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Abstract
This dialogue emphasized the importance of exploring multiple impacts
of urban landscapes on human health. We identified four main aspects
of research on this topic: (1) The importance of this issue; (2) Empirical
evidence regarding connection between landscape and human health;
(8) How urban landscape influences social interactions; (4) The health
benefits of contacting with nature. In the end, we discussed how to
develop an international education collaboration in this field.
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1 Introduction

In April 2012, the three of us had a free dialogue in Professor William C.
Sullivan’s (SULLIVAN hereafter) house. Our discussion focused on the
impact of urban landscape on human health. In addition, we discussed
our plans to initiate an international education program to accelerate the
progress of research and design approaches that promote human health
on a global scale.

SULLIVAN: Gentlemen, it is so good to see you in my home, and to
have a chance to explore a range of issues about how urban landscape
influences human health and wellbeing. Professor Chang, how long
have you been examining landscape and heath issues?

Chun-Yen CHANG (CHANG hereafter): I have been examining
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the relationships between healthy landscape and healthy people for
about 10 years. I noticed that compared to more natural settings, urban
settings can make people more and more stressed, and that a lot of
people have health problems in urban areas. These people often seek
better living environments. They hope the city can add some green
spaces back into their neighborhoods. Gradually, | began to think about
the health consequences of green spaces in urban areas.

SULLIVVAN: What do you think are the most important issues
we need to explore right now with respect to healthy landscapes and
healthy people?

CHANG: This is a hard question. Generally, people are gradually
coming to understand that it may be more important to live in a setting
that has a connection to the natural environment rather than a house
with beautiful artificial decorations that is surrounded by parking and
concrete.

SULLIVAN: In the West, there is a drive called the Small House
Movement. This refers to building houses that are about 1,500 square
feet instead of 4,000 square feet. For Americans, it is a sizable reduction
to go from 4,000 to 1,500. The idea is to have a small home that has
been designed to a higher standard, with more contact with nature,
wonderful daylight, a lot of windows, and thoughtful, sophisticated,
efficient construction rather than poor design with a great deal of square
feet.

Bin JIANG (JIANG hereafter): Around 20 years ago, people
brought ideas of landscape ecology from the West back to China. From
then on, researchers gradually realized the importance of health of
built environment. But the focus was primarily on ecological health.
The relationship between the built environment and human health has
rarely been emphasized until recently, at least not from the field of
landscape architecture. Even now, only a few articles in the field of
landscape architecture have examined the relationship between the
built environment and human health. So the purpose of our discussion
today is to push this forward a little bit in the hopes that doing so will
help people understand that when we are talking about the health of
environment, it is not only about ecological health but also about human
health.

2 Evidence Regarding Urban Landscapes and Human Health
SULLIVVAN: There are compelling evidences regarding the health

benefits of design. For instance, a study in Tokyo showed that when

old people lived in spaces that invited people to walk in greener
neighborhoods, these spaces predicted a host of outcomes related to
health ™. People who lived in places that offered more opportunities
to walk in greener spaces live longer than the other peers who were
similarly engaged. In less-green spaces, people walk less. In another

study by Richard Mitchell and Frank Popham (2008), the impact of
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neighborhood green spaces we examined to see if they were related to
the likelihood that people would die over the 5-year span of the study.
They examined over 366,000 people who died over a five-year period in
Britain and showed the greener the nearby neighborhood, the less likely
people in the middle and low income classes were to die. This was after
controling a host of variables we know to be related to mortality. So
there clearly is an impact associated with exposure to urban nature and
longevity. It is clearly visible at the population level — otherwise, these
kinds of studies would not show impacts. So the question becomes:
How is that happening? What is going on and by what mechanisms?
How can we translate that knowledge into design guidelines and urban
planning policies, to create healthier cities?

