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Foreword

Two years ago Living Streets commissioned the University of West England and 
Cavill Associates to ‘Make the Case’ for investment in walking. The authors brought 
together and evaluated the multiple economic, environmental, health and social 
benefits of investment in walking friendly public spaces. As we continue to grapple 
with the effects of the recession, the changing landscape of our economy and 
shrinking public funds, the case for investing in better streets and places that 
are great for walking has never been stronger. Our latest report, prepared by 
independent experts Just Economics, brings together the evidence to demonstrate 
how investment for walking can deliver a commercial return for business and a 
much needed boost for local economies too.

We all know that our high streets and town centres face challenges. Against 
a backdrop to boarded up shops and the well publicised failure of well known 
high street chains, widespread press coverage and knee-jerk government 
announcements have kept the issue in the public eye. The problem is that the way 
we shop has changed for good. The question is what are we going to do about it? 
High streets and town centres used to be about so much more than retail. It’s time 
for them to be rediscovered as places where people like to get together, socialise 
and feel part of a community. The vibrancy and success of our high streets and 
town centres is most clearly demonstrated by the numbers of people walking 
around and spending time in the area.

The renewal of our high streets and town centres should be built on well thought 
out, evidence based measures. Recent comments about parking miss the wider 
picture. This research is a timely addition to the ongoing public debate about the 
future of our high streets and town centres. It reminds us that the quality of the 
public realm really matters and can deliver quantifiable benefits to businesses  
and consumers.

For almost ninety years Living Streets has campaigned for better streets for 
pedestrians where we live work and shop. This research highlights why our work is 
so important to the everyday life in our communities.

 
Tony Armstrong 
Chief Executive, Living Streets
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Key findings

This report should be of interest to anyone concerned with the future of British high 
streets and town centres. It presents evidence that investment in better streets 
and places can deliver commercial returns to businesses and investors, as well as 
improve consumer’s perceptions of high streets. 

Between 1998–2009 the UK’s population grew by 5.8 per cent and retail spend grew 
by £10 billion. In spite of this, over the last decade 16 per cent of high street shops 
across Britain became vacant. This has been driven partly by the growth of out-of 
town shopping since the 1980s. On average, people made 19% fewer shopping trips 
in 2011 than in 1995–7, as they moved to longer, less frequent car trips. A quarter of 
all UK journeys are made on foot, but two thirds of shopping trips are made by car, 
even though many of these are short and potentially walkable. 

While there is a substantial amount of evidence available to show high social 
returns (especially for health and the environment), this is a challenging area within 
which to make robust claims about commercial returns. A key issue is to establish 
whether a public realm investment creates additional benefits. Even though there 
have been hundreds of studies exploring this relationship, hard, quantitative 
assessments are very rare. However, there is case study evidence that shows public 
realm investments deliver significant benefits to consumers. The following pages 
present both the qualitative and quantitative evidence. 

Four performance indicators for these investments were identified from the 
literature: impact on existing business performance (footfall and retail); urban 
regeneration (new business, rental income, employment, social exclusion etc.); 
improved consumer and business perceptions, and business diversity. Each of these 
is discussed in turn, with the exception of business diversity, as insufficient data 
were available to merit a useful discussion of this issue. 

1 The impact of public realm improvements on existing  
business performance:

•	 Case study evidence suggests that well-planned improvements to these public 
spaces can boost footfall and trading by up to 40%.

•	 Investing in better streets and spaces for walking can provide a competitive return 
compared to other transport projects; walking and cycling projects can increase 
retails sales by 30%.
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•	 Evaluations of pedestrian improvements in Coventry and Bristol show a 25% 
increase in footfall on Saturdays and predict £1.4million benefits respectively.

•	 Improved walking routes to and from Wanstead High Street, in east London, 
increased footfall by 98%.

•	 Many car journeys are short and as the volume of goods purchased is small, these 
trips could be made on foot. 

2 The importance of public realm improvements for urban regeneration

Four aspects of urban regeneration were reviewed. These included the impact 
on investment, tourism and business start-up rates; property and retail rents; 
employment; and social exclusion.

Investment, tourism and business start-up rates

•	 There are case study examples of where public investment has been associated 
with subsequent increases in employment. In Dublin, the redevelopment of the 
Temple Bar District led to a 300% increase in employment before the economic 
boom. Cultural quarters in Sheffield and Manchester have also seen increases in 
employment, albeit less dramatic ones.

•	 Although few studies attempt to model the impact on tourism, one such example 
found that the new North Terrace of Trafalgar Square had a 300 per cent increase in 
visitors.

•	 There is less research available on these areas than others such as footfall. This 
is partly because of the difficulty of establishing clear attributable relationships. 
However, investment by the private sector is itself suggestive of commercial gain.

Effect on property prices and rental yields

•	 There is substantial evidence that improvements to the public realm increase 
property prices. For example one study in Hong Kong, which controlled for 
confounding variables, found a 17% increase in retail rents from pedestrianisation.

•	 As well as reflecting direct economic value, rents reveal preferences to locate and 
shop in particular locations. 

•	 Good urban design and quality green spaces have also been found to make a 
difference. In one study from 2007 the latter raised rents by up to 20 per cent. 
Another found that a 1 per cent increase in green spaces led to a 0.3 per cent to 0.5 
per cent rise in average house prices. 
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•	 Walking projects have also been found to increase land values. A review of earlier 
literature suggests retail and commercial rates increase in the range of 10–30 per 
cent. 

•	 US research on the relationship between ‘walkability’ and house prices has also 
shown a positive relationship. Easy proximity to local shops and services is linked to 
higher property values.

Employment benefits

•	 A US study compared the number of jobs created through the construction of 
walking, cycling and road infrastructure and found a higher employment density 
from pedestrian and cycling projects. 

•	 Outside the construction sector it is more difficult to show a direct causal link to 
additional jobs created. However, higher employment can sometimes be inferred 
from higher turnover and investment.

Social exclusion

•	 Better streets and places may create a virtuous circle by raising self esteem for 
residents and promoting investor confidence in an area.

•	 However, the impact of public realm improvements on local people is sometimes 
absent from evaluations. 

•	 A US study has shown how car dependent households on low incomes spend 50 
per cent of their budget on transportation; the poor quality of the public realm in 
poorer neighbourhoods often acts as a disincentive to walking.

•	 A quarter of British households have no access to a car. Public realm improvements 
can ensure that those who need to are able to walk, cycle or get the bus to a range 
of local services, such as their local bank, doctor’s surgery, library or post office.

3 Public realm improvements and consumer and business satisfaction

•	 There is significant evidence that perceptions of an area – to businesses and 
consumers – matter.

•	 It is often assumed that more parking is the answer to struggling high streets. 
However across Europe, studies have linked the quality of public spaces to people’s 
perceptions of attractiveness of an area, contributing towards their quality of life 
and influencing where they shop. 
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•	 Pedestrianisation has also been blamed for falling sales, ignoring the many 
contributing factors. Contrary to this claim, there is consistent evidence that 
customers like pedestrian environments and dislike traffic. 

•	 Retailers have been shown to over-estimate the importance of the car for customer 
travel. In these studies, more people actually walked, cycled or came by bus.

•	 Case study evidence suggests that restricting traffic does not necessarily reduce the 
number of customers. In fact, charging road users and ring-fencing the revenue for 
public realm investment could also enhance business performance in the long run.

•	 Other studies have found willingness to pay and positive perceptions amongst 
landowners, retailers and entrepreneurs. 

•	 Householders and customers are willing to pay for better streets too: for example, 
revealing preferences for more attractive and sophisticated street designs.

•	 The way we shop has changed and so have our expectations of the high street. 
Shoppers now seek to ‘experience’ something different and we need to know more 
about how better streets can add to that experience.

In recent years, successive governments have placed more emphasis on walking 
and cycling on health, environmental and safety grounds. Active travel also 
complements efforts to revive high streets and create liveable communities. As 
well as being relatively cheap forms of transport, walking and cycling infrastructure 
requires less comparative government investment. In spite of this, walking has 
generally been treated as the ‘poor relation’ of infrastructure spending and is often 
an afterthought in urban planning. 

Economic benefits from infrastructure spending are often difficult to demonstrate 
(for example, the current controversy regarding High Speed 2). A factor that 
influences the high cost benefit returns for walking investments is that the sums 
required are usually comparatively small and the consumer surplus – the savings 
generated from switching from cars or public transport – are substantial. Although 
this report has focused largely on private returns to businesses and investors, these 
should be assessed alongside the wider public or social returns. Together they make 
a compelling case for investing in the public ream. At a time when public resources 
are scarce, well-planned improvements to streets and places should be attractive to 
governments seeking high returns from public spending.
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1 Introduction

The period 1998–2009 saw the UK’s population grow by 5.8 per cent, which gave 
a boost to annual comparison goods spending of approximately £10 billion over 
the period. However, town centres have not reaped the benefits of this huge 
increase in retail expenditure (Encams, 2005). This report makes the case that, 
in the face of steep competition for diminishing public funds, the importance of 
better streets and public spaces needs to be better understood. Indeed, there is a 
general acceptance that such investments allow town centres to improve their offer 
(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2011) helping to stimulate the local 
economy, improve perceptions of the area (especially for visitors) and help attract 
and retain workers (Ecotec, 2007).

Our high streets have been under pressure for some time now. Across Britain, 
there were up to 15,000 high street store closures between 2000 and 2010. Over 
the same period 16 per cent of high street shops became vacant, footfall fell by 10 
per cent and only a small number of independent retailers opened new premises 
(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills and Genecon and Partners, 2011). 
There has also been a sharp decline in private sector investment – the number of 
high street shops in investment portfolios has halved since the mid-1990s (Jones, 
2010). As far back as the 1980s, Dawson (1988) described how ‘radical’ out-of-town 
centre developments were shifting the balance of retail management and operation 
away from the traditional high street. Out-of-town developments are now 
mainstream, and they have been accompanied by a dramatic increase in the use of 
the car to go shopping. Shopping trips now make up 20 per cent of all trips, and 64 
per cent of those are made by car (Department for Transport, 2011). Yet many of 
these trips are short and potentially walkable, as shopping makes up a much shorter 
proportion of the overall distance travelled (ibid.). 

The amount being spent on the high street is in decline; it now accounts for half of 
all retail spending and is predicted to fall further (Portas, 2011). This latest tumble 
has been attributed to the recent recession and fall in consumer confidence. 
However, a more serious long-term rival exists in the form of online retail. In the 
UK, online retail’s share of all retail is high by European standards (12 per cent in 
2011 up from 8 per cent in 2008) (Centre for Retail Research, 2012). Its growth has 
been credited with precipitating the closure of big high street chains such as Comet, 
Blockbusters and Jessops (Felsted and Rigby, 2013). E-commerce’s share of retail is 
also predicted to continue to rise (Centre for Retail Research, 2012) driven by new 
trends such as ‘showrooming’ where shoppers view products in shops and then 
buy them online. Research suggests that 24 per cent of people showroomed while 
Christmas shopping in 2012 and 40 per cent of them took their business elsewhere1 
What is problematic here is that online retailers are not required to make any 

Between 1998-2009 the UK’s 
population grew by 5.8% and 
retail spend grew by £10 billion. 
However, town centres have not 
reaped the benefits of this huge 
increase in retail expenditure. 

