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Since its inception in 2010, UCL’s Grand 
Challenge of Human Wellbeing has 
worked with hundreds of partners, both 
within UCL and beyond. The Grand 
Challenges team are grateful for all who 
have championed and supported us. 
Your insight, expertise and participation 
have been vital in ensuring the success 
of the Grand Challenges programme.

We also gratefully acknowledge the 
significant contributions of the members 
of UCL’s Grand Challenge of Human 
Wellbeing Working Group, who have 
devoted their time to this initiative within 
their wider role. Their participation has 
not only been crucial in addressing 
challenges faced but also in identifying 
innovative solutions and delivering 
cross-disciplinary strategic activities 
with lasting impact. In particular, we 
extend our thanks to the Working Group 
co-chairs for their leadership and 
commitment to the programme.
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The UCL Grand Challenge of Human 
Wellbeing sought to address questions 
that often fell between the gaps of 
disciplinary boundaries – issues that 
related not just to our physical health, 
but to our mental and emotional health. 
Recognising that being healthy means 
more than just ‘not sick’, but 
encompasses issues of happiness, 
community engagement and inclusion. 
The UCL Grand Challenge of Human 
Wellbeing sought holistic perspectives 
from across the disciplinary spectrum, 
and in the process, fostered new 
partnerships within UCL and beyond. 
Since 2010, the Grand Challenge of 
Human Wellbeing has enabled truly 
groundbreaking work, including 
supporting the establishment of the 
Global Disability Hub, the UCL Centre 
for Behaviour Change, and 
collaborations with universities, 
hospitals and partners across the 
world.   

Thinking of human wellbeing as a 
concept has gone from being an 
emerging idea to a mainstream 
approach, and now influences many 
policy and research developments. 

I’d like to extend my thanks to the many 
people who have played a part in the 
UCL Grand Challenge of Human 
Wellbeing over the years, and enabled it 
to have a profound and beneficial impact 
on people and communities around  
the world. 

Professor Geraint Rees,  
UCL Vice-Provost (Research, Innovation 
and Global Engagement) 

FOREWORD
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About the UCL Grand Challenge  
of Human Wellbeing

The UCL Grand Challenge of Human 
Wellbeing was established in 2010 as 
the third Grand Challenge theme. It 
looks beyond traditional definitions of 
health and examines the wide range of 
disciplines that contribute to our sense 
of wellbeing. The UCL Grand Challenge 
of Human Wellbeing has funded over 
£307,000 in grants to 82 projects and 
has generated more than £19m in further 
funding from the UK’s Department for 
International Development and the 
Ageing Better in Camden Network.

The UCL Grand Challenge of Human 
Wellbeing also facilitated the UCL 
Festival of Ageing, a series of events 
looking at issues affecting older people, 
whilst examining the links between 
cultures and health systems, disability, 
and the relationship between 
environment and wellness. Furthermore, 
it was a key driver in the creation of the 
UCL Centre for Behaviour Change, 
following UCL Behaviour Change Month, 
a period of intense collaborations and 
creative thinking held in 2012.

About the UCL Grand Challenges

The UCL Grand Challenges were 
established in 2008 as a groundbreaking 
grassroots initiative to stimulate and 
support cross-disciplinary research. 
Over the last 15 years, the Grand 
Challenges have grown from a fledgling 
initiative to a flagship programme, 
supporting colleagues across UCL to 
work together to develop holistic 
solutions to complex global problems. 
We’re proud of what we’ve achieved so 
far, and excited for the next phase of the 
Grand Challenges development.

This report showcases some of the 
achievements of the individuals and 
groups who have been part of the 
programme over the years. It shines a 
light on the varied ways in which the 
programme has supported cross-
disciplinary collaborations, and the 
impact our research has had on people 
and communities across the world.
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Human Wellbeing – thinking 
beyond the status quo
 
 
The work of Human Wellbeing crosses the boundaries of disciplines, fields and 
countries, to explore the factors that have an impact on the quality of our lives.  
The UCL Grand Challenge of Human Wellbeing used five key themes to invite academic 
responses to these questions, acting as springboards for new research partnerships.

Achieving happiness – what do we mean when we talk about happiness, what  
does it take, and what would a happy life look like? How can researchers and 
policymakers look to integrate measures of human wellbeing into their work and 
consider both the quality as well as the length of our lives?

Environment and wellbeing – how are we influenced by our environment, and  
what role does it play in supporting our wellbeing? How can we ensure access to 
places that support and foster community, encourage play and physical activity,  
and enable us to feel connected to and invested in our surroundings?

