
• What works for alleviating loneliness?
• Review of reviews states community 

building, supported socialisation, alongside 
cognitive therapies, advice and signposting 
activities

• What might we be overlooking?
1. The role of the built environment in shaping 

community interaction

2. The role of urban design in limiting spatial isolation 
and in shaping opportunities for walkability^

^ namely access to public transport & town centre activities via safe, 
walkable routes

How best to capture evidence on the built environment when undertaking social research?

Image from What Works Wellbeing -
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/product/tackling-loneliness-slide-deck/
© Licensed under Creative Commons (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0)

What I want to get across today is the importance of considering the built 
environment as an intervening factor in projects that intend to affect 
loneliness and social isolation. Studies frequently overlook place-based 
design and wider contextual factors. For example, how do you encourage 
people who live far away from your intervention to be involved in the 
project?
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Research into how street networks affect the risk of 
social isolation
© Space Syntax Limited. See http://eastdevon.gov.uk/health-and-
wellbeing/cranbrook-healthy-new-town-programme-phase-1/

• Walkability of area contributes to physical as 
well as mental wellbeing

• Shorter distances to centre, higher densities 
can facilitate everyday encounter and 
community building

• Opportunities for everyday encounter driven 
by accessibility + mix of land uses in town 
centre

• Spatial analysis can identify and empirically 
measure physically isolated locations and 
neighbourhoods, highlighting community 
structures

1. The role of the built environment

1. The role of the built environment in shaping community interaction

Here we can see some of the latest research on the subject. People’s 
ability to walk around their area with comfort, to gain access to public 
space, and to meet and interact with others is shaped by how we design 
our villages, towns and cities. Public spaces are important for providing 
arenas for interaction across groups, but we shouldn’t also forget social 
infrastructure. Either way, opportunities for unplanned interaction are 
shaped by the configuration of the built environment and it is important 
to recognise how access to such places is limited for some people.

AgeUK risk assessment is based on census 2011 figures for marital status, 
self-reported health status, age and household size. The four factors 
predict around 20% of loneliness observed in the ELSA study of over-65s.
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Map of social isolation in Cotswolds: The ‘aggregated isolation 
indices’ were divided into quintiles and mapped to identify hot 
spots. Red indicates the most vulnerable LSOAs and yellow the 
least vulnerable.
© Cotswold District Council (https://www.cotswold.gov.uk/media/777436/Appendix-1-Social-
Isolation-in-Gloucestershire.PDF) 

• Urban design can improve walkability, access 
to positive social contact

• Poor air quality, stressful, unsafe, noisy and 
littered environment will shape wellbeing

• We can predict these spatial patterns: 
accessibility, land use diversity, and 
population density

• We can seek to ameliorate this unevenness 
by increasing connectivity + other 
interventions

• But interventions themselves should be 
focused

2. The role of urban design

2. The role of urban design in limiting spatial isolation and in shaping 
opportunities for walkability
One of the key messages is the need to take account of the wider spatial 
context of an intervention. We can after all predict to some degree of 
certainty where people will go, and who has more limited access to space. 
We can additionally use research into negative aspects of the 
environment, such as poor air quality.
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• How do we create the sociability and 
intimacy in public space that welcomes 
others?

• Latest loneliness research emphasises social 
connection and social support: What 
interventions work?

• Confounding factors:
• Lack of contact more likely in certain 

circumstances e.g., depression, poor 
health, physical immobility, older age

• Impact of deprivation on social isolation 
and mental poor health

What questions remain unanswered? 

Surbiton High Street
© Laura Vaughan and the Adaptable Suburbs project

Once we start to design interventions, it is important also to take account 
of the finer scale design of the setting within which they take place. So for 
example, we have to consider the context within which that intervention is 
made: imagine you’re placing a friendship bench in a local 
neighbourhood: its position on the street – is placing it on a busy 
thoroughfare, that catches more passing traffic better than a secluded 
position that might be more comfortable for people who are more 
reserved? 
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• Government data that provides contextual measures of the environment
• Systematic observations: Physical decay; Measures of physical or spatial aspects of the 

public realm
• Objective or self-reported amounts of physical or social activities such as walking, 

cycling, active travel, recreation walking, leisure activities, playing or park use.
• The urban or building characteristics
• Lastly, don’t forget the environmental context of your participants: what sort of housing 

do they live in? How far do they walk every day and does this involve opportunities to 
meet people? 

