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Kingdom context: A planning issue?
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Abstract

This paper provides insights into the influence of housing quality on occupier mental well-
being based on a critical review of interdisciplinary literature spanning housing, health and
well-being, autonomy, and social value. We consider the significance of extant research
findings for the mental well-being of housing occupants and indicate the relevance for
planning. We find evidence of the relationship between housing occupier autonomy for the
lived experience of wellness and discuss the need for mental well-being valuation to inform
social housing provision in the United Kingdom. We introduce an original conceptual
framework representing components of the housing environment shaping occupier mental
well-being and conclude that planning in its co-ordinative capacity has the capability to connect
housing provision with mental well-being determinants. However, to do so, a radical shift in

the present UK politics of social housing provision and planning will be required.
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Introduction

A large body of research has explored the relationships between human health, the built
environment and housing. However, demonstrating relationships in the scientific statistical
tradition has been compromised by the number of potentially relevant variables involved and
their complex causal relations, especially in relation to mental health and well-being (Zhu and
Shelton, 1996; llesanmi, 2012). In this paper we examine extant evidence of the relationship
between housing quality and mental well-being, and its relevance for social value and the

planning system based on a review of relevant interdisciplinary literature.

Determining the habitable conditions required for people to experience mental well-being
positively, cannot readily be isolated from other health determining factors to satisfy objective,

static standards (Lawrence, 1995; llesanmi, 2012). Mental well-being dimensions of daily life,



including housing microenvironment variables fundamental to individual lived experiences,
are qualitative in nature (Lawrence, 2009). Furthermore, the ability of individuals to
proactively pursue and maximize their ‘wellness’ or optimal well-being, as promoted by
contemporary preventive approaches to health, is dependent on broader societal, cultural and
political economy contexts (ODPHP, 2018). Despite these empirical challenges, a growing
weight of evidence to be considered in this paper suggests that differences in the physical
conditions of the home (for example, damp, fuel poverty, overcrowding) and the
neighbourhood (community, public realm) and psychosocial housing environments (individual
and community autonomy, empowerment, status, control, perceived relative position and/or
insecure residence) influence not only the health but the mental well-being of housing
occupants. In the paper we propose an opportunity to embed the fundamental right to mental
well-being in planning activity in the United Kingdom (UK) through the application of social

planning principles to the provision of housing, including in the social housing sector.

Despite the market-led role of contemporary planning encompassing a broad range of spatial,
land use, transport and neighbourhood planning and advocacy activities in the UK that have
relevance for mental well-being (RTPI, 2020), we must not forget its legacy ‘town and country
planning’” mission of improving urban housing and environmental standards under the
influence of early twentieth century public health conditions (Hall, 2014). In the mid-twentieth
century, planning was consolidated and institutionalized under the Ministry of Town and
Country Planning, leading to its remit being government dictated. In the employ of politically
controlled central and local government departments, the role of planning’s “once proud élite
of technocrats” (Sutcliffe, 1981) became a function and a tool of the state, subject to the fluid
national and local territorial politics of the day (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2013). In the
structural context of neo-liberal privatization of development finance, state planning became
an actor in the commodification of urban space (Knox and Pain, 2010). However, the ‘social-
city’ principles of Ebenezer Howard’s late-nineteenth century English Garden City movement
response to industrial era capitalist urbanization (Allmendinger and Haughton, 2013; Adams
etal., 2015) are apparent in renewed engagement of the planning profession with social welfare
and health. This revival of ‘social-city’ planning for health principles is illustrated, for example,
by the Town and Country Planning Association (TCPA, 2015; 2020), the NHS’s ambitious
‘healthy new towns’ programme partnership launched in 2015 (NHS England, 2019) and the
Royal Town Planning Association (RTPI, 2020). But despite renewed concern for the

association between urban neighbourhood and place design and human health, much recent



commentary has tended to focus on physiologically unhealthy development outcomes (Sarkar
etal., 2014).

Based on an extensive critical review of relevant cognate interdisciplinary literature conducted
for a doctoral research degree at the University of Reading, the paper highlights how plan-
making could promote an ambitious social value housing agenda for the realization of proactive

wellness outcomes as part of the ‘communicative turn’ in planning espoused by (Healey, 1996).

