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Application of whole-systems approaches to place-based decision-making: Providing housing that 
enhances wellbeing and health 

Background  
Housing strongly influences population health and wellbeing. Insufficient and inadequate housing and 
neighbourhoods lower psychological wellbeing and pose health hazards such as developmental delay, 
asthma and heart disease. There exist promising intervention examples at the housing and neighbourhood 
level, but interventions often miss their potential and achieve mixed results. Failure frequently results 
from an insufficient focus on the complex interactions between e.g. policy, welfare and health. We miss 
out on important synergies of cheaper and healthier homes and may create unintended consequences such 
as damp houses with ill inhabitants or measures with positive health effects that get dismantled by 
inhabitants because they consume space or look ugly. We thus need to apply a systems approach focused 
on the complex interactions between place-based factors, health and wellbeing. The UCL Institute of 
Environmental Design and Engineering and key stakeholders have been pioneering the application of 
system dynamics modelling and systems thinking to sustainability and health in the built environment.  
Focus 
Policy and for / not for profit housing organisations strongly affect how housing contributes to health and 
wellbeing. However, their interaction with an increasingly complex environment are not fully aligned. 
Consequently, housing provision is torn between competing demands, with health and wellbeing often 
being compromised. There is insufficient insight into the interactions between housing, welfare, wellbeing 
and health and insufficient understanding how current and potential housing and energy policies affect 
how housing organisations provide wellbeing and health to children, families and the elderly via their 
homes. The PhD aims at developing understanding of these complex interactions, of best practices for 
change of how housing organisations make sense of health and wellbeing and can apply systems thinking 
to align competing demands. Therefore, this PhD student will (i) help housing stakeholders become aware 
of and use best scientific evidence of how they can contribute to health and wellbeing, (ii) establish tools 
to develop aligned solutions and (iii) develop best practices for applying systems thinking around health 
and place. 
Approach  
The project will employ systems methods to achieve an integrated focus and will collaborate with 
stakeholders for intervention design. It will deliver a holistic review of how housing organisations can 
provide for health and wellbeing but are currently struggling and how policy and organisations create or 
restrict opportunities for health and wellbeing (using the COM-B behaviour change framework). The 
student will develop a system dynamics model integrating scientific evidence, implementation evidence 
and the status quo on integrated thinking. The student will then design and implement methods to make 
this new understanding available to stakeholders and to act on it. A very close collaboration with 
stakeholders, especially housing organisations and their partners, is planned via interviews, workshops 
and a secondment that will serve as a natural experiment and case study where the developed approaches 
are tested. Finally, the student will develop generic best practices for applying systems thinking to 
practical questions in housing organisations around health and place by integrating the findings from the 
literature, modelling and stakeholder engagement. These will be applicable widely in the UK and beyond. 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/environmental-design/about-us
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/environmental-design/about-us
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Supervisory team: 
 

 
Programmes and themes: 
 
☐ Public mental health 
☒ Children, young people & families 
☒ Places & communities 
 
☒ Health inequalities 
☒ Changing behaviour at a population level 
☐ Efficient and equitable public health systems 
 
 
Contact details: 
 
Name:     Nici Zimmermann 
Email address:   n.zimmermann@ucl.ac.uk 
Member:   UCL 
 
Additional information 

 
More information, also about the application process, is available here: 
http://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/about-sphr/work-with-us/ 
Please note that the application is due at 12 noon UK summer time on 
Wednesday 9th May 2018. 
 

Dr Nici Zimmermann, Lecturer in System Dynamics, UCL Institute for Environmental Design and 
Engineering, University College London 
Prof Petra Meier, Professor of Public Health, University of Sheffield 
Dr Elanor Warwick, Head of Strategy, Policy and Research, Clarion Housing Group 
Dr Marcella Ucci, Senior Lecturer in Environmental and Healthy Buildings, UCL Institute for 
Environmental Design, University College London 
Prof Susan Michie, Professor of Health Psychology, UCL Centre for Behaviour Change, University 
College London 
Prof Mike Davies, Professor of Building Physics and the Environment, UCL Institute for Environmental 
Design, University College London 

This PhD project is aligned with a research grant application that includes the primary supervisor Nici 
Zimmermann, Clarion Housing Group, Berkeley Homes and a Government department. In addition, most 
members of the wider group of supervisors have long-standing experience in working together. 

http://sphr.nihr.ac.uk/about-sphr/work-with-us/

