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I. INTRODUCTION 

Purpose 
The use and integration of a Visual Preference Survey (VPS) was an important element 
of the initial phases of the Downtown Denver Area Plan process. This survey is one way 
of garnering the interest of community members and gauging their reactions to building 
and open space typologies, as well as the character of urban settings and street 
environments. Utilizing images from Denver and places throughout the world, the VPS 
for the Downtown Area Plan was comprised of a collection of photos of existing spaces, 
including buildings, plazas, streets, and events that participants were asked to rate in 
order of appropriateness in their own community. This tool was integrated into the first 
phase of the process to jump-start the community-wide visioning for Downtown. The 
intent of the VPS is to understand the Denver residents’ underlying value preferences 
related to land use, urban design, transportation, and social and cultural aspects of 
Downtown. The survey results will be used, along with other inputs, to help shape the 
future design of Downtown through development of the plan’s design policies and 
guidelines. 

Format 
The survey was initiated with the general public on March 22 and was offered online on 
the plan website (downtowndenverplan.org) between March 22 and April 25, 2006. Three 
smaller forums were held with City Staff and the Downtown Denver Partnership’s 
Emerging Leaders on April 3, 4 and 18.  The format of the in-person forums allowed 
participants to express their desires related to design elements in a group discussion 
following the survey. Except for this difference, the in-person and online survey formats 
were the same. Overall, 864 people participated in the survey. 
 
� The survey included 120 multiple-choice questions divided into three sections: 

� Section I: Demographic Information (7 questions) 
� Section II: Image Rating (93 questions) 
� Section III: Appropriate Location (20 questions) 

 
� The images in Section II were divided into four categories: 

� Public Spaces 
- Parks and Open Space 
- Urban Plazas 
- Pedestrian Environment 

� Built Environment  
- Building Types 
- Design Elements 
- Street Level Activity 

� Transportation 
� Social and Cultural Environment 
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Though these categories helped to distinguish types of imagery from each other and were 
separated with divider slides, the time allotted (10 seconds) for response to each image 
was meant to encourage an immediate reaction.  Therefore, participants could react to the 
overall image, rather than the specific element within it.  For example, the Transportation 
section showed close-up images of bicyclists, though people could react to other elements 
in the foreground or background such as sidewalk conditions, traffic or greenery. 
 
The purpose of Section III was to provide participants the opportunity to indicate where 
in Downtown and the surrounding area they feel the development represented in the 
identified images would be most appropriate. Four generalized areas were provided as 
options. Respondents could choose one, two, three or all of the areas that they considered 
appropriate for each image in Section III of the survey. 
 

A. Downtown Core 
B. Adjacent Area  
C. Surrounding Neighborhoods 
D. Not Appropriate 

 
In-person participants received a handout of the appropriate location diagram that 
outlined each area in relation to each other and I-25 and Colfax Avenue (below). The 
diagram was included in Section III for online respondents. The areas depicted were 
meant to be generalized and diagrammatic and allow participants to respond quickly to 
the ideal locations for certain types of development. 
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After participants completed the in-person survey on March 22, Daniel Iacofano of MIG, 
the lead planning consultants, facilitated an interactive discussion.  The session was 
designed to garner feedback about what was considered appropriate and to foster critical 
thinking about function, appearance, design and relationships between buildings, public 
spaces, streets and amenities. Section III imagery was discussed to better understand what 
building typologies were considered appropriate for the Downtown core versus the 
adjacent area and surrounding neighborhoods. Participants were asked to explain what 
buildings were appropriate in which areas, with respect to building bulk, massing, height 
and design characteristics (See Appendix B to view the reduced copy of the wallgraphic 
notes). 
 
The notes from this discussion were organized according to the four main topic areas 
identified previously.  
 

Public Spaces 
 
� Avoid creating buildings or flanking open spaces with blank walls. The public space 

should be enhanced with visually interesting design. 
� Introduce more color into design of public spaces especially in the winter months 
� Alleys can be good and bad; they are critical to the functionality of the Downtown, but 

they can harbor undesirable activities if they are left alone. 
 