The paper aims to make a novel contribution to recent research seeking to reunite planning
with health as a positive state by focusing specifically on mental well-being as experienced by
housing occupants. In the first section we consider evidence for the association between mental
well-being and housing. In the second section, we consider the relevance of the individual and
community autonomy of housing occupants for lived experiences of mental well-being in the
contemporary structure of UK housing provision. In the third section, we explore the
implications for public sector social valuation under the UK post-2012 Social Value Act for
social housing services commissioning. In the final section, we present a preliminary multi-
component conceptual framework to illustrate opportunities for planning activity based on
social principles to help reconnect housing provision with optimal occupier mental well-being,

including in the social housing sector.

Mental well-being association with housing

The concept of mental well-being derives from what has been referred to as a global concept
of health which includes social components (Mansourian, 2009, p. 26). The World Health
Organization’s (WHO, 1948) definition of health, encompassed “a complete state of physical,
mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (WHO,
1948). This definition has been regarded as breaking new ground at the time by presenting a
positive, in contrast to a negative (ill)health view and by recognizing the mental and well-being
dimensions of health (Ware, 1987; Kaplan et al., 1993, p. 10; Julliard et al., 2006). More
recently, the World Health Organization (WHO, 2003) and the American Psychiatric
Association APA (2015, updated 2018), broadened this positive, or salutogenic, definition of
health by referring to an individual’s functioning, including their ability to proactively realize
their personal potential, their stress management and coping skills, their ability to be
productive, and their sense of self-esteem and resilience. Attempts to refine the definition of
well-being have highlighted its fluidity, or dynamic nature (Nagase, 2012), its presentation as



a positive state (Sarafino, 2002, p. 5), a dynamic balance (Neuman, 1990; Saylor, 2004) and a
continuum (Antonovsky, 1987, in Sarafino, 2002, p. 5). These perspectives suggest that mental
state as a component of well-being is fluid and contingent upon a range of determining factors,
or ‘social determinants of health’, during an individual’s life course, as opposed to a fixed

attribute (ODPHP, 2018).

Housing is multi-dimensional, characterized by its durability, relative structural inflexibility
and spatial fixity (Tse and Love, 2000). A bundle of attributes unique to each residential unit,
its quality, location and environment (Lerman, 1979), has been found to have implications for
population health and mental well-being, often measured by using primarily quasi-
experimental well-being valuation models computing differences between actual and expected
study population trends (Sidney et al., 2017; Vine et al., 2017; Emeghe, 2022). Studies have
reported a very high significant impact of housing deprivation on mental health. Improved self-
rated health and well-being has been reported when homes are improved, such as by the
installation of insulation and effective heating (Howden-Chapman et al., 2007; Howden-
Chapman et al., 2008; Kearns et al., 2011; Macmillan et al., 2016; Francisco et al., 2017).
Dampness (Hopton and Hunt, 1996) has been found significantly associated with mental
depression and problems of linked functioning such as lack of sleep, energy and social isolation
(Hyndman, 1990; Packer et al., 1994). Other identified physical building characteristics
influencing mental health include indoor air quality, lighting, noise, warmth (Petrova et al.,
2013), and residential type, form and floor level (Evans, 2003), and overcrowding (Lepore et
al., 1991; Maxwell, 1996; Evans et al., 1998; Marais et al., 2013). Investigation into the
influence of building design on functional social interaction has found that housing design
solutions, such as the subdivision of long corridor designs, promote resident well-being by
reducing the effects of crowding and noise (Baum and Valins, 1979; Baum and Davis, 1980;
Hillier and Hanson, 1984). Neighbourhood designs in the form of traditional, suburban and
cluster housing with proximity to urban parks, have been found significant for mental health
and well-being (Dong and Qin, 2017; Zuniga-Teran et al.,, 2017). Additionally, for
inclusiveness in spatial planning, housing and built environment design have impacts on
mobility necessary for the social integration of people with physical disabilities (Handy et al.,
2002; WHO, 2003).

