Discovering Outdoor Lifestyles:
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Introduction:
This essay explores the strategic use of outdoor environments through programmes like NHS Forest, Forest School, Green Social Prescribing and Parkrun. I will be going into depth about how these programmes help promote health and well-being through social, politcial and educational narratives, as well as providing evidence. I will then be investigating the social, mental and physical benefits that the outdoors has on wellbeing, while also discussing my own opinion and experiences.

Key Definitions:
According to the World Health Organisation (1948), health is defined as “a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” The term well-being refers to a positive state which is experienced by people and societies. Well-being is linked to health and is influenced by social, economic and environmental conditions (World Health Organisation, no date). To me health and well-being means being able to live an active, outdoor driven life where I have a positive state of mind and feel connected to nature improving my physical and mental health. 
Strategic use of the outdoors involves the deliberate planned use of outdoor environments to achieve clearly defined objectives. Various organisations use outdoor environments to achieve their outcomes. For example, the programme Green Space for Health run by the charity Centre for Sustainable Healthcare, created NHS Forest. This is a community of health care sites collaborating to transform their natural spaces to inspire engagement with nature and realise the most you can get out of using these green spaces for health and wellbeing. This project has collaborated with more than 400 UK healthcare sites and have managed to plant over 130,000 trees and created many green sites for people to gain benefits from. These green natural spaces provide positive outcomes to many individuals such as mood, stress levels, post operative recovery, development in children and obesity. This programme because of its useful benefits for the NHS is widely funded by other organisations such as Sport England and National Lottery in 2025. Another organisation that supports this programme is DSSR Consulting Engineers, they are committed to donating 500 trees towards NHS Forest (NHS Forest, 2021).

Educational Narrative:
Forest school is a long-term programme used by many educational facilities, it is there to offer opportunities for students to have access to outdoor play, exploration and creativity. It helps develop the children's confidence through hands on learning in a natural environment. The forest school process encourages students to grow socially, mentally and physically, it provides challenges in the outdoors that children may not face while in the classroom. This therefore helps these individuals to become healthy, creative and self-sufficient (Forest School Association, 2021). Forest school brings many health and well-being benefits to children. For a child's physical health forest school provides daily physical activity such as running, walking climbing and lifting. It also helps with the development of fine motor skills through tree climbing, whittling, tying knots and making fires (O’Brien, 2018). For a child's mental health and well-being forest school creates an environment where it reduces stress and anxiety because it gives them a chance to be calm and peaceful in nature. On the other hand, it also improves their confidence and self-esteem as they overcome challenges and tasks such as den building and fire lighting. These tasks teach the children to be resilient and determined to not give up (Outdoor Learning UK, 2025). These programmes also allow for the children to create a deeper connection with nature and be more environmentally aware, this then helps in the future with their outdoor lifestyle decisions and their behaviour to the outdoors (Worsley, 2024). Forest school is becoming so popular but can be hard to access because of cost and sites available, because of this they have created a project called Forest School for All, this is designed to give a chance for all children to have access to forest school sessions across the UK because of the benefits that it brings to their health and wellbeing. To make this project happen one of the main organisations that are funding the programme is the Ernest Cook Trust, who are a large educational charity that hand out grants to forest school and also own many acres of land across the UK which they encourage people to use for programmes like Forest School (Davies, 2018). There is evidence to prove that these programmes do help children with different behavioural issues. According to research funded by Forestry Commission (2015), about mental health in young people and the restorative health benefits. It shows that the forest setting was beneficial to all that attended but especially in the children suffering from mental disorders, it also shows that anger and other intense emotions decreased while in the outdoor setting.

Political Narrative:
[bookmark: _Int_VB13UbXg]The government have many initiatives using the outdoors strategically to help promote health and wellbeing. One programme that they have created through NHS England is Green Social Prescribing. The purpose of this programme is to connect individuals with nature-based activities such as community gardening and open water swimming to improve mental health, reduce stress and anxiety and tackle isolation and loneliness. These activities may be prescribed by professionals to give patients another form of support which isn’t just medication. This programme was two years long and launched in 2021, the government did this project to increase social prescribing and personal care towards patients. They aimed to use this programme to test how to insert green social prescribing across care systems to combat mental health. At the end of the programme the NHS found many positive results and findings. Over 8,500 people were referred to the programme and then end evaluation showed positive increases in wellbeing and mental health, it also proved so well for a number of patients that the green social prescribing continues to be issued in all the health care sites from the beginning. Indicating that the programme has had a permanent impression on the patients (NHS England, 2021). Although there are lots of benefits towards this programme there is also some limitations that can cause the programme to not be as efficient as it may could be. One major problem that can be handled over time is the lack of knowledge that the patient is given when referred down these routes, many patients face barriers when doing these activities such as potential cost of taking part, accessibility and the lack of self-confidence to actually turn up (Department of Health and Social care, 2023). However, to help tackle this problem the Mental Health Foundation (Plimpton, 2023) has potential, specifically in London, to target poorer communities that are more deprived than others and give them access to green environments and services to support their mental health.

