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Abstract: 

Modern discussions of dating often attribute growing dissatisfaction with the dating process to 

cultural shifts and the rise of online platforms. However, little research has examined how the 

built environment may shape opportunities for romantic connection. This thesis investigates how 

urban form influences the dating search process, defined as the ways individuals meet and 

initiate contact with potential romantic partners. Focusing on Miami, a city with both walkable 

urban areas and car-dependent suburbs, the study analyzes how residents of different built 

environments characterize their opportunities to meet potential partners. This study employs a 

survey of 152 adults under 30, and links survey responses on to neighborhood-level features of 

the built environment such as walk score and transportation mode. The research evaluates 

whether car-centric environments contribute to a mismatch between how people prefer to meet 

partners and how they actually do, as well as how individuals perceive and experience their 

dating lives. By examining the relationship between urban design and relationship formation, this 

study contributes to planning research on social interaction, loneliness, and the role of human-

scaled environments in supporting social connection. 
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Chapter 1 – Introduction 
 

 

 

1.1 Context and Motivation 

 

Modern dating is often described as complicated in media commentary and public discourse. A 

range of cultural observers, including journalists and hosts of relationship-focused podcasts 

argue that today’s dating landscape is marked by ambiguity, inconsistent expectations, and fewer 

opportunities for organic connection (Tiffany, 2020; Sussman, 2023; Love Life with Matthew 

Hussey, 2015; Dateable, n.d.). Public attitudes mirror these critiques: nearly half of U.S. adults 

say dating has become harder over the past decade, and a majority of single adults looking for a 

partner report difficulty finding people to date (Brown,2020). 

 

These challenges are particularly concerning given rising levels of loneliness and social 

isolation, especially among young adults. A large-scale global study analyzing data from over 2 

million individuals across 159 countries found that social isolation increased by 13.4% between 

2009 and 2024, with the sharpest rise occurring after 2019, driven in part by digital lifestyles and 

the decline of shared community spaces (Global Trends in Social Isolation, 2025). Similarly, 

research from a nationally representative survey of approximately 1,500 U.S. adults reports that 

61% of young adults experience serious loneliness, identifying overwork and technology as 

primary contributors (Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2024). 

 

At the same time, relationship formation plays a critical role in social and emotional well-being. 

Romantic relationships can act as a buffer against depression and anxiety by providing emotional 

support and stability. Research on self-expansion further shows that partners contribute to 

personal growth by introducing new perspectives and experiences, which is associated with 

lower levels of depressive symptoms (Mattingly et al., 2020). More broadly, long-term research 

such as the Harvard Study of Adult Development highlights that the quality of close relationships 

is a central predictor of overall health and happiness across the life course (Waldinger & Schulz, 

2010). 

  

1.2 Built Environment and Social Interaction 

 

While cultural and technological shifts shape these of loneliness and difficulty in dating, 

researchers have given less attention to how the physical environment, cities, streets, and 

neighborhoods, shapes these experiences. Research in urban sociology and public health has 

shown that urban design strongly influences mental health, social connectedness, and loneliness. 

For instance, researchers have found that high-quality public spaces enhance individual well-

being, social cohesion, and feelings of attachment to place in urban areas (Beck, 2009). 



6 

Similarly, individuals living in less walkable neighborhoods face a 33% higher risk of depression 

(Berke et al., 2007). In terms of social connectedness, residents of walkable, mixed-use 

neighborhoods report higher social capital than those in car-dependent areas, indicating that 

pedestrian-friendly environments foster stronger social ties (Leyden, 2003). In relation to 

loneliness, researchers have linked increased urban sprawl to higher rates of depression, 

loneliness, and difficulty concentrating (Yan et al., 2021). In contrast, physical proximity 

strongly influences social connections: in a Swedish study of 336 adolescents, those living closer 

together were more likely to form and maintain friendships, even after accounting for school and 

social factors (Preciado et al., 2014). Yet little is known about how the built environment shapes 

romantic relationships and the process of finding a partner. While cultural and technological 

explanations dominate discussions of modern dating challenges, far less attention has been given 

to how the physical structure of cities influences opportunities for romantic connection. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 

 

This study is guided by a primary research question: how does car-centric infrastructure impact 

the process of searching for a potential romantic partner? 

 

The central hypothesis is that car-centric built environments widen the gap between stated and 

revealed preferences in partner-seeking behavior, as car-dependent design limits spontaneous 

social interaction and pushes people toward alternatives such as dating applications that they 

would not otherwise prefer. 

 

To further explore this relationship, several supporting questions are considered. First, how does 

the built environment influence where and how people meet partners? Second, is there a 

mismatch between how individuals prefer to meet partners and how they actually do in practice? 

 

1.4 Study Context: 

 

In Miami, the stark contrast between walkable urban cores and car-dependent suburbs provides a 

distinctive context for understanding whether residents of more walkable, socially dense areas 

report greater opportunities to meet people than those who rely on cars for most trips. 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 

 

 

2.1 Urban Form and Social Interaction 
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Recent public health and social science research identifies loneliness as a widespread and 

growing threat to both mental and physical well-being. According to the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC), 32.1% of U.S. adults reported feeling lonely in 2022, with rates 

rising to 43.3% among those aged 18–34 (Bruss et al., 2024). Loneliness and social isolation 

have been linked to numerous adverse health outcomes, including a 29% increased risk of 

premature death (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015) and more than double the likelihood of developing 

new-onset depression (Bruss et al., 2024). Furthermore, loneliness has been associated with 

accelerated declines in global cognition, semantic memory, perceptual speed, and visuospatial 

ability (Mushtaq et al., 2014). 

 

Moreover, statistics demonstrate that single or unmarried individuals consistently report higher 

loneliness rates than their married counterparts (Bruss et al., 2024). A systematic review of 

adolescent and emerging-adult relationships finds that romantic bonds contribute to emotional 

connection, social integration, and overall well-being, linking to higher relationship quality with 

increased meaning in life (Gómez-López et al., 2019). Though not the only pathway to reducing 

loneliness, strong romantic relationships help ease feelings of isolation and play a significant role 

in supporting both social and mental well-being. 

 

Because the dating search process shapes the very foundations of later relationship development, 

understanding this stage is essential for explaining how individuals make choices that influence 

long-term satisfaction. Research found that actively exploring and comparing potential partners, 

rather than settling quickly or searching for the perfect partner, leads to greater long-term 

relationship satisfaction (Costa, 2021). Another line of research shows that people’s ideal partner 

preferences often fail to predict who they actually desire once they meet someone in real life, as 

the dynamics of real interactions reshape what individuals believe they want (Eastwick et al., 

2011). Rather than matching “on-paper” preferences, romantic desire tends to emerge from the 

dynamics of the interaction itself. This highlights the importance of meeting potential partners in 

real contexts, face-to-face, as these encounters help individuals recalibrate their preferences, 

recognize what qualities matter in practice, and make more informed relationship choices. Taken 

together, these findings demonstrate that the dating search process is a critical, formative stage of 

romantic life, one that plays a decisive role in long-term outcomes and should not be overlooked 

in research on relationships or well-being. 

 

There are many reasons why dating and relationship patterns have changed over time, including 

the rise of feminism, greater gender equality, and the influence of technology and social media. 

Women today have more freedom and independence in choosing partners and shaping their 

relationships (Coontz.2005), and online platforms have expanded how people meet and 

communicate (Rosenfeld et al., 2019). However, one factor that has been largely overlooked in 

research is the built environment, the physical spaces and social settings where people meet and 
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interact. Understanding how neighborhoods, public spaces, and community design shape 

romantic opportunities could reveal important insights into modern relationship dynamics, 

making this an area worth exploring further. 

