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Title: Critically evaluate the impact of Outdoor Adventure on the health and wellbeing of a specific demographic group in your local area and make recommendations for removing participation barriers. 
This essay will draw upon different public policies, local strategies and current engagement with outdoor adventure to discuss the impact of health and wellbeing for women with mental health conditions (WMHC). There is debate around the inconsistency and flexibility of the definitions within the title. For this essay, Beames Et, al.’s (2019) approach in achieving Outdoor Adventure will be used in acknowledging that elements of risk, uncertainty, and a degree of physical or mental challenge is required. In terms of health and wellbeing, the holistic approach of incorporating mental, physical, and social health and acknowledging that it is everchanging will be used (NHS, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Int_9cR4wapu]Firstly, the efficacy of current public policies and local strategies will be discussed. Green Social Prescribing (GSP) (NHS, 2023) will be acknowledged as a preventative method alongside Richards Et, al.’s (2023) Mental Health intervention model and Van Den Berg’s (2017) approach to integrating healthcare practice with outdoor facilitators. Birchaby (2023) projects will be discussed and the different challenges it faces. Additionally, Active Trave (Wales) (2013) will highlight projects such as Twyi Valley Path (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2023) and how effective the policy is when applied to local areas. The Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015) will be discussed with its links to engagement with the outdoors and whether it is effective in improving overall health and wellbeing. 
Then, the rationale for choosing the demographic of WMHC within Carmarthenshire will be discussed. Surveys from Sport Wales (2023) and Women in Adventure (2018) will be compared to Natural Resources Wales’ (Cardwell and Williams, 2017) to establish current engagement and motivations for WMHC. Groups such as Coed Lleol (2023) and Blue Green Cymru (2024) will be discussed to highlight the opportunities available in Carmarthenshire. From this, barriers that WMHC including vulnerability and discomfort in the outdoors will be addressed (McAnirlin and Maddox, 2022) alongside funding to projects and barriers surround accessing GSP (Birchaby, 2023). Possible pathways forward from the perspective of working within events at a country park will be suggested, with the view to improve practice when approaching different demographics health and wellbeing. The balance between commercialisation and accessible community engagement will be debated, whilst acknowledging the increase in adventure wellness tourism (Ritpanitchajchaval, 2023), and the impact this might have on health and wellbeing for women in Carmarthenshire with mental health conditions.
The position taken in response to this question is that through normalising the increase in outdoor participation and engagement there are multiple benefits to health and wellbeing, particularly for WMHC. The efficacy of clear policies and local strategies are vital for the cultural perceptions to change, leading to increased engagement in the outdoors and in turn health and wellbeing. Current opportunities for women to engage with outdoor adventure appear limited, which impacts overall engagement and health and wellbeing. Through the increased pressure of modern life, the impact outdoor adventure can have on WMHC is large as it could provide a fresh approach to improving health and wellbeing.
There is a clear effort to improve health and wellbeing in public policies and local strategies within the UK, through encouraging active engagement with the outdoors and nature. However, when assessing their effectiveness, there are some limitations to the provisions. One of the main current strategies is the increase in nature-based interventions through GSP (NHS, 2023). This policy addresses the mental health crisis within the UK and offers alternative approaches of supporting health and wellbeing and methods of prevention Birchaby (2023). It aims to reduce costs surrounding mental health issues through offering accessible nature-based interventions as a preventative step, but also as an alternative approach instead of treating with pharmaceutical drugs and traditional therapy sessions. (Saraev Et, al., 2021). Within Carmarthenshire, there are clear links between the strategy and practice of GSP, suggesting there is some efficacy in the policy. Coed Lloel’s projects focus on health and wellbeing within woodlands allowing sessions to be flexible to the needs of the individual (Simons and Tuxworth, 2023). This is supported in the Green Social Prescribing Toolkit (Alford, 2023) that emphasises the individuality of care needed. In the Nature for Health pilot study (2021), improved mental health outcomes suggest that the policy is effective as there was a high percentage of participation from referrals. Furthermore, Darcy, Et, al. (2021) discuss the improvement in mental wellbeing across all participants as from green social prescriptions. However, the policy is limited, as a large proportion of studies where nature-based interventions have been the focus, they only run for short time frames due to lack of funding (Natural Health Service, 2023) which also supports the lack of longitudinal research. If these opportunities within the outdoors are to be considered viable with all stakeholders, funding is imperative to allow groups to have stable setups, gain reputations and cultural acceptance. Van Den Berg, (2017) supports this, arguing the need for collaboration between healthcare professionals and outdoor facilitators with the policy to create a more holistic approach and allow strategies to be more effective. Another limitation found in the capacity assessment of GSP was the complex requirements of the mental health referrals and the lack of training for the outdoor facilitators (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). Although, the recent Outdoor Mental Health Interventions Model (Richards Et, al., 2023) provides support for collaboration between healthcare professionals and outdoor facilitators to ensure provision is effective and prevent possible damage from sessions delivered incorrectly. When considering the practicality of the policy, it would be difficult to implement this due to the demand it would have on funding and resources. Therefore, this policy has the potential to be effective if funding is secured and the appropriate time and resources are allocated. With the correct provision moving forward, it is likely that people’s perspectives and acceptance will change if they feel it is backed by the government. However, if it is lacking, the policy will remain less effective as staff will feel uncomfortable delivering the sessions and consequently there may be less engagement and lead to less effective outcomes.