Social Narrative:
[bookmark: _Int_o3AIDtj4][bookmark: _Int_ymNcTySg]Programmes that have been made for local communities to take part in are projects such as Parkrun (2025). Parkrun is a registered charity that is mainly funded through sponsorships and grants such as organisations like Sport England. The purpose and aim of Parkrun are to get the communities together in hundreds of locations across the UK and other countries to either run, walk or jog a 5k every weekend. The whole point of this event every week is to provide a sense of community and team within everyone that goes, it isn’t about who's the fastest it is about getting outside and giving it a go. It is perfect for all people no matter the situation they are in at home because it is totally free and accessible for everyone. Parkrun aims to improve your physical and mental health by getting you active but also giving you a chance to socially connect and have a sense of achievement and accomplishment in yourself (NASP, 2024). In 2018, Parkrun collaborated with RCGP and created the Parkrun Practice initiative, this was made to encourage the social prescribing of physical activity through joining the 5k Parkrun events. This was made to promote health and wellbeing in an accessible and low-cost way. This project allowed GP’s to prescribe physical exercise by directing patients to Parkrun to help improve the health and wellbeing of the patients. To our current date 16% of GP’s across the UK have registered for this scheme and it is still ongoing (Public Health England, 2020).

Benefits:
All these programmes listed above are strategic uses of the outdoors and all aim to promote health and well-being such as physical, mental and social. 
Physical Benefits:
Spending time in an outdoor environment creates various physical health benefits because it increases our motivation through enjoyment, social interaction and escapism. When you are doing any activity outdoors it gives benefits of immediate reduction in stress, anger and tension. This therefore allows for positive engagement in the activity, increasing our physical health (Gladwell et al., 2013). Outdoor activities also help with physical health in older adults; these activities can be tasks such as community gardening. These types of activities allow them to stay active in the outdoors at their own pace but also help maintain their physical health. Participating in activities such as gardening frequently can help lower the risk of chronic diseases such as cancers and type 2 diabetes (Scott, Masser and Pachana, 2014). Time in the outdoors offers distinct physical benefits to children often through outdoor play that encourages movement and use of fine motor skills such as running, climbing and jumping. All these benefit childrens co-ordination and strength to help them grow. This time in the outdoors also decreases sedentary time for children and makes them be active (Cohen, 2016).
Mental and Social Benefits:
Outdoor environments can have a massive positive effect on your mental health by reducing stress and anxiety and increasing your mood. Being in a natural setting links more with a positive mindset than a negative one, going on short journeys in green areas can bring out positive emotions and bring you away from everyday life (MIND, 2025). Participating in activities in the outdoors can also lower rates of depression and anxiety in the long term because of the exposure of nature increases feelings of calm and happiness. This is because of the reduce of sensory overload on your brain than when you are in urban areas (Pearson and Craig, 2014). Outdoor activities also allow a chance to decrease loneliness and be welcomed into more of a community especially through programmes such as Parkrun (2022), this programme allows anyone to attend a 5km non-competitive run every weekend all around the UK, there are currently 1,395 events that happen every weekend. These sorts of programmes allow people to meet new friends that have a similar interest and are there to socialise and be physically active in the outdoors. Regular engagement in these activities allow you to reduce lonliness but also increase a sense of belonging in a community (Mandeno, 2023).
 
Nature Connection:
The Biophilia Hypothesis suggests that humans have an innate need to connect with nature and that it is essential for our mental health and well-being (Mischel, 2019). According to Mental Health Foundation (2022), individuals who feel more of a stronger connection and relationship with nature and the outdoors have a high chance of feeling happier, calm, peacefulness and have a stronger concentration because they are more attached to the environment around them, which has been found to improve your mental health.

Personal Experience:
From my own previous experiences, I firmly believe that we should be using the outdoors strategically to promote health and well-being. For example, I have always been involved in the Scouting association, as a scout myself and now as a leader. While I have been a part of this programme, I have seen a massive effect on young minds that scouting brings. Scouting encourages young people to be physically active, and they pursue this by using outdoor settings to connect us with the environment around us and learn life skills such as self-confidence, independence and determination. Scouting can also help improve well-being because of the social aspect that it brings as well. I have met many new people through this community, and I have always felt welcome as a member even from the beginning. According to University of Edinburgh (2022), they suggest that being a scout helps lower the risk of mental health later in life. One of the reasons they think this is because of the social interaction given when you are in scouting at a younger age.

Conclusion:
In conclusion, the deliberate use of outdoor spaces through programmes such as Parkrun, NHS Forest, Forest School and Green Social Prescribing shows their significant effect on mental, physical and social well-being. These programmes help relieve stress, encourage connections with nature through the Biophilia theory and strenghten relationships with others. Personally, scouting experiences support this by creating active outdoor lifestyles for children and young adults that can help provide mental health benefits in the future. 
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