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The following presentation contains sensitive content including 
mention of mental illness and personal experiences.

The perspectives shared reflect the lived experiences and 
professional viewpoints of each speaker. We recognize that 

our backgrounds shape how we see and practice design.

The content in this presentation is for informational purposes 
only and is not intended as clinical advice or a substitute for 

professional mental health support. 



Identify gaps in current public-sector “health and wellness” 
frameworks and identify strategies to integrate mental health 
and disability into design and planning. 

Analyze how trauma-informed planning, neurodiversity 
research, and wellness programming can shape more inclusive 
public spaces.

Apply insights from three case studies to develop wellness 
centered strategies for projects at multiple project stages—
from site planning to public programming.

Evaluate which communities are being served or excluded by 
wellness-focused projects and determine opportunities for 
more equitable engagement and design.

Describe partnership and storytelling approaches that help 
government agencies and designers secure support and 
sustain long-term wellness initiatives.

Learning Objectives
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Thinking Beyond
“Health and Wellness”

Part 1

MacKenzie Twardus | Associate Principal, Planner + Landscape Architect | Hanbury



As placemakers and placekeepers…

We design for health and wellness
We design for climate resilience
We design for equity



What about intentionally designing for 
mental wellness?

Mental and Behavioral Health Disorders Are Increasing in U.S.; 
Effective Preventive Interventions Should Be Expanded, Report Says

-National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, April 2025

“Loneliness is a growing epidemic. And the way our cities and communities 
are planned, designed and built is a major part of the equation”

-Matter Space Soul, Loneliness and the Built Environment



Let’s talk about it…



Mental wellness is more than just 
the absence of mental illness. 

Mental wellness is an active process of 
moving from languishing to resilience 
to flourishing.

Mental wellness helps to shift the 
perspective away from stigma to 
shared humanity.

Mental wellness grows out of a 
grassroots, consumer-driven 
movement.

Mental wellness is multi-dimensional, 
holistic and personal.



The Gap: Design + Mental Wellness

Mental
Wellness 

Design + 
Placemaking

This!



What would it look like if 
design for mental wellness 
were treated with the 
same rigor as physical 
health: measurable, 
evidence-based, and 
embedded into every 
project phase?



Break the Silence

Design from Evidence, Not Assumption

Start Where You Are

Be Purposeful in Design

Measure What You Mean

How do we get there?



Break the Silence

Name your own relationship with mental health, because silence in practice 
starts with silence in ourselves.

Ask explicitly: who is this for, and what mental health outcome does this design 
support? Listen first, always. 

The work of placemaking sits at the intersection of the spaces people inhabit and 
the public health trends shaping their lives. That is not coincidence, that is 
responsibility. 

Personal Level 

Project Level

Public Health Level

1

2

3



Create the internal conditions where mental health can be named, discussed, and 
designed for, not assumed. 

The frameworks we rely on are largely silent on mental health. That gap is a choice we 
can change.

Firm/Organization Level

Professional Organizations – ASLA, AIA, WELL, APA

4

5



Source: Delphis Continuum of Mental Health Model

IN CRISIS

Very anxious
Very low mood
Absenteeism
Exhausted

Very poor sleep
Weight loss

Anxious
Depressed

Tired
Poor performance

Poor sleep
Poor appetite

SURVIVING

Worried
Nervous
Irritable

Sad
Trouble sleeping

Distracted
Withdrawn

THRIVING

Positive
Calm

Performing
Sleeping well

Eating normally
Normal social 

activity

EXCELLING

Cheerful
Joyful

Energetic
High performance

Flow
Fully realising 

potential

STRUGGLING

Engage in understanding the language



Design from Evidence, Not Assumption

Research

DesignHealthcare

The research exists. 
The resources exist. 

The missing piece is bringing them 
into the room from day one, before 
wellness has a chance to get cut. 



Restorative Cities



Centre for Urban Design + Mental Health



Terrapin Bright Green



Additional resources



Start where you are

Spaces that reduce social isolation without forcing interaction. Porches, shared 
thresholds, programming overlap, and community anchors that invite but do not require.

Users need control over their environment: noise level, light, privacy, pace. Design that 
removes choice removes mental wellness benefit.

Wellness is not a special trip to a facility. It lives in the daily walk, the porch, the transit 
stop, the pocket park. Design the ordinary with extraordinary care.

Connection

Choice and Agency

Everyday Experience

1

2

3





Be purposeful in design

Wellness is not a clinical afterthought. It is shaped by every spatial decision we make.

