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Figure 29 
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Photo 7 
Pedestrians clustering in front of Union Station (Site W1 on Figure 29) 

 

 

 
 
 
Between the two Metra Stations (Photo 8) there is considerable foot traffic.  Each of the four 
block faces on Canal Street has 5,000 or more pedestrians.   Farther west on Clinton Street the 
traffic is much lower with less than 3,000 pedestrians (we do not have 1999 data for comparative 
purposes). 

 
Photo 8 

Sidewalks between Ogilvie Center and Union Station 
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MICHIGAN AVENUE SOUTH OF CONGRESS 
 
This study also includes six weekday sites south of Congress Parkway on Michigan Avenue.  The 
northernmost count site is at the Pick Congress Hotel, the second is at the Hilton Hotel and 
Towers and the third location is just north of Roosevelt Road (Figure 30).  Southbound, the 
weekday pedestrian traffic decreases steadily from just over 6000 near Congress to less than 1500 
near Roosevelt Road (on the west side of Michigan Avenue). 
 
In 1999 only the west side of Michigan Avenue was counted (except the southern most site) so 
that a comparison is only drawn on the west side for the three sites counted in both years.  The 
1999 total at the three west-side sites was 10,800 and by 2007 it rose by 17% to 12,600.  This is 
consistent with trends throughout the areas outside the Loop that have increased in pedestrian 
traffic.  
 

Figure 30 
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CHAPTER IV.  SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
Downtowns of major metropolitan areas are dynamic; they decline, shift and grow. Over the last 
few decades pedestrian traffic in downtown Chicago has grown but not uniformly.  Each 
neighborhood in the downtown continues to develop its individual character.  Much of this is 
apparent in the study of pedestrian movement and how pedestrians use the downtown and its 
various amenities. The following section summarizes the overall findings of the pedestrian counts 
in the greater downtown area and is divided into the various sub areas in the study area.       
 
MAJOR PEDESTRIAN-COUNT FINDINGS 
 
Overall Study Area 
 

• The number of pedestrian counted is higher than in the previous studies. 
• The greatest growth is in areas outside of the core Loop, particularly in River North and 

Streeterville. 
 
Loop 

• The number of pedestrians counted in the Loop during the morning and afternoon peak 
periods is higher than in 1999. 

• The number of pedestrians counted during the entire day is slightly lower than in 1999.  
This is attributable to lower counts during the extended lunch period. 

• The highest weekday pedestrian traffic volumes, over 27,000, remain on the Adams and 
Madison Street bridges crossing the Chicago River near Metra railroad stations and large 
parking lots. 

• Peak 15-minute counts on these bridges are approximately 2,000 pedestrians, the highest 
weekday levels in the study area. 

• The growth in pedestrian traffic since 1999 is largely in the northern portion of the Loop. 
• There is now two percent more pedestrian traffic on the Chicago River bridges from 

Michigan Avenue to Franklin Street and eight percent more pedestrian traffic on the 
South Branch bridges compared to 1999.  

 
 
North Michigan Avenue (north of the Chicago River) 

• Although the highest pedestrian traffic levels in the 1989 study were on North Michigan 
Avenue on a Saturday, they increased 30 percent by 1999 and have grown another 16 
percent since then.  

• On Saturdays approximately a half dozen block faces have tripled in pedestrian traffic 
since 1986. 

• Saturday Water Tower Place counts are still the highest counts in the study area, with 
nearly 44,000 pedestrians. 

• Other than Water Tower Place, the highest Saturday volumes are on the west side of 
Michigan Avenue between Illinois Street and Chicago Avenue. 

• The weekday counts are about two thirds of the Saturday counts. 
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• Weekday pedestrian traffic volumes grew by 25 percent from 1989 to 1999 but grew only 
one percent since 1999. 

• Other than the counts at Water Tower Place and the Wrigley Building, the highest 
weekday counts are between Huron Street and Chicago Avenue. 

 
State Street 

• Despite a number of construction projects that reduced sidewalk width or closed 
sidewalks during the summer of 2007, pedestrian traffic grew on State Street. 

• Weekday pedestrian traffic counts rose by percent since 1999. 
• The east side of the street has more pedestrian traffic than the west side but planned and 

potential developments on the west side may increase these volumes. 
• Saturday pedestrian traffic increased by 43 percent since 1999 despite closure of Block 

37. 
 
