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Physical activity is increasingly becoming "exercise"
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By David Allison, AIA, ACHA, and Dina Battisto, PhD
majority of Americans today live in suburban settings that have been designed, albeit
unintentionally, to discourage active,
healthy lifestyles. The prevalence of singleuse zoning and sprawl requires most of us to spend
ever-increasing amounts of time driving from place
to place in automobiles rather than walking to at
least some of our daily destinations. And most of the
routes we travel along daily—between home and
work, school, stores, and recreational venues—are
not designed for safe walking or biking, even for
those who happen to live close enough that they
could, at least in theory, leave their cars at home.
The lengthy distances to our daily destinations mean
that many people spend a greater part of their day in
their car, which leaves less time for engaging in the
minimum recommended amount of regular physical
activity. As a result, physical activity is no longer an
integral part of daily life for all but instead is a distinct, programmed event for only those who are both
highly motivated and have the time.

A

The Health Problem
Unfortunately, this common phenomenon is far
from insignificant to our society: There is growing
evidence that our physical health is directly tied to
our physical activity. According to an annual survey
in 2000 by the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance

System, only 26.2 percent of adults met the recommended requirements for physical activity. A surge
of studies presented in public health journals and
conferences, plus increased funding for research
into links between physical activity and health, indicates the growing interest in the health professions
in how the design of the built environment influences health. The September 2003 issues of both
the American Journal of Public Health and the
American Journal of Health Promotion, for example, focused on the role of the built environment on
health outcomes.
Following the 1996 publication of “Physical
Activity and Health: A Report of the Surgeon
General,” the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) identified physical inactivity as
one of the top three risk factors—along with smoking and poor nutrition—for premature death. Based
on numerous studies, the CDC concluded that physical inactivity plays a significant role in the onset of
four main chronic diseases: heart disease, cancer,
diabetes, and strokes. Chronic diseases account for
70 percent of all deaths in the U.S., and the costs of
health care for people with chronic diseases account
for 75 percent of the nation’s total health care costs.
Everyone pays for these social costs because the
financial burden is ultimately carried by individuals, families, employers, local communities, and
government agencies.
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Sprawl makes it hard to reach daily destinations without
an automobile.
Image from the Metropolitan Design Center Image Bank. © Regents of the University of
Minnesota. All rights reserved. Used with permission.

Car-oriented environments are one of the many barriers
to safe pedestrian movement.
Courtesy David Allison
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Although people of all ages suffer from an environment that is poorly designed for physical activity and
mobility, the young and the old, and those who care
for them, bear the brunt of the problem. Childhood
activity today is mostly a scheduled and transported
event that limits spontaneous and sustained physical
activity and places a special burden on single-parent
households and families in which both parents must
work full time outside the home. Consequently, children are more physically isolated and inactive than
those of previous generations and are suffering in
larger numbers from obesity and other chronic health
conditions related to the lack of physical activity.
And the very old, who typically lose their ability to
drive, are left with options that drastically diminish
the quality of their lives: They either remain homebound and isolated, or must move out of their homes
and communities for unfamiliar age-segregated
retirement communities or institutions. These settings
remove them from lifelong social networks, which
can greatly affect their mental and social health.

Design Solutions

Safe, engaging places to play encourage children to be more active.

To overcome these problems, it is incumbent on civic
leaders to encourage their respective communities to
be planned and designed in ways that provide incentives for spending more time walking and less time
in automobiles, thereby increasing opportunities to
seamlessly reintegrate healthful physical activity into
the normal course of daily life. The three most significant design strategies to facilitate physical health
and active living in a community are:
■

Implementing planning guidelines and zoning
regulations that promote the close proximity of
daily-living activities, services, and settings so that
walking to work, school, shopping, and recreation
is both possible and convenient.
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Providing connected networks of pedestrian-friendly pathways (sidewalks, jogging trails, footpaths, bikeways) that link residential neighborhoods to each
other, residential neighborhoods with community
services, and community services with each other.

■

Designing the pedestrian and bicycle pathways
that make up these networks so that they are both
safe and inviting.

Proximity between daily activities
Mixed-use development enhances human health
because it locates the various activities of daily
living within closer proximity to each other, thus
providing greater incentives for people to walk or
bike to them. Communities should not only allow
but actively encourage the development of compatible and sensitively designed small-scale businesses, workplaces, schools, civic institutions,
parks, and other open areas within walking and
biking distance of residential neighborhoods.
Planners and designers can locate small-scale civic
uses (such as libraries, recreation centers, parks,
and greenways) in ways that appropriately buffer
residential development from large-scale, higher
density commercial elements.
Smaller public schools, particularly those for the
primary grades, should be located within safe walking distance of residential neighborhoods, especially those that offer a high proportion of affordable
housing for young families. By designing these
facilities as “community” schools, they can be used
for community meetings, to house community
libraries and learning resource centers, and for
sports and other outdoor public recreation. This
form of cross-programming helps ensure that every
tax dollar has the greatest total impact on the health
and well-being of the community.

When planners increase residential density and
decrease lot size, a greater range of community services can be located within walking or biking distance
of residential neighborhoods. As a result, a greater
number of people, young and old, can more easily
access these services without a car. Such close proximity minimizes infrastructure costs for roads, sidewalks, bike paths, and utilities, while at the same time
helping commercial and civic organizations thrive.
It is important to note, however, that the integration
of compatible nonresidential uses within or near
residential neighborhoods requires that planning
officials and designers sensitively address residents’
legitimate concerns regarding such uses—for example, increased vehicular traffic, late-night disturbances, and noise and light pollution—which
originally led to single-use zoning. Otherwise, the
public may resist mixed-use development for fear of
these potentially noxious factors.

