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Abstract



Dunbar Spring Walkability Focus Group

 

 This analysis of walkabilty covers opinions, statements and experiential data expressed by the 
residents of the Dunbar Spring Neighborhood.  A focus group was administered to acquire data sur-
rounding the current status of the neighborhood, its current uses and desires for the future.  

Abstract
 A small group of graduate students from the University of Arizona, College of Landscape 
Architecture and Planning conducted a focus group attempting to answer the question of “how can 
Dunbar Spring, a neighborhood without traditional sidewalks, become a more walkable community?”  
The data collected from this focus group is important because it offers some insight on the inner 
workings of one of Tucson, Arizona’s historical neighborhoods, where cultural identity and quality 
in community still govern daily practices for healthy lifestyle living.  This neighborhood is bordered 
by many different uses from commercial lots to medium-density urban residential housing and is 
nestled in the heart of downtown Tucson.  Other uses of this area that are viewed as constraints 
and opportunities are the railroad and major thoroughfare, Interstate 10. The approach that was 
taken to gather this information has been completed by undergoing two tasks.  The team completed 
a windshield survey and organized a community meeting.  The results were compiled through open-
forum interviewing and hand-written surveys and have surprisingly intriguing outcomes. The members 
of the community have decided against traditional sidewalks and standard lighting.  
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An email was sent April 11 via the DSNA listserv inviting residents to 

participate in the focus group session.

Moderator’s Guide

 A Moderator’s Guide (see Appendix C) was created to organize 

the sharing session. A time line was laid out to keep the session to about 

an hour and an outline of what presenters would say was established. 

The Team brainstormed possible questions to ask, then culled, 

consolidated and trimmed the queries to try to stay within our projected 

session time frame. Questions were ordered from general questions 

regarding ‘walkability’ to questions more specific to the Dunbar-Spring 

neighborhood.

 Our Project Team coalesced around the idea of investigating a 

problem involving a bicycle-pedestrian issue. At our first meeting we 

did a quick scan of Greater Tucson and existing team resources and 

decided to look at the Dunbar-Spring neighborhood, an area adjacent 

to the City of Tucson’s “Downtown Links” transportation corridor. The 

corridor is slated to become a major thoroughfare connecting metro 

Tucson’s downtown and far southeast-side communities. Dunbar-Spring 

residents have been active participants in Downtown Links planning.

 One team member has work-related and ongoing involvement 

with the Dunbar-Spring Neighborhood Association (DSNA). This 

was seen as a possible entry to listen to neighborhood experiences 

and attitudes regarding “walkability” in an area that is largely devoid 

of concrete sidewalks. The Team decided to use a focus group-based 

qualitative methodology to investigate our hypothesis: 

Focus Group members

 We tried to gather a large number of residents to our focus 

group rather than trying to select specific community members to 

match neighborhood demographics. This approach was selected largely 

because of our study’s time constraints. We compared our group 

members’ demographics to the neighborhood numbers to validate the 

resulting sample population.

6



Literature Review and Case Study

Photos Provided By: Camiliano Juarez

Literature Review and Case Study



8Dunbar Spring Walkability Focus Group

 Streets also have social functions. Studies of “livable streets” 

have found that people living along streets with light traffic have three 

times more friends as streets with heavy traffic (http://www.transalt.org/

files/newsroom/reports/trafficshumantoll.pdf).

.  Bicycling gives people more access to one another as well.  The idea 

of shared space for circulation where motorized vehicles, bicycles, 

and pedestrians all share the same pathway, mutually respectful of one 

another, is becoming increasingly popular.

Bike Boulevards

 In a community where bicycle riding is valued for its recreation  

benefits, it makes sense to construct bike boulevards.  A bike boulevard 

is intended to appeal to a broader cycling demographic than a bike path 

or rail trail might.  They are designed for safety and lower risk riding.  

Bike boulevards are designed to make inexperienced or young riders 

who would not otherwise get out, feel safe and to encourage the casual 

or risk adverse rider to feel encouraged about traveling by bicycle more 

often.

 One of the major features of a bike boulevard is the way motor 

vehicles are directed to move through it.  The boulevard is located 

where there will be a low volume of motorized vehicles using it.  Traffic 

slowing devices are used to assure vehicles travel at lower speeds, and 

they are discouraged from using the boulevard as a cut-through route.  

This improves pedestrian and bicycle safety and reduces noise and air 

pollution. 

 There are distinctive characteristics which visually identify a 

bike boulevard to cyclists and drivers, indicating that it is a priority 

route for bicycles.  There is increased circulation for bicycles and special 

traffic control lights to help them cross major arterial roads.  
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 The Dunbar Spring participants offered various reasons why 

they believed further encouragement of the Complete Streets model 

into current transportation plans is important. The unifying consensus 

amongs participants is that streets that can provide for all forms of 

travel and make for a more complete community. They noted that living 

in their neighborhood, living near so many amenities like downtown, 

4th Avenue, the University of Arizona and Pima College; walking and 

biking are an obvious choice when commuting.

