
Journal of Environmental Research And Development                                Vol. 6 No. 3, Jan-March 2012 

477

PREFERENCES  FOR  PEDESTRIAN  WALKWAYS  IN
TROPICAL  URBAN  NEIGHBOURHOODS  OF 

KUALA  LUMPUR, MALAYSIA
Setareh Shojaei* and Mustafa Kamal M.S. 

Department of Landscape Architecture, Faculty of Design and Architecture, 
Universiti Putra (MALAYSIA)

*E-mail : setareh.sh82@gmail.com
: muskamal2008@gmail.com 

ABSTRACT
Urban neighborhoods in large cities such as Kuala Lumpur Malaysia is fast becoming less people
friendly as they grow. This has negatively contributed to neighborhoods as unfriendly hosts for
human to live, grow a family, develop a community, and also interact with their natural environ-
ment. One of the reasons that contribute to neighborhoods being less people friendly is the lack
of opportunities to interact with one another through informal spaces. Pedestrian walkways
present opportunities for this kind of interaction among residents in a neighborhood. Preferred
walkways will encourage more residents to meet informally with one another, walk more, and
contribute to their social as well as physical well-being. But what kind of walkways are preferred
and why? This paper discusses a preliminary study conducted using photo-questionnaires and
interviews with residents and built environment professionals on the types of walkways most
preferred by urban residents. The locations selected were several medium density residential
complexes in and around Kuala Lumpur. A total of 70 participants took part in this study. They
consisted of 44 residents as well as 26 professionals working in the city. Participants were
exposed to a set of colored photographs of different scenes of walkways and asked to state their
preferences using a 5-point Likert like scale. Selected respondents were also interviewed to
elicit the reasons for their preferences. Results indicate that people prefer walkways that are
semi- structured as well as walkways accompanied by well manicured grass surroundings. The
presence of other people in the scenes were also much preferred by people. Results of the
interviews show that safety in using the walkways are high in priorities and this is followed by
availability of shade and presence of controlled nature. 
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INTRODUCTION

Automobile oriented design of urban
neighbourhoods where, residents need to
commute to work, to interact, and even to
recreate have contributed to numerous urban
problems ranging from traffic snarls and raised
anger to air pollution and urban social ills.
Within residential neighbourhoods, lack of
proper walkways and other informal public
spaces for people to walk and interact have
been blamed for negative contribution to social
capital and public health. These are key

components of social sustainability. The lack of
physical and social interactions among
neighbours in turn can also affect environmental
sustainability through apathy and lacking in
sense of care and ownership. Neighborhood
facilities such as the provision of convenient
and comfortable walkways can encourage
residents to walk more and be less dependent on
automobiles. 
This paper will discuss a preliminary study
conducted to determine urban residents’
preferences for the types of walkways in
several medium density neighbourhoods in
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.  *Author for correspondence
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As the awareness of the environment grows in
recent years due to the pursuit of economic
development and people’s concern about the
quality of life, the functions of housing is
changing from merely seeking basic shelter for
self and family to the pursuit of lifestyles and
comfort in residential development. Due to this
awareness about the quality of life the
landscape in neighborhoods could no longer be
discussed as a separate physical concept
without addressing their interrelationship with
people. Humans and landscapes interact and
understanding their relationships is important
to avoid the creation of adverse and
unsustainable settings for both humans and
landscapes1. 
Ecologically functional and aesthetic
landscapes as well as landscapes that evoke
approval and enjoyment are more sustainable
due human concern and care over the long term.
It was noted that the extent to which a given
landscape is perceived to satisfy human needs
is another factor that is expected to affect
aesthetic preferences2. Currently, there are a
number of theories that explain a landscape
contribution to a variety of human needs
including biological and social needs. The latter
includes identity, stability, communication and
information processing needs. 
Theories and models of human-environment
relationships further recommend that human
perception is essential in understanding the
relationship between humans and landscapes1.
It was explain that people affect the landscape
through their actions on the landscape3. On the
other hand, landscape affects people by means
of its appearance and how people perceive
landscapes and reflect upon them. It is indicated
that natural landscapes promote people
emotionally, intellectually, socially and
physically4. Furthermore,  suggests that people
perceive in order to operate in a landscape and
utilize affordance properties of the landscape
directly and in an immediate manner5 . As for
residential neighbourhoods, It was discuss
about previous studies which indicated that the
presence of nearby nature in urban housing
projects can positively affect relationship
among neighbours, decreased violence, and
increased overall satisfaction with one’s home6.