Relevant for strategic spatial planning, studies have revealed associations between housing
density related overcrowded living conditions and reduced sense of economic and social

security and psychological stress (Wilkinson, 1999; Evans et al., 2000; Evans et al., 2001;
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Bratt, 2002). Studies by Lowry (1991), Newman (2001), Weich et al. (2002) and Kearns et al.
(2012) found a link between high density housing areas with shared deck access such as public
walkways or central staircases, and higher rates of occupant depression due to limited social
control of space by residents. Evans (2003) found that living in high-rise/multi-unit dwellings
is detrimental to the development of supportive social relationships within the home and may
adversely impact mental health. Outside the home, interpersonal relationships in the
neighbourhood contribute to social capital that is beneficial to human health and welfare
(Putnam, 2001). The design of residential buildings and their environment affect mobility and
interaction necessary for social integration and mental well-being, especially for those with
physical disability (Handy et al., 2002; WHO, 2003), highlighting the need for comprehensive
land use and mobility planning.

Urban realm decay, which may be influenced positively by regeneration involving urban
planning, has been found associated with negative externalities of mental well-being (Nasir et
al., 2015). Deprived homes in low-quality neighbourhoods have been found to have mental
health effects (Evans, 2003; Bonnefoy, 2007; Thomas et al., 2007; Kearns et al., 2012). In line
with Skogan and Maxfield (1981), Austin et al. (2002) found resident satisfaction with the local
housing environment to have a significant direct negative impact on the perception of safety
and security that is detrimental to emotional security and mental health (Donnelly, 1989; Austin
et al., 2002; Evans, 2003). There is support for the view that favourable psychosocial living
environments are linked to a better state of population health, while the absence thereof may
lead to unhealthy social and anti-social behaviours (Egan et al., 2008). Community
participation, cohesion and less exposure to violence and discrimination are associated with
social support and social network with positive impacts on mental health. Thomas et al. (2007)
and Bond et al. (2012) highlighted that the psychosocial environment is the most important
domain for mental well-being and, conversely, mental disorder related to housing residence.
Jackson (2003) has argued for mixed land uses, gridded street patterns and open spaces to
maximize physical and social contact (Kunstler, 1996) and counter poor housing quality
(Jones-Rounds et al., 2014).

RTPI (2020) advice to planners, regarding the impact of urban places on mental health,
identified green, active, prosocial, and safe environments as key principles for urban design.
Significant for planning activity, Pederson (2015) argued that negative environmental
externalities can intrude inside the home, thereby increasing adverse effects on occupier well-

being. For example, noise pollution linked to urban congestion, a transport planning matter,
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has been found adverse for psychological and biological development (Lercher et al., 2002;
Pederson, 2015), lowering mental component summary and quality of life respectively
(Roswall et al., 2015; Foley et al., 2017). Planning activity in relation to a wide range of land
use, density, transport planning, area regeneration and design guidance, could help ameliorate
complex, interrelated negative externalities associated with environmental and building
attributes impacting mental health and well-being, we suggest. For instance, urban
infrastructure and public realm design affect human mobility and transportation modal shift
associated with walkability, air quality, and visual and physical access to green space and
landscape, and recreational spaces which are fundamental to health and mental well-being (Kuo
et al., 1998; Frumkin, 2001; Jackson, 2003; Guite et al., 2006; Thompson, 2011; Pain et al.,
2018). Neighbourhood plans such as traditional, suburban and cluster housing have been found
significant for mental health and well-being (Zuniga-Teran et al., 2017), with proximity to

urban parks also significant and positive (Dong and Qin, 2017).

Evidence from these studies indicates that the provision of housing that is attuned to mental
well-being experienced at a granular household and individual level within the home, requires
a coordinated approach to decision-making involving planners, architects and landscape
designers. In addition to the physical housing conditions discussed so far, the concept of
autonomy has been found significant for an individual’s ability to manage stress, function,
realize their personal potential, be productive and have a sense of self-esteem and resilience in
accord with the contemporary positive definition of health and wellness (WHO, 2003; APA,
2015, updated 2018).

