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Hosted by BuroHappold Engineering in their 
London office, the Higher Education Design 
Quality Forum (HEDQF) presentation and Q+A 
led event created a platform for a wide range of 
inspirational and knowledgeable speakers on the 
theme of designing for student mental health 
and wellbeing.   

The issue of student mental health has risen 
to the top of the agenda of most universities 
in the UK and US, with a five-fold increases in 
the number of reported cases of mental health 
problems compared to ten years ago. Based 
on data from 2015–16, the Institute of Public 
Policy Research notes that more than 15,000 
UK-based first-year students disclosed mental 
health issues; the 2006 figure was about 3,000. 
Cautioning higher education professionals, the 
IPPR states that ‘the rise risks overwhelming 
university services.  Large surveys show between 
12% and 78% of students report ‘mental distress’ 
including symptoms of depression, anxiety, 

hopelessness, tiredness and loneliness. With a 
recorded 94% increase in demand for counselling 
and 210% rise in student drop-out rates due to 
mental health issues, the presence of ‘ill-being’ 
plus the absence of wellbeing is having a negative 
effect on students, HEIs and wider society.  

The bottom line is that health, be it physical or 
mental, is critical to academic performance and 
personal and professional relationships. Health 
and high wellbeing is associated with improved 
memory and other cognitive functions, creativity, 
tolerance and immune function.  

There are many initiatives and interventions within 
and surrounding the issue of student mental 
health: the causes, triggers, correlations with 
gender, age, social group and so on.  However, 
the question that BuroHappold is asking relates 
to the design of the built environment, and the 
role it plays in promoting or hindering good 
mental health in university students.

DESIGN FOR STUDENT MENTAL
HEALTH AND WELLBEING
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Professor Miranda Wolpert: 
Director, Evidence Based
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My Support College

Neil Smith: Director of Inclusive Design, 
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Ambassador, Assael Architecture

Dr Zachery Spire: Post-Doctoral 
Research Associate, UCL Bartlett

Dr Jamie Anderson: Senior Sustainability 
Consultant, BuroHappold Engineering
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Dr Mike Entwisle: Global Higher Education 
Sector Lead and Partner; BuroHappold 
Engineering (host/introductions)

As global higher education sector lead and 
Partner in Burohappold, Mike brings practice wide 
experience and expertise. A research scientist 
turned sustainable buildings designer he has led 
University projects at Oxford, Cambridge, Exeter, 
Bristol & London.  He is a board member of the 
UK Higher Education Design Quality Forum and 
was a contributing author to their recent book 
“Future Campus”.  In recent years, Mike has 
led a series of collaborative thought leadership 
activities in the Higher Education Sector.

Professor Miranda Wolpert: Director, 
Evidence Based Practice Unit, UCL

A clinical psychologist by background, Professor 
Miranda Wolpert’s work focuses on improvement 
and prevention science combined with social 
entrepreneurship. Professor Wolpert is 
Professor of Evidence Based Practice at UCL, 
and Director of the Evidence Based Practice 
Unit, Director of Innovation, Evaluation and 
Dissemination at the Anna Freud National Centre 
for Children and Families. Professor Wolpert is 
Founder and Director of the Child Outcomes 
Research Consortium (CORC), the UK’s leading 
membership organisation that collects and 
uses evidence to improve children and young 
people’s mental health and wellbeing. Members 
include mental health service providers, schools, 
professional bodies and research institutions 
from across Europe and beyond.

Professor Ian Dunn: Deputy Vice Chancellor 
(Student Experience), Coventry University

Ian’s responsibilities include student services, 
the Students’ Union, library, centre for academic 
writing, registry, and the teaching and learning 
function at the University. In 2016 he was 
awarded “Inspiring Leader” of the year in the 
Guardian Higher Education Awards. Ian led 
development of the University’s colleges in 
Coventry and Scarborough. A Coventry graduate, 
he is a member of the jobs and skills group of 
the Coventry and Warwickshire Local Enterprise 
Partnership. He is a board member of the 
Midlands Academies Trust and a Justice of the 
Peace in Coventry and Warwickshire.

