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Abstract

While there is substantial research connecting urban green infrastructure (UGI) with human health and well-being (HH&W),
less is known about how responsible actors address this relationship in practice. Based on interviews in four Nordic cities,
this study examines UGI planning, UGI management, and public health practitioners’ perceptions of their work, as well as
perceived barriers and support for working with the UGI-HH&W nexus. The study revealed that HH&W was not addressed
in-depth by either UGI planners or managers, but was instead seen as one of many general arguments for safeguarding UGI
from urban development. Public health strategists conversely had a broader view of health and presented examples of a
strategic approach to cross-sectorial collaboration. Planners and managers face similar challenges, but there is a more posi-
tive view among planners and health strategists on strategic development within the organisation. In contrast, managers are
primarily and more deeply concerned about general challenges to UGI development. The results further present a range of
coordination efforts, including both formal cross-sectorial groups and experimental approaches. However, there is a policy
implementation mismatch in strategic UGI development, accompanied by a lack of long-term perspectives. These two chal-
lenges can be understood together, where a more strategic understanding of long-term UGI management would provide an
opportunity to increase sustainability in current planning and investment practices. A more aligned approach offers a path
for future development in planning and management of UGI for human health and well-being.

Keywords Urban green infrastructure - Urban planning - Urban green infrastructure management - Public health - Nordic
municipalities

1 The relationship between urban green
infrastructure and human health &
well-being in research and practice

The benefits of urban green infrastructure (UGI) for human
health and well-being (HH&W) have been well established
(e.g. Barboza et al. 2021; Bratman et al. 2019; Hartig et al.
2014; Markevych et al. 2017; Nilsson and Grahn 2024; van
den Berg et al. 2015, van den Bosch and Ode Sang 2017,
WHO Regional Office for Europe 2016). In defining human
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health, WHO (n.d.) declare this to be “a state of complete
physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the
absence of disease or infirmity”. In addressing the relation-
ship between human health and green environments, the
term human health & well-being (HH&W) has been fre-
quently been used (see e.g. FAO 2020; Nilsson et al. 2011;
Tyrviinen et al. 2019), emphasising this multi-dimensional
and holistic understanding of health.

UGI has been defined as a “strategically planned net-
work of natural and semi-natural areas with other environ-
mental features designed and managed to deliver a wide
range of ecosystem services” (EC 2013, p.3). In practice,
UGI often comprises publicly accessible areas which are
predominantly owned by local governments (Carmona and
Magalhiaes 2006, p. 76). These organisations have the main
responsibility for both developing and implementing UGI
policies through planning, design, and management (Ran-
drup and Jansson 2020, p. 6; Sldtmo et al. 2019, p. 7 of 21).
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However, daily practice—where this evidence is supposed
to be applied—is not well understood (Dobson and Dempsey
2021, p. 392).

Cross-sectorial collaboration has been widely acknowl-
edged as a key strategy in addressing a range of challenges,
including declining public health (Barton and Grant 2013,
p- 120; Berglund-Snodgrass et al. 2022, p. 114; Bryson et al.
20006, p. 44). Here, UGI planning constitutes a central pro-
cess in securing sufficient space at multiple scales to ensure
physical and functional connectivity between individual
green spaces and other urban infrastructures (Davies et al.
2015, p. 39). Likewise, UGI management constitutes the
processes to develop and secure the functions and uses of
individual green spaces (Jansson et al. 2020, p. 14), deter-
mining green spaces’ ability to support HH&W after initial
establishment (Dobson et al. 2021, p.3). Therefore, an inte-
grated, cross-sectorial, and long-term perspective on plan-
ning and management is needed to support the relationship
between UGI and HH&W in practice.

In Europe, public administrations including local gov-
ernments are typically organised in a sectorial and hierar-
chal structure (Kettl 2015, p. 44; Torfing et al. 2020, p.12).
Such organisational arrangements focus on separate depart-
ments, supporting policymakers in decision-making on
sector-specific issues (Peters 2015, p. 5). Although cross-
sectorial ambitions may be high, both joint policymaking
and cross-sectoral coordination face administrative barriers
which are intensified by the multi-organisational character
of local governments (ibid, p. 2). These barriers contribute
to organisational silos as different norms and cultures affect
what are seen as important issues (de Waal et al. 2019). This
is shown in previous studies, detailing how close collabo-
ration between planners and health practitioners is scarce
(Berglund-Snodgrass et al. 2022, p. 114; Crawford et al.
2010, p. 91), and a lack of practical application of research
in planning and management of UGI (Hagemann et al. 2020,
p- 284; Qiao et al. 2019, p. 2) and HH&W (Dobson et al.
2021, p. 1).

1.1 The NORDGREEN project—Nordic perspectives
on healthy green cities

This study was conducted as part of the Nordic research
project NORDGREEN—Smart Planning for Healthy and
Green Nordic Cities.' The Nordic countries are considered
frontrunners in matters related to sustainable development
(Sachs et al. 2024, p. 20-21) and quality of life (Helliwell
et al. 2022, p. 24), also scoring highly on health-related
sociodemographic measures (Knudsen et al. 2019, p. e665).
An international comparison shows that Nordic cities rate
high on air and water quality and have high ambitions of

! https://mordregioprojects.org/nordgreen/
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balancing the compact and the green city (Aguiar Borges
etal. 2017, pp. 30-31, 38). However, differences in mortality
rates, rates of illness, perceived well-being (Rehn-Mendoza
and Weber 2018, p. 176), and life expectancy gaps based
on socioeconomic status in Nordic countries are still larger
than expected compared to other European countries with
less generous welfare policies (Mackenbach 2017, p. 14).

The study revolves around the four largest Nordic coun-
tries: Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden. As welfare
states, these countries have general similarities in health-
promoting responsibilities at the local governmental level
(Helgesen 2014, pp. 26-28), albeit with formal differences,
as national legislation demands cross-sectorial collaboration
on public health issues in only Norway and Finland. These
countries also share a comprehensive integrated approach
in their planning systems with a focus of integrating poli-
cies both horizontally and vertically (Nadin and Stead 2008,
p-39). However, studies show a lack of support for UGI-
HH&W relationships in Nordic planning policies (Sunding
et al. 2024, p. 10). Further, the Nordic countries are also
characterised by high local governmental autonomy (Lad-
ner et al. 2016, p. 337), resulting in wide variations in how
polices and responsibilities are interpreted and implemented.
As such, there is limited knowledge about how the imple-
mentation of health-promoting measures takes place in Nor-
dic UGI planning and management.

To encourage learning across the countries, the selection
of city partners comprised a range of urban contexts, with
similar governance structures and comparable yet varying
planning cultures (Aguiar Borges et al. 2024, p. 13). Four
of the participating cites are urban municipalities: Aarhus
(DK), Tdby (SE), Stavanger (NO), and Espoo (FI). These
municipalities were used in this study as potential fore-
runners or best practice cases in the Nordic region, (see
Sect. 3.1). Separate work packages were set up to address
statistical analysis of UGI and HH&W characteristics
(Nordh et al. 2024b), public participation GIS surveys as
a planning tool for healthy cities (Kyttd et al. 2024), and
evidence-based, health-promoting design of UGI (Bengts-
son et al. 2024). Finally, this study addresses the governance
context of the local governments responsible for implement-
ing these methodologies to support moving from knowledge
to implementation.”

