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Abstract



Research demonstrates the positive effects nature has on perceived stress levels when combined with the element of physical activity. Extensive research documents the restorative benefits of a natural environment, though few studies look in to its mitigating effects on employees working within further education establishments. This paper will report the impact of a walking-based intervention within a ‘green space’ on the perceived stress levels of a group of college employees. Two theoretical frameworks: Attention Restoration Theory (ART), and Stress Reduction Theory (SRT) will centre around a three-week walking intervention, examining the changes to organisational and personal stress responses through use of surveys. Results are consistent with the restorative benefits of ‘green space’ walking, showing positive effects on stress levels, general mental health & wellbeing. For future studies, optimal walking time and intensity present opportunities to further refine the parameters of effective stress relief interventions.  

Chapter 1: Literature Review

Little evidence is currently available on the impact walking within a green space has on staff working within Further Education (FE) settings. An extensive body of research demonstrates the positive effects nature has on perceived stress levels, though the vast majority of studies demonstrate this through the general public, and at large, utilise urban areas as a means of assessing its effectiveness (Korpela et al., 2016). According to the World Health Organisation, stress has become a serious global health risk, and an adaption to its recovery process needs greater promotion in our daily lives (Corazon et al., 2019). Since the onset of the Covid-19 outbreak, a tremendous impact has been witnessed on the lives of employees working within Further Education establishments (Der Fer-Cornelis et al., 2020). Responses to this have been diverse, from the development of socially distanced learning, through to a full redevelopment of curriculums. A rapid shift in circumstances has seen pre-existing mental health issues exacerbated, and new stressors become apparent (Crawford et al., 2020). Stress responses are usually determined through a combination of perceived resources (e.g., knowledge, skills) and an awareness of perceived demands (e.g., danger, uncertainty), however, the continually changing parameters in which Covid-19 unfolds, presents an additional challenge to an individual’s ability to evaluate the demands of a stressor, and apply the available resources needed to cope (Crum et al., 2017). 
Research into the effects of the pandemic is sparse in terms of the impact witnessed on employees of FE colleges, with the vast majority investigating its impact on students. The literature to follow examines the effectiveness of Physical Exercise (PA), specifically walking, as a moderator for perceived stress levels, by utilising available green spaces and natural surroundings. Research suggests natural environments have been linked to the Attention Restoration Theory (ART), proposing that green spaces possess a set of properties that promote restoration from attention fatigue (Ewert, & Chang, 2018). Similarly, the Stress Reduction Theory (SRT), brought to attention by Dr Roger Ulrich, postulates that those exposed to natural surroundings have been found to be healthier overall (Majors, 2019). The addition of walking within these settings aids the intertwining mechanisms needed to mitigate occupational stress levels within FE. 

