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.

Research suggests that human interaction with perceived natural locations, has positive effects on mental and physical wellbeing. (Pryor, 2005; Dustin et al 2009; Natural England, 2009; Moss, 2012; Hanson and Jones, 2015; Clark et al, 2016; Bento, 2017; Van Den Berg, 2017; Twohig-Bennett and Jones 2018; Lemmey, 2020; Martin, 2020; Mears et al 2021; Moseley, 2021; Pirchio et al 2021; Department for food and rural affairs, 2023; Sun et al, 2023) These interactions can also have positive effects on environmental attitudes and in turn societal and planetary wellbeing (Dustin, 2009; Martin et al, 2020; Pirchio et al, 2021). Before COP28 the UK government has recognised the importance of nature, and the effects nature has upon human wellbeing. The Environment Secretary, Steve Barclay, stated, “A healthy natural environment is critical for our wellbeing” (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2023a). Also, the government stated their commitment to increasing access to nature.
I find it encouraging that the UK government has acknowledged how vital human interaction with nature is to individual and planetary wellbeing (Public Health England, 2020; Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2021). Agreeing with Richard Louv, when he argued a lack of interaction with nature affects, “health, spiritual well-being, and many other areas, including [people's] ability to feel ultimately alive." (Dustin et al, 2009; Howard, 2013) But what does this improving “access” look like at a policy level and how effective are these policies? Why is access to natural surroundings so badly needed? What are the barriers and constraints policy makers need to consider when improving, “access”? What do I need to consider when reflecting upon my own practice? These are the questions I will be attempting to address in this essay. I will consider current government policy at a national and local level, as well as current and seminal academic research and theories. I will also be critically analysing the actions and effects of the Shropshire Ramblers. An organisation in the Shropshire area, that champions walking and its positive effects on human health and wellbeing. I understand that walking may not traditionally be viewed as, adventure, however I agree with (Mortlock 1984; Sandseter, 2009) when they suggest that adventure is subjective and that different situations will be perceived as adventurous by different individuals. I will be specifically analysing how the Ramblers support physically inactive individuals with health issues like obesity and the related health concerns.
The position taken in this essay is that attitudes to and relationships with perceived natural environments are subjective. With these attitudes and relationships being framed by culture, past experiences, the accessible environment and influential others. I also suggest that it is undeniable that human physical and mental health and in turn wellbeing benefits greatly from spending time in perceived natural environments. However, this concept of wellbeing is also subjective and framed by the some of the same constraints and barriers listed above. Taking this into account while stake holders should remove as many constraints as possible. Other barriers and constraints, such as attitudes, stigma, past experiences and influential others require a longer term, nuanced, population centred approach. I suggest that most of the barriers and constraints given are part of either a societal or community culture. I suggest communities and individuals require tailored approaches to outdoor experiences, with facilitators being culturally informed when creating schemes, programs and interventions. This with the aim of supporting individuals and communities in creating and facilitating their own positive relationships and cultures with natural environments, in turn improving their perceived sense of wellbeing and health. 
I suggest that health and wellbeing are subjective. They are subjective as a sense of wellbeing is a psychological construct of numerous different elements, health being one of them (Pirchio, 2021). The World Health Organisation (WHO) (2023) defines health as, “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” However, I agree with the assertions in Huber et al (2011) in that that this definition does have its limitations and does not consider the subjective nature of health and how this links to an individual’s sense of wellbeing. Huber (2011) also suggests that this WHO definition would render the vast majority of the population “unhealthy” as to have a “complete” state of physical, mental and social wellbeing all of the time is extremely unlikely. I agree with Huber that a more inclusive way of defining health would be to consider the perspectives of the individuals and to evaluate their ability to cope and perform daily tasks. 
