Critically evaluate the impact of outdoor adventure on the health and well-being of a specific demographic group in your local area and make recommendations for removing barriers to participation.

In December 2023, 36 leading national governing bodies and organisations, ranging from the British Mountaineering Council and Ramblers to the Wildlife Trusts and Friends of The Earth gave their backing to a new ‘Outdoors for All’ manifesto calling for more access to green and blue spaces. 
In their manifesto they highlight some alarming statistics that state:
“Physical inactivity is associated with 1 in 6 deaths in the UK and is estimated to cost the country £7.4bn per year.”[footnoteRef:12424]  [12424:  https://www.thebmc.co.uk/Handlers/DownloadHandler.ashx?id=2312] 

“Obesity is estimated to cost the UK economy £58bn a year.”[footnoteRef:29133] [29133:  https://www.thebmc.co.uk/Handlers/DownloadHandler.ashx?id=2312
] 

“The cost to the UK economy of poor mental health has been estimated to be in the range of £53-56bn.”[footnoteRef:18560] [18560:  https://www.thebmc.co.uk/Handlers/DownloadHandler.ashx?id=2312] 

It seems clear that there is an epidemic of ill health, both mental and physical, that is costing us a fortune, and more importantly, our lives. Indeed, here in Wales, the government has enshrined in law, in the form of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, the need to improve the health of the nation. One of the seven well-being goals laid out in the Act is for a healthier Wales:
“A society in which people’s physical and mental well-being is maximised and in which choices and behaviours that benefit future health are understood.”[footnoteRef:26707] [26707:  https://www.gov.wales/well-being-future-generations-act-essentials-html#60668] 

All future decisions made by Welsh Ministers, local authorities, National Park authorities, Local health boards, the Arts Council and the Sports Council (amongst others) must show a commitment and action plan to meet this and other targets. As an example, Natural Resources Wales have set out their well-being objectives to 2030:
By 2030 in Wales: nature is recovering; communities are resilient to climate change; pollution is minimised.[footnoteRef:30281] [30281:  https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/what-we-do/strategies-and-plans/well-being-statement/?lang=en] 

 In fact, before the Well-being of Future Generations Act came into being, the Welsh Government had already put into place the Active Travel (Wales) Act 2013, with the aim of ‘dealing with major challenges in securing our nation’s physical and mental well-being'[footnoteRef:19918]. Focussing on cycling and walking as a means of transport, the Active Travel Act ‘offers a simple way of building physical activity into everyday lives and bringing associated health improvements.’[footnoteRef:9426]  [19918:  https://www.gov.wales/active-travel-action-plan]  [9426:  https://www.gov.wales/active-travel-action-plan] 

Physical and mental well-being is emphasised in both Acts, and the suggestion is clear that being active and being outdoors is a way to improve both. Indeed, during the Covid 19 pandemic, one of the only things people were allowed outside of their house for was to get some exercise and to get some fresh air. 
Initiatives from both the government and public bodies have long tried to encourage physical activity, such as Couch to 5k[footnoteRef:3571], which is heavily promoted by the NHS, as a means boosting confidence, relieving stress and helping people to manage depression.[footnoteRef:25891] [3571:  https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/running-and-aerobic-exercises/get-running-with-couch-to-5k/]  [25891:  https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/running-and-aerobic-exercises/get-running-with-couch-to-5k/] 

There is also Healthier Families, (also from the NHS) with its suggestion that ‘Kids need to be physically active for 60 minutes a day, with 30 minutes of that activity taking place outside of school.’[footnoteRef:17326] (Previously known as Fit for Life).  [17326:  https://www.nhs.uk/healthier-families/activities/] 

Walking the Way to Health was another initiative, backed by Natural England and the British Heart Foundation, that set out encourage people to get out walking more, citing the physical and mental health benefits.[footnoteRef:29977] Underpinning all these initiatives is the idea that getting outside and active can be good for us – the link between exercise and health are well known.  [29977:  https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-015-1915-y] 