Stress, Mental Health and Wellbeing 
Empirical evidence indicates that the experience of occupational stress leads to changes in psychological, physiological, and behavioural functions often detrimental to an individual’s mental and physical health, along with organisational productivity (Sang et al., 2013). Adverse reactions to excessive pressures or demands placed on individuals at work is one of the most commonly reported health problems experienced by HE/FE employees (Kinman, & Wray, 2013). Within the education sector, nationally (UK), an estimated 140,000 work-related ill health cases were reported in 2020 - 55% of which were stress, depression, or anxiety related (Health and safety Executive, 2020). The presence of stress incidences has generally risen since the mid-1990s, with evidence suggesting individuals working in education are at a greater risk of work-related stress, when assessing all working within the public sector (Kinman, & Wray, 2013). 
Investigating the manifestation of stress requires an understanding of the key concepts behind its materialisation. No general consensus among researchers clearly defines stress to one model, though the transactional model of stress and coping, pioneered by Lazarus & Folkman (1984), is one currently used most widely (Darabi et al., 2017). Stress, referred to as a transaction between an individual and an environmental trigger, combines their theory of cognitive appraisal and the sense of coherence theory proposed by Antonovsky (1877). Cognitive appraisal suggests the primary mediator for a stressors effect on an individual is appraisal. The theory outlines primary appraisal, secondary appraisal, and reappraisal as key principles to the evaluation of a stressor, impacting the available coping resources established by an individual each time a stressor is appraised (Fischer, 2016). Antonovsky’s sense of coherence theory relates to the adaptive capacity of humans and their available resources, mechanisms, and interactions related to various external and internal bodily stressors. An emphasis on its dispositional orientation element links an individual’s health status to the experience of stress (Griffiths et al., 2011). Within this study, the two theories combine to form a conceptual framework pertinent to the experiences of FE staff, as the ever-evolving changes fashioned by the Covid-19 pandemic present challenging circumstances - determining differentiated appraisals of stress. 
For FE staff, transitioning to relatively new modes of online delivery presents varying degrees of stress around technological capabilities, and an available infrastructure in which to teach. Faculties are experiencing frequent demand from students to support with the adaption to previously unused online platforms; to requests for further training for staff who are not necessarily ‘tech-savvy’. Sahu (2020) reviews these challenges, noting the safety and mental health concerns prevalent amongst staff within the education sector, conveying the need to implement strategies for managing stress during the pandemic. Systematic, psychological support targeting heightened anxiety and the vulnerability of staff teaching at home should coincide with updated health guidelines supporting the impact witnessed on wellbeing (Sahu, 2020).
[bookmark: _Hlk67656454]Further to technological developments, pre-existing stressors synonyms with FE and Higher Education (HE) settings often feature. Organisational stressors on job performance frequently result in an unhealthy work-life balance, letting role ambiguity, role conflict, presenteeism, and workload take president over an individual's sense of wellbeing (Yousefi, & Abdullah, 2019). A recent study within an HE establishment in York (UK) found that 7% of staff reported sickness absence due to workload and Covid-19 related strains; 26% of staff experienced presenteeism; and 1% of staff members lost their job in the four-week period studied (Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020).  
Attention Restoration Theory
[bookmark: _Hlk67652723][bookmark: _Hlk67837010][bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Hlk61253575]Pertinent to the current study, Attention Restoration Theory (ART) links Antonovsky’s sense of coherence theory, with an individual’s ability to restore and apply the acumen of appraisal to any given stressor by utilising available ‘green spaces and the cognitive benefits nature can yield. Originally conceived by Kaplan & Kaplan (1989), the theory suggests being in nature allows humans to replenish their capacity to direct attention, promoting recovery from mental fatigue (Majors, 2019). The notion that ‘directed attention’, defined as the process of focus and concentration on objects and events, while at the same time blocking out distracting stimulations, is viewed as a limited resource. The theory suggests attention is a depleting concept when exposed to long or intense circumstances, however, is restored when exposed to certain environments – namely ‘nature’. According to Joye & Dewitte (2018), nature is often rife with (soft) fascinating stimuli, occupying an individual’s attention in an ‘automatic, bottom-up way’. They note, the effortless nature of natural surroundings minimises the demands on directed attention, subsequently allowing the capacity for rest and restoration to ensue, relieving mental fatigue. Brown et al., (2014) established during an 8-week period, self-reported mental health improved more in office workers who went for a walk in natural surroundings, as opposed to those who walked in an urban environment during their lunch break. Tyrväinen et al., (2014) found in a study with adults, mainly female participants, a greater increase in restorative experiences (relaxation, forgetting worries, and vitality) after a post-workday walk for thirty minutes in an urban park or woodland, over those that walked in a city centre. In two other studies with student samples, participants either took a long walk in a park or an urban area. Participants on the park walk achieved a greater improvement in attentional functioning, cardiovascular reactivity, and sympathetic arousal (Park et al., 2010). Additionally, experiences with nature seem to prepare individuals to withstand future stress and improve consecutive performance (Lee et al. 2015).
To date, urban environments have been the predominant area of study within this field, however, the defining criteria linked to urban areas (e.g., cars, billboards, densely populated areas), all still feature within rural areas to varying degrees (Breman et al., 2008). An Australian study demonstrates the link between urban dwelling citizens and the frequency in which exposure to green spaces impacted prevalence rates of depression and high-blood pressure. Referred to as a ‘dose-response’, the study found as little as thirty minutes could reduce population prevalence of these illnesses by up to 7% and 9% respectively (Shanahan et al. 2016). Irrespective of urban and rural classification, the specific ‘green space’ environment within these setting also plays a key role in restoration. Natural England's Monitoring Engagement with the Natural Environment survey (2009–2011), published results from 4255 respondents conveying a preference between two types of ‘green space’ locations. Psychological benefits were witnessed more so for areas classed as woodlands/forests and hills/moorland and mountains, in contrast to those classed as parks/fields, and allotments (White et al., 2013). The survey also reported a potential dose-response effect (a minimum of 30 minutes), while observing walking alone seemingly produced greater perceived restoration over jogging. For the benefit of the following study, ‘green space’ will be defined as parks, forests, woodland, allotments, or any other area utilised for recreation and/or provides a habitat for local wildlife (Wentworth, 2016).
[bookmark: _Hlk67648217]Further gaps in the literature express the need to synthesis contact with green spaces and Physical Activity (PA). Over the last 30 years, experimental findings providing evidence of nature’s restorative benefits, in the context of PA is sparse. Han (2017) adapts ART and Stress Reduction Theory (SRT) to a study based on static to vigorous PA (i.e. walking, jogging, running), whilst maintaining contact with nature. As separate entities, nature explained 17.9% of the improvement in emotions, while PA explained 9.2% in controlled groups, however, when participants performed the two simultaneously in a setting with at least 40% visible greenness, 58% of the variance was explained over nature and PA alone. Additionally, and informing the current research, walking (as opposed to jogging) was a better moderator for improved wellbeing. As well as psychological implications, physiological benefits are also witnessed on our autonomic nervous system. Walking in nature reduces our blood-pressure and heart rate, two vital components synonymous with increased stress levels. Research of the health benefits through systematic reviews also display improved cortisol, noradrenaline, and adrenaline levels when exercise is applied to ART within green spaces (Olafsdottir, 2020). 
Stress Reduction Theory
Stress Reduction Theory (SRT), proposed by Ulrich (1991), postulates the role of nature in relieving physiological stress. Humans are predisposed to respond favourably to natural landscapes as its exposure invokes an unconscious physiological response of lower stress (Mennis et al., 2018). Studies have demonstrated its influence on stress levels in large scale observations looking into residential locations and proximity to green space’s. In a study of 10,000 ‘urban dwelling’ individuals in England, lower stress was associated with those living closer to parks and fields, despite the individual’s appreciation or awareness for its potential benefits (White et al., 2013). Likewise, reduced physiological indicators of stress were observed among individuals in close proximity to a green space in urban Scotland, in comparison to those who live in built-up areas (Roe et al., 2013). The latter study demonstrates its measures through diurnal patterns of cortisol secretion. Green spaces were associated with healthier mean cortisol levels in women and attenuated higher levels within men. Although beneficial to observing physiological changes in stress indicators, implications for future studies form in the plethora of studies utilising urban areas. Rural dwelling citizens arguably experience the same daily stressors, presenting an opportunity to conduct further research. 
[bookmark: _Hlk67649708]Further limitations of the literature form in the limited use of tangible ‘green space’ environments to inform SRT, and instead make use of ‘picture viewing’ and ‘laboratory’ based studies (Olafsdottir et al., 2020). Arguably, the lack of real-life situations demonstrates a lack of ecological validity, excluding the confounding effects of PA and the inherent health benefits often associated with exposure to nature. Despite this, Olfasdottir et al., (2018), tested natures restorative effects on mood and psychophysiological stress responses under three separate conditions, encompassing elements of nature and walking exposure. Incorporating walking in nature, walking on a treadmill, and nature viewing, results indicate optimal benefits to stress reduction are reached when the two elements are combined simultaneously. Comparable to Park’s (2010) studies into Japanese forest walks, as little as 15 to 20 minutes produced similar findings in reduced cortisol levels. 
The Current Study
Evidence for the restorative benefits of contact with nature vastly draws on the above environmental psychology theories in informing stress reduction mechanisms. Pertinent to the current study, restoration can be viewed as a sequential process, beginning with the psychological relaxation of nature, whilst incorporating physiological benefits of walking. Resulting in affective attention restoration - actively engaging in a natural environment feasibly facilitates a broader life reflection, aiding the appraisal process an individual attaches to any given stressor. For staff within an FE setting, daily stressors fashioned by the addition of the Covid-19 pandemic arguably present a greater exposure to stress, subsequently impacting an individual’s general mood, wellbeing, and mental health. The above literature serves the notion PA, specifically walking, could have profound effects on an individual’s ability to direct their attention from organisational stressors, by calling on the cognitive benefits of ART and SRT and their non-depleting, replenishing attributes. The availability of rural green space creates a widely accessible platform in which FE staff can target a cost-effective resource that simultaneously caters for their varying degrees of wellbeing. It was therefore hypothesised that a walking-based intervention within a green space helped reduced job related stress levels in a group of further education employees. 



Chapter 2: Methodology

Research Design
In order to ascertain a true understanding of the impact walking within a ‘green space’ has on stress levels, a mixed method was be implemented in conjunction with a practical based intervention. Participants followed a related design, undertaking a work stress survey before their initial interaction with the walking intervention. Following this a series of three additional surveys were utilised on a weekly basis for comparative purposes. During the 3-week period, participants underwent twice weekly walking interventions within a ‘green space’ forming the basis of the quantitative data (phase 1) gathered through use of surveys. Standard mean deviations were collated and presented in percentage form (Table 1). All participants adhered to the same time parameters (minimum time walking) and quantity of walks, with the only variable changing being the ‘green space’ available to each individual. Post intervention concluded with an open-ended questionnaire, gathering a qualitative insight (phase 2) in to the experiences of both the intervention and the participants’ views on their stress levels. A thematic analysis was conducted, displaying the lived experiences of each participant. 
Participants 
Final sample size consisted of 34 (28 females, 6 males), college employees, representing both academic and non-academic staff (participant age ranged between 28 and 62. Mean age: 49). All respondents to an internal email, requesting participation were considered, allowing a heterogeneous variation in participant (Frey, 2018) age, gender, walking ability, and initial stress scores. All participants gave informed consent and were informed of the requirements (2 walks weekly, for 3 consecutive weeks) prior to commencement. All 34 participants were used for both phases.  No inclusion criteria were required for the present study. Exclusion criteria would only be met if participants demonstrated a concerning level of stress, pre-intervention, via baseline surveys, or if any comorbidities were deemed too complex and potentially involving on-going treatment.   

Measures 
Perceived stress levels were assessed prior to, and throughout the course of the intervention via an adapted version of the Question Pro (2020), Work Stress Survey Questionnaire, through use of Google Forms. An initial baseline survey acted as a raw score prior to the intervention; whilst doubling as an early indicator of alarming levels of stress, pertinent to the safety of the participants. Data was also gathered on the current level of activity each participant displayed, prior to the commencement of the intervention, along with specific ‘work-based’ question depicting measurable scores in which a statistical analysis could be conducted, if required. 
‘Green space’ was defined as ‘natural areas, partially or completely covered by vegetation’ (Wentworth, 2016), ranged from parks, woodland, allotments, or any other area utilised for recreation and/or provides a habitat for local wildlife. Participants were instructed to utilise accessible areas meeting these criteria, but at their own discretion - these areas could not be risk assessed beforehand. 
Procedure
A copy of the procedure can be found under appendix 1 in the appendices chapter.  


