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“A Critical Examination of Health, Wellbeing, and Sustainability Policies: Analysing the Impact of SDG 3 and SDG 11 at Global, National, and Local Levels”
Introduction
Health and wellbeing are important for individuals and communities worldwide and are closely linked to sustainable development. Governments and international organisations have recognised that improving health outcomes requires coordinated action across social, economic and environmental factors. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), introduced by the United Nations in 2015, provide a global framework to address these challenges and improve quality of life (United Nations, 2015). In particular, SDG 3 focuses on ensuring healthy lives and promoting wellbeing for all.
This report critically examines the impact of SDG 3 and SDG 11, Sustainable Cities and Communities, on health and wellbeing at global, national and local levels. These goals are interconnected, as factors such as housing, transport and access to green spaces can significantly influence physical and mental health (World Health Organization, 2022).
The report will first analyse SDG 3 and related policies, followed by an evaluation of SDG 11. Relevant theories will be applied, and recommendations will be provided to improve future health and sustainability initiatives.
Section 1: SDG 3 – Good Health and Wellbeing
Sustainable Development Goal 3 (SDG 3) focuses on ensuring healthy lives and promoting wellbeing for people of all ages. Health is widely recognised as a key component of sustainable development because healthier populations are more able to participate in education, employment and economic development. According to the United Nations (2015), SDG 3 aims to reduce maternal and child mortality, end epidemics of major communicable diseases, promote mental health and strengthen health systems globally. Despite improvements in healthcare worldwide, significant health inequalities continue to affect many populations, particularly those living in disadvantaged communities.
At a global level, organisations such as the World Health Organization (WHO) play a key role in promoting health policies and initiatives that support SDG 3. One major global strategy is the WHO Global Action Plan for the Prevention and Control of Non communicable Diseases. According to the World Health Organization (2022), non-communicable diseases such as cardiovascular disease, cancer and diabetes account for approximately 74% of all deaths globally, highlighting the scale of this public health challenge. The initiative encourages governments to implement policies that promote healthier lifestyles, improve early diagnosis and strengthen healthcare systems. However, the success of these strategies can vary significantly between countries. According to the World Health Organization (2021), low- and middle-income countries account for around 77% of deaths from non-communicable diseases, suggesting that limited resources and weaker healthcare infrastructure can reduce the effectiveness of global health initiatives.
At the national level in the United Kingdom, several policies have been introduced to support improvements in health and wellbeing. The National Health Service (NHS) plays a central role in delivering healthcare services to the population. One key national strategy is the NHS Long Term Plan, which aims to improve health services by focusing on prevention, early diagnosis and integrated care. According to NHS England (2019), the plan prioritises major health challenges such as cancer, cardiovascular disease and mental health conditions. The strategy also emphasises the importance of preventative healthcare, recognising that many long-term conditions are linked to lifestyle factors such as smoking, poor diet and lack of physical activity. However, challenges remain within the UK healthcare system. The King’s Fund (2022) suggests that increasing demand for healthcare services, workforce shortages and financial pressures have placed significant strain on the NHS, which may limit the effectiveness of national health initiatives.
Local initiatives are also essential for improving health outcomes within communities. Local authorities are responsible for delivering a range of public health programmes that aim to reduce health inequalities and encourage healthier lifestyles. According to Public Health England (2020), local interventions such as smoking cessation services, weight management programmes and mental health support can help improve health outcomes at a community level. For example, public health campaigns aimed at reducing smoking have contributed to a gradual decline in smoking rates in the UK. According to the Office for National Statistics (2023), the proportion of adults who smoke in the UK has fallen to around 12.9%, compared with much higher levels in previous decades. This suggests that targeted public health initiatives can have a positive impact when supported by strong national policies and community engagement.
Behavioural theories are often used to support health promotion initiatives and help explain why individuals choose to adopt healthier behaviours. One commonly used framework is the Health Belief Model. Rosenstock (1974) suggests that individuals are more likely to change their behaviour if they believe they are personally at risk of a health problem and understand the benefits of taking preventative action. Public health campaigns frequently apply this model by highlighting the dangers associated with unhealthy behaviours such as smoking or poor diet. For example, anti-smoking campaigns often focus on increasing awareness of the health risks associated with smoking, which can increase individuals’ perception of threat and encourage behaviour change.
Another important theory used in health promotion is Social Cognitive Theory. Bandura (1986) suggests that behaviour is influenced by the interaction between personal beliefs, environmental factors and social influences. According to this theory, individuals are more likely to adopt healthy behaviours when they observe positive role models and receive encouragement from their social environment. Many community-based health initiatives use this approach by providing group activities, health education programmes and peer support networks. These programmes aim to increase individuals’ confidence, or self-efficacy, which can improve their ability to make healthier choices.
Despite the range of global, national and local initiatives aimed at improving health and wellbeing, several challenges remain. One of the most significant issues is the persistence of health inequalities. Marmot (2020) highlights that people living in more deprived areas of England experience poorer health outcomes and shorter life expectancy compared with those living in more affluent areas. This suggests that wider social determinants of health, including income, education, housing and employment, play an important role in shaping health outcomes. As a result, policies that focus solely on healthcare services may not be sufficient to fully achieve the targets set out in SDG 3.
In order to improve the effectiveness of initiatives linked to SDG 3, several recommendations can be made. Firstly, governments should increase investment in preventative healthcare and public health programmes, as prevention can reduce long-term pressure on healthcare systems. Secondly, stronger collaboration between healthcare providers, local authorities and community organisations could help develop more integrated approaches to health promotion. Finally, policies should place greater emphasis on addressing the wider social determinants of health in order to reduce inequalities and improve overall wellbeing. By adopting a more comprehensive and collaborative approach, governments may be better able to achieve the targets of SDG 3 and support healthier populations.
