PhD candidate Hanna Holm: focus on unintended consequences

Hanna Holm is a PhD candidate at Wageningen University. With a background in
environmental psychology, she studies how public space is experienced in everyday life
and, more specifically, how well-intended interventions can lead to unintended
consequences. Building on earlier applied research, her work aims to help municipalities
better understand what public space actually does for different people.

Originally from Sweden, Hanna Holm has been studying and working in the Netherlands for
many years. She completed both her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in Groningen,
specialising in environmental psychology. “I've been here for quite some time,” she says. ‘|
can now understand and read Dutch well. Speaking remains a work in progress.’

Before starting her PhD, Holm worked for almost two years as a researcher on

the Belevingsgestuurd Beheer project, initiated by De Kopgroep Beheer, with MPS as one of
the partners. “l want to build upon the work we did there in this PhD,” she explains. That
project sharpened her interest in the interaction between public space users, public space
management and the space itself.

Defining the research objective

Holm started her PhD in November and is currently designing the project together with her
supervision team: Professor Martha Bakker, Adjunct Professor Arjan Hijdra and Professor
Wendy Tan. She will continue the collaboration with the Kopgroep Beheer and with the MPS
research team. A key concept in her work is unintended consequences: effects that only
become visible once people actually use a space. “It can look perfect on paper, but once
you’re in that space, the sensation and the feeling that you have tells so much more about
how the space functions.” The research is closely connected to practice. Holm is already
collaborating with the municipality of Almere and plans to work with public space managers
as sparring partners. “This is really essential for us to produce findings that are actually
useful.”

Urgency

According to Holm, the urgency of her research lies in the increasing pressure on public
space. “Public space has to serve multiple and conflicting purposes,” she says, referring to
climate adaptation, biodiversity, safety and social use. Each intervention creates trade-offs
that affect people differently. Her personal motivation is rooted in everyday experience. “I
find especially these everyday places that we just move through and usually don’t think
about really interesting.” She gives a simple example: snow. “I’'m absolutely loving it,” she
says, but quickly adds that snow also changes how accessible public space is. “For some
people, these small changes can really increase the barrier to daily life.” Moments like these
drive her curiosity about how decisions in public space management affect people’s
independence, routines and sense of place.

Where the city becomes a forest
Asked about her own favourite public space, Holm does not hesitate. It is a part of the
Stadspark in Groningen, where management is deliberately less controlled. “One partis a



little bit more wild,” she says, describing forest-like paths, water elements and Highland
cows. Growing up in the Swedish countryside, she feels strongly connected to such
environments. “A place that makes you feel like you’re in a forest is so calming and relaxing.”
For Holm, that feeling captures exactly what her research is about: how public space is not
just designed and managed, but lived, sensed and experienced — often in ways that policy
documents cannot predict.

Call for collaboration

As part of her PhD research, Holm is actively looking for collaboration with practice. In
addition to planned case studies, she wants to work with municipalities and public space
managers as sparring partners. “l will always be open for people who want to be part of
interviews or workshops, or just reflect on our work,” she says. These interactions are
essential to ensure that the research remains grounded in real-world dilemmas and results
in insights that are relevant for daily practice. Municipalities and public authorities who are
willing to share experiences, discuss challenges or explore potential case studies are invited
to express their interest by e-mail: hanna-marie.holm@wur.nl




