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Impact of Transportation on 
Child Health and Well-Being 

Health and Policy Context 
Access to affordable, safe and reliable transportation contributes to  
health. Not only does access to transportation impact a family’s  
ability to seek health care services, but availability of transportation  
can also impact a family’s ability to commute to good jobs, shop  
for nutritious food, and bring their children to high-quality early 
care and education, as well as elementary and secondary education.  
Moreover, lack of access to affordable, safe and reliable transportation 
can perpetuate health disparities.  

Across the U.S., transportation infrastructure varies by region and population density, but historically 
transportation policy and infrastructure investments have emphasized roads over public transportation and 
active transportation (i.e., “human-powered mobility,” including walking or biking) infrastructure. Currently, the 
Highway Trust Fund allocates 80% of its investments to highways and roads and 20 percent to mass transit. 

In 2021, the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (Public Law 117-58), more commonly known as the Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Law, authorized $1.2 trillion for transportation and infrastructure spending, including more than 
$550 billion in new federal infrastructure investments and programs through 2026. The bill reauthorized federal 
surface transportation programs to modernize the nation’s highways, roads, bridges and mass transit. Notably, 
the law authorized up to $108 billion for public transportation and included several provisions to strengthen 
safety and improve biking, walking and access to public transportation across the U.S.1  

Additionally, the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law was the first law to establish requirements for complete streets 
standards and policies, requiring states and metropolitan planning organizations to fund the development 
of complete streets policies. Complete streets policies seek to ensure equitable, accessible, connective, 
environmentally friendly and safe streets and transportation options for all users, regardless of their age, ability 
or mode of transport (e.g., driving, biking, walking, public transportation, assistive mobility (like wheel chairs). 
Complete streets approaches include bike or bus lanes, sidewalks, cross-walks, and traffic calming mechanisms 
like streetlights, speed bumps and crosswalks. The Bipartisan Infrastructure Law includes an estimated $93 million 
set aside from the highway formula grant programs for states and metropolitan planning organizations to adopt 
complete streets policies and prioritization plans. 

Despite investments at the federal level, families may face different transportation challenges depending on 
local infrastructure:

• Personal Vehicles. In many areas, driving may be the most efficient mode of transportation, but
purchasing or leasing and maintaining a car and car insurance can be cost prohibitive. Furthermore,
roads may not be well-maintained or safe.

• Public Transportation. Even in areas with public transportation, public transportation options
may not be accessible, affordable, safe or convenient (i.e., no stops near home or destination).

• Active Transportation. Safe, active transportation infrastructure reduces exposure to car accidents
and air pollution.2, 3 However, many communities lack safe active transportation infrastructure (i.e., lack
of continuous sidewalks, signs for pedestrians), discouraging families from walking or biking, thereby
decreasing opportunities for physical activity.

This document highlights how access to safe and reliable transportation, including access to active transportation 
options, can have short- and long-term impacts on child health and well-being.4   

