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At its deepest level, this project demonstrates the joy
which people take from the transformative process
of design within their own communities.
We hope that our winners’ stories plant a seed
that takes root across all parts of the UK.

Robin Watson, FRIAS,
Chair of the Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing
Prize Advisory Panel and Trustee of the Carnegie UK Trust

Good design doesn't have to be expensive, 
so it shouldn't be seen as an extra. 

It should be present in everything we do, 
for every project, however big, however small.

Iain Connelly, RIAS President
and Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing

Prize Advisory Panel member 

Ballymena ‘Shutters Up’ night



The local environments that we live, work 
and play in have a fundamental effect on 
our wellbeing. The best neighbourhoods 
offer safe, inviting spaces to walk, cycle, 
play, learn, take part in cultural activities, 
connect with others and do business and 
work. 

Sadly, we do not all have the good fortune 
to live in well-designed, high-quality 
environments: there is a strong social and 
economic gradient in the quality of our 

local environment. Too many of us live 
in places that are not conducive to good 
mental and physical health, where public 
spaces to get together with friends, family 
and neighbours are few and far between 
and which offer limited opportunities for 
cultural activity, enterprise and personal 
development.

Introduction

The case for quality public spaces

A good architect must love people 
or it doesn’t make sense

Jan Gehl, Architect

How can we move to a point where we 
all have access to good quality, everyday 
environments that improve our wellbeing?
Our wellbeing is influenced by a number 
of factors including our level of income, 
employment, social connections, health, 
civic engagement, education and our 
environment. High-quality public spaces 
can nurture wellbeing in three key ways:

1. By supporting healthy lifestyles and 
good mental health 
At the most basic level, warm and dry 
buildings, sanitation, safe streets and 
clean air protect us from disease and 
injury. But our local environment can also 
support improved and continued good 
health by encouraging us to adopt healthy 
lifestyles (eg by providing opportunities 
to walk and cycle) and supporting good 
mental health (we know for example that 
green space has a positive impact on our 
mental health, whereas disordered and 

decaying physical surroundings, traffic, 
noise and poor access to resources have 
been linked to elevated levels of stress).
2. By providing spaces for communities 
to come together and participate
The strength of our social connections is 
one of the most robust indicators of our 
overall wellbeing. Greenery and shared 
paths have been shown to help facilitate 
social connections whereas crowded, noisy 
and apparently dangerous environments 
inhibit the formation of social ties. By 
supporting social connections, good-
quality public spaces can nurture valuable 
citizenship skills and stimulate social 
action and volunteering. They also provide 
opportunities for participation in a range 
of educational, cultural and physical 
activities.
3. By facilitating local enterprise and 
regeneration  
There is evidence to suggest that 
opportunities for social interaction, leisure 



activities, atmosphere, events, outdoor 
markets and the availability of green 
space have a significant impact on where 
people choose to shop and whether town 
centres thrive or decline. Good-quality 
public spaces can also provide space 

for learning, community development 
and the acquisition of new skills and 
confidence. Communities’ control over 
land and other assets has been shown 
to lead to a range of positive economic 
outcomes.

The Carnegie Prize for Design and 
Wellbeing was launched in March, 2014, 
in partnership with Royal Incorporation 
of Architects in Scotland (RIAS) and the 
Royal Society of Ulster Architects (RSUA). 
The aim was to stimulate interest in how 
well-designed public space, developed by 
and for local communities can improve 
wellbeing. Winning projects would 
demonstrate how good design could 

create opportunities for improved health, 
local regeneration, skills development, 
community enterprises and social 
interaction.

This leaflet showcases the five winning 
community led townscape projects from 
across Scotland and Northern Ireland. 
Drawing on the experiences of our winners 
we have identified five recommendations 
for public policy.

The case for people-led places

The Carnegie Prize for Design and Wellbeing

The most successful public spaces 
are those that people play a role in 
developing and shaping and that offer 
continued opportunities for involvement. 
Community-led design is an approach 
that recognises the value of engaging and 
involving people in the transformation 
process. In this kind of approach 
professionals such as architects and 
planners become facilitators and enablers 
rather than directors and managers. The 
best people centred approaches don’t just 
engage local people in the visioning and 
design process – they create opportunities 
for continued active involvement. An 
‘assets based’ approach which recognises 
the intrinsic worth of people is integral to 
the approach.

