»\\\:'///‘ Urban Stucture and Function Studies
USFS
A T

Volume 13. Issue 3. 2026. Pages 135 to 158.

Research Paper

Explicating the Relationship between the Built
Environment, Active Commute, and Public Health

Azadeh Alizadeh! *¥, Seyed Mehdi Khatami™ “*, Seyed Ali Safavi ?

'Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Urban and Regional Planning, University of Tarbiat Modares, Iran.
% Associate Professor, Department of Urban and Regional Planning, University of Tarbiat Modares, Iran.
3 Assistant Professor, Department of Urban and Regional Planning, University of Tarbiat Modares, Iran.

d 10.22080 /usfs.2026.29887.2544

Received:

August 28, 2026
Accepted:
November 30, 2025
Available online:
June 8, 2026

Abstract

Physical inactivity stemming from urban sprawl and automobile dependence
constitutes a global health crisis. Active commuting- structured, routine travel
between home and work offers substantial potential to reduce physical inactivity
and promote both physical and mental health. This study aims to synthesize
current scientific evidence and elucidate the relationship between the urban built
environment, active commuting, and public health outcomes. A scoping review
following the JBI framework and PRISMA-ScR guidelines was conducted to
address conceptual, theoretical, and practical dimensions of active commuting in
health promotion contexts. Systematic searches in Scopus, Elsevier, Google
Scholar, and PubMed databases employed keywords related to the built
environment, active commuting, and public health. Data were categorized into
four domains, including built environment, behavior, physical health, and mental
health, and analyzed using a deductive approach integrating social-ecological
theory, travel demand theory, the theory of planned behavior, and Pender's
Health Promotion Model. Findings revealed that the influence of the built
environment on active commuting represents a complex, multilevel process. At
the micro scale, neighborhood physical attributes combined with self-efficacy
and individual attitudes serve as promotive factors; at the meso level, network
connectivity, mixed land use, social norms, and community support function as
facilitators; at the macro level, employment center planning and sustainable
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dynamic interplay between environment and behavior, along with individual
contextual factors, functions as a key mediator and moderator shaping travel
decisions. Achieving sustainable urban health requires integrated interventions
across all three built environment levels, combined with targeted behavioral
strategies to reduce chronic disease prevalence and enhance mental health.
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1. Introduction

The prevalence of chronic diseases and
the epidemics of obesity and depression
face urban planning and design with
challenges in urban resilience and health,
necessitating a theoretical and practical
restructuring of the built environment in
response to these issues. Physical activity
is one of the most effective tools for
preventing many chronic diseases and
promoting physical and mental health and
well-being. Commuting from home to
work has the potential to become a unit of
physical activity. This is an effective way to
integrate physical activity into a sedentary
lifestyle and an opportunity for urban
planners and designers to move towards
the creation and development of a healthy
city. This research seeks to figure out the
aspects affecting active commuting in
order to promote public health and
develop its theoretical framework. The
purpose is to provide an overview of
existing research evidence, key concepts,
and identify gaps or strengthen existing
knowledge, which can explain theoretical
and practical knowledge about the
multifaceted concept of active commute.

2. Research Methodology

This interdisciplinary study aimed to
provide a comprehensive mapping of
research evidence and identify knowledge
gaps through a scoping review following
the JBI framework and PRISMA-ScR
guidelines. Systematic searches were
conducted in Scopus (2000-2024) and
supplemented with snowball sampling
across additional databases (Google
Scholar, = PubMed, Elsevier) using
keywords, including active
commute/travel (concept of active
commute), health, public health, physical
activity /mental health (concept of health),
and built environment (urban context).
Inclusion criteria comprised: (1) content

related to active commuting (home-work
travels), (2) explicit description of
relationships among built environment,
active travel, and health, and (3) full-text
availability. A total of 123 articles were
selected. Data analysis employed a
deductive thematic analysis approach
across three organizational levels, micro,
meso, and macro, of the Dbuilt
environment, grounded in an integrated
theoretical framework combining social-
ecological theory, travel demand theory,
theory of planned behavior, and Pender's
Health Promotion Model. The resulting
integrated conceptual model elucidates
the causal pathways linking built
environment-behavior-health and
delineates the mediating and moderating
roles of behavioral and contextual factors
in active commuting.

3. Research Findings

The integration of urban planning and
public health has established the built
environment as a critical determinant of
population  health  behaviors.  This
relationship is grounded in four
theoretical frameworks: the social-
ecological theory (multilevel influences),
the theory of planned behavior
(psychological factors: attitudes, norms,
perceived behavioral control), Pender's
Health Promotion Model (motivational
factors and health outcomes), and travel
demand theory (accessibility structures).
The built environment operates across
three organizational scales to influence
active travel behavior: the micro scale
(neighborhood design combined with
reinforcement of individual self-efficacy
and positive attitudes toward active
commute, serving as promotive factors);
the meso scale (network connectivity and
mixed land use, paired with social support
and collective norms, functioning as
facilitators); and the macro scale
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(employment center planning and
sustainable mobility policies). Contextual
characteristics  function as critical
moderators through behavioral factors.
Evidence demonstrates that modifying the
built environment produces more
sustained health effects compared to
individual-level  interventions  alone.
However,  implementation  requires
understanding three critical dimensions:
(1) optimal thresholds and ranges of built
environment features at different scales,
(2) behavioral thresholds for attitudinal
and self-efficacy change, and (3) multilevel
interactions between environment and
behavioral factors. Achieving sustainable
urban health necessitates integrated
spatial-behavioral interventions across all
three scales, supported by longitudinal
studies, place-based health data systems,
and interdisciplinary frameworks.

4. Conclusion

Active commuting, as a spatially-
contextualized and dynamic behavioral
action, emerges from a multifaceted
process  that integrates  external
determining factors (built environment
characteristics) with internal regulatory
components (behavioral factors),
collectively influencing urban population
health outcomes. This complex
relationship necessitates that urban
planners and designers, as primary agents
responsible for establishing health-

oriented  spatial-behavioral patterns,
operate  strategically across three
interconnected and mutually reinforcing
scales (micro, meso, and macro) with
differentiated functional roles.
Consequently, urban planners and
designers must transcend  purely
infrastructure-oriented interventions by
systematically and concurrently
integrating behavioral components with
built environment characteristics to
achieve improved health outcomes,
specifically including reductions in
obesity, cardiovascular-respiratory
disease, diabetes, depression, and stress,
while  ultimately  contributing  to
comprehensive improvements in urban
population health and mental well-being.
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