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As modern lifestyles become increasingly sedentary and indoor-focused, the value of natural environments for human health and wellbeing has never been more significant. Natural spaces offer vital opportunities for physical activity, psychological restoration, and meaningful engagement with the world around us.
Recognizing these benefits underscores the need to intentionally integrate outdoor experiences into our daily lives and learning environments. By strategically utilizing nature through community initiatives and biophilic design, we can effectively promote holistic wellbeing in both everyday and educational settings.


But what does it mean to strategically utilize outdoor spaces? Natural Resources Wales provided a compelling example through their "Come Outside!" Project (2014-2015). The initiative aimed to encourage community groups to engage in non-sporting outdoor activities to enhance self-esteem, confidence, and motivation, while promoting physical health and social integration. This also provided the participants with transferable skills and knowledge regarding outdoor spaces and how to use them. By collaborating with various support organizations, community groups, and activity providers, the project targeted vulnerable populations, including individuals with mental and physical disabilities, those in recovery, the homeless, minority groups, youth groups, and the uneducated or unemployed.
This organisation has done multiple case studies in this time period including the 3G’s Men’s Project (supported by Merthyr Tydfil Communities First North Cluster), which worked with unemployed men, aged in their late teens into their late 50’s who weren’t engaging in other activities, many of whom lived solitary, isolated lives. Through activities such as geocaching, guided walks, gardening, bushcraft, and community litter picks, participants showed significant improvements in physical activity, social skills, and collaborative teamwork.
A separate case study, the Women’s Refuge Supported by the Women’s Aid and Federation of City Farms and Gardens helped women and children escaping domestic abuse connect within their refuge through gardening. Participants were able to establish a supportive environment and strengthened familial bonds. Additionally, the program provided educational value regarding horticulture and healthy eating habits.
The "Come Outside!" initiative has successfully implemented numerous projects and programs, supported by extensive case studies that demonstrate the clear benefits of community-based outdoor activities. Beyond group formation, the initiative has focused on developing inclusive spaces for all ages. A key achievement is the Roundhouse Project, supported by the North Denbighshire Communities First Cluster, which established a mountain bike and road track on Denbighshire Countryside Service land. This facility provides a positive and constructive environment that actively engages local youth in order to keep them “off the street”.
Other notable case studies include the Change Steps group, the Countryside Rangers, and the Wednesday Warriors, as well as many others. To date, these programs have engaged 3,370 participants, excluding the numerous staff and volunteers whom also benefited from the experience. After viewing the progress of 1,100 beneficiaries in December 2015, the following positive outcomes were found:
·Confidence levels increased from 45% to 91%.
·Self-esteem improved from 43% to 79%.
·General activity levels rose from 43% to 80%.

Of course, while being outdoors offers many benefits, there are also notable downsides. For instance, changing weather conditions, prolonged sun exposure, and environmental hazards like allergens can pose risks.
Additionally, outdoor programs often require significant external support from other organizations for planning, safety supervision, and funding, as well as effective outreach to engage targeted groups.
Another challenge being the potential for participants to feel increasingly more isolated once a program ends and the group's social activity ceases. And for those living in spaces far from nature who lack the means for independent transportation, it can be incredibly difficult-if not impossible-to continue these activities on their own.


However, there are ways around this, if access to nature is scarce, we can bring nature to us with biophilic design. 

This concept is rooted in the "biophilia hypothesis," which suggests that humans possess an innate, evolutionary tendency to seek connections with nature and other forms of life.
Research shows that being around nature-or elements that resemble it-activates our parasympathetic nervous system. This physical response slows breathing, lowers heart rates, and reduces blood pressure, helping our bodies relax. Consequently, biophilic design offers significant psychological and physiological benefits: it reduces stress hormones and muscular tension while enhancing creative problem-solving, focus, mood, and overall cognitive performance.
Architecturally, biophilic design incorporates natural elements like greenery, sunlight, and water. This can be achieved on a large scale through rooftop gardens, skylights, fountains, and the use of natural materials like wood. It also includes "fractals"-complex patterns commonly found in nature. Even smaller additions, such as nature-themed artwork or street-side trees or turning unused spaces into parks, can make a difference.
This approach works in harmony with Attention Restoration Theory (ART), which poses that gentle, natural environments allow our minds to recover from mental fatigue. Whether at work, home, or school, integrating these natural elements helps us "reset" and improves our overall well-being. This theoretical benefit is supported by real-world evidence; specifically, 
research conducted by the Institute of Education, part of University College London (UCL) has revealed significant positive impacts on the self-worth and confidence of primary schoolchildren after taking part in activities in wild places.
Academics surveyed 451 children across 12 regions in England, both before and after they engaged in Wildlife Trust activities, such as plant and tree identification. The research also included interviews with teachers and Wildlife Trust educators. For which, UCL researchers found a vast majority of children surveyed gained new insights into the natural world, experienced a boost in confidence, and developed stronger relationships with their teachers and peers after spending time in nature. 
The results were compelling:
·79% of the children felt the experience benefited their schoolwork.
·84% felt more capable of taking on new challenges.
· 79% reported a measurable increase in self-confidence.
 “The outdoor space in which learning takes place is an integral part of the learning process,” and that “learning within an outdoor environment supports a young person’s personal, social, and educational development; improves health and wellbeing, engagement with physical literacy, and environmental awareness.”

