
OPENspace Research Centre 

Catharine Ward Thompson  
Research Professor of Landscape Architecture 

OPENspace Research Centre 
Edinburgh College of Art 

www.openspace.eca.ac.uk 

The research centre for inclusive 
access to outdoor environments 



The benefits of urban woodlands 

“You can just go away by 
yourself.  You can just disappear 
and nobody can see you…you 
can’t do that in the city, you can’t 
just keep walking, walking, 
walking” 

“I find it’s quiet, it gets you away 
from everyday life. You just go 
away and be in a world of your 
own sometimes… if you’re angry 
at anything, just go away and get 
yourself all calmed down.”              
Unemployed men and women 
Central Scotland 
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1. Frequency of childhood green space visits 
 True of OPENspace research surveys in urban 
and rural England and in Central Scotland - people 
who did not visit green spaces frequently as 
children were very unlikely to visit as adults 

2. Gender 
3. Distance of green space from home 
4. Whether you might visit green places alone  

 or with family or friends 

What predicts healthy use of 
green spaces? 



Attitudes according to frequency of childhood visits
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childhood daily
childhood weekly
childhood monthly
childhood yearly
childhood never
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Ward Thompson, Aspinall, & Montarzino (2008). The childhood factor: 
people’s use of green places and the significance of childhood 
experience. Environment and Behavior, 40(1), 111-143 

Childhood experience and adult attitudes 



Places for 
teenagers? 
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Natural England Commissioned Report NECR025 

Wild Adventure Space: its role 
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First published 20 May 2010 



“My brothers like to make dens with friends, up the 
woods” 

“I like the bit up the wood, by the quarry.  You can sit 
up at the top …and see the whole of Edinburgh” 

Teenagers, Edinburgh suburbs 
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Spectrum of opportunity for wild 
adventure outdoors 

8    Wild Adventure Space for young people 
(adapted from HenleyCentreHeadlightVision, 2005) 



Why do older people need to get outdoors?  
In our study, older people living in an environment that makes it 
easy and enjoyable to go outdoors were more likely to be physically 
ac:ve, healthier and more sa:sfied with life. 

I N C L U S I V E   D E S I G N   F O R   G E T T I N G   O U T D O O R S 



 How do perceived quality and 
accessibility of neighbourhood open 
spaces affect patterns of activity? 

I N C L U S I V E   D E S I G N   F O R   G E T T I N G   O U T D O O R S�

 GOOD PATHS TO OPEN SPACE  

 GOOD FACILITIES 

 PLEASANTNESS 

 LACK OF NUISANCE   
 RECREATIONAL WALKING 

 WALKING FOR TRANSPORT 

A more pleasant neighbourhood open space is associated with a 40% increase 
in the likelihood of achieving more than 1 hour of recrea:onal walking per 
week 
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Does where you live make a difference?  

Do you live within 10 minutes’ walk of a 
local open space? 

Par:cipants who live within 10 minutes’ 
walk of a local open space were twice as 
likely to achieve the recommended levels 
of healthy walking (2.5 hours/week) 
compared with those whose local open 
space is further away.  
(OR = 0.46, 95% CI= 0.24–0.88) 

Par:cipants living within 10 minutes’ walk 
of a local open space were more than 
twice as likely to be sa:sfied with life 
compared with those whose local open 
space is further away. 
(OR = 2.17, 95% CI= 1.16‐4.06) 



Scenario modelling to compare 
preferences for different options 

I N C L U S I V E   D E S I G N   F O R   G E T T I N G   O U T D O O R S�

1. Trees versus traffic 
 Participants would rather have an open space with few 

trees (both along paths and in the park) but light traffic 
than one with heavy traffic and lots of trees. 

2. Trees versus facilities 
 Participants would tolerate lack of facilities (such as café 

and/or toilets) in order to have tree-lined paths and 
dense trees and plants in their local open spaces. 

3. Aesthetically pleasing versus well-maintained open 
spaces 

 Participants would tolerate a poorly maintained open 
space in order to have an aesthetically pleasing one 
(i.e., dense trees/plants, water features, wildlife). 



CABE Space: Research quesBons 
•  How is the quality of urban 
green space important and 
significant to the health and 
well‐being of different 
ethnic communi:es living in 
six deprived urban areas of 
England? 

•  What is the impact of 
varying quality of urban 
green space on health and 
well‐being in these areas?  

