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Abstract: The places we live in, their features and quality impact both our health and wellbeing, and
are associated with social inequalities. Healthy Urban Planning (HUP) emerged in the 1980s to address
these issues, in line with the principles of sustainable development. In France, healthy urban
approaches, inspired by HUP, started to develop in the 2010s. Nowadays, their increased development,
implementation, diffusion and sustainability encounter certain impediments, such as mediation with
political, economic and technical concerns and, also, with other stakes such as the ecological and social
impacts of urban planning projects. Studying the terms and conditions of the emergence,
implementation and dissemination of these approaches and the arbitrations that take place at the local
level is thus of interest for both stakeholders and researchers, and raise important questions related to
the definition of “healthy urban approaches”. This questioning has resulted in the start of a three-year
action research project currently implemented through my PhD thesis in Urban Planning, undertaken
at Nantes Université, Paris Est Université (France) and at an urban consultancy firm (Paris, France).
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1. Introduction: the links between urban planning, health, climate change and inequalities

Health is a complex notion that is not limited to the “absence of disease or infirmity” but defined
as “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being” (World Health Organization, 1946). It
depends on a large variety of factors, called determinants of health, which can be individual (genetics,
gender, age...), linked to specific lifestyle factors (diet, physical activity...) or related to socio-
economic and environmental components (heat waves, urban designs...) (Lalonde, 1974). Our social,
economic and physical environments impact our health and wellbeing and contribute to inequalities
among dwellers (Roué-Le Gall & Jabot, 2017). Simultaneously, climate change challenges the
sustainability of our living spaces (Crane et al., 2021), notably through issues such as energy
consumption, access to water and food, or heat waves and floods. This also impacts people’s state of
health through differentiated effects and levels of exposure amongst inhabitants (Kim et al., 2014).

Healthy Urban Planning (HUP) emerged to address these issues in 1987, by calling for “town
planning practices that tend to promote health and wellbeing, displaying significant similarities with
the principles of sustainable development™ (Barton & Tsourou, 2004). The aim is to improve health
by maximizing the exposure to healthy determinants, minimizing negative consequences stemming
from infrastructures, and anticipating the impacts of climate change (Roué-Le Gall and al., 2020). To
facilitate the integration of health into urban projects, HUP promoters resort to various tools, such as
HUP support studies and Health Impact Assessments.

2. Healthy urban approaches in France: emergence, development and perspectives

In France, healthy urban approaches started to develop in the 2010s (Jabot, 2021). While they
are becoming increasingly popular, their emergence, implementation and dissemination deeply vary
across regions (Jabot, 2021). In addition, they remain discretionary (contrary to other urban studies)
and sometimes compete with other political, economic, technical (Anzivino et al, 2021) and socio-
environmental challenges. Their implementation sometimes appears costly for local governments, in
terms of budget and time to be added to the pre-existing costs and duration of projects, while not
displaying significant impacts in a short period of time given the long duration of urban projects.
Similarly, combining environmental, social and health challenges in urban projects may also be
complex (Crane et al., 2021; Hunter et al., 2019), as illustrated by the risks of gentrification (and
therefore the eviction of underprivileged groups) that increase with the presence and quality of public
green spaces, which are both favorable to health and the environment (Hunter et al., 2019).

3. An action research project about the implementation and dissemination of healthy urban
approaches in France: challenges, research questions and methodology

These approaches being relatively recent in France, few research works have focused on their
emergence, implementation, and diffusion. Understanding how and why health becomes a crucial
matter to be addressed in urban projects is therefore important for both stakeholders and researchers,
as it will help diffuse and replicate healthy urban approaches to other French local governments while
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producing scientific knowledge about current changes in urban planning practices. Better
comprehending the arbitrations that take place between health issues and other challenges of the urban
projects (e.g. feasibility, socio-environmental dimensions...) is of interest as it influences the terms
and conditions of the integration of health in urban planning projects and informs the transformations
of local decision-making processes. All of this results in major questions about the very definition of
“healthy urban approaches” as well as about the ways local governments perceive and contribute to
health by undertaking actions related to health promotion and prevention.

These challenges are part of an action research project carried out through my PhD thesis in
Urban Planning about the dissemination and sustainability of healthy urban approaches in France,
currently undertaken at Nantes Université, Paris Est Université (France) and at a consultancy firm
(Paris, France). This 3-year research project will analyze several healthy urban approaches
implemented in France, through a qualitative method of data collection (monographs, participant
observations, semi-directive interviews, case-studies...), that will be further presented during my
intervention. Beyond providing straightforward answers, this contribution is therefore intended as an
invitation to reflect collectively on healthy urban approaches, their stakes, meaning, and future, as well
as their impacts on operational dimensions.
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