The benefits of community-led design 
include:

• social outcomes such as: improved 
participation, a more democratic 
process, the creation of a strong sense 
of community;

• personal benefits such as: personal 
expression, the development of 
confidence and skills, and ultimately;

• better quality environments and more 
sustainable design solutions. 

By empowering local communities in 
this way community led design is both a 
means and an ends to improved wellbeing 
and a valuable tool in addressing the 
fundamental causes of social and 
economic inequality.



Residents in Pathhead, Kirkcaldy, are 
proud of their neighbourhood – it’s 
friendly, there is lots of green space and 
the local primary school forms a hub in 
the centre of the community. But there 
was also room for improvement – more 
colour, fewer speeding cars, less parking 
on pavements and improvements to the 
poorly maintained and underused public 
park were all big issues for residents. 
Funded by Sustrans and Fife Council 
the Pathhead Street Design project 
began in 2012. The project works with 
the local community, an artist and a 
designer to address these issues and 
make the neighbourhood a safer and 
more welcoming for walkers, cyclists 
and local residents. It is the third and 
largest street design project of its kind 
in Kirkcaldy and forms part of ‘Make 
Your Move Kirkcaldy’ a town-wide project 
that encourages residents to walk, cycle 
and take public transport. The project is 
facilitated and funded by Sustrans and 
the Local Authority, but driven by the local 
community. 

Community suggestions were 
translated into design options and 
then presented to the community for 
further feedback. The results are widened 
pavements and new areas of green 
space and vegetation on local streets. 
Colourful flower motifs designed by a 
local artist have appeared on the sides 
of local houses, street signs, on walls and 
the electricity substation in the local park. 
Thermoplastic discs (white, plastic discs 
which have been embedded into the 
road surface) form patterns on the road. 
The intention is to help create a distinct, 
colourful identity for the neighbourhood, 
encouraging safer driving. In the local 
park, pathways have been improved, new 
lighting installed and colourful signs 
point the way. Portraits of local dogs have 
even been painted on newly-installed dog 
bins. The aim is to encourage responsible 
use of the park by dog owners and for 
more people to use the park as a route to 
school and a recreational area.

Case Study: Street Design Project, Kirkcaldy



Ballymena, in Northern Ireland, is fiercely 
proud of its reputation as a shopping 
destination. It has a high proportion of 
independent retail outlets and is one 
of the biggest retail hubs outside of 
Derry and Belfast. The town may buzz 
by day but at night, it is a different 
story. ‘Shutters Up Night’ was devised 
to bring some life back into the town at 
night by creating a friendlier, welcoming 
environment.

The initiative is led by the Ballymena 
Arts Partnership, a voluntary forum 
of local artists who act as an advisory 
group to Ballymena Town Council. The 
group worked closely with the local 
traders group, Ballymena Town Centre 
Development, the Braid Arts Centre, the 
police and Ballymena Retailers Against 
Crime. The aim was to bring the town 
centre alive with a range of events 
and things to look at, bringing a new 
confidence to Ballymena town centre 
and inspiring change. Events included: ‘a 

ladies lock in’ in the local shopping centre, 
a Ballymena Heritage walk, street theatre, 
live music, vintage cars and free ‘bones 
and biscuits’ for dog walkers.

Shutters Up Night followed the success 
of the Ballymena Arts Partnership 
Creative Citizen’s Programme, an arts 
festival that turns the spotlight on local 
citizens and the town of Ballymena. 
Rather than bringing artists and 
performers from outside in to Ballymena 
– the programming was instead designed 
by the local community. The programme 
intentionally spilled out into the town 
centre – sculptures popped up in 
unusual places, a debate pod appeared 
in a local park and a harpist performed in 
the high street barbers. Creative Citizens 
and Shutters Up Night grabbed national 
headlines, bringing positive attention to 
the borough and encouraging new groups 
of citizens to come forward and take part 
in the cultural life of Ballymena.

