
Active Michigan Communities

DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR

IImmaaggiinniinngg,, CCrreeaattiinngg,, aanndd  IImmpprroovviinngg  CCoommmmuunniittiieess  ffoorr  
PPhhyyssiiccaall  AAccttiivviittyy,, AAccttiivvee  LLiivviinngg,, aanndd  RReeccrreeaattiioonn

Katherine Alaimo, Ellen Bassett, Risa Wilkerson, Melissa Smiley, John Warbach, 
Adam Hines, Lily Guzmán, Cynthia Krupp, Jennifer Mosack, and Karen Petersmarck



© 2006 Katherine Alaimo, PhD, Michigan State University; Ellen Bassett, PhD, Michigan State University; 
Risa Wilkerson, MA, Michigan Governor’s Council on Physical Fitness, Sports, and Health; Melissa Smiley, BA, University
of Michigan; John Warbach, PhD, Planning and Zoning Center; Adam Hines, MPH, MS, Physical Activity Consultant; 
Lily Guzmán, MPH, MSW, University of Michigan; Cynthia Krupp, BS, Michigan Department of Transportation; 
Jennifer Mosack, BA, Michigan State University; and Karen Petersmarck, PhD, Michigan Department of Community Health 

All rights reserved. Published 2006.

Printed in Flint, MI by PrintComm.

Designed by Julia Reich Design | www.juliareichdesign.com | 212.721.9764

To request a copy of  Design Guidelines for Active Michigan Communities, contact Risa Wilkerson, Michigan Governor’s
Council on Phyiscal Fitness, Sports, and Health at (517) 347-7891, or rwilkerson@michiganfitness.org. Postage and han-
dling may be required. Design Guidelines is also available for downloading at http://www.mihealthtools.org/communities.

II  DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR ACTIVE MICHIGAN COMMUNITIES



Acknowledgments 6

Introduction: Getting Michigan Moving! 8

Chapter 1. The Active Living Vision 11

What Are Active Living Communities? 11
What Do Active Living Communities Look Like? 12
There’s More to Gain Than Just Getting Active 13

Stronger Local Economies 13
A Cleaner Environment 14
Greater Social Equity 14
Increased Safety 14
Enhanced Community Connections 14

Michigan Is Moving Toward Active Design 15
The Promoting Active Communities Award 15
Michigan Health Tools 16
Safe Routes to School Initiatives 16
The Michigan Land Use Leadership Council 16
The Michigan Department of Transportation 17
The Cool Cities Initiative 17

Chapter 2. Design Essentials for Active Living 19

The Guiding Principles 19
Transportation Begins and Ends with Walking 19
Plan for Your Most Vulnerable Populations 19
Complete Your Streets 20
Create a Transportation Network with Many Connections 20
Ensure Equitable Access to Opportunities for Activity 21
Build with Safety and Security in Mind 21
Embrace Downtowns, Density, and Mixed Use 22
Remember That Aesthetics Matter 22

Applying the Principles 23
Rural Communities 23
Suburban Communities 24
Urban Communities 26

Create a Network with All Types of Transportation 27

Chapter 3. Designing for Pedestrians 29

Sidewalks 29
Wide Sidewalks 30
Sidewalks on Both Sides of the Street 30
Continuous Sidewalk Connections 30
Buffers from Traffic 30
Proper Lighting 31

DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR ACTIVE MICHIGAN COMMUNITIES III

DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR ACTIVE MICHIGAN COMMUNITIES



Safe Driveways 31
Benches, Shade, and Other Features 31

Street Crossings 33
Clear Crosswalk Markings 33
Shortened Crosswalk Distances 33
Intersection Signs and Signals 34
Curb Ramps 35

Traffic Calming 35
Reducing Vehicle Traffic Speeds 35
Changing the “Feel” of the Street 37

Chapter 4. Designing for Bicyclists 39

Considerations for Bikeability 39
Share the Road with Bicyclists 39
Design for All Types of Bicyclists 39
Design for All Types of Environments 40

Street Design Elements for Safe Cycling 40
Bike Lanes 40
Road Diets 42
Paved Shoulders 42
Wide Outside Lanes 42
Signed and Un-signed, Shared Roadways 42
Safe Intersections 42

Other Factors That Encourage People to Bicycle 44
Bike Parking 44
Public Transportation 45
Bicycle Route Maps 45

Chapter 5. Parks, Shared-Use Paths, and Trails 47

Parks 47
Shared-Use Paths and Trails 47

Designed for All Users 48
Separated from the Roadway 49
Sufficient Width 49
Convenient Path Access 49
Other Design Features 49