Built Environment 
 
� Paying close attention to design elements including materials, details, setbacks, texture 

and the relationship to the street is critical. 
� Mixed-use parking structures are desirable, though the facades should not so artsy that 

they are distracting; functional facades are more appropriate. 
� Buildings must be designed to accommodate climate requirements (such as snowload, 

sunlight access, temperature control, etc.) over the long-term.  
� Be selective in determining the appropriate mix of uses within in buildings and districts. 

 

Transportation 
 
� Traffic calming is necessary to foster pedestrian activity. 
� Consider the design of new transit modes carefully, especially new curbside designs, that 

facilitate easy and quick ingress and egress off buses and light rail. 
� All public transit should lead to Downtown from the outer neighborhoods. 
 

Social and Cultural Environment 
� Like any great city, Downtown must meet the needs of its residents with a public market 

or grocery store. 
� Downtown needs an active town square that integrates cafes, retail and open spaces. 
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� The social and civic environment within Downtown would benefit from more free 
concerts. 

� Do not prohibit vehicular travel on more Downtown Streets because it is expensive 
process and inhibits access to street fairs, rather than helping them. 

� Civic Center Park should not be filled with retail; keep it open for large public events. 
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II. OVERVIEW OF RESULTS 

Section I: Demographic Information 
Of the 864 people who filled out surveys, 204 completed them in person and 660 took the 
survey online. Seven questions were posed to gain a better understanding of the 
participants’ backgrounds and relationship to Downtown, as well as their familiarity with 
the area. 
 
Each demographic question and its results are described below and on the following 
pages.  

Question 1 
The first question asked participants to note whether they were Downtown employees, 
residents, business owners, property owners, students or visitors. Participants were asked 
to check any of the boxes that apply. Over half of respondents were Downtown 
employees (487). Residents of Denver, Metro Denver (greater metropolitan area) and 
Downtown were the next highest commonalities, respectively, as noted in the chart 
below. 
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Question 2 
The second question asked participants to share how long they have been a resident in 
Denver. The majority of respondents (60 percent) have lived in Denver for over 10 years. 
 

Question 3 
The third question asked participants their gender. Survey participants were nearly evenly 
split between female (49 percent) and male (51 percent). 
 

Question 2: How many years have you lived 
in Denver?

Less than 1 year
7% 1-5 years

18%

5-10 years
15%

More than 10 years
60%

Question 3: Gender

Female
49%

Male
51%
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Question 4 
The fourth question aimed to assess the single or married status of participants. The 
majority of respondents (59 percent) were part of a two-adult household. 

 

Question 5 
The fifth question aimed to assess if participants were parents with children living at 
home. The large majority (75 percent) did not have children living in the household. 

 

Question 5: How many children live in your 
household?

None
75%

More Than Three
1%

One 
11%

Two
11%

Three
2%

Question 4: How many adults live in your 
household?

One
30%

More Than Two
11%

Two
59%
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Question 6 
The sixth question inquired about the participant’s age. The age of participants was much 
more widely distributed than the other demographic characteristics. The participants were 
evenly distributed within three primary age groups: 25-29 years of age (29 percent), 35-
49 years of age (30 percent), and 50-69 years of age (28 percent).  

Question 7 
The final demographic question asked participants to note their ethnicity. The large 
majority of respondents were white (82 percent). 

Question 6: Age

35-49 years old
30%

25-39 years old
29%

18-24 years old
5%

50-69 years old
28%

Older than 69
2%

Younger than 18
6%

Question 7: Ethnicity

American Indian or 
Alaska Native

0%Hispanic
9%

White
82%

Asian
2%

Black or African 
American

3%

Native Hawaiian or 
Pacific Islander

0%

Mixed Race
2%

Other
2%
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Section I Summary 
The results of these questions determined that the majority of respondents: 
� Were white males or females  
� Were between the age of 25 and 69 years old 
� Work Downtown 
� Live in a household with one other adult 
� Do not have children living at home 
� Have lived in Denver over 10 years 
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Section II: Image Rating 
The data from the 864 survey respondents were combined and assessed to reveal 
similarities, differences and trends. The analysis used the demographic distinctions to 
identify trends with certain user group responses and compare them to overall averages. 
 
