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 Health – “a state of complete physical, mental 

and social well-being and not merely the absence 

of disease or infirmity.”  (World Health Organization, 1948) 

 

 Well-being – “is a valid population outcome 

measure beyond morbidity, mortality, and 

economic status that tells us how people perceive 

their life is going from their own perspective.”   

   (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2013) 

Health & wellbeing: 



The environmental determinants of 

health: 

 Two aspects of environment affect health: 

 Its quality – ‘environmental degradation’ 

 WHO claims that > 25% of world’s disease burden is attributable 

to environmental factors    (World Health Organisation, 2005) 

 Its accessibility – ‘environmental deprivation’ 



Environment and wellbeing: 

Wellbeing depends on: 

 the natural environment  

 the human made 

environment  

 social arrangements 

(families, social networks, 

associations, institutions, 

economies)   

 human consciousness  

      (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 p. 6) 

Wellbeing includes:  

 satisfactory human 
relationships,  

 meaningful occupation, 

 opportunities for:  

   - contact with nature,  

   - creative expression, & 

   - making a positive 
contribution to human 
society  (Furnass, 1996) 

 



Overweight & obesity in Australia: 

(AIHW, 2013) 



Physical inactivity in Australia: 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011) 





Mental ill health in Australia: 

 45% aged 16–85 (7.3 m. people) have experienced a mental 

disorder 

 2007 National Survey of Mental Health and Wellbeing: 1 in 5 aged 

16–85 experienced a mental disorder in past 12 months 

 People with mental disorders suffer greater psychological distress 

& a higher rate of profound/severe disability than those without 

mental disorders.  (Australian Institute of health & Welfare, 2012 p. 273) 

 Major depression was diagnosed in more than 60 per cent of 

asylum seekers and about 30 per cent of refugees 
(http://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-05-22/rsearch-reveals-mental-health-toll-on-asylum-

seekers/4025480)  



Wellbeing in Australia: 

 Stress levels of Australians in 2012  those of 2011, & similar to 

those in UK & USA 

 “Younger adults continued to report much higher levels of stress 

and distress and lower levels of wellbeing compared with older 

Australians”  

  distress in 2012 cf. 2011, with 22% reporting moderate to 

severe levels of distress  

 ↓ wellbeing in 2012 cf. 2011  

 Students & unemployed reported ↓ wellbeing &  stress & distress 

than most other Australians.    (Casey, 2012 p. 4) 



Humans need nature: 

 ‘Everybody needs beauty as well as bread, 

places to play in and pray in where nature may 

heal and cheer and give strength to the body 

and soul’ 

       (John Muir, 1912) 

 



Why is contact with nature important 

for wellbeing?  

 Biophilia: 

 Love of nature & living things 

 Humans evolved in company of other species 

 Humans depended for survival on understanding nature 

 Nature contributes to humans’ physical, emotional, intellectual 

& spiritual growth & development 

 Separation from nature only recent  humans have not been 

able to adapt 

    (Wilson 1984; Kellert & Derr 1998; Sacks 2009) 



How does nature contact contribute to 

wellbeing? 

 Attention Restoration Theory: 

 Restoration & recovery from mental fatigue 

 Shifts individuals’ thinking from effortful to effortless 

 4 aspects: 

 Being away 

 Fascination 

 Extent 

 Compatibility 

 

(Kaplan & Kaplan 1989; Kaplan 2001) 

 



How does nature contact contribute to 

wellbeing? (ctd.) 

 Stress Reduction Theory: 

 Relieving stress (esp. associated with city living) 

 Lower intensity environment 

 Less perceptually jumbled environment 

   Decrease in autonomic arousal 

   Inhibition of negative thoughts 

   Positive feelings replacing negative ones 

       

     (Konijnendijk 2008a; Velarde et al. 2007; Ulrich et al. 1991) 

 



Evidence of health benefits of nature 

contact: 

 Gall bladder patients recovered more quickly with a 

natural view (Ulrich, 1984) 

 Gardening is associated with lower rates of dementia 
(Simons et al, 2006) 

 Outdoor experiences can foster pro-environmental 

attitudes & behaviour (Andre, 2011; Waage et al., 2012) 

 Local parks can promote social connectedness 

 Knox study: 85% of park users claimed their use of 

parks → an increased sense of ‘community’ or 

‘belonging’ (Townsend, 2005) 



Evidence of health & w/b benefits from 

outdoor education/recreation/therapy: 

 For marginalised young people, participation in a 6 week 

outdoor experiential program could → enhanced 

perceptions of health & wellbeing (Carpenter, 2008) 

 20 case studies of outdoor adventure interventions found 

that participants experienced positive impacts across 

physical, emotional, behavioural, social, cultural, 

spiritual, economic & environmental wellbeing domains 
(Pryor, 2009) 

 



Range of benefits of environmental volunteering: 

 

 
 Improved general/holistic 

wellbeing 

 Opportunities to be outdoors 

 Meaning & satisfaction 

 Social inclusion 

 Improved confidence & self-

esteem 

 Opportunities for learning 

 Environmental benefits 
 

 

  



Particular benefits for children & y.p.: 

 Time outdoors → imaginative play,  positive relationships 

& environment being a learning space (Dowdell et al., 2011 p. 24) 

 Outdoor lessons have been associated with greater student 

engagement & better student behaviour (Scott et al., 2013) 

 Outdoor expeditions have → an increase in pro-social 

behaviour among adolescents (Furman & Sibthorp, 2014) 

 The Young Endeavour program → positive outcomes for 

relationships, self-perception & motivation (Henstock et al., 2013) 

 Time spent outdoors is associated with higher levels of 

physical activity & lower levels of obesity (Cleland et al., 2008) 