In the last decade 16% of high 
street shops across Britain 
became vacant. Since the 1980s 
there has been a shift to more 
out-of town shopping. Two thirds 
of shopping trips are made by car, 
even though many of these are 
short and potentially walkable.

Online retail as a share of 
spending is increasing, reliant 
on, but not benefiting, the high 
street. During the Christmas 
period of 2012, 24% of shoppers 
‘showroomed’ and 40% took 
their business elsewhere. Large 
retailers are calling for an online 
retail tax to level the playing field.

1 www.foolproof.co.uk/the-true-impact-of-showrooming/
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financial contributions to the maintenance of the public realm from which they 
benefit. This is exacerbated further by the fact that many online retail companies 
are not domiciled in the UK and pay a very small share of their profits in tax. The 
case of Amazon2 was a recent high profile example but it is a wider problem, and 
has led to recent calls from supermarket bosses at Sainsbury’s3 and Morrisons4 to 
support an online retail tax to level the playing field.

Shopping, as a share of all trips, has also been falling. On average, people made 19 
per cent fewer shopping trips per year in 2011 than they did in 1995/97 (equivalent 
to 45 fewer trips per person per year). The trend of falling numbers of shopping 
trips over time is associated with a switch from more frequent, short shopping trips 
on foot, to longer, less frequent car trips (Department for Transport, 2011). The 
Retail Traffic Index (RTI), which measures the levels of shopper footfall across the 
country, showed that shopping visits fell in February 2013 by 3.6 per cent compared 
to February 2012 and by 7 per cent against January 2013. Northern England and 
London and the South East were worst affected where year-on-year footfall fell by 
4.5 per cent and 4.4 per cent respectively (Retail Times, 2013). 

Nevertheless, walking still accounts for 25 per cent of journeys by all transport 
modes in the UK and the number of journeys made on foot could be increased. 
Brog and Mense (2000) compared data for eight cities internationally and found 
that Bristol had a lower level of walking for shopping (20 per cent) than any other 
city. Bristol City Council’s ten-year walking strategy demonstrates a willingness 
to reverse that trend by aiming to make walking in Bristol “easier, safer and more 
pleasant for everyone”5. Significant gains could be made, for example, in the 
North German town of Wismar walking has achieved a 40 per cent modal share 
(Monheim, 2003). 

In the face of competition from other markets, public realm improvements have 
been a staple of measures to tackle high street decline and enjoy considerable 
support within academic and policy circles. Begg (2002) has argued that a high 
quality pedestrian environment and public realm is an essential component of the 
right business environment. In a review of traffic calming schemes in the UK using 
a cost benefit framework, Banister (2009) concluded that many traffic calming 
schemes can be justified, particularly where there are large numbers of pedestrians 
sharing space with vehicles as in crowded shopping areas. Similarly, Transport for 
London have come to the conclusion that town centre pedestrianisation and public 
realm investment generate value for retail schemes, and, after an adjustment 
period of 12 months, see an upturn in turnover and centre viability (Transport 
for London, 2002). After a brief discussion about the methodology and report 
structure, the following sections present the evidence base for a commercial return 
on public realm investments. 

People made 19% fewer shopping 
trips on average in 2011 than in 
1995–7, as they moved to longer, 
less frequent car trips.

Despite this, a quarter of all 
UK journeys are made on foot. 
Political support for walking 
and improving the walking 
environment could make a 
significant difference to the 
number of people walking.

Previous research has shown that 
the creation of better streets 
and public spaces is good for our 
health, and our environment. This 
report will also argue that it can 
deliver a commercial return for 
our high streets.

2 www.guardian.co.uk/technology/2012/apr/04/amazon-british-operation-corporation-tax

3 www.retail-week.com/city-and-finance/analysis-online-tax-debate-who-should-pay-more/5050959.article

4 www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2364810/Morrisons-boss-says-companies-pay-online-tax-internet-sales-damaging-high-street.html

5 www.bristol.gov.uk/page/transport-and-streets/walking
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2 Methodology and report structure

A comprehensive review of the literature was carried out to locate all relevant 
studies. Economics6 and ‘grey literature’ databases were searched using relevant 
search terms tailored to each research question including variants on the search 
terms: 

•	 “economic/commercial value/return” AND 

•	 “walking investment/pedestrianisation/public realm” AND 

•	 “business/retail/economic development/regeneration/high street”. 

The health of our high streets and city centres is, of course, as much about people 
and the management of spaces as it is about the quality of the public realm. 
However, these issues are largely absent from the literature. In general the data 
and research available focuses on the capital investment (i.e. ‘bricks and mortar’) 
elements of public realm investment. This narrows the scope of this report perhaps 
more than is appropriate given the holistic nature of the subject. 

Four key measures of commercial value were identified from the literature. These were 
drawn largely from a report prepared by Ecotec for the East Midlands Development 
Agency (EMDA), which presented a case study for high street performance 
measurement and included the following key performance indicators (KPIs): 

•	 Footfall (length of stay, number of places visited, frequency of visits)

•	 Consumer and business satisfaction

•	 Diversity of business establishments

•	 Economic activity (consumer spend, new investment and development activity, 
non-retail business turnover, business sectors represented).

Of these, only footfall, economic activity and consumer and business perceptions 
have been included in this report. There is little evidence on the relationship 
between diversity and public realm improvements. Whilst high street diversity has 
been in decline7, this is likely to be attributable to a range of exogenous factors 
(Portas, 2011). There is also a risk that rising rents in regenerated areas could 
actually damage diversity through a process of gentrification (Rousseau, 2009). This 
issue is discussed briefly in section 5, but is for the most part outside of the scope of 
this paper.

Economics databases and ‘grey 
literature’ were searched with 
relevant search terms.

Most of the studies available 
focus on the ‘bricks and mortar’ 
benefits of public realm 
investment.

Four key measures were 
identified from the literature: 
footfall, consumer and business 
satisfaction, business diversity 
and economic activity.

Of these, the diversity of the 
business offer is beyond the scope 
of this report.

6  ASSIA Applied Social Sciences Index and Abstracts (CSA) (ProQuest XML), Business Source Premier(EBSCO), ESDS (Economic and 

Social Data Service), IBSS: International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (CSA) (ProQuest XML), NBER Working Papers, JSTOR, 

OECD iLibrary, Oxford Scholarship Online Economics and Finance E-books Collection, Palgrave Connect ebook collections in 

Business and Management, ScienceDirect, SCOPUS - V.4 (Elsevier), UN Comtrade, UNCTAD TRAINS, Web of Knowledge
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The evidence in this report is divided into three sections, relating to the three KPIs 
outlined above:

•	 Impact on existing business performance (footfall and retail)

•	 Urban regeneration (new business, investment, employment etc.)

•	 Improved consumer and business perceptions.

In light of the limitations discussed in the next section, this report draws on national 
and international literature, and case studies have been threaded through the report 
to help illustrate certain points. Wherever possible, examples have been chosen that 
have been evaluated and are considered to have a reasonable evidence base. 

Case studies are used throughout 
for illustrative purposes. 

7  The Competition Commission found that of the 565 large grocery stores that opened between 2001 and 2006, the 

vast majority – 99.5% – were opened by large multiple retailers. Only one in that whole time was independent and 

just three were co-operatives (Portas, 2011).



14

3 Issues with measuring the economic impact of 
public realm investments

There is no doubt that identifying a fully attributable, causal, link between 
investment in the public realm and commercial returns is a challenge. A key issue 
in any quantitative analysis is to establish whether the investments in question 
create additional benefit. For example, is an increase in sales attributable to the 
intervention in question, or is it the result of other factors, such as an improved 
offering by shops, reduced competition from other sources, or wider economic 
forces? In the social sciences, these ‘deadweight’ factors are accounted for 
by incorporating a reference group of some kind. However, for area-based 
interventions it can be difficult to identify good control groups. Other components 
of additionality include: “leakage effects”, displacement, substitution and economic 
multiplier effects (English Partnerships, 2004). It is not necessary to explain each 
of these here, simply to make the point that there are many confounding variables 
(see Glossary for a brief description of each).

A report for the former East Midlands Development Agency (Ecotec, 2007) enlarged 
on some of the difficulties associated with measuring outcomes from public realm 
investment:

•	 The quality of the public realm is often influenced by interrelated processes, making 
it difficult to isolate the impact of different variables.

•	 The public realm is not clearly defined, particularly given its rising privatisation. 

•	 The economic impacts of investment in the public realm are often long term (and 
beyond the timescale of the evaluation). 

•	 In addition to the direct economic impacts, it is important to recognise the 
contribution made by the social and environmental impacts of the public realm. 

For a variety of reasons, this means that studies tend to suffer from insufficient 
data regarding the direct impact that better streets and places can have on sales. 
In a synthesis of the literature, Whitehead et al. (2006) reported a lack of studies 
of business performance. He also noted that information needed for the analysis of 
cost versus benefits – about prices, rents and attributes of business properties – was 
difficult to obtain because of its confidential nature. His literature review indicated 
that several hundreds of studies have been undertaken on the link between urban 
quality and economic activity since the late 1970s, but that “hard quantitative 
assessments” are extremely rare and not easily transferable to formal economic 
forecasting and appraisal methods (ibid.). 

This is a challenging area within 
which to measure impact. A key 
issue is to establish whether 
public realm investment creates 
additional benefits over and 
above what would have happened 
anyway.

Key challenges in measuring 
impact include the difficulty 
in isolating variables, a poorly 
defined public realm and the 
long-term nature of the change 
being measured.

Even though there have been 
hundreds of studies exploring this 
relationship, hard, quantitative 
assessments are very rare. 
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There is some evidence that small businesses choosing a new business location rank 
open space, parks and recreation as high priority. However, the measurement of 
indirect benefits to businesses, such as improved perceptions of an area, impacts 
on productivity from attracting better employees and enhancing the wellbeing 
of existing staff is not without its limitations either. These less tangible benefits 
are usually valued using revealed preference data from surrogate markets (e.g. 
travel cost, hedonic pricing) or through stated preference data from hypothetical 
markets constructed with the use of survey instruments (e.g. contingent valuation) 
(CABE Space, 2005). The former suffer from a lack of data, whereas the latter are 
expensive and suffer from other methodological problems. See Fujiwara et al. 
(2011) for a summary of issues with valuation techniques. 

As well as the direct benefits to businesses, better streets provide indirect benefits 
for customers, visitors and the wider economy. Litman argues that walking and 
walkability are undervalued in transport economics, relative to other modes 
(Litman, 2003). Conventional transportation planning practices treat walking 
as a minor transport mode and recognise only modest benefits from improved 
walkability and increased walking activity. This is the result of evaluation practices 
that tend to undercount non-motorised travel and undervalue walking benefits. He 
argues that this is because walking is more difficult to measure, it is low cost (and, 
therefore, lower status) and because it is assumed that it will take care of itself. 

