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Abstract
This is a qualitative study aiming to further our understanding on how nature can be used to support our emotional regulation and expand our knowledge of using nature when supporting client’s and their emotions in helping professions such as Counselling and Psychotherapy. 36 participants responded to a questionnaire containing five open ended questions that aimed to capture their emotions during the Covid-19 lockdown restrictions in 2020-2021 and how nature may have been used to support their emotional regulation during this time. The process of thematic analysis was used to establish patterns within the data from the questionnaire responses to generate themes that produced the findings and support analysis and discussion addressing the research question. Four main themes were identified and extracted during the process of analysis which include; Noticeable change in mood, relationship with nature, nature having a freeing effect and holistic impact of nature. A number of subthemes within each theme were also identified and have contributed to the research discussion.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

This research paper outlines the process and findings for a qualitative study conducted using 34 participants, with the aim of capturing data that can further our understanding on how nature can be used to regulate our emotions. The study uses an online questionnaire posted onto a facebook group for Swansea residents. The process of planning the study aimed to gather findings that could be applied to the field of counselling and psychotherapy. Walker (2021) suggested that traditional counselling methods work with clients and their relationship to the social world without addressing their relationship with the physical world, thus lacking in holistic wellness of the client. Therefore, developing our understanding of how humans respond to natural outdoor spaces, the better our knowledge on how to incorporate nature into practice. This study aims to capture participants emotional responses to nature and subsequently the findings could offer insight to professionals who intend on incorporating nature or nature spaces whilst working with client’s emotions, this including those working as Counsellors or Psychotherapists. 
The second chapter of the paper offers a review of existing literature on the research topic. This provided a basis to build this study upon and provides a rationale for why and how this research study will develop. Kahvevi and Goker (2019) support research on the topic suggesting nature can have a positive impact on overall well-being and reduces depression and stress levels in individuals. Studies such as Maund et al (2019) and Franco et al (2017) aim to research different ways in which nature can support emotional regulation by exploring the type of nature space, how this can impact certain emotions and how our different senses can play a part in how we experience and respond to natural outdoor spaces. Although these studies offer insight and expand our knowledge within this subject, studies often look at the impact of nature with anxiety or depression and does not give insight to further emotions. This opened up an area for further research that does not set initial parameters linked to the participants emotions such as only measuring anxiety levels. In order to gather data that captured findings to demonstrate a correlation between certain emotions and exposure or lack of exposure to nature, the study will ask participants for a description of how their emotions were impacted during the lockdown restrictions during the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 – 2021. Canet et al (2020) explored the levels of uncertainty this period caused amongst participants and noted how symptoms of depression and other negative emotions increased. These findings suggested that the period of lockdown had an emotional impact and was a period in time where negative emotions were heightened. Venter et al (2020) found there was a 291% increase in individuals accessing the outdoors. Mashashi et al (2021) put forward that this is due to the positive increase in well-being participants felt whilst being exposed to the outdoors during this period. This study will aim to address what emotional impact the participants felt during the period of lockdown restrictions in 2020 – 2021 and question how being exposed to nature may or may not have impacted these emotions whilst simultaneously noting what elements to natural outdoor spaces they felt, if any, supported or instilled this change in emotion. The ‘literature review’ provides an overview of current research obtained on the UWTSD library website databases such as ‘pro-quest’ and search engines such as google scholar to inform a review of the current literature relevant to the area of research.
The third chapter, ‘Methodology’, discusses how the study was conducted as a qualitative piece of research to gather and report on findings. The study uses a software programme called ‘Qualtrics’ containing a consent form for participants to make an informed decision to agree to partake in the study and a questionnaire containing five open ended questions relevant in addressing the aims of research. The methodology section will also present how the data will be analysed via the process of thematic analysis once the responses to the questionnaire have been received. The process of thematic analysis will identify and recognise patterns within the participants responses to generate discussion and produce findings to address the research question. This chapter will discuss the exact process that was undertaken and outline reasons why is this has been the chosen methodology for the study. The methodology section also discusses ethical issue that arose during the planning of the study and how these have been addressed. For example, confidentiality and informed consent. The questionnaire has information for each participant to read that fully inform them of what the study entails and the aim of study. The consent form was provided to ensure participants express they understand what the study entails and are happy to continue. The submissions from participants are anonymous and do not request any identifiable data only containing personal data if a participant volunteered this information in their responses. 
Chapter Four, ‘findings’ contains a full summary of the findings generated from the participants responses whilst providing some detail on how the themes were identified from the dataset and the process involved. The chapter contains detail on the subthemes pulled from the analysis undertaken from the responses to each question including a table and description for each subtheme and with further description below including extracts from the data. The chapter then demonstrates the process of how these subthemes within the dataset for responses within each question merge into four broader themes for discussion addressing the research question. 
Chapter five, ‘discussion’, contains an extensive discussion of all four identified patterns and themes within the research results. This includes discussions on noticeable change in mood, relationship with nature, the freeing effect of nature and the holistic benefits and noticing of nature.  This chapter provides an analysis on the findings whilst comparing and contrasting with prior research on the research topics. This section highlights how the findings further support existing research, opens up further questions or offers alternative findings to the research previously discussed within the literature review. The discussion also identifies areas where the research findings did not address areas the data was anticipated to cover whilst also uncovering new findings and thus opening up opportunity for further research. 
The final chapter concludes the overall research process and addresses how the research met the aims of the study and highlights gaps in the research. The conclusion summarises how the four themes have contributed to our understanding of nature and the impact it has on our emotions. The conclusions offers identified areas of further research where the theme has either been too broad to offer depth to our understanding or has failed to capture a correlation between emotion and certain areas of nature. The chapter also acknowledges any gaps within the gathering of participants, the data collection methods and the research questions posed to participants. The identified gaps highlight how if the study was to be conducted again or certain elements of the findings were to progress onto further research, what lessons have been learned from this research study and offers suggestions for possible changes if this were to be taken further. 
Prior to this study being undertaken, researcher bias towards the subject matter was considered to ensure this did not influence the research findings. To avoid this, consideration was taken into the content of the initial information on the research subject and it was ensured that the wording of questions remained neutral to avoid influencing participants answering in a certain way due to perceived research desirability. Therefore, it is considered that researcher bias did not influence this study in the planning. The risk of participant bias has been acknowledged and noted in the conclusion due to no negative views of nature being recorded amongst responses and the majority of responses having strong negative emotional responses to the lockdown restrictions. It has been recognised that the study could have attracted participants who wished to share these views and did not capture responses from those who experience a less significant emotional response to the restrictions or had a less positive emotional experience when exposed to nature. 
This research study has overall addressed the aims and objectives for conducting the research and does off insight into how and why humans respond emotionally to natural spaces which can be transferred into our understanding on how helping professions such as counselling and psychotherapy can incorporate nature into practice. 










Chapter 2 - Literature Review 
Many studies (Chang et al, 2020, Sullivan et al, 2016, Slater et al, 2020, Tyraenen et al, 2019) have aimed to explore the impact that being exposed to nature has on our well-being and the relationship between accessing nature and emotion. According to Kahvevi and Goker (2019) accessing outdoor spaces and being in nature has been found to reduce stress levels, depression and improve self-esteem. Bauer et al (2020) described nature connection as the feeling of overlap between nature and our ‘self’ with findings from their study supporting the impact nature connectedness had on overall well-being. The positive impact of nature on our well-being could be explained via the deep-rooted relationship that we, as humans (Kellert, 2018) have with nature and in turn, would suggest that a lack of access and connection with nature can have a negative impact on our overall well-being (Ulrich et al 2017 cited in Anstowati, 2021). Therefore, this research could suggest that by being in nature, we are fulfilling our innate need to be connected to natural outdoor spaces and thus having a positive impact on our emotional well-being. 
Oh et al (2020) supported the idea of our need to be connected to nature and reported findings demonstrating that those spending time in nature had reduced negative emotions such as anxiety, anger and tension, whilst also suggesting that being in nature allowed participants to alter their perception of themselves and the problems they face whilst they are physically in nature. Exposure to nature has also been found to increase wellness (Zijlema et al, 2018) and decrease anxiety and fatigue (Dzhamber et al, 2019). However, despite these recorded findings, no explanation is provided on how nature can have this clear impact on our emotional well-being. Our innate need to be connected with nature can provide a level of reason to an extent. However, it does not capture how nature actually has this impact in order for us to gain a deeper understanding and meaning on how nature can be used to regulate emotions and support our well-being. What happens whilst we are physically in a natural outdoor space that evokes such emotional responses? 
Song et al (2016) argue that nature can elicit a strong relaxation effect when we are physically present in an outdoor space. Participants were recorded to have entered a state of relaxation whilst in nature and recorded consistent decrease in pulse rate and stress hormone. It has also been concluded by Colado et al (2017) that time spent in nature reduces the human stress response. Kamaldeep (2018) explored the psychological relaxation effects, such as stress reduction, when in nature using participants who are experiencing negative emotions including anxiety and depression as a result of a traumatic experience finding significant levels of emotional dysregulation as a result. Nature spaces were used to elicit a reflective and relaxing space usually created for Nature-Based therapies. The study presented findings showing being in nature reversed the negative effects induced by the traumatic experiences and noted that this was enhanced in ‘blue’ natural spaces; spaces with bodies of water such as the sea or a lake. Expanding on this idea, Bezold et al (2018) found that greenspaces, such as mountains, fields and other greenery significantly reduced symptoms of depression whereas exposure to blue places did not have as significant a decrease in depressive symptoms in comparison. Although this does not fully support the findings by Kamaldeep (2018) showing significant improvement with blue spaces, it does not contradict these findings and still supports the idea of different elements of nature eliciting different responses. There is scope for further research to compare emotional responses in different spaces to allow us to determine what elements in nature evoke certain responses. The studies could suggest that we can have different emotional responses to different types of outdoor settings suggesting elements to nature that can evoke different responses. Thus, portraying the idea that parts of nature could be used in different ways to aid emotional regulation.

