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Abstract 

 

Impacts of Big Box Development on Minority and Low-Income 

Communities: Big Box Location and Spatial Equity in Austin 

 

 

 

 

Jeong Il Park, M.S.C.R.P 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2008 

 

Supervisor:  Michael Oden 

 

Despite its close proximity to downtown, East Austin is one of the 

underprivileged and under-developed areas in the City of Austin. Ethnic minorities and 

low-income persons in inner-city areas often lack access to big box retail due to these 

stores being disproportionately located outside of their neighborhoods. The aim of this 

study is to identify the current accessibility of big box retail for East Austin’s residents in 

order to confirm the potential impacts of big box retail growth on minority and low-

income populations. Using GIS-based network analysis, it is possible to measure whether 

the residents in East Austin have equal access to big box retail stores, as compare to other 

Austin areas. Although residents in East Austin have greater accessibility to other 

neighborhood-type retail like drug stores, small-format value stores, and supermarkets, 

they must travel farther to access community-type retail like home improvement stores, 
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department stores, large-format value stores. Moreover, these populations have access to 

fewer cars, and must rely on public transit. Socio-economic characteristics of East Austin 

include a high percentage of individuals living below the poverty line, high disability 

rates, low to no vehicle ownership, and high percentages of female headed households. 

Finally, the study proposes new mixed-use, mixed-income development models as a way 

to improve retail access to minority and low-income population.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

1. Problem Statement 

The dramatic growth of big box retailers, including Wal-Mart, Target, and Home 

Depot, is a controversial issue in the United States. Supporters and opponents of big box 

developments offer conflicting forecasts for the potential impact of big box retail on the 

local retail environment and the local economy. Local officials are often interested in 

attracting big box retail establishments. They argue that big box retail is desirable 

because these stores offer lower priced products and an opportunity (afforded by 

superstores) to buy more goods in one stop. Moreover, they believe that big box retailers 

generate significant sales and property tax revenues for local governments.1 For these 

reasons, most local government officials encourage or even provide public funds or sales 

tax rebates to retail developments to attract big box stores.2 

However, a growing number of studies find that the big box development model 

can also generate costs in terms of social, economic, and environmental outcomes. 

Several reports analyze the potential disadvantages associated with big box development, 

such as lower employee wages, increased urban sprawl, competition for existing local 

business, rising cost for public services and infrastructures, severe traffic congestion, and 

dying town centers.3 Therefore, the opponents of big box development argue that the 

                                                 
1 Texas Perspectives (TXP) and the Gateway Planning Group. (2004). Big Box Retail and Austin. 
2 Evans-Cowley, J. (2006). Meeting the Big Box Challenge: Planning, Design, and Regulatory 
Strategies, APA Planning Advisory Service. 
3 Ibid. 
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availability and low prices offered by big box merchants should be weighed against the 

potential negative impacts when approving or rejecting their development.4  

Despite various efforts to access the true costs and benefits of increased big box 

development, there are a lack of studies that address the impacts of big box retailers on 

minority or low-income communities; specifically, the location of big box retail and 

spatial inequity. Poorer populations in inner-city areas often do not have access to the 

stores, as large chain supermarkets are disproportionately located outside low-income 

neighborhoods. According to a 1995 analysis of supermarket location and food access, 

low income areas in nineteen cities in the United States had 30% fewer supermarkets per 

capita compared to upper and middle-income areas.5 In a case study from 2001 in 

Austin, Texas, only one supermarket served every 3,910 households in the low-income 

East Austin neighborhoods, compared to one supermarket per 3,170 households in Travis 

County as a whole.6  

As inner city stores may experience lower sales and profits due to customers’ 

more modest disposable incomes and large elderly populations, the supermarket industry 

has tended to disinvest in inner city neighborhoods.7 As a result, residents in low-income 

areas inevitably have less accessibility to stores. One of the studies investigating the 

extent of access to food disparities within Philadelphia found that there was a 50% 

greater need among poor adults to travel to a grocery store than among the non-poor; 
                                                 
4 Clanton, A., Duffy, D.,Weinberg, J. K. & Isaacs, J. (2004). California Responses to 
Supercenter Development: A Survey of Ordinances, Cases and Elections. Public Law Research 
Institute. University of California. 
5 Cotterill, R. & Franklin, A. (1995). The Urban Grocery Store Gap. Storrs: Food Marketing 
Policy Center. University of Connecticut. 
6 Sustainable Food Center. (2001). Access Denied: An Analysis of Problem Facing East Austin 
Residents in Their Attempts to Obtain Affordable, Nutritious Food. Austin, Texas: Sustainable 
Food Center. 
7 Marion, D. (1982). Toward revitalizing inner-city food retailing. USDA/Economic Research 
Service. National Food Review 19, 22-25. 
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nearly half of poor adults (44%) travel outside of their neighborhood to a grocery store, 

compared to 30% of the non-poor.8 

This paper seeks to explore whether there is a link between big box locations and 

accessibility of minority and low-income people. If residents in minority and low-income 

areas have less access to big box retailers in their neighborhood, they are economically 

impacted, because the long-distance trip generates more travel expenditure to access the 

needed retail commodities.  
 

2. Research Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this paper is to analyze the potential impacts of the growth of big 

box retail developments on minority and low-income residents. In particular, the 

relationship between big box locations and spatial inequity in Austin is considered. This 

paper investigates the hypothesis that big box retailers are disproportionately located 

outside of minority and low-income neighborhoods, especially East Austin areas, and that 

residents in those areas have less accessibility to retail compared to other residents in 

more affluent areas. In addition, the research seeks an alternative approach to improve 

retail access to lower-income populations.  

The research questions in this paper are as follows: 

 First: Do residents in East Austin neighborhoods have equal access to big 

box retail stores, compared to residents in other Austin areas? In East 

Austin, what is the average travel distance between residents’ homes and 

big box retailers?  

                                                 
8 Karpyn, A. & Axler, F. (2006). Food Geography: How Food Access Affects Diet and Health. 
The Food Trust and the Philadelphia Health Management Corporation (PHMC). 
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 Second: Do new mixed-use, mixed-income models offer a viable 

alternative to improve retail access to low income households? Could 

Mueller – the new community on the site of Austin’s former municipal 

airport – offer an alternative approach to improve the accessibility of 

minority and low-income populations to retail services? 

 

3. Sources and Methodology 

This study uses GIS and non-GIS data (see Chapter 3) to investigate the locations 

of big box retailers and the accessibility of minority and low-income populations. Big 

box retailers were selected by identifying national chain retailers listed in the SAP Top 

Hundred Retailers 2007. Among the top one hundred retailers, 47 national chain 

companies, which have at least one store in the Austin area, were chosen and grouped 

into 13 main categories: automotive parts and accessories, furniture and home 

furnishings; electronics and appliances; home improvements; supermarket and drugs; 

clothing and accessories; sporting goods, hobbies, books, and music; department stores; 

large-format value stores; small-format value stores; office supplies; and pet and pet 

appliances. A database containing store locations in the Austin area was developed using 

the official websites of the national chain companies. All of the data were integrated into 

GIS using geocoding based on postal address. A total of 246 big box retail stores were 

geocoded. 

To map the location of residential households in East Austin and other 

communities, three datasets were combined into GIS geodatabases. The first dataset, 

provided by Travis Central Appraisal District Office, contains property location, land, 

and property boundaries. The second dataset was the land use and zoning geospatial 
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database from the City of Austin GIS data sets. These geospatial datasets were combined 

with parcel information to identify the specific land-use type for each parcel. Finally, the 

census block and block groups GIS data for the Austin area were joined with the 2000 

Census SF1 and SF3 datasets, containing population, ethnicity, gender, median household 

income, vehicle ownership, and number of children. 

The term ‘spatial equity’ involves comparing the locational distribution of 

facilities or services to the locational distribution of different socio-economic groups.9 

The traditional measure in accessibility studies is the ‘Container Approach,’ which finds 

the number of facilities or services contained in a spatial area. However, considering 

people travel by road, this method does not reflect the actual accessibility to the site.  

Therefore, for measuring accessibility, this study employs the minimum distance 

method, with the shortest network distance between each household and big box retailers. 

Using GIS-based network analysis, it is possible to measure the distance between 

households in each neighborhood and the closest one of the big box retail stores, and to 

calculate the trade area (or service area) of each category of big box retailer. 
 

4. Organization 

The paper is organized into six parts. The first chapter introduces the problem 

statement, research purpose and question, methodological approach, and organization of 

this paper.  

The second chapter presents a review of literature on two topics: big box retail 

and the location of big box retailers in urban areas. The third chapter discusses the data 

                                                 
9 Talen, E. (1998). Visualizing Fairness: Equity Maps for Planners, Journal of the American 
Planning Association, 64(1), 22–38. 
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sources, characteristics and limitations of the data set. Then it develops the methodology 

designed to measure location of big box retail and accessibility to the retail.  

Chapter Four explores the demographic and socio-economic makeup of East 

Austin neighborhoods, including population, race/ethnicity, gender, income level, vehicle 

ownership, disability, and female household with young children.  

Chapter five measures the accessibility of residents in East Austin neighborhoods, 

compared to other Austin areas, and then evaluates if new mixed-use, mixed-income 

models offer a way to improve retail access to low income households.  