Autonomy, mental well-being and housing provision

Autonomy defined as self-authorship, corresponds to the ideal of part authoring one’s life
through master-crafting, innovation and decision-making over the life course (Foucault, 1986;
Raz, 1986, p. 369; Wall, 1998, p. 128; Dawkins, 2017). Kegan (1994) referred to self-
authorship with freedom from external constraint, as developing (or authoring) the self and
personal identity. Self-authorship according to Dawkins (2017), emphasizes the importance
and capability of an individual to reflect on and reject prevailing social norms that may be both
alienating and oppressive. This definition adapts that of Mill in 1859 (see Mill, 1956), which
asserted that autonomy can be legitimately nurtured within the confines of the rights and
concerns of others. However, according to the harm principle, an act by a person injurious to

others amounts to moral disapprobation, and the abrogation of autonomy in so far as it touches



affairs that are of profound importance to another person (Oshana, 2006). An early study by
Bratt (2002) indicated that empowerment is only achievable if autonomy, or functional

dependence, exists to some extent.

Research has illustrated the relevance of autonomy (agency or choice) for housing occupier
satisfaction and well-being (Burchardt et al., 2013; Dawkins, 2017). Parsell (2016) argued that
central to ideas of the home are people having autonomy in the space to live in of their own
volition. Knowing that decision-making options (agency) in relation to one’s home are
available increases the capacity to achieve set long-term goals (Burchardt et al., 2013) and
experience a sense of well-being. A key conclusion from research on housing autonomy from
a capability theory perspective (Watts and Blenkinsopp, 2021) is that a lack of control over
one’s immediate housing environment can actively damage social relations and mental well-
being. But despite the evidence of autonomy positive attributes for housing users, housing
ownership or rental, location, quality, and user satisfaction are not simply matters of individual
or community choice. Instead, they reflect uneven societal access to economic resources and
the spectrum of institutional, legal, and regulatory and policy frameworks operating in any
given country. The degree of autonomy of housing users is conditioned by socio-economic and

political structural and institutional contexts.

Newman (2001) found that living in independent housing is associated with greater satisfaction
with housing and neighbourhood. Evans (2003) and Bond et al. (2012) asserted that the
relationship of the landlord (as the housing service provider) with the occupant is relevant for
promoting mental well-being. Clark and Kearns (2012) found landlord relations to be an
important moderator of the relationship between home improvements and psychosocial
benefits derived by occupants. For example, home improvements may impact mental health
negatively if there are linked increased household costs (Halpern, 1995; Thomas et al., 2005).
Relevant at the housing neighbourhood level, community autonomy and relational autonomy
(Campbell, 2002) have been construed as valuable in the dynamics of deliberation and
reasoning. Liberal housing policies have often been critiqued on the basis that while they may
promote individual autonomy and freedom of choice (Imbroscio, 2006; Dawkins, 2017), they
may also lessen neighbourhood and community stability (Imbroscio, 2006). According to
Kymlicka (1989), as members of a specific cultural community, individuals cannot make sense
of their choices, nor will choices be meaningful if detached from the concept of relational
autonomy. However, Raz (1986) argued that collective goods and social practices may not all

be advantageous to the ideal of autonomy. Wellman (2003) stated that group autonomy can
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only be understood in terms of the autonomy of the individual group members. Community
autonomy expressed in neighbourhood action for example, would need to be representative of
collective housing preferences related to individual well-being interests. Local authority
neighbourhood planning and advocacy could therefore assist the representation of diverse

community and individual well-being interests relevant to housing provision.

In the UK institutional context in 2020, housing provision was predominantly owner-occupied
(approximately 70% of dwellings). However, 30% of the population lived in local authority
council and social housing (approximately 18% of dwellings), and private rented housing
(approximately 12% of dwellings) (Spicker, 2017; MHCLG, 2020 - Ministry of Housing,
Communities & Local Government), where autonomy is limited not only by the affordability
of housing and improvements but also by institutional structural features conditioning agency
and choice as an occupier, such as land and property rights. Office of National Statistics (ONS)
statistics formerly produced by the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities,
released in June 20221, indicate that the owner-occupied population has reached nearer 64%
and is in decline, making the issue of occupier autonomy an increasingly important concern.
Since any form of tenancy ultimately involves mutual obligations between the tenant(s) and
landlord, tenant autonomy will inevitably be limited to different degrees in the absence of

measures to address cross-sectoral agential equity.

