Health in All Policies in General Plans

This model general plan language is designed to help a city or county
implement “Health in All Policies,” a collaborative approach to improving
the health of a community by incorporating health, sustainability, and
equity considerations into decision-making across sectors and policy areas.1

What does “Health in All Policies” mean?
Communities around the country are using Health in All Policies approach to promote
health, wellness, equity, and sustainability. While the approach may look different in different
communities,2,3 at its core, Health in All Policies requires that decision-making bodies and their
staff consider health, alongside other important factors such as fiscal or environmental impact,
when making decisions that affect the community.4
This approach acknowledges that the social determinants
of health – those conditions in the environments in which
people are born, live, learn, work, play, and age – have a
profound effect on how healthy we will be over the course
of our lives.5,6

More information on
developing a Health in All
Policies effort is available
in Health in All Policies: A
Guide for State and Local
Governments.

This understanding has led to a call for public policy that
can shape social, economic, and physical environments
in ways that are more conducive to health. Decisions that
local governments make about many issues, including
food access, housing, transportation, public safety, education, sustainability, climate change,
parks, air and water quality, criminal justice, and economic development, can and should be
directed toward improving health outcomes.
To achieve Health in All Policies, local governments must adopt a new approach to decisionmaking. This approach requires the various agencies and departments whose policies and
actions affect the social determinants of health to recognize shared goals, collaborate
strategically, and coordinate their efforts. In addition, public agencies must engage with
residents, community-based organizations, and experts to gather data and ensure that the
changes in decision-making are responsive to the community’s needs.
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How can general plans promote Health in All Policies?
Many, if not all, of a planning department’s actions and policies affect health. A planning
department can create and implement general plans (called comprehensive plans or master
plans in some states) in a way that improves community health over the long term. General
plans provide a broad policy framework that establishes a community’s vision, goals, and
strategies for future development and growth. They address a range of important community
issues, such as land use, transportation, noise, safety, housing, health, economic development,
growth management, parks and recreation, natural resources and conservation, and 		
public facilities.

General plans affect many of the social determinants of health:
•

Clean air, water, and soil

•

Access to parks and open space

•

Access to healthy food

•

Preservation of agricultural land

•

Access to good jobs and economic opportunity

•

Healthy and affordable housing

•

Safe, convenient, and accessible transportation systems

•

Sustainable development and climate change

•

Social connection and community engagement

Hea l t h i n Al l Po l i ci es i n Ge n era l Pl a ns

There are many policies that
support healthy communities,
and that can be included in
general plans, from supporting
active transportation to
expanding access to quality,
affordable housing. Visit
ChangeLab Solutions’ website
for a library of healthy general
plan model policies, and ideas for
engaging in the planning process.
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What does this model general plan language do?
This model language shows how communities can include a commitment to Health in All Policies
within a policy that is focused on the actions of a specific agency or sector (in this case, planning).
However, it focuses specifically on opportunities within the sphere of the general plan, such
as land use, transportation, and development. This language is specifically targeted toward
institutionalizing routine consideration of health issues and outcomes in planning practice
and policy.

This general plan supports five key Health in All Policies strategies:
Convene
& Collaborate

Engage
& Envision

Make a Plan

Invest in Change

Track Progress

To learn more, see From Start to Finish: How to Permanently Improve Government
Through Health in All Policies.

In recognition of the important role general plans play in
establishing goals and policies that support health, many
communities include a health element in their general plan.
Health elements explicitly make the connection between how a
community plans for future growth and opportunities and how
those actions can improve residents’ health. The model policies
provided here are intended to be included in a health element or
other section of the general plan where health is addressed.
The language is designed to be tailored to the needs of an
individual community, and can be incorporated into a general
plan in different ways. Language written in italics provides
different options or explains the type of information that needs
to be inserted in the blank spaces in the policy.
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Including Health in All
Policies in a general plan
is one step in addressing
the social determinants
of health. In addition,
communities may choose
to adopt an ordinance or
a resolution.
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Model General Plan Policy Language
Goal: Improve health for all residents by incorporating “Health in All
Policies” into policies, programs, and practices affecting all aspects of the
built environment.
Objective: Engage and collaborate with community members and public agencies in the
development and implementation of plans and projects that promote health.
• Policies:
o Develop ongoing channels for cross-department collaboration, including
interdepartmental task forces, cross-sector trainings, and formal and ad-hoc working
groups; coordinate Plan implementation with all relevant departments.
o Proactively and meaningfully engage community residents in the planning and
development process by using culturally-appropriate and accessible channels, including:
(1) providing translation services, (2) providing child care, (3) holding meetings, focus
groups, and/or listening sessions at a variety of venues throughout the community, and
(4) using participatory facilitation techniques.
Objective: Identify and pursue funding streams that support improved community health
outcomes; implement a creative approach to ensuring new investments support community
health goals whenever possible.
• Policies:
o Explore funding an interdepartmental staff position that bridges planning and health.
o Pursue opportunities to educate [City/County] officials and employees about how the built
environment affects health equity, well-being, and quality of life.
o Incorporate health criteria into all capital projects, such as those in the [Capital
Improvement Program], to ensure that project development and prioritization promote
health equity (for example, by improving safe and active transportation).
Objective: Identify and develop tools that track the health impacts of policies, programs,
and capital projects.
• Policies:
o Develop and adopt tools, such as healthy development guidelines or checklists, to
routinely consider the health impact of new projects and plans; track how developments
are incorporating health-promoting features (including physical activity, healthy food and
drinking water, quality affordable housing, and sustainable design); and share findings widely.
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o Consider conducting health impact assessments when approving new development
[of 100,000 square feet or more] in order to understand and address public health
implications of significant projects.
o Participate in collaborative efforts to understand how built environment policies and
programs are affecting health outcomes, particularly for people most at risk for poor
health (including low-income residents, children and older adults, and communities
of color). Actions may include providing regular reports on the status of Plan
implementation, tracking progress towards achieving goals and targets identified in this
Plan, and contributing built environment data to community-wide health reports.

References
1.

Rudolph, L., Caplan, J., Ben-Moshe, K., & Dillon, L. (2013). Health in All Policies: A Guide for State and Local
Governments. Washington, DC and Oakland, CA: American Public Health Association and Public Health
Institute, p.8.

2.

Wernham A, Teutsch SM. Health in All Policies for Big Cities. J Public Heal Manag Pract. 2015; 21:S56–S65.
doi:10.1097/PHH.0000000000000130

3.

Polsky C, Stagg K, Gakh M, Bozlak C. The Health in All Policies (HiAP) Approach and the Law: Preliminary
Lessons from California and Chicago. J Law, Med Ethics. 2015; Special Su(l):52–55

4.

Rudolph, et. al., at 63, supra, note 1.

5.

Id. at 8-14.

6.

U.S. Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. (n.d.). Health People 2020: Social Determinants
of Health. Retrieved May 25, 2015, from www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topics-objectives/topic/socialdeterminants-health

ChangeLab Solutions is a nonprofit organization that provides legal information on matters relating
to public health. The legal information in this document does not constitute legal advice or legal
representation. For legal advice, readers should consult a lawyer in their state.
Support for this document was provided by a grant from The California Endowment.
© 2015 ChangeLab Solutions
Design by Wick Design Studio
Illustrations by Ethos3

Hea l t h i n Al l Po l i ci es i n Ge n era l Pl a ns

changelabsolutions.org

5