Maund et al (2019) further researched this area by exploring the effects exposure to Wetland out door spaces had on participants symptoms of anxiety and depression. Participants of the study reported the peace and quiet of the space resulted in feelings like a weight had been lifted and all feelings of anger had disappeared. This study aims to draw findings on the impact of nature on emotions using a space varying from the previously studied blue and green spaces. However, although the findings continue to support the idea of nature having an impact on our emotions, it still did not further our understanding on how Wetlands may compare to blue and green spaces. Therefore, no conclusions could be drawn to glean any further understanding on what parts of nature our emotions may respond to. Knez et al (2018) also did not draw findings demonstrating different types of nature space eliciting a change in mood, although the study did conclude that the more natural the setting the greater wellness reported within participants. Despite no comparison being drawn between different outdoor spaces to expand our understanding, the findings of Maund et al (2019) study does suggest that activities carried out when within the wetlands such as bird watching, meditating near a flowing river and looking at plants, aimed to engage multiple senses whereas findings from Knez et al (2018) support the idea that the correlation between emotions and nature depends on how natural the space is. The engagement of the senses having a direct positive impact on participants emotions whilst in nature does offer up an opportunity for further exploration on nature and emotional regulation. 
Franco et al (2017) aimed to explore the link between activated sense and responses humans may have in nature. The study poses the idea that there is more than the visual impact of nature suggesting that multiple senses must be engaged to break up the monotony of lack of stimulation that leads to negative emotional impact. Participants exposed to a virtual natural space reported positive effects on their overall well-being but lacked the stimulation of senses other than visual therefore missing the full sensory experience. The study did report it was unclear what was precisely beneficial about viewing nature but did offer up an explanation that the colours of blue and green, commonly found in nature lowers feelings of anxiety in comparison to grey urban areas which increase feelings of aggression. The floral smells of being in nature were report to instil feelings of happiness and relaxation and findings of sound supported those of Maund et al (2019) in that peace and quiet were sought out in humans when accessing natural spaces. However, in contrast, the study also reported that silence can induce feelings of apprehension linked to evolution, where silence can be perceived as a threat and thus causing feelings of fear. These findings do provide us with further insight to how nature can be used to regulate emotions by considering the stimulation of our senses whilst also acknowledging the possible negative responses.
Many of the studies noted above, have explored how nature has impacted symptoms of depression and anxiety. The Covid-19 pandemic has presented us with an unsettling period of uncertainty amplifying negative feelings for those living with or without a diagnosis of anxiety and or depression. Canet et al (2020) researched the emotional impact on the lockdown restrictions sampling a range of demographics. The study recorded an increase in depressive symptoms amongst all participants with higher levels of depression recorded by those usually proactive and busy with employment and post-graduate study. The study recorded less consistent findings in terms of anxiety and even noted the anxiety levels in some participants had decreased. However, pre-lockdown anxiety levels were not recorded meaning the levels of anxiety do not provide comparison for before restrictions were in place. The findings are a comparison noted over time as restrictions continued and the decrease. It was found in those who were able to return to work sooner and maintain their usual routines, thus experiencing reduced periods of change in comparison to those who could not maintain this had lower levels of anxiety recorded. This idea could be supported by findings from Ingram (2021) which found that feelings of isolation and loneliness increased when interpersonal contact decreased. Therefore, this study supports the idea that those who would return to spaces with communication with other people are less susceptible of having an increase in negative mood in comparison to those limited with this. These studies do support the idea that lockdowns have had an impact on our emotions to an extent but due to the lack of comparative findings from pre-lockdown it does not provide a full picture.
However, Martinelli et al (2021) presented similar findings from a study where changes in emotions were measured from pre-lockdown compared to the emotional impact of lockdown restrictions. Participants reported feeling less happy during lockdown and found they experienced increased feelings of anxiety, fear and anger. Therefore, this study does lean towards the idea that lockdown restrictions directly impacted individual’s emotions due to the comparable data from pre-lockdown emotions. The study did conclude that the increase in negative feelings were due to boredom and a loss of autonomous control as opposed to the level of uncertainty during the period. However, it could be argued that these findings complement one another as those who could not return to work and routine, and thus have a reduction in anxiety levels, would be more likely to experience boredom and therefore would explain and increase in negative emotions. Both studies are consistent in demonstrating how the Covid-19 lockdown and the associated restrictions have led to heightened feelings of depression and anxiety due to changes in day-to-day life, such as work and study, resulting in levels of uncertainty. However, findings from Martinelli et al (2021) also highlighted that some participants also reported feeling calm and relaxed as it provided the opportunity to slow down. Therefore, it would be fair to say that although the restrictions impacted individual’s emotional well-being, many felt the positive benefits. 

Venter et al (2020) recorded a notable increase of 291% of people spending time doing recreational activities such as walking, running, cycling and hiking, offering the conclusion that this was used as a coping mechanism during a time of crisis. Although this could provide an insight to how individuals coped with the emotional impact of the restrictions, it is possible that this increased due to the limited access to other spaces and businesses that could not be accessed due to restrictions. However, Oh et al (2020) note how outdoor natural spaces can assist in self-regulation by reducing fatigue, improving efficiency, creativity and mood whilst providing the space to solve every day problems.  This supports the idea that being outdoors in natural spaces supports emotional regulation and could provide further explanation for the increase in outdoor activities during this period.  Sachs (2020) put forward the idea that activities such as being in nature and gardening were effective at reducing anxieties through the pandemic as it was viewed as something consistent and certain at a time when many things were not. This could suggest that being in nature could be used to regulate the negative emotions that were heightened due to the uncertainty of the restrictions. Pouso  et al (2021) put forward that our homes are usually considered a place of security by being a restorative environment. Lockdown restrictions have compromised this and as a result people increased outdoor activity and time in nature to compensate. This is an idea that relates specifically to the Covid-19 pandemic but may not necessarily apply to using nature outside of these circumstances. However, it could still be argued that nature may provide the feeling of certainty during unsettling periods aside from pandemic restrictions. Building on the idea of Pouso et al (2021), Rodas et al (2022) found that being restricted to the house led to an increase in interpersonal conflicts within the home which likely impacted overall wellbeing. This providing reason for the increase in seeking time outdoors during this period. Lades (2020) posited findings showing during the Covid-19 pandemic participants experienced an increase in positive emotions and a decrease in negative emotions whilst spending time outdoors in nature in comparison to a noted increase in negative emotions and decrease in positive emotions reported when interacting with a partner or significant other at home. Although these studies suggest nature was used as an escape, Pouso (2021) also reported that nature helped participants cope and had a positive impact on emotions in those living in green spaces compared to urban. Although this study aimed to explore the impact on blue and green spaces, no conclusions were drawn from this particular study comparing the difference in impact between the two types of natural outdoor space. 

Grima (2020) and Slater (2020) produced findings from similar studies exploring the impact of greenspaces during the pandemic. Both studies concluded accessing greenspaces reduced stress amongst participants during restrictions. However, it must be noted the data was not compared to other spaces meaning the outcomes could be generalised to accessing nature and the positive impact cannot be limited to greenspaces alone. Both studies were conducted with the aim to support the planning and making of parks within urban areas and therefore the studies were not specifically conducted to contribute to our knowledge in the field of counselling and psychotherapy. However, Grima (2021) did provide us with insight as to why outdoor spaces were accessed by participants during the pandemic and reported that outdoor spaces were accessed to; find peace, connect with nature and find a contemplative space. Therefore, this study does provide some insight on the use of nature and a platform to build on with further research. These findings can be complemented with a study conducted by McCunn (2020) who reported participants who had access to nature during the pandemic perceived themselves as having less problems than those who did not have access. This suggesting that the contemplative space and peace obtained in nature could have a positive effect and could provide reasoning as to how nature can be used to regulate emotions. However, the McCunn (2020) study had an agenda towards sustainability in the environment. This meaning further research is needed; these studies do not provide an insight as to what elements of nature assist with regulating emotion, with the need to explore the human-nature dynamic to allow findings to be applied in the context of counselling. 

