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Opportunities in 

Urban Health Research

1. By 2050: 66% of the world population will live in cities

2. Challenge of aging and chronic diseases already in our cities

3. Social determinants as working conditions, unemployment

and poverty are clearly patent in our cities

4. Segregation patterns and health inequalities are social 

phenomena measurable in our cities

5. Cities, municipalities, districts, offer great (structural)1

opportunities to improve population health

6. New sources and types of health and urban data, allong with

novel methodologies and interdisciplinary teams offer great

opportunities

7. Urban health research is directly linked to action
(1) Franco, Bilal and Diez-Roux, J Epidemiol Comm Health 2015
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Life expectancy in high income

neighborhood:  85 years

Life expectancy in low income

neighborhood:  66 years

Baltimore life expectancy gap 

by neighbohoods: 18 years

Healthier cities, more equal cities
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Healthier cities, more equal cities
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As in the case of Baltimore, is of paramount relevance

understanding the processes that lead to our current

(city) situations.

Wrong public policies have created two extremely

different realities coinciding in time and space, creating

neighborhoods where poverty, lack of opportunities and

poor health perpetuate.

¿Do we have the will to create more fair and equal cities,

more cohesive and healthier cities?

Healthier cities, more equal cities

Franco, Bilal and Cooper, El País, May 4th 2015 
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Race-Adjusted Expected Age at Death vs. Household Income 

for Men in Selected Major Cities

Income Inequalities and Health. JAMA 2016
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Life expectancy in high income

neighborhood:  85 years

Life expectancy in low income

neighborhood:  78 years

Madrid life expectancy gap  

by neighbohoods: 7 years

Healthier cities, more equal cities
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First, some questions

• Let´s think first about the place where you live

• Let´s think now about the opportunities

mantaining a healthy diet where you live

• Let´s think now about the social norms

regarding food consumption where you live
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Second, an example:

healthy eating in Madrid

• Opportunities / resources for mantaining a 

healthy diet in Madrid

• Social norms regarding food consumption

in Madrid 
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Food environment in Madrid, 

HHH study 

International Journal of Epidemiology Nov. 2015, Franco, Gullón, Carreño

María, 45 ys, resident of 

Villaverde. Low-income 

area. 

María and her friends 

meet twice per week to 

have a dinner snack at 

the Dehesa Boyal park, a 

pinewood and main park 

in San Cristobal. María

lives in Spain for the last 

4 years, unemployed for 

the last 8 months, and 

she often thinks about 

coming back to the 

Dominican Republic 

where her family lives. 
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Food environment in Madrid, 

HHH study 

Bar in las Ventas. Middle-

income area. 

This bar, decorated with 

bull fighting paraphernalia, 

is a prototypical bar in 

Madrid; well attended and 

serving people every age. 

Madrid residents love to 

spend time in bars where 

they can chat, drink and 

eat with friends and family. 

“I can cross Madrid with my 

friends for good bars with 

great food and beer. In this 

bar you get an incredible 

short beer with a great 

snack for 1,20€ !”

International Journal of Epidemiology Nov. 2015, Franco, Gullón, Carreño
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Food environment in Madrid, 

HHH study 

Fruit and vegetables store 

in the Salamanca area. 

High-income area

Hilario, the owner, takes 

great pride; “We aim for 

the best client 

relationship. We know 

most of them by name, 

we bring only best quality 

produce, air conditioning, 

best freezers…” Prices in 

this store can be up to 4 

times higher than in a 

low-income area. 

International Journal of Epidemiology Nov. 2015, Franco, Gullón, Carreño



ERC Starting Grants

FUNDING 1.5 million € for 5 years

OBJECTIVE To encourage independent careers of excellent 
investigators providing enough support in the critical 
moment (starting to develop their own team).

ELEGIBILITY PI must have a PhD degree in the last 2 to 7 years. 
Available to non-EU researchers.

REQUISITES At least one relevant publication without his/her 
thesis advisor

At least 50% effort

PROFILE High potential, project with potential social 
Impact in Europe. 



