
 

                                                                    

 
Designing Out Fatness: The Built Environment in Anti-Obesity Policy 

 
Background  

Obesity policy in the UK is increasingly concerned with so-called 'obesogenic environments'. The De-
partment of Health has therefore called for planners to 'return to their public health roots' to design 
'healthy spaces' which will ensure bodies within those spaces are active, healthy and thin. This is part of a 
broader attempt to ensure the health and safety of future populations through the design of sustainable 
communities, requiring planners to consider issues such as crime and terrorism, sport and physical activ-
ity and climate change.  

However, there is significant uncertainty in the 'science' surrounding obesity and a particular lack of evi-
dence about 'what works' when attempting to 'design out' obesity. What evidence there is, suggests that 
what works in one place may not work in another. Planning professionals are therefore being placed in a 
difficult position, asked to incorporate health into their practice, with no consensus on how to do this or 
appropriate training offered. Previous research on the role of teachers in health initiatives has indicated 
that this uncertainty often results in a lack of professional confidence and a reliance on stereotypes about 
body size and health. Given that planners, like teachers, are not 'health experts', it is important therefore 
to investigate how planners resolve the imperative to act now with the lack of evidence about what 
works. Rather than attempt to establish the effectiveness of one intervention, this research therefore in-
vestigates planners' knowledge of, and response to, calls for them to 'design out' obesity.  
 
Research aim and objectives 

1. To investigate the role and responsibility of the 'planner' (including planning-related profession-
als) in policy strategies to tackle obesity. 

2. To generate new empirical data on the implementation of policy guidance concerning health and 
the built environment (specifically regarding obesity) in local authority practice. 

3. To advance theoretical understandings of the relationship between bodies, health and place. 
4. To evaluate planners' knowledge of the role of the built environment in relation to health and 

make recommendations for Continuing Professional Development needs. 
5. To pilot research design and methodology and establish the feasibility of a larger scale European 

research project to consider different national responses to the role of the built environment in 
health interventions (using case studies from the European Healthy Cities Network). 

 
Methodology and case study locations 

At the national level, the research will involve analysis of national policy documents, interviews with na-
tional policy makers and advisors involved in developing guidelines relating to the built environment and 
health, telephone interviews with programme leaders of RTPI accredited planning courses and an online 
survey of newly qualified planning professionals. The research will then focus in more detail on three 
case study locations within the North West region: Manchester, Liverpool and South Lancashire, and will 
consist of interviews with key planning professionals and local policy makers and participant observation 
at any community consultation meetings. 
 
Project team 

This project builds on the investigator’s recent work examining the geographies of obesity policy in the 
UK and the role of built environment professionals in sustainable communities policy. It is funded by 
the Economic and Social Research Council. The ‘Designing Out’ project will also involve an advisory 
group consisting of local authority planning and health professionals, representatives from national advi-
sory groups and private built environment planners.  
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