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I. BASICS
Why does physical activity matter?
Being physically active is good for you. It can make
you feel better, make your body function better,
help you sleep better, and reduce your risk of many
conditions (like high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes,
heart disease, cancers, dementia, and depression).
Continuing or starting physical activity is something
people of all ages can and should do.1
Health benefits from physical activity start immediately
after you do it. Even short amounts of physical activity
are good for you, more is almost always better than
less, but even a little is better than none.1
See the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans, 2nd
edition for more information.

What is active transportation?
Active transportation, also known as active mobility or active
travel, is any self-propelled, human-powered way to move
from one place to another. Walking, cycling, and using a
wheelchair are the most common ways of getting around.
Since active transportation is about using your body to
move yourself from your origin to your destination, you
are getting physical activity by doing it!
Most people using public transportation walk, bike, or
roll to and from transit stops, so public transit also helps
people build in their daily physical activity.

What is the built environment?
The built environment refers to surroundings created for people, by people, and which people
use. It includes all of the physical parts of where we live, work, and play, including cities,
buildings, urban spaces, walkways, roads, parks, and more. The built environment touches all
aspects of people’s lives, from the buildings we live in, the distribution systems providing water,
electricity, and internet, and the roads and transportation systems to get from place to place.
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What is community design?
Community design is way that the built environment is arranged in a community.
•

Are residential and commercial areas mixed, or are
they separated?

•

Are there connections like sidewalks, bicycle lanes,
and trails and are they connected to each other, or
are streets only designed for car traffic, with few or no
options for walkers and cyclists?

•

Are foot and bike areas close to buildings and
pleasantly designed with plants, seating, lights, and
art, or do they mostly cater to people in cars?

•

Are there safety elements to protect people walking
and biking from cars, or is it dangerous to walk and
bike?

How does the built environment promote or
discourage physical activity?
“The built environment influences a person’s
level of physical activity.”
People will get the benefits of physical activity when:
• Options like sidewalks, footpaths, or bicycle paths are nearby, connect to areas
people need to go, and are inviting and safe.
People won’t use and won’t get the benefits of physical activity when:
• Sidewalks, footpaths, or bicycle paths aren’t nearby, don’t connect to areas
people need to go, aren’t inviting or safe, or don’t even exist.

“Today, half of Americans live in suburban rather
than urban or rural settings.”2
This spread of people and the separation of residential from commercial
areas results in fewer opportunities for people to get the benefits of
physical activity as they rely more on vehicles for transportation.
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II. core concepts
How do you improve the built environment through
community design to encourage physical activity?
There are four main concepts in community design to encourage active people:

Mixed Land Use
Typically, there are clear divides between residential, commercial,
agricultural, and industrial areas. Mixed areas, especially mixes of
residential and commercial options, encourage people to be active.

Active Network of Facilities
These are the connections that include sidewalks, bicycle lanes, trails,
and the like, and are linked together instead of separate or with dead
ends. These facilities work best when combined with accessible,
affordable, and frequent public transit options so car travel and car
parking aren’t a necessity.

Site Design
Buildings should be near sidewalks and cars should be separated from
foot traffic. Natural elements like trees, plants, and flowers should be
included. Human elements like benches, awnings, lighting, art, and
bicycle parking should be a part of the design.

Safety and Access
Evidence-based engineering designs can significantly improve
safety for pedestrians and cyclists. Options may include pedestrian
crossings, safety islands, roundabouts, sidewalk ramps, safety
bollards, curb extensions, median islands, chicanes, traffic closures,
and more. Putting these in place increases active transportation trips,
but decreases the rates of collisions and fatalities between cars and
pedestrians and cars and bicyclists.

Communities that address all four of the main concepts can create inviting places where
people want to be, places best experienced on foot or on a bike, and places that are safe and
accessible.
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Who leads community design for active people?
Community planners, transportation officials, and city and county government typically have
power over community design. This comprises everything from zoning restrictions to building
new neighborhood subdivisions to road size and speed limits.
Residents need to have ongoing input with these community planners who make decisions
that impact community design. Forming a local advisory committee can have a beneficial
impact. Such committees can have a variety of titles, with common names including
Pedestrian and Bicycle Advisory Committee (PBAC) or Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory
Committee (BPAC), Active Transportation Advisory Board (ATAB), Active Transportation
Advisory Panel (ATAP), Active Transportation Advisory Committee (ATAC), and Active
Transportation Committee (ATC). These groups help plan, support, and advocate for
improved walking, bicycling, and other modes of active transportation in the community.

What are the major ways of improving community
design?