The 2020 Public Health England review, entitled, Improving Access to Green Space states,
“Evidence shows that living in a greener environment can promote and protect good health, and aid in recovery from illness and help with managing poor health. People who have greater exposure to greenspace have a range of more favourable physiological outcomes. Greener environments are also associated with better mental health and wellbeing outcomes including reduced levels of depression, anxiety, and fatigue, and enhanced quality of life for both children and adults.”
The report then goes into detail into why these spaces are so important to human health and wellbeing, mentioning Nature Connection amongst other factors. I find this review to be detailed and encouraging for how our natural spaces could be viewed and ultimately protected for the good of both natural environments and humanity. The review includes a number of recommendations for the focuses of future studies and importantly how policy makers at a local level should seek to protect, develop and utilise our natural spaces for the wellbeing of all. Citing that increasing urbanisation is endangering our green places (Dustin et al, 2009).   
But why is this access and interaction with nature so important? In 2021 a survey conducted by the NHS found that 26% of adults living in England were found to be obese with 69% of men and 59% of women being recorded as being overweight (Department of Health and Social care, 2020; NHS, 2022). The World Health Organisation (2021) stated that, “Obesity is a major public health problem in England and globally” with global figures being, “39% of adults aged 18 years and over were overweight in 2016, and 13% were obese.” The cost to the NHS has been estimated to be at £6.1 Billion annually and attributed to a wide variety of further health concerns including cancers, diabetes and impacting of mental health.  (Department of Health and Social care, 2020). 
The cause of this rise in obesity and other chronic illnesses has been attributed to poor diet, a lack of healthy food choices and the increasing urbanisation of our environments (World Health Organisation,2021; Department of Health and Social care, 2020). I agree with the Department for Health and Social care (2020) when they state, “Tackling obesity is not just about an individual’s effort, it is also about the environment we live in, the information we are given to make choices; the choices that we are offered; and the influences that shape those choices.” A point echoed by the World Health Organisation (2021) who asserted that, “Individual responsibility can only have its full effect where people have access to a healthy lifestyle.” They went onto suggest that societies should use evidence and population-based policies to ensure that regular physical activity and healthy dietary choices are available, affordable and accessible to everyone. I agree with the previous statements, however, I also suggest that personal choice and preference, framed by cultural and social factors are going to be a major factor in people selecting healthier choices (Curry, 2012; Martin et al, 2020; Mears, 2021)  
In August 2023, the UK government released a policy document in which they recognise the importance of physical activity and its positive effects on physical and mental wellbeing (Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2023). This document states their intentions to increase levels of physical activity and break down the barriers that prevent people from being active. 
Weyerer S. (1992) and Weyerer S and Kupfer B. (1994) asserted that physical inactivity was a causal factor of depression (Bäckmand et al, 2003). Further to this, the NHS Survey Part 2 (2023), found links between loneliness, physical activity, obesity and wellbeing. With persistent and prolonged periods of loneliness being attributed to having adverse effects on wellbeing and health. Importantly, they found that loneliness places individuals at a greater risk of experiencing poor mental health. With, “62% of adults who reported bad or very bad health reported that they felt lonely at least some of the time, compared to 35% of adults with fair health and 18% of those with good or very good health”. They also concluded that, “Wellbeing scores were particularly low among those in bad or very bad health (20.7) and those who often or always felt lonely (19.6).” This being below the mean wellbeing scores of 26. Numerous other studies suggest that contact and or interaction with natural environments has positive effects on the mental health (Van Den Berg 2017); Hanson and Jones, 2015; Mears, 2021; Pirchio, 2021). With this interaction not necessarily including physical activity but slower, more focused experiences providing positive effects. Martin et al (2020) suggested that a sense of connection to nature is needed to produce high level of eudemonic wellbeing. Lemmey (2020) stated that taking time to notice nature is more influential to wellbeing and creates a sense of liberation, mindfulness and positive self-worth. 
