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Goals of ALR 101

• Why focus on active living?
• Why focus on environments & policies?
• Goals of ALR
• What ALR does
• Who is involved in ALR
• What ALR has accomplished
• Current activities
• How can you participate in ALR?
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How are we doing in promoting physical activity?

Healthy People 2010 Database for men & women combined

Reported Physical Activity by Adults in the USA: 
1997-2006 The Healthy People 2010 Database
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Most models of health behavior

Individual
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Psychological
Skills

Social/Cultural



www.activelivingresearch.org

An ecological model of health behavior
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An ecological model of health behavior
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Practical policy rational for PA 
environment & policy research

• IOM, CDC, Surgeon General, AHA, WHO, 
National PA Plan, and many other groups 
recommend policy changes as essential for 
improving PA, diet, and obesity.

• Policy initiatives with the intent to change PA 
and obesity are occurring in governments, 
school districts, and industry.

• Evidence is needed as a basis for this work.
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Elements of an active living community
Comm Design
Destinations Home

Park & Rec
School & Preschool

Transportation System



www.activelivingresearch.org

Active Living Research goals: 2001-2015

• Establish a strong research base
– Administer a $28 million research budget
– Contribute to reversing childhood obesity
– Focus on ethnic, racial, & income groups at 

highest risk of obesity

• Build a transdisciplinary & diverse field of 
researchers

• Stimulate & inform policy change
– Primary goal for 2012-2015
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Phases of ALR

• 1: 2001-2007. Part of RWJF’s active living 
initiative. Focus on whole population

• 2: 2008-2012. Part of RWJF’s childhood 
obesity initiative. Focus on youth, 
especially groups at highest risk

• 3: 2013-2015. Focus is on translating new 
knowledge to changes in policy and 
practice
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Building evidence
• Calls for proposals 1-10 & Rapid Response

– 230 grants funded. Almost 400 papers published
• Conference

– Only venue for all relevant disciplines to come 
together

– Highly competitive abstract selection
– Best papers in journal supplement with wide 

distribution
• Website

– Free access to journals & conference slides
– Measurement resources
– Literature searches; article database
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Progression of research
• Begin with measurement development
• Correlational studies, because randomized 

trials are rarely possible
• Understanding environmental disparities
• Rapid response grants to evaluate policy & 

environment changes
• Economic studies because $ drives 

decisions
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“ALR has probably done more to move this whole field of 
active living forward than anything before or anything 
that has come since.”
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Number of competitive grants by topic area
Note: Grants could be coded in multiple categories

ALR I (n=91) ALR II (n=123)

Built Environment 65 46

Health, Economics, Policy Process 4 29

Recreation 24 26

Schools 18 65

Social Environment, including crime, disorder 11 31
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2011 Grantee Survey respondents by race/ethnicity

Grantee Race/ethnicity %

American Indian/Alaska Native 2

African American 9
Asian 10
Latino/Hispanic 9
Multiple race/ethnicity 3
White 66

• In the 2006 evaluation, 26% of grantees were people of color.
• In the 2011 evaluation, that increased to 34%.
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Field building: Cultivating new 
relationships

• Architecture 
• Environment & Behavior
• Geography
• Landscape Architecture 
• Parks & Recreation
• Planning
• Transportation
• Criminology
• Economics/Law/Policy
• Advocates/Policymakers
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Building a transdisciplinary field

• Multidisciplinary advisory committee
• Recruiting non-traditional partners 

through talks at conferences
• Broad distribution of Calls for Proposals
• Seminar Program with many 

organizations to bring speakers from other 
fields

• Principal Investigators from 25+ fields
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ALR conference evaluations: 
75-95% rated 4 or 5 across years 

Conference Goals
Stimulated ideas likely to lead to changes in my 
research
Learned new concepts from another discipline likely 
to enhance my work
New contacts might lead to collaboration

Builds capacity to conduct transdisciplinary studies
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Research is not easy to put into practice
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Communicating results: Getting the 
word out

• Website: about 12,000 visits per month
– Research briefs are widely downloaded
– Measures are very popular
– Participate in MOVE! blog

• Webinar series: www.dialogue4health.org
• ALR Newsletter: sign up
• Facebook, Twitter, Youtube
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Translating research to policy

• Regular input from policy makers on research 
priorities & communication strategies 
– DO policy-relevant research

