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We have a problem with…

…health!
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Life expectancy at birth

1. MONACO 89.64
2. SINGAPORE 86.51
3. MACAU 85.16
4. JAPAN 85.00
5. SAN MARINO 84.05
6. CANADA 83.99
7. ICELAND 83.83
8. HONG KONG 83.80
9. ANDORRA 83.61
10. ISRAEL 83.54
11. GUERNSEY 83.42
12. SWITZERLAND 83.42
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Life expectancy at birth

13. MALTA 83.39
14. AUSTRALIA 83.28
15. SOUTH KOREA 83.17
16. LUXEMBOURG 83.17
17. JERSEY 82.83
18. SWEDEN 82.80
19. FRANCE 82.79
20. ITALY 82.79
21. SPAIN 82.78
22. LIECHTENSTEIN 82.76
23. NORWAY 82.75
24. NEW ZEALAND 82.74
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Life expectancy at birth

25. AUSTRIA 82.48
26. ANGUILLA 82.41
27. NETHERLANDS 82.36
28. BERMUDA 82.25
29. CAYMAN ISLANDS 82.25
30. ISLA OF MAN 82.25
31. BELGIUM 82.06
32. UNITED KINGDOM 82.05
33. SLOVENIA 82.02
34. FINLAND 81.96
35. PUERTO RICO 81.89
36. DENMARK 81.87
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Life expectancy at birth

37. IRELAND 81.87
38. GERMANY 81.72
39. GREECE 81.71
40. PORTUGAL 81.71
41. ST PIERRE & MIQUELON 81.62
42. FAROE ISLANDS 81.47
43. TAIWAN 81.38
44. TURKS & CAICOS 81.04
45. WALLIS & FUTUNA 80.89
46. ST BARTHELMY 80.80
47. ST MARTIN 80.80
48. UNITED STATES 80.75
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Health spending as a proportion of GDP, 2021

Data: OECD.  Health expenditure and financing.  OECD.Stat.  Feb 2023.
Graphic: Statista.  Health expenditure as a percentage of gross domestic 
product (GDP) in selected countries in 2021.  Feb 2023.  
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Leading causes of death, U.S., 2021

Ahmad FB, Cisewski JA, Anderson RN. Provisional Mortality Data — United States, 2021. MMWR 
Morb Mortal Wkly Rep 2022;71:597-600. http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm7117e1. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm7117e1
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Deaths of despair: Liver disease, drug overdose, suicide

Data: Case A, Deaton A.  Deaths of Despair and the Future of 
Capitalism.  Princeton University Press, 2020. 
Graphic: Bower B.  ‘Deaths of despair’ are rising. It’s time to 
define despair.  Science News, Nov 2, 2020.   
https://www.sciencenews.org/article/deaths-of-despair-
depression-mental-health-covid-19-pandemic

https://www.sciencenews.org/article/deaths-of-despair-depression-mental-health-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.sciencenews.org/article/deaths-of-despair-depression-mental-health-covid-19-pandemic
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Rising death rates among children and adolescents

Woolf SH, Wolf ER, Rivara FP. The new crisis of increasing all-cause mortality in US children and adolescents. 
JAMA. Published online March 13, 2023. doi:10.1001/jama.2023.3517. 
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Obesity and diabetes, U.S., 2004
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Obesity and diabetes, U.S., 2009
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Obesity and diabetes, U.S., 2014
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Obesity and diabetes, U.S., 2019



15

Parks and health: Three major pathways

Nature contact

Physical activity

Social interactions
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Nature contact is good for health
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Nature contact: Mental and behavioral health
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Lower sales of mood and 
anxiety disorder medications. 

Lower suicide rates.

Fewer depressive and 
burnout symptoms.
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More greenspace exposure associated with…

Nature contact: Mental and behavioral health

Less emotional distress 
during the COVID pandemic. 

Less post-partum depression.



Nature contact: Physical health
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Nature contact: Physical health

Less cardiovascular 
disease.

Lower diabetes 
mortality.

Lower COVID 
mortality.

Fewer premenstrual 
symptoms.

Less preterm birth.



21

Nature contact: Overall health and well-being
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Nature contact: Overall health and well-being

More outdoor free play 
among children.

Fewer somatic 
symptoms.

Greater happiness.