The presence of the outdoor community and the role it has to play in delivering these health and wellbeing goals was however only briefly mentioned in the 2020 Public Health England review. I believe that not utilising the outdoors and making this a central pillar to this policy is a huge, missed chance. A governmental press release has promised funding to provide opportunities for, “disadvantaged young people”, to, “access outdoor learning opportunities away from home” Department of Culture, Media and Sport (2023b). But the outdoors and or natural spaces can have wide ranging benefits for populations, without being just an arena for physical activity. 
Carpenter and Harper (2016) state that, “Activity outdoors is affordable, accessible, easily coordinated way of providing holistic health and wellbeing.” Martin et al (2020) suggested that just one visit per week to natural environments has a greater effect on general health than your socioeconomic status. Physical and Mental health reasons are most commonly given answer in recent population surveys of outdoor use (Natural England, 2019; Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2023b). Mears et al (2021) and Hanson and Jones (2015) surmised that utilising the outdoors was a cost-effective way of improving population health. This is a point in which I firmly agree. I believe interaction with perceived natural environments is a logical way of increasing physical activity as well as our psychological connection to nature, and in turn having positive effects on health and wellbeing. 
I surmise that current national policy does recognise the importance of human interaction with nature and its many physical and mental benefits. There are examples of policy being directed towards implementing initiatives that improve access to nature for wellbeing purposes and this is very encouraging. I do however question the endurance of such initiatives when society is placed under economic pressures. I also question the absence in England of any policy to create an embedded culture of nature connection in our communities and broader societal cultures. A policy similar to the Welsh, Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, with health, wellbeing and the environment at its core is lacking in England. I believe that without culturally informed policies that seek to nurture individual and community relationships with nature then we will always be seeking to re connect with nature and therefore benefit from the positive effects. 
I will now be analysing local policy and looking at potential barriers to participation. In response to the statutory responsibilities in the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000. Shropshire council created, Shropshire’s Great Outdoors 2018-2028 (Shropshire Council, 2018). A policy which aims to “improve health, prosperity and happiness by cherishing Shropshire’s Great Outdoors.” The document outlines a series of ambitious targets and is comprehensive in stating how these targets will be met. I find this document to be extremely thorough and encouraging for the future of Shropshire’s natural places. Specifically, I think it is heartening to see that the benefits of nurturing our natural environments are acknowledged as well as the potential barriers they may encounter. I believe the policy document is balanced in that the dangers to natural environments by increased visitor numbers is considered alongside other risk factors like antisocial behaviour. Excitingly green social prescribing is also acknowledged, asserting the importance of, “Working with Public Health colleagues to support involvement of physical activity and volunteering in the roll out of Social Prescribing across the county.”
Obesity, and its other related health concerns, is a particular health concern within Shropshire. Shropshire council surmised that, “Reducing obesity is a priority for Shropshire’s Health and Wellbeing Board.” With, “67.4% of adults aged 18+ are overweight or obese in Shropshire. 32% of adults are obese-this is significantly higher than the national average for England.” (Shropshire Council, 2022). The factors that cause obesity are given as a lack of physical activity and a lack of healthy food choices. This document is, in equal parts, worrying and heartening. Heartening, as modern attitudes to health, wellbeing and in particular weight are considered when they assert, “There is a strong sense that people want to consider healthy weight more broadly, in the context of poverty, work/life pressures and wider wellbeing.” I believe this is the correct way to see these concerns, moving away from the WHO definition and agreeing with points made by Huber et al (2011). To combat this concern Shropshire council, believe, “There are a number of existing assets in Shropshire for developing a whole-system approach to obesity. Assets refer to services, programs, structures, strategies and both professional and community groups which address the determinants of healthy weight and work to prevent its occurrence or consequences.” Agreeing with the points made in the Shropshire Great Outdoor Policy (Shropshire Council, 2018), in that social prescribing has a part to play.  