Giddens’ (1984) theory of structuration, Ball’s (in Ball, 1983; 1986) analysis of UK housing
provision in the late twentieth century provided valuable context for understanding structural
features associated with the roles of institutions and of markets as institutions. Ball’s ‘structure
of provision’ (SoP) framework described “a historically given process of providing and
reproducing the physical entity, housing; focusing on the social agents essential to that process
and the relations between them” (Ball, 1986, p. 158). The framework illustrates the interaction
and power relations between social agents in the process of the production, allocation,
consumption, and reproduction of housing involving finance capital or credit, land ownership,
exchange, housing consumption and state housing agency, legislative, policy and allocation
frameworks. Ball’s analysis helps explain socially unequal rights to housing and the linked

reduced autonomy of occupants of social housing which may impact mental well-being.

The structure of housing provision shapes mental well-being inequalities with social and spatial

dimensions relevant for planning. Relevant for unravelling the relationship between autonomy

1 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/datasets/dwellingstockbytenureuk
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and functionality equity to inform spatial planning is the distinction between psychological
well-being and subjective well-being, which concerns peoples’ lived experiences. As Keyes et
al. (2002, p. 1007) put it “although people live in objectively defined environments, it is their
subjectively defined worlds that they respond to.” Young and Wilmott’s 1957 ground-breaking
social study, Family and Kinship in East London, (Young and Wilmott, 2011, first edition
reprint), drew attention to the effects of post-war slum clearance policy displacement of
families from their established community support networks to new housing locations,
illustrating the power of planning to influence lived experiences relevant for mental well-being.
The range of physical, environmental, psycho-social, and institutional influences on housing
occupier mental well-being as a component of wellness revealed by extant studies reviewed so
far, suggests that a coordinated approach to housing provision and policy is required, including
planning activity and policy.

Valuing mental well-being through social valuation

The relationship between housing and health has become a matter of increasing policy attention
in the UK (Tweed et al., 2017). The Chartered Institute of Environmental Health (CIEH, 2017),
for example, stated that poor quality housing in the UK is costing the National Health Service
(NHS) around £1.4bn (GBP) and wider society around £18bn (GBP) per year, emphasising
that improving poor quality or bad housing, both in terms of physical condition and
management to reduce its adverse impact on health, is a national priority. The TCPA Healthy
Homes Bill (2020, p. 1) stressed that “unhealthy homes and neighbourhoods do more than
[just] damage people’s mental and physical health, as important as this is. They also impact
society as a whole, making it less efficient, resilient, and productive.” However, Parson (1987)
identified that many radical and progressive housing policy recommendations have focused
solely on the production and consumption of housing units, but not on self-defined needs, wants
or ways of living of people; they make the case for rights to autonomy to be represented in
progressive housing provision. UK institutional, legal, and regulatory frameworks and policies
intervene in the housing market in relation to need assessment according to political, financial
and performance criteria. Housing policy evaluation is, in economic terms as a form of market,
based on an efficient allocation of resources that should match demand and supply with the
aim of meeting equilibria (Makinde, 2016). These equilibria depend on adequate competition
for downward prices, bridging the information and knowledge gap, and the existence of
multiple suppliers and purchasers, to ensure satisfaction corresponding to the overall level of

socio-economic development (Makinde, 2016). Despite government housing interventions,
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supply remains predominantly market based (Wakely, 2014), underpinning affordability, use
rights, autonomy and conditions that vary according to an individual’s economic circumstances

which may be either detrimental, or not conducive, to optimized mental well-being.

