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Active Travel and 
Economic Performance
A ‘What Works’ review of evidence 
from cycling and walking schemes

Delivered by Sustrans in partnership with: 
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1. Active travel and economic
performance

There is increasing, and increasingly strong, evidence that walking and cycling can 
play a very significant role in optimising the contribution of transport to economic 
performance.

Our work highlights five key areas where walking and cycling contribute towards 
economic performance. These are:

• Keeping people and business moving (reducing congestion).

• Supporting local businesses and high streets (quality of life and retail vitality).

• Improving business efficiency (reduced absenteeism as
a result of a healthier and happier workforce).

• Direct job creation.

• Leisure and tourism and support for cycling industry.

1.1 Keeping people moving (congestion reduction)
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This level of car usage is much less than the predominance anticipated by many 
retailers. The contribution of sustainable transport to town and city centre shopping 
areas is much greater than assumed and so any investment would be more suitably 
focussed on improvements that support walkers and cyclists4.

What would an ideal shopping street look like

Perhaps understandably given the proportion of car-users on the shopping 
streets, car parking was not the most pressing concern for survey respondents. In 
Newcastle the three most pressing issues for shoppers were: 

• Improved access for disabled people.

• Better conditions for pedestrians.

• Reduction of traffic on the road.

This would support improved links and accessibility within towns and city centres 
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investment in 2011/12. Further work was then completed, revisiting Community Links 
with the 2012/13 schemes and adding the 2012/13 Links to Communities projects 
in England. These four infrastructure projects accounted for 127 cycle and walking 
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Route Year Distance 
(km)

Cycle trips (...of which 
end to end)
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2. ‘What Works’ evidence of the
impact of different walking and 
cycling typologies

2.1 New infrastructure to overcome barriers and link 
communities 

Physical barriers, whether natural or man-made, can strongly influence the extent to 
which people are willing and able to travel by bike. Local travel can be transformed 
by overcoming these barriers to enable cycling to become part of everyday cycling 
for more people. 

Benefits to boost economic performance include:

• Improved health.

• Reduced congestion.

• Job creation.

• Increased tourism.

Individual examples of these infrastructure projects from recent years, including 
bridges, tunnels and traffic-free links demonstrate the impacts of these interventions 
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2.3 Smarter choice measures

Smarter choice programmes seek to encourage sustainable and active travel 
decisions through engagement with individuals and communities. Measures range 
from promotion of routes and events, through to behaviour change programmes that 
function through challenge, facilitation, encouragement or provision of information. 
The evaluation of a number of smarter choice programmes has revealed their 
impacts. These projects can potentially impact on economic performance through:

• A healthier, more active, workforce.

• Reduced congestion.

• Retail vitality, through an improved public realm.

Personalised Travel Planning

The TravelSmart programme encourages people to use sustainable and active travel 
modes. TravelSmart Gloucester delivered personalised travel planning (PTP) across 
the areas of Barton, Tredworth and White City during 2005-2006. An Individualised 
Travel Marketing (ITM) campaign was targeted at 4,000 households, predominantly 
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Figure 4: changes in the recorded number of cycling trips 
along routes in Aylesbury town centre.

Furthermore, Exeter also saw workplace travel monitoring undertaken, with the 
number of employees stating cycling was their usual mode of travel to work 
increasing by 5%.

The Sustainable Travel Towns

This project saw the implementation of town-wide smarter choice programmes in 
three towns – Darlington, Peterborough and Worcester. Funding was again £10 per 
head of population and ran from 2004 to 2009.

Prior to the project, around 40% of the towns’ population drove a car for all trips, 
while an additional 24% were passengers for all trips. All three towns established 
similar programmes that focused on developing:

• A clear brand identity.

• Large-scale personal travel programs.

• Travel awareness campaigns, including loyalty
schemes, advertising and media campaigns.

• Cycling and walking promotion, including cycling festivals, guided
rides and walks, training, cycling route signage and bicycle parking.

• Public transport information and marketing campaigns
and bus network improvements.

• School travel planning, which complemented the
DFT’s Travelling to School Initiative.

lace travel planning that engaged employers to
encourage their employees to adopt travel planning.
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Across the schemes the following results were observed:

• Car trips decreased by 9%.

• Bus trips increased by 10% to 22%.

• Cycling trips increased by between 26% and 30%.

• Walking trips increased by between 10% and 13%.

A benefit cost ratio of 4.5 to 1 was calculated based only on the reductions in 
congestion, which can be considered a conservative estimate due to this narrow 
focus.

Figure 5: Changes in number of trips of different modes made 
by Sustainable Travel Town residents between 2004 and 2008
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6. Benefit Cost Ratios for different
project types

Using the Department for Transport’s (DfT) transport appraisal framework, WebTAG, 





http://www.transfromscotland.org.uk/value-of-cycle-tourism-report.aspx
http://www.transfromscotland.org.uk/value-of-cycle-tourism-report.aspx
https://allpartycycling.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/get-britain-cycling_goodwin-report.pdf
https://allpartycycling.files.wordpress.com/2013/04/get-britain-cycling_goodwin-report.pdf