Chapter 3: Results

Results from the mixed method intervention are presented in two phases: Phase 1 – Quantitative Data, and Phase 2 – Qualitative Data. Phase 1 will depict mean deviations of key questions, represented in table format, followed by selected graphs depicting statistical outcomes of stress related questions. Phase 2 shows a thematic analysis of questionnaire outcomes, outlining key themes based identified from participants reflections of the trial. 
Phase 1
Data gathered through surveys represents numerical findings depicting changes to quantifiable outcomes and perceived impact throughout the three-week intervention period. A baseline survey (survey 1), pre-intervention (appendix 2) represents scores prior to the intervention’s commencement. Scores in the following three surveys [Table 1] represent three consecutive weeks of walking within a green space.
On average, 20.7% of participants maintained the minimum requirement of two walks per week, with 59.7% of participants accomplishing three or more attempts to relieve their stress. Results indicate the majority of participants displayed an ‘Active’ activity level (54.3%) with the larger proportion of the remainder (34.5%) displaying a ‘Mildly Active’ activity level. Sedentary levels of activity throughout the three surveys reported a 0% rate, however, an average of 6.1% of participants reported they made no attempt to relieve their job stress by means of walking within a green space. Overall, it is suggested the impact of the intervention has created a generally active lifestyle. Impact on a healthy work-life balance conveyed 61% of participants reported they feel they have achieved this. This data entry positively correlates with the percentage of participants making three or more attempts to relieve job stress (59.7%). 
In relation to impact witnessed on levels of job stress [Figure 3.1], results indicate a steady increase in scores ranging between 1 and 6 (1 being no stress at all). On average, 61.1% reported this score range, against an average of 3.0% scoring 10 (extremely stressful). No significant correlation is determined throughout the surveys for score ranges 7,8, and 9. When compared to impact levels on stress [Figure 3.2] a 0% score returned for the intervention not having any impact at all. Statistically dominant, ‘It helped reduce stress significantly’ displays an average mean score of 57.3%. Importantly, 14.2% of participants reported the intervention to have ‘alleviated all stress’. The remainder of the data constitutes 28.4% for ‘alleviating some stress’, demonstrating the interventions positive impact. A further breakdown of phase 1 will be discussed in the next chapter. 


Table 1. Summary of mean deviations from staff stress surveys, during the three-week walking intervention.



	Survey Question
	

	Survey 2
	Survey 3
	Survey 4


	
	Scores
	
	%
	

	
In the past week, how would you rate your level of 
job stress (1 no stress at all – 10
extremely stressful).

	
1 - 6
7
8
9
10
	
57.6
21.2
15.2
0
6.1

	
58.1
19.4
19.4
3.2
0
	
67.6
5.9
23.5
0
2.9

	
Do you feel you have a healthy work life balance?
	
Yes (%)
	
56.7
	
64.5
	
61.8



	
	No (%)
	42.4
	35.5
	38.2



	
	Activity Level
	
	%
	

	
In the past week, how would you rate your level of activity?

	
Sedentary
Mildly Active
Active
Highly Active
	
0
36.4
51.5
12.1
	
0
25.8
61.3
12.9
	
0
41.2
50
8.8



	
	Number of Attempts
	
	
%
	

	
How many attempts have you made to relieve your job stress or solve the problem causing it in the past week?

	

None
One 
Two 
Three or more
	

9.1
12.1
21.2
57.6
	

3.2
16.1
22.6
58.1
	

6.1
12.1
18.2
63.6

	
	Impact on 
Stress Level
	
	
%
	

	

How do you feel walking within a green space has impacted on your stress levels this week?
	
Not at all

It alleviated some stress

It helped reduce stress significantly

It alleviated all stress

	
0

42.4



45.5


12.1
	
0

22.6



64.5


12.9
	
0

20.6



61.8


17.6

	
	Scores 
	
	%
	

	
How likely are you to recommend walking within a green space as a form of stress reduction to others?
(1 not at all – 10 would highly recommend 

	


0 – 5
6
7
8
9
10
	


0
0
6.1
24.2
3
66.7
	


0
0
3.2
9.7
12.9
74.2
	


0
3
0
12.1
12.1
72.7



Figure 3.1. Perceived levels of job stress throughout each week of the intervention.

[image: ]

Figure 3.2. Impacts witnessed to perceived stress levels throughout each week of the intervention.
[image: ]


Phase 2
Responses to a questionnaire (appenix 3) are displayed through use of a thematic map [Table 2] depicting concurrent themes identified post intervention. Ten subordinate themes were established, producing four superordinate themes in which the basis of the participants experiences are explained. In this case, mindset, restoration, mental health and wellbeing, and support networks convey the lived experiences of the participants that transpire throughout. All four themes are consistent with the majority of research literature found. Discusions of the themes will be discussed in the next chapter. The full thematic analysis can be found under appendix 4. 

Table 2. Thematic map of themes identified from participant questionnaire responses.


[image: ]













Chapter 4: Discussion

Early indications from the results gathered in phase one and two depict mitigating effects on stress levels were achieved when participants came in to contact with their chosen green space. Quantitative results largely convey a positive correlation in all aspects of the surveys, with improvements witnessed in the frequency of visits to a green space, and perceived stress levels. No significant differences were reported to the ‘control’ over work assigned, though a slight impact was witnessed to ‘work-life balance’ in relation to perceived stress levels. Qualitative data identified reflective key themes, depicting the restorative benefits of green spaces, correlating with its impact on stress reduction. 

Phase One – Quantitative Data 

Optimal benefits of a dose-response to nature are consistent with the literature (Shanahan et al. 2016). Prior to the commencement of the trial, 21.2% of participants (appendix 2) reported a sedentary lifestyle; in contrast, results displayed in [Table 1] indicate 0% of participants reported this throughout any stage of the trial. With an appreciation for the specified minimum walking time (30 minutes), the level of activity also demonstrates an improvement in the level of activity achieved. An average of 19.8% from ‘mildly active’ to ‘active’ activity rates were observed across all three weeks. This is consistent with Han’s (2017) study, proposing the notion ‘walking’ as opposed to jogging is a better moderator for improved wellbeing when combined with a green space. In the current study, ‘active’ activity is viewed as continuous walking for the period of time specified; whilst ‘mildly active’ may have incorporated rest breaks, and ‘highly active’ be viewed as jogging. This does however hold practical implications, in that the duration and intensity of the walk is feasibly adapted to a lunchtime walk during a working day. 
Results displayed in [Table 1] also indicate the frequency of walks significantly exceeded the minimum requirements (two walks a week). Across the three weeks, participants reported a shift from ‘two’ walks, to ‘three or more’ by an average of 39.1%. The current study did not set a threshold for maximum walks, so is fair to conclude participants displayed elements of Park’s (2010) study, perceiving walking and exposure to nature combined, positively improves stress reduction. From the results it can also be deduced that this is the case, based on scores depicting weekly stress levels, post walk. From the data gathered [Figure 3.2], statistically, 100% of the cohort found the trial to have an influential impact on their perceived stress levels to varying degrees (0% reported the trial to have ‘no impact at all’). Perceptions of greater restoration from mental fatigue are consistent with the literature (Majors, 2019). Applying the acumen of appraisal to any given stressor by utilising available green space has in this case promoted recovery from mental fatigue. Perceived stress levels convey an average of 57.2% reported a significant reduction in stress levels, whilst an average 14.2% reported the intervention alleviated all stress over the three-week period, respectively. Consistent with the theory conceived by Kaplan & Kaplan (1989), being in nature has allowed participants to replenish their capacity to direct attention by blocking out distracting stimulations, though, a limitation to this element of the trial forms in the lack of detail behind how exactly the impact has been made, in a practical sense. Measures of control over workload were obtained throughout, however no significant impact is witnessed here. For future studies, greater measures of occupational stressors should be accounted for, to back up findings. 
Field based studies have also reported significant strains within FE and HE settings, suggesting Covid-19 related strains heighten job stress and overall wellbeing (Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020). Baseline scores (appendix 1) show 40.6% of participants perceived their work-life balance as unhealthy, with the final survey communicating a slight decrease (38.2%). It would be fair to conclude from this statistic that brief encounters with nature only serve as a short-term release from occupational stress, and as a limitation, would need to feature considerably more if perceptions of work-life balance are to improve significantly on workload and an individual's sense of wellbeing (Yousefi, & Abdullah, 2019). 

