
Active Community Design is an approach to the 
development of streets, neighborhoods, and 
communities that makes daily physical activity 
more inclusive, accessible and inviting. Active 
Community Design can include parks/trails/

open space, active transportation & complete 
streets, and community play. Integrating Active 

Community Design with natural systems in built 
environments can support public health, climate 

adaptation, and community resilience.

Public health data compiled over many years documents the positive 
outcomes of Active Community Design. Chronic illnesses related to 
physical inactivity impact not only on our health but also our economy.  

According to the U.S Department of Health and Human Services, in 2018 
the total direct and indirect health care costs attributable to obesity in the 

United States were estimated to be over $190 billion. New data emerging 
during the COVID-19 pandemic is pointing to additional layers of benefits from 

Active Community Design.

While the medical discussion over methods to 
treat COVID-19 continues to evolve, there 
is a general consensus amongst medical 
researchers that several underlying conditions 
can significantly increase risk of serious 
symptoms. While some risk factors are 
untreatable – age (over 65 years old), and 
prevalent underlying conditions, (obesity, 
pulmonary hypertension, and several 
forms of diabetes) can be remedied, 
at least in part, through active living. 
According to the Mayo Clinic, one 
of the best strategies for combatting 
obesity (defined as a Body Mass Index 
over 30) is through “increased regular 

physical activity and exercise…even by 
simply walking.” Similarly, active living is 

also an essential strategy for improving 
heart health, reducing the severity of 

gestational diabetes, and treating several 
other underlying conditions that can lead 

to more serious symptoms of COVID-19. In 
addition, Active Community Design is one of the 

most successful strategies for partially preventing 
these health issues in the first place.
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Ultimately, COVID-19 is clearly showing the value Active Community Design 
can have in promoting collective health and resilience. While advances 

in the medical field will surely play a key role in combatting this virus, 
built environments that promote active lifestyles will be an essential tool 

both for responding to this current health crisis and preventing similar 
occurrences in the future.

Even during ‘normal’ times, the benefits of Active Community 
Design are extremely important to promote healthy individuals, 
environments, and communities. As our society is now finding 
out firsthand, during abnormal times of health crises, these 
benefits afforded by Active Community Design are nothing 
short of critical. In fact, these benefits are essential for 
both decreasing the risk of contracting serious physical 
symptoms of the virus, and for combatting its equally potent 
side effects, including anxiety, isolation, depression, and 
general emotional insecurity.  
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Reduced social 
isolation
Improved 

mood

Increased physical activity
Reduced obesity levels

Improved air quality
Improved cardiovascular health

Reduced 
adverse 
health 

behaviors 
(e.g. 

smoking)

Reduced stress
Restored 

concentration & 
productivity

Reduced anxiety & 
depression

Increased frequency of 
social interaction

Heightened sense of 
social security

Improved 
self-esteem

73% of 
Americans 

hospitalized with 
COVID-19 had at least 

one underlying 
condition

Increased 
physical activity is an 

effective countermeasure 
for all 3 of the most 
common underlying 

conditions for 
COVID-19

The most 
common underlying 
conditions include 

obesity, diabetes, and 
high blood pressure
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