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J:
Hi. Okay today I’m going to talk about my interest which is around wellbeing and what happens in spaces to produce wellbeing or not to produce wellbeing. How can we actually make spaces function to make people well, healthy, happy?

So have you ever wandered into a building and looked around you and thought, what goes on here? You see people in the building doing their work but you wonder, are they happy? Are they functioning well? Are they getting the most out of this environment and it might be something we actually want to really consider if we’re thinking about the design of buildings into the future and not just buildings but spaces and the functions that happen within them. What can we do to make our social interactions more productive for wellbeing? What can we do to make our material environment more helpful for wellbeing as well?

So why is it so interesting to look at wellbeing within place? Well if you think about it, wellbeing and our experiences don’t just happen in the abstract, they happen ... they tend to happen within places and our relationship with places is very interesting. We have a social connection with spaces. So for example here we are today all interacting with each other in this space and thinking about how we’re feeling about each other. We also have a physical dimension around us in spaces and we also have a kind of mental perception. So when we’re in a specific type of space like a workshop, we have a mental perception of what we expect to happen there. We’re in a hospital we have a kind of mental perception.

So places have these different dimensions going on within them and really when we’re thinking about design and wellbeing it’s useful to think of these three different aspects going on. So one of the areas I’m really interested in looking at is, in our contemporary society, policy has a very strong interest in how can we address social inclusion? How can we get wellbeing for people who are a bit marginalised perhaps, or isolated within society? And as you know I’m sure there are a number of policy initiatives around this. Particularly of interest to myself is the issue of social enterprise. And you might imagine social enterprise as a new kind of space of wellbeing that government is actually promoting in policy.

Social enterprises are organisations that run with business techniques but they have a social mission and they are, as I said, used in policy as a kind of tool for tackling social inclusion or promoting social inclusion. And being as how I work in the Rural Health School and have particular interest in rural areas, I’m interested in the use of social enterprises and promoting rural social inclusion. How do we use these types of spaces to help people who are isolated and marginalised, how do we develop wellbeing for them? So really is social enterprise a space of wellbeing? What do we know about this? Government and policy say it is, but we don’t really have that much evidence about it. And within social enterprises what about different spaces and places within them? How about productive spaces, how about social spaces, what’s going on there and how do they fit together?

So in order to look at this concept it’s useful to take a spatial approach. So, one of the main aspects of this is using spaces of wellbeing theory. Spaces of wellbeing theory is a conceptual framework, it’s been developed by health geographers, in particular developed by Sarah Atkinson at Durham University who we’ve been in conversations with about using this conceptual framework and it is a conceptual framework that’s very much beloved I guess by health geographers. And the idea of spaces of wellbeing theory is that Sarah Atkinson and her colleagues have looked at the literature in health geography and they’ve been able to identify pieces of work that have looked at dimensions of wellbeing that are discussed in these geographical studies. And these are around capability, security, integration and therapy. So they’re proposing this as a framework for actually looking at spaces and what happens in there, in these dimensions of wellbeing.

As well as using that conceptual framework, being as it’s a spatial approach, we want to use spatial methods to actually study what’s going on in these spaces of wellbeing. And now lots of data collection methods can actually be used but the key thing is to relate the data that you’re collecting to the space and the experience within it. So it could be observation, it could be interviews, it could be focus groups or could be walking interviews and the idea is to actually make sure you know what the piece of data is in relation to space and the experience of space that’s going on there.

In addition spatial technologies can be used, so lots of advances have been made and using these kinds of technologies and they’re particularly interesting engaging to use with people and geographical positioning systems, GPS trackers can be used on people when you’re moving about organisations and you can produce a map of where your people are going. As Deserto might say people make spaces out of the path that they weave within them. So that’s what GPS allows us to do and it allows us to plot all this data within a geographical information system. So what you can actually end up doing then is producing a kind of micro map of wellbeing. You can look at organisations, you could look at parks, you could look at all kinds of spaces and see where wellbeing is being created in that space.

