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Abstract 

Like many North American cities, the retail environment in Edmonton, Alberta has 

experienced significant change since the earl y 1900s. Before  World War II, traditional 

retail forms in central areas and main streets were accessible on foot and by streetcar 

lines. These areas provided residents  with  proximal access to goods and services and 

enabled spaces of social interaction, or street life, to thrive. Post -war municipal  policies 

guided Edmonton forward on a path of modernist development that encouraged  rapid 

suburbanization and automobile -centric retail innovations , particularly shopping centre s. 

As trends of neoliberal deregulat ion emerged  in the 1970s and 80s, developers 

successfully evaded municipal  policies and received permissions to build more extreme 

suburban forms of automobile -dependent retail ï mega -malls  (e.g., West Edmonton 

Mall) , big -box retail, and power centres. The post -war suburban shift,  the  rise of 

automobile -dependence, and new forms  of retail challenged traditional retail areas in 

central areas and main streets, contributing to the decay of these formerly walkable and 

social landscapes.  

Since the 1990s, the Ci ty of Edmonton has adopted a number of sustainability -

related  policies and initiatives that aim to revitalize  traditional retail  areas . These  have 

seen only limited success as much of the urban core and main streets continue to 

struggle with  urban decay, v acancy, and a lack of vitality . Using a qualitative case study 

approach  involving interviews with key informants, this research identifies  a number of  

path depend ent characteristics that have created obstacles to revitalization efforts , most 

readily seen i n the  hard - to -change bureaucratic tendencies (i.e., siloes and hierarchies) 

of the municipality. Bureaucracy is found to limit the abilities of revitalization agents 

(e.g., City revitalization staff, retailers, businesses, and developers)  to affect change,  by 

creating challenges in coordination and cohesiv eness  (both in policy and process) within 

the organization.   

Neighbourhood scale factors have also created related barriers. Property owner 

negligence and speculation produce  derelict buildings and high v acancies, the effects of 
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which can spillover to surrounding neighbourhoods and prolong urban decay. Socially -

embedded characteristics related to  auto -dependen ce ï i.e., automobility  ï can bias the 

development industry towards  creating  suburban commercial f orms  to attract  driving 

consumers; these  are sometimes  replicated in central areas  intended for improve d 

walkability , transit -use,  and placemaking . NIMBY opposition to retail shops and mixed 

use development near residential neighbourhoods can  help  to  susta in  outdated city 

policies such as minimum parking requirements, which  incentivize suburban 

development by adding major costs to businesses and developers in  more  spatially -

constrained areas.   

Overall, t his research emphasizes that revitalization efforts m ust contend with a 

confluence of challenges, some of which are formed in governance and others which 

exist in less formal  structures of society. While the City of Edmonton has shown limited 

signs of  progress  by  creati ng  several programs  that aim to  address  revitalization from 

the bottom -up (e.g., the Corner Store Program), becoming  a city with denser, more 

walkable, and more social retail forms will require overcoming  entrenched processes and 

policies . T o eliminate incentives to develop auto -depend ent retai l and successfully 

promote walkable retail areas, policies and implementation strategies must be more 

effectively combined.  
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Towards Vibrancy: Overcoming Path Dependence to Revitalize 

Traditional Retail  Areas in Edmonton 

Chapter 1 Introduction  

The terms revitalization , renewal, and  regeneration  all look to the past, signifying a 

return  to a former state of vitality. Given the complex  and ongoin g nature of 

technological, cultural, and societal changes , sh aping and reshaping how people and 

societies live , these terms are perhaps , in the urban sense, futile. While an authentic  re -

creation of urban spaces of the past cannot be done , shifting to a new state that 

accommodates desirable historic elements may be plausible. North American cities have 

undertaken efforts to revitalize , renew, and regenerate central areas since urban decay 

grew in prominence in the 1960s. There have been varying degrees of success and 

failure in restoring vitality in these urban space s, with a confluence of technological, 

cultural, and societal factors encouraging and constraining their effectiveness. This thesis 

examine s barriers to the órevitalization ô of traditional retail areas in Edmonton, wary that 

change is an inevitable and nec essary part of urban existence.  

1.1 Urban Retail 

Places for the exchange of goods and services have always been essential  components of 

cities. From the ancient agora, forum, and bazaar, to the central marketplace, main 

street and plaza, retail has been not on ly a site for private consumption, but a valuable 

space of gathering and social interaction in communities  and cities throughout the world 

(Dobson, 2015; Francis, Giles -Corti, Wood, & Knuiman, 2012; Gumpert & Drucker, 

1992; Jacobs, 1961; Oldenburg, 1989) . A cityôs retail system includes  its retail  form s, 

functions, and geographic distributions . These  system s can  be considered to be  

functioning strongly  if they simulateneously  enable private exchanges  to occur in an 

efficient manner  and  offer an array of non -consumption functions that benefit the public 

good, including ñcontributing to neighbourhood sustainability, generating a unique sense 

of place, ensuring access to goods and services for a diverse population, and supporting 

environmentally sustainable and healthier lifestylesò (Rao & Summers, 2016, p. 98) .   

Retail systems are dy namic for reasons such as global and local economic trends 

and consumer preferences and behaviours that favour particular retail forms or locations 

(Borchert, 1998) . Technological, cultural, and social progressions can also induce reta il  

transformations, as seen by the emergence of online retailing  and  its effects  on bricks -

and -mortar retail (Jones & Livingstone, 2018) . At the same time, retail  systems in cit ies 

are also guided (and constrained) by land use planning that provides a particular path 

for localities (Borchert, 1998; Carmona, 2015; Dawson, 1988; Dobson, 2015) . A 
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combination of all of the above factors was evident in the  mass suburbanization of the  

post -Wor ld War II period, which transitioned urban and retail geographies into  dispersed  

and  automobile -dependent  forms and represented a profound change on life in cities  

(Handy, 1993; Merriman, 2009) .  

1.1.1 The Decline of Traditional Retail 

To examine contemporary urban revitalization , it is first necessary to understand what 

existed prior  to today . Wit h increased mobilities brought about by the introduction of 

electric streetcar systems in North American cities from  the late 19t h century, retail 

centralized  in downtowns and became prosperous, led by department stores that 

provided a wide array of mass -produced goods and services (Robertson, 1997) . 

Commercial main streets along streetcar lines, too, were successful as they offered a 

variety of convenience goods and other high ly specialized  services, and small shops were 

distributed  through  neighbourhoods (Alexander & Akehurst, 1999; Rao & Summers, 

2016) . Main streets of this time are rem embered  as a ócommunal hubô consisting of local 

businesses, in which one might bump into and socialize  with neighbours or friends 

(Carmona, 2015; Griffiths, Vaughan, Haklay, & Jones, 2008) . The successes of these 

retail  fo rms were not, however, long - lasting. While the effectiveness commercial main 

streets and downtowns peaked in the 1920s, they began their decline shortly thereafter ,  

which accelerated in the 1950s after the end of World War II (Robertson, 1997) . 

A vital reason for the decline of these ótraditionalô retail formats was the 

dominance of the automobile after 1945 and its decentralizing  effect on urban  spatial 

organization . The indoo r shopping mall, a new product of the era, proliferated  in  North 

American cities and out -competed traditional retail areas to attract consumers. The mall 

was able to provide this competition for numerous reasons including, most forcefully, its 

appeal to th e growing suburban consumer base (Gibbs, 2012; Jacobs, 1961; Levy, 2011; 

Robertson, 1997) . Shop ping malls had large and free parking lots, provided weather 

protection, were linked to suburban neighbourhoods by growing high -speed freeway 

systems,  and allowed people to avoid the congestion and p erceived  social disorder of 

downtown. A rising  culture of  mass -consumption deepened the appeal of the mall , as 

well as post -war strength in economic and land development markets, and city planning 

supported this form of development . Malls were privately owned and could be managed 

as a whole to optimize  retail  success by creating an appropriate retail mi x. Accordingly, 

many central department stores followed consumers to the suburbs and became anchor 

stores within  shopping malls. This trend,  combined with the loss of central residential 

populations to the suburbs,  led to lost vitality and physical deterioration in downtown 

and main street commercial areas (Duany, Plater -Zyberk, & Speck, 2010; Loukaitou -

Sideris, 2000; Rao & Summers, 2016; Sutton, 2010) .  
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While indoor malls provided spaces for personal interactions, leisure, and 

commerce, their contribution to the publi c good was limited. Gumpert and Drucker 

(1992)  write that in the shopping mall , ñtransaction eclipses interactionò (p. 189). The 

privatized nature of mall space, along with a lack of integration with surrounding 

neighbourhoods due to car -oriented and internalized design, meant that its  social 

function was subordinated to  a rising focus on private exchange.  Downtowns and street s 

lost vitality and their ability to provide non -commerc ial  public benefits , and  these  

functions were not entirely replaced by indoor shopping mall s.  

Public good  functions were even less apparent  in subsequent retail innovations. In 

the 1980s, cities gave  developers more power to create large  format or big box retail, 

which sometimes agglomerated into larger power centres at the sub urban fringe  (Hahn, 

2000) . Strip malls at the edge  of neighbourhoods also replaced neighbourhood centres 

as the retail  system became even more f ocused on the efficiency of the market 

exchange process (Rao & Summers, 2016) . These newer forms of retail were cheaper 

and easier to develop and operate, provided larger retail floorspaces, and abundant 

parking (S. Brown, 1991; Dawson, 1988; Hahn, 2000) . They offer ed  little to no 

integration with surrounding neighbourhoods, with very limited pede strian or public 

transportation access, and few public  spaces. Indeed, these environments are often 

critiqued  as placeless and generic, with cookie - cutter designs intended to save costs.  

Beginning in the late 1990s and escalating as internet accessibility  has grown, 

online retailing has also begun contributing to changes in retail systems, though the  

overall  impacts on retail  hierarchies and real estate remains  difficult to foresee (Jones & 

Livingstone, 2018) . Online retailing is now used by many types and sizes of retailers 

across many sectors, from online -specific international corporations such as Amazon and 

eBay,  to national chains,  and even  local shops. Jones and Livingstone  contend that as 

the prominence and market share of online sales continues to grow, there is now ñan 

apparent industry consensus that online sales will lead to a substantial decline in retail 

space, only the scale of the predictions varyò (p. 54) . Physical shops often remain an 

essential  part of the sales process for retailers focused on online sales ( main ly  for 

showing off products and improving brand promi nence), but small businesses can be 

slow or less effective in creating online shops and can fall behind corporate retailers. In 

these ways, similar to other recent retail innovations, online sales have been primarily 

focused on improving market and consume r efficiencies and may subordinate some of 

the public good  functions of retail, especially  as private exchanges can occur without 

consumers even venturing outside of the ir  household s.   
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1.1.2 Retail Revitalization Strategies and Challenges 

Since the 1960s, most mid -  to large -sized cities in North America have attempted to 

restore or retain vitality in traditional retail areas. A variety of strategies has been used, 

with varying degrees of success and failure. Robertson (1997)  suggests that there are 

four primary downtown retail redevelopment strategies in North American cities: 

pedestrian malls, festival marketplaces, downtown indoor shopping centres, and mixed  

use centres (see Table 1.1). He also  outlines five other still widely used but less -

prominent strategies: historic preservation, main street programs, skywalks, central 

retail management, and the corporate centre approach (see Tab le 1.2). Several other 

contemporary planning strategies , which  aim to better integrate land use and 

transportation , also seek  the revitalization of traditional retail areas; these include 

Transit Oriented Development (TOD), The New Urbanism, Complete Street Programs, 

and walkability improvements (for example, Cervero, Ferrell, & Murphy, 2002; Duany & 

Playt er -Zyberk, 1992; Fernandes & Chamusca, 2014) .  

