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Because of an increase in the prevalence of chronic dis-
eases and an aging population, older adults are at highest
risk for poor health. Health disparities by age and socioe-
conomic status have been shown to exist for many physi-
cal activity outcomes and may be explained in part by dif-
ferences in the built environment in which older adults
live, work, and play. Partners of the Environmental
Workgroup of the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention Healthy Aging Research Network (HAN) have
designed and piloted an instrument that focuses on the
relationship between the built environment and physical
activity in older adults.

Neighborhoods in seven diverse U.S. communities
served by HAN were studied: Alamosa, Colo; Columbia,
SC; Hendersonville, NC; Seattle, Wash; McKeesport, Pa;
Chicago, Ill; and Berkeley, Calif. An environmental audit
instrument, developed to be sensitive to issues of impor-
tance to older adults, was designed to assess street-scale
factors associated with physical activity across multiple
settings. Audit items included land use, destinations, side-

walk and intersection conditions, amenities such as bench-
es, social disorder such as litter, and the types of human
activity observed. In the pilot study, 15–30 street seg-
ments were audited by two or more trained researchers at
each of the seven HAN sites. In addition to the audit, qual-
itative semi-structured interviews were conducted to iden-
tify additional items of importance to adults aged 65 years
or older.

Inter-rater reliability among the trained researchers
was examined. Researchers across the seven HAN sites
examined differences in neighborhood segments audited to
determine the distribution of study variables, such as pres-
ence of sidewalks and crosswalks. Qualitative interviews
of older adults about environmental influences on walking
behavior revealed that having destinations to walk to
appeared to be an important motivator for walking,
although many people reported both walking to reach des-
tinations as well as taking walks just for pleasure.
Destinations such as grocery stores, banks, pharmacies,
restaurants, and beauty parlors were mentioned, as were
churches, libraries, parks, and the homes of family,
friends, and neighbors. Personal safety was another fre-
quently mentioned topic, with many residents feeling safe
walking during the daytime but not at night. Interviewees
indicated that their choice of walking routes was influ-
enced by the length of the route, sidewalk quality, people
along the route, amount of traffic, crosswalks and signals
for crossing the street, perceived safety from crime,
scenery, aesthetics, and presence of interesting things to
look at. Future directions include using the environmental
audit instrument in a study to see which environmental
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audit items are correlated with actual walking behavior in
an older population.
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