a city – the street network – into a ‘least line axial map’, 

which is the unique map consisting of the fewest number of lines passing through all streets and open 

spaces within the network. The interrelationship between any segment in the map and all the others in 

the system is quantitatively calculated using three definitions of distance: metric distance, 

topographical distance, and geometric distance (Hillier and Iida 2005). The computer-aided analysis 

of the network of axial lines generates a color-coded map, strongly correlating to the true-to-life 

patterns of human movement through the street network, due to the influential nature of the network 

itself on human movement (Hillier 1996). This outcome map assigns each line segment a specific 

colour on a rainbow spectrum, ranging from red for the most integrated street segments (those with 

the highest level of connectivity, and thus predicted to carry the highest volume of traffic) to blue for 

the most segregated ones (street with the lowest level of connectivity and the lowest volume of 

traffic). The influential role of the configuration of a street network on human movement - that 

individual streets are made movement-rich or movement-poor by the spatial arrangement of the street 

network, is argued and explained in the theory of ‘natural movements’ (Hillier et al. 1993) and 

‘movement economies’ (Hillier 1996). 
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Although Space Syntax theories and methods are widely acknowledged and applied in urban studies, 

they have received various criticisms, particularly around the limitations of simulating human 

movements in multi-level built environments (Chang and Penn 1998), and weaknesses when applied 

to organic urban forms where streets have a great variety of geometries, widths and connectivities 

(Pafka et al. 2018). Space Syntax models have, however, become increasingly sophisticated. The 

applications of the theories in both European and Asian cities has shown the accuracy of Space Syntax 

predictive power on human movement ranging from 60 to 80% (Hillier and Vaughan 2007). The lack 

of accuracy for the remaining 20 to 40% has many reasons, as pointed out by critics, including the 

simplification of the urban spatial complexity (such as street shapes and sizes, and small-scale 

physical barriers to movements) as well as the reduction of various movement-generating factors such 

as population density and activity attractors (Ratti 2004; Netto 2016; Pafka et al. 2018). 

 

Despite these limitations, Space Syntax proves its effectiveness when applied in various urban 

economic studies, investigating the spatial distribution of socio-economic classes and movement-

benefited economic activities, especially retailing. The predictive power of Space Syntax’s movement 

analysis has been found to be highest when it is applied to pre-modernist urban areas with a mix of 

gridded morphology and organic morphology (Pont and Marcus 2015; Netto et al. 2012), such as in 

the case studies selected for this paper.  

 

However, when attempting to apply the Space Syntax method to the two selected precincts in Hanoi, 

several difficulties and shortcomings arise. First, the Space Syntax axial map fails to capture the many 

movement spaces that are not public streets. There are numerous semi-private alleyways and laneways 

(ngõ and ngách in Vietnamese) running within land parcels, and semi-public, shared-access stairs and 

off-ground corridors within many multi-storey, multi-household buildings. These are critical shared 

spaces that are parts of the pathway linking the majority of residents who live inside the parcels and 

on the upper floors of buildings to the main street. Second, various spatial characteristics of these 

segments are also overlooked, including their shape and size, their exposure and enclosure to natural 

light, and their ease of use. These characteristics are important to HBB owners, as they may positively 

or negatively impact the visual attractiveness and physical accessibility of their business location to 

potential customers, who primarily come from the adjacent main streets. 

 

To overcome such limitations, this study adopts Space Syntax theories, especially their definitions of 

distance, and combines these with mapping, observation and interviews, to capture the spatial richness 

of the pathway and to more accurately map and analyse the distance from a home location to a local 

main street. In the following sections, the two case-study areas are introduced and the mixed method 

approach is explained in detail. 

4. PROFILE OF CASE-STUDY AREAS 

The case-study areas were chosen within Hanoi inner districts. The French Quarter locating in Hai Ba 

Trung District is considered as the central business district of Hanoi together with the Old Quarter. 

