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Abstract

Background: Information about how presence and usefulness of neighborhood supports for 

walking differs by demographic characteristics can help guide community strategies to promote 

walking.

Methods: Reported presence and usefulness of neighborhood supports (shops, transit stops, 

sidewalks, parks, interesting things to look at, well-lit at night, low crime rate, and cars following 

speed limit) were examined in 3973 U.S. adults who completed the 2014 SummerStyles survey.

Results: Percentage reporting neighborhood supports as present ranged from 25.3% (SE = 0.8) 

for interesting things to 55.8% (SE = 1.0) for low crime rate. Percentage who reported a support 

as useful ranged from 24.6% (SE = 1.4) for transit stops to 79.0% (SE = 1.1) for sidewalks among 

those with the support. This percentage ranged from 13.4% (SE = 0.8) for transit stops to 52.8% 

(SE = 1.1) for shops among those without the support. One or more demographic differences were 

observed for the presence of each support, and the presence of all supports differed by education 

and metro status. Demographic patterns were less clear when examining usefulness and patterns 

often differed by support type and presence.

Conclusion: Presence and usefulness of neighborhood supports for walking can differ by type 

and demographic characteristics. Recognizing these difference can help communities plan and 

implement strategies to promote walking.
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Despite the health benefits of physical activity,1 only one-half of U.S. adults meet the 

guideline for aerobic physical activity.2 Walking is an excellent way for most people to be 

physically active.3 In 2010, 62% of U.S. adults reported walking 10 minutes or more in the 
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past week for transportation or leisure.4 Adults with more education, those who were white, 

and those who were younger were more likely than their counterparts to report walking.4

Community and street design policies are recommended approaches for increasing physical 

activity, including walking, through improvements to environmental features.5,6 Walking has 

been associated with environmental features such as distance to shops and services; street 

connectivity; aesthetics; and access to parks, trails, and recreational facilities.7–9 While the 

use of public transit may promote increased walking,10–13 fear of crime or perceptions 

of an unsafe neighborhood may be potential barriers to walking.14,15 Some studies have 

also shown that traffic-related fears discourage walking,8,16 and physical environments that 

include barriers such as a lack of sidewalks and crosswalks, poor lighting, and streets with 

high-speed traffic can contribute to increased pedestrian risk.17–19

Identifying how access to neighborhood walking supports differs by demographic 

characteristics is an important step in identifying where disparities in access exist; however, 

decision makers also need to know if the support is used or would be used for walking. 

This information, especially when examined by population subgroups, can help programs 

and communities focus their efforts to promote walking and identify the relevance and 

demand for specific supports overall and by subgroups. While some studies have examined 

demographic patterns in the use of specific supports, such as public transportation20 

and parks,21 report of usefulness among those with and without access has not been 

systematically examined across a variety of neighborhood walking supports.

To our knowledge, no national survey has been conducted that collects information about 

both the presence and usefulness of neighborhood walking supports. Our study is based on 

a nationwide sample of U.S. adults and focuses on 8 neighborhood supports for walking: 

shops within easy walking distance; transit stop within a 10- to 15-minute walk; sidewalks 

on most streets; parks, green spaces, or trails; interesting things to look at; well-lit at night; 

low crime rate; and cars following the speed limit. We describe the reported presence of 

these supports and the usefulness (ie, use or potential use) of these supports for walking. 

We examine differences by sex, age, metro status, race/ethnicity, and education level and 

highlight where differences by these characteristics exist.

Methods

Design

Data came from the summer wave of Porter Novelli’s 2014 ConsumerStyles database, 

called SummerStyles. Each year, the database is built from a series of web-based surveys 

that gather insights about U.S. consumers, including information about health attitudes and 

behaviors. In 2014, the spring wave of the survey was conducted among 6713 adults age 18 

or older who belong to the GfK Knowledge Panel. Panel members are randomly recruited 

through probability-based sampling and membership is continuously replenished to maintain 

about 55,000 panelists.