Similar to Come Outside!, UK Youth creates programs for young people to do activities outdoors. Using the Experience, Learn, Develop (ELD) Framework as their principal foundation, they set out for youth to get the greatest benefit to being outdoors. Allowing opportunities for personal growth, social development, and educational progress. 

One case study in spring of 2023, followed 12 young people aged 11-16 from Tetbury Youth Club in an afterschool workshop at Westonbirt in order to recognize the benefits of being in green spaces for mental health and wellbeing (especially since Covid). The eight-week program consisted of seven weekly sessions which ran from 4pm – 6pm through April and May, consisting of self-selected activities including sitting by the fire, whittling, fire lighting, identify trees, campfire cooking, and arts and crafts. “We also incorporated mindfulness techniques into the sessions to help the young people transition into each session, and as tools they could use to improve their mental health and wellbeing outside of the programme.”
To evaluate these sessions, the Community Coordinator wrote up observations after each session, participants were given journals at the start of the program and wrote a reflection after each session, questionnaire were completed by 8 of the 12 participants at the end of the program, and feedback was given from both parents and staff. From these observations, the following was found:
· 87% of young people evaluated, agreed with the statement,’ The afterschool programme helped me relax and wind down after school’  
· 87% agreed with ‘I feel like I have connected with nature more during the sessions’
· 100% agreed with ‘I learnt new skills during the programme’

In spring of 2025 a near identical program ran with another 12 kids, which proved similar results.
UK Youth continues to bring together people and organisations to build programs, spaces and activities in order to help schools and youth groups connect kids to the outdoors.


Schools are not alone in this mission. Recognizing the vital link between nature and well-being, the government and the NHS launched a two-year, £5.77 million 'Green Social Prescribing Programme' in April 2021. This cross-government initiative aims to support people of all backgrounds in connecting with 'green and blue spaces' within their daily lives. By integrating this holistic approach into healthcare, the program empowers patients to make healthier lifestyle choices.
Supported by the Treasury Shared Outcomes Fund-with additional contributions from NHS England, Sport England, and the National Academy for Social Prescribing (NASP)- the program focuses on five key goals:
·Improving mental health outcomes.
·Reducing health inequalities.
·Lowering demand on the health and social care system.
·Developing best practices for resilient and accessible green social activities.
· Scaling green social prescribing across integrated care systems.

Furthermore, the UK is establishing new standards for urban green infrastructure. By providing targeted support to healthcare, education, and employment sectors, the government is ensuring nature is woven into land management and public services. From maintaining inclusive spaces such as National Trails to encouraging greater community engagement, the goal is clear: improving health and quality of life by making nature more accessible.
Of course, by recognising the importance of nature, we must also find ways to protect it. Focusing on the following priorities, the UK government has established six key strategic priorities centered on recognizing the importance of nature.  These initiatives include supporting large-scale projects by streamlining the permissions for landowners and working closely with Defra partners to tackle the root causes of environmental decline, ensuring cleaner air, water, and soil. Simultaneously, the government is partnering with developers to prioritize "high nature, low carbon" infrastructure and bolstering food security through sustainable farming and fishing. By utilizing spatial planning to create better environments for living and working, these efforts aim to connect communities with nature closer to home, ensuring that everyone can enjoy the profound health and wellbeing benefits that a thriving natural world provides.


In conclusion, using strategic approaches to connect people with nature is essential for creating a healthier, more balanced society. When governments and communities plan carefully through green infrastructure, accessible public spaces, and initiatives like social prescribing – they ensure that nature is not a luxury, but a resource available to everyone. These strategies improve physical and mental health, strengthen communities, and foster a deeper sense of responsibility for protecting the environment around them. By embedding nature into everyday spaces such as cities, schools, architecture, and healthcare systems, societies can create lasting benefits for both people and the planet.
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