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Promoting physical activity and active living in urban environments 

 

Key messages 

Governments at the local, regional and national levels are challenged by dramatic increases 

in the frequency of chronic diseases, obesity and sedentary lifestyles. Physical inactivity is a 

major contributor to those problems.  

Physical activity is beneficial to health at all ages. It is especially important to the healthy 

development of children and young people; active ageing can make a dramatic difference to 

the well-being of older people.  

Active living also positively contributes to economic prosperity and social cohesion in cities. 

Taking part in physical activity increases opportunities for socialization, networking and 

cultural identity.  

Promoting physical activity requires the involvement and cooperation of all levels of 

government (national, regional and local), with clear roles and commitments for each level.  

Local governments have a crucial role to play in creating environments and opportunities for 

physical activity and active living. City leaders and other decision-makers can provide 

leadership, legitimacy and an enabling environment for developing and implementing policies 

that support active living for all citizens. 

Peoples’ participation in physical activity is influenced by the built and natural environment in 

which they live, by the social environment and by personal factors, such as gender, age, ability 

and motivation.  

Design elements in the built environment, such as street layout, land use, the location of 

recreational facilities, parks and public buildings and the transport system can either 

encourage or discourage physical activity. People are more active when they can easily 

access key destinations such as parks, green spaces, workplaces and shops.  

Other barriers to active living include fears about crime and road safety, transport emissions 

and pollution, problems with access and/or a lack of recreation and sport facilities and negative 

attitudes about physical activity and active transport.  

Disadvantaged people and especially people with low income tend to be less active in their 

leisure time because they are less able to afford and access programmes and facilities and 

more likely to live in neighbourhoods with crime and traffic safety problems.  

Local strategies and plans should aim at promoting physical activity among people of all ages, 

in all social circumstances and living in different parts of cities, with special attention to equity, 

deprivation and vulnerability.  

Opportunities for physical activity need to be created close to where people live, together with 

creating cleaner, safer, greener and more activity-friendly local environments. Partnership-

based strategies should focus on promoting physical activity in different settings (such as 

neighbourhoods, health care settings, workplaces, schools and transport systems) and on 

making the active choice the easy choice.  

http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/98424/E89498.pdf?ua=1


In Europe, walking and cycling can replace many car trips. Traffic-calming measures, 

infrastructure such as cycle lanes, tracks and paths and policy changes at the local level can 

increase pedestrian and bicycle travel. More people will walk and cycle if the traffic speed is 

reduced and convenient and safe infrastructure is built such as cycle lanes, tracks and paths 

and policies are changed at the local level.  

Effective partnerships at the local level are key to success. Efforts to enable and encourage 

physical activity require the cooperation of the urban planning, housing, transport, public 

health, social services, education and sports sectors as well as the private and voluntary 

sectors.  

The health sector is well positioned to take both a leading and supporting role in reducing 

obesity and promoting physical activity for all citizens and to seek out partnerships that will 

enhance opportunities for active living. 