Connections to Waterfronts 49
Boardwalks 51
Outdoor Education 51

Chapter 6. More Active Living Design Ideas 53

Safety and Security 53
Construction and Maintenance 54
Public Places 56
Public Transportation 56
Parking 57

IV  DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR ACTIVE MICHIGAN COMMUNITIES



Chapter 7. Steps for Creating an Active Living Community 59

Planning 101 59
The Actors 60
The Plans 60
The Laws 62
The Processes 62

Master Planning 62
Site Plan Review 63

Action Step 1: Raise Awareness and Build Coalitions 64
Action Step 2: Conduct a Community Audit 66

Tips for Auditing 66
Action Step 3: Participate in Planning 67

Which Plans Should We Look At? 67
The Master Plan (also called the Comprehensive Plan) 67
The Recreation Plan 70
Transportation Plans 70
What to Consider When Reading Community Plans 70

Action Step 4: Revise Your Regulations 72

Active Living and Recreation Resources 77

Active Living — General Resources 77
Designing for Pedestrians 78
Designing for Bicycling 78
Designing for Disabilities 79
Building Coalitions/Tools for Advocacy 79
Community Audits 80

Walkability 80
Bikeability 80

Community Resources 80
Costs and Economic Benefits of Active Living 80
Neighborhoods 81
Parks and Recreation 81
Policies and Planning 81
Public Spaces 82
Public Transportation 82
Schools 82

Walk-to-School Programs 82
Physical Education Programs and Physical Activity in Schools 83

Shared-Use Paths and Trails 83
Shopping Areas 84
Traffic Calming and Safety 84
Worksites 85
Michigan Resources 85

Glossary 88

Bibliography 95

DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR ACTIVE MICHIGAN COMMUNITIES V



The authors appreciate the thoughtful guidance of

individuals whose knowledge and input were indis-

pensable in the development of Design Guidelines

for Active Michigan Communities.

MMiicchhiiggaann  PPrroommoottiinngg  AAccttiivvee  CCoommmmuunniittiieess  

SStteeeerriinngg  CCoommmmiitttteeee  MMeemmbbeerrss  

Over a three-year period, the following individuals

provided conscientious and capable oversight for

improving the Promoting Active Communities Award

system and developing these Guidelines: Georgette

Aguilar, formerly of the North Branch Area School

Board; Katherine Alaimo, Michigan State University

Department of Food Science and Human Nutrition;

Debra Alfonso, Michigan Department of

Transportation; Ellen Bassett, Michigan State

University Urban and Regional Planning Program;

Trina Boyle-Holmes, Michigan Department of

Education; Andrea Brown, Michigan Association of

Planning; Patricia Carrow, Office of Highway Safety

Planning; Lorie Crothers, formerly of the Michigan

Municipal League; Charlene Crowell, Michigan Land

Use Institute; Christi Downing, Michigan Department

of Community Health; Kelly Dunn, formerly of the

Michigan Municipal League; Emily Fleury, Michigan

Governor’s Office, Cool Cities Initiative; Brad

Garmon, Michigan Environmental Council; Pat

Gillespie, Gillespie Group Premium Properties; Lisa

Grost, Michigan Department of Community Health;

Sue Guggemos, Michigan Governor’s Council on

Physical Fitness, Health and Sports; Marlene

Hulteen, Michigan Health and Hospital Association;

Mike Maisner, Michigan Recreation and Park

Association; Maria McKenna, Michigan Municipal

League; David Mendez, University of Michigan

School of Public Health; Quentin Moore, Michigan

Public Health Institute; Steve Pennington, formerly of

the Michigan State University Land Policy Program;

Karen Petersmarck, Michigan Department of

Community Health; Trudy Rampy, Michigan State

Police Prevention Services Section; Bruce Ross, Van

Buren Township Recreation and Facilities; Jean

Ruestman, Michigan Department of Transportation;

Jim Shaw, Michigan State Police Prevention Services

Section; Michael Thomas, Michigan State University;

John Warbach, Planning and Zoning Center, Inc.; Ron

Whitmore, formerly of the Northwest Lansing

Healthy Communities Initiative; and Risa Wilkerson,

Michigan Governor’s Council on Physical Fitness,

Health and Sports.

