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Abstract

Walkability has reemerged as a central interest within planning, public health, and built
environment research, yet evidence demonstrates that new urban extensions or emerging
New Towns across England continue to reproduce conditions of car dependency and limited
active travel options. This paper examines the structural, spatial, and sociocultural factors
shaping walkability through an in-depth analysis of five residential case studies. It draws
on spatial analysis and assessment of resident behaviour using sociodemographic data.
Findings indicate significant disparities in walkability outcomes, with some developments
characterised by fragmented layouts, weak public transport integration, and environments
that make walking impractical or undesirable. The paper argues that walkability must be
understood as a multidimensional, relational property of place, rather than a static design
feature. The current dominant planning practices continue to prioritise vehicular access and
associated infrastructure, undermining national goals for decarbonisation, health equity,
and sustainable mobility. Thus, this study identifies the spatial, governance, and policy
conditions necessary to deliver genuinely walkable neighbourhoods and highlights the
systemic barriers that continue to constrain progress. The findings offer critical insights
for planners, policymakers, and developers seeking to create environments that support
healthier, more equitable, and less car dependent futures.

Keywords: walkability; New Towns; urban extensions; sustainable developments;
Poundbury; England; housing

1. Introduction
The extent to which urban extensions and New Towns—defined respectively as the

planned outward expansion of existing urban areas or the creation of purpose-built, self-
contained settlements on previously undeveloped land, each designed to accommodate
growth through comprehensive planning and the provision of housing, infrastructure, and
services—incorporate attributes that support walkability, and the ways in which planning
and development practices continue to shape patterns of physical inactivity, has become
a central concern within built-environment scholarship. Declining rates of walking in
England reflect cumulative structural, cultural, and behavioural shifts rather than changes
in individual preference alone. Historically, everyday life embedded significantly higher
levels of occupational and incidental physical activity; estimates suggest that routine ex-
ertion fifty years ago was equivalent to running a marathon each week [1]. While the
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psychological and physiological benefits of physical activity are well established [1], the
widespread adoption of private vehicles has substantially reduced the necessity of active
travel, particularly in suburban and rural contexts characterised by high car dependency.
This transition has been reinforced by planning models favouring low-density develop-
ment, segregated land uses, and infrastructure prioritising private vehicles—patterns long
associated with reduced feasibility and attractiveness of walking [2].

Recent planning evidence demonstrates that these outcomes are structurally embed-
ded within spatial and regulatory systems. The Location of Development report by the
Royal Town Planning Institute and LandTech [3] identifies a decade-long shortfall in deliv-
ering physically connected and sustainable housing. Despite policy commitments under
the former National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), measurable improvements in
access to essential services by walking, cycling, or public transport remain limited. Public
transport journeys are approximately 1.5 times longer than equivalent car trips; although
96% of new homes are within a 20 min drive of a town centre, only 66% achieve this thresh-
old by public transport and 47% on foot [3]. Thus, these findings illustrate a persistent
disconnect between policy objectives and spatial outcomes, constraining opportunities for
modal shift. At the same time, residential location decisions reflect multiple social and
lifestyle considerations, including preferences for quieter environments and larger plots,
underscoring the complexity of housing demand.

Within this context, walkability has emerged as a core concept in contemporary
place-making, broadly defined as the capacity of neighbourhoods to support pedestrian
movement and contribute to community wellbeing. Environments characterised by mixed
land use, accessible amenities, and safe, connected pedestrian infrastructure are associ-
ated with improved public health, reduced carbon emissions, and strengthened social
cohesion [4,5]. Evidence from the Scottish Longitudinal Study indicates that pedestrian
commuting is linked to lower risks of hospitalisation, cardiovascular disease, and mental
health-related prescriptions [6]. Walkability is therefore increasingly positioned as a key
dimension of sustainable and liveable neighbourhoods. Recent planning discourse has
further developed walkability through the concept of the “15-min city”, which proposes
that essential services such as employment, education, retail, and healthcare should be
accessible within a short walking or cycling distance from residents’ homes. The model
emphasises proximity, mixed land uses, and connected street networks as key principles
of sustainable urban development [7,8]. Although widely discussed in planning policy
and research, relatively limited empirical work has examined how effectively new urban
extensions and New Towns achieve these proximity-based accessibility objectives.

