






Appendix E: Guidelines and
questions for the evaluation
of countryside and nature-
based health projects11

Every existing or planned green exercise initiative
will be set in its own context and will have slightly
different aims and objectives. In order to carry out
effective evaluation it is important then to tailor the
evaluation to the specific circumstances and decide
on the most appropriate evaluation techniques
needed for each initiative. The process of deciding
on which evaluation methods to use can be made
easier by considering key characteristics that apply
to all projects. For this reason a 'checklist of
questions to consider' is provided in this section,
showing a hypothetical example from both a 'land
based' initiative perspective and from a 'group
based' perspective, to make it easier to plan an
evaluation process for any prospective initiative.

Regardless of whether a project is a 'land' or
'group' focused one (i.e. project set up to increase
access to a particular area of land or to target a
specific group of people) however, there are several
generic issues that should be considered for the
successful evaluation of any project.

Generic issues

Planning and budgeting for evaluation
If green exercise projects are to be effectively
evaluated, then ideally the evaluation process
should be considered and built in to the 'planning
and design' stage of setting up an initiative, rather
than as an afterthought. Whether the assessment
methods produce qualitative or quantitative data
they need to be in place at the outset12.

In addition the costs for evaluation need to be
taken into account in the budget for the project.
The assessment methods recommended require
adequate resources both in terms of finance and
time.

Baseline data collection
The collection of baseline data is very important if a
dimension of comparison is to be achieved. In
order to assess whether an initiative has provided
the health benefits or the increase in visitors that

had been hoped for, for example, it is necessary to
have baseline data to enable comparison. For this
reason it is never too early to collect formalised and
structured data about the development and use of
recreational facilities. Comparisons with baseline
data {e.g. "before and after", or "population x with
population y") are vital in determining if a project
has been successful in achieving its goals. In
addition, this comparison can be invaluable in
applying for or justifying continued funding or
support.

Community inclusion and stakeholder involvement

Countryside and 'green' recreation projects should
always aim to be embedded in the needs and
social contexts of local communities. Community
and stakeholder involvement can make a huge
difference to the success of an initiative in terms of
support and usage. Fostering a sense of
community ownership to both the initiative and any
evaluation that takes place is preferable.

Identification of the aims and participants of a
project
A green exercise project may aim to address
physical health, mental health, environmental
improvement or social development targets (or
indeed a mixture of all of them) and the
identification of these aims will influence the choice
of evaluation and sampling strategy. In addition, a
project that involves particular organised groups of
people, perhaps with specific health problems or
objectives (e.g. GP referred patients with cardio-
vascular needs) may call for a different evaluation
structure than a project which involves open access
to an area by any member of the public (e.g.
visitors to a country park).

In addition it is also important to include all groups
that are representative of the particular local
community, including Black and Ethnic Minority
(BME) groups, people living in deprivation, the
vulnerable and socially excluded. When planning an
evaluation, care should therefore be taken that the

11 This annex is written by Rachel Mine and Charlie Davison
13 This is not to say that successful evaluation cannot be carried out if a
project is already up and running, but that it is preferable to have
considered it from the outset.



process does not exclude particular people by its
design, i.e. should be sensitive to culture and
religion.

Ethical issues
Most evaluation work is considered as a type of
research and in many settings this brings up the
issue of ethics. Therefore ethical dimensions should
be considered when interviewing or surveying both
members of the public and professionals, in terms
of the right to privacy and protection from physical
or emotional harm. For example, when dealing with
children, the issue of parental consent should be
considered, informed consent is also necessary for
adults and involvement with GP referred patients
may produce confidentiality issues.

In healthcare settings in the UK, research is likely to
be within the remit of NHS Research Ethics
Committees, and possibly NHS Trust Research and
Development committees. Even if there are no
formal healthcare links with the project, the
evaluators or the participants in an evaluation,
evaluation work may still fall under the remit of
Local Authority or University ethical regulations.

