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The Natural Health Service in action
Nature4Health was a three year, £420,000 project
funded by The Big Lottery’s Reaching Communities
Programme that aimed to tackle health inequalities
in targeted communities across The Mersey Forest.
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The initiative has successfully demonstrated a
significant increase in levels of physical activity and
positive mental wellbeing. It has also boosted the
profile of and the capacity to deliver nature-based
wellbeing activities.
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“Getting involved
[in Nature4Health]
has helped me in
so many ways...
learning new skills,
improving my fitness
levels, breathing in
the fresh air...
and meeting
new people!”
margot, participant

The Mersey Forest managed Nature4Health as part of
its Natural Health Service programme, working with a
range of partners to run the activities.
The team worked in close collaboration with academic
partners to evaluate the initiative. These partners
were Collaboration for Leadership in Applied Health
Research and Care, North West Coast, University of
Liverpool and Liverpool John Moores University.

Nature4Health provided five different evidence-based activities, from group walking to
mindfulness, all taking place in a green, therapeutic environment. The activities were provided in
twelve week blocks, with tailored sessions targeted at adults, children and young people. Some
sessions were targeted at those with particular needs (e.g. young women) or health conditions
(e.g. adults with dementia). All activities were designed to be welcoming to complete beginners.
There were also opportunities for people to get involved in learning the skills needed to help out
with managing the sessions, boosting their experience for the job market.

figure 1: THE five nature4health activity products
Health Walks

Walking is the easiest form of outdoor
exercise supporting the widest age and
ability range.




Horticultural Therapy

Improving mental and physical wellbeing
through gardening and growing food.

Mindful contact with nature

Applying the principles of mindfulness to
the outdoors brings a walk in the woods
to a new level of intensity. It’s all about
submerging yourself in the sights, sounds
and smells of the woods.

5 standard
Nature4health
activity
products





Each product
provided as a 12
week course for
10-20 people

Forest School

Forest School allows children to play,
explore and learn about the natural
environment and do activities like
shelter-building, outdoor cooking,
growing plants, using tools and bughunting. It’s a hands-on approach to
promote play in natural environments. We
also adapted Forest School for adults,
calling it ‘Bushcraft’.

Practical conservation

Conservation Workout sessions such
as Green Gym™ involve getting stuck
in to do practical tasks to improve the
environment, boosting health at the
same time.



Targeting
‘hard to reach’
participants from
areas of need
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A partnership approach
The Mersey Forest managed the programme and worked in partnership with
community organisations to deliver activities that were needed locally.
Local organisations were selected that had strong community roots and connections, to develop
a longer term ‘co-production’ approach between themselves and The Mersey Forest. Local
partners had the following characteristics:
ɰɰ embedded within their community
ɰɰ had an understanding of the needs of the target community
ɰɰ were able to provide the evidence based ‘products’ to an agreed specification and standard
The programme brought together skills and expertise from within local authorities, charities
and the private sector. In particular, it supported a number of micro enterprises and small
businesses with a health focus.

figure 2: Our delivery partners:
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Engaging participants
The Nature4Health programme was designed based on the learning outlined in the
Big Lottery Fund ‘National Well-being Evaluation’ which found that these factors
were key:
ɰɰ identifying local need
ɰɰ taking a holistic approach
ɰɰ engaging the target group, understanding
the barriers to participants’ involvement.
ɰɰ using safe, welcoming and easy to 		
access venues

ɰɰ project staff who are empathetic and
enthusiastic
ɰɰ the use of volunteers in projects
ɰɰ imparting skills and knowledge to 		
participants

These factors have guided the programme design and delivery. In particular the selection
of venues and delivery staff appeared to be crucial to success. It is always, by definition, a
challenge to engage hard-to-reach groups, so the communication and engagement strategy has
continually evolved to implement lessons learnt.
Nature4Health deployed a range of communication tools to attract participants – from low-tech,
chalk signage to social media and blogs. The programme sought to impart a sense of belonging
and took inspiration from private sector approaches by creating a membership card with a loyalty
element.
Partners were often encouraged to embed Nature4Health activities within their existing offer
to local communities. For example, The Reader Organisation combined walking with reading,
enabling the programme to reach a larger number of participants who may not have been
engaged by a simple health message alone.
Once participants are engaged, social interaction is the critical factor to success. Participants
are more likely to re-attend when the group is perceived as friendly and interactive and delivery is
close to where they live.

