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Summary of Proposed Study 

Topic Area
Global projections are highly suggestive of an increase in depression, cardiovascular disease, dementia, and obesity. Both mental and physical health have seen a spike through the exacerbation of stress related problems, causing a greater concern for an individual’s wellbeing in an ever-changing climate (Marselle, Irvine, & Warber, 2014). The response to the Covid-19 outbreak has seen working environments adapt rapidly to circumstances that stretch beyond normal working practices. Work related stress has therefore produced an opportunity to address the need for an intervention that simultaneously abides by the ever-changing parameters of Covid-19, whilst acknowledging the growing prevalence of those that work from home. In keeping with regulations of social distancing and area specific lockdowns, walking interventions within green spaces arguably counteract perceived stress levels, as research suggests physical activity provokes healthy psychological and physiological responses to the inevitable organisational stress an individual may experience (Hackney, 2006). 
Aim 

The research will aim to look at the effectiveness of a walking intervention within a ‘green space’ among staff at a further education (FE) college; specifically targeting perceived, occupational stress levels. Jain & Verma (2016), convey stress to be the ‘wear and tear’ our bodies experience as adjustments are constructed in accordance with our ever-evolving environments. Prevalence rates within an education setting require the manifestation of stress to be considered both positively and negatively; with a further consideration to the physical or emotional context in which it affects an individual. This research aims to address the impact physical activity can have on the stress levels of employees within an FE college - by adapting to the resources available during the Covid-19 pandemic. Conveyed in the hypothesis will be the use of physical activity within a ‘green space’ as a mediating influence on the stress levels an employee may endure, and the subsequent impact to its manifestation.
Theory Basis
The Covid-19 outbreak has seen working environments adapt rapidly to circumstances that stretch beyond normal working ways. As a result, pre-existing mental health issues have become exacerbated, and new stressors become apparent. FE has seen significant challenges in its deployment of staff to campuses and the transfer of learning to online platforms. Responses to this have been diverse, from the development of socially distanced learning, through to a full redevelopment of curriculums (Crawford et al, 2020). Given that the restrictions governing Covid-19 transpire across all aspects of an individual’s day, an obvious area in which to look to improve on would be the convergent evidence between the mediating effects of physical activity and an individual’s perceived stress levels. Studies show regular physical activity is associated with not only a decrease in stress levels, but an overall improvement in emotional wellbeing (Fisher, 2016). Furthermore, there is a need to gather greater evidence on the mitigating effects of nature and its efficacy in promoting mental, emotional and social wellbeing. Conceivably, the two concepts combined present the basis for a research-based intervention into the impact walking in a ‘green space’ can have on the perceived stress levels of staff within a FE setting. 

The topic of stress has become a major talking point in recent years, with it being said, no one human can escape it completely (Kyriacau, 2001). The degree in which individuals within FE settings experience stress varies. For many it can be considered a healthy attribute, referred to as eustress, and a driving force behind an individual’s productivity. For a larger majority however, it can be the basis for an unhealthy process, and one that leads to greater illness (Schafer, 2000). Oliver (2005), notes stress is a widely accepted influence on those who work within the helping profession and is a key aspect of overall performance. Extensive research demonstrates this amongst professions inclusive of teaching, nursing and managerial based roles, however, research in to the stress levels amongst academics, or even the wider community of staff within a FE setting, appears to be subordinate to that of the above-mentioned (Abouserie, 1996). 