https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/pubs/transportation_health_community_driver.ashx
https://www.aha.org/system/files/hpoe/Reports-HPOE/2017/sdoh-transportation-role-of-hospitals.pdf
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/shared/collateral/policy-briefs/employment-on-child-health-brief.pdf
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/shared/collateral/policy-briefs/impact-of-nutrition-and-food-insecurity-on-child-health-brief.pdf
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/nemours-org/en/documents/national-office-promoting-health-in-early-care-and-education-policy-brief.pdf
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/nemours-org/en/documents/national-office-promoting-health-in-early-care-and-education-policy-brief.pdf
https://nam.edu/programs/culture-of-health/communities-in-action-pathways-to-health-equity/
https://www.vtpi.org/equity.pdf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/do/10.1377/hpb20210630.810356/full/health-affairs-brief-public-transportation-health-equity-heaps-1632491696172.pdf
https://afdc.energy.gov/conserve/active-transportation
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/state-us-infrastructure
https://www.congress.gov/117/plaws/publ58/PLAW-117publ58.pdf
https://www.transit.dot.gov/BIL#:~:text=The%20legislation%20reauthorizes%20surface%20transportation,%2491%20billion%20in%20guaranteed%20funding.
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47947#:~:text=117%2D58)%2C%20enacted%20in,%2C%20individuals%20with%20disabilities%2C%20motorists%2C
https://www.transportation.gov/mission/office-secretary/office-policy/active-transportation/active-transportation
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47947#:~:text=117%2D58)%2C%20enacted%20in,%2C%20individuals%20with%20disabilities%2C%20motorists%2C
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47947#:~:text=117%2D58)%2C%20enacted%20in,%2C%20individuals%20with%20disabilities%2C%20motorists%2C
https://www.bts.gov/data-spotlight/household-cost-transportation-it-affordable
https://www.aha.org/system/files/hpoe/Reports-HPOE/2017/sdoh-transportation-role-of-hospitals.pdf
https://www.aha.org/system/files/hpoe/Reports-HPOE/2017/sdoh-transportation-role-of-hospitals.pdf
https://itdp.org/2024/01/24/high-cost-transportation-united-states/
https://www.transportation.gov/mission/office-secretary/office-policy/active-transportation/active-transportation
https://news.cornell.edu/stories/2021/07/transportation-innovations-could-boost-public-health
https://www.rwjf.org/en/insights/our-research/2012/10/how-does-transportation-impact-health-.html
https://www.transportation.gov/mission/health/health-equity
https://highways.dot.gov/sites/fhwa.dot.gov/files/Walkways_508.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1155/2015/812325
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Impact of Transportation on Child Health and Well-Being
Access to affordable, safe, and reliable transportation can impact child health and well-being through multiple 
avenues, including access to health care and access to other services or necessities (e.g., nutritious food) that 
impact child health and well-being.  

Access to Health Care Services 
Families rely on access to affordable, safe and reliable transportation to travel to health care appointments. 
Transportation barriers can lead to missed or delayed appointments, foregone care (i.e., medical treatment), as 
well as missed or delayed use of medication. One 2017 study shows that 4.4% of Medicaid enrollees under 65 
and 3.3% of children enrolled in Medicaid delayed care  
due to transportation barriers.5 A large share of  
children who delayed care were children with  
disabilities, children with special health care needs,  
or children with chronic conditions (e.g., asthma,  
diabetes).6 Missing health care appointments can  
disrupt treatment for chronic conditions and/or  
postpone identification or treatment of preventable 
conditions, which can worsen health outcomes and  
increase health care costs for children and families. 

Impact of Access to Transportation on 
Other Social Drivers of Health
In addition to accessing health care services, families  
rely on transportation for other daily needs, like  
grocery shopping and commuting to work or school,  
each of which can impact child health and well-being. 

• Nutritious Food. Families that reside in areas with limited transportation options are at risk for food
insecurity, especially in rural areas or food deserts as they may not be able to access nutritious, affordable
food within reasonable distance by walking or public transportation. Poor nutrition and food insecurity
during childhood can have impacts on physical and behavioral health outcomes.

• Good Jobs. Evidence suggests that access to transportation can impact parent/caretaker employment,
unemployment as well as long-term economic outcomes for children of commuters.

• Early Care and Education. Access to transportation can also affect families’ access to early care and
education, with a 2022 study by the National Head Start Association showing that half of program
leaders indicated that transportation was the most significant barrier to access to Head Start programs.

Positive Impact of Active Transportation
• Physical Activity. Access to safe walking and bike paths can increase families’ reliance on active 

transportation, which increases children and youth’s physical activity and is associated with health benefits, 
like increased cardiovascular fitness. One study showed that Complete Streets projects increased walking 
and bicycle trips in most cities that were evaluated.8

• Social Interaction. Active transportation, especially to commute to school, can promote greater social 
interaction between children.

