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Project details 

Engagement with nature has been shown to have a range of health and wellbeing 

benefits. However, evidence from Natural England’s Monitor of Engagement with the 

Natural Environment (MENE) survey – and its successor the People and Nature Survey – 

shows that that nature spaces in rural and urban environments are not accessed equally 

by all and that factors including age, ethnicity and socio-economic status seem to play a 

role in this picture. Natural England therefore commissioned this series of Evidence 

Briefings called ‘Included Outside’ to bring together, in user-friendly formats, existing 

evidence on barriers to engagement with nature, and lesson from interventions to 

overcome them for particular under-represented groups.  

Each Briefing focuses on a different ‘group’ that is under-represented in nature and the 

outdoors (although it is important to note that these groups do overlap, and this is 

highlighted as well): older people, people from ethnic minority backgrounds, people living 

with disabilities and people living in low-income areas. The Briefings give an overview of 

the barriers and enablers for engaging in nature for each group as well as relevant case 

studies and resources.  

The Summary Report looks at the similarities and differences between the barriers and 

enablers for each group, and explores issues of ‘intersectionality’ (the ways in which social 

identities and related inequalities are connected and cross-cutting). It also describes the 

methodology used for reviewing the evidence sources and highlights key learning for the 

development and evaluation of inclusive nature engagement.   

The aim is for these Briefings to provide a resource for organisations and individuals 

working to broaden engagement in nature and the outdoors so that they can get a better 

understanding of what the evidence says about barriers and also build on what works.  

Natural England commission a range of reports from external contractors to provide 

evidence and advice to assist us in delivering our duties. The views in this report are those 

of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of Natural England. 

This report should be cited as: Rishbeth, C., Neal, S., French, M. and Snaith, B. (2022) 

Included outside: Evidence synthesis for engaging under-represented groups in 

nature. Summary Report, Natural England Commissioned Report, NECR427. Natural 

England, York. 
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Executive summary 

It is widely recognised that time spent in nature and outdoor spaces has individual benefits 

relating to physical and mental wellbeing [29,40]. This has been re-emphasised by the 

Covid-19 pandemic [16] (and also see Office for National Statistics 2021). There is also 

growing evidence that participation in nature spaces and the outdoors benefits people’s 

wider senses of belonging and social connection. Given this, it is clearly important that 

everyone has access to nature and the chance to visit and spend time in different types of 

natural environment.   

However, the evidence shows that nature spaces in rural and urban environments are not 

accessed equally by all and that for some social groups a range of barriers limit 

opportunities to engage and benefit from encounters with nature. Natural England’s own 

data collection -- through its Monitor of Engagement through the Natural Environment 

(MENE), and more recently the People and Nature surveys -- has led the way in creating a 

baseline of evidence of the differential use of urban and rural green and blue space. This 

data shows that four social groups are particularly under-represented in nature spaces 

[31]:  

• older people;

• people living in low-income areas;

• people from ethnic minority backgrounds;

• people living with disabilities.

Analysis of Natural England’s MENE data contributes to what is now a wide, but disparate 

and dispersed, collection of academic studies, policy accounts, intervention reports and 

expert opinions, which examine the relationship between nature and social inclusion, and 

the various ways in which nature spaces may be accessed and used less by certain social 

groups. The key aim of this project, a desk-based review of existing research and 

publications, was to bring this evidence together into a set of four practitioner-focused 

evidence briefings and a summary report.  

The specific objectives of the review that were agreed were: 

1. To provide an overview of available evidence on the needs and experiences of the

four under-represented groups in green (and blue) nature spaces in urban and rural

environments

2. To provide accessible and inspirational material on existing interventions that act as

‘enablers’ for people from under-represented groups in accessing nature space

interventions.

3. To conduct the review with regard to sensitivities and complexities regarding

representation and voice relating to the four under-represented groups.

Framed by these objectives the four evidence briefings are focused on the barriers to 

inclusion in nature for each of the four groups mentioned above, as well as outlining and 

suggesting ways in which the evidence might guide interventions to address these 
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barriers. They include short case studies and examples of a range of interesting 

interventions that are helping to promote inclusive nature engagement in varied 

environments. They also point to some of the overlaps between these groups and the 

diversity within them.  

This summary report draws together the evidence from across the briefings, illustrating 

how barriers to accessing and enjoying nature spaces overlap and are shared between 

the four under-represented social groups that each are the focus of one of the evidence 

briefings. It therefore draws attention to the importance of understanding ‘intersectionality’ 

in relation to promoting inclusive nature engagement. Intersectionality emphasises the 

ways in which social identities -- for example, ethnicity, gender, class, age, migration 

status, disability -- and related inequalities are connected and cross-cutting and can 

exacerbate each other.  