RReevviieewweerrss

National and Michigan professionals and citizens

reviewed an early draft of these Guidelines and

offered indispensable suggestions. These reviewers

include: Rodney Arroyo, Birchler Arroyo Associates,

Inc.; Dan Burden, Walkable Communities, Inc.;

Christopher Coutts, University of Michigan; Matt

Crawford, City of Vicksburg; Mark Fenton,

Partnership for a Walkable America; Randy

Fernandez, City of Port Huron; Melissa Fochesato,

Washtenaw County Public Health; Susan Handy,

University of California-Davis, Department of

Environmental Science and Institute of

Transportation Studies; Christine Hoehner, St. Louis

University School of Public Health; Todd Kauffman,

Michigan Department of Transportation; Edie Kieffer,

University of Michigan School of Social Work; Harold

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

6  DESIGN GUIDELINES FOR ACTIVE MICHIGAN COMMUNITIES



(Bill) Kohl, Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention; Nancy Krupiarz, Michigan Trails and

Greenways Alliance; Peter Lagerwey, Seattle

Department of Transportation; John LaPlante, T.Y.

Lin International; Susan McGillicuddy, Meridian

Charter Township; Lori Mullins, City of East Lansing;

James Pivarnik, Michigan State University

Department of Kinesiology and Epidemiology; Joel

Rash, Community Foundation of Greater Flint;

Warren Rauhe, Michigan State University

Department of Geography–Landscape Architecture;

Kurt Schindler, Michigan State University Extension;

George Sedlacek, Marquette County Health

Department; Kevin Shaver; Ottawa County Health

Department; Russ Soyring, Traverse City Planning

Department; Phil Wells, League of Michigan Bicyclists;

and Donna Wilson, New Designs for Growth.

EEddiittiinngg  

Thanks to Catherine Mack, Michigan State

University, for providing editing assistance, and

Chrysta Meadowbrooke, StillWater Publishing

Services, for her superb copyediting.

PPhhoottooggrraapphhyy

Many thanks to the organizations and individuals who

provided us with photos and photography expertise,

including: Lindsay Allen, James Boulette, Dan Burden,

Roberta Casaligga, Norm Cox, Guy Erwood, Peter

Falkner, Mark Fenton, Rob Friedman, Adam Hines,

Bonnie Jacobs, Mike P. Kelly, Peter Lagerwey, Dave

Logan, Doug Nelson, John Pratt, Joel Rash, Frederick

Slocum, Russ Soyring, Dale Taylor, Phillip Toutant,Tony

Tremblay, and John Warbach, the Pedestrian and Bicycle

Information Center Image Library; the City of Royal Oak

Planning Department; Pat Haller and the Downtown

Detroit Partnership; the Detroit Riverfront Conservancy;

the East Lansing Planning Department; Roger Sabine

and the Grand Rapids Department of Parks and

Recreation; the Ingham County Parks Department; the

Institute of Transportation Engineers Pedestrian and

Bicycle Council; the Kent County Parks and Recreation;

the Michigan Department of Transportation; the

Michigan Governor’s Council on Physical Fitness, Health

and Sports; and the Regents of the University of

Minnesota and the Metropolitan Design Image Bank.

SSppeecciiaall  AAcckknnoowwlleeddggeemmeennttss

Several individuals were very strong supporters of

this project and deserve special recognition. These

include David Mendez, University of Michigan School

of Public Health, Deborah Alfonso and Todd

Kauffman, Michigan Department of Transportation,

Rochelle Hurst, Cardiovascular Health, Nutrition and

Physical Activity Section of the Michigan Department

of Community Health, Marilyn Lieber, Governor’s

Council on Physical Fitness, Sports and Health, and

Marc Zimmerman and Susan Morrels-Samuels,

Prevention Research Center of Michigan/University

of Michigan School of Public Health.

FFiinnaanncciiaall  SSuuppppoorrtt

This book was made possible by funding and sup-

port from the following institutions and agencies: a

cooperative agreement from the U.S. Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) through the