However, against this backdrop, scholarship cautions against reducing walkability to
a checklist of measurable physical attributes. Zuniga-Teran et al. [9] argue that planning
frameworks often overemphasise density and connectivity while overlooking experiential,
environmental, and social dimensions that shape walking behaviour. Emerging research
conceptualises walkability as a dynamic and relational process embedded within broader
spatial and socio-economic systems. Empirical evidence supports this systemic perspective.
The ‘But can I walk to work?’ study by Space Syntax [10] integrates spatial modelling, Census
travel-to-work data, and public health evidence to demonstrate that walking behaviour is
strongly influenced by settlement configuration, network integration, land-use patterns,
access to employment and services, and demographic characteristics. Even where distances
are short, walking is frequently constrained by fragmented networks, segregated uses, and
weak integration within wider urban systems.

This broader framing suggests that walkability should be understood as a multidi-
mensional urban asset than solely an infrastructural feature. As Rogers et al. [11] note, the
positive correlation between built environment characteristics and social capital indicates
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that social dimensions of sustainability can be empirically assessed. Structural constraints
further shape mobility behaviour. The Walking and Cycling Index [12] reports that 36% of
respondents frequently use a car because they perceive “no other choice,” highlighting
the role of spatial and infrastructural conditions instead of individual preference alone.
Car-oriented infrastructure also consumes extensive land and material resources, limiting
opportunities to prioritise active travel. Reducing car dominance therefore represents both
a transport and urban sustainability imperative.

Evidence indicates that new urban extensions or New Towns continue to reproduce car-
dependent patterns. The Building Car Dependency report by Transport for New Homes [13],
based on observational assessments of over twenty housing developments, shows that
peripheral siting, limited local services, and layouts dominated by distributor roads and
parking infrastructure inhibit active travel. Such environments exacerbate social exclu-
sion for individuals unable to drive due to financial, medical, or personal constraints.
National scale analysis in the Trapped Behind the Wheel report [14] similarly finds that
housing built since 2009 across England is disproportionately located in areas of high
car dependency—typically low-density greenfield sites with limited public transport and
poor service access. Although these sites may reduce upfront development costs, they
impose long-term environmental, financial, and social burdens, including higher transport
expenditure and increased emissions. The report identifies structural drivers—including
speculative land markets, fragmented governance, and limited regulatory capacity—that
incentivize poorly connected development.

Wider social and psychological factors compound these structural conditions. Con-
cerns about personal safety, particularly among women, children, and older adults, reduce
willingness to walk [15]. Young people face additional constraints linked to reduced
physical education provision and parental concerns regarding unsupervised mobility [16].
Increased sedentary leisure associated with digitalization [17], alongside experiences of
racial harassment that restrict access to public space for some ethnic minority groups [18],
further shape walking behaviour. Whilst diversity within our population using the built
environment has been touched upon, in terms of engaging with various stakeholders, we
need to look beyond an ‘average’ able-bodied human simply walking. Greater considera-
tion could be given to those with visual, cognitive, or physical disabilities and those using
crutches, in wheelchairs, pushing prams, carrying luggage, or delivering items. Walkability
must therefore be understood as socially mediated, as well as spatially structured.