 

2.1.1 Land Use  

Limited access to parks, plazas, and other public gathering spaces reduces opportunities for 

casual social interaction, making it harder for individuals to meet and connect. A study found 

that neighborhoods with a diverse mix of land uses, such as housing, shops, parks, and services, 

foster significantly higher levels of social capital, including trust, social interaction, and 

community cohesion. In contrast, areas lacking such mixed-use environments showed reduced 

opportunities for casual encounters and weaker social networks (Khalifa et al., 2023).  A study 

examining romantic relationships in a U.S. college town found that couples frequently favored 

public spaces, noting that pedestrian infrastructure and nearby affordable activities, such as 

restaurants and outdoor areas, were central to their shared experiences. On-campus attractions 

also played a significant role in romantic outings (Andris et al., 2024). Diverse land use directly 

shapes people’s access and proximity to the kinds of public spaces and amenities couples favor; 

such spaces are far less likely to develop in car-oriented, single-family–zoned areas where 

mixed-use amenities are limited. 

 

2.1.2 Transportation Mode 

 

Urban environments that prioritize cars often discourage people from engaging with their 

surroundings by limiting walkability, transit accessibility, and opportunities for spontaneous 

social interaction. This dynamic can influence the dating search process by constraining the 

frequency and diversity of social contact in daily routines. A population-based study on 21,088 

participants from southern Sweden found that car commuting was significantly associated with 

lower social participation and lower general trust compared with active commuting, with these 

negative effects intensifying as commute duration increased (Mattisson et al., 2015) The mode of 

transport a person uses also shapes how they perceive their environment. Research shows that 

drivers form quicker, less detailed judgments about people and places because driving allows 

only fleeting, high-speed visual engagement. In contrast, pedestrians and cyclists, who move at 

slower speeds and interact more closely with their surroundings, develop richer, more positive 

perceptions of the same urban settings (Gatersleben et al., 2013). Moreover, the use of public 

transit inherently increases time spent walking and being present in shared spaces. Commuters 

who use transit are more frequently exposed to the “public realm,” expanding opportunities for 

casual encounters and weak social ties (Saelens et al., 2013). Research also shows that car-

centric infrastructure can also fragment social networks at the community level. For example, 

highways act as physical and social barriers: fewer social ties form across highway divides than 

would be expected based on distance alone, demonstrating how car-oriented urban design 

weakens neighborhood connectivity and reduces opportunities for interaction (Aiello et al., 
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2025). Further evidence of transit's social value comes from research on encounter patterns 

among public bus users. Analyzing over 20 million bus trips in Singapore, Zeng et al. (2013) 

find that transit users develop repeated, structured encounters with the same strangers over time, 

generating what researchers call "familiar strangers", people seen regularly through shared daily 

routines but never directly addressed. The study finds that an individual's capacity for social 

encounters grows from behavioral regularity, and that transit use creates a background of 

repeated co-presence that can serve as the foundation for deeper social connection. Car travel, by 

contrast, forecloses this kind of accumulating social exposure entirely. 

 

2.1.3 Urban Design 

 

Beyond land use and transport, the micro-scale design of buildings and shared spaces shapes 

how often people see one another, feel comfortable lingering, and decide whether to initiate 

contact. Proxemics research, particularly Baum and Valins’ distinction between sociopetal 

(interaction-oriented) and sociofugal (interaction-avoiding) layouts, shows that seating patterns, 

visibility, and distance either invite or inhibit everyday socializing (Baum et al., 1977). At the 

scale of whole developments, evidence from London and Hanoi suggests that both too much and 

too little density can suppress socialization: very high densities delivered through large blocks, 

deep corridors, and overloaded courtyards generate anonymity and crowding stress, while very 

low-density suburban layouts reduce casual encounters despite generous private space (Mellen et 

al., 2023; Nguyen et al., 2024).  

 

Research also found that several aspects of suburban neighborhood design increased both 

perceived social interaction and residents’ sense of “neighborhood contentment” (Hall, 2019). 

Traditional grid street layouts, as opposed to cul-de-sac configurations, along with increased 

greenery and open public spaces, were all positively associated with increased perceived social 

opportunities. Crucially, semi-private threshold spaces, such as front gardens, and balconies, 

functioned as transitional spaces or “semi-public stages” where residents often encountered 

neighbors while gardening, standing on porches, or walking along shared paths. These spaces 

supported low-stakes greetings and everyday visibility. In contrast, streets dominated by front-

facing garages saw noticeably lower interaction due to reduced sightlines and fewer 

opportunities for spontaneous encounters. Circulation networks further shaped interaction 

opportunities (Williams, 2005). When residents shared everyday paths to “activity sites”, parking 

areas, laundry rooms, gardens, mailboxes, or play spaces, encounter rates increased. In contrast, 

layouts that allowed residents to exit their homes and reach cars without moving through shared 

space reduced the likelihood of casual contact. Williams’ study also highlights several design 

principles that most effectively supported social interaction in cohousing: medium (rather than 

extreme) densities, semi-private buffer zones, high-quality and accessible communal spaces with 

multiple uses, limited private facilities that encourage use of shared amenities, and shared 

pathways linking daily destinations. 
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2.2 Dating 

 

2.2.1 Dating Search Process 

 

Because there is no established academic definition of the “dating search process” as a distinct 

stage, existing research typically focuses on related concepts such as courtship, filtering, initial 

attraction stage or initiation behaviors. For the purposes of this study, it is therefore necessary to 

articulate a clear working definition. Here, the dating search process can be defined as all the 

activities and situations in which people find, meet, and begin contact with potential partners 

before a relationship forms. 

 

2.2.2 Changing patterns of dating 

 

Patterns of dating and relationship formation have shifted significantly over time. Historically, 

courtship was often shaped by family involvement, economic arrangements, and community 

structures, but over the twentieth century dating became increasingly individualized and centered 

around personal choice and romantic compatibility (Coontz, 2005). Coontz argues that marriage 

and dating began shifting toward greater personal choice and individual freedom during the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as people increasingly married for love rather than primarily 

for economic or family arrangements.  

 

However, despite dating becoming more individualized and centered around personal choice, 

contemporary research suggests that many people remain dissatisfied with the modern dating 

experience. Pew Research Center surveyed 4,860 U.S. adults about their dating satisfaction. The 

results of the survey indicate high levels of dissatisfaction with the dating process, with more 

than half reporting that dating is harder now than 10 years ago. Specifically, when single-and-

looking adults were asked how their dating life is going 67% said not too/not at all well, and 

75% said it’s been difficult to find people to date in the past year (Brown, 2020).   

 

Research demonstrates that in 2019, roughly four-in-ten adults ages 25 to 54 (38%) were 

unpartnered, that is, neither married nor living with a partner.  This share is up sharply from 29% 

in 1990 (Fry et al., 2021). While this trend may reflect greater individual choice, evolving gender 

roles, and the benefits of relationship exploration, it also raises an important question: are 

individuals remaining single by choice, or due to increasing challenges in forming connections?  

 

More than four in 10 (44 percent) young adults say they were close friends or friends with their 

partner before they became romantically involved. Half as many seniors (21 percent) say the 

same. More than half (52 percent) of seniors say they did not know their spouse or partner at all 

before they started dating. Only about one in three (35 percent) young adults say the same. This 
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shift suggests that younger generations increasingly rely on existing social networks rather than 

approaching strangers to form romantic connections (Cox, 2023). 

 

2.2.3 Online Dating 

 

Over the past two decades, online dating has transformed how individuals initiate romantic 

relationships. Research found that online dating became the most popular way for heterosexual 

couples in the U.S. to meet, surpassing meeting through friends around 2013 (Rosenfeld et al., 

2019). The percentage of couples meeting online increased from about 2% before 1995 to 39% 

by 2017 (Rosenfeld et al., 2019). Similarly, research also reports that approximately 53% of adults 

aged 18–29 have used a dating site or app, compared to smaller shares of older age groups. 

Among partnered adults, one in ten met their current significant other online (Vogels et al., 

2023). 

 

While online dating provides new opportunities for connection, research also highlights its 

psychological and relational risks. A systematic review reports that individuals often use dating 

apps not only to find partners but also to boost self-esteem, relieve boredom, and socialize, 

behaviors that can lead to problematic use (Bonilla-Zorita et al., 2020). Another study found that 

couples who met online tended to report lower marital satisfaction and stability than those who 

met offline, a pattern they termed the online dating effect (Sharabi and Dorrance-Hall. 2024). 

