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Recent research examines an evolutionary psychology approach city planning designed to 

enhance relationships and promote well-being. 

For many residents of urban areas around the world, cities represent the promise of a rewarding 

life that allows them, more than their rural counterparts, to reap the benefits of economic growth, 

developments in mass transit, and technological innovation. As a byproduct of this progress, 

however, densely populated metropolitan landscapes pose unique psychological challenges not 

found in other environments. A recent study in the Journal of Urban Design and Mental Health 

and explores a burgeoning concept: The explicit link between mental health and design choices 

in city planning and architecture. 

Using an evolutionary psychology framework, the researchers suggest five categories for urban 

designers to consider: group size, face-to-face interactions, savanna features, mobility, and city 

responsiveness. 

https://www.urbandesignmentalhealth.com/journal-4---solitary-urban-design.html


(1) Design for Optimal Group Size 

For the first five million years of hominid history, our ancestors lived in small, nomadic bands of 

hunter-gatherers. On average, group size was likely maintained around100–250 individuals. 

Based on correlations between primate brain size and social networks, Dunbar (1992) proposed 

that humans can comfortably maintain relationships with approximately 150 people. Because 

neocortex size effectively limits group size, many of our social adaptations are in tune with small 

cohesive groups with this capacity (Dunbar, 1993). This psychological design poses a problem 

for tackling modern day large scale global issue like environmental destruction, mass migration, 

and geo-political conflict. Agriculture and modern city environments were non-existent for 99% 

of human history. Because these human inventions emerged only in the past 10,000 years we are 

relying on psychological mechanisms shaped in our ancestral past to help us navigate the social 

and physical complexities of the world today. 

The human brain evolved to manage social groups no bigger than 150 people and this poses 

problem in that densely populated urban cities often number in the millions. A restorative niche 

is a physical place where we can “regain our first natures and indulge our biogenic selves” 

(Little, 2014, pp. 211). Acting out of character — for example performing like an extrovert when 

you are biogenically (i.e., naturally) introverted — imposes physiological costs. It is energetically 

demanding to be agreeable when you are normally disagreeable, or to act like you are open to 

new experiences and flexible when in reality you are structured and remarkably closed-minded. 

A restorative niche functions to reduce those costs and gives us the freedom to be ourselves in a 

comfortable environment that matches our personality. Urban design would benefit from the 

integration of restorative niches that limit capacity to 150 or less. 
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(2) Design for Face-to-Face Interaction 

Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat and other social media are not sufficient substitutes for face-to-face 

interaction. By creating public spaces that are both safe and social, cities can facilitate natural 



interactions between people. Existing spaces can be socially upgraded, for example, with the 

addition of seating areas, tables, benches, and other features that encourage dialogue and 

emotional expression. What is more, these features need to be arranged specifically to promote 

communication because many people, even though they are spending time in a public space, are 

buried head down in their smart phones and other devices. 

For the past five million years, humans faced problems posed by the social environment (e.g., 

decoding emotional expressions, communicating internal mental states to others, and detecting 

cheaters in social interactions, etc.). Thus natural selection shaped over time a psychological 

repertoire that includes mechanisms for solving face-to-face social problems. However, the 

world of human communication is changing rapidly. Very rapidly. We are now using digital 

screens more than ever. As a result, those finely tuned psychological adaptations are being used 

in a very different way, if they are being used at all. 

Smart phone games that claim to increase memory and intellect now seem de riguer in the app 

marketplace. Leading the way are apps like Luminosity, Happify, and Personal Zen. The 

evidence is mixed regarding the ability of these programs to increase cognitive performance 

across domains (see Kueider, Parisi, Gross, Rebok, 2012 for an extensive review). Despite the 

persistent popularity of these apps, research shows that you might be better off reaching out to a 

friend than reaching for your smart device. In a study designed to measure memory and 

intellectual performance, a team of researchers found that people who spent 10 minutes 

socializing in groups before the evaluation performed just as well as the those who spent 10 

minutes reading and completing crossword puzzles (Ybarra, Burnstein, Winkielman, Keller, 

Manis, Chan, & Rodriguez, 2008). 