The KTT Thanh Xuan Bac situating in Thanh Xuan District is chosen as a typical collective living 
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quarter in Hanoi because of its representative urban morphological and building typological 

characteristic as well as its urban intensification process. 

4.1. THE FRENCH QUARTER 

The French Quarter locating on the south of the Sword Lake was established in the 1880s as the bold 

attempt to ‘conquer’ the place, to subdue the ‘native’ residents, and to create a hygienic living 

environment with a distinctive European townscape (Logan 2000). The first developments in the 

Quarter were built near the Lake with spacious boulevard-like gridded streets and wide pavements 

lined by shade trees. These older street blocks are large and square, being anywhere from 130x150 

metres to 180x200 metres. Originally, there were only governmental offices, public buildings, and 

villas for French officers’ families. The figure-ground map of the French Quarter in 1902 (fig.2) 

shows that the building density in these street blocks was relatively low, and the urban grain was a 

mix between some large footprint public buildings and many others small footprint buildings. Further 

to the south, thin and rectangle street blocks which were established in later periods, were built mainly 

to house families of Vietnamese officers working for the colonial government before the 1940s. These 

street blocks, which are approximately 50x190 metres in size, featured smaller and simpler French 

style villas (compared to those belonged to French families locating closer to the Lake). 

 

Figure 2: Figure ground map showing the urban grain in the French Quarter in its early stage (1902) and current situation 

(2016) 

After 1954, when Hanoi officially took over and settled in the area, a large number of fine grain 

buildings have been informally erected, filling in every possible space and transforming the built form 

in the quarter (Parenteau et al. 1995; King 2018). The figure-ground map of the Quarter in 2016 

illustrates that except for a few street blocks located adjacent to the Lake, where a small number of 
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buildings and villas are used by Vietnamese government’s agencies, foreign embassies, and well-

branded companies, other street blocks are approximately 90 percent covered by in-fill developments. 

Alleyways were formed to provide access to buildings locating inside the block. Most of these alleys 

are however, usually short and simple, established inside a parcel. A few exceptionally narrow and 

tortuous alleyways that are the remnants of old Vietnamese villages remain within the French Quarter. 

Along these alleys, Vietnamese traditional religious buildings can still be found as traces of these old 

villages. 

4.2. THANH XUAN BAC COLLECTIVE HOUSING QUARTER 

The KTT Thanh Xuan Bac is one of the last large scale residential complexes built following the 

collective living model. Built in 1980s, this quarter provided accommodation to workers and officers 

working in nearby state-owned factories and offices. The whole living complex was divided into 

small neighbourhoods, each including 12 to 15 five-storey walk-up residential blocks. As the KTT 

complex was built in the later period, neighbourhoods in KTT Thanh Xuan Bac were well equipped 

with local kindergartens, clinics, a primary school, and plenty of playgrounds shaded by trees. Most of 

these facilities are within walkable distances (5-minute-walking radius) to the majority of residents. 

However, fresh markets were not planned and built because before Doi Moi, they were considered 

illegal. Instead, a government-owned department store was established to supply all kind of 

necessities to local residents. 

 

Figure 3: Figure ground map showing the urban grain in the focused area (in red dashed line) in KTT Thanh Xuan Bac in its 

early stage (1990) and current situation (2016) 

 

Recently, Thanh Xuan Bac has become an attractive place for rural migrants because the housing 

price, particularly of the old KTT flats, in the quarter is more affordable than those in the inner city 

centre. Additionally, although many open spaces and walkways have been occupied by informal self-

built houses, a large amount of existing open spaces and green spaces have been kept. The absence of 
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fresh markets has quickly been solved as various types of businesses gather along major streets to 

create a vibrant street scape which has been so popular in other neighbourhoods in Hanoi. 

