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Foundation team of the National Centre for Research into the 
Prevention of Drug Abuse  (Now National Drug Research Institute)
+A man (sic) without a goal, is like a ship without a rudder  

Thomas Carlyle



+Finding research topics that are interesting and important
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Access to POS with quality features varies by neighbourhood
socio-economic status in Melbourne

Locational disadvantage  - SES



High 
SES

Low 
SES

Source:  David Crawford, Deakin University



Locational disadvantage - spatial distribution of amenities



Does this partly explain lack of patient compliance?



Meeting

+ Why study spatial locational disadvantage?



Low density housing in 
new areas on the fringe

Reduced access to 
amenity, community 
services and public 

transport

O
verw

eight and 
obesity

Chronic disease (CVD, 
Diabetes, Cancer)

Affordability of housing Affordability of living on 
fringe

Drug and alcohol 
dependence

Stress, 
social 

isolation

Domestic violence

Lack of local employment 
opportunities

Increased VMT

High unemployment

Chronic disease 
(Mental health, CVD)

Car dependency –
increased VMT

Inactivity

Sedentariness

Youth violence

Domestic violence

Reduced use of 
community services

Preliminary potential pathways of local disadvantage on 
social determinants of health



Meeting

+ What sort of evidence do you need to create a more 
supportive environments?

…conclusive evidence about 
relationship between urban 
planning and health and benefits 
of access to good places, 
healthy food, public transport,  
local parks…

…needs to be taken up by people 
who manage urban planning 
portfolios…

…we want to influence policy 
and the legislative environment..’

…conclusive evidence about 
relationship between urban 
planning and health and benefits 
of access to good places, 
healthy food, public transport,  
local parks…

…needs to be taken up by people 
who manage urban planning 
portfolios…

…we want to influence policy 
and the legislative environment..’



RMIT Classification: Trusted

Could we reframe 
social determinants 
of health as 
‘liveability’?





Are the underlying domains of liveability associated  
with health and wellbeing? 

Led by Hannah Badland



Higgs et al. Int J Health Geogr (2019) 18:14



Is urban  
‘liveability’ 
associated 
with 
transport 
behaviours?

Benchmarking and monitoring 
’urban liveability’

Higgs et al. Int J Health Geogr (2019) 18:14

Each unit     liveability:
• walking, cycling and public 

transport     10-15%;
• driving    12%



Liveability and cardiometabolic  risk factors

Higgs et al. npj Urban Sustainability (2021)1:37

Urban liveability associated with:
• Walking for transport (+64%)
• Achieving recommended 150 

minutes/week by walking (+16%)
• Lower BMI
Access to community, cultural, leisure 
facilities associated with:
• Diabetes Type 2 (-18%) and  

hypertension (-11%)

Liveable neighbourhoods appear healthier and more sustainable



RMIT Classification: Trusted

Urban  
‘liveability’ 
inequitably 
distributed

Benchmarking and monitoring 
’urban liveability’

Higgs et al. Int J Health Geogr (2019) 18:14



•  …’Certain city dwellers 
suffer disproportionately from 
poor health and these 
inequities can be traced back 
to differences in their social 
and living conditions. No city 
is immune to this problem.’



RMIT Classification: Trusted

What gets 
measured, 
gets done

Are we creating a 
liveable city for all?



Mapping liveability in Australian cities

Public Open Space Transport

Walkability Housing Affordability

Employment Food Environment Alcohol Environment



Created a tool to inform policy and practice:  
Australian Urban Observatory auo.org.au
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Led by Prof Melanie Davern

Led by:
Dr Lucy Gunn



Policy impact - Federal
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Our Goal?  
To facilitate development of a global surveillance 

system of city planning policy and spatial indicators



https://www.healthysustainablecities.org

Deborah Salvo
Assistant Professor of Public Health, Brown School, 

Washington University



• Aimed to increase walking, cycling, public transport use and sense of 
community

• Incorporated 6 design elements:

– Community Design

– Movement Network

– Lot Layout

– Public Parkland

– Urban Water Management

– Utilities

+ Natural experiment policy-relevant studies



+ Undertake research  that ‘speaks’ to policymakers

•  …’flaw’ …you aren’t  
measuring the  success of 
implementation…

• ‘benchmark  more  closely  
whether a policy is  being  
delivered or   going off 
course’….

Paula Hooper



What happens when there is compliance?

Hooper, P., et al. (2014). Am J Health Promot 28(3 Suppl): S5-18.



Results: Policy Compliance

46%    
48%

47%    58%

27%

NHMRC Centre of Research Excellence in 

Healthy Liveable Communities

Hooper, P., et al. (2014). Am J Health Promot 28(3 Suppl): S5-18.



Hooper, P., et al. (2019). Int J Environ Res Public Health, 16(14).



www.healthyactivebydesign.com.au/

+Work with external advocates



+Influencing policy:  Shift from ‘what’ and ‘why’ to ‘how’

Evidence-
based metrics 
for a healthy 
liveable
community



30% tree canopy reduces disease risk





RMIT Classification: Trusted

Kingdon JW  Agendas, alternatives and public policies NY: Longman 2010

Has this research made a difference?

It’s designed to be ready when the ‘policy window’ opens 



What gets measured does  not always get done…



What are the lessons 
with the benefit of  
hindsight?



+Understand the policy world you are trying to influence

A legal assessment 
of state and territory 
laws that influence 
the walkability of built 
environments in 
Australia

Tracy Nau, University of Sydney



Meeting

+ Form partnerships with policymakers and practitioners



+Design research that ‘speaks’ to policymakers and practitioners



RMIT Classification: Trusted

+ Collaboarate and work in multidisciplinary teams 



+Work with advocates and be an advocate



+ Make sense of the evidence

Policy failure or failure to implement?



RMIT Classification: Trusted

Be generous and reciprocate



Thank you

billie.giles-corti@rmit.edu.au


