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Top line: Neighbourhood green environments where people can walk are likely to
contribute to residents’ physical and mental health. In order to promote community health
through enhancement of the environment, the planning and design of neighbourhood open
spaces need to emphasise the importance of “walkable” green spaces.

Studies have shown associations between health indices and access to “green”
environments but the underlying mechanisms of this association are not clear. Studies
have also shown that it is the presence of increased opportunities afforded by the built
environment to be more physically active that is most influential and not activity-oriented
residents choosing to live in certain neighbourhoods.* A recent paper set out to examine
associations of perceived neighbourhood “greenness” with perceived physical and mental
health and to investigate whether walking and social factors account for the relationships.?

The method was a mailed survey which collected the following data from adults in
Adelaide, Australia: physical and mental health scores (12-item short-form health survey);
perceived neighbourhood greenness; walking for recreation and for transport; social
coherence; local social interaction and socio-demographic variables.

After adjusting for socio-demographic variables, those who perceived their neighbourhood
as highly green had 1.37 and 1.60 times higher odds of better physical and mental health,
respectively, compared with those who perceived the lowest greenness (ie significantly
better health). Perceived greenness was also correlated with recreational walking and
social factors. When walking for recreation and social factors were added to the regression
models used, recreational walking was a significant predictor of physical health.
Recreational walking and social coherence were associated with mental health and the
relationship between greenness and mental health remained significant. Recreational
walking may be associated with health as it is a marker of a healthy lifestyle.

Neighbourhood aesthetics has been found to play a role in encouraging physical activity.
Shade provided by trees may also encourage being outdoors in hotter climates. There are,
however, other green environmental attributes that may act to deter walking, such as
vegetation obstructing a line of vision, which may decrease the sense of safety.

Overall, perceived neighbourhood greenness was more strongly associated with mental
health than it was with physical health. Recreational walking seemed to explain the link
between greenness and physical health, whereas the relationship between greenness and
mental health was only partly accounted for by recreational walking and social coherence.

! See Essential Evidence No 11 http://www.bristol.gov.uk/ccm/cms-service/stream/asset/?asset_id=29622158
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