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Overview

• Background: Defra’s interest in wellbeing
– Policy drivers
– Defining WB
– Wellbeing research
– Wellbeing measures

• Wellbeing and the natural environment
– Ecosystems approach: Millennium Ecosystem 

approach
– Physical, mental and social wellbeing benefits



UK Sustainable Development Strategy 
(2005)

Securing the Future
“The goal of sustainable development is to 

enable all people throughout the world to 
satisfy their basic needs and enjoy a better 
quality of life, without compromising the 
quality of life of future generations.”

Principles: Living with environmental limits, a just 
society, a sustainable economy, good governance, and 
sound science



Strategy commitment on wellbeing

“to get a better understanding and 
focus on wellbeing… the 
Government will… bring together 
existing research …and to explore 
how policies might change with an 
explicit wellbeing focus.”

Possible outcomes
•Wellbeing indicators
•Policy development



Wellbeing so far
• Whitehall Wellbeing Working Group (W3G)

• Research on
– factors influencing wellbeing, and measures

• Prof Paul Dolan – Centre for Wellbeing in Public Policy, 
Sheffield University

– wellbeing and sustainable development
• Prof Paul Dolan
• Nic Marks – New Economics Foundation

– international experience
• Levett-Therivel, Sustainability Consultants

• Wellbeing Indicator Group (WIG)

http://www.sustainable-

development.gov.uk/what/priority/wellbeing/index.ht m



Mainstream approaches to wellbeing

• Objective and Subjective
– Obj : material and social attributes
– Subj : individual’s assessment of 

circumstances: how they think & feel

• Hedonic and Eudaimonic
– Hedonic : happiness, pleasure attainment, 

satisfaction with life
– Eudaimonic : human flourishing, realising 

one’s true potential, achieving individual 
goals, sense of purpose and meaning in life



Wellbeing according to WeD

• “Wellbeing is a state of being with others, where 
human needs are met, where one can act 
meaningfully to pursue one’s goals, and where 
one enjoys a satisfactory quality of life”

• Building blocks: needs, socially meaningful 
goals, satisfaction with life

• 3 dimensions: 
– material

– relational
– affective/cognitive



WeD methodology
• Outcomes : obj + subj

– Resources and Needs Questionnaire (RANQ)
– Quality of life: WeDQol: Goals, Goal Achievement, Perceived 

Resource Availability and Values + SWLS & PANAS

• Structures : social being exist in collectivities
– Community profiles
– Structures research: adapted welfare regimes approach

• Processes :
– Income & Expenditure: stocks of resources translated into 

incomes/expenditures 
– Process research : qualitative research into key forms of action

to achieve wellbeing, highlights key r’ships people engage in



Research: measures and influences

Marriage & intimate relationships, having children, seeing 
family and friends

Relationships

Income inequality, unemployment rates, inflation,
welfare and public insurance, democracy, natural 

environment, security of local environment,  urbanisation

Economic, social, 
political & natural 
environment

attitudes towards circumstances, trust, political persuasion, 
religious beliefs, pro-environmental values, materialist 
values

Attitudes and beliefs

hours worked, commuting, housework, caring for others, 
community involvement and volunteering, sleep, 
exercise, religious practice

How we spend our time

education, type of work, unemploymentSocially developed 
characteristics

age, gender, ethnicity, personality, physical characteristics, 
health

Personal 
characteristics

absolute, relative, savings, debtIncome

Sub-factorsMain factors

Dolan et al (2006)



Research findings: 
measures and influences

� Subjective wellbeing can be 
measured reliably

� Examples 
o Relative income more important 

than absolute income
o Social and community 

relationships
o Health 
o Employment



Research findings: sustainable 
development and wellbeing

Key findings
• environmental sustainability and 

consumption 
• consumption growth not matched by 

increase in wellbeing
• but consumption growth needed for 

economic stability
• behaviour and attitude change part of the 

answer to resolving tensions – consuming 
differently

• must identify and quantify trade offs 
between individuals and over time 



Common understanding of wellbeing

“Wellbeing is a positive physical, social and mental state; it is not just 
the absence of pain, discomfort and incapacity. 

It requires that basic needs are met, that individuals have a sense of 
purpose, that they feel able to achieve important personal goals and 
participate in society. 