Ben Channon: Author of “Happy by design” 
and Mental Wellbeing Ambassador, Assael 
Architecture

Ben Channon is an architect at Assael 
Architecture, where he is the Mental Wellbeing 
Ambassador for the practice, and is also an 
accredited mindfulness practitioner with 
the Mindfulness Association. Ben coaches 
mindfulness at the practice and in his free time, 
and in 2017 founded the Architects’ Mental 
Wellbeing Forum, which is focused on improving 
mental health within the industry. He has also 
lectured on wellbeing and architecture at 
Liverpool University, and writes for a number of 
publications on this subject.

THE
SPEAKERS
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Nichola Garde: Head of College at 
My Support College

Nichola leads My Support College, combining her 
media career at the BBC, teaching skills and lived 
experience to provide cutting edge, peer driven 
eLearning for people with physical or mental 
health conditions. Nichola combines her skills and 
experience to deliver creative and sector leading 
content and approaches to learning. Alongside 
this role Nichola works with Manchester University 
delivering sessions on their genomic Science 
Training Programme around communication 
and patient perspectives. She has recently been 
appointed a role with the judiciary within the 
social entitlement chamber as a disability tribunal 
member sitting in cases surrounding disability and 
mental health. 

Neil Smith: Director of Inclusive Design, 
BuroHappold Engineering

Head of Inclusive Design at BuroHappold,
Neil has over 20 years’ experience in specifying 
and negotiating access to the built environment 
for disabled people, and is well versed in the 
requirements of the Equality Act 2010 and the 
previous Disability Discrimination Acts
(1995 and 2005).

Not limited by legislation, Neil’s passion for making 
the built world accessible to all shows through in 

Dr Jamie Anderson: Senior Sustainability 
Consultant, BuroHappold Engineering

Jamie is passionate about creating and using strong 
urban wellbeing evidence.

As a practitioner, Jamie co-leads BuroHappold 
‘evidence informed’ wellbeing approach. He is 
fortunate to have worked with amongst the most 
progressive private and public sector clients and 
collaborators in the UK, US, Middle East and 
Malaysia. Recent highlights include C40’s BUCA 
(Benefits of Urban Climate Action) project, the 
Wellbeing Lab with UKGBC and Marks & Spencer, 
International Quarter London public realm designs 
with Lendlease, Kuwaiti University masterplan, a 
county-wide sustainability plan for the Los Angeles 
government in the US, and CUSSH (Complex Urban 
Systems for Sustainability and Health), working with 
policy makers in low, middle and high 
income countries.

In a research capacity, following his inter-disciplinary 
doctorate at Cambridge University, he leads a 5-year 
EU funded evaluation of neighbourhood greening 
interventions upon Subjective Wellbeing. The 
international GrowGreen project involves embracing 
the inherent complexity of this research, building 
and applying methods that achieve Cochrane 
standards wherever practicable. The project involves 
partnering with a local community, designers, local 
authority, third sector organisations and statisticians. 
A list of his publications can be found here.  

his work: from masterplans and the development 
of design standards and policy, to examinations 
of individual buildings, enabling us to deliver the 
ideal solution to meet highly specific needs. He has 
advised policy bodies, government departments, 
education providers, funding bodies, construction 
professionals, and commercial organisations. Neil 
was the author of the RTPI award winning Olympic 
Delivery Authority’s ‘Inclusive Design Standards’. 
He sits on BSI Committee for B/559 Access to 
buildings for disabled people and has been a long-
standing Design Council CABE Built Environment 
Expert. Neil has recently been appointed as one 
of the Mayor of London’s design advocates to 
support his “Good growth by design” programme.

Dr Zachery Spire: Post-Doctoral Research 
Associate, UCL Bartlett

Zac’s research centres on the interface of 
student housing and student engagement in 
higher education. He is interested in the influence 
of student housing on: access, participation, 
recruitment and retention in and across higher 
education. Additionally, Zac is interested in 
the diverse approaches to residential life and 
residential education frameworks HEIs and private 
providers utilise to underpin their provision of 
housing for students.