Social and Physical Urban

Environment and CV Health: 

The Much Needed

Population Approach

Manuel Franco MD, PhD

Starting Grant 2013 

Start Date April 1st 2014
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Heart Healthy Hoods Study

Main Goal
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To study the impact of the 

social and physical environment in terms of 

tobacco, alcohol, food and physical activity 

on residents cardiovascular health

Heart Healthy Hoods

Overall Objectives
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1. To include a qualitative approach to understand

the context and meanings of the urban 

environment in relation to cardiovascular health

1. To develop measurements to characterize the 

social and physical urban environments in a 

systematic and accurate fashion

Heart Healthy Hoods

Secondary Objectives
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3. To compare the already studied relation between 

the urban environment and cardiovascular health in 

the United States with this relation in Europe

4. To evaluate naturally occurring changes (natural 

experiments) such as public policy interventions 

occurring during the time of the study modifying the 

food and physical activity environment

Heart Healthy Hoods

Secondary Objectives
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To provide scientific evidence to the general 

population, researchers and policy makers to 

intervene at the population level to prevent the 

first cause of death in Europe

HHH overarching objective:

Policy and research implications
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Mejorar la ciudad

Mejorar nuestra salud

21 Districts

128 Neighborhoods

2412 Census Units

3,2 Mill. Residents

Access to the 

Integrated Primary 

Care Health System

Database

1,4 million residents 

40-75 ys. old
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HHH Study Design

Baseline Visit
Cohort 

Study

1st Database 

Mining
Whole 

Population 

Study

4 year 

follow up

2,500 participants Final Visit

Final Database 

Mining
1,4 million people

Environment

Tobacco 

Alcohol

Food

Physical Activity

1st Assessment 2nd AssessmentNeighborhoods

Multilevel Association

Analysis
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Heart Healthy Hoods 

in the 13th International Conference of Urban

Health (ICUH) San Francisco April 2016



The Heart Healthy Hoods exploratory study

Under review, BMC Medical Research Methodology 
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Objectives

1. To describe the cardiovascular health profile of 

a population over 15,000 residents living in an area, 

analyzing the Madrid Primary Health Care System 

electronic health records.

2. To explore different quantitative and qualitative 

measurements to characterize the social and 

physical urban environment in relation to food, 

alcohol, tobacco and physical activity.
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Setting

1. Average area in 4 variables (Median Neighborhood 

Index)

– Aging: % > 65 years of age or above

– Immigration (marker for segregation): % foreign-born

– Education (marker for SES): % with primary education or 

below

– Density: population/km2 

2. Looked for clusters of areas of ~15,000 people with 

a low value in the index (-> non-extreme areas)
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Methods (quantitative)

• Cardiovascular Disease:

– Whole population (>99%) EHR through universal health system.

– Validated (1) data on physician-diagnosed: diabetes, 
hypertension, dyslipidemia, smoking and obesity.

• Urban environment

– Food: location and type of food stores and food services, directly 
measured healthy food availability (brief NEMS-S)

– Physical activity: SPACES audit tool for walkability and bikeability, 
SOPARC audit tool for open spaces.

– Alcohol and tobacco: location and type of retailers

References: (1) de Burgos Lunar et al, BMC Med Res Methodol, 2013.
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Methods (qualitative)

• 11 semi-structured interviews with key informants: 4 long-
term residents, 2 immigrants, 1 teacher, 1 community 
activist, 1 health care provider, 1 public health officer, 1 
local food store owner

• Questions on health and the environment, focusing on 
sociodemographics, food, alcohol, tobacco and physical 
activity. 

• Analysis by triangulation incorporating an interpretative 
phenomenological analysis.
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Methods (integration)

• Geographic Information Systems

– Directly collected data + Secondary administrative data

– Joined to street sections by relational union or overlaid as 
administrative boundaries/blocks.

