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Density in the Region   Planning for density 
should begin at the regional level with a fundamental question: 
Where should growth go? Densities should vary across a town 
as well as throughout a region. Determining which areas can 
accommodate more intense development and which should be 
protected is a good first step. Density is appropriate in built-up 
areas where infrastructure and services are already in place to 
serve a growing population. Underused urban sites with access 
to public transportation and nearby jobs and commercial ser-
vices are also a good choice. Density neither belongs in remote 
locations, where a substantial investment in new roads, sewer, 
water, and electric lines is required, nor on natural resource 
land or fragile soils.

Successful density requires a major shift in our thinking 
about how we get around. Currently, we rely almost exclu-

sively on private automobiles. At very low densities this mode 
of transportation works well. There are few people per mile of 
roadway and plenty of space to store vehicles. Parking is plenti-
ful and highways are clear. At the other end of the transporta-
tion spectrum, urban densities support a mix of alternatives, 
including walking, biking, buses, and trains, in a setting with 
little room for private automobiles. 

Numerically speaking, there is not a large gap between 
these two ends of the spectrum. Rural densities are typically 
less than 1 unit per acre; transit-friendly densities begin at 
6 units per acre and extend into the hundreds. Given the 
broad continuum of possible densities, this span of 1 to 6 
units per acre is small, but it represents a huge portion of 
the housing stock and a very common density for new 
construction. 

050906-0058

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania



16 	 V isua l i z ing  Dens i ty

As a region is solidly built out at densities of 1 to 6 units 
per acre, the demand for space on roads and highways often 
exceeds the supply. This explains the epidemic of traffic con-
gestion across the country that has accompanied widespread 
suburban development. Depending on the extent of the devel-
oped area and road network, densities of fewer than 6 units 
per acre are often too high for the cars-only approach, but too 
low to support alternatives, resulting in a transportation limbo 
between rural and urban.

Density goes hand in hand with alternative transportation. 
Higher concentrations of people make mass transit feasible, and 
transit is the most efficient way to move larger numbers of 
people. As communities grow denser, they should invest more 

in alternative transportation and less in auto-oriented infra-
structure. Transportation funding in projects such as transit 
centers, bike lanes, sidewalks, ride-sharing programs, and bus 
shelters should begin to take precedence over roadways and 
parking lots. In addition to this shift toward alternatives, land 
use decisions should complement transportation investments.
The maximum distance people are willing to walk to catch a 
bus or train is about half a mile. It makes sense to concentrate 
housing within that radius around transit centers, allowing 
more people to take a shorter walk. 

Planning for high-density development requires two differ-
ent leaps of imagination. It involves sacrificing the primacy of 
both the car and the big yard—each dear to American hearts—
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to achieve a different sort of mobility and convenience. It 
compels us to embrace alternative transportation at a policy 
level and to choose it on a personal level. In this sense the 
psychological gap between 1 and 6 units an acre can be 
immense. But in order to make density fulfill its promise of 
a better living environment, living closer together must be 
accompanied by a willingness to drive less and walk or 
ride more.

One of the most significant benefits of density is the poten-
tial to save open land from development. Homeowners may 
be more willing to forgo a big yard if they have access to large 
tracts of natural land for recreation. Like context and transpor-
tation, open space is a key issue in planning for density. Which 

areas are protected, where they are located, and how they are 
managed are decisions that need to be addressed through town 
and regional planning. Like a good transportation system, open 
space should be extensive, varied, interconnected, and acces-
sible to all neighborhoods. 

This is not a new concept. Frederick Law Olmsted advo-
cated for open space networks in the nineteenth century and 
convinced many cities to build them. He believed that dense 
urban environments required the counterbalancing effects of 
green oases and that the restorative power of nature must be 
available to all city dwellers. Olmsted designed city parks to 
fill this need, but also suggested they be linked across a city or 
region by greenways. His advice that no neighborhood be more 
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than a few minutes walk from a greenway or park extension is 
worth heeding if cities and towns are to grow inward.

Density in the Neighborhood   Living closer 
together has some negative aspects—less private space, fewer 
parking spaces, and more noise, to name a few—but good 
design can help overcome some of these drawbacks. Specific 
design elements, or amenities, should be present in all dense 
neighborhoods. Carefully placed and proportioned public 
spaces often compensate for the loss of large lots. Clearly 
defined private gardens can be more appealing outdoor spaces 

than large, blank lawns. Diversity in architecture is key. Green 
infrastructure in the form of parks, greenways, or tree-lined 
streets offers the connection with the natural world we all crave. 
An interconnected street network that serves both vehicles and 
pedestrians can make neighborhood life more community ori-
ented and convenient. These are the amenities that make people 
forget, or not even notice, that a neighborhood is high-density.