The absence of rigorous analysis is an issue that affects all forms of business 
support measures (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2011), and 
according to DBIS this makes the merits of different types of urban investment 
difficult to compare. Projects also tend to come as a package, making it hard to 
distinguish between them empirically. However, the same DBIS report found 
case study evidence of significant benefits to consumers, such as more enjoyable 
visits, feelings of safety, more frequent visits, longer visits and a higher propensity 
to spend. They also found that public realm improvements exerted some level of 
influence over decisions about whether to live or work in the centre of towns and 
cities. The limitations outlined here underline the importance of including both 
qualitative and quantitative measurement in making the case for investment in the 
public realm.

Indirect benefits are often inferred 
using revealed preference data or 
stated preference data but these 
methodologies also have their 
limitations.

Transport economics often 
undervalues the indirect benefits of 
walking to pedestrians. Sometimes 
it is an after thought or it is assumed 
that it will take care of itself. As 
walking is low cost, this may also 
give it low status. 

Most of the evidence in support 
of public realm investment 
exists in case study form; this is 
a response to the challenges of 
conducting quantitative research 
in this area. 



16

4 The impact of public realm improvements on 
existing business performance

As discussed in the introduction, the number of shopping trips to the UK’s 
high streets has fallen in recent years. Since the recession in 2008, footfall – a 
common measure of business performance - has decreased by 10 per cent – with 
the exception of London (Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, 2011). 
Nevertheless, well-planned improvements to public spaces within town and 
city centres have been shown to boost commercial trading by up to 40 per cent 
(Department of Environment, 1997). For example, in the 1990s comparative 
analyses in Germany and the UK carried out by Hass-Klau (1993) reported 
commercial benefits ranging from 20 to 40 per cent. A review of studies by 
Newby (1992), Hass-Klau (1993) and the European Federation for Transport and 
Environment (EFTE, undated) suggests a range of 10 per cent to 25 per cent for 
retail turnover (Whitehead et al., 2006). The authors calculated that retail footfall 
increased by about a third (32.3 per cent) and retail turnover by an average of 17 per 
cent as a result of improvements, such as pedestrianisation. 

Investing in the public realm and walking can provide a competitive return 
compared to other transport related measures. Modeling by Whitehead et al. 
(2006) of urban quality improvements in Manchester City Centre found small, 
but significant, positive effects for businesses and workers (ibid.). The results also 
suggested that the positive impacts from environmental improvements might 
be of the same order of magnitude as those expected from public transport 
improvements. Litman estimates that walking and other non-motorised transport 
projects typically increase retails sales by 30 per cent (Litman, 2002; Burden and 
Litman, 2011). 

With the exception of these studies, most of the evidence available is anecdotal 
or based on individual cases. This approach is perhaps most appropriate given the 
methodological limitations outlined in section 3. The rest of this section highlights 
some of the strongest case study evidence from the international literature as well 
as from the UK. Boxes 1 and 2 illustrate more in-depth studies. Box 3 provides an 
example of the type anecdotal evidence available, from a very recent public realm 
scheme. Box 4 illustrates the benefits that can be achieved by improvements to the 
public realm and engaging with communities to manage public spaces. A summary 
of their published benefits is listed in table 1 at the end of this section.

A study in Bangkok by Kumar and Ross (2006) found that pedestrianisation had 
a positive impact on businesses in the area of implementation. They reported on 
previous research, which found that it encouraged local people to buy goods and 
services in their own neighbourhoods and attracted more customers from a wider 
area, improving community relations. They argue that improving the public realm, 

Footfall on the UK’s high streets 
has fallen by 10% since 2008. 
Research suggests that well 
planned improvements to public 
spaces can boost footfall and 
trading by up to 40%.

Investing in better streets and 
spaces for walking can provide a 
competitive return compared to 
other transport projects.

Most of the remaining evidence 
presented in this section is in case 
study form.

A study in Bangkok found that 
pedestrianisation encouraged 
people to buy their goods and 
services locally.
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often at low cost, creates a positive cycle, increasing property values and attracting 
wealthier customers. On the other hand, poor pedestrian, cycling and transit 
options can harm businesses by losing potential workers.

Improvements to the pedestrian environment are also associated with increased 
footfall. Turner et al. (2011) conducted a before and after study of new or improved 
facilities in eight New Zealand cities known to create difficulties for pedestrians. 
These included the provision of kerb extensions and refuge islands and controlled 
crossings. Pedestrian use increased in seven of the eight sites, ranging from 7 per 
cent to 90 per cent. 

In 7 out of 8 cities in New Zealand, 
simple street improvements 
increased footfall by 7–90%.

 

Sheffield, Heart of the City Box 1

Background
In the early 1990s, Sheffield faced a number of challenges, not least the decline in steel and 
engineering industries, and the opening of Meadowhall, a huge shopping centre on the outskirts of the 
city. The city had to rethink its offer in order to bring investment, employment and visitors back into 
the centre.

Intervention
The Heart of the City project was the first in a succession of regeneration projects (that now make up 
the Gold Route) designed to welcome visitors to the city. Phase One of the project was completed 
in 1999 with the delivery of three key public realm improvement projects: the re-construction of the 
Peace Gardens; the re-alignment and narrowing of Pinstone Street to create a new event and gathering 
space outside the Town Hall (the new Town Hall Square), and the narrowing of the carriageway in 
Surrey Street to give pedestrians more space. 

Outcome
An evaluation of the public realm improvements to Peace Gardens reported a 35 per cent increase in 
footfall in the City Centre (Genecon, 2010). The authors estimated an attribution rate of 20 per cent – 
44 per cent, or a net increase of visitors of 350,000 – 770,000, and a net increase in spending of £4.2m 
(based on 7 per cent attribution of additional spend of £12.20 per visitor). Reported regeneration 
outcomes included an increase of £1.60 – £2.40 / sq. ft. rental value and the creation of 341 – 527 
additional net jobs (ibid.).

Photograph courtesy of Sheffield City Council
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Case studies from a number of English cities illustrate or predict the same benefits. 
For instance, a range of improvements to Coventry City Centre, such as new 
pedestrian areas, a new civic square, clearer signage and better placement of street 
furniture were credited with a 25 per cent rise in footfall in the town centre on 
Saturdays (NWDA/RENEW Northwest, 2007). In Bristol, the Broadmead Business 
Improvement District (BID8) was set up in 2005 to create a better shopping 
environment and a more seamless transition between the new and existing retail 
areas. An analysis of Bristol’s Shopping Quarter (as it is now known) by Drivers 
Jonas LLP and Colin Buchanon (2008) assessed the benefits of the proposed scheme 
over the next ten years. This analysis predicted that the improvements would 
generate £1.4 million in terms of quality benefits to shoppers and passers-by. 

Evaluations of pedestrian 
improvements in Coventry and 
Bristol show a 25% increase in 
footfall on Saturdays and predict 
£1.4 million benefits respectively.

Business Improvement District, Ealing, west London Box 2

Background
The Ealing Broadway Business Improvement District (BID) is a not-for-profit company led by local 
businesses. It was established in 2006 in response to rival out-of-town development and its vision is 
to create a safe, clean, attractive and user friendly town centre. The BID invests in cultural and social 
events, street cleansing and measures to reduce business crime, as well as public realm improvements.

Intervention
Public realm improvements included: new street lighting, hanging baskets, de-cluttering and improved 
directions for visitors, which aim to enhance the overall environment. Additional investment in cycling 
and walking has improved accessibility for visitors and employees, and empty properties have been 
disguised with information on local shops and services. According to its business plan (2011 – 15) a 
further £1.9 million will be invested over five years to help increase footfall and sales (Ealing Broadway 
Business Improvement District, 2010). 

Outcome 
The 2008–9 review highlighted the positive outcomes (Ealing Broadway BID, 2009). For instance, 
footfall monitoring cameras installed in 2007/08 demonstrated that the town centre had performed 
better than the national benchmark over the year. There had been a 60 per cent reduction in late night 
town centre violence compared to the previous year and a 25 per cent reduction in pick-pocketing. 
Surveys identified that visitors described Ealing as a ‘safe’, ‘friendly’ and ‘affordable’ town centre. The 
project also claims to have achieved a significantly higher profile for Ealing Broadway as a place to 
shop, do business and unwind. This has resulted in more people coming to the town centre, more often 
and staying longer.

8  A BID is an organising and financing mechanism used by property owners and occupiers to determine the future 

of their retail, commercial and industrial areas. Costs are spread across all owners and occupiers, thus reducing the 

impact on individual retail businesses. 
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In London, Wanstead High Street achieved an average increase of 98 per cent in 
pedestrian numbers after enhancing the walking routes between its two stations, 
the bus terminus, school, library and high street (Tolley, 2011). Investment in better 
walking environments has been found to benefit businesses in other ways too. For 
example, the transformation of a canal towpath in London into a high quality route 
for walking and cycling is estimated to have produced £5,487,130 of benefit through 
reduced absenteeism stemming from health benefits (Davis, 2010).

There is evidence to show that pedestrians and cyclists spend more than people 
arriving by motorised transport. A number of international studies have compared 
the differences. In a 2009 study of the Bloor Street area in Toronto, people who 
biked and walked there reported they spent more money there per month than 
those who arrived by car (Tolley, 2011). Wooller (2010) looked the effect of 
pedestrianisation in the Takapuna shopping district in Auckland, New Zealand and 
put a figure to the increase in spending. She found that although shoppers spent 
similar amounts per trip, the pedestrian shopper spent approximately $80 more per 
month after the improvements. This was six times the amount spent by those in 
cars. In 2011, a similar study in London found that whereas car drivers spent more 
on a single trip, walkers and bus users spent more over a week or a month (The 
Means, a review for London Councils, 2012). They found that walkers spent £147 
more per month than those travelling by car. Compared with 2004, spending by 
public transport users and walkers had risen; spending by car users and cyclists has 
decreased (ibid.).

Improved routes to and from 
Wanstead High Street increased 
footfall by 98%, and the 
transformation of a canal  
towpath is estimated to have 
saved businesses £5m in 
absenteeism costs.

There is evidence to show that 
pedestrians spend more than 
people arriving by car. Comparisons 
of spending in Canada and New 
Zealand revealed pedestrians spend 
up to 6 times more. In 2011, walkers 
in London spent £147 more per 
month than people arriving by car.
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Hitchin Street, Biggleswade, Bedfordshire Box 3

Background
Biggleswade is a typical market town in Central Bedfordshire, with a population of 16,550 and growing 
residential population. The town centre, with its market square, mix of historical buildings and large 
independent sector has weathered the current financial climate well – with a vacancy rate of 7%, it 
is well below the 12% national average (Roger Tym and Partners, 2012). However, the Town Centre 
Master Plan (Central Bedfordshire Council, 2011) has identified the need to enhance and raise the 
quality of the public realm, to ensure that the town centre remains healthy and improves further.

Intervention
Preliminary works (costing in the region of £400,000) have taken place to improve the physical 
appearance and vitality of Hitchin Street, a key shopping quarter adjacent to the market square. This 
provided an opportunity to pilot ‘shared space’ principles, introducing equal priority for pedestrians, 
cyclists and vehicles. The new single surface has been laid with block paving and the limits of the 
carriageway are delineated by colour contrast tactile paving to help blind and visually impaired 
pedestrians. Street furniture has been kept to a minimum and is removable to allow for future use for 
markets, festivals and other events.

