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Our lives are influenced by the places we live in. Major infrastructure projects, such as new roads, may 
bring new opportunities to local communities, but can also degrade the local environment and bring 

about undesirable impacts. So, how do new roads influence our behaviour, health and wellbeing?

Traffic and health in Glasgow – the M74 extension

A five-mile section of the M74 motorway was opened in 
Glasgow, Scotland in 2011. This involved building a new 
six-lane section of motorway, together with junctions 
and slip roads, through a mainly residential area. 
Researchers at CEDAR, and the Universities of Edinburgh 
and Glasgow, took the opportunity to find out more 
about potential effects on activity patterns, road traffic 
accidents and wellbeing in the local area. 

Supporters of the new motorway claimed that it would 
improve conditions for pedestrians and cyclists on local 
streets and help regenerate local communities. Others 
argued that it would encourage car use, degrade the local 
environment and deter local walking and cycling.

We compared the experience of residents who lived near 
the new motorway with those in two other similar areas 
of Glasgow, one with an existing motorway (the M8) and 
one with no motorway.

We conducted a postal survey in 2005, several years 
before road-building began, and a follow-up survey 
in 2013, approximately two years after the motorway 
opened. Over 1300 adults across the three study areas 
(M74, M8, no motorway) responded each time. In 
addition, nearly 200 survey participants agreed to wear 
activity monitors for a week, enabling us to study their 
movement patterns.

We conducted detailed face-to-face interviews with 30 
survey participants who lived within 400 metres of the 
new motorway, and spoke with a variety of community 
organisations and local people who had not taken part in 
the survey. 

We also analysed official statistics on travel and road 
traffic accidents.
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Findings: travel and activity patterns

• Postal survey results suggested that the M74 
motorway promoted travel generally and, for those 
living near to a junction, car use more specifically. 

• Those living closer to the existing M8 tended to 
report less physical activity over time than those 
living elsewhere.

• The M74 motorway did not seem to make any 
difference to the likelihood of reporting walking or 
cycling for travel, or to the total amount of physical 
activity recorded using monitors.

• In the interviews, residents described the motorway 
as affecting the experience of local walking or cycling 
trips (both positively and negatively) but not the 
likelihood of making them.

• Feelings of personal safety were described as more 
important in determining how often people made 
local journeys on foot or by bike.

• People with a car and wider social networks who lived 
close to the new motorway tended to see it as helping 
them reach other people and places more easily.

• For others, the impacts were more complex. Some felt 
that the new motorway had contributed to cutting 
people off from others in their communities.

Brief in brief

• Building new roads in urban areas can have both positive and negative effects on local communities.
• A new section of motorway constructed in Glasgow, Scotland appeared to have promoted car use, and we found 

no evidence that it had reduced road traffic casualties.
• Although it did help to connect some local residents with amenities and people in other places, those living 

nearer to the motorway tended to experience poorer mental wellbeing over time than those living further away.
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Road traffic accidents

• Road traffic accidents were already declining sharply 
across the city before the new motorway was built, 
and we found no evidence that the opening of the 
M74 extension had any impact on this trend.

• In the interviews, some people described concerns 
about the speed of traffic on slip roads, altered street 
layouts and merging lanes of traffic, which may have 
contributed to the risk of accidents.

Wellbeing

• People living nearer to the new M74 motorway 
tended to experience poorer mental wellbeing over 
time than those living further away. We saw a similar 
pattern in the M8 area, but here it was concentrated 
among people living with a chronic illness or 
disability.

• Conversations with people living very close to the 
new road produced striking accounts of stark visual, 
noise, dust and other forms of disturbance.

• More time may be required for some benefits such 
as economic regeneration (which we did not assess 
directly) to become fully apparent and to impact on 
wellbeing in local communities.

Implications for policy

• Although the effects of a new motorway might 
have been different if it had been built somewhere 
else, our findings indicated how some of the overall 
health and social gains claimed for this type of 
investment may either not be achieved, or be 
achieved for some at the expense of others.

• Infrastructure projects like this may add further 
stress to already disadvantaged communities, and 
prolong or worsen existing social inequalities in 
health.

• New transport infrastructure is more likely to 
benefit more people when it connects rather than 
separates people from their social and physical 
surroundings.

• New infrastructure is also more likely to bring 
benefits when people are protected from its 
harmful environmental impacts.

• Involving local communities more closely in 
planning decisions can help planners understand 
possible benefits and harms of these infrastructure 
projects.
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