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Foreword
The places we live in shape our lives. Ask any citizen of any great city, town and village what makes it great,
and you will find issues that affect the walking environment at the top of the list: how safe they feel when
walking around their area; how attractive their local streets are; the quality and proximity of their local
shops and services; and the care taken to maintain the basic quality of the street. Our streets are the one
public service everyone uses every day, but this is often overlooked when considering where public and
private investment and attention should be directed. Those of us who have championed better streets for
many years fully understand the benefits of such attention and investment, but unfortunately we have not
yet reached the position where this is second nature to all of those with responsibility and influence over
our public spaces.
I’m therefore delighted that Living Streets has commissioned this report from the University of the West
of England which reviews the available evidence on the benefits of investing in the walking environment.
Living Streets is an organisation that is passionate about and understands the importance of this agenda
and works with decision-makers and professionals across the country to improve our streets. This report is
an incredibly useful step in helping them and anyone else interested in the state of our streets and public
spaces to raise the profile of the walking environment in spending priorities.
Many people will associate me with the improvements made to Kensington High Street, when I was
Deputy Leader of the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. This is one of the case studies used in the
report, along with other examples of good practice from the UK and abroad. Together the case studies
demonstrate the impact and the value of investing in our public spaces. We have seen many benefits from
the improvements on Kensington High Street and there are clear lessons for other decision-makers and
practitioners on how they can realise the added value that comes from public space improvement. The
scheme did not happen overnight, and it did not happen without considerable effort to get the changes
agreed and implemented. We had to overcome some considerable hurdles to get the outcome we wanted,
but as a result of our efforts we have retained the street’s status as a premier shopping destination and
traffic collisions have been reduced by more than 40%, with pedestrian casualties reducing by 59%.
I hope that this report will help others to understand the importance of investing in the walking
environment and help decision-makers prioritise improvement schemes despite tighter public finances
and potential opposition to change. One of the most striking findings of this report is the positive impact
of walking friendly environments on local economies - showing that improving the public realm should
be a key part of any package to revitalise local economies. Transport for London has developed a toolkit
for measuring and comparing these benefits. In terms of value for money, improvement schemes score
very well against other initiatives - and bring such a wide range of other benefits ranging from increasing
physical activity, improved safety, reductions in carbon emissions and improved air quality.
More and more people today understand the benefits of great streets and public spaces. By bringing the
available evidence together in one place, I hope that this report will further make the case for public realm
to be a higher priority and for greater investment in walking friendly streets and spaces.

Councillor Daniel Moylan
Deputy Chairman, Transport for London
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The benefits of walking friendly environments and walking
The benefits of walking friendly environments and walking to both ‘people’ and ‘place’ are extensive and farreaching.

•

Walking has significant physical and mental health benefits: higher levels of walking are associated
with lower risks of mortality (mainly through reduced risk of cardiovascular disease and cancer). Walking
helps prevent obesity; diabetes; high blood pressure and can also improve self-worth, mood and have a
positive impact on self-esteem. It is also linked with reductions in anxiety and depression

Regular walking

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

20%
reduction to
the risk of
all-cause
mortality

30%
reduction to
the risk of
cardiovascular
disease

Specific groups such as children and older people who are often more reliant on their local
neighbourhoods can gain significant health benefits and independence through walking
Residents of walking friendly neighbourhoods (in terms of density, connectivity, quality, greenery etc.)
are less likely to be depressed, and more likely to have better physical and mental health
Investments in walking environments can help alleviate the significant societal and economic costs
related to poor health
Walking and walking friendly environments have social benefits. They contribute to increased social
interaction, the development of social capital and increased safety (and perceptions of safety)
Perceived levels of safety affect how much people walk. People walk more when they feel their
neighbourhood is safe, well maintained and lively. Localised investments to improve perceptions of
safety will encourage people to walk more, with resulting benefits for health and social interaction
The environmental benefits of walking friendly environments are largely related to shifts from other
modes. Reductions in carbon emissions and noise, and improvements in air quality, are potential benefits
Investments in walking environments have significant economic benefits. They can increase the
value of residential and commercial properties, and increase rental income. They can also support local
economies by attracting new businesses and events
The public and retailers are willing to pay, to varying degrees, for improvements to the walking
environment
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What makes a good walking environment?