  There are various obvious benefits to having complete streets 

in our communities.  Complete streets make economic sense.  A well 

rounded transportation system can help not only move motorized 

vehicles, it can also move people more efficiently along predetermined 

routes, which could, in effect, help our built environment, as well 

as encourage economic development in and around retail districts. 

Additionally, complete streets make fiscal sense. Incorporating multi-

modal infrastructure into the initial design of a municipal road project 

will save a community hundreds of thousands of dollars by avoiding the 

need for retrofits down the road. These can effectively reduce crashes 

and fatalities through visible safety improvements. 

 According to the National Complete Streets Coalition, complete 

streets are “designed and operated to enable safe access for all users. 

Pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists and transit riders of all ages and abilities 

must be able to safely move along and across a complete street.”  They 

further stipulate that a complete street will “make it easy to cross the 

street, walk to shops, and bicycle to work.” (http://www.completestreets.

org)  Complete streets are also credited with maintaining bus schedules 

and providing for safer walks/rides to and from transit stations.  This 

was very appropriate for our conversation with the participants of our 

Walkability Forum at Dunbar Spring.

 The Coalition argues that giving rise to complete streets requires 

municipalities and jurisdictions of the like to change their approach to 

building roads. Where most communities design for motored vehicles; 

complete streets would call for jurisdictions to fund the design, 

construction and maintenance of the entire right of way to allow for 

safe access to all users, regardless of their mode of transportation. The 

Coalition notes that the affected street network could potentially become 

safer for drivers, transit users, pedestrians, and bicyclists – making 

participating communities a better place to live.
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 A complete street is instrumental in providing infrastructure for 

safer walks and bike rides for school children; as well as encourage 

a whole new generation of non-motorized travelers. Additionally, 

complete streets can help to improve the public health of communities 

by encouraging walking and bicycling, regardless of age or ability. The 

residents of Dunbar Spring are a primary example of how complete 

streets can provide various travel options, thereby helping to alleviate 

traffic congestion.  They believe that by reducing their dependency on 

the current singular-minded traffic models and promoting complete 

streets, the City of Tucson can effectively cut carbon dioxide (CO2) 

emissions. It is for all these reasons that complete streets seems to be the 

only option for getting from point A to point B.
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“How can Dunbar Spring, a neighborhood 
without traditional sidewalks, become a more 

walkable community?”
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Background

 Elements of the built environment are linked to active living, 

but little research has been done other than “walkability scores” in 

our general area. (http://www.walkscore.com/AZ/Tucson ) Qualitative 

approaches can provide additional detail about how neighborhoods 

influence the design of their respective communities. The purpose of 

our forum was to gain a better understanding of residents’ attitude and 

behavioral responses to living in a neighborhood that could be designed 

to be walkable.  

 Our focus group, active members of the Dunbar Spring 

Neighborhood Association, were a fairly constricted group 

--demographically speaking.  We had little time to schedule with the 

organization and as luck would have it, the neighborhood association 

was meeting just days after we received this assignment.  Unfortunately, 

this relegated our efforts to only those that attended the meetings, which 

as we know are typically folks that fit certain demographic profiles. 
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 The Dunbar Spring Neighborhood Association web site 

defines the neighborhood as a “small, historic, and culturally 

diverse neighborhood located just north of downtown Tucson”.  The 

neighborhood association was formalized in the late 1980s, combining 

two area neighborhoods.  The more organized efforts have come in the 

last decade with an influx of newcomers committed to a sustainable 

community.  Since its inception, the newly formed organization was 

geared as a community friendly to pedestrians and bicyclists. This is 

primarily the reason for our decision to focus our study there. 
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Demographics Analysis

 By observation, our focus group was diverse in age and gender. 

The members of the group appeared to all be white. Data from Census 

Block 3 (obtained from Pima County sources) indicated a significant 

number of people of other races live within Dunbar-Spring. We went to 

the American Community Survey (ACS) web site and downloaded race 

data for census block groups 1,2,3 and 5 to estimate how representative 

our sample group might be in terms of race.
 

ACS Block Group data

73.7%

11.8% 7.9% 6.6%

0.0%

20.0%

40.0%

60.0%

80.0%

White African American Native American other

 Our focus group doesn’t seem to be a representative sample 

in terms of race. Non-white races are clearly under-represented when 

compared with the Census Bureau’s population characteristics data. 

Our use of a neighborhood association listserv may have skewed the 

sample. Many of the focus group participants were active neighborhood 

association board members who already demonstrate a higher than usual 

willingness to participate in the functions of planning and governance.