Phase 2 – Qualitative Data

Mindset
Evidence to support the restorative benefits of ‘green space’ walking form in the impact made to the sympathetic nervous system. Participants referred to the direct physiological responses of relaxation through statements such as “I had an instant feeling of calmness during the walks and afterwards” and “I felt calmer”. Akin to the ‘flight or fight’ response, the sympathetic nervous system, regulated by our automatic nervous system is demonstrated through the change of mindset witnessed during the intervention. Comments such as “it gives you time to think freely” consolidate Olafsdottir et al., (2020) research into components attributed to improved cortisol, noradrenaline, and adrenaline levels when exercise is applied to ART within green spaces. In this study, it can be concluded that these neurological elements have been improved upon positively through the physiological responses made to the participants mindset. 
In the context of ‘motivation’, responses to ‘why’ participants chose to participate evidence elements of presenteeism (Der Feltz-Cornelis et al., 2020) feature over the need to cater for general wellbeing. Answers inclusive of, “To give me the motivation to close the work laptop”, “To ensure that I would make the effort and time for a break”, and “helped me get outside” clearly demonstrate a concluding notion that workload strains burden individuals working within FE settings. Implications for future research are shaped by responses such as “It also gives you headspace, time to think and time away from screens”, “beneficial as I timed it to be a lunchtime walk, away from my workstation”, and “It has completely helped me switch off from work”. In line with Sahu’s (2020), need to implement strategies for managing stress during the pandemic, the current study demonstrates the mitigating effects a walking-based intervention has on poor wellbeing within an FE workforce. 

Restoration
Restorative benefits were achieved in line with previous studies depicting the replenishing capacity to direct attention from mental fatigue. Improvements to attentional functioning (Park et al. 2010) were observed through statements such as “it quickly restored emotional equilibrium and helped regain a sense of perspective” and “green space and the fresh air has been brilliant for my wellbeing”. It can be concluded from the study that natures ‘soft’ fascinating stimuli have provided the therapeutic setting in which the demands on our ability to restore mental fatigue is emphasised by the readily available attributes of a green space.” lovely to hear natural sounds of birds and water” and “the view lifts your mood” epitomise Kaplan and Kaplan’s theory, suggesting a greater emphasis on interventions based within natural surroundings should feature regularly. As stress is a dominant feature throughout FE settings, the current study demonstrates results that allow a sense of coherence to proceed, becoming a readily available resources, as workers relate the theory to their adaptive capacity (Griffiths et al., 2011). Future implications for studies may take in to account the internal and external bodily stressors attributed to a sense of coherence and refine studies around dispositional orientation elements by utilising available green spaces as the pivotal mechanism linked to experiences of stress. This is in line with Lee et al. (2015) study, proposing experiences with nature seemingly prepare individuals to withstand future stress and improve consecutive performance. 
Simultaneously, and as was hypothesised, the walking-based intervention within a green space conclusively helped reduce job related stress levels. Participants reported “I felt refreshed, motivated, and less stressed”, along with the desired occupational outcomes, “it helped me cope with working online”, thus concluding Ulrich’s 1991 SRT, postulating nature plays a significant role in relieving psychological stress. The current findings do, however, concur with findings from previous studies (Olafsdottir et al., 2020) showing that varying degrees of stress do not impact the psychological benefits exposure to nature can emit. The current study found no such correlation between severity of perceived stress levels in relation to stress reduction, post intervention; concluding psychological stress responses are mobilised irrespective of a stressor’s appraisal, due to the perception of an unthreatening environment. 
Furthermore, while walking as a form of PA was a key component of the intervention, fewer participants referenced the physiological benefits to their stress reduction. Those who did seemingly utilised the opportunity to “to take up running”; an intensity overlooked as ‘desired’ in previous studies (Han, 2017). Implications for future studies suggest research into high intensity PA may yield similar outcomes, likewise, nature viewing whilst static would feasibly mitigate stress levels. Previous studies into ‘self-selection’ of speed suggest perceptions of effort are reduced and mood enhanced (Akers et al., 2012). 
Mental Health and Wellbeing
Results from the intervention also demonstrate the systemic psychological functions impacted. Concurrent improvements to stress reduction were also witnessed on participants mental health and wellbeing. Evidenced in previous studies (Sahu, 2020) & (Yousefi, & Abdullah, 2019), public health concerns over heightened anxiety levels and sickness absence through organisational stress have been found to diminish when exposed to nature. Participants reported the study to be “very effective for reducing anxiety symptoms”, and a “great way to improve health & wellbeing”. Implications for future studies clearly show the wider benefits of ART and SRT as mechanisms to be utilised within the medical profession, targeting wider attributes of mental health, synonyms with occupational stress related concerns.  

Support Networks
Preliminary evidence from the trial indicated ‘lone’ walking to be the preferred method of stress reduction, due to the minimal external factors present within the natural environment. However, on a few occasions, participants noted the added benefits the surroundings provided, allowing participants to “walk and talk with my family”. The study can conclude that aspects of ART also allows for a soothing environment in which key wellbeing enhancements can be obtained, in the form of family bonding and effective communication regarding current struggles and stressors. 

Limitations 
Limitations of the study fall largely in the demographic obtained. Female participants (28) heavily outweigh males (6), presenting a potential obstruction for further analysis into gender differences and perceived stress to be assessed. It was also reported in the questionnaires that a greater frequency of walks would be needed in future, if a clearer impact is to be witnessed on the long-term benefits of green space walking. With this in mind, a stronger measure of stress may better suit the short-term nature of this study. As a limitation, the measures taken post walk only take in to account the participants perceived stress levels, and not the specific mechanisms attributed to the perceptions of stress (i.e., sleep, nervousness, confidence levels). 

Implications 
Importantly, the study highlights that walking – and therefore physical activity – can be increased without the need for significant investment in exercise facilities. The findings can encourage physical activity within workplaces and promote an ‘active’ attitude through daily working life. Green space accessibility presents opportunities for future studies to investigate the optimal benefits of a lunchtime walk. With duration and level of activity evidenced to influence perceived stress levels seemingly coinciding with a typical working day lunchbreak, implications form future studies from in the specific time of day an intervention may take place. The improved nature of perceived stress levels identified also paves the way for specifically refined attributes of stress to be measured against the mitigating effects of green space walks. Future studiers may benefit from utilisation of the ‘Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)’ (Cohen et al., 1994), as a means of identifying individual impacts and concurrent occupational themes. Studies into gender differences would also give a clearer insight in to an individual’s ability to apply ART, SRT and a sense of coherence as coping mechanisms in response to any given stressor. 

