Comment

Commercial determinants of active travel: a crucial but
overlooked barrier to health and sustainability

Active travel (walking, cycling, and other non-motorised
transport) is an important component of active lifestyles
and plays a crucial role in improving physical and mental
health, reducing greenhouse gas emissions and air pol-
lution, and offering social and economic benefits.* How-
ever, despite its well-documented benefits, active travel
remains considerably underutilised in many countries. To
effectively promote active travel, understanding its
determinants across all levels of the social-ecological
framework,? such as individual attitudes and beliefs, social
norms, policies, and infrastructure and topography, is
important.>*

A growing body of evidence suggests that activities of
commercial actors strongly influence health behaviours;
however, these influences are often overlooked by
researchers, practitioners, and decision makers.> These
influences are part of a broader set of dynamics, referred
to as the commercial determinants of health, which can be
defined as “the systems, practices, and pathways through
which commercial actors drive health and equity out-
comes, either positively or negatively”.> These commercial
determinants include business practices such as lobbying,
marketing, supply chain management, and shaping of
social norms. Although the commercial determinants of
some health behaviours, including smoking, alcohol
consumption, and diet, are well researched, the com-
mercial determinants of physical activity in general and,
more specifically, active travel are poorly understood. This
Comment aims to stimulate scientific discourse on the
commercial determinants of active travel.

The concept of commercial determinants of active travel
describes the influence of economic interests on sustain-
able and active mobility choices, primarily by prioritising
pedestrian and cycling infrastructure or public transport
instead of private motorised (passive) transport. Com-
mercial determinants of active travel operate through
systemic influences on urban and community planning,
transportation planning, corporate interests, public
discourse, and policy making.

Through this lens, transport systems and infrastructure
are outcomes of concerted commercial strategies that
shape what is built, funded, and normalised. For instance,
car manufacturers and automobile-associated industries
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have long used aggressive marketing, lobbying, and
image construction campaigns that associate car owner-
ship with success, freedom, and modernity, while por-
traying walking and cycling as inferior or unsafe modes of
transport. In addition, the fossil fuel industry supports
petrol-dependent travel in many countries. This tactic is
similar to the influence of the tobacco industry as a
commercial determinant of health. Consequently, health
and equity outcomes are negatively influenced by existing
systems, practices, and pathways of dominating com-
mercial actors. To advance the discussion of neglected
structural barriers, this Comment highlights the negative
commercial influences on active travel. However, we
should also acknowledge commercial strategies and
approaches that support active transport, such as invest-
ments by bicycle manufacturers, urban mobility start-ups,
and health-oriented retailers (table).

The commercial suppression of active travel contributes
to negative health and environmental outcomes. Physical
inactivity, air pollution, noise, traffic injuries, and urban
sprawl are exacerbated by dependency on motorised
transport.” Moreover, the global vehicular transport sector
accounts for approximately a quarter of all carbon dioxide
emissions globally.? Replacing the modal shift from
motorised to active forms of travelling could considerably
cut down carbon dioxide emissions.” Thus, counteracting
active travel modes by commercial interests not only
undermines public health efforts but also directly conflicts
with climate mitigation strategies.

To counteract commercial determinants of active travel
and contribute to the mission of physically active pop-
ulations,® public, global, and planetary health researchers,
policy makers, and urban planners should explicitly
acknowledge the role of commercial interests and
lobbying in shaping mobility systems; develop account-
ability frameworks for corporate influences in transport
and infrastructure policy; prioritise public investment in
active travel over car-centric urban expansion based on
existing policy frameworks; promote public narratives
that reframe walking and cycling as aspirational, healthy,
and equitable while highlighting the societal costs of car
use versus the benefits of active travel; and critically assess
the environmental, health, and societal impact of the
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Description

Negative examples (barrier to active travel)

Positive examples (enabler of active travel)

Political lobbying

Marketing and
advertising

Corporate
philanthropy

Market segmentation

Strategic partnerships

Suppression of
alternatives

Asymmetry in
influences

Influence on policy making to shape regulations,
funding, and infrastructure

Framing mobility modes to shape public preferences
and social norms

Sponsorship of public goods to boost brand image and
shape public discourse

Tailoring products or services to profitable groups,
reinforcing specific behaviours

Alliances with governments, NGOs, or academia to
promote shared agendas

Active undermining or neglect of active travel through
lobbying or misinformation

Unequal political and financial power among
commercial actors

Automotive industry lobbying for road expansion,
reduced fuel taxes, and parking costs

Electric vehicle-focused lobbying by car manufacturers
that shifts attention away from reducing car
dependency

Car or petrol, or both, advertisements promoting status,
speed, and convenience

Marketing strategies downplaying real financial and
environmental costs of car ownership

Sponsoring events (eg, sport events and political party
conferences) while greenwashing or downplaying
environmental harms

Sport utility vehicle advertisements targeting urban
families despite space or environmental concerns

Industry-government alliances that favour (electric) cars
over active transport

Alliances of political actors, industry, trade unions, and
local governments positively promoting the car industry
as an essential industry

Electric vehicle campaigns that reinforce car dependency
under a green image

Blocking low-emission zones; undermining
pedestrianisation efforts; presenting cycling as
dangerous and leading to many road trip fatalities;
discrediting health research about the impacts of traffic
noise and pollution

