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Physical Activity in the UK 
• Regular physical activity is essential for good health & 

wellbeing 

• England – 67% men & 55% women meet current UK 

government recommended PA guidelines 

• Physical inactivity costs UK economy £7.4 billion per year 

• Although UK gym membership continues to rise (9 million 

members)…..63% of new gym members stop going before 

the 3rd month, <4% are still regularly active 1 year later 

• How can we encourage more people to me more active? Can 

the exercise setting influence activity choices? 

 



Our relationship with nature has changed.... 



Theory Linking Nature & Health 

• Biophilia Hypothesis 

• Attracted to nature as part of basic 

survival mechanism 

• Hardwired into our genetic makeup 

• Evolved with affiliation for nature, 

urban settings not part of our 

genetic history 

Wilson (1984) 



Attention Restoration Theory 

We engage in 2 types of attention 

1. Involuntary – requires minimal effort 

2. Voluntary  (directed) – requires focus & 

energy, is susceptible to mental fatigue  

Nature – conducive to involuntary 

engagement, replenishes our mental 

fatigue, helps us recover from  

stress, restores concentration  

levels 

 

Kaplan & Kaplan (1989) 
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Nature and Health 

• Improves mental 

health and wellbeing 

• Reduces stress and 

restores mental 

fatigue 

• Facilitates activity 

• Encourages social 

cohesion and 

reduces social 

isolation 
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‘Green Exercise’ – A Vehicle to Drive 
Behavioural Change? 

• What is it?  
— All types of activities in outdoor green settings 

— Synergistic health benefit 

• Why is it important?  
— Drives behavioural change 

— Engages sedentary individuals 

— Longer term adherence 

— Impact on public health & ↓ costs 

• Who can benefit?  
— All inclusive 

 



Green Exercise Research Approaches  
1. Laboratory studies 

— Analysing concept in controlled setting 

— Nature vs. built views (pictures/video) 

— Outdoor vs. indoor comparisons 

2. Cohort studies in the field 

— Health benefits for current users - Participants  

 already choosing to engage in a range of activities 

3. Therapeutic interventions  
— Lever for change, targeting vulnerable groups 

— Youth at risk, adults with mental ill-health  

4. Evaluating nature-based activities for external organisations 

₋ Generates income & facilitates collaborative working partnerships 

 

 



Overview - Research Findings to Date 

Acute GE bout has health benefits: 
 

• ↑self-esteem & mood 

• ↓stress (perceived & cortisol) 

• ↓ BP post exercise 

• ↑ HRV (healthier CV system) 

during recovery from a stressor 

after viewing nature 

• ↑ cognitive function  
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Overview - Research Findings to Date 

Green spaces facilitate activity 
• Positive correlation between time spent 

outdoors and PA in adolescents 
Each additional hr of time spent outdoors is 

associated with an extra 21 min.week-1 and 26.5 

min.week-1 of MVPA in males and females 

respectively 

• Lowers perceived exertion (even when 

energy expenditure is comparable) 

• More effective at engaging less fit 

children 



Overview - Research Findings to Date 

Universal health benefits for all types of: 
• Green spaces (e.g. urban parks – wilderness) 

• Activities (type, intensity) 

• Durations (5 mins – all day) 

• People (health status, age, sex, ethnicity etc), but vulnerable, 

ill, disaffected & disadvantaged seem to benefit more 
 

 
 

• Facilitates social interaction 

• ↓ social isolation  

• Encourages intergenerational activities  
 

 



Therapeutic Intervention? 

• Green exercise is more effective 

for people who start with poorer 

mental health – therapeutic 

properties? 

• 6 week intervention programme 

with Mind members, biggest 

change in SE & mood seen in GE 

group 
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Change in self-esteem scores over the duration of the project 
(*indicates significantly different from pre-wilderness trail, p<0.05) N.B. Low 
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Longer Term Shifts in Self-Esteem 



TurnAround and Control Group Mindfulness and 
Self-Esteem Scores 
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=1SD. * indicates a better self-
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(P<0.05) 

Note: A higher score=more mindful 

qualities, error bars represent =1SD. * 

indicates a significantly higher 
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(P<0.05) 



‘Blue Exercise’ 

• PA in outdoor ‘natural’ aquatic environments (e.g. lakes, 

rivers, canals, coast..) 

• Having access to blue space facilitates activity 

• If you live near the coast you are:  
• More likely to engage in PA than those living inland (i.e. using the 

coast for activity) 

• Have better self-reported physical and mental health 

• The Doctor who gave up drugs…..health benefits of ‘wild 

swimming’  

 

White et al., (2014) 



Can Money Talk…..? 
• 24 million English adults visit green spaces at least once a week 

• 8.23 million adults make at least one weekly ‘active’ visit = £2.2 

billion in health benefits per year 

• Although individuals in lowest SES groups less likely to visit green 

spaces, once in nature they are equally as active as the highest SES 

groups 

• Often green spaces are free to access (as cost is a very real 

barrier), especially important in deprived communities 

• Increasing need for green design – incorporating more green views 

& GS in urban design, an important public health investment? 

• Public parks facing funding crisis, important to consider the public 

health benefits rather than immediate financial cost 

White et al., (2016) 



Conclusions 
• Nature (green & blue) is an important public health resource– 

‘Natural Health Service’ 

• GE – effective vehicle to drive behavioural change 

• Sedentary individuals experience immediate mental health benefits 

from light PA 

• PHE see nature-based interventions as ‘intelligent funding’ 

• GE initiatives ↓ public health costs by promoting healthier 

communities & positive lifestyle changes  

• Acknowledge therapeutic properties of GS - can they play a key role 

in preventive medicine? 

• Provide robust evidence for commissioners of health & social care 

services to fund & support GE initiatives 

 

 

 

 



Thank you 
for listening 

E-mail – jobarton@essex.ac.uk 
Website - www.greenexercise.org 
www.twitter.com/GreenExercise 

http://www.greenexercise.org/

