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Highlights

- This study unpacks the role of urban design in developing active mobility.

- Urban design requires interdisciplinary perspectives and a reevaluation of its theories and practices in relation to active mobility.

- This study proposes specific research agenda for Iranian urban design studies, contributing to the development of a new body of
knowledge in this field.

Active mobility is widely recognized as a strategic domain in advancing sustainable mobility | Received 16/09/2025
and facilitating a transition from car-dominated to human-centered mobility. In recent | Revised 02/11/2025
years, it has therefore attracted growing attention in urban studies and urban policy-making.
Nevertheless, within the literature of the urban design discipline, a clear and coherent account
of how urban design contributes to the development of active mobility has yet to be articulated.
Compared to related fields such as mobility studies, public health, and the social sciences,
urban design, as an independent discipline and professional field, appears to have produced a
less distinct and identifiable body of knowledge regarding its specific role in developing walking
and cycling as key modes of human-centered mobility.
The aim of this study is to conceptualize how the role of urban design in the development of | Urban design

active mobility has been framed in the literature. This paper addresses two main research | Active mobility
questions: “What role does urban design, as an independent discipline and profession, play | walking; Cycling

in the development of active mobility?” and “How can this role be articulated in the form of @ | iranian urban design studies.
comprehensive and integrated framework?” Drawing on a review of the literature published
between 2000 and 2025, the fragmented body of knowledge on the relationship between
urban design and active mobility is examined and analytically organized into three main
clusters: “networks and quality of spatial-physical infrastructure,” “subjective experiences and
perceptual and behavioral factors,” and “policy-making, governance, and participation.” The
themes, approaches, and challenges associated with each cluster are then discussed. Finally, in
order to contribute to the formation and strengthening of the knowledge base of Iranian urban
design studies in the field of active mobility, key directions for future research are proposed
and elaborated.
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ntroduction: Active mobility is widely recognized as a strategic domain in advancing sustainable

mobility, reducing car dependency, and facilitating a transition from car-dominated to human-centered
mobility. In recent years, it has therefore attracted growing attention in urban studies and urban policy-
making to make cities liveable, sustainable and human-centered. Nevertheless, within the literature of the
urban design discipline, a clear and coherent account of how urban design contributes to the development
of active mobility has yet to be articulated. It appears that urban design, as an independent discipline and
profession, has been less successful than other fields, such as transportation, health, and social sciences,
in developing a distinct and recognizable body of knowledge regarding its role in promoting walking and
cycling as key human-centered modes of urban mobility. The aim of this study is to conceptualize how the
role of urban design in the development of active mobility has been framed in the literature. This paper
addresses two main research questions: “What role does urban design, as an independent discipline and
profession, play in the development of active mobility?” and “How can this role be articulated in the form
of a comprehensive and integrated framework?”

lVI aterials and Methods: Drawing on a review of the literature published between 2000 and 2025,
the fragmented body of knowledge on the relationship between urban design and active mobility
is examined and analytically organized into three main clusters: “networks and quality of spatial—physical
infrastructure,” “subjective experiences and perceptual and behavioral factors,” and “policy-making,
governance, and participation.” The objective was to extract sources directly addressing the role of urban
design approaches or built environment characteristics in the development of active mobility, as well as
in walking and cycling specifically, enabling the derivation of conceptual or analytical insights into urban
design as a discipline. Studies primarily framed within traffic engineering or health domains, lacking clear
analytical links to urban design, were excluded from the review.