•

Interventions in the walking environment can take many forms. Key interventions currently being
implemented in the UK and internationally include:

−− Speed limits
−− Safe routes to schools
−− Traffic calming
−− Public realm improvements
−− Mixed priority routes
−− Shared use paths
−− Reallocation of space
−− Shared spaces
−− Mixed measures

•

These interventions have a range of benefits which are common to many schemes. Overall, they are
successful in:

−− Significantly increasing pedestrian activity (footfall)
−− Improving safety: they lead to fewer road casualties, injuries to pedestrians and traffic
collisions

−− Reducing vehicle speeds: where the schemes set out to reduce speeds, they are successful, and
this contributes to a more walking friendly environment

−− Delivering social benefits: these interventions increase opportunities for social interaction

which can facilitate the development of social capital. They can also lead to higher numbers of
people taking part in outdoor activities and spending time outside their homes

−− Delivering economic benefits: the schemes have increased the sale prices of nearby homes and
increased retail rents

−− Encouraging more physical activity: this is particularly noticeable in, for example, increases in
the proportion of children walking to school

Increase in children walking to school in Portsmouth after implementation of area-wide 20mph
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−− Reducing noise levels
−− Reducing the number and distance of car trips, implying a modal shift away from the car to
walking

−− Providing attractive and popular places: the public are positive about investments in the

walking environment, and the schemes usually have the support of visitors and residents.
People tend to report that investments in the walking environment lead to more attractive and
safe places
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•
•

There are also a number of characteristics of existing urban environments that encourage walking.
These tend to be places that are higher density, well connected, mixed use, and attractive (high quality)
Overall, urban walking friendly environments are associated with between 25 and 100% greater
levels of likelihood of walking

Increased likelihood of walking where urban neighbourhoods have walking-friendly characteristics
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•

The aesthetic quality of a place is the most consistently important factor in relationships between the
public realm and recreational walking, health and well-being

How cost effective are investments in the walking environment?

•
•

•

•
•
•

1

Investments in the walking environment are good value for money compared with other transport
investments
Investments in the walking environment are good value for money – even accounting for the fact
that most evaluations only consider a small number of potential benefits. Cost-benefit analyses are
underestimating the value of the walking environment, because very few studies have accounted for the
impacts of increased walking on road casualties, congestion, fuel costs and other motorised travel costs,
noise and air pollution, carbon dioxide and reduced public costs of providing for motorised transport. There
are likely to be substantial benefits arising in these areas where investment in walking leads to modal shift
The most significant measured benefit of investments in the walking environment is better health
from increased physical activity, and again, this is despite the fact that the only part of the total
health benefit has been assessed. UK and international studies have reported significant potential
health benefits from relatively minor investments. (It is worth noting that research is currently
being undertaken to develop the methodology used in UK transport appraisal for estimating the
monetary benefits of improved health due to increased walking. It will be based on the World Health
Organization’s Health Economic Assessment Tool for cycling, HEAT)1
User experience (often referred to as journey ambience) is the second largest benefit. This represents
the improved travel experience of users of a walking environment
All the evidence reviewed of evaluations of walking environments showed positive cost-benefit
ratios, of up to 37.6
In comparison with other transport projects, investments in walking are value for money. As
expenditure increases for projects the benefit-cost ratios tend to decrease. The highest value for
money transport projects are smarter choices, pedestrian and cycle schemes, local safety schemes
and some bus schemes. This suggests that investment in the walking environment is likely to be at least,
if not better, value for money than other transport projects
Cavill, N., Kahlmeier, S., Rutter, H., Racioppi, F., Oja, P. 2008. Methodological Guidance on the Economic Appraisal of Health
Effects Related to Walking and Cycling. WHO Regional Office for Europe, Copenhagen.
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Average rate of financial return on Mixed Priority Routes schemes, based on road collision reductions alone:
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Recommendations for further research

•
•

•
•
•
•

More long-term monitoring should be carried out for case study schemes to assess changes in social and
economic activity
Robust estimates of the increased amount of walking (and ideally, the increased total physical activity)
that occurs as a result of a scheme should be assessed. It is recommended that detailed research is
undertaken of case study schemes to assess the impact of walking investment on the amount of walking
undertaken (this requires measurement of both aggregate walking levels and the changes in the amount
that individuals walk) so that health benefits can be accurately assessed and this used to inform policy.
This will require surveys in the intervention catchment area rather than pedestrian counts
Research should be carried out to validate values obtained from stated preference research. If users place
high value on environmental qualities then it would be expected that an improved street environment
will attract more users and lead to increased social and economic activity. There is some evidence for
this, but more robust data would support the case
More research needs to be done on changes in travel behaviour and the wider impacts of such changes
that occur as a result of investing in the walking environment
Often walkers and cyclists are evaluated, or least reported together, and they need to be considered
separately
Cross-sectional studies are generally most robust in terms of data collection, statistical analysis and
interpretation but cannot attribute causality; therefore more robust longitudinal studies are needed of
cities or initiatives

Full report including references, case studies and evidence tables available from
www.livingstreets.org.uk
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Wales) and SC039808 (Scotland), Company Limited by Guarantee (England and Wales), Company
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This project has been supported by Travel Actively, a consortium of leading walking, cycling and
health organisations committed to providing opportunities for 1.8 million people to become
physically active through active travel by 2012.
Design: www.origin8creative.co.uk

www.livingstreets.org.uk
info@livingstreets.org.uk

Department of Planning and Architecture, Faculty of Environment and
Technology, University of the West of England, Bristol BS16 1QY

Living Streets is the national charity that
steands up for pedestrians. With our supporters
we work to create safe, attractive and enjoyable
streets, where people want to walk.