Pilot Projects

Programs

Policies

The Three Ps:
1. Pilot Projects are trials, demonstrations, and pop-ups that are done cheaply to show
where a problem in the built environment is, and what a solution could be. A pilot project
can be done low-cost or no-cost, outside of programmatic activities, and sometimes just
with volunteer labor.
2. Programs alter and improve the built environment for walking, bicycling, and public
transit. Programs have written plans, staffing, and coordinated execution.
3. Policies are new or rewritten rules that help improve community design. Examples
include passing laws, ordinances, resolutions, mandates, or regulations. Policies are
often the most difficult option to get implemented and may take time and effort working
with the community, partners, and policymakers to get to the right wording and the right
opportunity for adoption. However, getting a policy passed can also go the farthest in
creating permanent change in your community. Even so, great policies can be ignored
or forgotten, so advocates like bicycle and pedestrian advisory boards should keep the
focus on carrying out good community design policies.
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III. IMPLEMENTING CHANGE
What are some specific improvements to
community design?
Start by engaging with and organizing your community
members. People everywhere want to improve their
community’s design to boost opportunities
for active transportation!
1. “Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper”
(LQC) approaches can be a good
place to start. Consider pop-up
demonstrations like temporary
protected bike lanes, traffic calming
designs, temporary signage, curb
stops, planters, flexible bollards, and
even non-permanent painted lines on
asphalt.
2. Low-cost awareness options that
are longer lasting than LQC can include building parklets,
starting community design contests, placing wayfinding
signage, and installing bike racks.
3. Complete Streets policies can be incredibly useful in setting out a community’s plan
to ensure access to transportation facilities for all users, all ages and abilities, and all
transportation modes, at all times.
4. Zoning code reform applies to regulations for subdivisions, planning, and zoning that can
powerfully and sustainably create permanent changes in community design. These usually
require policymaker and design planner buy-in and action. Some items to consider are:
1) reduced car parking and increased bike parking requirements, 2) expedited permits for
developers prioritizing bike and pedestrian access, 3) change front setbacks and build-to
lines, 4) mixed-use spaces with multistory buildings, and 5) creating a density bonus, which
provides financial incentive to builders to create affordable housing and commercial spaces.
5. Road diets, or lane realignments, reduce lanes used for vehicles and reconfigure previous
vehicle lanes into bicycle and pedestrian travel lanes. These can reduce collisions between
vehicles, pedestrians, and bicyclists, while creating safe and new active transportation
opportunities for people in areas that used to be unprotected or inaccessible.
6. Active transportation links, like sidewalks, trails, and protected bike lanes, are important
to build and maintain because these connect people to places. Bike share, e-bike, and
e-scooter programs are ways to get people to where they need to go, allowing people to
travel faster than walking but avoid the burden of parking and vehicle ownership. However,
these new travel options need parking and lanes, too. And transit users need regular
shelters, walkways, and street crossings to get around safely.
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7. Multi-modal transportation analysis (MMTA) is better than Traffic Impact Analysis (TIA).
MMTA encourages street redesign around the needs of many forms of traffic, including
vehicles, pedestrians, cyclists, and public transit users, rather than just making motor
vehicle access the most important element. MMTA encourages built environments that
encourage a good network of facilities and good access for people actively transporting.
8. Transportation Demand Management (TDM) incentivizes people toward active
transportation. Employers can give transit subsidies, institute fees for vehicle parking, allow
employees flex time to get their physical activity, provide them with lockers and showers,
and give financial rewards or extra leave time for those who walk or bike. Communities
can start inclusionary programs, like bike share, bike parking, free bicycle and pedestrian
education or public transit incentives.

How do you measure the effect of a community
design pilot, program, or policy?
A reasonable evaluation plan (built from the start!) of your
community design project will help show what it does well and
where it can improve. You and your partners need to follow the
CDC’s 6 Step Model for Evaluation.
1. Engage your stakeholders. This probably includes your
boss, your colleagues, your community members, local
partners, your program funder (if you have one), and local
policymakers and elected officials.
2. Plan your program. Planning will give your evaluation
a framework to compare with similar programs, connect
your program to its effects, and help stakeholders agree on
purpose and goals.
3. Focus your evaluation. You can’t measure everything, so focus on what matters for
stakeholders and what is the best use of time and resources.
4. Gather credible evidence. The data collected around your strategy must be trustworthy
and relevant for your stakeholders. Credibility depends on how your evaluation questions
are posed, your data sources, how you collected the data, reliability of measurement, how
valid your interpretations are, and quality control.
5. Justify your conclusions. Conclusions are justified when they are linked to evidence
gathered and are consistent with standards that you and your stakeholders have agreed
upon. Essentially, your claims must be backed up by the evidence.
6. Ensure use and share lessons learned. Keep your stakeholders updated on your
findings, make sure your findings inform later decisions and actions affecting your pilot,
project, or policy, and aim to make the evaluation process a beneficial experience for the
participants.
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How do you make the case to get the support of
gatekeepers?
1. Tell them that there is a Triple Bottom Line of good
community design. It gets people active and healthier, makes
the environment less polluted, and helps the local economy.
•