• Mixed Methods Approach: merging approach to combine

– Provides insights on quantitative findings 
• Quantitative -> qualitative

– Guides future quantitative data collection (formative)
• Qualitative -> quantitative.
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Exploratory Study Sociodemographic Profile

Primary Health Care Records

• Total Pilot Area Population: 15,751

• Population in the Primary Care Health System Geocoded to 

census section level: 14,857 (95%)

– Possibility of obtaining data for 2 million people

• Median Age: 44 (Range: 0 to 106)

– 49% Above 45 years (CVD Health Target Group)

• Sex: 55% Women (65% in >75 years)

• Primary Care Health Centers: 98% in 3 centers

• Education: 50% > primary education

• Immigration: 19% foreign-born
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• Population 45-106 ys. old: 7,252

• Sex: 59% Women

• Diabetes Prevalence: 12%

• Diabetes Control (HbA1c<7): 63%

• Hypertension Prevalence: 34%

• Obesity (BMI >30): 20%

• Dyslipidemia, all types: 32%

Exploratory Study Cardiovascular Profile

Primary Health Care Records
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Results



http://hhhproject.eu

Results

Photos by Victor Carreño and Franco M, Gullon P, Carreño V. Studying city life, improving population health. Int J Epidemiol 2015
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Results

Alcohol
(Restaurants and Liquor Stores)

Food Services 
(Bars, Restaurants and Fast Food)

Tobacco
(Vending Machines & Stores)
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Physical Activity Results

Pedro Gullón et al. September 2015 Journal of Urban Health,
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Physical Activity Results

Use of parks (SOPARC tool) was diverse, with levels of activity 

varying from sedentary (sitting), walking and vigorous (sports)

Photos by Victor Carreño and Franco M, Gullon P, Carreño V. Studying city life, improving population health. Int J Epidemiol 2015
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HHH Pilot Study

Qualitative Study

Food Environment: “I have my children and many years, so I 

know what is good and what is bad…what one can afford is 

different” (woman, >65 years)
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HHH Pilot Study

Qualitative Study

Physical Activity Environment: “ When we are older, 

because I’m on a wheelchair in the street … If I had benches 

there, I would not need the wheelchair, because walking 20 

meters is fine, but maybe 25 meters isn’t.” (Woman, > 65 

years) 

Photos by Victor Carreño and Franco M, Gullon P, Carreño V. Studying city life, improving population health. Int J Epidemiol 2015
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HHH Pilot Study

Qualitative Study

Alcohol Environment:  “Social drinking customs are 

disappearing, we used to go on Sundays to have a vermouth 

with your neighbors and your friends. Nowadays, people are 

doing it less, because of the economic crisis” (Food store 

owner).

Photos by Victor Carreño and Franco M, Gullon P, Carreño V. Studying city life, improving population health. Int J Epidemiol 2015
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Pilot Qualitative Study

Emergent categories

The role of immigration in shaping behavior patterns related 

to the use of open spaces    "... In the past other people would go 

there [park], but now the Romanians are there..." (men, < 65 years )

Photos by Victor Carreño and Franco M, Gullon P, Carreño V. Studying city life, improving population health. Int J Epidemiol 2015
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Pilot Qualitative Study

Emergent categories

The current economic crisis shaping the neighbor’s 

behaviors "... Nowadays there are a lot of grandparents taking care 

of the family…. Many unemployed descendants. So there is little 

time for healthy habits like exercise... " (health care provider, 

woman)

Photos by Victor Carreño and Franco M, Gullon P, Carreño V. Studying city life, improving population health. Int J Epidemiol 2015



http://hhhproject.eu

Pilot Qualitative Study

Emergent categories

The role of social networks shaping health behavior patterns 

in residents  "I'm happy with people in my neighborhood. Since my 

husband died, ... adults and kids alike, boys like my sons, 50 years-

old, [have told me] ‘hey, I work on this, if I can help you... I will help 

you with stuff if you ask me’ " (woman, > 65 years)

Photos by Victor Carreño and Franco M, Gullon P, Carreño V. Studying city life, improving population health. Int J Epidemiol 2015
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Julia Díez, Usama Bilal, Alba Cebrecos, Amanda Buczynski, 

Robert Lawrence, Thomas Glass, Joel Gittelsohn, Francisco 

Escobar and Manuel Franco

Understanding differences in the 

local food environment across 

countries: A case study in Madrid 

(Spain) and Baltimore (USA)

Under review, Preventive Medicine 
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Food environment and diet

Franco M., Bilal. U., 

Diez J (2016). Food 

Environment. The 

Encyclopedia of Food 

and Health. B. 

