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Abstract 

Many post-socialist cities have undergone rapid urban transformation, often reshaping public space 
and everyday mobility. Fragmented growth, privatization, and weak spatial regulation have 
changed how people perceive and use the urban space. These changes affect walking behavior, 
especially through perceptions of safety as a condition for the usability of public space. While in the 
contemporary context research often focuses on infrastructure and innovation, the role of perceived 
safety as a condition for mobility is currently underexplored. This study examines how urban 
morphology influences perceived safety and, in turn, everyday mobility patterns. The study is based 
on a qualitative and spatial analysis of Astir neighborhood in Tirana, Albania. Methods combine 
field observations of pedestrian movement, morphological analysis, and interpretation of 
perception-based data previously collected in empirical research. The morphological analysis 
focuses on permeability, visibility, and enclosure and relates these attributes to observed walking 
routes and avoided areas. The analysis highlights some core insights: Walking patterns concentrate 
along public spaces that offer clear spatial structure and higher levels of activity. Streets that lack 
continuity or legibility are often avoided. Perceived safety emerges as a key component, linking 
urban form and mobility behavior. Different user groups have various levels of sensitivity to these 
conditions, based on their specific needs in public spaces. The study argues that increased perceived 
safety can lead to more active mobility behavior without large interventions in the urban space. By 
linking urban morphology with perception and everyday movement, the study positions perceived 
safety as a critical component of sustainable mobility transitions in post-socialist cities.  

Keywords: perceived safety, urban morphology, everyday mobility, public space, post-socialist 
cities 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Modern urban policy emphasizes sustainability as a core approach to development. Sustainable 
mobility, as part of a broader sustainability framework, is strongly linked to climate targets, public 
health, and social equity. Academic and policy debates tend to frame mobility transitions through 
infrastructure or technological innovations, with a focus on efficiency, cost minimization, emissions 
reduction, and social equity (Banister, 2008; Geels et al., 2012; Litman, 2002). Meanwhile, walking 
is almost universally considered a sustainable transport mode (the original mode of transport). Still, 
it is often assumed to be an outcome of good pedestrian conditions in urban space. 

Everyday mobility practices show a more complex reality. People do not simply walk because 
sidewalks exist, or because their destinations are within walking distance. Instead, people decide 
to walk because of how they perceive or experience the public space. Feelings of safety (as 
perceived when deciding to use public space), comfort (while being in public space), and spatial 
clarity (the quality of the pedestrian environment overall) strongly influence decisions to walk, the 
route choice, and the duration of trips (Ewing & Handy, 2009; Southworth, 2005). 

“Urban design qualities are different from qualities such as sense of comfort, sense 
of safety, and level of interest that reflect how an individual reacts to a place – how 
they assess the conditions there, given their own attitudes and preferences. 
Perceptions are just that, perceptions. They may produce different reactions in 
different people. They can be assessed with a degree of objectivity by outside 
observers; individual reactions cannot” (Ewing & Handy, 2009). 

These problems are especially observed in post-socialist cities. Since the early 1900s, Southeast 
European cities have undergone rapid transformation – a combination of privatization of land, 
informal construction, and uneven regulatory control (Stanilov, 2007; Hirt, 2012). These processes 
have transformed public spaces and urban morphology, often resulting in fragmented street 
networks and weakly defined spaces. Although many neighborhoods are physically walkable, they 
would often not be defined as walkable by indicators for different user groups, since everyday 
movement is often accompanied by discomfort.  

Safety research, in terms of experiential conditions, is gaining more attention. Safety is commonly 
approached through traffic accidents or crime statistics and crime prevention, while perceived 
safety as a spatial experience remains underexplored. In this context, perceived safety is 
understood as a precondition for usability of public space, meaning that it is a key factor in 
attracting people to use it. In the case of mobility, perceived safety influences what areas people 
are drawn to and which public spaces they avoid.  
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This study suggests that perceived safety acts as a mediator between urban form and mobility 
behavior, illustrated through a representative neighborhood in Tirana. The contribution lies in 
repositioning perceived safety within sustainable mobility debates and demonstrating its relevance 
for post-socialist urban contexts. 

 

II. METHODS  

The study uses a qualitative and spatial analytical approach. It is based on empirical material 
collected during the author's previous research in Tirana. These data are used selectively and 
interpreted from a mobility perspective to understand behavioral responses to spatial conditions. 
The material here addresses the research question of how perceived safety affects everyday 
mobility. 

 

Figure 1. Astir neighborhood. Source: Author. 

The neighborhood of Astir, in the Administrative Unit 14 of Tirana, was selected as a representative 
case. The area reflects typical rapid urbanization, which happened in the late 90s – early 2000s, and 
is still undergoing transformation today. Dense high-rise residential development, mixed land uses, 
informal extensions, and fragmented public space are typical here. In fact, most of the dwellings in 
the neighborhood were initially informal, which were later legalized under the new laws of 2005 
for single-family dwellings and 2014 for multi-family dwellings (Kacani, 2024). The neighborhood is 
a mix of designed public spaces and underdeveloped areas, with a very dense population, making 
it suitable for examining physical accessibility and actual mobility behavior.  
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Figure 2. Contrasting conditions of public space. Source: Author (2025). 

The study has three analytical components:  

a) Spatial analysis of the street network to look at permeability, connectivity, and block 
structure.  

b) Field observations documenting walking routes, areas of high pedestrian presence, avoided 
streets, and movement speed.  

c) Perception-based insights derived from earlier surveys and observations are interpreted as 
mobility behavior indicators, such as avoidance, detours, etc. 

