
As a city planner, I make plans for new places and I make plans 
for making old places better. Since the late eighties, I have worked 
on about seventy- � ve plans for cities, towns, and villages, new 
and old. About a third of these have been built or are well under 
way, which sounds pretty bad, but is actually a decent batting 
average in this game. This means that I have had my fair share of 
pleasant surprises as well as many opportunities to learn from my 
mistakes.

In the middle of this work, I took four years off to lead the 
design division at the National Endowment for the Arts. In this 
job, I helped run a program called the Mayors’ Institute on City 
Design, which puts city leaders together with designers for in-
tensive planning sessions. Every two months, somewhere in the 
United States, we would gather eight mayors and eight designers, 
lock ourselves in a room for two days, and try to solve each mayor’s 
most pressing city- planning challenge.● As might be imagined, 
working side by side with a couple hundred mayors, one mayor at 
a time, proved a greater design education than anything I have 
done before or since.

●This program, now in its twenty- sixth year, has served nearly one thousand mayors, 
with dramatic results. More information can be found at micd .org.

A GENERAL THEORY OF WALK ABILIT Y



8 WALK ABLE CIT Y

I specialize in downtowns, and when I am hired to make a 
downtown plan, I like to move there with my family, preferably 
for at least a month. There are many reasons to move to a city 
while you plan it. F irst, it’s more ef� cient in terms of travel and 
setting up meetings, something that can become very expensive. 
Second, it allows you to truly get to know a place, to memorize 
every building, street, and block. It also gives you the chance to 
get familiar with the locals over coffee, dinners in people’s 
homes, drinks in neighborhood pubs, and during chance en-
counters on the street. These nonmeeting meetings are when 
most of the real intelligence gets collected.

These are all great reasons. B ut the main reason to spend 
time in a city is to live the life of a citizen. Shuttling between 
a hotel and a meeting facility is not what citizens do. They take 
their kids to school, drop by the dry cleaners, make their way to 
work, step out for lunch, hit the gym or pick up some groceries, 
get themselves home, and consider an eve ning stroll or an after- 
dinner beer. F riends from out of town drop in on the weekend 
and get taken out for a night on the main square. These are among 
the many normal things that nonplanners do, and I try to do 
them, too.

A couple of years ago, while I was working on a plan for L ow-
ell, Massachusetts, some old high- school friends joined us for 
dinner on Merrimack Street, the heart of a lovely nineteenth- 
century downtown. O ur group consisted of four adults, one tod-
dler in a stroller, and my wife’s very pregnant belly. Across the 
street from our restaurant, we waited for the light to change, lost 
in conversation. Maybe a minute passed before we saw the push-
button signal request. So we pushed it. The conversation advanced 
for another minute or so. F inally, we gave up and jaywalked. 
About the same time, a car careened around the corner at per-
haps forty- � ve miles per hour, on a street that had been widened 
to ease traf� c.

The resulting near- miss fortunately left no scars, but it will 
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not be forgotten. Stroller jaywalking is a sure� re way to feel like 
a bad parent, especially when it goes awry. The only consola-
tion this time was that I was in a position to do something 
about it.

As I write these words, I am again on the road with my fam-
ily, this time in R ome. Now the new baby is in a sling, and the 
toddler alternates between a stroller and his own two feet, de-
pending on the terrain and his frame of mind. It is interesting 
to compare our experience in R ome with the one in L owell, or, 
more to the point, the experience of walking in most American 
cities.

R ome, at � rst glance, seems horribly inhospitable to pedes-
trians. So many things are wrong. H alf the streets are missing 
sidewalks, most intersections lack crosswalks, pavements are un-
even and rutted, handicap ramps are largely absent. H ills are 
steep and frequent (I hear there are seven). And need I mention 
the drivers?

Yet  here we are among so many other pedestrians—  tourists 
and locals alike—  making our way around Trastevere . . .  on our 
toes, yes, but enjoying every minute of it. This anarchic obstacle 
course is somehow a magnet for walkers, recently selected by 
readers of Lonely Planet travel guides as one of the world’s “Top 
Ten W alking Cities.” R omans drive a fraction of the miles that 
Americans do. A friend of ours who came  here to work in the 
U.S. embassy bought a car when he arrived, out of habit. Now it 
sits in his courtyard, a target for pigeons.