2 An outcome of the project was the handbook created to address the
relationship between UGI and HH&W through statistical, technical,
and design approaches, as well as approaches to integrate govern-
ance, which presented the theoretical model used to guide this study
in a manner that is practically applicable for practitioners (see Aguiar
Borges et al. 2024). The handbook was launched in January 2024
with a webinar: www.youtube.com/watch?v=yDcJsnP_6Zw.
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1.2 Aim and research questions

Local governments are key actors in UGI planning and man-
agement, but high municipal autonomy entails a scarcity in
general knowledge on how HH&W is addressed in these
processes. Understanding the context of daily work and col-
laboration between relevant sectors is crucial to understand
challenges for scaling up and integrating new methods and
tools into daily practice. Therefore, this study focused on
how local government planners, managers, and public health
strategists address the relation between UGI and HH&W in
everyday practice, and what factors affect the work. This led
to the following research questions:

1. How do involved practitioners address the relation
between UGI and HH&W in their daily work?

2. Which factors support or hinder the promotion of
HH&W in UGI planning and management?

2 Theoretical background
2.1 Roles in UGI planning and management

In a public organisation, the following levels can be identi-
fied: (1) the policy level of vision development and goal set-
ting (also referred to as the strategic level); (2) the tactical
level of institutional interactions; and (3) the operational
level of activities and implementation (e.g. Loorbach 2010,
p. 168-170).

Practitioners responsible for UGI planning and manage-
ment address different but interlinked issues. Planners pro-
duce plans on different organisational levels, addressing a
range of spatial and temporal scales. In the Nordic context,
this can be conducted through spatial plans for new devel-
opments such as comprehensive plans addressing land use
visions, or detailed plans addressing site-level building regu-
lations. Plans can also address existing spaces and facilities
as a part of a strategic planning approach (Mintysalo et al.
2014, p. 350-351). These strategies include thematic docu-
ments guiding development and (re)investment on a munici-
pal scale, or addressing larger developments or regeneration
projects (e.g. Brorstrom and Willems 2023, p. 346).

UGI managers are often oriented towards the interface
between tactical and operational levels, as management
addresses both development of existing UGI and operational
maintenance (Dempsey and Burton 2012, p. 13; Jansson
et al. 2018, p. 954). As such, managers are responsible for
implementation, whereas the plans guiding and informing
this implementation can be produced by managers or plan-
ners depending on their position within the organisation.
Thus, the interface between planning and management can
be jagged and even overlapping. Municipalities vary in how

this interface is organised and how the interaction between
different roles takes place.

2.2 The programmatic alignment model

As the complexity of societal challenges increases, so does
the demand for aligning these issues across sectors through
cross-departmental collaboration. This can be described as
a need for horizontal alignment. While the formal politi-
cal visions are decided at the policy level, they are affected
by a range of decisions at operational and tactical levels.
Therefore, an aligned approach across organisational lev-
els, vertical alignment, is required to ensure that intended
visions spanning multiple sectors are connected to opera-
tional activities. The programmatic alignment model offers
a lens through which the relation between cross-sectorial
visions and implementation can be understood, emphasising
that horizontal and vertical alignment must take program-
matic (overall) alignment into account (Singh et al. 2021,
p- 4). The authors (ibid. p. 3) originally described this on a
national-subnational scale, whereas we have reinterpreted
the model for a local government setting (see Fig. 1). The
two versions of programmatic alignment act in tandem;
one nested within the other. The programmatic alignment
approach provides an understanding of different aspects that
can affect the link between an overarching policy and its
implementation.

The notion of implementation is central for this paper
and requires further clarification. In colloquial terms,
“implementation” implies putting something into use, or
carrying out intended actions. In the published research,
a range of different perspectives have been taken to char-
acterise implementation, and to identify implementation
gaps. For example, implementation has been addressed as
(1) taking findings from research to practice (Bishop 2024,
p. 1), (2) use of planning support systems in planning pro-
cesses (Geertman 2017), (3) use of the ESS (Ecosystem
Services) concept in land use planning (Levrel et al. 2017),
or (4) pertaining to “integrative cycles within the plan-
ning and policy process” (Wickenberg et al. 2021, p. 45).
Following Singh et al. (2021) and Loorbach (2010), this
paper understands implementation as actions taken at the
operational level, also denoted “shop floor” (Merkus et al.
2019, p. 147) or “street level” (originally Lipsky 1980,
also e.g. Hupe and Hill 2016, p. 114) on and in the physi-
cal UGI. In practice, implementation entails either main-
tenance of existing UGI, or actions aimed at changing it,
such as planting trees or building a new park. This means
that implementation implies more than simply operation-
alising a policy. According to this understanding, creating
a strategy or action plan that sets out main goals and pri-
oritisations is an important step towards implementation,
but not implementation in itself.
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Fig. 1 Programmatic align-
ment (Sunding and Randrup
2024) adapted from (Singh

et al. 2021). Unaligned policies
and activities are those lacking
relevant horizontal or verti-

cal alignment, in this context
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2.3 Temporal perspectives on UGI planning
and management through the lens
of programmatic alignment

Planning and management of UGI are commonly under-
stood as a linear process, reflecting a hierarchical and
sequential landscape development process of planning,
design, construction, and maintenance (Jansson et al.
2020, p. 11). This linear understanding of landscape
development processes implies a top-down approach in
the model of programmatic alignment. Similarly, the top-
down view of policy implementation that is prevalent in
both practice and research understands implementation as
the following policy formation in a sequential, causal, and
hierarchical relationship (Hupe and Hill 2016, p. 104).
This linear understanding results in UGI management
often being considered as the end phase with little relevance
beyond maintenance operations, leading to a focus on short-
term operational effectiveness (Randrup and Persson 2009,
p. 37), rather than long-term strategic development (Demp-
sey and Smith 2014, p. 17; Randrup et al. 2017, p. 107).
However, as UGI is a dynamic system, merely maintaining
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it will lead to a gradual degeneration (Randrup and Pers-
son 2009, p. 37). In contrast, a more cyclic approach, as
described by Jansson et al. (2020, p. 11), implies a more
complex relationship between policy and implementation.
This is, in effect, a combination of bottom-up and top-down
approaches (Singh et al. 2021, p. 3), allowing for reflexive
feedback which functions as a complex adaptive system, cor-
recting and developing as needed (Loorbach 2010, p. 96).
As such, monitoring and evaluation resulting in feedback
between levels are key tools for the informed and continued
re-development of space (Smith et al. 2014, p 172).