JIANG: Most publications are from Western countries. But in
cities of developing countries like China, citizens are living in a much
different urban environment. The majority of people in China, for
instance, live in high-rise apartment buildings. They do not have space
to create large back yards like Americans do. So we have to develop
different pathways for people to connect with nature within public
spaces. What do you think about that, Dr. Chang? | think Taipei has a
similar challenge.

CHANG: Regarding the need for contacting with nature, | think
we have different scales of observation that we need to pay attention
to. Like the study Prof. Sullivan just mentioned — that is a study
about green spaces at the national scale. But we can also consider a
much smaller scale such as planting a pot of flowers in an apartment.
Although doing so is a very small scale intervention, it still has the
possibility of benefiting people who live in dense cities such as Taipei.
Many studies demonstrate that people benefit from contacting with
nature at various scales. Even in different countries, plants often
represent health and life in a way that is not limited by space — plants
represent life at small and large scales.

JIANG: I find there are environmental justice problems related to
urban green space. Wealthy families often have more opportunities

for outdoor exercise and social interactions. But if you are poor in an
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urban area, you have a much higher probability of living in a dense
neighborhood without many trees and without much open space (Fig.
1). For too many people in developing countries, people live in barren
settings that do not support health and wellbeing. This problem is
compounded because in many developing countries, great amounts

of public open spaces have been transformed into semipublic or even
private spaces. For example, some rich neighborhoods have occupied
large sections along the waterfront, which provide residents a private,
wonderful riverfront green space. But by privatizing that space along
the river, it is no longer available to the public. So the allocation of
natural resources within a city can influence people’s health in a way
that is disproportionate depending on a person’s wealth. This happens in
developed countries too: Even in New York, people living in apartments
around Central Park are very wealthy — poor people have no chance to
live there.

SULLIVAN: Yes, income is a very important predictor of exposure
to green space. In the Western tradition, golf courses are intentionally
designed as long and narrow as possible in order to allocate as many
homes along the course as possible because builders know the price of
houses will go up if they are around the golf courses.

JIANG: Yes. I think nearby green space within a walking distance
is even more important for people in low-incoming neighborhood
because of their lack of time, capital, and private vehicles for recreation

activities in a rural park or an vacation in a distant natural resort.

3 The Impact of Residential Environment on Community
Interaction

JIANG: | remember in your important studies of Robert Taylor
Homes, a neighborhood with high-rise apartments in Chicago. You
and colleagues examined the impact of community green spaces on
residents’, especially children’s behaviors and psychological health.
Could you introduce more about that?

SULLIVAN: If you look down from a helicopter, the buildings
would clustered in U- or H-shapes (Fig. 2), creating green courtyard
spaces. Some courtyards were green, but some had been paved and had
no trees and very little grass (Fig. 3). This setting gave us the ability to
compare people who were randomly assigned to apartments that had
barren parking lots outside their windows to people who had green
spaces outside. Robert Taylor Homes at that time had 28 architecturally

identical buildings, so it made for very nice field experiment .

In the first study, we simply mapped where people were outside, and
the results were amazing. In neighborhood spaces with trees, we were
very likely to find adults, and the adults lingered outside a little longer
where there were trees. But you would rarely find adults in the areas
where there were no trees. Then we got thinking, if people are hanging
out more under trees, does this have any measurable implications for
how well the neighbors know each other? For how much they support

each other or for the strength of their social ties?

If people know each other more, they care more

about the environment. They also have a more

positive attitude toward the environment and society.

With these questions in mind, we just did another study. We
independently measured, for every person we interviewed, the amount
of nature right outside of their apartment. Without telling them our
hypothesis, we asked about their social ties and their relationships with
their neighbors (Fig. 4). The results were quite striking: the density
of vegetation outside people’s apartment was a strong and positive
predicator of their connections with their neighbors ©. The greener
the outdoor spaces, the stronger the neighborhood social ties near that
space. Compared to residents living adjacent to relatively barren spaces,
individuals living adjacent to greener common spaces had more social
activities and more visitors, knew more of their neighbors, reported
their neighbors were more concerned with helping and supporting one
another, and had stronger feelings of belonging. I think what happened
here was that green spaces created opportunities for neighbors to linger
outside a bit longer and in doing so, they got to meet and know each
other and that turned into a very positive and wonderful thing.

