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MYCORRHIZAL CONNECTIONS
to other communities (‘trees’)

Conceptual frameworks are explicit representations of the hypotheses, theories, concepts and assumptions that 

No overarching conceptual framework for community wellbeing exists, despite communities being our most 

community wellbeing. It draws upon i. Established determinants of health and wellbeing from the Dahlgren and 
Whitehead (1993) Socio-environmental model of the determinants of health and wellbeing, and ii. 180 
outcomes/indicators of wellbeing observed in a review of the impact of heritage-based interventions 
(Pennington et al., 2018).

Inspired by James Lovelock’s ‘Gaia’ hypothesis (1979), this conceptualisation views community wellbeing as a 
whole living organism, nourished by external factors (wellbeing determinants), and comprising an interlaced 

Wellbeing-related indicators/outcomes are represented by leaves, organised into 5 domains or ‘capitals’ of 
community wellbeing. Determinants of wellbeing are represented by the 5 environmental components of the 

Like all living organisms trees are capable of homeostasis (regulation of internal environments). Communities 
are, therefore, perceived as active (reactive and proactive) agents in their own fate and not merely passive 
recipients of external resources.

and overlap, where there are gaps (where we have few indicators of a particular domain of wellbeing) and where 
the indicator highlights underlying problems. 

The central metaphor can be extended so that a forest of trees/communities represents a nation.

Wellbeing as an organism: The Gaia hypothesis views the earth as an organism, constituted of a biosphere of 
plants and animals as the human body is constituted of organs and cells. Conceptualisation of community 
wellbeing as a tree envisions the leaves and branches as interrelated subunits of the whole; integral to the 
identity of the whole, but also, individually, open to analysis and study in their own right. 

: This particular tree illustrates community wellbeing, and is based on indicators used in a 

may be considered similarly a community of trees.

Communication

conditions – poverty, disadvantage and inequality, in particular. Trees in a forest communicate, through 

Gaps and patterns: Arboriculturists identify the health of trees, and decide how to respond, in part by 
looking at the patterns of vibrant or wilting or absent leaves. We can do the same here: gaps in the pattern of 

to identify either problems in the way in which wellbeing is being assessed, or problems in the real-world 
determinants of wellbeing in a community (or both).

Homeostasis: Organisms have evolved the ability to self-regulate, homeostasis. In circumstances of drought, 
trees adjust their metabolism... and communities respond to austerity (not necessarily in healthy ways). 

Decay and death: Trees live a long time, but they aren’t immortal. It might be extreme to talk about the ‘death’ 
of a community, but we might be wise to be concerned if we can observe a community whose wellbeing is 
represented by only a few, problematic, poorly-distributed, indicators.  

The Community Wellbeing Tree
an ecological framework for community wellbeing

Pennington, Kinderman, South, Bagnall, Corcoran (2018)
What Works Centre for Wellbeing - Community Wellbeing Evidence Programme
Supported by the ESRC & partners

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by University of Liverpool Repository

https://core.ac.uk/display/161817667?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