5. MAPPING THE PATHWAY AND MEASURING THE PROXIMITY 

To map the pathway that connects between a household’s living/working location and a local main 

street, first, the network of local main streets within the two case study areas needs to be identified. A 

Space Syntax analysis of Hanoi’s street network is carried out at both a walkable radius of 400 metres 

and at radius n (the whole urban street system). Radius 400 metres is chosen for integration analysis, 

as it shows the degree to which a street segment serves as a potential destination for pedestrians 

within five-minutes-walk. Radius n is chosen for choice analysis, as it shows the degree to which a 

street segment is a desired route for through-movement. The outcome map is a ‘combined integration 

analysis at radius 400m and choice analysis at radius n’ (Al_Sayed et al. 2014, p.83), which 

mathematically combines both integration and choice values and presents them in a single colour-

coded map (fig.4). 

 

Figure 4 shows key streets that are both highly desirable destinations for pedestrian within their 5-

minute-walking radius (400 metres) and convenience routes for vehicular (motorbike and car) 

through-movements. Although in both focused areas, the population densities are relatively similar as 

approximately 31 thousand people per square kilometre (Hanoi Statistics Office 2017), residents 

inhabit in very different living environment. The pattern of street segment in the KTT are denser than 

that in the French Quarter and there are also much fewer number of cul-de-sac. Besides, the building 

density in the KTT is also much lower due to the majority of residents live in shared walk-up 

residential blocks. 
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Figure 4: Combined Integration R400m and Choice Rn Analysis of street network in Hanoi (top). The focused areas (marked by 

black dashed line) in the French Quarter (bottom right) and the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac (bottom left). 
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When a threshold value of 280 is set for the map, street segments with their values higher than this 

threshold are highlighted as main streets. The threshold value is chosen to ensure at least one street in 

the study area is selected as a local main street. As seen in the figure.5, although the density of street 

is higher in the KTT, there are only a few streets that have become movement-rich, or in other words, 

are well used by both pedestrians and vehicles (mainly motorbikes). These streets are easily 

distinguished on the figure-ground map because of their central location, straight shape, and wide 

width. Observation reveals the large differences in uses and users between these main streets and 

other secondary street in the KTT. These main streets are usually busy with either motorbikes as the 

main vehicle or pedestrians and street vendors. Secondary streets appear to be much quieter and 

calmer where roadway is also smaller (around 2 to 3 metres) and are shared between pedestrian and 

low-speed vehicles. 

In the French Quarter, the threshold also wipes most dead-end streets out of main street map. Many 

straight segments at the south of the focused area are also not highlighted. This phenomenon reflects 

the author’s on-ground empirical observation because the street block in these area are relatively 

large, impermeable, thus do not appear to be attractive to pedestrian. 

 

 

Figure 5: Main streets (black lines) and secondary streets (grey lines) in the focused areas (marked by red dash lines) in the 

KTT Thanh Xuan Bac and in the French Quarter 

 

6. HOME-BASED BUSINESSES AND MAPPING THE PATHWAYS FROM THEIR 

LOCATIONS TO LOCAL MAIN STREET 
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In-depth interviews with HBB owners and observational surveys of their living spaces were used to 

collect quantitative and qualitative data about HBBs in relation to Hanoi’s movement economy. This 

data described the distance and the spatial and use characteristics of the pathway from the local main 

street to their home’s front door, the type of business and its operational interactions with visiting 

customers and suppliers, and the layout and utilization of the living and working spaces. Twenty-one 

participants in the French Quarter and eleven participants in the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac were randomly 

recruited during field work undertaken in January 2018. In this paper, pseudonyms are used to 

maintain interviewees’ anonymity, but the actual street names are kept as they provide contextual 

information. Key informants who are local residents assisted with introducing and establishing trust 

between participants and the interviewer. However, to avoid an overly-uniform sample, the 

interviewer also recruited participants directly by randomly identifying HBBs and asking for their 

consent to participate in the study. The recruitment successful rate was approximately 90 percent in 

both areas. The samples were selected following these criteria: 

- There are at-least two HBB owners living in a shared land parcel or a KTT block giving their 

consent to participate in the study; 