The final Chapter summarizes the study and discusses planning recommendations 

and future study direction.  
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

 

More than half of all Americans live within five miles of a Wal-Mart store, less 
than a ten-minute dive away. Ninety percent of Americans live within fifteen 
miles of a Wal-Mart. On the nation’s interstates, it is rare to go a quarter hour 
without seeing a Wal-Mart truck.10  

If the rapid expansion of the world’s leading retailer, Wal-Mart, is any indication, 
the large-scale format known as “Big-box” will have a growing impact on 
communities across the U.S. and around the globe. Consider: In 2004, 82 percent 
of United States households made a purchase at a Wal-Mart store.11  

Wal-Mart is the nation’s largest employer (1.2 million workers), seller of retail 
goods ($280 billion annually,) and owner of corporate real estate (911 million 
square feet).12 
 

These statistics indicate that consumers across the United States are increasingly 

shopping at Wal-Mart and other big box retailers. The proliferation of big box retailers 

has a significant impact on the urban and rural landscapes, affecting the way people shop, 

live, work, and play. While changes in consumer buying habits are often linked to 

changes in the retail industry, communities are becoming increasingly aware of both the 

positive and negative aspects of large-scale retail facilities. In this chapter, the definition 

of big box retail, and the general benefits and concerns associated with big box 

                                                 
10 Fishman, C. (2006). The Wal-Mart Effect: How the World's Most Powerful Company Really 
Works – and How It's Transforming the American Economy. Penguin Press HC, p. 5. 
11 CNBC. (2005). The Age of Wal-Mart: Inside America’s Most Powerful Company. 10 
November. 
12 Boarnet, M., Crane, R., Chatman, D., & Manville, M. (2005). Emerging Planning Challenge in 
Retail: The Case of Wal-Mart. Journal of the American Planning Association 71(4), 433-49. 
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development are reviewed. Then, inner city disinvestment in retail development is 

examined.  

 

1. Definition and Types of Big Box Retail 

Although defining big box retail is important, “big box” is a flexible term. It is 

clear that cities have found a variety of ways to define big box retail establishments. For 

example, the Maryland Department of Planning defines big box retail facilities as “large, 

industrial-style buildings or stores with footprints that generally range from 20,000 

square feet to 200,000 square feet.”13 In October 2003, the City of Los Angeles 

commissioned a study to identify potential impacts of big box retailers in the city’s 

neighborhoods. The report defined big box retail as “[a]ny large store format that is larger 

than a specified threshold of square footage in size. Generally this threshold ranges from 

as low as 60,000 square feet to 130,000 square feet.”14 The city of Redmond defined big 

box retail as “a single retail establishment with a building with a gross floor area not less 

than 25,000 square feet, and which may include fast-food restaurants and other accessory 

retail uses with an entrance inside the primary retail establishment.”15 Even though there 

is no single definition of big box retail, most definitions tend to focus on the square 

footage of retail outlets rather than the items sold inside the stores. 

The wide variance of size used to define big box stores is a reflection of the 

weakness of a size-based indicator itself. A Hawaii Legislative Reference Bureau study 

noted, “[b]ecause of product category, ‘big’ is relative. For example, a book retailer 
                                                 
13 Perry, T. L. (2001). Managing Maryland’s Growth: “Big-Box” Retail Development. Maryland 
Department of Planning. 
14 Rodino Associates. (2003). Final Report on Research for Big-box Retail/Superstore 
Ordinance.  
15 Evans-Cowley, J. (2006). Meeting the Big Box Challenge: Planning, Design, and Regulatory 
Strategies, APA Planning Advisory Service. 
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occupying 25,000 square feet would qualify as a ‘big box.’ On the other hand, a ‘big box’ 

warehouse outlet like Costco may occupy 120,000 square feet or more.”16  In order to 

understand the meaning behind the range of big box sizes, it is important to understand 

the range of establishments that typically qualify as big box retailers. There are four 

major subgroups generally used to categorize big box retail establishments:  
 

Large general merchandise stores: These stores typically range in size from 

30,000 to 260,000 square feet. They offer a wide selection of merchandise prices. 

A supercenter, like Wal-Mart Supercenter, is a large general merchandise store 

containing a grocery store. Wal-Mart, Kmart, and Target are examples of large 

general merchandise stores. 

 

Specialized products stores: Specialized product stores (also known as “category 

killers” because they can dominate smaller competitors who also feature a main 

product) range in size from 20,000 to 120,000 square feet. Category killers 

depend on very high sales volumes, not price markup. Dealing directly with 

product manufacturers eliminates middleman charges. Thus, prices are generally 

low. Examples of specialized product stores include Barnes and Noble, Borders, 

Best Buy, Circuit City, Office Max, Office Depot, Staples, Toy’s R Us, Lowe’s, 

and Home Depot.  

Outlet Stores: Outlet Stores range in size from 20,000 to 180,000 square feet. 

They are typically outlets for department stores or retail manufactures.  

                                                 
16 Pan, P. G. (2003). “Big-box” Retailing. Hawaii Legislative Reference Bureau. 
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Examples of outlet stores include Burlington Coat Factory, J.C. Penny Outlet, Big 

Lots, and Nordstorm Rack.  

 

Warehouse Clubs: Warehouse clubs range in size from 70,000 to 160,000 square 

feet. They offer a limited selection of goods in bulk at a discounted price, but 

require a membership to get the discount. Costco and Sam’s Club, which is part of 

Wal-Mart, are examples of warehouse clubs. 

 

2. Benefits and Concerns Associated with Big Box Retail 

Low Prices 

Various studies have demonstrated that big box retailers provide necessary 

products to consumers at low prices. According to a 2002 study by UBS Warburg, a Wal-

Mart Supercenter offers prices as much as 14 percent lower than their competitors.17 

Wal-Mart’s food prices are estimated to be anywhere from 8 percent to 27 percent lower 

than large supermarket chains for an identical market basket across different U.S. 

metropolitan areas.18 After entry to an area by Wal-Mart, conventional supermarkets 

typically decrease their prices (or do not increase them as much as in a non-Wal-Mart 

market area) because of the increased competition. A study by Baker (2005) explored the 

decreased prices in a market with Wal-Mart present for drug stores, convenience stores, 

                                                 
17 Bianco, A. & Zellner, W. (2003). Is Wal-Mart Too Powerful? BusinessWeek, October 6, 2003. 
18 Hausman, J. & Leibtag, E. (2005). Consumer Benefits from Increased Competition in 
Shopping Outlets: Measuring the Effect of Wal-Mart. The Allied Social Sciences Association 
meeting. Boston, MA. January 6-8, 2006. 
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and clothing stores. She found price declines of 1.5 percent to 3 percent for many 

products in the short-run. Long-run declines ranged from 7 percent to 13 percent.19   

The lower pricing practice of most big box retailers leads consumers to purchase 

their items for the savings. A study by Hausman and Liebtag (2005) estimated the 

savings in food expenditures resulting from entry and expansion of lower priced 

supercenters, including Wal-Mart and other big box retailers, into a community.20 The 

study found that the average savings on groceries alone from a Wal-Mart or other food 

retail supercenter is about 20.2 percent of the average household’s food budget, which is 

an average annual savings of $1,335 for a household of four people. 

The lower food prices available at big box retailers are especially beneficial for 

low-income households, who spend a higher percentage of their income on necessities 

such as food. The study by Hausman and Liebtag (2005) also estimated savings in 

expenditures increases to 30 percent for a household with an annual income below 

$10,000.21 Although this analysis considered expenditures on food, it likely holds for 

cost savings on other consumer goods.22 

 

Jobs 

Job creation is one of the main reasons that cities attract big box retail. Big box 

retailers and their supporters have continually argued that a newly constructed superstore 

                                                 
19 Basker, E. (2005). Selling a Cheaper Mousetrap: Wal-Mart’s Effect on Retail Prices. Journal 
of Urban Economics, 58: 203-29. 
20 Hausman, J. & Leibtag, E. (2005). Consumer Benefits from Increased Competition in 
Shopping Outlets: Measuring the Effect of Wal-Mart. The Allied Social Sciences Association 
meeting. Boston, MA. January 6-8, 2006. 
21 Ibid 
22 Irwin, E. G. & Clark, J. (2006). The Local Costs and Benefits of Wal-Mart. Department of 
Agricultural, Environmental, and Development Economics, Ohio State University.  
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can create more jobs. For example, the Wal-Mart web-site ‘Walmartfacts.com’ trumpets 

the positive effects of Wal-Mart stores on retail jobs in the communities where stores 

open. Wal-Mart announced that there were an additional 210,000 jobs in the U.S. 

economy in 2004 that would not have been there if not for Wal-Mart.23 For cities with 

high unemployment rates; such an announcement is hard to ignore. However, several 

studies give substantial evidence that big box retailers have limited positive impacts on 

retail employment in a city.  

Analyzing national data, one study found that the opening of a Wal-Mart store 

reduces county-level retail employment by 150 jobs. Because Wal-Mart stores employ an 

average of 360 workers, this suggests that for every new retail job created by Wal-Mart, 

1.4 jobs are lost as existing businesses downsize or close.24 According to another study 

examining the impact of the arrival of a Wal-Mart store on retail employment, Wal-

Mart’s arrival boosts retail employment by 100 jobs in the first year, yet there is a loss of 

40-60 additional retail jobs as more competing retailers downsize and close over the next 

four years. The study also found that Wal-Mart’s arrival leads to a decline of 

approximately 20 local wholesale jobs in the first five years, and an additional 10 

wholesale jobs over the long-run.25 In summary, these studies indicate that expansion in 

big box employment tends to crowd out, or come at the expense of employment in other 

local retailers. 

