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The Case for Why
Half of all Americans suffer from a chronic disease, such as heart disease, diabetes, and high blood pressure. 
These are issues facing your family, neighbors, friends, and community. Increased physical activity is associated 
with a lower risk of chronic disease and supports improved mental health and healthy aging. The design of our 
neighborhoods and towns impact how people engage in physical activity, such as walking. Walkable communi-
ties improve safety, support social cohesion, reduce air pollution, and provide economic benefits. 

Planning’s Role
Walking is the simplest form of physical activity and planners influence the environment in which people walk. 
The Call to Action specifically mentions the role of planners in creating walkable communities. Serving as a great 
reminder to our work, the Call to Action states: 

“The transportation, land use, and community design sector has a role in walking and walkability 
by managing federal, state, tribal, and local resources that support roadways, sidewalks, bikeways, 
public transit, community planning and zoning, and economic development…Nearly everyone is 
affected by the decisions and plans of this sector.” (p18) 

Planning and the work of planners matters. This is the message spread throughout the Surgeon  
General’s Call to Action to Promote Walking and Walkable Communities. Released in September 2015, 
this Call to Action uses scientific research to support efforts that promote walking and walkability. The 
Surgeon General explicitly encourages everyone to make their voices heard in the decisions that affect 
how cities design and build sidewalks, trails, parks, roads, and buildings. As planners, we can support 
community engagement, listen to constituents, pursue community-led strategies to enhance  
walkability, and use data to inform decisions that lead to more walkable communities. 

This fact sheet summarizes what planners need to know about the Surgeon General’s Call to Action to Promote 
Walking and Walkable Communities. The Surgeon General wants everyone to walk an average of 30 minutes  
per day and planning is critical in supporting this goal.



What Planners Can Do
The Call to Action includes five goals, all of which relate to strategies that planners can implement. Each goal is 
listed below with specific planning strategies and a useful resource.

Goal 1: Make Walking a National Priority 

Planning Strategy:
• Encourage community engagement and cross-sector coalitions to increase awareness of walking and walkable communities

Example: The city of Bensenville, IL hosts an annual walkathon to raise awareness for making physical activity an integral part of daily 
life. The B-well Bensenville coalition, co-led by city planners, promotes cross-sector collaboration to build a healthier community. 

Goal 2: Design Communities That Make It Safe and Easy to Walk for People of All Ages and Abilities 

Planning Strategy:
• Utilize design standards, zoning regulations, and building codes to create walkable areas
• Pursue and implement complete streets policies
• Support public transportation usage. The use of public transportation is associated with an additional 21 minutes of walking a day

Resource: Guidance for Health in the Development Review Process addresses the why and how of incorporating health into the de-
velopment review process. These guidelines support everyone involved in the planning and development process as communities 
pursue visions of becoming healthier, livable, and more economically viable.

Goal 3: Promote Programs and Policies to Support Walking Where People Live, Work, and Play 

Planning Strategy:
• Utilize the Transportation Alternatives Program to increase sidewalks and infrastructure that supports walking
• Promote shared use agreements to increase access to safe recreation facilities
• Encourage universal design to ensure access to facilities for all

Resource: APA’s Policy Guide on Surface Transportation outlines APA’s seven pillars on transportation policy, the key findings from the 
last decade surrounding transportation, and policy recommendations for planners.

Goal 4: Provide Information to Encourage Walking and Improve Walkability

Planning Strategy:
• Support wayfinding programs that logically and clearly provide information
• Work with cross-sector coalitions to leverage communication skills

Example:  Health by Design, an Indiana nonprofit, is leveraging a Plan4Health grant in Indianapolis into a city-wide educational cam-
paign that promotes walking in concert with the city’s first pedestrian master plan. 

Goal 5: Fill Surveillance, Research, and Evaluation Gaps Related to Walking and Walkability 

Planning Strategy:
• Provide user-friendly data for better decision making
• Incorporate costs and cost benefits into projects and plans
• Advocate for increased funding for data collection and active transportation projects
• Improve evaluation within the planning profession to identify interventions that work

RESOURCES:
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www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health

Plan4Health: www.plan4health.us
Plan4Health is an APA program supporting creative partnerships to 
build sustainable, cross-sector coalitions. 

Guidance for Health in the Development Review Process: 

www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/toolsforhealth

The Benefits of Street-scale Features for Walking and Biking

City Parks Briefing Papers

“Safe Routes to Parks” Fact Sheet

“Health Benefits of Green Infrastructure” Fact Sheet

 

“Health in Comprehensive Plans” Fact Sheet

Policy Guide on Surface Transportation

Policy Guide on Aging in Community

Complete Streets (PAS Report 559)

“The Role of Parks in Shaping Successful Cities”

Webinars: 

Highlighting Safe Routes to Parks; Building Bridges Towards 
Healthy Transportation; Community Guide webinar; and the Role 
of Parks and Recreation in Promoting Health

http://www.plan4health.us
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/toolsforhealth/
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/streetscale/
https://www.planning.org/cityparks/briefingpapers/
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/toolsforhealth/pdf/saferoutestoparks.pdf
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/toolsforhealth/pdf/greeninfrastructure.pdf
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/toolsforhealth/pdf/healthyplanmaking.pdf
https://www.planning.org/policy/guides/adopted/surfacetransportation.htm
https://www.planning.org/policy/guides/adopted/agingincommunity.htm
https://www.planning.org/store/product/?ProductCode=BOOK_P559
https://www.planning.org/cityparks/pdf/whitepaperroleofparks.pdf
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/webinars/
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/webinars/
https://www.planning.org/nationalcenters/health/webinars/