- One of them is operating their HBB at the most segregated location in the parcel or the KTT 

block; 

- Distances from their homes to local main street are varied; 

 

Three-dimensional diagrams have been developed to illustrate the densification process and the 

formation of the pathway inside a land parcel and a building. A ‘least line axial map’ was generated 

along the pathway as a key guide for syntactic distance measurement. Distances along the pathway are 

measured following Hillier and Iida’s (2005) definitions of syntactic distance: 

- Metric distance: distance measured in metres 

- Topological distance: number of turns from a segment to another 

The geometric distance, which is the total angular deviations along the pathway, is ignored in this 

study because in the three-dimensional diagram, the angular deviation becomes too complicated 

because of angular changes within the staircases and between stairs to corridors. 

 

An additional important factor that is taken into account is vertical distance, suggested by Chang and 

Penn (1998):  

- Level changes: number of floor changes from street level to the entrance of HBB 

Chang and Penn’s (1998) ‘integrated multilevel circulation model’ discusses the role of level changes 

as well as the spatial characteristics of vertical transitional spaces (i.e. stair, ramp, elevator). In the two 

selected case studies, all transitional spaces are stairs with relatively similar spatial characteristics: 

they do not connect directly to the main street; and most of them are narrow and poorly maintained, 

are enclosed by walls, and cannot be seen from main street. The small variance between floor heights 

in the French villas and the KTT blocks was also discounted. 
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The studied pathway is identified as the shortest (smallest metric distance value) and simplest (fewest 

number of turns) route between the interviewees’ living/working locations and the adjacent local main 

streets. In places where there are more than one possible shortest and simplest pathway (for example, 

one path has smaller metric distance but more turns), all possible pathways are taken into 

consideration. 

7. FINDINGS 

Research findings illustrate how formally-planned urban morphologies and multi-storey multi-

household building typologies facilitate and constrain HBBs establishing in various locations, by 

influencing the accessibility of goods and people. The findings confirm that the spacious open spaces 

and the convenient street networks in both the French Quarter and the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac facilitate 

and support various types of HBBs located in street-front, off ground locations. The hierarchical 

spatial settings in these formally-planned urban morphologies and multi-household building 

typologies also negatively impact on the feasibility of doing a HBB in movement-poor places, 

especially at off-ground locations. The walk-up stairs that provide access for household living upstairs 

also create economic opportunities for others living on-ground. The economically-driven informal 

developments initiated by these business owners are also highlighted as their strategies to overcoming 

spatial barriers in order to improve their economic opportunities and facilitate their income generating 

activities. 

7.1. THE OVERWHELMING INFLUENCE OF MAIN STREETS IN SHAPING 

ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES 

The highly hierarchical and convenient street network in both urban morphologies generates busy 

flows of pedestrians and vehicles, providing abundant economic opportunities to households owning 

street-front homes. Street-front spaces are adapted into business spaces used for a wide range of 

home-based income-generating activities. Primarily, these spaces are used by high-yield businesses 

such as retails (fashion, convenience stores) and people-oriented services (restaurants, cafés, beauty 

salons). The economic potential of such locations are described by Vietnamese as ‘tấc đất tấc vàng’ 

(an inch of land is worth an ounce of gold) (interviews with Mrs V on Hang Khay Street in the French 

Quarter and Mr M on Nguyen Quy Duc Street in the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac, January 2018). 

 

In the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac, to create extra space either for accommodating businesses and domestic 

activities, ground floor households occupy the setback space and extend their homes. The extended 

space can be as far as 6 meters from the original peripheral wall of the KTT block, and sometime 

leaving a narrow pavement, less than a meter wide, which is also occupied by motorbikes. The major 

reason stopping people extending their house is the opposition of their neighbours or the physical 

barriers created by shared infrastructures (such as underground drainages, septic tanks). In contrast, in 

the French Quarter, households can only extend their homes within their land parcel. These extension 

spaces have helped these households overcome the shortage of living and working spaces (fig. 6). 