They attribute this to factors such as overwhelming choice, app design that encourages addictive 

behavior, and the ease of infidelity. Complementing these findings, separate research shows that 

individuals who met their partners online also reported lower relationship satisfaction and lower 

levels of love, across intimacy, passion, and commitment, compared with couples who first 

connected offline (Roberts et al., 2025). Similarly, young adults who use dating apps report 

higher loneliness and lower self-esteem than non-users (Kumar, 2025). Furthermore, more than 

half of women under 50 who have used dating apps report receiving unsolicited sexual messages 

or images, and 52% of users overall have encountered scams, with men under 50 at highest risk 

(Vogels et al., 2023). 

 

Taken together, these studies show that the rise of online platforms has reshaped how people 

look for partners and raise important questions about why this change has happened. The 

growing use of digital spaces for connection prompts consideration of whether this shift is driven 

mainly by cultural and technological factors or whether it also reflects structural influences such 

as urban design and social environments. Understanding how the built environment shapes 

opportunities to meet and connect is essential for interpreting the broader social effects of this 

trend. 

  

2.3 Research Gap 
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This project considers whether modern dating challenges, typically viewed through cultural or 

technological lenses, may also have spatial dimensions shaped by urban form. By examining 

how car-centric infrastructure, land use, transport modes, and micro-scale design shape 

opportunities to meet potential partners, the study connects relationship formation to the 

everyday geographies of Miami. Using survey data linked to neighborhood-level built 

environment indicators, it will test whether walkable, socially dense areas better support 

alignment between how people want to meet partners and how they actually do so. In doing so, 

the research aims to show that difficulties in forming romantic connections are not solely the 

product of individual choices or app design, but also of zoning codes, street networks, and 

commuting patterns. Ultimately, this work seeks to inform both urban policy and relationship 

research by demonstrating that more human-scaled, less car-dependent environments may 

support not only health and social capital, but also the possibilities for romantic connection. 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 – Methodology and Research Design 
 

 

 

3.1 Study Population 

 

The study focuses on adults aged 18–30 who are currently, or were within the past year, actively 

seeking a romantic partner (casual or serious). Participants were recruited in person in Miami, 

Florida through the distribution of structured surveys. The survey was fielded in January 2026 

and examined how the built environment shapes opportunities to meet potential partners. There 

were 10 partial responses that were excluded from the final analysis due to incomplete data. 

 

The decision to focus on adults aged 18–30 is rooted in developmental psychology, which 

identifies this period as emerging adulthood, a distinct life stage characterized by identity 

exploration, growing independence, and experimentation in love and relationships. Arnett’s 

foundational work defines emerging adulthood as the age range roughly 18–29, during which 

individuals explore romantic partners, develop interpersonal skills, and form early patterns of 

relationship behavior (Arnett, 2000). Because dating motivations, expectations, and approaches 

shift significantly across the life course, keeping participants within a single developmental stage 

ensures that differences in dating experiences can better be attributed to environmental factors 

rather than age-related changes in how individuals pursue and understand romantic relationships. 

 

The final sample consisted of 152 valid responses. Table 3.1 summarizes the demographic 

characteristics of respondents. 
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Characteristic Category n % 

Gender Female 78 51.3%  
Male 70 46.1%  
Non-binary 3 2.0%  
Prefer not to say 1 0.7% 

Race / Ethnicity Hispanic or Latino/a/x 42 27.6%  
Black or African American 40 26.3%  
Hispanic or Latino/a/x, White 29 19.1%  
White 25 16.4%  
Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino/a/x 6 3.9% 

 
Other / Mixed / Prefer not to say 6 3.9%  
Asian / Other combinations 3 2.0% 

Cis/Trans Status Cisgender 107 70.4%  
Prefer not to say 41 27.0%  
Transgender 4 2.6% 

Sexual Orientation Heterosexual 115 75.7%  
Bisexual / Pansexual 14 9.2%  
Gay / Lesbian 10 6.6%  
Prefer not to say 7 4.6%  
Queer 3 2.0%  
Other 3 2.0% 

 

 

3.2 Survey Design 

 

To answer the research question “Does car centric infrastructure impact the search for a potential 

partner”. The survey will include three main themes: 

 

1. Stated Preferences – exploring participants’ ideal ways of meeting potential partners 

(e.g., through friends, online, or chance encounters). 

2. Revealed Preferences – documenting actual how and where people actually meet 

potential partners (e.g., where and how often participants meet potential partners). 

3. Attitudinal Perceptions – assessing participants’ views on how their immediate built 

environment influences their ability to expand their dating pool and create opportunities 

to meet or connect with potential partners. 
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The survey used a combination of response formats, including 5-point Likert-scale questions 

(from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”), frequency-based measures (e.g., never to 

weekly), and ranking exercises (e.g., ordering preferred ways of meeting partners from 1 to 5). 

These were complemented by multiple-choice questions and optional open-ended responses to 

capture additional nuance in participants’ dating experiences. 

 

Additionally various other relevant characteristics such as respondents sexual orientation, 

commute mode, and demographic characteristics as well as their approximate location by 

providing their ZIP code. Specifically the location allows us to compare the respondents dating 

experience with the built environment characteristics. 

 

3.3 Analytical Strategy 

For the analysis, survey responses will be stratified by respondent ZIP code and linked to 

publicly available data to focus on walkability and mobility. The primary variables examined 

will include Walk Score (WalkScore.com) and respondents’ primary mode of transportation, 

capturing differences between drivers and non-drivers and how individuals navigate their 

environments. 

 

This linkage allows each survey response to be contextualized within its urban form, enabling 

analysis of how environmental features correspond to dating behaviors and attitudes. By 

comparing responses across the stated and revealed preference sections, the degree of alignment 

between participants’ ideal and actual partner-meeting experiences can be assessed, effectively 

capturing the gap between “what people say they prefer” and “what they actually do.” This intra-

survey comparison provides a quantitative approach to evaluating how environmental constraints 

may shape or distort dating behaviors. Linking these datasets supports the construction of a 

model based on dating search experiences and outcomes, revealing broader patterns in the 

relationship between dating behavior and the built environment. 

  

3.4 Limitations 

 

This study is subject to several limitations. First, the analysis relies on self-reported survey data, 

which may be affected by recall bias, social desirability bias, or inaccuracies in participants’ 

perceptions of their experiences. Second, the survey sample may not be fully representative, as 

there may be an unequal distribution of respondents across different urban environments. In 

particular, the sample may overrepresent individuals living in more car-centric areas and 

underrepresent those in highly walkable neighborhoods, where populations are smaller and more 

difficult to access. Third, the geographic focus on Miami limits the generalizability of the 

findings, as the city’s unique urban form, demographics, and transportation patterns may not 
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reflect conditions in other metropolitan contexts. As a result, while the study provides valuable 

insights into the relationship between the built environment and dating behaviors, findings 

should be interpreted with caution and understood as context-specific rather than universally 

applicable. 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 – Findings 
 

 

 

4.1 Overview of Sample and Analytical Approach 

This study draws on a sample of 152 respondents and examines patterns across two primary 

dimensions of the built environment: neighborhood walkability and primary mode of 

transportation. 

 

Walkability was measured using Walk Score, calculated by inputting each respondent’s ZIP 

code. For analytical clarity, Walk Score values were grouped into four categories: Walker’s 

Paradise (90–100; n = 9), Very Walkable (70–89; n = 38), Somewhat Walkable (50–69; n = 37), 

and Car-Dependent (0–49; n = 68). 

 

Primary mode of transportation was assessed through self-reported travel behavior and 

categorized into two groups: Drivers (n = 85), defined as those who primarily drive, and Non-

Drivers (n = 67), including those who primarily walk, use public transportation, micromobility, 

or a combination of these modes. 