 



Developmental benefits of nature play: 

 Nature’s ‘enriched environment’ offers 
benefits for children’s development via: 

 Objects to play with & a platform for play (Kellert, 

2002) 

 Stimulus to imaginative play (Heerwagen, 2009) 

 Motor development, a sense of identity, 
autonomy & psychological resilience (HCNDACRSP, 2004; 

Kellert & Derr, 1998) 

 Exploration, problem solving, decision making, 
creative thinking (Bagot, 2005; Burdette & Whitaker, 2005; Burls 

2007a, 2007b; Castonguay & Jutras, 2009; Derbyshire, 2007; Kellert, 2002; O’Brien, 
2005a) 

 



Other benefits of nature play: 

 Opportunities & encouragement for physical 

activity 

 Development of risk assessment & risk 

management abilities 

 Reduction in symptoms of ADD & ADHD (Kuo & Taylor 2004) 

 Improved concentration in response to the 

diversity of nature (Storli & Hagen 2010) 

 

 

 



“Children are born with a sense of wonder and an 

affinity for Nature.  Properly cultivated, these 

values can mature into ecological literacy, and 

eventually into sustainable patterns of living.” 
 
    Zenobia Barlow (2004), “Confluence of Streams” 

 



Yet children’s access to nature is declining: 

 Less nature for 
children to access 

 Access of remaining 
nature is limited 

 (Faber-Taylor & Kuo, 2006; Derbyshire, 2007) 

 “Society is teaching 
young people to avoid 
direct experience in 
nature” (Louv, 2010) 

 Result is ‘nature 
deficit disorder’ (Louv, 2010 

p. 36) 



Therefore… 

 You, as outdoor educators & outdoor recreation 

providers, have a key role to play in fostering & 

enabling meaningful engagement with nature 

 That role is critical for children & young people 

 But it is also important for people of all ages, 

cultures, circumstances & abilities 

 



The 21st Century context: 

 An ageing population & longer life-spans 

 

 

 

 

 Increasing urbanisation → risk of reduced open spaces, 

threats to green wedges/urban fringe, urban sprawl, all → 

greater separation from nature 

 Environmental threats: climate change, loss of biodiversity 

 Rapid technological development 

 



The 21st Century context (ctd.): 

 An increasingly litigious society → growing risk aversion 

 An increasingly competitive society (e.g. <4s tutoring)  

 Perceived ↓ in ‘community’ &  in ‘fear’ 

 Spiralling cost of housing & flow-on effects of that 

 Political & economic changes: 

 Recent budget cuts to education & healthcare 

 Deregulation of higher education sector 

 Tightening of welfare entitlements 

 De-funding of many smaller, ‘niche’ service providers 

 



Other challenges facing the sector: 

 Move away from preventative health care: 

 Abolition of the National Preventative Health Agency 

 Cuts to the Medicare Local program 

 Greater emphasis on clinical health 

 Climate change/global warming → outdoor recreation is 

less attractive (“Too hot to trot”!) 

 Proposals to open up National Parks to franchises 

 ‘Stranger danger’, time poor parents, risk aversion & 

new technologies → children spending less time outdoors 

 



Other challenges facing the sector (ctd.): 

 NAPLAN → adultification & stress on children, depriving 

them of opportunities to pursue their rights, interests, 

perspectives (Bousfield & Ragusa, 2014) 

 Parental pressure/My School → narrowing the focus to 

core curriculum   

 Potential threat to the already limited outdoor 

experience opportunities in schools, due to budget cuts 

 Crowded curriculum … 



The crowded curriculum: 



Other possible challenges/obstacles: 

 US research into influences on & obstacles to environment-

based education identified: 

 Lack of interest, training, knowledge & comfort among teachers 

 Lack of interest, training, knowledge & comfort among 

principals/key administrators 

 Lack of: funding, support from higher levels, timetable 

flexibility, transportation, parental support, community 

partners & accessible natural areas 

 Concerns about safety, liability & out-of-classroom management 

 The region’s or school’s emphasis (incl. external testing) & the 

school’s “climate”       

        (Ernst, 2012) 

 



Positive signs & supporting evidence: 

 Success of the Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden 

Program → growth in awareness of benefits of different 

forms of educational delivery (Block et al., 2009) 

 Evidence of the “educational efficacy of environmental 

education (EE) in schools, with positive student outcomes 

in core subject areas” (Ernst, 2012 p. 73) 

 Exposure of ACARA to international evidence of non-

standard teaching methods (e.g. teaching maths by the 

weather) 
(http://www.acara.edu.au/news_media/news_full/conrad_wolfram_teaching_maths_by_the_w

eather.html) 



New/expanded opportunities: 

 Partnerships with the health sector: 

 The health promotion sector 

 Health insurers 

 Health service providers – both for physical & mental health 

 Potential for greater take-up in the education & early 

childhood development sector 

 Partnerships with the environment sector 

 Partnerships with ‘seniors’ services, CALD groups, 

Centrelink-connected employment services, … 

 

 



Strategies for moving forward: 

 Compiling an evidence base to support the case/s for 

outdoor education/recreation in each of these settings 

 Publicising widely examples of programs & their positive 

outcomes (→ demand-driven introduction of programs) 

 Taster sessions at no- or low-cost 

 Mentoring of staff within host/partner organisations 



“Thousands of tired, nerve-

shaken, over-civilized people 

are beginning to find out that 

going to the mountains is going 

home; that wildness is a 

necessity; and that mountain 

parks and reservations are 

useful not only as fountains of 

timber and irrigating rivers, but 

as fountains of life.”  

John Muir, 1901 