Adolescent and student wellbeing – adolescence can be a time of upheaval and 
change for many young people, as they seek to gain independence and establish 
their identity as young adults. How can we support young people to develop 
resilience and create healthy habits as they grow?

Ageing well – what does a life well lived mean, and what can we do to support  
older people to live healthier, rewarding lives? From ageing playfully to supporting 
older people to play an active role in their communities, how can researchers and 
policymakers ensure that older people are valued and their needs are taken into 
consideration?

Research ethics – how can we reconsider the role of research to support more 
community involvement and embed meaningful consultation into our research 
practices? Taking co-development as a foundational principle, can we move  
beyond traditional models of research to work with the people we seek to serve?
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New research dynamics between the 
arts, health and therapy 

Prof Phil Jones (IOE, UCL’s Faculty of 
Education and Society)
Prof Ama de-Graft Aikins (UCL Institute of 
Advanced Studies)
Dr Deborah Padfield (UCL Slade School of  
Fine Art)

In collaboration with Arts + Health @ New York 
University, Prof Phil Jones (IOE, UCL’s Faculty of 
Education and Society), Prof Ama de-Graft 
Aikins (UCL Institute of Advanced Studies) and 
Dr Deborah Padfield (UCL Slade School of Fine 
Art) developed a new seminar series which 
encouraged an international exchange of 
research and practice concerning the  
disciplines of the arts. 

The series was built on relationships between 
academics, health and social care practitioners 
and schools, to explore how the arts can 
support improved health outcomes and patient 
experiences, and shape policies and practices. 
The seminar and workshop series worked with  
a range of arts and health projects in Australia, 
Chile, Finland, Ghana, India, Nigeria, Rwanda, 
Thailand, Uganda, South Africa, UAE, the UK, 
and the USA.

CATALYSING 
RESEARCH
We want to support the growth of new  
research partnerships and enable collaboration 
across disciplines. From seed funding to 
networking, here are some of the ways we 
make change happen.
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Understanding behaviour in response to 
disaster warning 

Prof Joanna Faure Walker (UCL Institute of Risk 
and Disaster Reduction)
Prof Adam Harris (UCL Department of Psychology)

This project, led by Prof Joanna Faure Walker 
(UCL Institute of Risk and Disaster Reduction) 
and Prof Adam Harris (UCL Department of 
Psychology) sought to understand how people 
behave during a disaster warning, and the 
influences on their behaviour. 

The project conducted in depth research with 
people living in areas affected by the 2011  
Great Eastern Japan earthquake and tsunami 
and within the warning area of the March  
2022 tsunami.

The project sought to examine the factors that 
influence an individual’s adoption of safety-
seeking behaviours during a disaster warning.

The findings have informed the Japanese 
collaborator’s understanding of the relationship 
between objective protective measures and the 
public’s perception of them. The findings have 
been shared with the local authorities and 
disaster management teams.

The research has strengthened partnerships 
between the Institute of Risk and Disaster 
Reduction and Tohoku University, and has led  
to the formation of a double PhD Programme 
between UCL and Tohoku University. 
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Haptic feedback for body-powered 
prosthetic hands 

Prof Helge Wurdemann (UCL Department of 
Mechanical Engineering)
Prof Rui Loureriro (UCL Division of Surgery and 
Interventional Science)

This project, led by Prof Helge Wurdemann  
(UCL Department of Mechanical Engineering)  
and Prof Rui Loureiro (UCL Division of Surgery 
and Interventional Science) involved making  
and testing assistive technology that help  
people with restricted hand mobility, or other 
hand impairments.

Following a successful initial pilot, the team  
built a further collaboration with Andrea Palombi  
(UCL Engineering) and Prof Shervanthi Homer-
Vanniasinkam (UCL Engineering), to work with 
plastic and hand surgeons, Dr Joseph Hardwicke 
and Dr Matthew Venus from the University of 
Warwick and the organisation LimbForgeTM to 
improve the prototype. 

This innovation is an affordable, accessible, and 
appropriate haptic feedback solution for people 
who have lost fingers or hands, to restore feeling in 
their hands. 

The device, which has been exhibited at the British 
Science Fair and London Tech Week, was awarded 
funding by the Royal Society of Engineering and is 
set to enter clinical trials in 2024.

