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Regular physical activity is important for health and well-being. Local communities can increase opportunities 
for walking and bicycling by making local decisions and policies that enhance streets, sidewalks, trails, public 
transportation infrastructure, parks and other recreational facilities. Land-use planners and transportation/
public works officials are typically responsible for setting these policies, and local health departments are less 
likely to be involved. National public health authorities encourage local health departments to engage in land 
use and transportation policy decision-making because these policies impact health. 

Main Questions
● What is the value of local health departments’ 
participation in land use and transportation policy 
decision-making?

● What is the potential role of local health departments 
in the decision-making process?  
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Spotlight on Results

7 potential local health department  
contributions:

1) Physical activity and health perspective –
Local health departments can bring valuable
emphasis on health impacts of land-use and
transportation to local decisions. (N=44)

2) Data analysis and assessment –
Local health departments can access, collect,
analyze, and collaborate on health data and
assessments. (N=41)

3) Partnerships – Local health departments can
build and develop new relationships with diverse
partners. (N=35)

4) Public education – Local health departments
can educate communities on health benefits and
enhance public support for transportation and
land use policies and projects. (N=27)

5) Knowledge of evidence base and best
practices – Local health departments can share
research from public health and active
transportation literature and best practices from
other communities. (N=23)

6) Resource support –  Local health
departments can leverage resources and assist
with grant proposals. (N=20)

7) Health equity – Local health departments can
focus a health equity lens on transportation and
land-use policy processes. (N=8)

Study
Interviews were conducted with 49 state and local 
professionals from multiple disciplines including public 
health, land-use planning, transportation/public works, 
and other (municipal administration and bicycle and 
pedestrian advocates) in 13 U.S. states. Respondents 
were asked questions about their perspectives on the 
potential value and contributions that local health 
department officials can offer as communities make 
decisions and policies that affect physical activity 
opportunities. The sample was identified by members 
of the Physical Activity Policy Research Network Plus 
(PAPRN+).   

The Bottom Line
Seven potential local health department contributions 
were identified where local health departments can 
leverage their strengths to engage in land-use and 
transportation policy decision-making and foster 
collaborations with other sectors. 
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Call for Action
Sustainable capacity building strategies that involve 
increasing local health departments’ skills, infrastructure and 
resources are needed to improve their involvement in 
physical activity policy decision-making. 
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