Thus, the measurement of walkability remains an active area of debate within the liter-
ature. Different methodological approaches combine indicators such as density, land-use
diversity, street connectivity, proximity to services, and accessibility of public transport,
often drawing on the “5Ds” framework widely used in transport and urban design re-
search [19–22]. More recent approaches also incorporate spatial configuration measures
derived from space syntax theory, which analyse how the structure and integration of
street networks influence accessibility to everyday destinations and patterns of walking be-
haviour [23]. Systematic reviews highlight that no single universally accepted Walkability
Index exists, with measurement frameworks often shaped by data availability, analytical
scale, and research objectives [24,25]. At the same time, much of the existing research
has focused either on conceptual frameworks or on analyses of established metropolitan
environments, with relatively limited empirical attention given to how new urban exten-
sions or New Towns perform once delivered [4,22,24,25]. While these broader human,
social, and behavioural dimensions are critical to understanding walking behaviour, spatial
accessibility remains a key structural determinant shaping the opportunities available to
residents. For this reason, the present study focuses on the spatial configuration of these
new emerging towns as a measurable component of walkability using the Space Syntax
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Walkability Index. England provides a particularly relevant context for examining these
dynamics given the renewed national policy focus on New Towns and large-scale planned
settlements as mechanisms for addressing housing shortages and accommodating future
population growth [26].

This study therefore addresses the following research question: What structural, spatial,
and sociocultural factors truly shape walkability in new urban extensions and emerging New Towns
in England?

The Value of Walkability

The value of walkability is increasingly recognised across urban policy and planning
scholarship, supported by substantial evidence linking pedestrian-oriented environments
to land-use efficiency, public health savings, and local economic performance [19,24,27–30].
Properties in walkable neighbourhoods consistently command higher market values due
to proximity to amenities, transit accessibility, and interconnected street networks. This
is evident across the globe. A study of over 14,000 housing transactions in Stockholm,
Sweden, found that walkability indicators—including population density, retail presence,
transit accessibility, and street connectivity—explained up to 90% of variation in residential
and office property values, while car access had negligible influence [31]. In the United
States, even a one-point increase in Walk Score has been associated with residential price
premiums ranging from $500 to $3000, depending on regional context [32,33].

Walkable, mixed-use neighbourhoods also generate sustained fiscal benefits through
more efficient infrastructure provision and reduced service liabilities. Evidence suggests
that pedestrian-oriented urban form attracts business investment and skilled workers, par-
ticularly within innovation-driven sectors, while enhancing the vitality of town centres [34].
The Building Better, Building Beautiful Commission [35] contends that well-designed,
walkable developments retain value more effectively over time and secure stronger public
support. Despite these returns, conventional transport appraisal frameworks continue to
prioritise vehicle-based metrics, systematically undervaluing short, everyday walking trips
and contributing to underinvestment in pedestrian infrastructure.

The relationship between walkability and health outcomes is robust [5]. Walkable
environments embed physical activity into daily routines, mitigating risks of obesity, cardio-
vascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and certain cancers. A systematic review of Health Impact
Assessments found strong evidence that improvements to walkability reduce mortality and
increase quality-adjusted life years [5]. Walking also supports mental wellbeing by foster-
ing social interaction, reducing stress, and strengthening attachment to place [19,32]. The
Sustrans Walking and Cycling Index [12] estimates that walking prevents approximately
4444 premature deaths annually across 23 UK cities, generating public health benefits
valued at £16.1 billion.

Importantly, walkability enhances equity. As the most affordable mode of mobility,
walking expands access to employment, services, and social opportunities for socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged groups, children, older adults, and disabled people. Walkable
environments should therefore be understood not as lifestyle amenities but as foundational
investments in long-term public health, resilience, and social inclusion.

Encouraging modal shift, however, requires engagement with prevailing norms and
expectations. For many individuals, walking is framed as leisure instead of a practical
mode of travel or is perceived as incompatible with time pressures and daily routines.
Promoting walkability therefore extends beyond infrastructural provision to encompass
cultural change, behavioural adaptation, and inclusive design. Effective walking environ-
ments must accommodate diverse physical abilities, sensory experiences, and perceptions
of safety across the life course. Designing for walkability is therefore both a spatial and
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sociocultural challenge, demanding integrated approaches that recognise the complexity
of human experience within urban systems. Thus, this study examines five new urban
extensions and emerging New Towns in England to identify the spatial, governance, and
policy conditions required to deliver genuinely walkable neighbourhoods. In doing so,
it critically interrogates the systemic barriers—embedded within land markets, planning
practice, delivery sequencing, and regulatory frameworks—that continue to constrain
progress toward less car-dependent and more health-supportive urban environments.

