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The health and well-being of rapidly growing urban populations is a global health issue. Cities in the global north
and south are faced with rising health inequities — or avoidable differences in health determinants and outcomes
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promoting neighborhood health centers as engines of community economic development and gathering
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Introduction with city planners, could improve preventive medicine. For instance,

The 21st century is the century of the city, as the world's population
now lives predominantly in urban areas. Where you live and how that
place is governed can determine when and if you get sick, receive
medical treatment, experience disability and die prematurely. Another
way to think about city governance is called city or town planning,
and this ought to be understood as a strategy of preventive medicine.

Today, most urban health interventions are focused on bringing
social services, primary care, economic opportunities and physical
improvements to urban residents or their neighborhoods. Interventions
tend to focus either on people or places, but rarely both at the same
time. Interventions are generally conceptualized and led by experts, and
focused on one disease, one risk factor, one hazardous exposure, one pop-
ulation group, or one suspected ‘cause’ of poor health, such as poverty
(Corburn, 2009). More care, more places offering care, more prevention
and more services tend to be intervention targets. This is the health in
cities approach, and while life has become better for most urban residents
using this approach, the strategy has largely failed to address the spatial
(and ethnic/racial) inequities in health (EU, 2013). In this commentary, I
argue for a more integrated and holistic approach to ‘city planning as
preventive medicine,’ where interventions combine attention to physical,
social and institutional factors that shape urban health. This integrated
approach will require a new urban health science that embraces complex-
ity, a systems framework, and borrows from ecological adaptive manage-
ment. The International Council for Science (ICSU) recently met to launch
a global urban health and well-being strategy also grounded in a systems
science framework, and this commentary aims to engage clinicians,
population health practitioners and urban officials in how this strategy
ought to move forward (Kinver, 2014).

Rightfully or not, medical professionals often have a societal status
that gives our voices greater credibility but by building new alliances

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2015.04.022
0091-7435/© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

clinicians might regularly grapple with the disease consequences of
poverty on a case-by-case basis in the exam room and do their best to
treat people. Yet, these patients too often return to the living and
working conditions that contributed to their illness in the first place.
City planners are increasingly being asked to ‘design’ healthier commu-
nities, but frequently lack the political influence or biomedical knowl-
edge to do so. Conceptualizing city planning as preventive medicine
would bring the medical, public health and community development
sectors together to:

« Integrate health impact assessments into all urban development
policy decisions — from new housing to transport to budgeting;

 Develop new indicators of ‘healthy and equitable’ places that consider
cities as integrated health systems, rather than fragmented ‘parts,” and;

 Re-orient the health sector to be a leader in community development,
poverty alleviation and reducing place-based social inequalities in cities.

The remainder of this commentary offers some brief background
about how characteristics of the urban environment, including physical,
economic, social and cultural features, combine to shape health out-
comes and then provides greater detail for the city planning as preven-
tive medicine strategies.

How 21st century urbanization shapes health
Physical and built environments
The physical environments of cities still matter for health, such as

whether there is access to safe and affordable drinking water, sanitation,
drainage, and garbage collection. Urban air and noise pollution remain
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critical health determinants in highly industrialized cities of Europe and
Latin America as well as developing cities in China and Sub-Saharan
Africa (Harpham, 2009). Urban air pollution is linked to thousands of
premature deaths each year and more specifically, particulate matter
is associated with cardiovascular death and asthma. Noise pollution,
a common urban nuisance, is associated with hearing impairment,
hypertension, and ischemic heart disease. Exposure to environmental
pathogens in urban air and water can contribute to both infectious
(i.e., parasitic diseases, diarrheal diseases, intestinal parasites, etc.) and
non-infectious diseases.

Pedestrian conflicts with motor vehicles are one of the leading
causes of injuries in urban areas. When a new development project
includes new housing and commercial activity, pedestrian activity
increases and this can lead to an increase in injuries. However, greater
pedestrian activity can promote physical activity that reduces heart
disease, stroke, and mental illness and increase functional status and
the longevity of independence among the elderly. Creating new oppor-
tunities for pedestrian activity can also improve well being by increasing
the likelihood of social interactions that can reduce feelings of isolation.
However, the construction of highways contributes to vehicular air
pollution and suburban sprawl, while the lack of or inadequate trans-
port inhibits access to employment and health promoting services,
especially for the urban poor. Highways and streets can limit green
open space, which can act as a site for physical activity, social interac-
tions, and an urban heat sink, reducing the likelihood of adverse
human health impacts from climate change induced urban heat islands.

