
Physical activity is important for health and reducing 
risk of many chronic diseases like heart disease, 
stroke, some cancers, among others. It also 
contributes to improved mental health and 
reduction in stress.1,2

People living in rural communities are less likely to 
meet physical activity recommendations and are 
more likely to be impacted by many of the chronic 
diseases that physical activity can help prevent.3,4

Policy, systems, and environmental (PSE) changes 
can work to increase physical activity of 
communities as a whole.5 PSE changes focus on 
making healthy choices easier by improving access 
and availability of resources and activities that 
promote healthy behaviors like physical activity.6 

Policy changes include written statements that 
describe a decision or course of action.7 An example 
would be the creation of local ordinances that 
support the building and maintenance of sidewalks 
or bike trails.

Systems changes include the creation of new 
activities for reaching the communities and 
populations served by an organization or group.7 
This can include the leading of organized walking 
groups by community members, using the trails and 
parks that exist within a community.

Environmental changes are changes to the physical 
environment that we live, work, and play in that alter 
our access to or promote healthy living.7 Changes in 
the environment can include the creation of new 
sidewalks or bike lanes or the addition of safety 
features being added to existing sidewalks, bike lanes, 
or roads that protect pedestrians or bikers.

Policy, Systems, and Environmental Changes and Physical Activity

PAPREN is a CDC-funded Network that brings diverse partners together to create 
environments that maximize physical activity. The Network advances the evidence base 
and puts research into practice through collaboration across sectors with a shared vision of 
achieving active communities.
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Below are some example issues that rural areas should consider when planning and running new PSE 
changes related to increasing physical activity:
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Possible Issue in Rural Areas Potential Solution

Takeaway: This is not meant to discourage PSE change efforts to promote physical activity, but as a guide 
for community leaders and program planners to start conversations to prevent potential negative 
outcomes of created programming. 