Separate studies conducted in the same area
show that the strength of neighbourhood social
ties and sense of community among older adults
can be predicted by the use of green outdoor
shared spaces6-8. 
Neighbourhoods that encourage physical
activities among residents have been known to
produce physically, physiologically, and socially
healthier residents. These resulted from two key
elements of physically active environment-
walkability (a measure of how conducive a
space is made for walking) and safety. Studies
have indicated that residents of communities,
which provide a safe and pedestrian friendly
environment, have lower cases of obesity and
better health. On the other hand, social support
has been noted to be another key element that
contributes to walking and better health rating9. 
In Malaysia, the better economic health among
its people has inadvertently led to increased
level of obesity. It was reported that the overall
national prevalence of obesity among
Malaysians aged 15 years and above is
11.7%10. The study also indicates that there is a
significant association between obesity and
age, ethnicity, gender, urban or rural status and
smoking. A comparison between this study and
a similar study in 1996 shows that the obesity
amongst those aged > 18 years old has
markedly increased by 280%. This dramatic
increase has prompted the Malaysian
government to introduce a number of measures
to encourage healthier lifestyles including a
balance diet and more physical activities such
as walking. 
A neighbourhood is an important key
component of a community. Achieving a
sustainable neighbourhood is perhaps a prerequisite
to achieve a sustainable community. A
neighbourhood can be defined as a natural
human environment that forms an educational
unit that is a reflection of a larger unit of human
culture. It has the potential of exposing and
nurturing young children to various facets of
human interactions including basic behaviour,
love, friendship, and trust11. 
Ideally a functional and sustainable community
should have basic amenities where members do
not need to travel far to perform basic needs,
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seek support and comfort in everyday life, and
to obtain basic security for families as well as to
benefit from their neighbourhood’s common
facilities12. 
Furthermore, to reduce use of non-renewable
energy in support of environmental sustainability
in residential areas, planners should incorporate
facilities that encourage environmental friendly
means of moving about in the neighbourhood
and its vicinity such as walking and cycling.
Other provisions that support community
ustainability may include a more compact urban
form requiring less need to travel afar. Locating
housing near to employment centres will also
gives residents the option of just     walking to
work13. Walk-able communities encourage
walking as means to foster better community
interactions, reduce air pollution, mitigate
crime through better neighbourhood watch, and
contribute to reduce health problems. This has
led some communities in more developed
countries such as the United States, Europe, and
Japan to come up with certain guidelines and
measures that pay more attention to walking
facilities14,15. 
Providing walkways that are conducive to
walking and preferred by residents is one means
of encouraging walking in neighbourhoods.
Pedestrian walkways need to be safe,
convenient, comfortable, and enjoyable. 
Quality of life deals with people-environment
congruity. People-environment congruity refers
to the interrelationship between the individual
and his/her environment. It considers the match
between individual life satisfaction and the
objective standards of living. This overall view
of people-environment interaction leads to
consideration of residential neighbourhood as
place where this congruity is an important
expression of social well-being16. 
The World Health Organization (WHO)
characterizes quality of life as a person’s
perception of their position in life within the
culture and value  system he or she is in. It
concerns the relation of their goals,
expectations, standards and concerns. It
discusses about the ideological thrust of the
quality of life concept as the means for people,
within their environments, to live in ways that