Outcome
For a short “bedding-in” period residents and traders voiced some concerns over shared space 
(for example, it could confuse people using the street). However, since then the scheme has been 
positively received and has had a welcome effect on the town’s economy. Hitchin Street previously 
had 50 per cent of the town’s vacant shops; now businesses are returning and vacancy rates have 
fallen, and footfall has increased. These results and the impact on retail turnover will be confirmed in 
12 months’ time. However, the council is very pleased with the outcome so far*. 

*Personal communication, Cllr Tony Brown, Central Bedfordshire Council.
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Finally, motorists are not necessarily better customers than pedestrians, cyclists or 
public transport users. A report by the European Commission (1999) reports the 
findings of a study in Munster, Germany in which approximately 75 per cent of 
motorists surveyed purchased two or fewer bags of goods. They could easily have 
carried their shopping on foot, by bicycle or on the bus (Tolley, 2011). Indeed, a 
number of reports make the point that most shopping trips involve distances that 
could be walked or cycled (Commission, 1999; Sinnett et al., 2011; Tolley, 2011; 
Sustrans, 2006).

As well as buying less than 
pedestrians or cyclists, motorists 
often carry few bags and could 
therefore travel by foot or bike.

Railton Road, Herne Hill, south London Box 4

Background
Herne Hill junction was very hazardous for pedestrians, caused long traffic tail-backs and bus delays. 
Lambeth Council undertook a programme of public realm improvements to address these problems. 
This included the part-pedestrianisation of Railton Road, closing it off to through traffic and creating a 
new public space. As part of its Step Out in London project, Living Streets worked with the Herne Hill 
Forum and others to encourage and publicise the use of the area via activities and promotions.

Intervention
Activities, including a Sunday market and a “shop local” card giving a discount for use in local shops, 
together with a walking pledge, were introduced over the six month period from February – October 
2012. A unique feature was the designation of the Railton Road as a community run space managed by 
a community forum comprising businesses and local organisations. 

Outcome
A follow-up survey was carried out with the public, local businesses, market stall holders, shop local 
card holders and people who had signed a pledge to walk more to evaluate the project. 66 per cent of 
the pedestrians questioned agreed or strongly agreed that they shopped or used the services more. 90 
per cent of the local businesses agreed (31 per cent) or strongly agreed (59 per cent) that the changes 
to the street had resulted in an overall improvement. Despite the recession, 38 per cent agreed or 
strongly agreed that people were spending more money. With regard to the market 78 per cent of 
businesses agreed that it brought more people to the area. 41 per cent of the traders had employed 
someone to work on the stall and 78 per cent of those employed were from the local area (Social 
Research Associates Ltd., 2012)



22

Public realm investments: ex-post changes in footfall and turnover  Table 1

Country Location Activity Outcome Source

UK Bristol Various public realm improvements Projected £1.4 million over ten 
years 

Drivers Jonas LLP and 
Colin Buchanon, 2008 

Coventry Pedestrianisation, a new civic square, 
clearer signage and better placement 
of street furniture

25 per rise in footfall on Saturdays NWDA/RENEW 
Northwest, 2007

Ealing Improved lighting, street cleansing, 
de-cluttering, better signage

Improved visitor perception and 
reduction in crime

Ealing BID, 2009

London 
(Wanstead High Street)

Intervention to increase walking for 
short trips

98 per cent increase in pedestrian 
numbers

Tolley, 2011

London Canal towpath £5.4 million in reduced 
absenteeism

Davis, 2010

Sheffield Peace Gardens 35% uplift in the number of visits 
for shopping and a net increase in 
spending of £4.2m

Genecon, 2010

New Zealand Eight locations Kerb extensions, refuge islands and 
control crossings

7–90 per cent increase in footfall Turner et al, 2011

Thailand Bangkok Pedestrianisation 44 per cent of retailers report-
ed an increase in sales volume, 
although 33 per cent reported no 
change

Kumar and Ross 2006
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5 The importance public realm improvements for  
urban regeneration

Most urban renewal projects aim at improving public space in some form, as its 
importance is commonly acknowledged (Bohl, 2002; Litman, 2003). However, in 
practice, public space is often seen as performing a secondary role within urban 
regeneration projects, rather than the driving force (Van Melik and Lawton, 2011).

There are four aspects of urban regeneration that we will review in this section:

•	 Investment, tourism and business start-up rates

•	 Retail rents

•	 Employment; and

•	 Social exclusion.

Investment, business start-up rates and tourism

Increasing business activity in deprived areas has, for many years, been an 
important part of UK governments’ efforts to address disadvantage (Seex, 2007). 
Evidence in relation to public realm improvements and business start-ups is 
however limited. One of the reasons for this may be that studies quote total 
turnover figures, which include business start-up rates. There are also significant 
displacement issues with new business formation; it is necessary to be able to 
demonstrate that those businesses would not have been established elsewhere, 
which is challenging. If increases in turnover or footfall already reflect the creation 
of new businesses, then counting the number of new businesses and the increase in 
turnover or footfall would run the risk of double counting the same benefit. 

Nonetheless, public investment is often used to improve the appearance of 
business areas and town centres as part of regeneration strategies on the 
understanding that this stimulates and supports new markets and enterprise 
opportunities9 (see box 5). Whilst it is not conclusive, there is case study evidence 
of redevelopments, such as the creation of ‘cultural quarters’, or ‘waterfront 
developments’ that coincide with large increases in new business. For example, 
Lerner and Poole (1999) report that in Tennessee, private investment in the 
redevelopment of the waterfront in the town of Chattanooga resulted in a doubling 
of the number of businesses in the district over an eight year period. 

The quality of the public realm is 
generally acknowledged as being 
important to regeneration and 
renewal.

Evidence linking public realm 
improvements to business s 
tart-ups is more limited.

Investment in the public realm 
is often part of regeneration 
strategies on the understanding 
that this stimulates and supports 
new markets and enterprise 
opportunities.

9  See, for example, the East Midlands Competitiveness Programme (Department for Communities and Local 

Government, undated) or Chelmsford Borough Council’s town centre public realm strategy (2011)
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In Ireland, prior to its redevelopment by a state owned company, the Temple Bar area 
of Dublin was home to 60 businesses. A decade later this had risen to 450 businesses 
and a 300 per cent increase in employment. Most of this growth took place within 
four years of the area’s transformation, before the economic boom of the late 1990s 
took hold (Montgomery, 2004). In the UK, similar (albeit less dramatic) improvements 
have been found for Manchester’s Northern Quarter and the Cultural Industries 
Quarter in Sheffield (ibid.). The public realm also includes green spaces and again case 
study evidence suggests that the presence of good quality parks and green spaces can 
lead to an increase in new businesses (CABE Space, 2005).

In Dublin, the redevelopment of 
the Temple Bar District led to a 
300% increase in employment. 
More modest gains have occurred 
in in Sheffield and Manchester.

The Grassmarket, Edinburgh* Box 5

Background
The Grassmarket is located south of Edinburgh Castle in the historic centre of the city. By the 
mid 2000s negative perceptions of the area associated with night time drinking and antisocial 
behaviour, dominance of vehicles and the gradual decline in the public realm all needed to be 
addressed. Engagement between Edinburgh City Council, businesses, residents and traders identified 
opportunities to provide a quality setting for the Grassmarket’s historic architecture, enhance its retail 
vitality and introduce daytime activities attractive to a wide range of users.

Intervention
Over £5 million was set aside to redesign the streetscape, improve linkages to other areas of the 
city and establish a pilot events programme for the year. Space was redistributed from vehicles to 
pedestrians to allow flexible use for events, such as, such as markets, film shows, dance events and 
concerts. Work was completed in 2009. Public realm improvements of £3.87 million included the 
relaying of 40,000m2 sets, together with 5,000m2 new Caithness Flagstones, new street lighting (and 
CCTV) and underground recycling units. This was complemented by, for example, the planting of 
semi-mature trees and the refurbishment of listed buildings and monuments.

Outcome
One of the key lessons learned from the project was the importance of engaging with the community. 
Since completion, the Grassmarket has seen a wider range of business uses. It has also seen an 
improvement in its road safety record. However, the public realm is underused. In its business plan 
(2013–2018), the new Greater Grassmarket Business Improvement District (BID) suggests adopting 
this space to deliver a programme of regular events and markets. This underlines the importance of 
active management to bring additional footfall to the area.

 *A short summary of the public realm improvements can be found here:  

www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/212607/0114309.pdf  

The scheme cost is given here:  

www.rjmcleod.co.uk/archived_projects/streetscaping/grassmarket__edinburgh/  

The Greater Grassmarket BID business plan is here: www.grassmarket.net/files/Greater%20Grassmarket%20

Business%20Plan%20final%20copy%20Sep%202012%282%29.pdf 

©
 City of Edinburgh Council
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The relationship between investment in walking and the public realm, and the 
positive impact on tourism, is often cited. It certainly underpins efforts made by 
local authorities to improve streetscapes and public spaces10. While some of the 
effects on tourism will have been captured in section 4 (the impacts on existing 
business of increased turnover and footfall), few studies attempt to model the 
impact empirically. One such example looked at the effect of rebuilding the North 
Terrace of Trafalgar Square. The transformation of the quality of the pedestrian 
environment led to an increase in visitors of over 300 per cent – to the point where 
this is now the third most popular attraction in London (Tolley 2011). 

Although few studies attempt 
to model the impact on tourism, 
one such example found that the 
new North Terrace of Trafalgar 
Square had increased visitors by 
over 300%.

Oxford Circus diagonal crossing Box 6

Background
Oxford Circus is the intersection between two of the busiest retail streets in Europe and a major 
hub in London’s transport network. 60 million passengers use Oxford Circus underground each year 
(Atkins, 2010) and there are 200,000 pedestrian movements at Oxford Circus each day (Transport for 
London, 2010). Prior to its transformation the footways were severely overcrowded and there were 
delays to bus services along this busy public transport corridor. In addition to improving the pedestrian 
experience, and bus journey times, the aim of this scheme was to help revitalise retail and ensure that 
the West End retained its position as a world class shopping destination ahead of the 2012 Olympic 
Games (ibid.). 

Intervention1

An audit by Atkins found that Oxford Circus had over 150 items of street furniture each creating 1.2m2 
‘dead space’. The scheme, undertaken in October 2009, removed street clutter and reduced this by 
half. Pavement area was increased by 63% and existing crossings were re-aligned, reducing the detour 
made by pedestrians to continue along Oxford Street and Regent Street. New diagonal crossings were 
inserted (loosely based on the Shibuya crossing in Tokyo, Japan) and crossing times were re-phased 
(removing staggered crossing periods) allowing all pedestrians to cross at the same time.