space
You or your group leader can use this
other
to make notes. For example, details of
tips.
local activities, useful websites or health

Membership card
Name:
Nature4Health activity
Location:
alth,

For more information about Nature4He
please contact:

 01925 816217
 suzanne.londra@merseyforest.org.uk
 www.nature4health.org.uk

Ask your group leader to initial each session
and you
when you’re finished. Complete all 12
can enter our prize draw to win XXXX
1

Use the power
of nature
to boost your
wellbeing
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Enjoying Nature4Health?
Share your photos and
experiences on social media:
 @merseyforest #Nature4Health
 facebook.com/nature4healthTMF
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Participants and places
Nature4Health worked with 27 local partners across six local authorities to
enable 1,936 participants to take part in activities during the three years of the
programme.
A significant number of the participants had a pre-existing health condition (20%) or a
disability (19%).

figure 3: participants
1936
participants

19% have
disability

Gender

AGE

health
20% have
condition
employment status

Female (59%)

0-24 (39%)

Male (41%)

25-65 (43%)

In education
or training (39%)

65+ (18%)

Working (22%)
Retired (18%)
Unemployed (11%)
Pre-school (4%)
Carer (2%)
Unknown (4%)

participants have included:
ɰɰYounger parents lacking support
ɰɰYoung people with learning difficulties
ɰɰAdults with high BMI and sedentary 		
lifestyles
ɰɰAdults in recovery (substance misuse)
ɰɰVeterans reintegrating into the community
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ɰɰAdults with mental health conditions
ɰɰVictims of human trafficking
ɰɰAdults with caring responsibilities
ɰɰIndividuals dealing with bereavement
ɰɰSocially isolated older people
ɰɰOlder people with dementia

Projects were targeted in
locations of high health
deprivation and sought to
attract participants from the
area. Figure 4 shows where
participants live and the
project locations.

figure 4: project and participant locations

The project sought to make
full use of the different types
of green spaces within the
target areas. There was
an objective to use assets
that are maturing parts of
the Mersey Forest, such as
Colliers Moss and Northwich
Woodlands, as well as
traditional parks and outdoor
community spaces.
Figure 5 below shows
the breakdown of types
of green spaces used for
Nature4Health activities.

figure 5: TYPES OF GREEN SPACES utilised
Public open space

Church
grounds

Grounds of
community facility
Other

Sheltered
accommodation
grounds

School grounds

Traditional parks

Healthcare
facility
grounds

Sports
field

Community
centre
grounds

Woodlands and
natural green spaces

Waterway
Community
farm
Allotment
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Impact on physical activity/fitness
All participants were asked to complete IPAQ* questionnaires which assessed levels
of self-reported physical activity. Qualitative data was also gathered.
The IPAQ* questionnaire was used to calculate the amount and intensity level of physical activity.
Participants completed baseline questionnaires and this was followed up with a second after the
12 week course of activities was complete. The IPAQ results show an overall increase in ‘METminutes’ per week of 31.1% (from 357 to 468 minutes). The chart below shows the different
levels of activity that make up that overall figure.

figure 6: PHYSICAL ACTIVITY RESULTS

walking
activity

moderate
activity

vigorous
activity

Before:
63.0 mins per day
(208 MET minutes)
After:
85.5 mins per day
(282 MET minutes)

Before:
20.5 mins per day
(82 MET minutes)
After:
27.7 mins per day
(111 MET minutes)

Before:
8.4 mins per day
(67 MET minutes)
After:
9.4 mins per day
(75 MET minutes)

 36%

 35%

 12%

Better management of physical health conditions
Participants with pre-existing
physical health conditions
have reported improvements
indicating that Nature4Health
has been useful in enabling
better self-management of
health conditions.

“We get energised and... it
helps my oestoporosis. I look
forward to meeting new friends
and we are active whilst talking
so time flies and you feel good.”

“I really feel using the poles
helps my breathing – as an
asthma sufferer this means
I can still exercise and feel
good.”

Theresa (Walking)

Julie (Nordic Walking)

“It’s my final stages of
pregnancy (my first child) but
my GP and antenatal clinic
have encouraged me to do
light exercise – this is ideal and
the poles help with the extra
weight.”

