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Obesity has become 
epidemic in New York 
City. The majority of 
adults and 43 percent 
of elementary school 
children in New York 
City are overweight 
or obese.
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Source: Move-to-Improve Program. Courtesy of NYC DOHMH.

# 7 - Add playground attendants who lead free physical activity programs in City parks

Among population-based interventions that are known to be effective, promoting physical 
activity among children shows strong evidence of success.  

In an effort to reduce childhood obesity and encourage more physical activity among NYC 
children, the NYC Parks Department (DPR) will extend Kids in Motion (an outgrowth of Parks’ 
successful Playground Associate program), which is an innovative fitness and sports program 
designed to encourage play and outdoor activity. 

By hiring playground attendants to administer the Kids in Motion program, DPR will expand 
sports and fitness activities at select playgrounds across NYC with a special emphasis on 
neighborhoods with high rates of obesity and chronic disease: South Bronx, East and Central 
Harlem, and Central Brooklyn.  

# 8 - Share play spaces across programs such as Head Start and Shape Up NYC

New Yorkers take pride in the abundance of beautiful parks scattered throughout the City that 
provide venues for play and exercise. While in some areas these sites are numerous, in others 
there are New Yorkers living farther than a 10-minute walk to a park or playground, making it 
difficult to provide spaces for recreational activities. The City, through an interagency working 
group, will conduct a needs assessment to identify both space shortfalls and new potential space-
sharing opportunities for daycares, after school programs, and senior centers, among other 
programs; and create partnerships between agencies and private entities to leverage any 

19 
 

D. Initiatives - Lead By Example

With more than 300,000 employees and an array of programs offered by our agencies that 
encourage physical activity and help prevent obesity, the City of New York stands to lead the 
way in the fight against obesity. The Mayor’s Obesity Task Force examined a variety of ideas to 
make the workplace healthier for City employees that expanded upon initiatives already 
underway.

Source: NYC DOHMH. 

Nearly four years ago New York became the first 
major city in the country to set nutrition standards 
for all foods purchased and served by City 
agencies with the goal of improving the health of 
all New Yorkers by decreasing the risk of chronic 
disease related to poor nutritional intake. These 
standards ensure that the 290 million snacks and 
meals served annually by City agencies and their 
programs are healthier than ever. Since the initial 
implementation of New York City Food 
Standards in 2008, additional standards were 
established for all beverage and food vending 
machines on City property.  

Several agencies have worked as partners to 
address our obesity epidemic by increasing 
stairwell access in City buildings, promoting 
stairway use through new signage and campaigns, 

and installing indoor bike parking for City employees to encourage commuter cycling. The 
Active Design Guidelines and its physical-activity promoting strategies have also been integrated 
into many City requests-for-proposals and contracts.  

All of the recommended initiatives represent the City’s latest effort to combat obesity and serve 
as a model for private employers to follow. Increased outreach to encourage the adoption of 
model employer policies around food and physical activity are an important part of this effort to 
lead by example.

# 22 - Evaluate all City construction projects for active design opportunities

The structure of the built environment is increasingly recognized as an important facilitator (or 
inhibitor) of a healthy lifestyle, given that where and how individuals live determines their 
opportunities to be physically active. In 2010, the City published the Active Design Guidelines 
(ADGs), a set of strategies that designers, developers, and policy makers can use to increase 
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Based on research 
from dohmh, the 
team of 1100 
Architect/ Atelier 
Ten / dohmh writes 
a credit proposal to 
usgbc consisting 
of narrative, drawings 
and research 
references.

usgbc responds that 
they would like to see a 
system for measuring 
and quantifying 
the interventions and 
their benefits.

1100 Architect/
dohmh/ ddc/ omb, 
designs a matrix 
which includes 
all of the specific 
interventions along 
with definition of the 
base case and goals 
to be met. 

usgbc responds 
that they would like 
to see more quantifiable 
evidence of the benefits.

