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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
I

t’s not news that the health of today’s pop-
ulation is at a precarious junction. We are 

experiencing an epidemic of unprecedented 
proportions in terms of poor nutrition and phys-
ical inactivity across the globe. In fact, the youth 
of today may, on average, live less healthy and 
possibly even shorter lives than their parents.

Improving the health of populations is clearly 
more critical than ever. Thankfully, community 
leaders, policy makers and the general pop-
ulation have started to realize the important 
part that good nutrition, healthy eating habits, 
preventive care, and exercise play in making 
people healthier.

But what’s not at the center of the conversation 
is that both community and location play a role 
in a person’s health. Access to health not only 
impacts the person but the entire community. 

The truth is that the place where you live (and 
have lived) affects how healthy you are and how 
likely you are to die in any given year. Geograph-
ic information, as well as the type of community 
or neighborhood you live in, may have as much 
of an impact, if not more, on your health and 
your lifestyle habits.

This is why healthy communities are becoming 
a bigger topic for discussion. The concept of a 
smarter, healthier community stresses the im-

portance of a community designed to increase 
physical activity and access to healthy food; 
decrease or minimize injuries, mental health 
stresses, and the effects of climate change; and 
improve air and water quality and strengthen 
social connections.

As location plays an incredibly important role in 
your health, it becomes clear that geographic 
information systems (GIS) can also help improve 
the health of your community. GIS is a software 
designed to capture, mange, analyze, and dis-
play all forms of geographically referenced data. 
Applied geography though GIS provides the un-
derstanding. What’s even better is that you likely 
already have access to the tools needed. 

Which is why GovLoop, in partnership with 
Esri, has produced this industry perspective to 
further help communities understand how they 
can analyze geographic information and data in 
new and important ways to improve the health 
of each one of their residents. 

“The idea is that governments, NGOs, non-prof-
its, and academia have an impact on a healthy 
community,” Angelica Baltazar, Health and 
Human Services Industry Specialist at Esri, 
explained. “The concept of healthy communities 
has been around a long time, and Esri can play a 
role in helping you build on it.”

THE TIMELINE OF HEALTHY COMMUNITIES
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A HISTORY OF HEALTHY COMMUNITIES
T

he World Health Organization defines a 
healthy city or community as “one that is 

safe with affordable housing and accessible 
transportation systems, work for all who want 
to work, a healthy and safe environment with 
a sustainable ecosystem, and offers access to 
health care services which focus on prevention 
and staying healthy.” 

A healthy community is also defined as one in 
which a diverse group of stakeholders collabo-
rate to use their expertise and local knowledge 
to create a community that is socially and 
physically conducive to health. Community 
members are empowered and civically engaged, 
partnering with government to ensure that all 
local policies consider health. Established com-
munity and governmental partnership provide 
the capacity to identify, address, and evaluate 
health concerns on an ongoing basis, using data 
to guide and benchmark efforts. The establish-
ment of equal access to high quality educational 
and employment opportunities, transportation 
and housing options, prevention and healthcare 
services, and healthy food and physical activity 
opportunities build healthy communities that 
are safe, economically secure, and environmen-
tally sound. (This language was adapted from 
Health Research In Action Report: Defining 
Healthy Communities, found at www.hria.org.)

So how do place and location play into the 
idea of a healthy community? More than one 
might realize. The way a community is built or 
designed impacts everything, from physical 
activity to the kind of food a person eats. It can 
decrease or minimize injuries or mental health 
stresses. It can affect the outcomes of climate 
change, and improve air and water quality and 
the strength of social connections.

If all of the pieces of government are interacting 
and utilizing location and spatial analytics as a 
foundational platform, then they can collectively 
communicate, share data, and share information 
with the public as necessary.

When a community is not designed to promote 
health and well-being, the consequences can 
be devastating. One clear example: many health 
issues that touch communities, like obesity, have 
literally been built into them. There may be no 
sidewalks or greenspaces for children to play. 
The community may not have public trans-
portation to grocery stores or doctors’ offices. 
Residents who live there may have to spend 
hours in a car commuting to their job, causing 
their stress levels to rise. And when the health 
issues of a poorly designed community start to 
build up, it affects many other aspects.

Inadequate access to health care, housing, 
healthy foods, and services increases overall 
health disparities. For example, if children are 
not healthy at home, their ability to be success-
ful as students is diminished. Emotional and be-
havioral issues are more prevalent, which paves 
the road for poor educational outcomes and 
an increased potential for involvement with the 
justice system. Children that are not prepared 
in school are not prepared to be part of the 
workforce. This feeds into a system of unem-
ployment, homelessness, further dependence, 
and more health issues. 

