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About IWUN

• Project start: 1 June 2016

• £1.3 million over 3 years (funded by Natural 
Environment Research Council) 

• Lead: Prof. Anna Jorgensen, Department of 
Landscape, University of Sheffield with academics 
at Heriot-Watt, Derby and Cardiff Universities 

• Partners: The Wildlife Trusts, Centre for 
Sustainable Healthcare, Recovery Enterprises, 
The Art House…



IWUN: a case study of Sheffield

• Focus on mental health and urban nature (UN)

• 4 work packages

1. epidemiological study (UN quality/ quantity/ use) 

2. qualitative study (barriers to using urban nature)

3. large-scale quasi-experimental quantitative study 
(the app)

4. identifying and costing the ‘best’ urban nature 
interventions for mental health



Integrating urban nature and health 
service delivery?

• Growing body of evidence of the health and 
wellbeing benefits of interaction with UN
– prevention, cure, management, mitigation of 

symptoms

• Austerity LA and NHS budgets and slimming 
down of public provision- pooling resources

• Lack of statutory provision for UN and pressure to 
devolve (transfer) provision

• Many estates associated with health and social 
care provision are currently under-utilised



Project Questions



Project questions (1/2)

• How does the quality and quantity of urban 
nature/green space affect the health and wellbeing 
of Sheffield residents?

• What role do culture, upbringing, social values and 
norms play in this?

– How do people from different ethnic and socio-economic 
groups interact with urban green space? 

– How does this affects their connectedness to nature, and 
mental health and wellbeing?



Questions (2/2)

• How does the biodiversity value of the places that 
people visit affect their mental health and wellbeing?

• Can a(nother) smartphone app connect people with 
nature can improve health and wellbeing?

• What are the costs and benefits of “mental health 
friendly” natural environments?

• How can we best feed this knowledge into policy, 
delivery and investment decisions? 





Everyday experiences matter for wellbeing. 

• Noticing the small things in nature
• Repeated connections
• Diversity of planting and wildlife
• Early life experiences are key



The Five Ways to Wellbeing talks about 
connecting and there's something about 
connecting with nature … when you go for a 
walk and you see the spring flowers starting 
to come through, there's something that's 
very heartening or you go out and it's a 
frosty beautiful landscape.

Head of therapy, NHS Trust



Context matters for wellbeing.

• The specifics of sites matter
• People’s health conditions matter
• People’s previous connections matter
• Variety is key



That sense of perspective … the idea that 
we’re part of something that’s much bigger 
than ourselves, noticing the things around us 
in that moment that keep us in the here and 
now.

Health academic



Access to urban nature is not equal. 

• physical, cultural and social access to 
natural spaces differs across the city

• The benefits of urban nature may not 
always available to those people who 
would need them most



It's the economy so it's, let's get it going and 
everything else can come second, and it 
really tries to come second because there 
isn't space for third…

Planners focus group



Green infrastructure is social infrastructure 
as well as physical. 

• It’s a vital part of the way people 
experience urban life 

• To gain the benefits, we need: 
• better ways of accessing it 
• support for the people who bring 

them to life and help to create 
connections with nature



…I can't tell you the times when I've thought, 
I don't know if I can walk much further 
because there's no toilets around here…

Health professional



We need sustained investment in the 
everyday infrastructure of urban nature. 

• Poor quality parks and green spaces 
adversely affect health outcomes 

• We need better data on how people use 
green spaces and parks, which groups are 
using or avoiding them and why

• We can identify UN which is not 
functioning to its full potential



The amount of needle waste is tiny 
compared with the amount of glass litter, 
but the danger that people think is in a 
needle, it’s got quite a lot of power to strike 
fear into the heart of people about not using 
parks

Public health official



We need diversity in design, plants and 
wildlife, facilities and activities.

• the connections between experiences of 
nature and mental wellbeing are strong 

• the design of green spaces must 
maximise opportunities to notice the 
natural world 



One of the reasons for going to certain 
places, cemeteries and parks, can be one of 
memory … so little bunches of flowers by 
benches are commonly a clue to why people 
go to nature.

Clinicians focus group



We need simple interventions to make 
urban nature welcoming, inclusive and 
extend the wellbeing for all.

• Easy ways of getting to and around urban 
nature 

• Places to stop and sit
• Facilities such as toilets and cafés 
• Members of staff who create a sense of 

safety
• Social activities to connect with 

vulnerable or isolated people



A loo, a brew and something to do - it’s not 
just a loo and a brew, it’s a reason to be in 
the green space, whether it’s wreath-making 
at Christmas or an Easter egg hunt or a duck 
race, it’s something to get people engaged…

Public health expert





We aren’t reinventing the wheel. These are 
not new findings. They are now better 
supported by evidence.



Time, time…we need more time!

• Reaching people not yet connected with 
urban nature is hard (impossible?) in a 3-
year project

• Experienced partners are crucial



Another app…really?

• Our app demonstrated that being nudged 
to ‘notice nature’ works

• App users are already converted, aren’t 
they?

• Should we have ‘plugged’ into existing 
platforms (e.g. Google maps) instead?



We can’t assume evidence affects decision-
making: ‘logics of inaction’ are at play

• these ‘logics’ are driven by organisational
or financial requirements and outweigh 
research evidence

• ‘that’ll never work here’; ‘there’s too 
much silo working’; ‘we have to focus on 
our statutory obligations’…



Being realistic about achievements…
• Collect data of use for multiple 

stakeholders
• A research project? A long-term 

partnership as well, please!
• Buy-in which is also plugged-in: working 

better together, not changing how 
everyone works

• But we must still aspire to challenge the 
logics of inaction



iwun@sheffield.ac.uk
iwun.org.uk

@IWUNproject
@DrNicolaDempsey