 1100/dohmh creates 
a second matrix, 
including all of the 
specific health and 
energy benefits and 
exactly how studies 
showed that the 
interventions would 
improve health. 
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Proposal Submission Process

usgbc responds 
The credit is grant-
ed after appeal!

USGBC Submission Process



II00: Architect

GOAL 
To encourage design for health through increased 
physical activities
 

DesIGn fOr IncreAseD stAIr Use:

stAIr DOOr OperAtIOn
Locking operation
Transparency from corridor by material choice
Transparency from corridor through operational device

stAIr LOcAtIOn
Visibility
Priority of location with respect to elevators 
Visibility of location with respect to elevators
Principal path of travel
Proximity of occupants to stairs

cIrcULAtIOn sIGnAGe
Prompts at stairs
Prompts at elevators

LeeD InnOvAtIOn creDIt prOpOsAL

stAIr DesIGn AnD AesthetIcs
Electrical Lighting
Natural Lighting
Music
Artwork
Finishes
Ventilation
Security
Size

eLevAtOr fUnctIOnALIty
Door Speed
Location
Operation
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Research has indicated that a favored 
position for the stairs will increase

use. Considerations include proximity 
to lobby, elevators and shortening

travel distances where possible.



II00: Architect

stAIr DesIGn & AesthetIcs

Ideally the stairway aesthetics will be 
consistent with the adjacent corridors. 

Occupants should have a sense that 
the space is safe. Design elements can 
be added to draw occupants’ attention.
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F I T C I T Y  1 0

FitCity is not just  
a conference.  
It’s a movement.
— David Burney, FAIA,  
Interim Executive Director,  
the American Institute of Architects 
New York Chapter and  
Center for Architecture; Chair,  
Center for Active Design 

4

2006

FitCity 1 examines design 
opportunities for increasing 
physical activity and offers 
12 policy recommendations.

2007

FitCity 2 features Active Design 
case studies such as the Via 
Verde affordable housing 
development in the South Bronx, 
the result of the New Housing 
New York competition.

2008

FitCity 3 highlights connections 
between public health research 
and design and planning principles.

2009

FitCity 4 previews New York
City’s first Active Design 
Guidelines, developed by the
NYC Departments of Design 
and Construction, Health and 
Mental Hygiene, Transportation, 
and City Planning.

The US Green Building Council 
(USGBC) releases a Leadership in 
Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) pilot credit, “Design for 
Active Occupants.”

2010

FitCity 5 shows implementations 
of the Active Design Guidelines 
and features the first 
Commissioners’ Roundtable.

Active Design Guidelines 
wins awards from the US 
Environmental Protection
Agency and the American 
Institute of Architects 
New York Chapter.

TEN YEARS OF FITCITY / PART 1
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2011

FitCity 6 tackles childhood 
obesity through Active Design.
 
Active Design Guidelines wins 
awards from the Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation, Sustainable 
Buildings Industry Council,
and the American Institute 
of Architects.

2012

FitCity 7 expands with FitNation 
events held in Washington, DC
and New Orleans, and a FitWorld 
event in London.

Publication: Active Design 
Supplement: Promoting Safety, 
developed by the Johns Hopkins 
Bloomberg School of Public Health 
with the NYC Department of 
Health and Mental Hygiene.
 

FitCity 8 explores Active
Design’s interdependence
with environmental resilience
and access.

The Center for Active Design,
a private nonprofit organization, 
is created to foster continued 
implementation of Active
Design strategies.

Publication: Active Design: 
Shaping the Sidewalk Experience, 
developed by the NYC
Department of City Planning. 

2014

FitCity 9 examines the role
of Active Design in promoting
social equity. 

Publication: Active Design for 
Affordable Housing, developed
by the NYC Departments of Health 
and Mental Hygiene, Housing 
Preservation and Development, 
and Design and Construction.  

Publication: Active Design Guide 
for Community Groups, developed 
by the NYC Department of Health 
and Mental Hygiene.

2015

FitCity 10 continues the 
conversation on the role of 
Active Design in equitable 
urban development. 