Greater subjective well-being.
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The “equigenic effect”
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Mitchell R,  Popham F.  Effect of exposure to 
natural environment on health inequalities: an 
observational population study. Lancet
2008;372:1655-60..
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Parks are a setting for nature contact
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Parks are a setting for nature contact
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Physical activity is good for health

https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics
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What promotes physical activity in parks?
• Access
• Going there (safety, belonging)
• Facilities (playing fields, paths)
• Amenities (nature, shade, benches)
• Programming
• Maintenance
These differ across ages, demographics.

Parks are a setting for physical activity
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We have a problem with…

…loneliness
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Loneliness

Cigna/Ipsos Loneliness survey using UCLA Loneliness Scale.  2018. 
https://www.cigna.com/assets/docs/newsroom/loneliness-survey-2018-fact-sheet.pdf
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Loneliness is bad for health



Social connections are good for health

Health benefits of social connections:
• Longer life
• Less cardiovascular disease
• Less frailty in elders
• Less risk of respiratory infections
• Less dementia
• And more…

Holt-Lunstad J. Social connection as a public health issue: the evidence and a systemic framework for 
prioritizing the “social” in social determinants of health. Ann Rev Public Health. 2022;43(1):193-213. 
Morina N, Kip A, Hoppen TH, Priebe S, Meyer T. Potential impact of physical distancing on physical 
and mental health: a rapid narrative umbrella review of meta-analyses on the link between social 
connection and health. BMJ Open. 2021;11(3):e042335. 
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Parks are a setting for social connections

What promotes socializing in parks?
• Access
• Going there (safety, belonging)
• Longer visits > shorter visits
• Amenities (nature, shade, benches)
• Programming
• Maintenance
These differ across ages, demographics.
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We have a problem with…

…polarization
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We have a problem with…

…racism
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Divisions bedevil our nation
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Parks and greenspace can help bring people together

What promotes positive intergroup 
contact in parks?
• Sense of welcome and belonging
• Engagement and inclusion
• Representation
• Sense of ownership
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We have a problem with…

…unhappiness
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Happiness in the U.S. (adults)

Source: World Happiness Report 2019.   
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2019/th
e-sad-state-of-happiness-in-the-united-
states-and-the-role-of-digital-media/
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Happiness in the U.S. (children)

Source: World Happiness Report 2019.   
https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2019/th
e-sad-state-of-happiness-in-the-united-
states-and-the-role-of-digital-media/
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Happiness in the U.S.



41

Parks help make people happier
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We have a problem with…

…climate change



43

Parks help with climate resilience
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Parks help with climate resilience
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• Promoting physical and mental health
• Reducing loneliness
• Bringing people together across divides
• Making people happier
• Advancing climate resilience

So…parks and greenspace help by…
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Some action ideas
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Some action ideas

Parks are good for health.  Health investments for parks make sense.
 Health programs in parks make sense.

Parks work best if people go 
there. 

It’s not just about park creation, it’s about sense 
of belonging and safety, and park maintenance 
and programming.

Parks were invaluable during 
the pandemic.  A robust park system = pandemic preparedness.

Parks are equigenic.  Park equity = health equity.
Parks can drive green 
gentrification.  Parks as part of holistic community development.
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Georgia 10-Minute Walk cities

ATLANTA

DECATUR

CLARKSTON

GWINNETT 
COUNTY

LILBURN

MACON

BROOKHAVEN

ALPHARETTA

MONROE
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Some action ideas

Parks are good for health.  Health investments for parks make sense.
 Health programs in parks make sense.

Parks work best if people go 
there. 

It’s not just about park creation, it’s about sense 
of belonging and safety, and park maintenance 
and programming.

Parks were invaluable during 
the pandemic.  A robust park system = pandemic preparedness.

Parks are equigenic.  Park equity = health equity.
Parks can drive green 
gentrification.  Link parks with holistic community development.
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Summary

Parks are a public health superpower:
• Promote physical and mental health
• Reduce loneliness
• Bring people together across divides
• Make people happier
• Advance climate resilience
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Summary

To maximize the health benefits:
• Invest health dollars in parks.
• Implement health programming in parks.
• Fund park maintenance and operations.
• Make everybody feel safe and welcome.
• Include parks in pandemic preparedness.
• Establish, maintain, and operate parks through an equity lens.
• Embed parks in community development strategies.
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THANK 
YOU!
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