Medicaid Non-Emergency Medical Transportation
The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services 
requires state Medicaid programs to cover  
non-emergency medical transportation (NEMT) 
services to help Medicaid-enrolled families without 
access to other transportation to be able to secure 
transportation to non-emergency health care 
appointments. States have flexibility to design 
their own NEMT benefit, so there is great variation 
in the amount, duration and scope of covered 
NEMT services across the country. States may 
cover the cost of taxis, private vehicles, public 
transportation and other types of transportation.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1155/2015/812325
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1155/2015/812325
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/shared/collateral/policy-briefs/impact-of-nutrition-and-food-insecurity-on-child-health-brief.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10900-013-9681-1
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Medicaid-Coverage-of-Non-Emergency-Medical-Transportation.pdf
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Medicaid-Coverage-of-Non-Emergency-Medical-Transportation.pdf
https://www.elevancehealth.com/content/dam/elevance-health/articles/ppi_assets/44/44_report.pdf?&utm_source=google&utm_medium=organic
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/221687326_Medication_Adherence_Among_Recipients_with_Chronic_Diseases_Enrolled_in_a_State_Medicaid_Program
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3934668/pdf/rmhp-7-035.pdf
https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health/literature-summaries/food-insecurity#:~:text=Residents%20are%20at%20risk%20for,and%20there%20are%20fewer%20supermarkets.
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/42711/12716_ap036_1_.pdf?v=3363.1
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/definitions-of-food-security/#:~:text=Food%20insecurity—the%20condition%20assessed,may%20result%20from%20food%20insecurity.
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/definitions-of-food-security/#:~:text=Food%20insecurity—the%20condition%20assessed,may%20result%20from%20food%20insecurity.
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/42711/12716_ap036_1_.pdf?v=3363.1
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11841
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/deep-dives/lifelong-health/
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article-abstract/144/4/e20190824/38458/Food-Insecurity-Health-and-Development-in-Children?redirectedFrom=fulltext?autologincheck=redirected
https://upward-mobility.urban.org/transportation-access
https://www.urban.org/features/unequal-commute
https://wagner.nyu.edu/files/faculty/publications/JobAccessNov2015.pdf
https://upward-mobility.urban.org/framework/neighborhoods/transportation
https://nhsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Head-Start-United-Removing-Barriers-to-Access-for-Children-and-Families-1.pdf
https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/transport/apha_active_transportation_fact_sheet_2010.pdf
https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/transport/apha_active_transportation_fact_sheet_2010.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17522617/
https://www.apha.org/-/media/files/pdf/topics/transport/apha_active_transportation_fact_sheet_2010.pdf
https://www.transportation.gov/mission/health/Expand-and-Improve-Bicycle-and-Pedestrian-Infrastructure
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2483568/
https://smartgrowthamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/safer-streets-stronger-economies.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10606062/
https://www.saferoutespartnership.org/resources/research/transport-and-child-well-being#:~:text=Children%20consistently%20want%20more%20social%20interaction%2C%20and%20active,largely%20in%20the%20form%20of%20health%20care%20costs.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2214140515002224
https://www.medicaid.gov/sites/default/files/2023-12/smd23006.pdf
https://communications.manatt.com/l/745343/2024-02-07/485q2g/745343/1707333340TAaG04wD/Manatt_Presentation_Spotlight_on_CMS_Non_Emergency_Medical_Transportat.pdf
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•	Economic Benefits. Availability of active  
transportation infrastructure can also have  
economic benefits, such as cost savings for  
commuters, increasing access to necessary goods  
and services, spurring economic development,  
and increasing access to economic opportunities,  
like employment centers and good jobs. Such  
economic opportunities can have positive  
downstream impacts on child health and well-being. 

Conclusion
Evidence suggests that lack of access to reliable  
transportation can impact child health and well-being  
by preventing families from accessing necessary  
health care services and other necessities that impact  
short- and long-term health and well-being like  
nutritious food, good jobs, and access to early care and  
education. Policies that support access to affordable,  
safe and reliable transportation options, including  
active transportation options, can help families access  
the locations and services they need to stay healthy. 