In addition, the summary provides an overview of the methods used for the review, 

identifies some of the gaps in the evidence found, and briefly outlines what the findings 

suggest for developing and evaluating interventions that aim to promote inclusive nature 

engagement. 
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Key findings  

Overview of the evidence base 

A review of the evidence base shows that there is an established body of work in 

interdisciplinary, academic and policy research that examines the ways in which ethnicity, 

class, age and disability impact engagements with nature. Government bodies such as 

Natural England and Public Health England are key to the production of large scale, 

quantitative data on nature space usage and patterns of engagement by different social 

groups. However: 

• Individual pieces of academic and policy research tend to be focused on one 

particular social group in each case. There is limited but increasing recognition of 

the differences and diversity within the four social groups but there are fewer 

studies which focus on the cross-cutting barriers which are shared by more than 

one social group. There is still a knowledge gap in the evidence base in relation to 

addressing intersectional barriers. 

• The evidence base is predominantly small scale and qualitative. There is a gap in 

relation to data generated by mixed research methods and data generated by 

quantitative research methods. 

• Issues and interventions relating to i) people with limiting health conditions, people 

with hidden and less visible disabilities, and people living in low-income 

neighbourhoods and ii) to accessing and use of bluespace are less well 

represented in the evidence base. 

Overview of structural factors which create barriers for 
different groups in accessing nature 

Much of the existing evidence base examines how the key barriers to accessing, using 

and benefitting from quality nature spaces relate to structural factors. These barriers 

include: a lack of nearby public green and bluespace, lack of quality in nearby public green 

and bluespace, lack of transport and costs involved in accessing more distant green and 

bluespace. There is strong evidence that structural factors relating to social class and 

ethnicity are intersectional and multi-dimensional. This evidence highlights that:  

• Those living in low-income urban areas are less likely to have access to 

greenspace and less likely to have access to high quality and well-resourced, safe 

greenspace [12,20,39].  

• Since 2008, public greenspace has been vulnerable to cuts in public spending and 

resource allocation [16]. There is also some evidence of councils using public parks 

in urban spaces as a form of income generation, by renting them out for pay-to-

enter festivals and events, which then affect access to urban park space [16, 27]. 
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• This lack of quality urban nature space in low-income areas affects Black and 

ethnic minority groups directly because they are more likely to live in urban areas, 

as well as being over-represented in lower income categories [20,39]. 

• It also reinforces the disadvantages they face, since lower income groups tend to 

have poorer health as well as also having less access to the health and well-being 

properties of green and bluespace [21,25,30]. 

Overview of experiential barriers to accessing nature 
and natural environments 

There are some studies that highlight the ways in which under-represented groups can 

have ambivalent experiences and perceptions of greenspace, both as places that feel 

unsafe and are to be avoided as well as places of leisure and enjoyment. Experience-

based concerns identified in this research included the importance of: 

• Concerns about personal security, safety and harm, including anxiety about anti-

social behaviour, racism and hate crime [21,35,45]. 

• Practical concerns about lack of information, getting lost, what to do and whether 

there will be enough to do [22]. 

• Concerns about isolation and vulnerability, and negative associations or memories 

of nature space as spaces in which they or others have had negative experiences 

[34,35]. 

But the research also identified more positive greenspace associations and experiences, 

among under-represented groups including: 

• High levels of habitual use of urban parks by people living in areas where there is 

quality greenspace provision [12]. 

• Strong senses of attachment, belonging and inter-generational use of urban parks 

in multi-ethnic areas [34,44] with some, albeit more fragile and uneven, use and 

enjoyment of rural and National Park greenspace [1,10]. 

Overview of cultural barriers to accessing nature and 
natural environments.  

• A number of studies emphasise the role of confidence about belonging to, being in 

and ownership of nature spaces. These studies highlight the political and cultural 

importance of reinforcing senses of entitlement to be in nature spaces and a nature-

relationship for those groups which are under-represented in nature spaces [19]. 