Social environment and urban health

The physical and social environments of cities frequently interact
and cannot be disassociated when trying to understand and improve
urban health inequities. The urban social environment includes the
institutions that shape the structure and characteristics of relationships
and opportunities among people and different population groups with-
in a given community (Healey, 1999). Perhaps the most well researched
aspect of the social environment that influences health is economic
status or class. While debate continues whether absolute or relative
poverty matter more for influencing health, there is agreement that
being poor in any city increases ones likelihood of a range of health
risks across the life-course, from infant mortality and low birth weight,
to stunted physical and cognitive development to early on-set chronic
illnesses and higher rates of infections (Marmot et al., 2012)(Table 1).

The economic ‘environment’ also influences well being. Neighbor-
hoods with high concentrations of liquor stores also have high rates of
addiction. However, local businesses can act as a source for employment
and culturally-appropriate food and other services. Displacement of
local businesses can adversely impact health by altering the availability
and affordability of essential goods and services and the type of local
employment possibilities. Business displacement can also contribute
to physical blight — the tooth — gaped landscape all too common in
poor neighborhoods where widespread property abandonment has
taken hold. Property abandonment can adversely influence health by
increasing the likelihood of illegal dumping of garbage and hazardous
wastes.

The social environment also influences health through a variety of
other pathways, including the support of individual or group behaviors
that affect health, buffering or enhancing the impact of stressors, and
providing access to goods and services that influence health (for exam-
ple housing, food, informal health care). Limited social supports may
predispose persons to poorer coping and adverse health. High levels of
social stressors such as social isolation and violence are also known to
adversely impact the health of urban residents. In cities, the greater
spatial proximity of one's social networks may accentuate their role in
shaping individual and population health (Friel et al., 2011).

Perhaps the most crucial social and political force in cities that influ-
ences health is spatial segregation. Many cities worldwide are highly

Table 1
Urban health resources and risks.
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Health resource

Urban physical & social influences on
health (examples)

Environmental quality, including
noise, air, soil and water pollution

Access to high quality transit and safe
roadways, sidewalks and bicycle
lanes

Access to quality childcare, education
& health care facilities

Affordable, safe, stable & socially
integrated housing

Access to safe and quality open space,
parks, cultural and recreational
facilities

Employment providing meaningful,

safe, and living wage jobs

Access to affordable and quality goods

& services

Protection from crime & physical
violence

Social Cohesion & political power

Vehicle emissions exacerbate respiratory
disease & increase cardio-pulmonary
mortality, while indoor allergens
exacerbate asthma.

Chronic noise exposure adversely harms
sleep, temperament, hearing & blood
pressure, all of which can lead to
developmental delays in children.

Trees & green space remove air pollution
from the air & mitigate the urban heat
island effect.

Vehicle/pedestrian injuries are most
severe where sidewalks & crosswalks are
non-existent.

Sidewalks & bicycle lanes facilitate
physical activity, reducing heart disease,
diabetes, obesity, blood pressure,
osteoporosis, & symptoms of depression.
Public transit provides access to
employment, education, parks, and health
care services.

Quality childcare can build disease
immunities & increase likelihood of future
educational attainment & earnings.
Education can enhance health literacy
about preventive behaviors and services.
Timely access to primary health services
prevents serious illness.

Crowded and substandard housing
conditions increase risks for infections,
respiratory disease, fires & stress.
Unaffordable rents or mortgages result in
trade-offs between housing, food &
medical care.

Racial residential segregation limits
economic & educational opportunities,
concentrates disadvantage & increases
social distance between racial/ethnic
groups.

Clean & safe parks can increase the
frequency of physical activity.

Cultural activities can promote
cross-cultural understanding, decrease
violence & enhance social cohesion.
Higher income is associated with better
overall health, reduced mortality and
higher emotional stability.
Unemployment is a source of chronic
stress, while job autonomy increases self
esteem.

Neighborhood grocery stores support
nutritious diets.

Local financial institutions help families
create and maintain wealth.

Indirect effects of violence and crime
include fear, stress, anxiety and unhealthy
coping behaviors, over-eating, smoking,
&alcohol/drug abuse.

Fear of crime can force children to stay
indoors, increasing exposure to toxic
indoor air & allergens, and limiting
physical activity outside.

Physical and emotional support buffers
stressful situations, prevents isolation,
contributes to self-esteem & reduces the
risk of early death.

Stress from severed/lack of social
ties/support can contribute to low birth
weight, which increases risk of infant
death, slow cognitive development,
hyperactivity, breathing problems,
overweight, and heart disease.
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