It is enhanced by conditions that include supportive personal 
relationships, strong and inclusive communities, good health, 
financial and personal security, rewarding employment, and a 
healthy and attractive environment”

Government’s role is to enable people to have fair access now and in 
the future to the social, economic and  environmental resources 
needed to achieve wellbeing. An understanding of the effects of 
policies on the way people experience their lives is important 
for designing and prioritising them ."



Defra’s provisional Wellbeing Measures 
• Sustainable Development Indicators : 68 in total= 20 Framework 

indicators, 48 other indicators
– e.g. greenhouse gas emissions, fish stocks, employment, health, poverty

• Three framework indicators to be developed :
- social justice
- environmental inequality
- wellbeing –provisional  basis No single WB indicator

– New indicator of overall life satisfaction (from Defra Survey)
• By proportion at each level
• By social class

– With supporting analysis 
Satisfaction with various factors affecting wellbeing, e.g.  standard of living, 
relationships, community, achieving goals

Plus …
– Positive mental wellbeing

• Warwick-Edinburgh-Mental-Wellbeing-Scale (incl some eudaimonic 
measures)

Supported by enhancement of existing indicators to put in wellbeing context 



Defra’s PROVISIONAL Wellbeing 
Measures

• 39. Fear of crime
Perceptions of anti-social behaviour * 

41. Workless households
43. Childhood poverty
45. Pensioner poverty

47. Education

50. Healthy life expectancy
Self-reported general health *
Self-reported long-standing illness *
51. Mortality rates (suicide)
Mortality rates for those with severe mental 
illness *
57. Accessibility 
59. Social justice 
60. Environmental equality
62. Housing conditions 
66. Satisfaction with local area
Trust in people in neighbourhood *
Influencing decisions in the local area *

• 68. Wellbeing 
Overall life satisfaction*
Overall life satisfaction by social 
grade*
Satisfaction with aspects of life*
Satisfaction with aspects of life, by 
social grade*
Satisfaction with aspects of life, by 
age*
Frequency of positive and negative 
feelings*
Frequency of positive and negative 
feelings, by social grade*
Frequency of feelings or activities 
which may have a positive or negative 
impact on wellbeing*
Level of participation in sport*
Access to green space*
Level of participation in other activities*
Positive mental health*



Wellbeing and the Natural 
environment 

1. Biodiversity is valued 
more when connected 
to people and places

2. Natural environment 
provides physical, 
mental and spiritual 
health and wellbeing

3. could change people’s 
attitudes towards 
preserving and 
enhancing the natural 
environment

William Bird, Natural England conference “Health 
and the Natural Environment”, June 2007



Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 
(MEA) 

• UN Secretary-General Kofi Anan (2000)
• appraisal of world’s ecosystems and ecosystem 

services; policy options to restore, conserve or enhance 
ecosystems.

• 5 technical volumes and 6 synthesis reports, 1,300 
scientists

• Last 50 years: humans changed ecosystems more 
rapidly/extensively than in any comparable time
– 2/3 of ecosystem services declined globally or managed 

unsustainably
– Substantial gains in human WB and economic d’ment with 

growing degradation of ecosystem services



Ecosystems: definitions
• Ecosystems =natural unit of living things 

(animals, including humans; plants; and 
micro-organisms) and their physical 
environment. The living and non-living 
elements function together as an 
interdependent system. 

• Ecosystem services = benefits that a 
healthy natural environment provides for 
people directly and indirectly

Useful concepts to explore relationship between wellbeing and the natural 
environment



MEA framework: ecosystem services

• Provisioning : products obtained from 
ecosystems (water, wood, biochemicals)

• Regulating : benefits obtained from the 
regulation of natural processes (air quality, 
climate, flood, erosion)

• Cultural : non-material benefits people obtain 
from ecosystems through spiritual enrichment, 
cognitive development, reflection, recreation, 
aesthetic enjoyment

• Supporting : services necessary for production 
of other ecosystem services (soil formation, 
photosynthesis, nutrient & water cycling)



Source: 
MEA 
(2003)

Millennium 
Ecosystem 
Assessment 
Framework



Security, protection, safetyFear, aversion, alienation from natureNegativisitic

Mechanical skills, physical prowess, 
ability to subdue

Mastery, physical control, dominance 
of nature

Dominionistic

Order and meaning in life, kinship 
and affiliational ties

Strong affinity, spiritual reverence, 
ethical concern for nature

Moralistic

Group bonding, sharing, cooperation, 
companionship

Strong affection, emotional 
attachment, ‘love’ for nature

Humanistic

Communication, mental developmentUse of nature for metaphorical 
expression, language, expressive 
thought