3 Understanding everyday practice
through practitioner interviews

To gain a deeper insight into the everyday practice related to
the UGI-HH&W relationship in a local government context,
the study was conducted using semi-structured interviews.
The interviews targeted practitioners working with UGI
planning, UGI management, and strategic health promotion
in four Nordic municipalities.
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3.1 The participating municipalities

The municipalities participating in the research project
NORDGREEN were chosen as potential sources of best
practice, based on experiences in related fields. The rea-
sons include being acknowledged for sustainability ambi-
tions in Espoo (Zoeteman et al. 2016), smart city research
in Stavanger, (Haarstad 2017; Stavanger 2016), compre-
hensive participation in research projects in Aarhus (e.g.
Frydenlund et al. 2020; Hansen et al. 2016, p. 58, 65), and
on the UGI-HH&W relation specifically in Tidby (Ashage
and Bengtsson 2021; Bengtsson et al. 2025). They can
therefore be expected to be instrumental (Stake 1995, p.
3) as potential forerunners in terms of contributing to,
and applying research-generated knowledge into everyday
work. As instrumental cases, both their common traits and
their distinctiveness are of interest (Stake 1995, p. 1). The
selected cities represent a combination of second-tier city
municipalities (Cardoso and Meijers 2016, p. 997), and
municipalities in capital regions, geographically spread
across the Nordic Region (Table 1), see Fig. 2. The cases
consist of three cities (>50% of the population living
in high-density clusters), and one town and its suburbs
(< 50% living in high-density clusters and < 50% living in
rural areas) (Grunfelder et al. 2018, p. 42).

3.2 Selection of interviewees

Three key informants were selected from each of the four
municipalities (Tables 1 and 2), for a total of 12 interviews
across the cities. The roles included a planner, a manager,
and a health strategist in each municipality. These cover
overarching and/or tactical planning levels, green space
management responsibilities, and responsibilities for pub-
lic health from a strategic perspective. Interviewees were
selected by providing an existing municipal contact with

Stavanger
Aarhus

1 000 Kilometers

DENMARK ™ '
L 1 1 1 ]

Fig.2 Map of the Nordic countries and cities addressed in this study

written role descriptions (see Appendix A) who then sug-
gested relevant interviewees. The municipal contact was
familiar with different roles within various planning pro-
cesses and subsequent construction, management, and
maintenance.

Table 1 Population, urbanisation, geographical location, and area of the four selected municipalities

Taby, Sweden

Aarhus, Denmark

Stavanger, Norway Espoo, Finland

73,307

Town

Population
Urbanisation
Geographical setting Capital area
Area tot., km? Area land, km? 7 11

60

Total area greenspace per inh. m2, (of which  1146.3 (1118.8)

forest) within the municipality6
Perceived health’ 76.0
Working population (%)° 61.6

361,554? 143,985° 293,576%
City City* City
Second-tier city Second-tier city Capital area
4682 2623 528°

256° 312°
479 (465.8) 10,202.8(10,200.7) 1725.5 (1711.7)
86.0 78.0 75.2
70.5 67.9 66.8

“Before merger with two rural municipalities

ISCB (2024) 2DST (2021) *SSB (2021) *Statistics Finland (2022) *Lantmiiteriverket (2021) ®Aamodt et al. (2023) "Nordh et al. (2024a)
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3.3 Interviews

The first author conducted qualitative individual semi-
structured interviews (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009) through
video calls between September 2021 and February 2022
with all selected interviewees. The interviews lasted between
50 and 85 min. A week before the interview, an email was
sent out describing the focus of the study, informing par-
ticipants that the interview was voluntary and anonymous,
and describing the overarching topics for the interview, see
Appendix B. The interview guide consisted of five themes
related to the UGI-HH&W nexus: professional role and
work, cooperation with internal and external actors, use of
plans and strategies, monitoring and evaluation, and look-
ing forward/future development. Each theme consisted of a
group of questions, presented in Appendix C. Each inter-
view was based on the interviewees’ current job situation
and assessed how interviewees perceived the local context.
Here, HH&W was used to represent a broad understanding
of health (see e.g. Nilsson et al. 2011) to avoid interview-
ees assuming that addressing public health requires certain
methods or approaches, but to get a more personal insight
into how they approach it.

Swedish, Danish, and Norwegian interviews were con-
ducted in their respective languages, meaning the inter-
viewer spoke Swedish and the interviewees their mother
tongue, using English terms when clarifications were
needed. Two Finnish interviews were held in English and
the third was held in Swedish, which is an official language
in Finland and spoken by 5% of the population. Interviews
were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and timestamped using
an automatic transcription service. The interviews were then
listened to in their entirety and the text was corrected for
mistakes and appropriate clarifications were made, totalling
between 7000 and 13,700 words.

3.4 Coding and analysis of interviews

The first author read the material carefully and inductively
coded it using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2021)
with the software NVivo. A manifest level (ibid. p. 52) of
the text was analysed based on the expressed perspectives
and understandings provided by the transcriptions. When the
written material was potentially unclear in its meaning, the
recordings were revisited to clarify the sentiment conveyed
by tone and phrasing. The analysis then examined the codes
created from the perspective of programmatic alignment,
focusing on aspects addressing either horizontal or vertical
alignment. Horizontal alignment is mainly represented by
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the cross-sector interaction between public health-related
responsibilities and UGI responsibilities. Vertical align-
ment is mainly represented by cross-level interaction, such
as perceived impact of policies at the tactical level, or the
relations between tactical and operational level. Mentions
of e.g. formal structures for cross-sectoral collaboration, or
daily collaboration between roles was identified as pertain-
ing to a perceived alignment. Conversely, lacking support
from plans, or mentions of negative effects of organisational
silos was identified as unaligned practices. As per the design
of the interview questions (see Appendix C), interviewees’
expressed opinions often clearly addressed the perceived
alignment. In some cases, the similarity or difference
between responses from different roles was used to parse
out whether the perceptions indicated an alignment between
levels or sectors.

3.5 Methodological concerns
3.5.1 Interviewee selection

Interviewees were selected through contact persons within
each municipality. They then suggested relevant interview-
ees based on role description for each of the three roles.
For role descriptions, see Appendix B. Here, interpreta-
tions on what was meant by "green space planner", and
"green space manager" varied. This variation resulted in
a slightly overlapping gradient where a role that was con-
sidered as a planner in one city could be considered a man-
ager in the other. This creates uncertainty when attempting
to strictly differentiate between the two types of roles and
their subsequent difference in discourses. On the other
hand, as municipal organisations vary, roles and tasks are
in fact distributed differently between primarily planning
and technical departments. Having more strict divisions or
criteria might therefore risk being similarly mismatched.

3.5.2 Language and translations

The Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish interviews were all
held in the interviewees’ mother tongue to ensure their
ease of communication, with clarifications made in Eng-
lish when needed. Although the three languages are simi-
lar enough to be understood by all Scandinavians, there
is still a risk of overlooking more subtle nuances when
interacting across languages.
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Table 2 Occupational title and department for each of the interviewees representing the three roles within each of the four municipalities

Espoo, Finland

Aarhus, Denmark Stavanger, Norway

Taby, Sweden

(PE) Landscape architect in

(PS) Landscape architect in

(PT) Senior Landscape architect, project (PA) Municipal planner in

Planner

comprehensive (general) planning in

comprehensive planning unit, Dept. of

Urban Development
Works in the policy—tactical interface

(MA) Unit leader in the Green Areas Unit (MS) Nature and outdoors advisor,

comprehensive planning section at

leader, Technical and Urban Planning

Dept
Works at tactical level

(MT) Group leader

the Urban Planning DeptWorks in the

policy—tactical interface

(ME) Landscape architect
at City Technical Dept

Technical and Environmental Dept

Works in the policy—tactical interface

Manager

thematic coordinator for Parks at

at the Technical and Environmental

Dept

maintenance unit, Technical and Urban

Works at the tactical level

Recreation and Open Spaces Dept
Works in the tactical- operational

Environment Dept
Works in the tactical-operational

Works in the tactical-operational

interface

interface
(HS) 50/50 Public health advisor and

interface
(HT) Public health strategist at the

(HE) Senior [health] planning officer at

(HA) Green bridge builder, 50%

Public health

Health and Welfare Dept
Works at the tactical level

project manager at Preparedness and

Community Development Dept
Works in policy-tactical connections

Technical and Urban Environment and

50% Health and Care

municipal management office
Works in the policy—tactical interface

strategist or
equivalent

Work with policy-tactical-operational

connections

4 Results

4.1 How do involved practitioners address
the relation between UGl and HH&W in their
daily work?

In the following, we refer to the interviewees using acro-
nyms, as explained in Table 2: P = planner, M = manager,
H =health strategist, and a letter indicating the municipal-
ity, e.g. HT means health strategist from Tiby.

