RECOMMENDATIONS

The recommendations that constitute this document were based on a narrative review of scholarly literature,
performed by Manchester Metropolitan University, and in conjunction with the Sport & Recreation Alliance1.
The document reports exciting and compelling recommendations relating to the rich, economically beneficial,
and as yet largely untapped benefits of nature-based recreation.

Introduction
‘The NHS budget is several hundred times larger than the amount spent on conservation’ (p. 227)2, yet
conservation, and green space, offers an amazing and untapped upstream intervention to the economic burden
currently faced by the NHS (e.g. Pretty, 2002, National Trust, 2003). It is subsequently recommended that
nature-based interaction form a far more extensive part of public policy in order that the economic strain on
the NHS is alleviated: ‘the benefits and pleasures of nature are valued highly on a personal level but these
rewards have little influence in the policy area’.3
These recommendations (stated below) fall in three key areas: first, the need to utilise ecotherapy as an
economic, upstream intervention, second, the need to reframe outdoor exercise as restorative recreation, and
finally, the idea that ‘free play is free’: that the true value of nature as a free and effective resource should be
far more greatly exploited.
These recommendations are now expressed in greater detail below.
Utilise Ecotherapy as an Economic, Upstream Intervention
The cost of stress to the UK economy stood at £6.8bn in 2014, with ACAS figures reporting that mental illhealth (including stress, depression and anxiety) caused 91 million lost working days each year, with sickness
absence costing £8.4 billion each year, £15.1 billion loss in reduced productivity, and £2.4 billion in the cost
of replacing lost staff. Worse, the World Health Organisation forecasts depression to be the second greatest
health concern globally by 2020. The great news is that a wide range of scholarly literature4 paints a very clear
picture: that nature offers ’an upstream health and wellbeing promotion intervention’ 5), with clear and
statistically significant improvements in physiological, psychological, social and biochemical outcomes 6. For
many demographics, adherence to outdoor exercise programmes is actually superior to its’ indoor counterpart
(e.g. gym programmes)78 suggesting that this valuable resource remains very much untapped – and offers a
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promise of significant and positive contributions to alleviating economic costs to the NHS that are associated
with stress-related illnesses.
Recommendation: Invest strategically in ecotherapy as a means of alleviating economic strain on the NHS
Reframe Outdoor Exercise as Restorative Recreation
Outdoor exercisers can benefit from exercise, whilst also relaxing in nature and enjoying the truly beautiful
aesthetic beauty of their surroundings. Such an enervating experience moves past the functional outcomes of
exercise to a chance to reconnect with nature, to experience pleasure, and to escape from everyday life (Barton
et. al., 2009, Hammitt, 2000). Moving ‘away from physical exercise per se in population groups who are
inactive or insensitive to exercise prescriptions’ (Korpela et. al., 2014, p. 5) to restorative benefits of nature
perhaps explains the impressive adherence rate of outdoor exercise programmes. It is possible to exercise, in
nature, without feeling the pressure of ‘exercising’ or being exposed to images or messages relating to bodyfat,
body image, BMI, and other ‘benchmarks’, and it is recommended for this reason that outdoor programmes
are valued and reframed as principally a restorative recreational experience (for which exercise-related
outcomes are a welcome secondary outcome).
Recommendation: Reframe outdoor exercise as restorative recreation to maximise its’ emotional and
restorative (as well as physical) health-related benefits.

Maximising Utilisation of a Free Resource: Free Play is Free
‘Free play is free’.9 Playing outdoors offers a free, enervating and healthy resource for exercise and recreation
for all social groups, particularly in times of economic distress, and amongst harder-to-reach and poorer
societal groups.10 This underscores the potentially far-ranging implications of investing more extensively in a
resource (green & blue space) that is free for many to utilise, and which subsequently offers far greater
adherence to exercise in mainstream, hard-to-reach and at risk groups (Ward Thompson et. al., 2003, 2005,
2008, 2013).
Recommendation: Greater investment in nature & outdoor-based interventions is recommended for all, but
particularly for hard-to-reach & at-risk groups, in order that adherence to exercise across the sociodemographic spectrum is maximised.

Summary
The effects of nature on our emotional health are incredible and cannot be replicated. Nature offers a means
for restorative recreation that stands to alleviate significant strain on the NHS, offers free recreation for hardto-reach and at-risk groups, and exhibits strong adherence rates to exercise-based programmes. The greatest
recommendations, informed by scholarly review, are subsequently that this wonderful resource receive far
greater attention and investment if its benefits are to be truly realised for the population at large.
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