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Policy context – health and wellbeing and 
green infrastructure

• Mental ill health is the single 
largest cause of disability in the 
UK

• The cost of healthcare for mental 
health illnesses is estimated to 
be at least £70-100bn per year 

• 1/3rd UK population not 
physically active enough

Office for National Statistics 

The natural environment and 
GI is essential to our health 
and well-being



Urban GI importance on the rise
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What a moment for London: a 
celebration of the biodiversity 
and greenness that the city holds, an 
acknowledgement of how vitally urban 
lives are bound up with - and enriched 
by – nature, - Robert Macfarlane

Together there’s lots of things we can 
do across the city-region… to make 
sure people here have clean air to 
breath, and quality green spaces to 
enjoy…” – Andy Burnham

Birmingham Biophilic City pioneering a 
comprehensive, integrated approach to 
environmental and health-related 
problems. 



Nature based solutions
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The ways in which GI can 
provide nature based 
solutions for health and 
wellbeing: 

• GI for health promotion 
and disease prevention

• GI for therapy and 
rehabilitation

• GI for education providing 
indirect health benefits

• GI for recreation and 
tourism



European Network

• EU COST Action E39 – Forests and human 
health and wellbeing. 2004-2008

Main topics of focus:

• Forest products and environmental services

• Physical and mental health and the 
experience of nature

• Promoting physical activity

• Therapeutical and educational aspects

• Forest and health policies and economics

Book chapter on:

• Outdoor education, life long learning and skills 
development in woodlands and green spaces: 
the potential links to health and well-being. 
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European Network

• EU COST Action FP1406 – Green 
infrastructure and urban forests 
2012-2016

Main topics of focus

• Environmental ecosystem services 
provided by urban forests and GI

• Socio-cultural services provided by 
urban forests and GI

• Economic benefits and governance of 
urban forests in a GI approach

Chapters in the book:

• Social and environmental justice: diversity 
in access to and benefits from GI - examples 
from Europe. 

• The cost of greening: disservices of urban 
trees. 

• Recreational use of urban green 
infrastructure: the tourist’s perspective. 
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Benefits of GI

• Learning

• Health

• Economic

• Social 
connections

• Connection 
to nature

• Sensory 
experiences

• Cultural, 
symbolic 
importance
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Other European Collaborations

Two European  
expert groups

• 1. Forests and 
human health 
and SFM

• 2. Urban green 
and blue spaces 
in urban and 
peri-urban 
areas and 
effects on 
mental 
wellbeing
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Forest Europe Expert Group

• FOREST EUROPE is the pan-European voluntary 

high-level political process for dialogue and cooperation 
on forest policies in Europe. 

• It develops common strategies for its 47 signatories (46 
European countries and the European Union) on how to 
protect and sustainably manage their forests. 

• Expert Group on Health and SFM set up and ran for 2 
years 
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Suggested mechanisms for health benefit
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Key findings – psychological benefits
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• Evidence of short term mental health benefits 
with contact with nature

• Influences positive emotions and decrease 
stress, depression, fatigue, anxiety, tension

• Improves attention, vitality, reduces cognitive 
load

• Evidence issues

• Some studies are correlational not causational

• Many studies are cross-sectional studies not 
longitudinal

• More evidence from healthy adults



Key findings – physiological benefits
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• Studies show forests can lower blood 
pressure, pulse rate, cortisol level, suppress 
sympathetic nervous system. Many of the 
studies are from Japan, South Korea, China

• Quality of vegetation and size of nature area 
matters

• Evidence issues

• More research on longer term health benefits needed

• More work on effect of different types of forest, as 
well as management and facilities



Key findings – social benefits
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• Strengthening social relationships

• Shared experiences with family and friends

• Study in Netherland of 10,000 people found less 
greenspace was associated with perceived lack of 
social support and loneliness

• Developing new relationships

• Interventions/programmes to encourage connection 
with others e.g. volunteering

