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What do we know?



Recent systematic reviews 1:

Green/blue space & mental health 

“We found limited evidence for a causal relationship 

between surrounding greenness and mental health in 

adults”

“The evidence was also inadequate for…access to 

green spaces, quality of green spaces, and blue spaces in 

both adults and children”

“The main limitation was the limited number of studies, 

together with the heterogeneity regarding exposure 

assessment.”

Gascon et al 2015. Mental health benefits of long-

term exposure to residential green and blue spaces: a 

systematic review.  International Journal of 

Environmental Research and Public Health 12, 4354-

4379.

[28 Studies]



Recent systematic reviews 2:

Green/blue space & mortality

“This review supports the hypothesis that living in areas 

with higher amounts of green spaces reduces mortality, 

mainly CVD”

“These studies are heterogeneous in design, study 

population, green space assessment and covariate data”

“Further studies such as cohort studies with more and 

better covariate data, improved green space assessment 

and accounting well for socioeconomic status are 

needed”

Gascon et al 2016. Residential green spaces and 

mortality: A systematic review. Env Int 86: 60-67

[12 Studies]



Recent systematic reviews 3:

Green space interventions & physical activity

“some evidence (4/9 studies…) to support built 

environment only interventions for encouraging use 

and increasing PA in urban green space”

“3/3 studies…[supported] PA programs or PA 

programs combined with a physical change to the built 

environment”

“need for longer term follow-up postintervention, 

adequate control groups, sufficiently powered studies, 

and consideration of the social environment”

Hunter et al (2015) The impact of interventions to promote 

physical activity in urban green space: A systematic review and 

recommendations for future research. Social Sci Med 124: 246-56

[12 Studies]



Recent systematic reviews 4:

Conservation volunteering - health & wellbeing

“The majority of the quantitative evidence (13 studies; all 

poor quality and lower-order study designs) was 

inconclusive, though a small number of positive and negative 

associations were observed”

“The qualitative evidence (13 studies; 10 poor quality, 3 

good) indicated that the activities were perceived to have 

value to health and wellbeing through a number of key 

mechanisms; including exposure to natural environments, 

achievement, enjoyment and social contact”

Lovell R, Husk K, Cooper C, Stahl-Timmins W, Garside R (2015) 

Understanding how environmental enhancement and 

conservation activities may benefit health and wellbeing: a 

systematic review. BMC Public Health 15 (1):1-18.

[26 Studies]



How much evidence do we need?



How much evidence do we need?



Potential Risks

• Nature won’t be beneficial for everyone – and could 
be harmful, e.g.

– Pollen – allergies

– Ticks and other disease vectors

– Accidents – injuries, drowning

• Wider climate change impacts

• Decisions need to recognise risks

• But also need to keep risks in

perspective



So what?

Evidence can help to inform:

• Policy and strategies on greenspace/public open space

• Management decisions over environmental investment

• Conservation policy

• Planning:

– New urban nature?

– Building on natural environments– least damage/loss of 

heath opportunity?



Parma Declaration 

Commitment “…to provide each child by 2020 with 

access to healthy and safe environments and settings of 

daily life in which they can walk and cycle to 

kindergartens and schools, and to green spaces in 

which to play and undertake physical activity”

WHO 2010: Parma declaration on Environment and Health.

Fifth Ministerial Conference on Environment and Health “Protecting children’s 
health in a changing environment”. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for 
Europe.



Sustainable Development Goals

SDG 11.7

By 2030, provide universal access to safe, 

inclusive and accessible, green and public 

spaces, in particular for women and children, 

older persons and persons with disabilities



WHO

“The evidence shows that urban green 
space has health benefits, particularly for 
economically deprived communities, 
children, pregnant women and senior 
citizens. It is therefore essential that all 

populations have adequate access to 
green space, with particular priority 
placed on provision for disadvantaged 
communities”

WHO, 2016: Urban green spaces and health - a 
review of evidence



Action Brief

“This brief aims to 
support urban policy-
makers and practitioners 
by translating the key 
findings of a review of 
research evidence and 
practical case studies on 
urban green space 
interventions into 
implications for practice.”



[Amongst a large 
number of other 
suggestions]

http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/environment-and-health/urban-health/publications/2017/urban-green-spaces-a-

brief-for-action-2017

• Why 300m?
– it seems ‘reasonable’ based on the evidence (WHO advisory group)

– Maybe: Grahn & Stigsdotter 2003. Landscape planning and stress. 
Urban Forestry & Urban Greening

http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/environment-and-health/urban-health/publications/2017/urban-green-spaces-a-brief-for-action-2017


National Policy

Health in the forthcoming 25 year plan for the natural 

environment? [uncertain]





https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/improving-health-and-wellbeing-through-our-national-parks

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/improving-health-and-wellbeing-through-our-national-parks


http://www.merseyforest.org.uk/our-work/health/natural-health-service-next-steps/

http://www.merseyforest.org.uk/our-work/health/natural-health-service-next-steps/


a

beyondgreenspace.net

Cornwall Council: How do we manage public open space to 
support both biodiversity and human health and wellbeing?

http://www.beyondgreenspace.net/


Beyond Greenspace blog

Thanks to Mike Depledge, Lora Fleming, 

Mat White, Becca Lovell & the rest of the 

team

b.w.wheeler@exeter.ac.uk

@benedictwheeler

www.beyondgreenspace.net

The Question:

Action from global to local – is it 

evidence-based? 

http://beyondgreenspace.net/