 

To generate the findings presented in this chapter, 2 distinct analytical approaches were 

employed across Sections 4.2 through 4.5. 

 

(1) Alignment Between Ideal and Actual Dating Behavior (Section 4.2) 

 

To examine differences between stated preferences and actual behavior, respondents were asked 

to rank five partner-meeting methods (friends/family, shared activities, public interaction, online 

dating, and social media) twice: once based on their ideal way of meeting a potential partner and 

once based on the most common way they actually meet partners. 

 

Rankings were assigned on a scale from 1 (most preferred/common) to 5 (least 

preferred/common). For each method, the difference between actual and ideal rankings (Actual – 

Ideal) was calculated. 
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These differences were then compared across transportation groups (drivers vs. non-drivers). In 

the resulting charts: 

• Negative values indicate that a method is used more frequently in practice than 

preferred.  

• Positive values indicate that a method is used less frequently in practice than 

preferred.  

This approach allows for direct comparison between stated preferences and observed behavior. 

 

(2) Walkability, Perceptions, and Behavioral Orientation (Sections 4.3–4.5) 

 

To analyze patterns in behavior, perceptions, and attitudes, survey responses were examined 

using cross-tabulations in Excel. Responses were grouped by Walk Score category and 

transportation mode, depending on the variable being analyzed. 

 

For Likert-scale questions (e.g., strongly agree to strongly disagree), responses were converted 

into percentage distributions within each group, allowing for comparison across different built 

environment conditions and mobility types. This approach was used to generate findings for: 

• 4.3 Walkability and Opportunities for Social Interaction (revealed behavior)  

• 4.4 Perceptions of the Built Environment (attitudinal perceptions)  

• 4.5 Internal Attitudes / Behavioral Orientation (individual-level preferences and 

confidence)  

Together, these analyses identify patterns in how individuals experience and evaluate 

opportunities for social interaction across different environments. 

 

4.2 Alignment Between Ideal and Actual Dating Behavior 

 

When asked how they would ideally like to meet potential partners, both drivers and non-drivers 

expressed a preference for organic, in-person methods. Meeting through friends and family 

ranked highly among both groups, as did chance encounters through public interaction. Online 

dating and social media, by contrast, were consistently ranked lower as preferred methods across 

both groups. 

 

In practice, however, the picture looks quite different, particularly for drivers. The most notable 

discrepancy among drivers is for public interaction, which shows a positive difference of +0.295, 

meaning it occurs far less frequently in practice than drivers would prefer. At the same time, 

social media shows the largest negative difference among drivers at approximately –0.256, 

indicating it is used considerably more often in practice than preferred. Together, these two gaps 

suggest that car-dependent respondents are meeting fewer people through spontaneous in-person 

encounters and compensating with digital alternatives they did not rank as their first choice. 
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Among non-drivers, the stated-revealed gap is substantially smaller. Public interaction shows a 

difference of only –0.016 and social media –0.048, meaning both are used only marginally more 

in practice than preferred. This near-zero divergence suggests that non-drivers experience a 

much closer alignment between how they want to meet partners and how they actually do. 

 

The one area where non-drivers show a larger gap than drivers is meeting through friends and 

family. Non-drivers report a positive difference of +0.302 compared to +0.192 among drivers, 

indicating that this method falls short of preferences more sharply for non-drivers. For online 

dating, both groups use it more than they would prefer, though the gap is somewhat larger among 

drivers (–0.179) than non-drivers (–0.143). Similarly, shared activities through organizations are 

slightly overrepresented in practice for both groups, with non-drivers showing a marginally 

larger discrepancy (–0.095) than drivers (–0.051). 

 

Overall, drivers show a wider and more consistent gap between how they want to meet partners 

and how they actually do, particularly relying more on social media and less on public 

interaction than they would like, while non-drivers experience a closer alignment between 

preference and practice across most methods. 

 
4.3 Car Dependency and Opportunities for Romantic Interaction 

 

4.3.1 Public Space Interaction 
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To assess opportunities for spontaneous romantic interaction in public outdoor environments, 

respondents were asked: “How often do you get approached romantically or approach someone 

romantically in public outdoor spaces (such as parks, streets, or plazas)?” The results that the 

more walkable the environment, the more likely respondents are to report some level of romantic 

interaction in public. 

 

In car-dependent areas, "never" is the most common response, with 35.29% of respondents 

reporting no romantic interaction in public outdoor spaces at all. This stands in contrast to every 

other walkability category, where "never" is no longer the dominant response. 

 

As walkability increases, the distribution shifts toward lower-frequency interaction. "Rarely 

(once or twice per year)" becomes the most common response in somewhat walkable, very 

walkable, and Walker's Paradise environments, and its share grows steadily with walkability, 

from 26.47% in car-dependent areas, to 27.03% in somewhat walkable areas, 28.95% in very 

walkable areas, and 44.44% in Walker's Paradise environments. "Sometimes (more than twice 

per year)" also remains present across walkable categories, while "frequently (weekly)" 

responses are minimal across all groups. 

 

In short, car-dependent environments are associated with a near-absence of spontaneous 

romantic interaction in public, while more walkable environments shift that pattern toward at 

least occasional encounters. 

 

 
To examine patterns of romantic interaction in public indoor environments, respondents were 

asked: “How often do you get approached romantically or approach someone romantically in 

public indoor spaces (such as cafes, gyms, or libraries)?” Responses were analyzed across Walk 
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Score categories using cross-tabulated distributions. Across most walkability categories, 

romantic interaction in indoor public spaces remains infrequent, though the most walkable 

environments show a notably different pattern. 

 

In car-dependent areas, 38.24% of respondents report never experiencing romantic interaction in 

indoor public spaces, the highest share of any group. Somewhat walkable and very walkable 

environments follow a similar pattern, with "never" remaining the most common response across 

both categories. 

 

Walker's Paradise environments stand apart. Rather than a single dominant response, the 

distribution spreads more evenly, with "sometimes (more than twice per year)" and "often (once 

a month)" each accounting for 33.33% of responses. "Never" is no longer the leading answer in 

these areas. 

 

Taken together, indoor public spaces generate little romantic interaction across most 

environments, but the most walkable areas show a meaningful shift toward more frequent 

encounters. 

 

 
  

 

4.3.2 Online Dating Interactions 
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To examine patterns of romantic interaction in online environments, respondents were asked two 

questions: “How often do you get approached romantically or approach someone romantically on 

dating apps?” and “How often do you get approached romantically or approach someone 

romantically online (not on dating apps)?” Responses were analyzed by primary mode of 

transportation, comparing drivers and non-drivers. 

 

For dating app interactions, "never" is the most common response for both groups, but the two 

groups differ considerably in degree. More than half of non-drivers (53.73%) report never using 

dating apps for romantic interaction, compared to 31.76% of drivers. Among drivers, responses 

spread more evenly across frequency categories, with higher shares reporting "rarely," 

"sometimes," and "frequently" than non-drivers. Drivers, in other words, engage with dating 

apps at notably higher rates than non-drivers. 

 
For online interactions outside of dating apps, the two groups diverge. Non-drivers lean heavily 

toward "never," with 34.33% reporting no romantic interaction in these spaces. Drivers spread 

more evenly across frequency categories, with "sometimes (more than twice per year)" emerging 

as the most common response at 24.71%, followed closely by "never" and "rarely" in a near tie. 

Across both online contexts, drivers engage more frequently and more variably than non-drivers, 

who concentrate toward the lower end of the frequency scale. 
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4.4 Perceptions of the Built Environment 

 

4.4.1 Accessibility to Meeting Places 

 

To assess perceptions of accessibility, respondents were asked: “It is convenient for me to access 

places where I can meet potential partners; getting to these places does not feel like an obstacle 

or require excessive effort.” Responses were analyzed across Walk Score categories using cross-

tabulated distributions. 

 

In car-dependent areas, most respondents (41.18%) select "neutral" when asked whether they can 

easily access places to meet potential partners, suggesting neither confidence nor dissatisfaction 

with their options. 