Dense housing can be bleak if it’s architecturally monoto-
nous. When the same building type is repeated up and down 
identical streets, the result is tedious to look at. Density can also 
be boring to live in if there is only one type of use and one 
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type of housing. The best dense neighborhoods include a lively 
mix of uses, housing types, architectural styles, and public 
spaces. There is more to observe and more to do. Most impor-
tant, a broad range of people lives in them. Variety on every 
level is what keeps dense neighborhoods from feeling oppres-
sive. It helps create places that are both visually stimulating and 
socially dynamic.

One byproduct of monotony is an uneasy sense of disori-
entation that one feels moving through a setting where every-

thing looks the same. The architecture is not distinctive enough 
to register in our memories and serve as landmarks. As human 
beings, we have an innate desire to know where we are and 
how to find our way around. This is easier when our environ-
ment is varied and has a comprehensible structure. In a neigh-
borhood setting this requires an assortment of buildings and a 
coherent street network. Distinctive elements such as a unique 
building or a view of a distant mountain provide landmarks. 
Neighborhood design should take this into account, not only 
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in the design of buildings, but also in the layout of streets and 
public spaces. 

One of the great benefits of density is that it brings people 
close enough together that they can interact without traveling 
far. The higher the density, the more people and activities there 
are within walking distance. This proximity shrinks the propor-
tions of a place from a scale oriented to vehicles to one suited 
to pedestrians. Since we perceive the world at the size of a 
human being and not a car, this is an inherently more comfort-
able scale in which to exist. The design of dense neighborhoods 
should take full advantage of this, by locating a mix of uses and 
public spaces within an optimal walking distance from homes, 

arranging buildings to create well-proportioned outdoor 
spaces, and designing streets to encourage human interaction. 

Street trees, narrow roadways, wide sidewalks, prominent 
crosswalks, bike lanes and racks, and bus shelters are some of 
the design elements of a pedestrian-friendly street. As pedestri-
ans, we like buildings that are a few footsteps away, walls that 
don’t dwarf us, windows that reveal a glimpse of life within, 
and doorways that invite us. We move slowly and appreciate 
details that are lost to drivers. We may not consciously notice 
the well-trimmed cornice or gracefully proportioned fenestra-
tion, but our experience of it makes walking a pleasure rather 
than a chore. 
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about density, there is a growing realization that design and 
planning are at the heart of the issue—that people’s attitudes, 
pro and con, reflect the quality of the housing around them, 
rather than the concept of density (Oppenheimer 2006). Many 
Oregonians now recognize they need to determine why some 
density appeals, while other density disappoints, so they can 
learn to do it better.

Which is what this book is all about—showing density and 
the design behind it to help you decide what works and what 
doesn’t. When you examine the many ways to achieve density, 
you can begin to understand how different design approaches 
create different results. 

Chapter 2 presents “Patterns of Density,” a selection of 
photographs that illustrate the points made in this introduction. 
The accompanying images show examples of monotony, diver-
sity, amenities, open space, and other elements to demonstrate 
how they contribute to or detract from an environment. They 
highlight the differences among various planning and design 
strategies, showing how town and neighborhood layout, build-
ing design, and landscaping affect the quality of living spaces. 

Chapter 3 is a “Density Catalog.” This collection of neigh-
borhood photographs represents a broad sampling of density 
at many levels, from rural low to urban high. It will help you 
get a feel for what different densities look like. And it will show 
how design, much more than density, is what shapes the physi-
cal character of a place. 

Density increases the need to formalize and strengthen our 
connection to nature. Just as all cities need infrastructure in 
the form of roads, pipes, and wires, healthy cities need a green 
infrastructure. Such a system of open spaces and natural ele-
ments would reach into every neighborhood. Green infrastruc-
ture could include natural features like riparian stream edges 
and wooded tracts, but it also might contain formal elements 
like pocket parks and tree-lined boulevards. The greenspace 
system should weave through town, offering every resident a 
direct connection to nature and natural processes. Trees, which 
fit in the smallest of spaces, play an indispensable role. Green 
infrastructure offers many environmental benefits—cleaner 
air, better water quality, cooler summer temperatures—but the 
main advantage is that it provides an element of tranquility 
to areas of high activity. It satisfies a human need that is often 
denied in urban life.

In dense neighborhoods, architectural design matters 
down to the last detail of construction. It is just as important 
to add sound insulation to apartment walls as it is to build a 
parking garage. High ceilings add a sense of spaciousness.Large 
windows let in more daylight. A balcony offers a place to eat 
outdoors. One large tree in the back patio can make the neigh-
bors seem twice as far away. Shielded streetlights help keep the 
night sky dark. Living close together should not mean saying 
goodbye to privacy and quiet. 

 

Visualizing Density

Americans will be wrestling with issues of growth and den-
sity for generations. We are growing rapidly and are not sure 
we want to continue to sprawl. We can learn something from 
Oregon, a state that chose density 30 years ago. After decades of 
brisk growth and a land use policy mandating density, the state 
has experienced both successes and failures. Compared to other 
regions, sprawl has been curtailed and open land protected. But 
Oregonians give mixed reviews of the density they’re now liv-
ing in. Some love it; others are skeptical. In the public dialogue 
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