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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

Environments by Design: Health, Wellbeing 
and Place 
 
This proceedings publication is the outcome of the conference Environments by Design – Health, 
Wellbeing and Place, held in December 2021 as a virtual conference. It was coordinated by the 
research group AMPS, Syracuse University, Northumbria University, The Italian Society for Sociology 
of Health and Chalmers University of Technology / Center for Healthcare Architecture. The context for 
the event was the outbreak of COVID-19 and the subsequent lock-down that highlighted the important 
relationship between health and the spaces we inhabit. The impact it had on spatial activities as 
simple as commuting or meeting socially in public space are examples of this.  
 

While the multitude of spatial effects evidenced by the pandemic make it tempting to see the concern 
about health and the spaces we inhabit as new, research and studies focusing health, wellbeing and 
spatial conditions have a long history pre-dating COVID-19. Seen in this light, the Environments by 
Design conference placed recent experience and responses against a backdrop of previous research 
into health, wellbeing and environments. Consequently, the conference brought together a diverse set 
of theorists and practitioners who examined a wide range of interrelated questions and issues from a 
range of disciplinary perspectives.  
 

Examples of this diversity included analyses of the impact of the built environment on urban health, 
health related critiques of housing, and the spatial analysis of health facilities. It also included socio-
spatial critiques related to ageing, spatial inequalities across communities, and the funding and 
planning of welfare institutions. Other scholars addressed the importance of socio-cultural factors and 
design as issues that impact the health and wellbeing of people in various ways. This diversity of 
approaches was also visible, and embedded, in the thematically-focused sessions that structured the 
conference such as: Ageing and the Built Environment; Covid 19; Cultures, People, Place; Health and 
environments; Health facilities; Health, Wellbeing and Buildings; Healthy Cities; History, Colonialism 
and Health; Health and Housing; Interiors-Exteriors and Health; Mental Health and Designed 
Environments; Society and Health; Socio-political Built Environments; Technology, Cities, Health, and 
more.  
 

The papers collected in this publication then, reflect the variegated nature of the conference themes 
and provide an in-depth exploration of current research related to built environments, health, 
wellbeing and place. The theoretical, historical and design approaches in each chapter (whether 
separately or in combination) provide the basis for the presentation of diverse ideas that move current 
scholarship forward. As evidenced by the politicization of the pandemic, this is more necessary today 
than ever, now that research competes in a world characterized by a flora of contested facts. It is a 
world in which we could argue that while there may be no truth, there surely are true facts.  
 

Professor Göran Lindahl, Centre for Healthcare Architecture, Chalmers University of Technology 

Dr. Charlotta Thodelius, Faculty of Police Work, University of Borås 
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INTRODUCTION 

Meeting the challenges of an ageing population has generated debate on the types of supportive 
environments needed to enable older adults to retain a sense of independence and well-being in their 
everyday life. Ageing-in-place policies have recognized the need to go beyond achieving a close fit 
between housing characteristics and personal needs. For many older people it is the chance to be 
connected to the community and participate in local civic and social life, this entails the use of a 
variety of urban settings, including the main commercial streets, the so-called high streets. Despite 
their perceived decline they are a prominent feature of the everyday environment in which many 
people grow old and continue to cater for the everyday needs of a wide sector of the population 
providing access to shops and services at local level. Yet, there has been little attempt to articulate this 
within the everyday lives of older adults and as a result, we have limited understanding of how these 
locales can be designed to better support older people. In the design of the public urban realm older 
people have been usually considered a vulnerable group and their needs frequently narrowed to issues 
of physical mobility. In addressing this gap, this paper describes the findings of empirical research 
based on three case studies in Edinburgh and it explores the salutogenic - health and well-being 
supportive - potential of these locales for an ageing population. 
 

