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This study explores an 

alternate way to highlight 

areas for improvement of the 

urban realm, focusing on the 

benefits of pedestrian-friendly 

environments. The analysis 

portrayed in this study looks 

at interconnected systems 

with social, economical, and 

environmental implications in 

downtown Austin, TX. This study 

also showcases an interactive 

way of data utilization, 

emphasizing proximity statistics 

and applying urban design 

principles. The hypothetical 

findings could be applied to guide 

funding in sections of the city 

that have a high potential and/or 

need for improvement.

MAPPING POTENTIAL AREAS FOR PED-FRIENDLY IMPROVEMENTS
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INTERACTIONS AND MOVEMENT – KEY  
TO SUCCESSFUL URBAN ENVIRONMENTS

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the 
importance of open spaces. Utilization of 
open public spaces were in high demand 
during development of the pandemic. 
Around the world, citizens were highly 
encouraged to avoid crowded indoor 
environments, putting a special emphasis 
in the importance of the open urban 
realm. Protecting the way people interact 
in public places was evidently an issue 
that urban designers had to add to the 
collection of techniques for designing safe 
and friendly urban places. 

Multimodal and multi-purpose urban 
places are recognized to be the most 
effective way to encourage interaction and 
community engagement. This engagement 
delivers social and economic benefits 
that enhance the performance of the city 
at large. Due to the activation of these 
spaces where interactions and movement 
are present, cities can deliver indicators 
of success in social and economic aspects 
of the city but also in creating spaces that 
encourage environmental stewardship in 
the urban realm. The key of the success 
for these spaces is not only that triple 
bottom line that interconnects benefits to 
the city’s fiscal aspects, people, and planet, 
but the creation of a cultural identity of a 
place based on the community activation 
and the urban spaces’ activities.

Successful urban places carry a great 
amount of interaction and movement of 
people. From a commercial corridor to 
a town center plaza, these successful spaces are the result of a mix of urban factors in the equation that defines their performance. 
As planners, our best interest is to produce as many successful spaces within our cities as possible while delivering these benefits to 
our communities. 

SYSTEMS AND METRICS THAT HELP CREATE SUCCESSFUL URBAN SPACES

In Austin, a city proud to celebrate culture and social engagement, festivals are regular events. In the middle of downtown Austin, the 
Pecan Street Festival activates a segment of the downtown area twice a year, showcasing art, music, and a variety of entertainment. 
This festival is one of the most successful and long-lasting events in Austin, and the city’s cultural expression is celebrated rain or 
shine. This performance brings economic activity through the movement and interaction of people in the streets, a cultural value that 
defines the spirit of the community.
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FINDING HIGH-OPPORTUNITY AREAS

In a “Systems Thinking” approach, 
successful pedestrian-friendly 
environments have cultural interaction 
and activation and go beyond the 
physical aspects of their performance. 
The physical interaction of a pedestrian-
friendly environment is recognized as the 
proportional relationship existing between 
the building and the right of way (ROW). 
The proximity of the building façade to the 
sidewalk is mapped in the graphic below. 
Where a strong relationship occurs, the 
color of the sidewalk is shown lighter.

In this study, land use activities such 
as commercial and recreation, such as 
parks and plazas, were considered to 
score a higher level of performance in 
terms of encouraging interaction and 
movement. Areas with low performance 
in these aspects were scoring higher for 
“improvement opportunity.” 

PURSUING IDEAL ENVIRONMENTS 

The study develops a formula that could 
help find areas that are considered ready 
for enhancements. Areas highlighted 
for pedestrian-friendly environment 
improvements are a few minor investments 
behind to perform as well as other areas 
with existing high-performing realms in 
terms of cultural, social, economic and 
environmental benefits.

The GIS statistical operation shown with 
a weighted overlay delivers a heatmap 
portrayed in three dimensions below, so 
the areas could be clearly identified. Areas 
with peaks have been synthesized and 
identified as high-opportunity areas. This 
means that, with minor improvements, 
these areas could become places that 
perform more positively in many aspects. 
As planners, finding these opportunity 
areas could make a huge difference in the 
performance of our cities economically 
and in the well-being of people 
in the community.
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