 

                                                 
23 Wal-Mart Facts. (2006). Economic Opportunity. Wal-Mart Facts.Com.  
http://www.walmartfacts.com/FactSheets/7262006_Economic_Benefits.pdf 
24 Neumark, D., Zhang, J., & Ciccarella, S. (2007). The Effects of Wal-Mart on Local Labor 
Markets, IZA Discussion Paper, No. 2545. 
25 Basker, E. (2005). Job Creation or Destruction? Labor-Market Effects of Wal-Mart Expansion. 
Review of Economics, Vol. 87, No. 1, 174-183. University of Missouri.  
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Wages & Benefits 

Relatively high wages are threatened by the entrance of Wal-Mart and other low-

road big box retailers into the grocery industry. Many big box retailers pay substantially 

lower wages and have fought efforts by their employees to form unions. Wal-Mart 

generally pays about $8-9 per hour. Most jobs are part-time, but even at 40 hours per 

week, an employee earns only about $14,000 per year. That is 20 percent less than retail 

workers on average.26  

One study analyzed the impact of Wal-Mart’s expansion during the 1990s on the 

earnings of retail workers.27 The study found that, in counties that are part of MSAs, 

every additional Wal-Mart store reduces average earnings in that county by between 

0.5% and 0.8% for workers at general merchandise stores, and between 0.8% and 0.9% 

for grocery store employees. This drop in average earnings, combined with a reduction in 

the overall number of jobs in these sectors caused by Wal-Mart’s arrival, produces a total 

loss in earnings for grocery and general merchandise workers of 1.3% for each Wal-Mart 

store that opens. The study estimates that Wal-Mart’s presence reduced total earnings of 

retail workers nationwide by $4.7 billion in the year 2000.  

Many Wal-Mart workers qualify for food stamps and other public assistance. 

Although the company offers health insurance, most of its employees cannot afford the 

annual out-of-pocket cost. Therefore, it is important for local governments and citizens to 

recognize that lower wages tend to create social costs that are not fully accounted for in 

the price of the goods that consumers purchase. The social costs – including health care, 

housing, food, and child care – are ultimately borne by taxpayers and host communities.  
                                                 
26 Bigboxtoolkit. Key Studies on Big-Box Retail.  
http://www.bigboxtoolkit.com/images/pdf/keystudies.pdf 
27 Dube, A, Eidlin, B. & Lester, B. (2005). Impact of Wal-Mart Growth on Earnings thr
oughout the Retail Sector in Urban and Rural Counties, Institute of Industrial Relations W
orking Paper Series. 
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Existing Business 

Some local governments and big box supporters have often argued that “there 

appears to be relatively little direct competition between big box retail stores and local 

business; where competition exists, prices tend to be comparable.”28 However, several 

studies have looked at how the arrival of a big box retailer displaces sales at existing 

businesses, which must then downsize or close, resulting in job losses and declining tax 

revenue. 

An economic impact analysis of Wal-Mart in a town in Iowa documented losses 

in stores after Wal-Mart opened. This study found that the average superstore cost other 

merchants in the host town approximately $12 million a year in sales as of 1995, while 

stores in smaller towns nearby also suffered substantial revenue losses. These sales losses 

resulted in the closure of 7,326 Iowa businesses between 1983 and 1993, including 555 

grocery stores, 291 apparel stores, and 298 hardware stores.29  

A cost-benefit analysis of a proposed Wal-Mart store in St. Albans, Vermont, 

found that the store would cause dozens of existing businesses to close, leading to a net 

loss of 110,000 square feet of retail space. The 214 jobs created by the new superstore 

would be offset by the loss of 381 jobs at other businesses. Also, the analysis found that 

the overall tax losses expected from small businesses closing would be greater than the 

tax revenue generated by the new Wal-Mart Superstore. The city would pay a variety of 

new costs to provide roads, sewers, police, and fire protection to service the new 

                                                 
28 Texas Perspectives and the Gateway Planning Group. (2004). Big Box Retail and Austin. 
29 Stone, K. (1995). Competing with the Discount Mass Merchandisers, Iowa State University. 
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superstore. Thus, the analysis noted that for every dollar in tax benefit created by the 

superstore, there would be 2.5 dollars in tax losses and public costs.30 

 

The Local Premium 

Dollars spent at locally owned stores create a multiplier effect in the local 

economy, and locally owned businesses typically generate much greater benefits for the 

local economy than national chains. This is well-evidenced by a 2002 economic impact 

study in Austin. The study examined the local economic impact of two locally owned 

businesses in Austin – Waterloo Records and Book People – and compared this with the 

economic return the community would receive from a Borders Books store. The study 

found that spending $100 at Borders generated $13 worth of local economy, while 

spending $100 at the locally owned stores created $45 in the local economy. The 

difference is attributed to three factors: a higher local payroll at the independent stores; 

the local stores purchased more goods and services locally; and local stores retained a 

much larger share of their profits within the local economy.31 

 

Public Benefits and Costs 

When comparing the city tax benefits of big box development with the cost of 

providing these stores with city services, such as road maintenance, water and sewer, and 

police and fire protection, several studies found that cities do not always come out ahead. 

Downtown businesses are very cost-effective users of public infrastructure and services. 

They generate relatively high property taxes, while their compact arrangement ensures 
                                                 
30 St. Albans. (1994). Vermont State Environmental Board Act 250 Decision. 
31 Civic Economics. (2002). Economic Impact Analysis: A Case Study. Local Merchants 
vs. Chain Retailers. 
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efficiency in the delivery of city services. However, the city’s fiscal health may suffer 

when commerce shifts from the town center to big box and chain stores on the periphery. 

Tax revenue from the downtown will decline as businesses downsize and close. As 

vacancies multiply, exiting public infrastructure will become underutilized and the 

delivery of public services less efficient. The city will incur a variety of new costs to 

provide road, sewer, police, and other services to the sprawling new development, which 

may not generate enough tax revenue to cover these new costs. 

A recent fiscal impact analysis in Barnstable, Massachusetts found that big box 

stores generate a net annual deficit of $468 per 1,000 square feet while Main Street 

businesses have a positive impact on public revenue. Theses Main Street stores generate a 

net annual return of $326 per 1,000 square feet. The two main factors behind the higher 

costs for big box stores are higher road maintenance costs and greater demand for police 

services.32 

 

Environmental Sustainability 

The rapid rate of new big box construction, coupled with the fact that big box 

stores are large, stand alone developments, usually located in sprawling areas far from 

city centers, has led to a number of environmental impacts.  

A big box retailer as a “stand alone” structure, or grouped with other structures to 

form a power center, is often designed to be inaccessible to pedestrians. The big box 

retail establishment which is typically developed at the fringes of town contributes to an 

increase in driving. During the 1990s, the number of miles driven per household for 

                                                 
32 Tischler & Associates. (2002). Town of Barnstable: Fiscal Impact Study of Non-Residential 
Land Use Prototype Summary. 



 17

shopping jumped more than 40% for a total of 95 billion additional miles each year.33 

Big box stores have increased the distance that goods are required to be transported as 

well. Ton-miles of freight transportation across the United States rose 24 % between 

1993 and 2002; trucking expanded by 55% in same period.34 

It is generally believed that large retail stores will generate large volumes of 

traffic. The amount of traffic is directly related to the size of the big box retailer. A 

200,000 square-foot superstore typically generates more than 10,000 car trips on 

weekdays, and more on Saturdays.35 The increased traffic leads to more air and noise 

pollution, water contamination, and the demand for more roads and development in an 

area. Thus, a community may suffer from more air pollutants whenever a new big box 

retailer contributes to an increase in driving. Long hours and steady truck traffic also 

generate substantial amounts of noise pollution to nearby neighborhoods. Moreover, an 

increase in impervious surfaces can substantially increase erosion and surface runoff of 

toxic substances such as oil from roads, and fertilizers and pesticides sold in gardening 

centers. This runoff is a threat to local water supplies.  

Big box retailers keep growing and demand high land consumption. A superstore 

typically is larger than three traditional supermarkets, and a Home Depot store is 18 times 

larger than a traditional hardware store. A Wal-Mart supercenter development demands 

more than 200,000 square feet, which is larger than four football fields. These big box 

developments may contribute to the loss of public spaces that nurture a vibrant local 

                                                 
33 Mitchell, Stacy. (2006). Big-Box Swindle: The True Cost of Mega-Retailers and the Fight for 
America's Independent Businesses, Beacon Press. 
34 Ibid, p.115. 
35 Vivian, G. M. (2006). Trip Generation Characteristics of Free-Standing Discount 
Superstores. ITE Journal. 
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community. In the Cleveland metro area, for example, 9,000 acres of forest, wetlands, 

and farmlands have become big box stores and shopping centers.36  

There are no other types of land use that create as much contaminated runoff as 

big-box retail. This is because these stores require vast areas for parking lots and 

thousands of cars enter their lots each day, coating the asphalt with pollutants.37 For 

example, a 200,000 square-foot big-box store, such as Wal-Mart or Target supercenter, 

requires a parking lot area of about 12 acres – much larger than would be needed for a 

similarly sized office, industrial, or residential development. This size of parking lot 

generates 309,694 gallons of contaminated runoff during a one-inch rain storm.38 

Moreover, large surface areas occupied by buildings and parking lots cause a direct loss 

of wildlife habitat and fragment what remains. This can significantly lower local 

biological diversity. 