4.1.1 UGl planners

The planners in our study generally view their work as a
part of the UGI-HH&W relationship (PA, PS, PE). While
their knowledge and focus on aspects of HH&W varies,
planners see HH&W promotion as generally overarching
for all work; “In that sense, it’s clear that city planning
actually is one of the first parameters that act on people’s
health, that we plan for proximity and accessibility and so
on” (PA). They describe how they work with health pro-
motion in relatively general terms, mentioning the use of
spaces, proximity, and accessibility to UGI as key aspects.
One planner (PT) also describes aspects such as opportu-
nities for stress reduction through e.g. mapping of serene
and silent places.

4.1.2 UGI managers

UGI managers’ view of their work in relation to HH&W var-
ies more widely than planners’. The two interviewees with a
more strategic role (ME, MS) see their work as contributing
to HH&W. Conversely, the two interviewees with a more
operational focus (MA, MT) did not immediately see a direct
link between their work and HH&W. However, like the plan-
ners, they acknowledge the need for securing accessibility,
while also stressing their responsibility of keeping spaces
and facilities fit for use. “I mean, it is kind of a fluffy topic,
we make sure there is accessibility to the parks and facili-
ties we are responsible for” (MA). Aspects of quality are
mentioned, but rarely beyond accessibility and general use.

4.1.3 Public health strategists

In the four cities, public health strategists’ roles vary from
coordination of cross-departmental focus groups (HE, HS),
to project management (HA, HS), and knowledge sup-
port for departments (HS, HT). “I work with the different
departments in different ways, depending on how they work.
Currently, my role is in a very overarching position in the
organisation, since the theme of public health needs to be
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addressed more centrally. We can’t expect the different
departments to have that overview” (HT).

Two of the health strategists (HA, HS) have an explicit
focus on the UGI-HH&W relationship, as they are hired 50%
in each of the two departments, the Technical Dept. and the
Health Dept., respectively, with a formal focus on linking
the two sectors.

The health strategists generally describe a wider con-
ceptualisation of health than the planners and managers
by relating to more than physical aspects of health. These
aspects include the social dimension, the need for rest, men-
tal health, depression, and even suicide prevention (HE, HT,
HA, HS). They remark on planners’ conceptualisation of
health being more “one-dimensional” (HS), either in more
critical terms, or as an opportunity for improvement and col-
laboration: “They [the planners] already started the work,
and the first aspect you might consider is physical activity
and access to nature. Well, they are very good at those, and
then I think we can go one step further, adding public health
aspects other than just physical activity” (HT).

4.1.4 General notions shared among the roles

When describing health, views shared among the roles the
touch upon the UGI-HH&W links as part of a prevention
approach (HA, HS). Sentiments such as “money invested
in green space is money saved in healthcare” (MA), and
“park lanes and outdoor trails are cost-effective consider-
ing the health outcomes” (ME), indicate a clear understand-
ing of UGI as a resource-effective way to increase HH&W.
Physical activity is mentioned by representatives of all roles
(HE, MS, PS, HT, PT) with a focus on active recreation
with related facilities, such as outdoor gyms or playgrounds.
Another aspect relates to social cohesion. All roles (HA,
ME, MS, HS, PS, PT) describe approaches for creating
meeting places and social connections as an important part
of their work. Representatives of all three roles (HA, PA,
HE, HS, MS, PS, PT) also mention the need to identify vul-
nerable user groups when they analyse where and how to
develop existing UGI.

4.1.5 Aligning agendas

Interviewees mention a range of agendas acting in parallel
of which HH&W is only one of many, including climate
adaptation and biodiversity (MA, MS, PS). A key aspect
of UGI planning and management is aligning several agen-
das to create more functions or values, or to make stronger
arguments for an intended future development. This works
well in cases where joint agendas create stronger incentives
for health-promoting development of UGI. For example,
biodiversity is described as contributing to HH&W (PS).
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However, joining agendas can also result in challenges, such
as in the frequently mentioned conflict between HH&W and
biodiversity, through intensive use and subsequent wear and
tear (MA, PA, ME, PE, HS, PT).

The UGI planners and managers do not explicitly describe
HH&W as their main focus. The wide range of other dis-
cussed aspects emphasises their very general description
of HH&W. As such, the general character of these issues
reveals how the interviewees perceive their task. In some
cases, health is seen as a central part of their work (ME,
PS), even if it is not always explicitly mentioned. “The green
plan intends to solve many things and one of them is public
health [...] and we don’t explicitly state that the reason we
say that everybody should have 300 m to the closest hiking
trail is due to public health, but it is still the rationale behind
it“ (PS).

4.2 Which factors support or hinder the promotion
of HH&W in UGI planning and management?

Concerning the factors that affect the daily work of pro-
moting HH&W through UGI planning and management,
a range of themes relating to programmatic alignment are
mentioned. From a horizontal perspective, the two main
themes are: 4.2.1) everyday collaborations on specific plans
or projects, and 4.2.2) formal cross-departmental initia-
tives with a public health focus. From a vertical perspec-
tive, cross-level coherence is considered important, but is
challenged by 4.2.3) the lack of support from policy and the
perceived need for site-based evidence, as well as 4.2.4) the
insufficient involvement of operational levels.

4.2.1 Horizontal alignment in everyday collaboration

Organisational silos are perceived to hinder collaboration,
having a clear impact on the lack of relationships between
UGI and HH&W (MA, PA, PS, MT, HT). "We are in the
Technical Department, and it is very closed off. The Health
Department is also very closed in themselves, and it is dif-
ficult to break down the silos" (PA). The existing collabora-
tion is considered ad hoc (PA), characterised by a general
lack of coordination (MA, HE, PT), which also partly ham-
pers collaboration with the public. A common opinion is that
cross-collaboration could or should be better or more com-
prehensive (MA, PA, MS, PS, HT). Here, the perceived dis-
tance between different departments or units is a key hinder-
ing factor. This becomes tangible in examples of personnel
moving from one department to another being considered
a loss by the remaining colleagues, resulting in decreasing
horizontal alignment expressed as less communication (HS).

