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 Walkability is a way of defining and quantifying factors that determine whether or not 

people can and will walk from place to place within a town or city. What those factors are is a 

more complicated story. An abundance of literature exists defining and detailing walkability; but 

each one may have a different set of factors or place more or less value on one factor or another. 

(Park, S. 2008, P. 21) 

 Jeff Speck is a city planner and urban designer, he holds masters degrees in Architecture, 

Renaissance Architectural History, and a bachelors degree in Fine Arts. He holds certifications 

from The American Society of Certified Planners, The Congress of New Urbanism, and 

Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design (LEED). He holds an honorary membership with 

The American Society of Landscape Architects.  

 In “Walkable City” Jeff Speck examines the disconnect between designers and decision 

makers; between knowing that walkability is good and knowing why walkability is good. The 

author outlines “Ten Steps of Walkability” in four parts: The Useful Walk, The Safe Walk, The 

Comfortable Walk, and The Interesting Walk. These steps are designed to highlight and simplify 

the how, and more importantly, the why of walkability. 

  



 In part I: “The Useful Walk” Speck lays out the first four steps to walkability. Step I “Put 

Cars in Their Place.” The key to doing that is not eliminating cars from the pedestrian 

environment but managing them so that they do not push the pedestrians out. Step II “Mix The 

Uses.” Mixed use development encourages walking by putting homes, workplaces, and 

businesses within walking distance of each other. Step III “Get The Parking Right.” Parking 

costs an enormous amount of money, especially in cities. By requiring certain amounts of 

parking to be put in place with each new development, cities have encouraged driving over 

walking; even in circumstances where people would have walked if parking wasn’t free. 

Changing parking regulations could have a large impact on when and where people walk, as well 

as on traffic congestion. Step IV “Let Transit Work.” Public transit does work. Public transit 

systems big and small are more often than not supported by the people and always pay dividends 

in increased desirability and decreased congestion. 

 In part II: “The Safe Walk” Speck lays out the fifth and sixth steps of walkability. Step V 

“Protect The Pedestrian.” Protecting the pedestrian is mostly about controlling the car. Forcing 

cars to travel more slowly by making the drive appear more dangerous to the driver vastly 

improves safety for both the pedestrian and the driver. Another factor is making the sidewalks 

safe. Safe sidewalks are not necessarily wide sidewalks, but sidewalks protected from flowing 

traffic by on street parking and trees. Step VI “Welcome Bikes” Encouraging biking in cities is a 

cost effective way to increase the safety of cyclists and pedestrians. Proper cycling infrastructure 

slows down cars and reduces congestion. 

 In Part III: “The Comfortable Walk” Speck lays out the seventh and eighth steps of 

walkability. Step VII “Shape The Spaces.” Enclosure and scale are essential to walkability. 

Enclosure and scale make people feel safe and comfortable. Architecture and trees both play an 



important role in creating these enclosed outdoor spaces. Architecture creates the basic scale and 

space while trees help enclose it and bring life to it. 

 In Part IV: “The Interesting Walk” Speck lays out the ninth and tenth steps of 

walkability. Step IX “Make Friendly and unique spaces.” Architecture should interact with the 

street to create a diverse and varied “face” the more interesting and engaging the face, the more 

successful the space will be. Step X “Pick Your Winners.” In step ten Speck lays out a plan for 

applying the previous nine. Implementing all of the steps on all of the streets would be too much 

for many cities to bear financially, so being selective is an important way to tie it all together. 

Apply the steps to the streets that are already on their way to being the best, then use secondary 

streets to tie those streets together. Save the others for later, don’t let them deteriorate further, but 

don’t worry about making them visions of walkability. 

 “Walkable City” is a wonderfully well written book that explains both how and why to 

implement principles of walkability to American cities. Each of the steps is outlined and detailed 

in a way that is easy to understand and enthralling way. Speck’s examples from his own life 

provide vivid mental images that are easy to relate to and help to bring his reasoning for each 

step into focus. Speck also does a great job providing historical context and provenance that 

reinforce his steps and leave you hungry for more. In conclusion I feel that this work can be a 

cornerstone of the bridge between the people who design, build, and live in our cities for years to 

come. 

 Other works written on this topic often look through the lenses of the profession of its 

author(s). Walkability is a major topic of many works on Urban Design such as “Retrofitting 

Suburbia” by Ellen Dunham – Jones and June Williamson. Jones and Williamson both hold 

degrees in Architecture. In “Retrofiting Suburbia” the authors detail both why and how to retrofit 



the suburbs into a more sustainable and appealing form. One of the most compelling questions 

they propose is “why now?” and their answers set up the arguments that follow, primarily it is 

the time to address aging first-ring suburbs, suburbs where buildings and infrastructure are aging 

beyond their useful life and risk falling into decline. 

“Sustainable Urbanism: Urban Design With Nature” by Douglass Farr. Farr holds a 

degree in Architecture and is Vice Chair of The Congress of New Urbanism. It is now well 

documented that cities are by far more sustainable than suburbia, but we can make them even 

better. Douglass Farr details steps that cities can take to become more sustainable into a changing 

future. This work details  how cities can develop and thrive with population growth, climate 

change, and to develop a working relationship with natural systems. 

Walkability also plays a significant role in many other concepts of sustainability, such as 

aging in place; detailed in works like “Independent for Life: Homes and Neighborhoods for an 

Aging America” by Henry Cisneros, Margaret Dyer-Chamberlain, and Jane Hickie. Henry 

Cisneros is the former Secretary of Housing and Urban Development under the Clinton 

Administration. Margaret Dyer-Chamberlain and Jane Hickie are scholars of Longevity. This 

book details ways in which physical neighborhoods and policies can be reworked to encourage 

and enable people to live out their lives in place, as opposed to being displaced as they age.  
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