Mashashi et al (2021) aimed to explore the human relationship with nature during the pandemic and concluded that the restrictions improved human interest and connection with nature. The study highlighted the comfort participants found in listening to birdsong improved their mood. Although this does not offer an extensive picture of how nature assisted individual’s emotional well-being though the pandemic, it does suggest that sounds in nature were a contributing factor to a positive emotional impact. Roll et al (2021) found that bird watching and listening to bird song increased during lockdowns supporting the findings from Mashashi et al (2021). Although this provides no full conclusion, the findings provide an avenue for further exploration as to how connecting with the sounds of nature could be an element that helped reduce stress. 

Many of the above studies (McCunn 2020, Mashashi et al 2021, Grima, 2020, Slater, 2020) have reported findings suggesting nature was a tool in supporting individuals during the restrictions having a direct impact on improving negative emotions. The findings linked to the studies suggest that accessing nature provided feelings of certainty during an unsettling period, allowing people to find peace to reflect and the opportunity to connect with nature. Although this does contribute to out understanding of the role of nature in regulating emotions during the pandemic restrictions, only suggestions such as bird song were offered as elements that could contribute to this. The aims of the studies ranged from city planning to sustainability and make it difficult to apply findings to the context of counselling and psychotherapy as the aims of the studies did not aim to explore how nature may be used in helping professions working with clients on regulating emotions. 
Walker (2021) aimed to explore how nature could be incorporated into traditional counselling practice and discussed how counsellors aim to bring nature and ecotherapy techniques into sessions to address the client’s holistic wellness. This is achieved by exploring the client’s relationship with the physical world as well as their relationship with the social world that is tradition and thus more effectively supporting client’s emotional regulation in comparison to traditional counselling. Holden (2020) found that those with certain personality traits such as nature connectedness had a better response to being in natural environments and thus leading to a positive shift in mood and wellness. This leads us to questions whether there are elements to nature that can support emotional regulation or whether this is dependent on each individual. Martin and Brymer (2016), despite finding a correlation between those connecting to nature and low anxiety, further question whether those who have lower anxiety have a greater connection to nature or whether nature itself lowers anxiety. Further research is needed to establish this correlation to allow conclusions to be drawn on how nature can be used with clients accessing counselling and psychotherapy. 
A study by Chaudrey et al (2021) provides further relevant context from their findings within the field of counselling and psychotherapy aiming to evaluate the therapeutic value on being immersed in nature. Chaudrey et al (2021) aimed to explore ecotherapy and the implications this could have on the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. This study is placed in the context of counselling by aiming to explore the therapeutic elements to nature. The study supports the idea that the uncertainty of the restrictions increased negative emotions with many individuals including fear, anxiety and depression. The study was conducted using emotional markers from before the pandemic compared to during. The study found that those connected to nature during lockdown had reported higher levels of joy, affection and playfulness compared to participants in urban areas reporting higher levels of sadness and anger. The overall conclusion of the study suggests that connection with nature can assist with modification of mental health and well-being. However, despite a number of other studies supporting these findings (Lesser, 2020, Mashashi 2021) it does not explore the elements of nature and their impact to inform how nature has influence on our emotions. What do we as humans respond to when being surrounded by nature that evokes these responses emotionally?






Chapter 3 - Methodology

This chapter will describe and justify the methodology that will be used for data gathering and analysis of findings for this piece of research.  The chapter will discuss how and why a questionnaire was selected to gather data and will describe how participants for the study will be recruited. An explanation will be provided for how thematic analysis is an appropriate method for analysing the data and will describe how this process will be carried with the gathered data. The study will be using participants to gather the data. Therefore, ethical considerations to protect both researcher and participants have been addressed and the measures that will be taken during the research process to ensure safety of wellbeing will be outlined.  
This study will be conducted within the qualitative study paradigm of interpretivism as it aims to capture and analyse responses focusing on the meaning and understanding of the participants experiences their emotional responses to being in nature. The qualitative nature of this study allows participants to explain and express in their own words how they experience this. Helmi (2020) outlined that research conducted from an interpretivism point of view aims to gather rich and meaningful data to obtain deep and insightful conclusions that although may not be generalised, they aim to collate the “meaning of humans beyond physical phenomena”. Thie piece of research meets the criteria to be considered interpretivist with the overall aim to obtain rich and meaningful qualitative data from participants that captures emotional responses and experiences of being in nature in order to analyse and draw a conclusion to the research to address the question; How can nature impact our emotional regulation? Braun and Clarke (2020) state that research conducted within the interpretivist paradigm must focus on the participants meaning and understanding of their experiences. 

As this piece of research will take the form of a qualitative study, it will be collecting written data to be analysed to inform overall findings.  The aim of the study is to capture participants emotional responses to their experiences of being in nature. Qualitative data collection allows in-depth data to be collected and can capture emotional responses from participants (Kouame et al 2020). This would make it a more appropriate type of data in comparison to quantitative data which is geared more towards producing objective, statistical findings that does not allow us to capture the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of phenomena that qualitative data provides. (Strengths and weakness paper add ref). The research does not aim to report on statistical findings or draw up any comparisons between variables within the study. Therefore, the study will collect deep accounts of participants emotional responses whilst they were in nature during the Covid-19 lockdown restrictions to gain a rich understanding of the influence natural spaces can have. The responses to the study will allow the opportunity to make meaning of the influence these natural spaces might have on our emotions and allow themes to be identified in the responses to further our understanding and apply findings to practice within the Counselling and Psychotherapy field. Therefore, qualitative data is most appropriate to meet the aims and inform findings for the study. 
Within qualitative research, interviews and focus groups are more commonly selected to gather data. However, questionnaires that ask open-ended questionnaires are also an appropriate tool to gather data of this nature (Denscombe 2021). This study will use a short questionnaire solely using open-ended questions to capture participants experiences. The questionnaire will aim to gather data that will be analysed to make meaning of human experience so that it can be applied to the social and psychological world (Braun and Clarke 2020). An online questionnaire has been chosen as part of the data collection as it allows data to be collected in a timely manner that would not be impacted by the changing covid-19 restrictions which could impact other data collection methods such as face to face interviews. Questionnaires would also ensure researcher and participant safety during data collection. A questionnaire would also allow for a higher number of participant responses at a level which could not be achieved with the time restraints via interviews (McKinley, 2020). Ebert et al (2018) conducted research comparing online and paper questionnaires and found online questionnaires to have more reliable data due to the ability to prompt completion for each question whilst also being a quicker form of data gathering. Therefore, an online questionnaire has been chosen as a safe, accessible and achievable option for data collection at a time of uncertainty. 

 The questionnaires also offer a level of confidentiality for participants that focus groups and interviews could not due to no direct contact with the researcher. This has the potential to encourage deeper responses from the participants as they are able to share their accounts of their emotional experiences without being identified. (Corts and Pratt, 2020). Some responses might not be shared in other forms of data collection. The questionnaire can also be completed in the participant’s own time meaning they will not experience any time constraints and are able to answer each question at their own pace with time for reflection (McKinley,2020). The questionnaire will be developed and collated using software named ‘Qualtrics’. The link to the questionnaire will be disseminated via a facebook group for users living in Swansea. This will mean that the majority of participants within the group are likely to have experienced the same lockdown restrictions. Once the submissions of 20 – 30 participants have been received, they will be collated within the software programme Qualtrics, in readiness for the process of Thematic Analysis. 
Ethical issues identified within the research process of data gathering will be considered. The main ethical considerations for this piece of research highlighted includes, informed consent, confidentiality and the aim of reducing any harm to well-being to both researcher and participants. (Corts and Pratt, 2020). To ensure participants are fully informed prior to taking part in the study, a consent form will be provided with full information on what the study is aiming to gather and what the process will entail. The consent form must be read in full and participants must confirm they have read the statements before they are able to access the questionnaire. The consent form will advise participants that the questionnaire will be submitted anonymously and that they have the right to withdraw from the study at any point of taking part. Due to the anonymous submission, it would not be possible to identify and link a response to a participant and therefore participants are advised that their response cannot be withdrawn and deleted once they have submitted the questionnaire. 
Confidentiality is offered to participants as no personal or identifiable data is requested to take part in the study. There is a risk that participants will offer identifiable data within the answers provided. However, this is down to each participant’s decision on what they would be prepared to share within their response and disclose as part of their research participation. The questionnaire responses will be submitted directly to the Qualtrics software programme to ensure data is protection and kept securely in a password protected location only accessible by the researcher and research supervisor. 
The questionnaire will be asking participants about their emotional responses to the lockdown restrictions and how they responded to natural outdoor settings during this period. To reduce the risk of harm to well-being, participants will be informed of the nature of the questions that will be asked involving their emotions prior to consenting to and starting the study. Contact details for emotional support organisations, such as Mind and Samaritans, and researcher and research supervisor will be provided to each participant within the debrief section of the study to ensure any concerns regarding well-being following the study can be addressed. 

Thematic Analysis will be used as the process for analysing and making meaning of the data received which will allow the research to address the question on how nature can influence our emotional regulation. Thematic analysis is not shaped by existing theory and looks to identify patterns and themes that may emerge within a qualitative data set relevant to the research question (Braun and Clarke  2013). In this case themes and patterns will be drawn up from the participants responses to the open-ended questions asked in the online questionnaire with the aim of analysing the data to provide insight to how nature can be used to regulate our emotions. 