(3) Design for the Savanna 

The research linking green spaces and mental health is compelling to us in part because it is 

anchored in evolved habitat preferences. The savanna hypothesis (Orians, 1980) argues that our 

current habitat preferences were shaped by selection pressures in our ancestral past. Specifically, 

selection favored preferences, motivations and decision rules that attract us to resource rich 

environments while avoiding environments populated with survival threats and lacking 

resources. The African savanna, widely believed to be the site in which humans originated, 

fulfills these requirements. 

Support for the savanna hypothesis can be found in studies of landscape preferences. One study 

asked subjects to rate a series of standardized photographs of trees taken in Kenya. Pictures were 

taken under similar daylight and weather conditions. Each photo focused on a single tree and 

varied along four dimensions — canopy shape, canopy density, trunk height, and branching 

pattern. Subjects from Australia, Argentina, and the United States all showed similar taste in the 

photos depicting trees. The trees that made a moderately dense canopy with trunks that separated 

in two near the ground — the savanna-like trees — were preferred by participants across the three 

cultures. (Orians & Heerwagen, 1992). 

Modern technology, structural designs, and construction materials allow us to comfortably 

inhabit climates that would have required intense effort just a few generations ago. Still, we carry 



with us the psychological preferences shaped by of generations of ancestors living in a much 

different world and often customize our environments to resemble that ancient habitat. Most of 

us prefer physical spaces that offer views of green vistas over windowless basements. Looking at 

trees might even have a real health benefit: Patients who viewed trees outside the window 

recovered more quickly from hospital stays (Ulrich, 1984). Flowers also appear to have a 

positive impact on hospital patients. Bringing flowers increases optimism and actually improves 

the rate of recovery (Watson & Burlingame, 1960). 

(4) Design for Mobility 

The importance of mobility is sometimes appreciated only in its absence, especially when the 

outside world is accessible, but other factors remain in the way. For example, not all urban 

residents consider healthy commuting part of their regular personal routines. For people who are 

serious about achieving success in an area of self-improvement (e.g., weight management, 

memory performance, or relationship skills) one of the determining factors is consistency. It is 

very difficult to lose weight if you eat impetuously six days of the week. By the same token, 

“mobility as a routine” does not come easily if you only utilize mobility options once a week or 

less. 

As urban planners work to develop elements that promote physical health there is also an 

opening to fortify mental health. We ask designers to consider engineering schemes that inspire 

exercise during commutes, errands, and socializing. For instance, improving walkable spaces by 

widening pathways and making them safe areas. Because exercise begets more exercise, it 

follows that mobility will play a greater role in personal routines over time. This is good because 

regular physical activity has a positive impact on nearly every aspect of psychological well-

being. 
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(5) Design for City Responsiveness 



Many of us are familiar with fictional stories in which inanimate bodies are infused with life. 

The Velveteen Rabbit, the talking trees in The Lord of the Rings, Pinocchio, and Seth 

MacFarlane’s Ted are just a few examples of things becoming conscious — the mental state of 

being aware of ourselves. Could we achieve a similar goal with our cities? Can we inject life into 

urban landscapes made out of physical materials? We have smart technology that allows us to 

move massive quantities of data globally in seconds. Our cars talk to us, we map out routes on 

our phones, tweet ideas, blog our adventures, and post photos. What happens when a city 

becomes aware of this information and begins to use it to make changes that impact our social 

lives? Such adjustments can be instantaneous or unfold slowly over time. Based on patterns of 

behavior, a “smart” or “responsive” city could make adjustments that would motivate playful 

learning for children after school or offer more social interaction opportunities in places where 

depression rates are high. A conscious city could realize the times when inhabitants in a specific 

area are being bombarded with stimuli and engage in adaptive, self-correcting behavior to reduce 

the unnecessary distractions. The desired outcomes are decreased stress and isolation, and 

increased workplace efficiency. 

Conclusions 

From monuments that inspire awe in everyone, to casinos that disconnect us to the outside world, 

we have begun to use advances in psychology and neuroscience to inform choices about city 

design and architecture. Moving ahead, we have an opportunity to improve life satisfaction 

through programs of architecture and urban design that are informed by personality and 

behavioral science. Moreover, we have a duty to make sure that effective new theories are used 

ethically, so that as communities develop they become more democratic, inclusive, happier, and 

healthier. 
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