
SWEDISH INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR LOCAL DEMOCRACY 1

POLICY BRIEF 42 – DESIGNING CITIES FOR MENTAL WELLBEING

POLICY BRIEF 42

A universal design tool for visually assessing the urban landscape in
relation to mental health in cities

DESIGNING CITIES FOR
MENTAL WELLBEING



SWEDISH INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR LOCAL DEMOCRACYSWEDISH INTERNATIONAL CENTRE FOR LOCAL DEMOCRACY2

POLICY BRIEF 42 – DESIGNING CITIES FOR MENTAL WELLBEING

Introduction
Mental health has for a long time had a lower priority than physical health 
in many countries (1). In recent years, however, there has been an increasing 
understanding that mental health is also important: according to the World 
Health Organization, there is “no health without mental health” (2). 

Urban mental health is important, as there is evidence that people living 
in cities have a higher risk of various mental health problems and stress, 
compared to people living outside cities (4) (5).  One aspect of it is the 
cityscape itself and its effect on the wellbeing of citizens. It is therefore 
important for local authorities to be able to assess the impact of the urban 
landscape on mental health and to be able to identify areas in which 
improvements could be made. 

The aim of this briefing paper is to sketch out a simple transferable method 
by which city officials can do a pilot study of how comfortable their city is 
regarding urban mental health, as a complement to the earlier methodology. 
This method intends to be an eye-opener for policymakers. It is easy to 
undertake and understand and focus on a few important points. After doing 
this initial assessment, further analysis of their town/cities can be initiated. 
This initial visual registration of the city space can then be complemented 
with in-depth observations of the spaces, working with experts, focus groups 
or local activists (4). 

The paper begins by outlining the aspects of the cityscape that are studied 
and the methodology of the city walk, then uses a prominent case study from 
Denmark as an example to illustrate how it can be applied in practice. 
The lessons learned from the case study, and how they can be generalized, 
are assessed in a final discussion.

Cover photo: Tactile guidance lines in the pavement. Photo: Anne Faurskov.
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Methodology
The objective was to develop a simple tool based on universal design, which municipal officials 
can use as a quick overview of factors promoting mental health in an area, when looking only 
at the physical environment. It was chosen to focus only on the physical elements, which could 
be observed when walking through the area, and creating a map of these elements. 

 
Elements supporting mental health:
 
The 5 following physical elements were identified as well-established promoters for mental health.

The existence of natural environments such as green plants/greenery has a beneficial 
effect on our mental health. Green spaces can be any green element from large forests 
to singular plant elements in planters or on facades. (4) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11).

Water is an important element. It has a calming and contemplative effect on us, 
beneficial for mental health. Blue spaces can be lakes, oceans, shore fronts, fountains 
or any other water features (12) (13) (14).

Social interaction is important for our mental health. Therefore, it is important for 
mental health in the city that the city space provides a framework which promotes 
social interaction (15). 

Green spaces 

Blue spaces  

Social spaces
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Mapping

Mapping was chosen because a map gives a visual understanding. The process itself of walking 
through a street and observing certain elements, furthermore, gives the observer an intimate 
understanding that the map alone does not convey. (21) (18).

The location of the above-mentioned indicators was plotted on a map of the study area. 
On this map it is possible to see whether certain parts of the study area are lacking in any of 
the studied elements – or whether certain areas are well supplied with mental wellness-prompt-
ers. This allows us to identify possibilities for improvement in the studied area.

The need to use landmarks for guidance is especially important for people who do not 
know the area well. Landmarks are also important for people with certain types of 
mental functional variation. (18) (19) (20).

Sometime noise and visual overload can be a problem in the city. To avoid mental 
overload, it is important to have quiet spaces or spaces for retreating. (16) (17).

Landmarks for orientation, 

Quiet spaces/spaces for retreat 
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Case study – Copenhagen
For the case study, the city of Copenhagen was chosen as an example. It is the capital of
Denmark and most Danes come to Copenhagen once in a while (22) (23). Because it is a place 
that most of the population use to a greater or lesser extent, it is important that the city center 
be accessible and inclusive for all.

Case study area

The central pedestrianized area of Copenhagen was chosen, as this is the most frequented 
pedestrianized area in the country (24). In figure 1 is indicated the path of our walk and how it 
is divided into three parts for the purpose of this analysis.

Figure 1
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Walk part 1: 

Green spaces (see green dots on map). There were not many green spaces along the walk. 
Most of the green spaces observed consisted of planters at the intersections (25).  

Blue spaces (blue dots). In this part of the walk there was one water-feature: a fountain in 
the Amagertorv square.

Social spaces (pink dots). It was observed that the social spaces in the street were generally 
commercial spaces in the form of cafés/restaurants with tables in the street.   

Quiet spaces/spaces for retreat (purple dots). This part of the street had several quiet 
streets or shop galleries, which could be easily accessed from the street to provide a quiet 
space away from the buzz of the street. 

Landmarks for orientation. Orientation along this street is easy at the time, because there 
was a long yellow line down the middle of the street, creating a two-way system for pedestrians.