People: The CDC estimates that physical inactivity causes
about 267,000 early U.S. deaths per year. Walkable
communities can increase physical activity by about
150%. And 5,000 Americans die each year in crashes
with motor vehicles. But creating separated walkways
can prevent 88% of such crashes.3

•

Planet: The CDC estimates that road traffic pollution
causes about 58,000 early deaths per year in the
United States.3 Residents of walkable communities,
however drive 25% fewer miles and generate less
pollution. It should be no surprise that changes to the
built environment encouraging active transportation can
reduce overall air pollution.4

•

Prosperity: Physical inactivity cost $117 billion in medical expenses in the United States in
2018.1 But for every $1 invested in bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure, communities save
$1.20 to $3.80 in terms of medical costs related to physical inactivity.3 This kind of smart
growth development in central business districts “generates 10 times more tax revenue per
acre than conventional suburban development,” all without raising rates, and saves up to
50% of upfront costs on constructing new roads and other infrastructure.5

2. Tell them that health equity
matters.
Health equity is about providing
everyone with opportunities to
get around and engage in healthy
behaviors. We all lose, but especially
our most vulnerable populations lose
when neighborhoods are not designed
for walkability and connectivity.
Factors like a person’s race, ethnicity,
income level, education level,
location, ability and age – these can
and do negatively impact individuals.
And any improvements in community
design must take health equity into
account. Know the disparities in your community and engage the leaders and members of
vulnerable populations.
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3. Ask them to think back on their own childhood. What were their happiest memories?
Many people fondly remember being outside, engaged in
unstructured play as a kid. Aren’t those powerful memories?
It’s important to give kids today the same opportunities! Good
community design can help get these kids outside, having
fun, and developing a lifelong love of physical activity.
However, many health conditions are worsening for kids due
to a shift away from physical activity.
•

In 2017, only 22.8% of Kansas children walked or biked
to or from school at least once per week.6

•

Obesity in children ages 10 to 17 was 12.2% in Kansas in
2017-187, and nationally it was 15.3%.8

•

Studies show that overweight and obese children suffer physical and psychological harm,
are more likely to grow up to be overweight or obese adults, can have worse academic
performance, and are more likely to develop chronic diseases.9,10

•

Parents’ fears about their children’s safety and the lure of sedentary entertainment
contribute to keeping kids inside the home, not engaged in exploring the built environment
and developing the social skills necessary to navigate the outside world independently.11,12,13

•

Nearly 1 in 5 adolescents aged 12 to 18 years, and 1 in 4 young adults aged 19 to 34 years
are living with prediabetes.14

4. When necessary, adopt a self-confident approach.
There will be times when making the case for improvements to the built environment through
childhood recollections, children’s health trends, and the Triple Bottom Line of Healthy People,
Healthy Environment, and Healthy Economy don’t really work. Your decision-makers may still
be opposed to your ideas and no amount of persuasion will change their hearts and minds.
Some community members may be able to turn the tables on this kind of thinking with some
well-placed responses, such as:
Negative Prompt

Response

“It would never work here.”

“It would work here. Communities like ours across the
country are making changes to the built environment and
are making gains.”

“We just don’t have the money right now.”

“We don’t need money; all we need is approval. Our pilot
project is no-cost and if we do need a little money, we
can apply for a grant.”

“We have more important issues to get to.”

“This IS one of the most important issues. Are you
okay with obese and sick kids and adults, economic
stagnation, and pollution caused by cars?”
“You don’t have to, because other people will. And the

“I would never walk/bike/take the bus there.” effect of lots of other people walking and bicycling will
improve the community’s health and local business.”
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IV. EXAMPLES OF THREE P’s

(PILOT PROJECTS, PROGRAMS, AND POLICIES)
Pilot Project Examples:
•

Traffic calming: Set up haybales and traffic cones to create a temporary roundabout/traffic
circle in a wide, straight, fast stretch of road in your town.

•

Safe Routes to School: Set up a series of traffic cones/flexible bollards along the side of the
road and have adults lead groups of students on bike to show that there is demand for safe
bicycle lanes for kids to get to school in the morning and back home in the afternoon.

•

Inviting site design: Partner with your municipality to spend some money and paint street
parking with meaningful or interesting designs, put in planters, and include seating. This will
show that green space and community gathering spots are as or more important than car
parking.

•

Wayfinding signage: Put up some cheap temporary signage showing how easy and close
it is to walk to some interesting outside spaces or cultural areas that most people can only
get to by driving.