Big box retailers also often vacate stores to move into bigger facilities nearby, 

leaving empty parking lots and buildings. Wal-Mart alone has more than 246 vacant 

stores or soon-to-be-vacant stores as of June 2007.39 These vacant structures are a 

serious problem in many communities, especially because of their size and the cost of 

adaptive reuse of such structures. 

 

 

                                                 
36 Mitchell, Stacy. (2006). Big-Box Swindle: The True Cost of Mega-Retailers and the Fight 
for America's Independent Businesses, p. 15. Beacon Press. 
37 Bigboxtoolkit. (2006). Toxic Runoff: How Big-Box Stores Pollute Lakes and Streams. 
38 Schueler, T. (1994). The importance of Imperviousness. Watershed Protection 
Techniques. 
39 Wal-Mart. (2007). New Northcross Wal-Mart Plans. 
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3.  Disinvestment in Inner Cities 

Historically, big box retailers had shied away from locating in urban 

neighborhoods. Several factors are cited in the literature as reasons for retail divestment 

in the inner city and relocation to the suburbs. These include: economic (median income, 

population size, and density); spatial (availability of large parcels of land and 

neighborhood characteristics); industry related (cost of store development and 

maintenance, fewer chains, multi-service operations with higher sales per store, and 

pressures of the market to increase profits and cash flow); and social (crime, and 

perceived and actual racism).40  

Inner city markets typically experience lower sales and profits. Because the inner 

city has a relatively high proportion of modest disposable incomes and a large elderly 

population, per customer expenditures are frequently lower than average. Consequently, 

total sales volume tends to be substantially lower than for suburban markets, affecting 

profit as a percentage of sales.41  

The problem of location is exacerbated by the operating conditions of inner city 

markets. Inner city stores tend to have higher operating costs than suburban stores. 

Security costs, greater "shrink" (loss of product due to employee theft, shoplifting, etc.), 

greater numbers of bad checks, and high labor costs, due to frequent turnover and more 

inexperienced employees, account for a large percentage of the difference in operating 

                                                 
40 Kolodinsky, J. & Cranwell, M. (2000). The Poor Pay More? Now They Don’t Even Have a 
Store to Choose From: Bringing a Supermarket Back to the City. Consumer Interests Annual, 
vol.46. 
41 Citizens Research Education Network, et al. (1984). The Poor Pay More: Food Shopping in 
Hartford, pp. 22-23. Hartford, Ct. 
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expenses. Other factors include higher real estate taxes, insurance, repair and 

maintenance to older stores, depreciation, and shopping cart loss.42  

Crime and the perception of unsafe conditions are major barriers to inner city 

investment. Abandoned buildings breed vandalism, drug dealing, and prostitution. A lack 

of legitimate businesses in an area means fewer eyes on the street. A 1997 survey of inner 

city-based companies indicated that crime and security issues significantly affect inner 

city business activity.43  

As a result, residents in the inner city – in particular, minority and low-income 

residents – inevitably have less accessibility to retail. One of the studies investigating the 

extent of access to food disparities within Philadelphia found that there is a 50% greater 

need among poor adults to travel to a grocery store than among the non-poor; nearly half 

of poor adults (44%) travel outside of their neighborhood to a grocery store, compared to 

30% of the non-poor (The Food Trust and the PHMC, 2006).  

However, some groups have argued that there is a lot of hidden market potential 

in the inner-city. For example, Social Compact – a Washington D.C. area nonprofit 

organization – assumes that a significant reason for inner-city disinvestment is the 

economic market failure to provide good market information. 44  They utilize an 

innovative research method called the Neighborhood Market DrillDown to measure the 

hidden economies and true business potential that conventional market analysis may not 

find. Putting this nontraditional market analysis technique to use, they have found that a 

                                                 
42 Gottlieb, R., Fisher, A., Dohan, M., O’Connor, L. & Parks, V. (1996). Homeward Bound: 
Food-Related Transportation Strategies in Low Income and Transit Dependent Communities. 
UC-Berkeley. 
43 Porter, M. E. (1997). New Strategies for Inner City Economic Development, Economic 
Development Quarterly, 11(1), p. 14. 
44 Alderslade, J. (2005). Hidden in Plain Sight: How Different Data Yield Vastly Different 
Understandings of the Same Market. A Comparative Analysis by Asset vs. Deficiency Data. 
Social Compact/LSE Greenling Paper. 
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denser, low-income neighborhood in the inner-city has higher retail demand because 

combined income is much higher than expected, despite lower than average income per 

capita.45 This finding is a powerful tool to attract much needed retail variety and help fill 

retail gaps in lower income urban communities because high aggregate income signals 

more concentrated buying power.46 

In Houston, for example, the DrillDown survey found 25 percent more people 

than the census did (353,882 vs. 282,797), higher home values ($76,300 vs. $54,000), a 

residential income of $3.4 billion and a $443 million cash economy.47 With these 

newfound data, Houston developer Ed Wulfe, of Wulfe and Co., was able to attract big 

box retailers like Lowe’s, HEB, Marshall’s, Old Navy, and Ross Dress for Less to an 

underserved neighborhood in the Gulfgate area. 

 

In summary, it is clear that low-income households are potentially more affected by big 

box establishments. If they have access to big box stores, they can enjoy significant 

savings and stretch their consumption dollar. However, many (not all) big box retail put 

downward pressure on wages, and low-income households are vulnerable to a threat of 

the low wages. Moreover, low-income households have a hard time accessing the 

benefits of low prices due to big box location and yet experience low wage employment 

offered by big boxes. Also, big box location pattern may translate into fewer and smaller 

retail establishments geographically accessible to low-income households. Therefore, it is 

necessary to identify the current accessibility of big box retail for East Austin’s residents 

                                                 
45 Ibid, pp.42-43. 
46 The market analysis can be found on the Social Compact website at 
http://www.socialcompact.org/market.htm 
47 Federal Reserve Bank of Dallas. (2003). Houston Strikes It Big with DrillDown. Federal 
Reserve E-Perspectives, Vol. 3. Issue 4. 
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in order to confirm the potential impacts of big box retail growth on minority and low-

income populations. 
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Chapter Three 

Research Methodological Approach 

This chapter discusses the data sources and limitations of the dataset. Then it 

develops the methodology to investigate the location of big box retail and its accessibility 

to minority and low-income populations.  

 

 

1. Data Sources and Characteristics of Data Set 

This study uses GIS and non-GIS data (see Table 1) to investigate the location of 

big box retail stores in relationship to minority and low-income populations. What are 

“big box” retail stores in Austin? There is no one single definition identifying a 

commercial establishment as a “big box,” even though the focus is often on the square 

footage and “big” is relative because of product category. For example, large-format 

value retailers like Wal-Mart, Target, Sam’s, and Costco are easily recognized as big box 

retailers because they may occupy massive and free standing stores, sized on average 

from 100,000 to 260,000 square feet. On the other hand, the status of a particular 

selection of category killer big box retail stores like Barnes & Noble, Best Buy, Fry’s, 

and Toy’s “R” Us, etc. generally ranging 20,000 square feet to 120,000 square feet may 

be somewhat unclear by a particular size cutoff.  
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Table1. Data information and sources 

 Data Information Sources 

GIS 
Data 

City Boundaries 
City of Austin 
Jurisdictional 
Boundaries 

City of Austin GIS Data Sets 
ftp://coageoid01.ci.austin.tx.us/G
IS-Data/Regional/coa_gis.html 

Street Centerlines Street Network 

Land Use, Zoning 
Land Use and 

Zoning Geospatial 
database, 2003 

Census Blocks 
U.S. Bureau of the 

Census, 1999 

ESRI, Census 2000 TIGER/Line 
Data 

http://www.esri.com/data/downl
oad Census Block Groups 

Non-
GIS 
Data 

Population, Race, 
Gender, Median 

Household Income, 
Vehicle Ownership, 

Disability, and 
Female Household 

with Children 

U.S. Bureau of the 
Census, 1999 

U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
American Factfinder, SF1 &SF3 

http://www.census.gov/ 

Big Box Retail 
Establishments 

List of the Nation’s 
Retail Power 
Players, 2007 

SAP Top 100 Retailers 
www.stores.org 

Store Locations Address of Big Box 
Retail 

Official Website of Each 
Retailers 
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Consequently, for the purpose of selecting big box retailers, this study decided to 

use those big box retail stores listed in the SAP Top Hundred Retailers, 2007. The report 

listed the nation’s top 100 power retailers by annual revenues, which may include 

estimates for private or closely-held companies. It included most categories of national 

retailers: large-format value retailers, department stores, apparel retailers, booksellers, 

supermarkets, drug stores, home improvement merchants, restaurants, office supply 

stores, convenience stores, small-format value retailers, and non-store retailers. Because 

some retail establishments have a relatively small size or are non-store retailers, this 

study excludes those retailers in the categories of restaurants, convenience stores, and 

non-store retailers. And then, only 47 national chain companies which have at least one 

store in the Austin area were chosen, and grouped into 13 main categories: automotive 

parts and accessories; furniture and home furnishings; electronics and appliances; home 

improvement; supermarket and drugs; clothing and clothing accessories; sporting goods, 

hobby, book, and music; department stores; large-format value stores; small-format value 

stores; office supplies; and pet & pet appliances.  