Figure 2
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Walk part 2: 

Green spaces (green dots) were mainly observed at the squares. Especially a square in front of 
a church was very abundant with large trees. But other kinds of greenery were also observed, 
such as leaf-decorations on a shop front. 

Blue spaces (blue dots). There is one big fountain, which is a central part of the large square.

Social spaces (pink dots). In this part of the street there was quite a lot of free seating, as 
there were benches in each square. In the street itself all the social spaces were paying-spaces, 
such as cafes or take-away shops. 

Quiet spaces/spaces for retreat (purple dots). This part of the street had several quiet streets 
or shop galleries, which could be easily accessed from the street to provide a quiet space away 
from the buzz of the street. 

Landmarks for orientation (orange dots). In this part of the walk there is a church and two 
significant squares which makes way-finding relatively easy. 

Figure 3
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Walk part 3: 

Green spaces (green dots). This part of the street is not as green as the previous part. 
The only green elements observed were trees in the squares. 

Blue spaces (blue dots). There were no water features in this part of the walk.

Social spaces (pink dots). Social spaces in this part of the walk consisted mainly of
various take-away restaurants with seating attached and a few cafes. 

Quiet spaces/spaces for retreat (purple dots). In this end of the street there were
no quiet places to retreat into. 

Landmarks for orientation (orange dots). The main landmarks are the two squares at either 
end of this part of the street. Along the street itself there were no significant landmarks.

Figure 4
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Discussion
The indicators used in the method are only some of the factors which affect mental health. 
There are of course many other factors which influence mental wellbeing, such as financial status, 
noise, safety, gender and racial equity, and access to public services such as health services, education 
etc. (26). Many of these factors cannot be estimated through direct observation but must be 
studied through other means, e.g., in statistics or surveys. The aim of the current study was to 
outline a relatively simple method by which the public streetscape be assessed for its effects on 
mental health, as a complement to other studies of the underlying structural factors that contribute 
to mental wellbeing.

In the case of green spaces, there is a difference between the quality of a quiet space fully covered 
with green plants and a single planter. The climate context of the city/town is also important. 
A blue space with a water feature creates a more comfortable micro-environment in a hot-climate, 
while in a cold climate, the cold-water spray from a fountain carried on a breeze can be expe-
rienced as uncomfortable. When looking at social spaces, it becomes even more difficult to 
assess the real social promotion impact. If it is a commercial space access will be determined by 
who can afford to sit there. But commercial spaces can also be felt as protected spaces where 
certain persons would be more likely to socialize.  

Returning to the case study of Copenhagen, it can be concluded that there are mental health 
promotors present, but that the street could be further improved.
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Potential for improvement:

Green spaces. By adding more greenery along the streets, e.g., as parts of 
shopfronts or cafés, a greener environment could be created. This would not only 
improve the visual appeal of the street, but could also contribute to improving the 
air quality (27), enhancing the acoustic qualities of the street (28) and making the 
street more inclusive for the elderly (29). Green spaces can also help relieve stress 
(30), which is a major issue in cities (31).

Blue spaces. It was observed that water features are only present in squares.
There are canal and harbor spaces very close to the pedestrianized area, so whether 
adding more water features to the main pedestrianized street would improve the 
mental health of the streetscape would require further analysis.

Social spaces. There is a reasonable spread of social spaces along the street, but 
further analysis is needed in order to assess whether the spread is sufficient to 
promote social mental health in the area. Increasing the number of places to sit 
down is important for persons with reduced mobility for whom good facilities for 
sitting down and taking a break is very important (29).

Quiet spaces/spaces for retreat. There is a good spread of quiet spaces along most 
of the area, but the area could be improved by adding more quiet spaces in Part 3 
of the walk. The quiet spaces could also benefit from being signposted, as most of 
them are somewhat hidden. Quiet spaces are of particular importance for persons 
with mental functional variation and older persons (16) (32).

Landmarks for orientation Wayfinding along the street is very easy, due to the
yellow-line dividing the street (a legacy of the Covid epidemic). It could be 
considered whether a similar feature should be permanently retained or introduced 
in other parts of the city. 
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Conclusion
By directly observing city spaces by looking for promotors of mental health, it is possible to 
gain insight into how comfortable our cities are for persons with mental functional variation.
The method indicated here is intended as a help for city officials or other interested parties to 
gain insight into a town environment and to serve as an eye-opener for seeing elements which 
promote mental health in a town.  As such, it can be a useful first step or complement to more 
comprehensive studies.

Our case study of Copenhagen gave us insight into which of the promoters of mental health 
are present in the main pedestrianized area of Copenhagen. It was observed that generally 
there is a good presence of promoting elements, but that there is also room for improvement.
When analyzing how comfortable our cities are for persons with mental functional variation, it 
is important to remember that what is good for persons affected by mental functional variation 
is generally also good for everyone else. Also, our mental health conditions change over life. If 
we are experiencing life difficulties, we need a more supportive mental environment and as we 
grow older many persons experience one or other form of dementia. As such, promoting mental 
health in our cities is of crucial importance to attain a sustainable society. 
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