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As the world economy grows and cities continue to expand,

it becomes increasingly important to address health issues

in the context of the urban environment. Not surprisingly,

the World Health Organisation has highlighted health as a

precondition of sustainable urban development and the first

priority for planners.
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!e characteristics of the urban context can be linked to risk

factors such as sedentarity and Non-Communicable

Diseases (NCDs), which pose major threats to people’s

health. It is therefore essential to develop urban planning

strategies that exert a positive impact on people’s wellbeing

and contribute to the promotion of a healthy lifestyle. !e latest scienti"c literature

and recent research conducted at the Design & Health Lab, Department ABC of

Politecnico di Milano, show that three factors, in particular, signi"cantly improve the

urban environment and, in turn, people’s health: green spaces, digitalisation and

inclusive design.  

Unlocking the therapeutic power of green spacesUnlocking the therapeutic power of green spaces 

Greenery and nature must be integrated into the urban landscape, so as to achieve a

balance between the natural and the built environment. Green spaces are critical for

many reasons. !ey promote biodiversity, improve outdoor air quality and urban

microclimatic comfort, minimise the impact of environmental pollutants and favour

physical activities, which help combat a sedentary lifestyle and enhance mental

wellbeing.

Recent studies have also found that access to greenery is key to relieving stress and

anxiety as well as reducing the use of speci"c medicines. It is therefore crucial that

greenspaces are embedded within the city, through the implementation of parks,

public and private gardens, green lines, green parking lots, green roofs and green

walls. !e importance of greenery in the urban environment should be considered not

only in terms of quantity, but also of quality, that is, taking into account the activities

that such spaces enable people to carry out. 

Smarter technologies lead to healthier communities Smarter technologies lead to healthier communities  
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Technological advancements, including cutting-edge digital tools, are paramount to

improving the urban environment, especially in relation to health. Accelerating the

adoption of digitalisation in the urban context can help build smart and healthier

communities. !e Internet of !ings (IoT) is a powerful digital asset that unlocks

large-scale and systematic data collection, which can be leveraged to analyse and

improve population health within a city.

Meteorological columns containing sensors can collect information related to the

presence of atmospheric agents acting as outdoor air pollutants, sound pressure,

temperature, humidity and wind speed. !e data gathered can then be leveraged to

shape local policies leading to a signi"cant improvement in the quality and the health

of the urban environment. !anks to IoT technologies, it is also possible to collect

aggregate data on people movement and tra#c, to ensure privacy for all while

providing policymakers and planners with in-depth insights on the urban areas that

need interventions to improve the quality of life for citizens. When properly used,

digital systems can play a pivotal role in maximising urban e#ciency and enhancing

population health.    

An inclusive future for allAn inclusive future for all 

As populations around the world are aging, inclusivity is set to become a priority. !is

means urban planners should design cities capable to accommodate the needs of the

elderly and of groups of people with medical conditions, be they permanent,

temporary or situational. A range of strategies can be employed. !e implementation

of accessible public transport and barrier-free architecture, for instance, helps citizens

with physical limitations move around the city and live happier lives. Investing in

pedestrian crossings, bicycle and wheelchair friendly streets, public seating, shading

devices, street lighting, public fountains and public washrooms also contributes to the

promotion of a more active lifestyle for all, and helps, in particular, those with some
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form of impairment.

To address these issues e$ectively, policymakers and planners should capitalise on

assessment tools that evaluate the level of Universal Design - the design of a space

accessible to the greatest extent to all people, regardless of age and physical capabilities

- analysing physical, sensory-cognitive and social quality through a set of well-de"ned

criteria with measurable indicators. Shaping an inclusive environment is key to

keeping citizens healthy. 

!e three pillars of urban planning!e three pillars of urban planning 

In the absence of careful planning, the urban environment may generate health risks

in terms of air, water and soil pollution and widen social inequalities. !e creation of

greener spaces, a smart use of digital technologies and inclusive design are the pillars

upon which innovative and sustainable strategies should be cra%ed. Indeed, these

three elements are central to the development of a healthy urban environment, which,

in turn, is conducive to healthier communities. 

Stefano Capolongo is director of the Department Architecture, Built environment and Construction engineering (DABC) at Politecnico

di Milano and president of the Urban Public Health section at the European Public Health Association (EUPHA)

Like what you've read? To receive New Civil Engineer's daily and weekly newsletters

click here.

Related articles

How building solutions can spur biodiversity BGI essential to urban regeneration – for Innovative Thinker | WSP's David Symons on

https://www.newcivilengineer.com/account/newsletter/
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/how-building-solutions-can-spur-biodiversity-net-gain-in-the-built-environment-04-04-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/bgi-essential-to-urban-regeneration-for-people-and-planet-20-03-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/innovative-thinking/innovative-thinker-wsps-david-symons-on-designing-infrastructure-with-neurodivergent-people-in-mind-02-04-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles


08/04/24, 16:17When medicine meets architecture: why urban planning is key to promoting health and wellbeing  | New Civil Engineer

Page 5 of 5https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/when-medicine-meets-archi…ban-planning-is-key-to-promoting-health-and-wellbeing-08-04-2024/

net gain in the built environment 
4 April 2024

people and planet
20 March 2024

designing infrastructure with neurodivergent
people in mind
2 April 2024

Built environment institutes renew
commitment to sustainability
4 March 2024

Survey shows 56% support shifting funding
from roads to active travel schemes
3 April 2024

SuDS: Assessing the challenges and
opportunities
4 April 2024

Register for free access

Get 2 week's free access plus the latest

civil engineering news direct to your

inbox

Register Now

https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/how-building-solutions-can-spur-biodiversity-net-gain-in-the-built-environment-04-04-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/bgi-essential-to-urban-regeneration-for-people-and-planet-20-03-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/innovative-thinking/innovative-thinker-wsps-david-symons-on-designing-infrastructure-with-neurodivergent-people-in-mind-02-04-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/built-environment-institutes-renew-commitment-to-sustainability-04-03-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/survey-shows-56-support-shifting-funding-from-roads-to-active-travel-schemes-03-04-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles
https://www.newcivilengineer.com/latest/suds-assessing-the-challenges-and-opportunities-04-04-2024/?utm_source=Bibblio&utm_medium=Recommendation&utm_campaign=Recommended_Articles