In general, there were more positive responses than negative.  The distribution of 
response averages graph (below) shows that +3 was the most frequently occurring 
average score. In contrast, -5, -4 and +5 were never the average response for an image.  
 

High Scoring Images 
A collection of images received especially high ratings. Fifteen images received average 
ratings above +3. Analysis of these images determined the following common 
characteristics: 

� Spaces with many people, specifically when they were actively engaged in an 
activity or event. 

� Nighttime activities, specifically within well-lit spaces. 
� Greenery and foliage. 
� Outdoor seating and dining, specifically with benches and shade that offer a 

break from the urban intensity. 
� Bold, colorful and modern architecture and design. 

 
The 10 highest rated images and their average scores are included on the following pages. 
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10 Highest Rated Images 

Image 100 Image 83 

Image 30 Image 13 

Image 18 Image 97 
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10 Highest Rated Images (continued) 

Image 19 Image 99 

Image 45 Image 46 
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Low Scoring Images 
Twenty images received negative average responses (scores below zero). Six images 
received scores lower than –2. The general similarities that distinguished the lowest rated 
images from the rest included: 
 
� Empty streets and lifeless open spaces, specifically that lacked pedestrians, street 

trees and sidewalk amenities. 
� Buildings with blank walls or set back from the sidewalk that lack ground floor 

activity, human scale design elements or attractive visual variety on wall surface. 
� Surface parking lots. 
� Sidewalks that lack landscaping, attractive fencing and adequate width. 

 
One poorly rated image among the bottom 10 that does not share these characteristics 
depicts a Cinco de Mayo parade. Upon closer analysis, the image was rated similarly low 
by all demographic groups, including Downtown residents, parents and Hispanics. This 
survey cannot determine the rationale behind the ratings. However, some possibilities 
include a general aversion to Downtown parades; events focused on one particular culture 
(in this case Mexican); or events that separate participants from onlookers.  
 
The 10 lowest rated images and their average scores are included on the following pages. 
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10 Lowest Rated Images 
 

Image 63 Image 29 

Image 62 Image 60 
 

Image 53 Image 78 
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10 Lowest Rated Images (continued) 

Image 39 Image 26 

Image 95 Image 56 
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Section III: Appropriate Location 
Section III offered participants the opportunity to assess whether certain types of 
development were appropriate in certain locations in or around Downtown. The majority 
of images from this section received split votes. Most often an image’s highest scores 
were split between two contiguous areas.  For example, 617 people responded that Image 
101, a mixed-use development with a 3-story podium and high-rise development in the 
background, was appropriate in the “Downtown Core” and 640 respondents thought it 
was appropriate in the “Adjacent Area.” Only one image was widely considered 
inappropriate for all areas: Image 106, a corner building with blank walls (below left).  
 
Two other images received mixed reviews regarding appropriateness with a less wide 
margin of difference: Image 104, a corner diner with a prominent sign (below middle); 
and Image 119 (below right), a surface parking lot. Image 119 was the only image to 
receive a close to equal number of votes for “Downtown Core” (404) and for “Not 
Appropriate” (387). The image was also used in Section II and received the second 
lowest rating of all 93 images, which suggests that although participants dislike this type 
of surface lot, they still consider it appropriate within the Downtown Core. 

Image 104 received 412 votes 
for “Not Appropriate,” 
whereas, 336 respondents 
considered it appropriate in 
“Surrounding Neighbor-
hoods.” 

Image 119 received 387 votes 
for “Not Appropriate.” The 
surface parking lot received a 
slightly higher number of 
votes (404) for being 
appropriate in the 
“Downtown Core.” 

Image 106 received 499 votes for “Not 
Appropriate,” whereas, 310 respondents 
considered it appropriate in 
“Surrounding Neighborhoods.” 

