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The Research & Policy Lab promotes the conservation, 

reuse, and retrofit of existing buildings and neighborhoods as a 

powerful strategy for supporting community health, equity, and 

resilience. 
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“The greenest building is 
one that already exists.” 

- Carl Elefante
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“Cities need old buildings”
- Jane Jacobs



5

“What can be done to bring 

the benefits of building reuse 

to more places?”
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Older, Smaller, Better

Project Overview

• OBJECTIVE: Test Jane Jacobs’ 
hypothesis that diverse city fabric 
supports greater vitality and 
opportunity

• Used newly available data to assess 
the social, cultural, and economic 
value of older, smaller buildings

• Focused on Seattle, San Francisco, 
and Washington D.C. 
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• Creatively linked diverse 
datasets to test statistical 
relationship between built 
character and performance

– Spotrank cell usage intensity data

– Yelp, Flickr, Craigslist, Walk Score

– U.S. Census Bureau, ACS

– LEHD LODES

– City permits

Older, Smaller, Better

Data and Metrics
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OSB Mapping Methodology
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• Overlaid 200-meter-by-200-meter grid

OSB Mapping Methodology
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• Overlaid 200-meter-by-200-meter grid

• Older, Smaller, Better focused on 
commercial and mixed-use areas 

OSB Mapping Methodology
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OSB Mapping Methodology

• Overlaid 200-meter-by-200-meter grid

• Older, Smaller, Better focused on 
commercial and mixed-use areas 

• Measured key features of the built 
fabric: 

– Median building age

– Diversity of building age 

– Granularity
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Seattle Parcel Data
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Seattle Parcel Data
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Seattle Parcel Data
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Seattle Parcel Data
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Measures of City Fabric 

Our composite measure = “Character Score”

+ + =

Building Age Age Diversity Granularity Composite of all three
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Statistical Analysis 

• Developed spatial regression 

models to determine relative 

role of building fabric 

alongside other measures 

– Private investment 

(Construction permit dollars)

– Access to transit (Transit 

Score) 

– Income (Median income)



18

Older, Smaller, Better

Findings

• Where you find older, smaller buildings and 

mixed-vintage blocks, you see significantly…

• Greater walkability

• Younger  residents and a greater mix of 
people at different stages of life

• Greater nightlife and cultural vitality

• More jobs, creative jobs, and businesses per 
square foot

• More women and minority-owned businesses, 
non-chain businesses, small businesses, and 
new businesses
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Older, Smaller, Better

Evolution

• Since publication of the 

original report in 2014…

• Peer-reviewed publication in 

the Journal of the American 

Planning Association

• Integration of mapping 

methodology into PGL’s 

Partnership for Building 

Reuse with ULI 
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Atlas of ReUrbanism

Project Overview

• OBJECTIVE: Take Older, Smaller, 

Better data to national scale 

• Constructed massive 50-city 

database that combines built 

environment and urban vitality data

• Includes comparative charts, 

interactive mapping platform, and 

city-specific factsheets



Atlas: Comparative Charts
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Atlas: Learning from 50 Cities
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Atlas: Interactive Maps
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Atlas: City-Specific Factsheets
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Atlas: City-Specific Factsheets
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Austin
Buildings by the Numbers

• 200,835 buildings

• 0.8% built pre-1920

• 6.5% built pre-1945

• 30.0% 50 years or older

• 1980 median year built

• 1.7% on National Register

• 0.7% locally designated
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Measures of City Fabric 

Our Austin composite measure = “Character Score”

