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WISE research unit
Wellbeing in Sustainable Environments, founded in 

2004

Investigating impacts of the built environment on 

peopleôs wellbeing, mental health and quality of life 

Moved from Oxford Brookes University to 

the University of Warwick in Sept 09

A multidisciplinary research area bridging 

2 Schools: Engineering, and Health and 

Social Studies 

Focus changing from older people to all age groups



IôDGO 1
Aimed to find out how urban form 

affects older peopleôs quality of life,

and to identify urban design

characteristics that are most positive

Findings:

ÅUrban form is a significant, if small, 

influence on older peopleôs wellbeing

ÅWellbeing seems to be best for older 

people in low density, green areas ï

usually villages and small towns



IôDGO 1
More findings:

ÅHigh densities not necessarily negative. For certain 
aspects of wellbeing, moderate densities appear to be 
more negative than high or low

ÅNeighbourhoods with a moderate amount of greenery 
seem to perform well: negative impacts stem mainly 
from having small amount

ÅA fine grain mix of uses was found to be more positive 
than clusters of different uses

ÅResidential areas with occasional other uses seem to 
offer significant potential, many positives but few of the 
negatives



IôDGO 1
It may be possible to make urban housing more

attractive to older people by:
ÅIncreasing amount of greenery ïsome much better than 

none

ÅControlling non-motorised traffic effectively

ÅCreating predominantly residential areas that have 
facilities and amenities scattered within them

IôDGO TOO building on these findings 

to investigate how residential outdoor 

space (ROS) affects their wellbeing



IôDGO TOO research aims
To determine what is lost and gained 

in high-density developments in terms 

of residential outdoor space (ROS)

To determine how, and to what extent, different

types of ROS contribute to older peopleôs wellbeing

To identify how best to design the 

private outdoor spaces around 

high-density housing to deliver 

maximum benefits to older people



Background
Planning, housing and urban policies have attempted 

to provide a sustainable solution (protecting 

greenfield land and reducing the need to travel by 

car) to the problem of an ageing 

population and a rising number of 

small households

Policies are based on assumptions that 
higher-density housing is appropriate 
for the growing number of older 
households



Background
Some assumptions:

ÅOlder people need and want less space

ÅThey often struggle to cope with a large 
house and/or garden

ÅLiving in urban locations allows older people easy 
access to public transport, shops, health facilities etc at 
a time when they may no longer be able to drive or 
afford to own a car

ÅLiving in higher-density, urban locations provides older 
people with greater opportunities for social interaction, 
and stimulation in terms of interesting views



Background
When space is at a premium, garden space often 

given low priority when developing higher-density 

housing on urban land 

Studies have shown importance of private outdoor 

space for older people

Implications of urban renaissance for older people 

not yet investigated ïclaimed benefits not tested  

Also important to ensure these policies contribute 

to lifelong inclusive sustainable development 

which benefits everyone



What we mean by ROS
Outdoor space attached to housing 

developments:
Åprivate gardens, shared gardens, 

balconies, terraces, courtyards, 

verandahs, parking areas, outdoor 

storage areas (for bins, gardening 

equipment etc.)



Aspects of design
Aspects of design to be considered:
Åtype/form of landscaping

Åproportion of area given over to 
different uses

Åorientation of spaces

Ådetailed design of different spaces

Åconnections between indoors and 
outdoors

Åthresholds between public and private 
space

Åviews of space from inside housing

Årelationship with street/neighbourhood

http://naturalinteriors.us/wp-content/uploads/sheers.jpg


Key aspects of wellbeing
Those likely to be influenced by being able to use or 

see ROS:
Åsatisfaction from being able to use the 

space for practical activities, such as 

hanging out washing, growing food, 

storing property, maintaining vehicles 

and parking

Åenjoyment from being able to use the 

space for leisure activities, such as 

entertaining visitors, sitting outside,

gardening, keeping pets or feeding 

wildlife



Key aspects of wellbeing
Those likely to be influenced by being able to use 

or see ROS:
Åpleasure from the appearance of the space and the 

way it enhances the dwelling

Årelaxation and comfort

Åenjoyment from social interaction 

with neighbours and passers-by 

and feeling part of the community

Åwellness from gaining exercise and 

having access to fresh air



Methodology
Clustered samples of housing developments
Årange of locations in Scotland, England and Wales

Årange of location types from cities to villages

Åage/non-age specific

Åprivate/social

Årange of densities

Åpost/pre-1999

Map/plan analysis to ascertain some ROS/housing 

data

Survey questionnaire to large sample

Follow-up in-depth interviews (n = 30)



Some study sites
Private, age-specific

Newman Court, Bromley Bluecoat Pond, Horsham



Some study sites
Social, age-specific

Edmansonôs Lodge, Tottenham

Glastonbury House, Pimlico



Some study sites
Post-1999
Åñurban renaissanceò

Åprivate

Pepys Estate, Deptford

Port Marine, Portishead


