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Introduction:

The phenomenon that this research proposal will be discussing will be ‘What are the associated benefits of maintaining personal fitness levels within an outdoor environment and how can this contribute towards an individual’s overall well-being?’. This research proposal is self-driven and as I am the individual conducting this proposal, this means that my positionality is at the core of the research task (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014). As an undergraduate university student studying Outdoor Adventure Education (OAE), I have noticed, since starting my degree course, an increase in how I value and appreciate the outdoor environment. I am very passionate about investigating the potential benefits that an individual can acquire by maintaining fitness levels through involvement in outdoor environments. There is a wide range of ontology that surrounds the topic of physical exercise and its related health benefits (National Health Service, 2018; Better Health Channel, 2018 and Langhammer and Bergland and Rydwik, 2018). Furthermore, there is also sound ontology that supports the existence of psychological benefits with outdoor environments (Orgil, 2019; Reed, 2006; Cooper, 2012; Johansson and Hartig and Staats, 2011; Berman, Jonides and Kaplan, 2008 and Hickman et al. 2017). This epistemology will be discussed in greater detail in the literature review section of the proposal.

On the 23rd March 2020 the UK Prime Minister told the nation that, due to the global coronavirus pandemic, over 67,000,000 individuals across the UK (World Ometer, 2020) would have to stay at home (GOV, 2020). To add to this, UK citizens are only allowed to participate in one form of exercise a daily (GOV, 2020). Therefore, my research proposal is of particular relevance to current times.


The research aim: 

The aim of this study will be to identify the associated benefits of maintaining personal fitness levels within an outdoor environment, as well as investigating the contribution this can have towards an individual’s overall well-being.










Objectives:

1. Review the literature to determine studies that have indicated the associated benefits of maintaining personal fitness levels
2. Determine the positive impacts that occur when spending time connecting with outdoor environments.
3. Assess the contribution of maintaining fitness (within outdoor environments) on an individual’s overall well-being.
4. Investigate the possible link between maintaining fitness levels and well-being using a mixed methods research approach (qualitative and quantitative) to gather rich and appropriate data.
5. Critically analyse the quantitative research findings using specialist data analysis software (SPSS) and apply Braun and Clark’s (2006) thematic analysis technique for the qualitative data analysis.
6. interpret and evaluate the findings in light of current research.

Review of literature:

The first section of this literature review will specifically target the associated epistemology that suggests benefits of physical exercise and maintaining personal fitness levels. Firstly, The National Health Service (NHS) underline that exercise can reduce the risk of major illnesses such as type two diabetes, stroke, heart disease and cancer by up to fifty percent. The NHS states that exercise can reduce the risk of early death by up to thirty percent (NHS, 2018). It is recommended that in order to stay healthy, adults should be participating in at least one hundred and fifty minutes of physical activity per week.  Individuals should be participating in a range of different activities, such as walking, cycling and running across the course of one week (NHS, 2018). According to the NHS (2018), the sedentary lifestyles that people have adopted in modern society in which they are less active than previous generations due to advances in technology are having a detrimental effect on their health (NHS, 2018).  There is also evidence that suggest exercise can promote a healthier state of mind (Better Health, 2018). These potential benefits mainly focus on helping individuals with depression. Exercise may help distract individuals from negative thoughts and help improve sleeping patterns which can result in better mood states (Better Health, 2018). There are also studies that suggest exercising with others can be a great way to increase social interaction/ contact and there have even been studies noting that exercise may also have an impact on the levels of chemicals produced in the brain, such as serotonin, endorphins and stress hormones (Better Health, 2018). Finally, Langhammer, Bergland and Rydwik (2018) state that current populations are continuing to extend life expectancy however, they further highlight the concern that older people who do not maintain a physically active lifestyle may not have a good quality of life in old age. Obviously if older people can maintain good health then demand on the NHS will be reduced.

The following section of the literature review will consider the benefits that an individual can acquire through involvement/connection with outdoor environments. Reed (2006) notes there is quantitative clinical evidence that identifies there are health benefits to outdoor activities. Reed (2006) further suggests that the outdoor sector has not been included in the development of plans to help with the increasing demand for health care services. Reed (2006) states “there is money to be made and needs to be met”. The outdoor sector is well positioned to begin delivering outdoor health programmes which could be used as an alternative approach to health and well-being (Reed, 2006). The emphasis of promoting wellness as opposed to treating illness is made by Reed (2006).  Johansson, Hartig and Staats (2011) conducted a field experiment that targeted the psychological benefits of walking. The study involved twenty university students, each required to participate in two separate forty-minute brisk walks. Both of the routes differed in the amount of greenery, presence of traffic, buildings and proximity to water. Also, for some parts of the journey students were made to walk alone in an effort to test the social context of the study. Results showed that, on average, walking had an increased positive effect and reduced negative effect. The study further discovered that feelings of time pressure declined more whilst in green space (park environments) rather than on urban streets. Revitalisation was recorded to increase more whilst walking through green space alone however, it increased more whilst walking in a group within a street environment. 