Program Examples:
•

Traffic calming: If your efforts to calm traffic with haybales
and traffic cones to create a temporary roundabout/traffic
circle have worked, share your positive results with city
transportation planners to get sturdy and permanent
roundabouts installed.

•

Safe Routes to School: If you have found that there is a
demand for safe bicycle lanes for kids to get to and from school
with your traffic cones/flexible bollards pop-up, work with the
school administration to launch a Safe Routes to School program
so that the solution is codified and permanent, with
staffing, planning, and hopefully some funding and
promotion behind it, too.

•

Inviting site design: If you have successfully built some
temporary green spaces or community gathering spots
with a little paint, planters, seating, maybe it’s time to
make the change more permanent. Work
with your local parks and recreation department 		
to put down grass, park signage, permanent seating
and lighting, recreation facilities, and so on.

•

Wayfinding signage: If your pilot project to place temporary signage encouraging walking
and cycling to community destinations has boosted interest, you can now partner with
transportation and city planning officials to install or repair sidewalks and bike lanes or
paths to connect residential areas to the places where people want to be. Think about
putting up branded wayfinding signage and designs specific to your community.
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Policy Examples:
•
•
•

•
•
•

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Complete Streets policies: lay out street designs that cater to all users, of all ages and
abilities, at all times. Each Complete Streets policy is unique to the community to which it
applies.
Complete Parks: are plans for communities to expand or improve parks systems to give
people nearby green spaces.
Joint Use Agreements: also known as Shared Use Agreements allow community members
access to facilities, to have safe places for physical activity and play. Some common
examples include school playgrounds and tracks after school hours, ball fields, parks, trails,
gardens, and performance spaces.
Bicycle and Pedestrian Master Plans: include policies and planning to increase walking and
biking by altering and improving infrastructure, safety, transportation options, and land use.
Trails Master Plans: includes policies and planning to increase walking and biking on trails
systems for transportation and recreational purposes.
Mixed Use Zoning: update zoning codes to create areas that encourage compatible land
uses, including corner stores and parks near neighborhoods and services near senior
housing."
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V. EXTERNAL RESOURCES
Ideas
1. 10 Strategies for Effective Bicycle and Pedestrian Advisory Committees, by Ben Gomberg
2. Active Communities Tool, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
3. Active Design Guidelines: Promoting Physical Activity and Health in Design, City of New York (see
Chapter 2, Urban Design: Creating an Active City)
4. Active People, Healthy Nation
5. Best Practices for Pedestrian and Bicycle Advisory Committees, by Matt Wempe, League of
American Bicyclists
6. Building Healthy Places Toolkit, Urban Land Institute and Center for Active Design (see Chapter 2
Physical Activity and Chapter 3 Healthy Food and Drinking Water for strategies)
7. Components of Local Land Development and Related Zoning Policies Associated with Increased
Walking, Institute for Health Research and Policy
8. Guidebook for Developing Pedestrian & Bicycle Performance Measures, Federal Highway
Administration, U.S. Department of Transportation
9. “How to” Recipes, Better Block Foundation
10. Interim Design Strategies, National Association of City Transportation Officials
11. NACTO Publications, National Association of City Transportation Officials
12. Pedestrians First: Tools for a Walkable City
13. Resource Index, Center for Community Progress
14. Small Town and Rural Design Guide: Facilities for Walking and Biking, Alta Planning + Design
15. The Case for Healthy Places, Project for Public Spaces (see Taking Action: Play & Active
Recreation, p. 26; Green & Natural Environments, p. 36; Healthy Food, p. 45; Walking & Biking, p.
56)
16. Urban Design Checklist, Center for Active Design
17. Walk Your City

Organizations
1. Active Living Research
2. Active Transportation Advisory Board (ATAB),
City of Pittsburg, KS
3. Active Transportation Programming
Committee, Mid-America Regional Council
4. Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation, Kansas
Department of Transportation (KDOT)
5. Bike Walk KC
6. Bike Walk Wichita
7. Congress for New Urbanism
8. Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), U.S.
Department of Transportation (USDOT)
9. Kansas Department of Wildlife, Parks &
Tourism
10. The League of American Bicyclists

11. National Association of City Transportation
Officials
12. The National Center for Bicycling & Walking
13. National Center for Safe Routes to School
14. Pedestrian and Bicycle Information Center
15. PedNet
16. PolicyLink: Creating Change through Arts,
Culture, and Equitable Development
17. Project for Public Spaces
18. Rails to Trails Conservancy
19. Safe Routes Partnership
20. Smart Growth America
21. Strong Towns
22. TrailNet
23. Victoria Transport Policy Institute (VTPI)
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