Design that enables belonging, autonomy, and repeated positive interaction. Not a 
single amenity — a system of moments.

Design Responsibility

Connection, Choice & Everyday Experience

1

2



Be purposeful in design

Underserved communities — disabled, neurodiverse, low-income, BIPOC — must be 
centered in research, process, and outcome.

Who is this for? What mental health outcome does it support? Design responsibility 
means making the implicit explicit — in every brief.

Diverse Lived Experiences

Name It

3

4

Social or solitary. Active or restorative. Indoors or outside. Embed at every scale: site, 
building, unit, landscape, and programming.

Build in Choice5



Measure what you mean

Track
outcomes

Stay curious 
and informed

Advocate, 
especially 

when it feels 
hard.



We cannot have health without mental health
Even quietly, the places we shape, shape us in return.

With intention, they can become places of healing.
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Making a Place for Us 
with Disability-Centered Design

Making a Place for Us with Disability-Centered Design

Elliott Kenney
University of Maryland MLA



Who are public spaces designed for?

Thinking Beyond ADA Minimum Requirements
ADA limited in scope, concerned with access needs for few disabilities, physical access 
without attention to social/interpersonal use 

Belonging = Full Experience
Attention to full unique sensory, social, cognitive, mobile experiences. What sensations are 
enjoyable? How do we engage and interact with space, with friends, family, or neighbors? 

Neuroinclusion with Disability-Centered Design Approach
This presentation focused on neuroinclusive design but uses a disability-centered design 
approach that is broadly applicable to other disabled communities. 



Neuroinclusion (and Beyond)

Disabled belonging is a wellness issue. 
Access, usability, and sense of belonging improve mental & physical health and increases 
visibility & public participation 

This presentation is focused on neuroinclusive design, BUT…. 

A disability-centered design approach can 
be used by & for any disabled community

Overall framework can be adapted for 
general wellness-focused design (mental 
health, stress relief, grief, etc.)



Clarifying Language

Identity-First Language 
“Disabled person” (not person-first language, ex: “person with disabilities”)

Identity Labels
“Autism” (not medical labels, ex: “autism spectrum disorder”)

Neurodiverse, Neuroinclusion, Neurodivergence
Not all interchangeable. Neurodiversity / neurodiverse = diversity (including normative). 
Neuroinclusion = similarly, inclusion of all. Neurodivergent = divergent from normative  



Universal Design: 

The art and practice of design to 
accommodate the widest variety and 
number of people throughout their life 
spans.

Tongva Park and Ken Genser Square
Santa Monica, CA

(Source: https://urbannext.net/tongva-park-and-ken-genser-square/)

Improved, Imperfect Approach

Benefits

Intersectional

Beyond bare minimum

Centers access (no 
“back way access”)

Values flexible use

Weaknesses

Inconsistent 
implementation
“Just good design”

Often limited disability 
scope (ADA)

Participation not 
emphasized



Continuing the Trend

Universal Design Human-Centered Design

Similar to Universal Design, but 
emphasizes participation

Design from the Margins

Similar to human-centered 
design, but with focus on most 

marginalized



Evidence of an Emerging Approach

DeafScape
By Alexa Vaughn (2018)

Hypo-/Hypersensitivity 
Mapping Methodology
© Benjamin Jensen (2023)

Sensory-Responsive 
Environments 
Framework
By Kathryn Finnigan (2023)



Disability-Centered Design (DCD)

The art and practice of design that 
celebrates disability by centering the unique 

patterns of disablist spatial experiences.



Disability-Centered Design (DCD)
Disability-Centered Design (DCD) (Continued)

The art and practice of design that 
celebrates disability by centering the unique 

patterns of disablist spatial experiences.

Expertise within disabled 
communities

Design how we 
experience space



Testing DCD with a 
Neuroinclusive Public Park Design

GOAL
Design the public conservation park in a way that centers neurodivergent 

ways of experiencing space

Objectives



What is Neurodivergence?

Autism

ADHD

Dyslexia

Tourette 
Syndrome

Mental 
Health

Traumatic 
Brain Injury DCD/ 

Dyspraxia

Learning 
Disability

Not an 
exhaustive list Not every 

neurodivergent 
person considers 

themselves disabled



What is Neurodivergence?

Autism

ADHD

Dyslexia

Tourette 
Syndrome

Mental 
Health

Traumatic 
Brain Injury DCD/ 

Dyspraxia

Learning 
Disability



Existing Neuroinclusive Design Guidelines*
* Very little for outdoor landscapes

Autism

Include quiet areas / sensory relief 
spaces 

Design for full spectrum of hyper- to 
hyposensitivity (sensory avoidant to 
sensory seeking) 

Clarity of rules and uses—avoid 
ambiguity

Possible color and material 
preferences

ADHD

?????