Source: UrbanAdvantage.
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“Downtown Core” Typologies 
Section III provided insight into the appropriate building typologies considered 
appropriate in the “Downtown Core” and the “Adjacent Area.” Four images received 
more than 600 votes as appropriate development within the “Downtown Core.” Three of 
these four images are from Downtown Vancouver (see below).  The “Vancouver Model” 
combines low- to mid-rise development at the street edge with slender, high-rise towers 
set back. The two images that received the highest average score reflect modern 
architecture and their facades are constructed almost entirely of glass and metal.  These 
ratings suggest that participants view modern high-rise development as desirable building 
types within the “Downtown Core.”   
 

 

Image 101 (above left) depicts 3-story commercial and office use with 
high-rise residential towers in the background. Image 105 (above middle) 
received 784 votes and Image 112 (above right) received 703 votes. They 
show 2- and 3-story townhouses facing onto the street with high-rise 
residential towers set back. Image 101 (bottom left) depicts development 
along the waterfront in Providence, Rhode Island. 
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“Adjacent Area” Typologies  
More than 600 respondents considered eight images appropriate in the “Adjacent Area” 
to the Downtown Core. Three images received more than 700 votes (see below). The 
buildings in these images are mid-rise developments (ranging from four to six stories) 
constructed of stone, brick or other traditional materials. The buildings in each image 
have commercial uses facing onto the street at the ground level (though the ground level 
of Image 102 is not entirely visible due to the open space and parking in the foreground). 
The architectural styles vary between modern and traditional. Two of the three images 
display pedestrian-friendly, ground floor commercial spaces, with multiple transparent 
windows and doorways. These ratings suggest that mid-rise development with active 
ground floor uses and constructed in a range of architectural styles, is considered 
appropriate in the “Adjacent Area.”  
 

 
 

Image 107 (above left) is a computer simulation of a building imposed on 
Colfax Avenue. It depicts traditional mid-rise brick construction. The 
building is mixed-use office/residential above commercial. Another version 
of this image was also depicted with a light rail line and row of street trees 
in the foreground, which also received high ratings. Image 102 (above 
middle) is in San Francisco’s Downtown SOMA district. It illustrates mid-
rise housing above ground floor retail facing onto a neighborhood park.  

Source: UrbanAdvantage.

Image 114 (above) is new 
mixed-use development in the 
Central Platte Valley, north 
of the Downtown Core. 
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Additional Findings 
In order to assess how different demographic groups responded to the survey, three user 
groups were selected to study in comparison to each other and the overall results:   
 
� Downtown Residents 
� Families/Parents (people who had children living within their households)  
� Hispanics 

 
These three groups were chosen to better understand how residents already living 
Downtown perceive it and how Downtown is perceived by others, including a diverse 
array of people such as families and non-whites. Hispanics were chosen because they 
were the second largest ethnic group to respond to the survey and represent an increasing 
proportion of Denver’s population. Downtown Residents were chosen because they 
represent a user group that has already been attracted to living Downtown and their likes 
and dislikes are key to understanding what works and what doesn’t work in Downtown. 
Families were chosen because in the last 15-20 years, Downtowns have generally been 
less attractive to people living with children. 
 
Overall, Hispanic participants rated images slightly higher on average than the other two 
user groups selected for study (average score +1.60), whereas Downtown Residents rated 
images lower on average (average score +1.31). The Families/Parents group’s average 
response fell in between these groups with an average score of +1.40 and matched that of 
the overall average score for all respondents. 

User Group Comparisons 
Of the 93 rated images in Section II, only 16 received ratings from each user group that 
differed one point or more, on average. In other words, the average responses from each 
user group rarely differed more than 1 point on the 10-point rating scale. The images that 
did receive a greater range in average responses included: 
 
� Image 15:  Boston City Hall 
� Images 29 and 62:  Two images of Downtown Denver surface parking lots 
� Image 35:  A single-family house with driveway 
� Image 53:  A parking garage with blank walls 
� Image 60:  An empty street flanked by a blank wall and a narrow, tree-less 

sidewalk 
� Images 63 and 71:  Two images of wide, empty streets next to parking lots 
� Image 72:  A busy street filled with bicyclists, scooters and motorcycles 
� Image 83:  A mid-sized shuttle bus parked outside a mid-rise complex 
� Image 90:  A dark alley in Downtown Denver 
� Image 94:  An image of a panhandler  

