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Goals for this Session:

 Deepen understanding of the built 
environment and its connection to health
 Showcase how communities are working 

to improve the built environment and 
community health
 Share challenges and opportunities in 

this area
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Determinants of Health



Socio-Contextual Determinants of 
Health
 The conditions in which people are born, 

grow, live, work, and age
 They are shaped by the distribution of 

money, power, and resources at global, 
national, and local levels
 Change in the Social and Contextual 

Determinants of Health often require 
policy change
 These conditions are mostly responsible 

for health inequities 
World Health Organization (WHO), 2010)



The Challenge: Socio-
Contextual Determinants of 
Health
 Scientific research indicates that 

changing the socio-contextual 
determinants of health is crucial to 
promoting health equity and reducing 
disparities. 
 Unfortunately, conversion of this 

knowledge into policy and practice has 
been limited, particularly at the local 
level. 



Environmental Health

Environmental health focuses 
on external factors that cause 
disease, including elements 
of the natural, social, cultural, 
and technological worlds in 
which we live.



Environmental Health 
Professionals...
 Use a broad background of scientific, technical, 

and behavioral knowledge and skills to 
investigate, evaluate, and eliminate 
environmental conditions that may be harmful 
to people or communities.

 Plan and implement control programs after 
studying the health problems and needs of the 
community.



EH Professionals Protect 
Human Health and Safety 
by...
 Maintaining a safe supply of food and drinking water;

 Discovering the mechanisms of environmentally related 
diseases such as insects, rodents, and other 
environmental carriers of disease;

 Treating and disposing of solid and toxic wastes;

 Reducing air, water, food, and noise pollution; and 

 Ensuring safe schools, homes, playgrounds, and 
workplaces by controlling hazards. 



The Health-Environment 
Connection

According to the World Health Organization, the environment, as it is 
related to health is, “…all the physical, chemical, and biological 
factors external to a person, and all the related behaviors (WHO, 
2006). 

Because humans interact with the environment on a consistent basis, 
these interactions subsequently impact quality of life, duration of 
healthy life lived, and health disparities (CDC, 2010).

WHO attributes approximately 25% of all deaths and the total 
disease burden on a global scale to environmental factors (WHO, 
2006). 



What is the Built 
Environment?

 All aspects of our surroundings that are 
constructed by people:
 Residential Homes
 Commercial Buildings
 Roads/Streets
 Pipes
 Infrastructure
 Parks, greenspace & open space



Homes and other 
Buildings



Roads and Public 
Transportation Systems



Parks and Greenspace



Place Matters

Living in close proximity to 
environmental hazards including: 
hazardous waste sites, industrial sites, 
high traffic roadways, and gas stations 
and repair shops leads to an 
increased risk for adverse health 
outcomes 

Brender et al., 2011 



Place Matters

Access to clean air, and water, sidewalks, parks, 
safe streets, and quality housing all influence 
the health of  neighborhoods. The lack of access 
to these amenities can negatively impact the 
heath of residents or leave them vulnerable to 
risk factors that yield poor health outcomes.  

Bell & Rubin, 2007  









Food Swamps

In many disadvantaged communities, the 
food environment is more swamp than 
dessert with a plethora of  convenience 
stores selling calorie-dense packaged 
foods, super-sized sodas and other sugar-
loaded beverages and other nonfood retail 
venues  selling junk food as a side activity.”    

Boone-Heinonen et al., 2011



Play Deserts
In urban areas, some of the same communities 
that have been labeled food deserts also lack 
parks, greenspaces, and other places for children 
to play. 

These neighborhoods are called play deserts. 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), only one in five children live 
within one-half mile of a park or playground. 

This availability of parks, greenspaces, and play 
areas are worse in low-income neighborhoods.





How we design our cities, towns, 
and neighborhoods impacts health.

 The built environment influences a 
person’s level of physical activity.
 Inaccessible or nonresistant sidewalks and 

bicycle or walking paths contribute to 
sedentary lifestyles.
 These habits lead too poor health outcomes such 

as obesity, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and 
some types of cancer.
 Today, approximately two-thirds of Americans 

are overweight.
CDC, 2011



Why does the Built 
Environment matter?

The Built Environment directly and indirectly affects 
human health and the natural environment.

“The diseases of the 21st century will be chronic diseases, 
those that steal vitality and productivity, and consume 
time and money. These diseases---heart disease, 
diabetes, obesity, asthma, and depression---are diseases 
that can be moderated by how we design and build our 
human environment.”  

---Richard J. Jackson, MD, MPH



Collaborations to improve 
the Built Environment and 
Health should involve…
 Work across and at the intersection of 

many disciplines including:
 Transportation
 Urban Planning
 Architecture
 Landscape Architecture
 Parks and Recreation
 Public Works
 Watershed Management



Leading vs Actual Causes of 
Death in the United States



Actual Causes of Death

…are defined as lifestyle and behavioral 
factors such as smoking and physical 
inactivity that contribute to this nation’s 
leading killers including heart disease, 
cancer, and stroke.



Prevalence of Self-Reported Obesity 
Among U.S. Adults by State and Territory, 
BRFSS, 2016



“It is unreasonable to expect that 
people will change their behavior 
easily when so many forces in the 
social, cultural, and physical 
environment conspire against 
such change.”

---Institute of Medicine





Environmental Benefits

• First park for community
• \

• Green Infrastructure demonstration site
• Stormwater capture and improved water quality
• Habitat restoration & pollinator gardens
• Transform 6 blighted lots

Community’s Triple Bottom-Line Design Design

Environmental Benefits



Economic Benefits

• Workforce training for local residents
• General construction skills
• Demolition & deconstruction
• Financial literacy training
• Employment opportunities

Community’s Triple Bottom Line DesignCommunity’s Triple Bottom-Line Design

Economic Benefits



Social Justice BenefitsBefits

• Community leaders developing plans
• Access to decision making & resources
• Local residents receiving educational training
• Capacity building for grassroots organizations
• Access to recreation, nature and exercise
• Citizen Science opportunities

Community’s Triple Bottom-Line Design



Celebration!

Lindsay Street Park Opened October 2015



Other health issues related 
to the Built Environment…

 Asthma
 Children’s Health
 Crime and Violence
 Injury
 Mental Health
 Accessibility
 Social Capital



Asthma

 During the 1996 Summer Olympic 
Games in Atlanta, researchers found 
that:
 Peak morning traffic decreased by 23%
 Peak ozone levels decreased by 28%
 Emergency room visits for asthma episodes 

in children decreased by 42%
 Emergency room visits during the same 

period for other causes did not change. 



Crime and Violence

In a 2001 study in one Chicago public 
housing development, there were 
dramatically fewer occurrences of crime 
against property and people in apartment 
buildings surrounded by trees and greenery 
than in nearby identical apartments that 
were surrounded by barren land.



Social Cohesion – Strong 
Communities
 There is evidence to suggest that how we 

build and design our cities and 
neighborhoods can affect the degree to 
which neighborhoods know, care for, and 
trust one another.



Carcinogens

 Carcinogens – substances that cause cancer.
 Cancer is invasive, out-of-control cell growth 

that result in malignant tumors.
 There is a scientific debate over whether 

increased cancer rates in industrialized 
countries is attributed to an increase in toxic 
synthetic chemicals in our environment and 
diet or to lifestyle factors (drinking, smoking, 
sunbathing, high fat diets, etc). 
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