The Active Travel Act 2013 is designed to promote greener choices and healthier lifestyles through commuting using local outdoor channels (Active Travel (Wales) Act, 2013). The overall aim is to increase people’s contact with the outdoors whilst also encouraging physical activity to promote wellbeing and reduce pollution (Active Travel Act Guidance, 2021). There are some initiatives aiming to increase this engagement including the Tywi Valley project and the Millenium Coastal Path as a traffic free area for locals to use for mainly walking and cycling (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2023). The Tywi Valley project, initially faced funding issues, has now received additional funding from the levelling up grant (UK Government, Not Dated) allowing the project to be completed. A survey in 2019 showed that 96% of the people in the local area would use the route and 57% said it would reduce their overall car use (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2023). Therefore, it shows the effectiveness of policies such as active travel and grant funding as it allows maintenance of outdoor areas leading to increased engagement with these outdoors opportunities. As Wales is largely rural, there are challenges facing everyday active travel due to scattered population across the county and distances that need to be travelled whereas in urban settings these opportunities are more accessible and convenient for the community to use when commuting (Active Travel Act Guidance, 2021). However, The Wellbeing and Future of Wales Act (2015), encourages businesses and local authorities to support this policy. The cycle to work and walk to school schemes (Carmarthenshire County Council, Not Dated) promote active travel to reduce pollution and encourage using local routes which consequently leads to engagement with the outdoors as they travel through green spaces. As projects are largely reliant on grant funding to improve facilities and areas, it is hard for the initiative to be entirely effective. Insufficient funding can consequently lead to incomplete projects or lack of maintenance in local areas, which can result in negative impact on local perspectives and attitudes and hinder their motivation to engage in the outdoors (Natural England, 2019). By increasing accessibility of green or blue spaces available it is likely communities will be motivated take pride and engage with their local environments, however, it important these are promoted correctly as it could be missed as an opportunity and reduce the efficacy of the policy. The Active Travel Guidance (2021) suggests that newly established areas may require events to encourage participants to use these spaces, which may further have financial implications. This may be an unrealistic approach to implementing the policy, as there are many other agendas that need to be met by public bodies that often require funding. Therefore, it is difficult to measure the effectiveness of the policy due to the wider context in which it fits. It is clear the strategy should be effective if funding and maintenance are available and through increasing the opportunities available it is likely communities will take ownership and engage with their local environments due to reduced costs and sustainability. However, within rural settings distance is likely to hinder the effectiveness in these areas. 
The Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (2015) provides an overarching policy which focuses on the sustainable development of Wales. It aims to improve the sustainability and wellbeing of the country with the 7 wellbeing goals to guide and encourage public bodies and businesses to consider their impact on local environments and the consequence it’ll have on the future generations. The act is effective as it gives responsibility to all key stakeholders by integrating it into every policy and guidance for all decisions and future aspirations. The recent vision highlights the desire to increase opportunities to access greenspace and inspire people to improve their own health and wellbeing through environmental connections (Future Generations Commissioner Wales, 2020). This will improve the access and opportunities as it should become a priority through its influence across all policies meeting the 7 wellbeing goals. Although the act in principle is effective, there was negative response to the initial shift cultural perspectives required for it to be implemented which it is still battling (Davidson, 2023). Within Carmarthenshire, it is effective as it has ensured the local authority has provided a wellbeing plan (2023-2028) (Public Service Board, 2023) highlighting the current position within the county and the specific improvement that is needed. This act allows policies to be flexible in meeting the needs of the local community. However, this does mean that there is a risk that businesses will continue to provide the bare minimum support in creating the opportunities rather than embracing the collaboration required for the policy to be effective. 
The Centre for Deliberative Research (2023) are currently building a strategy to increase engagement with local green and blue spaces with Welsh citizens. The aim is to include public opinion on when developing new management plans for local environments. Also, it aims to further open conversation channels between public opinions and policies put in place. As this strategy is continuing to be developed in 2024, it seems to be having a positive effect through addressing limitations. These include the lack of awareness of existing policies and the desire for communities to be involved in the decision effecting their local outdoor areas, therefore providing a clear way forward. 