• There is evidence in some studies of representational barriers, cultural exclusions 

and disconnections in nature relationships, which means that Black and ethnic 

minority groups, migrants, disabled people, and working-class groups are much 

less visible in nature spaces and not routinely associated with or ‘placed in’ nature 

[19,43].  
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• A small body of work and think tank commentary highlight the ‘gentrification’ of 

nature spaces and the ways in which associations of nature with White, middle 

class leisure activities may generate senses of exclusion and anxieties about ‘not 

fitting in’, of ‘being stared at’ and of needing particular types of clothing, equipment 

and kit. There is more evidence of the ways in which nature spaces, particularly 

rural ones, have been exclusionary around race and cultural difference [15,33], but 

there is less evidence of research documenting inclusion or exclusion of working-

class nature traditions and the in/visibility of older and of disabled people in nature 

spaces [18]. 

Overview of barriers relating to the planning, design 
and management of natural environments  

• Issues of access and transport, costs, and/or lack of time and space in personal 

lives to engage in nature-related activities were the focus of several studies 

exploring the engagement of diverse groups in nature spaces [7,8,13]. Some 

research showed how the proximity of nature spaces to everyday life increased 

usage and that urban ‘walk through’ greenspaces which were used to get to other 

places tended to be better and more regularly used than ‘destination’ nature spaces 

[12,14,34]. These studies and policy interventions also tended to emphasise the 

importance of providing multiple ways in which nature spaces can be used - from 

outdoor gyms to playgrounds, picnic tables and sitting spaces - by different groups 

[18,23]. 

• A number of studies focus on the practical infrastructure barriers that affect levels of 

engagement with nature for under-represented social groups. These include a lack 

of access to information and knowledge about how to use nature spaces, worries 

about the availability of facilities such as toilets, cafes and information points, and 

the importance of signposted walks and sitting spaces [47]. 

• There was some commentary on the lack of partnership-building, voice and 

representation of under-represented groups in the local governance structures of 

nature spaces. For example, members of ‘friends of parks’ groups tend to have 

good representation of older, middle class and White British groups but an under-

representation of those identifying as belonging to Black, ethnic minority, disabled 

and working-class groups [10,20]. 

• There are a smaller number of publicly available studies evaluating and/or 

monitoring policy interventions and activities developed to address barriers to 

nature use [10,38], which provide evidence of how effective targeted interventions 

can be. This is indicative of the ways in which nature and greenspace does have 

wider appeal and levels of greenspace use by under-represented groups can 

change. Similarly, one survey of urban greenspace showed not only how important 

and how valued such space is but also found that that if people are satisfied with 

the number and the quality of their local parks they tend to be satisfied with their 

neighbourhood and council [12]. 
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• The initial stage of this project involved carrying out a scoping review of 

organisational websites, both of peer support and advocacy organisations for 

under-represented groups and of environmental sector organisations. This found 

that:  

1) Priority is often given to a health motivation for visiting natural environments. 

Although the ‘health agenda’ (for example, green prescribing) is generally helpful 

and commonly used to encourage contact with nature, there are a few cases where 

the messaging around this might arguably be perceived as a little ‘top down’, 

possibly even patronising or culturally excluding.  

2) There is a rise in peer-led organisations/NGOs/social enterprises supporting 

inclusion, often for specific groups. This is positive progress and these 

organisations are often led by committed and highly skilled individuals. Larger 

environment sector organisations are often keen to be identified and engage with 

these. However, most of the organisations involved tend to be small-scale and 

local, and commonly struggle with financial sustainability.  

3) There appeared to be few specific initiatives around poor health / limiting health 

conditions or meeting the access needs of people living in low-income areas. 

Overview of ‘what works’ 

While there was less of an evidence base relating to ‘what works’ in addressing barriers, 

there is an emerging body of more recent research with a focus on new forms of 

engagement, approaches and interactions. It is important to note that ‘what works’ can be 

interpreted in very different ways. Often, as exemplified by many of the case studies, there 

is a sense of ‘good practice’ being defined as a better quality experience for individuals, 

prioritising quality over quantity. This raises issues of how these activities work at scale. 

However, some more strategic approaches are about addressing local population needs 

and preferences (see case studies on Equality Impact Plans and on the proposed Wigan, 

Salford and Warrington National Nature Reserve), where the innovation involves a 

process of working beyond individual experience. 

The literature related to what works includes the following: 

• Studies and reports of co-participatory and peer-led activities show these to 

have been particularly effective in engaging under-represented groups in nature 

spaces. They reflect the principle that those taking part in an activity are best 

placed to design it [32,36]. 

• A small number of studies show nature organisations using social media and 

digital-based initiatives to provide information and interactive experiences and 

encourage connections with nature as well as interest and confidence in visiting 

and using nature spaces [4,37].  

