
 

 

 
Transit & Active Transportation  
Require Supportive Community Design 
 
Given the many health, environmental and social benefits associated with active 
transportation, it is important to encourage people to walk, cycle, and take transit as often as 
they are able.  In order for transit and active transportation to be a reasonable choice, the 
communities where people live and work need to support that choice.  
 

Community Design Affects Transit & Active Transportation 
    
There is resounding evidence of statistically significant 
associations between the built environment and travel 
behavior.   The more walkable a neighbourhood is in 
design, the more often people walk, cycle and use 
public transit.  For example, a Toronto study found that 
residents from the most walkable neighbourhoods walk 
for utilitarian reasons (rather than for pleasure) 2.7 
times as often, and use transit 2.5 times as often, as 
residents in the least walkable neighbourhoods and 
have, on average, a Body Mass Index (BMI) that is one 
point less than residents from the least walkable 
neighbourhoods (TPH, 2012).  One study found that the 
built environment, which is the man-made 
surroundings that provide the setting for human 
activity, accounts for between 48% and 90% of the 
differences in walking levels (Ewing, 2010).  
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Community Design Elements  
 
The community design elements that have been found to have the greatest impact on walking, 
cycling and transit use by residents include the 5 D’s – Density, Diversity, Design, Destination 
and Distance. 

BACKGROUNDER 
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Population Density  
 
Population density refers to how many residents and/or employees are located within an area 
such as a hectare or square kilometres (McKibbin, 2011).  A certain level of population density 
is needed to ensure that there are enough people living or working in an area to support 
efficient transit service and a range of retail amenities and services.  However, population 
density on its own is unlikely to have a positive effect on active transportation if there are very 
few destinations, such as stores and restaurants, within a reasonable distance of homes.  
Density is important because it supports land use diversity and accessibility to destinations 
which are closely linked to travel behaviour (Ewing, 2010; Zapata-Diomedi, Belen, 2016).  
 

Land Use Diversity  
 
Land use diversity refers to the 
degree to which different land uses, 
such as residences, jobs, schools, and 
retail outlets, are located within close 
proximity to each other (McKibbin, 
2011). The closer different 
destinations are, the more likely 
people are to meet their daily needs 
using active transportation.  There is 
strong evidence of a positive 
relationship between land use 
diversity and active transportation 
(Zapata-Diomedi, Belen, 2016; Dunn, 2009; Saelens, 2003). Results from a California study, for 
example, show that neighbourhoods that support active transportation are places where there 
are a large number and variety of businesses in a relatively small area (Boarnet, 2010). 
 

Design 
 
Design refers to a range of measures that describe how easy it is to walk, cycle, and use transit.  
Design features include measures such as sidewalks and bicycle lanes.  Having separated spaces 
for pedestrians, cyclists, transit, and motor vehicles improves overall safety and contributes to a 
more comfortable environment for all users (Lee, 2004). Cycling lanes and facilities, such as 
advance stop lanes for cyclists at intersections, have been shown to increase cycling in 
countries such as Denmark, England, the Netherlands, and the United States (NCCHPP, 2011; 
TPH 2014).  
Another design feature includes traffic calming measures that slow traffic, such as narrowing 
traffic lanes, lane restrictions, curb extensions or speed bumps, which have been found to 
encourage active transportation because they increase the perception of safety (NCCHPP, 
2011). Intersection density, which refers to the number of intersections in a given area, and 
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street connectivity, are also important design features because they shorten distances and 
provide more route options for pedestrians, cyclists, and transit (Ewing, 2010). 
 
Design also includes those elements such as streetscapes, lighting, street furniture (like benches 
for sitting, umbrellas for shade), building façades, and building setbacks that can help make 
people feel safe and interested while moving through public spaces in their neighbourhoods 
(TPH, 2014).  These elements are 
associated with increased active 
transportation. 
 
Lastly, design can include the parking 
requirements within communities.  
Parking has an impact on many other 
walkable community elements including 
density and land use diversity (Saelens, 
2003).  Large parking areas, like those 
attached to big box stores, encourage 
driving and create an unappealing, 
uninviting, and unsafe environment for 
pedestrians.   
 