+ + =

Building Age Age Diversity Granularity Composite of all three

=



33

Austin
Buildings by the Numbers

• 200,835 buildings

• 0.8% built pre-1920

• 6.5% built pre-1945

• 30.0% 50 years or older

• 1980 median year built

• 1.7% on National Register

• 0.7% locally designated



34

Austin
Buildings by the Numbers

• 200,835 buildings

• 0.8% built pre-1920

• 6.5% built pre-1945

• 30.0% 50 years or older

• 1980 median year built

• 1.7% on National Register

• 0.7% locally designated



35

Austin
Buildings by the Numbers

• 200,835 buildings

• 0.8% built pre-1920

• 6.5% built pre-1945

• 30.0% 50 years or older

• 1980 median year built

• 1.7% on National Register

• 0.7% locally designated



36

Austin
Buildings by the Numbers

• 200,835 buildings

• 0.8% built pre-1920

• 6.5% built pre-1945

• 30.0% 50 years or older

• 1980 median year built

• 1.7% on National Register

• 0.7% locally designated



37

Austin
Buildings by the Numbers

• 200,835 buildings

• 0.8% built pre-1920

• 6.5% built pre-1945

• 30.0% 50 years or older

• 1980 median year built

• 1.7% on National Register

• 0.7% locally designated



38

Comparable City Comparisons

Austin Atlanta Denver Portland Phoenix Seattle

% Pre-1920 0.8% 1.9% 16.6% 17.9% 0.3% 20.4%

% Pre-1945 6.5% 24.1% 33.3% 43.3% 2.9% 48.4%

% Pre-1970 30.0% 58.5% 62.8% 74.2% 27.8% 76.0%

Median Year Built 1980 1962 1954 1950 1980 1946

% on National Register 1.7% 19.6% 4.2% 2.8% 1.9% 1.2%

% Locally Designated 0.7% 5.4% 5.4% 2.8% 2.1% 0.5%
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Texas City Comparisons

Austin Dallas El Paso Fort 

Worth

Houston San 

Antonio

% Pre-1920 0.8% 1.2% 1.7% 1.0% 0.4% 1.4%

% Pre-1945 6.5% 16.0% 6.3% 12.7% 11.8% 11.3%

% Pre-1970 30.0% 66.4% 34.8% 40.4% 48.0% 41.7%

Median Year Built 1980 1959 1979 1983 1968 1977

% on National Register 1.7% 1.9% Data 

Unavailable

Data 

Unavailable
0.5% Data 

Unavailable

% Locally Designated 0.7% 1.3% Data 

Unavailable

Data 

Unavailable
1.2% Data 

Unavailable
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Takeaway:

Older and historic areas of Austin have     

greater population and housing unit density.
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Population Density 

(2010)

• More old buildings = 

greater avg pop density 

• Median year < 1945  

67.2 residents per grid 

square

• Median year bw 1945-1970 

55.9 residents

• Median year >= 1970 

47.8 residents
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Population Density 

(2010)

• More old buildings = 

greater avg pop density 

• Median year < 1945  

67.2 residents per grid 

square

• More than one mile 

from city hall = 67.0
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Population Density 

(2010)

• More historic buildings = 

greater avg pop density 

• Outside local historic 

districts = 50.2 residents per 

grid square

• Areas including local 

historic districts = 90.9 

residents per grid square 
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Population Density 
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Population Density 

(2010)

• More historic buildings = 

greater avg pop density 

• Outside NR districts = 50.3 

residents per grid square

• Areas including NR districts = 

57.3 residents / grid square 

• Areas identified as eligible for 

designation in 2017 East 

Austin Survey = 60.5 

residents / grid square 



52

Housing Density 

(2010)

• More older and historic 

buildings = greater avg  

density of housing units

• Areas with local historic 

districts have 2.5X housing 

units

• Older median age – Greater 

density of housing units. 
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Population and 

Housing Density 

(2013-2017)

• More older and historic 

buildings = greater avg  

density of housing units
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Population and 

Housing Density 

(2013-2017)

• More older and historic 

buildings = greater avg  

density of housing units

• Local historic districts = 

43% greater pop density and 

95% greater housing density

• Older median age = greater 

population and housing unit 

density
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Takeaway:

Older and historic areas of Austin have        

more units of rental housing that is affordable.
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Affordable Rental 

Housing              

(2013-2017)

• Local historic districts →

More than 2x rental 

housing units affordable 

at 60 and 80% median inc.

