
 

Cycling is the urban transport mode
associated with the greatest health benefits
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How do transport modes influence people's health? A new study led by
the Barcelona Institute for Global Health (ISGlobal) has concluded that
cycling is the mode of transport associated with the greatest health
benefits: better self-perceived general health, better mental health and
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fewer feelings of loneliness.

The study was carried out in seven European cities: Antwerp, Barcelona,
London, Örebro, Rome, Vienna and Zurich. A baseline questionnaire
was completed by more than 8,800 people, 3,500 of whom also
completed a final survey. Questions on transport and health included
what transport modes participants used, how often they used different
transport modes, and how they perceived their general health. The 
mental-health section of the survey focused on the four major
dimensions of mental health (anxiety, depression, loss of emotional
control, and psychological well-being), vitality (energy level and fatigue)
and perceived stress. The survey also asked about participants' social
relations, including questions about loneliness and contact with friends
and/or family.

The transport modes assessed in the study were car, motorbike, public
transport, bicycle, electric bicycle and walking. The effects of these
transport modes were analysed using both single- and multiple-mode
models.

The findings, published in Environment International, show that cycling
yielded the best results in every analysis. Bicycles were associated with
better self-perceived general health, better mental health, greater vitality,
lower self-perceived stress and fewer feelings of loneliness. The second
most beneficial transport mode, walking, was associated with good self-
perceived general health, greater vitality, and more contact with friends
and/or family.

"Previous studies have either analysed transport modes in isolation or
compared various transport modes to each other," said Ione Ávila
Palencia, ISGlobal researcher and lead author of the study. "Ours is the
first study to associate the use of multiple urban transport modes with
health effects such as mental health and social contact. This approach
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allowed us to analyse the effects more realistically, since today's city
dwellers tend to use more than one mode of transport. It also allowed us
to highlight the positive effect of walking, which in previous studies was
not very conclusive."

The study's conclusions regarding transport modes other than cycling and
walking were not entirely conclusive. "Driving and public-transport use
were associated with poor self-perceived general health when the
transport modes were analysed separately, but this effect disappeared in
the multiple-mode analyses," said Ávila Palencia. Cars were also
associated with fewer feelings of loneliness in all of the analyses. "This
result is most likely due to the fact that the study population drove very
infrequently and most journeys by car were probably for social purposes,
such as visiting a family member or a friend," explained the researcher.

"The findings were similar in all of the cities we studied. This suggests
that active transport—especially cycling—should be encouraged in order
to improve health and increase social interaction," said Ávila Palencia.
She added that the percentage of people who cycle "remains low in all
European cities, except in countries like the Netherlands and Denmark,
which means that there is plenty of room to increase bicycle use."

Mark Nieuwenhuijsen, coordinator of the study and director of the
Urban Planning, Environment and Health Initiative at ISGlobal, said,
"Transport is not just a matter of mobility; it also has to do with public
health and the well-being of the population." The study's findings, he
noted, show yet again that "an integrated approach to urban planning,
transport planning and public health is needed in order to develop
policies that promote active transport, such as adding more segregated
cycle lanes in Barcelona, which are transforming the city into a better
environment for cyclists."

Other studies conducted as part of the PASTA Project have also
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highlighted the health benefits of cycling. One study found that cyclists
have a lower body mass index than non-cyclists and another suggested
that as many as 10,000 deaths could be prevented by expanding cycling
networks in European cities.

  More information: Ione Avila-Palencia et al, The effects of transport
mode use on self-perceived health, mental health, and social contact
measures: A cross-sectional and longitudinal study, Environment
International (2018). DOI: 10.1016/j.envint.2018.08.002
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