The SummerStyles survey was sent during June and July to 6159 adults who completed 

the spring wave. Survey completion took approximately 36 minutes. Those who completed 
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the survey received reward points worth approximately $10 and were eligible to win an 

in-kind prize through a monthly sweepstakes. The CDC licensed the results of the 2014 

SummerStyles survey after data were collected. Analyses of these data were exempt from 

institutional review board approval because personal identifiers were not included in the data 

file.

The SummerStyles database contains survey weights for each respondent. These weights 

adjust for the probability of selection and nonresponse. Data were weighted to match 

2014 U.S. Current Population Survey (CPS) proportions for age (18–24, 25–34, 35–44, 

45–64, 65+), sex, MSA status (nonmetro, metro), race/ethnicity (white non-Hispanic, black 

non-Hispanic, other non-Hispanic, Hispanic, 2+ races non-Hispanic), education level (less 

than high school, high school graduate, some college, college graduate), census region 

(Northeast, Midwest, South, West), household size (1, 2, 3, 4, 5+), household income (< 

$25,000, $25,000–$39,000, $40,000–$59,000, ≥ $60,000), and whether a respondent had 

Internet access before joining the panel.

Sample

A total of 4269 summer surveys were returned (response rate: 69%). Respondents whose 

questionnaires were missing data on presence of neighborhood walking supports (n = 74), 

walking frequency (n = 21), or both (n = 8) were excluded from the analysis. The resulting 

sample with nonmissing data consisted of 4166 respondents. Adults who reported being 

physically unable to walk for at least 10 minutes were excluded (n = 193).

Measures

Presence of Supports.—The presence of neighborhood supports was assessed by 

respondents selecting which (if any) of the following statements were true about their 

neighborhood:

• There are many shops, stores, markets, or other places to buy things within easy 

walking distance of my home

• There is a transit stop within a 10 to 15 minute walk from my home

• There are sidewalks on most of the streets in my neighborhood

• My neighborhood has parks, green spaces, or trails for walking

• The crime rate in my neighborhood is low

• There are many interesting things to look at while walking in my neighborhood

• It is safe to walk in my neighborhood because many drivers follow the posted 

speed limits

• My neighborhood is well-lit at night

• None of these.
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Use of Support or Support Is Reason for Walking.—For the supports identified as 

present, respondents were asked this follow-up question: “Below is the list of amenities that 

you indicated are available in your neighborhood. Which, if any, do you currently use/do?”

• I walk to nearby shops, stores, markets or other places to buy things

• I walk to the transit stop

• I walk on the sidewalks

• I use the parks, green spaces, or trails for walking

• I walk because of the low crime rate

• I walk because there are many interesting things to look at in my neighborhood

• I walk because drivers follow the posted speed limits

• I walk because my neighborhood is well-lit at night

• None of these.

Potential Use of Support or Support Would Be Reason for Walking.—For the 

supports not identified as present, respondents were asked this follow-up question: “Below is 

the list of amenities that you indicated are not available in your neighborhood. Which, if any, 

of these would you use/do if they were available?”

• I would walk to nearby shops, stores, markets or other places to buy things.

• I would walk to a transit stop

• I would walk on sidewalks

• I would use parks, green spaces, or trails for walking

• I would walk if the crime rate was low

• I would walk if there were many interesting things to look at in my neighborhood

• I would walk if drivers followed the posted speed limits

• I would walk if my neighborhood was well-lit at night

• None of these.

Demographic Variables.—Categorical variables for demographic characteristics 

included: sex (men, women), age group (18–34, 35–49, 50–64, ≥65 years), metropolitan 

statistical area (MSA) status (metro, nonmetro), race/ethnicity (white non-Hispanic, black 

non-Hispanic, other), education (high school graduate or less, some college, college 

graduate), and region (Northeast, Midwest, South, West).22 MSA status is based on a 

person’s location of residence, which is defined by the U.S. Office of Management and 

Budget.23
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Analysis

The percentage of adults reporting each neighborhood support as present was examined 

by demographic characteristics. In addition, the percentage of adults using or reporting the 

support was a reason for walking was examined among adults identifying the support as 

present, and the percentage of adults reporting they would use or the support would be a 

reason for walking was examined among adults not reporting the support as present.