Shropshire is a member of the Walkers are Welcome initiative, reinforcing the fact that Shropshire aims to be a “haven” for walkers (Shropshire Council, 2018). Walking with or without a dog were the most popular responses for what activities are undertaken in the outdoors with a huge 91%. Also, 77% of people accessing all activities in the outdoors are on foot (Shropshire Council, 2018). Compared to the 65% national average (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 2023b). This high percentage score could be attributed to the rural nature of Shropshire. With walking being such a prominent activity in Shropshire and nationally I will now be analysing one of the walking organisations that was consulted in the Shropshire Great Outdoors document and who aims to combat inactivity and its related health, happiness and wellbeing concerns. 
The Shropshire Ramblers are a part of the larger National Ramblers Association. The Ramblers have been consulted on national and local policies and campaign for the right to access land. They state that they are committed to removing barriers so that everyone can benefit from walking in green spaces (Ramblers, 2024a). They assert that walking in green spaces is good for our physical and mental health, with 98% of people believing that walking in green spaces is good for their mental and a similar percentage stating it is good for our physical health (Ramblers, 2018). They acknowledge the benefits of nature contact to wellbeing and health, providing “Wellbeing walks”, in which they are the largest health walking scheme in England, with over 65,000 participants per week (Ramblers, 2024b). With Public Health England surmising, that these walks are a clear mechanism for primary care providers to refer patients (Public health England in Ramblers, 2024b).  
Hanson and Jones (2015) assert that walking groups have a wide range of health benefits, with good levels of adherence. They also state that they are effective for encouraging physical activity when simple advice from GPs to be more active is ignored. The health benefits include weight loss, improvement in cardiovascular health and a remedy to social isolation and its related mental health concerns. This study culminated in authors suggesting that this could be used as evidence supporting clinicians prescribing walking groups to patients. These suggestions are supported by other professionals, charities and academic studies. Curry et al surmised that walking was a popular form of exercise due to the accessibility and its way of overcoming stigmas attached to people starting exercise. Broomfield- Jones, B. (2022) interviewed the founders of Beat the Street and Paths for All, both champion the use of walking in nature as a way of improving physical and mental health. Professor Sean O’Mara (Chatterjee, 2019) describe walking as, “a superpower”, one in which we had evolved to use and ultimately require for our all-round health and wellbeing.  
But as seemingly as accessible walking in nature is, there are of course barriers and constraints to participation, as part of a health prescription. Van den Berg (2017) surmised that consistent terminology, better access to services, improved collaboration between services and professionalisation of services is needed to improve the uptake in green prescriptions. Other barriers to the use of green prescriptions is the lack of quantitative data, produced by clinical studies (Dustin et al, 2009; Hanson and Jones, 2015; Van den berg, 2017, Pirchio, 2021, Mears, 2021). (Martin et al 2020) believes the evidence is fragmented and seen by health professionals as unreliable. An opinion seconded by Steve Spiers a Green Social prescribing manager in the NHS (Broomfield- Jones, 2023). He believes that traditional treatments and their funding streams are fiercely protected and a, “doctor knows best”, attitude prevails. To overcome these intrenched, established cultural attitudes Spiers is nurturing a joined-up system of schemes and interventions, with thorough information provided on the abilities and limitations of these schemes. He is also inviting health professions are attend open days and is using the schemes to provide his statistical evidence base, all in an effort to increase funding and the presence of Green Social prescribing in the NHS. I believe this could be very successful in raising the use of walking and social prescribing in our NHS. 
In Shropshire Councils 2022 health report they stated, “Top barriers to being more physically active: finding time, having local access, ability to travel to facilities and cost.” The People and Nature Survey for England also stated that most common barriers to activity in the outdoors where poor weather, lack of time, busy with family or work and poor health. I believe that these “finding time”, “lack of time” and “poor weather”, statements are barriers created by personal preference, influenced by culture, experiences and influential others (Curry et al, 2012). As Mears (2021) asserted, “the uses and meanings of greenspace depend on a range of demographic and cultural factors.” Supported by the suggestions made by WHO (2021), in that what interactions with nature looks like at a functional level will differ between cultures, communities and individuals and policies will need to be made with specific demographics in mind (Mosely, 2021). A point that has also been echoed in the 2020 Public Health England review as well the 2019 Glover, Landscapes review and the People and Nature Survey England (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2023b). Personal preference was found to be a decisive by Curry (2012), more decisive than other constraints such as infrastructure and information. They surmised that these constraints are largely out the control of many program facilitators with influential others either at school or in families effecting attitudes. 