Caballero, Finglas, P., 

and Toldrá, F. . Oxford: 

Academic Press, 

Oxford: Academic 

Press. 3: 22-26.
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Objective

To understand cross-national differences in the 

local food environment between Madrid and 

Baltimore by comparing an average neighborhood 

in each city in terms of food store types, 

availability, and accessibility to healthy foods.

Under review, Preventive Medicine 
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Methods

Variables

• Availability

• Field observations using NEMS-s audit tool

• “Healthy Food Availability Index” (0-28.5)

• “Fruit&Vegetables Availability index” (0-10)

• Accessibility

• Pedestrian network analysis

• Walking distance of 200m, 400m, 800m
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Results

Map of the different food stores within the study areas
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Results
Healthy Food Availability Index

Madrid Baltimore
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Results

Fruits & Vegetables Availability Index

Madrid
Baltimore
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Walking Access to healthy food stores

Under review, Preventive Medicine 
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Public market in Madrid

Las Ventas Madrid 
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Farmers´ Market in Baltimore

Waverly (Baltimore)
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Conclusions

Results help promoting intervention from local 

city agencies to allocate resources:

1. To improve existing small-sized food stores 

and public markets

2. To improve walkable urban environments



Assessing tobacco retail 

environment, outdoor smoke-free 

policies and smoking behavior in 

Madrid neighborhoods

IP: X. Sureda 

Co-investigators: M. Franco, U. Bilal, FJ Escobar, A Navas

Advisor: E. Fernández

Social and Cardiovascular Epidemiology Research Group, Alcalá University

and Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health

Funding: European Research Council Starting Grant 2013 

HeartHealthyHoods Agreement n. 336893 y Instituto de Salud Carlos III 

(PI15/02146)
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Relocation of smokers to outdoor settings
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Density of tobacco point of sales and educational level in Madrid



1. Introduction

http://hhhproject.eu

Individual 
characteristics

Availability of 
tobacco

• Density
• Hours of sales
• Proximity

Smoke-free 
places

• Law enforcement: Smoking 
visibility

• SHS exposure
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1. To describe tobacco environment in neighborhoods in
Madrid city:

1.1 To analize the relation between the socioeconomic environment
and tobacco availability.
1.2 To analize the relation between socioeconomic environment
and outdoor smoke-free places.

2. To determine possible differences between tobacco
availability and smoking behaviour and self-reported SHS
exposure.

3. To determine possible differences between smoking visibility
and/or signs of tobacco consumption and self-reported smoking
behaviour and SHS smoke exposure.



3. Methods
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Baseline visit
2500 individuos

Physical and 

social 

tobacco 

environment

1st assessment

Multilevel Association

Analysis

Questionnaires
Saliva collection

GIS

Systematic social observation
Mesurements of Tobacco

airborne markers
Secondary databases

GIS

Cohort 

study
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HHH area: Madrid municipality,
inluding 21 districts and 128 

neighborhoods

Physical and Social environment
assessment: Ecological data

Neighborhood SE status Secondary data 
bases (Madrid Regional Government open 
databases)
Tobacco point of sales (tobacconist shop)
Secondary Databases (Comisionado para el 
Mercado de Tabaco)



Urban Environment and alcohol consumption 

“Living under the influence: 
Normalization of alcohol 
consumption in our cities”

Under review
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WORLD VIEW Vaccination 
programme urgently needed 
to tack le typhoid in Nepal p.267

ASTRONOMY Gas giant is 
lowest- mass exoplanet 
imaged directly p.268

NEUROSCIENCE Dreams 
spark visual activity 
in the brain p.269

Rise of the citizen scientist
From the oceans to the soil, technology is changing the part that amateurs can play in research. 

But this greater involvement raises concerns that must be addressed.

Portfolio boost
People who fund or manage many research 

projects could do it better with mindful analysis. 

I
magine that you are in charge of a foundation funding a substantial 
range of research projects, or a university wanting to understand the 
broader benefits of its research. With a clear view of your institu-

tion’s over arching mission, you seek good researchers. You might then 
conclude: as long as they deliver impactful research, your job is done.

