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Insights into the development of the physical
activity environment policy index, a tool for
benchmarking implementation of public policies
to create healthy physical activity policy

environments
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Background

There is strong evidence of the links between car-dependence
and the global physical inactivity epidemic. If eliminated,
physical inactivity would remove between 6% and 10% of
major non-communicable diseases that are the leading cause of
death globally, killing 38 million people each year. Research
consistently shows that unlike passive transport (e.g. driving a
car), active transport (i.e., walking, cycling) is associated with
higher total daily physical activity (PA). While there are public
policies that support PA in transport and, as a result, overall

PA levels, the specific quantitative effect of such policies on PA
behaviour has not been sufficiently investigated. The aim of
this systematic review is to determine the level and type of
evidence for policies in the area of transport that contribute to
higher PA levels of society at large.

Methods

Six databases (MEDLINE (Ebsco), SportDiscus, Cinahl,
Cochrane library, Web of Science, and Scopus) were searched
for key concepts of policy, transport, evaluation and PA.
Methodological quality was assessed using standardised tools.
The strength of the evidence of policy impact was described
based on pre-determined categories of positive, negative,
inconclusive or untested.

Results

17 of 2,549 studies were included in the data synthesis. The
authors identified three main transport policy areas with 60
individual policy actions that had a direct or indirect effect on
PA. The policy areas were: convenient transport infrastructure
development, active travel promotion and shift of transport
mode. These areas correspond to Haddon’s methodological
approach of the transport system division in to three elements
(human, vehicle, road). More than half of the policy actions
identified (53%) had a positive effect on PA. Study quality
ratings were moderate to good.

Conclusions

PA levels can be increased by implementing policies that
provide convenient, safe, and connected walking and cycling
infrastructures, promote active travel and give strong support
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to public transport. There is also clear evidence that active
travel policies work best when implemented in a comprehen-
sive way (very often as a combination of several policies). This
may include infrastructure and facility improvements as well as
educational programmes to achieve substantial shifts towards
active modes of travel.
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