The demographic group of WMHC has been chosen to be the focus group within the local setting of Carmarthenshire, as mental health for women is prevalent across all age ranges (World Health Organization, 2022) and there is a continued gender gap in the engagement within the outdoors as stated by McAnirlin and Maddox (2022).There is a current mental health crisis and is predicted to rise Mind Cymru (2023). Within Carmarthenshire, the 2043 predictions show an increase in WMHC from 15,845 to 16,378 (West Wales Regional Partnership Board, 2022). The current figure reflects approximately 16% of the female population in the county based on the 2021 census (Office for National Statistics, 2023) and consequently is likely to affect a large proportion of the population. Therefore, it is important for the health and wellbeing of this demographic to promote engagement with outdoor adventure opportunities, particularly when barriers such as existing health inequalities for women (Morgan, 2022) and a gender gap in participation for sport and access with the outdoors (Sport Wales, 2023).
It is difficult to find research that specifically investigates the engagement of women who have mental health illnesses within the outdoors. Most studies either look at women or mental health conditions but rarely both. Anderson Et, al. (2021) supported this in their discussion around the lack of awareness with multi-layered barriers, which is vital for this demographic, when engaging with the outdoors for health and wellbeing as it emphasises the individuality of people and sees past labels that need fixing.
When evaluating women’s engagement with sport and outdoor adventure it is generally lower than men’s. According to Sport Wales (2023), there are still inequalities in gender participation, within Wales, as there is a higher proportion of women that are less likely to have participated in activity than men. This is supported by Kilgour & Parker(2012) who discusses that the engagement of women in physical activity is less than men. A variety of research suggests that there is a correlation between little or no participation in physical activity and poor mental health (Welsh Sport Association, 2019). Therefore, when looking at the current engagement of WMHC in the outdoors it is likely to be lower through them not accessing the health and wellbeing benefits from engaging with nature. However, initiatives such as “This Girl Can” (Not Dated) and “#FelMerch” (Sports Wales, 2022) have both been successful in encouraging women’s engagement in sports related physical activity. However, when looking at WMHC, there are limited opportunities to support this demographic. Actif Sir Gar, hold regular community activities to increase overall adult participation and health and wellbeing through the walking programme (Actif Sport and Leisure 2023). A study carried out by Women in Adventure (2019) looked at the preference of adventure activity for women and a breakdown of the health and wellbeing benefits for participants. A comparison was made between participant results and the UK’s measure personal wellbeing. This showed an overall increase in wellbeing with women who undertook these traditional adventurous activities. However, it could be argued that the data and methodological approach is limited as it was conducted with a small sample group. In Carmarthenshire, there are not many individual groups that currently run women only sessions. Llandysul paddlers in partnership with The Outdoor Participation (2023) have recently begun a women’s only paddle sessions who have held sessions previously. However, this is the first consistent activity rather than a one-off event which is more beneficial for health and wellbeing (Louv, 2010). Blue Green Cymru (2023) have run weekly sessions addressing health and wellbeing for younger girls in connection to nature and establish these techniques early on.
There are few opportunities specifically available for WMHC that are outdoor nature-based in Carmarthenshire (West Wales Action for Mental Health, 2023). Simons and Tuxworth (2023) run closed sessions, for female only participants with mental health illnesses. These sessions provide support for WMHC in Carmarthenshire whilst also acknowledging additional barriers that can be faced by women during multigendered sessions. Simons’ (2023) 2023 Report provides case studies that show the successful improvements in health and well-being from engagement with nature-based intervention activities. Although this study has used the Warwick Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale the data is mostly qualitative which is harder to measure and could be difficult to measure due to the subjectivity. Also, as they picked a selection of interviewees this could affect the robustness of the evidence as it could be skewed to only highlight positive outcomes.
There is a lot of research acknowledging the physical, mental, and social benefits of engaging with outdoor environments. Some of the benefits include stress reduction, decrease feelings of anxiety and depression and improvement in fatigue and confusion, particularly in female participants (Qing Li, 2016).  Knight-Markiegi (2023) agree in their study that offered nature-based activities in outdoor blue spaces to supporting people with specifically poor to moderate mental. The study also showed overall empowerment and improved self-awareness. However, the study is limited as the use ONS4 Personal Wellness Scale to measure an individual’s happiness, life satisfaction, worthwhileness, and level of anxiety. Consequently, it is difficult to understand the individuals’ exact feelings due to the subjectivity of responses and it being a snapshot in time, therefore, it could reduce the robustness of research. Furthermore, many studies looking at the benefits of engaging with the outdoors are small sample sizes, further reducing the range due to limited data collections. However, a lot of the studies do agree in the improvement of physical, mental, and social wellbeing when engaging in outdoor adventure, indicating that it does have a positive impact.