Although some of the empirical material originates from observations of children’s mobility, these 
findings are interpreted here only as sensitive indicators of perceived safety, reflecting more 
general mobility constraints of vulnerable users (Hillman et al., 1990). 

 

III. RESULTS  

1. Urban morphology and permeability 

The spatial analysis shows the area to have relatively high spatial permeability, small blocks, and 
multiple connections between destinations. From a strictly morphological perspective, this would 
indicate a good environment for walking. This assessment is based on street network analysis, 
focusing on block size, connectivity, and whether alternative paths are present. 
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Figure 3. Spatial permeability in residential blocks. Source: Author. 

However, in practice, several connections are narrow, visually blocked, or disrupted by parking, 
fences, or vacant lots, which weaken spatial continuity and make routes less legible – the car street 
becomes the space for walking (Figure 4). Despite many paths, only a few are consistently used. 
This shows that physical access is not a sufficient condition for mobility outcomes.  

 

Figure 4. Streets' conditions that constrain pedestrian movement. Source: Author (2025). 

 

2. Walking patterns and preferred routes 

Observed walking patterns indicate that people concentrate on specific streets – not necessarily 
the shortest route, but the ones perceived as safer and more comfortable. In terms of physical 
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attributes, this means permeable building fronts, moderate enclosure of space, and active or semi-
active ground floors. This was not observed everywhere; courtyard configurations supported higher 
levels of mobility due to their enclosed form and multiple building passages that they offered, as 
opposed to linear layouts, as shown in Figure 5. These streets support social visibility and “natural 
surveillance” (Jacobs, 1961), which increases perceptions of safety. This means that pedestrians 
move at varied speeds and have greater exposure to public space. On the contrary, streets with 
blank façades or undefined edges are mainly used as transitional spaces, where pedestrians don’t 
stop, or they walk faster. Similar patterns have been identified in studies linking urban design with 
walkability (Ewing & Handy, 2009; Southworth, 2005). 

 

Figure 5. Active and permeable ground floors enabling circulation. Source: Author. 

Route choice is strongly influenced by perceived safety. This is why pedestrians avoid areas with no 
visibility or sudden changes in scale, poor lighting, and empty open spaces. Even when there is no 
recorded crime, such spatial cues can create discomfort (Nasar & Jones, 1997), leading to detoured 
or avoided walking trips. This leads to overall lower active mobility levels.  

 

3. Vulnerability and inclusive mobility  

Patterns of vulnerability emerge clearly from these observed mobility patterns, with elderly people, 
women, and those moving with dependents (children, people with disabilities, etc.) showing 
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greater sensitivity to spatial conditions. Earlier observations show that children’s independent 
mobility was restricted in the same areas that other vulnerable users tend to avoid. These areas 
were mostly avoided due to concerns about traffic, poor lighting at night, lack of social presence, 
and unclear boundaries between public and private spaces.  

On the other hand, gendered experiences are worth mentioning. Open spaces with weak edges, 
especially linear configurations, were mainly occupied by males, while females tended to use 
mostly enclosed spaces, where they could both see their surroundings and be seen by others. 
Valentine (1989) speaks of women’s spatial behavior through a lens of fear, saying that women’s 
use of space is a spatial expression of patriarchy. This can be understood as a reflection of socially 
differentiated norms and practices that influence how women and men engage with public space. 

These patterns imply that environments that discourage vulnerable users from using public space 
also undermine walking as a mainstream mode of mobility. Therefore, spatial conditions that 
support those who are most vulnerable to perceived risk are necessary for inclusive mobility.  

 

IV. DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSION  

The findings of this study demonstrate that infrastructure is not the only determinant of everyday 
mobility. Rather, the perception and experience of urban space matter. Walking patterns in the 
studied neighborhood were not mainly driven by distance or network density, but rather by 
perceived safety, spatial legibility, and social visibility. Walking was encouraged by streets with 
defined edges, a clear structure, and activity, whereas the opposites were avoided.  

In post-socialist cities, these findings are especially relevant. Public space is frequently a collection 
of what remains unbuilt in the urban space. Thus, it is often poorly defined in environments created 
by rapid urban development, informal construction, and land privatization. Even though many 
neighborhoods remain small and theoretically walkable, the loss of cohesive spatial structure 
undermines public space trust and affects walking behaviors. This helps explain why, even in areas 
with pedestrian infrastructure, short trips are replaced by other modes of mobility.  

The study emphasizes how mobility behavior and urban morphology are shaped by perceived 
safety. Safety concerns in post-socialist settings are rarely motivated by criminal activity alone. 
Rather, they result from a lack of social cues that indicate collective ownership of space, poor visual 
control, and spatial uncertainty. Vulnerable users are unequally affected by these conditions, which 
also limit the inclusivity of public spaces and create unequal access to active mobility.  

The findings suggest that sustainable mobility strategies in post-socialist cities cannot be based only 
on transportation infrastructure or technical interventions. Walking behaviors can be supported by 
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higher levels of safety through space legibility, continuity, and enclosure. The study contributes to 
mobility research by redefining perceived safety as a requirement of daily movement rather than a 
secondary or subjective concern. Achieving human-centered and socially sustainable mobility 
transitions in cities that have undergone rapid and uneven transformation requires addressing how 
space feels and functions in day-to-day life. 
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