This essay will examine how outdoor sector companies strategically use outdoor environments to shape and advance social, political, and educational narratives. 
[bookmark: _Int_W0bXnbB9][bookmark: _Int_XxUnSXAR][bookmark: _Int_HLrUDhui][bookmark: _Int_d7rpgwyx]In recent years, the outdoors has increasingly been used in intentional and structured ways to support health and well-being, particularly in response to growing concerns about mental health, physical inactivity, and social disconnection in the UK. Health is commonly understood, following the definition of the World Health Organisation (WHO, no date), as more than simply the absence of illness, instead including physical, mental, and social well-being. This broader understanding has encouraged schools, health services, and community organisations to view the outdoors as a purposeful tool for improving outcomes such as confidence, resilience, physical activity, and social connection However, although research often highlights positive links between outdoor engagement and well-being, the strength and quality of this evidence varies, and it is shaped by wider social, political, and educational priorities. This essay will critically review the evidence for the strategic use of the outdoors in promoting health and well-being, considering different perspectives, highlighting limitations in the research, and reflecting on personal experience within outdoor practice.	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): Constitution of the World Health Organization
[bookmark: _Int_smOvuc0q][bookmark: _Int_KavoqB02][bookmark: _Int_MmwUqYrE][bookmark: _Int_77XvVmIt][bookmark: _Int_rfWn48j1]There are multiple narratives around the strategic use of the outdoors. This essay will explore social narratives, political narratives, and educational narratives. Social narratives include concerns about rising mental health issues, especially in young people, the increase in sedentary lifestyles, and the growing public interest in nature and green spaces. To address these concerns, the Come Outside programme was created in 2012 and ran until 2026 to encourage people to use local outdoor spaces to improve physical activity, health, confidence, and wellbeing (Natural Resources Wales, no date). The aim of Come Outside is to target those in socially deprived communities in Wales. Come Outside worked with around 260 different organisations across a range of sectors, including health, education, youth work, and outdoor recreation. Over 3,370 participants were involved in the programme, with 95% being satisfied with their sessions and 83% saying they had learned something new about nature. Although only 196 participants attended 10- 60 sessions. 42% of groups went to self-organise their activities, and 500-700 people were taking part in outdoor activities outside the organised sessions, increasing the percentage of people living active lives by 30% (Natural Resources Wales, no date). 	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://naturalresources.wales/media/678738/come-outside-eng-executive-summary-final-evaluation-report-march-2016.pdf?utm


[bookmark: _Int_1KUzDeOI]Moving on to political narratives, the Environment (Wales) Act 2016, introduced by the Welsh Government, provides a legal framework for protecting and sustainably managing Wales' natural resources. The Act focuses on ensuring that land, water, forests, wildlife, and natural landscapes are used in ways that meet current needs while protecting them for future generations. It introduced the concept of Sustainable Management of Natural Resources (SMNR), which requires organisations such as Natural Resources Wales to balance environmental protection with social and economic benefits. This approach recognises that the natural environment plays a key role in supporting public health, wellbeing, and economic development.	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): Environment (Wales) Act 2016
The Act also places a duty on public bodies to support and improve biodiversity, helping protect ecosystems and wildlife across Wales. In addition, it introduced legally binding greenhouse gas reduction targets and carbon budgets to help tackle climate change. Another important feature is the use of Area Statements, which help name environmental priorities and opportunities for sustainable resource management in different regions of Wales. Overall, the Act promotes long-term environmental sustainability while recognising the importance of accessible natural spaces for communities, linking closely with wider Welsh policies such as the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which aims to improve the social, economic, environmental, and cultural well-being of people in Wales.	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://futuregenerations.wales/discover/about-future-generations-commissioner/future-generations-act-2015/

[bookmark: _Int_e0AUtxUB][bookmark: _Int_VSvmx7x4][bookmark: _Int_X92iXHAo][bookmark: _Int_Pdy7q6be]A company that uses the outdoors strategically for education is The Forest School Association (FSA). Forest School Association is a professional body and charitable organisation based in the UK. Established in 2012 it supports educators, schools, and outdoor practitioners who use woodland and natural environments as a regular part of children’s learning and development. The organisation promotes long-term, child-centred outdoor education where participants will frequently visit outdoor spaces in order to build confidence, practical skills, and a connection to nature. These sessions are often child led allowing learners to take appropriate risks while being supported and encouraged to do so (Knight, 2013).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://research-ebsco-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/c/onvpsy/search/details/bnkkgmmdxv?request-context=plink&db=nlebk

[bookmark: _Int_rufP0ILs]Research published in the Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health found that Wales has the highest average percentage of green space at 45% compared to the other home nations, this green space is also spread more evenly across Wales’ deprived and affluent areas than anywhere else in the UK. By adding this green space to deprived cities and communities, it has reduced deaths that could have been avoided (BMJ Group, 2014).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://bmjgroup.com/more-green-space-linked-to-fewer-preventable-deaths-in-most-deprived-areas-of-uk/#:~:text=Of%20the%204%20nations%2C%20only,than%20'land%20use'%20data.
[bookmark: _Int_3e4cK0kn][bookmark: _Int_x4PSEsm3]The NHS also has its own initiative called NHS Forest which started in 2009 as a tree planting initiative but has since expanded into a programme dedicated to bringing nature to healthcare environments. Over 480 healthcare sites across the UK have joined the programme with more than 150,000 trees being planted on NHS sites. NHS Forest is a great example of strategic use of the outdoors in a health care setting as hospitals intentionally create these outdoor spaces to help with rehabilitation, therapy, staff wellbeing, and improve sustainability (NHS Forest, 2026.	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://nhsforest.org/about/nhs-forest/

[bookmark: _Int_YXpftE0H]The strategic use of outdoor environments to support health and well-being is grounded in several influential psychological and environmental theories. Attention Restoration Theory as developed by Rachel Kaplan and Stephan Kaplan in environmental psychology (C.Ackerman, 2018). The theory explains how natural environments help restore mental focus and reduce cognitive fatigue. In modern life, people often use what the Kaplans call directed attention, which is the mental effort needed to concentrate on tasks such as studying, working, or using digital devices. Over time, this sustained concentration can lead to mental fatigue, making it harder for individuals to focus, process information, and manage stress.	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): What is Kaplan's Attention Restoration Theory (ART)?

