
Getting Healthy the Woodland Way: 
An introduction to Actif Woods Wales 

 
Kate Hamilton – Research & Training Officer 
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 About the project… 
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Why Actif Woods Wales?  

• Deprivation 
• Health problems 
• Health inequalities 

• Natural beauty 
• Diverse landscape 

and green space 
• Woodlands 
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Project Locations 2013-2016 

Aberystwyth 
Treherbert 
Neath Port Talbot 
Wrexham 
Anglesey 
 
Selected for 
• Need + 
• Opportunity 

 
5 more to follow? 
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Raising awareness of the 
benefits of woodlands for 

health 

Improving woodlands for the 
benefit of communities 

Increasing skills and capacity 
of leaders and partners 

Improving mental and 
physical health and 
wellbeing 
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Woodland 
walks 
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Woodland 
Gym 
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Conservation 
& Woodland 
Improvement 
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Woodland Skills & Learning 
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Creativity & 
Culture 
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….all in the context of supported group sessions 
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 Research & Learning… 



Health Monitoring 

Questionnaires ask about: 

• Overall health* 

• Activity levels* 

• Mental wellbeing* 

• Self-defined health concerns 

• Motivation for/benefits of 
participating 

 

* = proven measures, working OK, but wait & see! 



• Smoking 
• Fibromyalgia/pain 
• Memory loss 
• Depression and anxiety 
• Pain 
• Anaemia 
• Joint problems 
• Back problems 
• Schizophrenia 
• Hip replacement 
• Blood pressure 
• Heart problems 
• Stress 
• Visual impairment 
• Depression 
• Side-effects of 

medication 
• Allergies 
• Anxiety 

• Recovery from 
operation 

• Cancer treatment 
• Alcohol abuse 
• Self-harming 
• Dementia 
• Diverticular disease 
• Rheumatoid arthritis 
• Want to lose weight 
• Don’t sleep well 
• Stable angina 
• Ageing 
• Diabetes 
• Poor diet 
• Autistic 
• Problems 

concentrating/attention 
span 

• Nerves 

• Asthma 
• Plantar fasciitis 
• Lack of energy, stamina, 

strength 
• Post-pregnancy 
• Inactivity 
• Mental wellbeing 
• Learning disability 
• Lack of confidence 
• ADHD  
• No health problems 
• Just wanting to keep 

active, get fit 
 

Self-defined health concerns: 



Health  

Environment 

Social 

Motivations for participating: 

96 122 

49 

83 

172 responses 



Beyond the questionnaire: 

Collaborating with University researchers: 
• Small, focused studies 
• Robust design, methods and ethics 
• Measuring things we can’t measure ourselves. 
 



0 100 200 300

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

  
• Oral testimony 
• Personal stories 
• Creative writing 
• Pictures, art works 
• Video 
 

Participants’ experience –  
in their own terms 



…and beyond health: 
Impacts on 
• Capacity of practitioners and partners 
• Body of knowledge about woodlands and 

wellbeing, green exercise, social forestry... 
• Awareness and interest in other sectors – 

health, social care, outdoor recreation, 
conservation etc. 

• Woodlands – ecology and accessibility 
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 What do participants 
say about the 
experience? 
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‘Walking and being 
out in the fresh air 
with other people has 
helped me gain my 
confidence back, 
cleared my mind and 
is a great stress relief. 
It’s also helped me to 
lose over two and a 
half stone. My 
[hormone] levels 
went back to normal. 
My doctor couldn’t 
believe how quickly 
they had come down 
in a short period of 
time.’ 
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‘It’s very special being out in the woods, not just 
being in a room looking at the walls. The sheer 

greatness of it all … is being outside!’  
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‘This…has encouraged me 
to take part in outdoor 
exercise, which I thought I’d 
struggle to do.  
I’ve benefited mostly 
through gaining confidence 
to get out of the house into 
a safe, quiet and natural 
environment without 
getting very anxious in a 
social situation.  
I have really enjoyed the 
exercises, even in the rain, 
and it has given me the 
motivation to start 
following a healthier 
lifestyle and the will to do 
more exercise.’ 
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‘My first walk was a disaster, I could hardly breathe, 
walking very slowly way behind the others. Martyn 
inspired me, helping me to breathe and take in small 
amounts of water as I walked…. Every step was a huge 
achievement. I could not believe I made it to the top. I 
had done something good  that day.’  



‘I’ve never been a particularly sociable person but the past few years 
with depression and less ability to work …has made a downward 
spiral in my mood and sociability. It hasn’t been possible to instantly 
change the habits of a lifetime but going to the Thursday woods 
meetings has proved an excellent way for me to meet and interact 

with others who understand my situation.’ 
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‘The views on the mountain were astounding and I 
couldn’t believe that they were there all the time, on 
my doorstep. I enjoyed it so much and felt invigorated 
and instantly uplifted’  
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‘The impact on mental health I believe is phenomenal. The ‘feel 
good’ factor makes a huge difference to my week and just 
knowing I am doing something that will contribute to my overall 
health is a great feeling’ 
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‘Before I came to the group I was quite isolated and depressed. I 
decided to try it in order to start socialising more. The group improved 

my confidence a lot by learning new skills and having the chance to 
socialise in a safe environment.  

I am now working part-time and I’m sure coming to the group has 
been an important factor in the improvement of my health and 

wellbeing. I’m more likely than I was to try new things and get active.’ 
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‘It probably sounds strange but sitting down at the end with a 
cuppa and thinking ‘I did that’ – it’s a bit of a boost. Sometimes 
the walks are quite effortful so it’s an achievement.’ 
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‘Coming here gives your problems, your life perspective 
because you can see a thing outside of yourself. You can 

realise that you are part of the natural world. You’re not just 
stuck in your own head. There’s all this out here which 

you’re part of and that can be pretty amazing!’ 
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http://www.coedlleol.org.uk/about-us/news/ 

https://www.facebook.com/CoedLleol/videos 

Please watch! 
 
In 2014 NRW made a 
short video about Actif 
Woods Wales:  



Comments, questions, ideas always welcome - 
Contact info:  

 
Dr. Kate Hamilton – Research & Training Officer 

katehamilton@smallwoods.org.uk 
 

6 Dyfi Eco Park, Machynlleth SY20 8AX 
01654 700061 

mailto:katehamilton@smallwoods.org.uk

