
Our partner cities in the 
Biophilic Cities Network are 
actively involved in fields 
promoting biophilic interventions 
in planning and design 
throughout the world, and 
are always seeking cutting 
edge research to support their 
work. We recently received 
an inquiry from a partner city 
representative asking for 
empirical research quantifying 
impacts of biophilic design 
on structures designed for 
people who reside in low 
income housing or homeless 
shelters, and government 
buildings that provide services 
to underserved populations. An 
excellent question, but one not 
easily answered in the current 
research milieu: much of the 
empirical work on the effects of 
biophilic design is in the realm 

of impacts on employees in 
office settings (e.g. Gray and 
Birrell 2014; Browning 2015; 
An et al. 2016; Browning 2016; 
Yin et al. 2018) and healthcare 
settings (e.g. McGee 2015; 
Bazley 2016).

A significant amount of 
research energy is directed 
towards the positive effects of 
nature and “green” features in 
disadvantaged communities. 
For example, Jenny Roe, 
contributing a feature for 
this issue of the journal, and 
her colleagues have done 
some incredible work to build 
evidence in support of green 
interventions for deprived urban 
neighborhoods focusing mainly 
on outdoor green space (see, 
for example, Roe et al. 2016 
and Roe et al. 2017). However, 

empirical research exploring 
biophilic design for buildings 
intended for under-served 
populations does not exist as of 
this writing. There is convincing 
evidence of the power of 
exposure to green space to, for 
example, reduce incidence of 
income-related health inequality 
(Mitchell and Popham 2008) 
among other things. Given this 
evidence, it seems a pressing 
concern to document the 
benefits of integrating biophilic 
elements into existing or new 
buildings designed to serve 
those most in need. 

Why is this a gap in the world of 
empirical research? A first concern 
might be the degree to which 
biophilic design, while in some 
ways an ancient practice and in 
others a relatively new
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phenomenon, has been 
incorporated into buildings 
serving those with the least power 
and influence. With a few notable 
exceptions, such as Via Verde (a 
mixed-income apartment building 
featuring well over half of the 
units for low income tenants in 
the Bronx, New York), there simply 
are not many existing examples to 
study. 

How might this research be done? 
Are there ethical concerns or 
challenges for obtaining consent 
to conduct research with marginal 
populations? While it is certainly 
possible to extrapolate from 
research with other populations 
(those in office or healthcare 
settings, for example), first-
hand empirical data supporting 

biophilic design for buildings 
providing critical resources for 
underserved populations would 
be an extremely convincing factor 
in producing more and greater 
examples. What might influence 
the course of research towards 
this type of work, which would 
likely positively influence the 
day-to-day lives of people in great 
need of a biophilic boost? It is an 
open question, one that could be 
tackled in many possible ways. I 
hope that someone reading this 
piece will write me an indignant 
e-mail because this work is 
already being done somewhere 
(and I look forward to writing a 
follow-up if this is the case!), but 
barring that, please consider this a 
call to the research community at 
large to take up this issue.
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