 Given a less compressed time frame focus group selection 

could have been done by selecting residential properties at random 

to find participants. As the panel was being formed, ongoing tracking 

of panel member demographics could help ensure the group makeup 

was more representative. Locating and polling members of the under-

represented races would be an approach to see if different results would 

be forthcoming and if repeating the focus group with a more exacting 

group selection process would be necessary.
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session lasted one hour.  It was a lively discussion with a few residents 

being more assertive than others, but everyone took an opportunity to 

speak.  Had we seen this or anticipated it in advance we could have had 

alternate methods available to use, such as some written questions or an 

alternate flow to the discussion process.  

 The group made comments about the importance of these types 

of discussions, specifically the topic of how to improve the walkability of 

their neighborhood.  It is a well-known fact that walking and bike riding 

are popular activities in Tucson, it is a way of life in this neighborhood; 

in fact, this neighborhood has been a leader in the development of the 

Downtown Links initiative. Downtown Links would provide multi-

modal ‘links’ -- via foot, vehicle, transit, and bike throughout the 

downtown area. Living within close proximity to downtown Tucson, the 

University and 4th Avenue they have a number of possible destinations.  

 Other users frequent the neighborhood as well, especially during 

special events; non-residents park their cars in the Dunbar Spring 

neighborhood and walk to the event.  There are homeless people who 

frequent the neighborhood and over time the residents and homeless 

population have learned to recognize each other. 

 The purpose of the focus group was to discuss with the Dunbar 

Spring neighborhood residents the idea of “walkability” in and around 

their neighborhood. We also wanted to discuss with them what they felt 

were acceptable alternatives to hardscape walkways. 

 The meeting took place on Monday, April 18th, following 

their regularly scheduled monthly neighborhood meeting which ended 

at around 9 p.m.  The neighborhood association offered a conference 

room/museum space at the Old Dunbar School, which now serves as 

a barber school and their usual monthly meeting space.  A group of 

nine residents were present and were registered on a sign in sheet. Four 

moderators facilitated and documented discussion.

 We decided to have a two-part introduction – Part One was 

an effort to transition the session attendees from the board meeting to 

the Focus Group sharing session, Part Two was an introduction to our 

project, why we were looking at the issue, what we were going to do 

with our results, our ‘human subjects disclaimer’ and an introduction of 

team members. Following introductions by Camiliano Juarez and Fred 

Hartshorn, Devta Khalsa lead the discussion, with Fred and Camiliano 

assisting.  Mitch Edwards recorded the discussion and provided us with 

notes thereafter.  

 We provided snacks and iced tea throughout the focus group 

session and promised to keep the meeting brief due to the late start; the 
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 At a time when people are concerned with sustainability, 

reducing carbon footprints, and having more connection to outdoors, it 

makes sense that the planning field be enlisted to help fulfill that vision.  

The residents of Dunbar Spring are actively involved in sustainable 

neighborhood improvements and have implemented a community 

garden and water runoff catchment systems.  Improving walkability is 

the next step in the progression of improvements they have begun and a 

continuation of their vision.

 The results of our meeting will be given to the neighborhood 

association as a resource toward designing and constructing an 

exemplary community in the Old Pueblo. Funding for these types of 

improvements are scarce, but historically, neighborhoods have secured 

funding from the City of Tucson’s Back to Basics Program and Pima 

County’s Neighborhood Reinvestment Program.  Exercises like this one 

have the capability of helping neighborhoods stay focused and brings 

more stakeholders to the proverbial table.

 Some of the common themes that came out of the discussion 

included a general consensus that improvements could be made.  The 

participants were happy with the absence of typical concrete sidewalks. 

This was a surprise to our project team. This, by their admission, does not 

define walkability for them.  They want to incorporate water harvesting 

and catchment basins as opposed to traditional water drainage along 

roadways. Other comments included:

• Residents said they did not want street lights and preferred walking 

in the dark.

• They argued for certain amenities that would improve their 

community, such as a small market that would carry organic products 

and produce, small delis, restaurants, shops, and other interesting 

places to go.

• Removing obstructions such as overgrown landscaping, cars, fences, 

and roads would also be helpful.

• Residents would like to restrict some roads to non-motorized 

vehicles, turning streets into walking environments.

• A participant said that addition of water fountains, benches, and 

shade trees would improve the walkability of any community.

• Noting that it would be quite a task to take on, the participants 

discussed a vision of a bike trail from the Santa Rita’s to the Catalina 

Mountains and from the Rincon’s to the Tucson Mountains. 