[bookmark: _Int_qhBhoVKM]According to Attention Restoration Theory, natural environments help restore this mental capacity because they provide a type of attention known as “soft fascination.” Unlike demanding environments such as busy cities or classrooms, natural settings gently capture attention through elements like trees, water, wildlife, and landscapes. This allows the brain to recover from mental exhaustion while remaining engaged with the surroundings. The Kaplans named four characteristics that make an environment restorative: being away (a sense of escape from everyday pressures), fascination (effortless attention), extent (a rich environment that feels immersive), and compatibility (the environment supports what a person wants to do) (Ohly et al., 2016).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10937404.2016.1196155?	Comment by Claire Edwards: Ohly, H., White, M. P., Wheeler, B. W., Bethel, A., Ukoumunne, O. C., Nikolaou, V., & Garside, R. (2016). Attention Restoration Theory: A systematic review of the attention restoration potential of exposure to natural environments. Journal of Toxicology and Environmental Health, Part B, 19(7), 305–343. https://doi.org/10.1080/10937404.2016.1196155	Comment by Claire Edwards: (Ohly et al., 2016)

In my own practice within outdoor adventure education, I could apply Attention Restoration Theory by intentionally using natural environments to support participants with their focus and well-being. The theory suggests that time spent in nature can restore mental attention that becomes difficult with demanding tasks. During outdoor sessions, I could incorporate short pauses where participants can step back from their activity and simply engage with the surrounding environment. For example, after physically or mentally challenging activities such as climbing or navigation, I could encourage participants to take a moment to observe the landscape, listen to natural sounds, or quietly reflect on their experience. I have found that these moments would allow individuals to mentally reset and return to the activity with improved concentration and engagement. By structuring activities in a way that balances challenge with opportunities to experience the calming and restorative qualities of nature, I could use the outdoor environment strategically to support learning, reflection, and overall well-being.
Stress Reduction Theory was developed by Roger Ulrich and explains how exposure to natural environments can reduce stress and improve emotional well-being. The theory suggests that humans have evolved to respond positively to natural landscapes because, throughout human history, environments with vegetation, water, and open spaces have been associated with safety and survival. As a result, when individuals are exposed to natural environments today, the body can experience automatic physiological responses that help reduce stress.
According to Stress Reduction Theory, natural settings can lead to measurable physical and psychological changes, such as reduced blood pressure, lower heart rate, decreased muscle tension and improved mood. Ulrich’s research demonstrated that even brief exposure to natural environments, such as views of trees or green landscapes, can help individuals recover from stressful situations more quickly than exposure to built-up urban environments alone. This suggests that nature has a restorative and calming effect that supports both mental and physical health.
[bookmark: _Int_FQHZ7nV1]In my own practice within outdoor adventure education, I could apply principles from Stress Reduction Theory by using natural environments to help participants feel calmer and more comfortable during activities. The theory suggests that exposure to natural settings can reduce stress and improve emotional well-being. During outdoor sessions, I could try to create opportunities for participants to experience the calming effects of nature, particularly before or after challenging tasks. For example, before beginning activities such as climbing or problem solving exercises, I may allow time for a short walk or encourage participants to take a moment to observe the environment. Similarly, after demanding activities, I could provide time for participants to sit in a quiet natural space and reflect on their experience. I have found that these moments help individuals relax, reduce feelings of anxiety, and approach activities with greater confidence. By intentionally incorporating these experiences into outdoor sessions, I would be able to use the natural environment strategically to support participants’ emotional well-being and overall learning experience.
In conclusion, the strategic use of the outdoors to promote health and well-being is supported by a wide range of social, political, and educational narratives, each highlighting the growing recognition of nature as a valuable resource for improving quality of life. Evidence from programmes such as Come Outside, national policies such as the Environment (Wales) Act 2016, and educational approaches, including Forest School, demonstrates that outdoor environments can positively influence physical activity, confidence, resilience, and social connection. At the same time, initiatives such as NHS Forest demonstrate that nature-based strategies are increasingly embedded in public services, reflecting a broader cultural shift toward preventive and holistic models of health.
However, while research often presents compelling links between outdoor engagement and improved well-being, the evidence base is not without limitations. Many studies rely on self-reported outcomes, small sample sizes, or short-term interventions, making it difficult to draw firm conclusions about long-term impact. Theories such as Attention Restoration Theory and Stress Reduction Theory offer valuable explanations for why natural environments support mental and emotional health, yet they also highlight the need for more rigorous, context-sensitive research that accounts for individual differences and social inequalities.
[bookmark: _Int_QRguCeUz]Reflecting on my own outdoor practice, it is clear that nature can be used intentionally and effectively to support learning, focus, confidence, and emotional regulation. Yet these benefits are maximised when outdoor experiences are thoughtfully designed, inclusive, and grounded in both theory and lived experience. Ultimately, while the outdoors is not a universal solution to complex social and health challenges, it remains a powerful and versatile tool one that, when used strategically, can contribute meaningfully to the well-being of individuals and communities across the UK.
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