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PEARL (Person-Environment-Activity Research Laboratory) is a 
unique facility to explore the ways in which people interact with 
their environment. It is a massive space – around 4,000m2 and 10m 
high – in which we can create life-sized environments – a railway 
station, high street, town square – under controlled conditions, so 
that we can examine how people interact with the environment and 
other people in these types of places. We can change the profile, 
type and material of the floor, simulate lighting of any colour and in-
tensity, create sound from the tiniest bird song to the most massive 
explosion, include other senses, such as smell, and much more.

What is PEARL?

Why PEARL?

How can we use PEARL?

The What, Why & How of PEARL

Much of our understanding about how cities work is based on a lot
of assumptions about how people respond to, use and act in the
environment. Many of these assumptions are based on experience
over many years and are valid in general, but often the models we
use just don’t represent what actually happens. PEARL enables
us to study in detail how people actually interact with the environ-
ment and each other, by enabling us to test detailed differences in
the environment – such as space, colour, lighting, sound – under
controlled conditions, so that we can obtain rich data for use in the
design of real urban systems.

PEARL includes a pop-up theatre so that the public, researchers, 
regulators, implementers and others can see, hear, smell, feel and 
explore what might be possible in an urban environment before trying 
it out in public. We can help designers work out how people will re-
spond to their designs, for example, of trains. Sometimes we need to 
instrument people with sophisticated systems, such as eye trackers, 
accelerometers, brain scanners and motion detection systems, so 
that we can track how they move around the environment.



The What, Why & How of PEARL Types of Government Projects

In 2008, we were asked by the UK Government to test the feasibility
of the operational schedule of the proposed Thameslink railway
service. We conducted a platform-train interface (PTI) experiment,
creating a full-size mock-up train carriage and associated station
platform to test a variety of operating conditions. Our experiments
showed that the operator’s proposed schedule would not work 
based on their assumption of passenger flows through the train 
doors in the time available. This led to a revision of the design of 
the trains and PTI so that the necessary capacity could be met. Our 
regulatory advice has since affected train and PTI design in other rail 
schemes.

Thameslink testing for Government approval

We were involved in the redesign of a major shared space scheme
in London. Due to the need to safely mitigate high volumes of traffic
and pedestrian flows, Transport for London asked us to advise on
which tactile paving would be most suitable for warning pedestrians.
Upon testing different designs in our lab with different users (includ-
ing visually-impaired and wheelchair users), we found that there was
no one ideal solution for all, but could advise on the opportunities
and limitations of each. This meant that TfL could make an informed
decision about the accessibility and equity of its design proposals.

Accessibility in shared spaces in London

Figure 1. Testing passenger
flows for Thameslink

Figure 2. Exhibition Road shared space 
with tactile paving installed



How PEARL helps Governments
Improving the quality of regulations
PEARL can help improve the quality, rather than quantity, of your
regulations. By studying regulations and their application in the envi-
ronment, we can determine better how to achieve the objectives
intended by them and make it easier for people to comply with them.

Demonstrating regulations
PEARL can also demonstrate the implications of regulations and their
implementation in the environment to all stakeholders, including reg-
ulators, police, health professionals, planners, designers, the general
public and manufacturers. We can make the implications of different
approaches evident and easily understandable, allowing their com-
parison. This will aid the development of regulations, shortening the
time needed as well as improving their overall quality.

Testing innovative design ideas 
PEARL can allow particular schemes to be tested, for example
in relation to noise, visual intrusion, capacity etc. by example, so
that poor designs can be tested and eliminated, and good designs
honed to work well with the people they will affect. In this way
PEARL can support greater innovation - but with the assurance of
testing ideas with people from an early stage in their generation.

Simulating training programmes
PEARL can help train people for particular processes using our ability
to simulate different real-life environments, such as a courtroom envi-
roment in order to train the legal profession, including judges and ju-
rors. The ability to build according to specification allows us not only 
to cater for any jurisdication, but to also test new courtroom designs. 
We can also demonstrate noise or visual phenomena in evidence 
(e.g. to help explain issues arising from planning inquiries).

Connect with PEARL
www.pearl.place


