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Greenspace  
Research 
Parameters. 
 
Initial Context 
 
The context of this research is established by the Hubbub student brief ‘green is 
the new black’ (Hubbub, 2020a). It limits the research target audience to people 
18 and 25 years old and focuses on exploring interactions with local green 
spaces this group has within a city. Hubbub categorises urban green spaces into 
traditional green spaces (planting trees, creating parks, installing green walls etc) 
in essence, adding nature to a place, or as intentional green design that seeks to 
add the benefits that traditional green spaces have been linked with causing 
(Maxwell, 2017). In hubbubs view these can manifest themselves as art, music or 
highly crafted natural gardens or experiences such as allotments (Hubbub, 
2020b) 
 
An area of key findings that inspires the brief focuses on how connection with 
nature is good for human health. People who were identified as having high 
nature connectedness were 70% more likely to report their lives were worthwhile 
(Natural England, 2020). This improvement in mental health was also found to be 
in tandem with the health of people’s environments, with individuals reporting an 
80% increase in pro-conservation behaviours if they had high nature 
connectedness. These behaviours, then in term were found to create 
improvements in people’s mental wellbeing however the magnitude of these 
effects was unquantified. (ibid).  
 
The effects of nature also influenced people’s physical health as areas in cities 
with increased green spaces found residents were more than 3 times more likely 
to conduct intentionally physical activities leading to an approximate 40% lower 
likelihood of being overweight (Ellaway, 2005). The quality of physical activity if 
conducted in nature was also found to be of higher benefit to people as it would 
provide long term emotional well-being effects that were not present from indoor  
based exercise activities (Pasanen, 2014).  
 
Finding a Research Focus. 
 
Initial literature research threw up seemingly infinite types of green space 
benefits. A highly focused scope is needed in order produce valuable user 
research findings and insights and therefore the 5W’s and 1H technique was 
used to explore possible focal points, see figure 1. 
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Through brainstorming possible paths, the link between green spaces and user’s 
work focused productivity became interesting to the researcher. The link proved 
compelling as it highlighted a ‘higher order’, tangible user benefit that might be 
connected to green spaces through the proxy of mental health benefits derived 
from both active and passive green space activities found in the initial context 
research. 
 
Further Contextual Research. 
 
Further literature research was conducted into some of the health benefits 
provided by green spaces and it was found that green spaces and mental health 
exhibit a traditional dose-response relationship (Wood, 2017). Remarkably, 
hospital patients that had views of green spaces had significantly faster recovery 
times (Epstein, 2006). In a workday setting there is also a significant negative 
correlation between nature interaction and general health complaints in people, 
as well as in perceived stress levels (Largo-Wight, 2011). The types of effective 
nature interactions appear to be highly unconstrained as parks with nature 
focuses and recreational/ sporting focuses both demonstrate positive mental 
health associations (Wood, 2017). 
 
Initial theories behind these benefits point to perspectives that natural elements 
are calming because of linkage to survival in the past (Largo-Wight, 2011). More 
specifically the biophilia hypothesis suggests that humans have a natural affinity 
to seek connections with nature and other forms of life (Myers, 1996). Biophilia is 
seen as a genetic watermark in humans as attraction to lush natural 
environments helped improve survival during our evolution (ibid). Traces of this 
can be seen in the ability for nature to stimulate production of neurotransmitters 
such as serotonin and oxytocin, which is linked to biophilia through the body’s 
identification of lack of repetitive symmetry found in nature (MacKerron, 2013). 
Due to this simply walking in green space reduces stress, enhances mood and 
replenishes mental fatigue (Barton, 2009). The effects of biophilia can also be 
taken to them extreme as merely seeing a green rectangle for 2 seconds leads 
to measurable improvement on creative tasks vs white, grey, blue or red 
rectangles (Lichtenfeld, 2012).  
 
There are additional genetic watermark theories between green spaces and 
mental wellbeing such as Attention Restoration Theory (ART) and Psycho-
physiological Stress Recovery Theory (PSRT). ART suggests that nature 
captures human attention without requiring us to focus on it, in turn allowing us 
to replenish our stores of attention control (Harvard Business, 2015). This in part 
explains why viewing videos/pictures of green spaces can illicit many of the 
same benefits as being in nature (ibid). In fact, the refuge theory suggests that 
benefits from viewing nature are greatest when done so from places of safety, 
where any predators would be easily visible (Hosey, 2012). This feeds into the 
reasoning of why an optimal healing garden should be 70% lush landscape and 
30% walkways and plazas (Epstein, 2006), instead of being completely forested. 
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ART however is seen as a more voluntary method of phycological recovery 
(Kaplan, 1989) with PSRT being an involuntary reflex of the limbic system where 
the body immediately responds to views of nature via reduction in blood 
pressure and muscle tension pulse rate (Ulrich, 1983). 
 