But you could benefit from standing back and analysing the situa-
tion through different lenses. For example, you could check whether 
research projects display undesirable uniformity in their underlying 
assumptions. You could enable collaboration between research strands 

that happen to be converging on a particular social or technological 
outcome. Or you might find ways to diversify, maximizing the chances 
that something valuable (such as a diagnostic) will emerge even if the 
central goal (such as a vaccine) turns out not to be achievable.

Such are the virtues of research-portfolio analysis. Those intrigued 
by such mindfulness should turn to a study (M. L. Wallace and I. Rafols 
Minerva 53, 89–115; 2015) that looks at relevant literature from recent 
decades, and highlights the benefits of inward-looking analysis that 
also creates opportunities for transparency and stakeholder engage-
ment. The study highlights the limitations of corporate approaches to 
portfolio analysis that are geared to financial returns and well-defined 
markets — in contrast to the broader aims of government, philan-
thropic funders and universities.

In analysing how projects and themes can be mapped in ways that 
highlight “cognitive proximity”, this work may help those who run 
research portfolios to get better bangs for their bucks. It might even 
help to make the world a better place. ■

S
cience is not just for scientists these days. Going on a scuba-diving 
holiday this summer? Share the temperature data from your dive 
computer with researchers eager to plug holes in sparse records for 

inshore areas. Nervous about possible pollution from a nearby fracking 
project? Ease your concerns by helping to collect and analyse air samples 
as part of a monitoring project. Stuck at home as the rain pours down? 
Log on to the Internet and spend a couple of hours folding proteins and 
RNA to help university scientists work out how biology does it.

Citizen science has come a long way from the first distributed- 
computing projects that hoovered up spare processing power on home 
computers to perform calculations or search for alien signals. And it 
has progressed further still since the earliest public surveys of wildlife: 
it was way back in 1900 that the Audubon Society persuaded Ameri-
cans to exchange their Christmas tradition of shooting birds for a more 
productive effort to count them instead.

Some professional scientists are sniffy about the role of amateurs, but 
as an increasing number of academic papers makes clear, the results can 
be valuable and can help both to generate data and to inform policy.

A paper in Geoderma entitled ‘Can citizen science assist digital soil 
mapping?’ (D. G. Rossiter et al. Geoderma 259–260, 71–80; 2015) makes 
the case that, yes, non-specialists can help expert soil scientists to track 
quality, properties and types of soil. It goes further: these amateur soil 
researchers should be recruited to help with existing and future national 
surveys. Civil engineers and construction workers routinely view the 
subsoil, and digging foundations for buildings and trenches for pipelines 
offers a unique look at the spatial variability of different layers. An army 
of geocachers — twenty-first-century treasure hunters — visit harsh ter-
rain and difficult-to-access places, and could collect soil data. And they 
routinely use satellite navigation to record their journeys. 

Technology can make scientists of us all. Data churned out by the 
rapid spread of consumer gadgets equipped with satellite navigation, 
cameras and a suite of other sensors, and the ease of sharing the results 
digitally, are driving the boom in citizen science. Volunteers can already 
identify whale songs from recordings, report litter and invasive species, 
and send in the skeletons of fish they have caught and consumed. But 
there is more to being a scientist, of course, than collecting and sharing 
data — especially if the results are to be used to help determine policy.

Critics have raised concerns about data quality, and some studies 
do find that volunteers are less able to identify plant species than are 
academics and land managers. And there are issues around how to 
reward and recognize the contribution of volunteers, and around 
ensuring that data are shared or kept confidential as appropriate. But 
these problems seem relatively simple to address — not least because 
they reflect points — from authorship to data quality and access — 
that the professional scientific community is already wrestling with.

More troubling, perhaps, is the potential for conflicts of interest. 
One reason that some citizen scientists volunteer is to advance their 
political objectives. Opponents of fracking, for example, might help 
to track possible pollution because they want to gather evidence of 
harmful effects. When Australian scientists asked people who had 
volunteered to monitor koala populations how the animals should be 
managed, they found that the citizen scientists had strong views on 
protection that did not reflect broader public opinion. 

