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OVERVIEW
This report analyzes visual preference 
survey results from a study administered 
with the City of Fairhope, AL in advance 
of the city’s Comprehensive Plan update. 
The survey provides a “Citizen Vision” 
of the community by documenting stake-
holder responses to images, and ques-
tions about those images. The analysis 
and summary in this report will inform 
elected offi  cials and staff  about citizens’ 
preferred visions, such as the following 
ideas: 

• The position of buildings in relation 
to the street

• The compactness of building place-
ment

• The types of parking 
 - On street
 - In Lots
 - In Garages
• Plus, many other physical character-

istics of the city

These elements will help establish the fo-
cus to be pursued for the Comprehensive 
Plan. The images, and responses to ques-
tions can provide clear guidance in es-

tablishing a physical vision for Fairhope. 
Subsequently, the images can help inform 
updates to ordinances and codes related 
to the Comprehensive Plan Update. 

Analysis of the Fairhope Visual Prefer-
ence Survey shows that citizen respon-
dents prefer a pedestrian oriented city. 
These preferences apply to mixed-use 
commercial areas oriented towards the 
street and housing pulled up to the street 
with specifi c placement of elements such 
as front porches and landscaping. Posi-
tive responses emerged for images re-
sembling Fairhope’s historic center for 
both commercial and residential districts. 
Conversely, images resembling newer 
suburban style development were seen as 
less positive. 

We recommend using these characteris-
tics to evaluate and revise zoning and de-
velopment codes. The City should target 
redevelopment and investment to ensure 
that favorably rated images are allowed 
and promoted, and negatively rated im-
ages are discouraged or prohibited.
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INTRODUCTION
The images presented through public 
participation are essential in the plan-
ning process. The greater the level of 
participation, the more likely that a plan 
will refl ect the interests of the commu-
nity. There will also be a greater sense of 
ownership by the community for the plan 
and therefore easier for public offi  cials to 
support a thoroughly reviewed and vetted 
plan. There are many methods to gather 
public input and engage a community 
in the planning process, including tradi-
tional surveys, visual surveys, visioning 
exercises, and alternative scenarios.
 
The City of Fairhope, in preparation for 
updating the Comprehensive Plan, se-
lected a traditional, visual survey as their 
preliminary method of engaging citi-
zens. The survey was administered dur-
ing November and December 2018, in 
two meetings where residents were asked 
to view images and questions regarding 
preferred development patterns. Other 
citizens were invited to take the survey 
on-line at a time convenient to their per-
sonal schedules.

Results of a text-based survey can be dif-
fi cult to interpret because terms such as 
“walkable” and “historic” can be inter-
preted diff erently by diff erent people. To 
better support policy planning and chang-
es, supplemental data are now available 
in the visual preference survey results. 

Visualization techniques allow for a 
“common language” for both technical 
and non-technical participants. While 
helping guide participants through the vi-
sioning process, and informing them on 
potential development alternatives, the 
citizens grow more comfortable with the 
key planning elements. This allows for 
broader audience communication than 
would be possible through other partici-
pation techniques. 

A visual preference survey allows re-
spondents to react to images rather than 
words, generating valuable supplemental 
information in establishing a vision for 
Fairhope’s future as well as providing im-
ages to base code and policy revisions on. 

The Survey
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SUMMARY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fairhope citizens’ responses expressed a 
preference for compact, mixed- use walk-
able development patterns. Architecture 
in traditional styles drew consistently fa-
vorable high scores. Parking on the street 
is also a comfortable feature that should 
be continued on almost all streets. Build-
ing height is a sensitive issue, with three 
fl oors for the highest, central area. Oth-
erwise, two fl oors should occur for most 
of the other buildings. The Comprehen-
sive Plan update will have clear guidance 
from this survey as future visions are im-
plemented in the guidance for growth and 
redevelopment.    

PARTICIPANTS
Survey respondents were 92% Fairhope 
residents. This was the goal, to hear from 
local residents.

Just under 50% have lived in Fairhope 
for 10 years or more and 27% are newer 
at 5 years or less. Thus, the duration of 
residency is balanced; all ranges are rep-
resented.    
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STREETSCAPE
The term “streetscape” refers to the visual elements of a street, including the road, ad-
joining buildings, sidewalks, street furniture, trees and open spaces, etc., that combine  
to form the street’s character.

VILLAGE CENTER
Village Centers are strategic and concentrated activity centers, located in the middle of 
a generally radial market area that supports it. They are typically located at the intersec-
tion of two regionally connected streets.

Within the center, patterns are more compact and integrated, with multiple connec-
tions to surrounding areas in all directions. They provide effi  cient dispersion of traffi  c 
through short, well-defi ned blocks. It is a highly pedestrian-oriented environment.

Through traffi  c is not a priority as the center is destination - traffi  c either moves more 
slowly through the center or makes use of the multiple connections that disperses traffi  c 
to adjacent destinations. 

Defi nitions

6 / City of Fairhope



TRANSITIONAL
A “Transitional” area, as described in the survey, is the area beyond the Village Centers, 
where development density transitions from urban to rural. The image below depicts 
that condition, transitioning from the right side (urban) to the left side (rural).

BUILDING PLACEMENT/
RELATIONSHIP TO THE STREET
We are referring to whether or not you 
like how the building interfaces with the 
street.