So, in some ways the Outdoors for All manifesto is nothing new, but there is another, less obvious and less well-known idea at play here; the idea of nature-connectedness. As well as statistics on obesity and inactivity, the Outdoors for All manifesto also notes that:
“The UK ranks lowest of 14 European nations on nature connectedness.”[footnoteRef:19426]  [19426:  https://www.thebmc.co.uk/Handlers/DownloadHandler.ashx?id=2312
] 

To combat this, they are calling for new legislation to ensure everyone lives within a 15-minute walk of an accessible green or blue space. (Interestingly, it does not explain what nature connectedness is.) This strikes a different tone to many of the previous initiatives mentioned above, which have often been more focused on exercise, weight loss and healthy eating. To understand why this approach has been taken, with its focus on access to green and blue spaces, we first need to look at the ideas and theories behind nature connectedness.
Whilst the idea of there being health benefits to nature and to being in nature has undoubtedly been around for a long time, academically speaking, it has historically been hard to deliver any evidence-based research to back this up. Indeed, the rationale, in educational terms, behind the idea that being in the outdoors, and doing outdoor adventurous activities is beneficial to learners, had for a long time been based on a kind of self-evidence (self-evident to those who propose it) - that it just is good for you, and so outdoor activities were often seen as being worthwhile for their own sake. [footnoteRef:29908] [29908:  Nicol, R. (2002). Outdoor education: Research topic or universal value? Part one. Journal of Adventure Education and Outdoor Learning, 2(1), 29–41.  p. 39] 

If anything, the point of ‘the Great Outdoors’ educationally speaking, was, on the one hand, in the Public Schools of the 1930’s and 1940’s, to prepare young men for war or positions of leadership - 
“The qualities expected to be engendered included courage, loyalty, endurance, a sense of honour, self-denial, fair play, public spirit and obedience.”[footnoteRef:5691] [5691:  Cook, L. (1999). The 1944 Education Act and outdoor education: Form policy to practice. History of Education (Tavistock), 28(2), 158–172.  p.158] 

Or, on the other hand, in the case of government backed initiatives, and following the 1944 Education Act, the ‘Great Outdoors’ (and thus, nature), was seen as a means to foster social change, and, rather than to build character, it was for the prevention of juvenile delinquency. [footnoteRef:19712] The mental health benefits were not really considered in and of themselves.  [19712:  Ibid (p.169)] 

However, with EO Wilson’s publication of Biophilia in 1984, there was an increased awareness of, and interest in the human/nature interface. He proposed the idea that humans have a natural affinity for life, and for living things, and his work supports the argument that the environments around humans need to include the essentials of nature for providing us with psychological and physiological health.[footnoteRef:13823] Support for this affiliation with nature comes from research that demonstrates increased psychological well-being upon exposure to natural features and environments.[footnoteRef:15802] [13823:  David S. Jones, Phillip B. Roös, Chapter 28 - Re-envisaging cities: biophilic and First Nations strategies from Australia, Editor(s): Zaheer Allam, Didier Chabaud, Catherine Gall, Florent Pratlong, Carlos Moreno,
Resilient and Sustainable Cities, Elsevier, 2023, Pages 519-535]  [15802:  Gullone, E. (2000). The Biophilia Hypothesis and Life in the 21st Century: Increasing Mental Health or Increasing Pathology? Journal of Happiness Studies, 1(3), 293–322.  p.1] 

Wilson argues that we are genetically wired to want, and to need contact with nature, and natural things. In some ways, this thinking does validate those early proponents of outdoor education, and anyone else who has thought that being outside makes them feel good, and even more importantly, makes them feel better. 
However, there is evidence to suggest that it is not just nature contact that we need, and that can have so many positive outcomes, but that we as humans need to foster a sense of nature connectedness. As Pirchio (et al) note in their study into the effects of contact with nature, “connectedness to nature seems to play an important role in these benefits of contact with nature”[footnoteRef:8636], and Martin (et al) found that ‘nature contact alone may be insufficient’[footnoteRef:13274] to gain the health benefits of nature.  [8636:  Sabine Pirchio, Ylenia Passiatore, Angelo Panno, Maurilio Cipparone, & Giuseppe Carrus. (2021). The Effects of Contact With Nature During Outdoor Environmental Education on Students’ Wellbeing, Connectedness to Nature and Pro-sociality. Frontiers in Psychology, 12.  p.3]  [13274:  Martin, L., White, M. P., Hunt, A., Richardson, M., Pahl, S., & Burt, J. (2020). Nature contact, nature connectedness and associations with health, wellbeing and pro-environmental behaviours. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 68, 101389-.  p.1] 