• Older building age →

More affordable rental 

housing

• BUT difference is 

shrinking 
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Property Values and 

Median Rents     

(2013-2017)

• Older and historic areas have 

higher property values. Gap 

widening. 

• Median rents are generally 

comparable or lower. 

• (Exception: NR districts)

• Q: Higher property values 

not linked to higher rents? 

Why not?  



59

Takeaway:

Older and historic areas of Austin have    

more arts and cultural spaces.
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Arts and Cultural 

Spaces (2018)

• Majority prewar areas = 3.7% 

of land area; 19.5% of arts 

and cultural spaces

• 2.0% of land intersects 

National Register district; 

11.1% of CAMP spaces

• East Austin Survey areas are 

<1% of land area; >7% of 

CAMP spaces
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Arts and Cultural 

Spaces (2018)

• Link between older/historic 

and cultural spaces is clear, 

even if excluding downtown

• NR districts 2x CAMP 

spaces

• Post-1970 - 75% land 

area and 48% CAMP 

spaces

• Pre-1945 - 3.4% land and 

14% CAMP spaces
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Takeaway:

Older and historic areas of Austin provide a

launch pad for small businesses and entrepreneurs. 
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Jobs in Small / New 

Businesses (2017)
• Even excluding downtown…

• Majority prewar

• 15.3 jobs in small biz

• 3.6 jobs in new biz

• 7.4 businesses

• Median year built ‘45-69

• 10.4 jobs in small biz

• 2.6 jobs in new biz

• 5.1 businesses

• Median year built 1970+

• 7.0 jobs in small biz

• 2.2 jobs in new biz

• 4.2 businesses
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Jobs in Small / New 

Businesses (2017)
• Even excluding downtown…

• Intersects local historic district

• 17.5 jobs in small biz

• 2.4 jobs in new biz

• 8.5 businesses

• Intersects NR district 

• 16.8 jobs in small biz

• 1.9 jobs in new biz

• 9.0 businesses

• Intersects no historic districts 

• 8.2 jobs in small biz

• 2.3 jobs in new biz

• 4.5 businesses
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Takeaway:

Older and historic areas are less diverse in terms of 

residential demographics but more diverse in 

business ownership.
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Women and Minority-

Owned Businesses 

(2016)

• Majority prewar areas = 2x 

women and minority-owned 

businesses, compared to 

majority post-1970 areas

• Areas that include local or NR 

district also have 2x women and 

minority-owned businesses
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Population Diversity 

• Areas with prewar and historic 

buildings are less diverse in 

terms of race and ethnicity, 

resident age, and income

• Exception: Local historic districts -

slightly more diverse in terms of 

income groups

• Areas determined to be eligible 

for designation in 2017 East 

Austin Survey are especially 

diverse in all three ways 
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Takeaway:

There’s more development and demolition activity in 

historic districts than you’d might expect. 
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Development Activity 

(2009-2019)

• Older and historic areas have 

outsized impact on permitted 

development activity.
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Key Takeaways: Review

Older and historic areas of Austin…

1. Have greater population and housing unit density.

2. Have more units of rental housing that is affordable.

3. Have more arts and cultural spaces.

4. Provide a launch pad for small businesses and entrepreneurs.

5. Are less diverse in terms of residential demographics but more diverse in 
business ownership.

6. Have more development and demolition activity than you’d might expect.
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Discussion

• Which findings surprised you? Are you skeptical about any of 
the takeaways? 

• How could policy and planning support preservation and reuse 
and help Austin grow gracefully? 

• How could preservation be more effective in shaping a better 
Austin? 



Thank you!
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mpowe@savingplaces.org

www.savingplaces.org

www.savingplaces.org/research-lab