2. Methodology
This study employs a comparative case study approach to investigate variations in

walkability performance across a selection of new urban extensions and emerging New
Towns in England, enabling systematic cross-case comparison of built environment charac-
teristics. Although these developments are described using different planning or policy
terms, they share the common characteristic of being planned, large-scale residential de-
velopments, designed and delivered as part of contemporary growth strategies. Focusing
on such developments enables the study to examine how the built environment can pro-
mote health through walkability from the point of neighbourhood design. As England
continues to address a significant housing shortage, large numbers of new homes are
being delivered through planned developments, creating opportunities to incorporate
walkability-supportive features such as connected street networks and access to local
amenities. Studying these new areas allows for a clearer assessment of how contemporary
planning and design can support healthier behaviours, whereas pre-existing neighbour-
hoods often reflect decades of incremental change that may obscure the effects of built
environment characteristics. Five case studies were selected to demonstrate both the value
and variation in walkability outcomes. Selection criteria were based on (i) overlapping
development periods, (ii) broad comparability in scale, and (iii) availability of consistent
spatial and sociodemographic data. These criteria enable a robust comparison while lim-
iting confounding effects associated with settlement size or urban form. Furthermore,
the use of multiple case studies allows for analytical generalisation rather than statistical
generalisation, supporting an exploration of how differing spatial configurations and land
use patterns influence walkability outcomes within broadly similar delivery contexts. This
approach aligns with established methodologies in urban design and built environment
research [22,36], where walkability is understood as context dependent and multidimen-
sional, as opposed to a single, universally comparable attribute. In line with current best
practice, objective spatial modelling with secondary sociodemographic data is presented,
addressing a common limitation of perception-only approaches and enhancing replicability
across sites [4,5].

A comparison with national walkability benchmarks was intentionally not undertaken.
National datasets frequently include highly connected metropolitan environments such as
London and other historic urban centres, where dense street networks, established service
hierarchies, and extensive public transport systems generate structurally high walkability
scores. Benchmarking against such contexts would risk creating unrealistic baselines for
newly planned settlements delivered through contemporary development frameworks.
Instead, this study adopts a controlled comparative approach focusing on broadly compa-
rable urban extensions and New Town developments delivered under similar planning
and market conditions. This allows the analysis to isolate how spatial configuration, land-
use distribution, and development sequencing influence walkability outcomes within
contemporary planned settlements than historically evolved urban environments.
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Case Study Selection

The selected five case studies (see Figure 1, Table 1,) represent a range of new devel-
opments in England over the past three decades. While each project differs slightly in
scale, design approach, and delivery model, all were conceived as master-planned com-
munities intended to provide residential neighbourhoods supported by local services and
infrastructure. Poundbury represents a mixed-use settlement explicitly designed around
principles of integrated land use and walkable neighbourhood structure. Elvetham Heath
and Cambourne represent suburban extensions developed during the late 1990s and early
2000s, reflecting prevailing planning approaches of the period. Northstowe and Alconbury
Weald represent more recent large-scale developments delivered through phased expan-
sion models. Together these cases provide a comparative framework for examining how
differences in spatial configuration, land-use distribution, and development sequencing
influence walkability outcomes.

 

Figure 1. Geographic distribution of the five case studies in England.

Table 1. Profile of the 5 case study sites.