The lack of alignment between departments is perceived
to be amplified by the size of the organisation. In larger
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organisations, it is difficult to create an overview of all rel-
evant activities and initiatives (HE, PS). For instance, in
Stavanger each department had their own system for the
interrelations of different strategic planning documents
(PS, HS). This confused the plans’ purpose and use between
departments: “Each department was making plans without
thinking, maybe we don’t own this issue alone, perhaps
other departments should be in on this. How is this going to
be implemented, what do we need to relate to?” (PS). This
lack of coordination risks potential strategic collaborations
going unnoticed, or double resources being spent on similar
projects or plans. In Stavanger, it eventually resulted in a
municipal-wide “clean-up” of plans to create coherence and
a clearer overview (PS).

4.2.2 Horizontal alignment in formal cross-departmental
initiatives

Despite the strong perception of silos affecting everyday
work, collaboration exists between public health roles and
UGI planning in all four municipalities. In Tiby, the public
health strategist has a supportive role, working with each
department to support ongoing work. In Aarhus, a new
policy requires more general cross-sectorial collaboration
following a new case-based approach. In Espoo and Sta-
vanger, the cross-sectorial collaborations are manifested as
formalised cross-sectorial groups, working in different ways
to ensure public health is permeating other departments. The
cross-sectorial working groups in Espoo are well established
and have representatives from all municipal departments.
“The main point [of the groups] was to increase coopera-
tion between different departments and sectors, in order to
make visible that it is everyone’s responsibility to promote
HH&W. All sectors need to be involved and take responsi-
bility, and this is actually stated in the law as well” (HE).
However, while the cross-sectorial working groups are
considered to be a support by members from each depart-
ment, it is a challenge to engage colleagues outside the
group. While public health is the focus in the formalised
working groups, UGI is not necessarily seen as equally rele-
vant throughout the organisation (PS, MS), meaning the rel-
ative focus on UGI is less weighty than that on public health.
This applies in both planning and management contexts. ““/
feel that we have to fight for the street trees, e.g. when there
is digging for district heating, [we need] to also increase
awareness about how green infrastructure and green ele-
ments are equally important as other infrastructure” (MS).
In two municipalities, a new type of professional role
has recently been established. The health strategists inter-
viewed in both Aarhus and Stavanger have their employment
shared by two separate departments. In Aarhus, the role is
called green bridge builder and is responsible for com-
munity health-promoting efforts in conjunction with UGI

developments such as increased storm water management.
The green bridge builder is employed 50% at the Technical
Dept. and 50% at the Health Dept. In response to the lack
of horizontal alignment, the purpose of this organisational
strategic approach is to align policies and practices between
the two departments. Nonetheless, the green bridge builder
sees further challenges in transferring these ideas to other
departments which aren’t as ready to see the relevance of the
UGI-HH&W connection:

“They don’t see nature as a solution [to HH& W] because
they have a different perspective [...]. I see this as com-
pletely straightforward, as there is a lot of research-based
evidence that shows us that nature can help a lot with health
and better well-being and better mental health and physical
activity. But I think that’s definitely the big challenge, [...]
that the mission is different in the other departments” (HA).

4.2.3 Vertical alignment through support from policies
and research-based evidence on HH&W

The degree to which policy and strategy documents guide
everyday work and decision-making varies between
the interviewees. The documents’ ability to support the
UGI-HH&W relationship depends on how specific they
are in relation to defining goals and ambitions. Plans need
to be general or “spacious” (PA) enough to allow leeway
for adaptation over time and for potential shifts in party
politics. However, criticism is levelled at visions that are
either too overarching or too general to provide sufficient
support or guidance. “Now I'm supposed to work with
the green agenda, and that’s not so hard, right? Because
nobody is going to say that there shouldn’t be more biodi-
versity, or that something shouldn’t be sustainable “(MA).
In other cases, existing plans are still not strong enough
to withstand other interests in practice.” The tree strategy
is not legally binding, [...]. So, with trees, we face chal-
lenges of not having sufficient protection in the current
plans. It’s simply a bit too easy to cut down a large street
tree!” (MS).

While the general sentiments of visions can provide UGI
planners and managers with the leeway to do what they feel
is important, conversely they also allow “anyone to do what
they want” (PA) when visions are operationalised. “We have
a political goal stating that everyone must have proximity to
a green area. But if it is not clearly concretised in some way,
then you can’t really use it for anything. [...] and I think it
would be nice if the politicians were clearer” (PA).

Consequently, operationalising strategies are equally as
important as overarching visions (PS, PA, ME). The lack
of an effective operationalising strategy is exemplified by
Tdaby where the overall planning vision declares “half of
Tdby, green”. The lack of an operational strategy led to the
detailed calculating of the exact percentage of GUI in new

@ Springer



242

Socio-Ecological Practice Research (2025) 7:233-252

development projects—all in order to ensure that the letter of
the vision (and not the spirit) was kept to. As part of this cal-
culation there was “hard bargaining” (PT) about whether all
water surfaces should be counted as part of the “green half”,
significantly affecting the space available for urban develop-
ment. Thus, policies are not always sufficient to guide strate-
gic implementation, since they can be interpreted as a bar to
be cleared (TP), or—even worse—completely ignored [ME).

While evidence of a positive GI-HH&W relationship is
considered vital by many interviewees, this is not readily
taken into account by politicians. The interviewees express a
general perception of working against an overall “economic
rationale” (MA, ME, HS, PE, PT) at the political level. This
economic rationale also promotes a short-term focus on
investment projects, and the absence of long-term perspec-
tives in urban development. “It’s based on rationality, and
specifically economic rationality in the short term [...] But
often it seems to lack perspective; what are the consequences
in 100 years, if the city is developed like this?” (HS). The
lack of long-term perspectives results in interviewees feeling
they need detailed, site-scale evidence in order to keep UGI
from urban development or to make improvements to green
areas, such as supporting HH&W (ME, HS, PS). “It is not
enough to say that everyone loves green and nature, you
must have heavy documentation on the connection between
the fact that too little green leads to more illness or more
people dropping out of school or, more bullying...It’s a bit
sad that it has to be like that, but when these heavy processes
go on, it’s the only way you can get your message across”
(HS).

Despite scientific evidence demonstrating the importance
of UGI for HH&W, the absence of clearly calculated eco-
nomic benefits at site scale makes it challenging when advo-
cating for them against values that are directly measurable as
economic gains. “The starting point is: How small can we
make the green areas? So, you try to valorise green spaces
and to find arguments for how much we need them [...]. It’s
hard when green space values aren’t monetary in the same
way. Ok, there are studies, and some values have been cal-
culated, but that’s so much more difficult to compare" (ME).
Similarly, there is a perceived disconnect between increasing
demand for quantitative indicators and the complexity of
subjective measures such as perceived safety or the health
effects of UGI (PA, PT, ME).”Most have a sense that it
makes a difference when we make green areas, but how do
we measure it and how do we follow up? We miss being able
to show the effect of that, or show the effect of removing
green areas, [...] in relation to, e.g. noise” (PA).
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4.2.4 Vertical alignment through involvement
of operational levels

The implementation of plans is hampered by unaligned
organisational structures, wherein a plan is created without
a clear responsibility for operationalisation: “Our plan is
on a very strategic level, where we point out different areas
where we could add value by creating something blue and
green. And now we sit and wait and hope that someone will
take it up as an action plan, but there are no plans for that
to happen. We will just have to wait and see” (PA).