Although Grounded Theory uses a similar process of analysis, Thematic Analyses was deemed as a more appropriate method for this study due to this piece of research not aiming to draw up and develop a grounded theory but aims to identify patterns and themes within a data set. Due to the short timescales and smaller sample size required to conduct the study, thematic analysis is the appropriate method over grounded theory which requires a longer period of time to conduct the study and would be more appropriate with a larger sample size of participants (Braun Clarke 2020), Discourse Analysis has also been considered as a qualitative data analysis method. However. Braun and Clarke (2020) state that this method is an appropriate method for in-depth analysis of language. As this piece of research does not require the analysis of language used, it was also rejected in favour of thematic analysis to analyse the data set, The research aims to identify themes and patterns within the questionnaire responses to expand our knowledge on how nature can impact our emotional regulation. These identified themes can then be applied to practice within the field of counselling and psychotherapy. An overall theory does not need to be developed as an outcome but the themes identified could give us an insight on how to work with clients to facilitate and support their emotional regulation using outdoor space and nature. 
As thematic analysis is a qualitative research method, it can be criticised for lack of rigour and replicability in contrast to quantitive research methods and has an increased risk of researcher bias during the interpretation and analysis of data (Roberts et al, 2019). However, Mackieson et al (2018) believe that if a step by step process is followed to conduct Thematic Analysis then data can be analysed with a reduced risk of interpretation bias of the data and even increase the replicability of the study. Researcher bias towards the research topic has been acknowledged with careful consideration to ensure questions posed to participants are neutral and the step-by-step process of conducting thematical analysis, outlined by Braun and Clarke (2020) is followed to reduce the risk of researcher interpretation bias. 
Themes and patterns will be drawn out and identified using the steps to Thematic Analysis outlined by Braune and Clarke (2022) This process will begin by reading through the complete data set and become familiar with the responses provided by the participants. Once the data is familiar and understood, the process of coding the data can begin. This will involve identifying part of the responses deemed relevant to addressing the aim of the study and research question. Part of the responses that have meaning attached will be identified and highlighted whether it has semantic or latent meaning to the research. These highlighted parts will then be given a name which will be a label for the particular phrase or piece of text. Once this phase of labelling identified pieces of text has been completed, the process of developing the themes can begin. This part of the process will involve identifying any emerging patterns or similarities between the labelled sections which can then be pulled together to form ‘clusters’ of the codes. The next phase will involve developing these codes into emerging themes that can be applied to the research question. The themes will need to aid our understanding of how nature was used and impacted participants emotions during the Covid-19 lockdown restrictions to aid our understanding over all on how nature can support out emotional regulation. 
Once the process of identifying themes has been completed, Braun and Clarke (2022) then recommend the data set is reviewed again and the themes are considered against the overall context of the data set measuring how appropriately these can be applied to the research question. At this point, some themes may be discarded, amended or split into multiple themes. The main part of the analysis will be complete at this point and the process of Thematic Analysis will be at the point of ‘refining and defining’ of the themes to be pulled together and written up as findings. The next chapter, ‘Results and Findings’ will provide a step-by-step description of the findings and outline the final identified themes and subthemes. 
















Chapter 4 - Results/Findings    

This chapter will outline the findings of the research and a description outlining the process of identifying themes. The questionnaire, consisting of 5 open ended questions (appendix 2), was disseminated on an online Facebook group for Swansea residents to voluntarily complete. It is recognised, although not confirmed, that there is a chance some participants who responded to the questionnaire might be located outside of Swansea despite being a member of the Swansea group. 
In total, 34 responses were anonymously submitted towards the research whilst 67 other individuals started the questionnaire and did not reach the point of submission by either not completing the consent form or opting out during completion of the research questions. The questionnaire was closed after 24 hours due to exceeding the total number of responses needed to analyse and identify themes within the responses and address the research question within the deadline to complete the research. 
The responses to each question were contained in the Qualtrics software programme answers to each question were grouped together for analysis. The researcher familiarised themselves with the data in the first instance before establishing and noting key points and ideas recognised within the dataset. The initial codes identified provided the grounding to glean emerging patterns within the responses to each question asked of the participants. Initial themes were identified before broader themes and sub themes were drawn from the dataset. The initial themes identified per question are discussed below;
Identifying initial themes in the dataset
Initial themes drawn from the data have been outlined in the tables below to demonstrate themes within the dataset in relation to each question, including a brief definition alongside. Below each table is detail on how the initial themes emerged with relevant extracts of data supporting the theme. 

	Table 1 – Question 1 Initial themes

	Theme
	Description

	
	

	Trapped
	Feeling of frustration and trapped as a result of restrictions

	Fear
	Uncertainty if the pandemic and restriction caused fear and anxiety

	Overwhelm
	Overwhelming feelings due to inconsistency causing fluctuating mood and emotion

	Slow Pace
	Enjoyment in the slower pace was expressed

	Disconnected
	Feelings of being disconnected from others and spending time alone




The first question aimed to capture any emotional impact participants experienced during the Covid-19 lockdown restrictions. 31 participants in the study reported the lockdown restrictions in 2020 and 2021 caused negative emotional impact. Although 3 responses recorded positive emotions or experienced no change to their emotion, feelings of overwhelm, fear, loneliness and anxiety were recorded consistently throughout a significant number of responses to question 1 of the questionnaire. 
The responses noted participants feeling trapped and lonely which was expressed throughout the dataset by individuals reporting that the restrictions limited them from taking part in their usual activities, staying at home and not seeing other people for social interaction. An example within the responses reflecting this stated “I felt trapped, alone and afraid”. This particular comment also reflects another common identified theme of ‘fear’. Feelings of uncertainty with the changing restrictions and the unknown throughout the duration of the rules led to fear of what was to come and the impact of the virus itself. The mixture of emotions experienced by participants led to a high level of ‘overwhelm’ due to changing mood. The following statement is a response that evidences this; “then I would feel really depressed and low, I have never had so many mood swings”.
The responses highlighted feeling of loneliness and feeling disconnected from others during these restrictions. Participants in the study commented largely on not seeing loved ones and through limited travel and meeting with others, many participants reported strong feelings of being disconnected from others. One participant commented “I missed human interaction the most”. Feelings of being disconnected from usual tasks such as food shopping were commented upon as feelings of anxiety made tasks difficult leading to further feelings of disconnection.

Another theme identified within the answer to question one was the “slow pace”. This was commented alongside both positive and negative emotions depending how this shift impacted individuals. 15 responses reflected how this caused more time to think leading to further anxiety as well as contributing to boredom. However, 3 participants reported enjoying this slower pace of life as it allowed space to relax and enjoy. One participant commented feeling “calmer and more relaxed” during these periods. Therefore, this theme captures both positive or negative emotional responses towards the change the restrictions.

	Table 2 – Question 2 Initial Themes

	Theme
	Description

	
	

	Increase in nature access
	Greater use of nature spaces in comparison to pre-pandemic.

	Appreciation
	Increased appreciation of natural spaces during lockdown.

	Garden 
	Being in garden as a way to access nature

	Greenspaces
	Greenspaces were sought out during daily exercise.

	Change in nature access
	Different types of nature spaces used in comparison to pre-lockdown due to restrictions.




The second question aimed to capture the use of natural outdoor spaces during the lockdown periods in 2020 and 2021. A number of identified themes within the answers to question 2 overlapped with answers provided in question 3 which aimed to capture the change of use in natural outdoor space during the pandemic in comparison to before the pandemic. The responses to this question saw an emerging pattern of participants increasing their access during the lockdown. One respondent reported “I walked most days locally...I made more effort to go out”. One commented this was to avoid the feelings of being “cooped up”. The increase in access could also be linked to the closure of other amenities and lack of access to usual activities. Another respondent commented “we walked in nature far more which we continue to do after restrictions are lifted, we appreciate where we live far more”.  This comment also includes another emerging theme alongside the increase in access which is a greater appreciation of nature as a result of the pandemic. The pandemic led to a greater appreciation of natural outdoor spaces with one answer quoting “I didn’t appreciate it until now”. 
The appreciation for outdoor space was also evident with participants and their access to a garden. A strong theme emerged within the responses stating that participants increased their access to their garden during this time as a way of accessing nature. One participant wrote “I spent most of my time in the garden with creative projects”. This was prominent amongst participants who did not have the access to other nature spaces such as a beach due to the travel limit. 
The travel restrictions did result in a number of participants being limited in their choice of nature spaces. However, a prominent theme of ‘greens spaces’ was apparent as many commented on the appreciation of green spaces and many sought a green space out on their daily exercise; “I would find green spaces but it is lacking in my area”. 
28 participants commented on how they changed the type of nature space they accessed during the pandemic in comparison to before the pandemic. Although this particular answer was aimed at being collated question 3, this theme was identified within the answers to question 2 with responses such as; “Walked in woodland area local to me that I have never been before”.