Nature connectedness theories etc.. And Benefits on health and wellbeing
So, we can see that, as Brymer (et al) note ‘health and well-being benefits range from those that enhance flourishing and thriving to those where nature interactions protect against the onset of illness, to those where nature is an effective intervention for ill health.’[footnoteRef:9420] [9420:  Eric Brymer, Elizabeth Freeman, & Miles Richardson. (2019). Editorial: One Health: The Well-being Impacts of Human-Nature Relationships. Frontiers in Psychology, 10.  ] 

This idea, of nature as an effective intervention for ill health, brings us back to the present day, to the Outdoors for All manifesto, and to the Well-being of Future Generations Act.
We are clearly facing a huge problem and at huge cost, and at the same time we are becoming increasingly more aware that nature, being outdoors, fostering a connection with nature and having outdoor adventures can help tackle this problem, and alleviate some of the burden on us, and our health services. Studies have found that statistically significant reduction in depressive symptomology, and large to very large, statistically significant improvements in behavioural and emotional functioning[footnoteRef:15020] in young people, as a result of taking part in a 10-week Wilderness Adventure Therapy (WAT) programme. Outdoor adventure has also been shown to give young people with mental illness 'increased self-esteem and mastery, and the achievement of personal goals gained... may facilitate, or be a precursor to, a young person’s psychosocial recovery.’[footnoteRef:19375] Whilst the studies do seem to show that nature has a positive effect on mental health, it can be difficult to quantify the findings - what counts as nature? Is all ’nature’ equal? What is an objective measure of a mental health outcome? As more studies and research are done, this should become clearer.[footnoteRef:16961] [15020:  Daniel J. Bowen, James T. Neill, Simon J.R. Crisp, Wilderness adventure therapy effects on the mental health of youth participants, Evaluation and Program Planning, Volume 58, 2016, Pages 49-59]  [19375:  Lori Schell, Sue M. Cotton, & Marni Luxmoore. (2012). Outdoor adventure for young people with a mental illness: Outdoor adventure for young people. Early Intervention in Psychiatry, 6, 407–414.]  [16961:  Tillmann, S., Tobin, D., Avison, W., & Gilliland, J. (2018). Mental health benefits of interactions with nature in children and teenagers: a systematic review. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health (1979), 72(10), 958–966] 

It is important to note here that outdoor adventure can be anything: from Nordic Walking to an urban litter-pick, from volunteering at a local nature-reserve to simply sitting on the beach. Outdoor adventure can be defined by the needs of a targeted group – if you are working with fit and able-bodied teenagers, then maybe climbing Pen-y-Fan would be a good option for a session, and if you were working with toddlers, a sensory play session, using pre-arranged natural and heuristic materials in a local park would also be an outdoor adventurous activity. 
So, it is clear we have a problem, but it is also becoming increasingly clear that we have a very cost-effective, at least partial, solution – the use of, enjoyment of, and connection to our natural world. The great tragedy of our times is that the very thing that could help reverse the declining health of the human population of Earth, is simultaneously being destroyed, by the people of Earth. We are destroying the health of the very thing that could help save our own.
The idea of a Natural Health Service has been around for some time, and initially referred to a report by Natural England from 2009 which stated in its forward that;
 In order to reap the benefits that the natural environment can provide for our health we need to uphold two new principles. Firstly, that good quality green space needs to be equally available to everyone. And secondly that health professionals should embrace the use of the natural environment in preventing diseases of 21st Century living.[footnoteRef:19534] [19534:  https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20140605114733/http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/31045] 

It is also a term used by Nature Scot, Scotland’s Nature Agency, who aim to show how greater use of the outdoors can help to tackle physical inactivity, help deal with mental health issues, as well as address health inequalities.[footnoteRef:6380] [6380:  https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/contributing-healthier-scotland/our-natural-health-service] 

