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Urbanisation is one of the most pressing challenges of the 21st century. Whilst city living 

promises economic gain, it often comes at a social cost. Studies have shown that the 

increased crime, pollution, social isolation and other environmental stressors of city life 

can heighten the risk of developing mental health issues such as depression and 

anxiety. In its most serious form, the consequences can be severe; global suicide rates 

have risen by 60% over the last four decades and are now the leading cause of death 

amongst 20-34 year olds in the UK. 

This paper outlines a two-year active research and design project from the Helen 

Hamlyn Centre for Design at the Royal College of Art in collaboration with Public Health 

Northern Ireland that uses an inclusive design approach to improve community 

wellbeing. Over the last decade areas around the Foyle riverfront in Derry/Londonderry 



have become synonymous with mental health issues and suicide. The ‘Our Future Foyle’ 

project aims to decrease the negative associations with these areas and improve 

overall community wellbeing through the use of community designed architectural 

interventions.  

In this paper, we present how an inclusive design approach has helped understand the 

relationship between wellbeing and the built environment by consulting with key 

community groups and engaging over 5,000 local residents. This has led to the 

development of two architectural interventions that are discussed in detail; an art 

installation on the Foyle bridge and a series of pop-up portable spaces along the 

riverfront that have been co-designed with local people. The paper ends by exploring 

how these two architectural interventions form part of a wider range of five 

interconnected social, behavioural and physical solutions that have been designed to 

help engage the public, improve community wellbeing and reduce the most extreme 

actions of mental health issues. 
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