 
All but one of these images received the lowest average response from Downtown 
Residents. The exception was the image of a street scene filled with a cluttered mix of 
bicyclists, scooters and motorcycles (next page left), which received the lowest average 
score from Hispanic respondents.  
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Looking more closely at the response to a couple of images that received varied results 
from the user groups, Image 111 (above right), depicting children playing in a schoolyard 
surrounded by tall buildings, received a slightly higher average response from 
Families/Parents compared to the overall average. The overall average was 34 percent for 
Adjacent Area and 31 percent for Surrounding Neighborhoods as appropriate areas for 
such a space. In contrast, the average response from the Families/Parents user group was 
37 percent for Adjacent Area and 32 percent for Surrounding Neighborhoods. Though a 
lower percentage of all respondents did mark this image as appropriate in the Downtown 
Core (23 percent), 25 percent of Families/Parents marked it appropriate in the Downtown 
Core. 
 
As noted previously, Image 119 of the poorly-rated 
surface parking lot (right) received one of the lowest 
average scores (-2.88), yet 42 percent of all respondents 
voted it an appropriate use in the “Downtown Core.” 
An almost equal percentage (40 percent) of all 
respondents voted it was “Not Appropriate.” In 
contrast, Downtown Residents responded to the surface 
lot with less approval (with an average score of -3.17).  
However, 31 percent still considered this an appropriate 
use in the “Downtown Core.” A larger percentage (53 
percent) considered this use “Not Appropriate,” which 
suggests that Downtown Residents have higher 
standards for surface lot design or feel surface lots do 
not belong in Downtown. It is worthy of mentioning 
that the majority of VPS respondents has lived in 
Denver more than 10 years and may be accustomed to 
surface parking lots in an urban and dense environment.   
  

Image 72 of the survey conveys multi-
modal traffic in Jaipur, India. 

Image 111 was considered most 
appropriate for Adjacent Area and 
Surrounding Neighborhoods. 

Image 119 depicts a surface 
parking lot in Downtown 
Denver that lacks landscaping, 
fencing and amenities. 
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Age Group Comparisons 
Further analysis revealed the range in responses among various age groups. All age 
groups, except the 18-24 year olds, ranked the nighttime scene in 16th Street Mall as the 
highest image (see below left), suggesting that well-lit, outdoor public gatherings and 
promenading in the evening hours is desirable. The 18-24 year olds gave the image of 
Pottsdamer Platz in Berlin, Germany the highest ranking (see below right), which could 
suggest that they view modern, dynamically lit architecture as even more desirable.  
 

 
The image that received the lowest score by all age groups, except people older than 69 
years of age, is a photo of Colfax Avenue with low-rise development and asphalt in the 
foreground and a parking lot and billboards in the background (below left) with an 
average score of –3.13. This suggests that wide streets flanked by low-rise development 
and parking lots are not desirable within or near Downtown.  People over 69 years of age 
rated Image 78, depicting a sidewalk narrowed to accommodate motorcycle parking, as 
the lowest with a score of –3.75 (below right). The width of the sidewalk prevents two 
people from walking side by side and could be viewed as especially problematic for 
seniors. 

Image 100 (above) shows an image of Downtown 
Denver’s 16th Street Mall well-lit and full of 
people at night. Image 45 (right) depicts a well-lit 
plaza with distinct, modern architecture in the 
background. 

Image 63 (above) of Colfax Avenue is an example of an auto-
oriented street. Image 78 (right), is an example of a narrow 
sidewalk in San Francisco that interferes pedestrian traffic. 

Source: UrbanAdvantage.
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III. CONCLUSION 
Though these survey results are not scientific, they provide useful insights into 
participants’ opinions of characteristics and amenities that are liked and considered 
appropriate in Downtown Denver. These findings will be integrated into development of 
the concept plan and design guidelines during the forthcoming phases of the Downtown 
Area Plan process.  
 
The survey form and images are provided on the following pages for reference. 
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Appendix A: VPS SURVEY  
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