Conclusion 
The findings of the study provide support for the application of ‘green space’ walking as a means of mitigating perceived stress levels for individuals working within the FE sector. Indications of the restorative benefits of nature demonstrate the degree in which a replenishing process of our ability to direct attention can be witnessed when walking simultaneously occurs in a ‘soft’ fascinating setting. The current study highlights the evolving changes the Covid-19 pandemic continually presents, emphasising the need for interventions targeting stress reduction to feature, as results indicate general wellbeing and mental health complaints are positively influenced by green space exposure. The element of walking adds a clearly defined motive as a physical element, providing a differentiated means of accessing contact with nature. Despite a lacking identifiable components of measurable stressors, the overall results depict an overwhelming consensus that general stress levels were impacted on positively, and short-term effects observed. On the whole, the study provides a valuable insight into the mitigating effects green spaces can have on occupational stress levels, presenting opportunities to continue research within this field.
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Appendices
Appendix 1 – Procedure 

Procedure
In accordance with the BPS code of ethics (appendix 7), professional conduct ensured primary ethical principles inclusive of respect, competence, responsibility, and integrity (The British Psychological Society, 2018), were upheld throughout the entirety of the trial. These key values remained at the forefront of the research, in the interest of both the participants and researcher’s safety throughout, with ethical approval granted from the Research Ethics Committee (Ethics Committee of the British Psychological Society, 2018).
In conjunction with the surveys, participants underwent twice weekly sessions, whereby they all walked within an identified ‘green space’, local and accessible to their area. The activity itself had a minimum walking time of thirty minutes. Participants were encouraged to walk for as long a period as they felt beneficial, coinciding with an optimal threshold benchmark of 10,000 steps (on average taking approx. 1hr 40 mins). This process acted as the independent variable, but subject to minor changes in definition, depending on accessibility and individual preference. Surveys were then sent out at the end of each week (3 weeks in total) with a series of questions relating to their current perceptions of organisational stress, their control over their ability to adapt, and fundamentally, the impact walking within a green space had on their perceived stress levels. 
Upon completion of the intervention, participants were asked to undertake an open-ended questionnaire relating to their experiences of the trial. The questionnaire consisted of three questions; 1) Why did you decide to participate in this research trial? 2) Describe your experience of the trial. 3) Would you recommend a green space walk to others, and why? All of which providing an additional qualitative insight into the efficacy of the intervention, and any subsequent affect it may have on perceived stress levels. This was broken down via a thematic analysis, where identified subordinate themes were grouped, forming four superordinate themes (appendix 4). Clustering of the themes were identified by patterns depicting participants impact on mindset, responses to their external environment, and overall experience of the intervention. 
From a logistical standpoint, due to the current climate and the changes enforced by the Government surrounding Covid-19, no face-to-face elements of the research were conducted at any time. Through use of a secure Google Forms link, all surveys and questionnaires were emailed out at the appropriate times throughout the course of the trial, providing an ethically safe infrastructure in which personal and potentially sensitive data was stored. 
Finally, all results gathered from the surveys were anonymised and collated in a graph format. This process helped identify any correlations between all elements laid out in the hypothesis. Falsifiability was achieved through the combination of qualitative empirical data (questionnaires), giving weight to the quantitative empirical data (surveys); forming content validity (Ignatiev et al., 2016).    



Appendix 2 – Baseline Survey 
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Appendix 3 – Questionnaire 


1. Why did you decide to participate in this research trial? 
[bookmark: _Hlk56173629]________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________



2. Describe your experience of the trial. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________



3. Would you recommend a green space walk to others, and why?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Appendix 4 - Thematic analysis of themes identified from participant questionnaire responses.


	[bookmark: _Hlk67418645]Superordinate Themes
	Subordinate Themes
	Quote – Keyword
	Question No(Q) -Answer(A)

	
Mindset
	
Motivation
	To get me motivated to get out and get exercise
To make sure I did commit to walking more
I was already walking regularly as part of my fitness plan, and felt it was also helping with my mental health and wellbeing.
As motivation to get out and exercise during the cold winter season.
To give me the motivation to close the work laptop
To ensure that I would make the effort and time for a break
helped me get outside

	
Q1. A1 



Q1. A2



Q1. A3





Q1. A5




Q1. A12



Q1. A24



Q2. A4


	
	Impact on Emotions 

	Countryside definitely made me feel better.
I felt calmer
looking forward to my 'me time'
it takes your mind off anything you may have been thinking about
it gives you time to think freely
Walking in green spaces had a calming effect from feeling bogged down by workload
I had an instant feeling of calmness during the walks and afterwards
	
Q2. A1



Q2. A9

Q2. A21


Q3. A2




Q3. A3


Q3. A5





Q3. A9


	
	
Change of Mindset 

	
To help the understanding of how taking regular exercise breaks in green spaces can elevate stress.

Helped me when I needed to go out and a reason too

to get out of the house (away from my desk!)

it felt good having a scheduled time outdoors

It has completely helped me switch off from work.

it definitely gave me a reason to get outside

beneficial as I timed it to be a lunchtime walk, away from my workstation,
Helps to clear your head and to reset your mind

It also gives you headspace, time to think and time away from screens

a great way to clear your mind
	

Q1. A4




Q2. A7



Q2. A8


Q2. A11



Q2. A12



Q2. A13


Q2. A17



Q3. A17



Q3. A21





Q3. A27

	
Restoration
	
Restoration 
	To help the understanding of how taking regular exercise breaks in green spaces can elevate stress.
feel there is many benefits to walking in green spaces
I enjoy being in green spaces
a natural greenspace environment has benefited by health & wellbeing.
green space and the fresh air has been brilliant for my wellbeing
quickly restored emotional equilibrium and helped regain a sense of perspective
I took more notice of my surroundings, the swollen streams after the rain.
the view lifts your mood together with lots of fresh air!
lovely to hear natural sounds of birds and water etc. and has a positive effect on emotional well-being.
Yes, peaceful, relaxing listening to wildlife
Walking in green spaces is very relaxing
It opens up your mind and frees it for the time you spend outside
a calmer, soothing space
Yes, the walking environment is quiet and allows you to take in and appreciate your surroundings
	
Q1 A7





Q1. A14



Q2. A5


Q2. A10




Q2. A12




Q2. A16



Q2. A22




Q3. A3



Q3. A5





Q3. A6


Q3. A14



Q3. A15




Q3. A20


Q3. A25

	
	
	Stress Reduction 
	
I do get stressed easily and wanted to see how walking helped

see if stress management techniques would help.

I felt refreshed, motivated, and less stressed

I feel it did relieve some of my stress

essential to help mood and by getting away from a stressful environment

relax the mind and take away and pressures

relieved some of the stress

it helped me cope with working online

an excellent way to de-stress and find some much-needed space to yourself.

going outside makes me feel better reduces stresses and often puts things into perspective

feel more in control of my stress levels and how much stress I put in myself

	
Q1. A9



Q1. A23




Q2. A19



Q2. A28 


Q3. A4




Q3. A7



Q3. A7


Q3. A11


Q3. A12





Q3. A13





Q3. A19

	
	
Physical Exercise 

	
to take up running.

increase exercise

walking is the only exercise we can really do

I record the time, steps and calories burnt

regular exercise has great benefits

Yes, exercise is great for well-being

	
Q1. A17

Q1. A18

Q1. A22



Q2. A3



Q2. A26


Q3. A18

	
Mental Health / Wellbeing
	
Existing Mental Health/Wellbeing Concerns 

	
To try and improve my mental health and general wellbeing during a stressful time

reduce my stress levels at work.

I have social and health anxiety and low-level general anxiety

To help my wellbeing

To help improve my mental health & wellbeing


	
Q1. A8




Q1. A19


Q1. A20




Q1. A26

Q1. A27



	
	
Impact on Mental Health/Wellbeing

	
very effective for reducing anxiety symptoms and feelings of overwhelmedness


it is essential for my well-being to make time for breaks and spend time outdoors.

