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Top line: As societies confront the economic, social and environmental effects of climate 
change, population growth, traffic congestion and the burden of chronic disease, there is a 
unique opportunity to view the benefits of active transportation through a multi-sector lens. 
 

The societal benefits of even a modest increase in those who are physically active could 
be large. A study of Scandinavian adults found that death rates in workers who cycled to 
work were 28% lower than others.1 Similarly, a Chinese study found a 20–50% lower risk 
of early death in women who regularly exercised or cycled for transport.2 A UK study 
identified that children who walked or cycled to school were fitter than those who travelled 
by bus or car, with fitness 30% higher in boys who cycled and 70% higher in girls.3  
 

A recent paper from Australia set out some of the economic co-benefits4 accruing from 
increases in active travel.5 The researchers modelled a 5% increase in bicycle trips in 
Australia and calculated that it would save around $1.7 billion on 2007-08 health 
expenditure. Beyond significant health benefits promoting active transport confers 
numerous other social, environmental and economic benefits. Pedestrian and cycling-
friendly neighbourhood designs facilitate incidental contacts between neighbours and 
appear to foster social capital (i.e. social networks, norms and trust). Numerous studies 
show positive associations between social capital and physical and mental health, and 
health promoting behaviours. Social capital may promote positive social norms while 
simultaneously controlling anti-social behaviours that can fuel feelings of insecurity. 
 

Changes to neighbourhood design could also produce benefits for the local micro-
economy. Increasing population densities and boosting local pedestrian and cycling traffic 
flows can increase the economic viability of cafes and corner stores, and improve access 
to jobs and services without increasing congestion or vehicle emissions. This is reported 
elsewhere. For example, researchers also report that in Toronto, people who bike and 
walk to Bloor Street, a commercial street, reported they spent more money in the area per 
month than those who drove there.6  
 
The language of co-benefits is useful as it helps breaks down policy silos and presents 
additive (rather than discrete) benefits that could be incorporated in economic analyses to 
assess cost-effective strategies. Moreover, it could inform debate and facilitate 
assessment of policy alternatives to optimise outcomes for society. 
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