Taking into consideration the plethora of job roles within a college, then it’s easy to see why research into stress is not as abundant. Staff at tertiary institutes will have multiple layers to their profession, requiring them to consistently work under pressure. These circumstances are ultimately what manifest as stress if not acknowledged and addressed early on. A clarification of the concepts of stress in terms of ‘job stress and burnout’, ‘coping’, and ‘emotional intelligence’ demonstrates the complexity in which an individual can be affected. Firstly, stress itself, a two-way process involving the production of a stressor by the environment, and the response of an individual subjected to the stressors (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Fundamentally, stress occurs when pressure exceeds an individual’s ability to cope, therefore impacting their ability to perform the tasks at hand, and subsequently our wellbeing. Job stress follows the same characteristics only it falls within the parameters of the working environment (Kyriacau, 2001), in turn having negative consequences for the individual, colleagues and the wider organisation. Coping is generally associated with the range of emotions an individual may place on a stressor. In order to bring relief, the manner in which stressors are appraised are mitigated by the available emotional resources an individual may poses. Therefore, stress can be minimised when emotional distress is counteracted (Oliver, 2005). This process however, often faulters when emotional intelligence is somewhat un-regulated around stressful situations. Self-awareness allows the ability to sense, understand, and effectively apply the acumen of emotions as an over-riding influence on the manifestation of a stressor (Oliver, 2005). In terms of stress, while there has been much research on this topic, few researchers have taken into consideration the perceived stress levels amongst FE staff. 
Emerging research also indicates there is convergent evidence on the positive relationship between the mediating effects of physical activity and an individual’s perceived stress levels. Studies show regular physical activity is associated with not only a decrease in stress levels, but an overall improvement in emotional wellbeing (Fisher, 2016). Defining physical activity presents many implications for the development of any given research proposal; however, numerous studies indicate the varying degrees to which participation is accessed, can at large be beneficial. The Department of Health (2004), reports the health benefits acquired by the accumulation of at least thirty minutes of moderate intensity physical exercise, at least five times a week, contributes towards an individual’s optimal health status. The notion that optimal health is regulated by a ‘dose-response’ relationship to physical activity sets a benchmark threshold for future studies. 10,000 steps daily remains a significant threshold for achieving optimal health due to the range of clinical health benefits acquired after a sustained period. This research presents a statistically solid dependant variable, though its limitations come in its lack of guidance around when and where would an individual achieve the optimal benefits. Studies that centre their research within rural areas are sparse; with most of the research being conducted predominantly around urban settings. Despite this, early indications direct research towards the benefits of walking within ‘green space settings’, suggesting brief interactions with nature positively influence our mood (Gidlow et al, 2015).  

Associations between the ameliorating effect a ‘green space’ can have on an individual’s mental health are demonstrated through the occurrence of one or more of the following mechanisms: increased physical activity; increased social contact; and the psychological restoration related to the attenuation of fatigue and stress, along with attention processing (Roe et al, 2013). The latter supports the link between occupational impairments brought about by stress and the need to explore the restorative benefits provided by nature. Thompson et al (2012) conveys Ulrich’s psycho-evolutionary model as the principal theory supporting the psycho-neuroendocrine mechanisms responsible for the relationship. The theory suggests when an individual perceives nature as a source of relaxation, biological mechanisms including the function of the hypothalamic pituitary adrenal axis regulate cortisol secretion, positively impacting the dysregulation process and its impact on a range of disease outcomes. In terms of stress reduction, physiological measures of stress inclusive of blood pressure, heart rate, and muscle tension have all been demonstrated through experimental studies as showing positive reductions when exposed to ‘green spaces’ (Hartig et al, 2003).  
Rationale

