Discovering Outdoor Lifestyles
Assessment 2: Research Report
The Efficacy of Different Outdoor Environments and Activities as a Medium for Promoting Health and Wellbeing

Introduction: 
This research report is about the mental health and wellbeing benefits when participating in activities outdoors, this paper particularly investigates the decrease of the perceived stress of the participants that took part in four different activities in various environments. The research report will show already existing research and theories on this topic and analyse my results from my study comparing them to previous literature. This report will also discuss about where this research can lead us in the future and how my findings can also relate to global health problems.

Literature Review:
Outdoor environments and activities are widely recognised as effective ways of improving health and wellbeing, with strong evidence proving stress reduction and improvement in mood. 
Outdoor physical activities support mental health by improving mood, reducing stress and increasing overall wellbeing. Activities such as walking, cycling and swimming can help people feel more energised, calmer and feel more positive about themselves, especially when they are in the outdoors (Coventry et al., 2021). Research suggests that being active outside can also reduce symptoms of anxiety and improve moods. Outdoor exercise is more recognised to have these effects because of the fresh air, natural environments and a break from daily routines, while also moving around (Wicks et al., 2022). According to research (Bélanger et al., 2019) we can determine that time spent outdoors is linked to positive mental health in youth and that physical activity has a part to play in that. The main outcome from their research was that people seemed to be more active when they spent time outdoors, therefore improving their mental wellbeing because of the increase in physical activity but also the change of scenery and the break from their usual routine. One reason for all these positive outcomes from activity in the outdoors is the connection to nature it brings. This helps because engaging with nature helps lower blood pressure, improve mood and confidence and increase happiness which all play a part in reducing stress (Nunes, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_qegdDSqi]Attention Restoration Theory helps reduce stress during outdoor activities by giving the mind a break from the high demanding focus that everyday life requires. Instead of always being focused on a task, the natural environments outdoors allow your body to recharge and rest which lowers the mental strain on your body (Ohly et al., 2016). Attention restoration theory argues that natural environments such as trees and water hold your minds attention but without needing maximum effort, allowing your body to go into a more relaxed and stress-free state of mind. The nature allows people to be away from their usual surroundings and everyday pressures and provides a calmer mindset (Pham and Sanocki, 2024). When people engage in outdoor activities in nature, they are able to feel physical movement and mental recovery at the same time, this then allows for an increase in stress reduction. For example, people who are already stressed to begin with report greater improvements in mood and attention after walks in nature. This suggests that attention restoration theory is more helpful when stress in increased (Pasanen et al., 2018).
Stress Reduction Theory explains how outdoor activities can reduce stress by suggesting that natural environments cause an automatic calming response in the brain. This theory implies that being in places such as forests and parks promote positive emotions and decreases tension quicker than being in more built-up urban surroundings. Doing activities such as hiking in these natural areas help promote relaxation, studies show that participants taking part in outdoor walks show drops in indicators of stress such as high blood pressure and heart rate compared to being indoors (Kondo, Jacoby and South, 2018). Stress reduction theory encourages activities that maximises restorative elements such as well kept green spaces or gardens, varied environments and scenery and places with minimal disturbances or noise. All these elements help create a better place for greater stress relief (The British Psychological Society, 2024). 
The biophilia hypothesis explains how humans have a natural affinity for nature, which can help reduce stress during outdoor activities by going back to our evolutionary preference for the natural environment. This connection promotes relaxation and mental well-being when people participate in activities in the outdoors such as hiking or walking in green spaces. Biophilia suggests being exposed to natural environments such as trees and water can cause positive emotional responses. It also shows that time in nature decrease the negative emotions, with a large effect on stress reduction (Grinde and Patil, 2009). 
Method:
The participants consisted of five Outdoor Adventure Education university students who completed the Perceived Stress Scale (Appendix 1) before and after participating in four different outdoor activities, these included forest bathing, outside swimming, visiting Celtic Deep on the beach and mountain biking. This was done to see the effects that these activities had on the participants perceived stress and to compare the results from before and after completing the tasks. The forest bathing was done at a nearby woods, the swimming was done at a small lake in Pembrokeshire, the litter picking was done at a nearby beach, and the mountain biking was carried out around the local town following the cycle paths. These activities were chosen because anyone can participate in them without having major problems and there were less limitations such as financial barriers or accessibility.