Active Design is integrated
into the Enterprise Green 
Communities Criteria.  

Publication: Active Design Toolkit 
for Schools, developed by the 
Partnership for a Healthier New 
York City in collaboration with 
the NYC Departments of Health 
and Mental Hygiene, Education, 
and Transportation.

Publication: Building Healthy 
Places Toolkit, a partnership 
between the Urban Land Institute 
and the Center for Active Design.

5
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Obesity and with it type 2 diabetes are now epidemic in New York City, and both 
problems are growing worse rapidly. The rise in obesity is tied to the population’s 
over-consumption of calories and under-expenditure of human energy, both of 
which are shaped by the built environments in which we live, work, and play. Today, 
architectural and urban design too often support unhealthy rather than healthy 
diets, and sedentary rather than active daily lifestyles. The Active Design Guidelines 
aim to reverse these trends, by providing architects and urban designers in New 
York City and beyond with a manual for creating healthier buildings, streets, and 
urban spaces. Active design is environmental design that encourages stair climbing, 
walking, bicycling, transit use, active recreation, and healthy eating. Based on 
the latest academic research as well as best practices and cost-effective solutions 
developed in the field, the Active Design Guidelines suggest cost-effective ways 
to contribute toward the vision of a more livable and hospitable New York City 
promoted in Mayor Bloomberg’s Design + Construction Excellence Initiative.

Environmental Design and Health: Past and Present
In the 19th and early 20th centuries, architects and urban reformers in New York 
City and elsewhere helped defeat infectious diseases like cholera and tuberculosis 
by improving buildings, streets, neighborhoods, clean water systems, and parks. 
In the 21st century, designers can again play a crucial role in combating the biggest 
public health epidemics of our time: obesity and related chronic diseases such as 
diabetes, heart disease, and some cancers. Today, physical inactivity and unhealthy 
diet are second only to tobacco as the main causes of premature death in the United 
States. A growing body of research suggests that evidence-based architectural and 
urban design strategies can increase regular physical activity and healthy eating. 

Urban Design: Creating an Active City 
The Guidelines present strategies for designing neighborhoods, streets, and outdoor 
spaces that encourage active transportation and recreation, including walking and 
bicycling. Key recommended measures include:

●	develop and maintain mixed land use in city neighborhoods; 

●	improve access to transit and transit facilities;  

● improve access to plazas, parks, open spaces, and recreational facilities,  
and design these spaces to maximize their active use where appropriate;

●	improve access to full-service grocery stores and fresh produce;

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

a c t i v e  d e s i g n  g u i d e l i n e s 7

●	design accessible, pedestrian-friendly streets with high connectivity, traffic 
calming features, landscaping, lighting, benches, and water fountains; 

●	Facilitate bicycling for recreation and transportation by developing 
continuous bicycle networks and incorporating infrastructure like safe indoor 
and outdoor bicycle parking.

Building Design: Creating Opportunities for Daily Physical Activity
Opportunities for incorporating regular physical activity into daily life can be 
found not only outdoors but inside buildings as well. Architects can help building 
occupants incorporate physical activity into their daily routines through the 
following measures:

●	increase stair use among the able-bodied by providing a conveniently 
located stair for everyday use, posting motivational signage to encourage 
stair use, and designing visible, appealing and comfortable stairs;

● locate building functions to encourage brief bouts of walking to shared 
spaces such as mail and lunch rooms, provide appealing, supportive walking 
routes within buildings;

●	Provide facilities that support exercise such as centrally visible physical 
activity spaces, showers, locker rooms, secure bicycle storage, and 
drinking fountains;

● design building exteriors and massing that contribute to a pedestrian-
friendly urban environment and that include maximum variety and 
transparency, multiple entries, stoops, and canopies.