• While the Covid-19 experience dramatically reinforced the importance of local, 

accessible greenspace and generated a significant increase in the use of public 

greenspace in urban areas, the early studies which explore this increase in local 
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greenspace use have shown that the pandemic did not necessarily lead to higher 

levels of greenspace use by under-represented groups [24,40,41]. 

• There is some evidence of the importance of supportive infrastructure and inclusion 

strategies targeted at particular social groups to encourage and support nature 

space usage. Examples range from the facilitation of nature space use for those 

with lower levels of fitness, dementia walks and sensory therapeutic gardens [2,11] 

to changing representations in terms of the visible diversity of users of nature 

spaces and activities [10]. 

• There is evidence of some local councils and social service providers (such as 

housing trusts) collecting data on nature space use for which they have 

responsibility, and establishing greenspace strategies with the social inclusion and 

wellbeing potential of nature space as a key focus [16,17,26,40,46]. However, there 

is less available data on the effectiveness of these strategies. 

• An emerging theme in some studies is the importance of re-thinking what nature 

spaces and nature experiences are so that pocket parks but also micro or home-

based nature spaces (a street tree, window box, indoor plants) can work as 

‘stepping stones’ to nature engagement [3,6,21]. 

Cross-cutting barriers to socially inclusive access to 
natural environments  

The evidence base shows one or more or the following will negatively impact the level of 

representation of particular social groups within nature space: 

• a lack of access to good quality walkable/nearby nature spaces and to nature 

spaces that can be reached (cheaply) by public transport;  

• concerns about security and personal safety in under-resourced and under-

maintained greenspaces;  

• a lack of partnership working with organisations run by or with under-represented 

groups and a failure to explicitly welcome a diversity of users and a diversity of 

nature space uses;  

• having no or only a limited supportive infrastructure (for example, information 

points, facilities, activities) which are targeted at building nature space confidence, 

encouraging the routine use of greenspace and developing emotional attachments 

to greenspace;  

• having no or only limited information about what facilities and resources are in 

nature spaces such as accessible and affordable cafés, toilets, picnic spaces, 

children’s play areas, sport and leisure activity spaces, garden spaces, quiet and 

social sitting spaces.  

These are cross-cutting issues and they emerge as re-occurring themes in the evidence 

base as having exclusionary effects on specific social groups, but also thread through and 

across the experiences and needs of all of the four groups. Addressing these ‘bigger 

picture’ barriers is key to having positive intersectional outcomes in which nature equity is 

enhanced for all under-represented social groups. 
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Methodology 

This research project was an entirely desk-based literature review and analysis process 

involving the following stages: 

Stage 1 

Scoping review of 24 organisational websites under 2 categories: 

• Addressing lived experiences. Third sector campaign and support groups relating 

to the under-represented groups identified by Natural England. These groups did 

not have a primary focus on nature connection.  We noted material directly 

produced for their own clients or campaigns, recording their own evaluation of 

problems, benefits and initiatives relating to natural environments. Example 

websites: Carers UK, Refugee Action.  

• A more inclusive outdoors. Nature and outdoors organisations covering a range 

of types of open space and recreational activities to identify how these 

organisations currently identify barriers to specific groups, priorities and plans to 

address these. Example websites: Campaign for Protection of Rural England, 

Wildlife Trusts, Youth Hostel Association. 

While this is ‘second level’ data in terms of robustness (academic rigour), we used this 

information to ground our literature review strategy in the publicly expressed priorities and 

interests of the specific groups that are the focus of the Evidence Briefings. It also served 

as an initial search for relevant case studies. Key findings from this scoping were used to 

develop our selection of user groups, different forms of nature space to focus on, and 

evidence search terms for secondary sources of evidence. 

Stage 2 

In this core stage of the research, we conducted a standardised, blended review of 

evidence, primarily focused on academic research, and government and third sector 

commissioned reviews. A search strategy was developed around the key objectives given 

in the Executive Summary and the scope of the evidence review. The search strategy 

focused on ‘experiences of the natural environment for identified marginalised groups’ and 

‘enablers’ and ‘barriers to engagement’.  

Evaluation of scope 

We were mindful of the primary output of the overall research project, which is to ensure 

that the information stated in the Evidence Briefings and the recommendations given 

within them were relevant to people working in a range of contexts in the UK 

environmental sector. The scoping criteria were as follows: 
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1. Prioritising UK-based research and practice, but allowing exceptions where we 

have compelling references to in-depth and innovative research or practice in other 

comparable national contexts; 

2. Prioritising literature and policies published between 2010 and 2022 (given the UK 

Equality Act 2010), but including key foundational texts and reports from the 

previous 10 years when they still appear to have ongoing influence; 

3. Requiring methodological transparency: any type of qualitative or quantitative study 

was eligible for inclusion, provided it reported on its methods and results; 

4. Reading the publication would add or deepen knowledge of issues of inclusion and 

exclusion for someone working on these initiatives within the environmental sector.  

