
 

Microeconomic Evidence for the Benefits of Investment in the Environment 2 (MEBIE2) 

4 Services provided by nature 
4.1 This section provides evidence about the different services provided by nature. Specific services 

may be of interest to different policy makers and practitioners, so you may choose to focus just 
on those. Alternatively, you may be interested in overarching themes such as economic 
competitiveness, so Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 may be useful in identifying how the environment 
contributes to those themes. 

4.2 It is important to note that not all services provided by nature are included here. The ones chosen 
are the ones which on the basis of current evidence are most important in the context of 
environmental projects. The ones selected are also those for which we have available scientific 
and economic evidence.  
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4k Social cohesion 
There is good evidence suggesting that the natural environment contributes to social cohesion. This 
appears to be particularly the case for well-maintained greenspaces. 

Introduction  

4.62 Social interactions can impact on people’s health and overall wellbeing. Increased interaction 
between people may also lead to reduced crime and improved community resilience in the face 
of natural hazards. This section examines the evidence that the natural environment contributes 
to increased social interactions, and thereby to increased social cohesion. 

4.63 Social cohesion describes the extent to which people within a community share similar values, 
and trust and support one another for the common good. A more socially cohesive community 
may experience a range of benefits, including health, safety, and improved collective resilience. 

4.64 There is peer-reviewed evidence to suggest that social cohesion reduces crime, even when 
deprivation is controlled for (Hirschfield and Bowers 1997). A nationally representative US study 
of adults over 50 found a strong decrease in the risk of stroke for individuals living in more 
socially cohesive communities, even after controlling for demographic and psychological 
characteristics (Kim, Park et al. 2013). 

4.65 In Australia, social cohesion was found to contribute to bushfire preparedness by giving people 
the support and resources to confront the bushfire risk, and by increasing the prominence of the 
issue through more people talking about it (Prior and Eriksen 2013)116. The same effect could be 
expected to occur for other natural hazards.  

Theory of change 

 

Can the benefit be quantified?  

4.66 To a certain extent, yes. It is possible to quantify some social benefits, and to link this to exposure 
to the natural environment. However, a number of factors other than social interactions may also 
contribute to these outcomes. Additionally, the benefit of the social interaction is likely to be 
affected by the individuals involved, the content, quality and timing of the interaction, among other 
factors.  

4.67 In principle, decrease in crime due to increased social cohesion can be monetised, and there are 
official values for the economic and social costs of crime. Current UK government values used 
are £1.8 million per homicide, £3,925 per burglary, and £1,750 per common assault (Home Office 
2011). 

How strong is the evidence? 

4.68 The evidence that the natural environment contributes to social cohesion tends to be specific to 
particular case studies and locations, and very little UK evidence exists. However, the case 
studies seem highly suggestive of the potential benefits of the natural environment. 

116 This study examined at-risk areas within two different Australian cities, Hobart and Sydney. 
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Evidence 

• A study of the impact of greening vacant lots in Philadelphia, USA was conducted between 
1999 and 2008. This found that greening was correlated with statistically significant 
reductions in gun crime and disorderly conduct. The authors suggest that criminal activity 
may be discouraged in areas which are seen to be well maintained (Branas, Cheney et al. 
2011)117. 

• Another study in Philadelphia found that an abundance of vegetation in general was 
associated with lower rates of assault, robbery and burglary, but not thefts (for example, 
pickpocketing/shoplifting, which may be more opportunistic). This effect held even after 
neighbourhood socio-economic status was considered (Wolfe and Mennis 2012)118.  

• In Baltimore, USA, a similar study found that a 10 percent increase in tree cover was 
associated with a 12 percent decrease in crime. The crime reducing effect was far stronger 
for trees on public rather than private land. In a few small areas however, the effect was 
reversed, with increased tree cover being associated with increased crime. The authors 
suggest that this is due to different types of vegetation and management, with low and 
overgrown areas offering better crime opportunities. This may in turn cause people to avoid 
these areas and further encourage crime (Troy, Grove et al. 2012)119. 

• In Los Angeles, the number of parks within half a mile was found to be a strong predictor of 
increased collective efficacy (a measure of social capital reflecting cohesion among 
neighbours and willingness to work for the common good) (Cohen, Inagami et al. 2008)120. 

• When studying two different urban parks in Nijmegen, the Netherlands, researchers observed 
that very few interactions between strangers actually occurred. Any interactions tended to be 
incidental, as individuals did not generally go to the park with the intention of meeting new 
people. Occasional ‘small talk’ did occur however, and was viewed positively by those 
involved. The authors suggest that these positive interactions may contribute towards building 
trust amongst different groups (Peters, Elands et al. 2010)121.  

• Although park spaces can be unhelpfully dominated by one ethnic group leading to exclusion 
and inter-community tension, Gobster reports evidence from Chicago that suggests that parks 
can be active agents promoting inter-community relations in a way which is almost unique in 
urban life (Gobster 1998). 
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