“I’ve come off antibiotics
after being on them for 20+
years due to a long term lung
condition – the walking helps
my breathing.”

“I have asthma and many other
problems but since joining the
group... my breathing is getting
better.”

“I have had my hip replaced
now and I just want a fast
paced walk to keep me going
as I feel better when I have
done it and I have lost a lot of
weight and I feel good.”

Christine (Walking)

Lynne (Walking)

Katie (Nordic Walking)
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Jan (Nordic Walking)

* International Physical Activity Questionnaire: Craig, C. L., et al. (2003). “International physical activity
questionnaire: 12-country reliability and validity.” Med Sci Sports Exerc 35: 1381-95.

physical benefits
Participants have self-reported
increased levels of physical
fitness, such as increased
endurance, improved flexibility,
weight loss and easier
breathing.

“[I have] improved circulation
especially legs and ankles as I
now have more flexibility.”
Derek (Nordic Walking)

“It is keeping me active and I
feel better and I do not get as
stiff in my joints as I used to
sitting down.”

“I look forward to knowing I
have something to look forward
to if I feel up to my weekly walk
as my health is up and down
but I feel much better after my
walking sessions.”

Tony (Walking)

Maureen (Walking)

Ken (Nordic Walking)

“Feeling a lot better, my
breathing rate is much better
and I feel energised and
exhilarated. I hate it if my work
pattern does not allow me to
attend!”

“I love it, when I started there
was no way I was doing a hill
now it is easy. I find my posture
has improved even when I’m
not Nordic Walking.”

“I feel a lot healthier – I notice
my knees feel a lot better. My
breathing has improved- I am
not panting or wheezing like I
did when I first started.”

Jan (Nordic Walking)

Alan (Nordic Walking)

“I love the walks, I have lost
“I can notice the difference
weight and feel better in myself
of the development of my
and I feel much fitter.”
muscles in the upper chest and Maria (Walking)
this is due to using the poles
effectively – I would never get
this from normal walking.”
PAUL (Nordic Walking)
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Impact on mental wellbeing
All participants were asked to complete WEMWBS* questionnaires which were used
to measure changes in mental wellbeing. Qualitative data was also gathered.
The WEMWBS set of 14 questions gives a wellbeing score of between 14 and 70. Participants
completed baseline questionnaires and this was repeated after the 12 week course of activities
had finished.
The results show a marked improvement in WEMWBS scores of over six points. Between three
and eight points improvement is usually considered to be meaningful.

figure 7: mental wellbeing RESULTS

WEMWBS
average scoreS

 6.2 points
(13%)

Baseline:
47.6
Follow-up:
53.8

improved mental wellbeing
Participants reported a boost
to their everyday wellbeing and
a greater ability to cope with
everyday stress.

“I do not feel as stressed and
the people are lovely.”
Robert (Walking)

“It has given me an inner
sense of peace and the
ability to stop and enjoy
things around me. Also, it has
helped me with sleep. If I ever
feel a little anxious I use my
breathing to help me.”
Cathie (Mindful contact)

“The walk is something I
look forward to – I would be
depressed if I did not have my
walk.”

“I certainly feel more relaxed
and able to cope with everyday
stresses since the course. I
also find I am far more patient
especially when driving. I
appreciate my surroundings
and walk a lot more than I
used to.”
Linda (Mindful contact)

“The group is good and i can
now take on the world – bring
it on.”
Sean (Nordic Walking)

Sandra (Walking)
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* Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale: https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/research/platform/wemwbs/

greater social interaction
The social aspects of the
courses have been especially
valued by participants, who
report the benefits of meeting
and socialising with new
people.

“Some people enjoy it so much
they keep coming back even
after their 12 weeks are up!
Everyone is friendly and easy
to get along with, making a
very comfortable atmosphere
whether you’re a talker or a
listener.”
David (Healthy Conservation)

“Without the walks we would
not have the social aspect of
chatting together which helps
us with our overall health and
wellbeing as we are walking
and talking and getting all the
benefits of feeling happy.”

“You meet new people and it
is great for mental health and
social activity. The comradeship
of the group is important to me
and we have a good group.”
Alison (Nordic Walking)

“I love walking and I have
made three new friends and
I feel energised. We all have
a laugh and a chat and I look
forward to going for a walk with
a nice group of people.”
Ann (Walking)

Angie (Walking)

impact on existing mental health conditions
Adults with pre-existing
mental health conditions
have reported improvements
since attending Nature4Health
activities.