So what have we actually done already? We have looked at as a pilot one social enterprise in Bendigo in Victoria and in that study we involved participants so the people who are active in the social enterprise and the staff within the social enterprise and we did a number of data collection methods around observation, focus groups, these walking interviews that I talked about earlier where the participants in the social enterprise can actually take charge and lead the researcher around the building or the organisation or outside and talk about their experiences as they go. Recording them with a voice recorder but also with a GPS tracker so we know where they went and their experiences there.

And all of this data can be used to put into a GIS so that you can produce this micro map and also can be analysed using that spaces of wellbeing theory. So you can look at what capability was being produced. What integration, what security. So what we did find was that these dimensions of wellbeing were produced in all areas of the social enterprise, people talked about them as they went around but there were different amounts if you like, or different dimensions pertaining to different parts of the organisation. Particularly people said some really quite profound things I think in certain spaces that really I think in themselves kind of sell the idea of the benefits of what’s going on in these organisations.

Let’s take the example of Jack. Jack’s story was expressed by one of the members of staff and he gave this kind of quite powerful quote I think. He said at first Jack came here with a walking frame and he would sit in a vegetable state. I think it kind of epitomised the state of mind that he was in because I describe him as a non man. If you know what I mean, I hardly ever heard him talk, I went out the back with him one day when he had a cigarette and he was just telling me his life and I asked him, why don’t you come over to Green Shed the social enterprise, and I must have asked him six or seven times before he ended up coming in with us. I realised in the end that he’d walked past the gates many times and after I’d asked him in a few times he would stop and look over and lean on his walking frame and kind of think about coming in, and then one day he said alright, I’ll come over and he’s come every day since and he doesn’t take his walking frame anymore. I think these kind of things are almost kind of biblical and quite moving in a sense and there are many stories like that that came across about the work in the social enterprise.

Now as I said the key thing about using the spatial methodology and thinking about this in a spatial way is that you can end up with a map of the wellbeing that’s created within the organisation. So can you imagine each data point, if you like, when we were collecting the data was fed into the GIS and we had a whole lot of dots, if you like, that pertained to different parts of the organisation. This is just very roughly portrayed here but you can see that in the work area, in particular they were ... this is where we got the most data points actually. So there was a lot of expression of wellbeing happening there and particularly around things like integration, security. Also there was clearly wellbeing produced in the social areas, the rest areas and the function of those areas seem to be very much around how what was going on in the work area was being processed. People were talking about the work they were doing together. They were talking about problems they’d come up with and how they would solve them.

Now interestingly you also see from this portrayal that the community dimension comes up and it looks like security and therapy are very important there and what was actually happening and what’s portrayed here is that people were kind of juxtaposing their experiences within the organisation with the experience that they had outside in their normal lives and they were portraying the social enterprise as almost like a kind of refuge from the kind of difficult existences that many of them had outside in the community and that’s really what’s being portrayed here. Now this really just is a kind of pilot and clearly there’s a lot of work that can be done to extend this work.

So really how might we want to look at this in the future. Clearly there’s a lot of work that we can do to actually look at social enterprises, we want to look at different types of social enterprises and the different spaces within them. Is this concept a productive space, is that something that really produces a lot of wellbeing for people? But I think we can also apply this idea of spaces of wellbeing much more widely. For example we can apply it to other spaces that are proposed by society to produce wellbeing such as community hospitals and residential care homes but then I think it would be much nicer to even take it beyond that and to think about us and our daily lives and our work places. We all have increasingly stressful existences, how can we actually make our workplaces work for us in terms of wellbeing? How can we make our physical existences work, here we see people in open plan office, not always the most popular working environment but we have to remember that places are also composed of our social relationships so how can we make our social relationships work in here as well?

So I’m talking about research looking at this but also research that will feed into design of these spaces in future to make us well people, as well as possible. So that’s the kind of idea I think they make you ... might make you think about your spaces that you live in a bit differently and clearly I think, lots of different ways that we can research in this space. Thank you for listening.
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