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Review the evidence for the strategic use of the outdoors in promoting health and well-being. You should contextualise this within current social, political and educational narratives, as well as reflecting on your own specific personal experience.

This essay will review the evidence for the strategic use of the outdoors for health and wellbeing. Therefore, it is relevant to define that ‘strategic’ uses of the outdoors will refer to programs that are structured to improve the health and wellbeing of participants, usually operated by businesses or charities.

An example of the strategic use of the outdoors to support health and wellbeing would be Celtic Deep’s ‘Wildlife on One Breath’ project (Celtic Deep, 2025). This project introduces groups to freediving as a way of relaxation, improving wellbeing and exploring the natural world underwater. Research into the effectiveness of freediving as a tool for mental wellbeing has shown that the practice encourages introspection, leading participants to identify opportunities for personal growth and ways to improve their quality of life. (Santoro et al, 2025) Freedivers showed higher than average levels of mindfulness in daily life, as well as less state anxiety, less negative general moods and improved psychological resilience (Santoro et al, 2025; Alkan and Akis, 2013; Elia and Lemaitre, 2025). Physically based benefits include a higher hypercapnic tolerance (carbon dioxide build-up) and cardiorespiratory (systems supplying oxygen through body), cerebrovascular (blood flow in brain), and skeletal-muscle adaptations (Elia and Lemaitre, 2025). Collective projects like ‘Wildlife on One Breath’ also allow participants to meet others who can relate to their situation and experience through group sessions, offering an opportunity to be part of a supportive community to work with independently outside of the program (Santoro et al, 2025; Celtic Deep, 2025). Additionally, follow-ups by Santoro (2025) suggested that all previous participants in the study continued freediving after the study. This evidence suggests that ‘Wildlife on One Breath’ has good potential to promote better health and wellbeing outcomes for its participants.

However, Celtic Deep is not a charity, instead it is a business which runs a specific project in partnership with the Pembrokeshire Outdoor Health Project, run by Pembrokeshire Coastal Forum (PCF) (Pembrokeshire Coastal Forum, 2020). A majority of activities offered by Celtic Deep are paid experiences ranging from £127 to £418, from which it can be assumed that the Wildlife on One Breath activities likely incurs similar costs for Celtic Deep, which PCF would be responsible for repaying. The Pembrokeshire Outdoor Health Project partners with activity providers like Celtic Deep as a method of social prescribing to support health and wellbeing through nature-based outdoor activities, hence why PCF would support businesses in delivering programs for those in need (Pembrokeshire Coastal Forum, 2020). Pembrokeshire coastal forum itself is funded by the Welsh government, likely as a result of multiple Welsh government initiatives, such as; the National Framework for Social Prescribing (NFfSP) (Welsh Government, 2024), the Well-Being of Future Generations Act (Welsh Government, 2015). The steady rise in social prescription in Wales as part of preventative measures is helping to ease the burden on front line specialist services by building social capital and connecting people with their communities, improving isolation and outcomes for many individuals (Welsh Government, 2023). These initiatives present the image of a Welsh government that is dedicated to the mission of supporting health and wellbeing through the funding of projects like Pembrokeshire Outdoor Health Projects and the various partners under them doing the real work to support public health in the outdoors. This sets a background of social and political support for these projects, meaning they can deliver meaningful support on a stable foundation.

Another partner of the Pembrokeshire Outdoor Health Project is Coed Lleol, a charity which focuses more on fully immersing their activities in nature to support health and wellbeing (Coed Lleol / Small Woods, 2025). Connection with nature is known to improve psychological, social, and emotional wellbeing, as well as helping to achieve greater mindfulness for individuals who immerse themselves in nature (Howell et al, 2011). There exists a huge body of evidence and several theories to explain why being present and connected with nature can be beneficial to a persons wellbeing; biophilia, attention restoration and stress reduction theories being some of the major theories (Dopko, 2015). The theory of biophilia, solidified by Wilson (Wilson, 1986) in his book Biophilia, suggests that humans have an inherent connection and natural need to associate with the natural environment, bearing a natural affection for plants, animals, and other living things (Grinde and Patil, 2009). One example of biophilia is the universal enjoyment of the of the natural worlds appearance, from the varying natural shapes, vibrant colours and repeating fractals, nature takes on a very different appearance to the built environments we spend most of our time in, and yet natural forms are enjoyed by all (Rogers, 2024). Another theory as to why nature can improve health and wellbeing is Attention Restoration Theory, which proposes that natural environments are ideal for allowing the brain to perform essential “mental housekeeping” tasks, address lingering issues in the back of ones mind, and clear out a persons thoughts to restore overall focus and mental clarity (Ohly et al, 2016; Basu et al, 2018). Stress Reduction theory is often closely connected with attention restoration theory, suggesting that stressful experiences trigger a natural response to leave the associated environment so as to regulate the psychological effects of stress, to trigger positive emotional change and to restore energy spent during a stress response (Thrive, 2026). Spending time in nature then, would fulfil the need to leave the urban environments in which we experience the most stress and allow the mind to process and recover from the stress of daily life (Ulrich, 2023). Coed Lleol provides opportunities for various groups to benefit from each or all of these theories, as well as reaping the benefits of having all five senses immersed in the natural environment by performing woodland activities in nature (Franco et al, 2017). The success of Coed Lleol’s work is evident in the feedback given by participants of their well-being based nature activities, some of which describe that “after I’ve done this I'll go home and I'm just nothing but positive” and “the things I have found time and  time again that will improve my mental wellbeing are nature, community, physical activity, creativity, and this incorporates all of those” (Small Woods Association, 2021).