Even more recently, in 2023, the term has been used by The Wildlife Trusts, and in their report of the same name, they note that a thriving, wildlife-rich environment benefits people’s physical and mental health. People with nature on their doorstep are more active, mentally resilient and have better all-round health.[footnoteRef:12200] [12200:  https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/sites/default/files/2023-07/23JUN_Health_Report_Summary_FINAL.pdf] 

Clearly, there have been many reports and initiatives aimed at getting people outdoors, and the link between the outdoors and health has been clearly made. When this has been recommended by health practitioners, this is known as Green Social Prescribing. In April 2021, the UK Government launched a £5.77 million Green Social Prescribing Programme, with the aim of improving mental health outcomes, reducing health inequalities, and reducing demand on the health and social care system.[footnoteRef:11158] The initial findings suggest that there were positive improvements in mental health and wellbeing and strong engagement in communities experiencing high levels of social inequalities that affect health and wellbeing[footnoteRef:28611]. This led to the National Academy for Social Prescribing developing a Toolkit to allow practitioners to prescribe nature-based interventions more easily.[footnoteRef:21418]  [11158:  https://www.england.nhs.uk/personalisedcare/social-prescribing/green-social-prescribing/#:~:text=Green%20social%20prescribing%20is%20the,their%20mental%20and%20physical%20health.]  [28611:  https://socialprescribingacademy.org.uk/what-is-social-prescribing/natural-environment-and-social-prescribing/green-toolkit/]  [21418:  https://socialprescribingacademy.org.uk/what-is-social-prescribing/natural-environment-and-social-prescribing/green-toolkit/] 

In its recently published (2023) Environmental Improvement Plan (EIP) the UK government has pledged to Increase the accessibility of green and blue spaces through the £14.5 million ‘Access for All’ programme[footnoteRef:6861]. Nature connection and engagement with nature in various formats is being increasingly used across various health disciplines[footnoteRef:8819] and has become a mainstream political idea in the UK. [6861:  https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/64a6d9c1c531eb000c64fffa/environmental-improvement-plan-2023.pdf]  [8819:  Reis, A., Gray, T., Mann, J., Mallinson, J., Katnoria, M., Seach, W., & Peel, N. (2023). Measuring nature-based health interventions – a rapid review of instrumentation and outcomes. Journal of Outdoor and Environmental Education.  p.2] 


Has it worked? STUDIES/effectiveness - examples of GSP initiatives



Whilst there is evidence that suggests these initiatives are working, there are nonetheless many barriers to participating in outdoor activities. These can be economic barriers – lots of activities in the outdoors require payment, and in times of austerity, people may feel that paying to take part in a forest bathing session, or an outdoor yoga class is simply beyond their means. Or, there is the potential cost of specific equipment – many people feel that they need specialist clothes and gear to take part in certain activities, such as cycling or hill-walking, and this can be off-putting. Working long hours and shift work can also be a barrier, after a tiring day at work, many people do not have the time to lace up their walking boots and get outside. A lack of private transport is another large barrier to participation in outdoor adventurous activities – the public transport system in all but the biggest cities can be very inadequate.
The barriers I come across the most in my personal practice as an educator are the cultural barriers – young people who have no family or cultural traditions of being outside, of going for a walk, of being in nature. Indeed, they are more likely to have a family tradition of actively disliking the outdoors, and a fear of weather. (It can be too cold, too hot, too wet, too windy.) And, without a role model, someone in their life who does go outdoors and have outdoor adventures, it is no surprise that they are reluctant. It can all to easily seem like something that is meant for other people, and that some people are inherently ‘outdoor types’. 
And of course, health itself can be a barrier to getting outside – a lack of mobility, a fear of falling amongst the elderly, an inability to walk due to lung and heart issues, and the ever-growing mental health issues that for some people mean the outside world is a scary place to be. 
STUDIES??
Young people aged 12-16
My rationale for looking at this group is my interest in removing barriers to access to nature for children and young people, as this is the group that stands to benefit most from getting an early “nature connection.” 
Natural England study childhood/nature - lack of time in nature and impact
The younger age groups have been slightly overlooked – most nature based green social prescribing has been for the over 16 age group. For younger children, the emphasis has been more on the educational benefits of the outdoors, as shown by the emergence of a UK Forest Schools movement. However, thinking specifically of the mental health benefits of nature, those younger than 16 would be able to benefit from the preventative effects of nature on negative mental health outcomes.[footnoteRef:27352]  [27352:  Bertotti, M., Hayes, D., Berry, V., Jarvis-Beesley, P., & Husk, K. (2022). Social prescribing for children and young people.] 