Research that unregulated 
attention hinders navigation



Framework Overview

Sensory Audit

Focus on experience of 
space as well as 

accessibility concerns

Initial Concept

Expert Conversations

Site AnalysisLiterature & Guidelines

Design Workshop

Collaborative, 
creative, expressive

Focus on personal 
and social use 
preferences

Design 
Solution



Sensory Audit
Sensory Audit

Feedback from Existing Design
Conducted at park with ecological & 
contextual similarities to the design site but 
with existing trails and infrastructure

Applicable Feedback
Pre-determined route with stopping points at 
design features & relevant environments

Assessing Experience of Space
Focus on sensory palette & preferences, trail 
design, signage design, navigability

Flexibility and Choice
Numerous ways to give feedback, allowing 
participants to fit to preferences and needs



Response Examples
Q: What draws your attention here?

“The sound of the wind. You can close your eyes 
here because you feel safe. You can feel the wind 
and sun on your skin. It’s delicious.” 

Q: Is there anything here that feels uncomfortable?

“I wish the bridge felt more intentional – I like that 
it blends in and feels like a natural extension to the 
trail, but the metal parts snag my eye in a way that 
feels interruptive.” 

Response Examples



Design Workshop

Design Workshop

Focus on Design Site
Two-fold interest: generate feedback on 
concept designs and direct preferences for 
site uses & features

Flexible Engagement
Concurrent activities allowed participants to 
direct their own participation

Many Ways to Imagine
Diversity in activity types triangulated 
preferences and deepened engagement

Tapping into the Power of Creativity
Creative & expressive activities prompt 
participants to imagine experiences   



Response Examples

Response Examples

“A perfect day at the park would consist of a low-key art class. 
The group, maybe 5 – 10 people, would start at a notable 
landmark that everyone could easily find, such as a gazebo. 
Everyone would get a sketchpad and pencils, or maybe a pad of 
watercolor paper and paint. Then we would all walk around the 
park’s walking trail. We’d stop at all the interesting features: a 
rock pile, the pond, a creek, a particularly attention-grabbing 
tree, a patch of native wildflowers, whatever.”

“I want it to be functional, but I want it to retain a sense of 
whimsy. [Things are] a lot more convenient now with modern 
infrastructure, and it’s ugly! I miss being in the mountains!”



Input + Conditions Drive Objectives

GOAL
Design the public conservation park in a way that centers neurodivergent 

ways of experiencing space

Objectives

Develop visual and written 
systems for clear and thorough 
communication about the site. 

Develop a nature-based design 
that allows full engagement with 
and immersion in the natural 
(non-anthropogenic) environment. 

( Sensory Audit )

Include areas that 
facilitate interaction 
through art, community 
events, and sensory play. 

( Design Workshop )

Reduce current rates of soil 
erosion and prevent new causes 
of erosion. 

( Site Conditions )



How Does This Inform Design?

Zones

Themes

Materials

Features



How Does This Inform Design?

Themes

Places to Absorb

Places to Prospect

Places to Climb

More Information, 
the Better

Immersion in 
Natural Aesthetic

Clear and Easy Trail

Separation of Trail 
and Stops

Opportunities to 
Touch

Zones

Materials

Features



How Does This Inform Design?

Materials

Zones

Themes

Features



How Does This Inform Design?

Features

Zones

Themes

Materials



When Complexity Improves Design

Universal Design is a Great Wingman
Bolster DCD with UD. 

UD can fill gaps where DCD approach is weakest, 
creating more intersectional space

Balancing with Conservation Needs
DCD can drive access and usability in areas of a site where necessary conservation strategies 
limit options for access infrastructure. 



Contact

Contact

Elliott Kenney

kelliott.kenney@gmail.com

203.430.9403

linkedin.com/in/elliott-kenney
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Wellness Evolution 

Hanbury | Campus Housing & Student Life Environments
Tom Zeigenfuss| Principal, Higher Education Market Leader



On campuses – residence halls were primarily seen as places to sleep and keep your 
things.  Wellness - if thought of at all - was relegated to basement weight rooms in left-over 
space and Counseling Services were “somewhere else.”

Now residence halls have become holistic wellness ecosystems: social environments, quiet 
refuge, sensory comfort, daylight, and nature - designed to optimize all aspects of wellness.

Student mental health data, loneliness research, and cross-disciplinary collaboration 
forced a new framework for housing and campus life.

