
ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE

Healthy TrailsHealthy Trails
Crafting Messages for Health and Crafting Messages for Health and 

Active TransportationActive Transportation

John Balbus, MD, MPHJohn Balbus, MD, MPH

Chief Health ScientistChief Health Scientist



ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE



ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE



ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE



ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE



ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE



ENVIRONMENTAL DEFENSE

Getting the health message right:  Getting the health message right:  
session outlinesession outline

•• Intro presentationIntro presentation

•• Group discussion:  what has worked, Group discussion:  what has worked, 
what hasnwhat hasn’’t?t?

•• Breakouts:  selecting the top 3 Breakouts:  selecting the top 3 
messagesmessages

•• Group discussion:  final message Group discussion:  final message 
choices  choices  
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Choices in messagingChoices in messaging

•• Lead with the problem?Lead with the problem?

•• Be specific?Be specific?

•• Disease or demographic focus?Disease or demographic focus?

•• Compassion or costs?Compassion or costs?

•• Create an urgency or establish a vision?Create an urgency or establish a vision?
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WhatWhat’’s driving the asthma s driving the asthma 
epidemic?epidemic?

•• The number of The number of 
people with asthma people with asthma 
rose by  75% rose by  75% 
between 1980 and between 1980 and 
199419941414

•• 1.5 million people 1.5 million people 
have to go to have to go to 
Emergency Rooms Emergency Rooms 
every yearevery year

•• 5500 people die from 5500 people die from 
asthma every yearasthma every year
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Changing transportation policy Changing transportation policy 
can reduce asthmacan reduce asthma

•• Lessons learned: AtlantaLessons learned: Atlanta ’’s s 
1996 summer Olympics1996 summer Olympics

[Friedman, et al., 2001]

Morning traffic volume: Morning traffic volume: �� 22.5%22.5%
Peak ozone concentrations: Peak ozone concentrations: 
�� 28%28%
Acute care visits for asthma: Acute care visits for asthma: 
�� 40%40%
KidsKids’’ERER visits for asthma: visits for asthma: 
�� 11%11%
Hospitalization for asthma: Hospitalization for asthma: 
�� 19%19%
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The costs of asthmaThe costs of asthma

•• Estimated $12 billion Estimated $12 billion 
dollars in 2000dollars in 200033

–– $8.1 billion direct costs $8.1 billion direct costs 

–– 3 million lost adult 3 million lost adult 
workdaysworkdays

–– 10.1 million lost 10.1 million lost 
schooldaysschooldays
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Physical inactivity harms our Physical inactivity harms our 
healthhealth

•• Estimated 75% of Estimated 75% of 
Americans age 18 and Americans age 18 and 
older report physical older report physical 
activity below the activity below the 
recommended levelrecommended level55

•• Inactivity and poor diet Inactivity and poor diet 
second leading cause second leading cause 
of preventable death in of preventable death in 
the U.S :the U.S : Leading to > Leading to > 
14% of all deaths14% of all deaths66
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Health impacts of physical Health impacts of physical 
inactivityinactivity1212

•• Increased risk of obesityIncreased risk of obesity

•• Increased risk of major Increased risk of major 
diseasesdiseases
–– DiabetesDiabetes

–– Cardiovascular diseaseCardiovascular disease

–– Colon cancerColon cancer

•• Increased symptoms of Increased symptoms of 
depression, anxietydepression, anxiety

•• Poorer development and Poorer development and 
maintenance of skeletal maintenance of skeletal 
and muscle tissueand muscle tissue
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The economic costs of The economic costs of 
physical inactivityphysical inactivity

•• 5.55.5--7% of nation7% of nation ’’s total health costs related s total health costs related 
to obesityto obesity

•• 17% of total cost of CVD attributable to 17% of total cost of CVD attributable to 
overweight and obesityoverweight and obesity

•• Increasing physical activity among inactive Increasing physical activity among inactive 
Americans over the age of 15 may reduce Americans over the age of 15 may reduce 
annual national medical costs by $77 annual national medical costs by $77 
billionbillion 1414
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Obesity rates are climbingObesity rates are climbing

