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Natural Environments & Inequality
• Local green/blue space may promote and protect
health
• Likely multiple mechanisms e.g.
–
–
–
–
–
–

Stress reduction
Promotion of subjective wellbeing
Physical activity
Urban heat island mitigation
Air pollution mitigation
Social connection
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Natural Environments & Inequality
“In almost all countries, people with lower
socioeconomic status report having greater difficulty
accessing recreational or green areas than people with
higher socioeconomic status.”
WHO (2019) Environmental health inequalities in Europe 2nd Assessment
report

Natural Environments & Inequality
• But: local greenspace may also provide resilience against
health inequalities
• Mitchell & Popham (2008) showed lower socio-economic
gradients in mortality in greener urban areas
• Mitchell et al (2015) propose equigenic environments:
“those that can disrupt the usual conversion of
socioeconomic inequality to health inequality.”

Mitchell & Popham (2008). Lancet, 372, 1655-1660.
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(08)61689-X
Mitchell et al (2015). Am J Prev Med 49: 1, 80-84.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2015.01.017

Green/blue space during Covid-19?
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Data: Google Mobility Reports
https://www.google.com/covid19/mobility/
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International online survey (n=6080),
Apr-May 2020
“Lockdown severity significantly
affected mental health, while contact
with nature helped people to cope
with these impacts.
The buffering effect of nature was
especially relevant for those under
strict lockdowns”
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Pouso et al (2020)
https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/gpt3r/

Gardens - private natural space
• Recent evidence shows that (generally) gardens and
gardening provide benefits for psychological
wellbeing and physical activity (de Bell, 2020)
• Private gardens particularly important during
strict lockdown/stay at home orders (Pouso, 2020)
• Private outdoor space may be particularly important
for those highly vulnerable

de Bell et al (2020) https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2020.103836
Pouso et al (2020) https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/gpt3r/

Gardens - inequalities
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Data for England from Monitor of Engagement with the Natural Environment
Survey years: 2009-2016
n=7814
de Bell et al (2020) Spending time in the garden is
positively associated with health and wellbeing: Results
from a national survey in England
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.landurbplan.2020.103836

Recent UK surveys (Spring 2020)
• Polarisation during lockdown:
– some people spent more time than usual visiting green/blue
spaces
– some people spent less time visiting green/blue spaces

• Some groups much more likely to spend less time visiting
nature:
– Older people
– Lower socio-economic groups
– People with existing chronic health condition

Mitchell & Olsen (2020) for Public Health Scotland
Natural England People & Nature Survey (2020)

Recent UK surveys (Spring 2020)
• 68% of 65+ year olds reported spending less time in
greenspace during lockdown
• Vs 50% 18-24 year olds
(Mitchell & Olsen)

• 47% adults with a long-term illness had visited nature
in previous 14 days
• Vs 62% with no long-term illness (Natural England)

Mitchell & Olsen (2020) for Public Health Scotland
Natural England People & Nature Survey (2020)

In summary
1. Good quality green/blue space presents
opportunities for ‘equigenesis’
– But there are significant inequalities in access to good
quality green/blue space

2. Covid-19 and control measures have emphasised
the potential value of green/blue spaces for health
– But emergent data suggests inequalities have been
amplified

Key Sources
•
•
•

Olsen & Mitchell (2020) Change in use of green and open space following
COVID-19 lockdown ‘stay at home’ phase and initial easing of lockdown. Public
Health Scotland http://bit.ly/greenspacesreport
The People and Nature Survey for England: Adult Data Y1Q1 (April - June
2020) https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/the-people-and-nature-surveyfor-england-adult-data-y1q1-april-june-2020-experimental-statistics
Pouso et al (2020) Maintaining contact with blue-green spaces during the
COVID-19 pandemic associated with positive mental health.
https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/gpt3r/
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