
Spaces and places that 
influence health



Why is this important?

A person's physical surroundings influences their social 
connections, safety, and access to services. People in deprived 
areas are more likely to live in poor-quality housing, experience 
higher air pollution, and have limited access to healthy food, green 
space, community centres and leisure and social opportunities.

In Leicestershire, local data shows:
- Life expectancy varies significantly between wards, with up to a 
10-year gap between the most and least deprived areas

source Leicestershire Wider Determinats  of Health Action Plan 2021-2016

https://democracy.leics.gov.uk/documents/s162255/Appendix%20-%20Action%20Plan%20-%20WD.pdf
https://democracy.leics.gov.uk/documents/s162255/Appendix%20-%20Action%20Plan%20-%20WD.pdf
https://democracy.leics.gov.uk/documents/s162255/Appendix%20-%20Action%20Plan%20-%20WD.pdf


How do our surroundings influence health?

Source: 

https://www.health.org.uk/sites/default/files/How_Do_Our_Surroundings_Influence_Our-

Health.pdf

https://www.health.org.uk/sites/default/files/How_Do_Our_Surroundings_Influence_Our-Health.pdf
https://www.health.org.uk/sites/default/files/How_Do_Our_Surroundings_Influence_Our-Health.pdf
https://www.health.org.uk/sites/default/files/How_Do_Our_Surroundings_Influence_Our-Health.pdf


Space and Places

Research



Access to Green Spaces: Public Parks

• 28% of people in the most deprived 

neighbourhoods live in areas with the 

least access to green space

• 40% of Black, Black British, Caribbean 

or African people live in 

neighbourhoods with the least access 

to green space. [health.org.uk]

• Rural areas often have less formal 

green space access compared to 

urban areas, despite proximity to 

countryside. [gov.uk]

• Green spaces support physical and mental 

health, offering opportunities for exercise, stress 

relief, and social interaction.

• They help reduce air and noise pollution, 

mitigate urban heat, and promote biodiversity.

• Access to nature is linked to lower levels of 

depression and anxiety, and supports social 

prescribing initiatives.

However:

• £190m cut from revenue budgets over the last 5 

years

• The proportion of parks in good condition is 

lower than those in fair condition

• 32% reduction in frontline staff, 41% in 

management and 23% in development Source: The State of UK Public Parks Report 2021 – Association for 

Public Service Excellence

https://www.health.org.uk/evidence-hub/our-surroundings/green-space/inequalities-in-access-to-green-space
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/access-to-green-space-in-england/access-to-green-space-in-england


Parks - Safety
• Across the UK, 27,000 parks provide essential green spaces for recreation, socialising, and 

active travel, but they are not equally experienced as safe and welcoming by all. (ONS, 

2022) 

• Women are three times more likely than men to feel unsafe in parks, limiting their 

freedom, well-being, and opportunities for physical activity, which undermines the health 

benefits parks are meant to offer. (Public Health England, 2020) 

Key learnings from a 2023 University of Leeds conference on women’s and 

girls’ safety in parks include: 

•Design parks for safety, considering intersectionality and diverse needs. 

•Centre women and girls’ voices in policy, research, and park design through co-production. 

•Address systemic issues, shifting responsibility away from women and tackling male violence 

and harmful norms. 

•Promote cultural change through education and allyship, especially among boys and men. 

•Invest in parks, reversing austerity impacts and prioritising women’s safety as a strategic goal. 



The role of Community centres and libraries

• Social Connection: Community centres and libraries are places where 
people meet, mix, and connect. They contribute to reducing isolation and 
improving feelings of local  belonging. They support mental and physical 
health through activities, support groups, and wellness programmes. 

• Local Development: Community centres offer job training, educational 
workshops, and youth programmes that empower residents and stimulate 
regeneration. 

• Libraries promote literacy, employability and community cohesion

• Both are trusted social spaces and provide safe and welcoming 
environment for all ages, backgrounds, and abilities, promoting cohesion 
and civic pride. Often offering opportunities for volunteering, skill 
development, and community leadership. 

Source: Youth Centres Britian's Lost Generation 

(Unison report)
Source: CIPFA annual survey of UK libraries

https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2024/06/youth-services-final-FINAL.pdf
https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2024/06/youth-services-final-FINAL.pdf


Community Centres and Libraries-
Literature

• Areas where there are no places to meet face poorer social and economic outcomes, including higher rates 

of ill health and child poverty (Simpson and Summer, 2025)

• There is a lack of comprehensive data on English public libraries, and they are unable to prove just how 

much they contribute to key agendas such as health and wellbeing (DCMS, 2024) 

• Community/Youth Centres and Libraries are ‘third places’, these are public informal spaces that are neither 

home nor work, and are under-researched for their impact on health and quality of life (Finlay, 2019)

• Limited research from the US, China and Australia supports that there are numerous 

psychological benefits to people having access to third spaces. (Lee, 2022; Xu et al., 

2025; Goriss-Hunter and White, 2021)



Community centres and libraries: Closures

• Since 2010, over 1,243 council-run youth centres have closed across England 

and Wales. Only 581 centres remained operational by March 2023, 

meaning more than two-thirds have been lost

• By 2023, 42% of councils in England and Wales no longer operated their own 

youth centres. 

• These closures have disproportionately affected deprived communities, 

contributing to increased youth isolation, mental health issues, and reduced 

access to safe spaces.

• Since 2016, more than 180 council-run libraries in the UK have either closed 

or been handed over to volunteer groups.

• Volunteer-run libraries now outnumber paid staff in many areas.