In short, it’s a snowball effect. 

http://www.hria.org
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CASE STUDY

SOUTH CAROLINA DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH & 
ENVIRONMENTAL CONTROL
T

he Department of Health and Environmental 
Control (DHEC) is one of the largest agencies 

in the state of South Carolina, and is responsible 
for analyzing everything from recycling centers to 
public health data such as birth and death rates. 

Today, the department uses GIS to help them 
analyze and understand their health data. Using 
various Esri templates, DHEC is a prime example of 
what it means to be a healthy community.

As the state agency responsible for protecting 
public health and the environment, SCDHEC 
requires timely, efficient and effective access to 
information about the state’s health, land, water, 
air and coastal resources – and they use Esri to 
help them get there. The GIS program mission is to 
provide core geospatial technology infrastructure, 
tools and services to support SCDHEC program 
operations, policy evaluation, and decision-making.

The SCDHEC utilizes GIS to make several inter-
active maps that improve the health of their 
community. Some of the services they offer are: 

AERMOD
Download meteorological and elevation data useful 
in predicting atmospheric pollutant concentrations.

MyFish
Find out how much fish from local ponds you 
can safely eat each month once mercury levels 
are taken into account.

Environmental  
Public Health Tracking
Discover how our environment can affect public 
health by exploring these statistics and data 
comparisons. The EPHT program was created to 
help community leaders and citizens make bet-
ter public health and environmental decisions

Health Departments
Search for nearby DHEC public health clinics, get 
driving distances to each location, and find out 
which services are offered where.

Using these interactive maps powered by GIS, res-
idents in South Carolina can help see how to make 
their own communities healthy communities. 

http://www.scdhec.gov/
http://www.scdhec.gov/
gisweb01.dhec.sc.gov/aermod/app/aermod.html
www.scdhec.gov/Apps/Health/MyFish/AdvisoryMap.aspx
www.scdhec.gov/Health/SCPublicHealthStatisicsMaps/EnvironmentalPublicHealthTracking/SearchforEPHTDataMaps/
www.scdhec.gov/Health/SCPublicHealthStatisicsMaps/EnvironmentalPublicHealthTracking/SearchforEPHTDataMaps/
gis.dhec.sc.gov/healthdepartmentfinder
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HOW GIS CAN HELP YOU CREATE  
A HEALTHY COMMUNITY
S

ince so clearly the health of an individual and 
a community depends on the location and 

built environment, GIS is a natural fit to look to-
wards when attempting to improve a communi-
ty’s health. Geographic information can be used 
for collaborating, sharing, and understanding 
data to change health and policy. 

GIS location data helps communities understand 
not just the why of a community’s health issues, 
but the where. 

Using GIS, you can provide the foundation for 
a community needs assessment, helping com-
munities identify health needs and priorities. 
GIS also allows you to develop and implement 
strategic plans to align resources, identify key 

stakeholders, funding, establishing partnerships, 
collaboration, community outreach, and edu-
cation. Finally, you’re able to report and share 
data on public resources, data collection and 
management. 

In short, GIS is more than a map. The power 
truly lies in the data and your ability to use GIS to 
analyze that data.



6 BUILDING HEALTHY COMMUNITIES: MAKING A DIFFERENCE WITH GIS

HOW THE ARCGIS LOCATION PLATFORM 
POWERS HEALTHY COMMUNITY INITIATIVES 
A

rcGIS, the Esri platform, brings together maps, 
apps, data, and people to make smarter de-

cisions. It enables innovation in your organization 
or community making it possible to discover, use, 
make and share maps on any device, anywhere, 
anytime. It is a practical way to link data with ac-
tion to help you create a healthier community. 

Data is critical to understanding our world, and 
when you make use of powerful technology such 
as ArcGIS, you can bring your data to life, which 
will improve decision-making. With health data 
collection and GIS, agencies can transform their 
information and create a platform for innovation 
in ways that traditional charts, graphs and data 
infrastructures simply cannot. 

The ArcGIS Platform is modernizing the way 
healthy communities develop a process that 
satisfies all core business patterns that identify a 
successful GIS: 

Data Management: 
Data management describes the process for 
storing, managing, and accessing data.

Planning and Analysis: 
Planning & analysis involves the practice of trans-
forming raw data into actionable information 
through the application of analytical techniques.