Name of
Development Location Construction

Period
Number of Domestic

Dwellings Details

Poundbury Dorset 1993–2028
estimated 2750 400 acres (160 hectares) integrated community of shops,

businesses, and private and social housing (no zoning)

Elvetham Heath Hampshire 1999–2008 1900+
158 acres (64 hectares) of residential development plus

ancillary services including a school, village centre,
large retail outlet, park and ride and sports pitches

Northstowe
(Phase 1) Cambridgeshire 2014–2026

estimated
Phase 1: 1500 (Total to build

in all phases 10,000)

Phase 1 of the development covers 103.8 acres
(42 hectares), within a wider 1334 acres (540-hectare)

area to include parks, lakes, a town centre, schools, and
sports facilities for all phases

Cambourne Cambridgeshire 2008–present
day 6600 990 acres (400 hectares) designed as 3 connected

villages with supporting amenities

Alconbury Weald Cambridgeshire 2014–2016 5000

1425 acres (577 hectares) of employment floorspace,
5000 homes, with supporting infrastructure and

facilities, including shops, 5 schools, health and leisure
facilities and open spaces
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The analytical instrument used is the Walkability Index developed by Space Syntax, a
tool that benchmarks existing places; it tests proposals within a consistent spatial framework
grounded in space syntax theory [37]. Space Syntax conceptualises walkability as an
emergent property of the urban system—arising from the configuration of street networks,
block structures, and the distribution of everyday land uses—rather than as a function of
any single design attribute [23,38]. Adopting this focus allows the analysis to move beyond
street geometry to consider how morphology and land-use localisation jointly produce (or
inhibit) everyday walking opportunities [39].

Space syntax methods have been widely applied in urban research to analyse how
street network configuration influences patterns of movement, accessibility, and land-use
distribution. Empirical studies have demonstrated strong relationships between spatial net-
work integration, pedestrian flows, and the location of commercial and social activities, pro-
viding a robust analytical basis for evaluating walkability within urban environments [23].
By capturing how spatial configuration shapes accessibility to everyday destinations, the
approach provides a systematic framework for examining how urban form influences
opportunities for active travel. The Space Syntax Walkability Index therefore evaluates the
accessibility and diversity of essential non-residential land uses reachable within a defined
walking catchment. The model combines spatial configuration metrics derived from street
network analysis with the distribution of everyday destinations (including retail, education,
employment, and health services), reflecting established research linking built environment
characteristics and accessibility to walking behaviour [20,21,39].

The analysis applies to a 15 min walking threshold to define the spatial catchment for
accessible destinations. This benchmark aligns with the broader conceptual framework
of the “15 min city”, which proposes that essential daily services such as employment,
education, retail, and healthcare should be accessible within a short walking or cycling
distance from residential areas [7,8]. While the precise threshold used in accessibility
studies varies, a 15-min walking catchment (approximately 1–1.2 km) is widely used in
urban planning and transport research as a practical representation of neighbourhood-scale
pedestrian reach.

In practical terms, the index measures how the structure of the street network interacts
with the location of activities to determine the diversity of destinations accessible within
walking distance. Higher index values therefore indicate locations where the spatial
configuration of the street network and the distribution of land uses jointly support a
greater range of everyday walking opportunities.

To situate the spatial findings, publicly available socio-demographic statistics are com-
piled from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and the UK Census for each case study
area [40]. The census data used in this study represents population-level travel behaviour
within the output areas corresponding to each settlement. These data provide a descriptive
context (e.g., population structure, employment patterns, household characteristics) that
aids the interpretation of spatial accessibility patterns and avoids the volatility of purely
attitudinal indicators [5,22]. While causality is not inferred, juxtaposing spatial walkability
with demographic profiles helps identify plausible mechanisms and boundary conditions
for observed differences between sites.

3. Findings
Across all five case studies, the Walkability Index was applied at the building level,

enabling a detailed evaluation of the number and diversity of essential non-residential
land uses—such as retail, education, healthcare, and employment—accessible within a
15 min walking catchment. This threshold corresponds with established neighbourhood
accessibility standards and reflects widely recognised patterns in everyday pedestrian
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behaviour [4,22]. The granularity of this approach allows for fine-scale differentiation
within settlements, revealing intra-neighbourhood variations that may be obscured by
zone-based analyses and supporting more robust cross-case comparison [36–38].

