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IPBES Summary Report (May 2019):

“Nature underpins quality of life by providing basic life support for humanity (regulating), as well 
as material goods (material) and spiritual inspiration (non-material) (well established) {2.3.1, 
2.3.2}.”

• The concept of ‘Spiritual inspiration’ is not unpacked further.
• “Religion” received no mention.

Spiritual values have received little attention

Scholars have recently called for greater research into “human perception, values, and cultural 
traditions affecting the supply and demand of Ecosystem Services” 
(McPhearson et al. 2015 Ecosystem Services, 12:152-156). 



Existing conceptual frameworks

Diaz et al. (2018) Science O’Connor & Kenter (2019) Sustainability Science

Nature’s Contributions to People (IPBES) Life Framework of Values



Research questions

1. How are cultural, spiritual, aesthetic, or religious values perceived, 
conceptualised, or understood in everyday urban environments?

2. What landscape features or socio-cultural influences shape the perception and 
expression of such values?

3. How can cultural, spiritual, aesthetic or religious values be categorised or 
operationalised for landscape decision-making?

There is a need for more empirically-grounded research.



Case Study: Black Patch Park, Smethwick

Geography
• Point of ecological 

confluence: meeting of 
watercourses

• ‘in-between’ place socially 
and administratively.

• Positioned on an 
administrative boundary

Planning and Design
• Site currently being 

considered as focal-point 
for urban renewal and 
investment.

• Recent Sandwell planning 
statement and masterplan.





Spiritual values: the great ‘unknown’



Signs of aesthetic, spiritual & cultural significance



It’s imperative to understand what was and what is 
(spiritually) if we are to imagine what could be…



Research Design

Diverse, interdisciplinary research team (geography, ethics, 
architecture, anthropology).

Scoping 
interviews

Stakeholder 
mapping

Primary 
interviews

Practitioner 
workshop

Academic 
workshop

Assessment 
guidelines



Preliminary findings

Themes

• “It’s a very spiritual place [black patch park], but it is contested”

• Spirituality is present, but not always formalised. Spiritual pluralism within groups (e.g. 
Friends of Black Patch Park)

• Natural features are identified as carrying spiritual significance (e.g. creeks).

• Some tension between planners and community members in how readily spiritual 
dimensions of this place are discussed.

• Combination of care & neglect.



• (without priming by researchers) do respondents consider the park to have 
‘spiritual’ value(s)?

• Are there barriers to spirituality that need to be overcome in formal planning 
contexts?

• Degrees of comfort in articulating spirituality. What fora can provide space 
for this?

Emerging Questions
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