are best for them16. This can be achieved in
term of interpersonal relations, family life,
health, and career. It also includes relationships
to different aspects of the physical environment
such as opportunities for leisure and recreation,
transportation, noise and air pollution, traffic
density, and opportunities for acquiring new
information and skills. Furthermore, it was
suggested that people will interact with the
environment in respectful ways and achieve a
more sustainable quality of life when they
consider the environment as not threatening to
their quality of life17. On this social capital and
built environment, discusses about
pedestrian-oriented and mixed-use
neighbourhoods18. The study noted that these
kinds of neighbourhoods will enhance social
capital because they enable residents to
interact. This interaction can be intentional or
unintentional. Unprompted bumping into
neighbours, brief (seemingly trivial) conversations,
or just waving hello can help to encourage a
sense of trust and a sense of connection between
people and the places they live. In contrast, most
contemporary suburban housing subdivisions
do little to encourage social interactions. In
these living environments social interaction is
more likely to occur by invitation rather than by
chance encounters18. In complete or traditional
neighbourhoods, residents often walk more (or
at least perceive their neighbourhoods to be
more walk-able), feel more connected to (or
part of) their community, know their
neighbours better, and more likely to trust or
have faith in other people. They are also more
likely to contact elected officials to express
their concerns, and are more likely to walk to
their workplaces. However, in many modern
suburbs, it is perceived that privacy and the
automobile are highly valued. Thus, this leads
developers to ignore the need for suitable
sidewalks to encourage walk-ability. Corner
stores, taverns, coffee shops, and sometimes
schools and parks that may support walk-ability
often are not found in the modern urban
neighbourhood because zoning ordinances have
rendered them illegal within residential areas.
Most modern, car dependent suburbs are not
places designed to encourage pedestrian
movements and social interactions. 
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The  neighbourhood walk-ability measure has a
statistically significant effect on all of the
measures of social capital. Residents living in
high walkability neighbourhoods were likely to
score higher on all measures of social capital.
The design of communities and neighbourhoods
affects social capital measures and thus
physical and mental health. The results indicate
that residents living in walkable mixed-use
neighbourhoods are more likely to know their
neighbours to participate politically to trust
others and to be involved socially18.

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES
The research aimed to identify types of
walkways that people prefer in an outdoor
environment to support a sustainable residential
development and a healthy lifestyle. Thus, the
study focuses on the kind of pedestrian linkages
and walkways that people prefer in their
neighbourhood in a tropical environment.

METHODOLOGY
The preliminary study employed both a
mix-method approach as described below. The
study was conducted quantitatively using
photo-questionnaire surveys and qualitatively
through interviews with residents and built
environment professionals. These were carried
out at several selected medium density residential
complexes in and around Kuala Lumpur. The
respondents of two target groups were found
through a quota sampling technique.  A total of 70
respondents from medium density residential
developments in Kuala Lumpur were volunteered
to participate in this study. Respondents were
randomly selected from different races in
Malaysia. This included Chinese, Malays,
Indians and others. The first group consisted of
44 residents of various gender, age, and ethnic
groups while the second group were made up of
26 landscape experts working in Kuala Lumpur. 
The data collection instrument for this study
consists of a photo-questionnaire. The
questionnaire consists of three sections. Section 1
dealt with respondent’s demographic information
such as gender, race, education and income.
Section 2 is the multiple choice questions on
preference for walkways. Section 3 is the
preference- rating scale for images of different

types of walkway designs. The rating is based on
a 5-point Likert like scale ranging from 1 (like
the least) to 5 (like the most) in response to a
question posed. Please state your preference for
the following types of walkway for whatever
reasons19-21. 
Colored photographs of walkways were used as
surrogates for the actual scenes. A total of 93
photographs were initially collected using a
Canon IXUS 860 IS, 8.0 mega pixels  digital
camera. All photographs were taken at standing
height and using normal lens. All photographs
were then  categorized into 6 walkway types.
These categories were : 
a) active open structured walkway 
b) covered walkway with green elements 
c) structured walkway with vegetation and

people
d) walkway with manicured vegetation and

lawns with presence of people
e) natural walkway
f) semi-structured walkway with manicured

vegetation and presence of street furniture
and people. 

Then, a representative photograph was randomly
selected from each category by a volunteer.
Finally, a total of 6 images were selected
representing each category. 
The study was conducted in medium density
residential areas in Kuala Lumpur. The
photo-questionnaires were administered to
residents of several residential areas. Then a
group of landscape architects were also randomly
chosen as respondents. This expert group consists
of  professionals working on landscape related

Fig. 1 : Distribution of gender among
respondents 

Female
51%

Male
49%
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issues on a regular basis such as in policy,
education, research or management. The
inclusion of this latter group was to compare
preferences between the public and the experts as
some studies point to discrepancies in
opinion between expert and the public. Once the
respondents were identified, they were
administered with the photo-questionnaires and
their responses were recorded.  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Background of Respondents
This section provides a description of the respondents’
profile. There were 36 female and 34 male
respondents participated in this survey (Fig 1).
The three major races of malaysians and some

foreign students who were studying in
malaysian universities and living in the
residential areas described earlier were included

