
 
 

Better Streets, Better Business: 
Making the connection between public realm investments  

and economic performance 
 
 
Investment in attractive, interesting and functional streetscapes yields significant 
economic benefits. In cities, a high level of foot traffic generally corresponds with local 
economic health, though overcrowded areas with difficult walking conditions can also 
deter both consumers and decisions to invest.  Well-managed attractions and amenities 
such as public seating, outdoor cafes, greenery, open space, public art and space for 
musical and other performances attracts additional visitors to an area. Below is a 
collection of case studies from around the country and world that collectively document 
the connection between public realm investments and economic performance. 
 
 
San Francisco 
A 2008 San Francisco County Transportation Authority study of Columbus Avenue in 
North Beach found that transit riders and pedestrians spend more than drivers in the 
Columbus Avenue shopping district. Pedestrians spent the most money at $360 per 
month, and drivers spent the least at $208 per month. The study also revealed that the 
majority of visitors to the area were attracted to it because of its pleasant atmosphere and 
the restaurants. This suggests that enhancing Columbus Avenue’s sidewalk culture is key 
to attracting visitors as well as San Franciscans to the area.  
 
A 2003 study of the addition of traffic calming bike lanes on Valencia Street in the 
Mission found that, despite initial resistance to the lanes before they were installed, four 
and a half years after the bike lanes were built, the vast majority of the merchants 
interviewed expressed support for the lanes. Sixty-six percent of the merchants believe 
that the bike lanes have had a generally positive impact on their business and/or sales, 
and the same percentage would support more traffic calming on Valencia Street. Thirty-
seven percent of merchants reported that the bike lanes have increased their sales. 
Finally, seventy-three percent thought that the bike lanes have made the street more 
attractive.  
 
New York City 
Over the last few years, Business Improvement Districts have partnered with the New 
York City Department of Transportation to create and manage new street plazas in iconic 
business districts of the city. There are now street plazas in Times Square, Herald Square, 
Madison Square and the Meatpacking District, with many more to come around the city. 



The plaza program is tapping into a great hunger in New York City for additional space 
for pedestrians. In 2006, an independent consultant examined the attitudes of residents, 
workers and shoppers on Prince Street in Soho to a hypothetical re-allocation of space 
between pedestrians, parking and street vendors.  Respondents on the street indicated by 
a wide margin that expanding the amount of space for pedestrians on the street would be 
highly attractive. By a ratio of 5:1, New Yorkers and visitors to Prince Street said that 
expanding pedestrian space would attract more frequent visits, even if parking capacity 
was reduced. Responses were almost identical from visitors and those who work or live 
in the area.  
 
Shanghai   
Nanjing Road East in Shanghai is a pedestrian street that attracts an average of 680,000 
shoppers per day, the highest in the region and twice as many as travel through Times 
Square daily. A study shows that 67% of these visitors shop while strolling, again the 
highest percentage in the region. The city’s population has increased and its commercial 
center has seen a 20% expansion in business from 1999 to 2006.  
 
London 
In surveys conducted in a wide variety of neighborhoods, the Greater London Partnership 
found that 85% of business people identified the streetscape as “important” in their 
ability to attract customers or tenants, while 89% agreed that “their front door is the 
street” and therefore critical to their businesses’ image. Research in London also finds 
that consumers who walk spend more per week than those who drive or take public 
transport.  A 2004 study encompassed central areas such as the West End, Oxford and 
Regent Streets and Kensington High Street, the city’s edge and smaller suburban centers, 
with this result:  
Weekly consumer expenditure by mode  

• On foot - £91  
• Car - £64  
• Bus - £63  

• Other (taxi, cycle...)  - £56  
• Train/tube - £46  

 
Denver   
The 16th Street Mall is one of the nation’s most distinctive main streets.  Its mile length 
makes it one of the world’s largest pedestrian and transit malls. The Mall is a big tourist 
draw, ranking number two in metro area attractions in 2007. Over 60,000 riders take the 
16th Street Mall’s free shuttles on weekdays, with larger numbers on weekends and 
weekday evenings. There are over 30 sidewalk cafes ranging from Starbucks to upscale 
dining. The 16th Street Mall helped revitalize Denver’s downtown.  
 
 
 
About the San Francisco Great Streets Project 
The San Francisco Great Streets Project catalyzes the return of our city’s streets to their rightful place as 
the center of civic life in this wonderful city by working with government, business, and neighborhood 
leaders to test, analyze and institutionalize placemaking. We provide an expert series, provide critical 
resources to demonstration projects and reach out to new constituencies to engage them on how livable 
streets fits with their agendas. sfgreatstreets.org 