Outcome 
The introduction of the diagonal crossing has seen an increase in walking speeds, a decrease in the 
time it takes to get from one side of Oxford Circus to the other and a 10 per cent reduction in personal 
injury accidents in the first year since completion. 30 per cent of pedestrians use the crossing at all 
times. Bus delays have been reduced too (Atkins, ibid.). The project cost £3.9 million2. Using the 
business case developed during the scheme, anticipated pedestrian benefits were in excess of £5.1 
million; when actual post scheme journey times were applied, the benefits increased 4.5 per cent 
to £5.4 million (Atkins, ibid.). It is reported that the turnover of a retailer occupying one of the four 
corners of the Circus increased by 25%, from £20m to £25m, in the year after completion of the 
scheme3.

1  Intervention description from ‘Re-imagining Oxford Circus’ by Kate Alexander in Architects Journal, 9 April 2009 

http://www.architectsjournal.co.uk/re-imagining-oxford-circus/5200512.article 
2 Personal communication, the Crown Estate.
3 Pers. Com. (ibid.).

10 See, for example, the Economic Value of Urban Design (NWDA/RENEW Northwest, 2007)
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In an undated study, Synder lists economic benefits to local businesses and 
municipalities identified in eight different studies of walking and cycling 
investments in the United States. Municipalities, for instance, gained from increased 
sales tax revenue from visitors’ spend on food, lodging, clothing, equipment, and 
accessories. For example, a $4.5 million investment in streetscape and pedestrian 
improvements in Lodi, California, combined with economic development incentives, 
were credited with attracting 60 new businesses, halving the vacancy rate and 
increasing sales tax revenue by 30 per cent. Research by the Department for 
Transport has highlighted the need for a better understanding of visitors’ experience 
of the pedestrian environment and their valuation of townscapes and heritage sites 
(Atkins Consultants, 2011). However, as box 6 demonstrates, the calculation of 
pedestrian benefits is already an established methodology.

Private sector investment in public realm improvements, where there is every 
expectation of receiving a return on that investment, is itself suggestive of 
commercial gains. The argument is that good-quality public space can enhance 
values for developers, the rental potential of real estate for investors and generate 
higher revenues for retailers and other occupiers (Van Melik and Lawton 2011). 
All of the case studies relating to business start-ups above received substantial 
private sector development following public sector improvements in the area 
(Montgomery, 2004). For example, the total public funding for Temple Bar was 
approximately IR£40.6 million but over the period 1991–2001, the private sector is 
estimated to have invested over IR£100 million in the area (or a return of 1:4). 

Effect on property and rent

There is substantial historical evidence that public realm improvements positively 
affect retail property prices (Buchanan and Gay, 2009). For example, in Wellington, 
New Zealand, an initiative involving new street paving and landscaping saw gains 
in rents, capital values, pedestrian counts and the presence of cafes. An economic 
assessment of property values there suggests that by the late 1990s they were 
approximately double what they would otherwise have been (Reid, 1999). In the UK, 
Genecon’s evaluation of regeneration in Sheffield (see section 4, box 1) reported a net 
increase in rental value of £1.60–£2.40 / sq. ft. and a 1–1.5 per cent yield improvement 
(based on 40 – 60 per cent attribution rate). Box 7 illustrates the impact on rental 
values and private sector investment in a small coastal town in Lancashire.

As well as generating income, rental values are a measure of the attractiveness of 
an area. By extension, shoppers’ preferences for better streets and spaces (e.g. for 
pedestrianisation schemes) can be indirectly quantified by the change of retail rent 
(Yiu 2011). Yiu’s study evaluates the impact of pedestrianisation using panel market 
data in Hong Kong to estimate the effect in a two-street-two-period controlled 
model. This addressed the need for a reference group identified in section 3. The 
results showed a net increase of 17 per cent in rental value of retail shops in the 
pedestrianised area, other things being equal.

A US study found that visitors’ 
spend on items, such as food, 
lodging, clothing, equipment and 
accessories, increased sales and 
tax revenue. Visitors’ experience 
of the pedestrian environment 
needs understanding better.

Private sector investment is itself 
suggestive of commercial gain. 
Many public realm schemes are 
financed by private investors or a 
mix of public and private funding.

There is substantial evidence that 
improvements to the public realm 
increase property prices.

Rents reveal preferences to locate 
and shop in particular locations. 
A controlled study in Hong Kong 
revealed a 17% increase in rents 
from pedestrianisation.
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Litman estimates that walking and cycling projects typically increase land value 
from 70 to 300 per cent (Litman, 2002; Burden and Litman, 2011). In a synthesis 
of the literature on the relationship between walking interventions and property 
value, Whitehead et al. (2006) found an increase in value of 21.7 per cent for retail 
rents and 24.2 per cent for commercial rents and that a reasonable range was in the 
order of 10 per cent to 30 per cent (based on work by Hass-Klau (1993) and Colliers 
Erdman Lewis (1995)). He also found a mean increase in office rents of 24 per cent 
from waterfront regeneration/water features installation. He notes that this is 
almost identical to the mid-point of the range reported in Frederick et al. (1996) 
for the seven case studies they investigated (i.e. about 3 per cent to 53 per cent) 
(Whitehead, ibid.).

St. Anne’s on the Sea, Lancashire Box 7

Background*
St. Anne’s on the Sea is located on the Lancashire Fylde Coast, four miles south of Blackpool. Once 
a prosperous coastal resort, decline set in the 1970s as a result of changing patterns of tourism, out 
of town shopping and demographic change. By the 1990s, in some streets over half the shops and 
buildings were vacant. The town centre was in need of significant regeneration in order to be attractive 
and appealing within a high quality tourism niche.

Intervention
A major consultation exercise carried out in 1999 identified a number of areas for improvement, such 
as better paving, street furniture and lighting, better landscaping, restoration of historic buildings and 
more street activity and events. In 2000 The Square was refurbished. The scheme included pavilions 
for seating and retail uses, landscaping, public art, open seating spaces and a performing arts arena. 
This work was funded from a number of sources including a significant grant of £1.75m from The 
Northwest Regional Development Agency.

Outcome 
A report by the North West Development Agency concluded that the regeneration of St. Anne’s had 
increased the vibrancy of the local area as a whole as a result of the greater levels of activity drawn 
to the town centre. This in turn stimulated further regeneration (Amion Consulting and Taylor Young, 
2007). They estimated that the design of the scheme may have contributed to increasing rental values 
by up to 10 per cent, and vacancy rates reduced from 25 per cent in 1998 to 4 per cent in 2006. The 
confidence of the private sector was greatly improved and overall £4 million of regeneration works 
attracted over £20 million of private sector investment to the town (ibid.).

 *Background information and the description of the regeneration works are drawn from the St. Anne’s on the Sea Town 

Plan: Fresh Horizons, 2011, see:  

www.stannesonthesea-tc.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/St-Annes-on-the-Sea-Town-Plan.pdf

Walking projects typically 
increase land values anywhere 
between 7–300%. A review of 
earlier literature suggests retail 
and commercial rates increase in 
the range of 10–30%. 
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Walkscore is a US company founded in 2007 with the aim of promoting ‘walkable 
neighbourboods’11. Its Walkscore software has been used by academics to assess 
the relationship between house prices and walkability. Walkability is determined by 
the presence of desirable destinations, such as shops and restaurants within walking 
distance. Pivo and Fisher (2011) found that greater walkability promoted higher 
values and higher net operating incomes for office, retail and apartment properties, 
though it had no effect on industrial property. Their study concluded that walkable 
properties have the potential to generate returns as good as or better than other 
property investments. 

Cortright (2009) investigated the impact of walkability on housing values across 
95,000 real estate transactions in fifteen cities in the United States using the 
Walkscore programme. He found a strong correlation between walkability and 
variations in home values. A one point increase in Walkscore (scored out of 100 
points) was typically associated with an increase in the value of a residential 
property of between $700 and $3000. Although there may be other confounding 
variables, this is consistent with other research on the impact on commercial and 
residential property prices. 

Good urban design and access to green spaces have also been found to positively 
affect rental values. A UK study by the Northwest Regional Development Agency/
Renew Northwest found that good urban design can lead to an increase of up to 20 
per cent in capital value and accelerate lettings and sales rates (Amion Consulting 
and Taylor Young, 2007). In a follow-up study 74 per cent of estate agents said good 
design had a positive effect on rental and capital values, while 75 per cent thought 
the impact of design on occupancy and take-up rates was either important or very 
important (NWDA/RENEW, Northwest 2009).

In their review of the literature on the value of green space, CABE (2005) cite 
a report by Ernst and Young which found that rental values (residential and 
commercial) for properties near a well-improved park generally exceeded those 
in surrounding areas. In the six case studies examined the rental premium ranged 
from 10 per cent to 40 per cent (ibid.). For example, property on Bryant Park in New 
York was shown to have a 220 per cent increase in commercial rental values (after 
improvements), compared to a maximum 75 per cent increase in the surrounding 
area over the period studied. In London, a study by the Greater London Authority 
established a relationship between property value and the amount of green space in 
the area (a 1 per cent increase in green space in a typical ward was associated with a 
0.3 to 0.5 per cent increase in average house price). 

High property prices can also have a downside, potentially restricting local 
access to home ownership and reducing retail diversity, as smaller businesses are 
priced out of the market. This should be borne in mind in designing public realm 
improvement projects to ensure that that high street and residential diversity is 
promoted. For example, in Temple Bar in Dublin the state-owned development 
company bought up properties prior to regeneration and the monies generated 
from increased rental income were reinvested in the property renewal programme 
and used to cross-subsidise cultural projects (Montgomery, 2004). 

American Walkscore software 
assesses the relationship between 
house prices and walkability. 
Easy proximity to local shops 
and services is linked to higher 
property values.

A one point increase in Walkscore 
typically increases US house 
prices by $700–$3000.

A report for the North West 
Regional Development Agency 
in 2007 found that good urban 
design raised commercial rents by 
up to 20%.

Quality green spaces increase 
commercial rents and property 
prices too. A report for the GLA in 
2003 suggested that a 1% increase 
in green space in a typical London 
ward led to 0.3 – 0.5% rise in 
average house price.

Nevertheless, higher property 
prices do have a downside: 
restricting access to home 
ownership and pricing local 
businesses out of the market.

11 www.walkscore.com
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Employment benefits

A study in the United States looked at the employment benefits that could accrue 
from investing in walking and cycling infrastructure. It took into account jobs that 
were created in all the phases of design and construction of facilities including the 
manufacturing of materials and equipment. Pedestrian-only projects created about 
10 jobs per $1 million spent, which is greater than multi-use or road construction 
with pedestrian and cycling access. Of all of the options, road only projects created 
the least number of jobs (Garrett-Peltier, 2011, 7.8). 

About three additional jobs per $1 million spend on pedestrian-only projects 
were created when spillover benefits in the supply chain were included (ibid.). 
Although employment on specific projects is short-term in nature, this finding has 
more relevance in terms of boosting the construction sector from a local, regional 
or national perspective. The report’s author concluded that there should more 
investment in pedestrian and cycling access, not just because of the environmental, 
safety and health benefits, but for local employment too.