AGEING IN PLACE AND THE LOCAL HIGH STREETS 

Older people have been seldom mentioned in urban design literature until the launch of the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) Age-friendly cities programme1 when more references to age-friendly 
environments began to appear.  In general, urban designers have been reluctant to engage with the 
topic of ageing2 and in the design of the public urban realm older people have been usually considered 
a vulnerable group and their needs frequently narrowed to issues of physical mobility3.  Yet, due to 
the population ageing this demographic sector is no longer a minority, ‘Older people [are] 
everywhere’ was Christopher Alexander premonitory claim in the late 1970s in his pattern no. 404. 
This demographic sector is about 17% in UK5 and projected to grow in the coming decades6,7.  Older 
people are, and gradually will be everywhere. With specialised housing falling short of a growing 
demand, people not only prefer to age in their own place, but likely this will be their only viable 
option. As a public policy ‘ageing in place’ aims at fostering healthy ageing - adding years to life - 
promoting suitable domestic environments, and keeping people connected to the places and the 
community they know best.  Within this everyday environment local high streets are a prominent 
feature.   
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High streets have historically supported a great portion of urban activity due to their “dual function as 
‘links’ in a movement system that connects places and as destinations, or ‘places’, in their own 
right”8. They functioned as channels of movement and communication, providing the “infrastructure” 
for everyday activities and related housing opportunities offering convenient access to amenities and 
services and can be a focal point for community and social interaction and participation9. They have 
been described as “the public space through which a significant proportion of Britain’s sizeable urban 
population are able to access a range of consumer, commercial and community services”, and 
particularly those “disadvantaged members of the society” with lower income and restricted mobility, 
such as the elderly among others10. Specific mention to an ageing population in the literature and 
reports on the regeneration of UK high streets is sparse with reference to issues of mobility and 
access1112. Reference has been also made to the needs of all age groups13 supporting interaction 
between generations14 and appealing to “younger and older people”15. 
The traditional emphasis on shops and trade makes UK high streets victims of a market led urbanism 
which proves unable to accommodate swift changes in consumers’ behaviour and fails to find suitable 
alternatives to keep them vibrant places of exchange16. The Royal Institute of British Architects 
(RIBA) ‘Sliver Linings’ report17 suggested that “the British High Street in 2030” and an active Third 
Age could be mutually “invigorated”. The former becoming attractive to a wider population as 
liveable hubs of social and economic activity, the latter improving their well-being and health. As 
such, the RIBA scenario seems to be situating the high street within the “healthy settings” framework 
advocated by the Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion18 which, being influenced by medical 
sociologist Aaron Antonovsky’s salutogenesis theory, put everyday environment at the core of health 
and well-being creation. By studying concentration camps survivors that managed to thrive in the 
post-war, Antonovsky questioned the prevalent idea that equated health with the absence of disease 
and tension and acknowledged that our condition is an incessant movement along an ease/disease 
continuum.  Salutogenesis was for him the movement towards the health and well-being end of this 
scale, achieved by managing resources through a general disposition to life - the Sense of Coherence 
(SOC)19,20. Resources, Antonovsky reminded us, can be both internal – physical and psychological – 
and external – such as for example the social network, and the places in which one lives, which in UK 
may include the public realm of local high street.  
This paper moves away from functional ecological models of ageing21, and looks at the relational 
aspects of well-being and place22,23, considering how salutogenesis theory provides a theoretical link 
between the analysis of specific settings and older people self-reported well-being. The three 
components of SOC, namely comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness, echo similar 
concepts in urban design, and suggest a link between urbanism and the subjective experience of 
ageing in place. The RIBA ‘Silver Linings’ report is speculative in nature, and little tells us how these 
places are currently used and what people’s experiences are. To understand to what extent local high 
streets can be considered salutogenic settings supporting ageing in place empirical research was 
undertaken on local high streets. The following sections of the paper describe the methodology used 
in the research and then discuss the findings in relation to SOC main categories and cognate urban 
design concepts.   
 

METHODOLOGY  

This section introduces the research design and the methods used to collect and analyse the data. 
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Place-based cases studies 

An in-depth, inductive place-based investigation was undertaken to explore older adults’ well-being, 
defined in this paper as in other people-environment studies24,25 as the self-reported subjective 
assessment of what people describe as having a positive impact on their daily life experiences. A 
purposive sampling strategy was adopted and 84 participants ranging between 63 and 96 years old 
were recruited in the local communities around three local high streets - also referred to as ‘local town 
centres’26 - in the city of Edinburgh, Scotland. These locales - Corstorphine town centre (CTC) in the 
west, Leith Central town centre (LTC) in the north-east and Morningside town centre (MTC) in the 
south - were chosen to capture a wide spectrum of social, economic, and urban variables as illustrated 
in Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1. Three Edinburgh local high streets chosen as case studies. 