Section 2: SDG 11 – Sustainable Cities and Communities
Sustainable Development Goal 11 (SDG 11) focuses on making cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. Urban environments have a major influence on people’s health and wellbeing because factors such as housing conditions, transport systems, air quality and access to green spaces can directly affect both physical and mental health. According to the United Nations (2015), SDG 11 aims to improve urban living conditions by promoting safe housing, sustainable transport, reduced environmental impact and greater access to public spaces. As the global population continues to urbanise, creating healthier and more sustainable cities has become increasingly important.
At a global level, many international organisations recognise the strong link between urban environments and public health. The World Health Organization suggests that the way cities are designed can significantly influence levels of physical activity, air pollution exposure and mental wellbeing (World Health Organization, 2022). For example, poor urban planning can lead to increased traffic congestion, limited access to green spaces and higher levels of pollution. According to the World Health Organization (2021), air pollution contributes to approximately 7 million premature deaths worldwide each year, demonstrating the serious health risks associated with environmental factors in urban areas. As a result, global policies encourage governments to develop more sustainable urban environments that support healthier lifestyles and reduce environmental harm.
In addition to global initiatives, several national policies in the United Kingdom have been introduced to support improvements in health and wellbeing. One example is the UK Government’s Clean Air Strategy, which aims to reduce air pollution and improve environmental conditions. According to the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2019), air pollution is considered the largest environmental risk to public health in the UK. Poor air quality has been linked to respiratory diseases, cardiovascular conditions and reduced life expectancy. The strategy aims to reduce emissions from transport, industry and agriculture in order to improve air quality and protect public health. However, some critics suggest that national policies may not always be implemented effectively at a local level due to funding limitations or slow policy enforcement, as discussed by Briggs (2023).
Housing is another key factor connected to SDG 11 and population health. Poor housing conditions such as overcrowding, damp and inadequate heating can have negative effects on both physical and mental health. According to the UK Government (2020), improving housing standards is an important step in reducing health inequalities and supporting wellbeing. The Housing Health and Safety Rating System is used to assess risks within homes and ensure that living environments are safe and suitable for residents. However, Marmot (2020) suggests that housing inequalities remain a significant issue in the UK, particularly in disadvantaged communities where poor housing conditions are more common. This highlights the importance of addressing social and environmental factors as part of sustainable development policies.
Local initiatives also play an important role in supporting the aims of SDG 11 and improving the health and wellbeing of communities, However, their effectiveness can vary depending on funding, community engagement and local government support. Local authorities are responsible for many aspects of urban planning, including housing development, transport infrastructure and environmental management. For example, local councils often promote sustainable transport options such as cycling lanes, pedestrian areas and improved public transport systems. According to Public Health England (2020), encouraging active travel can help increase physical activity levels and reduce health risks associated with sedentary lifestyles. Increased physical activity is associated with lower risks of obesity, cardiovascular disease and mental health problems.
Access to green spaces is another important factor that can support both environmental sustainability and wellbeing. Green spaces such as parks, gardens and natural areas provide opportunities for exercise, relaxation and social interaction. According to Natural England (2020), spending time in green spaces has been linked to improved mental wellbeing and reduced stress levels. In urban areas where green spaces are limited, residents may experience lower levels of physical activity and higher levels of stress. Therefore, policies that promote the development and protection of green spaces can contribute to both environmental sustainability and improved health outcomes.
The impact of sustainable urban policies can also be analysed using behavioural theories. Social Cognitive Theory suggests that people’s behaviour is influenced by interactions between personal, environmental and social factors (Bandura, 1986). For example, individuals may be more likely to walk or cycle if their local environment provides safe paths and accessible routes. When communities have supportive environments that encourage healthy behaviours, individuals may feel more confident in making positive lifestyle choices. This demonstrates how urban design and environmental policies can influence behaviour and contribute to improved health outcomes.
Despite the progress made through global and national initiatives, several challenges remain in achieving the targets of SDG 11. Rapid urbanisation, population growth and economic inequalities can create additional pressure on housing, infrastructure and environmental resources. According to the United Nations (2022), more than 55% of the world’s population currently lives in urban areas, and this figure is expected to increase in the coming decades. Without effective planning and investment, cities may struggle to provide safe housing, clean environments and accessible services for growing populations.
In order to improve the effectiveness of initiatives linked to SDG 11, several recommendations can be made. Firstly, governments should prioritise sustainable urban planning that integrates health considerations into transport, housing and environmental policies. Secondly, greater investment in green spaces and active travel infrastructure could help encourage healthier lifestyles and reduce pollution levels (Russell-Bennett, R. et al. (2024). Finally, stronger collaboration between national governments, local authorities and community organisations may help ensure that sustainability initiatives are effectively implemented at a local level. By adopting more integrated and community-focused approaches, cities can become healthier, more sustainable environments that support the wellbeing of their residents.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this report has examined the impact of SDG 3, Good Health and Wellbeing, and SDG 11, Sustainable Cities and Communities, on health and wellbeing at global, national and local levels. The findings highlight that health is influenced not only by healthcare services but also by wider social, economic and environmental factors.
The discussion of SDG 3 showed the importance of global and national initiatives, such as those led by the World Health Organization and the NHS Long Term Plan, in improving health outcomes. However, limitations remain, including health inequalities and the impact of social determinants such as income, education and housing (Marmot, 2020).
The evaluation of SDG 11 demonstrated how urban environments, including housing, air quality and access to green spaces, can affect physical and mental health. Despite existing policies, challenges such as urbanisation and inequality continue.
Overall, achieving improvements in health and wellbeing requires integrated and collaborative approaches across sectors.
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