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Physical inactivity causes numerous physical and mental health problems, is responsible for an estimated
200,000 deaths per year, and contributes to the obesity epidemic.” Among preschool children and
adolescents, obesity has doubled since the 1970s. The percentage of obese children 6 to 11 years old

has tripled.

The design of our communities—including neighborhoods, cities, transportation systems, parks, trails and

other public recreational facilities—affects people’s ability to reach the recommended 30 minutes each day
of moderately intense physical activity (60 minutes for youth)." Policy makers, as well as health, planning,

recreation and education professionals, want to know how to design the places we live, work and play to

make it easier and more enjoyable for children and adults to get up and get active.

This summary is an overview of peer-reviewed research from health,
transportation and recreation literature about active living and activity-friendly
environments. This briefing was compiled from three companion research
summaries that explore these topics in greater depth: Designing for Active
Recreation, Designing for Active Transportation and Designing to Reduce
Childhood Obesity. These three research summaries can be found at
www.activelivingresearch.org.

DESIGNING FOR ACTIVE RECREATION

Being physically active is more than just a matter

of personal choice.?® A growing number of studies An activity-friendly environment is a place
show that.people in actlery—fnendly eqvwonments that makes it easy to make the choice to be
arg morg likely to be physically active in their physically active, through planned exercise or
leisure time. routine daily activity.

Consider these facts:

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

e The CDC determined that creating and
improving places to be active can result in
a 25 percent increase in the percentage of
people who exercise at least three times
a week.®

® 43% of people with safe ® |n a survey of residents in rural Missouri, 55

places to walk within 10 percent reported they were walking more

minutes of home met since the opening of a new trail, and this was
recommended activity even higher among people without a college
levels, while just education: 62 percent said they were

27% of those without walking more.*
safe places to walk
were active enough.’
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DESIGNING FOR ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION

Planning, community design, and health behavior
studies consistently find that the way
communities are built influences whether people
drive, take transit, walk or bicycle to get where
they are going.>"®"

Consider these facts:

® An analysis of studies in six communities
found that on average, residents in highly-
walkable neighborhoods took twice as many
walking trips as people in less walkable
neighborhoods. Most of the increase was
due to walking for errands or to go to work.™

® People who live in neighborhoods with a
mix of shops and businesses within easy
walking distance have a 35 percent lower
risk of obesity.”

Walkable communities give residents a
variety of destinations within walking

distance of home, and safe and connected
streets and pathways to get there.

® 56 percent of residents in traditional
neighborhoods walked to nearby commercial
areas, versus 33 percent of those living in
suburban neighborhoods.™

® Several studies have shown that placing signs in
building entrances, or adding lighting and
decoration to dark stairwells, increases the
number of people using the stairs.™

DESIGNING TO REDUCE CHILDHOOD OBESITY

Much research has focused on educating children
and changing their physical activity and eating
behavior, but these approaches have had limited
success.'® Changing the environments in which
children eat and play is now seen as an essential
strategy in fighting the obesity epidemic.”

Consider these facts:

® Only 6 percent of middle schools provide
daily physical education.™

® Kids spend more time watching TV than in
school.”

® As much as 85 percent of snacks in school
vending machines are of poor nutritional
quality,” and food and beverage companies
spend $10 to $12 billion a year to persuade
children and youth to buy their products.?

® Three studies of preschool children found that
the more time spent outdoors, the higher the
activity level.?>*

® More children walked to school where there
were sidewalks.?

A Safe Routes to School program in Marin
County, California, that included both safety
improvements and encouragement, increased
the number of children walking to school by 64
percent in two years.®

® Promoting and increasing the availability of lower
fat foods in secondary-school cafeterias
increased sales of low-fat foods by 34 percent.?”

® A 50-percent reduction in the price of low-fat
foods in vending machines in secondary schools
increased the proportion of low-fat snacks sold
by 93% over a one-year period.*
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For research summaries that explore these three topics in greater depth, visit www.activelivingresearch.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 to 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.

Active Living Research
San Diego State University
3900 Fifth Avenue, Suite 310
San Diego, CA 92103
www.activelivingresearch.org
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