Walkability Index heat maps (Figures 2–6) reveal distinct spatial structures across
the case study settlements. Poundbury (Figure 2) exhibits a coherent, settlement-wide
walkability pattern, reflecting the deliberate integration of services, employment, and
civic functions within the residential fabric. This embedded land-use strategy generates
consistently high levels of accessibility and demonstrates how mixed-use master planning
can produce walkability at scale.

 

Figure 2. Space Syntax Walkability Index heat maps of Poundbury © Space Syntax. The red line depicts
the boundary of the development.

 

Figure 3. Space Syntax Walkability Index heat maps of Elvetham Heath © Space Syntax. The red line
depicts the boundary of the development.
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Figure 4. Space Syntax Walkability Index heat maps of Northstowe (Phase 1) © Space Syntax. The red
line depicts the boundary of the development (Phase 1).

 

Figure 5. Space Syntax Walkability Index heat maps of Cambourne (Phase 1) © Space Syntax. The red
line depicts the boundary of the development.
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Figure 6. Space Syntax Walkability Index heat maps of Alconbury Weald © Space Syntax. The red line
depicts the boundary of the development.

In contrast, Elvetham Heath and Cambourne (Figures 3 and 5) display more con-
strained and uneven accessibility profiles. In both settlements, services are concentrated in
discrete nodes as opposed to being distributed throughout the urban fabric. This config-
uration supports short internal trips within defined catchments but restricts destination
diversity and limits accessibility for residents located beyond centralised hubs. As a result,
walkability is proximity-dependent, with substantial portions of each settlement experienc-
ing comparatively low levels of pedestrian access. These patterns illustrate how segregated
land-use arrangements spatially confine everyday walkability.

Alconbury Weald presents a different configuration (Figure 6). Here, walkability is
evident within individual development clusters; however, the large spatial extent of the
settlement and the dispersed distribution of land uses reduce accessibility at the settlement-
wide scale. Although localised clusters may support routine walking, the broader urban
structure inhibits cross-neighbourhood connectivity, producing fragmented pedestrian
patterns. Northstowe (Figure 4) demonstrates an even more uneven structure, shaped
significantly by development phasing. With services concentrated in early delivery phases
and several planned amenities not yet realised, current walkability is strongly proximity-
based rather than structurally embedded. Residents located further from initial centres
experience limited access to services, highlighting the decisive role of delivery sequencing
in shaping early mobility behaviour.

Across all sites, the heatmap visualisations underscore the influence of block size,
street network permeability, land-use distribution, and service location on walkability
outcomes. They make explicit how master planning decisions and phasing strategies trans-
late into measurable differences in pedestrian accessibility [39]. By employing consistent
spatial metrics, the analysis responds to longstanding critiques regarding methodologi-
cal inconsistency in walkability assessment and enables transparent comparison between
developments [4,22]. These spatial differences reflect underlying morphological character-
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istics of the settlements, including variations in network integration, block structure, and
the degree to which services are embedded within the residential fabric.

Collectively, the findings demonstrate that achieving walkability at a 15 min neighbour-
hood scale cannot be secured through street design alone. Instead, walkability emerges as a
systemic outcome produced through the interaction of permeable movement networks and
the early, spatially distributed provision of services and employment. Developments that
integrate everyday uses throughout the residential fabric—such as Poundbury—achieve
coherent, settlement-wide accessibility. In contrast, schemes characterised by clustered,
segregated, or delayed service provision generate fragmented and proximity-dependent
walking patterns. In large or phased developments, delays in service delivery risk entrench-
ing car dependency, even where street networks offer strong theoretical permeability. These
results underscore the importance of land-use strategy and implementation sequencing in
shaping both walkability outcomes and residents’ lived experience.

Socio-demographic analysis of 2021 Census travel-to-work data [40] further high-
lights differences in how the five settlements support local employment and active travel
(Figure 7). Poundbury demonstrates the strongest alignment between urban structure and
commuting behaviour, recording the highest proportion of residents travelling less than
2 km to work. This reflects the close spatial relationship between housing, employment,
and services within its mixed-use framework and enhances the feasibility of active travel.

