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For decades, communities across the United States have been designed for cars, 
rather than for people walking and bicycling. But this approach to community 
design has had major negative effects on Americans’ health and safety. People on 
foot are much more likely to be injured or killed on roads with no sidewalks or 
crosswalks.1,2 Meanwhile, car-centric roads also discourage people from making 
walking and biking part of their daily routine, depriving them of the health 
benefits, such as lower rates of obesity and diabetes, that come from regular walking 
and bicycling.

When the street environment supports walking – through sidewalks, crosswalks, 
street trees, easily accessible building entrances, convenient destinations, and 
the like – the number of people who walk and bike increases significantly.3 The 
evidence is clear: regularly walking or biking leads to lower rates of obesity, 
hypertension, and other health problems.4 

So, how can communities make their streets welcoming to walking and bicycling? 
By revising zoning and subdivision codes and adopting ordinances and regulations 
that support bicycles and walking. These changes make it easier for people to 
choose healthy ways to get around. 
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A Pedestrian’s Chance of Death 	
If Hit by a Car 

Source: Richards, D.C., 2010. “Relationship between Speed and Risk of Fatal Injury: Pedestrians and Car Occupants.” 
Transportation Research Laboratory. Road Safety Web Publication No. 16. Department for Transport: London, UK. http://assets.
dft.gov.uk/publications/pgr-roadsafety-research-rsrr-theme5-researchreport16-pdf/rswp116.pdf

2Making Streets Welcoming for Walking changelabsolutions.org    I    nplan.org

1. Safety 
The street needs to provide conditions that protect 	
people on foot from crime and vehicle collisions, while 
creating a feeling of safety.

Safety considerations factor heavily into people’s decisions 
about what type of transportation to use.5,6 People are less 
likely to walk when they feel unsafe due to dangerous traffic 
conditions or the risk of crime.7 What creates an unwelcoming 
and unsafe atmosphere for walking? Dimly lit streets, secluded 
public spaces, poorly maintained or narrow sidewalks, and 
unmarked street crossings all create an unwelcoming and 
potentially dangerous atmosphere for people walking.8 

Good street design protects people walking from the potential 
for physical harm. This means streets must have basic 
pedestrian infrastructure – the bare minimum of sidewalks 
and safe street crossings – as well as various other features 
that decrease the risk of injury from criminal activity and 
cars. For example, walking is safer and feels more secure when 
public spaces are well lit and easily visible from homes, other 
buildings, and the street.9 

Basic infrastructure: sidewalks and safe street crossings

Research and common sense tell us that the most important 
part of making a street safe for pedestrians is providing 
sidewalks and safe street crossings.10 Why? Because people 
on foot are generally at their most vulnerable when they 
share space with automobiles.11 And yet, up to 40 percent of 
roads in the United States do not have sidewalks.12 Pedestrian 
collisions are more than twice as likely to occur in places 
without sidewalks; streets with sidewalks on both sides have 
the fewest pedestrian injuries.13 In addition, 45 percent of 
pedestrian fatalities occur where no crosswalk is available.14 
Where there are more sidewalks, people walk more, are 
more likely to get the recommended daily amount of physical 
activity, and are less likely to be obese.15 

What else supports safe street design? 

•	Buffers between pedestrians and vehicle traffic – Trees and 
other landscaping, bicycle lanes, and cars parked along the 
street all provide a cushion between people walking and 
vehicle traffic that increases pedestrians’ actual safety as well 
as their feeling of comfort.

•	Traffic calming – When cars move faster, it increases the 
number of collisions and the severity of injuries for motorists 
and especially pedestrians. When a car traveling 30 miles 
per hour hits a pedestrian, the pedestrian will be killed only 
7 percent of the time; if the car is traveling 40 miles per 
hour, the pedestrian will be killed 31 percent of the time. 
The rates of injury and death are even higher for children 
and older adults.16 

What Makes an Area Walkable?
If you set an assortment of people down on any street corner 
in the country, they could quickly tell you whether the location 
felt safe and inviting for walking. Most people can easily and 
intuitively sense whether the features of a neighborhood are 
welcoming to people walking, or whether they create an unsafe, 
uncomfortable feeling. 

But it can be hard to describe what creates those perceptions. 
The first step for communities and advocates who want to 
transform a neighborhood or ensure that city codes promote 
pedestrian-friendly streets is to pinpoint the elements that make 
a community walkable.

Principles of Walkable Streets
What do pedestrians need to feel comfortable as they walk around 
an area? Walkable environments meet three crucial needs:

1.	 Safety – People walking need to be protected from vehicle 
collisions and crime. 

2.	 Convenience – People on foot need to be able to get where 
they are going directly, without going out of their way.

3.	 Comfort – People walking need the street to provide for 
their physical needs and mental ease. 
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Reducing speed is crucial for pedestrian safety. Slower 
cars also increase the social and recreational functions of a 
street, making the area more livable.17,18

Communities have many options to reduce traffic speed, 
increase pedestrian visibility, and decrease the number 
of collisions involving pedestrians. Measures include 
roundabouts, medians, speed humps, in-street signs 
alerting drivers to the presence of pedestrians, and bulb-
outs that extend the sidewalk into the road, shortening the 
distance people must walk to cross the street.