This pathway at the College of Charleston, S.C.,
forms part of a broad pedestrian network.
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Courtesy David Allison

Networks of pedestrian-friendly pathways
Provide networks of limited-traffic residential streets,
sidewalks, bike paths, and greenways that connect
adjacent residential neighborhoods to each other and
to nearby commercial and civic services so that pedestrians can avoid busy connector and arterial streets.
Consider, for example, the following approaches:

This school is connected to the neighborhood by a
series of paths.
Image from the Metropolitan Design Center Image Bank. © Regents of the
University of Minnesota. All rights reserved. Used with permission.

■

Prohibit new “cul-de-sac” neighborhoods where
the only access is from arterial streets or roads. Cudde-sac neighborhoods force people to move along
busier arterial streets in order leave the neighborhood.

■

Require that new residential developments link
to existing adjacent neighborhoods internally or be
designed so that connections can be made to future
residential developments.

A mixed-use, pedestrian friendly street
Courtesy David Allison
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■

Require that new residential and commercial
developments include sidewalks along all public
streets fronting the development and along new
streets within the development.

■

Local governments should implement a phased
plan of creating sidewalks and bike paths on existing streets where traffic is heavy and speeds are
higher than 25 mph. All residential streets should
have sidewalks on at least one side. Residential
streets that extend for more than one block or connect two or more residential neighborhoods should
have sidewalks on both sides. All arterial and connecting streets should have sidewalks and bike lanes
on both sides. And the annual budget should
include monies for repairing, upgrading, and maintaining existing sidewalks.

■

Provide greenways, bike paths, and jogging trails
within floodplains and utility rights-of-way between
existing, isolated neighborhoods.
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■

Provide canopies on commercial storefronts for
sun and rain protection.

■

Provide adequate lighting of pedestrian pathways
to ensure safety and security at night. Lighting
should be designed to avoid light pollution in residential areas.

■

Provide incentives for using these pathways by designing them to be both pleasurable and safe. For example:
■

■

Except in urban conditions, a landscape buffer
should separate sidewalks and bike lanes from
vehicular traffic on all streets. This buffer should
provide greater separation from vehicular traffic as
the traffic density of the street increases.

Courtesy of David Allison

Courtesy David Allison

Reduce front-yard setbacks and require usable
front porches on residences to encourage walking
as a form of social interaction and allow for casual
surveillance between residents and passersby.

Well-designed sidewalks and bike paths

Buffers can vary according to urban condition, vehicular speed, and traffic volume.

Sidewalk with canopies, benches, and street trees

Footpaths, jogging trails, and bicycle paths that
are not adjacent to public roads should be designed
to optimize safety by locating them in a way that
maximizes casual observation from adjoining residential areas and other active uses and by limiting
dense understory planting alongside them.

■

Provide deciduous street trees between the road
and sidewalks to make walking more pleasant and
tolerable in hot and cool weather. Street trees can
also provide pedestrians with a real and perceived
sense of security and separation from vehicular
traffic.

David Allison and Dina Battisto are, respectively, associate professor/director and assistant professor at Clemson
University’s Graduate Studies in Architecture and Health.

Physical Health and Community Design

A safe and inviting sidewalk with shade trees and benches that serve as buffers from vehicular traffic
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AIA’s 10 Principles for Livable Communities
1. Design on a Human Scale

3. Encourage Mixed-Use Development

5. Vary Transportation Options

Compact, pedestrian-friendly communities allow
residents to walk to shops, services, cultural
resources, and jobs and can reduce traffic congestion and benefit people’s health.

Integrating different land uses and varied building
types creates vibrant, pedestrian-friendly, diverse
communities.

Giving people the option of walking, biking, and
using public transit, in addition to driving, reduces
traffic congestion, protects the environment, and
encourages physical activity.

Good sidewalks create an environment where
people feel comfortable walking.

First-floor retail and commercial uses, like this
restaurant at the base of an office building, contribute to street life.

4. Preserve Urban Centers
2. Provide Choices
People want variety in housing, shopping, recreation, transportation, and employment. Variety
creates lively neighborhoods and accommodates
residents in different stages of their lives.

Restoring, revitalizing, and infilling urban centers
take advantage of existing streets, services, and
buildings and avoid the need for new infrastructure.
This helps to curb sprawl and promote stability for
city neighborhoods.

Bike lanes and sidewalks are important elements of
transportation infrastructure.

Farmers’ markets bring a community together,
provide healthy food, and support the local
economy.
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A former auto shop is converted to a neighborhood supermarket.

8. Protect Environmental Resources

9. Conserve Landscapes

Citizens need welcoming, well-defined public places
to stimulate face-to-face interaction, collectively celebrate and mourn, encourage civic participation,
admire public art, and gather for public events.

A well-designed balance of nature and development preserves natural systems, protects waterways
from pollution, reduces air pollution, and protects
property values.

Open space, farms, and wildlife habitat are essential
for environmental, recreational, and cultural reasons.
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6. Build Vibrant Public Spaces

The Bay Trail waterfront promenade along
Chrissy Field in San Francisco.

A small canal flows through the Lurie Garden at
Chicago’s Millennium Park.

10. Design Matters
Design excellence is the foundation of successful
and healthy communities.

7. Create a Neighborhood Identity
A “sense of place” gives neighborhoods a unique
character, enhances the walking environment, and
creates pride in the community.

Wetlands help control storm water runoff in
Ladera Ranch, California.

Frank Gehry’s amphitheater at Chicago’s Millennium Park.
The arch in Washington Square Park in New
York City makes this an instantly recognizable
place.
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