•• Over 64% of the U.S. population is Over 64% of the U.S. population is 
overweightoverweight (BMI > 25)(BMI > 25)77

•• Over 30% is obeseOver 30% is obese (BMI > 30)(BMI > 30)

–– higher rates among women and disadvantaged higher rates among women and disadvantaged 
minoritiesminorities88

•• Proportion of obese children and Proportion of obese children and 
adolescents has more than doubled adolescents has more than doubled 
since 1963since 1963 88
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The effects of obesity on childrenThe effects of obesity on children

•• Earlier onset of obesityEarlier onset of obesity --related diseases, such as related diseases, such as 
type 2 diabetes, are being reported in children and  type 2 diabetes, are being reported in children and  
adolescents with obesityadolescents with obesity 1010

–– ChildrenChildren’’s hospital discharge rate for gall bladder disease s hospital discharge rate for gall bladder disease 
tripledtripled1010

•• From 1979 to 1999, annual hospital costs for From 1979 to 1999, annual hospital costs for 
treating obesitytreating obesity --related disease in children rose related disease in children rose 
threethree --fold ($35 million to $127 million)fold ($35 million to $127 million) 1919
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Creating Healthy Places Creating Healthy Places 
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Healthy PlaceHealthy Place

•• Main street Main street 
with with thriving
businesses businesses 
providing providing 
groceries and groceries and 
other basic other basic 
amenitiesamenities

•• Convenient Convenient 
public transit public transit 
options options 
available for all available for all 
other needsother needs
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http://http://motorman.orgmotorman.org//
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Back to the Future?Back to the Future?
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GW Student StudyGW Student Study

•• Quantitative survey plus inQuantitative survey plus in--depth interviewsdepth interviews

•• Target audiencesTarget audiences

–– Public segment: Public segment: ““politically activepolitically active”” parents and parents and 
older adultsolder adults

–– Professional segment: Local urban planners (at Professional segment: Local urban planners (at 
city or county level); policymakers working within city or county level); policymakers working within 
government on surface transportation issuesgovernment on surface transportation issues

•• Sample size very small and local to DC areaSample size very small and local to DC area
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Conclusions from parents and older Conclusions from parents and older 
adultsadults

•• Convenience and safety Convenience and safety 
paramountparamount

•• Emphasize specific health Emphasize specific health 
benefits of this alternative benefits of this alternative 

•• Convey active transport as part Convey active transport as part 
of the solution to environmental of the solution to environmental 
problems problems 

•• Appeal to parentsAppeal to parents’’ interest in interest in 
their childrentheir children’’s healths health
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Conclusions Conclusions –– ProfessionalsProfessionals

•• Urban planners were more healthUrban planners were more health--consciousconscious

–– Policymakers more interested in lessening pollution/global Policymakers more interested in lessening pollution/global 
warming and dependence on fossil fuel. warming and dependence on fossil fuel. 

•• Specify how improvements in active transportation Specify how improvements in active transportation 
would help solve all of these problemswould help solve all of these problems

•• Counteract skepticism among officialsCounteract skepticism among officials

–– Active transportation is often perceived as complete lifestyle Active transportation is often perceived as complete lifestyle 
overhaul instead of a series of manageable adjustments. overhaul instead of a series of manageable adjustments. 
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Group DiscussionGroup Discussion

•• What has been your experience?What has been your experience?

•• Which messages work?Which messages work?

•• Which fall flat?Which fall flat?

•• What has been the counterWhat has been the counter--message?message?
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Breakout discussionsBreakout discussions

•• Choose a theme:Choose a theme:

–– Problems versus solutions Problems versus solutions 

•• Urgency versus visionUrgency versus vision

–– Compassion versus costsCompassion versus costs

–– Diseases versus demographicsDiseases versus demographics

–– Counter the counterCounter the counter--messagesmessages