18



Literature Review and Case Study

Photos Provided By: Camiliano Juarez

Results 



Dunbar Spring Walkability Focus Group

Destinations 

 The common destinations are downtown, U of A, Pima 

Community College, 4th Avenue via University and Main, Freeway 

to Menlo Park, Post Office, Library, Esteban Park, Anita Street 

Market, Yoga classes, 2nd and 10th streets, the community garden, 

Hotel Congress, Ronstadt Center (there are a lot of them in this area), 

Neighbors, Sam Hughes neighborhood, and just walking the dogs.

Distances

 5 miles, 5 blocks, less than a mile, 16 miles one night for one 

man, surrounding areas.  It varies depending on the weather.  When it is 

hot walking is done early in the day so is constrained to time. 

Key Routes

 Along the Railroad tracks is a favored route because it is direct, 

the quickest and ROW, however, recently they have been getting tickets 

for trespassing along the rail-line due to liability.

Amenities

 Shade, water, fountains, no cars.  Water features are helpful for 

their cooling sensation and sound.  They like walking in the alleys due to 

Focus Group Discussion Topics

 Walkability as defined by Wikipedia is “a measure of how 

friendly an area is to walking.” It further describes walkability as having 

“many health, environmental, and economic benefits”. Our participants 

defined walkability more as the overall feeling of the built environment 

and how pleasant it is for people on bikes, people enjoying the area on 

foot and those who are walking to a destination or just simply walking.  

Salient themes that emerged emphasized the importance of walkability, 

land use diversity, safety, parks and trails, aesthetics, and a sense of 

community, with the latter theme cutting across all others. 

 The issue of sidewalks, specifically, the preference to not have 

this type of infrastructure was more related to the neighborhood’s 

commitment to rainwater catchment systems, as well as mitigation of 

the heat island effect. The data also revealed mechanisms that explain 

relationships between development and behavior and how sidewalks or 

a lack thereof facilitated all sorts of productive behaviors and outcomes. 

Finally, residents cited several examples of changes in current land use 

code, both positive and negative, to improve not only their neighborhood, 

but our entire community as well. Please see a summary of the survey 

results as appendix E.
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less noise, and it feels more calming.  The preferred walking surface is a 

five foot wide, porous surface that wheel chairs, wheel barrels, strollers 

and unsteady people using canes can safely navigate.  They would prefer 

to walk in the streets.  This would best be served by closing down some 

of the streets to motorized vehicles.

Connectivity

 They would like to close some streets and create better 

connectivity; suggested 10th Avenue to 6th Street.  All paths should 

sustain water, life, people and wildlife.  A good example of this is 

Rillito and the Santa Cruz River walks.  They need to address how some 

people are using their property to maintain connectivity and support 

walkability.  Landscaping reaching out into the street and fences that 

block views to the street are undesirable. 
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What were the focus groups weaknesses?

• None
• Hand-picked group
• Fresh fruit would have been nice
• Almost too much agreement
• Tired because the meeting went very late
• Too homogeneous. Too small. To late.  Pedestrian needs have 
 already been partially met 
• Focus, maybe
• Questions too pointed, feedback from other neighborhoods

What resources will you need in order to implement what you learned 
in this session?

• Will need to work together and with city/county
• Gasoline at $50 per litre
• More funding and more planning
• A new pair of sandals to walk more

What challenges will you face?

• Need to convince people that we’re worth the investment
• Less $$$ for streets in government budgets
• Tools for policy change and funding
• Funding, people energy, government support
• Lack of funding, too few resources and too many needs; auto- 
 centric flows go against pedestrian issues
• I’m lazy
• Money and cooperation from car-minded, liability-crazed 
 bureaucrats
• Right of way, roads, railroads, politics/government, raising   
 funds to get programs/infrastructure built

Evaluation Survey Summary of Results 
How would you change the focus group format to make it more useful in 
accomplishing the group’s conversation goals?

• I thought it worked well
• [They needed to do] more homework.  Bring all the existing  
 walkable programs into the conversation (modern streetcar, El  
 Paso Greenway, Building Bridges) 
• Timing- his made a long day longer
• Change wording of questions so they don’t conflict/misdirect.   
 For example: don’t ask “do you want sidewalks?” Instead ask  
 “do you want footpaths?”
• I thought it was good
• Survey a more diverse segment of area
• I liked it.  Maybe ask if there is anyone who hasn’t spoken on a  
 topic before moving on.
• Shorten the introduction and dive right in

What were the focus groups strengths? 

• Encouraged dialogue, asked good questions
• Well organized
• Good moderators
• Respect
• Shared ideas.  But it is key that these get recorded and shared  
 so it does not vaporize.
• High level of agreement and knowledge about the issue at hand
• High level of interest.  Uniformity of opinions, consensus.
• Great deal of building on eachother’s ideas
• It did a great job of keeping the discussion moving by asking  
 questions
• Open discussion, look at connections between neighborhoods,  
 platform
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Appendix H: Zoning
C: Commercial Zoning
R: Residential Zoning
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