
 

 

An introduction to the Health Economic Assessment Tool (HEAT) 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has designed a framework to estimate and highlight the health 
economic benefits of active travel: the Health Economic Assessment Tool (commonly referred to as HEAT).

HEAT estimates the impact of regular physical activity through walking or cycling upon the mortality of a 
population. This in turn can be translated into the health economic value of lives saved.

Thus, the tool provides a robust evidence-based estimate of the health economic benefits associated with 
regular active travel. It has been used extensively in different countries and cities but is still not consistently used 
in transport planning decisions.  

How does HEAT work and what questions can it address? 

The health impacts of walking and/or cycling in a specified population are quantified in terms of premature 
deaths avoided (or caused). This is then given an economic value based on the value society places on 
preventing premature mortality.

HEAT can be used to evaluate interventions that have led to an increase in walking or cycling, as well as 
evaluate the current situation, hypothetical scenarios or projected changes. Here are the sorts of questions that 
can posed:

• What is the value of current levels of cycling / walking in my city? 
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Key points 

• There is a strong economic case for investment in sustainable transport. 

• The WHO’s Health Economic Assessment Tool (HEAT) illustrates that investment in active travel is 
cost-effective and saves the health service significant sums each year. 

• In Scotland, £700 million of health economic benefits are associated with active commuting alone. 

• Recommendations: 

◦ HEAT should be consistently used in transport decision-making to justify investment in 
active travel 

◦ An equivalent tool to model wider economic benefits to society for both active travel and 
public transport should be pursued

https://www.heatwalkingcycling.org/#homepage


• What would be the value if we doubled cycling in my city? 

• What would be the value if we increased modal share for walking and cycling by X%? 

• What would be the value if every adult in our city walked for 10 minutes more per day? 

• What would be the value of building this new bike path? 

HEAT was recently expanded to include assessments of carbon emission savings, air pollution exposure and 
crash risks while walking or cycling. 

The tool can be used to justify investment by establishing the cost effectiveness of active travel initiatives, with 
HEAT being referred to in the plans of governmental ministries and departments both across continental Europe 
and in the UK as part of the economic assessments of transport infrastructure. 

Below are three examples of successful use to date. 

1. Active commuting in Scotland 

Annual health economic benefits of €780 million were associated with active commuting in Scotland using 
the WHO’s tool.  1

 
These benefits are inferred based on estimates of reduced mortality among active commuters as a result of 
their exercise levels and the notional value of a statistical life – which in this study was taken to be €4.04 
million. 

It is worth noting that reduced morbidity and sickness rates, which plausibly could also be associated with 
the Physical Activity benefits of active commuting, are not included in the HEAT calculation. Additionally, this 
2021 study was based on a 2011 cohort and so predates the large increases in active travel investment in 
Scotland, which might be expected to increase active commuting. As such, it could be argued that this HEAT 
assessment largely underestimates the true health economic benefits of active commuting in Scotland. 

More recently, Sustrans has included a HEAT-based estimate of the health economic value of walking in its 
Walking and Cycling Index (WACI) reports for cities. 

2. Transport planning in London 

Transport for London (TfL), the transport authority responsible for planning and delivering transport schemes 
across London, has  used HEAT in its  business cases. Calculating Benefit:Cost Ratios (BCRs), the tool 
revealed that – even using conservative estimates in their calculations – health made up around two thirds 
of the benefits of the authority’s cycling proposals. TfL’s transport planners were notably surprised when they 
used the tool to see how much inclusion of health benefits in the BCR enhanced the business case.

Overall, the tool effectively communicated the benefits of active travel schemes and boosted BCRs. As a 
result, it was used to justify investment in projects that planners (and politicians) wanted to deliver. 

3. Cycling in the Netherlands 

Cycling levels in the Netherlands have substantial population-level health benefits: about 6,500 deaths are 
prevented annually, and Dutch people have half-a-year-longer life expectancy. Studies using HEAT in this 
context revealed that these health benefits translate into economic benefits of €19 billion per year 
(equivalent to over 3% of the Dutch GDP between 2010 and 2013).

Comparing this figure with the €0.5 billion per year the Dutch government commits to capital investments 
for cycling infrastructure, it is clear that the benefits of investing in cycling far outweigh the costs in the long 
term. 

  This is slightly more than the budget for Capital Investment in the NHS in Scotland in 2023/24.1
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214140521001419?via%3Dihub
https://www.sustrans.org.uk/media/10527/sustrans-2021-walking-and-cycling-index-aggregated-report.pdf
https://ecf.com/sites/ecf.com/files/Turn%20up%20the%20HEAT%20corrected%20version_0.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4504332/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-budget-2023-24/


How can the tool help investment in sustainable transport? 

Government budgets are under immense pressure due to inflation, austerity policies and external global 
influences. In 2023/24 the Scottish Government set its annual health and social care budget at £19.2 billion, 
while the budget for the Net Zero, Energy and Transport portfolio was £4.6 billion. Some of this spend overlaps, 
particularly in relation to cross-government priorities such as reducing carbon emissions. In this context, any 
progress that can be made in increasing active and sustainable travel is likely to benefit population health, help 
reduce carbon emissions and provide savings for the health service.  

Despite the examples outlined above, the tool is still not used consistently in transport planning. It is worth 
reiterating that while the tool’s utility has been extended (to include assessments of the burdens associated with 
air pollution and crash risks, and the impact on carbon emissions of modal shifts), it does not currently provide 
estimates of the value of reduced morbidity (e.g. hospitalisation, prescriptions) and sickness rates associated 
with regular active travel. Nor are the mental health benefits of regular walking and cycling or the local social 
and economic benefits of investment in active travel captured. In summary, while HEAT is a very useful tool, it 
underestimates the health benefits of walking and cycling and does not reflect the significant social and 
economic benefits associated with active travel.  
  	  
Thinking more broadly about the benefits of sustainable transport – that is, active travel and public transport – 
it is clear that we also need better studies of the health benefits of people switching to public transport over 
private car use. Transform Scotland’s ‘Towards a Healthier Economy’ report is one example - but from 2008!

There are similar tools gaining traction which are helping to illustrate the health and social benefits of 
investment in active travel. A recent study of Low Traffic Neighbourhoods in London used a Department for 
Transport tool to calculate the economic benefits of people being more active, both in terms of better health 
and reduced workplace sickness. The study calculated a total 20-year dividend from the LTN areas in three 
boroughs at slightly over £1bn, finding that each year an average of 37 deaths and more than 500,000 sick days 
were avoided. 

HEAT is the way forward 

HEAT illustrates the health economic benefits of sustainable transport projects. The TFL example shows that 
transport planners were surprised by how much the health benefits derived from HEAT enhanced their BCR 
results.

There is a strong case that HEAT should be used consistently by policy makers and planners to inform transport 
investment decisions involving active travel in order to provide credible evidence-based estimates of health 
impact. The tool illustrates how active travel investment is both good value for money for public health and the 
public purse.  
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Scotland’s alliance for 
sustainable transport

We campaign for walking, cycling and public transport to be the easiest and most affordable options for 
everyone. Our diverse membership brings together public, private and third sector organisations from across 
Scotland. We are a registered Scottish charity (SC041516).
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