Although most of these extensions have been rapidly erected using simple structures, such as shallow 

brick foundation, load bearing brick walls, and metal-sheet roofs; they have received much attention 
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and investments from home owners as they directly contribute to the operation of the business. Many 

of these spaces are well-decorated with large glass doors, attractive interior designs, and eye-catching 

signage. 

 

Figure 6: Occupation of setback spaces in an old French villas in the French Quarter (left) and in a KTT block in Thanh Xuan 

Bac (right) 

 

Exposure to the busy main street as much as possible becomes an important strategy for HBBs on 

secondary streets in both the French Quarter and KTT Thanh Xuan Bac, especially those running 

people-oriented business, such as restaurants and retail. They struggle to expose at least some parts of 

their business to the street front, where they can directly interact with customers, attract them and send 

them to their homes or to the inner courtyard. As an example shown in figure 7, Mrs T lives in a four-

storey self-built house in the back of a land parcel on Ba Trieu Street in the French Quarter. Her house 

was built on the ground of an old garage, and is hidden behind the French villa. She shares the land 

parcel with 5 other households and competes for use of the street-front space and pavement with 2 

other street-front businesses, namely a Milk-tea shop and a Lottery shop. Since the frontage is already 

occupied, she has to put up modest advertisement boards, a couple of chairs and a small table, as a 

sign of her hidden business. She can only open her noodle stall in the morning and noon, and largely 

depends on a limited number of loyal customers who are her neighbours and office workers working 

near her home. By negotiating and gaining ‘sympathy’ from neighbours, Mrs T has turned the shared 

walkway into her business premises from 6.00am to 2.00pm. The porte-cochère of the old French 

villa provides a shelter where Mrs T puts her mobile cookers, two large broth vessels, a display 
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cabinet, a workbench, and customer sitting area. Running the stall for almost 10 years, Mrs T 

maintains the walkway in a clean and tidy condition by sweeping and cleaning it after her business 

hours. Her ground floor kitchen at home becomes a second business premises where food, materials, 

and equipment are processed and stored, and where Mrs T spends hours in the afternoon and evening 

to prepare and to get everything ready for the next morning. 

 

Figure 7: Mrs T’s home-based food manufacturing establishment and her mobile food stall on the shared walkway 

 

Similar to Mrs T, Mr B in KTT Thanh Xuan Bac who does not possess a street front space sets up a 

small tea stall under the shared stair facing to the busy local main street. His micro business, which 

requires modest skills and resources, provides the main source of income for his households and is 

taken care of by everyone in his family from early morning to late evening on rolling basis. The 

simple nature of the business allows Mr B to set up his business easily, by buying packs of cigarette 

and candy and reselling them in separate units. His most valuable tools and equipment are a few 

chairs and small cups. 

 

Sticking to the street-front spaces and appropriating pavements along busy main streets is a survival 

strategy for not only households who own street fronts but also those who don’t. However, in all 

observed and interviewed cases in the two study areas, only residents or renters can informally use the 

common spaces either inside or in front of the land parcel. Both Mrs T and Mr B stressed that this is 

an unofficial common practice and a strictly hidden rules for such places where ‘an inch of land is 

worth an ounce of gold’ (interviews with Mrs T and Mr B in January 2018). 

7.2. ALLEY-FRONT HOME-BASED BUSINESSES 

Although most HBBs try to expose at least some part of their business to the main street to attract 

customers, street front spaces are not available to all. For a majority of households locating at the back 
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of a multi-owner land parcel accessed via a shared alleys way, or ground floor households in a KTT 

block facing to a back alley or a secondary street, it is impractical to expose their HBBs. As the result, 

walking about along alleyways in the French Quarter and secondary streets in the KTT Thanh Xuan 

Bac at both daytime and night time, there are very few sign of economic activities, including HBBs. 