The amount of cross-level collaboration varies between
cities and departments. In Tiby, opinions differ on how much
collaboration there actually is. The planner (PT) perceives
collaboration as increasing due to a recent reorganisation.
The manager (MT) conversely expresses that while the issue
may be addressed in the overall organisation through a new
unit linking projects and running operations, this removes
the direct contact and leaves them feeling disconnected from
the investment projects.

In Aarhus, the UGI manager mentioned that participation
in early planning stages has increased. “This is something
new. It wasn’t like this 5 years ago. Maybe we were involved
in some parts, but it’s becoming more and more [...] it’s
Jjust 20 years too late” (MA). However, increased involve-
ment needs to be carried out using existing resources, on
top of already assigned responsibilities. While UGI manag-
ers feel that collaboration is long overdue, planners mention
how management focuses on technical details. Innovative
thinking is seen as a skill more common in strategic and
development-oriented roles, while operational staff are less
trained in thinking strategically, or in seeing new connec-
tions and possibilities (HA, PA, PE): “I mean, we can be
strategic enough on our own, but I also think their knowl-
edge is incredibly important, and therefore it is also neces-
sary that we figure out how to talk to each other, and I think
sometimes they lack the understanding that they would also
benefit from being more strategic” (PA).

However, the scale of ongoing development leads to
increasing pressure on existing UGI, straining management
(ME, MA). “The development in the city centre is going
completely berserk. There is construction going on every-
where, and new citizens need to go out in [green] areas. So
we get enormous pressure on existing green spaces” (MA).
This is coupled with a more general concern for long-term
development due to a critical lack of financial resources for
management and maintenance (MA, MT, ME). In practice,
this means that maintenance budgets do not increase with
new green areas or elements, meaning existing budgets are
stretched over increasingly larger areas.” I mean, our budg-
ets aren’t going up [...]. There are plans for 100 million
DKK [1.34 million EURO] to be invested over 10 years, and
it’s all construction, and no maintenance” (MA). While this
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has incentivised the calculation of maintenance costs in early
stages of planning, it has not influenced actual budgets (ME).

The stretching of resources reduces the prospects of doing
more than minimal maintenance and critical upkeep, which
stymies any ambitions to increase the values of existing
spaces. “With the time and resources we have, we have to
put most into making ends meet” (MT). The lack of con-
nection between investments and maintenance frustrates
managers and is seen as a political blind spot. “Politicians
need to wake up to this reality. Whatever we plan, it causes,
it requires maintenance” (ME).

5 Discussion

In this study, we aimed to uncover how practitioners address
the relation between UGI and HH&W in their daily work
(RQ1), and explore the perceived support and barriers to col-
laboration and implementation (RQ2). In 5.1, the first ques-
tion regarding how practitioners view their work in relation
to the UGI-HH&W relation is discussed. Factors that affect
collaboration and implementation (5.2) are synthesised in
three main themes, followed by a discussion of their implica-
tions for practice and research (5.3).

5.1 Practitioners’ views on addressing
the UGI-HH&W relation in daily work

When considering how practitioners address the UGI-
HH&W relation in their daily work, our results suggest that
planners and managers do not perceive HH&W to be a clear
and singular area of focus. Instead, they work to promote
a multifunctional agenda including a range of—sometimes
conflicting—interests when advocating for the need for UGIL.
Conversely, the public health strategists shared a broader
view of health, and see potential in complementing planners’
and managers’ current foci.

A central challenge shared by both planners and manag-
ers profoundly shapes their perceptions is their struggle to
keep existing UGI from urban development and convince
other departments and political levels to see UGI as impor-
tant. This notion confirms research that shows UGI is not
considered equal to other types of infrastructure in the plan-
ning process (Hislop et al. 2019, p. 648). Urban development
increases the pressure on urban UGI through decreasing
amounts of open space and subsequent increasing use of the
remaining spaces (Randrup et al. 2021, p. 7). As open spaces
become smaller, increased multifunctionality is demanded
from those spaces (Haaland and Konijnendijk 2015, p. 768;
Hansen et al. 2019, p. 107). However, the urban development
focus that puts increased pressure on UGI also leaves less
resources available for a strategic development of this mul-
tifunctionality, and its related benefits (Kabisch et al. 2016,

p. 7 of 15), such as fostering health promotion. This negative
view on lack of resources available for strategic development
is most strongly voiced by managers, whereas planners and
health strategists are more positive towards the current tra-
jectories in relation to cross-sectorial collaboration.

5.2 Collaboration and implementation efforts
challenged by short-term rationales and lack
of long-term stability

Regarding factors affecting the promotion of HH&W in UGI
planning and management, three main takeaways are con-
veyed in this study and discussed in the following subsec-
tions as 5.2.1) barriers and support for horizontal alignment,
5.2.2) barriers and support for vertical alignment, and 5.2.3)
how these factors affect temporal alignment.

5.2.1 Barriers and support for horizontal alignment

Overall the results reveal a perception among interviewees
that cross-sectorial collaboration could be improved, with
the organisational structure being mentioned as an impor-
tant hindrance. Silo mentality is often described as creating
a barrier to better utilising ecosystem services (Hagemann
et al. 2020, p. 289) and nature-based solutions (Kabisch et al.
2016, 6 of 15; Sarabi et al. 2020, p. 2, 4). Our results con-
firm these findings and also show how a lack of horizontal
alignment creates potential redundancy when strategies are
produced without coordination between relevant depart-
ments. In cities that have formal cross-sectorial thematic
groups spanning all sectors, the challenge is then to incen-
tivise and motivate those colleagues not directly involved in
the groups. As such, having formal cross-sectorial groups
is no guarantee that discussions and outputs will trickle out
and become ingrained throughout the organisation. Finding
common ground between departments that are most clearly
relevant is still seen as more straightforward than includ-
ing other sectors that are not currently engaged in the UGI-
HH&W nexus.

In this study, the green bridge builder represents a type of
knowledge broker (Clar et al. 2013) or intermediary (Frantz-
eskaki and Bush 2021) as a strategic approach to address the
lack of horizontal connections between organisations and
sectors. While the role formally has a cross-sectorial focus,
a key factor has been working to ensure long-term imple-
mentation by forming citizen associations that continue after
the project’s completion. However, in this case the green
bridge-building role in Aarhus has been discontinued and the
employee is currently working on other tasks. Thus, a risk
with innovative governance experiments is that they remain
as isolated measures (Holscher et al. 2023, p. 1; Quitzau
et al. 2022, p. 9) that fail to be strategically integrated into
the permanent organisation (Godenhjelm et al. 2015, p. 343)
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as involved actors and generated knowledge disperse after
the experiment ends.

The need for more cross-sectorial and cross-level col-
laboration is additionally challenged by a lack of resources
in terms of both time and funding. This is explicitly men-
tioned by all three roles, with planners and managers feeling
constrained as cross-sectorial collaboration is stacked on top
of existing work, with no or few additional resources. Thus,
the UGI-HH&W relationship is not only hindered by organi-
sational silos. Rather, its potential benefit is not politically
prioritised enough to warrant increased resources, leading to
a situation where knowledge existing outside of the immedi-
ate sphere of a plan or project is not considered.