 

Walkable environments tell a different story. In very walkable areas, 47.37% of respondents 

agree that access to partner-meeting spaces is easy, and Walker's Paradise environments show a 

nearly identical pattern at 44.44%. Across both categories, "agree" is the clear dominant 

response. 

 

The overall shift is that as walkability increases, respondents move from uncertainty to 

confidence in their ability to access spaces where they might meet potential partners. 
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4.4.2 Availability of Community Events 

 

To examine perceptions of social opportunities, respondents were asked: “There are enough 

community events in my area to meet new people.” Responses were analyzed across Walk Score 

categories using cross-tabulated distributions. 

 

Perceptions shift consistently as walkability increases. In car-dependent areas, respondents lean 

neutral or negative, with "neutral" as the most common response (33.82%) and "disagree" close 

behind at 26.47%. 

 

In somewhat walkable areas, sentiment begins to improve. "Agree" becomes the most common 

response at 32.43%, though "neutral" remains substantial at 29.73%, suggesting a gradual rather 

than a sharp shift in perception. 

 

Very walkable areas show the strongest positive signal, with 55.26% of respondents selecting 

"agree", the highest concentration across all walkability categories. 

 

Walker's Paradise environments round out the picture evenly, with "agree," "neutral," and 

"strongly agree" each accounting for 33.33% of responses and no respondents selecting 

"disagree" or "strongly disagree." 
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Overall, residents of car-dependent areas express the most uncertainty and dissatisfaction, while 

those in walkable environments grow increasingly positive about their surroundings as a place to 

meet potential partners. 

 

 
 

4.4.3 Design Encouraging Interaction 

 

To assess perceptions of how the built environment supports social interaction, respondents were 

asked: “The physical design of my neighborhood (such as sidewalks, lighting, and seating) 

encourages social interaction.” Responses were analyzed across Walk Score categories using 

cross-tabulated distributions. 

 

Across most walkability categories, “agree” emerges as one of the dominant responses, with the 

exception of car-dependent areas, where “neutral” is most common (33.82%). 

 

As walkability increases, responses shift toward agreement. In somewhat walkable areas, 

23.54% of respondents report “agree,” while in very walkable areas, this increases to 55.26%, 

making it the dominant response. 

 

Walker’s Paradise environments show a distinct pattern, with no respondents selecting 

“disagree” or “strongly disagree.” Instead, responses are evenly distributed across “agree,” 

“neutral,” and “strongly agree” (33.33% each). 

 



24 

Disagreement is more prevalent in less walkable environments, particularly in car-dependent 

areas (32.40%), whereas Walker’s Paradise reports no disagreement.  

 

Overall, the distribution of responses shifts from neutrality and disagreement in car-dependent 

areas to stronger agreement in more walkable environments, indicating a relationship between 

walkability and perceived support for social interaction. 

 
  

4.4.4 Online Dating Inclination Based off Built Environment 

 

To assess how individuals perceive the role of their environment in shaping online dating 

behavior, respondents were asked: “My environment encourages me to seek potential partners 

online.” Responses were analyzed by primary mode of transportation, comparing drivers and 

non-drivers. 

 

Drivers and non-drivers perceive the relationship between their environment and online dating 

behavior quite differently. Among drivers, 41.18% select "agree" as their response, making it the 

clear dominant answer and suggesting that drivers broadly recognize a connection between their 

built environment and their use of online dating. 

 

Non-drivers are less convinced. "Neutral" is their most common response at 40.30%, and 

"disagree" accounts for 17.91%, higher than among drivers. Only 2.99% of non-drivers select 

"strongly agree." 
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In short, drivers are more likely to see their environment as a driver of online dating behavior, 

while non-drivers hold more mixed or skeptical views on the connection. 

 
  

4.4.5 Social Confidence 

 

To assess levels of social confidence, respondents were asked: “I feel socially confident when 

meeting potential partners while I’m out in my neighborhood or surrounding area.” Responses 

were analyzed by primary mode of transportation, comparing drivers and non-drivers. 

 

Non-drivers tend toward uncertainty when rating their confidence in meeting potential partners. 

"Neutral" is their most common response at 41.79%, and "strongly disagree" (7.46%) slightly 

edges out "strongly agree" (5.97%), suggesting limited confidence overall. 

 

Drivers lean more positively. "Agree" is their most common response at 31.76%, followed by 

"neutral" (23.53%) and "strongly agree" (16.47%). Drivers also report a higher share of "strongly 

agree" than "strongly disagree" (12.94%), pointing to a greater concentration of confidence 

compared to non-drivers. 

 

Overall, drivers express more confidence in their ability to meet potential partners, while non-

drivers cluster around neutrality with a slight tilt toward doubt. 
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4.5 Desire for In-Person Interaction 

 

To examine preferences for increased in-person romantic interaction, respondents were asked 

two questions: “I would like to approach people romantically more often in person (for example, 

asking someone out or showing them romantic interest) than I am now,” and “I would like to be 

approached more often romantically in person (for example, being asked out or shown romantic 

interest) than I am now.” Responses were analyzed by primary mode of transportation, 

comparing drivers and non-drivers. 

 

For the desire to approach others more often, drivers lean toward agreement, 31.76% select 

"agree," 22.35% select "strongly agree," and 29.41% select "neutral." Non-drivers are more 

measured, with "neutral" as their most common response (34.33%), followed by "agree" 

(25.37%) and "strongly agree" (20.90%). 

 

The desire to be approached more often draws stronger agreement from both groups, but drivers 

respond with greater intensity. Among drivers, "strongly agree" is the most common response at 

40.00%, followed by "agree" at 35.29%, with minimal disagreement. Non-drivers also lean 

toward agreement, with "agree" at 35.82% and "strongly agree" at 34.33%, though they report 

higher levels of "neutral" (20.90%) and "strongly disagree" (7.46%) than drivers. 

 

Across both questions, drivers express a stronger and more consistent desire for more romantic 

interaction in public, while non-drivers show a similar but more tempered pattern. 
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 Chapter 5 – Discussion 
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5.1 Interpretation of Findings 

 

Across all findings, higher Walk Score environments are consistently associated with greater 

access to social opportunities. Specifically, individuals living in more walkable areas are: 

1. More likely to meet potential partners in public spaces 

2. More likely to agree that it is convenient to access places where they can meet people 

3. More likely to agree that there are enough community events to meet new people 

4. More likely to report that the design of their neighborhood encourages social interaction 

Overall, this indicates that higher walkability increases the availability of opportunities for social 

interaction.  

  

When examining transportation mode, clear differences emerge in how individuals experience 

and respond to their environment. 

For non-drivers: 

1. Compared to drivers, who underuse chance encounters relative to their preferences, non-

drivers experience them slightly above their desired level, closely aligning with their 

preferences. 

2. Their overuse of social media for dating is much less pronounced than it is for drivers, 

indicating their behavior is closer to their preferred level. 

3. Their underuse of meeting partners through friends and family is more pronounced, 

meaning this occurs less often than they would like. 

4. Their overuse of online dating is also less pronounced than for drivers, whose higher 

overuse indicates a stronger reliance on online dating than preferred. 

5. They show a greater overuse of shared activities or organizations, meaning they 

participate in these more frequently than they would ideally prefer. 

6. They are more likely to report that they never use dating apps or social media for dating 

than drivers. 

7. They are less likely to agree with the statement, “My environment encourages me to seek 

potential partners online” then drivers. 

8. They report lower levels of social confidence when meeting potential partners in their 

neighborhood or surrounding area compared to drivers. 

9. They also show less intensity in their desire to approach others or be approached 

romantically in person compared to drivers. 