• Participation and capacity building

• Community events and activities improving social 
cohesion 

• Evidence issues

• Less research in this area



German Case study example
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Spa and healing forests – Germany
• Classification of spa and healing forests by law – first 

established in 2017 in Heringsdorf

• Sustainable forest management certification is 

precondition

• Spa forests – for health promoting with widespread 

impact

• Healing forests – for forest therapy

• Have resting points with information and instructions 

for exercises

• Mobile phones prohibited 

• One trail adapted for those with visual disability

• 90% state and EU funded

• Planning 3 more spa and healing forests



UK Case study example
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• Woods in and around towns

• Large scale programme in Scotland running since 2005. 

• Two phases:

• Improve local woodlands (e.g. improved paths, signage, 
benches, welcoming entrances)

• Engaging community in accessing woodlands (e.g. 
community events and activities)

• 250 woodlands improved

• Evaluation highlights:

• Improved perceptions of the woodlands in deprived 
communities

• Approx £13 million per year in recreation, health and 
wellbeing benefits

• Survey participants gained mental health benefits, used the 
forests to socialise with friends and family

• Overall number of visits increased by 20-25%



Forest Europe Expert Group
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New publication
https://foresteurope.org/
new-forest-europ-
publication-human-
health-sustainable-forest-
management/

Forests and human health 
video
https://www.youtube.com
/channel/UCOjRkGi5GhSO
qrcckgSDeLg?view_as=su
bscriber

https://foresteurope.org/new-forest-europ-publication-human-health-sustainable-forest-management/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCOjRkGi5GhSOqrcckgSDeLg?view_as=subscriber


NHS Greenspace in Towns and Cities

Research for the Green 
Exercise Partnership

Interviews with:

• Occupational therapists

• Activity coordinators

• Estates managers

• Health improvement

• Nurses

To understand impact of 
greenspace demonstration 
projects in Scotland

• Ayr and Ailsa Hospitals 

• Royal Edinburgh Hospital

• Gartnaval Hospitals 

• New Craigs Inverness
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Monitoring and evaluation
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Partnership between Sport England 
and Forestry England to encourage 
physical activity 

• Report from the 3 year pilot –
now being mainstreamed on 18 
forest sites – 4 new urban 
sites

• Operational data, surveys, 
interviews/focus groups

• Total of 700,097 sporting visits

• Key benefits
• Physical wellbeing
• Fun and enjoyment
• Mental wellbeing
• A feeling of escape and 

freedom



Grow Wild 
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Sowing the seeds of a 
movement: building nature 
connection through wild 
horticulture

Royal Botanic Gardens Kew

England flagship site, 

Tale of Two Cities



Grow Wild

January 201420

Housing estate in 

Torfaen – South 

Wales



Who sowed the seeds?
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n=63,271 Seed Packets



Action for Nature – 24%
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Grow Wild benefits

• “Connect” was the most prominent theme

• to community and each other – proud to be working together

• social inclusion improved through wide range of groups and 
individuals involved getting to know each other – disabled and 
disadvantaged notable

• to place – making a space natural and beautiful

• to the future - building legacy for community and nature

• “Keep Learning” significant evidence

• Learning about nature – sustained behaviour change, i.e. visiting 
other natural places

• Young people learning transferable life skills – confidence

• “Get Active” some evidence

• Getting out and about in nature more often, including flagship 
site
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Social housing and woodlands - London
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Reviews and urban nature

• Urban health 

• Mindfulness

• Qualitative methods
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How can tree and forest management 
agencies help?

• C
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Some key issues
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Current evidence is increasing:

• There is a large volume and range of evidence of the 
benefits of contact with GI for all ages

• One off experiences are not as influential as regular 
exposure to GI

• An increasingly strong body of qualitative evidence – but 
not always clear who was involved, lack of large scale 
synthesis

• Green Infrastructure is vital infrastructure 
generating the context for good health and 
individual and community wellbeing
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Find out more about our social 
research at FR: 

https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk

socio economic research

Follow us @FR_SERG

https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/