Focusing the research towards productivity, a widely cited study found residents 
who lived in places with reduced sights of green space reported significantly 
higher levels of stress and procrastination (Kuo, 2001). Procrastination and 
stress are highly linked and create a self-fulfilling cycle (Sirois, 2014). 
Procrastination can be defined as intended action that voluntarily delayed 
despite expectations that this delay will fail to maximize one’s utility (Steel, 
2007). While procrastination can technically illicit both beneficial and detrimental 
performance effects (ibid) it is widely acknowledged as a key obstacle for 
productivity. 
 
Fluid Procrastination can be split into 3 main causes, lack of energy, inability to 
get to work and pessimistic attitudes to do the work (Bielinis, 2020). Linking 
back to biophilia and ART, just watching a video of green space was found to 
significantly reduce people’s pessimism to do work (ibid). Chronic procrastination 
is closely associated with having lower levels of self-compassion caused by high 
levels of stress (Sirois, 2014). Green space can also aid with this form of 
procrastination as green space can enhance people’s effectiveness through 
reduction of mental fatigue and stress (Kuo, 2001).  
 
An important aspect of nature in people’s lives is how people interact with it and 
why many people do not, despite all the researched benefits. While physical 
characteristics such as walkability play a key role in green spaces use (Wood, 
2017) they do not account for everything. Perception of social integration in a 
community greatly influences the perceived physical accessibility of greenspace, 
which in turn affects the personal usage of local greenspaces (Seaman, 2010). 
Data shows the larger a city is the more productive per capita it is (Ahrend, 
2017), so the concepts of social cohesion and city size in the view of greenspace 
interaction may be at odds here. 
 
Further existing literature research was conducted into the paradoxical effects 
between urban greening and gentrification as well as how working from home 
can affect productivity however further discussion of these are outside the 
concise constraints of this research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Will Downard 
 

4 

References. 
 
Ahrend, R., Farchy, E., Kaplanis, I. and Lembcke, A.C. (2017), “What makes cities 
more productive? Evidence from five oecd countries on the role of urban 
governance”, Journal of Regional Science, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1111/jors.12334. [Accessed 15 Nov. 2020] 
 
Barton, J., Hine, R. and Pretty, J. (2009), “The health benefits of walking in 
greenspaces of high natural and heritage value”, Journal of Integrative 
Environmental Sciences, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1080/19438150903378425. [Accessed 11 Nov. 2020] 
 
Bielinis, E., Simkin, J., Puttonen, P. and Tyrväinen, L. (2020), “Effect of viewing 
video representation of the urban environment and forest environment on mood 
and level of procrastination”, International Journal of Environmental Research 
and Public Health, available at:https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17145109. 
[Accessed 12 Nov. 2020] 
 
Bird, W. (2007), “Natural thinking: Investigating the links between the natural 
environment, biodiversity and mental health”, Royal Society for the Protection of 
Birds. 
 
Bloom, N., Liang, J., Roberts, J. and Ying, Z.J. (2015), “Does working from home 
work? Evidence from a chinese experiment”, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 
available at:https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qju032. [Accessed 12 Nov. 2020] 
 
Crawford, K. (2017), Design Thinking Toolkit – Poems. Available at: 
https://spin.atomicobject.com/2017/09/20/poems-template-user-observation/ 
[Accessed 15 Nov. 2020] 
 
Discord (2020), Discord. Available at: https://discord.com [Accessed 02 Dec. 
2020] 
 
Ellaway, A., Macintyre, S. and Bonnefoy, X. (2005), “Graffiti, greenery, and obesity 
in adults: Secondary analysis of European cross sectional survey”, British 
Medical Journal, Available at: https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.38575.664549.F7. 
[Accessed 11 Nov. 2020] 
 
Epstein, M. (2006), “Hospital gardens help patients heal”, Health Care Design & 
Construction. 
 
Google (2020a), Google Forms. Available at: 
https://www.google.co.uk/forms/about/ [Accessed 14 Nov. 2020] 
 



Will Downard 
 

5 

Google (2020b), Google Jamboard. Available at: https://jamboard.google.com 
[Accessed 02 Dec. 2020] 
 
Gorlick, A. (2020), “The productivity pitfalls of working from home in the age of 
COVID-19 | Stanford News”, Stanford News. 
 