Scientists and funders are right to encourage the shift from passive 
citizen science — number crunching — to more-active roles, including 
sample collection. But as increased scrutiny falls on the reliability of 
the work of professional scientists, full transparency about the motives 
and ambitions of amateurs is essential. ■
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Citizen Science
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Citizen 

Science
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General public engagement in scientific activities 

Citizens actively contribute to science with their intellectual effort

Participants create a new scientific culture. 

Volunteers acquire new learning and skills, and deeper understanding of 

the scientific work in an appealing way. 

As a result of this open, networked and trans-disciplinary scenario, 

Society-Science-Policy interactions are improved leading to a 

more democratic research based on evidence-informed 

decision making.

Citizen Science



Julia Díez, Paloma Conde, María Sandín, María Urtasun, 

Remedios López, Joel Gittelsohn and Manuel Franco

Understanding community food 

environment through Photovoice: 

a participatory action research 

project in Madrid

PhotoVoice is a project co-funded by
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What is Photovoice? 

• Photovoice is an innovative participatory-action research 

method. Caroline C. Wang and Mary Ann Burris (1994, 2000)

• It enables people to identify, capture, and reflect their 

community´s strengths and concerns through photography

• Informs policy makers to promote health-related public policies
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Main objective

To conduct a participatory photovoice project 

with residents of a low-income urban area to 

understand environmental and social 

characteristics of the local food environment 

influencing residents diets. 
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Setting Two neighborhoods of a 

low-income area in Madrid (Spain).

Participants

- 24 residents (31-72 years old).

- A group of women and another 

one of men per neighborhood.

Procedure

- A total of 163 pictures of their

local food environment

- Groups met at least for 5 sessions 

two months

Photovoice Food Environment: 

Methods
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Photovoice Food Environment: 

Participants´Analysis

- Each one chose their best photograph 

- Participants defined the meaning of 

their photographs and discussed them 

critically

- Participants identified 31 emerging

themes
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31 final themes of the four 

groups were finally merged 

into 5 main themes: 

o Eating in moderation

o Cultural diversity

o Food retailers

o Socialization 

o Economic crisis and poverty 

Photovoice Food Environment: 

Results

Under review, Health and Place
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Theme 1: Eating in moderation
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Theme 2: Cultural diversity
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Theme 3: Food retailers
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Theme 4: Socialization
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Theme 5: Economic crisis 
and poverty
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Research translation into 

food policy recommendations 

Overarching goal: 

To translate research findings to foster policy change to 

improve the food environment of a deprived area of Madrid.

Specific aim: 

To translate the findings of a food environment participatory 

research project into urban food policy recommendations.

Paper in progress, Maria Urtasun
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Research translation process

Participants and co-facilitators met twice to translate these 

findings into policy recommendations aiming to improve the 

local food environment.

Paper in progress, Maria Urtasun
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Research translation process

11 food environment recommendations selected and ranked 

Determinants of diet Recommendations (ranking)

Macro level determinants 

of diet
- Offering local leisure time activities to avoid unhealthier 

options as snacking and drinking alcohol and sodas (1)

- Improving nutrition labels (7)

- Promoting healthy social networks for older people (10) 

- Giving street vendors legal status (11)

Organizational food 

environment
- Improving food banks management (2)

- Reducing food waste (6)

- Healthier alternatives to workplace vending machines (8)

- Importance of food education in schools (9)

Community food 

environment and 

Consumer food 

environment

- Reactivating traditional market and small retailers (3)

- Improving food hygiene conditions (4)

- Promoting the availability of organic and foods for people 

with special needs (e.g. diabetes and celiac disease) (5)

Paper in progress, Maria Urtasun
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Disseminating results and 

reaching policy makers

Citizen Science Meeting Photography exhibit

• Residents participated in dissemination strategies: Photobook, 
Videos, Scientific and cultural meetings, Media collaboration

• https://hhhproject.eu/photovoice/photovoice-publications/

• Participants co-analyze their data and coauthor papers

• Participants presented policy makers their results twice

https://hhhproject.eu/photovoice/photovoice-publications/
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CENTROCENTRO Cibeles

Madrid, April 13th – June 5th

https://hhhproject.eu/photovoice/photovoice-publications/

https://hhhproject.eu/photovoice/photovoice-publications/
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HHH Team
Thank you very much ! 