in the survey. They consisted of 19 malay
(27%), 22 Chinese (31%), 11 Indians (16%) and
18 respondents of other nationalities including
Australians, Persians, Japanese and Arabs
which labelled as others (26 %) are shown in
the Fig. 2 .
Fig. 3 shows the level of education of

respondents. Most of the respondents (84%)
had academic qualification with 53% of them
possessing a bachelor’s degree only, 21% with
a master’s degree and 10% had a doctoral
degree. Others (16%) had a diploma level
education. 
Respondents population consisted of 37% related
professionals made up of landscape architects,
architects, planners, and interior designers and
63% non related professions. (Fig. 4)
Fig. 5 demonstrates respondents’ monthly
income. As can be seen the minority of
respondents have more than RM 10,000
incomes. This pie chart also shows around 77%

Fig. 2 : Distribution of race among
respondents 

Fig. 3 : Distribution of education leval among
respondents 

Fig. 4 : Respondents related profession

Fig. 5 : Distribution of income among
respondents 
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of respondents have less than RM 5000 income,
including 40% RM 2001-5000 and 37% less
than RM 2000.
Preference for walkway
Two questions were posed to respondents to
elicit their preferences for a walkway. In the
first question 6 characteristics for a preferred
walkway were listed. These were preference for
shade, safety, width of walkway, trees and
shrubs, furniture, and presence of people.
Respondents were asked to answer this

question by writing like or do not like for each
characteristics. 
Data was analyzed using descriptive analysis
and the mean difference was analyzed using an
independent sample t-test. Table 1 shows
respondents priorities for walkways. Shade and
safety similarly received the highest mean score
among the other presented variable (mean=.87,
sd= .34). This is followed by width of walkway
(mean=.77, sd=.42) and presence of vegetation
such as trees and flowering shrubs (mean=.66,

Walkway characters N Mean Std. deviation
Safety 70 0.87 .34
Shade 70 0.87 .34
Width 70 0.77 .42
Softscape 70 0.66 .48
People 70 0.53 .50
Hardscape 70 0.50 .50
Total 70

Table 1 : Preference descriptive for walkway priorities, this table shows that safety and shade
received highest preference among other priorities

Table 2 : Independent sample t-test between professionals and non-professionals for walkway
priorities, this table shows that pattern of preferences for walkway is quiet similar among

professionals and ordinary public

Walkway 
Mean

Std. P 
characters Group N Deviation t df value

Shade
Non professional 44 .82 .39

-1.74 68 .08
Professional 1 26 .96 .20

Safety
Non professional 44 .89 .32

.46 47.02 .65
Professional 1 26 .85 .37

Width
Non professional 44 .82 .39

1.21 68 .23
Professional 1 26 .69 .47

Softscape
Non professional 44 .61 .49

-.99 68 .33
Professional 1 26 .73 .45

Hardscape
Non professional 44 .55 .50

.98 52.58 .33
Professional 1 26 .42 .50

People
Non professional 44 .50 .51

-.62 52.76 .54
Professional 1 26 .58 .50
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sd=.48). Presence of other people appear to be
of lesser importance (mean=.53, sd=.50) and
Street furniture seems to be the least important
(mean=.50, sd=.50) on respondents’ mind when
dealing with their preferred walkways. 
Table 2 shows mean comparison for walkway
priorities between ordinary public and
professionals.  Independent sample t-test shows
that the pattern of differences is not significant. 
The second question on the questionnaire
included six photos of different types of
walkways to confirm the result of walkway
priorities. The scale used was a 5-point
Likert-like scale. Respondents were asked to
rate the photos from 1 (like the least) to 5 (like
the most). The range of photos selected presents
range of different priorities :
a. Active open structured walkway, 
b. Covered walkway with green elements, 
c. Structured walkway with vegetation and

people, 
d. Walkway with manicured vegetation, lawns

and presence of people, 
e. Natural walkway and finally 
f. Semi-structured walkway with manicured

vegetation and presence of street furniture
and people. 

A descriptive analysis was conducted and
results are presented in Table 3.

