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Agenda 

• Introduction to healthy built environments 
(10 mins)

• Exercise (15 mins)
• Making built environments healthier (5 

mins)
• Discussion questions (5 mins)
• Work in Canada (5 mins)
• Open discussion (5 mins)



5 things to know about… the built 
environment

• is the physical lay-out of streets, buildings, 
parks, facilities and transportation systems

• can affect public health in multiple ways by 
affecting health determinants

• does not have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution 
to improve it

• is a complex field that requires cross-
sector collaboration

• will not fix all public health problems!



Defining the Built Environment

• constructed places, features, 
and elements that together 
make our cities, villages, and 
towns 

• varies from large-scale urban 
areas to rural development 
and personal space 

• includes indoor and outdoor 
places
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Related terms: ecohealth, smart growth, 
urban health, human ecology



Physical (in)activity in Canada



Overweight and obesity in Canada



• Walkability
• Active transportation
• Street connectivity
• Accessibility and 

location of stairwells

Physical 
Activity

How the built environment affects physical 
activity



How the built environment affects physical 
activity

• Risk of obesity can decline by as much as 
10% by walking 24 minutes a day

• People living in more walkable
neighbourhoods are more likely to walk 
more than 10 minutes a day



• Physical activity
• Stress reduction
• Meeting place
• Cooling effect

Green 
space

How the built environment affects public health



Effects of green space

• Grass covered surfaces: up to 20°C cooler 
than concrete surfaces*

• Tree shade increases human comfort by 
reducing temperatures by as much as 
11°C* 

• But: effect at neighbourhood level remains 
unclear*

• Natural environments may have direct and 
positive impacts on well-being 

*Unpublished study by Armson et al, University of Manchester, UK



Exercise

• List a few examples of how the built 
environment can affect health

• Identify some elements from your 
environment that are healthy/unhealthy 
and explain why



Planning and Design and Short and 
Long-term Health

• accessibility of and distance to buildings, 
employment services

• injuries from poorly maintained or poorly 
designed built elements

• mental health and social inclusion
• physical activity, transportation, and recreation
• indoor and outdoor air quality
• water quality
• food security 
• noise



Solutions?

• Increase density
• Facilities for cyclists and pedestrians
• Green space
• Mixed use

• Not necessarily infrastructure!
• Solution depends on context: urban/rural, 

existing/new, current form etc



Planning & design: how?

planning and investment policies
(provincial initiatives, regional and municipal 

plans, zoning and development rules)

individual behaviour
(amount of walking, social isolation, 

diet choices, recreation)

population health impacts
(physical fitness, pollution exposure, 

traffic crashes, social cohesion)
Adapted from Frank, Kavage, Litman (2005)

Ripple Effect

urban form patterns
(density mix, transport options, 
access to parks and schools)



Why you?

• inherently multidisciplinary
• research based on populations, including 

behavioral, environmental, biologic factors
• equipped with policy tools
• involved in communities at different levels
• track record of accomplishments in public 

health



Collaboration is Crucial to Create Healthy 
Built Environments

complex problems require leadership by: 
• community groups  
• planners
• the development industry 
• engineers 
• design professionals 
• elected officials 
• environmental health professionals 



Discussion questions 

• Have you worked with other sectors on 
other topics? What are the lessons 
learned?

• Whom could you partner with in your 
community?

• Are there links to policies?



Work in Canada



From knowledge to action
knowledge from scientific studies 

work has started

practical knowledge 

opportunity to learn from others

Where to start?





NCCEH Resources

• Readiness assessment tool
• Fact sheets
• Case studies 
• Workshop agenda 
• Workshop presentation 

• Coming soon: healthy built environment 
inventory

http://www.ncceh.ca/sites/default/files/Built_Environment_Readiness_Assessment_Tool_Sept_2010.pdf�
http://www.ncceh.ca/sites/default/files/Built_Environment_Fact_Sheets_Apr_2010.pdf�
http://www.ncceh.ca/sites/default/files/Built_Environment_Case_Studies_July_2010.pdf�
http://www.ncceh.ca/sites/default/files/Built_Environment_Workshop_Agenda_Sept_2010.doc�
http://www.ncceh.ca/sites/default/files/Built_Environment_Workshop_Presentation_Sept_2010.ppt�


for further information . . .

• NCCEH Additional 
Resources

• Foundations for a 
Healthier Built 
Environment
PHSA 2009

http://www.ncceh.ca/en/additional_resources/environmental_planning-built_environment�
http://www.ncceh.ca/en/additional_resources/environmental_planning-built_environment�
http://www.phsa.ca/NR/rdonlyres/76D687CF-6596-46FE-AA9A-A536D61FB038/32052/PHSAreportHBEfoundations.pdf�
http://www.phsa.ca/NR/rdonlyres/76D687CF-6596-46FE-AA9A-A536D61FB038/32052/PHSAreportHBEfoundations.pdf�
http://www.phsa.ca/NR/rdonlyres/76D687CF-6596-46FE-AA9A-A536D61FB038/32052/PHSAreportHBEfoundations.pdf�
http://www.phsa.ca/NR/rdonlyres/76D687CF-6596-46FE-AA9A-A536D61FB038/32052/PHSAreportHBEfoundations.pdf�


5 things to know about… the built 
environment

• is the physical lay-out of streets, buildings, 
parks, facilities and transportation systems

• can affect public health in multiple ways by 
affecting health determinants

• does not have a ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution 
to improve it
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sector collaboration

• will not fix all public health problems!
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Thank You

Questions?
Comments?

www.ncceh.ca | www.ccnse.ca
Funded by the Public Health Agency of Canada

iStock Photo credits from left to right: Alison Trotta-Marshall, Robert Churchill, pierredesvarre, amazonfilm
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