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R ES EA R C H to support active communities
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Physical inactivity causes numerous pnysical and mental health problems, is responsibie for an
estimated 200,000 deaths per year, and contributes to the cbesity epidemic.” The design of our
communities and the presence or absence of parks, trails, and othar quality public recreational facilities
affects pecple’s ability to reach the recommended 30 minutes each day of moderataly intense physical
activity.! Health, recreation, and planning professionals want tc know how to design neighborhoods and
recreational facilities that make it easier and more enjoyable for people to get up and gat active.

This research summary gives a synopsis of the current state of peerreviewed research intc what
constitutes an “activity-friendly environment” for recreational physical activity. Companion research
summaries outiine findings on the environments that encourage bicycling of walking for
transportation, and the environmental influences on childhood obesity.

RESEARCH SUMMARY

Being physically active is more than just a

matter of parsonal choice. A growing number of An activity-friendly environment is a piace
Stuqtes show that peopig " actw:ty—fneﬁdiy that makes it easy to make the choice to be
en\fgror.wment.s arg morg lskgihy 10 be physically physically active, through planned exercise or
active in their leisure time.?® routine daily activity,

Better access to facilities encourages

activity ¢ 43 percent of people with safe places to walk

within 10 minutes of home met recommeanded
activity levels, while just 27 percent of those

Several studies have found that people get
without safe places 1o walk were active enough.’

more physical activity if they have good access
te specific places to exercise, such as parks,
basketball courts, or gyms, and if their
neighborhcods provide a convenient, high-

Percentage of residents meeting recommended activity levels
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guality environment for outdoor activity. ]
40
0,
e The CDC determined that creating and 301 43%
improving places to be active can result in 20 27%
a 25 percent increase in the percentage of 101
] people who exercise at least three times o
E a week b sale places to walk no sate place to walk
within tan minutes of home

* People with the best access o a variety of
built and natural facilities were 43 percent
more tikely 1o exercise 30 minutes most
days than those with poor access.’

However, the research is not always consistent; a
study in Nerth Carolina found that the presence of
sidewalks, trails, and street lights had little impact
* The closer people lived to a bikeway, the on recreational physical activity.®

more likely they were to use it.°




Pleasant surroundings encourage activity

Scenery, pleasant surroundings and the
friendliness of neighbors were linked to physical
activity levels in a number of studies. Butitis
not yet clear which factors are most important.

¢ People in Australia who reported they had
friendly neighbors and attractive
surroundings close to home were 41
percent more likely tc walk."”

e Rural women in the US were more likely to
be active if they reported atiractive scenery
near home.®

Safe places encourage activity

It is not clear how much crime affects physical
activity. The research to date shows that crime
or fear of crime is linked to lower activity levels
for women, especially minority women, and for
voung people and seniors. But the link is less
clear for other groups.”

Direct links between traffic safety and levels of
activity are also surprisingly weak in the
literature ™ But safety is obviously a concern for
those promating increased walking and
bicycling.
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* Pedestrians are less safe where there are
high traffic speeds, more miles of wide
arterial streets, poor lighting, and poorly
lccated bus stops and crosswalks. ™

¢ |ncreasing the number of pedestrians on
tha street improves safety for all
pedestrians.®

Walkable neighborhoods encourage activity

“Walkable" neighborhoods are those where it is
possible to walk to common destinations such as

food stores. They are defined by 2 mix of homes and

stores, connected streets, higher densities, and

usually feature sidewalks and walking paths. (See the
Active Transportation’ research summary for more)

e Residents in South Carolina neighborhoods with
well-maintained sidewalks and bicycling routes
were more likely to reach the recommended 30
minutes of physical activity a day.®

® Based on objective accelerometer data, 37
percent of residents of the most walkable
neighborhoods in Atlanta met physical activity
recommendations, compared 1o just 18 percent
of those living in low-walkability neighborhoods.”

s Residents in a highly walkable neighborhood

engaged in about 70 more minutas per week of

moderate and vigorous physical activity than
residents in a low-waikability neighborhood."

Percentage of residents walking for errands

50% M high-walkable
neighborhoods

80 %
2 low-walkable
neighborhoods
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wailk for errands

Activity-friendly environments are important
for seniors

A number of studies indicated that the environment
affects physical activity differently for men, women,

children, ethnic groups, and other population groups.

There have not been enough studies to make
definitive statements about optimal activity-friendly
ervironments for specific groups.>®® But the
growing population of older adults will tikely benetit
from more activity-friendly environments.
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* Older adults living nezar safe walking and
bicycle paths, gyms, parks, and recreation
centers were more likely to be getting
enough activity.™

* Older women who lived within walking
distance of trails, parks, or stores recorded
significantly higher pedometer readings than
women who did not. The more destinations
that were close by, the more they walked ®

5714

W steps per day
Ofder woms.m 3,281
walk more if
maore destinations

are near home

2,745

g 1 2~11
destinations within walking distance

L

Improved environments get people moving
and are cost-effective

While most studies compare activity levels in
different types of environments, a few have
shown that when access and opportunities
improve, activity does too.

* Australian men and women who reported an
increase in convenience of walking facilities .
in their neighborhoods were twice as likely
to have increased their walking. Men alsc
increased their walking if aesthetics
improved; women walked more if traffic
problems decreased.”

* in a survey of residents in rural Missouri,
5k percent reported they were walking more
since the opening of & new trail, and this
was even higher among people without a
coliege education: 62 percent said they were
walking more.”

* A study in Lincoln, Nebraska found that
the cost of increasing physical activity by
providing and maintaining traiis eqguals about
$38 annually per newly-active trail user.®

www pedbikeimages.org/Dan Burden

Activity-friendly environments make active
recreation an easier choice

Health researchers have
studied a bread array of
environmental factors
that might influence
physical activity. it is
too soon to say which
factors are the most
important, but enough
evidence has been
gathered to show that
activity-friendly environments
help more people choose to engage
in active living.
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Prepared by Barbara McCann. For updates and a web-based version, visit www.activeiivingresearch.org.

Active Living Research, a national program of The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, encourages and supports
cross-disciplinary research about environmental factors and policies with the potential te substantially increase
physical activity among Americans of all ages, incomes and ethnic backgrounds. Active Living Research wants solid
research to be part of the public debate about active living.
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