5.2.2 Barriers and support for vertical alignment

The results show that UGI is understood by interviewees as
a viable approach to address a range of challenges. However,
there is a perceived lack of formal priorities guiding subse-
quent steps towards implementation. This is also found in
other studies (Hislop et al. 2019, p. 648; Kauark-Fontes et al.
2023, p. 25), including those where the stated formal vision
is impossible to achieve in practice (Dempsey 2020, p. 173;
Whitten 2020, p. 100). This lack of support for implemen-
tation results in a fight for precedence within projects over
the values to be prioritised. Interviewees in this study felt
they required detailed, situated and preferably quantitative
evidence demonstrating UGI benefits to convince politi-
cians that investment in UGI is worthwhile. Thus, while the
continued need for evidence on UGI-HH&W linkages is an
important focus for future research, it is equally important
to address this as a challenge of policy formation (Barton
and Grant 2013, p. 133). The results confirm that policies
provide insufficient support to counter other land use inter-
ests, as suggested by Sunding et al. (2024, p. 10). Dobson
and Dempsey (2020, p. 13-14) show a related mismatch,
where politicians are perceived to be more inclined to lis-
ten to economic arguments than purely health-based ones.
However, the complex nature of both UGI and HH&W, and
even their more complex interrelation, makes it difficult to
acquire quantifiable metrics (Hislop et al. 2019, p. 637) such
as direct revenue (King and Shackleton 2020, p. 1). Instead,
the positive effects of the UGI-HH&W relation will appear
elsewhere and be indirect, such as strengthened public health
and reduced costs for health care (Dobson 2018, p. 74-75).

Furthermore, our results indicate that plans risk going
unused if they lack formal responsibilities for implementa-
tion, or sufficient budgets for continued maintenance and
development. In particular, the absence of clear respon-
sibilities for implementation risks hampering long-term
realisation (Kabisch et al. 2016, p. 6 of 15) and affects long-
term collaboration and knowledge integration (Wickenberg
et al. 2021, p. 49). In short, stronger visions and clearer
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prioritisations in policy formation are vital, but are not suf-
ficient in themselves to ensure programmatic alignment.

5.2.3 Temporal alignment: aligning collaboration
and implementation in the long-term

While a range of different issues were addressed in the inter-
views in this study, the strongest concern was voiced by
managers describing a mismatch between budgets for invest-
ments and long-term management. Previous research dis-
cusses the challenge of low budgets for implementation and
maintenance of UGI in times of financial constraint (Kabisch
2015, p. 564). Our results complement this insight by show-
ing that while investments are at times extensive, budgets for
UGI management and maintenance remain unchanged. This
suggests that maintenance budgets are low independent of
the rate of investments, a pattern also indicated by others
(Dobson and Dempsey 2020, p. 11; Randrup et al. 2021,
p- 8). This directly conflicts with the long-term perspective
required for implementation to ensure sustainable UGI val-
ues (Kabisch et al. 2016, p. 6 of 15; Mercado et al. 2024, p.
87; Randrup et al. 2021, p. 10; Randrup and Jansson 2020,
p. 8), as management is crucial for UGI to support HH&W
after construction phases are completed (Dobson et al. 2021,
p- 3).

Our results suggest that a lack of resources applies not
only in a geographical dimension, meaning UGI managers
have more spaces to maintain with the same funds, but also
include an increasing breadth of responsibilities for manag-
ers. Both planners and health strategists mention the involve-
ment of the operational level in early planning stage—or
throughout project implementation—as crucial for integrat-
ing the experience of what works in “the field". Gentin et al.
(2023, p. 4188), and Molin and Konijnendijk (2014, p. 559)
also show how a wide range of activities are piled on top
of managers’ existing tasks without increasing resources.
This results in operational resources (i.e. time and funding)
being stretched over larger areas and more tasks, shifting
the focus from the strategic development of UGI, to making
ends meet.

Taken together, this focus on favouring investments over
maintenance, combined with a lack of attention to effective
and long-term management, reflects an expectation that the
right management will “simply happen” (Dempsey et al.
2014, p. 9) with a top-down and linear understanding of the
policy implementation process. However, if managers are
forced to focus on delivering the least possible maintenance
at the cheapest possible cost, the more strategic or evalua-
tive measures will go unpursued (Dobson et al. 2021, p. 9),
leaving the potential for a more versatile utilisation of opera-
tional skill, experience, and time unfulfilled. In short, the
issue is not solely about a need for increased resources, but
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also a redistribution from short-term project-based invest-
ments to strategic long-term UGI development.

5.3 Implications for research and practice

The results from this study can be seen to impact policy,
practice, and research in different ways. The study shows
that as challenges become increasingly complex and trans-
disciplinary, clearer policy prioritisations are key for the
perceived support in subsequent stages (e.g. Sunding et al.
2024, p. 10). The studied countries’ high rank in sustainabil-
ity measures on a global scale (Aguiar Borges et al. 2017,
Sachs et al. 2024) indicates that even potential frontrunner
cities struggle with implementation gaps between policy and
operational levels. In the face of limited resources in imple-
mentation stages, general policy statements are less useful
if the prioritisation of potentially conflicting values are not
made explicit. In effect, with several competing interests,
any implementation measures that aren’t easily translated
into short-term financial gain risk being deprioritised.
Therefore, decision makers need to consider the condi-
tions of implementation and the long-term budgetary effects
of planned investments in order to ensure their longevity
and avoid gradual degeneration. Studies in the USA (Hauer
and Peterson 2016), the UK (Whitten 2018), and Germany
(Kabisch 2015) have indicated significant budget cuts as a
factor detrimentally impacting UGI maintenance and man-
agement. By comparison, Nordic countries seem to follow a
less volatile trend in funding for UGI (Randrup et al. 2021).
However, the gap between policy ambitions and long-term
management remains, with our results showing that even
cities with high ambitions and available resources are fac-
ing challenges caused by a lack of long-term thinking. This
underlines that the problem is more than just resource allo-
cation; it is also the lack of a strategic approach to long-term
management and maintenance during early planning stages.
The issue of omitting the operational level in overall plan-
ning and management is not unique to the UGI-HH&W rela-
tion. Management of public space has been called a “blind
spot” in urban planning and design, accompanied by a call
for academia to embrace management as a societal and aca-
demic challenge (Duivenvoorden et al. 2021, p. 2-3). This
study joins that call, only adding the need to recognise that
a dynamic and continuous development is intrinsic to UGI.
This entails a need for studies that include operational level
systems and perspectives, as well as an understanding of
the intended development of the UGI over time. However,
this is not a call for policy and planning to better adapt to
the constraints of the current management regimes. On the

contrary, we want to inspire practitioners and academia to
address system integration across all organisational levels to
ensure implementation of policy in a way that is sustainable
in the long term.

6 Conclusion—why programmatic
alignment matters

This study set out to uncover how practitioners address the
relation between UGI and HH&W in everyday practice, and
explore the factors that support or challenge this work. Per-
haps unsurprisingly, planners’ and managers’ perceptions
are not primarily focused on specific health outcomes and
their promotion. Rather, their focus is embedded in layers
of multiple societal challenges, general day-to-day con-
straints, and a lack of vertical, as well as horizontal, align-
ment. Current discourse around cross-sector collaboration
offers insights into a perceived lack of resources for the
coordination required to secure a more systematic approach
between departments. Combined with a perceived mismatch
between policy formation and implementation, cross-level
alignment becomes overlooked, at the expense of long-term
development. While cross-sectorial collaboration is crucial
for health-promoting planning and management of UGI,
this study shows that the challenge goes beyond horizontal
alignment. Systemic approaches to vertical alignment and
funding beyond investment projects are imperative for long-
term development.