This can be explained by a number of reasons but perhaps the most significant is the capability of 

street front businesses to fulfil the needs generated mainly by local dwellers and workers. Since the 

French Quarter is not very attractive to tourists (compared to the Old Quarter locating adjacently), and 

the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac is even not considered as a tourist attractor, most of the demands in both 

areas are generated by people living or working in the areas. 

 

In the French Quarter, the gridded pattern, wide and straight streets, and medium size street blocks 

facilitate both vehicular (i.e. motorbikes and cars) and pedestrian movements. Secondary streets are 

usually alleyways established within the parcel by residents in the course of intensifying the building 

density. A majority of these alleyways are short in length, narrow, (in most case) are cul-de-sac and 

semi-private. They are relatively unattractive to movement and unable to compete with the 

convenience gridded network. However, despite such disadvantageous spatial characteristics, home-

based economic activities are still made possible.  

 

An example can be found in a narrow and winding alleyway linking between busy Hang Bai Street 

and Ba Trieu Street in the French Quarter (fig.8). Here a group of four or five households sell the 

same type of street food in their ground floor alley-front homes. Although there is no sign of these 

businesses from the main street, these businesses have created a vibrant atmosphere during lunch time 

when this 1-meter-wide alley is fully occupied by customers’ motorbikes leaving a narrow walkway 

which is only enough for one pedestrian. Starting from a small HBB selling pork tripe and rice noodle 

(Hanoi’s most famous and favourite street food), the small lane has become known by a large number 

of Hanoians, especially office workers from surrounding office buildings. The initial success of this 

business has encouraged other households in the same alley to copy the activities and even the name. 

Together, they have created a vibrant environment that recently became famous to foreign food 

lovers. Although intense competition between these businesses exists, Mrs C one of the business 

owner also acknowledges some advantages of ‘buôn có bạn, bán có phường’ (there is safety in 

numbers) including that her business is receiving more customers and she no longer has to struggle 

finding customers’ motorbike keeping spaces because of an informal agreement between the 

households on using the common space for supporting business activities (interview with Mrs C in 

January 2018). Another household located inside the lane is in charge of negotiating with local police 

and provides motorbike keeping service to customers. 
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Figure 8: A HBB cluster (marked in a red dashed circle) inside a street block in the Old Quarter 

 

The figure-ground diagram on the left of Figure 8 illustrates an important pocket of open space at an 

intersection along the alleyway, which the axial diagram on the right of Figure 8 is unable to do. This 

pocket open space (marked with a red circle) has created favourable conditions for HBBs. In terms of 

size, the space is only large enough to park 12 motorbikes; however it provides a ‘pausing space’ in 

which the smell of foods and the vibrancy of agglomerated business activities has created a 

commercially-successful sense of place. 

 

If the alleys in the French Quarter create unfavourable conditions to movement and thus constrain 

economic opportunities, in the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac, the highly hierarchical street system makes 

some spacious alleyways movement-poor. As a result, apart from the vibrant economic environment 

on the main street, households living on secondary streets in this quarter have a very limited number 

of choices in doing HBB. Movement driven economic activities such as retail are rarely found. One 

example is a HBB located 2 turns and 87 metres away from local main street, is a micro-scale retail 

shop selling small, pre-packed, and imperishable products such as dry foods, instant noodles, 

cigarette, snack, can or bottle drinks. The owners of this retail business are full-time housekeepers 

who consider doing such activities ‘to spend time positively and to keep a lucid mind’ (interview with 

Mrs D in January 2018).  

 

The most popular types of HBB in these movement-poor areas are primarily good-oriented services 

and some limited types of people-oriented services such as cafés or gaming clubs. In the KTT, 

motorbike keeping services are a unique type of resident-run business benefiting from the 

disadvantages of other residents living off-ground. In Thanh Xuan Bac, Mrs E and her son, Mr G, 

keep hundreds of motorbikes on monthly contract for their neighbours living on the first to the fourth 

floor in the KTT blocks. They make their business possible by reducing their living space to 

accommodate motorbikes in their ground floor homes. Adjacent common spaces such as sidewalks 

are also informally privatised to park rows of motorbikes. To utilise the free time resulting from the 

simple duty of watching motorbikes, Mrs E opens a variety shop selling small household consumable 
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products; and Mr G provides simple motorbike services such as replacing lubricant or fixing flat tires. 