There are many barriers for WMHC to accessing the outdoors. One of the main barriers is feeling uncomfortable outdoors, this can be broken down further into feelings of vulnerability and discomfort through lack of appropriate outdoor clothing and equipment available for women (Institute of Outdoor Learning, 2023). Vulnerability is a key barrier for WMHC as it is already experienced by women in general (Ludington, 2023). Therefore, when combined with mental health issues, where there is limited motivation to go outside, it further limits the engagement and in turn limits the benefits for their health and wellbeing (Mcanirlin and Maddox, 2022). Additionally, another barrier is the cultural perspectives and the representation. Low Et, al., 2020 highlights the continued inequality through lack of representation of women in outdoor adventure activities in advertisement. Mcanirlin and Maddox (2022) further supports this through discussing the cultural perspectives that women are participants in less strenuous outdoor activities and men are leaders in adventure. To access GSP opportunities, it is usually through self -referrals or through medical professionals (Alford, 2023). Therefore, if an individual is not motivated to engage in the outdoor opportunities, then they are not required to, despite the benefits it may have on their health and wellbeing. In refining the process in accessing these opportunities for the future, it may appeal to a wider proportion of WMHC. 
It is imperative that these barriers are addressed to increase participation in outdoor adventure amongst WMHC in Carmarthenshire. Moving forward, increasing funding to allow groups, such as Coed Lloel and Blue Green Cymru, to grow their sessions would aid in reducing stigmas surrounding the outdoors through increasing staffing, sessions available, and publicity leading to improved accessible outdoor adventure sessions for WMHC. By increasing provisions, they could operate throughout the county, and simultaneously become accessible to more local areas due to rural distances. Furthermore, by increasing the number of women only groups, it could provide a comfortable safe outdoors space for individuals to face challenges and take risks improving their overall health and wellbeing, which could be argued as an adventure, empowering them to build it into their lives. By encouraging more women’s focused adventure groups, that focus on social than physical sports based, would be more beneficial and promote cultural change on how outdoor adventure can be utilised. This is supported by Birch Et, al., (2020) who highlights the volume of research on physical wellbeing in comparison to social and mental health. Sport England (Not Dated) supported this during their covid 19 report, that women were less likely to participate in team sports, which means they are less likely to achieve social and mental wellbeing from physical exercise than men. Therefore, by expanding the opportunities available in Carmarthenshire and offering women only groups, it could increase engagement with outdoor adventure as it subverts the stereotype that it is driven by physical engagement.  
Working within a country park setting, there are plenty of opportunities to build upon current practice when approaching outdoor adventure as a platform for engagement. There are possibilities to increase the health and wellbeing of visitors by building on existing events such as bat walks (Pembrey Country Park (Not Dated) and introducing regular sessions such as the nature journaling Llanelli Wetlands Centre(WWT, 2023) and offering women only provisions. Richards Et, al. (2023) framework will be helpful in adopting the best approach and find the balance with medical professionals to ensure it is not dangerous for individuals health and wellbeing. In finding this balance this can benefit WMHC. However, the improvement of practice is likely to be slow due to the demand for commercialisation and need to boost economic value of the activity suggested by Ritpanitchajchaval (2023) when looking at the popularity of wellness retreats in adventure tourism. Holding larger events such as the Between the Trees Festival (Not Dated) and the Timber Festival (2023) that both concentrate on integrating nature and wellbeing through various activities could invite some tourism and boost capital whilst still encouraging people to engage with their local area within Carmarthenshire. The combination of offering both the smaller regular events and occasional large events may be the best approach in improving overall engagement in the outdoors and health and wellbeing. 
In conclusion, outdoor adventure has the potential to increase the health and wellbeing through providing a new perspective leading to increased engagement, particularly for WMHC in Carmarthenshire. There are efforts in place with the Wellbeing of Future Generations act (2015) and the upcoming policy with Nature and Us Citizens (Centre for Deliberative Research, 2023) for fresh approaches to improving health and wellbeing within local areas through policy. This suggests that the need for change is recognised to improve health and wellbeing, which is crucial when facing barriers of inequalities and access to the outdoors. Although the policies outlined appear effective in principle, there are limitations due to lack of funding and the newness of the policy in practice. For WMHC in Carmarthenshire, addressing the barriers in gender representation and the stereotype of adventure through media campaigns, events and strategies could act as a catalyst for increasing engagement with the outdoors and improve health and wellbeing. Increasing the provisions available would also create more safe spaces for WMHC in the outdoors. By using tourism and events as promotion of these could also increase the outreach to communities and help in subverting perspectives whilst engaging with local outdoor spaces. By using the guidance from the Richards Et, al. (2023) to approach the delivery of sessions, by working in collaboration with healthcare professionals it not only supports the reduction in costs incurred with increasing mental health conditions, but also interrelates the sectors to provide a holistic approach and achieve the best outcomes.
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