Where We Started

Where We Are Now

What Changed

From After-thought to
Wellness Ecosystem



How it Started…



How it’s Going…



Why now? Understanding of wellness
is changing



Why now? The student context
is changing



Why now? The student context
is changing



Why now? The student context
is changing



Case Study: Virginia Tech –
redefining wellness

Residential Well-being creates intentional residential 
communities that are characterized by belonging, 
flourishing, compassion for self and others, and 
meaningful engagement in the Virginia Tech community.

Virginia Tech Residential Well-being Mission



Understanding the Problem: 
Start with the Data



Understanding the Problem: 
Start with the Data

• Anxiety
• Depression
• Loneliness
• Psychological well-being
• Obesity
• Sleep
• Digital well-being



Defining wellbeing: 
What dimensions matter?

BELONGING: Sense of belonging refers to students’ perceived social support on campus, a 
feeling or sensation of connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, 
accepted, respected, valued by, and important to the campus community or others on campus 
such as faculty, staff, and peers.

-Strayhorn, 2019

Belonging Increased by:
● Engagement & Co-curricular involvement
● Cross-cultural Experiences
● Positive engagement with faculty, staff, and peers
● Feeling respected by peers
● Feeling cared about by faculty & staff



Defining wellbeing: 
What dimensions matter?

FLOURISHING: Flourishing emerges from pro-social activities, socializing with friends, and 
meaningful involvement. It is also understood as something that can be undermined by 
unhealthy digital habits.

Flourishing Increased by:
● Meaningful involvement
● Pro-social activities
● Strong sense of Belonging
● Socializing with friends
● Negative association with social media  VT example:  Digital Well-being/First Digitally 

Well” campus



Defining wellbeing: 
What dimensions matter?

LONELINESS: Research at Virginia Tech suggests that loneliness is shaped by how easy it is to 
build friendships, join common-purpose activities, and find quieter, lower-stakes ways to meet 
people. Initiatives such as the Connection Project, mindfulness and meditation programs, and 
shared cultural experiences form part of the toolkit for reducing loneliness and building 
connection.

Loneliness Impacted by:
● Decreased with a roommate
● social skills interventions work (VT example: The Connection Project)
● Common goal activities
● For introverts: mindfulness & meditation
● Enhanced social support
● Increase social contact
● Shared cultural experiences



Framework: Creating priorities



Belonging, identity, and the felt sense of welcome. Who does this space serve —
and do they feel it?

Daily environments that support mental health through light, nature, acoustics, 
spatial variety, and restorative design.

Connection to meaning, community, and routine. Design that gives people a 
reason to return — and to stay.

People

Place

Purpose

Framework: People / Place / Purpose
1

2

3



Making Change: Wellness initiatives

Better
Together

The 
Connection 

Project

Digital 
Wellness

Leave No 
Hokie Behind



Measuring Progress: Updating the Data



Measuring Progress: Updating the Data



Measuring Progress: Updating the Data



Maintaining Progress: Creativity & 
Innovation District





Maintaining Progress: New tools & ideas



Maintaining Progress: New tools & ideas



Maintaining Progress: New tools & ideas



Maintaining Progress: New tools & ideas



Environments that allow social proximity without social obligation: reading nooks 
near common areas, semi-enclosed seating, soft edges between public and 
private.

Intentional zones that generate spontaneous interaction: shared kitchens, laundry 
adjacencies, outdoor gathering nodes, threshold moments.

Quiet zones with daylight, natural materials, and reduced stimulation. Designed for 
recovery, not productivity. Nature integration as baseline, not amenity.

“Alone Together” Spaces

Social Collision Points

Restorative Environments

Design Strategies in Practice
1

2

3



Design Implications: Quiet Together



Design Implications: Quiet Together



Design Implications: Movement



Design Implications: Movement



Design Implications: Outdoor Connections



Design Implications: Meditative Space



Design Implications: Daylight



Design Implications: Biophylic Ideals 



Design Implications: Belonging



Design Implications: Belonging



Design Implications: Safety



Design Implications: Safety



Design Implications: Views & Place



People, Place, & 
Purpose - wellness 

by design.