“Billy hasn’t needed to access
his mental health support team
since starting the course... I
asked him what difference the
course made. He said that it
was something to look forward
to. It broke up his week. He
was usually stressed at the
beginning but by the time he’d
finished the meditation he
went home all relaxed. He is
building up his tolerance to
social situations/groups.”
Support worker (mindful contact)

“I get anxiety so the gardening
helps me have ‘me time’ for a
few hours. It has helped with
my confidence to mix with
others.”
Valerie (Horticulture)

“Since I have been on the
course I feel much more
relaxed and I am starting to
appreciate life again. I still have
a long journey ahead, but I am
beginning to cope a lot more.”
Andrea B (mindful contact)

reduction in social isolation
Many participants have
reported that the activities
have reduced isolation and
given them a sense of purpose
that had been lacking.

“What would I do except sit in
and do housework... I have a
structure which helps me get
moving. I am able to have a
chat and meet new friends and
it is local to me – I look forward
to it every week.”
Elaine (walking)

“I don’t see anybody from
one day to the next unless I
go shopping . This is a social
group and I enjoy coming.”

“It gets me out the house
as I am quite isolated, I look
forward to it and we have a
nice way of exercising and it is
making me feel better.”
Paul (walking)

“I have had a bereavement and
I am partially blind and I do not
see any body through the week
the group is great and I can
talk to the walk leader.”
Mike (walking)

Teresa (walking)
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Impact: additional outcomes
Nature4Health has helped to achieve outcomes for individuals and organisations
beyond those relating directly to health and wellbeing. The programme has also
of helped to raise the profile of the link between nature, green spaces and health.
Additional outcomes include:

skills development
The project worked with participants to help them find ways of continuing activities informally or
signposting them towards other initiatives at the end of the 12 weeks. For 75 of the participants
progression has meant joining the programme as a volunteer, helping to lead activities and guide
a new cohort towards greater wellbeing.

influencing policy
Throughout the programme The Mersey Forest has sought to engage local and national policy
makers in conversations about the role of the natural environment in health and wellbeing. This
has included meetings, a conference and visits from senior officials to see Nature4Health in
action. Nature4Health was featured in the government’s new ‘25 Year Plan for the Environment’
which includes a commitment to help people improve their health and wellbeing by using green
spaces including using environmental therapies for mental health conditions.

Value for money
A Social Return on Investment study was conducted into an expanded Natural Health Service,
working with around 6,000 people a year who are at high risk of developing a future need for
expensive health services. This predicted a return on investment where for every £1.00 invested
in the service, £6.75 social return will be generated.

growing community capacity
Nature4Health has helped to grow local community infrastructure and skills to improve health
outcomes. For example, trainer Donna B was assisted to develop her offering and reach more
people locally. Participants from her Mindful Movement sessions wanted to continue after the
end of the ten weeks and are now paying for the activity themselves. Word spread of the positive
impact of the sessions and Donna was then asked by Retain Wellbeing to run Dementia Inclusive
sessions at the Grosvenor Park in Chester. “I have really enjoyed being part of such a positive
project” comments Donna. “I love what I do and I adore being outside so when mixing the two
together I feel like I’m in my element.”