Endnotes 
1 �Notable provisions included $200 million authorized for the Active Transportation Infrastructure Investment Program to build networks of connected 
bicycle and pedestrian infrastructure improvements aimed at increasing safety and convenience of biking and walking between communities  

2 �One study suggests that communities that have a larger proportion of people of color, lower income, and lower number of individuals with a 
college degree have lower levels of accessibility to amenities by active transportation.  

3 �One study shows that improving walking and biking infrastructure increases likelihood of more people taking an active transportation mode. 

4 �Note that there is a dearth of research specifically on how access to safe and reliable transportation affects child health and well-being.  
Much of the research cited in this document focuses on adults. 

5 �Of the 4.4% of Medicaid enrollees under 65 that delayed care due to transportation barriers, 43% were children and youth ages 0–18. In 2019, 
40% of Medicaid enrollees were age 0–18.

6 �About 5% of children with Medicaid who delayed care were enrolled in social security insurance. Nearly two-thirds of individuals who experienced 
transportation barriers to health care had an income below 100 percent of the federal poverty level. 

7 One study suggests that 2.1 million households do not own a vehicle and live more than 20 miles away from a supermarket.

8 �In the cited study, 13 projects collected pedestrian counts, and 12 out of 13 projects showed increases in pedestrian counts. Twenty-three  
projects collected bicycle counts, and 22 out of 23 projects showed increases in bicycle counts. 
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Safe Routes to School Program 
One study found that students who walk or bike  
to school when they are young are more likely to  
continue walking or biking for transportation when 
they are older. In this way, policies that promote  
active transportation can have positive impacts  
on levels of physical activity. 

The Safe Routes to School program is designed 
to increase the number of students biking and 
walking to school through activities such as 
improving sidewalks, speed reduction, or street 
crossings and through public awareness, education 
and outreach campaigns. The goal is to increase 
physical activity and health while also improving 
safety for biking and walking. The Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act expanded the program to 
high schools to encourage students across grades 
K–12 to safely walk and bike to school.

https://www.pedbikeinfo.org/cms/downloads/NTPP_Economic_Benefits_White_Paper.pdf
https://www.ebp.global/sites/default/files/us/files/project/uploads/planning-oct2013-economicimpacttools-pp39-42.pdf
https://www.transportation.gov/mission/office-secretary/office-policy/active-transportation/active-transportation#:~:text=Active%20transportation%20infrastructure%20helps%20create,the%20social%20fabric%20of%20communities.
https://www.pedbikeinfo.org/cms/downloads/NTPP_Economic_Benefits_White_Paper.pdf
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/shared/collateral/policy-briefs/employment-on-child-health-brief.pdf
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/social-determinants-health/economic-stability/?top=307
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10900-013-9681-1
https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health/literature-summaries/food-insecurity#:~:text=Residents%20are%20at%20risk%20for,and%20there%20are%20fewer%20supermarkets.
https://upward-mobility.urban.org/framework/neighborhoods/transportation
https://nhsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Head-Start-United-Removing-Barriers-to-Access-for-Children-and-Families-1.pdf
https://nhsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Head-Start-United-Removing-Barriers-to-Access-for-Children-and-Families-1.pdf
https://www.railstotrails.org/policy/funding/atiip/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47947#:~:text=117%2D58)%2C%20enacted%20in,%2C%20individuals%20with%20disabilities%2C%20motorists%2C
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11116-017-9760-8
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Medicaid-Coverage-of-Non-Emergency-Medical-Transportation.pdf
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/state-indicator/medicaid-enrollees-by-age/?currentTimeframe=2&sortModel=%7B%22colId%22:%22Location%22,%22sort%22:%22asc%22%7D
https://www.macpac.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Medicaid-Coverage-of-Non-Emergency-Medical-Transportation.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/pcd/issues/2021/21_0193.htm
https://smartgrowthamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/safer-streets-stronger-economies.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2211335522000250
https://www.saferoutespartnership.org/safe-routes-school