The Power of Nature-Based 
Mindfulness Programming

A Presentation by Gabrielle Gilliam
Wellness & Advancement Specialist

At Brookside Gardens in Wheaton, MD



Brookside 
Gardens 
Mindfulness 
Programming

Yoga

Tai-Chi

Forest Bathing

Guided 
Mindfulness Walks

Mindfulness Retreats

Strolls for Well-Being

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Strolls for Well-Being

• Evidence-based program created by Dr. Ruth McCaffrey in 2006 
• Large body of research showing the psychological and overall health 

benefits of time spent connecting with nature
• Program began with Morikami Museum and Japanese Gardens in 

Delray Beach, FL and Bloedel Reserve in Seattle, WA
• Currently offered at Iowa State University (Ames, IA) and Brookside Gardens 

(Wheaton, MD) as well

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



The program draws on the gardens’ 
unique features to support mental and 
physical health of participants.

Morikami Japanese Garden Bloedel Reserve Brookside Gardens

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Strolls for Well-
Being  Guidebook

Themes: 
Awareness | Possibility | Reflection
Transition | Connection | Journey
Trust | Forgiveness | Gratitude 
Joy | Freedom | Fulfillment

Features:
Map, Inspirational Quote, 6 Pause 
Prompts, Poem, Space for Notes

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Examples of 
meaningful features
• Thresholds

• Highlight transitions

• Structured Areas
• Point to curation and 

intention

• Water Features
• Create opportunity for 

reflection

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



More examples

• Windy or Organic Paths
• Encourage trust and flexibility

• Perennials and Trees
• Show seasonal shifts of long-

lasting features

• Annual Plants
• Teach about impermanence

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Examples of Prompts
Reflection: Pause 1 (pg 36)
Return to the water’s edge, 
where you have practiced 
calming and clearing your 
mind. Consider the Taoist 
proverb, No one can see their 
reflection in running water. It is 
only in still water that we can 
see. If you can, lean over to look 
at your reflection as you 
contemplate what these words 
might mean for you.

Connection: Pause 2 (pg 52)

Take a moment to practice mindfulness, 
becoming aware of the air on your skin 
and the seasonal colors all around. Poet 
Gary Snyder wrote, Nature is not a place 
to visit. It is home. Appreciate that you 
belong here, that you are connected to 
this intricate system. Bees pollinate 
flowers and the flowers, in turn, provide 
sustenance. You, too, are integral; you, 
too, have a role to play.

Trust: Pause 3 (pg 69)

The paths in this garden bend and split, turning toward and away from one another. As in life, 
there is vulnerability in walking forward, in following each curve and choosing which direction to 
take. Contemplate the role trust plays when you don’t know what you’ll find around the bend.

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Program Evaluation

• Pre and Post Surveys
• Demographics
• Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS)

• Tracks positive and negative emotions
• Personal Growth Initiative Scale (PGIS)

• Measures desire and efforts to engage in personal development 
• Feedback about program, initial impact and plans going forward

• Focus Groups
• Longer term impact
• Opportunity for story telling

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Focus Group Findings

4/21/2026

• Reason for Joining
• A craving for structure, and support during difficult life changes

• Impact on Well-Being
• Easing of grief and effects of stress
• More gratitude & forgiveness
• New coping tools & friendships 

• Relationship to Nature
• Shift from distracted time in nature to observant time in nature
• Seeking out new experiences in nature
• Nature’s resilience inspiring hopefulness, attention to silver linings
• Deeper connection to Brookside Gardens, visiting more, telling friends

M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Stories of Impact
“I would get out and walk in the neighborhood 
almost daily. But as far as seeking out a place 
where you're closer to nature. I would do that on 
occasion, maybe once every two or three months. 
Whereas after the program, I made it a point to try 
to get to Brookside whenever I could, just because 
of the feeling I knew I would have once I was there 
from having gone through the program” –N.

“I'm still working through a lot of the side effects to 
my joints that this horrible [cancer treatment] 
infusion had. I think the resilience of plants kind of 
helps you believe in a certain amount of resilience in 
yourself. So I think that that it helped me with that.” –
L.

“I did go out [in 
nature] prior to the 
program, but it's a 
completely different 
experience as of 
now…  I really 
connected spiritually 
in nature and it was 
a completely life 
changing experience 
for me. So it was 
beautiful.” –A.

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Developing Mindfulness Programs 

• Capacity & Scale Considerations
• Staffing Available
• Budget
• Features of Space

• Desired Outcome
• Emotional Healing 
• Connection to Nature
• Belonging

• Awareness of Limitations
• Bigger isn’t always better

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Other program ideas
• Self-guided mindfulness walks
• Cultural walks
• Queer ecology walks
• Sensory signage 
• Labyrinth
• Zen garden

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Most 
Important 
Part

The space reflects the needs 
and desires of those using it.

Programming helps people 
see themselves in the space.

4/21/2026 M-NCPPC | MontgomeryParks.org



Discussion
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