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Walking is important for the health and well being of all people.  Previous studies have shown that there are certain characterisGcs of the built environment that have a direct impact on the pedestrian acGvity of 
its ciGzens.  The actual physical makeup of a community including its streets, sidewalks, street lamps, the usage of buildings, landscape and trees all interact with the views of a pedestrian as having an effect on 
the “walkability” of a neighborhood.   Twenty respondents in Houston, Texas (an auto‐centric modern city) were asked to rate their neighborhood’s pedestrian friendly qualiGes as well as report their pedestrian 
acGvity levels.  Through this research a correlaGon was found between the built environment and personal levels of pedestrian acGvity.  Research such as this in comparison with past studies enables one to have a 
beSer understanding of which characterisGcs result in higher reported rates of pedestrian acGvity in a community.  Results such as these can also inform urban planners and community leaders on beSer ways to 
create a healthier, sustainable, pedestrian‐friendly community.  

Previous Studies Objec-ves 

Salt Lake Body Mass Index  (Smith et al. 2008) 
Demographer Ken Smith tracked the BMI of nearly 500,000 
residents of Salt Lake County, Utah. Neighborhoods built before 
1950 were more pedestrian friendly and were made up of a mix 
of residenGal and commercial buildings.  Residents who lived in 
neighborhoods built before 1950 walked more and weighed 6 – 
10 pounds less.  

AIrac-veness of Walking (Borst 2008) 
Elderly Dutch ciGzens were asked to grade their neighborhood 
streets on several aestheGc variables as well as to keep a diary 
of how oben and how long they walked in their communiGes.  
ASracGve characterisGcs of streets that resulted in an increase 
in pedestrian acGvity included street crossings, bus and train 
stops, plants and trees, store fronts, and outdoor cafes. 

Physical Ac-vity and the Environment  (Panter 2008)  
English ciGzens were asked to grade the aSracGveness of their 
streets as well as report their physical acGvity on the street and 
in community centers.  Data was then collected on proximity to 
recreaGonal faciliGes.  An important finding of this study was 
that the aSracGveness of the street was found to be more 
important than the actual proximity of community centers in 
determining one’s willingness to engage in recreaGonal acGvity. 

During the spring of 2009 in Houston, Texas a quanGtaGve 
survey  of 20 residents was taken in hope of providing  
insight into the pedestrian acGvity of the ciGzens of this 
auto‐centric modern city.  

This survey asked respondents to report their personal 
views of their neighborhood as well as their personal 
pedestrian acGvity.   

The dependent variable of walking was measured by the 
frequency of walking both for leisure and towards a 
desGnaGon.  Respondents were asked if they walked for 
leisure and if so did they walk alone, with friends,  with a 
pet, or to a park.  UGlitarian walking (walking to a 
desGnaGon for a purpose) was measured by how oben a 
respondent reported walking to a store, restaurant, 
school, or church.  

    Sample Demographics: 

The independent variables included the aestheGcs of one’s 
neighborhood. Respondents were asked if their 
neighborhood was plagued with graffiG, the condiGon of the 
sidewalks, the presence of street lamps, and the amount of 
automobile traffic.  For example,  Approximately how oben 
do you see graffiG in your neighborhood?  (Never, Very 
Rarely, Rarely, Occasionally, Frequently). 

The second independent variable measured was an overall 
sense of safety in relaGon to pedestrian acGvity.  
Respondents were asked if they felt safe during the day or 
during the night in their neighborhood.  They were also 
asked about the presence of street lamps, automobile 
traffic, and stray dogs. For example, Are most of the streets 
of your neighborhood properly lit by street lamps?  (Yes or 
No) 

The third independent variable was proximity to 
desGnaGons.  Respondents were asked if several common 
desGnaGons were within reasonable walking distance of 
their home. For example,  How oben do you walk to a park?  
(Frequently, Occasionally, Rarely, Very Rarely, Never). 

Research Methods  Variables 

75% Caucasian  Ages range 
15% African American                        19‐48 
5% Hispanic     Mean Age 
5% Indian           29 

Proximity to parks had the most 
substanGal influence on the 
pedestrian acGvity of the 
respondents.  100% of respondents 
who frequently walked for leisure 
lived within walking distance of a 
park. 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Proximity to Des-na-ons Walking for 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Safety of the Neighborhood Aesthe-cs of the Environment 

Safety both during the day and 
night was found to be important in 
the overall pedestrian acGvity of 
respondents.  100% of respondents 
who frequently walked for leisure 
felt safe during the day and 75% of 
these groups felt safe at night.  

Of the 20 respondents, 

30% reported frequently walking for leisure.   

30% reported rarely walking for leisure.   

The final 40% never or very rarely walked for leisure. 

Pedestrian acGvity and overall physical acGvity in the United 
States has become a popular topic of conversaGon amid the 
“obesity epidemic” being reported in the media.  Sedentary 
lifestyles and overconsumpGon have been pointed out as the 
culprits of the faSening of America where fast food drive‐
throughs and expansive parking lots rule the land.  In 
response to this problem, an increasingly popular idea in the 
arena of urban design and city planning is an interest in 
pedestrian‐friendly developments.  In response to this 
problem, in the arena of urban design and city planning, there 
has been a growing interest in pedestrian friendly 
developments.  Regional, state, and local planning 
departments conGnue to promote “walkable” developments 
not only to increase recreaGonal physical acGvity but also to 
encourage pedestrian acGvity as a valid mode of 
transportaGon and, in return, create a healthier populaGon. 

The demand for pedestrian‐friendly communiGes is rising and 
its benefits have been reported in mulGple studies.  But what 
exactly makes a community “walkable”?  While mixed‐use 
projects are in vogue, does simple proximity to retail 
establishments, restaurants, and work places lead to higher 
levels of pedestrian acGvity?  What key features do walkable 
communiGes hold that non‐walkable communiGes lack?   

The findings of this study support the general feelings of 
the pedestrian‐friendly design movement.  It was observed 
that those who saw their neighborhoods as aestheGcally 
pleasing, who felt safe, and who had a mixture of 
pedestrian‐friendly desGnaGons within reasonable 
proximity to their home were also more willing to walk to 
said desGnaGons and to walk for leisure.  This is important 
because it shows a relaGonship between the built 
environment and one’s pedestrian acGvity.  As community 
leaders look for ways to enhance the lives of their ciGzens 
they will look to urban planners and architects for new and 
innovaGve approaches to design.  This study is just a small 
view into the lives of those who live in the inner‐loop of 
Houston and the design and neighborhood elements that 
affect the quality of their lives and pedestrian acGvity. 

Summary of Findings  Direc-ons for Future Research 

Future studies would be improved by evaluaGng a much 
larger sample size of residents of several communiGes for 
which to draw comparisons from.  This study focused on the 
inner‐loop of Houston which is a more urban environment 
than outlying suburbs.  Suburban pedestrian acGvity in 
comparison would be beneficial to study. 

I would like to thank Dr. Kwan for her guidance in creaGng a 
cohesive research project and presentaGon as well as the 
parGcipants of my study for providing insight into their 
pedestrian acGvity. 

60% 

40% 

100% of those who 
frequently walked for 
leisure never saw graffiG 
in their neighborhoods.   