Symbolic

Inspiration, harmony, peace, security Physical appeal and beauty of natureAesthetic

Knowledge, understanding, 
observational skills

Systematic study of structure, 
function and relationship in nature

Ecologistic-
Scientific

Curiosity, outdoor skills, 
mental/physical development

Satisfaction from direct 
experience/contact with nature

Naturalistic

Physical sustenance/securityPractical and material exploitation of 
nature

Utilitarian

FunctionDefinitionTerm

Kellert’s typology of biophilia values (1993)



Natural environment & wellbeing
Natural Environment:

Green Spaces

Physical Mental Social

Healing & restorative effects
Promotes physical activity & health

Combats obesity
Impact on mental WB

Recovery from mental illness
Relieve stress, fatigue, anxiety, depression

Improving mood
Personal development (adults + children):

Treating ADHD
Promotes recovery

Impact on physical wellbeing
Spiritual wellbeing

Promotes cohesion + connectedness
Promotes social interaction
Encourage sense of place

Alleviate crime + aggression
Feelings of safety and security
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Physical

• Positive impact of physical activity on WB 
Research: 

– Dutch study (de Vries et al, 2003)
– Japanese study (Takano et al, 2002)

• Plants and views of nature in workplace
• Healing and restorative effects: 

– Ulrich (1983) gall bladder surgery; Diette et al 
(2003) bronchoscopy; Moore (1981) study of 
prisoners

• Role of GS in promoting physical activity-
tackling obesity

Healing & restorative effects
Promotes physical activity & health

Combats obesity
Impact on mental WB





Green Exercise
• synergistic benefits of carrying out physical 

activities whilst simultaneously exposed to 
nature
– Walking the way to health (Countryside agency and 

British heart foundation)
– Green gym (BCTV)

• Studies by Prof Jules Pretty, University of Essex
– Impact of views of nature whilst undertaking physical 

activity (in simulated and real settings)
– SYNERGISTIC effects of phys exercise in GS on 

physical and mental WB

“physical activity helps people feel better, as reflected in improved mood 
and decreased state and trait anxiety. It helps people feel better about 
themselves through improved physical self-perceptions, improved self-
esteem, decreased physiological reactions to stress, (and) improved sleep”
(DOH , 2004) 



Green exercise with local mind groups: 
• Sample size was 108. 
• Activities included gardening projects (52%), walking groups (37%), conservation work 

(7%), running (3%) and cycling (1%):
– 90% = combination of nature and exercise = most important  in determining how 

they feel
– 94% felt that green exercise benefited their mental health
– 90% felt that taking part in green exercise benefited their  physical health

Outdoor versus indoor exercise: 
• 20 members of local Mind associations took part in two walks to explore role of 

environment on the effectiveness of exercise for mental wellbeing.  
(a green walk in Woods Country Park vs  indoor walk in a shopping centre )

• Self Esteem : 90% had increased self-esteem after green walk. 44% experienced 
reduced levels of self-esteem following indoor shopping centre walk

• Mood : 
– 71% reported decreased depressions levels following green walk. 22% reported 

increased in depression and 33% reported no change in depression for indoor 
walk. 

– 53% reported decreased feelings of anger after green walk compared to 33%  for 
the indoor walk and 45% reported no change. 

– 71% felt less tense after green walk compared to 50% experiencing an increase of 
tension. 71% reported feeling less fatigued and 53% reported more vigorous after 
green walk. 

– 88% saw and overall improvement in mood after green walk whilst 44.5% felt in 
worse mood after indoor walk. 



Natural environment & wellbeing
Natural Environment:

Green Spaces

Physical Mental Social

Healing & restorative effects
Promotes physical activity & health

Combats obesity
Impact on mental WB

Recovery from mental illness
Relieve stress, fatigue, anxiety, depression

Improving mood
Personal development (adults + children):

Treating ADHD
Promotes recovery

Impact on physical wellbeing
Spiritual wellbeing

Promotes cohesion + connectedness
Promotes social interaction
Encourage sense of place

Alleviate crime + aggression
Feelings of safety and security



Attention Restoration Theory
• Nature provides recovery 

from attention fatigue
• Nature has restorative effects
• Individuals can distance  

themselves from routine  
activities and thoughts

• Focus attention in a way that 
requires little effort

Kaplan & Kaplan; Hartig et al

Stress Reduction theory
• Contact/looking at natural 

spaces triggers 
physiological and 
psychological responses 
underpinning recovery 
from stress

• Related to evolutionary 
r’ship with nature

• Interpret scenes of nature 
as places of safety and 
survival Ulrich



Mental

• Gardens, allotments and wilderness 
experiences:
– horticultural therapy and therapeutic landscapes
– therapeutic landscapes = places that “promote 

wellness by facilitating relaxation and restoration and 
enhancing some combination of physical, mental and 
spiritual healing” (Palka, 1999). 