•  What are the implica:ons of 
these findings for na:onal 
and local policy?  

Research summary
TBC     

    
  

Research summary
Community green: using local 
spaces to tackle inequality 
and improve health 



CABE: IdenBficaBon of case study areas 
High levels of depriva:on 
(IMD) 
High percentages of black and 
minority ethnic popula:ons 
With same percentages of 
urban green space but varying 
quality 

6 ‘paired’ case study areas 
•  Greater Manchester A & B 
•  West Midlands A & B 
•  London A and B 



Perceived value of urban green space for 
physical and mental health 

‘Community Green’ for CABE Space: Across all groups, 60% thought 
beier quality green space could improve their physical health and 

45% perceived it could improve mental health. 



Longitudinal study to evaluate 
Woods In and Around Towns (WIAT) 

programme  
a Glasgow case study  

Catharine Ward Thompson, Peter 
Aspinall, Jenny Roe 

OPENspace Research Centre, Edinburgh 
College of Art 



Changes in physical activity over time 
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Drumchapel  Milton 



Changes in visits to local woodlands over 
time – summer visits 
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Changes in attitudes to healthy 
activities in woodland 
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Four Problem categories 

1.  Pre-arrival information  
 What do I want to do and where do I go? - Information 
Consistency 

2.  Approach routes  
How do I get there? - Route Connectivity 

3.  Finding the site entrance 
Is this the right place? - Entrance Reassurance 

4.  Arrival on site 
Where are the toilets/bike trails, etc? - Arrival Legibility 
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“Better Woodland Walks”  
– a toolkit to assess the woodland walking experience 

Aim: to help informed decision making:- 

•  What makes the existing walking experience special? 

•  What potential is there to enhance it?  

•  What to change, what to preserve? 



Better Woodlands Walk Toolkit by OPENspace Research Centre   October 2009 
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Task 3-1 CHECKLIST FOR ‘GATEWAY EFFECT’  (see attached one-page tick box sheet) 
  

• Use tick box sheet (provided overleaf) to help you assess the effectiveness of your entrances. 
• Some examples of entrances are shown below to highlight the benefits of an entrance with good ‘gateway’ effect. 

Tool 3  Entrance Assessment 
 

– Are the entry points encouraging people to come in?  - Are they effective ‘gateways’ to the woods? 

SOME EXAMPLES OF:   a) strong gateway effect 

 
 

   

Threshold experience Inviting and reassuring Sense of arrival Entrance announcement - signs 

•  a strong sense of entering 
the woods 

• welcoming and accessible to 
all  

• stands out as an entrance at 
the edge of woods without 
needing a sign to invite 
people in 

• highly visible, but fitting with 
environment 

• creates ‘natural’ gateway to 
the woods 

• leads you into the woods with 
ease 

 

• enticing – a sense of intrigue, 
or ‘what’s around the 
corner?’ 

• feels very safe to enter if well 
managed vegetation and 
paths at entrance 

• a clear view of the path 
ahead leads you in 

• no ambiguity, clear and 
simple visual cues (‘you are 
entering the woods, and this 
is definitely the way in’) 

 

• a transitional (or ‘halfway’) space 
between the street and the 
woods reinforces sense of 
arrival 

• a place to pause and consider 
options, and make the decision 
to enter (or not) 

• careful placement of entrance 
sign helps draw people in for a 
look, and creates comfortable 
place to stand without being in 
the way of others and/or traffic 

• sign placement matters – it acts 
as a ‘friend’ in the landscape 

 

• entrance  threshold signs can 
work well with trees and 
pathway to create a ‘natural’ 
gateway if no other form of 
gateway exists 

• signs must provide minimum 
information to maximum effect 

• clear and simple messages only 
- the name of this place, which 
entrance this is, key 
activities/facilities 

• the ‘look and feel’ of a sign must 
fit with its surroundings & 
locality, but be visible 
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Putting it all together: Action listTask 6-1

Is the entrance layout like a ‘gateway’? Does 

the entrance provide a pleasant and inviting 

arrival point?   Does the layout provide a 

comfortable space for people to stand and look 

around, read the sign?   Does anything need to 

change – vegetation clearance? Sign position?  

Sign information?