 

Figure 7. Distance travelled to work across selected case study developments (%). Source: 2021 Census
for England and Wales [40].

Elvetham Heath and Northstowe, by contrast, exhibit notably high levels of home
working (over 50% and approximately 45%, respectively). While this partly reflects post-
pandemic shifts in employment practices, it may also indicate more limited access to local
employment opportunities within walking or cycling distance. Cambourne presents a
contrasting profile, with approximately 30% of residents commuting 10–20 km, signalling
strong reliance on external employment centres. This outward-oriented commuting pat-
tern aligns with a more dispersed land-use structure and a weaker job–housing balance.
Alconbury Weald displays a mixed pattern, combining moderate levels of remote working
with longer-distance commuting, consistent with its transitional development stage and
evolving employment base.
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Taken together, these findings reinforce the relationship between settlement form
and travel behaviour. Developments that co-locate housing, employment, services, and
amenities at neighbourhood scale are better positioned to support shorter commutes and
reduce structural car dependence. However, spatial proximity alone is insufficient. Without
the parallel delivery of local employment opportunities and viable transport alternatives,
car reliance remains embedded within everyday mobility practices.

Across all five case studies, travel-to-work mode share data indicate persistently
high levels of car dependency, with driving remaining the dominant commuting mode
irrespective of settlement form (Figure 8). Notably, these figures should be interpreted
cautiously, as the Office for National Statistics 2021 Census [40] was conducted during the
post-COVID-19 period, when elevated levels of home working continued across England.

 

Figure 8. Methods of travel to work across selected case study developments (%). Source: 2021 Census
for England and Wales [40].

Poundbury records the highest proportion of walking commuters (approximately 17%),
reflecting its permeable street network and integrated mixed-use structure. However, even
in this comparatively favourable context, short commuting distances do not consistently
translate into modal shift; private car use remains predominant. The data therefore suggests
partial instead of comprehensive behavioural change. While proximity and land-use
integration create supportive conditions for active travel, they are insufficient in isolation
to displace entrenched patterns of car use.

In Elvetham Heath, Northstowe, Cambourne, and Alconbury Weald, high levels of
home working complicate interpretation. Instead of indicating widespread short-distance
commuting, these patterns reflect a bifurcated structure: a substantial share of residents
work from home, while those who commute tend to travel longer distances, primarily by car.
This dynamic is particularly pronounced in Cambourne, where a significant proportion of
residents commute 10–20 km, reinforcing the association between limited local employment
provision and outward-oriented, car-based travel. Alconbury Weald exhibits a comparable
reliance on longer-distance commuting, consistent with its phased development trajectory
and evolving employment base.

Across all cases, public transport use remains marginal. This highlights the structural
difficulty of establishing competitive services in new or low-density settlements where
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dispersed land uses and phased delivery constrain demand for frequent, reliable provision.
Consequently, even trips that might feasibly be accommodated by public transport default
to private vehicles. Collectively, these findings underscore the resilience of car dependency
within contemporary development patterns and demonstrate that urban form alone cannot
secure substantive modal shift without parallel investment in employment provision and
viable transport alternatives.

4. Conclusions
This study demonstrates that walkability in urban extensions or New Towns is neither

an automatic outcome of contemporary planning rhetoric nor a simple function of street
design. Instead, it emerges as a multidimensional and systemic condition produced through
the interaction of spatial configuration, land-use integration, development phasing, local
employment provision, and broader sociodemographic and governance contexts shaping
everyday mobility. The comparative analysis of the five case study settlements shows that
permeability alone is insufficient. Where land uses are clustered, services are delayed, or
employment is weakly embedded, opportunities for genuinely walkable and self-sufficient
neighbourhoods remain constrained. These findings highlight that walkability outcomes
are closely tied to contemporary planning frameworks, in which spatial configuration,
land-use planning, and development sequencing are actively shaped by policy and delivery
decisions, while also underscoring the need to integrate infrastructure provision, and
governance mechanisms throughout the development process so that services, employment
opportunities, and transport connectivity are delivered alongside housing rather than
deferred to later phases.