Improved mental wellbeing

It’s a great way to improve health & wellbeing.

good for mental health but overall general health and well-being too. 

improved my wellbeing

	
Q2. A16





Q2. A24




Q3. A6


Q3. A10



Q3. A24




Q3. A26

	
Support Networks
	
Family

	
for some quiet time or as a family

spent valued time with my daughters

allowed me to 'walk and talk' with my family
	
Q2. A2


Q2. A9


Q3. A9

	
	
Social Networks 

	
it became a sociable experience to see other people outside

allows you to get away from the screen, phone, and social life

	
Q2. A5



Q3. A23



Appendix 5 – Consent Form 


Intervention Study Consent Form

I understand that this research is being conducted by a 3rd year Mental Health student for their dissertation, and that taking part in this study will involve completing a series of surveys via email, and there’ll be an expectation that I participate in two walks a week for a minimum of 30 minutes, for 3 consecutive weeks, within a ’green space’ of my choice. 
This study is to explore the link between perceived stress levels and the mitigating effect walking within a green space can have.
I understand that participation in this study is entirely voluntary and I am free to decline to answer any questions or not respond to the surveys without giving a reason. I understand that I may withdraw my consent at any time during participation and up to two weeks later.
I acknowledge that the information provided by me will be held confidentially, with any identifying information changed on analysis. I also understand and accept that once I have returned the survey, my email information will not be stored.

I, _____________________________(Name) agree to participate in the study conducted by Jonathan Evans, Academic Discipline of Psychology and Counselling, University of Wales, Trinity Saint David, Swansea, under the supervision of Dr Lymarie Rodriguez.


Email address: _______________________________________________________________
Participant signature: _________________________________________________________
Date: _____________________

Name and Signature of researcher taking consent:
_____J Evans _______________________________________________________

Appendix 6 – Debrief Form 

Study Debrief Sheet

The mediating effect of walking within ‘green spaces’ on the perceived stress levels of staff working within a further education setting.

Dear Staff Member
Participation in the intervention has now come to an end. Thank you for taking part in the study.
The aim of this study was to explore the link between perceived stress levels and the mitigating effect walking within a green space can have.
As you were aware, both surveys and questionnaires were conducted. The aim of this was to obtain and insight into the effect the intervention had on stress levels and in turn if it had influenced your overall wellbeing.
Furthermore, as stated in the consent form, now that this study is complete, you are unable to withdraw data as this has now been anonymised. If you would like further details of this please contact myself, Jonathan Evans, or the research supervisor on the details below.
If taking part in this study has raised any questions, please speak to the researcher on 1804742@student.uwtsd.ac.uk or contact the academic supervisor, Lymarie Rodriguez on lymarie.rodriguez@uwtsd.ac.uk
Thank you once again for taking time to participate in this study.
Jonathan Evans 
BSc Honours Mental Health 
University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Swansea

Appendix 7 – Ethics Form 

APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL

In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. A researcher may not be covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been obtained prior to commencement.

The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. As such this covers activities undertaken by members of staff, postgraduate research students, and both taught postgraduate and undergraduate students working on dissertations/projects.

The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the “principal researcher”.

Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic criticism.

Please read the notes for guidance before completing ALL sections of the form.

This form must be completed and approved prior to undertaking any research activity. Please see Checklist for details of process for different categories of application.  

Delete the Guidance Notes at the end of the form BEFORE submitting your application

SECTION A: About You (Principal Researcher)
	1
	Full Name:
	Jonathan Mark Evans 

	2
	Tick all boxes which apply:

	Member of staff:
	☐
	Honorary research fellow:
	☐

	3
	Undergraduate Student
	☒	Taught Postgraduate Student
	☐	Postgraduate Research Student
	☐


	4
	Institute/Academic Discipline/Centre:
	
University of Wales Trinity Saint David

	5
	Campus:
	
Swansea 

	6
	E-mail address:
	1804742@student.uwtsd.ac.uk


	7
	Contact Telephone Number:
	07740866845


	
	For students:

	8
	Student Number:
	1804742

	9
	Programme of Study:
	BSc Mental Health

	10
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Dr Lymarie Rodriguez






SECTION B: Approval for Research Activity
	1
	Has the research activity received approval in principle?
(please check the Guidance Notes as to the appropriate approval process for different levels of research by different categories of individual)
	YES
	☒	NO
	☐
	
	
	Date

	2
	If Yes, please indicate source of approval (and date where known): Approval in principle must be obtained from the relevant source prior to seeking ethical approval
	Research Degrees Committee
	☐	

	3
	
	Institute Research Committee
	☐	

	4
	
	Other (write in)
Dr Lymarie Rodriguez, 
Dissertation Supervisor
	☒	24.09.2020



SECTION C:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials
	
	Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines.

	1
	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice

	☒
	2
	
UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☒

	3

	BPS Code of Human Research Ethics (2014)

	☒

	4

	BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct (2018)
	X

	5

	BPS Ethics Guidance for Internet-mediated Research (2017) 
	X



SECTION D: External Collaborative Research Activity
	1
	Does the research activity involve collaborators outside of the University?
	YES
	☒
	NO
	☐

	2
	If Yes, please provide the name of the external organisation and name and contact details for the main contact person and confirmation this person has consented to their personal data being shared.as part of this collaboration.

	3
	Institution
	
Coleg Sir Gar

	4
	Contact person name
	Mr. Jamie Davies 


	5
	Contact person e-mail address

	Jamie.davies@colegsirgar.ac.uk

	6
	Has this individual consented to sharing their details on this form?
	YES
	☒
	NO
	☐

	7
	Are you in receipt of a KESS scholarship?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☒

	8
	Is your research externally funded
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☒

	9
	Are you specifically employed to undertake this research in either a paid or voluntary capacity?
	Voluntary
	YES
	☒
	NO
	☐

	10
	
	Employed
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	11
	Is the research being undertaken within an existing UWTSD Athrofa Professional Learning Partnership (APLP)
	If YES then the permission question below does not need to be answered.
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☒

	12
	Permission to undertake the research has been provided by the partner organisation
	(If YES attach copy)
If NO the application cannot continue
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☒




Where research activity is carried out in collaboration with an external organisation
	13
	Does this organisation have its own ethics approval system?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☒

	14
	
If Yes, please attach a copy of any final approval (or interim approval) from the organisation




SECTION E: Details of Research Activity
	1
	Indicative title:
	The mediating effect of walking within ‘green spaces’ on the perceived stress levels of staff working within a further education setting.

	2
	Proposed start date:
	27.11.2020
	Proposed end date:
	25.04.2020

	3
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words)
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the three points below:
· Purpose of Research Activity
· Proposed Research Question
· Aims of Research Activity
· Objectives of Research Activity
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge 
· How it addresses an area of importance. 

	[bookmark: _Hlk55846359]4
	Purpose of Research Activity

[bookmark: _Hlk55846913]The purpose of the research will aim to look at the effectiveness of a walking intervention within a ‘green space’ among staff at a further education (FE) college; specifically targeting perceived, occupational stress levels. Jain & Verma (2016), convey stress to be the ‘wear and tear’ our bodies experience as adjustments are constructed in accordance with our ever-evolving environments. Prevalence rates within an education setting require the manifestation of stress to be considered both positively and negatively; with a further consideration to the physical or emotional context in which it affects an individual. The topic of stress has become a major talking point in recent years, with it being said, no one human can escape it completely (Kyriacau, 2001). The degree in which individuals within FE settings experience stress varies. For many it can be considered a healthy attribute, referred to as eustress, and a driving force behind an individual’s productivity. For a larger majority however, it can be the basis for an unhealthy process, and one that leads to greater illness (Schafer, 2000). 

Additionally, physical activity within a ‘green space’ positively influences the stress levels an employee may endure, and the subsequent impact to its manifestation. Associations between the ameliorating effect a ‘green space’ can have on an individual’s mental health are demonstrated through the occurrence of one or more of the following mechanisms: increased physical activity; increased social contact; and the psychological restoration related to the attenuation of fatigue and stress, along with attention processing (Roe et al, 2013).

