SOCIAL
CONNECTEDNESS
Neighborhood Fabric and Social – Community Connectedness

The neighborhood you live in can impact your health in two main ways: through the physical
features and the social connections between people in that neighborhood.
The features of a neighborhood are things like parks and green space, sidewalks and bike lanes,
and even things like road quality and how close the houses are to each other.1 The features can
impact health by supporting or stopping people from doing physical activities (like playing, biking,
and running), which are an important part of a healthy lifestyle.2 Well-designed and cared-for
features of a neighborhood give people a place where they can be more active.3 Feeling safe in
your neighborhood is also important. Features like good lighting can help people feel safe and
encourage them to enjoy the neighborhood.
Levels of social connection in a neighborhood can also impact health. In fact, being a part of a social
group can help people make healthier choices, through what is called social influence.4 A strong
social group can also improve mental health and lower levels of violence by boosting a person’s
feelings of self-worth and importance, which increases the chances that they will get the help they
need when they need it.5 So, while the features give people the space for healthy activity, social
connectedness gives them the support to make the healthy choice.6
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The State of Neighborhood Fabric and SocialCommunity Connectedness in Colorado
Given the diversity of Colorado communities, it is difficult to
understand each neighborhood’s own features and social cohesion.
Instead, we can look at the state level. State-level data are
important because they show that minority, rural, and low-income
people have worse health than urban, high-income people. Using
that information, we can understand qualities about Colorado
communities and the health of Coloradans.7,8
Colorado is considered one of the healthiest states in the nation. In Shaping a State of Health,
Colorado’s Plan for Improving Public Health and the Environment, the Colorado Department of
Public Health and Environment (CDPHE) prioritized mental health and the prevention of substance
abuse and obesity through systems change.9 CDPHE together with partners in the private and
charity sectors have funded a number of programs focused on creating healthy communities.
Many of these programs are focused on healthy eating and active living and on enhancing the
built environment. There is no direct evidence that these Colorado efforts have made an impact on
mental health, substance abuse, violence or chronic disease outcomes, but research would support
the conclusion that positive outcomes are likely.

SOCIAL
CONNECTEDNESS
Improving Neighborhood Fabric and Social Connectedness

Because each neighborhood is different, no single approach will fit all circumstances, but there are
many ways to make neighborhood features and social connectedness better.10 The examples below
show different ways neighborhoods and states have improved their communities.

Case Study Activities

KC Healthy Kids
Collaborative11

PATH Study

12

Santa Monica
Wellbeing Project13

GOAL:

STRATEGY:

Improve health by building
a strong community and
improving access to healthy
foods

Neighborhood Empowerment
Toolkit and changing policy to
allow more farmer’s markets
and the creation of community
gardens in unused spaces

GOAL:

STRATEGY:

Improve health with more
physical activity

Social media to advertise
walking groups with police
escorts so people feel safe

GOAL:

STRATEGY:

Improve wellbeing with more
physical activity and social
connection

Use a Wellbeing Index to let
people know about their overall
level of wellbeing and give
information on how wellbeing
can be improved through
exercise and social networking
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Outcomes

Studies have shown that physical activity is an important part of a healthy lifestyle and that social
support can help people make healthy choices and improve their mental health. We also know that
people are more likely to use their neighborhoods for physical activity when the neighborhoods
are safe, nice, and well-kept, especially if they also have a strong social network. Strong social
connectedness can also improve health by reducing the level of mental health issues, violence, and
drug abuse.14 Efforts that put time and money into making neighborhoods nicer and safer and that
offer programs for people to connect with each other can ultimately lead to a happier and healthier
community.