	Table 3– Question 3 Initial themes

	Theme
	Description

	
	

	Increase in access
	More regular access to nature and for longer periods of time

	Garden
	Increased time being in garden to be surrounded by nature or completing projects using nature

	Solo nature access
	Increase in accessing and enjoying nature alone

	Change in space
	Change in type of space and frequency




Question 3 asked participants to note any change of their use of nature space during the lockdowns in comparison to before. The responses identified overlapping themes within the data collected. Increase in access to nature was prominent throughout “much more frequent and regular. Found all different areas I had not before”. The data collected within this question also highlighted the change in space as well as change in frequency. A participant responded to this question stating “over all time spent in woods and parks increased however did not go to beaches as much as before”. Responses such as these led to the development of the theme of change in space within these answers overlapping with question 2. The restrictions played a significant part in the change in space and also saw the appreciation of participants gardens. Similar to the responses in question 2, participants noted the increased use of spending time in gardens as a way of accessing nature. One respondent commented “I wanted to be outside more, although I was anxious about coming cross other people so I mostly sat outside in the back garden” Many participants experienced strong feelings of uncertainty in lockdowns and the garden was a safe avenue to accessing nature. The above themes identifed patterns that ad already emerged within the responses to question 2. However, the responses to question 3 identified a theme that did not arise prior to this. 12 responses noted a particular change in that they were accessing nature spaces alone which they had not done prior to lockdown. These participants commented on living alone or using the outdoor spaces to spend time away from those they lived with for space. One relevant comment to the theme included “I spent less time with family and friends outdoors”. The restrictions lead to this being limited in addition to nature providing space from those within the household during long periods of remaining home.  

	Table 4 – Question 4 Initial Themes

	Theme
	Description

	
	

	Freeing/time/escape
	Feelings of escaping, release of stress and tension caused by feelings of being ‘trapped’. Nature had a freeing effect

	Holistic
	Identified physical, spiritual and emotional responses and benefits when in nature

	Grounding
	Fresh air, calming and relaxing effect of nature allowed for grounding

	Perspective
	Space to place things into perspective and lose sense of time




Question 4 asked participants of the emotional impact being able to access or being restricted to nature spaces had on them. This answer generated very few themes linked to specific emotions. However, the emerging patterns identified consist of and capture both the positive and negatives to the participants experiences. The concept of nature being ‘freeing’ was strong throughout the responses. Those who could and did access nature described this as being ‘an escape’, a way of eliminating ‘cabin fever’ during the restrictions and reduced feelings of anxiety and stress. Those who could not access many nature spaces reported the negative emotional impact of feeling low and disconnected. Within the theme of nature being ‘freeing’, 5 participants commented on losing the concept of time when outdoors. Once response stated “I loved the outdoors and to access it without clock watching was so liberating. I felt happy”. 
Participants reported feeling high levels of overwhelm and anxiety towards the restrictions. Responses noted how nature relieved these feelings and allowed participants to feel grounded. This theme developed from these positive responses whilst being in nature but was also highlighted as being missed by those restricted “Nature has always kept me grounded; the lack of access exaggerated my anxiety”. This response highlights how some participants could not access the grounding benefits of nature amplifying the negative emotions caused by the restrictions. 
‘Perspective’ is a theme captured within the responses as being within nature provided the space to gain perspective on the situation and in turn reduce the negative emotional impact of the restrictions. “It provided a little space to get perspective”. This was a theme that highlighted this positive impact the participants highlighted through spending time in nature during this anxiety provoking period. 
The holistic benefits to being in nature were highlighted and this theme has been identified through participants highlighting the emotional, physical and spiritual benefits of being in a natural outdoor space. It was clear the overall benefits were appreciated by participants and both the positives of having access and the negatives of not having access were prominent throughout the responses.


	Table 5 – Question 5 Initial Themes

	Theme
	1. Description

	
	

	Wildlife
	Appreciation of wildlife (bird watching, habitats)

	Consistency
	Nature was consistent when everything else was not

	Visual
	Impact of visual elements of nature highlighted

	Physical Sensations
	Physical sensations of being in a natural outdoor space

	Sound
	Sounds of nature impacting emotion



Question 5 asked participants to explain any aspects of nature they feel have an impact on their emotions. This applied to both participants who had access to natural outdoor spaces and can describe any possible impact on their emotions or those that could describe any elements that were missed that resulted in emotional impact when contact with nature was limited. The data gathered within the responses to this question contained a range of elements to nature that participants perceived and described as having an impact on their emotions and also contain descriptions of what those who had limited access to nature had missed. 23 responses referred to the participants senses being activated whilst emersed in nature. All of the sense were commented upon throughout. However, strong themes emerged for visual impact, the sounds of nature and the sensation of how nature felt during the lockdown restrictions.  A number of visual benefits described were the colours of nature, plants and flowers, watching the sea, watching the change in seasons and seeing animals. One participant described how they appreciated “the wave patterns on the beach”. 
Sensations provided by nature were reported and picked up as a theme. 7 participants commented on walking in the soil, pebbles and sand underfoot and feeling of sun on the skin. One response stated “feeling the sunshine was the most helpful”. The actual physical feeling of nature was an identified pattern within the data.
The sound of nature was also reported to have a calming effect on a number of participants described in the responses. The sounds of the birds and waves were largely commented on. An extract from the data states “I love listening to the sounds of the birds. They make me really calm and happy”.  The sound of the birds and bird watching were common comments within the responses. 6 participants also noted the appreciation of other animals and wildlife such as lambs, small mammals, moorhens and ducks being comment as elements of nature that led to an impact on emotions. One respondent commented they watched in “awe and fascination, how animals use their habitats”. The appreciation was a prominent emerging theme within the data that provided comfort to participants who would use nature to regulate their emotions. 
The consistency of nature was noted a number of times. Due to the restrictions in place during lockdown, many people were affected by a change in their day to day lives which required many to adapt to changing rules and regulations imposed on many aspects of life such as work life, seeing family and friends, leisure activities and travel. 3 participants commented on how despite the many changes in life, nature was constant. One response stated the “calming nature of the sea and whatever is happening elsewhere, that remains constant”.
Finalising themes
The initial themes outlined in the tables, provide a sense of the data received and outline detail on a significant part of the analysis process phase of ‘Generating Initial Themes’. Once these had been collated, the development and review of the final themes could begin. This process involved reviewing all identified themes, considering how these overlap with patterns that emerge within other questions, how they fit with addressing the initial research question and how they can be grouped to form the final themes. The review and development of the final themes involved refering back to the codes initially drawn out from the data and looking at the dataset as a whole to develop relevant final themes to address the research question (Braun and Clarke, 2022). The final themes have been reviewed to consider their relationship between each initial pattern identified. Additionally, this process has resulted in some of the initial themes being used as sub themes where a link between them has been identified and has subsequently been grouped under one overarching theme lending itself to the research question. Below are the overall themes with detail of any relevant subthemes;

Noticeable change in mood 
The dataset presented findings demonstrating the noticeable change in mood amongst participants that linked to their awareness of emotions during the lockdown restrictions as well as their current use and relationship with nature during this period. This theme has been recognised as an overarching theme including the following patterns pulled out as emerging themes 
· Overwhelm with restrictions
· Fear/uncertainty 
· Slow pace
· Calm and relaxed when in nature

Nature has a freeing effect
Clear themes of participants feeling trapped and disconnected during lockdown clearly emerged throughout the full dataset whilst comments of being in nature suggested that exposure to nature having the opposite effect of allowing participants to be free and acted as an escape from the feelings of being disconnected and trapped. The following subthemes have been used to feed into this overarching theme of nature having a freeing effect;

· Trapped and disconnected during lockdown
· Nature providing perspective and freedom from time constraint


Relationship with nature
The responses to the questionnaire uncovered a range of patterns discussing the participants relationship with nature. Many participants increased their use of nature, had a new or increased appreciation of nature or changed their type of nature space they accessed during the lockdown periods. Participants also discussed specific elements to nature they enjoyed or missed about nature which all sit under the identified theme of ‘relationship with nature’. The subthemes that sit under ‘relationship with nature’ are as follows;

· Increased use of outdoor space. Including gardens
· Appreciation of nature, including wildlife
· Change of nature space
· Constant/stabilising


 Holistic Benefits to Nature
A number or patterns and initial themes pulled out of the full dataset related to a range of benefits of being emersed in nature which include activation of the senses as well spiritual, physical and emotional wellbeing. These patterns all contribute towards the theme of ‘holistic benefits to nature’ that participants of the study felt they benefitted from whilst being within nature or missed due to being limited or restricted from nature. The sub themes that sit within ‘holistic benefits to nature’ include

· Grounding elements of nature
· Physical sensation
· Visual elements
· Sounds of nature 
The next chapter will provide a discussion on how these identified themes link with prior research and literature on the topic.





