Similarly, other households take advantage of the spacious play ground in front of their door to keep 

motorbikes while turning their living room into a gaming club by putting couple of sofas and 

installing wide-screen TVs and PlayStations. Although cafés are more complicated businesses 

requiring both skillsets and financial capital, they are commonly found around inner courtyards in 

Thanh Xuan Bac area. The coffee shop owners not only benefit from the availability of motorbike 

parking places for their customers but also from the attractiveness of the large green courtyards and 

shading trees. 

7.3. HOME-BASED BUSINESSES LOCATING OFF-GROUND 

Stairs to the upper levels of buildings in both the French Quarter and the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac have 

created a spatial barrier that significantly reduce the convenience of both human movement and goods 

transportation.  

 

In the French Quarter, stairs are usually an inseparable part of the old French villas. Originally, they 

were built to serve a single family who owned the house. After the change of building ownership, 

these villas have been adapted into multi-household multi-storey buildings and these stairs become 

common property shared and used by households living off-ground. Being listed as heritage does not, 

however, mean these 70-years-old stairs are well kept. On the contrary, they are constantly used in 

everyday practices, often poorly maintained and are blocked in a dark and damp room created by 

lightweight partitions. They create a great challenge to households living off-ground if they want to do 

any income generating activities in their homes. Mrs H whose family live in a room on the first floor 

of a French villa decided to rent a street-front ground-floor kiosk from her neighbour to operate her 

food stall because she found it too hard to prepare and cook a large vessel of broth in her family’s 

kitchen and to carry it down stair. In addition, equipment, such as display cabinets, tables and chairs, 

bowls and spoons, and so on, needed for her business also require transportation and storing spaces. 

Similar to Mrs H, many other households living off-ground in the French Quarter are discouraged in 

doing any home-based income-generating activities due to such spatial barrier created by stairs. As a 

result, off-ground households in the French Quarter usually rent a street-front ground-floor room or 

kiosk to operate their business. Otherwise, they run their business via small mobile stalls on the 

pavement, sell small pre-packed products that can easily be stored in their homes and carried up and 

down the downgraded rickety stairs. Similarly, home-based goods-oriented services and 

manufacturing businesses are also hardly found in the French Quarter. The moderate demand does not 

encourage households living off-ground doing these types of business and overcoming the 

inconvenience of their living locations. 

 

Exceptionally, only in a street block on Dinh Le Street near the Sword Lake, a couple of off-ground 

home-based retail businesses and a café are found. On the first floor of a shared building constructed 

from the French colonial period, Mr L has opened and run his home-based bookstore for more than 20 

years. Being considered as the pioneer in shaping Dinh Le Street as a ‘book street’, Mr L has many 

loyal customers who are book-lovers. Even though, he finds it hard to compete with newly established 
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on-street bookstores and has to depend more on the wholesale trade. Located on the same floor as Mr 

L’s home, Mrs N has established her bookstore also for almost 20 years and now also struggles with 

attracting customers. Thanks to a living room looking down to the vibrant Dinh Le Street, Mrs N 

converted it into a café as an associated business to her bookstore. To Mrs N’s family, the increase in 

the number of customers is worth sacrificing part of their living spaces. Many visitors to the café, who 

are attracted by the good street views from a large balcony, purchase books from N’s bookstores. 

Additionally, customers purchasing books also pay a visit to the café to enjoy their book in a quiet 

environment. 