Table 1.1: Large-Scale Downtown Retail Redevelopment Strategies (Robertson, 1997) 

Strategy Description 

Pedestrian Mall Redesigning several blocks of a commercial street to be  

pedestrian -priority or pedestria n-exclusive , to give  shoppers 

similar feelings of safety as felt in indoor shopping malls.  

Festival 

Marketplace 

Creating a marketplace by undertaking the adaptive reuse of old 

buildings (often warehouses or industrial buildings on waterfronts) 

and filling  them with local shops, restaurants, and entertainment, 

trying to create a sense of place tied to the history of the location.  

Downtown 

Indoor Shopping 

Centre 

Developing a weather -protected shopping centre at the city 

centre, reflecting the model,  manag ement, and retail mix of the 

suburban mall in a more vertical format.  

Mixed Use 

Centre 

Developing a site that places hotels, businesses, restaurants, 

entertainment venues, other commercial uses, and retailers in 

close proximity so that they can be mutuall y supportive.  

 

Table 1.2: Other Retail Redevelopment Approaches (Robertson, 1997) 

Strategy Description 

Historic 

Preservation 

Undertaking the renovation and adaptive reuse of older 

underutilised buildings in downtown districts, mainly to house 

residences  and offices, but also visible commercial uses such as 

local boutiques and food and drink establishments.  

Main Street 

Programs 

A four -pronged approach to revive and protect core commercial 

streets: 1) implementing higher level management to coordinate 

sta keholders, 2) improving or maintaining design (often historic), 

3) marketing and promotion, and 4) and economic restructuring 

and diversification.  

Skywalks Also known as grade -separated pedestrian networks or pedways, 

developing climate -controlled pedest rian networks between office 

buildings, places with shops and services, and other downtown 

buildings, usually  crossing above the street - level.  
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Centralized 

Retail 

Management 

Creating a n agreement between enterprises that uses techniques of 

shopping mall ma nagement to coordinate, promote, market, 

secure, standardize design standards, and maintain a retail area.  

Corporate 

Centre 

Approach  

An attempt to turn a downtown into the administrative and 

professional centre of the city, integrating retail and restau rants in 

close proximity.  

 

Revitalization strategies like these are typically planned and implemented using 

top -down mechanisms and tend to aim for rapid transformational change. They have 

been attempted  in many cities across the world but  none has emerge d as a panacea for 

decline  in traditional retail areas (Robertson, 1997) . Pedestrian malls, for instance, have 

helped to create safer spaces for pedestrians  ï but are held bac k because they cannot 

provide various  other benefits of indoor shopping malls such as weather protection, 

abundant parking, and organized  management to optimize  retail mix. Festival 

marketplaces have helped attract sightseeing tourists making small purchas es ï but are 

often  not financially viable because they fail to provide day - to -day goods that local 

residents  purchase. Downtown indoor shopping centres and mixed  use centres have 

shown the ability to achiev e financial prosperity  ï but the commerce they gen erate is 

mostly internalized  and does not spill over to nearby streets needing revival. Similarly, 

skywalks ï often connected to downtown malls ï have been critiqued for internalizing  

pedestrians and retail, leaving streets vacant of people and with blank walls (Cui, Allan, 

& Lin, 2013) . Moreover, being somewhat prescriptive, these approaches have sometimes 

struggled to account for local conditions experienced by residents, retailers, property 

owners, consumers, and other u sers of the space.  

The rights and relationships associated with  real  property  ownership  can also 

present obstacles to revitalization  (Goldstein, Jensen, & Reiskin, 2001; Imrie & Thomas, 

1993; Leinberger, 2005) . Typical municipal - led revitalization efforts  aim for 

improvements in both the public and private realms; this refers to land parcels and 

build ings in both public and private ownership. In the public realm , physical changes can 

be completed i n a  relatively  straightforward manner  (irrespective of their effectiveness) , 

provided sufficient funds are available . These changes may include improvements to 

pedestrian and cycling infrastructure, mass - transportation, the streetscape, and public 

art. Investments in these types of public infrastructure  may help an area achieve goals 

such as improved walkability, attractiveness, and safety, but this approach i s usually not 

sufficient in and of itself to achieve other revitalization  goals such as placemaking, 

attracting new private development or retail, and encouraging greater citizen usage. To 

achieve these ends , governments must work collaboratively with priv ate actors, such as 

developers, property owners, and businesses.  
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Collaboration is essential, because how private owners choose to use their 

properties has an effect on  nearby land uses and users  (Goldstein et al., 2001;  

Leinberger, 2005) . In other words, use of property rights creates externalities or 

spillover effects for other actors, both private and public. For instance, w hen signs of 

urban decay such as vacant buildings and land, broken windows, graffiti, peeling p aint, 

or other disrepair is left unattended , other property owners may  also  stop investing in 

repairs and maintenance of their properties, in order to limit their losses. Developing or 

starting businesses in the area can also become  seen as a risky and und esirable  venture . 

In addition, new developments that are not sensitive to community contexts may 

compromise neighbourhood character, spur gentrification, or pose other challenges faced 

by nearby property owners.  In this way, the private ownership of buildi ngs and land 

cannot be viewed as isolated, but as part of a complex framework of interrelations. 

Understanding and addressing these relationships is an essential part of effective  

revitalization process es.  

To help combat issues  like these, strategies that  are more bottom -up in nature , 

with greater community involvement and more regard for local conditions, have come 

into prominence (Gittell & Wilder, 1999; Grossman, 2008; Sutton, 2010) . These include 

Community Development Corporations (CDCs)  and Business Improvement Districts 

(BIDs). CDCs are flexible non -profit organizations  that engage in a variety of activities to 

uplift struggling communities. Gittel and Wilder (1999)  note that they ñrun the gamut 

from physical development to social service deliveryò (p. 342), depending on local needs. 

CDCs often develop affordable housing, but they may also attempt to stimulate local 

economic development in various ways such as by creating spaces for business 

incubation, by supporting small businesses  ( including through lending ) , and by providing 

workforce training. BIDs are hybrid public -private non -profit organizations  that 

undertake an assortment of activities in specified areas, with the intention of spurring 

local economic development (Briffault, 1999; Mitchell, 2008) . Their activities  can include 

marketing and promotion, security, festivals and events, providing business sup port and 

education, and advocating business needs  to the government. BIDs are flexible in 

choosing which programs and services they undertake, deciding based on the contextual 

needs of their area. Businesses within BIDs (and sometimes property owners) are 

subject to an additional levy by the  municipal  government, and the collected money is 

returned to the BID organization  to fund its operation. Inclusion as paying members can 

give business and property owners greater incentive to participate in  the operatio n of the 

BID and take advantage of its programs.   

Also from a bottom -up perspective, individual businesses can contribute to 

revitalization efforts by opening shops or services in vacant or underserved areas, 

providing important goods and services to comm unities (which can reciprocate support 
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back to businesses), and by developing gathering places, third -places, or places of 

interest and meaning. In turn, well - functioning main streets or neighbourhood shops and 

services can produce positive spillover effec ts on communities. They can help improve 

narratives about a formerly depressed area, making it more attractive for consumers, 

motivating nearby businesses to improve their shops to better serve the community, 

creating incentives for property owners to impr ove or sell neglected or vacant land and 

buildings (by helping improve the market), and in doing so, incentivising new businesses 

to locate nearby.  

1.2 Retail Context in Edmonton 

1.2.1 Early 20th Century 

Edmontonôs development patterns in the 20th century generally  reflect the 

transformations to retail and urban spaces throughout North America. In 1908, 

Edmontonôs first electric streetcar lines opened, connecting central areas and streetcar 

suburbs, as well as Edmonton with Strathcon a (which were  amalgamated  in 1912) 

(Edmonton Radial Railway Society, 2018; Olson, 2013) . By 1930, all major  routes were 

constructed , a nd these played a large  role in elevating Edmontonôs main streets and 

downtown into vibrant commercial retail areas with added pedestrian activity into the 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Active commercial streets in Edmonton in the early 1900s, showing a mix of pedestrians, 

streetcars, horsecars, and several automobiles. Clockwise from top left: Namayo Avenue (97 St) in 1911; 

First Street (101 St) in 1914; Whyte Avenue in 1910; and Jasper Avenue between 1910-1920. 

Sources: (Peelôs Prairie Provinces, 2018b, 2018d, 2018a, 2018c) 
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1950s (Figure 1.1). Main streets such as 124th Street, Whyte Avenue, and Jasper 

Avenue were spaces o f trade, social life, and transportation with street - level independent 

shops, including grocers, corner stores, drug stores, confectionaries, and speciality 

retailers ( Herzog, 2015, 2016b; Scott, 2014a) , as well as theatres, banks, hotels, and 

residences ( Herzog, 2014a, 2014b; Strathcona: Historical Walking & Drivi ng or Biking 

Tour , 2018) . Downtown Edmonton had small retailers too, but was known for its  large 

department stores, such as Ramseyôs, Eatonôs, The Bay, and Woodwardôs, which 

emerged between the late -19th and mid -20th centuries to provide a wide range of 

products and durable goods ( Herzog, 2016a; Historical Walking Tours o f Downtown 

Edmonton , 2018; Vlieg, 2015; Zdeb, 2014) . City Market, which opened in 1903, was 

also an integral downtown place of gathering, commerce, and entertainment hosting 

vendors with local goods, farm products, and other groceries (Merrett, 2001; Scott, 

2014b) 1.  

1.2.2 Post-World War II  

With large  population growth from  the return of soldiers shortly after World War II, the 

subsequent  baby boom, and the discovery of oil in the region, Edmonton began planning 

for urban expansion, hiring its first planners (from England, including the cityôs first 

planner in 1949, Noel Dant). These planners implemented dominant planning 

mechanisms of the time, including modernist and rational -comprehensive approaches 

that emphasized  efficiency and land use segregation (Murray, 2013; Rao & Summers, 

2016) . Despite high levels of ridership 2,  the  streetcars  which had been instrumental in 

early 1900s retail success were entirely phased out by 1951, substituted  by trolleybuses 

and growing private  ownership of motor vehicles. Edmontonôs new planners brought 

retail planning into practice in Edmonton as they began to design community - level retail 

hierarchies through the 1950s; in the cityôs first comprehensive plan, the General Plan of 

1967, a complete planned retail hierarchy 3 was established (see Figure 1.2) (City of 

Edmonton, 1967;  Rao & Summers, 2016) .   

The General Plan  regarded  main streets and corner stores as inefficient, 

considering insufficient parking, long walks to shops, and signs of urban decay to be  

deterrents to use . N ew main streets were not planned for ;  however, a str ategy  to 

revitalize existing main streets experiencing decay was i ncluded , which recommended   

                                           
1 City Market , originally an all -week market (although it  was busiest on Saturdays ) , was  located on 
the central Market Square site that is now the Stanley A. Milner Library. It was relocated in the 
196 0s to 97 Street for the construction of the library. Since 2004, the market has been located on 
104 Street, and since 2011, it has moved to the inside of City Hall during the winter months. The 
market now only opens on Saturdays.  
2 34 million rides were r ecorded on Edmonton streetcars in 1945 (Edmonton Radial Railway 

Society, 2018).  
3 See Section 2.1.2.6 for more information on retail hierarchies.  
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the addition of off - street parking, weather protection, the clustering of shop s (including  

department stores )  near the centre of the street , and increased residential densities in 

adjacent neighbourhoods to greaten the market potential.  Accordingly, the City planned 

to redevelop a decaying Whyte Avenue with ómall based  developmentsô. In response, 

residents, property owners, and businesses unified  to form the  Old Strathcona 

Foundation  which h elp ed to  protect the area from redevelopment  and freeway 

construction , and to instead spur  its revitalization (Rao &  Summers, 2016) . 