It is also necessary to consider the health and
safety of the researchers carrying out the
evaluation. Standing in an isolated car park for
example, surveying visitors to a remote forest or
country park could be potentially dangerous and
safety aspects must be taken into account.
Evaluation researchers should therefore be
expected to exercise general common sense and
moral responsibility to the both the subjects and to
themselves.

Advice on ethical dimensions and governance
questions will be one of the aspects of evaluation
that a university department, local health authority,
local authority or a local research network will be
able to provide. A wealth of information about
ethics in healthcare research is available at the
website of the Central Office for Research
Committees (www.corec.org.uk).

Evaluation guidelines - checklist questions to
consider

This section is designed to be a guide to help in the
planning of an evaluation process for a 'land/

access' or 'group' focus initiative. The questions in
the left hand 'questions' column can be used
whatever the context but the examples used are
hypothetical and are just to illustrate the kinds of
questions and issues that should be considered for
a successful and efficient evaluation. For this
reason comments in the 'answers' columns should
not be considered as comprehensive.
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Questions Answers

'Land focus' project 'Group focus' project

Project Name Any district Country Park Any town walking group

Nature of project Creation of a network of graded and
way-marked paths and trails in the
Country Park

Creation of a group that will have
weekly walks in the local area

Participants Open access - so participants are
members of the public, either as
individual or as formal or informal
groups

Anybody can join the group, so
participants are members of the
public interested in walking with
other people and also possibility of
participants by GP recommendation
{to increase exercise levels in
patients)

Aims Increased
access/numbers of
visitors

To increase usage of the park,
increase visitor numbers for all
activities, especially walkers,
runners, cyclists and horse riders

No remit to increase access or
visitors to a specific area, although
groups may do this anyway

Setting up a group No specific remit to create a group
although it is hoped that local
groups will use the park

To create an opportunity for people
to go on walks with others, to get
fitter, be sociable and feel better

Other To encourage local people to use
the park more, i.e. increase its
appeal to people in the immediate
vicinity

To increase social capital of local
community and to promote a
healthier, more active lifestyle

Potential benefits
for participants,
local community or
land

Health
improvements

Improvements to physical and
mental health from participating in
activities (walking, running, cycling
etc.)

Improvements to physical and
mental health from walking

Social capital
improvements

Nothing specific except that park
will be a place for people to meet up
with others, a venue for groups to
meet and a resource for the local
community

Increased social capital in local
community and participants can feel
part of a group, get to know people
and be more sociable

Environmental
improvements

Encouraging people to keep to
marked trails will help to preserve
the areas in between for wildlife
biodiversity

No specific environmental benefits

What to evaluate
and how

Evaluate what difference activities in
the park have made to people's
lives. Physical, mental and social
health etc.

Questionnaire, Participatory
Appraisal methods and Narratives

Self-completion by participants

Evaluate what difference being part
of a walking group has made to
members lives. Physical, mental and
social health etc.

Questionnaire, Participatory
Appraisal methods and Narratives.
As the same group of people meet
every week there is a possibility of
longitudinal health improvement
analysis for members (including
those who have been GP referred)

Self-completion by participants or
evaluation by researchers/GPs
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Questions

Measures to be
used

Baseline data/
comparison
possibilities

Sampling

Basic data

Physical health

Mental health

Social benefits

Benefits to
environment

Other

Answers

For example questions on age,
gender, occupation, education

For example questions on height,
weight, smoking habits, fitness and
activity etc.

Height and weight data enables the
calculation of Body Mass Index
(BMI)

Physical measures such as blood
pressure, respiratory function etc.
before and after activity for example
may be desirable but may have
practical limitations for collection in
the field

Standardised instruments such as
Euroqol (EQ-5D) and SF 36 may be
used to provide physical and
wellbeing data

For example changes in mood and
self esteem post activity

Standardised instruments such as
RSE (self esteem), POMS (mood)
and GHQ (general psychological
health) may be used
Narrative data, interviews, focus
groups, PA methods

For example biodiversity changes,
impacts on wildlife

May change from context to
context

Possibility of analysing changes in
visitor numbers over time ie before
the development of marked and
graded trails and then again after
development of trails

Pre and post activity comparisons

As this is an 'open access' project
there is no specific group of people
to sample, but a mixture of
individuals and groups

Sampling of the population will then
be more opportunity based and
comparisons are likely to be
i) before and after participating in an
activity in the country park on that
day, or

For example questions on age,
gender, occupation, education

For example questions on height,
weight, smoking habits, fitness and
activity etc.