If attuned to mental well-being, valuation methods stemming from the Public Services (Social
Value) Act, 2012 and (Cabinet Office, 2015) might better address mounting policy economic
cost concerns for the relationship between housing and health in market-oriented UK policy.
The privatization of housing service provision and financial restraint (Crook, 1986; Wijburg
and Waldron, 2020) has led to increasing pressure for scrutiny and accountability in service
commissioning (Cabinet Office, 2015). Common valuation approaches used span cost-benefit
analysis (CBA) which does not consider social issues, such as the HM Treasury ‘Green Book’,
and social cost-benefit analysis (SCBA) which is used to assess investment projects from the
viewpoint of the aggregate society (Ruffino and Jarre, 2021). Since a number of costs and
benefits cannot be valued by the market supply-demand mechanism, non-market valuation
techniques are used to investigate the monetization of the improved social amenities for
willingness-to-pay (WTP) for an improvement, such as to preserve the natural environment for
future generations (bequest values), or compensation associated with the willingness-to-accept
(WTA) if an amenity would be lost (Ogunba, 2013). The SCBA approach to analysis considers
monetary prices, costs, and benefits etc., as a means to assess the impact of different options
on social welfare (HM Treasury, 2022, p. 40). It is an economic analytical tool with the aim of
evaluating projects that are legally acceptable within the framework of national economic

development objectives (Cabinet Office, 2015) and the broad allocation of resources.

Well-being has become recognized by the UK Government as not only supporting private
sector housing providers to comply with the Public Services Act, 2012, but also informing
public sector housing provision decision-making to ensure effective resource allocation
(certification of funding expenditure that is as effective and prudent as possible) (Trotter,
2013). Addressing the need for more refined analytical methods (Vine et al., 2017), the
Housing Associations Charitable Trust? (HACT) introduced a well-being approach to valuation
which has had considerable influence on social housing provision in the UK. The approach is
similar to, but differs from, the non-market valuation and the CBA or SCBA methods. Whereas
existing methods widely used for the valuation of non-market goods are dependent on

perception, the well-being approach to analysis uses self-reported measures represented in

2 https://www.hact.org.uk/
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national datasets which undergo academic scrutiny. The HACT method has gained prominence
in the valuation of human well-being on account of its relevance for provision, welfare and
cost efficiencies within the housing sector and other sectors that relate to well-being, by
attempting to monetize non-traded goods and services (Fujiwara et al., 2014). Despite data and
interpretive limitations (Fujiwara, 2013), Trotter (2013) noted its strength for harmonizing
discussions in comparable, similar terms across housing business investment comprising

housing management and maintenance, and the supply of new homes.

In theory, subject to financial and political priorities, the approach can be applied to any type
of outcome that has an impact on the subjective well-being of people with a view to
monetization and application in a social housing provider’s activity (Sidney et al., 2017).
Richards and Nicholls (2015, pp. 4-5) recognized that such valuation can be accounted for
qualitatively, quantitatively and/or monetarily to address the need for analytical completeness,
relevance, accuracy and rigour. Through quantitative-monetary evaluative research, social
valuation has been successfully and extensively applied in well-being valuation by performing
statistical analyses on national datasets, for instance, using the British Household Panel Survey
(National Housing Federation, 2020). Richard and Nicholls’ (2015) emphasis on the need for
analytical accuracy has been reflected in welfare economics and Social Value UK? calls to
ensure that changes to people’s experience and well-being be considered, measured and valued
from the perspective of those experiencing changes. Notable studies by Watson et al. (2016)
adopted a qualitative approach to investigate the importance of the experience and sociality of
the building user in estimating the social return on investment (SROI). The aim was to compare
the social value of selected buildings considering their physical design, design processes,
organisational and building management, and the experiences of the building users. The
authors found that an advantage of SROI is its capability to collate detailed qualitative as well
as quantitative data in calculating the social value of a building. However, it fails to account
for the value produced by the sociality of the building as the financialized social returns were
inconsistent with evidence from housing occupier qualitative narratives. This underscores the
need for a more holistic approach to SROI that takes the sociality of an occupier’s housing
environment into account and the additionality that planning practitioners could contribute to

social valuation in this regard.