PROTOTYPING
Over the last decade, UCL Grand Challenges 
have supported projects that can think 
creatively and find new ways of supporting 
improved health outcomes for some of the most 
vulnerable people in society. By developing new 
prototypes and using co-production 
techniques, we can create practical solutions 
that are informed by and responsive to people’s 
needs, and inform policy and practice.
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Paralympicopolis: a pop-up Global 
Disability Innovation Hub 

Professor Maria Kett (UCL International Disability 
Research Centre)
Prof Catherine Holloway (UCL Interaction Centre)

Building on the 2012 Paralympic legacy of 
sustainability and accessibility, Professor Maria 
Kett (UCL International Disability Research Centre) 
created a partnership with the London Legacy 
Development Corporation (LLDC), to explore the 
lasting impact of the 2012 games. With support 
from the UCL Grand Challenges and matched 
funding from the LLDC, Professor Kett and Paul 
Brickell established a pop-up Global Disability 
Hub. ‘Paralympicopolis: A Pop-Up Global 
Disability Innovation Hub’ opened in 2016 in 
collaboration with the V&A and the Royal College 
of Art, and involving disabled people in all activities.

The Global Disability Innovation Hub now works 
in 41 countries worldwide, with more than 100 
partners, has raised over £120m, and has 
reached more than 35 million people. It is hosted 
by UCL Engineering, with a new lab space at UCL 
East in the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, and is 
now at the forefront of the disability innovation 
movement globally, translating research and 
academic excellence into impact on the ground. 
In 2022 the GDI Hub co-sponsored and 
contributed 150 papers to WHO-UNICEF Global 
Report on assistive technology, building on the 
work from its AT2030 programme - the UK’s 
largest ever aid investment into assistive technology.

CREATING NEW 
PLATFORMS
We bring together researchers, practitioners 
and communities to find new avenues for 
engagement. By building new platforms, digital 
and physical spaces, we can enable new 
collaborations and support new insights and 
innovations.
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UCL Centre for Behaviour Change 

Prof Susan Michie (UCL Department of 
Clinical, Education and Health Psychology)

Behaviour change is increasingly recognised 
as central to human wellbeing, social 
cohesion and sustainability. Changing 
behaviour is a challenging and complex 
process, requiring theories, methods and 
evidence from many academic disciplines. 
The UCL Grand Challenge of Human 
Wellbeing played a key role in supporting the 
creation of the UCL Centre for Behaviour 
Change, which harnesses the breadth and 
depth of academic expertise in behaviour 
change at UCL to address key challenges 
facing society. Led by Prof Susan Michie 
(UCL Department of Clinical, Education and 
Health Psychology), the UCL Grand 
Challenges supported Behaviour Change 
Month, which fostered new partnerships and 
engagement across the university and 
brought together academics with an interest 
in how an understanding of human behaviour 
can support cross-disciplinary research.

The Centre for Behaviour Change has since 
grown to a vibrant hub of activity, embracing 
the agendas of many of UCL’s Grand 
Challenges, attracting engagement from a 
wide range of people across the world and 
across society and offers a varied 
programme of research, consultancy, 
teaching and training, and public-facing 
events.
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INFORMING 
DECISION MAKERS
UCL Grand Challenge of Human Wellbeing has 
suported collaborations between UCL and 
partners to produce evidence-based research 
to inform policy and practice. Here are some 
projects that continue to engage and inform 
policy decision makers.
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Ableism in Academia: developing 
institutional approaches to 
inclusivity

Dr Nicole Brown (UCL Department of 
Culture, Communications and Media) 
Karen Smith (UCL Human Resources) 

This project, led by Dr Nicole Brown  
(UCL Department of Culture, 
Communications and Media) and Karen 
Smith (UCL Human Resources) explored 
the lived experience of ableism in 
academia, and sought to hear the 
experiences of people working across a 
wide range of roles in the university sector 
to understand how ableism affected them. 
By employing visual and ethnographic 
research methods, the project aimed to 
get closer to participants’ feelings and 
emotions and to provide means of 
expression for what is difficult to express 
- such as personal journeys, emotional 
developments and experiences. 

The project team have gained better 
understanding of what is required to 
support disabled, chronically ill and 
neurodiverse individuals in academia and 
have used this to inform UCL’s EDI and 
disability policies. This has included 
revising the academic careers framework 
and ensuring that policies and practice are 
more supportive of staff with disabilities.

