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Introduction
The prevalence of obesity in the United 

States has skyrocketed over the past twenty 

years, and today approximately 60 percent of 

people in many states are overweight or 

obese (Lecture Notes, 10/25). A study at the 

University of British Colombia found that ñthe 

way we live, particularly how our communities 

are designed, has a serious impact on our 

healthé Just a 5 percent increase in the 

walkability of a neighborhood was associated 

with a quarter point drop in body mass index 

(BMI), a 32 percent increase in reported 

walking, and a 4.7 percent increase in total 

moderate and vigorous activity measured 

through hip worn activity monitorséò (New 

Evidence, 2006).  This evidence supports the 

idea of barrier mapping.  Healthy communities 

are well connected, have a mix of land uses, 

are aesthetically pleasing, and are safe 

(Addressing Issues, 2001). Some common 

problems that pedestrians have include poor 

sidewalks, problems gaining access to 

sidewalks for those with disabilities, speeding 

traffic, dangerous areas, and a lack of 

important places to go (Why Walk, 2007).

Objectives
The purpose of the experiment was to 

determine the location and types of physical 

barriers that inhibit the residents of Elkader, 

Iowa, from traversing easily.  This was done 

through barrier mapping. A barrier map was 

made by taking photographs, recording of the 

location of physical barriers, and entering the 

data into a program called Google Maps. 

Methods & Participants
Initially, a group was formed that consisted of six 
members, and the group was divided into two 
groups, each consisting of three members.  The 
first group attended the September 13, 2007, 
Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative 
County Planning Team meeting in Clayton 
County, while the second group attended the 
October 2007 meeting.  At the meeting, it was 
found that most of the towns in Clayton County 
had a need for barrier mapping.  Many of the 
communities expressed problems with 
sidewalks, traffic, and safety.  The entire group 
decided to help out with the barrier mapping of 
Elkader. Once the data was collected, the 
barriers were placed on Google Maps so that the 
residents of the community could view them.

Results
The town of Elkader, Iowa, had several 

positive attributes.  It was well-organized with 

the commercial area in the center and the 

residential areas surrounding it.  There was a 

good mix of land uses, and the residents had

places to go which were within walking 

distance. There were benches, trash cans, 

drinking fountains, and phones available for 

use by those walking on Main Street. Despite 

the many positive aspect of Elkader, it was 

also found that the town had several physical 

barriers.  These barriers most likely impacted 

the health of the community in a negative 

way.  The community had non-existent, 

cracked, narrow, and uneven sidewalks; 

curbs that dropped off into the street; objects 

hidden in the grass that caused stumbling; 

construction zones; overgrown shrubbery; 

and old, grungy-looking buildings.  Many of 

these things were barriers to walking, 

rollerblading, and biking for people of all 

ages. 

Discussion
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It is apparent that the town of Elkader, 

Iowa, has many physical barriers that may 

be altered in order to improve the health of 

the town.  Elkader had some of the 

aspects that contribute to healthy 

community, but it also needed some work 

on connectivity, aesthetics, and safety.  

Barrier mapping may be the first step in 

improving the health of the residents, but 

the barriers need to be addressed by the 

town and policy changes need to be 

enacted in order to maintain the changes.  

The town also needs to address 

psychological and institutional barriers that 

prevent people from walking, educate 

people as to the benefits of walking, and 

inform law enforcement officers of the 

changes so that they can keep people safe 

and in line.  The experiment was difficult in 

that the town was unfamiliar to the group.  

Only the residents of Elkader, Iowa, may 

be able to identify and address their 

problems; therefore, the people of the town 

need to take the initiative to improve their 

health.

Figure 2: Cracked and uneven sidewalk

Figure 3: Picnic area off of Main Street

Figure 1: Barrier map of Elkader, Iowa