There is a broad range of opportunities to take part in outdoor adventure activities in the UK, and specifically here in Wales. They are run by a diverse range of organisations, ranging from the well-funded, government-backed schemes mentioned above, to much smaller schemes, often run by volunteers. One such smaller group is Wildlife Detectives[footnoteRef:13765], a session run for children by Cardiff Parks Rangers, at Forest Farm, Cardiff. [13765:  https://www.outdoorcardiff.com/parks/cardiff-wildlife-detectives/] 

The group runs every 3rd Sunday of the month 10am-12pm and includes activities such as pond dipping, bird watching, a river shuffle, mini beast hunting and tree identifying sessions. They also run seasonal activities, such as a Halloween spooky walk, nature themed arts and crafts, and a ‘spring clean’ litter picking event. They describe the group's purpose as to provide engaging nature-based activities for families. [footnoteRef:13840] The sessions are free, and children must be accompanied by their adult. The majority of the children that attend the sessions are between seven and 10 years of age, although there are often younger children who come with their siblings.  There is a fairly equal split between girls and boys who attend. [13840:  Personal email, Hopewell, J (2024)] 


Jess’s view on the impact these sessions have on the health and wellbeing of the children who attend broadly fits in with the general views outlined above – she sees happy, engaged children, who 

There are several potential barriers to young people participating in this group, such as the booking process. Despite being free, participants are required to book a slot via a web booking site. Jess felt that if it was a ‘drop-in’ session, then more people might give it a go, but that booking a space via the web page might feel too committing. Conversely, this system can also mean that the event is ‘full,’ but because people have not had to pay, they feel they can easily drop out. This means some people who did want to go will inevitably miss out. Another issue, as mentioned above, is transport. The session is on a Sunday, and so there is reduced public transport. Jess also highlighted the fact that she feels that sometimes the adults who must come to the session to supervise their children are not that interested in what is going on, and so often do not return after a few sessions. Finally, Jess had concerns about the inclusivity of the group; the families are almost all white. 

Recommendations to help remove barriers to participation.
More frequent sessions – more availability of spaces
Change to a Saturday – better transport
Trial a drop in session, with no booking required
Trial a session where the parents can leave the children (obviously this would be subjected DBS checks and suitable ratios)
Try and secure funding from NHS, tap into the idea of GSP, which could help pay extra staffing costs
Issues of inclusivity – do talks at local schools to engage a more diverse range of children. 



Profile of this group – National profile of this age group health/obesity etc..

 critique of the robustness of the research methodology/evidence.)
NCI test – it would have been good to be able to run the NCI tests and wellbeing tests on the group before they started, and follow them for a whole term and then retest. 
Conclusions
A more holistic approach is needed if every child is going to be able to access a suitable, nature-based scheme, or even just have access to the green and blue spaces they deserve. Everyone involved in a child’s welfare, but particularly those working in Education and CAHMS (Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services) need clarity on who it is that should be implementing these services.[footnoteRef:31922] There are signs of hope in Wales, however, as the Residential Outdoor Education (Wales) Act 2024[footnoteRef:6027] moves through the Senedd, with its aim to ensure all children in Wales get to experience a week long residential trip to an outdoor activity centre. Hopefully, when this becomes legally binding, the importance of nature, and its health and well-being benefits will be even more widely acknowledged and will become even more accessible to all. [31922:  Polley M., Hayes, D., Husk K., Jarvis-Beesley, P., Mitchell, D., & Keohane, J. (2023). Social Prescribing for Children and Young People: A summary of findings from our recent snapshot survey. London: National Academy for Social Prescribing]  [6027:  https://senedd.wales/media/qv5pzl21/draft-residential-outdoor-education-wales-bill.pdf] 


  For example, what skills are needed to work with young people in this context?