Outside of construction, the evidence relating to employment is slimmer. However, 
there are some positive examples. In Washington DC, improvements to Barrack’s 
Row (new patterned sidewalks, more efficient public parking, and new traffic signals) 
attracted 44 new businesses and 200 new jobs. Economic activity there has more 
than tripled since the inception of the project (Tolley, 2011). In the UK, Genecon 
(2010) reported the creation of 341–527 net jobs in their evaluation of the public 
realm improvements in Sheffield. These were based on attribution rates of 20 – 90 
per cent, which varied depending on proximity to the original investment (see Box 1). 
It is not clear whether the lack of data here reflects the absence of a relationship or 
whether it is influenced by the methodological problems outlined earlier. 

Social exclusion

An important objective of economic development projects is to improve the 
economic performance of the local area, and reduce unemployment especially 
in more deprived areas – see box 8 below. However, the impact of public realm 
investments on local people is sometimes absent from evaluations. Areas that 
benefit from these investments often have high concentrations of unemployed 
people and low business start-up rates. A risk with urban renewal policies is 
that they are detrimental, rather than beneficial to existing residents. This is 
particularly the case with increases in property values; a central component of 
the gentrification process. Whilst local councils or business groups may favour 
gentrification policies because of the increased rental income associated with the 
rising property values, from a social value perspective it can be a damaging dynamic 
that results in reduced social cohesion as local residents are displaced (Lees 2008; 
Stevens 2009).

A US study compared the number 
of jobs created through the 
construction of walking, cycling 
and road infrastructure. Road 
projects created the least jobs. 

About 3 additional jobs were 
created per $1 million spend 
on pedestrian-only projects, 
benefiting local employment.

Outside the construction sector 
it is more difficult to show a 
direct causal link to additional 
jobs created. However, higher 
employment can be inferred from 
higher turnover and investment.

The impact of public realm 
improvements on local people 
is sometimes absent from 
evaluations. The process of 
gentrification associated with 
rising property prices can be 
detrimental to existing residents.
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Those living in deprived areas generally need better places to walk the most. In 2011, 
25 per cent of households in the UK did not have access to a car, and households in 
the highest income quintile travelled just over three times further by car than the 
lowest income quintile (Department for Transport, 2011). In a study of walking in 
deprived areas, Mason et al. (2011) found that amenity use, especially of parks, play 
areas and general shops (mainly in the neighbourhood), was associated with more 
walking. Promoting more frequent walking is a realistic goal for improving physical 

Church Street regeneration, Ebbw Vale, Wales* Box 8

Background
Following on from the closure of Corus in 2002, Church Street in the town of Ebbw Vale suffered from 
a decline in business activity and the withdrawal by public sector organisations from a number of 
key properties. As a result the area lacked investment and experienced a drop in business confidence. 
The local press highlighted its poor condition – desolate, run down, characterised by vacant and 
boarded up properties – and its desperate need for regeneration. Amongst the issues identified in the 
masterplan for this area as detrimental to the area were: high unemployment, high property vacancy 
rates, low property prices and the poor quality of the public realm (e.g. litter and graffiti). 

Intervention
Residents and businesses were contacted personally ‘on the street’ to take part in public seminars and 
events. A comprehensive scheme for the regeneration of Church Street was developed, encompassing 
three main strands: the delivery of public realm improvements, reuse of vacant properties, and 
assisting businesses with improvements to their properties and marketing. The public realm works 
included 1500m2 of pennant sandstone paving, 200m of new fencing, 360m of new of refurbished 
stone walls, new seating, litter bins, CCTV cameras, street lighting, art projects and pedestrians links 
from the steelworks to the town centre. Empty properties have been acquired and refurbished by the 
United Welsh Housing Association and given new uses as office, residential and retail space. 

Outcome
The cost of the project was £2.5 million and a further £5 million was attracted through partnership 
funding. Close partnership working with residents, businesses and third sector organisations was 
essential to the project’s success. Regeneration of Church Street will ensure that businesses are now 
able to capitalise on the re-development of the former steel works. The implementation of high 
quality public realm improvements has encouraged both private investors and Housing Associations 
to have the confidence and commitment to invest. This ‘quick win’ was important to encourage buy-
in and to continue to involve stakeholders. The profile of the area has now been raised and there is 
demand for private sector investment.

 *The information in this case study is drawn from the Action for Market Towns case study database. The regeneration 

of Church Street in Ebbw Vale was Commended in the 2012 Welsh Zone Action for Market Towns Awards (Business 

and Economy category). See http://towns.org.uk/.

A quarter of British households 
have no access to a car. Urban 
design often assumes car 
ownership, excluding those 
without.
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activity in deprived areas and the health of the nation. However, as an objective or 
public policy12 it clashes with the often car-dependent nature of urban planning and 
transport design. Creating public spaces that are reliant on access by car or other 
forms of transport can, therefore, reduce access to those amenities by the lowest 
income groups. 

Youth Street Audit, Rye Lane, Peckham, south London Box 9

Background
In February 2012, Living Streets undertook a youth street audit in Rye Lane, Peckham, in the London 
Borough of Southwark. The aim of the audit was to assess the walking environment from young 
people’s perspective, in order to identify the barriers young people face and to encourage a healthy 
and active approach to travel. This location was chosen for two reasons: first because it is an obesity 
hotspot and secondly public realm improvements are planned in near future. In this way, participants 
in the audit were included in a meaningful process contributing to real change. 

Intervention
Rye Lane is a busy street in Peckham town centre. As well as a walking audit, the street was filmed 
early in the morning when people were going to work and vans were making their deliveries. The 
virtual audit, in particular, showed how pedestrians compete for space with delivery vans, trolleys, 
shop goods, bins, road works and bus stops. Overcrowding is a particular issue around the train 
station where the buses stop and pedestrians have to wait on a very narrow pavement. The young 
people’s comments were brought together in the word cloud above. The three most common words 
were Peckham, playground and people – revealing a desire and need for people-friendly places and 
underlining the fact that places are about people.

Outcome
The youth street audit worked with young people who would normally never get asked about their 
surroundings or to take part in changes being made to their area. It helped to identify underused 
spaces, understand why they are not used and considered what physical changes or activities could 
take place there. Recommendations were made for short, medium and long term public realm 
improvements, based on suggestions from the young people, discussions with project partners and 
Living Streets’ experience. The audit and the recommendations have since been fed into the Pocket 
Places initiative in Peckham prior to the project’s launch in March 2012. Over the next two years, the 
project will create temporary and semi-permanent interventions in unused spaces along Rye Lane.

12 See, for example, the Department for Transport’s 2004 Walking and Cycling: An Action Plan.
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The ability to walk around the area where we live also affects consumer transport 
costs, which makes up a large proportion of household budgets for low income 
families (McCann, 2000). For example, one US study found that households in 
car-dependent communities devoted 50 per cent more spending on transportation 
(more than $8,500 annually) than households in communities with more accessible 
shops and services, and more multi-modal transportation systems (less than 
$5,500 annually; Litman, 2003). Nevertheless, when walking is a compulsory form 
of transport, it can be a ‘source of both physical fatigue and psycho-social stress’ 
(Bostock, 2001). Where walking environments are associated with boarded-up 
shops, litter and graffiti they are daily reminders of social exclusion (Green, 2009). 

There is little evidence to link property or infrastructure-led development to 
economic improvements for the most deprived communities. However, CABE Space 
(2005) have described how important the perceptions of an area are to prevent 
urban decline, raise the self-esteem of residents and promote confidence in others 
for inward investment. Box 9 above shows how people connect with their places. 
Public realm improvements can contribute to urban renewal but they need to be 
carefully implemented and accompanied by economic development strategies to 
create business and employment opportunities – or they run the risk of leaving 
people behind (Litman, 2003). 

Conversely, a US study has shown 
how car dependent households on 
low incomes spend 50% of their 
budget on transportation. Urban 
design in poor neighbourhoods is 
often a disincentive to walking.

Better streets and places are good 
for everyone: raising self esteem 
for residents and promoting 
confidence for inward investment.
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6 Public realm improvements and consumer and 
business satisfaction

This section discusses attitudes towards public spaces and public realm 
improvements from the point of view of consumers and businesses. Although the 
direct economic value of public realm improvements can be difficult to quantify, 
there is a significant amount of evidence that suggests that the benefits are derived 
from people’s perceptions of an area (NWDA/RENEW Northwest, 2007). Box 10 
illustrates the importance of people’s perceptions of the public realm in York. There 
is also some evidence that, over time, urban quality improvements alone may 
enhance the attractiveness of an area, and put a premium on locations within it 
(Whitehead et al., 2006). 

Across Europe, a broadly positive relationship has been observed between the 
quality of public spaces and people’s perceptions of the attractiveness of the 
local area (Holcomb, 1994; Barke and Harrop, 1994; Whitehead, et al., 2006) 
and their quality of life (Gehl, 2011). As discussed in section 4, this also affects 
people’s propensity to shop and spend. Nevertheless, it is often assumed that our 
struggling high streets need more parking and should be easier to get to by car. For 
example, the Federation of Small Businesses has argued that businesses in towns 
with insufficient car parking lose customers to other destinations. They claim 
that access to parking has a ‘significant impact’ on store performance13. Yet in a 
survey of shoppers and retailers in Edinburgh, the shoppers’ main concern was for 
a good range of shops in an attractive environment (Tolley, 2011). Parking was not 
identified as important by shoppers, even though it was the only issue mentioned 
by more than 10 per cent of retailers (ibid.).

Similarly, earlier this year the Royal Institute of Chartered Surveyors blamed 
pedestrianisation for high street decline, citing Holyhead in Wales (Deardon, 
2013). This simplistic correlation ignores many other factors contributing to their 
decline – most notably the way we shop. People value pedestrian environments, 
for example, in shopping centres, suburban office campuses or pedestrian oriented 
resort communities. Other studies have shown that retailers like pedestrianisation 
once they have a good experience of its benefits (Kumar and Ross, 2006). They 
even suggest that pedestrianised commercial areas increase the livability of the 
environment. In fact, repeated studies show that shoppers are more likely to have 
negative opinions about traffic and transport than retailers (Hass-Klau, 1993; 
Kumar and Ross, 2006; Tolley, 2011). 

In another study, Sustrans interviewed 840 shoppers and 126 retailers on two 
neighbourhood shopping streets in Bristol to find out how customers travelled, and 
were perceived to travel, to the shops. This replicated a 1990s survey in the city of 
Graz, in Austria, which found that retailers overestimated the importance of the car 

There is significant evidence  
that perceptions of an area –  
to businesses and consumers – 
matter.

Across Europe, studies have linked 
the quality of public spaces to 
perceptions of attractiveness, 
quality of life – and where we 
shop. Even so, it is often assumed 
that more parking is the answer to 
struggling high streets.

Pedestrianisation has also been 
blamed for falling sales, ignoring 
the many contributing factors. In 
fact there is consistent evidence 
that customers like pedestrian 
environments and dislike traffic.

Retailers have been shown to 
over-estimate the importance 
of the car for customer travel. 
In those studies, more people 
actually walked, cycled or came 
by bus.

13 www.fsb.org.uk/101/assets/Car%20park%20survey.pdf
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for customer travel (retailers assumed 58 per cent of their customers arrived by car, 
when in fact 44 per cent walked, 8 per cent cycled and 16 per cent arrived by bus). 
The results for Bristol told the same story; retailers overestimated the importance 
of the car by almost 100 per cent. They assumed that 41 per cent of their customers 
arrived by car; only 22 per cent had done so (Sustrans, 2006).