3. Entrance 

assessment

Medium 

term

Long term

Action  priority & cost £ £ £

Now

What opportunities exist for improving the user 

experience e.g. enjoyment of views, pleasant 

places to sit/rest/look.     What are the current 

problem spots and what can be done to 

improve the whole experience?

5. Whole 

experience –

analysis and 

mapping

Is there a wayfinding problem?  Do you have 

the right information in the right place? Do you 

need to add, remove, change or reposition 

signs – if so what to change, and where?  Do 

you need to change published information?

4. Wayfinding, 

signs and 

information

Recommendations /   

output

What are the key qualities that feature in 

people’s woodland walking experience?   What  

phrases are people using to describe the 

woodland experience?

2. Woodland 

user experience

Where are your priority paths and entrances for 

focussing resources?   What  should be 

changed or preserved to promote and enhance 

the woodland walking experience?

1. Path choice

Key issuesItem

What to 

change / 

what to 

preserve?



Findings from the Outdoor  
and Health Network 

Researchers and policy-makers 
Led by UHI Millennium Institute 



How can we improve 
longitudinal data available?  

Published paper: 
Park, J.J., O’Brien, L., Roe, J., Ward Thompson, C. 
and Mitchell, R. (2011)  
The natural outdoors and health: assessing the 
value and potential contribution of secondary public 
data sets in the UK to current and future knowledge.  
Health & Place 17, 269-279,  
doi:10.1016/j.healthplace.2010.11.005 



• helping answer fundamental ques:ons about 
rela:onship between landscape & health 

• pilo:ng innova:ve qualita:ve approaches 
• helping engage public in par:cipa:on 

See www.outdoorshealthnetwork.co.uk 

OHN – outcomes available 
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Met, veros aliquisi tat, consed dolorper iliquamet nos nullan er iuscin 
utem num dit landreet loboreet numsan eugiamet vent volobore 
conse facidunt doluptate modigna feugue tat. Ut la feugiam 
consenit lum diamcommy numsandio doleniam, quat. Na aliqui 
blaore erit, quamet, core dionum zzrit lamet, quissent prat. Duipit 
irit iriusto od dio commodi amconse mincilis acillam coreet, quis et, 
quisit vullum dipsusto con utat. Uptate veratem dolum digna facilis 
nonullan exeraessit nullam vercinit laortis alit eugait lan velis nonsequatie eu feugiat wis ad 
dui eros aliqui erostrud doloboreet. 

Duis dipit, vel ut esed ea at loboreet nibh erillum ilis nissed min hent veliqui tat. Tem dunt 
nostion utetuerostio od del ullan hent landre minim acilit luptat, quisim et, qui exercil duisi 
etuero conse feum veniat, velit dolobortie dolorper iriure delit lum vel diam quat ad modipit 
vullaor alit in el do conumsa ndreet alit ea feu facing euissequatue mincidunt lore magnit alis 
exerost incillu msandio dolobore min et lor si.

Giat. Na facillam quatet wis augait vendion esto dunt ipis aliquisi. Nummodip eugue magna 
feui blan hent wisi blam delendit alis nit inim nonsequatie consecte diam alismodigna feui bla 
consequat incil exer illam verit lam, quismolore et, quat, si. Essendre cor ing exero delesto 
cor ad dipsum vel dolorem quam, si bla amet Estincipis atue dolore estrud ex eu feum 
dolortisl exer ipsustie dolutpatio commy nis autpat at. Sandipi smodit, suscidunt dolore tat, 
conullutpate magna feugiam quipsuscipit at. Ecte feugiam volobore feuguer si.

Em iure modolorer summodolorem nulla facilla acipsum dolobor periureet aliquam ipit init 
delis adiamet, quat, quatuerilla consequis dio dolesequate tis adit wissit nisit, velendrem num 
nullan henim dit alit la corem nim vent.

Vent wisl ullamcore magnim eugiat. Feuissi euisisit, commolorpero ercidunt wismod eriure 
modolor eetuer sed do commy nummodo odolor sustrud digna acidunt doloreratet iniam 
dolore tet, con veliquat la feum nim iuscillaor ate dolorer ostrud molore molobor iliquam 
Modit am, vel euguero con er iliquis dit ing et, commodiam, commy nulla feu faccum 
dolobore dio od exeros doluptatinim irilit, sim voluptat, sim veniamcon henisi tem exerat 

www.routledge.com

www.openspace.eca.ac.uk 