Given the obvious need for change fashioned on the unpredictable times Covid-19 has presented, the exposure to stress is arguably an inevitable circumstance. Impacting FE employees to varying degrees, the need to minimise its potentially detrimental effect needs careful consideration, and an intervention based on a widely accessible platform. The introduction of walking within a ‘green space’ serves to benefit both employees and their organisation, ultimately mediating their stress levels positively, and impacting on the overall efficacy of their job roles.

(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Research Question

Does a walking-based intervention within a green space help reduced job related stress levels in a group of further education (FE) employees?

(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Aims of Research Activity

This research aims to address the impact physical activity (walking) can have on the stress levels of employees within a further education (FE) college setting. By adapting to the resources available during the current Covid-19 pandemic, the use of physical activity within a ‘green space’ will be monitored for its possible mediating influence on the stress levels an employee may endure, and the subsequent impact to its manifestation.

(this box should expand as you type)

	7
	Objectives of Research Activity

The objective of the research is to provide a cost-effective solution that will simulations provide an available option to individuals that frequently encounter work-based stress. Throughout, and on completion of the intervention, participants will have gained a greater insight into the benefits physical activity (specifically walking) can have to their stress levels; along with a greater appreciation for the positive effects a green space can have on their wellbeing. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	8
	Proposed methods (maximum 600 words)
Provide a brief summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed.

	[bookmark: _Hlk55850945]9
	
In order to ascertain a true understanding of the impact walking within a ‘green space’ has on stress levels, a mixed method will be implemented in conjunction with a practical based intervention. In brief, participants will follow a related design, undertaking a work stress survey before their initial interaction with a walking intervention. Following this a series of three additional surveys will be utilised on a weekly basis for comparative purposes. During the 3-week period, participants will undergo twice weekly walking interventions within a ‘green space’ to form the basis of the quantitative data gathered through use of surveys. All participants will adhere to the same time parameters (minimum time walking) and quantity of walks, with the only variable changing being the ‘green space’ available to each individual. Post intervention will conclude with an open-ended questionnaire, gathering a qualitative insight in to the experiences of both the intervention and the participants’ views on their stress levels.

Identified participants will commence with the first of four stress surveys adapted from Question Pro (2020), Work Stress Survey Questionnaire. This nomothetic approach will allow comparable, baseline scores to be assessed, and in turn, highlight early indications that staff members may be displaying alarming levels of stress. Staff members scoring above an identified threshold may be asked to reconsider their place. The initial, along with three additional surveys conducted will act as a dependant variable, allowing quantifiable data to be gathered and analysed.

From a logistical standpoint, due to the current climate and the changes enforced by the Government surrounding Covid-19, no face to face elements of the research will be conducted at any time. Through use of a proxy email, only accessible by the researcher, all surveys and questionnaires will be emailed out at the appropriate times throughout the course of the trial, providing an ethically safe infrastructure in which personal and potentially sensitive data can be stored. All data gathered will be stored on a password protected drive within a laptop; backed up with a password protected memory stick, kept stored away safely in a lockable draw. As all data gathered will be sent electronically, duplicates will be made to protect from damaged or corroding files.   

Participants are encouraged to walk for as long a period as they feel beneficial, in order to coincide with an optimal threshold benchmark of 10,000 steps (on average taking approx. 1hr 40 mins). The ‘green space’, defined as ‘natural areas, partially or completely covered by vegetation’ (Wentworth, 2016), can range from parks, woodland, allotments, or any other area utilised for recreation and/or provides a habitat for local wildlife. This process will act as the independent variable, but subject to minor changes in definition, depending on accessibility and individual preference.

Finally, all results gathered from the surveys will be anonymised and collated in spreadsheet format. This process will help provide the necessary graphs, depicting any correlations between all elements laid out in the hypothesis. Falsifiability is achieved through the combination of qualitative empirical data (questionnaires), giving weight to the quantitative empirical data (surveys); forming content validity and a basis in which future research can be conducted (Ignatiev, Morgado, Planes, & Marques-Silva, 2016).    

(this box should expand as you type)




	10
	Location of research activity
Identify all locations where research activity will take place.

	11
	Research will be conducted in a ‘green space’, defined as ‘natural areas, partially or completely covered by vegetation’, ranging from parks, woodland, allotments, or any other area utilised for recreation and/or provides a habitat for local wildlife. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	Research activity outside of the UK
If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants.

	13
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)



	14
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available?   

	NO
	☒

	
	
	YES
	☐

	15
	If Yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with prevailing data protection law of the country in question and England and Wales.



(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity
	1
	Will the research activity include:
	
YES
	
NO

	2
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Use of interviews?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of diaries?
	☐
	☒

	5
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Other primary data collection methods, please explain in this box
For example, ‘focus groups’. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) in this box and tick the accompany box.
	☐
	☒

	16
	Details of any other primary data collection method: 

(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes).

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION G: Intended Participants
	1
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	2
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☒

	3
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☒
	☐

	4
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	5
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	6
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	9
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Others (please identify specifically any group who may be unable to give consent) please indicate here and tick the appropriate box.

	☐
	☒

	11
	Other – please indicate here:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	12
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	13
	How many participants are expected?

	The final sample size will consist of 20 participants, allowing for a diverse range of age, gender, walking ability and initial stress scores. This sample size as been chosen in order to gain a variety of participants, representing both academic and non-academic staff. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	14
	Who will the participants be?

	Participants will be selected from responses to an email distributed among staff at a Further Education (FE) college (Coleg Sir Gar). There will be no specific inclusion criteria, only that they represent the college as an employee and are physically able to access a green space. 


(this box should expand as you type)

	15
	How will you identify the participants?
	
Participants will be gathered through random selection of responses to an internal advert. Potential participants will respond to a request to undertake the full three-week intervention by returning their desire to participate via a central proxy email

(this box should expand as you type)





	16
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	17
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	18
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	19
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	21
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	22
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	23
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	24
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	25
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	26
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	27
	


(this box should expand as you type)



	28
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	29
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	30
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	31
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	32
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	33
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	34
	


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION H: Anticipated Risks
	1
	
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them. 

If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.  

	2
	Full risk assessment completed and appended? 

	Yes 
	☐

	
	
	No
	☒

	3
	Risks to participants
For example: emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information

	4
	Risk to Participant:

Risks to participants are low, however, due to the nature of the topic (stress), some emotional distress may arise, though this is unlikely. There is also the possibility of some physical harm (whilst participants are walking within green spaces), again, this is very unlikely. Both concerns will be limited as participants’ stress levels will be monitored prior to the intervention, and all participants advised to stick to areas they have walked before for familiarity.  

(this box should expand as you type)
	How will you mitigate the Risk to Participant

All correspondents will be made through email, phone, or text, in order to limit the potential of spreading any Covid-19 related symptoms that may put the participants at harm.

All participants will sign an initial consenting letter, outlaying the right of the researcher to use the data gathered from stress surveys, to compile the statistical insight needed. All surveys will be assessed for any alarming stress scores detrimental to the participants wellbeing, with the right to withdraw reiterated throughout.

Additionally, the consenting letter will stipulate that all green spaces identified will be at the discretion of the participants and advised by the researcher to be areas that are familiar to the individual, with routes accessible to emergency services, should the need arise. 

All data gathered will be through a proxy email. The risk to participants is very low, though it’ll be conveyed all personal information and survey results will be kept confidential and in line with UWTSD Data Protection and Storage Protocol. Names and/or identifiable information will be anonymised during analysis. Data gathered during the intervention will be stored on a password protected USB stick, along with a password protected folder within a laptop. 

Questionnaires again produce low risk. All questions will remain open ended, and specific to the views of the trial, not personally driven. 