  

The findings reveal that Walk Score and transportation mode (drivers vs. non-drivers) do not 

explain the same aspect of social interaction; rather, they operate at two fundamentally different 

levels of analysis. Walk Score explains the conditions under which interaction becomes possible 

and more likely, while transportation mode explains how individuals actually experience and act 

within those conditions. 
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Walk Score captures the spatial and environmental structure of opportunity. It reflects how the 

built environment organizes access to interaction through proximity, land use mix, and the 

presence of social spaces. The findings show that individuals in higher Walk Score environments 

are more likely to meet potential partners in public spaces, have access to a greater number of 

places where interaction can occur, and perceive their environments as more supportive of social 

engagement. In this sense, Walk Score explains why interaction is more likely to happen in 

certain places by shaping the conditions that make encounters more frequent and accessible. 

Jeffrey Leyden (2003) finds that residents of walkable, mixed-use neighborhoods report higher 

levels of social capital than residents of car-dependent areas, Similarly Preciado et al. (2012) 

demonstrate that physical proximity strongly predicts the formation and maintenance of social 

ties, both of these studies extends that argument by showing that walkability also shapes the 

conditions that allow romantic connection to emerge. 

 

In contrast, transportation mode captures the behavioral and experiential dimension of 

interaction. The distinction between drivers and non-drivers reflects how individuals move 

through these environments, how often they are exposed to others, and whether they rely on in-

person interaction or digital alternatives. It also reveals how closely individuals’ behaviors align 

with their preferences. In this sense, transportation mode explains how people actually respond 

to and use the opportunities created by the environment. Mattisson et al. (2015) find that car 

commuting associates with lower social participation and general trust compared to active 

commuting, the present study extends that finding by showing that transportation mode also 

shapes how people meet romantic partners specifically. Additionally Gatersleben et al. (2013) 

show that pedestrians and cyclists develop richer, more detailed perceptions of their 

surroundings compared to drivers, who form quicker and less engaged impressions of the people 

and places they pass, a pattern that helps explain why non-drivers in this study report greater 

alignment between their preferred and actual ways of meeting partners, expanding the finding by 

illustrating how transportation mode shapes how people respond to and engage with the social 

opportunities created by the built environment. 

 

Walk Score shows how the environment shapes visible aspects of dating, such as meeting people 

in public spaces and how individuals perceive their surroundings. However, transportation mode 

reflects the actual lifestyle people live, how they move through space on a daily basis, which 

more directly shapes their dating behavior.  

  

5.2 How Walkability Shapes Dating Behavior 

 

The findings show that higher that individuals living in higher Walk Score environments have 

greater opportunities for interaction in public spaces, more places available for social interaction, 

and more accessible ways to reach locations where they can meet potential partners. 
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This pattern is largely driven by how these environments are structured. High Walk Score areas 

typically have more mixed land uses, meaning destinations such as homes, cafés, parks, and 

shops are located in close proximity. This allows people to move between places on foot and 

spend more time in shared public spaces. Combined with higher density, which increases the 

number of people in a given space, and community programming such as events and group 

activities, these conditions reinforce one another. Together, they create environments where 

interaction is not only more possible, but more frequent and embedded in everyday life. 

 This increases everyday exposure to others and makes interaction more likely. Khalifa and 

Elshater (2023) find that neighborhoods with diverse land use mixes generate significantly 

higher levels of social capital, trust, and casual interaction compared to areas lacking such 

variety, a pattern reflected directly in the findings here, where respondents in more walkable, 

mixed-use environments consistently report greater access to places and events where they can 

meet people. 

 

They tend to have more third places in general, spaces where social interaction is expected rather 

than incidental, provides settings where people can linger and engage with others. Design 

features such as wide sidewalks, seating, street trees, good lighting, and slower traffic support 

this by encouraging people to stay rather than simply pass through. Williams (2005) finds that 

when residents share everyday paths to activity sites, such as gardens, mailboxes, or communal 

spaces, encounter rates increase significantly, while layouts that allow people to move directly 

from home to car without passing through shared space reduce casual contact considerably. The 

walkable environments in this study replicate that logic at a neighborhood scale: by keeping 

people on foot and moving through shared space rather than sealed inside vehicles, they generate 

the kinds of repeated, low-stakes encounters that Williams identifies as foundational to social 

connection. 

 

5.3 How Transportation Mode Shape Dating Behavior 

 

In contrast, transportation mode reveals how individuals actually experience and respond to these 

For individuals who do not drive, there is less reliance on online dating and social media, and a 

greater likelihood of meeting partners through shared activities or chance encounters. Non-

drivers are also less likely to report using dating apps or social media for dating and are less 

likely to feel that their environment encourages them to seek partners online. In addition, they 

show lower levels of agreement in their desire to approach others or be approached romantically 

more often. Non-drivers, embedded in shared transit and pedestrian environments, are more 

likely to experience the kind of repeated co-presence that Zeng et al. (2013) identify as 

foundational to social encounter, a pattern of 'familiar strangers' built through daily behavioral 

regularity that car travel forecloses entirely. 
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On the question of desire to be approached, it is worth noting that more romantic approaches in 

public are not automatically desirable, and many women in particular might not want to be 

approached more frequently. However, the built environment shapes how much people actually 

welcome those encounters when they do occur. For instance being approached on a walkable, 

active main street with other people present and natural surveillance, what Jane Jacobs calls 'eyes 

on the street' (Jacobs, 1961), feels meaningfully more welcome and enjoyable than the same 

interaction in an isolated parking lot or empty strip mall, where the absence of public presence 

can make unsolicited contact feel threatening rather than flattering. 

 

Non-drivers rely less on online dating and social media and are more likely to meet partners 

through shared activities or chance encounters. This is likely because their daily mobility, 

walking, transit, or micromobility, not only reflects a lifestyle that keeps them in shared 

environments but also limits their presence in car-centric spaces that are harder to access or 

navigate without a car. They are less likely to feel that their environment encourages them to 

seek partners online, as their daily movement outside of a private vehicle places them in shared 

spaces where they are regularly exposed to others, reinforcing the perception that there are ample 

opportunities to meet people in person. As Saelens et al. (2013) note, transit use increases time 

spent in the public realm, expanding opportunities for casual encounters and the formation of 

weak social ties, the kinds of low-stakes interactions that may serve as the first point of contact 

in a developing romantic relationship.   

 

However, non-drivers show a more pronounced underuse of meeting partners through friends 

and family, meaning this occurs less often than they would ideally prefer. This suggests that in 

more walkable environments, individuals may rely less on existing social networks and instead 

form connections through interactions with strangers in everyday settings. This finding contrasts 

with prior research, which indicates that younger generations are increasingly dependent on 

existing social networks for partner formation. For example, Daniel A. Cox (2023) finds that 

44% of young adults report being friends with their partner before dating, compared to only 21% 

of seniors, suggesting a broader shift toward network-based relationships. In this context, the 

results of this study suggest that more walkable, socially active environments may partially 

counter this trend by increasing exposure to unfamiliar others and creating more opportunities 

for connections beyond one’s immediate social circle. 

 

In addition, non-drivers show lower levels of agreement in their desire to approach others or be 

approached more often in person. This likely reflects the fact that drivers have fewer 

opportunities for spontaneous interaction, as car-based travel limits exposure to other people. 

Travel in private vehicles reduces time spent in shared spaces, and car-centric areas, 

characterized by dispersed destinations, large distances between uses, and limited pedestrian 

activity, provide fewer opportunities for encountering others. As a result, drivers are less 

frequently exposed to potential social interactions in everyday life. Yan et al. (2021) find that 
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urban sprawl is associated with higher rates of loneliness and social difficulty, a pattern 

consistent with the finding here that drivers, whose daily lives are most shaped by car-dependent, 

dispersed environments, express the greatest desire for more in-person romantic interaction 

precisely because the lifestyle that car dependence both reflects and reinforces, one spent moving 

between isolated destinations, parking lots, and low-pedestrian corridors rather than shared 

public space, delivers so little of it. 