• Communities in the most deprived areas are 4x more likely to lose a publicly 

funded library

Source: Youth Centres Britian's Lost Generation 

(Unison report)

Source: CIPFA annual survey of UK libraries

https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2024/06/youth-services-final-FINAL.pdf
https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2024/06/youth-services-final-FINAL.pdf


Leisure facilities
Why are they important?

• Fourteen million swimmers a year would have nowhere else to swim without 

their local pool. Swimming saves the health system £357 million per year.

• The NHS’ performance relies on leisure facilities to deliver its services - two 

thirds of cancer rehabilitation services and 79 per cent of social 

prescribing initiatives are delivered in leisure centres.

• Other benefits of leisure centres include the community value of facilities, 

including bringing people together for children’s swimming lessons, football 

and gym classes for example. 

• Despite financial pressures, leisure centre usage increased by 5%, 

with 9% growth among users from the most deprived areas.

Source: www.local.gov.uk and Sport England

http://www.local.gov.uk/
https://www.sportengland.org/news-and-inspiration/more-people-england-using-leisure-facilities


Access to facilities 

and amenities



Access to sports facilities

Rural areas have fewer people per facility. This could imply that more facilities per 

head is a good thing but also mean that viability of facilities may be threatened if 

underused.

Smaller rural 

areas have 

fewer people 

per facility

Source: ONS Access to sports facilities and other amenities 2024



Sports facilities – rural and urban

This corner of Harborough 

highlighted above shows two 

areas with the same number of 

facilities but of a vastly 

different size. The people per 

facility is also similar (around 

400 in each case) but the 

travel required to access 

facilities is likely to be very 

different. 

Source: ONS Access to sports facilities and other amenities 2024



Access to supermarkets
• Supermarkets of any kind are more 

prevalent in urban areas and larger rural 

areas, with the numbers far smaller in 

smaller rural areas

• Convenience stores, often viewed as 

more expensive, are more prevalent in 

large rural areas than any other type

• ‘Discounters’ (such as Aldi and Lidl) are 

more prevalent in urban areas and non-

existent in smaller rural areas

• The largest types of supermarkets, usually 

offering lower prices and more choice, are 

non-existent in rural areasAverage number per LSOA area



Concentration of fast food outlets

People more likely to live in neighbourhoods 

with a higher concentration of fast food outlets:

• People in deprived areas

• People from minority ethnic groups (29% of 

Asian or Asian British compared to 19% of 

white people)

• People under 16 are the most likely of any 

age group. People over 64 the least likely

Nearly 3,500 schools now have a major fast 

food outlet within 400 metres, increasing 

exposure and influencing dietary habits.Source: PHE, 2018



Average minimum travel times by public 
transport– rural and urban

Chart shows average minimum travel 

times to reach the nearest key services by 

Walking and/or public transport by LSAO 

Rural-Urban classifications.

Source: DEFRA
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67fbe5148b9b

26024aef30d3/5_Connectivity_and_Accessibility_15_04_202

5.pdf

Car dependency is high in 

Leicestershire. People 

without access to cars or 

unable to drive face barriers 

accessing key services.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67fbe5148b9b26024aef30d3/5_Connectivity_and_Accessibility_15_04_2025.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67fbe5148b9b26024aef30d3/5_Connectivity_and_Accessibility_15_04_2025.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67fbe5148b9b26024aef30d3/5_Connectivity_and_Accessibility_15_04_2025.pdf


Online connectivity The graphs show that when urban 

areas are removed, many yellow 

areas, especially around the city, 

disappear, whilst all the red areas 

remain.

A slow, or non-existent, Broadband 

connection can lead to increased 

isolation and create barriers to 

services. This can range from day-

to-day activities such as accessing 

online services such as health, 

banking and council services; to 

leisure activities such as watching 

streaming services such as Netflix 

and YouTube , holding video calls 

and online gaming.



Factors that can have a 

negative impact on space 

and place



Air quality

Linked to 30,000 deaths annually in the UK Includes 'indoor air pollution' (poor ventilation, 

damp, mould, gas cooking)

Noise pollution

A UK Health Security Agency study estimated 100,000 Disability-Adjusted Life Years 

(DALYs) lost in England in 2018 due to road traffic noise, plus 13,000 from rail and 17,000 

from aircraft noise. Impacts include sleep disturbance, and increased risk of heart disease, 

stroke, diabetes, depression, and anxiety

Housing conditions

Poor housing (damp, cold, over crowded). People with long-term health conditions more likely 

to live in poor housing.

Housing insecurity – frequent moves, temporary accommodation and over crowding affect 

childrens physical and mental health



Positive ideas to improve 

spaces and places



Green social prescribing – using parks for physiotherapy, talking therapy 

and physical activity. Targeted groups include adults with additional needs, 

including dementia

Community grants – foundations including Asda and Bupa have funded 

spaces including outdoor classrooms, sensory gardens and community 

allotments

Groundwork UK – works with communities to revitalise outdoor spaces e.g. 

creating community gardens. Focused on deprived areas to reduce health 

inequalities

Initiatives from Camden and Islington Council, Mersey Forest, NHS Forest



Common success factors

• Co-design with communities for relevance and ownership

• Cross-sector partnerships (health, environment, local 

authorities)

• Nature-based solutions for mental and physical health

• Targeting health inequalities in deprived areas.



Please take a moment to complete our short survey of the day. It 

really helps us to plan and improve events.

https://lccsurveys.leics.gov.uk/s/sh7ooi

https://lccsurveys.leics.gov.uk/s/sh7ooi
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