Synergies with Sustainable and Universal Design 
Active design promises benefits not only for public health but also for the 
environment and for advancing universal design. Design strategies that increase 
physical activity and improve health—for example, measures that promote 
walking over driving, stair over elevator use, and active recreation over television 
watching—also tend to reduce energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions. 
In addition, active design can assist not only people able to climb stairs daily, but 
users of all mobilities, ages, and backgrounds. A diverse, active, healthy population 
and a sustainable planet are synergistic. 

This chapter describes the importance of value creation and cost-effectiveness, 
as well as points of synergy between active design strategies and a number of local, 
national, and international initiatives, including the Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) green building rating system, PlaNYC—New York 
City’s strategic plan for sustainability, the City Health Department’s Take Care New 
York program, and efforts by the City’s Departments of Transportation and City 
Planning to expand New York’s bicycling infrastructure.

Conclusion
Designers have an essential role in addressing the rapidly growing epidemics of 
obesity and related chronic diseases, especially in light of mounting scientific 
evidence demonstrating the impact of environmental design on physical activity and 
healthy eating. By adopting the strategies included in the Active Design Guidelines, 
architects and urban designers can help to significantly improve the health and 
well-being of the population.
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Opportunities for incorporating regular physical activity into daily life can be 
found not only outdoors but inside buildings as well. Architects can help building 
occupants incorporate physical activity into their daily routines through the 
following measures:
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SITE AREAS 

Building Entry 
and Exterior Areas
All residents should be able to move comfortably and safely from outdoors to 

their apartments.

SLIP-RESISTANT 
Install slip-resistant walking surfaces 
outside and inside
› Avoid slippery or uneven materials
› Check walkways for loose pavers and 
keep paths clear of debris

SIDEWALK
Maintain the sidewalk adjacent to the 
building
› New York City property owners are 
responsible for installing, repairing, 
and maintaining sidewalks adjoining 
their property

MARKED WALKWAYS
Mark safe-walking areas with 
contrasting textures and colors 
› Use color and/or texture to identify 
potential trip hazards such as 
sidewalk and ramp edges 

PARKING
Provide well-lit parking with a 
pedestrian path to the building entry 
› Provide accessible parking spaces 
close to the entry

PLANTS
Include plants to promote residents’ 
well-being

LIGHTING

ADEQUATE LIGHTING
Provide and maintain adequate 
lighting at signs, stairs, pathways, 
doors, and vestibules

Eliminate dark spots, even on public 
sidewalk
› Locate light fixtures to avoid dark 
spots and shadows
› Pay special attention to the 
transition from sidewalk to entry, 
where falls often occur

Provided by The Center for Active Design 
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LOBBY

Interior 
Common Areas
Well-designed common areas can encourage socializing and reduce feelings 

of isolation. The recommendations below are for the most typical apartment 

building common areas. Where space allows, rec rooms, gyms, community 

gardening areas, communal kitchens, and other common rooms can also promote 

active use and recreation.

Encouraging and enabling tenants to become acquainted with one another and 

develop an intra-residential community is likely to increase safety and security, 

and can help improve building maintenance.

Install SLIP-RESISTANT surfaces 

COLORS
Add contrasting colors at material and 
level changes 
› Signal level changes to help prevent 
falls

HANDRAILS
Add handrails along circulation routes
› See Throughout the Building

FLOORS
Avoid slippery floors in wet weather
› Install a non-slip entrance floor mat
› Provide umbrella bags

Provide a SHELF or other surface 
at the front door and mailroom or 
mailboxes for bags and packages 

Provide a RAMP or platform lift at 
level changes

EMERGENCY ITEMS
Stock lobby storage closet with 
accessible and emergency items
› Items stored may include mobility 
device, portable stair climber, 
evacuation chair, dedicated power 
outlet, emergency phone charging 
station, and small lockers for tenants’ 
devices and valuables

Social space providing a mixture of moveable chairs with arms 
and backs, benches, and tables in bright colors with ample 
lighting, and a view of the outdoors. Photo courtesy of Redtop 
Architects and Andrew Rugge.
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LIVING AREAS AND THROUGHOUT THE APARTMENT

Apartments
Apartment renovations can help improve quality of life, especially for residents 

who are not fully mobile, and can prevent falls in the bathroom and other areas.