These category retailers have different trade areas or trade area drive times. The 

trade area is often defined as the geographical area that encompasses the majority of a 

firm's sales. To calculate the trade areas of big box retailers, 13 categories of retail 

establishments were grouped into two main types of urban retail centers: neighborhood 

centers and community centers. The neighborhood center provides for the sales of 

convenience goods (food, drugs, and sundries) and personal services (those that meet the 

daily needs of an immediate neighborhood trade area).48 It has a typical Gross Leasable 

Area of about 50,000 square feet, but ranges from 30,000 to 100,000 square feet of Gross 

                                                 
48 Beyard, M. D & O’Mara, W. P., et al. (1999). Shopping Center Development Handbook. 
Washington, DC: Urban Land Institute. pp. 12-13. 
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Leasable Area (GLA). It normally serves a trade area of 3,000 to 40,000 people within a 

1.5 mile drive. The community center provides a wider range of stores than the 

neighborhood center; usually anchored by a small department store, or a variety or 

discount department store, in addition to a supermarket. It typically has a GLA of about 

150,000 square feet, but can range from 100,000 to 450,000 square feet (and more) in 

some cases. The community center typically serves a population of 40,000 to 150,000 

who will often travel more than 3 to 5 miles to reach the center.49 In this study, the 

retailers grouped into the two main types of urban retail centers have 1.5 miles and 4 

miles of trade area, respectively, during the GIS-based network analysis.  

 

 

Table2. Types of urban retail centers 

Type of Center 

Typical 
Gross 

Leasable 
Area 

Gross 
Leasable 

Area Range 
(Sq. feet) 

Minimum 
Site Area 

(acres) 

Primary 
Trade 
Area 

Radius 
(miles) 

Primary 
Trade 

Area Drive 
Time 

(minutes) 

Minimum 
Population 

Support 
Required 

Convenience 20,000 15,000-
30,000 - - - - 

Neighborhood 50,000 30,000-
100,000 3-10 1.5 5-10 3,000-

40,000 

Community 150,000 100,000-
450,000 10-30 3-5 10-20 40,000-

150,000 

Regional 450,000 300,000-
900,000 10-60 8 20 150,000+ 

Super Regional 900,000 500,000- 
2 million 15-100+ 12 30 300,000+ 

Source: Beyard, M. D & O’Mara, W. P., et al. (1999). Shopping Center Development Handbook. 
Washington, DC: Urban Land Institute. p. 8 & p. 46. 

                                                 
49 Ibid, p.11. 
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A database containing store locations in the Austin area was obtained from the 

official websites of the selected national chain companies. All of the data was integrated 

into GIS using geocoding based on postal addresses. Upon completion of the geocoding, 

a total of 246 big box retail establishments were shown within the city boundary map. At 

present, there is no listing of big box retail establishments located near the boundaries of 

the City of Austin. The big box retailers located nearby or bordering the City were 

accounted for, regardless of their location being on the boundary. The intent was to avoid 

‘border effects’ in the accessibility calculation.  

To map the location of residential households in East Austin and other 

communities, three datasets were combined in GIS. The first dataset provided by Travis 

Central Appraisal District Office contains property location, land, and the boundary of 

property. The second dataset is the land use and zoning geospatial database from the City 

of Austin GIS datasets. These geospatial datasets were combined with parcel information 

to identify the specific land-use type for each parcel. Finally, the census block and block 

groups GIS data for the Austin area were joined with the 2000 Census SF1 and SF3 

datasets, containing population, race, gender, median household income, vehicle 

ownership, disability, and female households with children. 

 
 
 

2. Methodology 

Boundary 

The boundary of the study area is the City of Austin full purpose annexation area. 

The city has the power to regulate and control land development in its full purpose 
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jurisdiction with zoning, land subdivision requirements, site plans requirements, and 

building codes. Thus, all GIS data are clipped by this study area boundary definition.  

There is no single term or definition for the boundary of East Austin. According 

to the East Austin Land Use/Zoning Report, the boundaries of East Austin are Interstate 

35, Airport Boulevard, and Town Lake.50 A study assessing the community impacts of 

depressing an urban freeway defined East Austin as “… its northern, southern and eastern 

boundaries are Martin Luther King, Jr. Boulevard, Town Lake (and extension of the 

Colorado River), and Airport Boulevard, respectively …”.51 Thus, researchers can use 

different terms to refer to different spatial units. 

 In this study, East Austin is defined as the area east of Interstate 35, south of 

U.S. Highway 290, west of U.S. Highway 183/Ed Bluestein Road, and north of Ben 

White Boulevard. When East Austin is defined as east of Interstate 35, there is a great 

diversity of cultural groups and economic levels. The vast majority of residents are 

minority and low-income people with African-American and Hispanic ethnicity. (See 

Chapter Four) This boundary designation was used to compare the accessibility of big 

box retail in East Austin with other Austin areas. 

 

                                                 
50 City of Austin, East Austin Land Use/Zoning Report, 
http://www.cityofaustin.org/landuse/ea_text.htm 
51 Jarvis, S. N. (2001). Assessing the community impacts of depressing an urban freeway: the 
case of East Austin, Texas, M.S. Professional Report, p. 34, University of Texas at Austin. 
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Figure 1. Boundary of East Austin 

 

 

Network Analysis 

Measuring ‘spatial equity’ is concerned with comparing the locational distribution 

of facilities or services to the locational distribution of different socio-economic groups.52 

The four measures most commonly used in accessibility studies are gravity potential, 

                                                 
52 Talen, E. & Anselin, L. (1998). Assessing Spatial Equity: an Evaluation of Measures of 
Accessibility to Public Playgrounds, Environment and Planning A, Vol. 30, pp. 598. 
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average distance between each origin and all facilities, minimum distance (the distance 

from an origin to the nearest facility) and the number of facilities or services contained 

within a given unit.53 The ‘Container Approach,’ which ascertains the number of 

facilities or services within an n mile radius, has limitations. Considering that people 

travel by road, this method does not reflect the actual accessibility to the site. Thus, three 

measures are most commonly established in accessibility analysis: gravity potential, 

travel cost (average distance between each origin and all destinations), and minimum 

distance (the distance from a residential location to the nearest facility). 

Four distance measures can be used to calculate accessibility: Euclidian distance 

(straight line), Manhattan distance (distance along two sides of a right-angled triangle, the 

base of which is the Euclidian distance), shortest network distance, and shortest network 

time.54 Although Manhattan distance is relatively well-suited for calculating distance in 

cities with a grid plan – since it forms a right angle – shortest network distance is clearly 

far more accurate and was therefore selected for the purpose of this study (see Figure 2). 

Also, it is important to remember that residents in East Austin are relatively poor, which 

means that many of them have limited access to auto transport. Thus, this study selected 

network distance rather than shortest network time. 
  

                                                 
53 Ibid, p. 599.  
54 Apparicio, P. &Seguin, A. (2006). Measuring the Accessibility of Services and Facilities for 
Residents of Public Housing in Montreal, Urban Studies, Vol. 43, No.1, pp. 187-211. 
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Figure 2. A comparison between Euclidean-based accessibility and network-analysis-
based accessibility 

 

 

For measuring accessibility, this study employed the minimum distance method 

with the shortest network distance between each household and big box retailer. Using 

GIS-based network analysis, two types of analyses were conducted: calculating trade 

areas (or service area) of each big box retail store and finding the closest big box retail 

store to each household. With GIS-based network analysis, it is possible to find a trade 

area (or service area) around any location on a network. A network trade area is a region 

that encompasses all accessible streets, that is, streets that lie within a specified 

impedance. For instance, the 1.5 mile trade area for a point includes all the streets that 

can be reached within five minutes from that point. The trade areas created by network 
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analysis help evaluate accessibility. Therefore, trade areas were used to identify how 

much land area and properties are within 1.5 miles or 4 miles distance from each big box 

retail establishment. 

 

Figure 3. Finding the closest big box retail establishment from each household  

 

 

GIS-based network analysis also allows the measurement of the distance between 

a household in each neighborhood and the closest one of the big box retail stores (see 

Figure 3). Once the shortest path between two points along the road networks by car 

transportation was calculated, it was possible to calculate the average distance in order to 

compare accessibility. 
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Chapter Four 

Socio-economic Characteristics of East Austin Neighborhoods 

 

1. Socio-economic Characteristics 

 East Austin’s geographic and political history has produced a demographic and 

socio-economic makeup that has traditionally differed from the rest of Austin. The U.S. 

2000 Census data reported a total population of 108,795 persons in the designated area. 

This represents a relatively small proportion of Austin’s city population; 16.6 percent in 

the year 2000.  

East Austin has a predominantly minority population, with Hispanics comprising 

50.9 percent of the population, followed by African-Americans who comprise 22.5 

percent of the total population. While Whites constitute 52.9 percent of the total 

population of Austin, East Austin has a modest White population of 9.0 percent. East 

Austin has a relatively younger population than the city of Austin; the median age in East 

Austin is 28.9, comparing to 29.6 in the city of Austin. 