contributing to the evidence base
Nature4Health has sought to build on existing best practice to ensure that the data collected is
robust and will help to make the case for the value of providing activities and therapies in green
spaces. The partnership with the University of Liverpool and Liverpool John Moores University will
also provide new insight and research evidence. Two pieces of work are underway: one examining
Forest School and another which is utilising observations from Mindful Contact with Nature.
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“It’s been great to take time
each week to clear my mind of
any problems or worries and
to slow myself down”
Case study: Simon, mindful contact with nature
Simon is planning a big personal achievement in July: he will be involved in the Northwich
Festival of Running. For many, this would be a normal way to stay fit. For Simon it will be much
more than that because the 42 year old suffers from agoraphobia and a panic disorder and the
idea of doing such a thing in the past would have been unthinkable.
The fact Simon is taking part for the second year in a row after his mental health improved is
partly down to his involvement in Nature4Health. It has given Simon a new lease of life and is
helping many other residents become fit and healthy in the great outdoors.
Simon, from Northwich, said: “A therapist recommended that I try and regularly do things that
I find uncomfortable and to stay in those situations until I felt myself relaxing. So, when I first
heard about it I immediately wanted to find out more.”
Simon completed the twelve week Mindful Movement programme at Marbury Country Park,
Northwich. It involved people connecting with nature, improving physical health and reducing
stress.
Simon added: “It’s been great to take an hour each week to clear my mind of any problems or
worries and to slow myself down. It’s given me the chance to really notice the birds singing and
the sun shining through the trees.
“Learning about Tai Chi and mindfulness has inspired me to want to try other things and, after
the sessions, I’ve started jogging along the Run England routes that are marked out around the
woodland. I’ll hopefully be taking part in the Northwich Festival of Running in the summer.
“The sessions have helped me to feel more confident in Northwich Woodlands and I’ll hopefully
be able to just focus on the running this time and not thinking about how quickly I can escape if
I panic. I’d definitely recommend it to others and I think that most of the people I’ve spoken to
during the course have said that they’re intending on carrying on with the private sessions that
are starting later in the year.”
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Increasing future impact
The Mersey Forest’s aspiration is to have Nature4Health type activities available
for communities throughout Merseyside and north Cheshire, throughout the year.
The natural environment can play a role in improving health; it is one of the wider
determinants of health. Our trees, woodlands and green spaces contribute to
health and happiness – and through projects like Nature4Health their use can be
significantly increased. To achieve this there needs to be:

INCREASED AWARENESS
Awareness needs to be increased of the potential of using the natural environment as a costeffective way to help reduce health inequalities. There is currently an imbalance of knowledge
and financial investment with some local authorities being much more forward thinking than
others. The positive message about the natural environment and health within the 25 Year Plan
for the Environment provides an opportunity to promote the development of the Natural Health
Service.

LONG TERM STRATEGIC FUNDING OF DELIVERY
Nature4Health is one in a series of funded projects that have helped develop the Natural Health
Service concept. This project-by-project funding structure is not fit for purpose in achieving
long-term sustained change. The programme needs to become part of a wider health service
model that keeps people well, rather than simply treating illness. A sustainable funding model
will encourage a greater focus on developing best practice and enable the kind of long-term
engagement necessary for the intelligent commissioning of services.
To have greatest impact, delivery of the Natural Health Service needs to be resourced in a
sustainable way so that the voluntary, community and social enterprises involved are properly
funded for the work they provide. Infrastructure needs to be in place to support the service and
there is must be high quality, independent evaluation.

GREATER RECOGNITION OF URBAN GREEN SPACE ASSETS
Urban green space assets, including community woodlands, have the greatest potential to
benefit the largest amount of people in terms of health and wellbeing. There needs to be
continued investment in green spaces close to communities with high levels of poor health to
reduce health inequalities and encourage the use of our natural environment through social
action.
This approach is supported by the 25 Year Plan for the Environment and the Natural Capital
Committee’s fifth annual report.
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A MERSEY FORESt success story
Nature4Health was a Community Forest Trust project within The Mersey Forest.
The Mersey Forest is a growing network of woodlands and green spaces spread across Cheshire
and Merseyside, which has been creating ‘woodlands on your doorstep’ for more than 20 years.
The Forest is one of the leading environmental regeneration initiatives in the North of England.
Through community and partnership working, we have planted ten million trees - equivalent to
five new trees for every person living within the Forest area.
The Forest helps our towns and cities adapt to climate change, creates woodlands that 20%
of local people visit at least once a week, and by improving the image of our towns and cities
sets the scene for growth within the region’s £98 billion economy. We achieve all of this and
more through our partnership of local authorities, landowners, the Forestry Commission, Natural
England, the Environment Agency, businesses and our local communities.

For more information on Nature4Health,
please contact:
Clare Olver
The Mersey Forest
Risley Moss
Ordnance Avenue
Birchwood
Warrington
WA3 6QX

 01925 816217
 mail@merseyforest.org.uk
 www.nature4health.org.uk
 www.merseyforest.org.uk
 facebook.com/merseyforest
 @merseyforest

Charity Registration No: 1072706
Report production: Jon Kedwards | www.jonkedwards.co.uk
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