Funding from UCL Grand 
Challenges supported my 
collaboration with professional 
services in developing an 
institutional approach to equality, 
diversity and inclusion at UCL.   
I was very keen to develop an 
impactful change for the better  
for academics with disabilities, 
chronic illnesses and 
neurodivergence at UCL. It was 
my first experience of working 
directly with policymakers and the 
collaboration has benefitted the 
wider UCL community.
Dr Nicole Brown (UCL Department of Culture, 
Communications and Media) 
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ENGAGING 
COMMUNITIES
The UCL Grand Challenge of Human Wellbeing 
worked collaboratively in partnership with 
communities to build relationships and shape 
research that’s informed by real-life conditions. 
When we work with communities, we can 
develop stronger, better research that benefits 
more people. 
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Humanising Hospitals: built 
environment contributing to cancer 
patients’ wellbeing & mental health 

Dr Lusi Morhayim (UCL Bartlett School of 
Sustainable Construction)
Dr Keri Wong (UCL Department of 
Psychology and Human Development)

The project team, led by Dr Lusi Morhayim 
(UCL Bartlett School of Sustainable 
Construction) and Dr Keri Wong (UCL 
Department of Psychology and Human 
Development) led research with older 
cancer patients and medical staff to 
understand patients’ experience in the 
clinics. The aim of the project was to 
understand how the hospital environment 
can be made more sensitive to the needs 
of patients, and create spaces that better 
support them through the treatment 
process.

Dr Morhayim and Dr Wong are now 
exploring the opportunities to inform the 
design of intensive care wards with the 
University College London Hospital team.

iWards: enhancing wellbeing and 
resilience in junior doctors 

Dr Antonia Rich (UCL Department of 
Medical Education) 
Prof Anna Cox (UCL Interaction Centre)

The iWARDs (Individualised Wellbeing 
and Resilience for Doctors) project aimed 
to develop interventions to improve junior 
doctors’ wellbeing. The project team, led 
by Dr Antonia Rich (UCL Department of 
Psychology and Human Development) 
and Prof Anna Cox (UCL Interaction 
Centre) ran a series of workshops with 
postgraduate medical trainees, exploring 
how to enhance resilience and improve 
well-being. The workshops included 
developing self-care strategies and 
guiding participants in creating strategies 
to support work-life balance. 

Following the success of the project, the 
project team also delivered the 
workshops at a UCL NHS well-being 
conference and to a primary care centre, 
leading to a range of resources being 
developed. 

The project team are currently working 
on opportunities to design digital 
interventions for work-life balance.

As the PI and Co-I, we greatly 
benefited from this opportunity of 
working and developing the project, 
together with the patient 
representatives. The grant allowed us 
the opportunity to combine the 
strengths of our approaches. 

For Keri, it has been an invaluable 
experience working across 
disciplines, specifically with Lusi, but 
also working directly with older 
cancer patient representatives as I 
usually work with younger children 
and adolescents. Learning about the 
architectural features, and the jargon 
used, and finding a mutually 
understandable language has been a 
very rewarding part of the journey. 
This project has allowed me to 
develop a new understanding of 
cancer patient needs - a vulnerable 
group that deserves much more 

attention than it currently has - and to 
consider new ways of working with 
architectures, doctors, and cancer 
patient populations.

Patient representatives from the 
UCLH Biomedical Research Centre 
were passionate about the potential 
of this project. They were enthusiastic 
and invested in the research 
discussions as well as in providing 
feedback to the final draft of the 
survey. We feel like the potential 
outcomes of this research provided a 
level of hope for better clinical 
environments that will respond to 
cancer patient needs that are not 
always considered.
Dr Lusi Morhayim, School of Sustainable Construction, 
The Bartlett Faculty of Built Environment 

Dr Keri Wong, Department of Psychology and 
Human Development, UCL Department of 
Psychology and Human Development
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AFTERWORD:  
Looking forward  
 
      �Reflecting on over a decade of work generated within the 

UCL Grand Challenge of Human Wellbeing, we are reminded 
of the profound impact that cross-disciplinary collaboration 
has in advancing our understanding of what it means to live 
well. Since its inception in 2010, this Grand Challenge has 
expanded beyond conventional definitions of health, exploring 
the diverse factors that contribute to wellbeing, from cultural 
and environmental aspects to infrastructure and social 
dimensions. Through 82 funded projects, numerous events, 
and the establishment of ground-breaking initiatives like the 
UCL Centre for Behaviour Change, we have fostered new 
dialogues and innovative approaches that extend beyond 
traditional academic boundaries. We are particularly proud 
of the ways our work has shaped policy and practice, while 
engaging directly with the communities it serves, generating 
over £20 million through collaborations and partnerships. We 
recognize that the complexities of human wellbeing require 
interdisciplinary and innovative thinking, and the success of 
the Human Wellbeing Grand Challenge has only been possible 
through these partnerships. Looking ahead, we are confident 
that the new Grand Challenge Mental Health and Wellbeing will 
build on this foundation, remaining committed to expanding 
these collaborative efforts. 
 
Prof Luiza Campos and Prof Helene Joffe, Co-Chairs of the UCL Grand Challenge of 
Human Wellbeing
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