Case Study: Ballymena Arts Partnership – Shutters Up Night



Belville Community Gardens sits high 
up over Greenock with spectacular views 
out across the Clyde towards Helensburgh. 
Until recently, the site was occupied by 
three blocks of high-rise flats. The flats 
were demolished in 2013 and Belville 
Community Garden and POD (a converted 
shipping container) now provide a new 
public space for local residents. Previously, 
residents had little access to quality 
green space and the newly-cleared 
site was an opportunity to change that. 
With support from River Clyde Homes 
and the Big Lottery, Belville Community 
Association has transformed the derelict 
site into a garden that can be enjoyed 
by the whole community. The garden is 
not only a place to learn new skills, but is 
also a versatile public space available 
for a range of community activities from 
Tai Chai to theatre and art lessons. It 
may even help kick-start new economic 
activity in the area. Inspired by Gaudi’s 
Park Guell in Barcelona a serpentine wall 

which will contain a seating area (looking 
over the water) and a giant serpents head 
is under construction. The hope is that 
the serpentine wall will not only be an 
attractive place to sit but may also attract 
tourists. The wall will be decorated by 
mosaics designed by local school children. 
Tiles from the old high rise flats are being 
recycled as part of the project creating 
a link between old and new and, with 
the help of a local sculptor community 
members are learning how to construct 
and decorate the wall. Prisoners from 
HM prison Greenock on work placements 
are also helping out giving them a chance 
to contribute to a project that they 
might ordinarily be excluded from and 
providing a vital step towards integration 
back into the community. The reaction 
to the garden has been overwhelming 
positive and the confidence of community 
members has steadily grown as the 
project has progressed.

Case Study: Belville Community Garden, Greenock



Macara’s Park sits on the edge of Denny 
town centre and provides a link from the 
quiet residential area to the west of the 
site to the town centre. The land, owned 
by the Church of Scotland and donated 
to the people of Denny by the Reverend 
Macara was once a popular local park 
– with swings, a paddling pool and a 
roundabout. It fell into disrepair and the 
last of the play equipment was removed 
20 years ago. Today, all that remains is 
grass and a disused track. Four years ago, 
a small group of local residents, Macara’s 
Park Tenant’s Residents Association 
(TRA) decided to turn things around. 
First step was to secure some funding 
from the local authority to buy some 
sports equipment. Regular sports nights 
were set up at the park and, for the first 
time for a long time local residents began 
to use the space in the evenings. It was 
clear, however, that more could be done. 
Ideas were gathered at a community 
fun day. Top of the list was a cycle 
track that would allow young children 
to practice road safety skills in a safe 
environment. Residents were particularly 
keen on this idea as new cycle routes are 
being developed on local streets as part 
of a wider programme of regeneration in 
Denny. With the support from the local 
authority and contractors on the Beauly-
Denny power line, the TRA have taken up 
the old track and replaced it with a new 
cycle path. Next step will be to paint the 
walls of an old substation that backs onto 
the park with colourful images and to 

improve the appearance and amenity of 
the park with new seating and planting. 
The aim is to transform a neglected 
piece of green space into a lively 
community space once again.

Case Study: Macara’s Park TRA, Denny



For many years, the small village of 
Auchencairn in Dumfries and Galloway 
has been divided in two by an area of 
boggy agricultural land with a burn 
running through it. This changed when the 
land was purchased by the Auchencairn 
Initiative (a community organisation 
established by Auchencairn Community 
Council). A bridge was built and steps 
installed linking the two halves of the 
village for the first time and allotments 
were established. Community members, 
however, saw further potential in the 
scrubland and following a meeting at 
the town hall, Auchencairn Community 
Garden Group was born and grander 
plans for a community wildlife garden 
began. A successful application to the 
Beechgrove Community Garden 
Initiative gave the group access to a 
garden designer and some seed corn 
funding but the real hard work and 
drive came from within the community 
supported by local businesses, artists and 
craftspeople. Activities on site have 
included: a dyking workshop for local 

young people run by a local dyker (and 
the creation of a new seating area and 
compost bins); a bug hotel workshop 
for local children; the creation of a bog 
garden and meadow area planted up with 
donated plants from the village; an edible 
forest garden; the ‘discovery area’ – a 
wooden play area for children sculpted 
by a local chainsaw artists and a willow 
arbour and seating area by a local willow 
sculptor. Plans for the future include the 
construction of a new sheltered outdoor 
classroom made from sustainable 
materials. The once neglected area is 
now a thriving community garden that 
provides an off road route to school for 
school children and a safe place to play. 
It’s also a space in which community 
members have been able to learn new 
skills. The community garden activity has 
brought together community members for 
the first time, new friendships have been 
forged and previously isolated members of 
the community have had an opportunity 
to socialise and participate.