Scores of the surveys will be monitored for safeguarding purposes. A safeguarding officer, applicable to the establishment in which the participants work (Coleg Sir Gar) will be on hand to support any adverse effects that may materialise throughout the study.

(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Risks to investigator
For example: personal safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to Investigator:

Risks to the researcher will be minimal. There will be no face to face elements of the study, all participants will pass information electronically, and participate in the walking intervention without the presence of the researcher, therefore no direct contact will feature. Identifiable risks arise in the score of the stress surveys and the potential safeguarding concerns that may present. 


(this box should expand as you type)
	How will you mitigate the Risk to Investigator:

To reduce any possible risks, participants will be presented with an information sheet outlining the exact measure’s that will be used during the
research and what the research is seeking to
explore, this is to minimize the risk of accusation
of impropriety. Should any issues arise, the
researcher is to seek immediate support from
dissertation supervisor and if necessary, pause the study until a full investigation is conducted into the manifestation of the concerns, with the aim of resolving the issue. 


Prior to the commencement of data collection, the dissertation supervisor will sign off on all
materials (consent, debrief, measures) if they are satisfied that adequate information has been
provided for participants. In addition, contact
details are provided on the consent and debrief
for the supervisor and, either the participant or
the researcher can contact the supervisor for
clarification or to raise concerns.

Scores of the surveys will be monitored for safeguarding purposes. A safeguarding officer, applicable to the establishment in which the participants work (Coleg Sir Gar) will be on hand to support any adverse effects that may materialise throughout the study. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	7
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to University:

Whilst this is an undergraduate individual
dissertation research project and so contains
no plans for wider dissemination beyond the
university, should this be considered it will be
through the dissertation supervisor or module
lead who are conversant in university
regulations regarding dissemination and media
engagement. However, there is the potential
for researcher or participant conduct, should it
be of a nature unbecoming of the UWTSD
Student Code of Conduct, to behave in a way
that may be a risk to the university


(this box should expand as you type)
	How will you mitigate the Risk to University:

All students in the academic discipline of
Psychology/ Mental Health are expected to adhere to the UWTSD Student Code of Conduct and all researchers and participants are provided with contact details for the supervisor, who is an experienced researcher and who has set out clear guidance for this study regarding ethical and code of conduct expectations.

To minimise the risk to the university, all data gathered will be through a proxy email. The risk to participants is very low, though it’ll be conveyed all personal information and survey results will be kept confidential and in line with UWTSD Data Protection and Storage Protocol. Names and/or identifiable information will be anonymised during analysis. Data gathered during the intervention will be stored on a password protected USB stick, along with a password protected folder within a laptop. 



	8
	Disclosure and Barring Service

	9
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.
	YES

	NO

	N/A


	10
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?
	☐
	☐
	☒



SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality
	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	
All participants will receive a debrief form, outlining the specifics of the study, along with how data will be used and stored. The debrief will also contain contact information of the researcher should they require more information following the study. Again, participants will be informed of their right to withdraw. This will be conveyed as their last opportunity before the results of the study are written up. 



(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	
The college (Coleg Sir Gar) in which the research is planned to be carried out has granted approval to conduct the research and agreed access to the staff emails needed to gather participants.  
Information sheets explaining in detail what the observations will involve and what the study
is seeking to explore (including times and dates) will be disseminated across the college. A consenting letter will follow to all participants identified outlining the specific expectations of the study and their right to withdraw. 

The consent form will outline the right of all data gathered to be used at the researcher’s discretion. It will also specify that the walking intervention will be conducted in an area chosen by the participants themselves, and therefore, risk is managed by the participants, not the researcher. 

All consent will follow BPS ethical guidelines (BPS code of human research ethics, 2014).

Consent forms will be stored in a designated folder and kept separate from any collected data in
order to uphold confidentiality in accordance with UWTSD Data Protection and Storage Protocol.


(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	As the research being conducted is qualitative (use of questionnaires and a qualitative survey), any
names or identifying information will be recorded on raw data only. This is to enable the researcher
to identify participants. This information will be changed when the data is analysed to ‘participant 1, participant 2’ etc, as to keep their identity anonymous. Only the researcher and researcher supervisor (if requested) will have access to the raw data.

Information will be kept confidential at all times, only the researcher and required UWTSD staff
members will have access to it.

Data will be kept in an encrypted file on a private laptop as per UWTSD Research Data
Management Policy and UWTSD Data Protection and Storage Protocol guidelines


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage
In completing this section refer to the University’s Research Data Management Policy and the extensive resources on the University’s Research Data Management web pages (http://uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/).
	1
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person.
	X
	☐

	2
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	
	
Researcher will have participants’ names and gender. However only the researcher will
have this information. As stated above, participants identifying information will be
anonymised. Also, observations of the participants wellbeing/mental health in general will be conducted.

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	X
	
☐

	4
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	
	
Data relating to participants stress scores will be stored, recorded, and monitored for any concerns. There is a chance of physical or mental health conditions being mentioned by
the participants during the course of the study. Prompts into physical or mental health
conditions will not be included within the survey and any information of this nature provided by
participants will only be used if it corresponds with the research question when participants fill out the questionnaire section. 

(this box should expand as you type)



	5
	
Will the research activity involve storing personal data and/or special category data on one of the following:
	YES
	NO

	6
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	7
	University computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Private company computers?
	☒
	☐

	9
	Home or other personal computers?
	☒
	☐

	10
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☒
	☐

	11
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☒

	13
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	Participants names will be recorded for identification to the researcher only. Names will be changed on analysis. Analysed data will be held in a password-encrypted file on a
private laptop computer, along with being kept on a password protected USB drive. All electronic data will be handed in to the dissertation supervisor on completion of the study in accordance with UWTSD data management protocols

(this box should expand as you type)

	14
	All Data Storage

	15
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	16
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	17
	Sharing of data with others at the University?
	☒
	☐

	18
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☒
	☐

	19
	Export of data outside the European Union or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	20
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	21
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	22
	Use of data management system?
	☐
	☒

	23
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☒

	24
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and DPA (and/or any international equivalent):

	
	Final dissertation will be shared with UWTSD academic staff, namely the dissertation supervisor, the second marker and the external examiner. 


(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	
Jonathan Evans (Reseaecher)
Lymarie Rodriguez (Dissertation supervisor)


(this box should expand as you type)

	26
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	
Lymarie Rodriguez (Dissertation supervisor)


(this box should expand as you type)

	27
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.  

	
	
Analysed data will be held electronically, in a password protected file on a private laptop. Consent forms will be kept separately to data at all times. All data (paper and electronic) will be passed to the researcher’s dissertation supervisor on completion and write up of the study. Data storage arrangements will all be in line with the universities data management policy which can be found at http://uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/.



(this box should expand as you type)

	28
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff) 

	
	
Data will not be held in the UWTSD Research Data Repository at this stage of study

(this box should expand as you type)

	29
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)

	YES
	☒

	
	
	NO
	☐

	30
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	YES
	☒

	
	
	NO
	☐





SECTION K: Declaration
	31
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	
	Signature of applicant:
	J Evans 
	Date:
13.11.2020




For STUDENT Submissions:
	32
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Dr Lymarie Rodriguez-Morales
	Date:

	33
	Signature:
	

	



For STAFF Submissions:
	34
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date:

	35
	Signature:
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Q2. How would you rate your level of job stress this academic year?
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Q1. What area of the college do you work in?
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Q3. In the past week, how would you rate your level of job related stress?
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Q4. Please select what you feel about the following statements based on the past week.
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Q5. Please select what you feel your control over the work that is assigned to you is, in the past
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Q6. Do you feel you have a healthy work-life balance?
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Q8. How many attempts have you made to relieve your job stress or solve the problem causing it in
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Q8. How do you feel walking within a green space has impacted on your stress levels this week?
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