The graphic to the right depicts several 
development conditions. Beginning at the 
top of the illustration, you will fi nd the 
buildings set further back from the street 
or road. As you get closer to the bottom 
of the image, the buildings are depicted 
as being closer to the street or road.
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The focus of this series of questions was to obtain feedback on architec-
tural scale, building placement, parking, streetscape and signage as 
related to the downtown - Central Business District (CBD).

Part I: Central Business District

The CBD is outlined in RED below.  The yellow circles represent a 1/4 mile and 1/2 mile radius 
from the main intersection in the downtown (Fairhope Avenue and Section Street).  Those dis-
tances represent a fi ve and ten minute walk respectively.
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QUESTION 3

What do you like about the image below? (Pick One)

RESULTS:

In addition to a 44% vote 
for “all of the Above,” Ar-
chitecture scored 20% 
and Streetscape 16%. 
With “None of the Above” 
trailing at 7%, this vision 
of a traditional two lane 
commercial street with 
trees, parking and two-
story buildings is clearly 
a favorite. The image 
also illustrates an “ur-
ban” scale and street 
relationship that is rep-
resentative of a classical 
business district.
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QUESTION 4

Rate the image below in the context of Downtown. (5 is Best)

Another traditional town 
street, with features simi-
lar to the Q3 image, but 
with a large 4 story build-
ing, scored a 3.3 of 5 
weighted average. Rat-
ings 3 and 4 scored 26% 
and 33% respectively 
(combined 59%). This 
is a better than aver-
age scoring. A variety of 
building scales provides 
scale and texture to the 
urban fabric.

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 5

Rate the image below in the context of Downtown. (5 is Best)

This 4 story building 
with 3 residential fl oors 
above street level com-
mercial was not seen by 
residents as a Fairhope 
vision. The rating of 1.72 
had 54% voting at level 
one. This is not recom-
mended, without serious 
modifi cation.  While of a 
similar scale to similar 
images, differences in 
materials, proportions, 
and details highlights the 
importance of quality de-
sign.

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 6

Rate the image below in the context of Downtown. (5 is Best)

This 2 story commer-
cial building scored a 
2.91 with a combined 
51% for levels 3 and 4. 
The Above Average rat-
ing shows positive, but 
mixed feelings about this 
vision. Differences may 
be due to lower building 
height, angled parking, 
or lack active building 
uses.

RESULTS:

12 / City of Fairhope



QUESTION 7

In the context of Downtown Fairhope: Do you like the building’s relationship to the 
street in the below image?

The question focused on 
the Street Relationship 
shown. Citizens voted 
87% Yes for this street 
to building arrangement. 
Clearly a favorite for 
Fairhope where balco-
nies, active uses, details, 
and signage all add to a 
lively streetscape.

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 8

What do you like about the image below? (Pick One)

Over 77% voted “None 
of the Above” for this 
two-story building with-
out trees and with shrubs 
against the building front. 
The architecture scored 
3% and On Street Park-
ing scored 9% but over-
all this is not a favored 
Fairhope image/vision. 
The image highlights the  
challenges of creating 
lively streetscapes with 
single-use buildings.

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 9

Downtown Parking Methods: Rate the image below for On Street Parking 
(1 Dislike -5 Like)

The parallel parking ar-
rangement with trees 
planted in the parking 
lane rated 3.28 on aver-
age. Again, 3 & 4 scored 
a total of 57%, with 26% 
and 31% respectively. 
This above average 
score should encourage 
a test project with this 
pattern. The narrower 
tree line spacing helps 
manage vehicle speed. 
From Glenwood Park in 
Atlanta.    

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 10

Downtown Parking Methods: Rate the image below for Parking Garages
(1 Dislike - 5 Like)

When faced with image 
Q10, however the aver-
age approval dropped to 
2.67, however lukewarm 
preference was split with 
26% disliking to a 1 level 
and 24% neutral at level 
3. The range of opinions 
on the image could be a 
response to any struc-
tured parking or the lack 
of active ground fl oor 
uses and overall scale of 
the structure pictured.

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 11

Downtown Parking Methods: Rate the image below for Paid Parking
(1 Dislike - 5 Like)

Showing Parking meters 
at on street spaces took 
a resounding 65% level 
1 dislike and level 2 and 
level 3 votes in the 11% 
and 14% respectively. 
Paid Parking is still un-
popular in Fairhope. 
There are newer tech-
nologies that remove the 
clutter of meters, but the 
bigger issue is likely the 
cost.

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 12

Downtown Signs: Do you like the building signage shown below?

This response shows 
that externally lit sig-
nage in subdued colors, 
ranked over 80% posi-
tive. The sign illustrates 
clean design choices 
that are refi ned and well 
thought out. 

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 13

Downtown Signs: Do you like the building signage shown below?

Signage with internal 
lighting scored a low 
37% yes, and 63% no. 
Survey results suggest 
that future regulations 
should lean away from 
internally lit signs that 
are less refi ned.

RESULTS:
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QUESTION 14

Downtown Signs: Do you like the building signage shown below?

A perpendicular mount-
ed sign garnered a 94% 
Yes. While perpendicular 
to the street, the sign is 
also intimate in scale 
and contributes to the 
pedestrian experience. 

RESULTS:

20 / City of Fairhope


