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Promoting Health and 
Cost Control in States:
How States Can Improve Community  
Health & Well-being Through Policy Change

Complete Streets

Background
Physical inactivity and obesity are among the most significant 
health problems in the United States. Children and adults 
alike are not engaging in enough physical activity throughout 
their day. Altering public spaces and their surrounding 
infrastructure can create opportunities for people to increase 
their level of physical activity and adopt a more active lifestyle. 

Most U.S. streets are currently designed to maximize vehicle 
speed and flow of traffic, which leads to roads that are not 
safe for pedestrians and cyclists. Complete Streets is an 
approach to transportation that addresses the needs of all 
road users, including pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists, and 
transit riders, regardless of their age or ability. Complete 
Streets policies make places more walkable, bike-friendly, 
and more connected to parks and public transportation. 
Such policies can create mobility options for communities, 
improve pedestrian safety, and boost local economic activity 
by increasing foot traffic for local businesses. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS

What are Complete Streets Policies?

l  Complete Streets is an approach to

transportation that addresses the

needs of all road users, including

pedestrians, bicyclists, motorists,

and transit riders, regardless of their

age or ability.

How do Complete Streets Policies 

Improve Health?

l  Complete Streets policies strengthen

transportation systems, promote

physical activity, and improve health

outcomes associated with chronic

diseases.

What is the Economic Impact of 

Complete Streets Policies?

l  They decrease obesity-related

diseases and can save millions in

healthcare costs.

l  These policies are usually funded

within existing budgets, and do not

incur extra costs.
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What States Can Do
States can enact Complete Streets 
legislation to improve connectivity to 
transportation systems, promote physical 
activity, encourage biking and walking, 
and make places more pedestrian-
friendly. As of July 1, 2020, 23 states and the 
District of Columbia have adopted 
Complete Streets policies with mandatory 
requirements; 7 of those states and the 
District of Columbia, have policies that 
include mandatory requirements with 
clear action steps and intents.1 There is 
variation across state policies including 
differences in the policy type, the entity 
tasked with implementing the policy, 
reporting requirements, and funding.2 
States can adopt various street designs 
that reflect multiple uses so they are safe 
for all commuters, including pedestrians, 
bikers and motorcyclists. States can also 
support complementary policies that 
improve connectivity and create more 
walkable and livable communities.  

Increasing Pedestrian Safety 
and Connectivity Improves 
Physical Activity
It is well established that people who 
are physically active tend to live longer 
and have a lower risk for chronic 
diseases such as heart disease, stroke, 
type 2 diabetes, and some cancers.3 
But, according to the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, only 
about one in five adults meet the 
recommended guidelines for weekly 
physical activity, and fewer than three 
in ten high school students get at least 
60 minutes of physical activity per day.4 

Physical activity trends are also 
linked to individuals’ education and 
socioeconomic status. Adults with 
higher educational attainment and 
adults whose family incomes are above 
the federal poverty line are more likely 
to meet the recommended physical 

activity guidelines compared to adults 
with less education and adults with 
family income at or near the poverty 
line.5 People with lower-incomes often 
need to work long hours or multiple 
jobs, which limit their leisure-time to 
engage in physical activity. 

Research has found that Complete 
Streets policies increase connectivity 
and rates of physical activity.6 Improved 

bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure, 
such as installing bike lanes and walking 
trails, promote active transportation.7 
Residing in a neighborhood with more 
streetlights and bike paths can lead 
to higher levels of walking, increased 
physical activity, and lower rates of 
obesity. In addition, these design 
elements can reduce crime and stress, 
improve green space, and increase a 
neighborhood’s sense of community.8 

Source: Active Living Research9
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COMMUNICATING THE IMPORTANCE AND IMPACT OF COMPLETE STREETS POLICIES

Policymakers
l  Adopting a Complete Streets

approach to transportation policy

can improve levels of physical

activity, create opportunities for

residents to be active, and decrease

their risk of developing chronic

diseases such as heart diseases,

diabetes, and cancer.

l  Complete Streets policies make

roads safer for all road users,

increases connectivity, makes

communities safer, and increases

foot traffic for local businesses.

l  Financing Complete Streets would

typically not require an increase in

government spending, but rather a

shift in planning and development.

Public Health Professionals
l  Complete Streets make being active

easier by increasing walkability,

improving pedestrian and bicycle

infrastructure, and decreasing

barriers to physical activity.

l  Adults with lower incomes often work

long hours or multiple jobs, leaving

them with less time to engage

in leisure-time physical activity.

Complete Streets policies can create 

new opportunities for active transport 

and improve access to green spaces. 

Consumers
l  Complete Streets is an approach to

transportation that addresses the

needs of all road users, provides

mobility options, and makes

communities more pedestrian-friendly.

l  Complete Streets policies offer

new opportunities for residents to

engage in physical activity and lead

an active lifestyle, and increase a

neighborhood’s sense of community.

Complete Streets Policy Can Reduce Healthcare Costs and Promote Economic Growth

The annual national healthcare costs 
associated with inadequate physical 
activity is an estimated $117 billion.10 
Adopting Complete Streets policies 
to alter public spaces and their 
surrounding infrastructure can promote 
physical activity and help reduce the 
healthcare costs associated with a lack of 
physical activity. Additionally, this policy 
improves safety by reducing vehicle 
collision related injuries and deaths.11 

In addition to savings in healthcare costs, 
Complete Streets policies can benefit 
a community economically. Increased 
accessibility and safety, along with 
improved aesthetic appeal of an area, 
can draw more pedestrians to a business 
area, stimulating its economic growth.12 
Furthermore, financing Complete 
Streets does not require additive costs 
as such policies are often developed 
as part of existing budgets.  Adopting 
Complete Streets approaches would 
typically require a shift in planning and 
development rather than identifying an 
additional stream of funding. 

Benefits of Complete Streets

Increased  

physical activity

Improved public 

health

Safer roads 

for all

Fewer collisions

Decreased 

healthcare costs

Complete Streets

Increased 

neighborhood 

connectivity

More pedestrian 

shoppers

Increased 

business
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Interested in learning more about Complete Streets and other evidence-based policies? Visit the PHACCS website to read the full 

report and other policy briefs for our 13 recommended policies.
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