Evaluation of rigour 

First level sources were defined as: academic publications reporting research findings, 

or/and academic literature reviews and analysis. Evaluation of ‘rigour’ within these 

publications was assessed as follows: 

• Academic publications that had been accepted through peer review in established 

academic journals. 

• As a minimum, academic publications met nationally significant standards of 

originality, significance and rigour as set out in the 2021 UK Research Excellence 

Framework (REF).  

Second level sources were defined as: strategy documents or formal reviews, reports on 

research which had not clearly gone through a formal peer review process but included 

highly relevant material, final reports and evaluations from practice, think pieces, and 

writers giving accounts of their lived experience of marginalisation and access issues. 

These were not given the same weight within our findings as the peer reviewed research 

but were integral to our analysis due to their high level of public facing suitability. A 

benchmark of ‘rigour’ within these publications was marked as follows: 

• Published by gov.uk or large Non-Governmental Organisations [NGOs] (strategy 

documents). 

• Written by academics or researchers within a policy context (non-formally peer 

reviewed research). 

• Publicly-accessible systematic reports on funded projects linked to an established 

provider (evaluations). 

• Published on a national scale public-facing edited website, typically large NGOs or 

professional bodies (think pieces). 

As long as one of the above criteria was met, we then assessed the material in terms 

of how ‘fit for purpose’ it was in terms of focus (as outlined below), and included it in 

the Table of Evidence Sources that is published as a separate Annex, if it fulfilled this 

criteria too. Most of these sources are cited in at least one Evidence Briefing or the 

Summary.  
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Development of search terms  

Search terms were derived through the following actions: 

• Selecting terms directly from the Natural England brief. 

• Drawing terms from Project Team’s specialist knowledge outlined in our tender 

submission. 

• Including terms from Natural England recommendations and areas of interest 

outlined in early meetings, with ongoing discussion and interactions during the initial 

stages of the project.   

• Identifying gaps and evolving the terms through reading of papers and considering 

new and/or alternative key words and search terms within them. 

As well as use of systemised searches (the primary database used was the Web of 

Science, but we also used Google Scholar and the Office of National Statistics), we used 

references and ‘cited by’ links within key papers which led us to other relevant work. The 

search terms used are cited in the Appendix. 

Inclusion in the evidence base 

From a long list of possible publications and materials, we discounted articles that on 

closer reading did not inform our priority areas of inclusion/exclusion or focused primarily 

on evaluation of health and well-being benefits of nature connection. We were guided by 

the desired publication outcomes to ensure that the evidence base as a whole represented 

an appropriate diversity of voices and positions, typologies of natural environment (green, 

blue, urban, rural), practices and uses, strategies and challenges, successes, forms of 

evidence, and interventions.  

The final evidence base comprises a total of 166 evidence sources. These are listed in the 

Table of Evidence Sources that is published as a separate Annex, alongside this 

Summary Report and the Evidence Briefings.  

Through an iterative search process (findings from stage 1, recommendations from 

Natural England staff, our own knowledge and projects mentioned in the publications) we 

collated a list of relevant case studies, of which we selected 12 to be highlighted as 

inspirational examples across the four Evidence Briefings.  

Stage 3 

Through a collaborative coding exercise of the evidence base, including the case studies, 

we identified the following themes which form the basis of each of the Evidence Briefings:  

• intersectionality and internal diversity 

• values and preferences 

• barriers and limitations  

• interventions to improve inclusivity 
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Note on terminology 

Language used for self-identifiers is fluid, context dependent and there are differences of 

opinion within population groups regarding preferred terminology. From the initial review of 

peer-support and advocacy sector websites, terminology used to describe specific groups 

was noted. In general, the most commonly used terms were adopted within the Evidence 

Briefings, and where there were equally preferred options, we used terms given by 

government guidelines: 

• Inclusive Communication guidance from GOV.UK 

• Writing about Ethnicity advice from GOV.UK 

When referring to specific findings or quotes from a publication, we used terms employed 

by the author.  

Intersectionality and internal diversity 

The four Evidence Briefings provide an in-depth, detailed focus on the different and 

distinct barriers that each of the four social groups identified as being under-represented in 

nature spaces currently face. In this section, we look across the information found on how 

class and socio-economic background, race and ethnicity, disability and age shape 

barriers to accessing, using and benefitting from nature spaces.   

