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A significant proportion of people live in cities today, and inevitably, 

urban living affects population health. It is therefore important to 

understand how we can adapt to this era of chronic “lifestyle” diseases. 

To start off, there are various perspectives on what constitutes health. 

From a biomedical viewpoint, health is considered to be a condition 

without diseases. The holistic viewpoint emphasises multiple dimensions 

of health, including physical, psychological, emotional, spiritual, and 

social. There are also the research perspectives—the pathogenic versus 

salutogenic approaches. Pathogenic research investigates factors that 

cause diseases, with the aim to find medical treatments. Salutogenic 

research, on the other hand, is based on identifying wellness factors 

that maintain and promote health, rather than investigating factors 

that cause disease. In this approach that stems from the work of Aaron 

Antonovsky, “salute” refers to health whereas “genic” refers to origins. 

Together, “salutogenic” means the causes or origins of health. When 

combined, the two research perspectives offer a deeper knowledge and 

understanding of health and disease. 

A well-designed built environment can positively shape the social, 

psychological, and behavioural patterns of society, leading to 

improved well-being and better health. In 1997, the interdisciplinary 

global network International Academy for Design & Health (IADH) was 

established to achieve the mission of improving human health, well-

being, and quality of life through the application of research-based 

design. Today, IADH develops scientific knowledge and works with 

universities, advocates, governments, and industries throughout the 

world on how they can implement the salutogenic design approach 

to improve health in all types of infrastructure, from healthcare to 

education, custodial environments, public spaces, the workplace, and 

indeed our homes.

Psychosocially Supportive Design
The salutogenic approach involves psychosocially supportive design 

that stimulates and engages people, both mentally and socially, 

promoting an individual’s sense of coherence (SOC). The basic 

function of psychosocially supportive design is to start a mental 

process by attracting human attention, which may reduce anxiety 

and promote positive psychological emotions. It aims to stimulate the 

mind in order to create pleasure, creativity, satisfaction, and enjoy-

ment.

So what is causing and maintaining healthy people? Antonovsky 

developed the concept of a SOC, maintaining that a person with 

a high SOC will choose the most appropriate coping strategy in a 

stressful situation. The concept of SOC has three vital components: 

first, comprehensibility; second, manageability; and third, 

meaningfulness. A person with a strong SOC scores high on all three 

components. Comprehensibility implies that the individual perceives 

the surrounding environment and events happening in the world as 

coherent. If something unexpected happens, such as an accident or 

a personal failure, those that understand why it is happening have 

a higher SOC than those that cannot. A person with a low SOC 

perceives himself or herself as unlucky. Manageability means that 

the individual feels that he or she is influencing events happening 

around him or her and does not perceive himself or herself as a 

victim of circumstance. Antonovsky believes that a person’s sense of 

meaningfulness is connected to his or her perception that there are 

important and meaningful phenomena in life. Meaningfulness is the 

component that motivates a person’s SOC.

Planning the Physical Environment
The physical environment can be shaped to increase an individual’s 

In this approach that stems from the work 
of Aaron Antonovsky, “salute” refers to 
health whereas “genic” refers to origins. 
Together, “salutogenic” means the causes 
or origins of health. 
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SOC. Physical elements can contribute to stress and are therefore 

essential factors to consider in the exercise to increase comfort. 

Despite that, the majority of us in cities spend most of our time in 

indoor environments; there is a lack of knowledge about how these 

environments affect a person’s health and well-being. 

There is also a general belief that humans are always adapting to 

the environment. Often called the theory of adaptation, this belief 

indicates that people become less conscious of their environment 

the longer they reside or work in that given environment. In order to 

create supportive physical environments, it is crucial to understand 

an individual’s fundamental needs. It is also necessary for different 

professional disciplines to willingly cooperate to create the best 

conditions for humans. 

Such multi-disciplinary cooperation is demonstrated in the planning 

and development of a zoo. Just before it is built, it is a common 

practice for architects, designers, biologists, landscape architects, 

animal psychologists, and building specialists to collaborate to create 

an environment that optimises the living conditions for the animals. 

Factors such as materials, vegetation, and lighting are taken into 

consideration; animals need enough space to eat, sleep, and decide 

when to be social or seek solitude. Even their need for control and 

choice has been noticed. The aim is to create an environment that will 

support the animal’s physical, psychological, and social well-being. 

Ironically, humans do not seem to make the same demands when a 

designing a workplace. 

Models Supporting the Salutogenic Approach
The idea to view the physical environment as a health-promoting 

factor dates all the way back to the nineteenth century. Florence 

Nightingale developed a theory of healthcare that emphasised the 

importance of physical elements to individuals’ health. Examples 

of physical elements, such as noise, illumination, and daylight, were 

considered vital factors for a person’s mood. 

Heerwagen and others created a framework for a salutogenic design, 

which highlighted the following factors: first, social cohesion, with 

both formal and informal meeting points; second, personal control 

for regulating lighting, daylight, sound, temperature, and access to 

private rooms; and third, restoration and relaxation with quiet rooms, 

soft lighting, access to nature, and a good view.