This tumultuous urban landscape, which fails to meet any 
conventional American mea sure of “pedestrian friendliness,” is a 
walker’s paradise. So what’s going on  here? Certainly, in compet-
ing for foot traf� c, Anatole B royard’s “poem pressed into ser vice 
as a city” began with certain advantages. The Lonely Planet 
ranking is likely more a function of spectacle than pedestrian 
comfort. B ut the same monuments, arranged in a more modern 
American way, would hardly compete. (Think L as Vegas, with its 
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W alk Score of 54●.) The main thing that makes R ome—  and the 
other winners: Venice, B oston, San Francisco, B arcelona, Amster-
dam, Prague, Paris, and New York—  so walkable is what we plan-
ners call “fabric,” the everyday collection of streets, blocks, and 
buildings that tie the monuments together. Despite its many tech-
nical failures, R ome’s fabric is superb.

Yet fabric is one of several key aspects of urban design that 
are missing from the walkability discussion in most places. This 
is because that discussion has largely been about creating ade-
quate and attractive pedestrian facilities, rather than walkable 
cities. There is no shortage of literature on this subject and even 
a " edgling � eld of “walkability studies” that focuses on impedi-
ments to pedestrian access and safety, mostly in the Toronto 
suburbs.■ These efforts are helpful, but inadequate. The same 
goes for urban beauti� cation programs, such as the famous “F ive 
B ’s” of the eighties—  bricks, banners, bandstands, bollards, and 
berms—  that now grace many an abandoned downtown.1

L ots of money and muscle have gone into improving side-
walks, crossing signals, streetlights, and trash cans, but how im-
portant are these things, ultimately, in convincing people to walk? 
If walking was just about creating safe pedestrian zones, then why 
did more than 150 Main Streets pedestrianized in the sixties and 
seventies fail almost immediately?2 Clearly, there is more to walk-
ing than just making safe, pretty space for it.

The pedestrian is an extremely fragile species, the canary in 
the coal mine of urban livability. Under the right conditions, this 
creature thrives and multiplies. B ut creating those conditions 
requires attention to a broad range of criteria, some more easily 
satis� ed than others. Enumerating and understanding these cri-
teria is a project for a lifetime—  it has become mine—  and is for-
ever a work in progress. It is presumptuous to claim to have 

●54 out of 100. See below for more on W alk Score.
■See janeswalk.net.
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� gured it out, but since I have spent a lot of time trying, I reckon 
it is worth communicating what I have learned so far. Since it 
tries to explain so much, I call this discussion the G eneral The-
ory of W alkability.

The G eneral Theory of W alkability explains how, to be fa-
vored, a walk has to satisfy four main conditions: it must be use-
ful, safe, comfortable, and interesting. Each of these qualities is 
essential and none alone is suf� cient. Useful means that most 
aspects of daily life are located close at hand and or ga nized in a 
way that walking serves them well. Safe means that the street 
has been designed to give pedestrians a � ghting chance against 
being hit by automobiles; they must not only be safe but feel safe, 
which is even tougher to satisfy. Com fortable means that build-
ings and landscape shape urban streets into “outdoor living 
rooms,” in contrast to wide- open spaces, which usually fail to 
attract pedestrians. Interesting means that sidewalks are lined 
by unique buildings with friendly faces and that signs of human-
ity abound.

These four conditions are mostly a way of thinking about a 
series of speci� c rules that are further or ga nized into what I call 
the Ten Steps of W alkability. These will be explored later. To-
gether, I believe that they add up to a complete prescription for 
making our cities more walkable.

B ut � rst, we must understand that the walkable city is not just 
a nice, idealistic notion. R ather, it is a simple, practical- minded 
solution to a host of complex problems that we face as a society, 
problems that daily undermine our nation’s economic competi-
tiveness, public welfare, and environmental sustainability. For that 
reason, this book is less a design treatise than an essential call to 
arms. W hy we need walkability so badly is the subject of the next 
section.


