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Overview

• Aim: To explore the physical, social and mental 

health benefits of being outdoors and taking part in 

physical activity.

– Exercise for health: why do it? 

– Who does it? Who doesn’t?

– Why is being outdoors important? Why do (recreation) 

outside?

– Holistic benefits… 

– Value 



What's the problem?



Source: Haskell (2001) Med Sci Sports Exerc 33 (6): S454-S458

Dose-response relationship



Risk (response) gradients

Source: Bouchard (2001) Med Sci Sports 
Exerc 33 (6): S347-S350

Significant 

health gains 

from 150 mins

per wk





Who doesn’t!.....Lots of us NEVER do anything!
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Being (active) outdoors… 

• The evidence: 
– Time outdoors in contact with the natural 

environment  - positive effect on mental 

health (Pretty et al., 2005; Seymour, 2003)

– Biophilia hypothesis (Wilson, 1984) - innate 

need to associate with natural world, this 

connection enhances physical and 

psychological well-being (Heinsch, 2012).



Being (active) outdoors… 

• The evidence continued: 
– Urban dwellers who use green space 

(woods and forests) - lower risk of poor 

mental health than non-users,

– For most people social interaction is a 

significant factor in using local green 

space,

– Using green space in childhood is a 

predictor of use in adulthood (Miller and 

Morrice, 2014).



Multiple benefits to be realised….

• Engaging in woodlands: 

– health; 

– nature and landscape 

connections; 

– education and learning; 

– economy; 

– social development; 

– symbolic, cultural, 

spiritual significance 
(O’Brian and Morris, 2013)

• Factors affecting



What people say…. and mean

• Sense of Purpose  “When I am going up that hill I 

feel as if I am going up  there for a purpose.”  

• Achievement  “it’s nice to make an effort, and you 

feel a sense of achievement.”

• Peace and contentment- “It was a way of 

tranquillity for us all and .... I had been in hospital 

for about a year and when you go to walk you are 

trudging through the earth, and you are becoming 

one. I can’t tell you how beautiful it is”

(Crone, 2007)



Why does it make people feel that way? 

• Other people

• The atmosphere

• The instructor/leader

• The 

place/environment

• The interactions of 

these for people 

through the actual 

experience

‘Out on the bike I feel at one with the whole of 

life and the whole of creation ...I feel that 

that is the extreme of what a human being 

can feel in pleasure and in being alive. I just 

love life and when you use everything, your 

body and your mind, to achieve the best then 

you get the best feeling’

Its fantastic [walking], ...I mean I really enjoy 

it...you can go and its thundering and 

lightening and pouring with rain but you 

have just done your things and you are out, 

it doesn’t matter what, nothing makes you 

stop’

(Crone et al., 2005)



Physical, social and mental health value of outdoor 

recreation…

• Holistic benefits of outdoor recreation: 

– Physical health 

– Social interaction

– Enjoyment

– Something special to see, smell, feel

– Something to experience, share

remember, talk about..

• Critical factor - Active environments –
create the right spaces (Public Health England, 2014)
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