In total, several hundred studies were identified during the initial search. After removing duplicates and
irrelevant studies and filtering based on research domains and relevant journals, 167 studies were selected
for further evaluation. Following detailed review, including snowballing of references, 41 sources were
ultimately chosen as the core body of the review. Finally, in order to contribute to the formation and
strengthening of the knowledge base of Iranian urban design studies in the field of active mobility, key
directions for future research are proposed and elaborated.

indings: Results indicate that the existing literature predominantly treats urban design as a set of

measurable physical variables or specific spatial interventions, lacking a cohesive framework or distinct
discourse on how urban design contributes to the development of walking and cycling as active modes.
Thematic analysis of the selected studies reveals a gradual emergence of an interdisciplinary stream,
beginning with foundational intra-disciplinary studies in urban design and, in recent years, expanding
toward interdisciplinary themes, analytical tools, diverse interventions, and varied methodologies. In later
years, a stronger focus has emerged on analyzing the impact of urban design on health and social justice,
with increasing attention to participation, equitable access, and the lived experiences of pedestrians
and cyclists. This trend appears to shift from a focus on spatial quality and aesthetic dimensions toward
examining the needs of vulnerable groups and addressing spatial inequalities in mobility. More recently,
some studies over the past five years have aimed to develop digital tools, simulation models, and large-
scale data applications to support policy and mobility management.
Based on the research objectives and questions, the content of the studies was analyzed and labeled,
resulting in three main clusters: “networks and quality of spatial-physical infrastructure,” — focusing on
the design of infrastructure networks, connectivity, spatial quality, and their impacts on active mobility.
“subjective experiences and perceptual and behavioral factors “—understanding individuals’ perceptions,
mental barriers, behavioral insights, and social and cultural norms related to movement. “policy-making,
governance, and participation” — addressing institutional and political conditions, governance models,
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and urban management systems affecting urban design’s capacity to contribute to, transform, and
develop active mobility. The significance of this clustering and analysis lies in its potential to form a
foundation for defining the role of urban design in this field.

Discussion and Conclusion: After analyzing the three theoretical clusters in the literature, Iranian
urban design studies relevant to the research objectives were reviewed. To establish and strengthen
a discourse on Iranian urban design research in the field of active mobility, key research axes for future
studies are proposed and explained. Among Iranian urban design studies, none was found that explicitly
address the role of urban design in promoting active mobility or specific modes such as walking and
cycling, as intended by this research. To advance urban design research in Iran and foster research streams
aimed at bridging the gap in understanding the role of urban design in active mobility, the following axes
are proposed for future urban design studies in Iran: strengthening interdisciplinary knowledge and
establishing the independent professional role of urban design in relation to urban mobility, health,
and social and behavioral sciences, and clarifying areas of mutual influence; elucidating mechanisms
of mutual influence among clusters to develop an integrated and locally grounded framework; revising
research methodological tools and enhancing methodological adaptability to issues related to active
mobility.
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Highlights

- This study unpacks the role of urban design in developing active mobility.

- Urban design requires interdisciplinary perspectives and a reevaluation of its theories and practices in relation to active mobility.
- This study proposes specific research agenda for Iranian urban design studies, contributing to the development of a new body of

knowledge in this field.

Active mobility is widely recognized as a strategic domain in advancing sustainable mobility
and facilitating a transition from car-dominated to human-centered mobility. In recent
years, it has therefore attracted growing attention in urban studies and urban policy-making.
Nevertheless, within the literature of the urban design discipline, a clear and coherent account
of how urban design contributes to the development of active mobility has yet to be articulated.
Compared to related fields such as mobility studies, public health, and the social sciences,
urban design, as an independent discipline and professional field, appears to have produced a
less distinct and identifiable body of knowledge regarding its specific role in developing walking
and cycling as key modes of human-centered mobility.

The aim of this study is to conceptualize how the role of urban design in the development of
active mobility has been framed in the literature. This paper addresses two main research
questions: “What role does urban design, as an independent discipline and profession, play
in the development of active mobility?” and “How can this role be articulated in the form of a
comprehensive and integrated framework?” Drawing on a review of the literature published
between 2000 and 2025, the fragmented body of knowledge on the relationship between
urban design and active mobility is examined and analytically organized into three main
clusters: “networks and quality of spatial-physical infrastructure,” “subjective experiences and
perceptual and behavioral factors,” and “policy-making, governance, and participation.” The
themes, approaches, and challenges associated with each cluster are then discussed. Finally, in
order to contribute to the formation and strengthening of the knowledge base of Iranian urban
design studies in the field of active mobility, key directions for future research are proposed
and elaborated.
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