Dominance of the automotive and fossil fuel industries

Bicycle or walking coalitions lobbying for national
cycling and walking plans and infrastructure investment

Social marketing campaigns framing walking, cycling,
and public transport as modern, healthy, efficient, and
eco-friendly

Funding active travel infrastructure such as bike-sharing
systems, pedestrian plazas, or integrated cycle-public
transport schemes

Bicycle manufacturers offering adaptive bikes or e-bikes
for older people or people with disabilities
NGO-private partnerships developing apps that reward
walking and cycling with local incentives

Alliances of environmental and health advocates, health
insurance, and employers supporting active travel

Legal and policy support and advocacy for prioritising
active travel in city centres (eg, pan-European master
plans for walking and cycling)

Collaborative platforms amplifying the voice of active

bike manufacturers and NGOs

NGOs=non-governmental organisations.

in shaping mobility policies, limiting the influence of

travel advocates through coalitions and alliances

Table: Commercial strategies and approaches influencing active travel.

automotive industry and their responsibility in enabling a
sustainable future. Moreover, public and global health
and climate initiatives should recognise active travel as a
crucial intervention for not only preventing non-com-
municable disease and reducing emission but also chal-
lenging harmful commercial determinants. Tools and
frameworks that expose underlying business interests in
mobility policy—akin to those used in tobacco and alcohol
control—should be adapted for the transport sector.
A transformation of urban mobility systems will require
more than technical fixes or behavioural nudges. The
transformation demands a deep interrogation of com-
mercial forces that shape our streets, cities, and ultimately,
our choices. Addressing the commercial determinants of
active travel is essential to enable healthier populations
and a healthier planet and targets a crucial but overlooked
barrier to health and sustainability of the WHO’s global
action plan on physical activity for more active people fora
healthier world.*

We declare no competing interests.

Copyright © 2025 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open
access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

*Carmen Jochem, Karim Abu-Omar, Dorothea Baltruks,
Adrian Bauman, Ding Ding, Sonja Kahlmeier, Lisa Paulsen,
Lydia Reismann, Birgit Wallmann-Sperlich, Jens Bucksch
carmen.jochem@uni-bayreuth.de

Department of Planetary & Public Health, University of Bayreuth,

Bayreuth, Germany (CJ, LR); Department of Sport Science and Sport,
Friedrich-Alexander-Universitat Erlangen-Nirnberg, Germany (KA-O); Centre

for Planetary Health Policy (CPHP), German Alliance on Climate Change and Health,
Berlin, Germany (DBY); School of Public Health, Faculty of Medicine and Health, The
University of Sydney, Sydney, NSW, Australia (AB, DD); City Health, Zurich,
Switzerland (SK); Department of Prevention and Health Promotion, Heidelberg
University of Education, Heidelberg, Germany (LP, JB); Integrative and Experimental
Exercise Science and Training, Institute for Sports Science, Faculty of Human
Science, Julius-Maximilian University of Wirzburg, Wirzburg, Germany (BW-S)

1  Ding D, Luo M, Infante MFP, et al. The co-benefits of active travel
interventions beyond physical activity: a systematic review.
Lancet Planet Health 2024; 8: €790-803.

2 Sallis JF, Cervero RB, Ascher W, Henderson KA, Kraft MK, Kerr ). An
ecological approach to creating active living communities.
Annu Rev Public Health 2006; 27: 297-322.

3 Wismadi MT, Frayen YK, Rasheed A. Sustainable active travel in
environmentally challenging cities: a systematic review of barriers and
strategies. Sustainability 2025; 17: 1276.

4 Evans JT, Phan H, Buscot M-J, Gall S, Cleland V. Correlates and
determinants of transport-related physical activity among adults: an
interdisciplinary systematic review. BMC Public Health 2022;

22: 1519.

5  Gilmore AB, Fabbri A, Baum F, et al. Defining and conceptualising the
commercial determinants of health. Lancet 2023; 401: 1194-213.

6  Macmillan A, Cresswell Riol K, Wild K. Stuck with the car and all its harms?
A public health approach to the political economy of the status quo.
Active Travel Studies 2021; 1.

www.thelancet.com/planetary-health Vol = m 2025


http://www.thelancet.com/planetary-health

Comment

7 WHO. Promoting walking and cycling: a toolkit of policy options. May 8,
2025. https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240109902
(accessed June 25, 2025).

8  Frumkin H, Haines A. Global environmental change and
noncommunicable disease risks. Annu Rev Public Health 2019;

40: 261-82.

www.thelancet.com/planetary-health Vol = m 2025

10

Ding D, Chastin S, Salvo D, et al. Realigning the physical activity research
agenda for population health, equity, and wellbeing. Lancet 2024;

404: 411-14.

WHO. Global action plan on physical activity 2018-2030: more active
people for a healthier world. June 1, 2018. https://www.who.int/
publications/i/item/9789241514187 (accessed June 25, 2025).


https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240109902
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241514187
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241514187
http://www.thelancet.com/planetary-health

	Commercial determinants of active travel: a crucial but overlooked barrier to health and sustainability

