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Introduction 
Walking is a low-impact, low-cost form of physical activity with potential to offer considerable health 
benefits, especially to those who have overweight or obesity. Walking for utilitarian purposes holds 
additional benefits as a transportation mode as it can help lower pollution and congestion. We 
examined the relationship between the built environment and utilitarian walking among US adults 
with overweight and obesity compared to adults with normal weight. 
 
Methods and Analysis 
We interviewed adult residents from nine small towns in three US regions: Washington State, Texas, 
and the Northeast. Through telephone surveys (n=2,152) we obtained data on demographics, race 
and ethnicity, health and socioeconomic status, walking barriers and facilitators, behavioral factors, 
and neighborhood perceptions. The outcome variable was utilitarian walking at least once a week in 
the neighborhood, and the main independent variables were the environmental variables that 
included both objective measures (Geographic Information System, GIS) and subjective measures 
(survey). The GIS measures were taken within a 1-km street-network buffer around each survey 
respondent’s home, or as the shortest street route distance from home to each target destination. 
Mixed-effect logistic regression models were used to predict the odds of walking for groups of adults 
with normal weight, overweight, and obesity separately. 
 
Results 
Over 15% (335 out of 2,152 respondents) had obesity (BMI of 30+); 36.7% had overweight (25-29.9); 
and 34.2% had normal (18.5-24.9) weight. Controlling personal covariates, only one environmental 
variable was correlated with walking in all three BMI groups: perceived presence of a trail/path/track 
(+). Significant subjective measures were perceived presence of parks (+ in groups with normal 
weight and overweight), grocery stores/supermarkets (+ in overweight group), coffee places (+ in 
obesity group), and schools (+ in obesity group). From the GIS variables, the ratio of resource 
production/extraction land use area within the buffer was negatively correlated with walking among 
groups with overweight and obesity. The numbers of parks (+), banks (+), and pizza places (-) were 
significant only in the overweight, while the number of drugstores (+) was significant in the obesity 
group only. For the normal weight group, only two GIS variables were significant, both of which were 
related to transportation infrastructure: number of crosswalks (+) and sidewalk length (+). 
 
Discussions and Conclusions 
This study identified variations in the characteristics of the built environment in small US towns and 
their relationships to weight status. Infrastructure-related variables were more relevant to 
promoting walking among normal weight adults, while recreational facilities such as parks, trails, and 
schools (local schools in our town often have walking tracks available for public use) and certain 
service destinations such as drug stores and banks were more relevant for adults with overweight or 
obesity. Future research on the relationship between the built environment and walking could 
explore how people of different weight, health, and income status may perceive or react to a range 
of environmental features differently as the barriers or facilitators of walking; and how communities 
in different settings (urban, suburban, rural) may require different environmental strategies to 
promote residents’ walking.  
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