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W H AT  C A N  A  CO M M U N I T Y
planner do to help reverse these
trends? Enter Active Design as a
fundamental planning and
design approach. The goal of
Active Design is to create places
that people want to experience
and relate to – places where
people want to visit, enjoy,
recreate, commune and return
again. In short, the Active Design
philosophy infuses health and fit-
ness considerations and objectives
into municipally controlled public
policies and capital improvement
projects. Active Design simply
raises the bar by challenging com-
munities to be proactive and
thoughtful about their resident’s
health and wellness.

The Downward Spiral
Why should communities care
about their resident’s health?
Over 30 years, America’s appetite
to drive has grown. In the same
time: obesity has risen nearly
20%; the average household
budget allocation for mobility
has increased to 17% second
only to spending on housing and
30% more than food; health care
premiums have more than dou-
bled all while the average Amer-
ican’s lifespan has increased by 5
years to 78 years of age. The
proportion of the national popu-

lation made up of seniors has
grown to 13% and is expected to
increase to 19% in the next 10
years.

These growth trends translate
to less household income avail-
able for housing, deferred prop-
erty maintenance and upkeep
and more dependency on pub-
licly funded social services and
programs. Both consequences
affect a community’s tax rev-
enues and its annual expendi-
tures. Impacts are further com-
pounded by the nation’s
economic condition. Both the
Pennsylvania Departments of
Community and Economic
Development and Conservation
and Natural Resources have
experienced budgetary cut-backs
from 2008 levels that near 50%.
Decreasing state and municipal
fiscal resources result in commu-
nities doing less planning. These
are all sound reasons for com-
munities to be concerned.

Possible Ways Out
Active Design requires a philo-
sophical transformation of how
communities view themselves
and how they plan. The
approach is more than simply
constructing a fitness trail or
building a neighborhood play-
ground. It’s a philosophy that

makes the level of health and
wellness a “lens” to view and
enhance all other community-
related decisions.

How does a community 
make the transformation? 
Some initial ideas…

1/ Increase public awareness of 
the issue and its long-term
implications. Communities can
form task forces, complete well-
ness audits identifying public
policies, programs and improve-
ments that are obstacles to better
health, and publish literature to
educate and motivate residents.

2/ Include health and wellness as
part of every day community
planning and design functions
and activities. The evaluation of
health and wellness statistics, the
definition of wellness goals and
the development of wellness-
related recommendations and
standards can occur as part com-
prehensive planning efforts, park
and recreation studies,
streetscape designs and
greenway/trail assessments.

3/ Think outside the box of
where better health and wellness
can be achieved. For example,
forming partnerships between
municipalities and local health

providers to develop a commu-
nity health program where
incentives can be earned for
achieving wellness benchmarks.
Another possibility is the cre-
ation of wellness districts where
tax abatements or similar finan-
cial inducements can be earned
in return for residency. The
wellness districts could be neigh-
borhoods where higher densities,
land use diversity, multimodal
amenities are integrated to
induce walking, cycling, social-
ization and subsequently better
health, wellness and fellowship.

How does a community start 
the transformation?
For more information and dis-
cussion on the Active Design
approach please see the presen-
tation materials from the Active
Design seminar that took place
at the recent PA Chapter of APA
2011 Annual Conference. The
seminar featured a roundtable
discussion lead by a panel of
healthcare providers, community
planners, recreational profes-
sionals and landscape architects.
The goal of the seminar was to
further illuminate the health and
wellness issues challenging our
communities. To access the files
visit www.planningpa.org and go
to the 2011 Annual Conference
page which can be found in the
Events & Training section.
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The media reports daily of increases in heart disease, obesity, diabetes and
mental illness. In 2010, the New York Times reported that 34% of Americans
are obese. In 2011, The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
announced that Pennsylvania is the 19th most obese
State including nearly 1/5 of the State’s children. Other
studies and surveys have shown that an American adult
drives more than 6 miles per day and walks only about 
2 miles, spends 10 fewer hours outdoors per week than the
previous decade, and knows only about 25% of their neigh-
bors’ first names. In becoming more sedentary, Americans
have become more removed from their community.

A walkable neighbor-
hood supports
health, wellness and
better fellowship
among residents.