Among the cases, Poundbury is the only development to achieve coherent settlement-
wide walkability, illustrating the transformative potential of embedding mixed uses within
the residential fabric from the outset. In contrast, Elvetham Heath, Cambourne, Northstowe,
and Alconbury Weald demonstrate how segregated land uses, dispersed spatial structures,
and phased delivery models produce fragmented or proximity-dependent walking patterns.
In these contexts, accessibility is uneven and contingent, limiting the capacity of residents
to meet daily needs through active travel.

It is important, however, to recognise the distinctive status of Poundbury. Conceived
under the stewardship of the Duchy of Cornwall (King Charles III, formerly the Prince of
Wales), the development was explicitly framed around principles of place-making, mixed
use, and long-term stewardship rather than speculative housing delivery. Its governance
and landownership model differ significantly from mainstream development practice in
England. Additionally, Northstowe remains partially complete, with only its first phase de-
livered at the time of analysis, limiting direct comparability with more mature settlements.

Sociodemographic analysis further indicates that spatial potential does not automat-
ically translate into behavioural change. Even when commuting distances are relatively
short, private car use remains dominant. This reflects both the cultural normalisation of
car ownership and driving and the structural absence of competitively viable alternatives.
High levels of home working in several settlements complicate commuting analysis but
also reveal a bifurcated mobility landscape: while many residents do not commute daily,
those who do often travel medium-to-long distances, reinforcing the spatial consequences
of weak job–housing balance. Persistently low public transport use across all sites under-
scores the difficulty of establishing frequent and reliable services in low-density or phased
developments where dispersed land uses suppress demand. Walkability must therefore be
understood as a relational property of place, shaped simultaneously by land-use strategy,
employment geography, service delivery timing, and prevailing mobility norms.
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From a policy perspective, the findings reveal a persistent misalignment between
national ambitions for decarbonization, health equity, and sustainable mobility and the
spatial practices that continue to reproduce car-dependent development. Recurring patterns
across the case studies reflect deeper structural forces, including speculative land markets
favouring greenfield expansion, fragmented governance separating transport and land-
use decision-making, and limited regulatory mechanisms to secure early and spatially
distributed service provision. Without addressing these systemic drivers, walkability
initiatives risk remaining design-led and localised, improving permeability while leaving
the structural determinants of mobility behaviour largely intact.

More broadly, the research supports emerging scholarship that conceptualises walka-
bility as both a spatial and sociocultural condition whilst aligned with notions of strong
sustainability. Designing for walkability requires attention not only to urban form but also
to user experience, perceptions of safety, social norms, and the practical realities of work,
care, and household routines. Creating genuinely walkable neighbourhoods therefore
demands integrated approaches that align spatial planning, transport policy, public health
strategy, and cultural change.

Achieving less car-dependent futures will require a fundamental reframing of how
planning systems conceptualise and deliver neighbourhood development. Mixed-use
planning, employment integration, service delivery sequencing, and governance reform
must be treated as central components of walkability rather than secondary considerations.
If planners and policymakers are to advance healthier, more equitable, and resilient com-
munities, walkability must function as a foundational organising principle in the design,
regulation, and long-term stewardship of new residential settlements.

The analysis presented here focuses primarily on spatial modelling and secondary
statistical data. While this approach enables systematic comparison across settlements,
it does not capture experiential dimensions of walkability such as perceptions of safety,
comfort, or environmental quality.

Future research should adopt longitudinal approaches to examine how walkability
evolves as new urban extensions and New Towns mature and as supporting infrastructure,
services, and population density become established. In addition, studies linking built en-
vironment measures with health outcomes would help determine whether neighbourhood
design features associated with walkability translate into increased walking behaviour and
improved physical activity levels among residents. Finally, incorporating resident perspec-
tives through qualitative methods would also provide valuable insight into perceptions of
walkability, accessibility, and everyday mobility, helping to contextualise spatial measures
with lived experience.
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