
GREEN SPACES
for Good Health

Studies show that green spaces, such as parks or woods, 
seem to affect your health for the better. In fact one recent 
study revealed that those who lived near green spaces were 
less likely to die over an 8-year period.

No one knows exactly why living close to green space 
has this effect. The plants themselves may be part of 
the reason. Plants pull pollutants out of the air and 
cool the neighborhood. Or it may be that green space 
creates a place to meet other people and help build social 
connections. Strong social ties have been linked to a longer 
life.

Simply being exposed to nature has been shown to 
improve mood, reduce anxiety, and enhance self-esteem. 
People who see greenery every day may have better mental 
health and be less stressed. Stress increases your risk of 
heart disease, diabetes, and other diseases.

In one study, researchers cleaned up vacant city lots and 

planted grass and trees. Other vacant lots in the same city 
were left alone. People who lived near the newly green lots 
said they felt less depressed and better about themselves 
after the change. In poorer neighborhoods, crime also fell 
near the green lots.

Living near a busy road can affect your health, too. 
Roads and highways are noisy to live near. Studies have 
found that noise can increase the risk of heart disease and 
depression. That may be because noise can cause stress or 
interrupt your sleep. People who live near a busy road may 
also breathe in more air pollution, which increases the risk 
of lung cancer, heart disease, and other conditions.

GETTING ACTIVE

Your neighborhood can also affect how easy it is for you 
to exercise. People in urban and suburban areas can often 
walk to a coffee shop, school, or work. People in rural 
areas are more likely to have to drive to these places.
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People who don’t exercise are more likely to be 
overweight or obese and have diabetes, high blood 
pressure, and many other health problems. People in 
rural areas may also live along roads with no sidewalks. 
These factors may be part of why people who live in rural 
areas are more likely to be obese than people who live in 
urban areas.

If you want to exercise more, figure out what kind of 
physical activity you enjoy and would be willing to stick 
with. Then look for opportunities. If you’re interested in 
walking but there’s nowhere safe to walk in your area, get 
together with other people and talk about how to bring 
about change.

Experts note that there are many ways to make walking 
in your neighborhood safer and easier. For example, a 
walking trail could be built around a playground so that 
children could play while parents walked on the trail. 
Churches might donate land, or a trail could go around a 
ball field or along a creek.

EATING HEALTHY

In some neighborhoods, it’s not easy to get healthy food. 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture calls low-income 
communities without full-service supermarkets “food 
deserts.”

Food deserts can occur in both urban and rural areas. 
Food deserts not only lack grocery stores. They are 
likely to have stores selling cheap snacks that aren’t very 
nutritious.

Farmers markets are one way to bring fruits and 
vegetables into neighborhoods without grocery stores. If 
you want to set up a farmers market in your community, 
ask if others would be interested. You may be able to get 
help from a community organization or from a local or 
state government. If people can get to them easily by foot, 
then even better; that’s an opportunity to get in some 
physical activity.

CREATING CHANGE

Changing your neighborhood can be tough. It may mean 
getting together with neighbors and talking to local 
officials about making more walking paths, sidewalks, 
and bike lanes. You might reach out to local institutions, 
such as churches and schools, with land that could be 
used. You might talk to convenience store owners about 
offering more healthy foods.
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