THE SPEAKERS CONT.
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Whether as students, recent graduates, parents, 
or professionals, many people are connected into 
the world of higher education.  The complexities 
of modern life added to the new market driven 
economy in the university sector in many 
countries, are putting students and universities 
under more pressure than ever before.  With 
a daughter at university, I have seen how the 
physical environment can affect the mental 
health of students, whether for good or bad. 

Students have particular demands and challenges 
in their daily life, and how to design in the built 
environment to avoid stress points and make 
life more pleasant for them is little understood.  
Our work – and this event – aims to deepen the 
understanding of this complex and important 
field, enhancing outcomes and enabling our 
young people to become mentally fitter and 
stronger for their lives ahead.

“The complexities of 
modern life added 

to the new market driven 
economy in the university 
sector in many countries, 
are putting students 
and universities under 
more pressure than ever 
before.  With a daughter at 
university, I have seen how 
the physical environment can 
affect the mental health of 
students, whether for good 
or bad.”

OPENING REMARKS FROM DR. ENTWISLE, PARTNER, GLOBAL
EDUCATION SECTOR LEAD, BUROHAPPOLD ENGINEERING
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First to speak was Professor Ian Dunn who gave 
his perspective as Deputy Vice Chancellor of 
Coventry University. Stressing the importance of 
creating a great home for a very diverse group 
of people from a wide range of socio-economic 
backgrounds and a clear focus on outcomes, 
Professor Dunn advocated “The Coventry Way”. 
In essence, backing the need to have a clear 
vision and delivering on it, Professor Dunn 
shared that the university had restructured how 
it teaches and operates, including how changes 
to internal and external spaces to improve 
experience and enhance social interaction. 
Acknowledging the criticality of talking and 
providing low level support, the student-centric 
strategy includes steps to introduce mental 
health first aid, and the increasing requirement 
for visual connectivity and passive supervision in 
both teaching and living spaces.

The need for students to feel safe, comfortable 
and in control of their experiences reduces 
feelings of anxiety, isolation and a lack of 
belonging, and with 80% of students reporting 
“imposter syndrome” and that they feel out of 
their depth, making interventions across the 
institution is a central tenet of what Coventry 
University is doing to address this serious issue.

Touching on the extent to which universities are 
seen to be in ‘loco parentis’ is increasing and 
how this is contributing to a positive change in 
attitudes around the provision of support for 
students, Professor Dunn went on to explain that 
accessing, processing and using student data, 
including analysis of social media behaviours 
and sentiment to make improvements would be 
intrinsic to the reduction of poor student mental 
health at Coventry University. 

“The need for students to 
feel safe, comfortable 

and in control of their 
experiences potentially 
reduces feelings of anxiety, 
isolation and a lack of 
belonging and with 80% of 
students reporting that they 
feel like an imposter and 
out of their depth, making 
interventions across the 
institution a central tenet of 
what Coventry University is 
doing to address this 
serious issue.”

PROFESSOR
IAN DUNN
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A clinical psychologist and Director of the 
Evidence Based Practice Unit at UCL, Professor 
Miranda Wolpert opened our eyes to the scale 
of the issue, by sharing the statistic that 87% of 
people between the ages of 11 and 38 will suffer 
a mental health issue at some point.

Raising audience awareness through rapid voting 
based Q+A, Professor Wolpert highlighted the 
need for approaches to be highly personal and 
that in some cases, successful interventions are 
difficult to quantify or predict for individuals, with 
little evidence as to the value of many techniques. 
While many mental disorders fluctuate with time, 
some people get better anyway while others may 
never improve.

