Health Benefits of Walking

"Walking is our best strategy for improving health....The epidemic of chronic diseases is becoming the
number-one cost issue in almost every country in the world. We need a national agenda that creates
a culture of health and where people can walk. Walking can be done anywhere, all you need is shoes....
It can be done easily and has huge benefits.”

— George Halvorson,

Chairman & CEO, Kaiser Permanente

Problem Overview

The average American spends more than 100 hours
commuting to work each year.

Each hour spent in a car per day is associated with a 6%
increase in the likelihood of obesity.?

The 2009 National Household Travel Survey revealed that
walking trips accounted for 11% of all reported travel
trips, yet walking projects receive less than 2% of federal
fransportation funding.

In 1974, 66% of children in the U.S. walked or rode a bicycle
to school, and by 2000, that number dropped to 13%2,
more than an 80% decrease.

This drastic erosion of walking contributes significantly fo
the health crisis that is rooted in Americans’ lack of physical
activity:

» Less than half of Americans meet the physical activity
guidelines*of 150 minutes per week of moderate physical
activity for adults and 420 minutes per week for youth.®

» Between 1960 and 2005, the obesity rate among
American adults rose from 13% to 35%, according to the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).¢

» 17% of children and adolescents ages 2 to 19 years are
obese, according fo the 2009-2010 National Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey.”

» Physical inactivity costs an estimated $177 billion per year
in medical costs®, and accounts for 16% of all deaths in
both men and women.?

Walking as a Solution

* One of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

Healthy People 2020 objectives is to encourage walking
and cycling to get to work, school, and errands. This
strategy helps build exercise info people’s daily commute,
since most people do not have time to exercise.'”

e Walking is partficularly important for elderly, disabled, and

lower-income people who have fewer opportunities to
participate in sports or formal exercise programs.

e Walking and cycling can help reverse poor health trends:'?

» Countries where walking and cycling are most common
have the lowest obesity rates, whereas countries with the
highest rates of car use for travel have the highest obesity
rates (see Figure 2).'°

» Each 0.62 mile walked per day is associated with a 5%
decrease in likelihood of obesity.!

» Walking and cycling as part of everyday travel is as
effective as structured workouts for improving health.!

e Walking infrastructure is cost-effective:

» In 2005, the CDC found that the annual per capita cost
of building and maintaining multiuse trails was $209 per
person, whereas the per capita annual direct medical
benefit of using the trail was $564 per person. This equates
to a 300% return on investment.'¢

e Walking to school is good for children’s cognitive health

and learning ability. It improves children’s concentration,
boosts moods and alertness, and enhances memory,
creativity, and overall learning.”
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Figure 1: Transportation and Obesity Rates. Source: John Pucher,
Promoting Safe Walking and Cycling to Improve Public Health:
Lessons from the Netherlands and Germany, 2003 http://www.
hsph.harvard.edu/healthdesign/ppt-pdf/pucher_revised.pdf
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