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Transportation Policy and Childhood Obesity: Making the Link
How children get around their own communities has a tremendous impact on their health, and their risk for 
becoming overweight or obese. Safe, accessible sidewalks and streets, and well-designed parks and bike paths 
increase the likelihood that children will engage in much-needed physical activity.1 

Millions of overweight and obese children live and attend schools in communities that are unsafe for walking 
or bicycling. This is especially true for children in low-income communities and communities of color, where  
patterns of infrastructure development are inequitable.2 Reversing this trend and providing children with safe, 
healthy environments is crucial to reversing the epidemic of childhood obesity.

New transportation policies can help reduce and prevent childhood obesity by 
encouraging physical activity in environments where children live, learn, and play. 

32 The percent of children in the United States aged 10 to 17 who are overweight or obese,3 and who, as a 
result, are at risk for serious health conditions such as type 2 diabetes, asthma, coronary heart disease, 
and stroke.4

38 The percent of Mexican American youth aged 2 to 19 who are overweight or obese, compared with 36 
percent of African American youth, and 29 percent of white children.5

40 The percent of American children who do not walk or bike to school because their parents think the 
traffic is too dangerous.6

316 The number of child pedestrians killed in the United States in 2008.7

80 The percent of federal transportation expenditure that goes toward highways.8

1 The percent of federal transportation funding spent on bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure, even 
though these modes account for nearly 10 percent of trips in the United States.9

49 The percent decrease in the collision rate for children walking or biking to school under a Safe Routes to 
School program.10

200 The percent increase in the number of students walking and bicycling to school under a successful  Safe 
Routes to School program.11

13.7 The number of minutes more of physical activity per day that middle school girls get if they walk or bike 
to school.12

320 The percent increase in daily bike trips in Portland, Oregon, after the city dramatically increased the 
number of miles of bike lanes.13

100 The number of communities and states across the country that have adopted “Complete Streets” 
policies directing transportation planners to consistently consider bicyclists, pedestrians, and public 
transit riders of all ages and abilities in their designs.14
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