Logistic regression analyses were conducted for each neighborhood support to examine the 

association between demographic characteristics and the presence of each support. Among 

adults reporting the support, odds of using the support was examined by demographic 

characteristics. Among adults not reporting the support, odds of potentially using the support 

was examined by demographic characteristics. All models were adjusted for sex, age group, 

MSA status, race/ethnicity, education, and region.

Orthogonal polynomial contrasts and pairwise t tests were used to identify significant trends 

and differences by subgroups. Survey weights were applied for all analyses except for 

when unweighted sample sizes were presented. Analyses were conducted using SUDAAN, 

version 11.0 (Research Triangle Institute, Research Triangle Park, NC) to account for survey 

weights.

Results

The majority of the sample was white non-Hispanic, had some college education or was a 

college graduate, and lived within a metro MSA (Table 1). The demographic distribution 

of the unweighted sample differed some from that of the sample weighted to the US adult 

population (Table 1). These differences were most pronounced by age (especially those 18 to 

34 years) and race/ethnicity (white non-Hispanic and other).

The percentage of adults who reported neighborhood supports for walking ranged from 

25.3% (interesting things to look at) to 55.8% (low crime rate, Table 2). For adults with the 

support, the percentage of adults who reported they used the support or the support was a 

reason for walking ranged from 24.6% (transit stops) to 79.0% (sidewalks). For adults who 

did not report the support as present, the percentage who reported the support would be used 

or be a reason for walking ranged from 13.4% (transit stops) to 52.8% (shops within walking 

distance).

When reporting the presence of a support, men were more likely to indicate the presence 

of a low crime rate and a well-lit neighborhood at night than women (Table 2). For adults 

with the support, no differences in the percentage of adults who reported using the support 

were found by sex. For adults who did not report the support as present, women were more 

likely than men to report they would use a support or it would be a reason for walking for all 

supports except transit stops.

The percentage of adults who reported the presence of all supports was higher for those 

living in a metro MSA than for those living in a nonmetro MSA (Table 2). When adjusted 

odds were examined, adults living in a metro MSA were significantly more likely than those 
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living in a nonmetro MSA to report the presence of all supports except for interesting things 

to look at. For adults with the support, a higher percentage of adults living in a metro MSA 

than those living in a nonmetro MSA reported a low crime rate as a reason for walking. 

However, this association was borderline not significant (P = .05) after models were adjusted 

for demographic characteristics. For adults who did not report the supports as present, those 

living in a metro MSA were more likely than those living in a nonmetro MSA to report they 

would walk to shops and in parks if these supports were available.

The odds of the presence of shops were higher for younger age groups, while the odds of 

a low crime rate, cars following the speed limit, and a well-lit neighborhood at night were 

higher for older age groups (Table 3). The odds of the presence of transit stops were higher 

for adults aged 50 to 64 than those aged 65 years or older. They were lower for adults aged 

18 to 34 than those aged 50 to 65 and 65 years or older for interesting things to look at. For 

adults with the support, the odds of reporting walking in parks was higher for adults aged 35 

to 49 than those aged 50 to 64 years, as well as for those aged 18 to 34 and 35 to 49 years 

than those aged 65 years or older. For adults who did not report the support as present, the 

odds of reporting they would walk to shops and in parks if these supports were available was 

lowest for adults aged 65 years or older compared with all other age groups, and the odds of 

reporting a well-lit neighborhood at night as a potential reason for walking decreased as age 

increased.

The odds of reporting shops within walking distance, transit stops, and sidewalks as present 

were higher for non-Hispanic blacks than non-Hispanic whites (Table 4). Non-Hispanic 

blacks were less likely than non-Hispanic whites to report a low crime rate. For adults 

with the support, the odds of reporting walking to transit stops was higher for non-Hispanic 

blacks than non-Hispanic whites. For adults who did not report the support as present, the 

odds of reporting interesting things to look at as a potential reason for walking was higher 

for non-Hispanic blacks than non-Hispanic whites.