• Research briefs for policymakers & advocates
• Sessions at ALR Conference with policymakers 
• Research Translation Grants to communicate 

results from ALR grants
• Lay summaries of ALR journal articles & grants
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Conference brings together 
researchers & practitioners

• Presentations & workshops invited from 
practitioners & researchers

• Practice/policy and research presentations 
integrated in same sessions

• Dots on name badges. Mingle with both 
colors

• Goals
– Practitioners & policy-makers generate new 

research ideas
– Researchers communicate useful findings
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Impact of Park Renovations on 
Park Use and Park-based 

Physical Activity
Deborah Cohen, Bing Han, Jennifer Isacoff, 

Bianca Shulaker, Stephanie Williamson, 
Terry Marsh, Thom McKenzie, Rajiv Bhatia, 

Megan Wier

RAND Corporation

Funded by RWJF- Active Living Research
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Study objective
• To determine the impact of park renovations on 

park use and physical activity among park users, 
especially youth, but studying 6 parks

• Two parks underwent extensive renovations 
– installation of completely new play equipment,

• Comparison parks had no changes or construction 
was in progress

• All parks in urban, low-income neighborhoods
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Changes in the number of park users and 
MET-hours gained
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What we know through ALR-funded research 
on built environment

Baltimore 
• Interviews with African 

American high school 
students

• Key environmental barriers 
to PA
– Lack of places for PA
– Crime, violence, drugs
– Unsafe places for PA
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What we know through ALR-funded research 
on built environment

Rural MS, KY, SC, CA
• Input from children & 

parents
• Barriers to activity

– no shoulders on roads
– heavy truck traffic
– no access to school grounds
– lack of parks
– lack of safety, crime and 

wild animals



www.activelivingresearch.org

What we know through ALR-funded research 
on PA/PE in schools

Texas
Evaluation of State Law on PA and Coordinated 

School Health Policy 
• 97% of principals & district officials are aware of 

physical activity requirements
• 179 average minutes of structured student physical 

activity per week
• Exceeding the 135 minutes required by the bill

• Strong implementation of policy was due to support 
from local community organizations



www.activelivingresearch.org

• ALR Commissioned Analysis
• Substantial media coverage
• Lay summary on ALR website
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• Parks
• Economic benefits of 

open space & walkable
communities

• Transportation 
policies

• Active travel to school
• Power of Trails
• Active education
• After school programs

• School PA policies
• Playgrounds
• Environmental 

disparities
• Recess
• Counting bikes & peds
• Classroom activity 

breaks
• Bicycle interventions
• Sedentary behaviors

Research Briefs & Syntheses
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• CDC: Communities 
Putting Prevention to 
Work ($200M)

• CDC: Community 
Transformation 
Grants ($100M)

• Health Dept capacity
• Foundation projects
• NIKE Designed to 

Move
• Urban Land Institute

Our research is being used
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How can I participate in ALR?
• Stay informed and interact through social media, 

MOVE! blog, webinars, newsletter
– Write a guest blog for Move!

• Meet 20 new people during the conference & be open 
for new collaborations

• If practitioner, learn about and use evidence in your 
work

• If researcher, get study ideas from practitioners
• If researcher, do policy relevant research, and 

communicate your findings to lay audiences
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Active Living Research 101: 
Urban Planning & 

Transportation Perspective
Jennifer Dill, Ph.D.

Portland State University
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WHAT DO PLANNERS DO?
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Transportation system 
management and 

operations
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We don’t control everything

• Existing buildings, etc.
• The market: developers, bankers, etc.
• Politics
• Lack of regional planning
• Federal regulations
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Multiple Objectives

1970                     1980                   1990                     2000                    2010

Air 
pollution

Energy

Congestion

Climate 
Change

Health

Livability

ResiliencyAir 
pollution
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PLANNING RESEARCH
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Inputs
• Policy adoption

Outputs
• Policy

Implementation

Outcomes
• Travel activity
• Health

Do mixed 
uses affect 

travel 
behavior?

health?

Why does 
a city 
adopt 

mixed use 
zoning?

If you have 
the zoning, 
will/when/
where will 
mixed use 

occur?

Mixed Use 
Zoning

Mixed Use 
Development

Walking
Health

Economic 
Development

Public policy, 
political science, 

public 
administration, 
planning,  etc.

Economics, 
real estate 

development, 
regional science, 

etc.