% Social Value UK, 2022, more details at social value webpage on socialvalueuk.org

11



Based on our literature review, we argue that mental well-being as a positive state, requires
improved representation in social valuation with acknowledgement of the significance of
housing occupier narrative qualitative data on their lived experience, including autonomy, for
the promotion of proactive wellness. In Figure 1 we present a schematic conceptual framework
of the housing environment and structuration domains that shape mental well-being outcomes
developed by (Emeghe, 2022), illustrating the potential contribution of planning practice as a
co-agent and co-creator in the promotion of mental well-being and social value in coordinated
housing provision decision-making. The housing environment domain includes both factors of
housing unit characteristics and dwelling or neighbourhood unit support services and
environment, and other managerial and socio-economic characteristics of residents (Ibem and
Aduwo, 2013). Housing environment literacy, interacts directly with Giddens’ (1984)
structuration perspective of power and autonomy relations as well as residents’ subjective
evaluation of housing adequacy, feeding back into the structuration model and residential
satisfaction. Evaluating residential satisfaction — a measure of residents’ perception of the
adequacy of their residential environment in meeting “their needs, expectations, and
aspirations” (Ibem and Amole, 2013, pp. 565-566, 567), directly links Giddens dynamics of
power relations — autonomy and human agency - to inform their significance and influence on
social housing mental well-being. The approach demonstrates the potentially invaluable role
of planning practice for qualitatively bridging the evidence gap between mental well-being and
the autonomy of occupants in the UK social housing sector to embed sociality in value and

sustainable development goals.

RTPI (2020) encouraged the development of effective partnerships between planning, the
public, mental health, social care and housing providers. Given the role of statutory local
planning in the identification of land to meet housing need under the influence of the
government National Planning Policy Framework* (NPPF) and the ‘Levelling Up’ agenda®, we

propose that planning practice should be actively involved in social valuation.

4 The National Planning Policy Framework sets out the Government's planning policies for England and how
these should be applied. https://www.gov.uk/guidance/national-planning-policy-framework/11-making-
effective-use-of-land#:~:text=119.,safe%20and%20healthy%20living%20conditions.

5 https://www.gov.uk/government/organizations/department-for-levelling-up-housing-and-communities
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Connecting planning with mental well-being: discussion and conclusion

Our review of interdisciplinary literature relevant for understanding the association between
housing and mental well-being has illustrated that this is a field of study which spans
multifactor variables associated with human functioning and individual life-course
experiences. We identify three key themes as significant for mental well-being experienced by
housing occupants: the autonomy of individuals and communities; social valuation; and

decision-making coordination.

The studies considered have investigated the relationships between housing and well-being in
relation to a broad range of individual and demographic, household and socioeconomic factors,
and physical and psychosocial environment variables, which have relevance for the wider
public realm and planning practice. While these studies provide strong evidence that housing
affects the overall health of occupants, we identify an important gap in attention to mental well-
being in relation to autonomy as experienced in the day-to-day lives of occupants in the UK

social housing sector.

Shortly before 2010, the UK Coalition Government pledged to reduce the housing deficit by
ensuring that “fairness is at the heart of those decisions so that those most in need are most
protected [...] Fairness is to be ensured by the rich paying more than the poorest, not just in
cash, but also as a proportion of income as well” (HM Government, 2010). Although the
intention and effects of subsequent housing policy have appeared to be at best neutral between
income groups, it has been regarded by some scholars as markedly unfavourable to poorer and
more disadvantaged people (Tunstall, 2015). A Regulator of Social Housing (RSH) study,
reported in the national press following the death of a young child from a respiratory condition
caused by mould in Rochdale, Greater Manchester, found that around 240,000 social homes in
England have notable or serious damp problems (The The, 2023b). A subsequent press release
reported a Government Housing Secretary announcement of a campaign to encourage social
housing tenants to complain about “shoddy and dangerous housing” to the landlord and, if
necessary, to the housing ombudsman (The The, 2023a, p. 18). The rise of private renting is
also of concern since most private housing stock has never been purpose built and evidence
from the English Housing Survey® suggests its condition and energy efficiency is poorer than
for other tenures. TCPA (2020) noted that permitted development rights, extended by the

government in planning relaxations since 2015 (office conversions to housing) and from 2020

6 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/housing/datasets/dwellingstockbytenureuk
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(repurposing from shops to homes), have had a negative impact on people’s mental health and
wellness. A radical shift in the present system of housing provision to address issues of housing

quality and linked well-being inequity across tenures in the UK is required.