We note that there is less evidence that recognises and engages with the internal diversity 

within each of these four very broad social categories, although there are emerging signs 

of studies using this approach, including, for example, Ratna’s study of urban walking and 

older, working class, Guajarati-British citizens [42].  

There is robust evidence of the intersectional and cross-cutting issues that relate to social 

class and ethnicity. For example, low-income neighbourhoods have less greenspace and 

less high quality greenspace, and ethnic minority populations are over-represented in low-

income neighbourhoods. However, the relationship between other identifiers, such as ‘age 

and class’ or ‘ethnicity and disability’, and the consequences of these for nature 

engagement have had less of a focus for investigation.  

Much of the evidence on barriers is focused on group-specific barriers. There were several 

studies documenting socio-economic barriers, access and mobility barriers and 

‘representational’ barriers to nature engagement. There were more studies relating to the 

experiences of Black and other ethnic minority and migrant groups. These highlight the 

ways in which racialised stereotypes and assumptions about urban-ness,  a lack of nature 

relationships, and cultural exclusions from nature spaces - especially rural ones – impact 

on levels of nature engagement [10,36].  

There are fewer studies on representational barriers relating to social class, disability and 

age although the broader issues of inequalities, belonging and fitting into socially divided 

nature spaces are clearly shared themes in the barriers to nature engagement research. 
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There are a number of studies which examine the particular and specific barriers relating 

to each social group for example: 

• access, costs, time and social resources  for low-income users; 

• transport, safety and physical facilities for older users; 

• representational barriers, racialised exclusion, safety and isolation for ethnic 

minority groups and migrant users; 

• the dominance of focus on visual and mobility issues in nature space use and the 

need for non-patronising facilities and nuanced frameworks for participation [5] 

which can support the variety of requirements for users with different and diverse 

forms of visible and less visible disabilities.  

While there are differences in the barriers particular groups encounter in their relationship 

to nature spaces, what is also apparent in the evidence base is the extent to which the 

barriers to nature are overlapping, cross-cutting and intersectional. The evidence shows 

that there are a range of shared barriers that affect and impact the equitability of the 

relationship of all four social groups with nature spaces. These barriers predominantly 

relate to the provision, availability, resourcing and management of nature spaces [20].  

Strengths and weaknesses of the evidence 

base 

A key strength of the existing evidence base is its sheer range and diversity.  

With regard to academic research, the review is dominated by publications from social 

science disciplines (for example, geography, environmental science, sociology and 

psychology). This reflects the extent to which the research in this area is a social science 

based area, although we recognise that arts and humanities are also active in the nature 

and greenspace fields and that socially inclusive nature initiatives often involve creative 

based interventions.  

For policy organisation reports, research came from different organisations and included 

those that were nature-and environment related, such as Friends of the Earth, National 

Parks and Wildlife Trusts, and public and government bodies such as Natural England, 

Public Health England and Defra. However, there were some from those that were not 

primarily nature related, such as local authorities, housing associations and health 

providers.  

The high level of attention given to the importance of nature space, wellbeing and social 

inequalities is also reflected in the number of think pieces and influencer voices in the 

public sphere and mainstream media which relate nature space inclusion to wider 

social justice and inclusion agendas.  
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The extent and range of investigative work in the field of nature engagement and social 

inequalities is significant but also makes the collection, review and synthesis of research 

and evidence across the four under-represented social groups challenging. 

Much of the available evidence is qualitative, which has real strengths in bringing out 

the everyday experience of people as they engage with nature. The transparency of the 

research methods used in the process of data collection in the publications on which we 

focused made it possible to draw informed conclusions. 

While there were some mixed methods studies combining interviews with survey methods, 

the majority of the academic studies in the Table of Evidence Sources are small-scale and 

based on interviews most often with members of under-represented groups that focus on 

their experiences and perspectives of nature, and their use and engagement with nature 

spaces. The in-depth experiential and qualitative focus of the evidence means that it is 

rich, detailed and granular and provides an important emphasis on social location, voice 

and the value of voice [28]. This provides the scope for understanding the complex multi-

dimensionality of the relationship between nature spaces and the four more marginalised 

social groups who were the focus of our study.  

While some reports and accounts from organisational initiatives and policy interventions 

were quantitative these too drifted to being more qualitatively designed. This again is 

valuable as it provides compelling first-hand accounts of the priorities, issues, needs and 

demands related to being in and using nature spaces.  