 

Figure 9: Street-front and off-ground HBBs (highlighted dark-grey) in a multi-level multi-household shared French building on 

Dinh Le Street (left); and pathway from main street to HBBs’ entrances (right) 

 

The series of way-finding signs installed along the pathway, which is publicly accessible during the 

daytime, has a critical role in attracting curious customers. More importantly, the central courtyard 

with shade trees (see left diagram in fig. 9) becomes a ‘spatial magnet’ that helps Mr L’s and Mrs N’s 

HBBs in competing with other similar street-front businesses. 

 

Although maintenance to stairs in the KTT Thanh Xuan Bac is also very limited, these concrete stairs 

are in better physical and spatial condition compared to those in the French Quarter. Consequently, 

there are off-ground households in the KTT using their home to do manufacturing or providing 

services. Mrs K living on the first floor of a KTT block, uses her kitchen to prepare food which can 

then be sold in her food stall locating in the adjacent common courtyard. Her bread stall which has 

been established for almost 10 years, runs daily from early morning to late evening, serving local 

residents and customers from nearby cafés. At night, most of the bulky equipment including a fridge, 

tables and chairs, and working benches are neatly packed, securely locked, and covered by a large 

water-proof canvas. The small and valuable equipment, and all other materials are brought back to her 

home and kept in her kitchen. Mrs K does not find the stair on obstacle for transportation because her 

home is only 1 floor and 30 metres away from her stall. However, she acknowledges that without the 

possibility of using and privatizing the common spaces, she would never be able to run the business 

solely from her home. As the result, she does her best to secure her informal business premises on the 
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common courtyard by explaining her financial difficulties to the local authority, maintaining a good 

relationship with every other households in the neighbourhood, and relying on her husband’s 

employment in the local authority office. 

8. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

The findings presented above confirm and highlight the significant impacts of planned urban 

morphology on the uneven distribution of economic opportunities, through its influence on human 

movement. The highly hierarchical spatial system makes particular street segments (i.e., planned main 

streets) much more attractive to both vehicular and pedestrian movement. Households living adjacent 

to these movement-rich places greatly benefit from the ample pool of economic opportunities. In 

contrast, families living on secondary streets (predominantly unplanned streets) or off-ground 

locations are excluded from these pools. 

 

The paper reveals the economic potential of unbuilt spaces to allow residents to generate their 

livelihood at home. It highlights various ways that HBBs owners appropriate common spaces along 

the pathway from their homes to a local main street, in order to reduce the distances from their 

businesses to the pool of potential customers. Unbuilt spaces, such as a publicly-accessible courtyard 

or a pocket open space, also provide spatial affordances that support and facilitate doing HBBs in 

disadvantageous locations (e.g. on secondary streets and on upper floors). They increase the 

attractiveness of isolated locations and encourage the formation of agglomerations of HBBs. Way-

finding signage installed along the pathway is also revealed to be an effective and common strategy to 

improve the visibility of HBBs hidden in isolated locations. These findings suggest that by shaping an 

adaptable living environment and providing a suitable set of policies, urban designers and policy 

makers can facilitate bottom-up employment creation processes which can fill the gap between 

unemployment and the formal job market. 

 

The mixed method approach used in this paper, adopting Space Syntax theories and combining them 

with mapping, observation and interviews, demonstrates its potential in exploring and depicting the 

fine-scale spatial complexities of informal urbanism, which are not captured in Space Syntax axial 

maps. This paper suggests an ‘extension’ of the traditional axial map of the public realm into publicly-

accessible, privately-owned spaces within multi-storey multi-dwelling buildings. It indicates some 

significant spatial characteristics that influence movements and movement-related activities which are 

typically overlooked by Space Syntax research. 

 

Due to the small sample size and the nature of the mixed method approach, such as the subjectivity of 

the data collected from interviews and observations as well as the simplification of spatial data used in 

Space Syntax analysis, the findings presented above are not generalizable. Research on other 

morphological areas and a larger data sample collected using the proposed methods could provide 

broader insights into how informal urbanism influences the accessibility and adaptability of living 

locations that might be seized by residents to generate HBB income. 
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