• We’d also like you to review what existing evidence you’re building on, and if you’re 
incorporating other disciplines, how you intend to integrate the approaches

Factors in built environment loneliness interventions that you might wish to capture:

When considering an intervention that involves a physical change to the 
built environment, we’d therefore encourage you to capture information 
on any of the following:

• Government data that provides contextual measures of the 
environment (is it an area with high health inequalities; or poverty and 
deprivation? What is the population density? Are there problems of 
violent crime or disorder?) You will find free data on this sort of 
information at 
https://maps.cdrc.ac.uk/#/geodemographics/imde2019/

• Systematic observations: Physical decay; Measures of physical or 
spatial aspects of the public realm (e.g. what’s the footfall; is it 
overlooked; what are the adjacent land uses; is it used regularly by a 
mix of ages – or the target population?)

• Objective or self-reported amounts of physical or social activities such 
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as walking, cycling, active travel, recreation walking, leisure activities, 
playing or park use.

• The urban or building characteristics (e.g. the project will focus on 
local libraries that open onto a high street; or a set of rural villages 
with a once a day bus route; or blocks of flats of 5 storeys or more)

• Lastly, don’t forget the environmental context of your participants: 
what sort of housing do they live in? How far do they walk every day 
and does this involve opportunities to meet people? 

• We’d also like you to review what existing evidence you’re building on, 
and if you’re incorporating other disciplines, how you intend to 
integrate the approaches (so, for example, if the principal method 
studies individuals, how will you take account of differences across 
settings, if your intervention involves more than one place) 
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How best to capture evidence on the built environment when 
undertaking social research?

Corcoran, R., R. Mansfield, C. de Bezenac, E. Anderson, K. Overbury, G. Marshall. "Perceived Neighbourhood Affluence, Mental Health and 
Wellbeing Influence Judgements of Threat and Trust on Our Streets: An Urban Walking Study." PLOS ONE 13, no. 8 (2018).

Holland, C., A. Clark, J. Katz, S. Peace. Social Interactions in Urban Public Places. Public Spaces. Bristol: Policy Press, 2007.

Holt-Lunstad, J., T.B. Smith, M. Baker, T. Harris, D. Stephenson. "Loneliness and Social Isolation as Risk Factors for Mortality: A Meta-Analytic 
Review." Perspectives on Psychological Science 10, no. 2 (2015): 227-37.

Keller, R.C. Fatal Isolation: The Devastating Paris Heat Wave of 2003. University of Chicago Press, 2015.

Lucy, L, and L. Burns. "Devising a Composite Index to Analyze and Model Loneliness and Related Health Risks in the United Kingdom." Gerontology 
and Geriatric Medicine 3 (2017): 2333721417714876.

Mann, F., J. K Bone, B. Lloyd-Evans, J. Frerichs, V. Pinfold, R. Ma, J. Wang, and S. Johnson. "A Life Less Lonely: The State of the Art in Interventions 
to Reduce Loneliness in People with Mental Health Problems." Social psychiatry and psychiatric epidemiology 52, no. 6 (2017): 627-38.

Palaiologou, G., S. Griffiths, L. Vaughan. (2016). "Reclaiming the virtual community for spatial cultures: Functional generality and cultural specificity at 
the interface of building and street." Journal of Space Syntax 7(1): 25-54.

Vaughan, L., Ed. (2015). Suburban Urbanities: suburbs and the life of the high street. London, UCL Press.

Wang, Q, N.E. Phillips, M.L. Small, and R.J. Sampson. "Urban Mobility and Neighbourhood Isolation in America’s 50 Largest Cities." Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences 115, no. 30 (2018): 7735-40.

Professor Laura Vaughan, UCL Space Syntax Lab ● l.vaughan@ucl.ac.uk ● @urban_formation

Further reading. Note the link to the What Works Wellbeing report on 
slide 1. They have a more recent report too, that considers what matters 
for participatory art and sport: 
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/blog/places-spaces-and-loneliness-what-
matters-for-participatory-art-and-sport/
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