While the potential of strategic uses of the outdoors for health and wellbeing for individuals and small groups is clear, initiatives like the NFfSP (Welsh Government, 2024) seek to use these strategies on a national scale as a method of early prevention and a way to relieve stress on the NHS where it can provide a valuable substitute. Therefore, it is important to examine the effectiveness of these programs in more material ways. ‘Opening Doors to the Outdoors’ is a 12 week health and wellbeing programme run by the Outdoor Partnership as an option for social prescribing, whose participants report the expected improvements to wellbeing that are found in similar projects (The Outdoor Partnership, 2026). Unique to this programme is a social return on investment analysis, which examined the inputs and impacts of the program to determine that for every £1 invested into it, £4.90 to £5.36 in social values could be generated (The Outdoor Partnership, 2026; Makanjuola et al, 2023). This provides material evidence value to support anecdotal reports by participants that outdoor programs can have genuinely beneficial effects on a person's health and wellbeing enough to justify their funding.

While the social prescribing of outdoor activities can be evidenced as definitively beneficial, problems begin to emerge when examining the system of social prescribing itself. Due partly to the rapid growth of social prescribing and its nature of involving many different businesses or charities, a general lack of consensus has been allowed to develop among practitioners about the purpose, structure, and ways of access to social prescribing programmes (Howarth et al, 2020; Brown and Aylett, 2025). This goes as far as having no consistent standard of whether programmes should only be accessible via primary healthcare professionals or if the system is completely external to typical healthcare systems. This issue is exacerbated by the high demand of social prescribing referrals, with smaller charities such as ‘Tidy Butt’ rising 70 percent in attendance, until they began blocking NHS referrals entirely, due to becoming overloaded (Sutton, 2025). Research like this paints a picture of a system underprepared to deal with the demand for outdoor based health and wellbeing support, raising the potential risk of those in need being unable to access support due to issues with the system, despite providers being available.

Personal experience of similar initiatives have been pivotal in understanding strategic applications of the outdoors for health and wellbeing. I previously participated in an ‘Explore’ course run by The King’s Trust which was designed to develop young peoples skills, motivations, and wellbeing through a variety of interesting activities, including a focus on expanding comfort zones and building resilience via challenging outdoor activities (The King's Trust, 2026). I found the outdoor activities to be the most engaging and beneficial to my own wellbeing, which led the practitioners involved to introduce me to a secondary program run by the Outdoor Partnership. That program covered a variety of outdoor adventure activities which I found incredibly engaging, both myself and my family were able to recognise the significant positive affect it would have on me after each adventure day on the course (The Outdoor Partnership, 2025). This course too, provided me with a direction to go after its end, as this course was what introduced me to UWTSD’s Outdoor Adventure Education degree. My experience with strategic applications of the outdoors for health and wellbeing was not only of the direct and immediate benefits to my wellbeing at the time, but the long-term benefits of being supported with finding more direction and purpose in my plans for the future. 

Strategic uses of the outdoors to improve health and wellbeing like (Celtic Deep, 2025; Pembrokeshire Coastal Forum, 2020; Coed Lleol / Small Woods, 2025; The Outdoor Partnership, 2026; The King's Trust, 2026) draw on theories such as biophilia, stress reduction theory and restoration theory to deliver their programs, with overwhelming evidence of their benefits to psychological, social, and emotional wellbeing, mindfulness and reducing anxiety, providing proof as to their efficacy (Howell et al, 2011; Dopko, 2015; Wilson, 1986; Grinde and Patil, 2009; Rogers, 2024; Ohly et al, 2016; Basu et al, 2018; Thrive, 2026; Ulrich, 2023; Franco et al, 2017). The improvements these programs can have on the lives of individuals make a clear case for the use of the outdoors in improving health and well-being. The system of social prescribing that supports such programs and directs participants to them can be evidenced as beneficial from a large-scale perspective too, making significant returns to wellbeing from financial investments received and being widely popular (The Outdoor Partnership, 2026; Makanjuola et al, 2023; Howarth et al, 2020). However, this success can reveal the issues buried in the current system of social prescribing for outdoor wellbeing activities, exposing inconsistencies between programs, misunderstandings of the purpose of wellbeing initiatives and a need for programs which can rapidly overload systems and programs (Brown and Aylett, 2025).

With all the evidence in mind, it is clear to see that strategic uses of the outdoors are hugely beneficial for health and wellbeing, but that for those benefits to continue to be accrued by those who need them the system of funding and deliverance must be reviewed and improved upon to maintain access going forward.
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