Field Mobility: 
Consumers and producers of spatial data have 
long had a need to get information into and out 
of the field. Field personnel require a simple 
solution for data exchange, collection, and 
updates. The ArcGIS platform provides multiple 
mobile deployment options to meet the differ-
ent business needs of mobile users

Operational Awareness:

An up-to-date and accurate picture of organiza-
tional activities is a critical component to under-
standing current operational status. Operation-
al awareness applications are often referred 
to as executive/operational dashboards or a 
Common Operating Picture (COP), providing a 
window to relevant and actionable information.

Constituent Engagement:
Governments are increasingly using GIS as a 
platform to build mapping applications that 
engage citizens, deliver transparency, and 
enhance policymaking.

Esri provides a location platform that supports 
all of these core business patterns, so that any 
organization can get the benefits of GIS in just 
about everything they do.

“As our guiding principles explain, a collaborative 
model implies sharing. Esri’s ArcGIS Online 
services provide the ideal medium for sharing.” 
 
–  S c h a r m e n ,  M A ,  M P H 
N e w  M e x i c o  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  H e a l t h ’ s  ( N M D O H )  A l b u q u e r q u e  
M e t r o  &  N W  R e g i o n s ,  P u b l i c  H e a l t h  D i v i s i o n .



7INDUSTRY PERSPECTIVE

FOUR STEPS TO CREATE A SUCCESSFUL 
STRATEGY FOR A HEALTHY COMMUNITY
Start with a world-class geographic 
information (GIS) platform.
The ArcGIS platform gives organizations the 
power to approach problems in a way that 
serves decision makers, citizens, field work-
ers, GIS professionals, and professionals that 
use GIS. ArcGIS supports major government 
workflows including data collection, analysis, 
what-if scenarios, operational awareness, field 
operations, and civic engagement. 

Develop a location strategy that 
allows organizations to prioritize 
the GIS applications they need.
A location strategy enables organizations to 
prioritize the GIS applications they need. An 

organization can analyze issues department by 
department or tackle a single department (such 
as health or social services) to meet goals of 
more limited scope including smart buildings, 
healthy communities, and safe cities. 

Deliver real solutions 
that serve government or 
organizational priorities.
Health and human services know that the biggest 
challenges include improving access, boosting effi-
ciency and productivity, and delivering quality ser-
vices. Esri’s ArcGIS Location Platform applications 
are complimentary for Esri users to download and 
share with either their organization or community. 

Develop strong relationships 
with business partners.
The Esri Partner Network is a community of 
organizations that help you get the most out of 
your GIS investment. The Esri Partner Network 
can help you deliver sophisticated solutions 
such as permitting, licensing/inspection, health 
analysis, asset management, and operations 
dashboards. These solutions are built on top of 
the ArcGIS platform and can extend customized 
solutions that scale over time. 

Operations Dashboards
Operations Dashboard for ArcGIS is designed 
to monitor day-to-day operations. It comes 
with your ArcGIS organization and includes 
a Windows app that you can use to author a 
view of your work and stand up inside of your 
operations center or share across desktops and 
tablets throughout your organization. You can 
create exciting, responsive views, without any 
programming, that improve situational aware-
ness and enable you to make more informed 
and timely decisions. For a tutorial on how to 
use the Operations Dashboards, head here.

Using Collector 
Need to take ArcGIS out into the field to gather 
important health data from your community? 
Extend the reach of ArcGIS into the field, and  
 

improve the accuracy and currency of your 
spatial data with the Collector for ArcGIS app, 
where you can create and share maps for data 
collection in two steps while in the field.

Publish Your Open Data to the 
Community with ArcGIS
On the ArcGIS Open Data website, Esri gives 
instructions on how to quickly turn your data 
into an open data repository. In doing so, you 
are providing developers, the public and partner 
agencies with open access to authoritative 
and high-value data. Organizations configure a 
website with their own look and feel and specify 
open data groups to share specific items. The 
general public then can use open data sites to 
search by topic or location, download data in 
multiple formats, and view data on an interactive 
map and in a table.

Esri Story Maps
Finally, turn the data and maps you have collected 
and created into easy-to-understand maps that 
help visualize your story and make the case for 
others. Story maps use geography as a means of or-
ganizing and presenting information. The maps tell 
the story of a place, event, issue, trend, or pattern 
in a geographic context. They combine interactive 
maps with other rich content—text, photos, video, 
and audio—within user experiences that are basic 
and intuitive. Story maps are designed for general, 
non-technical audiences. Many story maps are 
aimed at everyone, that is, anyone with access to 
the Internet and a curiosity about the world. Howev-
er, story maps can also serve highly specialized au-
diences. They can summarize issues for managers 
and decision makers. They can help departments 
or teams within organizations to communicate with 
their colleagues. 