However, there is a relative absence of research that uses quantitative approaches and 

big data research design. Investigations at larger scale would increase the scope for 

identifying and understanding macro patterns of the types of nature spaces used, for what 

purposes, how and how frequently, by which groups, and with which benefits and 

outcomes. Government-based organisations such as Natural England and Public Health 

England (now UK Health Security Agency) and key campaign groups such as Friends of 

the Earth have been the key actors providing quantitative approaches, large scale reviews 

and big data. Again, the wider use of mixed and quantitative methods and design would 

provide different insights and scope for new studies. 

Despite the breadth and depth of the evidence base there are some gaps and 

unevenness in the variety and focus of the existing research and evidence relating to 

the four specific groups considered in this review. We have stressed the importance of 

intersectional perspectives and recognising that people do not live their lives in singular 

social categories. People’s lived experiences are not based on one social identity but are 

shaped by overlapping or intersecting identities. These overlaps may exacerbate social 

inequalities. Similarly, within each particular social category there will be diversity and 

difference in people’s lived experiences, values and perspectives.  

This is important to keep in mind when reviewing the distinctions and differences in the 

evidence between social categories. In terms of broad trends in the evidence base, we 

suggest that there are more studies and research on Black and ethnic minority groups and 

the representational barriers in their use of nature spaces, in particular the challenges of 
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accessing and using rural nature spaces. There is strong evidence documenting how low-

income neighbourhoods, and Black and ethnic minority populations living in them, have 

less access to high quality greenspaces, but there is less evidence that seeks to build on 

that experience and how it relates to and fits with the wider experience of multi-ethnic low-

income and working class groups.  

There is a growing body of work exploring the nature space challenges and experiences of 

people living with disabilities, though less research on people living with ‘hidden’ or less 

visible disabilities and their use of nature space. Health and wellbeing framings of nature 

space usage means that there are some studies of particular life-limiting and chronic 

illness and nature space use and benefits. This health emphasis of nature space use also 

means there is an increasing amount of research relating to older people’s access to 

nature space, and associated health and wellbeing benefits.  

There is currently less of an evidence base that highlights barriers and challenges faced 

by LGBTQI+ groups and nature space access and use. We suggest that this is an area for 

future research. 

There was also some unevenness in the coverage in relation to the different types of 

nature spaces that are available to access and use. There was a significantly larger 

number of studies focused on National Parks and urban parks. Woodlands and forestry 

nature spaces have also been the focus of some research [for example, 38]. While there is 

some research on coastal and blue nature space in relation to access and experiences of 

exclusion or user hesitancy [for example, 4,9 and Natural England’s (2019) Living Coast 

study] investigations of use of coastal and blue nature areas remains small for all four 

under-represented social groups.  

There are indications in the evidence base that the development of more recent micro-

nature spaces such as pocket parks and doorstep nature spaces are important for nature 

engagement across the four groups and could be a productive focus of future research.  

Developing understanding of nature spaces in ways that go beyond simple rural-urban 

binaries is also important. This not only reflects the geographies of the UK where cities 

such as Manchester, Sheffield, Brighton and Leeds have close proximity to rural areas 

such as the Peak District, the South Downs and Yorkshire Dales, but it may also offer 

routes to building more inclusive nature space use and strengthening senses of 

attachment and belonging. Other areas of the UK such as the South Pennines have 

complex ‘blended’ rural-urban geographies which incorporate both rural and urban 

communities. An example of what a more ‘hybrid’ rural-urban approach can look like can 

be seen in the South Pennine Park. 

Finally, as mentioned earlier, there is a relative lack of intersectional approaches in the 

evidence base. There was clear evidence in some studies of the intersectional relationship 

between low income and ethnicity [12,20], and some evidence of social class and ethnic 

diversity within the four under-represented social groups. However, given the increasingly 

mainstream recognition of the ways in which social identities are affected by multiple 

social factors, then research approaches which recognise the intersectional issues and 
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inequalities which can impact all four social groups might be expected. Qualitative and 

quantitative datasets which provide evidence of the intersectional effects on nature space 

relationships would offer valuable granular and multi-faceted insights for understanding 

nature use barriers and how to address these.  

Lessons for developing and evaluating 

inclusive nature engagement interventions  

There is a relative lack of publicly-available data and evaluation of what works and 

the successes or failures of policy interventions. While there is monitoring of  visitor 

numbers to nature space and types of usage there are fewer published studies that 

evaluate policies and interventions which aim to address barriers and increase access and 

usage among under-represented groups. This is likely to reflect the limited resources and 

capacities that organisations have to conduct rigorous post-intervention evaluations.  

