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Does Your City Make
You Healthier?

Moving to a walkable city boosts
daily locomotion by an average
of 1,100 steps BY EVE LU

EIGHBORHOOD WALKABILITY isabitofa

chicken-and-egg problem: Does living in %
awalkable city make you walk more, ordo ) Oyl
active people choose to live where it’s eas- ) Agi
ier to walk? To investigate, researchers > U@

analyzed smartphone data from between 2013 and E’“’\—\
2016 for two million people, including more than ~ /
5,000 people who moved among more than 1,600 /
U.S. cities. Tim Althoff, a computer scientist at the
University of Washington, and his colleagues
found that after relocating to more walkable
cities, people took about 1,100 more steps a
day, equivalent to 11 minutes of extra daily
walking. What’s more intriguing is that
these additional steps were part of brisk
walks—physical activity that improves
health and could contribute to a lower risk

of death all around. Meanwhile, the data
showed, people who moved between simi-
larly walkable cities didn’t change their ac-
tivity level. The findings suggest built envi-
ronments, rather than personal choice alone,
might affect not just the amount but the inten-
sity of the exercise their inhabitants get.

Estimated Percent of the Population That Achieves

HOW TO READ THE MAP

Each circle represents one of 1,609 origin and/or destination cities
included in the study. Circles are sized according to the number of
people that entered or exited the city during the three-year observa-
tion period and are colored to represent the city’s walkability score.

Walkability Score
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Tinted states contain the five most walkable and
the five least walkable cities.

City circles that are outlined in Walkability score
bold black and labeled provide 0\
context for the chart to the right.

Arrows between cities show what happened when people moved
from one to the other. These pairs—and the direction of movement

CITY NAME 86

between the two cities—are explored further in the chart to the right.

The data demonstrate how moves to more walkable places increased

_ daily steps, whereas moves to less walkable places reduced them.
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Sources: "Countrywide Natural Experiment Links Built Environment
to Physical Activity,” by Tim Althoff et al., in Nature, Vol. 645;
September 11, 2025; Walk Score, www.walkscore.com (data)
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MORE WALKABLE,
MORE STEPS

Each square represents

a relocation pair of cities.
The x-axis shows the
change in city walkability,
and the y-axis shows the
change in daily steps.
Those who moved to more
walkable cities added
about 1,100 steps a day,
and relocating to less
walkable places cut activ-
ity by a similar amount.

Changes in City Walkability Score (new location subtracted from old location)

Large drop in score <

—— On average, people who moved from
San Francisco (walkability score 86)
to El Dorado Hills (walkability score
12) decreased their average daily step
count by more than 1,000 steps.
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> Large gain in score

People who moved fr-l::nm
Amarillo (38) to Euless

Trend line (36) maintained a j
similar daily step count. )

Walkability score

People who moved frnm/
Ellicott City (21) to New
York (89) increased their
average daily step count
by about 1,250 steps.

95 Hoboken, NJ
g 94 Union City, NJ
94 West New York, NJ
91 West Hollywood, CA
89 New York, NY
: FIVE LEAST WALKABLE CITIES
Walkability score
4 Brentwood, TN
¢ | 4 The Acreage, FL
Ve LL [oWe o) 4 Poinciana, FL
o A ( X 3 Bella Vista, AR
- “é;:_:h Badger } ‘ iPuinciana 2 gl Ak
> 3 AK @ %% FL @ TheAcreage
S ¥ ‘ *Walkability scores throughout were collected
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; from www.walkscore.com in 2016 by Tim Althoff et al.
(u Not all the superlatives shown in the table were for
origin or destination cities in the study discussed here.
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