Case Study:  Auchencairn Link – Park, Dumfries and Galloway



The message from our winners: what are 
the key learning points from our Carnegie 
Prize for Design and Wellbeing winners 
2014?

a) Build on existing assets and unlock 
local talent to animate local public 
spaces: Our winners were creative 
with existing local assets: the positive 
things, both physical and social, that 
are already present in the community.

b) Get people excited and engaged: 
the winning projects invested time in 
bringing all sections of the community 
into the project – often in creative and 
surprising ways!

c) Boost community capacity with 
partnership: Sufficient capacity is 

vital. Most of our winning projects 
have been fortunate enough either 
to be able to employ their own paid 
members of staff or the staff time of 
partner organisations.

d) Aim for long-term sustainability: 
While physical transformation is 
undoubtedly a key milestone, looking 
at how these improved public spaces 
can continue to be places that improve 
and sustain personal and community 
wellbeing was of equal importance.

e) Recognition is important: Whether 
this be through the Carnegie Prize 
and other awards and nominations or 
support from influential, recognition 
provides a boost to community 
confidence and opens doors.

Key learning points

Children’s mosaic designs for the serpentine wall, Belville Community Garden



Five recommendations for public 
policymakers:

1. Recognise the importance of high-
quality public spaces in national 
and local performance frameworks 
What we measure matters. To ensure 
sufficient priority is given to improving 
public spaces it is vital that access 
to quality public space is given due 
recognition within government 
performance frameworks at both 
national and local level.

2. Make it easier for communities to 
access funding  
A clear message from our Prize 
Winners was just how difficult and 
time consuming it is to access funding 
for public space improvement projects. 
Relevant funding pots alongside 
appropriate support and guidance 
should be made available.

3. Put quality public spaces at the 
centre of town centre regeneration 
Community-led public space 
improvement should be a priority 
action within any town centre 
regeneration strategy.

4. Be creative and just say ‘yes’ 
Local government and other local 
public sector bodies should seek to 
encourage and support community led 
creativity and play an enabling role in 
public space improvement. The default 
position should be to ‘just say yes’.

5. Recognise public space improvement 
as a central component to a 
preventative approach to health 
inequalities and wider inequalities 
Our public spaces can have an 
important influence on our health 
outcomes. The NHS and other public 
sector partners should explore 
opportunities to scale up and roll out 
more community led public space 
improvement projects to help address 
inequalities.

Want to find out more?

Get in touch with Jenny Brotchie, Policy Officer at the Carnegie UK Trust
jenny@carnegieuk.org or download our full case study report with references at 
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/changing-minds/people---place/carnegie-prize-
for-design-and-wellbeing.aspx 

Health is something that is

created by people within the

everyday settings of their life
Harry Burns,

Former Chief Medical Officer for Scotland

Recommendations



The Carnegie UK Trust works to improve the lives of people throughout the UK and Ireland, 
by changing minds through influencing policy, and by changing lives through innovative 
practice and partnership work.  The Carnegie UK Trust was established by Scots-American 
philanthropist Andrew Carnegie in 1913.

Andrew Carnegie House 
Pittencrieff Street  
Dunfermline  
KY12 8AW

Tel: +44 (0)1383 721445 
Fax: +44 (0)1383 749799 
Email: info@carnegieuk.org 
www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk

This summary was written by Jenny Brotchie, Policy Officer, Carnegie UK Trust. The Carnegie UK 
Trust is grateful to the Royal Incorporation of Architects in Scotland and Royal Society of Ulster 
Architects for their support.

December 2014

Carnegie United Kingdom Trust
Scottish charity SC 012799
operating in the UK and Ireland
Incorporated by Royal Charter 1917

9 781909 447264 >

ISBN 978-1-909447-26-4

ISBN number:  978-1-909447-26-4