Reinvigorate York* Box 10

Background
The York Visitor Survey 2011–12 found that, overwhelmingly, the top activity of the 7 million visitors 
to the city each year is to “stroll around and enjoy the ambience of York”, together with “eating 
and drinking out”. Less than 2 million of the 7 million visitors reported actually going into the 
major attractions. This illustrates the vital importance of the quality of public spaces. The City of 
York Council has made the case that improving the public realm in the city centre is vital to attract 
“entrepreneurs, investors, students and people looking for jobs”.

Intervention
In September 2012, the Cabinet approved a £3.3 million investment across six city centre locations in 
order to ‘Reinvigorate York’. The key objectives of this programme are to reinvigorate the city centre 
economy, increase footfall, improve quality of life for residents, increase the sense of York as a special 
place and to maintain its position as a top tourist attraction. An initial £200,000 has been allocated 
to a package of measures including improvements to paving, lighting, seating, bins and de-cluttering 
public spaces. Improving the environment for pedestrians, cyclists and public transport is a theme 
throughout.

Outcome
The economic outcomes of each project will be assessed using the Transport for London (TfL) Urban 
Design Toolkit, to monitor the economic benefits. However, this case study demonstrates both 
the importance of people’s perceptions of quality of the public realm and the City of York Council’s 
confidence of the economic benefits of more attractive streets through their willingness to pay for 
public realm improvements. The decision to invest in the city’s public spaces anticipates the value of 
the enhancing the city’s image as an international destination and widening its offer: as a place to 
live and work, as a means of attracting higher value employment and providing a catalyst for private 
sector investment.

 *The information here is drawn from the 4 September 2012 Cabinet report  

http://www.york.gov.uk/info/200174/planning_and_building_control/686/reinvigorate_york
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Despite the view that town centres should be easier to get to by car, there is also 
evidence that shows that traffic calming measures do not adversely affect small 
businesses (Drennen, 2003). Contrary to expectations at the time, a combined 
traffic restraint and pedestrianisation scheme in Oxford in 1999 did not lead to a 
reduction in visitor numbers in spite of a 17 per cent reduction in car trips to the 
centre (Parkhurst, 2003). 

It is not only the business sector that can be skeptical about measures that restrict 
vehicular traffic. For example, a survey of local authority and academic attitudes 
towards road user charging reported that about 83 per cent of respondents were 
either ‘very concerned’ or ‘fairly concerned’ with the economic impact on the urban 
area (Ison, 2000). However, research by Whitehead, which has modeled the impact 
of road user charging on urban areas, has found that where revenue is ring-fenced 
for public realm investment it may enhance business performance in city centres in 
the long run (Whitehead, 2002).

Restricting traffic does not 
necessarily reduce the number of 
customers.

Charging road users and ring-
fencing the revenue for public 
realm investment could also 
enhance business performance in 
the long run.
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However, it is a measure of the importance placed on public realm that some 
retailers have expressed a willingness to pay (WTP) for it (Sinnett et al., 2011). 
In 2003, the Central London Partnership (CLP) and Transport for London (TfL) 
commissioned a study to examine the economic benefits of walking and public 
realm improvements. The study included a series of interviews with people from 
a range of business sectors (landowners, developers, businesses). 85 per cent of 
respondents identified the quality of the streetscape as important to the ability to 

Streets and Spaces, Leicester Box 11

Background
Leicester has previously been described as having a traditional city centre, lacking public open spaces 
and suffering from dereliction and underinvestment in many areas1. However, in the past decade 
significant efforts have been made to improve and enhance the public realm. In 2005, a public realm 
strategy was initiated in response to the redevelopment and expansion the Shires Shopping Centre 
(re-launched as the Highcross) in the centre of Leicester2. This three year programme of investment 
– the Streets and Spaces initiative – led to £19 million of improvements across the centre, almost 
completing the ‘retail circuit’ including Gallowtree Gate, High Street, Hotel Street and Market Street.

Intervention
The purpose of the Streets and Spaces initiative was to regenerate and transform the appearance of 
the city centre to help it to benefit from the development of Highcross and the new visitors it would 
bring to the city. Measures included changing bus routes, pedestrianisation, de-cluttering, new street 
paving and street furniture, tree planting and changes to street lighting. The project opened streets up 
for pedestrians and was completed in time for the opening of Highcross in 2008.

Outcome
A survey of business carried out during the project’s implementation found that “91 per cent felt that 
the space surrounding their business location had recently improved, and 64 per cent agreed that 
these improvements have been good for business”3. 73 per cent stated that the improvements had 
helped to attract visitors. It was also noted that the flagship John Lewis store, the retail anchor of the 
new Highcross development, would not have been secured without the Streets and Spaces initiative. 
In 2011, Sir Peter Soulsby was elected as Leicester’s first City Mayor and he has embarked on a new 
programme – Connecting Leicester – a series of projects designed to reverse the impact of the car and 
encourage visitors to get to know the rest of the city4. Its emphasis is spreading the success from the 
retail heart of the city by reconnecting it, for example, to the medieval quarter and the Golden Mile). 
It is also taking advantage of the opportunities arising from the discovery of Richard III’s body.

1 Ecotec (2007) Economic Impact of the Public Realm: A Final Report to the East Midlands Development Agency 
2 Leicester Public Realm Strategy (2005)  

  www.leicester.gov.uk/your-council-services/ep/economic-regeneration/regenerationnews/strategiesforchange/prs/ 
3 Ecotec (ibid.) 
4 Leicester City Council Scrutiny Review, review of ‘Connecting Leicester’, November 2012

Good quality public realm is 
considered by entrepreneurs to be 
an effective part of managing high 
streets. Landowners and retailers 
are even willing to pay to improve 
the streetscape in order to attract 
tenants and customers.
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attract customers or tenants. All the landowners interviewed had made significant 
investments in improving the quality of their street environment. It was further 
argued that a failure to improve the quality of the public realm may lead to 
businesses reconsidering their investment (Llewelyn Davies, 2003). Box 11 above 
shows how street improvements in Leicester were integral to attracting John 
Lewis to the new Highcross development. A study by Whitehead of entrepreneurs’ 
attitudes found that they considered good quality public realm to be an effective 
part of town and city management (Whitehead et al., 2006).

Various techniques have been developed in order to measure pedestrians’ 
preferences for more appealing public spaces and better walking environments. 
Kelly et al. (2011) used three approaches to measure the relative value of different 
street improvements (e.g. high quality materials or safety attributes) and compared 
the findings. Their methods were:

•	 A computer based tool developed using stated preference surveys 

•	 An on-street survey designed to investigate values and attitudes towards different 
attributes of the pedestrian environment along a route; and 

•	 An ‘on the move survey’ where pedestrian volunteers were interviewed while 
walking along the route in order to get an actual account of their experiences as 
they walk.

While each approach provided a different perspective on walkability, the general 
attributes of a good pedestrian environment were found to include: pavement 
cleanliness, safe crossing places, good connectivity and a sense of security (ibid.). 

It is not only retailers who express a willingness to pay for better streets and 
places. For example, Willis et al. (2005) found in their survey that the mean WTP 
for improved street lighting was £16 per household per year, although in some 
instances this was less than the cost of implementing the scheme. An earlier study 
by Garrod et al. (2002) revealed that people had a positive WTP for a reduction 
in the negative impacts of road traffic and for more attractive, sophisticated 
traffic calming measures – rather than basic designs such as road humps, speed 
cushions and chicanes. This approach enables urban designers and planners to 
assess people’s preferences through the relative values they give to public realm 
improvements. For example, as part of the design of the Castlegate Square area in 
Aberdeen, Davis and Laing (2002) found that the public placed a negative value of 
£5.60 on replacing the current railings in the square with new railings and a positive 
value of £6.00 on replacing the railings with bollards (i.e. a difference of £11.60). 

The state of our streets really matters to people and this can be used to estimate 
the value of urban realm improvements. For example, Transport for London (TfL) 
have developed a ‘Valuing the Urban Realm’ toolkit based on the Pedestrian 
Environment Review System (PERS) – see box 12. Research using the PERS 

Various techniques have been 
employed to measure the relative 
value of street improvements. In 
each case the main attributes of 
a good pedestrian environment 
include: cleanliness, safe 
crossings, connectivity and a 
sense of security.

Householders and customers are 
willing to pay for better streets 
too, revealing preferences for 
more attractive and sophisticated 
street designs.

Londoners were willing to pay 
an extra £14.78 to £17.35 per 
year on their council tax for 
improvements in the walking 
environment. 
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evaluation tool has found that Londoners are, on average, willing to pay an extra 
£14.78 to £17.35 per year on their council tax for improvements in the walking 
environment (Accent and Colin Buchanon, 2006). Similarly, Stated Preference 
experiments by Sheldon et al. (2007), also in London, produced WTP estimates 
for high street improvements amounting to £45 per person per annum across all 
the high streets visited. These findings prompted the Department for Transport to 
commission research into the use of Stated Preference techniques to value public 
realm improvements more generally (Atkins Consultants, 2011). 

Applying Transport for London’s (TfL) Urban Realm Toolkit  Box 12 
to Croydon High Street 

Background
Croydon’s town centre has persistently struggled since the early 1990s with higher vacancy rates (up 
to 32 per cent office vacancies) and lower footfall trends than national averages. In 2012, Croydon 
Council launched a strategy to address these long standing issues to “attract future private sector 
residential, retail and commercial investment” (GLA 2012). This would involve investment in the public 
realm and public transport, in order to help change people’s perception of the area by creating more 
attractive, functional and safe public places.

Intervention
The public realm improvements include a wide range of measures, including: de-cluttered streets, 
extended and/or replaced footways, new planting, new street furniture, rationalised parking and 
servicing, pedestrian crossings and road junction improvements. This will be complemented by 
improvements to buildings and facades and direct measures to support retailers. The project has two 
quantifiable objectives. The first is to achieve a 5 per cent increase in footfall – based on comparative 
results for Harrow Town Centre public realm improvements. This would result in an additional yearly 
footfall count of approximately 400,000. The second objective is to increase the amount spent on 
the high street. Currently the average spend is £29 per person; if this remains constant, the increase 
in footfall would deliver £4.7m of additional retail expenditure per year within the intervention area 
(although this could be displaced from elsewhere).

Outcome
The outcomes of the project will be measured using existing data capture methods (e.g. vacancy rates) 
and through user and business surveys. However, the project has also been reviewed using TfL’s toolkit 
‘Valuing the Urban Realm 2012’. The toolkit provides monetary values for proposed improvements to 
public space utilising the Pedestrian Environment Review System (PERS). This generated a value for 
an increase in public wellbeing arising from streetscape improvements of £11.4 million. This results 
in a benefit/cost ratio of 1.36:1. The private property value uplift from the proposed urban realm 
improvements or shop rental value increases are estimated at £89.2m (ibid.).
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The authors concluded that there was evidence of significant, positive WTP for 
townscape improvement packages in towns and cities outside of London too. 
They gathered new survey data from four non-London sites and found a WTP of 
£20 to £45 per annum per person using the street, depending on the elements in 
the townscape package. The research provides values for different improvement 
packages (see Table 2).