Table 3. Comparison of demographics 

 East Austin Austin 

Population 108,795 656,562 

Median Age 28.9 29.6 

Race/Ethnicity  
  White 
  Hispanic 
  Black 
  Asian 
  Other 

 
9,843 (9.0%) 

55,403 (50.9%) 
24,463 (22.5%) 

2,961 (2.7%) 
16,125 (14.8%) 

 
347,554 (52.9%) 
200,579 (30.5%) 

64,259 (9.7%) 
30,915 (4.7%) 
13,255 (2.0%) 

Source: Census Bureau, 2000 
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Family households constituted a larger percentage of total households in East 

Austin than in the city of Austin. In 2000, the average household size in East Austin was 

2.77 persons compared to the average household size of 2.40 persons in Austin. In 

addition to the number of family households and average household size, U.S. 2000 

Census data indicated that East Austin has a relatively high number of households headed 

by females who have no husband, and with children under 18 years of age. While those 

female households constitute 13.0 percent of the total number of family households in 

Austin, East Austin has greater number of female households (16.9 percent of the total 

family households). 

 

Table 4. Comparison of household characteristics 

 East Austin Austin 

Number of Family Households 21,738 141,589 

Average Household Size 2.77 2.40 

Female Household; children under 18 
years and no husband (proportion of 
total households) 

3,674 (16.9%) 18,451(13.0%) 

Source: Census Bureau, 2000 

 

Income and poverty statistics reveal that East Austin is a poor area of Austin. East 

Austin has a $25,458 median household income, whereas median household income in 

the city of Austin is $42,689. The median household income in East Austin is 

approximately 40 percent lower than in the city of Austin. In addition, people who are 

living below poverty level constitute 27.0 percent of the total population of East Austin, 
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while the rate of people below the poverty level is only 14.7 percent in the city of Austin 

as a whole.  

 

 

Table 5. Comparison of income and poverty rates 

 East Austin Austin 

Median Household Income 25,458 42,689 

Population Below Poverty Level 29,365 96,268 

Rate of People Below the Level of 
Poverty 27.0% 14.7% 

Source: Census Bureau, 2000 

 

There is a significant difference in the rate of vehicle ownership between the 

people of East Austin and the people of the city of Austin. The percentage of households 

with no vehicle in the city of Austin is 15.1 percent. However, large numbers of people in 

East Austin are not able to drive their own vehicle: 28 percent of total households. 

Moreover, East Austin has a large disabled population (36,672 persons), whereas there 

are 177,412 disabled persons in the city of Austin.  

 

Table 6. Comparison of mobility 

 East Austin Austin 

Household with No Vehicle 
(proportion of total households) 6,093 (28%) 21,366 (15.1%) 

Disabled Persons 
(proportion of total population) 36,672 (33.7 %) 177,412 (27.0%) 

Source: Census Bureau, 2000 
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In summary, East Austin is portrayed by its socio-economic characteristics to be a 

minority and low-income community than other communities in the city. East Austin has 

a predominately large number of Hispanic and Black populations, and is constituted by a 

relatively high number of people living below the poverty line. In addition, it is 

predictable that households of East Austin have a harder time accessing retail stores. 

Because East Austin has large number of households who has limited access to auto 

transport, disabled persons, and single female households with young children, those 

persons would experience more difficulties to access retail goods and services if the retail 

establishment is located outside of their neighborhood. 
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Chapter Five 

Accessibility to Big Box Retail 

 

 

1. Location of Big Box Retailers 

The demographic and socio-economic makeup of East Austin suggests that East 

Austin is a disproportionate minority and low-income area in Austin. Therefore, it can be 

expected that East Austin may be “retail poor,” in relation to the rest of the city areas, in 

terms of location and investment of the national chain big box retailers. 

Figure 4 shows there is less retail activity in East Austin. When compared to the 

rest of the city, East Austin consists of 16.6 percent of the total population of Austin. 

However, relatively small numbers of big box retailers are located there. Only 24 big box 

retail establishments – 8.9 percent of the total number of big box retailers in Austin – are 

located within the East Austin area, while the city of Austin has 246 big box retail 

establishments within its city jurisdiction.  
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Figure 4. Location of big box retail establishments in Austin 

Most of the big box retail establishments located in East Austin are neighborhood-

type stores rather than community-type stores. Within East Austin there are 3 automotive 

parts and accessories stores, 3 drug stores, 6 supermarkets, and 6 small-format value 

retail stores; yet, only 3 community-type big box retailers (see Table 7).  
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Table 7. Big box retail establishments in Austin 

Big box Retailers Number of Retailers 
Type Category Name East Austin Austin 

Neighborhood 

Automotive parts & accessories store AutoZone 3 11 

Drug store CVS 3 20 
Walgreens 3 24 

Supermarket 

Central Market 2 
H-E-B 3 21 
Randall's Food Market 1 10 
Whole Foods Market 2 

Small-format value retailer 

Big Lots 6 
Dollar General 11 
Dollar Tree Stores 1 8 
Family Dollar 5 10 

Community 
 
 

Furniture & home furnishings store Bed Bath & Beyond 3 

Electronics & appliance Store Best Buy 4 
Circuit City 2 

Home improvement retailer Home Depot 7 
Lowe's 4 

Clothing & clothing  
accessories store 

Babies R Us 1 
Abercrombie & Fitch 1 
Banana Republic 2 
GAP 5 
Old Navy 3 
DWS 1 
Foot Locker 3 
Ross Dress For Less 1 6 

Sporting goods, hobby, book & music 
store 

Michaels Stores 3 
Toys R Us 3 
Barnes & Noble 3 
Borders 4 

Department store 

Burlington Coat Factory 3 
Dillard's 3 
J C Penney Co 4 
Kohl's Department Store 2 
Macy's 4 
Marshalls 2 
Neiman Marcus 1 
Nordstrom 1 
Saks Fifth Avenue 1 
T J Maxx 2 

Large-format value retailer 

Target 1 8 
Wal-Mart 7 
Sears 4 
Sam's Club 3 
Costco 2 

 
Office supply store 
 

Office Depot 7 
Office Max 1 6 
Staples 1 

Pet & pet appliance store PetSmart 5 
Total 22 246 
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2. Accessibility to Main Categories of Big Box Retail 

 

Neighborhood-type Stores 

Using GIS-based network analysis, it is possible to find a network trade area (or 

service area) that encompasses all accessible streets. The 1.5 miles of trade areas for 

neighborhood-type retail include all the streets that can be reached within 1.5 miles from 

them. The trade areas created by network analysis help evaluate accessibility. Service 

areas can be used to identify how much land area and how many properties are within 1.5 

miles from each big box retail establishment. Figure 5 shows the 1.5 mile trade area of 4 

categories of neighborhood-type big box retailers: automotive parts and accessories store, 

drug store, supermarket, and small-format value retailer. 

 

Table 8.  Total area and number of properties within trade area 

 Area1 (%) Properties (%) 

Automotive Parts & 
Accessories Store 

East Austin 6,593 (40.3%) 14,070 (44.3%) 

Austin 23,509 (14.8%) 55,797 (27.4%) 

Drug Store 
East Austin 8,844 (54.1%) 20,767 (65.3%) 

Austin 65,382 (41.2%) 134,794 (66.1%) 

Supermarket 
East Austin 7,689 (47.0%) 17,311 (54.4%) 

Austin 57,289 (36.1%) 110,287 (54.1%) 

Small-format Value 
Retailer 

East Austin 10,025 (61.3%) 21,748 (68.4%) 

Austin 48,014 (30.2%) 106,134 (52.0%) 
1. unit: acres 
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Table 8 summarizes the total land area and the number of properties within the 

trade areas. Compared to the City of Austin, as a whole, the 1.5 mile service area of big 

box retailers in the neighborhood-type stores contains a greater proportion of the East 

Austin area. The trade area of drug stores covers 54.1 percent of East Austin, while only 

41.2 percent of the Austin area falls within it. Small-format value retailers also extend 

over a greater proportion of the East Austin area (61.3 percent), although they cover a 

relatively small part of Austin areas, as a whole (30.2%). In terms of the number of 

properties within the trade area, the result indicates that a great proportion of the 

population in East Austin experiences greater access to these retail categories. Not 

surprisingly, therefore, it can be anticipated that residents residing in East Austin travel 

less distance to access these big box retail establishments. 
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Figure 5. Trade areas of big box retailers 
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Table 9 indicates that East Austin has better accessibility to automotive parts and 

accessories stores, drug stores, supermarkets and small-format value retail stores. 

Compared to the average distance in the whole city, populations in East Austin travel less 

than 1.06 miles to access an automotive parts and accessories store. Populations in Austin 

are 1.48 mile away from a drug store, but populations in East Austin travel 1.28 miles to 

access one. East Austin has greater access to supermarkets relative to the average in the 

City of Austin (1.52 miles and 1.64 miles, respectively). Additionally, small-format value 

retail stores are relatively closer to properties in East Austin than in the City of Austin 

(1.25 miles and 1.90 miles, respectively).   

 

 

Table 9. Average distance between household and big box retail 

 Mean1. Standard 
Deviation 

Automotive Parts & 
Accessories Store 

East Austin 1.65 0.74 

Austin 2.71 1.68 

Drug Store 
East Austin 1.28 0.61 

Austin 1.48 0.93 

Supermarket 
East Austin 1.52 0.68 

Austin 1.64 0.92 

Small-format Value Retailer 
East Austin 1.25 0.69 

Austin 1.90 1.30 
1. unit: mile 
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Community-type Stores 

Although residents in East Austin have greater accessibility to neighborhood-type 

retail stores, they have less accessibility to community-type retail stores. The community-

type retail stores include nine categories: furniture and home furnishings; electronics and 

appliances; home improvement; clothing and clothing accessories; sporting goods, 

hobby, book, and music; department store; large-format value retailer; office supplies; 

and pet and pet appliances. Figure 6 indicates 4 mile trade areas of these community-type 

big box retailers. At a glance, individuals in East Austin are at a disadvantage when they 

buy goods and services because there are fewer and smaller retail establishments 

geographically accessible to them. 

