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Key gaps

1. The overwhelming majority of research evidence on built environment, policy, and physical activity is
cross-sectional, making it difficult to establish causal inference. Cross-sectional evidence for built
environment/policy and physical activity is particularly problematic (i.e., far from causal), for many
reasons, including:
a. potential confounding is highly plausible; that is, well-established attitudinal, demographic, and
other psychosocial factors that are related to physical activity likely also affect the choice of
environments in which individuals select to live, work, and play and/or the way that individuals
structure such environments,
b. the high cost and effort required to bring about environmental and/or policy change sets a high
bar for more definitive evidence that such change will have a significant impact on physical
activity,
c. like education-based health promotion programs that seem to only affect those who least need
to change their behavior, there is concern that changing physical activity environments or policy
will only impact those individuals who are already attitudinally and culturally pre-disposed to being
sufficiently active.

The need for better research designs is highlighted in various primary data and review articles:
- “Many transport policy interventions constitute natural experiments, in which effects on
population health could and should be evaluated using well designed prospective (and, where
appropriate, controlled) studies”."
- “Prospective and intervention studies are particularly needed so that conclusions can be drawn
regarding the possible causal nature of these environment-behavior relationships”.?
- “Prospective studies are needed to increase understanding of the interplay between self-
selection, personal attributes, and environmental determinants of physical activity”.®
- “Although we statistically controlled for socioeconomic status (SES) and gender, longitudinal
comparisons of participants who switch modes would provide a stronger basis for establishing

causality”.*

There are positive derivatives of the cross-sectional evidence to date, including the identification of
potential constructs to evaluate and instruments and methods to evaluate these constructs, the
establishment of multi-disciplinary teams, the identification of potential confounding issues and research
gaps, and hope and interest given some positive consistent cross-sectional findings in built environment
and physical activity.

2. There exists little evidence that fully tests the ecological model for physical activity, resulting in
significant limitations to the evidence to date. First, examinations of single environments (e.g., home or
work or neighborhood or school, etc) fail to appreciate the individuals’ existence in multiple environments
throughout any given day, week, month, etc. If physical activity promotion is a daily or weekly endeavor to
reach recommended levels, individuals’ full environmental exposures across these timeframes need to be
considered. Second, examinations often fail to appreciate the ways in which different individuals perceive
and interact with the same environments (Why are their differences in physical activity between
individuals who live in the same household? Are these differences completely explained by attitudinal
differences or are we mis-specifying at some environmental level?) and also failing to appreciate the
reciprocal determinism that exists when individuals exert influence over their environment. There is a
need to move beyond considering individual-level factors as nuisance or potential confounding variables
and to start to examine ways that individual-level factors are a match or mismatch with environmental
factors or exposures that result in variability in individuals’ physical activity.
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3. There continue to be some important disconnects that hamper the necessary accumulation of evidence
regarding built environment/policy and physical activity. First, policy and built environment changes are
occurring without evaluation being conducted. This may result from the lack of resources available for
such evaluation, the lack of interest in evaluation, the lack of necessary skill sets to conduct evaluation, or
for other reasons. Second, the environmental factors that have been studied cross-sectionally are often
not readily changeable or of interest to the community, making it less likely that local decision-makers can
use this information to make policy and built environment changes. Such localization may be particularly
important in marginalized communities. Third, many funding mechanisms, including both the application
(e.g., too long a turnaround between application and actual funding) and timing of funding (e.g., funding is
only for a brief period of time, but environmental change and resulting behavior change is often slow), are
not responsive to the evaluation needs of natural experiments occurring in built environment and policy
around physical activity.

4. Although natural experiments and other quasi-experimental designs are uncommon at this point in the
field of built environment/policy and physical activity, we need to learn from prior failings in the use of
such designs (and randomized clinical trials) in other fields. Most importantly, these include:
a. the need to measure not only physical activity behaviors before and after environmental and/or
policy changes, but actual changes in the environment and policy; this is analogous to not just
assuming within a randomized clinical trial that the manipulation/intervention was implemented,
but measuring to make sure that it was implemented (e.g., if policy on physical activity
environments in daycare settings is changed, we need to examine how the policy change actually
affected physical activity environments — how and how much did they change — and then link this
to changes in daycare children’s physical activity),
b. the need to establish systematic built environment/policy surveillance now, in order to establish
more complete “baselines” and to create future opportunities for evaluating environmental/policy
change effects.

5. The best empirical evidence on built environment/policy only explains a small proportion of variability in

physical activity. This results likely in part from:
a. the lack of a more accurate determination of what constitutes an individuals’ physical activity
environment; for example, reliance on rigid geographies or radial buffers in examining
neighborhood built environment is incomplete at best and inaccurate at worst; evidence that
locates an individuals’ activity (e.qg., links specific locations to specific physical activity done at
that location) or lack of activity is a first step in better specifying an individuals’ environment, but
more work is needed to identify an individuals’ physical activity environment and the factors that
impact the determination or boundaries of this environment
b. an incomplete specification of the environmental factors (e.g., missing some important
environmental factors or the interaction of some environmental factors) or a lack of sensitivity of
the built environment constructs measured (e.g., parents may not report living in a high crime
area, but may be very concerned about their child’s personal safety in their neighborhood
because of other activities that are not necessarily criminal).

In summary, there are numerous key gaps in the empirical evidence on built environment, policy, and
physical activity. This is a critical time in which to begin to address these gaps through more innovative
experimental designs, more complete evaluation of ecological model, and more specificity in environment
and behavior, in order to better inform environmental and policy strategies to increase physical activity
across the population.
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