 
Data collection and analysis 

A range of interviews were chosen as the primary method of data collection to access place meanings 
and behaviours from the perspective of older people. Walking interviews (n=25), along an itinerary of 
participants’ choice, were prioritised to place the narrative of participants’ experience in its spatial 
context, allowing for a greater understanding of the interaction with the built environment and for 
situated social encounters to be observed and recorded27,28,29. Semi-structured interviews (n=16) were 
used to achieve an in-depth discussion about perceptions, feelings and life course events, and twelve 
focus groups (n=51, 3-8 participants) were undertaken amongst community groups around already 
scheduled activities providing an opportunity to develop more collective understandings of place. 
Interviews’ recordings were transcribed verbatim and the data was analysed following a “thematic 
analysis” approach30  developing a framework aiming to identify well-being related resources – from 
features of the physical environment to social settings and activities.  
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Four main dimensions of well-being that the socio-spatial realm of local high streets afford emerged 

from the research, namely: social interactions, from meeting friends to passive sociability; a general 

sense of attachment and belonging nurtured by the re-enactment of memories; the pleasure derived 

from feeling out of home and active; and a sense of mastery and autonomy in pursuing activities of 

daily life. These dimensions are below discussed in relation to SOC categories and in doing so the 
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links between salutogenesis theory and key features of the high streets public realm that were reported 
beneficial for older people’s well-being are highlighted. 
Comprehensibility 

Antonovsky conceived comprehensibility as “the extent to which one perceives the stimuli that 
confront one, deriving from internal and external environments, as making cognitive sense, as 
information that is ordered, consistent, structured and clear”31. For many older people local high 
streets can be considered as comprehensible and distinctive places within a landscape of everyday 
urban settings. Comprehensibility turned to be sustained by the social and quasi-parochial32 dimension 
of local high streets.   
 
Comprehensible high street features 
Interviewees referred to “familiar faces”, including shopkeepers and sale assistants as “categorically 
known others”33, even if the quicker turnover of shops and businesses may unbalance their 
dependability in the longer run. As spatial cognition comprehensibility is relevant to read a place as 
distinctive, and to move around easily. Conversely, a comprehensible environment is the one with a 
strong imageability and legibility34, which can facilitate wayfinding.  In local high streets the main 
contributing factor to comprehensibility proved to be the variety of small shops in active frontages. 
Small outlets make the place more attractive, offering a “stimuli” that in a virtuous circle, triggers 
interest, prompts older people to leave home and fosters their mastery of the place.  
 
Manageability 

Manageability is according to Antonovsky how “one perceives that resources are at one’s disposal 
which are adequate to meet demands posed by stimuli that bombard one”35. It is related to the 
experience of stress and the correspondent capacity to cope; to the perception of one’s own capacity 
of being influential in shaping the environment; and to the availability of resources and the ability to 
make use of them.  
 

 
Figure 2. Managing daily errands. 
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Local high street as manageable everyday setting 
Participants considered local high streets manageable when the streetscape is sufficiently accessible, 
and they feel secure to go around. Whilst some reported the need for improvement to the streetscape – 
particularly in relation to the width and quality of pavements - they generally found the three case 
studies offering the right balance of vibrancy in terms of people and traffic, as opposed to the city 
centre which is considered overloading. In the literal sense, manageability also means being 
empowered to make decisions about the place and can be related to the political dimension and 
decision-making process concerning the spatial milieu of the local high streets. Public engagement in 
these locales was usually limited to statutory planning consultations and a greater sense of ownership 
emerged only when a local community centre run by volunteers moved within premises on the same 
high street. The combination of public café’, charity shop, children soft-play area, and a range of 
spaces available for daily activities proved to be very successful, ultimately prompting group of 
elderly to engage with the consultations about the redevelopment of the block. We can also think of 
manageability as the ability to make use of available services and facilities.  They may well be 
available along the street, however, when physical and cognitive faculties are on the wane it is their 
spatial distribution that matters most. The clustering of amenities at reasonable walking distance from 
bus stops can make the offer more manageable and therefore truly supportive for everyday errands 
and activities. Finally, the perceived “convenience” of local high street is not limited to access to 
shops. It also entails an appraisal of potential social encounters, which encourage everyday use of 
their public realm accruing to the meaning of the place. 
 