This is a point I suggest requires a tailored approach at a policy making level, in order to build a culture of outdoor use in the United Kingdom. I believe the outdoors should be a part of everyday life in schools with the outdoors playing a more prominent part of our curriculums, through place-based pedagogies and with connection to nature as a consideration. As stated, this will need to be tailored to suit individuals and communities, but as suggested by Steve Spiers (Broomfield- Jones, B. (2023b), an advocate for green social prescribing in the NHS, the aim is to empower communities to create their own healthy relationships with natural environments. He also suggests consulting and then training members of communities so that they can then guide others to create those relationships and cultures. Glover (2019) suggested that members of different communities should be consulted at a management level in national parks. Kelly et al (2019), found many of the same barriers to recreational walking in Scotland. They split these barriers into personal, social and physical environmental factors. Many of these barriers are again of a personal, cultural nature for example, attitudes to walking, experience of walking, expectations of walking and knowledge, to name just a few. This study recommends improving knowledge of routes, benefits of walking and of existing community assets. A key recommendation is the use of role models and walking advocates in communities, to address the constraints and to attempt to alter entrenched attitudes and perceptions of walking in the outdoors. 
Other barriers cited in the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs report (2023b), are already known to policy makers and practitioners (Shropshire council, 2018; Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2023b) are those of a logistical nature, including transport, cost. Other concerns that were given for accessing green spaces where a fear of anti-social behaviour, crime and visiting after dark. 
These barriers can be overcome, with increased funding, improving the amount and quality of our green spaces, particularly in urban settings. However, I would suggest that culture and how we view green spaces in our societies is at the core this issue. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2023b) state that the most common type of green place to be visited were urban green spaces with most of the visits requiring travel of under 1 mile and with 65% of these visits using some form of active travel. A point echoed in the Natural England survey (2019) That most visits to natural places were to urban parks and most visits were taken on foot (64%) and with most visits being in 1-2 miles of home (68%). Mears (2021) also found that most people experience green spaces during incidentally, and not as the main purpose for their journey. These statistics suggest that if good quality green spaces are within walking distance and easily accessible then people are more like to access them and can then therefore benefit from the positive physical and mental health effects. But how we include green spaces into our society, particularly in urban environments, is another cultural shift that should be nurtured. Nature and interactions in nature need to be seen as a part of our everyday lives and in most situations that we find ourselves. With changes to public policy, educational interventions and through interacting with specific communities these cultural changes could begin to be seen.       
In regard to my own practice, I believe that personal preference framed by influential others, past experiences and present cultures is a defining factor in people choosing to interact with nature. While there are other relevant barriers and constraints that stakeholders and policy makers must address. I suggest that a culture of nature interaction in our society is necessary. While this will no doubt be complex and difficult to achieve. With population focused policies, culminating in culturally informed practices. This could be achieved. As an individual who works in education, I suggest curriculums are created that use place and nature to build a culture of positive interactions with natural environments. Mears (2021) and Clark et al (2019) surmise that future interaction in the outdoors is likely to continue if you start young. Practically I will endeavour to deliver the current curriculum in natural environments, while considering the past experiences and cultures of the pupils. I am a 38-year-old white male who enjoys the outdoors and has had positive experiences in outdoor environments and particularly with walking and trekking. But this will not be the case for all of the pupils I teach. I will need to be considerate of their cultures and past experiences so that they are free to create their own relationships with nature as this is more likely to result in positive experiences and something that they can adhere to. Which ultimately will benefit their health and wellbeing for the rest of their lives.  
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