Install SLIP-RESISTANT surfaces 

Provide NO-STEP THRESHOLDS
› Use no-step or compressible rubber 
thresholds to reduce tripping hazards
› Thresholds should be no more than 
1/2” tall with 1:2 max bevel edges
› Providing a threshold in a 
contrasting color improves visibility 
and can reduce falls

CLEAR PATHS
Provide clear, wide paths of travel
› Keep hallways and pathways clear of 
furniture and protruding objects
› Avoid throw rugs and clutter

GRAB BARS
Add grab bars or handrails along 
circulation routes
› See Throughout the Building

COLORS
Add contrasting colors at material and 
level changes 
› Avoid strong patterns and shiny 
surfaces

RAMP
Provide a ramp or platform lift at level 
changes

DOORS
Install doors to swing into rooms
› Bathroom doors are an exception 
and should swing out

Provide a SHELF or other surface at 
the front door for bags and packages

When replacing WINDOWS, consider 
awning-type units, which are easiest 
to operate

Provide more ELECTRICAL 
OUTLETS than required by code, at 
18” to 24” above the floor

Install SMOKE AND CARBON 
MONOXIDE DETECTORS and test 
regularly, as required by NYC law 
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Building Healthy
Places Initiative
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APPLYING THE  
RECOMMENDATIONS
These schematics illustrate how the 21 recommendations 

might be applied in a variety of real estate typologies and 

sectors. (Renderings by Mark Patrizio)

Evidence-Based Recommendations

KE
Y

1   Incorporate a mix of land uses

2   Design well-connected street networks at the  

human scale

3   Provide sidewalks and enticing, pedestrian- 

oriented streetscapes

4  Provide infrastructure to support biking

5   Design visible, enticing stairs to encourage  

everyday use

6  Install stair prompts and signage

7   Provide high-quality spaces for multigenerational 

play and recreation 

8  Build play spaces for children

9  Accommodate a grocery store

10  Host a farmers market

11  Promote healthy food retail

12  Support on-site gardening and farming

13  Enhance access to drinking water

14  Ban smoking

15   Use materials and products that support healthy 

indoor air quality

16  Facilitate proper ventilation and airflow

17  Maximize indoor lighting quality

18  Minimize noise pollution

19  Increase access to nature

20  Facilitate social engagement

21  Adopt pet-friendly policies

MASTER PLANNED Recommendations that apply but are not shown: 9  11  13  14  15  16  17  18  21
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3   PROVIDE SIDEWALKS AND  
ENTICING, PEDESTRIAN- 
ORIENTED STREETSCAPES 

Build sidewalks in all new 
communities to encourage 
walking and to help keep 
pedestrians safe.23

Include well-marked 
crosswalks, special pavers, 
and curb extensions 
to visually highlight 
pedestrians and slow 
traffic.24

Light streets, trails, and 
public spaces to minimize 
dark and unsafe areas.25,26

EVIDENCE-BASED STRATEGIES t

>

>

>

TOP: Sidewalks connect homes in the Mueller 
neighborhood in Austin, Texas. (Thomas McConnell 

Photography)  ABOVE: In New York City, a variety 
of strategies—including signs, curb extensions, 
medians, and special markings—are used to keep 
pedestrians safe when crossing the street. (New 

York City Department of Transportation)
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STAIRS 5   DESIGN VISIBLE, ENTICING 
STAIRS TO ENCOURAGE  
EVERYDAY USE 

Provide open stairs that 
are unobstructed by turns 
or other obstacles.32

Place stairs within 25 feet 
of an entrance and before 
any elevators.32,33 

Use aesthetic treatments 
such as vivid colors, 
artwork, and music.34,35 

Treat stairs with the same 
finishing standards as 
other public corridors in 
the building.36 