 Edmontonôs planned retail hierar chy heavily promoted the development of new 

modern shopping centres (or indoor shopping malls) . It was  spatially organized to serve 

anticipated growing populations across the city, with centres located along arterial 

roadways , and  including  ample off - stree t parking for the improved convenience and 

efficiency for drivers 4.  From the mid -1950s to -70s, shopping centres of this nature were 

developed across Edmonton.   

                                           
4 It was intended for regional shopping centres  to serve major population segments and provide 
time -saving adv antages to consumers by hosting a large mix of shops and services. District 

shopping centres would serve three or four neighbourhoods and often include a large supermarket 
as an anchor (another retail innovation of the time). Neighbourhood shopping centres  were 

 

Figure 1.2: The planned retail hierarchy in Edmontonôs 1967 General Plan.  

Source: (City of Edmonton, 1967) 
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However, as explained by Rao and Summers (2016) , it soon became clear that 

many elements of Edmontonôs retail hierarchy could not be achieved , leading to plans 

being adjusted or discarded. While planning trends included a sharpened focus on 

achieving  market efficiencies, Edmontonôs plan retained interest  in important  public 

functions of retail, for instance, in their capacity to create spaces f or community 

interaction. However, these interests did not last long as utilitarian or no - frills attitudes 

towards development arose from both public consultation and city economists, leading 

ideas like the inclusion of multi -modal transportation options t o shopping centres to be 

discarded. Furthermore, despite the city core being considered  the dominant  commercial 

area in the General Plan , and even with recognition  that the area  needed protection from 

impending decentralization  (City of Edmonton, 1967) , a major  downtown decline 

occurr ed in the 1970s (Rao &  Summers, 2016) . Due to the added competition and draw 

of suburban shopping centres, as well as the demolition of historical ócharacterô 

downtown buildings to make way for modern skyscrapers, many small retailers left 

downtown for the suburbs.  

In this co ntext , Edmonton set out to protect its downtown core by combining two 

downtown retail revitalization  strategies: the indoor pedestrian shopping centre and the 

skywalk system. In 1974, the downtown mall known as Edmonton Centre opened 

adjacent to Churchill Square and internalized  various stores including the downtown 

Woodwardôs (Zdeb, 2014) . Attached to the mall on the second - floor were the first 

connections of the Edmonton Pedway system, which allowed for climate -controlled 

pedestrian circulation between several off ice buildings, a hotel, and a parking garage 5. 

However, as recognized  in 1981 by the Edmonton Social Planning Committee in their 

work on a Downtown Area Redevelopment Plan, indoor shopping centres and pedways 

also neglected certain  public benefits of earli er retail formats . They wrote :  

The private nature of the pedway system means that public access is limited to 

retail store hours, resulting in a city that is ñlocked upò evenings and Sundays. 

Clearly, such as a condition is not compatible with a diverse ñpeople oriented 

environmentò. (Edmonton Social Planning Council, 1981, p. 4)  

1.2.3 Late 20th Century 

By the 1980s, the City of Edmontonôs formerly stringent  retail planning policies began to  

dismantle . The primacy of the core in the retail  hierarchy was significantly challenged, 

with creation  of over 500 stores in suburban shopping centres between September 1981 

and March 1982 and the emptying of downtown buildings (Leo, 1995; Rao & Summers, 

                                           
intended to be smaller, including convenience goods and specialized services (including small 
grocery stores and drugstores) . 
5 By the mid -1980s, the pedway network developed much further to connect underground LRT 
stations and many other buildings, both old and newly constructed in the city centre.  
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2016) . Leo (1995)  asserts that  because of poor economic condi tions and the widespread 

ñperception that Edmonton needed a quicker, easier development approvals process to 

attract interest in the inner cityò (p.9), corporations quickly seized more development 

control from the City of Edmonton, wh ich  became increasingl y susceptible to developer 

manipulation. This deregulatory trend led to  ña de facto collapse of active retail planning 

in the 1980sò (Rao & Summers, 2016, p. 100) . With fewer  development restrictions, 

corporations could design retail tha t prioritized  market interests with little attention to  

public community benefits.  

This shifting retail priority was signified  by the development of West Edmonton 

Mall (WEM), the worldôs largest shopping mall until 2004 (Figure 1.3). The Triple Five 

Corpo rationôs first proposal for WEM came in 1973, but planners recommended its 

rejection as it ñsignificantly violated the General Plan and West Jasper Place Plané would 

jeopardize  the sustainability of the planned town centre development for the area 

(Calling wood ) as well as the entire concept of municipal planning in Edmontonò (Rao & 

Summers, 2016, p. 100) . Leo (1995)  argues that Triple Five used a manipulative óbait 

and switch ô tactic in order to  acquire the rezoning and approvals for Phase  I of WEM in 

1980 (completed in 1981). While originally agreeing to offset WEMôs competitive 

advantage by developing the downtown Eaton Centre 6, shortly after the City approved 

WEM, Triple Five coerced  City Council into providing millions of dollars of concessions for 

th e Eaton Centre, saying that their investment would otherwise be cancelled . Just nine 

months later, the Eaton Centre development was  nevertheless  halted with the City still 

obligated to foot the concessions bill. Triple Five reused this tactic several times  in the 

following years, proposing even grander versions of  the Eaton Centre to help acquire 

approvals for Phases II and III of WEM (completed in 1983 and 1985), and then not 

following through with Eaton Centre development. The developer ultimately produce d a 

scaled -back version of the Eaton Centre in 1987, which struggled until 1999 when it was 

bought by Oxford Properties  and connected to Edmonton Centre to create what is now 

known as Edmonton City Centre. The three phases of West Edmonton Mall grew to ove r 

3 million ft 2 in Gross Leasable Area 7,  and began to dominate the retail market by 

drawing customers from throughout the region  (Rao & Summers, 2016) .  

With planners and retail  policies  were  losing their influence in Edmonton in the 

1980s and 90s, arterial big box retail (una ccounted in the retail  hierarchy) and strip 

malls ( substituting for  neighbourhood centres) were readily approved by City Council 

(Rao & Summers, 2016) . This  included large -scale power centres at the outskirts of the 

                                           
6 The Eaton Centre development was to be a downtown mixed use centre with an indoor mall, 
office towers, recreation centre, and rooftop restaurant and gardens, and residences, intended to 
help revitalize E dmontonôs core (Leo, 1 995) .  
 7 Edmontonôs largest regional shopping centres were allowed a maximum Gross Leasable Area of 1 
million ft 2, which WEM more than tripled by 1985.  
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city, most notably South Edmonton Common (Figure 1.3) ,  the ñlargest open air  retail 

centre in North America at the timeò (Rao & Summers, 2016, p. 100) . Despite how 

strictly the principles of retail planning had been applied as recently as the 1970s, 

references to retail planning in comprehensive plans of the 1980s a nd 90s were fading, 

and by the 1998 Municipal Development Plan, ñretail planning was no longer addressed 

in any significant wayò (Rao & Summers, 2016, p. 100; City of Edmonton, 1998) . 

Followi ng trends through North America, Edmontonôs big box, strip mall, and 

power centre retail forms have provided little  semblance of public good  functions and 

contributed to retail decay in older areas.  

 

 

1.2.4 Contemporary Revitalization Efforts 

Since the turn of the century, planning policies at  the City of Edmonton have expressed  

renewed interest in revitaliz ing  traditional retail areas, most notably in the 2010  

Municipal Development Plan, The Way We Grow  (City of Edm onton, 2010b) . To attempt  

revitalization , an array of initiatives across various administrative departments ha s been 

created . The most relevant of these include the Business Improvement Areas 8 (BIAs , 

synonymous with  the  BIDs  described earlier ), Complete S treets Guidelines, the Corner 

Store Program  (CSP) , Development Incentive Program  (DIP) , Façade Improvement 

Program  (FIP) , a Main Street Guideline, Neighbourhood Revitalization,  Nodes and 

Corridors Planning (including Transit Oriented Development Guidelines  and Area and 

                                           
8 During the research process, the province of Alberta renamed Business Revitalization Zones  
(BRZs) as  Business Improvement Areas  (BIAs) to align with the naming tradition across most of 

Canada. Accordingly, the term BIA is  used  throughout this thesis  and  replaces  BRZ, including 
within interview data.  

  

Figure 1.3: West Edmonton Mall (left) ï the largest mall in the world until 2004; and South Edmonton 

Common (right), a power centre containing over 2.3 million ft2 of retail space. 

Sources: (ñWest Edmonton Mall,ò 2016; Young, 2008) 
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Corridor Plans) , and  Open Window . These are described  in Table 1. 3 and are referred to 

as órevitalization programsô throughout this thesis.  

Despite these significant municipal investments in revitalization , traditional retail 

areas such as W hyte Avenue, Jasper Avenue, and the city centre have struggled to 

revitalize , overcome decay, and attract pedestrian -consumers to their streets. This is 

likely due to a confluence of factors, including  stiff competition from  existing  shopping 

centres, West  Edmonton Mall, big box retail, power centres, and now online retailing. 

This research hypothesizes  that path dependent  planning policies and processes, in other 

words, those that are outdated and struggle to adapt to fit contemporary planning 

intentions, also  provide barriers to revitalization . 

Table 1.3: City of Edmonton Initiatives Towards Retail Revitalization 

Initiative  Relevant Details 

Business 

Improvement 

Areas (BIAs) 
(City of Edmonton, 

2010a)  

Purpose: 
- To revitalize, maintain, develop, and 

promote a business area to improve its 

retail and  commercial economic 

vitality.  

Actions: 
The Downtown Business 

Association was the first 

BIA established in 1985. 

There are  now 13 BIAs:  

- 124 Street and Area  

- Alberta Avenue  

- Beverly  

- Chinatown  

- Downtown  

- French Quarter  

- Fort Road and Area  

- Crossroads (formerly 

Ing lewood)  

- Kingsway  

- North Edge  

- Northwest Industrial  

- Old Strathcona  

- Stony Plan Road and 

Area  

Mechanisms: 
- Created upon request of a business 

community with approval from City 

Council and administrative support.  

- Managed by a n executive director and 

staff who  lead a volunteer board of 

local residents , businesses, property 

owners, city councillors, and other s. 

- Supported financially through a City 

levy on each business in the area, with 

funds directed entirely for BIA use.  

Complete 

Streets 

Guidelines 
(City of Edmonton, 

2013)  

Purpose: 
- To strategize  for future road 

(re)development that encou rages 

streets that are safe, attractive, 

comfortable, and welcoming of  all 

users, including special consideration 

for pedestrians.  

Actions: 
- Established in 2013  

Mechanisms: 
- Presents options for street design with 

strong multi -modal transportation, 

includi ng safe and desirable 

pedestrian, cyclist, and transit 

connections.  

Purpose: Actions: 
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Corner Store 

Program (CSP) 
(City of Edmonton, 

2014c)  

- To revitalize neighbourhood shopping 

nodes in mature neighbourhoods in 

order to benefit the local community . 

- In 2010, three 

neighbourhood 

commercial nodes 

were selected  as pilot 

sites: Newton, 

Elmwood, and Ritchie.  

- Work on pilot sites 

began in 2015.  

- By 2017, five more 

sites were approved  

for which plans are in 

development.  

Mechanisms: 
- Guides businesses in improving 

strategies, undertaking market 

analyses, and marketing, and 

providing ongoing business support.  