Pedway 

• The Pedway remains an important pedestrian alternative through a congested part of the 
Chicago downtown. 

• Inclement weather contributes to pedestrian traffic in the Pedway. 
• Currently and in the past few years there have been major closures in the Pedway system 

so that comparisons with previous studies, when the entire system was open, are not 
particularly informative to assess trends.  

 
River North and Streeterville 

• While the pedestrian volumes are much lower than in the Loop or on North Michigan 
Avenue, pedestrian traffic grew by 40 percent from 1989 to 1999 and another 14 percent 
since 1999. 

• At locations counted in the afternoon and evening (12:30 p.m. to 9:30 p.m.), pedestrian 
traffic grew by 48 percent from 1989 to 1999 and another 37 percent from 1999 to 2007.  

• The corner counts were also up, increasing by 17 percent since 1999. 
• A few locations such as on Chicago Avenue and Ontario have volumes over 10,000 but 

many locations have traffic levels between 1,500 and 5,000 pedestrians.  
 
West Loop and South Loop 

• We do not have 1999 data for comparison, but on average the 2007 data are higher than in 
River North.  This is partly due to the fact that the counts were on Canal and Clinton 
Streets, close to the Loop and railroad stations. 

• We are also counting in the South Loop for the first time.  The data here were generally 
lower than in River North. 

• On Michigan Avenue south of Congress Parkway the highest traffic is near the Hilton 
Hotel with 6200 pedestrian.  The pedestrian volume here and at other South Michigan 
Avenue locations has increased by about 16 percent since 1999.  
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These findings need to be interpreted in the context of what is happening in major metropolitan 
areas across the nation.  Many are experiencing urban sprawl and the emergence of major 
suburban activity centers.  This phenomenon has contributed to the decline of many downtown 
areas.  This study, however, shows that downtown Chicago not only has a large, vibrant core (the 
Loop) that has retained high levels of pedestrian traffic but it exhibits strong growth to the north, 
west and south.  Pedestrian traffic is at record levels on North Michigan Avenue and the River 
North area.  The bridges into the Loop from the west and north have particularly high pedestrian 
volumes, even with extensive bus, taxi and boat distributor services available at the major 
commuter rail stations.   
 
Continued growth in River North and North Michigan Avenue pedestrian traffic, could lead to 
fewer pedestrians in the core of the Loop.  Downtown’s expansion now covers a vast territory 
and its expansion has added to traffic outside the Loop, but it has not diminished some of the 
intensity of pedestrian activity in the core of the Loop.  The morning and evening peak traffic 
levels are now higher than in 1999 but lunch-period declines have contributed to a modest 
decrease in Loop pedestrian counts since 1999.  
 
As downtown residential and commercial development continues, we can expect pedestrian 
traffic to remain high.  Downtown is now growing outward in all directions.  Employment 
continues to grow in the West Loop in proximity to the two largest commuter rail stations, Union 
Station and Ogilvie Transportation Center.  Large high-rise residential buildings are being built in 
the South Loop/Museum Campus area.  The neighborhoods to the north have expanded 
entertainment, shopping, residential and employment activity.  At the same time Lake Michigan, 
to the east, continues to attract high-rise residents with views of the lake.  These different growth 
vectors add to the diversity and geographic scope of the downtown.   
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APPENDIX A 

 
This appendix includes text, maps and a table.  It begins with a discussion of the reasons why 
pedestrian traffic may increase or decrease.  This is provided to communicate why changes that 
are taking place in downtown Chicago are to be expected and are typical of other downtown 
areas. We also have short discussions about places not counted in this study such as alleys and 
some construction sites.  We have not done so in past studies but a complete assessment of all 
foot traffic would need to consider this traffic as well.  We also have a brief discussion of 
platooning—how pedestrian flow is affected by traffic signals at intersections.  After these 
discussions the appendix includes the following maps: 
 

• Map displaying pedestrian traffic affected by construction 
• Block-face identification numbers 

 
REASONS WHY PEDESTRIAN TRAFFIC INCREASES AND DECREASES 
 
The volume of pedestrian traffic is not necessarily directly correlated to the growth of office 
space and retailing activity.  A list of reasons is given below indicating why the correlation with 
pedestrian traffic levels may not be high.   
 
Reasons for decreasing pedestrian traffic 

 
• The downtown is growing in overall territory, diffusing the number of pedestrians over a 

larger area.  There are major office buildings west of the Chicago River and rapid growth 
in the South Loop.    