EVIDENCE-BASED STRATEGIES t

>

>

>

TOP: The Gates Foun-
dation headquarters in 
Seattle, Washington, 
features bright, open 
stairs. (Rachel MacCleery)   
RIGHT: At the Arbor 
House development in 
the Bronx, New York, 
the main entrance was 
relocated to make stairs 
more prominent and 
visible. (Blue Sea Develop-

ment Company)

>

AFTERBEFORE
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BEST PRACTICE STRATEGIES t

8   BUILD PLAY SPACES  
FOR CHILDREN

EVIDENCE-BASED STRATEGIES t

Preserve or create natural 
terrain to support play.48 
For example, plant trees, 
grasses, and other greenery; 
make a hill to climb or cycle 
around; and add boulders, 
tree stumps, or sand. 

Incorporate simple 
interventions such as 
colorful ground markings 
to inspire more active play 
among children.49

Think beyond classic 
swings and slides; install 
playground equipment that 
includes movable parts, 
imaginative playscapes, 
and opportunities for 
children of all abilities.48,50

>

>

>

BEFORE

AFTER

TOP: An empty parking lot was transformed into 
an appealing playground in New York City. (Joan 

Keener/The Trust for Public Land)  RIGHT: Colorful 
ground markings inspire play for children in 
Houston, Texas. (Community Design Resource Center, 

University of Houston)

 P H Y S I C A L  A C T I V I T Y  29

Provided by The Center for Active Design 



19  INCREASE ACCESS TO NATURE
EVIDENCE-BASED STRATEGIES t

Maximize access to 
natural areas.48 Preserve 
and restore natural areas 
within and around your 
project.  

Plant trees,49 which support 
air quality, provide shade, 
and increase outdoor 
comfort. Include trees in 
parks and plazas and along 
sidewalks.  

Provide views of nature48 
through strategic 
placement of windows, 
indoor plants, or pictures  
of nature.50 

>

>

>

Park 20|20
HAARLEMMERMEER, NETHERLANDS

PROJECT 

PARK 20|20, a 28-acre office park in Haarlemmermeer, Neth-

erlands, is designed with the health of the building occupants 

in mind. The project, developed by Delta Development Group 

and designed by William McDonough + Partners, features spe-

cially selected plants that are used to filter internal air through 

green walls that store carbon dioxide and produce fresh 

oxygen. Dust is minimized through a ductless floor system and 

through moss that acts as a natural filter. 

Natural light is abundant throughout the office space, min-

imizing the need for much artificial light. LED lighting—the 

closest lighting to sunlight—was used to the extent possible, 

and an automated sun-shading system regulates the interior 

lighting based on sun and cloud cover. Each office space con-

tains a window that can be opened for fresh air, and buildings 

are horseshoe shaped with large atriums that allow natural 

light from two sides. Natural views are provided through 22 

acres of open space, which includes a central park that is 

visible from surrounding streets.

Singapore’s Interlace 
project includes water 
features, courtyards, 
green spaces, and 
shade as a response to 
the limited amount of 
open space in the city. 
(CapitaLand Singapore/

Woh Hup [Private] Limited)
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20   FACILITATE  
SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT 

EVIDENCE-BASED STRATEGIES t

Create community 
gathering spaces—plazas, 
parks, dog runs, roof 
decks, and barbecue 
areas—to encourage 
social interaction and 
enhance opportunities for 
physical activity.58–60 Open 
these gathering spaces to 
the public to strengthen 
community ties. 

Design on-site spaces to 
accommodate classes and 
programs that promote 
healthy activities, such as 
fitness, cooking, nutrition, 
and gardening.61

>

>

TOP: Break rooms with kitchens and outdoor 
meeting areas with power outlets and wi-fi are 
provided for the tenants at Champion Station in 
San Jose, California. (David Wakely)  ABOVE: At 
Rancho Sahuarita in Sahuarita, Arizona, residents 
can select from more than 50 classes per week, 
including karate, yoga, ballet, and tennis. (Rancho 

Sahuarita)
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