The above research serves the notion, physical activity - specifically walking, could have a profound effect on an individual’s perceived stress levels. Furthermore, it is highly suggestive that if conducted within a ‘green space’ area, then a greater impact will be witness not only on an individual’s stress levels, but on their general mood and wellbeing also. Given the obvious need for change fashioned on the unpredictable times Covid-19 has presented, the exposure to stress is arguably an inevitable circumstance. Impacting FE employees to varying degrees, the need to minimise its potentially detrimental effect needs careful consideration, and an intervention based on a widely accessible platform. The introduction of walking within a ‘green space’ serves to benefit both employees and their organisation, ultimately mediating their stress levels positively, and impacting on the overall efficacy of their job roles.
Hypotheses
A walking-based intervention within a green space will help reduced job related stress levels in a group of further education (FE) employees. 
Proposed Methodology
In order to ascertain a true understanding of the impact walking within a ‘green space’ has on stress levels, a mixed method will be implemented in conjunction with a practical based intervention. In brief, participants will follow a related design, undertaking a work stress survey before their initial interaction with a walking intervention. Following this a series of three additional surveys will be utilised on a weekly basis for comparative purposes. During the 3-week period, participants will undergo twice weekly walking interventions within a ‘green space’ to form the basis of the quantitative data gathered through use of surveys. All participants will adhere to the same time parameters (minimum time walking) and quantity of walks, with the only variable changing being the ‘green space’ available to each individual. Post intervention will conclude with an open-ended questionnaire, gathering a qualitative insight in to the experiences of both the intervention and the participants’ views on their stress levels.
In the first instance, participants will be gathered through random selection of responses to an internal advert. Potential participants will respond to a request to undertake the full three-week intervention by returning their desire to participate via a central proxy email. Allowing for a heterogeneous variation in participant (Frey, 2018), the final sample size will consist of twenty participants, allowing for a diverse range of age, gender, walking ability and initial stress scores. All participants within the final cohort will range from eighteen years onwards, therefore parental consent will not be required. However, an initial consenting letter will be drafted, outlining the rights of the participant to withdraw at any time, along with consent for the data needed to compile the research to be used at the researcher’s discretion. 
Identified participants will commence with the first of four stress surveys adapted from Question Pro (2020), Work Stress Survey Questionnaire. This nomothetic approach will allow comparable, baseline scores to be assessed, and in turn, highlight early indications that staff members may be displaying alarming levels of stress. Staff members scoring above an identified threshold may be asked to reconsider their place. The initial, along with three additional surveys conducted will act as a dependant variable, allowing quantifiable data to be gathered and analysed. 
In conjunction with the surveys, participants will undergo, twice weekly sessions, whereby they will all walk within an identified ‘green space’, local and accessible to their area. The areas identified will be subject to each individual’s available ‘green space’ and utilised at their own discretion. The consenting letter will state each area is the choice of each participant, therefore acknowledging responsibility for their own movements, health and safety. The activity itself will have a minimum walking time of thirty minutes. Participants are encouraged to walk for as long a period as they feel beneficial, in order to coincide with an optimal threshold benchmark of 10,000 steps (on average taking approx. 1hr 40 mins). The ‘green space’, defined as ‘natural areas, partially or completely covered by vegetation’ (Wentworth, 2016), can range from parks, woodland, allotments, or any other area utilised for recreation and/or provides a habitat for local wildlife. This process will act as the independent variable, but subject to minor changes in definition, depending on accessibility and individual preference.
Upon completion of the intervention, participants will be asked to undertake an open-ended questionnaire relating to their experiences of the trial. The questionnaire will consist of three questions; 1) Why did you decide to participate in this research trial? 2) Describe your experience of the trial. 3) Would you recommend a green space walk to others, and why? All of which providing an additional qualitative insight into the efficacy of the intervention, and any subsequent affect it may have had on perceived stress levels.
From a logistical standpoint, due to the current climate and the changes enforced by the Government surrounding Covid-19, no face to face elements of the research will be conducted at any time. Through use of a proxy email, only accessible by the researcher, all surveys and questionnaires will be emailed out at the appropriate times throughout the course of the trial, providing an ethically safe infrastructure in which personal and potentially sensitive data can be stored. All data gathered will be stored on a password protected drive within a laptop; backed up with a password protected memory stick, kept stored away safely in a lockable draw. As all data gathered will be sent electronically, duplicates will be made to protect from damaged or corroding files.   
Finally, all results gathered from the surveys will be anonymised and collated in spreadsheet format. This process will help provide the necessary graphs, depicting any correlations between all elements laid out in the hypothesis. Falsifiability is achieved through the combination of qualitative empirical data (questionnaires), giving weight to the quantitative empirical data (surveys); forming content validity and a basis in which future research can be conducted (Ignatiev, Morgado, Planes, & Marques-Silva, 2016).    

Ethical Considerations
In accordance with the BPS code of ethics, professional conduct will ensure primary ethical principles inclusive of respect, competence, responsibility, and integrity (The British Psychological Society, 2018), will be upheld throughout the entirety of the trial. These key values will remain at the forefront of the research, in the interest of both the participants and researcher’s safety throughout. Professional integrity will be consistently adhered to in respect of the following:
1. Consent - Clarification in terms of the participants’ right to withdraw will be reiterated throughout. Consent to participate will not be presumed, and a clear outline of the purpose, procedure, and individual rights will be conveyed prior to, and during the trial respectfully. Participants will also be made aware, at no stage will deception feature.  
2. Safeguarding - Regular monitoring of the physical and psychological status of all participants and researcher will feature throughout. An awareness that physical harm has the potential to manifest will be conveyed, along with the necessary steps in place to monitor its possibility. The right to withdraw at any time will again allow an additional safety element. Conclusively, all participants will undergo a debriefing process, in which psychological support may be deployed. Discontinuation of the trial will not affect the overall aim of the study. 
3. Confidentiality/Data Protection - Data gathered will be stored by use of a password protected USB drive, and centrally on a password protected laptop folder, only accessible by the researcher. All consent forms, surveys, questionnaires, and debrief forms will be shared electronically, in order to minimise the use of paper copies. Any exchange of emails will be downloaded to a password protected file and deleted accordingly.  
4. Procedural Concerns - Throughout all stages of the trial, considerations will be made for the manifestation of any psychological or physical harm. Areas in which participants will walk are at the discretion of the individual, therefore, physical safety will be reiterated throughout, with the right to withdraw a prominent theme.

5. Responsibility – Competency throughout will ensure all aspects of the trial are scrutinized in respect of its ethical purpose. Responsibility for all involved will ensue any mitigating circumstances are alleviated with little or no effect to the participants and researcher, in accordance with the BPS code of ethics and conduct (The British Psychological Society, 2018). 
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