The odds of reporting a support as present increased as education level increased for all 

supports except shops within walking distance (Table 5). For adults with the support, the 

odds of reporting sidewalks, parks, and a low crime rate as useful to walking behavior 

increased as education level increased and for shops within walking distance, the odds was 

significantly higher for college graduates than high school graduates or less. For adults who 

did not report the support as present, the odds of reporting shops, transit stops, sidewalks, 

parks, and interesting things to look at as potentially useful to their walking increased as 

education level increased.

Discussion

Our study found 1 or more demographic differences in the presence of each support, and the 

presence of all supports differed by education level and MSA status. Demographic patterns 

were less clear when examining usefulness of these supports, and patterns often differed by 

type of support and whether the support was present. For example, about 70% of U.S. adults 

overall did not report having transit stops and shops within easy walking distance, with 

differences for each by age, MSA status, race/ethnicity, and education. However, only 13% 
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of those not identifying transit stops in their neighborhoods reported that a transit stop would 

be walked to if available, with differences found only by education. In contrast, about half 

of adults not identifying shops within easy walking distance in their neighborhoods reported 

they would walk to shops if they were available, with differences by sex, age, MSA status, 

and education. Knowing how the reported supply and use or potential use of neighborhood 

supports differ according to the type of support and by demographic characteristics can help 

decision makers better estimate the potential reach and breadth of initiatives to create more 

walkable communities.

Adults with lower education have a lower prevalence of walking and physical activity 

overall, and our results show that they have less access to neighborhood supports for 

walking.4,24 In addition to differences in the presence of supports by education level, we 

also found differences in the use and potential use of these supports. Better understanding 

of the reasons why the reported supply and usefulness for neighborhood supports differ by 

education level may be an important area for continued research.

Our findings on the presence of neighborhood supports for walking among U.S. adults are 

consistent with other national estimates. According to the 2012 National Survey of Bicyclist 

and Pedestrian Attitudes and Behavior, 52% of people aged 16 years or older reported that 

sidewalks existed along almost all or most streets in their neighborhood.25 In our study, 

about 50% of respondents reported sidewalks on most streets in their neighborhood. A 

similar study that used 2012 HealthStyles data found that 32% of adults reported interesting 

things to look at while walking in their neighborhood, 29% reported many places to go 

within easy walking distance, 26% reported that it is easy to walk to a transit stops and 25% 

reported that stores they like are within easy walking distance of home.26 This study also 

reported patterns in demographic characteristics similar to our study.26

Our study examined use and potential use of 8 neighborhood supports, after stratifying by 

the presence of the support. Capturing reported use and potential use of 8 neighborhood 

supports in 1 study is quite unique, thus making it difficult to compare our findings about 

use and potential use with other studies. However, studies that examined these concepts for 

specific supports have found similar results.21,27 For example, a study of park users found 

that older adults were less likely to use parks and similarly, we found that older adults were 

less likely to report using or potentially using a park for walking.21 Another study found 

people living in rural areas were less likely than those in small or midsize towns to want 

to live in an activity-friendly community (described as having a town center with shops, 

restaurants, public transit, and other buildings or surrounded by residential neighborhoods 

with easy access to work and shopping).27 Similarly, we found that adults living in a metro 

MSA where shops were not within walking distance were more likely than their counterparts 

living in a nonmetro MSA to report they would walk to shops.

The differences we found in both reported presence and use or potential use of neighborhood 

supports highlight the importance of program planners conducting comprehensive 

assessments to identify what community members have and want to maximize the success 

of these initiatives. Identifying community initiatives that use recommended and evidence-

based strategies, while also considering local demands and available resources, may be an 
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important first step to planning successful programs to promote walking. If a neighborhood 

support exists, but certain population subgroups do not use it, different interventions that 

may promote its use may be needed in these communities. Conversely, if subgroups do 

not have a support present but report it as useful, they may benefit most from a policy 

or program that provides that support. Knowing how reports of supports and their use or 

potential use differ by demographic characteristics can help communities choose and tailor 

strategies most relevant for their population.