•	Eyes on the street – People on the street are safer from crime 
when they are not secluded. Streets and buildings can be 
designed to provide “eyes on the street” so that residents, 
passersby, business owners, and workers can all casually 
keep an eye on what is happening on the street. The fact 
that someone might be watching from an overlooking 
window decreases the likelihood of crime, even if no one 
happens to be looking out at a given moment. People on 
foot feel safer and are safer when they can be seen from 
balconies, through ground floor windows, or by people 
sitting on benches or drinking coffee in a sidewalk café.19 

•	Good lighting – At night, crime and traffic collisions 
are less likely to take place where lighting is designed 
for pedestrians and is closely spaced, avoiding pools of 
darkness between lights.

2. Convenience 

People walking need to be able to get where they are 
going directly, without going out of their way.

For someone in a car, being required to travel an extra half-
mile to a destination – swooping down a long, curved road 
and around into a cul-de-sac, for example – is a matter of an 
extra minute’s drive. But for a pedestrian, those ten additional 
minutes of walking can mean the difference between being 
willing to make the trip or not, the difference between a quick 
stroll and an uncomfortable, exhausting slog. Because people 
walking go more slowly than cars and must engage in physical 
work in order to move, direct access is much more important 
for travel on foot than by car. 

As a result, people who are walking value:

•	Direct access to buildings – Accessible storefronts face the street, 
ensuring that pedestrians don’t have to trek through huge 
parking lots or wander in perplexity seeking an entrance.

•	Street connectivity – When there are short blocks, many 
intersections, and frequent street crossings, pedestrians can 
get to their destinations by the most efficient and direct 
route. Grid street patterns offer alternative routes, which 
add interest to frequently traveled paths.20 

•	Destinations and density – If there isn’t anywhere to go or 
destinations are far from one another, would-be pedestrians 
will be discouraged from setting out. When many potential 
destinations are located closely together, it is easy for people 
to walk where they want to go quickly.21
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Transforming Car-Centric Streets into 
a Pedestrian Friendly Community
Communities can create streets that are safe and inviting for 
people on foot. But to do so, most existing communities need 
to fix car-oriented environments. Walkable neighborhoods 
require the involvement of many different local agencies, from 
planning to public works to transportation. Fostering this kind 
of collaboration can be a challenge, but can ultimately lead to 
relationships and processes that support healthier communities. 

Through a combination of approaches, communities can 
achieve short-term improvements and significant changes in the 
long-term. 

Strategies include:

•	Safe Routes to School and other infrastructure grants – Create 
change on the ground by retrofitting infrastructure through 
Safe Routes to School programs and other grants. 

•	Zoning & subdivision codes – Amend zoning and subdivision 
regulations to change practices around constructing roads, 
buildings, and other development. 

•	Complete streets policies – Adopt complete streets policies that 
require that all renovated and new streets meet the needs 
of people walking, bicycling, and others of all ages and 
abilities.

•	Comprehensive plans – Update comprehensive plans to 
address health directly, setting out a vision for active 
community design. 

•	Pedestrian plans – Create pedestrian, bicycle, or multimodal 
plans that spell out how to make a street network that 
encourages and supports people walking and biking.

•	Regional transportation planning – Get involved in regional 
transportation planning to ensure that local projects that 
support active transportation get funded and built.

Whether a community makes one change at a time, or develops 
a plan with a comprehensive strategy for renovating local streets, 
each change accomplished makes it easier for people to be 
physically active while going about their daily routines.
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3. Comfort 
People on foot need the street environment to provide for 
their physical and mental well being.

Cars provide a bubble of comfort that surrounds drivers and 
their passengers wherever they go, giving them a feeling of 
enclosure, protection, and privacy. Because the car is doing 
the work, the people inside rest as they travel. They can easily 
bring along a snack or bottle of water in case they get hungry 
or thirsty. If they are taking a heavy load somewhere, the 
car carries it along effortlessly. If they are hot or cold, or it is 
raining or snowing, the car protects them from the elements 
and adapts to their needs.

In contrast, when a pedestrian sets out on a trip, his or her 
comfort depends on the environment. If it is a hot day, people 
walking will be uncomfortable unless their route is shaded, 
with places to sit and rest, and water to drink. When people on 
foot get hungry or thirsty, they must either carry an extra load 
or find food and drink along the way. If signs are misleading, 
pedestrians may become tired and frustrated during the 
seemingly endless search for their destination. When buildings 
loom overhead, sidewalks are unkempt, and graffiti covers 
walls or fences, people walking may feel insignificant and 
threatened, in contrast to people in cars who can relax in the 
familiarity of their vehicle.

This means that people walking rely heavily on features such as: 

•	Short blocks

•	Shade trees

•	Convenient seating and benches

•	Clear, abundant signage

•	Buildings, lighting, and signs designed at a human scale

•	Water fountains

•	Ready access to public transportation
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