[bookmark: _Int_X9szvzsq]We used a quantitative research method for this research because we were gathering numerical data that needed to be analysed to find patterns in the participants stress (Smith, 2018).  We collected numerical data from the participants every time we completed the activities, we did this by using an already made questionnaire called the Perceived Stress Scale (Appendix 1) which helps measure that person's stress in that moment. In this type of research questionnaires are nice and simple to use and cause less problems for the researcher and the participant (Smith, 2018). We used an already made questionnaire to ensure that it was a reliable measure, and it is recognised by other researchers (Smith, 2018). Due to there being limited data and only having five participants we will be using descriptive statistics to discuss the results. Using descriptive statistics allows the researcher to find trends in the data to then compare and contrast with previous research in this area (Smith, 2018).
Results:
Across all the activities, every single one shows a reduction in perceived stress, meaning participants reported having a lower stress level after the sessions (Figure 1). Forest bathing showed moderate but consistent reductions across all of the participants, showing the mean changing by 2.8, it started at 11.2 and decreased to 8.4. The outdoor swimming showed a 50% drop overall going from 6 to a 3 after the activity. The Celtic Deep visit showed one of the largest drops at a difference of 3.4, especially for participants with a higher starting stress level such as participant 4 started at 16 and dropped to 13. The biking activitiy had the smallest change but still a positive one, having the mean only drop by 0.3, but all the participants started with a very low stress level at the beginning so there wasn’t much room for change to occur (Figure 1). These results may be affected by a few anomalous results because on some of the activities not all the participants were there, so with such a small sample size this has changed the results massively and made an impact on the findings. (Appendix 2).
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Discussion:
The findings from this study indicate that participation in outdoor activities across a range of environments consistently reduced perceived stress levels among participants. This aligns strongly with existing literature which highlights outdoor environments as effective settings for improving mental wellbeing (Coventry et al., 2021). All four activities which were forest bathing, outdoor swimming, Celtic Deep visit and mountain biking demonstrated a reduction in stress, this suggests that various types of interactions with nature can be beneficial.
Forest bathing showed moderate but consistent reductions in perceived stress, linking with Attention Restoration Theory (Ohly et al., 2016). This theory proposes that natural environments promote recovery from mental fatigue by engaging attention in an effortless manner. The forest setting allowed participants to mentally disengage from everyday stressors, this supports the findings from Pasanen et al. (2018), who says that individuals with higher stress levels experience more benefits from having time in nature. This helps reinforce the idea that green spaces and natural environments can be effective for those with increased stress levels. The Celtic Deep activity showed some of the largest reductions in stress, especially with participants that had a high stress score at the beginning of the day. This supports Stress Reduction Theory which suggests that natural environments can help cause emotional calming responses (Kondo, Jacoby and South, 2018). This was also very similar for the outdoor swimming session results; the lake environment most likely enhanced this effect through having the physical and visual connection with nature. This then comes back to the biophilia hypothesis, which suggests that humans have a natural attraction to elements such as water, which leads to improved mood and reduced stress (Grinde and Patil, 2009). Additionally, the mix of physical exercise and being outdoors reflects findings by Wicks et al. (2022), who suggest that participating in physical activity in natural environments improves mental health benefits compared to indoors or urban areas. In contrast, mountain biking showed minimal changes in perceived stress. As shown in other literature (Bélanger et al., 2019), the benefits of outdoor activities are often influenced by the environment and the participants stress levels. With the participants stress levels already showing as low prior to the activity, the chances for further reduction in stress was very limited. This supports the idea that outdoor activities could be most effective when the individuals mental state needs rest and recovery and their stress is higher than usual.
Even though it is a small sample size, the consistent reduction in stress across all the activities supports a wider public health narrative showing the value of outdoor based interventions. Mental health disorders remain a top health concern for the governments around the world especially since the massive increase after Covid-19 due to social isolation, reduced physical exercise and having limited access to the outdoors (World Health Organisation, 2022), because of this there has been a growth in testing non-clinical approaches to mental health problems.
[bookmark: _Int_f0Z2QbFr][bookmark: _Int_elHWjPDk]In the UK, social prescribing has become a key initiative which allows health care professionals to refer patients to community based activities such as walking groups and outdoor programmes (Aughterson et al., 2024). The findings from this study help support the effectiveness of these programmes, especially the ones involving natural environments, which again links to the biophilia hypothesis which suggests that humans have a natural connection to nature that promotes wellbeing (Grinde and Patil, 2009). Urban planning also plays a crucial role in supporting the accessibility and effectiveness of outdoor environments for improving mental health and well-being. The findings from this study, which shows consistent reduction in perceived stress across natural settings such as forests, lakes and coastal areas, emphasise the importance of incorporating green and blue spaces into built environments. This supports existing research that suggests access to well designed natural spaces within urban areas can promote stress reduction and improve wellbeing. As urban populations continue to grow, there is increasing need for planners to integrate parks, public gardens and accessible waterways into city design to encourage regular interaction with nature (Dixon, 2026).
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