In Kagan and Levi’s stress theory model, they describe how the 

physical environment is the foundation on which societal organisation 

is built and, in the long run, promotes health or disease. The model is 

used within the field of architecture to integrate design elements with 

health and well-being. 

Emdad has recently developed a model called Instability of Pyramids 

of Stress (IPS). This new framework takes neuroergonomics into 

consideration in relation to workplace health. For example, there is 

a risk that the employee may develop stress-related symptoms and 

disease if he or she experiences high demands from the surrounding 

environment but does not receive any reward. The employee may also 

experience stress if the reward is too low or inadequate, or if he or 

she does not have any suitable strategies in relation to psychosocial 

factors, home and family factors, or neuroergonomics. This mode 

integrates all of these factors and focuses on health, burnout, 

cardiovascular diseases, and short-term memory.

Nature’s Influence on Mental Health
Access to nature definitely plays an important role in promoting urban 

population health. Most people have some kind of relationship with 

nature, and among them are those who value diverse natural environ-

ments greatly. Many urbanites desire to get away from everyday life 

during the weekends and holidays and “regain” their strength in relax-

ing and natural recreational areas.

What makes people feel at ease in nature? Do natural environments 

affect people in different ways? Is it possible to draw any general 

conclusions about nature’s influence on the human being? 

Kaplan and Kaplan developed the Attentional Restorative Theory 

(ART), which identifies two attention systems: direct and indirect. 

Indirect attention does not demand any energy or effort from a person 

and is activated when something exciting suddenly happens or when 

one does not have to focus on anything in particular. Direct attention 

is activated as soon as a person needs to concentrate and focus on 

a task and simultaneously block other disturbing stimuli. After an 

intense period of direct attention, a person is in need of restoration; 

otherwise he or she will easily become mentally exhausted. People 

who have been using their direct attention without resting often 

become impatient and irritated, and it has been shown that a mentally 

exhausted person often commits so called “human errors”. A person 

who does not have the capacity to concentrate often becomes 

thoughtless, less cooperative, and less competent. Therefore, in order 
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1.  A natural environment made accessible 

to humans supports both the physical 

and psychological well-being of a person 

(Illustration: Feng Dexian).

2.  Melbourne’s new Royal Children’s 

Hospital is an example of how design 

for healthcare can adopt a more holistic 

salutogenic approach.

3, 4.  The design of Royal Children’s Hospital 

introduces daylight and nature 

into work and healthcare settings.
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to work efficiently, it is vital to have a well-functioning attention 

system and to find time for restoration. In contrast to the city 

environment, nature contains very little information that must be 

sorted and assessed (Kaplan and Kaplan 1989). In nature, the higher 

cognitive centres can therefore rest, which gives the visitor restorative 

experiences.

Studies have distinguished the following four needs for individuals 

who are in need of restoration and recreation: first, the need for being 

away from everyday life and its surrounding sounds, routines, and 

crowding; second, the need for fascinating stimuli that effortlessly 

stimulate the individual and diminish the risk of him or her becoming 

bored; third, the need for extent, or immersion in an environment 

that sustains exploration, which can create a feeling of being in a 

completely different world; and fourth, the need for compatibility 

when performing one’s tasks. The restorative environment should 

be inviting, well balanced with aesthetic beauty, and allow people to 

reflect. Nature, with its colours, forms, and scents, is unparalleled in 

encouraging people to forget about everyday life. It is therefore very 

important that natural environments are accessible at the workplace 

for optimal work performance efficiency. 

According to Van den Berg, Hartig, and Staats, several studies have 

confirmed that human beings perceive natural environments as more 

restorative than urban environments. Therefore, when human beings 

are tired and mentally exhausted, nature is an appropriate place 

for restoration. Other studies have shown that even viewing nature 

through a window has positive health outcomes.

The Physical Environment and Productivity
With respect to increasing productivity, companies often focus 

on employee competence and personal motivation rather than 

on the physical environment and design. Herzberg, in his research, 

observed employees’ motivation and the relationship between their 

behaviour and physical environment. When the physical environment 

is perceived as disturbing, it can negatively affect the employee’s 

motivation and thereby productivity. Herzberg emphasised that it 

is necessary to have access to a physically supportive environment, 

such as nature, which can contribute to the employee’s motivation. 

Maslow’s theory of motivation is one of the most well-known theories 

related to human need and motivation. While it was developed to 

analyse and explain the social environment, it can also be applied 

to the physical environment. For instance, the need for safety can 

be achieved through designed environments that allow people to 

have a good visual overview. If humans are not stimulated by their 

surroundings, they can easily lose interest, which can result in reduced 

performance. On the other hand, too much stimulation can lead to 

stress, since a person may not have the capability to deal with the 

stimulation. Increased knowledge and consciousness about the 

relationship between improved health and increased profitability 

would affect how designers, architects, and managers design, build, 

and maintain buildings. For instance, improved indoor climate could 

improve employees’ health, decrease the number of sick leave 

days, reduce healthcare needs, and increase productivity, which 

in turn strengthen the company’s human capital and lead to higher 

profitability. 
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