• Shops destinations are becoming more spread out as new residential areas to the north, 
west and south these areas have also attract retailers. 

• Suburban shopping opportunities, with free parking, draw shoppers away from 
downtown. 

• The population of the Chicago area continues to decentralize.  Since the beginning of the 
millennium the population of Cook County has declined while the population of McHenry 
County and Will County continue to increase. 

• The major Chicago sports venues remain outside the study area. 
• Telecommunication opportunities may decrease the necessity to walk.  The internet may 

promote interaction without personal contact—walking to meetings. 
• Downtown employees may, for professional reasons, remain in their offices, foregoing 

trips out of the building, e.g., leaving the building on a coffee break.  
• Many downtown employees may start work earlier or stay later than the 7:45 a.m. to 5:45 

p.m. count period.  Staggered work hours and flextime may be more common.  Also, 
recent studies have shown that average work hours are growing. 

• Many Loop buildings are self-contained with restaurants and shops.  There may be less 
reason to leave the building.  We see this with declining traffic during the lunch period. 
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Reasons for increasing pedestrian traffic 

• The Chicago downtown provides greater entertainment and shopping opportunities (e.g., 
specialty restaurants in River North, the Theater District in the Loop and more shopping 
choices on Michigan Avenue)  attracting more pedestrians.     

• Suburban residents coming downtown are likely to walk great distances either from a 
Metra station or a fringe parking facility. 

• The number of residences in and near the edge of downtown is increasing rapidly. 
• Health-conscious downtown workers and residents may walk longer distances and be 

counted more often. 
 
 
PLACES NOT COUNTED 
 
We made a serious effort to count all locations in the Loop and representative sites throughout the 
greater downtown area.  In the Loop there were two places that we did not count: construction 
sites with highly restricted traffic and alleys.  Both of these places have very little pedestrian 
activity and the volume of traffic at these sites is far less interesting to commercial and public 
interests than typical sidewalks.    
 
Construction   
 
At numerous sites there was construction activity.  We have therefore prepared a construction 
map in the Appendix (Figures A.1 and A.2).  At several locations the sidewalk was completely 
closed.  This was the case on all block faces of Block 37 (bounded by Randolph, State, Dearborn 
and Washington Streets).  One side of three bridge sidewalks were also closed—Monroe, Wabash 
and Van Buren.  
 
Alleys 
 
This study did not count pedestrian traffic in alleys (Photo A.1) nor did the previous three studies.  
During the peak periods there is a fair amount of pedestrian activity in the alleys located in the 
southwestern portion of the Loop.  The east-west alley system access the Elevated station at  
Quincy Street and many of the CTA patrons find the alley to be convenient route to and from 
their destination.   This is also true for other alleys leading to the Elevated station.    
 
Platooning 
 
The count sites are typically located in the middle of the block, so if the traffic light at each end 
of the block changes simultaneously, the two directions 
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Photo A.1 
Pedestrians in an alley located in the Loop 

  
 
converge at approximately the same time in the middle of the block (Photo A.2).   The top 
photograph was taken about thirty seconds before the bottom photograph.  Though this may be an 
extreme example, the affect of platooning is clearly evident at many locations.     
 
In some locations, such as the Photo A.3 the platooning phenomenon is rather pronounced but 
can be easily accommodated.  At other locations such as North Michigan Avenue where the 
blocks are shorter than in the Loop, the phenomenon is more pronounced and at times makes 
counting more difficult.  Platooning also decreases the level of service on the sidewalks, as there 
is some ‘conflict’ as both directions meet at the center of the block. 

 
Photo A.2 

Platooning on the South Side of Madison Street between State and Dearborn Streets 
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Maps 
 
This section includes four maps.  The first two (Figure A.1 and A.2) show the sites that had 
construction activity during the summer of 2007.  The first map covers the Loop and the second 
one covers River North south of Chicago Avenue.  The next two maps (Figure A.3 and A.4) 
provide the keys to the block-face identification system used in this and previous studies.  The 
maps are essential in using the spreadsheets that provide the 15-minute counts.   
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Figure A.1 

(SB – street barricades were used to allow pedestrian on the street where the sidewalk was 
closed) 

 
 



 59

 
 

Figure A.2 – Construction south of Chicago Avenue 
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Figure A.3 
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Figure A.4 

        