- Encourages business and property 

owners to renovate their buildings and 

to take advantage of the FIP and DIP , 

to which they have access.  

- City invests up to $250 ,000/site to 

improve the surrounding streetscape 

and public space . 

Development 

Incentive 

Program (DIP)  
(City of Edmonton, 

2014a; Office of the 

City Auditor, 2017)  

Purpose: 
- To encourage property owners to 

develop higher density residential 

and/or  commercial buildings in order 

to  contribu te to the revitalization  of 

main street commercial areas.  

Actions: 
- Available since 2010 to 

properties in BIAs.  

- Since 2015, also 

available to properties 

involved in the CSP. 

- By January 2017, over 

$600,000 in grants 

awarded  to 22 sites.  
Mechanisms: 
- Provide s financial incentives to 

property owners to invest in 

(re) development,  or conversion of 

properties into mixed  use or 

commercial storefront properties.  

Grants cover up to:  

- 50% of construction costs up to 

$20,000 for retail and commercial 

business interior  improvements on 

sites vacant at least 6 months.  

- 10% of construction  costs up to 

$50,000 for new commercial 

developments of 2+ storeys with 

storefront commercial  space.  

- $12,000/new dwelling for mixed  use 

development  (up to 36 dwellings).  

- $7000/new dwelling  for multi -unit 

residential developments (10 -36 

dwellings).  

Façade 

Improvement 

Program (FIP) 
(City of Edmonton, 

2017a; Office of the 

City Auditor, 2017)  

Purpose: 

- To encourage commercial building 

owners to renovate façade s and 

storefronts in order to create more 

enticing and marketable streets for 

walking and shopping, as well as for 

attracting and retaining tenants.  

Actions: 
- Available since 2000 to 

properties in BIAs.  

- Since 2015, also 

available to properties 

involved in the CSP. 

- By January 2017, over 

$4.8 million in grants 

awarded to 158 sites.  Mechanisms: 
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- Provides matching grants to property 

owners for façade renovations 

incorporating City design guidelines.   
Grants cover up to 50% of construction 

costs, with maximums of:  

- $30,000 for typical buildings ;  

- $60,000 for corner buildings with at 

least t wo street facing  façades . 

Main Streets 

Guideline 
(City of Edmonton, 

2018c; Stantec 

Consulting Ltd., 2016)  

Purpose: 
- To guide the planning, design, and 

operation of main  streets while 

recognizing their importance as 

important community spaces.  

Actions: 
- Established in 2015.  

- In 2017, the ñMain 
Streets Overlayò was 

added to Zoning Bylaw 

12800 to support high 

quality, pedestrian -

oriented development 

along main streets, 

with refined 

regulations for urban 

design, setbacks, 

stepbacks, mixed  use 

development, driveway 

access, and parking 

requirement 

redu ction s. 

Mechanisms: 
- Presents options to improve the 

transportation experience, following 

Complete Streets Guidelines 

(particularly for pedestrians).  

- Prioritizes main streets as important 

community places with ties to 

business and community revitalization . 
- Supports street -oriented land uses.  

- Supports enhanced design and 

maintenance standards.  

Neighbourhood 

Revitalization 
(City of Edmonton, 
2012a, 2017b, 2018g, 

2018d, 2018a)  

Purpose: 

- To facilitate the revitalization of 

selected mature neighbourhoods and 

improve their quality of life.  
- Targets  improvements in  economic, 

social, and environmental community 

sustainability; local economic 

development and support of vibrant 

main streets; improving urban design 

and creating accessible public spaces; 

and raising levels of safety, 

innovation, and community 

connections an d engagement.  
 

Actions: 
- In 2005, the 118 th  

Avenue Initiative was 

the first site, with 

streetscaping and 

urban design 

improvements 

complete  in 2008.  

- In 2012, $45 million 

was allotted for 

streetscaping and 

improving urban 

design at other  sites  

(McCauley, Que en 

Mary Park/Central 

McDougall, and Jasper 

Place) . 

- Stony Plain Road 

(Jasper Place) finished 

construction in 2014, 

and McCauley will 

finish  in 2018.  

Mechanisms: 
- Identifies goals and designs plans in 

collaboration with committees of 

neighbourhood resident s, businesses, 

and organizations.  

- Revitalization Team facilitates the 

process and coordinates with other 

departments when needed.  

- Some strategies are mainly 

community -oriented, such as 

pr omoting local public art and building 

beautification.  



16  

 

- Some strategies  require large capital 

investment by the City , such as 

streetscaping.  

- Provides matching grants of up to 

$20,000 to support goals of 

neighbourhood revitalization . 

Nodes and 

Corridors 

Planning  
(City of Edmonton, 

2012b, 2018f)  

 

Purpose: 
- To implement mixed  use development 

around current and future transit 

stations, centers , and destination 

streets, while enabling wal kability and 

transit access to a variety of goods, 

services, and activities.  

Actions: 
TOD Guidelines and 

policy approved in 2012. 

Two TOD sites being 

implemented  today :  

- McKernan -Belgravia  

- Stadium Station  

Five Area and Corridor 

Plans  are being 

developed:  

- 101 Avenue Corridor 

Study  

- Envision 109  

- Imagine Jasper Ave  

- Norwood Boulevard 

Corridor Study  

- planWhyte  

Five Area and Corridor 

plans  are  being 

implemented:  

- 104 Avenue Corridor 

Plan 

- Blatchford  

- Jasper Place 

Redevelopment Plan  

- Mill Woods Station 

Area Redevelop ment 

Plan 

- Fort Roadôs Station 
Pointe  

Mechanisms: 
- Guidelines for Transit Oriented 

Development (TOD) that propose the 

integration of transportation, land use, 

and development by concentrating 

housing, shopping, and employment 

along  a network of walkable an d 

bikeable streets within a five -minute 

walk from transit stations.  

- Specific Area and Corridor Plans 

intended to help generate pedestrian 

activity and transit -access in 

important  commercial streets and 

nodes.  

Open Window   
(City of Edmonton, 

2018c)  

Purpose: 
- To support small indepen dent 

businesses in getting started.  

Actions: 
- Established in 2016.  

Mechanisms: 
- Provides businesses one -on -one 

support with City staff to assist with 

understanding and obtaining business 

licenses, development permits, and 

building permits.  

- Provides other s upports as needed 

including help explore location options.  
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1.3 Research Question and Objectives 

Edmontonôs current and long-term planning ta rgets a transition towards a more 

compact, sustainable, and walkable city with vibrant urban areas. This research pro ject 

aims to answer the  following  question: Does path dependence affect the revitalization  of 

commercial retail areas  in the mature neighbourhoods of Edmonton, Alberta? If so, how? 

To answer this question , two research objectives are addressed :  

1.  To identify  and evaluate barriers to revitalizing  mature neighbourhood retail 

areas , as experienced at the neighbourhood scale . 

2.  To identify and evaluate barriers to revitalizing  mature neighbourhood retail 

areas, found in policies and practices at the local governmen t scale.  

The retail environment is shaped  by forces and processes operating and 

interrelating at many scales, from global flows of capital and regional trends and norms 

within North America, down to  neighbourhood - level  factors like residential  composition 

and socio -economic status.  This project  investigates the retail  system, seeking to better 

understand  factors that affect the organization  and forms of retail in Edmonton. To 

achieve this , r esearc h objectives specifically focu s on two scales, namely the 

nei ghbourhood scale  and the local government scale. The neighbourhood  scale  is where 

actors such as businesses, property owners, local organizations , communities , and the 

real estate industry interact , with reference to  specific places and with local  governme nt 

policies that apply to th em . This offers a  óground - level ô perspective. The local 

government scale refers to policies and actions of the municipal government. These are 

important because the City of Edmonton has a direct interest in the retail landscape,  has 

a suite of policies and programs intended to help revitalize  mature areas  (see Table 1.3) , 

and has jurisdiction over land use and development. It is important to not view these 

scales as entirely separate; on the contrary, they  closely interconnected . For instance , 

real estate developments affect specific neighbourhoods and communities but  are 

bounded by  an array of policies at  both  the  municipal  and  provincial  levels . Moreover, 

interest rates set at the  federal  level  alter  the cost of repaying loans a nd affect de cisions 

to undertake developments . Undoubtedly , scales cannot be demarcated by neat  

boundaries  and they  necessarily overlap throughout th is thesis.   

1.4 Thesis Overview 

This thesis is organized  into seven  chapters. The current chapter  provides nec essary 

background information about retail  change and revitalization , including a description of 

contemporary initiatives in Edmonton. Chapter 2 reviews existing literature regarding 

evolutions in urban space, focusing on the rise and effect of modernist p lanning and 
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different forms and spatial organizations  of retail through time. It also introduces path 

dependence  and automobility  ï concepts that are central to the subsequent analysis . 

Chapter 3 describes the research methodology used to undertake this th esis, covering 

the particular case study approach and outlining methods of data collection and analysis. 

Results focused on the neighbourhood scale ( Objective 1) are presented  in Chapter 4. It  

includes discussion of the value provided to communities by loc al independent 

businesses, as well as challenges associ ated  with decayed properties, increasing 

residential density, and the practices of retailers. In Chapter 5, results regarding policies 

and practices at the local government scale are explored  (Objectiv e 2 ) . This  includes 

discussing the effect of bureaucratic structures and embedded regulatory mechanisms 

on city employees and neighbourhood  scale actors such as retailers, businesses, and 

individuals in the development industry. I n Chapter 6, results are e xamined as a whole 

by returning to concepts such as path dependence, automobility, and property relations. 

Chapter  7 concludes  the thesis and addresses policy implications and contributions to the 

field s of urban planning and retail geography .    
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

2.1 Evolutions in Urban Space and Retail 

During the mid -20 th  century, significant changes occurred in the forms and locations of 

retail developments in North America. The major changes of the past century were due 

to a series of philosoph ical and historical factors that eventually coalesced as modernist 

development, most significantly in the years after World War II (Aoki, 1992; J. Brown, 

2005; Irving, 1993; Sutcliffe, 1980; Ward, 2002) . Notably , modernism contributed to 

the decentrali zation  of retail, away from urban cores and into neighbourhoods and 

suburban locatio ns. Further, it contributed to an increased emphasis on efficiency and 

rationality that favoured newly designed large formats of suburban  retail. The first  part 

of th e literature review discusses  modernism, including its philosophical and historical 

underp innings from the Age of Enlightenment until the years after the Second World 

War. The modernist trend in planning of the 20 th -century is then discussed, including an 

explanation of retail  hierarchies and the shift to neoliberalism.  

2.1.1 Modernism in Urban Planning 

Patsy Healey argues that the planning tradition ñoscillates in its emphases between a 

radical, transformative intention, and a role in maintaining the way cities function and 

governance worksò  (2012, p. 215) . This statement is  critical  to  understanding the 

reasoning behind paradigm shifts  in urban planning discourses. She adds that those who 

have led transformative efforts in planning ñoften feel themselves operating within a 

complex and often uncomfortable, political and economic context, within which room for 

transformative manoeuvre seems slightò (Healey, 2012, p. 215) . Modernity in urb an 

planning, while now often critiqued as a relatively  stagnant and undesirable remnant of 

the previous century, first entered as a transformative and well - intentioned effort at 

change. Understanding the influences leading to modernism  is critical to under standing 

how the 20 th -century city was developed .  