 

Despite this increased exposure to social environments, non-drivers report lower levels of social 

confidence when meeting potential partners in their neighborhood or surrounding area. This may 

be because more frequent exposure to others does not necessarily translate into confidence; 

instead, it may create more complex and frequent social situations, making interactions feel less 

predictable. In contrast, drivers, who experience fewer interactions, may idealize or feel more 

confident about these encounters due to their relative infrequency. A two-study experimental 

investigation of over 600 participants describes this dynamic, finding that frequent social 

interaction under unfamiliar or uncertain conditions can produce a backfiring effect, where more 

social contact actually decreases general confidence rather than building it. Applied to the urban 

context, non-drivers who regularly navigate dense, active public environments may experience 

the unpredictability of those spaces as confidence-depleting rather than confidence-building, 

particularly when those interactions carry the added social stakes of potential romantic interest. 

In contrast, drivers, who experience fewer spontaneous social encounters, may approach these 

situations with greater idealization and confidence precisely because the rarity of such moments 

reduces the pressure and complexity associated with them (Kim & Florack.2021). 

 

 

 

Chapter 6. Conclusion and Planning Implications 
 

 

 

6.1 Summary of Findings 

Across all findings, two distinct but related patterns emerge between walkability (Walk Score) 

and transportation mode (drivers vs. non-drivers). 

Individuals living in higher Walk Score environments, compared to those in lower walk score 

(car-dependent) areas, are more likely to meet potential partners in public spaces, while those in 

lower walk score areas report fewer interactions. They are also more likely to agree that it is 

convenient to access places to meet people, whereas individuals in lower walk score areas tend to 

report more neutral perceptions of accessibility. Additionally, those in higher walk score 

environments are more likely to agree that there are enough community events to meet new 

people, while those in lower walk score areas are more likely to feel neutral or disagree. Finally, 
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individuals in more walkable areas are more likely to report that neighborhood design 

encourages social interaction, in contrast to lower walk score environments where neutrality or 

disagreement is more common. Overall, compared to less walkable environments, higher 

walkability increases both the availability and perception of opportunities for social interaction. 

While walkability reflects opportunity, transportation mode reveals how those opportunities are 

experienced. Compared to drivers, who show a significant underuse of chance encounters 

relative to their preferences, non-drivers show slight overuse in chance encounters relative to 

their preferences, meaning spontaneous interactions occur at or slightly above their desired level 

and are closely aligned with what is preferred. The overuse of social media for dating among 

non-drivers is much less pronounced than for drivers, indicating behavior that is closer to 

preferred levels. The underuse of meeting partners through friends and family is more 

pronounced among non-drivers, meaning this occurs less often than desired. The overuse of 

online dating is also less pronounced among non-drivers than among drivers, whose higher 

overuse indicates a stronger reliance on online dating than preferred. 

Non-drivers also show a greater overuse of shared activities or organizations, meaning 

participation in these occurs more frequently than ideally preferred. Non-drivers are more likely 

to report never using dating apps or social media for dating compared to drivers and are less 

likely to agree with the statement, “My environment encourages me to seek potential partners 

online.” In addition, non-drivers report lower levels of social confidence when meeting potential 

partners in their neighborhood or surrounding area compared to drivers and show less intensity in 

the desire to approach others or be approached romantically in person compared to drivers. 

 

Taken together, these findings answer the central research question directly: car-centric 

infrastructure does impact the search for a romantic partner. First, lower, Walk Score 

environments reduce opportunities for spontaneous social interaction. And second, driving as a 

primary mode of transport creates a heavier digital method for romantic encounters than they 

would like while delivering fewer of the spontaneous in-person interactions they actually desire. 

 

6.2 Implications for Urban Planning 

The findings of this study suggest that challenges in modern dating are not solely cultural or 

technological, but also spatial.  The ability to meet a partner is partly shaped by zoning, 

transportation systems, and urban design. As a result, planning decisions have implications for 

loneliness, social networks, and relationship formation, expanding the role of urban planning into 

domains of social well-being and emotional life.  

 

6.3 Policy and Design Recommendations 
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The goal of creating environments that support romantic connection is not to design cities for 

dating specifically, but to design cities for people. Walkable streets, mixed land uses, and 

inviting public spaces do not generate romance by design, they generate the conditions for 

spontaneous human interaction from which romantic connection naturally follows. The most 

romantically alive cities in the world were likely not designed with dating as their primary goal, 

what many of them seem to have prioritized was walkability, placemaking, and vibrant public 

life, and it is precisely those qualities that appear to create the conditions from which romantic 

connection can grow. In this sense, the recommendations below are not a blueprint for romantic 

cities specifically, but a case for human-scaled urban environments that restore the everyday 

social fabric car-dependent design has eroded. 

Drawing on the framework established by Jan Gehl in Cities for People, this section outlines 

how urban environments can be structured to better support everyday social interaction (Gehl, 

2010). 

First, planners should prioritize proximity and compactness. Shorter distances between 

destinations increase walking and the likelihood of encountering others, while longer distances 

reinforce car dependence and social isolation. This directly aligns with the findings of this study, 

where car-dependent environments with a lower walk score showed higher rates of “never” 

engaging in public interaction. To address this, planners can promote higher-density, connected 

street networks, reduce block sizes, and encourage clustering of amenities within walking 

distance. In practice, this includes zoning reforms that allow for more compact development, as 

well as retrofitting suburban areas with new nodes of activity such as neighborhood centers or 

mixed-use corridors.  

Second, cities should increase land use diversity to create continuous activity throughout the day. 

A mix of uses, housing, retail, cafés, parks, and services, brings people into shared environments 

at different times, increasing the probability of social encounters. The findings of this study 

support this, as respondents in more walkable environments with higher walk scores reported 

stronger agreement that there are places and events where they can meet people. Planning 

interventions could include relaxing single-use zoning, incentivizing ground-floor commercial 

uses, and supporting small-scale, locally oriented businesses that generate foot traffic.  

Third, planners must design streets for people, not just cars. Decades of prioritizing vehicular 

efficiency have reduced the quality of everyday social life, particularly in car-dependent 

environments. High-speed traffic environments discourage lingering, reduce perceived safety, 

and limit opportunities for interaction. In contrast, slower, pedestrian-oriented streets increase 

comfort and invite people to spend time in public space. This is particularly important for dating, 

as opportunities to meet potential partners often depend on being present in spaces where 

interaction can occur. Empirical research reinforces this relationship. A replication study of 

Donald Appleyard’s work conducted in Bristol found that residents living on high-traffic streets 
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experienced over a 75% reduction in social ties compared to those on low-traffic streets (Hart, 

2008). Additionally, individuals on heavily trafficked streets reported spending significantly less 

time in front-facing or shared areas of their homes and limiting outdoor activity due to perceived 

danger. These conditions reduce casual encounters, weaken neighborhood social networks, and 

ultimately constrain opportunities for forming new relationships. Specific interventions include 

reducing lane widths, implementing traffic calming measures, expanding sidewalks, adding 

protected bike lanes, and prioritizing pedestrian crossings. Policies such as reducing parking 

requirements, converting car lanes into public space, and investing in transit can help shift cities 

toward more human-centered environments. These changes not only improve mobility but also 

increase the likelihood of face-to-face encounters by keeping people in shared spaces for longer 

periods. 

Fourth, urban design should focus on encouraging people to stay, not just pass through. The 

duration of time spent in an environment is critical: the longer people remain, the greater the 

chance of interaction. This is particularly important for dating, as relationship formation often 

depends on repeated exposure and extended presence within shared environments. Research 

shows that environmental features that encourage longer stays, such as comfortable seating, 

shade, and lighting, are associated with higher levels of social cohesion and interaction 

(Mouratidis & Andersen, 2023). For instance, the presence of shading structures in community 

parks has been found to increase the duration of visits, which in turn leads to more frequent 

social encounters (Nguyen et al., 2020). Cities can support this by incorporating seating, shade, 

lighting, and comfortable microclimates, as well as programming spaces with events, markets, 

and informal gathering opportunities. Even small interventions, such as benches or street trees, 

can significantly increase dwell time and, in turn, expand opportunities for social and romantic 

connection.  

Fifth, the design of ground-floor environments should be treated as essential social infrastructure. 