Association of Schools of Public Health (ASPH) Grant

Number U36/CCU300430-2; the Cardiovascular

Health, Nutrition and Physical Activity Section of the

Michigan Department of Community Health; the

Michigan Governor’s Council on Physical Fitness,

Health and Sports; the Prevention Research Center of

Michigan/University of Michigan School of Public

Health; the Michigan State University Department of

Food Science and Human Nutrition; the Michigan

State University Land Policy Program; the Michigan

State University Urban and Regional Planning

Program; and the Michigan State University

Agriculture Experiment Station. The contents of this

book are solely the responsibility of the authors and

do not necessarily represent the official views of

CDC or ASPH.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  7



During the late 1990s, leaders at the Michigan

Department of Community Health (MDCH) and the

Michigan Governor’s Council on Physical Fitness,

Health and Sports created a new state initiative on

physical activity. Their goal was to inspire Michigan

communities to change their policies and built envi-

ronment to make it easier for local residents to be

physically active. The resulting program, Promoting

Active Communities (PAC), helps communities ana-

lyze how they can improve their support for active

living. The PAC is a web-based self-assessment tool

that enables communities to scrutinize their poli-

cies, programs, and environments by completing a

checklist (http://www.mihealthtools.org/communi-

ties). The assessment requires teamwork between

community leaders, professionals, and citizens, and

generates abundant ideas for community improve-

ments. Upon completion, every community receives

an award from the Michigan Governor’s Council on

Physical Fitness, Health and Sports, based on their

assessment score.

Since 2001, more than 70 communities have com-

pleted the PAC and received awards. Over 20 commu-

nities have completed the assessment multiple times,

and most of those have made enough improvements

in their community to move up the awards ladder.

Encouraged by so many successes, in 2003 MDCH and

the Governor’s Council teamed up with the Prevention

Research Center of Michigan/University of Michigan

School of Public Health and Michigan State

University to improve the PAC Award system, increase

promotion efforts, and evaluate the program’s effec-

tiveness. The first step was to form a Michigan

Promoting Active Communities Steering Committee of

statewide experts, officials, and organizers who work

in relevant areas, including social services, legisla-

tion, health care, recreation, transportation, urban

planning, education, law enforcement, and land use.

(Members of the steering committee are listed in the

acknowledgements on page 6).

The steering committee oversaw three processes

that guided the PAC improvements. First, a systemat-

ic review of research on public health, urban and

regional planning, and transportation helped identi-

fy evidence-based environmental and policy indica-

tors associated with physical activity. Second, focus

groups gathered feedback from previous PAC users

and neighborhood leaders. Finally, existing tools for

assessing neighborhood walkability, bikeability, and

built environments were evaluated for use in the

PAC. Twenty-seven national and state experts then

reviewed all the materials.
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INTRODUCTION: 
GETTING MICHIGAN MOVING!

“Active living environments are places where all people are able and inspired to use their
feet to get them places. They are places where people of all ages, incomes and abilities
can walk and bike—both for recreation and for transportation.” 
—Michigan Governor’s Council on Physical Fitness, Health and Sports



Creating an active living community can require

oversight, patience, and purposeful planning. One

comment consistently heard from previous PAC

Award recipients was the need for more specific

guidance on how to move forward to achieve a more

active community. Design Guidelines for Active

Michigan Communities is the new companion guide

to the PAC program. This book was created to help

people in Michigan—city and township leaders,

elected officials, planners, transportation profes-

sionals, parks and recreation professionals, bicycle

enthusiasts, business owners, and neighborhood

residents—envision and create safe, walkable, bike-

able, and enjoyable Michigan communities.

Design Guidelines for Active Michigan

Communities is organized into seven chapters.

• Chapter 1, “The Active Living Vision,” sets the

stage by describing active living communities.

It calls attention to the benefits of these 

communities and highlights some important

Michigan initiatives.

• Chapter 2, “Design Essentials for Active Living,”

defines guiding principles for active living that can

be applied in rural, suburban, and urban areas.

• Chapter 3, “Designing for Pedestrians,” illustrates

common characteristics of pedestrian-friendly

communities related to sidewalks, street crossings,

and traffic calming.

• Chapter 4, “Designing for Bicyclists,” outlines some

of the key features of bikeable communities, includ-

ing street design elements and bicycle facilities.

• Chapter 5, “Parks, Shared-Use Paths, and Trails,”

highlights parks, and shows more possibilities for

active travel and recreation on paths separated

from motor vehicles.

• Chapter 6, “More Active Living Design Ideas,” pro-

vides information on several areas of active living

design that are not specific to any one type of user,

such as construction and maintenance issues, sea-

sonal concerns, and the design of public trans-

portation and public spaces.

• Chapter 7, “Steps for Creating an Active Living

Community,” shares ideas for community planning,

organizing, and advocacy.

At the end of the book, you’ll find an annotated

guide to resources, a glossary, and a bibliography.

We hope that you and your community members will

enjoy this guidebook. Share it with your neighbors and

colleagues, and consider changes that your community

can make to support active living. We also encourage

you to visit the PAC website, gather a PAC team, fill out

the assessment questionnaire, and receive an award as

you work to get Michigan moving!
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