2.1.1.1 Preconditions for 20th Century Modernist City Design 

Modernism most clearly appears in functionalist, suburban , and auto -oriented 

environments created in the 20 th - century, but its roots are deeper. While mo dernity in 

the mid -20 th -century is largely  considered  an urban occurrence, the pathway to 

modernity was a factor of philosophical, historical and social contexts dating back to the 

18 th -century (Irving, 1993)  with further linkages to the earlier re naissance and the 

classical periods. The beginning of the óEnlightenment ô period ï a significant  philosophical 

shift that challenged traditional power structures in society  of the time ï has been 
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identified by many as the start of the period  of modernity (Healey, 2012; Irving, 1993; 

Ward, 2002) .  

Irving  describes  the period of modernity  as ñone of unending progress through 

technical rationality towards individual and social emancipationò (Irving, 1993, p. 475) . 

Two converging phen omena enabled this process. First, the desire to break free from 

feudalism and monarchical societies was a key motivation  (Healey, 2012; Sutcliffe, 

1980) . Paired with a fight for the liberal rights of the individual and their freedoms to live 

in a more democratic society, this was a discourse that regarded land ownership and 

private profits as important for th e future 9. Further, prominent thinkers of the time 

began emphasizing the  value of scientific knowledge  and shifting away from the religion. 

Indeed, a significant outcome of this new - found  modernity was the weight placed on 

both scientific information and i nstrumental rationality 10  (Healey, 2012) . The summation 

of these factors became apparent during the Industrial Revolution.  

The Industrial Revolution, born of scientific advancement and desires for 

corporate prof it -making, led to significant blight  in cities . New social consequences 

emerged as t he working class was exploited and lived in poor conditions, often cramped 

and adjacent to heavily polluting factories. Healey describes the political, economic, and 

social  processes of the time as a complex combination of ñpositive advances in terms of 

wealth generation and the spread of benefits combined with gross social inequalities, 

systematic exclusions (of class, gender, ethnicity and race), environmental pollution an d 

periodic collapse in market processesò (2012, p. 215) . At this juncture, it became highly 

desirable to manage urban areas and plan for the future to help avoid volatilities created 

by the industrial economy and associated political order. Scientific knowledge and 

instrumental rationality became crucial elements to guide such decision making.  

In the urban context, these factors eventually metamorphosed into several 

prominent and influential urban movements that initiated the creation of modern urban 

planning. Related to this emergence is the notion of the utopia . Idealistic thinking and 

the conceptions of creating ideal societies or places have been woven for centuries 

(Neville -Sington & Sington, 1993; Segal, 2012) . In 1516, Thomas More illustrated the 

imag e of  an idealized and hypothetical island -state, with meticulous planning and 

hegemonic codes of conduct to ensure orderliness, and coined  the term óutopiaô to 

describe it (More, 1965) . Within the philosophies of modernity, the for mation of utopic 

idealisations or plans for cities became common amongst urban thinkers and architects 

of the late 19 th  and early 20 th  centuries. The modernist fascination  with scientific 

                                           
9 Accordingly, Ward recognizes that the informal types  of planning that occurred at or before this 
time ñwas the work of kings, princes, prelates, aristocrats or oligarchies, each powerful enough to 
define the urban orderò (2002, p. 11) .   
10  Instrumental rationality refers to using means  to achieve ends (Healey, 2012) ; in other words, it 
refers to how processes could be optimized to best achieve desirable outcomes.   
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planning allowed for a more systematic and determined method through  which 

conceptualizations of ideal societies could be created, in the urban context.  

Modernist urban utopias sought not only perfection in architectural design  but 

also greater functionality in urban development (Healey, 2012) . Two particularly 

influential urban philosophers  of this era were the Englishman Ebenezer Howard, with his 

Garden City  in the late 19 th -century 11 , and the Swiss -French Le Corbusier, with Ville 

Radieuse  (Radiant City) designed in 1930 12  (Fishman, 1977) . While these innovators had 

significantly different ideas of what the urban future ought to look like, they were 

bonded  by underlying modernist philosophies that science and innovation could be used 

practically and functionally to achie ve better outcomes. Accordingly, Howard and Le 

Corbusier each envisioned their utopia s as master plan s of radical urban change with the 

power to achieve social reform and positively impact well -being (Fishman, 1977) . Each 

of their plans placed val ue on a carefully organised urban form, designed for functional 

purposes. Acting responsively to the urban blights of the last century, both visionaries 

prioritised the spatial separation of industry and living space.  

2.1.1.2 Pre-World War II: Urban Modernism  

Urb an visionaries popularized the idea that cities could be managed by using 

functionality and rationality to find highly desirable solutions. Prominent examples in the 

United States in the early 1900s included the City Beautiful and the Garden City 

movements  (Ward, 2002) . Some of the early related work in the United Stat es was 

conducted by the Committee on the Congestion of Population and Benjamin C. Marsh, 

who studied European land use zoning and methods of comprehensive or master 

planning for implementation in the United States (Ward, 2002) . A key element of the 

City Beautiful movement was the momentous 1909 Plan of Chicago by Danie l Burnham:  

It was notable for several reasons. Its scale alone, covering the whole 

metropolitan area, was unparalleled. It was also comprehensive in its coverage of 

                                           
11  Ebenezer Howardôs Garden City concept was designed for 30,000 people to live harmoniously 
with the purposeful and convenient placement of every building. This included the relegation of 
industrial uses apart from residential areas and the inclusion of a green belt within the city. Its 
purpose was to maximize utility for urban dwellers in every way possible using strictly planned 

spatial requirements and programs for social well -being. Scaled -back renditions of garden cities 
were built, such as Letchworth Garden City and Welwyn Garden City both in Hertfordshire, 
England. (Fishman, 1977) .    
12  With Ville Radieuse, Le Corbusier envisioned a functional city, strictly planned with tall towers 
for residential accommodation networked by superhighways aimed at increasing mobility. Large 
greenspaces would also be left between bu ildings and roads so that the city would not feel 
congested. To some extent, tall towers and superhighways have been realized in the contemporary 
world, but Le Corbusierôs visions for greenspaces and improvements in social well-being have 
arguably not been  (Fishman, 1977) . Le Corbusierôs role in modernism was significant, as he helped 

to found the Congrès International d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM), or the International Congresses 
of Modern Architecture.    
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functional as well as aesthetic aspects, innovative in its technical aspects and 

stunning i n its presentation. (Ward, 20 02, p. 72)   

The Plan of Chicago was highly influential and was used as a formula for urban 

development elsewhere in North America (Levy, 2011) . The purpose of planning in the 

20 th -century became ñto build a functionally rational city for economic and social lifeò 

(Healey, 2012, p. 212) , although elements of beauty and romanticism still existed until 

they were ousted by Le Corbusier, CIAM, Robert Moses, and other strong proponents of 

modernism. Comprehensive planning methods, which had been tested by those li ke 

Howard, came to the forefront of North American city planning. As with Burnhamôs Plan 

of Chicago, comprehensive plans were intended to be large -scale, overarching plans 

representing a collective vision of a cityôs future in all possible aspects. Taylor (1998)  

provides a critique of this approach to plannin g, explaining that despite the broad scope, 

the quantitative expertise , and the  precise engineering and planning that was included, 

concerns for implementation  were never a key factor in comprehensive planning. 

Consequently, many components of comprehensiv e plans were never realised as they 

remained  overly  idealistic; the creators of comprehensive plans  attempted  to engineer 

their way to utopian cities, but neglected many of the social complexities already present 

in urban areas.     

This beginning of compr ehensive planning was coupled with the introduction of 

formalised practical planning tools, particularly  zoning, which regulated the locations of 

buildings based on their purposes (Levy, 2011) . Zoning was created as a  mechanism  for 

segregat ing  incompatible land  uses, such as industrial factories and  residential housing , 

and carefully control ling the overall spat ial organiz ation of  cities . It was also used to 

protect urban c entres  from new  residential development that would exacerbate  

congestion, particularly in commercial areas. Scholars, including the highly influential 

Jane Jacobs (1961) , criticized zoning because the segregation of land uses co ntributed to 

the creation of mono - functional and sprawling urban environments, as well as inner city 

decline. Jacobs argued that  zoning conflicted with the creation of vibrant and thriving 

neighbourhoods  because vibrancy was moulded in  dens e communities  wi th a mix of 

uses, including residential, commercial, retail, and services. Zoning, a functionalist tool, 

failed to account for social factors such as local sense of place and community culture, 

but persisted and continues to be a common planning tool today . 

Another significant contributor of the time was New York planner Clarence Perry  

who, with his  neighbourhood unit ,  proposed the creation of geographically -bounded 

communities including schools, shops, and other services to serve local residents, 

designed around auto -oriented transportation to external destinations (Aoki, 1992) . Both 

for safety and efficiency, one of P erryôs major contributions was the introduction of the 

hierarchical transportation system within the growing network of roads that connected 
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and constituted the modern city. This system separated neighbourhoods and pedestrians 

from arterial roads and freew ays, and used smaller street systems to facilitate internal  

neighbourhood  traffic (Handy, 1993) . At this time, th e emergence of automobile 

dominance was becoming an issue of vital importance in planning. Planners such as 

Robert Moses responded rapidly to the increasing prominence of the car, planning for 

efficient high -speed fre eway development and more functional city layouts that could 

serve a new and óinevitableô form of travel (Ward, 2002) .  

 Urban planning rose in influence in the years following the Second World War 

(Levy, 2011; Ward, 2002 ) . These years were marked by the peak of rationality and 

modernism in urban development. The emphasis and depth of planning of municipalities 

grew significantly, stimulated by suburbanization and newfound economic prosperity 

(Levy, 2011) . The desire for consumer goods in a more prosperous time and the baby 

boom helped build a demand for su burban living in North America; suburban living was 

also supplied and incentivized by favourable mortgage policies and policies that 

promoted auto -orientation in the built form of cities (Filion, 2012; Taylor, 1998) .  

Urban visionaries such as  Le Corbusier, Clarence Perry and Robe rt Moses had 

recognised decades earlier that separating both pedestrians and residential homes away 

from freeways and other land uses could be beneficial to safety as well as provide a 

greater level of efficiency for  vehicle  traffic. This reliance on the r oad was also a key 

factor in suburbanization. Heavily designed, ordered, homogenous landscapes were 

created, as land uses became more segregated. Mono - functional zones were developed 

as ñ[i]t was possible for structuring activities (employment, retailing, and services) to 

opt for a variety of locations with good highway or arterial connections; hence their 

dispersion throughout the suburban landscapeò (Filion, 2012, p. 102) .  

In this time,  comprehensive planning  approaches  had became almost universally 

adopted across North America; based on modernist principles, it is often referred to as 

órational comprehensive planning ô. It involved heavy reliance on experts in planning and 

engineering to  undertake quantitative analyses to find optimal solutions that could be 

used to comprehensively plan entire communities (Hudson, Galloway, & Kaufman, 

1979) .  

While t he physical and rational development of cities had become paramount  in 

post -war planning , it  was often criticised for being deterministic in assuming that the 

physical development of places could correlate to social development. Rather than being 

a democra tic decision -making process with citizen consultation, comprehensive planning 

is criticized for being a top -down, idealistic, and expert -driven search for organisation, 

efficiency, and functionality (Taylor, 1998) . Jane Jacobs criticised this approch to 

planning for its oversimplification of human and soc ial needs, wherein the values of 

mixed and eclectic communities were lost (Jacobs, 1961; Taylor, 1998) . Non etheless , 
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comprehensive plans became widespread in North America following World War I, and 

have remained a common tool in planning ever since (Levy, 2011; W ard, 2002) . While 

the creation of large -scale and fairly idealistic comprehensive plans continues today, 

many cities have moved towards greater levels of public involvement in policy creation.   