Nevertheless, 40% of people do improve with 
clinical intervention, and there are myriad 
approaches that are shown to alleviate depress 
and anxiety such as exercise and nutrition.
Posing a question around the use of technology 
and social media, Professor Wolpert suggested 
that understanding how to link students into 
activities based on their personal preferences will 
promote greater wellbeing and give an increased 
likelihood of success. The spaces surrounding 
people also have a role to play; stressing that 
access to good communal spaces that support 
interaction and a wide variety of interests is
very important. 

“Posing a question 
around the use of 

technology and social media, 
Professor Wolpert suggested 
that understanding how to 
link students into activities 
based on their personal 
preferences will promote 
greater wellbeing and give 
an increased likelihood of 
success.”

PROFESSOR
MIRANDA WOLPERT
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Ben Channon, author of ‘Happy by Design’, 
Mental Wellbeing Ambassador at Assael 
Architecture and named as one of RIBA’s 
2018 rising stars, looked at how the many 
environmental themes play out in student 
accommodation.

Discussing the need to switch off from work, 
to have a blend of privacy and socialising, 
and a sense of home, safety and belonging 
particularly in the early stages of university life, 
Ben urged for students not to be thought of 
as a distinct group but rather to be considered 
as people. Extending this view, Ben want on to 
describe the importance of mitigating noise 
transmission between spaces, the avoidance of 
student life revolving around a single space (their 
room serving as study, relaxation and sleeping 
space), and the need for students to be able to 
personalise space including the role of Biophilia 
(plants), posters and photographs.

Of equal importance is the provision of good 
quality and accessible communal spaces, and 
the ease of moving between personal and social 
spaces as a prerequisite to psychological health.

“Discussing the need 
to switch off from 

work, to have a blend of 
privacy and socialising, and 
a sense of home, safety and 
belonging particularly in the 
early stages of university 
life, Ben urged for students 
not to be thought of as a 
distinct group but rather to 
be considered as people.”

BEN
CHANNON
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Nichola Garde from My Support College outlined 
the challenges which people with disabilities – 
both visible and invisible – have to address when 
starting university. For many students, this is the 
first time that they have been away from home 
and is a significant step-change.

The university environment is particularly tough 
for people with disability – access, acceptance, 
awareness of issues/access to support. Nichola 
also pointed out that disabled people are more 
likely to be unemployed and less likely to get 
to University than the general population in 
the first place. Mental disabilities and issues are 
generally less well understood than their physical 
counterparts and society is still uncertain how 
best to provide for them; in Nichola’s words, 
we are still searching for the Mental Health 
equivalent of the ramp for those who are 
physically disabled.

Technology is making learning much more 
accessible for those marginalised in society, but 
it should not replace conventional teaching, but 
supplement it. Nichola stressed the need to ask 
those affected what they want, and not assume 
to know their needs - consultation is key.

“Noting that mental 
health requirements 

are generally less well 
understood than their 
physical counterparts – 
Nichola describes a process 
where people are searching 
for the equivalent of 
the ramp.”

NICHOLA
GARDE
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The talks were rounded off by Neil Smith, 
BuroHappold’s director of Inclusive Design, 
and Dr Jamie Anderson, one of their Wellbeing 
experts.

In outlining the class-leading work they have 
been doing in the area of student mental health 
- ranging from large scale surveys through to 
collaborative design sprints – the duo spoke 
of the valuable insights which are now making 
their way into BuroHappold’s designs and data 
analytics offerings.

Able to influence design interventions at building 
and campus scales, the need now is to be able to 
connect individual university data across the UK 
in order to spot trends and enable the sector to 
better target its efforts. 

For further information 
on BuroHappold’s 2015 
and 2016 student focused 
research in the higher 
education section, 
please click here. 

For an overview of the 
design sprints mentioned 
above, please click here. 

If you would like to 
undertake student focused 
research at a particular 
institution, collaborate 
with our research and 
development programme, or 
if you would like to discuss 
hosting a design sprint, 
please contact Dr Mike 
Entwisle:

mike.entwisle@burohappold.com
t: 01225 320746

NEIL SMITH AND
DR JAMIE ANDERSON