Meaningfulness 

Meaningfulness is, for Antonovsky, the most important component of the SOC. “It refers to the extent 
to which one feels that life make sense emotionally, that at least some of the problems and demands 
posed by living are worth investing energy in, are worthy of commitment and engagement, are 
challenges that are welcome rather than burdens that one would much rather do without”36. 
Antonovsky refers here both to the general understanding and self-confidence in everyday life, and 
also to the expectations of emotional rewards that life experiences may provide.  
 

 
Figure 3. A meaningful public realm. 
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Meaningful local high street for ageing well. 
In this study local high streets are meaningful to the extend they motivate people to “go out and 
about” welcoming the demands posed by the environment and being receptive to the emotional 
rewards that the everyday use and the aesthetic experience – the atmosphere37 - of these streets 
provides. Local high streets have been - and for many older people still are - urban repository of 
affects and memories that underpin attachment and identification with the place in which they are 
ageing. However, one single dimension of everyday use of these locales emerged above all others:  
the opportunities of social interaction they afford.  
Antonovsky always stressed the relevance of the impact of society and social conditions on people 
health and well-being. The responsibility in moving to the health end of the “ease/dis-ease 
continuum” is not one’s personal choice, for Antonovsky it resides in the interplay of the individual 
and society and as such is very much a collective endeavour. Social life can contribute to 
meaningfulness of life, and not surprisingly for many older people, with a shrinking social circle and 
frequently living alone, errands and other activities are often a pretext to get out from home to meet 
people at a local high street. From the feeling of connection when surrounded by other people in local 
cafes, to fleeting encounters with the aforementioned ‘categorically known others’38 in shops and 
supermarkets, or to arranged meetings with friends and acquaintances, meaningfulness in local high 
street is to be found in a variety of forms and spaces. Comprehensible and manageable local high 
streets can let an ageing population harness better the opportunities of social interaction these locales 
afford, making them meaningful, and therefore relevant for a positive movement towards the healthy 
end of Antonovsky’s continuum in later life. Figure 2 below summarise the key well-being supportive 
features of high streets hitherto discussed in relation to the three categories of the SOC. 
 

 
Figure 4. The three dimensions of the salutogenic high street. 

 
 
CONCLUSION 

The Edinburgh case studies considered in this research are a positive demonstration of commercially 
active local high streets that afford access to services, amenities, and social interaction in a variety of 
forms.  They are relevant places for the people ageing within the community and a quintessential 
source of everyday well-being. However, the decline of many similar places across the UK, 
demonstrate that their relative success cannot be taken for granted. Social historian Peter Laslett 
pointed out39 that the demographic change will be faster than we are aware of - older people will be 
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everywhere soon - and the current laissez-faire approach is not likely to deliver the RIBA 
‘invigorated’ UK high streets scenario40 to support this growing demographic sector. The COVID-19 
pandemic seemed to provide an opportunity to improve the streetscape of several high streets in 
Edinburgh. The local council promoted the so called “Space for People”41 plan and in 2020 introduced 
temporary traffic regulation orders (TTROs)42 to help physically distance and improve pedestrian and 
cycling access to local shops and services. This resulted in wider pathways providing more space for 
pedestrians to move around particularly at certain pinch points as shown in Figure 5.  
 

 
Figure 5. Provisional “spaces for people” measures in local high street. 

 
Albeit provisional in character, not resolving in full the existing accessibility shortcomings these 
measures responded to some of the findings of this research increasing the space available for 
pedestrian. Following a public consultation in 2022 though, most residents and business43 supported 
the removal of all measures in local high streets. It remains to see if the consultation reached out to 
older people as the only available breakdown by age is the one reported on the market research44.  
Never mind what seems for the time being a provisional response – the TTROs - to a critical situation 
– the pandemic, what this research has shown is that local high streets have the potential to support 
the well-being of those growing old, if only we aim to re-design these streets as comprehensible, 
manageable and meaningful places.  
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