Modernism also contributed to the widespread growth of large  administrative 

bodies in governments, with improved abilities to handle a greater range of tasks by 

dividing them amongst separate sub -structures or departments with related technocratic 

expertise (e.g., Departments of Transportation Engineering or Social  Planning) (Gunn, 

2010; Healey, 2012; Taylor, 1998) . This bureaucracy was a significant feature of the 

modernist era.  Government bureaucracies are still seen today and have been regularly 

criticized for being slow and inefficient, with hierarchical system s of procedures that 

require layers of formal authorisations from different bureaucratic units (i.e., red tape)  

(see Brewer & Walker, 2010; Chaskin, 2005; Considine, Lewis, & Alexander, 2009; Dahl, 

1947; Olsen, 2006; Sørensen & Torfing, 2012; Van Assche et al., 2017; Verwijnen, 

1998) .  

Bureaucrats may have little c apacity to act beyond their job descriptions, or 

outside of their technocratic specializations, instead passing on portions of work to other 

units in the organization . Bureaucrats  who are engaged in work with specific 

communities and possess contextual kno wledge may be underrepresented during 

decision -making processes. The complexities of a bureaucracyôs internal systems may 

also create struggles for external stakeholders: for example, in establishing lines of 

communication with appropriate individuals. Mor eover, a member of a bureaucratic 

municipality may easily choose to pass on the concern of a community member to 

another department rather than address it; although they may be capable of assisting 

the community member, the issue does not fall under their exact umbrella of 

responsibilities, so they may easily the concern to someone else (who may then do the 

same).   

This historical background for modernism is valuable in understanding the 

changes that occurred to retail in the 20 th -century, as philosophy and  outcomes in 

planning are highly interrelated (Levy, 2011) . The changes in planning for  retail in the 

20 th -century were influenced  by modernist urban trends such as rational  comprehensive 

planning, particularly in the era after World War II.  

2.1.2 Retail Change 

Spaces for the trade of goods and services continually adapt to reflect economic 

struc tures and societal needs present in different periods of time. Accordingly, various 

trends in the retail environments of North American cities of the last several centuries 

have reflected influences from earlier retail forms and elements of modernity. 
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Deve lopments since the 1800s have  led to  a number of visible and monumental changes  

in the way retail spaces have been created and consumed. Notable creations of the 19 th  

and 20 th  centuries included inner -city department stores, shopping streets served with 

st reetcar lines (leading to streetcar suburbs), suburban shopping centres, mega -malls, 

lifestyle centres, and most recently, big -box power centres. To understand these 

relatively recent innovations, we can look to their historical antecedents; the bazaar of 

the Middle East and the arcade of the West. Critically, however, the innovations that 

followed World War II, such as planned retail hierarchies  with  suburban shopping 

centres, were created through scientifically determined modernist processes.  

2.1.2.1 The Importance of the Public Good 

Changes in retail formats of the 20 th  century altered the way that retail operates within 

cities. Private exchange functions  and public good  functions  represent a dichotomy of the 

functions of retail that became imbalanced in this er a (Rao & Summers, 2016 ) . The 

private exchange of goods is the underlying market function of retail ï to serve both 

buyers and sellers in marketplaces through trade. Public good  functions  represent non -

market factors that may benefit a population on a collective basis .  

In broa d terms,  modernist planning of the mid - twentieth century  continued to 

place value on the public space functions of retail. However, the growth of neoliberal 

philosophies from the 1970s onwards led to a rapid transition towards ultra -efficient 

shopping form s that emphasized profit -making and market - functions for retailers and 

neglected most of the public space functions of retail. These neoliberal influences can be 

observed in the massive retail power centres of USA and Canada that have very few 

non -market a menities and present great competition to older retail forms with better 

public space elements. Using the lens of the public good and private exchange functions 

to examine the changes in the retail environment over the last several centuries can 

provide va luable insight into understanding the impact that each of the following 

innovations has had on its surrounding urban environment.  

2.1.2.2 Bazaars 

Developed by Islamic cultures of the Middle East, the bazaar has existed for centuries 

and represents an early form o f urban marketplace that has shown permanency and 

salience. Alt hough the history of bazaars is complex and differs through its various 

renditions, they typically serve as the main places of retail trade in Middle Eastern cities. 

They are privately owned an d operated, with numerous vendors strictly organized into 

locations based on the goods they sell. Historically found where alleys and streets 

between residences converge, Geist describes the locations of bazaars as ñthe centre of 

collective lifeò that include other adjacent amenities such as the resting places for 
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caravans (known as the chan ), mosques, schools, and other institutions (Geist, 1985, p. 

5) . Bazaars are always enclosed to protect from harsh weather elements,  which is  an 

architectural feature that later appeared in  arcades and shopping malls. However, 

bazaars differ from other marketplaces in several ways. They are part of the roadway 

system and so accessible to people, animals, and carts. There is generally no single 

central market area  in these cities , but instead , bazaars exist in more organically 

determined locations and are the only  locations for marketplace retail trade.  

2.1.2.3 Arcades 

The arcade was an influential precursor to the indoor shopping mall. First created in the 

early 19 th - century in European cities like Paris, the arcade (also known by many other 

names including the galleria, colonnade, and passage) is an entirely pedestrian indoor 

shopping street that used architectural advancements to create a glass skylight for 

enclosure, but retains the facades and lo ok of an outdoor street (Geist, 1985) . Like the 

baza ar, the arcade is a form of indoor public space that is actually privately owned and 

operated. In certain renditions, the arcade included not only shopping, but also upper 

floor residences. The arcade has been heavily analyzed since its inception. Most 

inf luentially, the philosopher Walter Benjamin (1892 -1940) is known for his unfinished 

Passagenwerk or Arcades Project, that includes allusions of the arcade as a signifier of 

modernity in France (Buck -Morss, 1989) .  

The creation of the arcade was not sudden; developments such  as the 

internalization of walkways and shopping areas had long been occurring in Western 

nations and ultimately presented models through which the arcade could be created 

(Geist, 1985) . Chester Rows in England is a prominent example that dates back as early 

as the 13 th  century (Gre nville, 1990) ; this shopping area pioneered the use of set -back 

shops on the bottom floors of buildings, such that walking space could be covered by the 

floors above. It remains a key shopping area and tourist attraction in Chester today.    

2.1.2.4 Inner-City Department Stores 

In the 19 th -century, attempts to increase the scale and scope of retailers , which had 

been mainly small and scattered through neighbourhoods,  led to the early creation of 

large department stores both in North America and Western Europe (Benson, 1992; 

Shaw, 1992) . In the 1920s and 30s, British retailers began renting counters to sellers 

with different types of goods in one  large s tore (this took influence from British versions 

of the bazaar that existed in the 18 th  and 19 th -centuries) (Shaw, 1992) . Around the 

1850s, several large stores , separated  into different  departments of durable goods such 

as womenôs clothing or toys and books, were created  throughout London. These and 

others grew rapidly in the following decades, increasing the challenges to smaller and 
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now antiquated shopping areas, as shoppers tended to favour the larger, more modern 

department stores (Shaw, 1992) .  

Numerous similar department stores opened in Canada from the mid -19 th  century 

onwards, and their success grew monumentall y in the 1880s onwards (Benson, 1992) . 

Prominent renditions included Woodwardôs, Eatonôs, Simpsonôs, and The Bay. Part of 

their success grew from the proliferation of electric streetcar networks in the late -19 th  

century, which allowed commuters from inner suburbs to travel easily and purchase a 

wide array of consumer goods in downtown locations.  

2.1.2.5 Commercial Main Streets 

Before the Second World War, some changes to traditional retail  systems in North 

America had begun, such as the  introduction of the  earliest renditions of shopping malls 

and large downtown department stores. While the electric streetcar brought benefits to 

centrally - located department stores in Canadian cities, streetcar lines also brought 

benef its to other retail areas. Alt hough r etail remained prioritised in urban cores, 

suburban commercial main streets  in streetcar suburbs became a part of the evolving 

retail hierarchy in cities (Alexander & Akehurst, 1999; Architectural Forum, 1943; Rao & 

Summers, 2016) . A dispersal of small neighbourhood stores was also a part of this 

hierarchy.    

As such, this spatial distribution of retailers was more readily determined b y 

market forces like competition and the location of consumers than the more stringently 

planned retail development that would exist in the decades after WWII (Borchert, 1998) . 

Large  Pre-World War I retailers , particularly  department s tores , would rarely consider 

moving their businesses outside of urban centres (Longstreth, 1997) . Trips to these 

areas could most easily be taken by streetcar line. Smaller businesses  outside of urban 

cores  would generally sell conveni ence goods (such as food) or be speciality shops that 

served more highly specified needs (Alexander & Akehurst, 1999) . The convenience 

good s within neighbourhood stores were typically accessible on foot, while other goods 

on commercial corridors could be accessed either on foot or via streetcar lines that 

moved between different suburbs. Thus, walking or riding streetcars remained the 

typical  forms of transport for shopp ers  (Alexander & Akehurst, 1999; Longstreth, 1997) . 

As the century progressed, this urban reta il system  underwent significant  alterations.   

The influences of modernism in planning after the Second World War created  

numerous  changes to  urban  form, particularly in the dispersion of retail developments. 

Modernist ideals of rationality and functionali ty became  more  prominent, leading to the 

greater segregation of land uses based  on more scientifically -determined  location 

choices. Comprehensive city plans and planning tools like zoning were used to undertake 

large -scale modernist changes, to regulate th e locations of different destinations, and 
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ultimately to challenge the dominance of retail in the central areas of cities (Levy, 2011; 

Taylor, 1998) .  

2.1.2.6 Post-War Retail Planning 

In the 1950s and 60s, a move from a traditionally unplanned and centralised hierarchy 

to a planned and ideally distributed hierarchy of retail forms occurr ed. This new retail 

hierarchy was used to determine the ideal locat ion of retail forms throughout cities using 

functional mechanisms, and was often laid out in comprehensive plans (Borchert, 1998; 

S. Brown, 1991; Davies, 1984; Guy, 2007; Handy, 1993; Rao & Summers, 2016) .  

Planned retail hierarchies were influenced by the earlier notable work of Walter 

Christaller (1933) whose Die central Orte in Süddeutschland , or Cent ral Place Theory, 

provided  a theoretical view on the organisation and distribution of human land uses. 