Height and weight data enables the
calculation of Body Mass Index
(BMI)

Physical measures such as blood
pressure, respiratory function etc.
before and after activity or as a
longitudinal survey for example may
be possible and more practical in
this case

Standardised instruments such as
Euroqol (EQ-5D) and SF 36 may be
used to provide physical and
wellbeing data

For example changes in mood and
self esteem post activity or on a
longitudinal basis

Standardised instruments such as
RSE {self esteem), POMS (mood)
and GHQ {general psychological
health) may be used
Narrative data, interviews, group
activities, PA methods

Not relevant

May change from context to context

Possibility of analysing changes in
'health' pre and post activity and
also on a longer term longitudinal
basis

This is a specific group of people
which should make it easier to
access and to estimate size of
sample population

Sampling could be before and after
walk, i.e, at meeting and finishing
points.
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Questions

Ethics

Practicalities and
sensitivities

Costs

Feedback

Location

Safety

Sensitivities

Answers

ii) a larger sample (twice the size of
i) of participants now and another
sample of different participants in
(for example) a years time to see
what the changes have been

Unlikely to fall under NHS Ethics
Committee but may fall under local
authority or country park ethical
guidelines

As open access project, best
location to access visitors for
evaluation pre and post activity
would be a central car park, cafe or
visitor centre etc. or somewhere
where people begin and end their
visit

The safety of both the visitors and
researchers should be considered
(e.g. safe for children and dogs
while adults complete a
questionnaire?, researchers
standing alone in remote places
etc.)

Is the design, timing or nature of
evaluation likely to cause offence or
problems for anyone? Or does
evaluation time coincide with a
local event etc.

Account for researchers time for
design and implementation of
evaluation; materials; possible
incentives; analysis of results;
report; feedback etc.

For example: Country Park
Newsletter; local paper, radio or TV,
notice/poster at visitor centre, park
cafe, local community centre,
village hall etc.

When asking people to take part in
an evaluation, it is better to have
clear ideas on how the results will
be fed back to the community,
before it starts. Feedback promotes
community ownership and
stimulates further interest in the
project

Information could also be gathered
on joining the group and then again
after 6 months (for example) of
regular participation in walks

GP recommended members are
likely to fall under NHS Ethics
committee and others may fall under
local authority or university ethics
committees depending on context

At meeting and finishing point of
walks

Safety aspects should have been
covered by the walking group
anyway, evaluation is unlikely to
create new risks

Is the design, timing or nature of
evaluation likely to cause offence or
problems for anyone in the group?

Account for researchers time for
design and implementation of
evaluation; materials; possible
incentives; analysis of results;
report; feedback etc.

For example: Walking group
newsletter, local paper, radio or TV.,
notice/poster at GP surgery,
community centre or village hall.

When asking people to take part in
an evaluation, it is better to have
clear ideas on how the results will be
fed back to the community, before it
starts. Feedback promotes
community ownership and stimulates
further interest in the project
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Questions

Partnerships Other organisations

Community Groups

Answers

The research may be relevant to
other Country Parks, local or
national organisations, local
authorities and the health sector.
Links could be made with such
groups to promote best practice,
share results and information and
possibly funding.
Involvement of key community
groups in the project and in the
evaluation will foster ownership and
promote support

The research may be relevant to
other walking groups, PCTs and
other health groups, local or national
organisations and local authorities.
Links could be made with such
groups to promote best practice,
share results and information and
possibly funding.
Other community groups in the area
may be interested to hear about the
walking groups and this could lead
to social capital improvements
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