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Introduction to Healthy Environments  
When it comes to healthy living, we tend to think of 
things like gym memberships and eating vegetables. 
However, our social conditions, including the 
neighborhoods we live in, can also have a substantial 
impact on the public's health.

Social Determinants of Health are defined as 

“Conditions in the environments in which people are 
born, live, learn, work, play, worship, and age that 

affect a wide range of health, functioning, and quality-
of-life outcomes and risks.” 

Healthy People 2020, the health promotion and disease 
prevention initiative of the United States government, 
focuses on Five Key Social Determinants: 

• Economic Stability
• Education
• Social and Community Context
• Health and Health Care
• Neighborhood and Built Environment

Local Focus: Spokane 
These determinants have the most significant impact 
when we view them through the lens of a particular city. 
In 2015, approximately 18% of Spokane’s population was 
in poverty, compared to a statewide 12%.  

Within Spokane, there are stark inequalities among 
neighborhoods, with unemployment ranging from 10% 
to 28%, and 17% to 36% of adults living in poverty.  

Economic disadvantage correlates with a 
variety of public health problems in the 

city and region, including relatively high 
rates of cardiovascular disease, diabetes 

and premature mortality. 

Healthcare disparities exist across the state as well. In 
2016, there were 70 primary care practitioners (a 
physician, physician assistant, or nurse practitioner 
visited for general health concerns and annual checkups) 
per 100,000 people in eastern Washington, compared to 
84.4 primary care practitioners per 100,000 people on 
the west side of the state. 

Local Disparities 
According to the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, more than 32% of Spokane residents are 
obese compared to 22% in Seattle. Some Spokane 
neighborhoods have obesity rates as low as 21%, while 
others have rates of more than 40%.   
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Two aspects of heathy living are physical activity and 
diet; however, an estimated 20% of the adult population 
does not engage in any recreational physical activity. 
Significant variances in physical activity exist in the city, 
with rates ranging from 13% to 30%. Like many other 
major cities in the U.S., Spokane is a car-dependent 
community. Census data shows that 88% of commutes in 
the region are by vehicle while only 4% of trips are made 
by walking or other active options. 

These patterns of obesity and low physical activity in 
Spokane align with a built environment that does not 
facilitate active living. Figures published by the City of 
Spokane show sidewalks missing on 38% of the suitable 
981 miles of roads, with many existing sidewalks in poor 
condition.  

Additionally, only about 3% of the suitable road network 
has dedicated cycle infrastructure (42 miles of lanes and 
paths). 

Many neighborhoods with limited active travel 
incentives also have limited green space, including parks 
and trees. Neighborhoods with access to green space 
encourage walking and cycling, as well as informal social 
interaction, building neighborhood community.  

Some parts of the city tend to have less-healthy food 
environments as well, either because residents have 
limited access to healthy food retailers or there is a high 
density of fast food or convenience stores present. In 
fact, some Spokane neighborhoods have access to 25 or 
more fast food outlets within a mile.  

The Spokane HEalthy Living Indicator (SHELI) Project aims to provide users with the ability to examine and 
identify healthy environments across the county. This web mapping application calculates neighborhood 
indicators relevant for healthy living, and allows users to explore and compare regions, even looking up 
specific addresses, to increase transparency about living environments and empower residents with 
information. Data is updated annually and more indicators will be added over time. To access the tool, click 
the image above, navigate to https://bit.ly/2ualhNA or scan the QR code. 
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SHELI was developed with support from the Health Equity Research Center, a strategic research initiative of Washington State 
University. 