We concur with Nusbaum’s (2010) study and others that the importance of autonomy in
housing translates to the need for a progressive approach to provision, as illustrated in Figure
1, in order to influence health and mental well-being positively. But the components of housing
autonomy that influence mental well-being, the significance of the limited autonomy of
housing tenants compared with owner occupiers, and their relevance for social valuation seem
to have been overlooked. The gap in qualitative research evidence and analysis must be filled
to inform housing services provision in a market that is shaped by a political economy that
structures housing supply, access and equity, and which is showing recent signs of increasing
interest in build-to-rent social housing supply from foreign investors (British Property
Federation, 2022). We argue that there is a need for a more progressive social valuation agenda
that goes beyond the remit of public authority services procurement to establish coordinated
government housing, planning and developer aligned expectations on definitions and methods

to demonstrate mental well-being additionality in decision-making.

Planning in the UK has substantial statutory powers to control the location, use, height, form
and density of specific housing developments and the public realm (Pain et al., 2020). But, its
capabilities to proactively address health and mental well-being priorities have arguably been
reduced by the neo-liberalization of the UK space (Agnew, 2013, p. 1), as indicated in our
introduction to this paper. Associated with the roll-back of government funding and public
sector social housing provision in the contemporary UK political economy, there is wide
academic agreement that planning has necessarily become a co-agent in commercialized
development (Forester, 1989; Jessop, 2000; Adams and Tiesdell, 2010; Halbert and Attuyer,
2016; van Loon and Aalbers, 2017, p. 221). With increased outsourcing to the private sector of
not only social housing provision but local planning functions (Wargent et al., 2019), we argue
there is a need for improved evidence on the social value of mental wellness to inform
professional judgements in the exercise of planning discretionary regulatory and permissive
powers that can help shape housing provision overall. Social valuation provides a legislative
mechanism to ensure that plan-making has a duty of care to non-commercial societal outcomes

of development regardless of the patchwork of local political authority policy imperatives.
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But if planning is to be actively involved in social valuation, how could this happen practically?
A range of planning regulatory, permissive and guidance activities directly and indirectly
influence housing provision and its social value through local and neighbourhood plan-making,
design codes and guides, pre-application agreements, community infrastructure levy (CIL),
Section 106 agreements and development viability assessments’ (DVA). The social value of
housing provision should underpin the determination of forthcoming locally imposed flat rate
infrastructure levy charges and in the case of complex large sites, ongoing Section 106
negotiations, we argue. UKGBC (2018a; 2018b) pointed to potentials for social valuation to be
used by local authorities not only to maximize developer bids but also to directly procure
contractors and development team project managers and use lease clauses to increase the social

benefits of development on public land and the housing built upon it.

However, central government backing would be required to ensure the consideration of the
social value of housing provision in planning practice regardless of local political support for
the need to do so. As the state policy framework for local plan-making, the government's NPPF
planning practice guidance which underpins and elaborates ten characteristics of good design
as set out in the National Model Design Code, should incorporate mental well-being
considerations relevant to social value priorities in the planning system. The relevance of
housing design for mental well-being equity should also be reflected in amendments to the
Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill. As influential channels for government reform,
recognition of the relevance of housing quality for mental well-being and social value in these
linked policy frameworks would effectively embed their consideration in local planning policy

and practice.

Urban planners’ interdisciplinary training makes them ideally positioned to take a key role in
multistakeholder collaborative decision-making to ensure that housing is located and designed
with occupant health, mental well-being equity and levelling up prioritized. Furthermore, in
the planning ‘communicative turn’ espoused by (Healey, 1996), the discipline and profession

can contribute actively to political debate regarding these imperatives.

" The Introduction section of latest consultation of infrastructure levy does have a comparison table on S106 and
CIL. https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/technical-consultation-on-the-infrastructure-levy/technical-
consultation-on-the-infrastructure-levy
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