Central Place Theory was used to distinguish between the locations of services of higher 

and lower orders (Malczewski, 2009) . Simply, this means that higher order land uses 

such as hospitals wou ld be more sparsely spread out to serve larger populations, while 

lower order uses such as small bakeries would exist in greater abundance and would 

serve smaller groups of people. Building on Central Place Theory, Berry (1958)  

suggested a hierarchy of retail forms that could be spatially arranged throughout th e 

city. It is well summarised by Cook (1974):  

Berryôs classification of centres, to a large extent, is based on an intra-urban 

application of central place theory. This system comprises a hierarchy of centres 

involving convenience centres, neighbourhood bu siness centres, community 

business centres, regional shopping centres, and the central business district.  The 

lowest order centre, the convenience centre, usually  consists of a grocer -

drugstore combination and serves only a two or three block trade area. A  

neighbourhood centre might have a barber shop, beauty salon, drugstore, 

grocery or laundry. Community centres, in addition to neighbourhood activities, 

might contain a jeweller, florist, bakery, bank, variety or clothing store. Regional 

centres contain mo st of the functions of lower order centres but also department 

stores and shoe stores, photographers, hobby shops and other specialized 

establishments. The central business district is the highest order centre and 

provides the greatest variety of goods and  services to the metropolitan area and 

beyond. (p. 116)  

This era accordingly saw the introduction of regional and neighbourhood shopping 

centres in cities (Rao & Summers, 2016) . The increase in automobile use was a large 

factor in the changing locations and retail  forms in this period (Guy, 2007; Handy, 1993; 

Steinnes, 1982) . Department stores and larger  retail uses, which had previously been 

prominent in the cores of cities, began to develop in the suburban shopping centres that 

were  encouraged retail  hie rarchies. Shopping centre developers were also able to take 

advantage of cheap land in which they could easily build large parking lots to satisfy the 

conveniences of drivers (Guy, 2007) .  
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 In the 1960s and 70s emerging suburban retail forms such as shopping malls, 

planned shopping centres, supermarkets, and megastores  rapidly change d the types of 

competition in retail markets (Fernandes & Chamusca, 2014) . These large indoor retail 

formats challenged the pri macy of core areas as retail destinations (S. Brown, 1991; 

Fernandes & Chamusca, 2014; Guy, 2007; Handy, 1993; Rao & Summers, 2016; 

Steinnes, 1982) . Suburban malls (effectively enclosed pedestrian streets  with inward -

facing stores, in many ways inspired by the arcades of the past) were highly accessible 

and convenient to consumers who wished to comparison shop and were in many cases 

able to outcompete retail locations both in city cores and  central  neighbo urhoods 

(Handy, 1993) . Malls began to develop with parking lots  surroundin g them  on all four 

sides for the further convenience of driver - consumers. Not only could these retail forms  

be more efficient for driving consumers , they could also serve as one -stop shops hosting 

a variety of goods and services , in a form that was  even mo re convenient than 

downtown department stores. These would also enable consumers to make fewer 

shopping trips, as a greater  amount of goods or groceries could be purchased and 

transported in personal cars (Handy, 1993) .  

Suburban shopping malls came to dominate the North American retail landscape  

with rapidity . The success of ma lls aligned with the rise of automobiles and the obsession 

with order and comprehensive planning. Alt hough the planners of retail hierarchies 

recognized the importance of retail areas as pedestrian friendly and accessible public 

centres, and sought to put these qualities within malls, they neglected to see the issues 

that came along with catering to the automobile. For instance, expansive surrounding 

parking lots and road infrastructure around malls began to necessitate driving and  car 

ownership in order fo r households to access goods and services, rather than supporting 

a multitude of transportation options.   

2.1.2.7 Neoliberalism in Planning 

The growth of neoliberal philosophies in governance and planning beginning in the 19 70s 

brought a laissez - faire  or free mar ket approach to retail planning that neglected the 

public good and non -market impacts of retail and prioritized profit -making for retailers 

and land developers (Aoki, 1992; S. Brown, 1991; Irving, 1993) . Rao and Summers 

show that ñthe rise of new retail formats, market developments, urban decay, and 

significant shifts in planning approachesò inhibited the success of a fully realised retail 

hierarchy (2016, p. 97). By the 1980s, this drive for market efficiencies allowed for the 

creation and rise of new forms of retail that prioritized the private -exchange functions, 

such as big box retailers and power centres across North America. Despite not being 

accounted for in planned retail hierarchies, these retail innovations were created due to 

neoliberal demands for deregulation and the strong  political power of retail developers.  
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In the 1980s, the success of shopping centres and malls diminished due to the 

closures and bankruptcies of struggling department stores, difficulties in acquiring 

anchors, increased competition from new retail format s and such as discounters, and the 

increasing costs of development (Hahn, 2000) . The new retail format known as the big 

box, or large format retailer, was created in the early 1980s. These stores are separated 

from others by large parking lots and sit adjacent to large free ways so that they can be 

visible and provide efficient access to car users. Big boxes are usually large in nature (up 

to 200,000 ft 2), and disregard most exterior design elements, with many neglecting to 

have any windows except their glass doorways. Hahn (2000)  delineates  the types of big 

box retailers into Category Killers (retailers that fulfill most goods in a retail category, 

e.g., Staples, Home Depot), Discounters (e.g., Wal -Mart), Warehouse Clubs (e.g., 

Costco or Samôs Club), and other similar types. Owners of these properties are 

advantaged by the utilitarian simplicity and regularity of building design that allows for 

easy turnover, should a retailer fail or move out. When this occurs, another retailer may 

rapidly take up the  tenancy without significant renovations or costs.    

Alt hough big box retailers began by locating along arterials, they began to 

agglomerate and turn into power centres in the mid -1980s (Hahn, 2000) . These highly 

efficient centres are cheap and easy to plan and build compared to regional shopping 

centres. A key i ssue with these developments include a lack of amenities for walking; 

cars are often required even for travel between stores. Not only did these new retail 

formats exacerbate the challenges faced among other forms of retail, their strict 

emphasis on market  efficiency meant that they had little to no elements of public space 

or urban design, even compared to traditional shopping malls.  

In this decentralisation  of urban retail, public good  functions have been 

significantly challenged . The proliferation of ma lls and other large - format  retail in 

suburban areas of cities have undoubtedly increased the diversity of products  and 

services that particular  consumers can acquire in a convenient fashion (Handy, 1993) . 

However, a common consideration is that these new geographies lack a sense of place . 

Geographers such as Relph (1976)  identified placelessness  in inauthentic spaces of little 

meaning to people. The landscapes created by newer forms of suburban  retail are often 

considered  placeless, as parking lots and freeways surround the m , they provide very 

little  positive contribution to street vibrancy, they necessitate car travel for access, and 

they have few significant defining features that differentiate them from similar 

developments in different locations. They are more -or - less id entical groupings of 

utilitarian boxes, surrounded by seas of asphalt. In contrast, areas  that are considered to 

elicit a sense of place typically hold the qualities of meaning and authenticity (Relp h, 

1976) . Retail developments that are better integreated with  neighbourhoods  are more 

likely to create a sense of community, promote active forms of transport, and provide 
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proximal access to goods and services. These are some of the traditional values th at 

were common in retail before the 1970s.  

2.1.2.8 Contemporary Planning Ideas 

Despite the proliferation of these types of placeless retail  landscapes in North America, 

since the time of Jane Jacobs in the 1960s,  there have been efforts to recognise  the 

value of public space in commercial areas. Recently, there have been trends in planning 

and geography that aim to reinvigorate some of these values , striving  for greater 

walkability in more centralised  locations of retail. This includes the recognition that the 

cor e areas of cities have historically provided more opportunities for vibrancy, 

walkability, and livability, but many fell into urban decay while cities rapidly 

suburbanized. This has resulted in a push to combat urban decay in these areas. The 

following are  two related trends in contemporary planning that emerged towards the end 

of the 20 th  century and have sought to challenge the ongoing patterns of suburban 

development.  

The New Urbanism, introduced and advocated for by Duany and Plater -Zyberk 

(1992) , is often referred to as neo - traditional town planning or traditional neighbourhood 

design for its reintegration of mixed land uses into c omplete community designs. The 

neighbourhood design includes a pedestrian -oriented grid street pattern, attractive 

developments built at a human scale, and a town centre with a mix of amenities 

including retail shops that can service the local community (Duany & Plater -Zyberk, 

1994; Fulton, 1996; Grant, 2009; Grant & Filion, 2015; Wheeler, 2003) . It places 

greater emphasis on the public good functi ons of retail through the reintegration of 

shops into communities (Rao & Summers, 2016) . These neighbourhoods can be created 

as more sustainable suburban developments or provide benefits to more central areas. 

The Congress for New Urbanism, founded in 1993, developed the Chart er for New 

Urbanism  which has helped to spread these ideas into many North American cities.  

Transit  oriented development (TOD), also promoted by New Urbanists, advocates 

for integrating a density of mixed land -uses, including retail developments, that ful fill the 

complete necessities of a community within walkable distances of transit stations 

(Cervero et al., 2002; Jabareen, 2006; Rao & Summers, 2016; Wheeler, 2003) . This is 

meant to encourage the use of non -automobile transportation while including some of 

the efficiencies of the private aut omobile and presenting additional public good functions.     

While these contemporary forms of development seek to create denser, 

connected and ultimately more sustainable environments that promote accessibility to 

retail outlets and locations that promote  public good benefits, they are often difficult to 

achieve. Bean, Kearns, and Collins recognize that ñwhile the issue of urban form is 

important, peoplesô perceptions and prevalent cultural norms may well be more crucial 
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determinants of travel behaviour an d neighbourhood sociabilityò (2008, p. 2830) . Day 

(2003)  identifies several challenges with trying to solve soci al problems with design 

changes (reminiscent of modernist planning). City councils, civil engineers, developers, 

land owners, businesses, homebuyers, and homeowners can all be resistant to change, 

creating pressures to propagate the norm of suburban, segre gated development.  

Moreover, when design is successful in revitalizing public uses, it may encourage 

unintended outcomes like gentrification.  Nevertheless , these contemporary ideals have 

seen some successes and may be able to provide a framework for a more  sustainable 

urban future.  

2.2 Automobility  

Technological innovations since the nineteenth - century have accelerated human mobility  

through faster  and more efficient forms of travel , ultimately increasing the human ability 

to overcome distance. Of these innova tions, the most significant is the automobile, 

which has become entrenched in worldwide industries, institutions, and social systems. 

(Sheller & Urry, 2000) .  The invention and mass -production of automobiles in the late -

nineteenth and early - twentieth centu ries steered worldwide changes in personal travel 

and uses  of urban and rural space. Today, there are more than a billion vehicles on the 

planet (Sperling & Gord on, 2009) . If the basic function of the automobile in providing 

improvements to human mobility has been achieved in much of the world, its role in 

transforming social life ought to be recognized too. Auto -dominance  around the world 

has  contribute d to  exte nsive changes in cultures and socialities,  in urban spatial 

organization , and in industrial  and  economic activity . It has also created  challenges of 

environmental degradation, natural resource  depletion , and impacts on biodiversity.  

While the earliest con firmed successful self -propelled vehicle was created by 

Frenchman Nicholas -Joseph Cugnot in 1770 (a steam -powered vehicle which was also 

involved in the first automotive accident when it hit a wall, landing Cugnot in jail), it was 

not until 1884 that Frank  and Charles Duryea gave birth to the automotive industry by 

selling the first petrol -powered buggy (Motavalli, 2000) . Prompted by the production of 

the Ford Model T which debuted in 1908, an efficient as sembly line manufacturing 

process led to the mass -production and mass -consumption of affordable vehicles that is 

still seen today. Mass production and mass -consumption of the automobile prompted 

significant changes in uses of urban space . Most notably, the  urban street ï previously 

multi -modal infrastructure that was also a place for meeting and socialization ï was 

replaced by the road, almost universally considered a place exclusively for efficient and 

fast car travel .  

The automobile has long provided a p oint of conflict in both urban and rural 

areas. The earliest users of automobiles were typically either wealthy enthusiasts looking 
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for the enjoyment of speed (often experienced in races) or those seeking the leisure to 

explore nature freely in a capacity not provided by trains (Ladd, 2008) . Ladd describes 

how many people were put off by the  vehicle  noise created in the countryside and urban 

areas (which led to the widespread use of mufflers) or by the dangers that pedestrians 

and bystanders who w ere used to safely walking through (and on) the streets. Other 

disagreements in history that Ladd (2008) points out include the loss of safety for the 

pedestrian, flâneur (the casual urban stroller), other street users, and the loss of the 

romanticized cou ntryside. To combat the fears of safety and to allow the automobile to 

roam more freely through  road space, non -motorized traffic began to be segregated 

from roadways to inferior separate spaces such as sidewalks (Merriman, 2009) . Over the 

last century, new types o f roadways have been created (including the paving, painting, 

and signage of roads) to boost the efficiency and safety of car travel.  