Orgill (2019) suggests that as individuals we all have our own desires and connections to different locations. This is what Orgill refers to as the ‘power of place’. The landscape tells stories about the past; an example used in this article is Stonehenge, where an advance in archaeology and ground penetrating radars have now discovered that the area of land was used in two-thousand B.C. (Orgill, 2019). Orgill (2019) further suggests that individuals would hear rumours, and this led to thousands of people embarking on a journey to the location. Cooper (2012) highlights that children in recent/current generations are missing out on a lack of play, loss of adventure and loss of contact with nature. Cooper (2012) indicates that natural environments are multisensory, affording children with a natural playground that can be used to develop their imagination, understanding and physical literacy. There is health, educational, social and environmental benefits associated with outdoor environments (Cooper, 2012).  Finally, Hickman et al. (2017) identify several ways in which older adults are using the outdoors to sustain their fitness levels. The study shows that there is a generally held belief that the outdoors can contribute towards physical and psychological well-being. The research also suggests that as people aged, their understanding of and relationship to the natural environment grew stronger (Hickman et al. (2017). The article concludes with the suggestion that the outdoors does have the potential to act as a public health resource for older individuals and the wider community. 

Research method and methodology:

To begin this section, it is important to define what is meant by the term ‘methodology’. Methodology refers to “the general logic and theoretical perspective” (Bogdan and Biklen, 2007) cited in Long (2014) of a study. On the other hand, the term ‘method’ only refers to the specific procedures, strategies and techniques of analysing and interpreting data (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2000) cited in Long (2014). The following section will discuss the research method and methodology that I intend to use throughout my research study. Prior to undertaking this research task, I have already carried out qualitative and quantitative studies and in my opinion, qualitative data collection and analysis involves inside passion for the phenomena. This is due to the in-depth interviews that are needed to gather rich and valuable data. This data will then be interpreted to try and discover social contexts which will be done using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis. On the other hand, quantitative data requires a wide range of data (the more the better), which is usually analysed through specialist computer software and for this task I will be using SPSS software. This data collection approach looks to find relationships through the use of variables. However, for this research study, I would like to combine both qualitative and quantitative data gathering which is known as a mixed method approach. The benefit of a mixed method approach in my opinion, would be that I will discover a wide range of rich valuable data (quantitative), and I can further explore my findings with specific information (qualitative). 

Logistical and ethical considerations:

For every research study it is both important and necessary to complete an ethics form. The ethics form states and outlines who are the intended participants/ audience of the research study. For example, my target audience will be individuals aged eighteen and over. The ethics form should also include what method(s) the research project includes – for my research task as stated above, I will be using interviews and an online survey. The ethics form should also highlight any areas of risk and how these risks will be managed/avoided. The next section will describe how will I obtain the participants’ informed consent; this will be included at the beginning of the online survey and participants that are involved in the interview process will be asked to sign a participant agreement form and all the data will be stored on a secure password-protected USB device. The ethics form will be uploaded to confirm there are no complications foreseen in undertaking the proposed research. My research proposal underlines that I will be needing a wide range of data and to ensure that this data is not biased, I will be ensuring that all my data recordings are kept anonymous which will ensure the validity of my study. Using social media to share my online survey will also result in a wide audience receiving my survey; this is known as snowball sampling and should result in continuous reliability if I were to undertake the research task again.

Predicted outcomes:

As a student who feels passionately about the power of the outdoors to enhance day to day life, I believe that my study should show a significant relationship between maintaining fitness levels within an outdoor environment and personal well-being. I consider that ‘green spaces’ will have a more powerful impact but, it largely depends on the desires of individuals that take part in my research study. With current times being so restricted - a real lack of ‘outdoor experience’, due to the coronavirus pandemic - I think my research topic will have great value and will be further investigated in the future. 

Time plan:

I have created a Gantt chart see (appendix 1a), this chart is a time plan that I have made which outlines the different elements that I must complete in order to successfully complete my proposed research study on time. 

Word Count: 1911
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Appendix list:

Appendix 1a) Gantt chart time plan



	
	Project Name
	Project Duration
	Project Start date
	Project end date

	
	Dissertation
	7 months
	01.10.2021
	30.04.2021

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Task ID
	Task description
	Task duration
	Start date
	End date

	1
	Reading literature
	21 weeks
	01.10.2020
	25.02.2021

	2
	Finalise objectives
	4 weeks
	01.10.2020
	29.10.2020

	3
	Draft literature review
	3 weeks
	16.10.2020
	06.11.2020

	4
	Devise research approach
	1 week
	30.10.2020
	06.11.2020

	5
	Draft research strategy and methodology
	3 weeks
	06.11.2020
	27.11.2020

	6
	Create online survey
	1 week
	30.11.2020
	07.12.2020

	7
	Post online survey
	1 day
	07.12.2020
	08.12.2020

	8
	Organise interviews
	1 week
	09.12.2020
	16.12.2020

	9
	Develop questions for interviews
	2 weeks
	16.12.2020
	30.12.2020

	10
	Close online survey
	1 day
	30.12.2020
	31.12.2020

	11
	Enter online survey data into SPSS
	1 week
	01.01.2021
	08.01.2021

	12
	Analyse data and draft findings
	1 week
	08.01.2021
	15.01.2021

	13
	Finalise interview questions
	1 week
	15.01.2021
	22.01.2021

	14
	Conduct interviews
	1 week
	22.01.2021
	29.01.2021

	15
	Write up interviews
	1 week
	29.01.2021
	05.02.2021

	16
	Thematic analysis of data
	1 week
	05.02.2021
	12.02.2021

	17
	Update literature review
	1 week
	12.02.2021
	19.02.2021

	18
	Complete draft essay and send to tutor
	1 week
	19.02.2021
	26.02.2021

	19
	Revise draft essay
	7 weeks
	26.02.2021
	16.04.2021

	20
	Print and bind submission
	1 week
	16.04.2021
	23.04.2021

	21
	Submit essay
	1 week
	23.04.2021
	30.04.2021
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