The mismatch results in the continued creation of visions
and plans that either remain unrealised or degrade over time, as
operational levels lack the resources to maintain and develop
the investments in UGI. Conversely, an organisation-wide
attention to programmatic alignment paves the way for reflex-
ive feedback, while acknowledging the messy complexities
of both organisational practices and UGI. A focus on pro-
grammatic alignment leads to better goal achievement at the
policy level, as visions are better linked to what is practically
achievable. At the tactical level, planning strategies and design
proposals that take long-term management into account mean
that created UGI can be sustained over time. This is necessary
as UGI often takes time to develop the full range of intended
benefits. On the operational level, this would mean allocat-
ing sufficient resources to develop existing spaces in order to
sustain and increase these benefits. In effect, it is not clear
that aligned practices will instantly lead to more or better GI.
However, it will align what we set out to do with what is actu-
ally made and sustained over time.
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Appendix A: Description of professional
roles for interviewee selection

Hi [Municipal contact person]! date.

Earlier this spring, you got information that interviews
would be conducted within [research project] during late
spring—summer.

The interviews will examine how planners, managers,
and health strategists (or the equivalent) work with the link
between green space and health, how they relate to formal
policy and strategy documents, and what the collaboration
looks like between their respective departments.

As a contact person, you may be a suitable interviewee,
but it is not necessary depending on what your role looks
like. We now need your help to find suggestions for roles /
people that may be suitable. A description follows, detailing
these roles.

Profile for planners

The role must be at an overall policy level and function
primarily as a strategic planner: Work with comprehensive
plans or strategic green planning documents, i.e. not pri-
marily with constructions developers, with detailed plans
or building permits.

Profile for managers

The role must be at a tactical level—with insight into or
responsibility for operational activities linked to green areas
(e.g. purchasing function or administrative manager). It must
be a person who not only collaborates with planners but has
contact with management and maintenance of green spaces.

Profile for health-related role

The role should be working with health issues on a stra-
tegic level, such as health promotion work—public health
or strategic health planning. If such a role does not exist, a
role with a focus on outdoor life and / or leisure planning
also works.

The role must be located within the municipality and
can be found within e.g. a leisure / culture administration
or social / health administration. This means that the role
does not primarily focus on primary care, but can exist in
primary care if it has a public health strategic focus.

It is not necessary for the role to collaborate with
municipal planning or specifically strategic nature or green
space planning today, but they should preferably work in
a way where a collaboration could be possible (also in
relation to individual groups, e.g. children or the elderly).
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If you have any trouble identifying relevant roles, please
don’t hesitate to ask for clarifications or refer me to some-
one you think can have good suggestions.

Thank you for your help!

Kind regards.

Appendix B: Preparatory information
before interviews

Hi [Health strategist/Planner/Manager]!

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview
within the NORDGREEN project!

The ambition of NORDGREEN is to generate practical,
applicable and policy relevant knowledge on how to plan,
design and manage urban green space in ways that support
sustainable development and public health and wellbeing.

The interview will be recorded in order to facilitate
the analysis process. The interview material will be
anonymized, and you will not be identified by name.

The material will be analysed and used in scientific
publications within the project, as well as in any news,
popular scientific publications and handbooks produced
as a part of the project result.

The main focus of the interview is captured by the ques-
tions below. We will ask more specific and follow up ques-
tions on each topic, the questions are to be seen as general
indication of what we will be discussing.

Similar questions will be asked regardless of if you
answer as a planner, green space manager or public
health strategist in your municipality. You are asked to
think about the questions from the perspective of your
role/department.

Background (H/P/M)

e Describe your role and work within the organisation;
What do you work with?
e What is the size and budget of your department?

Today’s approach (H)

e What is your primary focus in your work with public
health?

e How do you (your department) use public green spaces
as a part of your work with public health?

e How do you (your department) cooperate with actors

within and outside the organisation?

How do you use formal municipal documents such as

plans, policies and strategies in your work?
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e How do you use health data and statistics in public health
related work?

¢ How do you monitor and evaluate outcomes of strategies
and projects?

Today’s approach (P/M)

e How do you work with the green infrastructure / public
health-relation in your department today?

e How do you (your department) cooperate within and out-
side the organisation?

e How are the formal municipal documents such as plans
and strategies used in your work?

¢ How do you use formal municipal documents such as
plans, policies, and strategies in your work?

e How do you use health data and statistics in planning
related work?

e How do you monitor and evaluate outcomes of strategies
and projects?

The future (H)

e Looking forward—do you have ideas or coming work
to promote the use of municipal green space in public
health work?

The future (P/M)

e Looking forward—do you have ideas or coming work to
promote public health in GI work?

If you have and questions, please contact me at XXXX.
See you soon!

Appendix C: Interview questions

Information before the interview

Shortly describe the NORDGREEN project. Inform that
the interview is voluntary and anonymous: Cities will be
described but interviewee will not be mentioned by name.
Reiterate that the focus in the project is the G/HH&W
nexus, but that the interviewee can relate the questions to
their general work as they see fit.

You and the organisation

e Describe your role and task; what do you work with?

e How large is your department? (number of people /
budget)

e  How is your department organised? In sections, units?

(one step below the org. schedule)

What do these sections do?

Which have a HH&W / Green space relation?

(What are these relations ?—in brief)

What departments or sections do you cooperate with

HH&W / GI work?

e Informal individual contacts or formal close contacts
with the entire section?

e Regular contact or separate projects?

e Can you describe the general focus of the work of your
department?

e Can you describe how you (your section) work with the
HH&W—GI nexus in your work? (e.g. give examples of
projects or strategic actions)

e Do you focus on health equally much in all areas
throughout the city?

e Do you address different user group’s needs?

e What external actors (user groups, private sector) do you
cooperate with HH&W / GI work?

e In which settings do you work together?

e What type of projects? (large, long term, costly, small
quick trials).

e What works well within the cooperation?

e [s there anything you miss in the cooperation, in e.g.
specific knowledge or roles, more time?

Use of plans/strategies

e Which documents do you refer to in your HH&W / GI
planning/management work?

e Who were involved in producing the plan/document?
What depts., external consultants?

e Are they clear/useful—what support do you get from
them?

e How do you use them?

e How are these visions/ policies implemented?

e Do the documents mention co-operation between HH&W
& GI planning/man? If so, who takes the initiative to get
the co-operation started?
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Monitoring & evaluation

¢ Do you monitor or evaluate outcomes of projects or
strategies?

e How do you do it?

e Which actors/departments are included?

Looking forward—develop

e [f the HH&W / GI nexus were to be promoted even more
in green space/nature-related planning and management,
what could be done? (To planner and manager)

e [If the HH&W / GI nexus were to be even more prominent
in health/public health work, how can that be done? (7o
health strategist)

e Organisation-wise?

e Are there resources missing? Which? (Knowledge, time,
money?)

e Are there routines or activities to promote this that are
missing? What would they entail?

e Are there policies or strategies missing to promote this?
What would they contain?

e [s there anything you want to mention that we have
missed to talk about?
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