Transportation 
(planners, 
engineers), 
psychology, 

health, 
economics, etc.
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Planning/transportation vs. health 
research

• Language
• Outcome measures (aka dependent 

variables)
• Data sources
• Funding sources
• Journal styles
• Databases



www.activelivingresearch.org



www.activelivingresearch.org

LAND USE & URBAN DESIGN
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Ewing, R., & Cervero, R. (2010). Travel and the Built Environment. Journal of the American 
Planning Association, 76(3), 265-294

Travel & the Built Environment Meta-Analysis
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WALKABILITY
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Measuring the 
Unmeasurable

Ewing, R. & Handy, S., Measuring the 
Unmeasurable: Urban Design Qualities 
Related to Walkability, Journal of Urban 
Design, Vol. 14. No. 1, 65–84, February 
2009
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Joh, Kenneth, Mai T. Nguyen, and Marlon G. Boarnet (2012). “Can Built and Social Environmental Factors 
Encourage Walking among Individuals with Negative Walking Attitudes?” Journal of Planning Education and 
Research,  32(2), 219-236. 

HIGH walk 
attitudes

LOW walk 
attitudes

Household with children -
Other race (excl. Hispanic, AA, Asian) -
Female -
Age, under 26 -
Age, 26-40 +
Foreign born status -
Businesses per acre +
Violent crime rate -
Intersection density -

The role of attitudes
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COMPLETE STREETS
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Road Diets and Crashes

Herman F. Huang, J. Richard Stewart, and Charles V. Zegeer (2002), Evaluation of Lane Reduction 
“Road Diet” Measures on Crashes and Injuries,  Transportation Research Record 1784: 80-90
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Do complete streets cost more?

James Shapard and Mark Cole, (2013) Do Complete Streets Cost More Than Incomplete Streets? Transportation Research 
Record: Journal of the Transportation Research Board, No. 2393:134–138.

“The volatility of the overall economy and the 
construction market affect project cost more 
substantially than adding features to a 
street…” 
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Motorists’ Perceptions
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Chris Monsere, Nathan McNeil, and Jennifer Dill, “Multi-User Perspectives on Separated, On-Street Bicycle 
Infrastructure,” Transportation Research Record: Journal of the Transportation Research Board, 2314: 22-30, 
2012.

I like that bikes and cars are more separated…
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SAFE ROUTES TO SCHOOL
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Boarnet, M. G., Day, K., Anderson, C., McMillan, T., & Alfonzo, M. (2005). California's safe routes to school program -
Impacts on walking, bicycling, and pedestrian safety. Journal of the American Planning Association, 71(3), 301-317. 
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Effects on odds of walking… TO school FROM school

Boy + +
Vehicles per licensed driver -
Inner suburb location (vs. central city) - -
Distance to school - -
Intersections cross on route - -
Maximum traffic on route -
Missing sidewalks on route (%) -
Income of neighborhood -
Parking at school -
Parental attitudes:

Safe area to walk alone: (yes) + +
Fear of strangers (agree) - -
Busy streets to cross (strongly agree) - -

Larsen, K., Buliung, R. N., & Faulkner, G. E. J. (2013). Safety and School Travel: How Does the Environment Along the 
Route Relate to Safety and Mode Choice? Transportation Research Record(2327), 9-18

Safety and School 
Travel: How Does 
the Environment 
Along the Route 
Relate to Safety 
and Mode 
Choice? 
~1,000 5th and 6th

graders in 
Toronto, Ontario

Traced route to 
and from school 
on a map

Parent survey
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BICYCLING INTERVENTIONS
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Actual Trips Shortest Paths
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Cyclists are going longer distances to use bicycle 
infrastructure

Excludes trips involving transit, trips with the main purpose of exercise, 
organized rides, and trips starting and ending at the same place
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The Relative 
Value of 
Facilities
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Joseph Broach, Jennifer Dill, and John Gliebe, “Where Do Cyclists' Ride? A Route Choice Model Developed 
with Revealed Preference GPS Data,” Transportation Research-Part A. 46: 1730–1740, 2012. 
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Research 
Brief
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Concluding thoughts

• Planning & transportation as fields…
– focus on practice
– are inherently multi-disciplinary

• Multi-disciplinary collaboration is very 
important
– Utilize the literature from different fields
– Don’t forget the engineers!
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