Chapter 5 Analysis/Discussion
This chapter will provide analysis and discussion based on the themes developed and described in the results chapter. This chapter will also discuss how these findings sit with and align with prior research. Each theme will be discussed in turn. However, as the themes are overarching to the dataset, it is recognised some elements to the themes will link to others to will generate a fluid discussion within the analysis.
The questionnaire aimed to establish what emotional impact the lockdown restrictions had on participants and captured how participants perceived how their use of nature impacted these emotions. The noticeable awareness of the change in emotions was a prominent theme amongst participants in relation to how they felt within lockdown and also their awareness of how participants felt being exposed to or restricted from nature. It was evident that participants experienced an increase in negative emotions during the restrictions with strong patterns of participants feeling overwhelmed, anxious and scared as a result of the uncertainty caused by the rules. The slower pace that the restrictions inflicted on individuals, due to not accessing work spaces, leisure activities or visiting family and friends, resulted in a greater expanse of time that was previously not part of their usual routines leading to boredom and thus an opportunity to think about the circumstances. 

The boredom and lack of activities caused a noticeable increase in anxiety and fear which were otherwise not experienced prior to the pandemic. These findings are in line with those of Martinelli (2021) who also reported increased feelings of anxiety and fear during restrictions. Unlike Martinelli’s study and despite the range of reported emotions, anger was not commented upon in any responses to the questionnaire. However, Martinelli (2021) reported on participants appreciating the slower pace the restrictions provided which is supported by the findings on this study. Those with usually busy schedules and enjoyed the slower pace reported an increase in positive emotions of enjoyment and doing activities they would not usually have the capacity for such as walking, gardening etc. Neither study captured the extent the restrictions strayed the participants away from their usual routine. For example, the questions did not determine the emotional responses recorded for those who would usually attend a place of work or study which abruptly stopped and as result capture the emotional response to direct changes. This could have provided an insight to specific aspects to the restrictions and how they correlate with certain emotional responses. Canet et al (2020) did capture how individual circumstance and changes to routine played a part on the emotional impact. The study does report on those who had to stop working or studying reported more depressive symptoms than those who could return. However, this study aimed to specifically measure levels of depression and anxiety on a scale rather than using descriptive open-ended questions allowing participants to express their emotional responses. Unlike the study by Canet et al (2020) but similar to that of Martinelli (2021) this study does capture a range of the noticeable change in moods amongst participants for both negative and positive emotional responses to the restrictions. 
The noticeable change in mood recorded by participants is a theme also capturing the emotional responses participants noticed whilst in nature during this time. The calm and relaxed state the participants who had a more positive emotional response to lockdown felt were also reported for those who, although experienced negative emotions during the restrictions, experienced the positive calming effects whilst they were exposed to natural outdoor spaces. These responses could suggest that nature can elicit a calming response and reduce effects of negative emotions. Oh et al (2020) found that being within natural outdoor spaces can reduce negative emotions such as stress, fear and anger thus supporting the findings of the study on the influence being in nature can have on emotions. The sub theme of nature leading participants to feeling calm and relaxed could provide us with an explanation of how nature has the effect of lifting negative emotions by inducing feelings of relaxation. The sub theme was identified as a strong noticeable emotional change participants reported when in an outdoor natural space that reduced their negative emotions. Song et al (2016) and Collado et al (2017) reported the relaxation effect and how being exposed to nature releases stress hormones and lowers heart rate leading to being induced into a state of relaxation. The findings support those of Song et al (2016) to the extent of participants reporting feeling of calmness and relaxation. However, the findings do not capture the physical responses whilst reporting this, such as reduced heart rate, and is based on participants perceptions of their emotions recorded within responses and therefore supports the notion of nature having a calming effect, though without defining factors of what this means.

The positive emotions participants felt were promoted whilst being exposed to nature during restrictions could be considered a link to how participants relationship with nature might have changed. This theme has been identified with subthemes including the patterns of increased use of nature, appreciation of nature, change in space. 28 participants reported an increase of being exposed to nature during the restrictions. This increase in accessing nature was also noted alongside a significant report of increased appreciation of being in nature as well different aspects of nature participants noticed such as wildlife, trees and the fresh air. Venter et al (2020) found a 291% increase in time spent outdoors during the period of restrictions with various outdoor activities noted amongst participants. Although Venter et al (2020) did not aim to capture how participants recorded the emotional impact and reasoning on nature, this does support the findings within this study in which participants spent more time outdoors during this time. For example, participants reported going on daily walks, accessing nature spaces and a greater amount of time in their gardens. One participant described themselves as a “couch potato” who preferred going to the “theatre, museums and galleries” but as a result of the restrictions enjoyed going on walks in nature. Although this supports the increase in nature, it does indicate the increase is down to other leisure activities not being accessible during this time and other options were limited. Therefore, the increased access to nature cannot solely be placed on the positive impact on participants emotions. However, despite the reasons for accessing nature offering a debate on whether it might have only been accessed due to limited option, a number of studies have supported the emotional benefits to being exposed to nature (Rodas et al 2022, Zijlema et al, 2018, Knez et al, 2018, Dzhamber et alm 2019) and it could be questioned whether other leisure activities would also offer the same emotional benefits during this time. Three participants commented on feeling unsafe around other people during this period supporting the idea that other activities could possibly raise feelings of anxiety and fear which may not be applicable to nature exposure.
 The questionnaire captures the use of nature at the time of the restrictions but did not ask whether this has been maintained since. Three participants reported they have continued to walk outside daily since the restrictions were limited but this does not allow us to conclude whether the increase in the use of nature has continued and suggests this can only be applied to the time period asked in the question. Mashashi et al (2021) found that human connection improved with nature during the lockdown restrictions which although supports the findings of this study, does still leave the question on whether this connection has been maintained since restrictions were eased. If this study was repeated, an additional question could capture the current use of nature since the restrictions have eased to establish whether they continue to use nature as a technique for emotional regulation.

The restrictions contributed greatly to participants noting a change in their nature space as these changes were predominately recorded as being a direct link to the travel restrictions. For example, many who would usually travel to a beach were unable to and therefore had to change the outdoor space accessed to somewhere within their direct local area. Therefore, these changes to the outdoor space could not be as a result of participants wanting to change their nature space. The findings did not capture whether participants overall were grateful for the change of nature space. However, many noted the appreciation for the local area had increased as a result of this and had positive emotional impact. Despite the positive emotional impact noted for both those who had changed nature spaces and those who were able to access the same nature space, no pattern could be drawn out from the data to suggest any impact on emotions were down to any change in nature space and the responses imply the positive emotions felt and noted were as a result of being exposed to the outdoors. The change in natural outdoor space does not develop our understanding beyond the knowledge that the restrictions lead to a change of space. One participant reported they found enjoyment in finding new mountain walks they had not accessed before, close to home. However, the data does not inform us of whether the emotional impact in the mountain walks differed to their emotional impact time spent on their usual outdoor areas accessed. As with the findings discussed above for increase in nature spaces, these findings do not capture whether participants returned to their usual outdoor space or have continued to access their change of space. Grima et al (2021) reported that during the pandemic, participants used nature to as a way of finding a contemplative space, connect with nature and find peace. This could suggest that simply being outdoors could provide the clients with their needs being met in accessing nature which may not be directly impacted by the change in space. Findings within the dataset identified a pattern of nature providing stability and consistency during the restrictions. With the changing restrictions and the shift from normality and connection with others for a long period of time, nature was something participants observed as being constant and continued as normal which provided a sense of security. Sach et al (2020) findings support these results with participants within the study also reporting their appreciation for the consistency of nature when everything else in their lives was not. This does highlight a way in which nature can support people who are experiencing change in their lives by providing a space of stability and consistency. This could open up further research and an area to be explored on how the consistency of nature can support with other times of uncertainty that are experienced such as illness, grief or job loss. These findings can be applied to the outlined period with the duration of lockdown restrictions and do not provide us with information on how participants have used nature for this purpose since but it does provide insight to how humans benefit from nature. If the study was to be repeated, a question to establish their current use of nature would be asked to gain further insight to the change relationship with nature. 

The lockdown restrictions led to a noticeable change with participants emotions by igniting feelings of being trapped and disconnected from others. Nature was used as a way of escaping these feelings as participants reported the freeing effect being immersed in nature gave them. This theme was identified as a common pattern which included the subthemes of trapped and disconnected, freedom, perspective and time. The freeing effect nature provided was a repeated theme within the responses and this freedom led to a noticeable change in participants negative emotions such as anxiety and fear. The restrictions resulted in participants having to remain at home for the vast majority of time with the allowance of daily exercise outdoors. For many, this daily activity might have been the only time some individuals might have had away from the home. Pouso et al (2021) highlighted that the home is usual a safe haven but the restrictions limiting us to our homes resulted in negative feelings of being trapped and being out in nature relieved tensions within the home. However, this could lead us to question whether nature itself provided the feeling of being free or whether as being in nature for daily exercise was often a sole opportunity to be away from the home. Rodas et al (2022) explored how individuals were at greater risk of interpersonal conflict with others in the home during restrictions and thus increasing access to nature to escape this supporting the idea this improvement in mood could be linked to the freedom from such conflicts. One participant within this study did highlight how being in nature was an escape from family members which leads us to question if nature directly had this impact within this time period. However, it can be argued that being outdoor alleviated the restrictive feelings of being trapped and meaning the participants felt the freeing effect whilst exposed to nature. 