This study has several limitations. A sample selection bias may be associated with the use 

of data from an online panel. There may be concern that the use of an online collection 

system may result in the exclusion of adults without Internet access. To address this 

concern, households were offered laptop computers and access to the Internet (if needed); 

however, we did find that the percentage of adults living in households without Internet 

access was slightly lower among survey respondents (15%) compared with the 2012 adults 

estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau (21%).28 In addition, we found differences in the 

distribution of certain demographic characteristics between sample respondents (unweighted 

percentages) and the U.S. adult population (weighted percentages). The application of 

the survey weights can help to mitigate this bias although it is likely that some amount 

of selection bias remains. In addition, previous research that compared results between 

random-digit-dialing and panel approaches found a general equivalence between results, 

suggesting that findings from panel studies are as acceptable as those using respondents 

selected randomly for telephone surveys.29,30 Another limitation is that the questions used 

to assess neighborhood supports for walking do not have any information to confirm 

their reliability and validity. However, similar surveys, such as the Physical Activity 

Neighborhood Environment Survey, that use single questions to ask about the presence 

of similar features have shown good evidence of reliability.31 Finally, the way perceptions 

of usefulness was assessed differed slightly for different supports and for those with and 

without supports. For half of the supports (shops within walking distance, transit stops, 

sidewalks, and parks), the survey asked whether the support was being used or would be 

used (for those without the support); for the other half (interesting things to look at, well-lit 

at night, low crime rate, and cars following the speed limit), the survey asked if the support 

was the reason or would be the reason (for those without the support) for walking. We are 

not sure how this difference influenced our results, but future work may need to examine 

systematic methods to assess people’s perceptions about the role these supports can play in 

promoting walking.

This study also has several strengths. First, data about use and potential use of multiple 

neighborhood supports on walking behavior were available. To our knowledge, this 

information has not been collected or reported from a nationwide sample. Furthermore, 

no previous study has examined the association between demographics and both presence 

and use or potential use of neighborhood supports for walking. In addition, our sample size 

was fairly large, which allowed us to look at differences by many different demographic 

characteristics and to control our models for many covariates when examining associations.
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Conclusion

Overall, about half of the adults in our study sample had access to at least 1 support 

for walking in their community, and many differences in the presence of these supports 

existed by sex, age, MSA status, race/ethnicity, and education, as well as by type of 

support. Demographic patterns were less clear when examining use and potential use with 

differences depending on the type of support, the presence of the support, and demographic 

characteristic. Because both reported presence and use or potential use of neighborhood 

supports can differ according to demographic characteristics, a community assessment of 

both may be needed to guide the planning and implementation of programs designed to 

promote walking. Recognizing these differences can help communities plan and implement 

strategies to promote walking that are most relevant to the residents of the community.
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Table 1

Characteristics of Analytic Sample of U.S. Adults, SummerStyles Survey, 2014
a

Characteristic

Unweighted Weighted

Sample Size % % SE

Total 3973 100.0 100.0

Sex

 Men 1951 49.1 48.3 0.9

 Women 2022 50.9 51.7 0.9

Age (years)

 18–34 688 17.3 30.5 1.0

 35–49 1119 28.2 24.5 0.8

 50–64 1345 33.9 27.8 0.8

 65+ 821 20.7 17.3 0.6

Metropolitan statistical area (MSA) status

 Nonmetro MSA 615 15.5 15.2 0.7

 Metro MSA 3358 84.5 84.8 0.7

Race/ethnicity

 White, non-Hispanic 2997 75.4 66.5 1.0

 Black, non-Hispanic 368 9.3 11.1 0.6

 Other
b 608 15.3 22.4 0.9

Education level

 High school graduate or less 1391 35.0 40.8 1.0

 Some college 1246 31.4 29.6 0.8

 College graduate 1336 33.6 29.6 0.8

Region

 Northeast 702 17.7 18.1 0.7

 Midwest 1003 25.2 21.3 0.7

 South 1403 35.3 36.8 0.9

 West 865 21.8 23.8 0.8

Abbreviations: SE, standard error.

a
296 respondents were excluded for missing data (n = 103) or because they indicated they were unable to walk when asked about how often they 

usually walk for at least 10 minutes at a time (n = 193).

b
Other race/ethnicity includes Hispanic, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander.

J Phys Act Health. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 October 31.
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