Since the 1960s and 1970s, the impacts of the automobile on communities, 

democratic processes and the global environment h ave been questioned, most notably 

by public protest movements (Merriman, 2009) . Around this time, a shift away from the 

post -war modernist mindset was occurring; modernist thinking had subjected cities to 

increased levels of auto -dependence as freeways and suburban  developments had been 

rapidly developed and promoted across the world (Relph, 1987) . Criticisms of 

modernism arose as discussions of sustainable development grew, contributing to the 

widening of anti - car sentiment amongst activists.  

Automobility  has emerged in scholarly literature to help analyze and describe the 

various cultural, social, and institutional connections of the automobile that have helped 

it persist through time. These analyses include but look beyond the traditional car -

focused understandings, which typically examined suburbanization  and other impacts on 

material spatial arrangements related to the automobile; automobility includes the 

social, technological, institutional, and ideological aspects of modernity that are both 

related to the car and help strengthen societyôs grip on the automobile (Böhm, Jones, 

Land, & Paterson, 2 006) . 

The automobile - related changes to human mobility, institutions and socialities are 

central to discussions of automobility. The car is a highly technological vehicle which can 

be operated by a single user and offers the ability to move oneself rapidl y through the 

world with a flexible and highly personalized schedule. Sociologist John Urry describes 

automobility as a system involving ñautonomous humans combined with machines with 

capacity for autonomous movement along paths, lanes, streets and routewa ys of one 

society after anotherò (2004, p. 26) . However, he goes on to explain that the  ñkey is not 

the ócarô as such but the system of these fluid interconnectionsò (Urry, 2004, p. 26)  that 

has transformed social interactions . 
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This section review s the concept of au tomobility , discussing the human spatio -

temporal relationship with the automobile , physical and psychological experiences of the 

users of auto - space , and how the automobile has impacted the social world . The 

following section will connect automobility with  path dependence  in order to discuss its 

permanency.  

2.2.1 Background 

The concept of automobility is a framework of analysis for societal auto -dependence that 

favours a more holistic view than looking solely at the car and its easily observable 

impacts on built  form. Automobility has developed over time to include a wide range of 

observations about human sociality and culture, natural and built environments, politics, 

industries, technological advancement, and human relationships with time and space 

(Merriman, 2009) . The  extensiveness and complexity of these varied connections and 

challenges have made automobility a deeply entrenched system, which makes moves 

towards lower dependence on the automobile difficult to achieve.  

The term automobility (or auto -mobility) can be traced back as far as 1904 where 

it was used to describe independent motion in a patent for the óelectrically-propelled 

vehicleô  (Thayer, 1904) . The term has since been frequently refined. Adamson (1955)  

used auto -mobility consider the reasons for and impacts of suburbanization. U.S. 

Senator Harrison A. Williams, Jr. argued against the urban developer ideology of 

automobility, that the right to drive wherever and whenever was an inevitable and 

universal right (Williams, 1962) .  Freund and Martin (1993)  radically shifted conversation  

of automobility towards the automobileôs relation with the social world, linking it to 

discourses such as individualism and sexuality.  

Sheller and Urry (2000)  provided the most significant description and analysis of 

automobility as it is currently understood, arguing that automobility is comprised of si x 

major components that enable the automobile to be dominant. First, automobiles are 

one of the most significant capitalist productions, involving many of the most prominent 

corporations and have historically transformed industrial production through Fordi sm and 

post -Fordism (they are the óquintessential manufactured objectô). Second, they are one 

of the most expensive goods purchased by consumers and elicit levels of status, provide 

an anthropomorphic connection for its owner, and enable automobile crimes that must 

go through the legal system. Third, they are complexly connected with both technical 

and social institutions including industrial production, roadways, retailing, hoteling, and 

urban planning. Fourth, they outrank public transportation modes and are the major 

system of flexible personal and family transportation. Fifth, they are a cultural symbol of 

mobility and óthe good lifeô. Finally, the production and use of automobiles and road 
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systems consumes tremendous amounts of natural resources and hea vily impacts the 

environment through emissions and other byproducts.     

 While most automobility arguments present negative perspectives on the 

automobile, it should be noted that through the early to mid -1900s, automobiles were 

recognized as a tool to en able the modernization of cities while also providing much 

greater access to natural spaces and views than had previously existed, particularly in 

rural areas (Merriman, 2009) . Indeed, to help create panoramic unobstructed views for 

drivers and passengers, the visi on for the original autobahn disallowed billboards and 

roadside advertisements (Dimendberg, 1995) .  

2.2.2 Space and Time 

The meanings of space and time have changed as technologies improving human 

mobility have progressed. Space and time are inseparable entities, particularly in 

geographical considerations. During the 19th century, human considerations of space 

and time began to shrink, as technologies such as the stagecoach (replacing horseback 

riding), bicycle (initially a toy, but effectively turned into a mode of local transport), and 

the democratization of rail transport helped progressively lower the ófriction of distanceô 

and increase the speed in travelling from one location to another (Thrift, 1994) .  

However, it was technological advancements of the following century that most 

profoundly al tered these spatiotemporalities. While the creation and expansion of the 

aircraft certainly improved human ability to travel through space and time, it was the 

widespread dissemination of the private car that likely had the most significant impacts 

on spat iotemporalities through improvements to personal mobility and flexibility (Sheller 

& Urry, 2000) . The automobile afforded humans the ability to control their personal 

timetables ñthrough the complex jugglings of time and space that car journeys both 

allow and necessitateò (Sheller & Urry, 2000, p. 743) . Humans have since experienced 

the flexibility to quickly change the direction  of trips, make unexpected stops, and to 

negate the importance of planned departure times. As Urry emphasizes, much of what 

we consider to be social life is enabled by these qualities:   

It is possible to leave late by car, to miss connections, to travel i n a relatively 

time - less fashion. People find pleasure in travelling when they want to, along 

routes that they choose, finding new places unexpectedly, stopping for relatively 

open ended periods of time, and moving on when they desire. (Urry, 2006, p. 19)   

However, the complex ójugglingô of time that becomes a part of human life also 

bears a coercive nature, as intense levels of flexibility are not only experienced but 

demanded in modernity (Featherstone, 2005; Sheller & Urry, 2000; Urry, 2006) . While 

the railway had become a highly democratized and functional system of transportation, it 

remained relati vely inflexible and passengers followed strict timetables in planning their 
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transportation. With the private automobile, elements such as traffic flow and the 

avoidance of rush hours impact the decisions and times of journeys (Beckmann, 2001) . 

However, work  and school schedules remain highly standardized, so with the increasing 

volumes of traffic over time,  these decisions become more complex (Featherstone, 

2005) . Car travel includes increasingly greater unpredictability in scheduling, further 

enhanced by events such as accidents, cons truction, and traffic jams.  

The dispersal of urban activities and built environments has further necessitated 

the flexibility that Sheller and Urry (2000)  describe. As the built environment has been 

altered to fit the flexibilities and mobilities that the car provides, it has ñóunbundledô 

those territorialities of home, work, business and leisure that have histori cally been 

closely integratedò (Sheller & Ur ry, 2000, p. 744) . Along with suburban development and 

this unbundling of places, the urban environment has become more about the ability for 

the óunrestrictedô movement that the car provides than the place itself. Human activity is 

thereby more spread ov er space and time (Beckmann, 2001) .  

Harvey (1990)  reasons that these factors have enabled a ótime-space 

compressionô that has drastically changed the nature of human life in relation to 

increasing technologies of mobility. As Beckmann puts it, ñ[t]he time horizons of private 

and publi c decision making have shrunk because the acceleration of transport has made 

it increasingly possible to spread these decisions over an ever wider and fragmented 

spaceò (2001, p. 599) . Virilio suggests that th is óaccelerationô and  the greater  speed of 

life makes ñeveryone a passer-by, an alien, or a missing personò (as cited in Thrift, 

1994, p. 221) . This contributes to the loss of óplaceô (as a site of meaning) and a general 

disconnection between the inside of the autom obile, and that which is on the outside.                 

2.2.3 Inhabiting the Road: The Body and the Car 

As the automobileôs influence on the urban environment and social life has strengthened, 

the physical and psychological experiences of road users have been a ltered drastically 

(Featherstone, 2005; Sheller & Urry, 200 0; Taylor, 2003; Urry, 2006) . Taylor suggests 

that the aesthetic, sensory experiences of car users (drivers and passengers) and the 

non -car users (pedestrians, cyclists, bystanders) adjacent to road space are ñthe most 

salient aspect of peopleôs experience of the external urban environmentò  (2003, p. 

1610) . Ladd (2008)  describes the tension that existed between early automobile us ers 

and the previous users of the street , who struggled to adapt to the automobile and who 

valued the multi -modal forms of transportation that road space traditionally enabled. In 

contrast, in the modern automotive world road space is almost exclusively de signated for 

automobiles.  
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2.2.3.1 Pedestrians and Cyclists 

Pedestrians and cyclists are the road users that have faced the greatest marginalization 

due to automobility. The flâneur has been used as a theoretical framework through 

which urban experiences can be st udied, expanding on the work of early 20th century 

scholar Walter Benjamin (Featherstone, 1998) . Although initially associated with certain 

upper middle -class stereotypes, the flâneur  more generally represents the unrushed 

walker, or stroller, s imply existing to observe the environment he is in; it can be used in 

this context to provide the lens of the marginalized stroller in urban space. With the goal 

of creating a functional economic environment based largely upon automobility, the 

period of m odernism accelerated the decline of the flâneur  in favour of large, high -speed 

roads and a dispersed urban development (Featherstone, 1998) . The decline of urban 

walking is socially consequential; drawing on the work of de Certeau (1984), Bean, 

Kearns, and Collins state that ñwalkers can add to the sociality as well as the character 

of a city simply by being thereò (2008, p. 2834) . This echoes the sentiments of Jane 

Jacobs  (1961) , who argued that pedestrians bring life to cities.     

Beckmann notes that ñ[t]he modern city is slicked up into shopping areas, 

housing areas, leisure parks, business districts, and so forth. Human activities are no 

longer bundledéò (2001, p. 598) . In the quest to create spaces fit for the automobile, 

pedestrians, cyclists, and other non -motorized urban users are subjected to auto -

oriented urban spaces largely devoted to single land uses. In addition, the urban 

landscape now includes vast areas of land dedicated to parking, widened roads, large 

expressways, road signs, street lighting and other óurban furnitureô (Taylor, 2003) .  The 

result ing fragmentation of space and proliferat ing  óauto-scapeô has infringed on the 

abilities of non -motorized travellers  to move between locations (as distances have 

typically increased) and to do so safely. Similarly, the transit user experiences gaps in 

trav el that may create feelings of danger and uncertainty, gaps that are not as regularly 

experienced among car users (Sheller & Urry, 2000) .  

Nigel Taylor (2003)  compares the physical and psychological experiences of 

pedestrians and cyclists in comparison with those of c ar occupants. The journey through 

the city involves a variety of sights, smells, sounds, tactile sensations, kinesthetic 

sensations, and vicarious sensations (the sensations we notice in passing) (Taylor, 

2003) . Taylor explains that the experience of traffic in the city to the pedestrian or 

cyclist is a combined interplay of all experienced sensations; that is, walkers or cyclists 

see, hear, and smell traffic to various degrees, ofte n dependent on the density of traffic 

and built form in the area. The excess of these sensations in heavily trafficked areas can 

create a number of discomforts (e.g. invasive traffic noise), which in part has contributed 

to a demand for suburban living. Th e kinesthetic sensations of those inside the car and 

outside the car are different too; pedestrians and bicyclists must use their own energy to 