CHANG: Having contact with nature is a basic human need. It does
not matter if you are rich or poor. | think it relates to environmental
justice. The government needs to provide a healthy environment for
people, it is not enough to build concrete buildings and put people
inside. People need spaces for activities and for going out to meet and
talk to their neighbors (Fig. 5). Several studies talk about how if people
know each other more, they care more about the environment. They

also have a more positive attitude toward the environment and society.

4 The Beneficial of Appreciating Nature

JIANG: According to the results from several surveys, humans
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have an urge to feel connected to nature. People feel better when they
are connected to nature. That is a very basic response. But sometimes, for
people living in urban areas who are just very busy and their brains are
quite occupied. So they pass by a tree and do not know how to appreciate it
any more.

SULLIVAN: You know, I do not know if I quite agree with that
framing, that you need to appreciate nature. I think it is enough to just
be engaged in nature. Maybe you have a dog, and you love the dog,
and you do not care about the green space at all. But if only you walk
the dog in the green space. | can predict that walking in the green space
will have a huge benefit for you, whether you appreciate it or not. After
you walk your dog in a green area, you are likely to feel less stressed.
You will likely have increased your capacity to pay attention. These
two outcomes right there will make you more effective. But the fact is
people are more effective, whether they consciously know it or not.

JIANG: Do you think the novelty of green space plays an important role
in our reactions to it? People like to be away from the environment they are
familiar with. They travel long distances to rural parks or natural preserves,
which are much different from their everyday living environment. Can |
say a green space with a higher degree of novelty would benefit human
health more?

SULLIVAN: 1 do not think it is the novelty as much as the sense of
being away. The sense of being away is a very important predictor of a
restorative experience. | do not know it is so important that it is novel. |
think you can get the sense of being away right next door. Being away
is about taking you away from the stresses, strains, and demands of
your everyday life. Let’s say you did a series of stressful things in your
lab today and then you come home. You have a little table outside under
a tree. You can sit there and eat dinner, inhale the fresh air in the shade
and experience being away from your pressure in your lab. This will not
feel novel — indeed it may be your regular pattern — but you do feel

being away. I think that is what is important (Fig. 6).

5 Education Collaboration Project

SULLIVAN: Let’s talk briefly about education related to landscapes
and health. We have expertise from the University of Illinois and
Taiwan University and have been thinking about how can we make
this expertise available to students from many places around the world.
Thus, we created a study abroad program (Fig. 7). Students from the

U.S. study for one semester at Taiwan University and students from the

East study at the University of Illinois for a semester. Students focus on
understanding the relationships between places and human health and
wellbeing, and improve living environment to promote human health.
CHANG: Students are eager to have this program. In 2013, the

first group of students will travel from Taipei to Illinois to take part in
this new collaboration. There is a great deal of interest on the part of
students to understand the ways in which the built environment impacts
health and wellbeing and to have a cross-cultural understanding of these

impacts can be really powerful.

People feel better when they are connected to

nature. That is a very basic response.

Many students are aware that landscape architecture and planning
are not merely local concerns — they understand that these disciplines
impact regional economic health, ecological health, and human health.
You cannot limit that in one specific culture — you need to learn from
different cultures and other disciplines. That is the reason we have
initiated this program.

SULLI'VAN: I also want to reach universities in the mainland
of China — to have students from universities there gain access to
this new program. | look forward to connecting with students in the
mainland of China who want to study landscape and health. We also
look forward to collaborating with the faculty members there as they
work to prepare students whose work will benefit hundreds of millions

of people because they have this knowledge and capacity to serve. LAF
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