• benefits of garden work:
– improved self esteem, self-confidence, development 

of work and social skills, independence, emotional 
reflection and expression 

Recovery from mental illness
Relieve stress, fatigue, anxiety, depression

Improving mood
Personal development (adults + children):

Treating ADHD
Promotes recovery

Impact on physical wellbeing
Spiritual wellbeing



Personal Development
• Children:

– role of ‘play’ in the natural environment
• Losing an affinity with nature
• Environmental generational amnesia
• Extinction of experience

– Concentration, discipline and ADHD treatment 

• Older People
– Maintains physical activity
– Alleviates stress
– Reduce risk and symptoms of dementia



Social

• Social cohesion: 
– Stronger neighbourhood ties in areas with 

more green matter, rejuvenating quality of 
nature treating mental fatigue

• Reduced negative social behaviours 
(crime, aggression, violence)

• Sense of place

Promotes cohesion + connectedness
Promotes social interaction
Encourage sense of place

Alleviate crime + aggression
Feelings of safety and security



Wellbeing and the natural environment: 
green spaces

• Gap in literature using wellbeing concepts and methods in relation to 
the natural environment

• WB lens: new perspective on how people think and feel about their 
lives 

• Controversy regarding ‘robustness’ of evidence, reluctance to 
publish non-significant findings that have not undergone rigorous 
statistical analysis 

• Mounting evidence of positive wellbeing benefits of green spaces: 
particularly mental and physical 
– A lot of empirical research on role of natural environment 

recovery from stress and attention fatigue
• Less known about the social wellbeing benefits

• How can these relationships be used to promote 
more pro-environmental/ sustainable behaviour?

How to incorporate this research in attempts 
to place value on natural environment



Current Activities
• Natural England with the Centre for Evidence Based 

Conservation, Bangor University
– Systematic review on effectiveness of environment interventions 

in promoting health and wellbeing
• Sustainable Development Commission (SDC)

– Health, place and nature: how outdoor environments influence 
health and well-being: a knowledge base

• Sustainable Development Research Network (SDRN)
– Rapid research and evidence review 6: health and environment

“a review of the evidence on local community actions and green 
space: their contribution to the health and wellbeing of vulnerable 
groups”

• Forestry Commission:
– COST Action E39: Forests, Trees and Human Health and 

Wellbeing (EUROPEAN COOPERATION in field of scientifi c 
and technical research)



Wellbeing in policy: Opportunity Age

Opportunity Age – strategy to improve the 
independence and wellbeing of older 
people

Backed by research based on what older 
people themselves identify as important:

• Independence in supportive 
communities 

• Healthy active living
• Fairness in work and later life
• Material wellbeing 
• Support and care



Wellbeing in policy: health &
wellbeing

Commissioning Framework for 
Health and Well-being

• Treatment of illness and ill 
health � promotion of health 
wellbeing and independence

• Wider determinants e.g. the role 
of housing, employment



Wellbeing in policy: natural 
environment

Defra’s natural environment policy:
“Our natural environment is vital to 

human health and wellbeing”

Valuing the role of ecosystems in 
contributing to wellbeing
– e.g. food and raw materials, high 

quality green space for recreation



Local Wellbeing Project

• Young Foundation led consortium working with Hertfordshire, 
Manchester and South Tyneside 

• Explore how local government interventions can increase wellbeing 
and happiness

• Strands include: emotional resilience in children; young people’s 
employability; emotional resilience of older people; positive 
parenting; neighbourhood and community empowerment.

• Underpinning themes:
– wellbeing measures,
– environmental sustainability.



Wellbeing in UK Policy: wider 
questions

• Subjective wellbeing increasingly recognised as important and is 
being used alongside other measures

• Policy makers developing a better understanding of broader 
wellbeing 

• Potential and limitations not yet fully understood

Some wider questions:
• How far can/should Government facilitate wellbeing?
• New policies or new emphasis?
• Focus on most deprived versus whole population?
• Does measurement really make a difference? 