Active frontages, characterized by frequent entrances, transparent façades, and visual detail, 

encourage walking and interaction, while blank walls and inactive façades discourage it. 

Research shows that high-quality active frontages increase perceptions of sociability and 

liveliness and are essential for supporting social interaction (Ewing & Clemente, 2013). 

Similarly, more open and transparent façades attract higher pedestrian volumes and encourage 

longer stays (Zhang & Zhou, 2020). At a finer scale, visually complex frontages slow walking 

speeds and promote observation and interaction, while blank façades encourage people to move 

quickly through or avoid the space (Liu et al., 2026). To implement this, planners can require 

active ground-floor uses in key corridors, limit blank façades, and promote fine-grained building 

design with multiple entrances and visual permeability. These elements create more engaging 

streetscapes where people feel comfortable walking, observing, and potentially interacting. For 

dating, slowing pedestrian movement matters because it expands the window of time during 

which two people might notice each other, make eye contact, or initiate conversation. Streets that 

move people quickly through space foreclose these moments before they can develop. 
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Sixth, planners should design for visibility and low-intensity social contact. Most social 

interaction begins at a very low level of contact, simply seeing and hearing other people in 

shared environments. Rather than starting with direct conversation, interaction typically develops 

gradually through repeated visual exposure, awareness, and passive observation. As Jan Gehl 

explains in Cities for People, “seeing and hearing contacts” are the most basic and common 

forms of social interaction in public life, providing information, inspiration, and a foundation for 

more meaningful engagement. This is particularly relevant to dating, where interaction often 

depends on repeated exposure or extended presence. Experimental research has shown that 

individuals who are seen more frequently, even without direct interaction, are perceived as more 

attractive and similar, indicating that mere exposure alone can foster initial attraction (Moreland 

& Beach, 1992). Similarly, research on live interpersonal interactions finds that repeated 

encounters increase attraction by building familiarity, comfort, and perceived responsiveness 

between individuals (Reis et al., 2011).  Design strategies include maintaining clear sightlines, 

avoiding excessive setbacks or barriers, and prioritizing human-scale environments where people 

can observe and be observed. This also reinforces the importance of slower modes of movement, 

as walking and cycling allow for deeper engagement with surroundings compared to driving.  
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From Streets to Relationships: A Framework Linking Urban Design and Social Life 

Planning 

Strategy 

Urban Effect Social Effect  Planning Solution  

Proximity & 

Compactness 

Shortens distances; 

increases walkability and 

daily movement through 

shared environments 

More frequent chance 

encounters and repeated 

exposure → increases 

opportunities to meet potential 

partners 

Increase density, reduce 

block sizes, cluster 

amenities, allow compact 

mixed-use zoning 

Mixed Land Use Creates continuous activity 

throughout the day by 

combining uses 

Brings diverse groups into the 

same spaces → expands social 

networks and dating pools 

Relax single-use zoning, 

incentivize mixed-use 

development, support local 

businesses 

People-Oriented 

Street Design 

Slows traffic, improves 

safety, and encourages 

walking and lingering 

More time spent outside cars 

→ more face-to-face 

encounters and stronger social 

networks 

Traffic calming, narrower 

lanes, wider sidewalks, bike 

lanes, safer crossings, 

Reduce parking requirements 

invest in transit and active 

modes 

Designing for 

Dwell Time 

(Staying) 

Increases comfort and time 

spent in environments 

(shade, seating, amenities) 

Longer stays → repeated 

exposure → higher likelihood 

of interaction and attraction 

Add seating, shade, lighting, 

trees, and program spaces 

with events/markets 

Active Ground-

Floor Design 

Creates visually engaging, 

permeable street edges that 

attract pedestrians 

Encourages walking, 

observation, and spontaneous 

interaction → increases 

opportunities to notice and 

approach others 

Require active uses, 

transparent façades, multiple 

entrances, limit blank walls 

Visibility & 

Low-Intensity 

Contact 

Increases ability to see and 

hear others through 

human-scale, open design 

Enables passive interaction 

(seeing others repeatedly) → 

builds familiarity → lowers 

barriers to connection 

Maintain sightlines, reduce 

setbacks/barriers, design at 

human scale 

A final and important implication emerges from the gap between Walker's Paradise 

environments and all other walkability categories. Across several measures, Walker's Paradise 

respondents show meaningfully different patterns of romantic interaction compared to even very 

walkable areas, suggesting that the relationship between walkability and romantic encounter 
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opportunity may not be linear. Partial walkability improvements, such as adding a sidewalk to a 

car-dependent suburb or raising a neighborhood's Walk Score modestly, may be insufficient to 

generate the kind of everyday social exposure that supports spontaneous romantic connection. 

The data implies a threshold effect: only environments that achieve a genuinely high level of 

walkability, where destinations are close, pedestrian activity is dense, and shared public space is 

the default rather than the exception, appear to produce meaningfully different dating behaviors 

and perceptions. 

 

6.4 Broader Implications 

Modern dating challenges are not solely cultural or technological, they are also spatial. It is 

worth clarifying what this study does and does not argue. The goal is not to suggest that romantic 

pursuit should be a universal priority, or that partnering up is inherently desirable for everyone. 

Historically, marriage has served economic and social order far more than individual happiness, 

imposing rigid roles and constraints on partners especially women in ways that Coontz (2005) 

documents across centuries of Western history. Rather, the focus of this study is on removing the 

spatial obstacles that stand between people and the quality romantic relationships that research 

links to better health, lower loneliness, and greater well-being across the life course (Mattingly et 

al., 2020; Waldinger & Schulz, 2010). The built environment shapes not just where people go, 

but how they meet, interact, and build relationships with others, meaning planning decisions 

extend beyond physical form to influence social life and emotional well-being.  

Integrating social connection into planning goals means designing cities that make interaction 

possible rather than designing for dating explicitly. By increasing walkability, encouraging time 

spent in public space, and creating environments where people regularly see and engage with 

others, urban planning can help restore the conditions under which relationships more easily 

form. In a time when many young adults report dissatisfaction with modern dating and 

increasing difficulty meeting partners, cities that prioritize human-scaled, socially rich 

environments are not just more livable, they are more conducive to the kinds of everyday 

encounters from which meaningful relationships grow. 

 

6.5 Future Research 

First, this study focuses on Miami, a city with a unique mix of walkable urban cores and car-

dependent suburbs. Future research could expand beyond a single city by examining other 

locations with different urban forms, such as New York, Los Angeles, or cities in Europe, to 

assess whether similar patterns exist across contexts. This would help determine whether the 

relationship between urban form and dating behavior is generalizable or context-specific. 
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Second, this study is based on a sample of 152 respondents, and future research could 

incorporate larger and more diverse sample sizes to strengthen the validity and broader 

applicability of the findings. Expanding the sample would allow for more robust comparisons 

across different populations and built environments. 

Third, future research could examine how individuals of different genders and sexual 

orientations experience the built environment in relation to dating, including variations in 

comfort, perceived safety, and willingness to initiate or engage in romantic interactions. Dating 

experiences are shaped by gender and sexuality, and the effects of the built environment on 

social interaction may not be uniform across groups. Understanding these differences is 

important for creating more inclusive and equitable environments that support diverse forms of 

connection. 

Fourth, future research could increase the representation of respondents living in highly walkable 

areas, particularly those classified as Walker’s Paradise, to allow for more balanced comparisons 

across built environment conditions. The current sample includes fewer respondents in these 

categories, which may limit the ability to fully capture patterns in highly walkable environments. 

Expanding representation would strengthen the reliability of findings and provide a clearer 

understanding of how walkability influences dating behavior. 

Finally, future research could incorporate qualitative methods, such as in-depth interviews, to 

better understand how individuals perceive and navigate their dating experiences within different 

built environments. While survey data captures broader patterns, interviews can provide deeper 

insight into personal experiences, motivations, and perceptions, helping to explain why certain 

behaviors occur and how individuals interpret their social environments. 
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