Table 10 provides descriptive statistics: total land area and the number of 

properties within the 4 mile trade area. Compared to the City of Austin, as a whole, the 4 

miles trade area overlays small parts of the East Austin area. Although the trade areas of 

home improvement retail, large-format value retail, and office supply stores cover more 

than half of the East Austin area (54.7%, 72.3% and 72.2%, respectively), sporting goods, 

hobby, book, and music, and department stores provide their services to a small 

proportion of the area (23.7%, 32.6%). Surprisingly, there are few or no populations of 

East Austin who live within a 4 mile distance from three categories of retailers – furniture 

and home furnishings, electronics and appliance, and pet & pet appliance stores. 
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Table 10. Total area and number of properties within trade area 

 Area1 (%) Properties (%) 

Furniture and Home 
Furnishings Store 

East Austin 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%)

Austin 44,025 (22.7%) 63,222 (31.0%)

Electronics & 
Appliance Store 

East Austin 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%)

Austin 59,644 (37.6%) 88,723 (43.5%)

Home Improvement 
Retailer 

East Austin 8,948 (54.7%) 17,538 (55.2%)

Austin 97,905 (61.6%) 154,880 (75.9 %)

Clothing & Clothing 
Accessories Store 

East Austin 7,805 (47.7%) 18,949 (59.6%)

Austin 89,077 (56.1%) 151,878 (74.5%)

Sporting Goods, 
Hobby, Book & Music  

East Austin 4,044 (24.7%) 9,761 (30.7%)

Austin 83,797 (52.8%) 142,761(70.0%)

Department Store 
East Austin 5,325 (32.6%) 12,172 (38.3%)

Austin 90,788 (57.2%) 149,721(73.4%)

Large-format Value 
Retailer 

East Austin 11,812 (72.3%) 26,207 (82.5%)

Austin 112,421 (70.8%) 176,296 (86.4%)

Office Supply Store 
East Austin 11,811 (72.2%) 26,397 (83.1%)

Austin 93,709(59.0%) 161,523 (79.2%)

Pet & Pet Appliance 
Store 

East Austin 33 (0.2%) 7 (0.02%)

Austin 64,978 (40.9%) 106,387 (52.2%)

1. unit: acres 

 



 42

Figure 5. Trade areas of big box retailers 
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Compared to the average distance in the whole city, populations in East Austin travel less 

than 1.06 miles to access an automotive parts and accessories store. Populations in Austin 

are 1.48 mile away from a drug store, but populations in East Austin travel 1.28 miles to 

access one. East Austin has greater access to supermarkets relative to the average in the 

City of Austin (1.52 miles and 1.64 miles, respectively). Additionally, small-format value 

retail stores are relatively closer to properties in East Austin than in the City of Austin 

(1.25 miles and 1.90 miles, respectively).   

 

 

Table 9. Average distance between household and big box retail 

 Mean1. Standard 
Deviation 

Automotive Parts & 
Accessories Store 

East Austin 1.65 0.74 

Austin 2.71 1.68 

Drug Store 
East Austin 1.28 0.61 

Austin 1.48 0.93 

Supermarket 
East Austin 1.52 0.68 

Austin 1.64 0.92 

Small-format Value Retailer 
East Austin 1.25 0.69 

Austin 1.90 1.30 
1. unit: mile 

  



 44

 

Community-type Stores 

Although residents in East Austin have greater accessibility to neighborhood-type 

retail stores, they have less accessibility to community-type retail stores. The community-

type retail stores include nine categories: furniture and home furnishings; electronics and 

appliances; home improvement; clothing and clothing accessories; sporting goods, 

hobby, book, and music; department store; large-format value retailer; office supplies; 

and pet and pet appliances. Figure 6 indicates 4 mile trade areas of these community-type 

big box retailers. At a glance, individuals in East Austin are at a disadvantage when they 

buy goods and services because there are fewer and smaller retail establishments 

geographically accessible to them. 

Table 10 provides descriptive statistics: total land area and the number of 

properties within the 4 mile trade area. Compared to the City of Austin, as a whole, the 4 

miles trade area overlays small parts of the East Austin area. Although the trade areas of 

home improvement retail, large-format value retail, and office supply stores cover more 

than half of the East Austin area (54.7%, 72.3% and 72.2%, respectively), sporting goods, 

hobby, book, and music, and department stores provide their services to a small 

proportion of the area (23.7%, 32.6%). Surprisingly, there are few or no populations of 

East Austin who live within a 4 mile distance from three categories of retailers – furniture 

and home furnishings, electronics and appliance, and pet & pet appliance stores. 

  

 

 

 

 



 45

Table 10. Total area and number of properties within trade area 

 Area1 (%) Properties (%) 

Furniture and Home 
Furnishings Store 

East Austin 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%)

Austin 44,025 (22.7%) 63,222 (31.0%)

Electronics & 
Appliance Store 

East Austin 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%)

Austin 59,644 (37.6%) 88,723 (43.5%)

Home Improvement 
Retailer 

East Austin 8,948 (54.7%) 17,538 (55.2%)

Austin 97,905 (61.6%) 154,880 (75.9 %)

Clothing & Clothing 
Accessories Store 

East Austin 7,805 (47.7%) 18,949 (59.6%)

Austin 89,077 (56.1%) 151,878 (74.5%)

Sporting Goods, 
Hobby, Book & Music  

East Austin 4,044 (24.7%) 9,761 (30.7%)

Austin 83,797 (52.8%) 142,761(70.0%)

Department Store 
East Austin 5,325 (32.6%) 12,172 (38.3%)

Austin 90,788 (57.2%) 149,721(73.4%)

Large-format Value 
Retailer 

East Austin 11,812 (72.3%) 26,207 (82.5%)

Austin 112,421 (70.8%) 176,296 (86.4%)

Office Supply Store 
East Austin 11,811 (72.2%) 26,397 (83.1%)

Austin 93,709(59.0%) 161,523 (79.2%)

Pet & Pet Appliance 
Store 

East Austin 33 (0.2%) 7 (0.02%)

Austin 64,978 (40.9%) 106,387 (52.2%)

1. unit: acres 
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Figure 6. Trade areas of big box retailers  
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Figure 6. Trade areas of big box retailers (Cont.)   
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Figure 6. Trade areas of big box retailers (Cont.)   
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Table 11 indicates that East Austin has less accessibility to those categories of big 

box retailers, compared to the average distance to them in the City of Austin. Populations 

in East Austin need to drive 0.3 – 1.2 miles more to access home improvement, clothing 

and clothing accessories, sporting goods, hobby, book, and music, department stores, and 

large-format value retail stores, in comparison to the city average. In addition, residents 

of East Austin have the least amount of access to furniture and home furnishings stores, 

electronics and appliance stores, and pet and pet appliance stores. Those retailers are 7.49 

– 9.44 miles away from households in East Austin.   

 

Table 11. Average distance between households and big box retailers 

 Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Furniture and Home 
Furnishings Store 

East Austin 9.44 1.40 
Austin 5.49 2.42 

Electronics & 
Appliance Store 

East Austin 8.90 1.25 
Austin 4.92 2.28 

Home Improvement 
Retailer 

East Austin 3.76 1.28 
Austin 3.26 1.40 

Clothing & Clothing 
Accessories Store 

East Austin 3.85 1.91 
Austin 3.21 1.54 

Sporting Goods, 
Hobby, Book & Music  

East Austin 4.66 1.34 
Austin 3.48 1.51 

Department Store East Austin 4.67 1.67 
Austin 3.35 1.51 

Large-format Value 
Retailer 

East Austin 3.08 1.24 
Austin 2.77 1.28 

Office Supply Store East Austin 2.96 1.29 
Austin 3.04 1.74 

Pet & Pet Appliance 
Store 

East Austin 7.49 1.67 
Austin 4.03 2.13 

1. unit: mile 
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2. Socio-economic Characteristics of the Populations in Less Accessible Areas 

 

Although East Austin has better accessibility to neighborhood-type big box retail 

establishments, populations in East Austin travel more miles to access community-type 

retailers. In this section, this study examines the socio-economic characteristics of the 

populations in the areas of lesser accessibility. Figure 7 shows the areas which have less 

accessibility to community-type big box retail establishments compared to the average of 

the City of Austin (3.2 miles).  

 

Figure 7. Less access areas to community-type big box retail 
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After mapping of the less accessible areas was completed, it was possible to 

compare some socio-economic characteristics between the areas of lesser accessibility in 

East Austin and the rest of Austin (see Table 12). As regards poverty, people who are 

living below the poverty level constitute 33.6 percent of the total population of East 

Austin. The rate of people below the poverty level in inaccessible areas in the rest of 

Austin is only 1.6 percent. 

