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Health and wellbeing is becoming an increasingly important 

policy objective for city planning, transport and housing 

departments. Researchers produce substantial evidence 

about the built environment’s impact on health. Yet there is 

a lack of knowledge about how and whether this evidence 

informs city policy and decision-making. Many urban health 

indicators have been developed to help policy-makers 

understand and monitor the local health impact of the 

urban environment. Indicators are created using evidence-

based relationships between physical environment features 

and health outcomes. This research seeks to understand the 

value and use of urban health indicators by city built 

environment policy and decision-makers.  It tries to 

understand whether and when they are a route through 

which research evidence may inform policy. 

 

What is an Urban Health Indicator tool? 

This research builds on existing definitions and ‘defines an 

‘urban health indicator tool’ as: a collection of summary 

measures about the physical urban environment’s 

contribution to human health and wellbeing. This definition 

broadens the scope of ‘health’ to include related concepts 

of quality of life, liveability and wellbeing.’(1) 

Examples of Urban Health Indicator tools include: The 

Glasgow Indicators Project, The San Francisco Indicators 

Project, and Community Indicators Victoria. 

 

Research Process 

This research involves a mixed-methods approach of quantitative and qualitative data collection and 

analysis. The systematic review identifies both quantitative data about UHI tools and qualitative data 

about their use by policy and decision-makers. Both datasets will inform the in-depth qualitative 

research into two case studies of policy and decision-makers. This will then inform the development of 

a systems model of indicator use in the policy process. 

 

Systematic Review 

The systematic review aims to identify the nature and 

characteristics of UHI tools and their use by municipal built 

environment policy and decision-makers. There are two 

parts to the review. The first part involves a census and 

taxonomy of UHI tools. The second part analyses qualitative 

data about the use of UHI tools in built environment policy 

and decision-making contexts. The review also investigates 

how these tools aim to account for complexity in urban 

health and whether this impacts their value to users. The 

findings from this review will inform the second stage of this 

research. 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

Two case studies have been selected to investigate the use 

of UHI tools by municipal policy and decision-makers. The 

San Francisco Indicators Project (USA) was created by the 

city’s Department of Public Health to inform planning and 

housing policy in the city. Semi-structured interviews with 

city planning and public health officers were conducted in 

April 2016. The Community Indicators Victoria system 

(Australia) provides data on urban health indicators across 

Victoria. Its creators have been working with local built 

environment policy-makers to promote use of the 

indicators. Semi-structured interviews will take place in 

2017. 

 

System Dynamics Analysis 

Data from the semi-structured interviews will be analysed 

and used to develop a model of indicator use in the policy 

process using system dynamics. System dynamics is a 

method based in complexity science and systems thinking 

which supports better understanding of complex problems. 

A causal map will be developed and tested through a 

workshop format with the case study interviewees and 

stakeholders. 

 

Research outputs 

Findings from the scoping study for the systematic review 

were presented at the International Conference on Urban 

Health (ICUH) in San Francisco in April 2016.(2) A protocol 

for the systematic review is currently under peer review 

following submission to the Systematic Reviews journal.(1) 

Additional publications are planned to disseminate the 

results of the systemic review and the development of a 

causal diagram of indicator use in policy-making.  
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