Participants did provide comment on what aspects to nature they believed impacted on their emotions which supports the idea that nature did influence the positive emotions. These identified aspects of nature recorded by participants included; birdsong, watching the sea, seeing wildlife, plant and flowers. These changes in emotions were recorded by participants as being linked to exposure to nature and suggests this is not based solely on being away from home or outside. Oh et al (2021) suggested that our nature connectedness can improve our overall wellbeing and can lift feelings such as anger. The study by Oh et al (2021) did not aim to gauge the effects of nature on our emotions specifically in relation to lockdown. However, due to this variable being removed from the study, it could imply that nature can directly aid this change in emotions. In addition to this, although anger was not commented upon within the dataset of this study, it could support the findings at it suggest that nature can have an effect of relieving negative emotions. The dataset does imply, whilst being supported by findings from Oh et al (2021) that nature can have a direct impact on our emotions and alleviate negative emotions indicated by participants such as stress, anxiety and fear.  However, it must be noted a range of elements of nature were recorded suggesting each participant had their own unique emotional responses to different aspects. A wide range of elements were reported as influencing the participants emotional responses that are broadly captured within the fourth theme of the holistic benefits to nature and will be discussed further down in the discussion. 
In addition, to highlighting specific elements to nature participants felt they responded to, participants responses to the study also offered a number of experiences and descriptions of how they felt nature specifically supported them in alleviating the feelings of stress and being trapped and disconnected during the restrictions. Nature provided participants a contemplative calming space that offered perspective to the changing circumstance and issues associated with it such as not seeing loved ones, whilst allowing participants a sense of freedom. One participant stated that being out in nature allowed them to be “reflective and create perspective”. Another reported being in nature lifted spirits and made them feel “relaxed and empowered”. The responses participants felt whilst being exposed to nature provided a shift in emotion and offered a space to gain perspective of their circumstance which could provide explanation into how this is experienced when in natural outdoor settings. McCunn (2020) reported within the findings of their study that participants who accessed nature perceived themselves to have less problems compared to those who had less or no access to nature. This supports the subtheme of nature offering perspective and could suggest that the contemplative space nature provides allows us to clearly process our circumstances and problem solve. Maund et al (2019) reported that participants being out in nature stated that they felt a “weight had been lifted” whilst outdoors and this contributed to more positive emotions being felt. This resonates with participants accounts of feeling free when in nature. For example, a comment within the data states being in nature was freeing and the participant felt “fresh and lighter” after nature allowed them to diffuse their worries. 

This theme captures how nature supports emotional regulation by providing participants with a space to offer perspective, problem solve and feel connection to something. In addition to this, the dataset also demonstrates participants appreciation of feeling no time constraint when in nature. One participant commented they did not take a phone or a watch with them during this time which felt liberating and empowering. This is a factor which must be considered with participants experiences and accounts of being in nature as a ‘freeing’ factor. It could be argued that during the lockdown restrictions, time constraints in people’s routines and days were reduced due to other commitments such as work and social event becoming less. However, this perceived benefit to nature was recorded in participants responses on their account of being exposed to nature and a ‘freeing element’ in contrast to the negative feelings when not exposed during this time. Therefore, this is a relevant subtheme as a factor to how nature can be used and elements humans might value about being within nature.


The final theme identified within the study is the holistic appreciation of nature which captures subthemes of physical, emotional and spiritual benefits and senses; seeing and hearing nature and the physical sensations and overall creating the conditions for participants to feel grounded. Participants reported a number of ways being within nature supported their emotions such as providing a contemplative space to gain perspective and problem solve, freeing participants from feeling trapped within the home and provided stability and consistency at a time of uncertainty. This theme discusses specific elements to nature participants felt connected to which they believed had a direct impact. A number of emerging patterns were identified and the holistic impact nature can have on individuals were realised throughout the thorough and varied responses. It was evident within the dataset that each individual who responded to the questionnaire had their own experience and noticing's when in nature. Therefore, the elements cannot be narrowed down provide us with single elements that impacted participants emotions and must be recognised that these experiences unique and cannot be generalised. However, the elements can be broadly categorised using the subthemes within the discussion tying in with the overall theme that recognising the potential holistic benefits. The senses were broadly commented on with participants with identified visual, sound and physical touch playing a part in influencing participants emotions.
The visual elements of being within nature was largely reported as a benefit to participants emotional regulation which included looking at plants and flowers, watching the sea, observing wildlife and noticing patterns such as on the sand. The questionnaire asked participants to describe the type of nature space they access such as blue and green spaces to gather data on whether different spaces elicited a different emotional response to allow us to gain a deeper understanding to what our emotions might respond to. Although a change in the type of nature spaces was commented upon and participants increased their use and appreciation of nature, no correlation between either green or blue space and different emotions could be drawn from the data. Kamaldeep (2018) found that participants responded to blue spaces, outdoor spaces that have a body of water, which gave a strong calming effect. However, the data within this study does report on the calming effect of nature but without drawing any conclusion to suggest this was more prominent within green or blue spaces. Bezold et al (2018) aimed to compare green space and blue spaces and identify how exposure to each could impact symptoms of depression. It was found that green spaces had the greatest impact at reducing symptoms whereas the study did not find blue spaces had the same impact on participants. Although this study did not determine whether blue spaces had more or less of an emotional impact on participants that green spaces, it does not contradict these findings. This study recorded an appreciation for elements of each such as looking at greenery or appreciation of the sea and participants reported on the overall calming effects and reduction in low mood when generally present in nature. 

Franco et al (2017) reported on the colours green and blue and found how these reduced negative emotions. Although Franco et al (2017) stated the visual impact of being nature was reported the sense participants noted the most, when conducting a study on participants emotional responses to nature using a simulation, it was reported it did not elicit the same effect on their emotions and that this did not stimulate the other senses. The study concluded that other senses needed to be stimulated to improve negative mood and emotions. This includes elements such as listening to birdsong and floral scents. This overall activation of the sense is reflected within the dataset for this study as the responses strongly represented a range of senses participants noticed were activated when in nature and were considered to be aspects, they perceived, to impact their emotions. For example, participants reported enjoying the sound of the birds and the sea, the feeling of the “sun on their skin”, tasting fruit picked outdoors, “smells of flower and fauna”. All of these elements recorded within the dataset demonstrate the appreciation of all senses being part of experiencing nature leading to a positive impact of emotions. Maund et al (2019) reported within their study that humans seek out peace and quiet when in nature. However, this was not something commented upon or emerged as a pattern during analysis of the responses as something participants sought out or appreciated when in nature. Franco et al (2017) commented that silence can lead to feelings of apprehension as through evolution silence can be perceived as a threat. Although negative emotions were not reported within the dataset in relation to nature exposure, this could provide reasoning how the absence of sound or the silence was not reported within the data as an aspect supporting the change in emotion. The questionnaire did not specify whether positive or negative emotions should be recorded within the answers. However, the findings do not support those of Maund et al (2019) stating that this is something humans seek out when exposed to nature. It must be noted that this study specifically refers to the time of the lockdown restrictions being in place where other aspects to the participants lives had changed had less busy schedules. In this instance peace and quiet might not be something particularly needed during this period though if the question was posed to the participants during a period of normality with work, study or social engagements in place, the data may have varying patterns emerging. 



The activation of the senses emerged significantly throughout the dataset as aspects indicating the holistic appreciation of nature leading to positive emotions being induced. Participants also reported on the physical and spiritual impact of being immersed in nature also supported their emotional regulation. Participants reported that being in nature allowed them to feel connected and “grounded”. Langeveld (2020) described feeling grounded as being present within your body, being connected to earth and feeling centred, balanced and strong no matter what else might be going on around you. Therefore, this could suggest that nature can provide the conditions needed to instil a grounding effect with individuals and could be a space to feel free from problems and creates feelings of stability and resilience. These feelings of stability tie in with the notion shared within findings by Sach et al (2020) on how nature was a constant when everything else was changing and this ‘grounding effect’ could further out understanding on this by providing explanation on what participants noticed within themselves during this time when exposed to nature. These findings can provide us with insight on how nature can support our emotions during difficult periods or times of uncertainty by providing stability in times of uncertainty and connection when feeling trapped and disconnected. This idea of grounding as subtheme connects with the theme of nature being freeing as it resonates with Oh et al (2020) who suggested that human’s innate connection to nature lifting negative feelings. This grounding effect of feeling “connected to earth and centred” could explain how certain feelings such as being trapped and disconnected can be lifted through accessing nature by the grounding effects freeing people from these emotions leading them to feel “empowered”, “relaxed” and “happy”.
















