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OVERVIEW 
The way communities are designed and developed can 
affect physical activity and obesity rates.1,2 Environments 
that are safe and built with walking, biking and other 
physical activities in mind are correlated with lower body 
weights and reduced cardiovascular disease.3,4 Conversely, 
a sedentary lifestyle puts people at risk for diabetes, heart 
disease and premature death.5 
 
Integrating health considerations within community 
design – known as the built environment – can create more 
active communities and transportation options for 
healthier living.6 Parks, office buildings, walkways and 
urban spaces are also considered built environments. 
Community planning and health behavior research 
demonstrate that built environments influence people’s 
decision to use public transport, drive, walk, or cycle to get 
to their destination.7,8   Designing community 
environments to include open spaces/parks/trails, mixed 
land use, trees/greenery, accessibility and street 
connectivity, building design, and workplace physical 
activity policies/programs have demonstrated significant 
co-benefits.9 These include physical health, mental health, 
safety/injury prevention, social benefits, economic 
benefits, and environmental sustainability.10 
 
WHY IT MATTERS 

 
Figure 1: Adult Obesity Rate by State, 201711 

 
Rates of obesity now exceed 20% in every state, with rates 
in 48 states above 25%; 29 states above 30%; and seven 
states above 35% (Figure 1).11 According to current trends, 
47% of adults will be obese by 2030.12 Nearly 80% of US 
adults and 75% of adolescents do not get the 
recommended weekly amount of aerobic and 

strengthening activity.13,14 When considering these data, it 
is imperative that today’s built environments help increase 
physical activity opportunities.11,12  
 
BUILDING ACTIVE COMMUNITIES 
People across the U.S. interact with their built 
environments constantly, affecting quality of life and 
years of healthy life lived.15 Sound built environments can 
influence health through design and program elements.16 
Examples include16:  
• The Transportation Alternatives Program 

(TAP)  combines and replaces pre-MAP-21 programs 
including Transportation Enhancements, Recreational 
Trails, Safe Routes to School, and several other 
discretionary programs, wrapping them into a single 
funding source. 

a. Safe Routes to School enables more children 
to safely walk and bike to school. 
Community leaders prioritize the safety of 
these routes and are working to reduce 
traffic congestion and improve health and 
the environment. They serve as great walking 
routes for others in the community, including 
seniors. 

b. Transportation Enhancements activities 
offer funding opportunities to help expand 
transportation choices in communities, 
including pedestrian and bicycle 
infrastructure and safety programs, as well 
as conversion of abandoned railway corridors 
to trails. 

c. Recreational Trails Program (RTP) provides 
funds to states to develop and maintain 
recreational trails and trail-related facilities 
for both non-motorized and motorized 
recreational trail uses, including hiking, 
bicycling, in-line skating, equestrian use, and 
cross-country skiing. 

• Complete Streets policies consider the needs of all 
users in all transportation projects incorporating 
walking, bicycling, public transportation, and driving. 

• Smart Growth Design communities are designed with 
active living as the focus and are connected with 
street patterns that make it easy to walk or bike to 
destinations. Developers try to locate essential 
services like schools and stores closer to homes to 
encourage walking and provide green spaces for 
recreation. 
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• Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality (CMAQ) 
Improvement Program supports surface 
transportation projects and other associated 
initiatives that improve air quality and provide 
congestion relief in maintenance and non-attainment 
areas to address the most serious air pollutants. 

 
INVESTING IN GOOD BUILT ENVIRONMENTS MAKES 
SENSE 
Investing in the built environment can facilitate economic 
development in communities.17,18 Local economies advance 
when walking and cycling improvements provide access to 
employment and education opportunities, generate jobs, 
improve workforce productivity, and spur regional business 
activity.17, 18 Additionally, studies show that community 
gardens and walking or biking trails have a positive impact 
on surrounding residential properties by increasing 
property value to boost economic development and create 
more tax revenue for local governments.18, 19 A national 
survey reveals that the ability to walk or bike through a 
neighborhood is a strong factor in determining where to 
relocate when considering a move.20 
 
Other research indicates that building bike and pedestrian 
trails reduce health care costs associated with physical 
inactivity.21 For every dollar invested in building trails, 
nearly three dollars in medical cost savings may be 
achieved.22  
 
A SOUND BUILT ENVIRONMENT AFFECTS COMMUNITY 
HEALTH 
People who have parks or recreational facilities nearby 
and live in communities with well-connected streets tend 
to be more physically active than those who do not have 
easy access.17,18 Community-based physical activity 
interventions are cost-effective, reducing new cases of 
many chronic diseases and improving quality of life. 18,23 
 
THE ASSOCIATION ADVOCATES 
The American Heart Association supports initiatives that 
create more livable and active communities and advocates 
for the following policy recommendations: 
• Increase funding for the Transportation Alternatives 

Program (TAP), which includes Safe Routes to School, 
transportation enhancements projects, and the 
Recreational Trails Program.  

• Increase funding through new resources that 
supplement current active transportation initiatives.  

• Support the Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality 
(CMAQ) Improvement Program and assure that 
metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) can 
spend appropriations on other air quality 
improvement initiatives like bike and pedestrian 
infrastructure once the MPO hits the air quality goal.  

• Sustain funding at the state and federal level to assist 
communities in implementing active transportation 
networks. 

• Require state departments of transportation, (MPOs), 
and cities to adopt Complete Streets policies that 
consider the needs of all users in all transportation 
projects - whether walking, bicycling, public 
transportation, or driving – and reduce the need to 
retrofit existing roads and paths.  

• Incorporate health impact assessments into 
community planning.  
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