Destination Accessibility 
 
Destination accessibility refers to how easy it is to reach destinations such as jobs and retail and 
is important because it affects how long people need to travel (McKibbin, 2011). We are more 
likely to choose active transportation if our destinations are easily reached by walking or 
cycling. There is a strong relationship between the availability of destinations and active travel 
(Ewing, 2010; Owen, 2010; Zapata-Diomedi, 2016). The destinations with the strongest links to 
active transport include retail, services, post offices, food outlets, transit stops, jobs, and open 
public spaces such as parks (Zapata-Diomedi, 2016).   
 
Walking distance for retail and services is typically considered 400 metres or a 5-minute walk.  
However, people may be willing to walk farther for higher order transit, schools and work 
(Saelens, 2003).  Cycling distance is typically considered between 1 km and 5 km (Mitra, 2016).  
If destinations are too far apart, people are more likely to drive (Mitra, 2016).  
 

Distance to Transit  
 
Distance to transit refers to how far an area is from the nearest public transit stop or station 
(McKibbin, 2011).  Having a transit stop nearby is strongly associated with the likelihood that 
people will take transit.  There is strong evidence that shows that the shorter the distance to 
transit, the more likely individuals will walk or cycle to transit (Zapata-Diomedi, 2016).  
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However, the quality of public transit access 
relative to car access is important. Being 
located near a transit stop is less important 
than where the transit can take you 
(McKibbin, 2011).  
 
The ideal distance for local transit (which 
provides travel within a community) from 
origin (such as a house or job) to the transit 
stop appears to be 400 metres (Ewing, 
2010). Regional transit (which provides 
travel between communities) is a 
destination people may be willing to travel 
farther to and should connect with local 
transit (Saelen, 2003).  
 
 
Prepared by Kristie Daniel MPH & Kim Perrotta MHSc – March 2017  
 
References: 

• Boarnet, Marlon G., et al. "Retrofitting the suburbs to increase walking: evidence from a land-use–travel 
study." Urban studies (2010). 

• Dunn, J., Creatore, M., Peterson, E., Weyman, J., Glazier, R. Final Report Peel Healthy Development Index. 
(2009). St. Michael’s Hospital and McMaster University. 

• Ewing, R., and Cervero, R. Travel and the built environment. Journal of the American planning association 
76.3 (2010): 265-294. 

• Saelens, Brian E., James F. Sallis, and Lawrence D. Frank. "Environmental correlates of walking and cycling: 
findings from the transportation, urban design, and planning literatures." Annals of behavioral medicine 
25.2 (2003): 80-91. 

• Lee, Chanam, and Anne Vernez Moudon. "Physical activity and environment research in the health field: 
implications for urban and transportation planning practice and research." Journal of planning literature 
19.2 (2004): 147-181. 

• McKibbin, Matthew. The influence of the built environment on mode choice–evidence from the journey 
to work in Sydney. (2011). Conference paper delivered at the 34th Australasian Transport Research Forum 
(ATRF) Proceedings held on 28 - 30 September 2011 in Adelaide, Australia. 

• Mitra R., Smith Lea, N., Cantello, I., and Hanson, G. Cycling Behaviour and Potential in the Greater Toronto 
and Hamilton Area. 2016. Transform.   

• National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy (NCCHPP). Urban Traffic Calming and Health: A 
Literature Review. (2011). 

• Owen, Neville, et al. "Bicycle use for transport in an Australian and a Belgian city: associations with built-
environment attributes." Journal of urban health 87.2 (2010): 189-198. 

• Toronto Public Health (TPH). The Walkable City: Neighbourhood Design and Preferences, Travel Choices 
and Health. April 2012.  

• Toronto Public Health (TPH). Healthy Streets: Design Features & Benefits. (2014). City of Toronto.  

• Zapata-Diomedi, Belen, and J. Lennert Veerman. "The association between built environment features 
and physical activity in the Australian context: a synthesis of the literature." BMC Public Health 16.1 
(2016): 1. 

                                                      


