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For this Special Issue (SI), we set out to gather empirical studies that examine relation-
ships between the design of public urban outdoor environments and the well-being of users
of these spaces. We wanted to contribute to the body of knowledge on the importance of
urban green spaces for health and well-being and help fulfil international agendas to design
health-promoting spaces, neighbourhoods and cities [1-3]. The topic has been particularly
relevant during the COVID-19 pandemic, with researchers finding an increased use of ur-
ban outdoor green spaces in several cities [4,5]. There have also been results indicating that
green space usage buffered the negative effects of social distancing during the pandemic [6].
By adopting a broad understanding of well-being, this SI welcomed not only studies mea-
suring users’ well-being as a direct outcome of environmental exposure, but also studies
on health promoting activities such as physical, recreational and social activities. As a
result, the papers in this SI cover measures of landscape design preference (Vassiljev et al.),
perceived safety (Evensen et al.), perceived psychological restoration (Neale et al.) and
self-assessed stress recovery (Memari et al.). It also includes papers linking research and
practice through an evidence-based design approach (Gramkow et al.) and demonstrating
an example of how to implement research in landscape design education (McWilliam et al.).
The studies cover different types of landscapes, from coastal “blue” spaces (Vassiljev et al.)
to urban mixed environments (Evensen et al.; Neale et al.) and natural “green” settings
(Memari et al.). In this editorial, we will refer to the six papers mentioned above (also see
List of Contributors) and explore some of the methodological challenges and opportunities
around conducting research within the field of landscape architecture design and its impact
on health and well-being.

The body of research exploring the impact of exposure to urban green space on
health and well-being is vast [2,3,7,8] and includes studies in several disciplines, such
as environmental psychology, epidemiology and social sciences more broadly, including
landscape architecture. The studies share the aim of understanding how various envi-
ronments or environmental features affect people’s psychological well-being, whether
positively or negatively. However, the methodological approach differs across disciplines.
A common methodological approach within studies on the experience of landscapes in
the disciplines of environmental psychology and landscape architecture research is to
experimentally present participants with different green space scenes, as in some studies
in this SI (Memari et al.; Neale et al., Vassiljev et al.). This experimental approach enables
the investigation of the impact of isolated environmental components. Advancements in
technology in recent decades have enabled this field of study to move beyond traditional
landscape preference studies based on photographs to those based on videos or moving
imagery, as done by Neale et al., or virtual reality solutions, as done by Evensen et al. and
Vassiljev et al. For future studies, we welcome other innovative methods, such as methods
using multi-sensory stimuli, in research on landscape architecture design and well-being.
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In our study (Evensen et al.), we cooperated with municipal green space managers
in an on-site field experiment to explore users’ perceived safety before and after physical
changes were made to an urban park. We see great research potential in small-scale green
space management and maintenance projects such as this, which use maintenance to change
the design of a place. First, they provide an opportunity to study an actual change in the
landscape; second, they facilitate valuable cooperation between research and practice; and
third, it is more affordable to make changes to an existing green space than to design a
new one. Finally, this approach is more holistic than photo-based experiments and thus
strengthens the ecological validity of studies. For future studies, therefore, we invite more
researchers to take this methodological path. An ideal approach would be to follow a
landscape design intervention for several years, from the early planning phase to several
years after the establishment, using green space quality assessment tools. For examples of
such tools, see [9] as well as user-oriented tools. This approach would generate valuable
knowledge about how the design of a space affects the well-being of users or people living
in the area. However, a challenge with such research designs is that landscape architects
work with living material (vegetation) that takes time to establish, so it is not usually
possible to accurately assess the effectiveness of the landscape design within a timeframe
of three to four years, which is a common length for externally funded research projects.
Additionally, onsite interventions or natural experiments are vulnerable to confounding
factors, such as the presence of other green space users, a topic explored further in the
paper by Neale et al. (this SI).

For several years, we have noticed an increased number of requests among stake-
holders and grant funders for quantitative studies, such as randomized control trials or
longitudinal epidemiological studies, from which one can detect causal relationships be-
tween exposure to physical environments and health and well-being. However, the step
from these quantitative approaches, often conducted on national or city scale and at public
health level, to the impact of various landscape designs at the local level is sometimes great.
Often absent from these discussions are the site-specific or context-dependent conditions
in which landscape architects operate. Qualitative studies may be more aligned with the
approach used in the landscape architecture profession, but they do not provide the “hard”
evidence that stakeholders request.

This leads us to the last challenge we would like to address: how to implement research
in landscape architecture practice. Two papers in this SI discuss this topic (Gramkow
et al. and McWilliam et al.). Gramkow et al. present an evidence-based design model
that includes the four steps of evidence collection, programming, design and evaluation.
Furthermore, they give an example of applying knowledge acquired through research
(which they refer to as “evidence”) in a concrete design context. A related concept that
appears in other papers is knowledge-informed design [for a comparison of the two
concepts, see [10]. Both terms highlight the importance of using research or evidence rather
than designers’ individual preferences to inform design decisions. This is also addressed
by McWilliam et al., introducing an evidence-based teaching approach for familiarizing
students in landscape architecture with research and the implementation of empirical
evidence in the design process.

To conclude, research on the relationship between the design of public urban outdoor
environments and well-being is positioned within several disciplines. This SI calls for
interdisciplinary cooperation in both research and design practice. In this SI, we see several
examples of innovative methods exploring landscape architecture design and its impact on
health and well-being. For the future, we welcome the use of other innovative methods and
methods that include multi-sensory stimuli. We also welcome green space management
projects and landscape design interventions that use maintenance to transform and design a
place. We call for a shift among stakeholders, grant funders and research fellows to promote
and recognize small-scale quantitative and qualitative studies that allow for exploring the
impact landscape architecture design on peoples’ well-being, within its site-specific contexts
in which landscape architects operate.
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