ADDITIONALLY, BELOW ARE SOME COMPLIMENTARY APPLICATIONS THAT WILL WORK 

WITH YOUR ESRI PLATFORM TO POWER YOUR HEALTHY COMMUNITIES INITIATIVES:

1 .

2 .

3 .

4 .

http://blogs.esri.com/esri/arcgis/2015/02/05/build-a-real-time-traffic-dashboard-in-15-minutes-or-less/
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CASE STUDY

KABOOM!
KaBOOM!, a national non-profit organization 
that helps communities build playgrounds for 
children, is a big fan of GIS – because it helps 
them directly with their mission.

The goal of KaBOOM! is to create parks and 
open spaces for children in low-income neigh-
borhoods, while working to drive the national 
discussion about the importance of play in 
fostering healthy lives and communities.

KaBOOM! also focuses on what they refer to as 
“play deserts.” According to KaBOOM!, it’s de-
fined as such: “Neighborhoods that have many 
children and no place to play outside are play 
deserts. In April 2010, the CDC reported that 
only one out of five children in the United States 
lives within a half-mile of a park or playground, 
and the availability of places to play looms far 
worse in low-income neighborhoods.”

KaBOOM! turned to Esri and GIS to help create 
healthy play spaces for children across the na-
tion, furthering active, healthy communities that 
help residents decrease obesity rates.

In some communities, there’s an acre of parks 
and open space for every thousand people. But 
most places do not have spaces like that. So Ka-
BOOM! can use GIS to map out where are all the 
parks and open spaces are in a community, and 
understand it in comparison to the population.

After using GIS to analyze this data, KaBOOM! is 
able to start prioritizing where they need to build 
parks and open spaces the most. 

They can say, ‘We know this whole area needs a 
park, but where is the greatest need? And they 
do that by pulling up the GIS data. 

First, KaBOOM! uses GIS to see where all the 
holes are, and then they can understand the de-
mographics of the community. By understand-
ing who lives there, they can then see who are 
the ones who need more parks and open space, 
and start targeting those high-need areas. 

That is then the data KaBOOM! uses to show the 
stakeholders and decision makers in a commu-
nity to help drive that initiative and get those 
parks and open spaces happening for kids.

http://kaboom.org/
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Esri’s ArcGIS platform is empowering communities to 
improve the health and wellbeing of all its residents. 
Whether it is tracking health indicators, disease surveillance, 
or visualizing important demographics, GIS is essential to 
move a community toward health and resiliency. 
To learn more about healthy communities,  
visit esri.com/healthycommunities

IN CONCLUSION,

http://esri.com/healthycommunities
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ABOUT ESRI
When Esri was founded in 1969, we realized even then that geographic 
information system (GIS) technology could make a difference in society. 
Working with others who shared this passion, we were encouraged by 
the vast possibilities of GIS.

Today, our confidence in GIS is built on the belief that geography mat-
ters - it connects our many cultures and societies and influences our 
way of life. GIS leverages geographic insight to ensure better communi-
cation and collaboration.

Explore our website to discover how our customers have obtained 
the geographic advantage by using Esri software to address social, 
economic, business, and environmental concerns at local, regional, 
national, and global scales. We hope you will be inspired to join the Esri 
community in using GIS to create a better world.

www.esri.com

Twitter: @esri_health @esri_humanservi

ABOUT GOVLOOP
GovLoop’s mission is to “connect government to improve government.” 
We aim to inspire public sector professionals by serving as the knowl-
edge network for government. GovLoop connects more than 100,000 
members, fostering cross-government collaboration, solving common 
problems and advancing government careers. GovLoop is headquar-
tered in Washington D.C. with a team of dedicated professionals who 
share a commitment to connect and improve government.

For more information about this report, please reach out to Catherine 
Andrews, Director of Content, GovLoop, at catherine@govloop.com.

1101 15th St NW, Suite 900 
Washington, DC 20005 
Phone: (202) 407-7421 | Fax: (202) 407-7501

www.govloop.com

Twitter: @GovLoop

http://www.esri.com
http://twitter.com/esri_health
http://twitter.com/esri_humanservi
http://govloop.com
http://twitter.com/GovLoop
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