There is a significant difference in the rate of vehicle ownership between the 

inaccessible populations in East Austin and those in the city of Austin. The rate of 

households with no vehicle in the city of Austin is only 3.1 percent. Yet, a large number 

of people in East Austin are not able to drive their own vehicle; 13 percent of total 

households. This means that residents in those areas of East Austin have not only fewer 

retail services but also less retail access due to restricted transportation options. The 

persons without access to a vehicle would experience difficulties carrying their goods 

home from a big box retailer because of the high cost of door to door transportation 

(taxis) and the inconvenience of mass transit (long waits, multiple transfers, or long 

walks to bus stops).  

Moreover, the less accessible area in East Austin has a large proportion of people 

with disabilities (34.1 percent) and single female households with young children (10.7 

percent). Those persons would not only need to travel a long distance to get to a big box 

retail establishment, but would also struggle to get home while carrying several bags of 

goods. 
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Table 12. Comparison of income and poverty rates 

 East Austin Others in Austin 

Population Below Poverty Level 9,779 1,875 

(%)  (33.6%) (1.6%) 

Household with No Vehicle 1,268  1,293  

(%)  (13.0%) (3.1%) 

Disabled Persons 9,933  24,509  

(%)  (34.1 %) (20.8%) 
Female Household: No Husband with 
Children (proportion of total  1,042  2,341  

(%)  (10.7%) (5.6%) 
Source: Census Bureau, 2000 
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3. Improving retail access for low-income: mixed use 

The redevelopment of the old Robert Mueller airport is a new mixed-use and 

mixed-income model in Central East Austin. When Austin’s airport moved to its current 

location at the old Bergstrom Air Force base, the Robert Mueller airport became ripe for 

developing: 711 acres of land, just east of Interstate 35.1 The City of Austin has created a 

master plan that includes a variety of housing styles, private businesses, and retail stores. 

The area, now referred to as the Mueller development, is designed to be a transit-oriented 

and pedestrian-friendly model of new urbanism and sustainability, with park space and an 

emphasis on green building. 

The Mueller development is different from what Austin has typically seen before. 

Affordability is a key element in the ambition and vision of the development. The 

Mueller master plan was designed to assure that more than 1,150 of the new homes (25 

percent of the total) at Mueller remain within reach of moderate-income families. The 

homes, both for sale and for rent, are set aside for families with lower than Austin’s 

median income. Affordable for-sale homes are reserved for families with incomes 80 

percent less than that of the city’s median family income (MFI). And, affordable for-rent 

homes are available for families with income at or below 60 percent of the MFI.  

Denser development resulting from new urban residential infill projects is another 

key element in the Muller development. The development includes denser neighborhoods 

that will mix 4,600 single-family homes (“yard houses”), row houses, mixed-use “shop 

houses”, multi-unit “Mueller Houses” and mixed-use apartment houses that would be 

carefully configured to encourage diverse and inter-generational populations.  

 

                                                 
1 The Mueller website describes development plans, businesses, and descriptions of homes. Go 
to: http://www.muelleraustin.com/ 



 54

It should be noted that the denser development might be an important factor for 

many retail developers to shift location strategy from suburb to inner city. The denser 

urban neighborhoods might support more retail than is usually supposed. Despite less 

income per household, aggregate income in denser urban neighborhoods may be much 

higher than expected. High aggregate income can translate into a substantial and more 

concentrated buying power.2 Therefore, retailers, especially national chain big box 

retailers, are recognizing that the greater population density (particularly in central cities) 

can compensate for lower household incomes as well as constitute sufficient market or 

consumer purchasing power.3 

With local retail demand in a high density environment and a location advantage, 

at the heart of one of the nation’s fastest growing cities, many of the major national 

retailers and locally owned independent businesses are moving in to the approximately 

650,000 square feet of retail space. The national retailers include some categories of big 

box retailers new to East Austin: Bed, Bath & Beyond (furniture and home furnishings), 

Home Depot (home improvement retailer), Old Navy (clothing and clothing accessories), 

Marshalls (department store), and PetSmart (pet and pet appliance store).  

After adding these new big box retailers, which have recently located in Mueller, 

on the GIS-based network analysis map, this study tried to evaluate whether the Mueller 

development offers a way to improve retail access for low income families, in particular 

East Austin households. Table 13 shows the result of the measurement of accessibility for 

                                                 
2 Alderslade, J. (2005). Hidden in Plain Sight: How Different Data Yield Vastly Different 
Understandings of the Same Market. A Comparative Analysis by Asset vs. Deficiency Data. 
Social Compact/LSE Greenling Paper. 
3 Fitzgerald, J. & Leigh, N.G. (2002). Economic Revitalization: Cases and Strategies for City 
and Suburb, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, p.133. 
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East Austin residents to access big box retailers, and the comparisons of the previous 

travel distances with new average travel distances.  

On the whole, East Austin has better accessibility to all six categories of big box 

retailers. For example, a pet and pet appliance store is now located within a distance of 

3.62 miles from East Austin households, while previously a drive 7.49 miles was required 

to access the closest store. Residents in East Austin now have 2.6 times greater 

accessibility to a furniture and home furnishings store.  

 

Table 13. Comparisons of the new average travel distances with the previous distances 
for East Austin 

Category Previous1 
(St. D) 

New1 
(St. D) 

Furniture and Home Furnishings Store 9.44 
(1.40) 

3.64 
(1.40) 

Electronics & Appliance Store 8.90 
(1.25) 

3.73 
(1.39) 

Home Improvement Retailer 3.76 
(1.28) 

2.88 
(1.10) 

Clothing & Clothing Accessories Store 3.85 
(1.91) 

3.22 
(1.65) 

Department Store 4.67 
(1.67) 

3.37 
(1.31) 

Pet & Pet Appliance Store 7.49 
(1.67) 

3.62 
(1.40) 

1. unit: mile 
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 

 

This paper aimed to explore the impact of big box retail stores in minority and 

low-income communities. In particular, the relationship between big box retail locations 

and spatial inequity in Austin, Texas, was investigated. The study was based on a 

hypothesis that big box retail are disproportionately located outside of minority and low-

income neighborhoods, especially in the East Austin areas, creating an environment 

where residents have less access to discount shopping as compared to other residents in 

non-poor areas. Using GIS-based network analysis, it was possible to measure whether 

the residents in East Austin have equal access to big box retail stores, as compare to other 

Austin areas. Also, the paper sought an alternative way to improve retail access to 

minority and low-income populations.  

 

1. Findings 

The main findings of this paper are as follows: First, East Austin is a “retail poor” 

area compared to the rest of the city areas in terms of location and investment of many 

national chain big box retailers. Although East Austin consists of a high proportion of the 

total population of Austin, relatively small numbers of big box establishments are located 

within East Austin. Therefore, it would seem that big box retail establishments have shied 

away from locating in minority and low-income neighborhoods. Accordingly, residents in 

East Austin are at a disadvantage when they buy goods and services from those retail 

stores. 
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Second, East Austin has less access to certain big box retail. Although residents in 

East Austin have greater accessibility to other neighborhood-type retail like automotive 

part stores, drug stores, small-format value stores, and supermarkets, they have less 

accessibility to community-type big box retail like furniture store, home improvement 

stores, department stores, and large-format value stores. In terms of trade area, there are 

fewer populations of East Austin who live within a 4 mile distance from the community-

type retailers. Therefore, residents of East Austin must travel father to access the needed 

retail commodities. 

Third, socio-economic characteristics of those areas in East Austin include a high 

percentage of individuals living below the poverty line, high disability rates, low to no 

vehicle ownership, and high percentages of female headed households. Consequently, 

those persons in the areas of lesser accessibility are potentially hurt by the location of big 

box retail establishments.  

Finally, a mixed-use, mixed-income development might help fill retail gaps and 

significantly improve retail access to minority and low-income population. A denser 

urban neighborhood model might be more attractive to retail investors. After entry of 

large discount retail, an environment where residents of low-income neighborhoods has 

better retail access was created. 

 

2. Policy Implications 

Historically, inner city “retail gap” has been caused by disinvestment and neglect. 

Residents of low-income inner city neighborhoods have been unable to purchase basic 

goods and services in their own neighborhoods and have instead spent their dollars in 

suburban communities. As this study examined, there are fewer and smaller national 
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chain big box retailers in East Austin which has predominately minority and low-income 

populations although it consists of a high proportion of the total population of the city. 

Consequently, minorities and low-income persons in inner city areas lack access to big 

box retail.  

Therefore, it should be addressed how city planners might better fill the “retail 

gaps” in low-income communities. This paper proposes several policy implications to 

improve retail access to minority and low-income population.  

First, city planners have to work hard to overcome the negative perceptions of 

inner city communities. A nontraditional market analysis allows that the inner city 

communities begin to look more attractive from the perspective of retail investors. For 

example, the Neighborhood Market DrillDown utilized by Social Compact uncovers 

hidden economies and true business potential that a conventional market analysis may not 

turn up. The DrillDown’s asset-focused findings (especially a lot of aggregate retail 

demands in denser low-income neighborhoods) can be used to develop and strengthen 

portfolios of prime retail development sites in their negotiations with potential retailers.  

Second, it is important to remember for city planners that a mixed-use and mixed-

income model like the Mueller development might help improve retail access for low-

income people. The mixed use development typically includes denser neighborhoods 

actually having a lot of hidden market potential. A lot of retail demand in urban denser 

neighborhoods is strong enough to attract retail investments. Therefore, the model is a 

desirable way to fill retail gaps in the previously underserved neighborhoods. 
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