Harvard Business Review (2015). Looking at Nature can help your productivity. 
Available at: https://hbr.org/tip/2015/11/looking-at-nature-can-help-your-
productivity [Accessed 14 Nov. 2020] 
 
Hosey, L. (2012). The shape of green: aesthetics, ecology, and design.3rd ed. 
New York: Island Press 
 
Hubbub (2020a), Design by nature – Living Briefs. Available at: 
https://www.hubbub.org.uk/designbynature-living-briefs [Accessed 11 Nov. 
2020] 
 
Hubbub (2020b), Design by nature – Insights and Tips. Available at: 
https://www.hubbub.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=12645701-9def-
4d57-98b3-ad7be0c47645  [Accessed 11 Nov. 2020] 
 
Kaplan, R. and Kaplan, S. (1989), “The experience of nature: a psychological 
perspective”, The Experience of Nature: A Psychological Perspective, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1097/00005053-199111000-00012. [Accessed 11 Nov. 
2020] 
 
Kuo, F.E. (2001), “Coping with poverty. Impacts of environment and attention in 
the inner city”, Environment and Behavior, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1177/00139160121972846. [Accessed 12 Nov. 2020] 
 
Largo-Wight, E., William Chen, W., Dodd, V. and Weiler, R. (2011), “Healthy 
workplaces: The effects of nature contact at work on employee stress and 
health”, Public Health Reports, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1177/00333549111260s116. [Accessed 15 Nov. 2020] 
 
Lichtenfeld, S., Elliot, A.J., Maier, M.A. and Pekrun, R. (2012), “Fertile Green: Green 
Facilitates Creative Performance”, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
available at:https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167212436611. [Accessed 14 Nov. 2020] 
 
MacKerron, G. and Mourato, S. (2013), “Happiness is greater in natural 
environments”, Global Environmental Change, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2013.03.010. [Accessed 14 Nov. 2020] 
 
Maxwell, S. and Lovell, R. (2017), “Evidence Statement on the links between 
natural environments and human health”, Randd.Defra.Gov.Uk. 
Microsoft (2020), Skype. Available at: https://www.skype.com/en/ [Accessed 02 
Dec. 2020] 



Will Downard 
 

6 

Myers, O.G. (1996), “The Biophilia Hypothesis”, Environmental Ethics, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.5840/enviroethics199618323. [Accessed 11 Nov. 2020] 
 
Natural England (2009). An estimate of the value and cost effectiveness of the 
expanded Walking the Way to Health Initiative scheme 2009 (TIN055). Available 
at: http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/35009 [Accessed 11 
Nov. 2020] 
 
Natural England (2020), Nature connectedness among adults and children in 
England (JP032). Available at: 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/6005041314136064 
[Accessed 11 Nov. 2020] 
 
Oettingen, G. (1996), “Positive Fantasy and Mativation”, The Psychology of 
Action: Linking Cognition and Motivation to Behavior. (p. 236–259). The Guilford 
Press 
 
Pasanen, T.P., Tyrväinen, L. and Korpela, K.M. (2014), “The Relationship between 
Perceived Health and Physical Activity Indoors, Outdoors in Built Environments, 
and Outdoors in Nature”, Applied Psychology: Health and Well-Being, Available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1111/aphw.12031. [Accessed 14 Nov. 2020] 
 
Seaman, P.J., Jones, R. and Ellaway, A. (2010), “It’s not just about the park, it’s 
about integration too: Why people choose to use or not use urban greenspaces”, 
International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1186/1479-5868-7-78. [Accessed 14 Nov. 2020] 
 
Sirois, F.M. (2014), “Procrastination and Stress: Exploring the Role of Self-
compassion”, Self and Identity, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1080/15298868.2013.763404. [Accessed 11 Nov. 2020] 
 
Steel, P. (2007), “The nature of procrastination: A meta-analytic and theoretical 
review of quintessential self-regulatory failure”, Psychological Bulletin, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.133.1.65. [Accessed 13 Nov. 2020] 
 
Tilt, J.H., Unfried, T.M. and Roca, B. (2007), “Using objective and subjective 
measures of neighborhood greenness and accessible destinations for 
understanding walking trips and BMI in Seattle, Washington”, American Journal 
of Health Promotion, Available at: https://doi.org/10.4278/0890-1171-21.4s.371. 
[Accessed 12 Nov. 2020] 
 
Ulrich, R.S. (1983), “Aesthetic and Affective Response to Natural Environment”, 
Behavior and the Natural Environment, available at:https://doi.org/10.1007/978-
1-4613-3539-9_4. [Accessed 12 Nov. 2020] 
 
Wolch, J.R., Byrne, J. and Newell, J.P. (2014), “Urban green space, public health, 
and environmental justice: The challenge of making cities ‘just green enough’”, 



Will Downard 
 

7 

Landscape and Urban Planning, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2014.01.017. [Accessed 14 Nov. 2020] 
 
Wood, L., Hooper, P., Foster, S. and Bull, F. (2017), “Public green spaces and 
positive mental health – investigating the relationship between access, quantity 
and types of parks and mental wellbeing”, Health and Place, available 
at:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2017.09.002. [Accessed 13 Nov. 2020] 