Building in resources (time, staff, funding) for publicly-available evaluation work will be 

important in developing the existing evidence base. Making evaluation and reflexive 

practitioner accounts of initiatives and interventions more widely available would provide a 

hugely valuable resource for policy and organisational communities informing as well as 

expanding routine best practice in strategic work for enhancing nature equity. 

However, evaluation processes and data collection do not take place in isolation and 

findings are not necessarily acted on. Dempsey and Dobson highlight some of the issues 

regarding acting in practice from both academic research and evaluations. Even when 

there is clear evidence of a need for intervention, they note that policy makers and 

practitioners can get caught up in ‘logics of inaction’ or reasons for not acting on the 

evidence (such as costs and a lack of resources or the absence of a legal obligation). 

They provide an important note of caution about putting too much stock on evaluation and 

evidence when they comment that ‘what is evidenced is not necessarily a sufficient 

argument for changing policy or practice’, showing how wider policy and political contexts 

also guide priorities [16].  

Evaluations can play an important role in informing ‘what works’ and at best serve as a 

form of peer learning. However, it is important to acknowledge some of the sensitivities 

around how this is shared, especially when addressing issues regarding power distribution 

and representation. The work to meaningfully embed inclusive and equitable access to 

nature is set within a long history of exclusion and inequality, and becoming ‘more honest’ 

about this is a process where many people and communities rightly hold anger and hurt. 

So ‘learning from mistakes’ is something that both needs to be visible, but also can be 

costly for the groups involved and carries a certain vulnerability for the organisations 

seeking to make change.  

Integrating evaluation into inclusive nature engagement projects, and implementing it at a 

strategic level (for example, the Equalities Impact Assessment case study) seems key, as 

is embedding collaborative approaches which bring together a range of creative, policy, 
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practitioner and user communities around the different challenges of socially inclusive 

greenspace (for example, the Sensory Nature case study).  

While a framework for evaluation was outside the scope of this research, in drawing 

together the key findings of the barriers and enablers for nature connection across the four 

groups, the lessons from what works, and the case studies, we identified six core 

approaches. These might be useful starting points for developing and evaluating future 

interventions.  

1. Tackle common assumptions and biases in relation to under-represented groups 

and nature engagement that can often be embedded in the ‘normal’ ways of doing 

things in terms of greenspace provision.  

2. Promote co-production and co-participation through partnering cross-sector with 

organisations located in or working with under-served communities to develop 

shared projects. 

3. Support peer-led initiatives where people from under-represented groups lead 

interventions and activities.  

4. Diversify the recreational offer, recognising that leisure activities that engage with 

nature can take many forms, and many of these can co-exist with green and 

bluespace management.  

5. Get the infrastructure right in terms of developing socially inclusive supportive 

resources and facilities, design interventions and management approaches.  

6. Communicate creatively via appropriate and diverse channels, including social 

media, to get information out to different community networks and under-

represented communities. 
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Appendix 

Search terms used in the literature review 

• Environmental typologies: nature, outdoor space, urban, country and national 

parks, countryside, rural, areas of outstanding natural beauty, AONB, forests, 

woodlands, community woodland, coastal, beach, shoreline, seaside, greenspace, 

blue space, canal, mountains, hills, wild, conservation, heritage, biodiversity, 

landscape, allotment, community garden, wild, wilderness, outdoor environment. 

• Social identifiers: poverty, lower income, limited income, restricted income, young 

mothers, socio-economic, deprivation, financial resource, old, older, third age, 

senior, elderly, retired, octogenarian, dementia,  disability, physical disability, long-

term health, self-reported health, poor health, deteriorating health ,blind, visual 

impairment, partially sighted, limited sight/mobility, wheelchair user, mental health, 

autism, under/representation, diversity, ethnicity, race, POC, VME, BME, BAME, 

ethnic minorities, marginalised. 

• Values and activities: recreation, leisure, exercise, fresh air, wellbeing, belonging, 

enjoyment, pleasure, restoration, biophilia, gardening, sports, fishing, animals, 

inclusion, food. 

• Barriers: racism, discrimination, exclusion, confusion, access, security, fear, 

unfamiliarity, transport, cost, engaging in/with, inequalities, barriers, difficulties, 

obstacles, limiting problems, taking part, representation, 

• Evaluations, policy, interventions, programme, activity, practices, toolkit,  

   (including grammatical variations on stem words, e.g., landscap*, difficult*) 
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