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Introduction 
Obesity is becoming a leading public health problem in many countries. Physical activity (PA) helps 
combat the obesity epidemic and bring other health benefits. Traditional PA promotion focused on 
individual factors but have not been very successful. Recently, there has been a paradigm shift 
toward a socio-ecological approach addressing multi-level (i.e., personal, social, and physical 
environmental) factors. The focus has shifted from exercise to active living—a way of life that 
integrates PA into daily routines. The built environment has been increasingly recognized as an 
important venue for PA premonition.  
 
Methods 
This study first reviewed the state of knowledge and practice in active living by design, and then 
explored the implications of these findings for design and planning in China. 
 
Results 
State of Knowledge: There is now a substantial body of evidence on the relationship between built 
environments and PA, mostly from developed countries. "Walkable communities" with compact and 
mixed land uses and well-connected streets encourage PA, especially active transportation (walking 
and biking). Other factors such as rich pedestrian/bicyclist infrastructure, safety from traffic and 
crime, and good visual quality and maintenance, may provide additional support. Gaps of knowledge 
exist in terms of the causal relationships between environmental changes and PA improvement, and 
relevant policy approaches and economic impacts.  
 
State of Practice 
The growing literature has informed the recent upsurge of multi-level environmental and policy 
interventions in some countries to promote PA through collaborative efforts by design/planning and 
health organizations. They focus on diverse environmental factors such as safe streets, compact 
communities, local parks, and neighborhood schools; as well as multiple domains of PA, including 
occupation, recreation, transportation, and household activities.  
 
Implications for China  
In China, the prevalence of overweight and obesity increased from 14.6% in 1992 to 21.8% in 2002. 
The rise of automobile dependence and reduction of walking and biking likely played a significant 
role in this change. There is a urgent need for more active living research in China. Empirical findings 
from other countries provide useful references, yet need to be interpreted with extra caution, 
because environments in China are dramatically different. Meanwhile, methodologies from previous 
research provide excellent tools for Chinese studies.  
 
Conclusions 
There is a substantial body of cross-sectional knowledge on the relationship between built 
environment and active living in some developed countries. In China, the rising rate of obesity calls 
for more active living research, which can benefit from methodologies developed in other countries 
yet needs to be context-sensitive in conceptual understanding of the problem. Such studies will also 
enrich the knowledge base about environment-PA relationships by testing them in different contexts 
and populations. 
 