Source: Atkins Consultants 2011

As discussed in the introduction our high streets have been under pressure for some 
time now. The way we shop has changed and so too have our expectations of the 
high street. A report by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS, 
2011) describes how consumers now seek more ‘experience’ and a greater choice. It 
highlights the need for high streets to respond to these changing markets; the most 
successful examples are those with something different to offer, that are places to 
visit for leisure, culture and specialist shopping rather than for routine purchases 
(ibid.). BIS rightly identify a gap in understanding in terms of how consumers 
balance notions of value and price. More evidence is needed on the contribution 
that key elements, such as the quality of the public realm, retail diversity and 
service, can make to increase what the high street has to offer.

Outside London data has identified 
a WTP of £20 to £45 p.a. per 
person for different townscape 
improvement packages.

The way we shop has changed 
and so have our expectations of 
the high street. Shoppers now 
seek to ‘experience’ something 
different. More needs to be 
known about how better streets 
can add to that experience.

Willingness-to-pay for attributes of different improvement packages Table 2 
 

Attribute Willingness-to-pay, £ per annum

Central estimate Judgemental 95% confidence interval on WTP
Lower Bound Upper Bound

Priority: Shared Space

20 to 25

2 50

Priority: Full Pedestrianisation 10 30

Priority: Limited Vehicle Access 15 35

Surface (material high quality) 10 2 17

Activity (high, where 
complementary to uses on street)

10 3 6
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7 Conclusions

This report has made the case that investment in better streets and places can 
deliver a range of commercial returns. Establishing direct causal links between 
investment in the public realm and outcomes for business is challenging, because 
research in this area is underdeveloped. However, the evidence that does exist 
suggests a positive impact on retail footfall, turnover, property values and rental 
yields, particularly for well-designed projects. There is also evidence that well-
planned and implemented public realm investments can support regeneration 
efforts. However, it has been more difficult to link these to an increase in business 
start-up or survival rates, net employment and tourism. It is also important to 
acknowledge that data does not exist on potential negative effects of gentrification 
on communities in deprived areas.

Members of the public appear willing to pay for pedestrianisation and better 
townscapes. In contrast, business organisations and some businesses may be out of 
step with the views of their customers – valuing accessibility by car more than the 
quality of the public realm. Of course, this is not universally true. Many businesses 
do appreciate, invest in and benefit from pedestrian friendly environments.

Most of the evidence presented in this report is in case study form, reflecting the 
type of research that is generally carried out in this field. It is difficult to generalise 
from specific examples. For instance, there is a risk that there is a positive bias 
towards schemes that work well, whereas less successful schemes are not 
unpublicised. The few systematic reviews that have been carried out support the 
assertion that improvements to the public realm contribute to commercial success. 
And the weight of qualitative and quantitative evidence suggests that businesses 
and their customers benefit from better streets. However as might be expected, 
this is an area that needs more research – particularly on the relationship between 
regeneration and local communities.

This report, and a summary report produced by Living Streets, can be downloaded 
from www.livingstreets.org.uk/pedestrianpound.

Although this is a challenging area 
to measure, overall the evidence 
suggests that investment in better 
streets and places supports the 
delivery of a range of commercial 
returns. 

People are even willing to pay for 
better streets, but some business 
bodies believe that parking 
matters more.

More baseline data needs to 
be gathered when undertaking 
public realm investments to aid 
calculations of additionality and 
to enable the generalisability of 
the results.
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Concluding thoughts

1 High street decline appears to be a continuing trend and the share of retail going 
to online and out-of-town stores is set to rise. More radical policies are required to 
reverse these trends, as the high street will not be simply able to compete on price. 
Investments in walking in public realm make economic sense and are likely to pay 
for themselves in the long-run. However, other measures such as an internet sales 
tax, congestion charging and planning restrictions on out-of-town stores14 should 
also be considered. There is some evidence to suggest that these are likely to work 
best when the funds are hypothecated and reinvested in the high street. 

2 Consumers have a willingness to pay for local environmental improvements, so 
ways should be explored to take advantage of that to help raise revenue for these 
investments.

3 Public realm interventions should be carefully designed to ensure that local people 
– as well as the high street - benefit from them (or are at least not negatively 
impacted upon). 

4 Business owners often over-value the importance of parking and car access to their 
sales. Business organisations in particular need to become more familiar with the 
evidence in this area, so as to promote the economic benefits of public spaces to 
their members, and the importance that customers place on them.

5 High property prices can also have a downside, potentially restricting local 
access to home ownership and reducing retail diversity, as smaller businesses are 
priced out of the market. This should be borne in mind in designing public realm 
improvement projects to ensure that that high street and residential diversity is 
promoted.

6 Better evaluation should be built into all project design to address the information 
deficits outlined earlier.

14  Both England’s National Planning Policy Framework and Scotland’s Planning Policy (The Scottish Government, 

2013) include a “Town Centre First” presumption for retail development, but it remains to be seen if this is being 

implemented effectively.
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Further research 

1 The field would benefit from better evaluations of the public realm interventions. 
This should include baseline assessments of economic indicators as well as methods 
for calculating additionality. 

2 This should also include an assessment of potential negative impacts on 
communities from processes such as gentrification. Evaluation of regeneration 
spending is particularly in need of more rigour. As it is largely delivered through 
public funding streams and spent on behalf of the most deprived communities 
greater transparency and accountability is required.

3 More research is required into the components of public realm improvements that 
are likely to yield positive impacts to a wide range of stakeholders. Whilst we know 
that good design matters, and is likely to pay for itself in the long-run, we know less 
about how (for example) investments can be harnessed to create employment for 
local people.

4 There is some suggestion from case study evidence that more interventionist 
approaches to urban regeneration are more effective than market-led approaches. 
This hypothesis needs further testing, as the finding could be important for the 
design of future projects.

5 The value of the high street to communities is often mentioned but has never 
been fully explored. The social value of the high street is an under-developed area 
of research, which would help make the case for better funding and more radical 
policy measures to support its survival.
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Glossary of terms

Additionality is the extent to which something happens as a result of an 
intervention that would not have occurred in the absence of the intervention.

Contingent valuation is a survey-based economic technique for the valuation 
of non-market resources, such as environmental preservation or the impact of 
contamination. It assesses people’s willingness to pay for a good or service, or their 
willingness to accept compensation for its loss. It is sometimes known as the stated 
preference model in contrast to a price-based revealed preference model.

Counterfactual is a scenario that expresses what has not happened or is not the 
case but could, would, or might happen under differing conditions. For example, 
an analysis of what outcomes would have taken place in the absence of a policy or 
intervention.

Deadweight is the estimate of what level of target outputs/outcomes would be 
produced if the intervention did not go ahead. It is the ‘do nothing’ or do minimum 
option and the outputs/outcomes produced under this option are referred to as 
deadweight. In some cases, deadweight might be estimated by assuming that a 
proportion of the total gross additional local effects would go ahead anyway under 
the reference case.

Displacement refers to the number or proportion of intervention outputs 
(occurring under the reference case and the intervention options) accounted for by 
reduced outputs elsewhere in the target area should also be deducted.

Economic multiplier: This refers to further economic activity (jobs, expenditure 
or income) associated with additional local income, local supplier purchases and 
longer-term development effects then need to be added.

Hedonic pricing: The most common example of the hedonic pricing method is in 
the housing market: the price of a property is determined by the characteristics of 
the house (size, appearance, features, condition) as well as the characteristics of the 
surrounding neighbourhood (accessibility to schools and shopping, level of water 
and air pollution, value of other homes, etc.) The hedonic pricing model is used to 
estimate the extent to which each factor affects the price. 

Leakage effects refer to the number or proportion of outputs (occurring under 
the reference case and the intervention options) that benefit those outside of the 
intervention’s target area or group should be deducted from the gross direct effects.

Substitution: This effect arises where a firm substitutes one activity for a similar 
one (such as recruiting a jobless person while another employee loses a job) to take 
advantage of public sector assistance.
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Appendix:  
Comments on analysis and data quality

In response to the brief given by Living Streets, Just Economics identified four 
discrete research questions. These informed the search terms used in database 
searches:

1 Do investments in walking and the public realm contribute towards existing 
business performance, income, footfall and spending, survival rates etc.?

2 Do investments in walking and the public realm improve the attractiveness of an 
area as measured by customer perceptions, stated preference etc.?

3 Can investments in walking and the public realm improve the commercial viability 
of an area, as measured by inward investment, business start-up rate, increase in 
the value of retail property units etc.?

4 What UK examples might serve as useful case studies to explore the commercial 
benefits of walking? 

Few of the papers that were accessed could be considered cost benefit analyses. The 
majority summarised case studies or provided descriptive material on the economic 
benefits of walking. Due to the limited amount of literature in the area, we included 
everything that was available. This comes with the caveat that there is variability in 
the quality of the data on which they are based. For example, it is not always clear 
whether counterfactuals have been taken into account (see section 3). An effort has 
been made to draw attention to this where relevant. 

Urban centres are often the recipients of different kinds of public and private 
investment. Comparing the impacts of these can be challenging for the reasons 
outlined in section 2, but also because the scale of the investment can vary from 
small, localised high street improvements to large-scale regeneration projects 
which attract large employers (not just retail) and cultural investment. In this 
report we consider all types of investment, and attempt where possible to 
differentiate between them. 

However, it is not always possible to identify where, on the spectrum of small 
to large projects, the investment is situated. Projects at different ends of the 
scale are not directly comparable and require different levels of rigour in their 
evaluation. Whilst we discuss high street improvements and urban regeneration 
projects alongside each other, we also recognise that they are very different in 
nature. Where possible, we have focused solely on the public realm components of 
regeneration projects. 
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The quality of evaluation applied to urban regeneration also tends to be mixed. This 
makes synthesizing findings from such projects particularly challenging. Although 
there has been a much greater emphasis in recent decades on evaluation (Ho, 
1999), this is still an area that suffers from methodological weaknesses. A proper 
discussion of the issue is outside the scope of this paper. 

One issue that is worth mentioning is the extent to which regeneration outcomes 
are over-claimed. Evidence suggests that successful regeneration is extremely 
difficult to do well. It is notoriously badly evaluated but what evidence exists, 
suggests that while programmes may be designed to slow the decline of deprived 
areas, few have been shown to close the gap with wealthier areas (North et al., 
2003; Griggs et al., 2008; Potts, 2008; Robertson, McIntosh and Smyth, 2010). 

The most successful examples are well-planned, holistic and focused on outcomes 
for the most deprived (Turok, 1992). Whilst property-based initiatives have 
been shown to have positive regeneration impacts an ‘unrestrained, market-led’ 
approach has also been found to be detrimental (ibid.). They are probably best 
described as a ‘necessary but not sufficient’ component of an urban regeneration 
strategy (Imrie and Thomas, 1993; Loftman and Nevin, 1995). For example, the 
evidence relating to one-off ‘prestige projects’ or public art installations and 
regeneration lacks a robust evidence-base (Loftman and Nevin, 1995; Hall and 
Robertson 2001; Evans, 2005).
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