Conclusion 
This chapter will conclude the study by discussing key points of what the study has offered in this research field, what worked and elements that could be conducted differently should the research be taken further. This study aimed to enhance our understanding of how nature can be used to facilitate emotional regulation and build on current research, to allow us to gain an insight to what elements of nature humans respond to, they perceive, to impact their emotions. The study particularly focused on participants emotions during the lock down restrictions, 2020 -21, due to this being a period of time that resulted in higher levels of uncertainty amongst individuals in many aspects of life and therefore allowed information to be gathered on how nature was used during this specific time frame to possibly ease these varying emotions. 
The results of the study were drawn into four broad themes for discussion on how people emotionally responded to the lockdown restrictions, how they used nature during this time, whether their use of nature shifted in this period in comparison to before and what elements to nature did they appreciate and perceive to have a direct impact on their emotions. The themes were named; Noticeable change in mood which captured the changed in emotion participants recorded during lockdown and when in nature, change in nature space that indicated the change in the way participants accessed and used nature, Nature having a freeing effect, a theme capturing concepts and ways in which nature facilitated their change in emotion and Nature having a holistic impact which captured the different elements of nature participants reported as having an impact on their emotions and it was found nature provided this in a holistic way based on individual experiences. The study does not address the research question by providing a direct conclusion on how nature can be used to regulate out emotions. However, it does support and build on existing research and provides further ideas from the dataset on how nature is and can be used in this context. The data set demonstrated that participants found they had a negative emotional response towards the lockdown restrictions that resulted in many negative emotions being recorded such as anxiety, fear, stress and uncertainty. The dataset also identified a strong theme on participants who accessed nature reporting a noticeable improvement in emotions whilst being in or having been in nature. A number of descriptive accounts of how nature supported them to alleviate our understanding on individual experiences in nature include nature being a space to offer perspective, problem solve and providing a sense of calm. The dataset also demonstrated that individuals appreciated the emotional and physical benefits to being in nature and a strong theme demonstrating how activation of different senses fuelled this change in emotion.
The research aimed to capture how participants emotionally responded when in nature. The themes that provide findings on which elements of nature individuals can respond to emotionally can provide knowledge on how counsellors and psychotherapists can work with client’s emotions within or using nature. The findings presented participants found that; they responded to the consistency and stability nature provides during periods of uncertainty, nature provided a space that allowed them to problem solve and offer perspective to do this, empowered participants and liberated them from time constraints and pressures and found nature to be a space to instil the feeling of calm and relaxation. This could inform professionals working within the counselling and psychotherapy field on how nature can influence a space to provide emotional support effectively to clients where traditional counselling rooms might not provide or be less effective in engaging clients. The themes drawn out within the findings also demonstrate that activation of senses was valued within participants and lead to a noticeable impact with a positive change in emotion. This could inform the practice of counselling and psychotherapy by informing practitioners on how they are able to work with clients in nature and also working with nature, for example, using therapeutic activities that activate the sense. Although the findings can provide an insight and generate discussion to the field of counselling, the themes are too broad to offer an in depth finding to entirely support a change in practice using nature-based therapy techniques. Further research aiming to study a specific theme or sub theme contained within this paper could give opportunity to deepen the findings that can more directly be applied to counselling practice. 
The study used an online questionnaire pulled together in software named 'Qualtrics' and disseminated within a facebook group for residents of Swansea. The aim was to achieve up to 20 responses due to the time restriction of completing the study whilst being mindful of the time needed to carry out a thematic analysis of the responses. The questionnaire was planned to remain open and active for up to two weeks. However, the number of responses reached 34 within 24 hours meaning the questionnaire was closed to new respondents and only remained open to those who had already started the study to complete and submit. The questionnaire was an appropriate method of gathering information for the study within the time constraints. Participants were able to answer anonymously and in their own time meaning they were able to contribute as much detail as they would like to offer to participate and knowing their responses could not be linked to them. This allowed the study to gain descriptive data from the perspective of 34 participants providing enough content to conduct a thorough process of thematic analysis and produce a thorough discussion on addressing the research topic. The process of planning and conducting the research did not encounter any restrictions in accessing participants who were willing to take part in the study whilst concerns over further Covid-19 restrictions were not relevant to the planning on gathering data due to the study requiring no face-to-face interaction. 
The research method of using an online questionnaire to produce findings for thematic analysis was an appropriate method for this study. The participants were gathered in a timely manner and the responses provided relevant data to address the research question. The use of social media was an effective tool for promoting the study and gain participants to complete the questionnaire within the limited time frame and without impact of any possible covid restrictions. The use of social media allowed the study to be posted into a facebook group with 41,000 members in and the questionnaire could instantly be completed upon reading the information on what the study entailed. It could be argued this was a more time effective method of gathering participants and hosting the data collection in comparison to other ways, for example, advertising on a community board and the study being conducted at a later date. However, despite the effective recruitment of participants, it could be argued that the study was subject to unintentional bias. The responses to the questionnaire heavily attracted participants that had strong negative emotional responses towards the pandemic and did not represent those who may have had a neutral or positive response to this. It must be acknowledged that there is a possibility the study may have attracted participants who felt drawn to the opportunity of expressing their emotional impact whereas those feeling less impacted by the restrictions may have opted out and did not partake in the study. Equally, the findings collated in the research did not represent any individual who did not have a positive view on their use or experiences in nature and therefore did not capture any response being immersed in nature was not valued or had a neutral or negative impact on participants. Therefore, it could be considered that those who enjoy and appreciate nature were more drawn to participate in the study whereas those who do not enjoy being in nature or have limited interest did not find the appeal in participating in the study. This may have led to unintentional bias within the data set and if the research was conducted again or if the part of the research is taken for further research, measures should be put in place to reduce this. For example, the wording introducing the study could be limited to only include the wording necessary at that point of the study to avoid building a picture of what participants feel they should be to contribute to the study. This would reduce the risk of only capturing those with intense negative emotional responses to the lockdown or those who have a high appreciation for being in nature to allow for more generalised findings capturing a number of perspectives. Within this study, the questions were posed to participants with neutral wording that intentionally did not suggest how it may be felt they should respond. Therefore, if this study was to be taken again, measures should be put in place to alter the recruitment of participants to reflect all perspectives.

The questions within the questionnaire did not pose a risk of social or research desirability amongst participants due to the neutral wording. However, during the process of thematic analysis, it was evident that some participants did not fully understand the question being asked or had already covered the answer to a question in a previous response. For example, a question asking participants what emotions were felt by being within or being apart from nature came with low numbers of responses describing emotions. In addition to this, many of the participants had provided descriptive responses within previous answers and many responses that followed were brief. This is likely to be due to the wording of the questions not clearly indicating what was being asked to the participants without any opportunity for clarification. This did not impact the process of thematic analysis of the study as many subthemes were pulled from the responses and collated as four larger themes. However, the study could not draw any correlation between individual's specific emotions towards lock down restrictions and nature which could have been possibly with fewer or more refined questions. If must also be considered that if this study was to take place again or built upon, alternative data collection methods could be considered to improve the quality and have clarity within responses. Focus groups would allow opportunity for clarification and explanation with the questions being asked by the researcher. The depth of discussion focus groups could provide amongst participants would offer varying perspectives and ideas of their experiences. However, the time constraints of conducting a focus group would need to be considered if the further research were to capture and represent a similar number of participants. This would take more researcher time in gathering the data and the process of thematic analysis of the content discussed within the conversations captured. 
The process of thematic analysis worked within the data analysis process to address the research question. However, it must be noted that a large number of themes and subthemes were identified within the data set which opened a number of avenues for discussion. It is evident that by aiming to capture a range of participants experiences relating to lockdown restriction, use of nature space before and after the pandemic and a range of elements participants appreciated in nature, many valuable discussion points were reported to address the research question. This limited the room for discussion on each theme. However, the study does open up valuable points for further research to deepen the findings on a theme and glean further insights into how nature can be used to regulate our emotions. The study did not capture the age, gender and ethnicity of the participants with the questionnaire being limited to the 5 open-ended questions. If the study were to be repeated, or the part of the findings, such as a theme or sub theme, taken for further study, this could be information captured from the participants to identify any correlation between these factors and how the participants responded to exposure to nature.
This piece of research has met the aims of addressing the research question and capturing how participants responded to the lockdown restrictions and ways in which exposure or lack of exposure to nature might have impacted their emotional responses. Four main themes were identified which opens up further discussion building on existing research and literature. Findings have allowed us to understand experiences when in nature that could inform practice within helping professions supporting clients and their emotions. The themes identified also offer grounding for further research to gain more specific and in-depth findings that can be applied to the field of counselling and psychotherapy. 
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Appendices

Appendix 1 – Participant consent form prior to completing questionnaire.
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Appendix 2
Appendix 2 

The following questions were asked in the questionnaire

1.Please consider and describe any change or shift in your emotions due to the covid-19 pandemic restrictions whilst in lockdown 2020-2021
2.Please describe your use of outdoor spaces during the lockdown restrictions. For example, walking on the beach, spending time in woodland, rivers lakes, greenspaces, blue spaces
3. How did your use of natural outdoor spaces differ to your use of natural outdoor spaces prior to the pandemic? For example, less beach walks, more woodland, less/more time accessing nature. Please describe any change
4.Please describe any impact being in nature or being restricted from accessing nature, had on your emotions during the lockdown period
5. Please describe any elements of nature you feel, if any, have an impact on your emotions. This can include what you notice when you are in nature or what you miss when you ae not able to access nature,
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