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Measuring Trails Benefits:
Public Health

How are trails related to public health?

“Trails can improve public health by increasing physical activity and providing safer
transportation routes for pedestrians and cyelists. In light of increasing chronic
discase in the U.S., the Surgeon General has identified physical activity as one of the
most effective actions people can take to improve their health.

Trails often encourage inactive people to become active and modestly increase the
activity levels of already-active residents. Because they provide a safe environment,
trails are the only place where many residents exercise.
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Research has found that the benefits of reduced health care costs associated with
increased physical activity on trails far outweigh the costs of trail construction.

Additional details on each of these topics, as well as other relevant research, are This research can help to inform
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Select Research Highlights

+ In Morgantown, West Virginia, 60 percent of trail users report they exercise more
regularly since they began using trails, and 47 percent of trail users report getting
their recommended physical activity through trail use alone. Twenty-three percent
of respondents did not exercise regularly before using the trails.
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Astudy of the economic, health, transportation, environmental, safety, and
accessibility impacts of four shared use paths in Massachusetts.
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Improving Public Health through

Public Parks and Trails:
EIGHT COMMON MEASURES

TRAILS SUPPORT WALKING AS A NO COST, EASY ACCESS PHYSICAL ACTIVITY While
mukti-use trails accommodate many types of physical activity, including for those with mobility
impairments, walking is the most common form of exercise for people in the United States and
the predominant activity on many multi-use trails. Walking is considered a powerful public health
strategy due its accessibility for people of all ages and incomes (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, 2015

TRAILS REDUCE BARRIERS TO PHYSICAL ACTIVITY SUCH AS COST, ACCESS, AND
CONVENIENCE (Wang et al, 2004). The presence or use of trails appears to increase physical
activity in adults in rural communities (Frost et al, 2010) and proximity to a trail increases the
likelihood of use (Troped et al, 2001). The benefits of physical activity for overall health include
preventing or decreasing the risk of diabetes, obesity, cancer, cardiovascular disease, preventing
risk of injury, increasing muscle tone, flexibility, joint and bone strength as well as immune health
(CDC, 2020)

TRAILS INCREASE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AMONG POPULATIONS WHO ARE AT HIGH RISK
FOR INACTIVITY Those most likely to report increased activity through the use of a trail are
residents who were not regular walkers, those with a high school education or less, or those with
incomes of less than $15,000 (Brownson et al, 2000). Research suggests that users who were new
to exercising and new to trail use reported greater improvements in physical activity behavior
than habitual trail users. New exercisers were also more dependent on the trail as a principal
place to engage in physical activity (Gordon et al, 2004).

TRAILS POSITIVELY IMPACT MENTAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL HEALTH (Kuo, 2011; Wood
et al, 2016, Gladwell et al 201 3). Walking on trails or in parks contributes to enhanced social
and an increased appreciation of nature (Barton
CESIC200%: Penceck et 3007 Pretty ot 2, 2007). Addtionally exercising for a6 litle as five
minutes in green spaces increases self-esteem and mood with greater effects among young
people (Harverd Medical School, 2009 Barton & Pretty, 2010 Coon et a1, 2011).

HEALTH BENEFITS OF TRAILS ARE NOT EXPERIENCED UNIVERSALLY Barriers such
as marginalization, unequal access to opportunity, ethnic or subcultural differences, and
discimrination may prevent low-income, people of color, and other communities from reaping
the health benefits of trails and trail-based activities (Thomas, 2019). Interest in and use of trails,
and the benefits that these users enjoy may be affected by an individual's proximity, ethnicity,
status, d perceptions of safety, and programming

TRAILS THAT ARE SEPARATED FROM MOTOR TRAFFIC CONTRIBUTE TO OVERALL
SAFETY OUTCOMES FOR ALL USERS (Marshall & Ferenchak, 2019). Pedestrians and bicyclists
are safest when they are accommodated in transportation design and complete streets (Smart
Growth America, 2016).
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Mental Health Benefits of Trails

access is also invaluable.

MEMBERSHIP & GIVING

FolowUs:

00

Beyond the physical health benefits of trails, the mental health benefits of trail
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