Different types of walkways studied in this
survey  
Results (Table 3) indicate that the most
preferred walkway is the semi- structured
walkway with presence of people and green
vegetation (Fig. F) (mean=4.71, sd=1.24 ). This
is followed by walkway dominated with
manicured vegetation and presence of people
(Fig. D) (mean=4.36, sd=.92) and natural

Fig. A : Active open structured walkway Fig. B : Covered walkway with green element

Fig. D : Walkway with manicured vegetation,   
lawns and presence of people                

Fig. C : Structured walkway with vegetation and
presence of people                          
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Table 3 : Preference description for walkway preference, which shows that walkway F received
highest preference among respondents followed by walkway D and E 

Variable N Mean Std. Deviation

Walkway F 70 4.71 1.24

Walkway D 70 4.36 .92

Walkway E 70 3.89 1.50

Walkway C 70 2.94 1.32

Walkway B 70 2.79 1.15

Walkway A 70 2.23 1.45

Fig. F : Semi-structured walkway with manicured
vegetation and presence of street 
furniture and people

Fig. E : Natural walkway

walkway (Fig. E) (mean=3.89, sd=1.50).
Respondents did not like open structured and
semi-structured walkways with little vegetation
(Fig. A  to Fig. C) (mean 3<). The results also
indicate that people prefer the presence of other
people in the walkway, which can increase
safety and social interaction. 
An independent sample t-test was conducted to

analyse the pattern of preference for walkway
amongst professionals and ordinary people,
(Table 4). As can be seen this pattern is likely
similar for all kind of walkways except for
(Fig. F) with significant P value. This finding
indicates that professionals perceive
importance of different aspects of a walkway
more than ordinary people.

CONCLUSION

Human interaction with landscape and their
relationship is critical to avoid planning and
design of adverse environments. This is
particularly essential for residential
developments and neighbourhoods which is a
key component to achieve a sustainable society.
Use of both types of nature and semi developed
areas positively predict sense of community6

and residents are more likely to be satisfied

with their neighbourhood environments when
these environments contain large connected
tree patches. In contrast, residents will be less
satisfied with fragmented tree patches1. Use of
semi developed areas positively predicted
satisfaction with shared outdoor space, whereas
use of natural areas did not. Use of both types
of nature and semi developed areas positively
predict sense of community. This effect is
likely a function of increased opportunities for
social interaction which is the production of 
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Std. PPhoto Group N Mean
Deviation

t Df
value 

Walkway A 
Non professional 44 2.41 1.62

1.37 68 .18
Professional 26 1.92 1.05

Walkway B
Non professional 44 2.89 1.12

.93 49.80 .35
Professional 26 2.62 1.20

Walkway C
Non professional 44 3.00 1.41

.49 61.04 .62
Professional 26 2.85 1.16

Walkway D
Non professional 44 4.36 1.01

.08 68 .94
Professional 26 4.35 .74

Walkway E
Non professional 44 3.89 1.56

.00 56.48 .99
Professional 26 3.88 1.42

Walkway F
Non professional 44 4.48 1.27

-2.21 58.33 .03
Professional 26 5.12 1.11

Table 4 : Independent sample t-test between professionals and non-professionals 
for walkway preferences, which shows significant difference among professionals 

and non professionals for walkway F

these shared areas6. The findings of our study,
which aimed to investigate people’s preferences
for walkway in residential development in
tropical climate, indicate that however people
are concern about green elements and shade
they prefer to have a permeable view of the
walkway, which could be due to safety
issues. They also prefer semi-structured
covered walkway, which is a shelter for
tropical rain and heat; however Lee and
colleagues1 study shows that people are more
satisfied with environment containing large
connected tree patches.  A comparison of the
results of this study reveals that however
people didn’t rate presence of people among
priorities  they are more likely to choose
walkways with presence of people. Also,
width of walkway, vegetation and shade is
preferred in both questions. These findings
supports in consent with results of Leyden’s
study18 show that walk-able, mixed-use

neighbourhoods are better generators of
social capital than are modern, car-dependent
one. Therefore, the more walk-able a
neighbourhood (and the more places that can
be walked to), the more likely a resident is to
know his or her neighbours and the more
likely they were to be engaged with others
socially18. High overall prevalence of
obesity in Malaysia compared to 1996 and
the association between obesity and age,
gender, ethnicity smoking status and
especially urban or rural status10 is a
challenging issue, which rise awareness
among national policy makers. This result
shows that prevalence of obesity is lower in
rural area, which could be due to higher level
of physical activity and healthier life style.
This can be a key point in designing active
and pedestrian friendly neighbourhoods to
increase social surveillance and physical
activity among residents in order to have
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sustainable and healthy communities
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