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Theme: Mental Health & the Natural Environment
To examine the current mental health provision landscape within the context of using the natural environment to better
support people’s mental health and wellbeing. The session will include an update on the Green Social Prescribing pilot.
3.00 – 3.05

Welcome and introduction - Alexander Stafford MP (Chair)

3.05 - 3.20

Strategic context & overview – Mental Health & Inequalities
Dr Ben Plimpton, Project Manager for Empowerment & Later Life, Mental Health Foundation

3.20 - 3.25

Brief questions

3.25 - 3.40

Green Social Prescribing Pilot
Nicola Gitsham, Head of Healthcare Inequalities & Personalisation, NHS England & Improvement

3.40 - 3.45

Brief questions

3.45 – 4.00

Nature Friendly Schools - Learning & Next Steps
Martin Gilchrist, Senior Adviser – Connecting People with Nature, Natural England

4.00 - 4.05

Brief questions

4.05 - 4.25

General Discussion (All members)

4.25 - 4.30

Summary and next steps - Alexander Stafford MP (Chair)

Mental Health & Inequalities

Dr Ben Plimpton
Project Manager, Empowerment & Later Life

For 70 years, we have
brought together

Evidence

People’s
experience

So that we can…
Develop and test
Community
programmes

Public Engagement on
mental health

Research on how to
prevent mental health
problems

Advocate for change in
policy to address wider
factors affecting mental
health

What shapes our
mental health?

Prevalence of mental ill health
• 10.3 million instances of poor mental health in the UK in 2019.
• 11 broad categories of mental health diagnosis
• Including depressive disorders, anxiety, bipolar, schizophrenia, and
eating disorders
• Exacerbated by the pandemic

Cost of mental ill health

Mental health benefits of accessing nature
• Robust and growing body of evidence
• The importance of “nature connectedness”
• Can mitigate the impact of mental health inequalities
• Access to quality green space is not equal
• But evidence suggests that people from more economically deprived
areas use available green space more (even if less accessible).

London Wetlands Centre

Blue
Prescribing

Steart Marshes, Somerset

Opportunities :
• Mental Health and Wellbeing
Plan
• Promoting “nature
connectedness”
• Ensuring equity of access to
nature
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Preventing and Tackling Mental Ill-health
Through Green Social Prescribing
Nicola Gitsham, Head of Healthcare
Inequalities and Personalisation
NHS England and Improvement
@Nicola Gitsham
@Pers_Care
#SOCIALPRESCRIBING
#LinkWorkers

Why social prescribing?
There is more to health than just absence of disease it is about social, emotional
and physical wellbeing
• 20% GP appointments are about wider social needs rather than acute medical issues.
• In areas of high deprivation, many GPs report that they spend significant amounts of
time dealing with the consequences of poor housing, debt, stress and loneliness.
• Social prescribing aims to:
• Reduce the pressure on the NHS: giving clinicians more time to spend with
patients who have complex medical needs
• Improve peoples health and wellbeing outcomes: by offering non medical
solutions when these maybe better or as good as and addressing wider social and
environmental determinants of health
• Strengthen community resilience: supporting communities and their leaders to
develop solutions which make full use of statutory, voluntary and civil sectors.

What is Green Social Prescribing?
Green social prescribing (GSP) is the practice of supporting
people to engage in nature-based interventions and activities
to improve their mental health. Social prescribing link workers
(and other trusted professionals in allied roles) connect
people to community groups and agencies for practical and
emotional support, based on a ‘what matters to you’
conversation.
Activities can range from local walking scheme and
community gardening projects to green gyms, forest bathing,
and arts activities which take place outdoors, and includes
both green and blue environments.
Evidence shows that access to, and engagement with, the
natural environment is associated with a range of positive
health outcomes.

Cross Government Green Social Prescribing
Programme
To explore how green social prescribing
can be embedded into local social
prescribing schemes and mental health
services in order to:
• improve mental health and wellbeing
• reduce health inequalities
• reduce demand on the health and
social care system
• maximise use of green space and
improve access to green space for all
• understand how to support the
resilience of green providers

Project Overview
Work Streams
•

Delivery: 7 Test and Learn Sites

•

Evaluation

•

National Research

• Humber and North Yorkshire Integrated Care System
• South Yorkshire and Bassetlaw Integrated Care System
• Nottingham and Nottinghamshire Integrated Care System
• Joined Up Care Derbyshire Sustainability and Transformation Partnership

• Greater Manchester Health & Social Care Partnership
• Surrey Heartlands Health and Care Partnership
• Bristol, North Somerset and South Gloucestershire Integrated Care System

Integrated Care Systems and GSP
Integrated Care Systems are partnerships of health, care and VCSE
organisations that come together to plan and deliver joined up services
and to improve the health of people who live and work in their area.

They exist to achieve four aims:
• improve outcomes in population health and healthcare
• tackle inequalities in outcomes, experience and access
• enhance productivity and value for money
• help the NHS support broader social and economic development.

Film:
GSP to tackle and prevent mental ill-health

Green Social Prescribing & Mental Health SYB

Learning from the test and learn sites - Year 1
The test and learn site learning
• Leadership and champions at all levels of the system
• Strategic partnerships for green social prescribing (health, LAs, VCSE, public
health, communities)
• Using health inequalities and population health management data to target
support
• Building the workforce (across health, care and VCSE green sector)
• Using social prescribing to redesign pathways and resilient communities
• Developing sustainable funding models for nature based activities
• Aligning to Integrated Care System priorities

Preliminary Evaluation Findings
Emerging Evaluation findings
• Success is reliant on developing relationships across GSP pathways and
health system
• Link worker capacity and appropriateness of referrals
• The capacity and sustainability of green providers
• Improved data collection systems and information flow between
organisations

Steps to scaling Green Social Prescribing
• Build the evidence base
• Shift perception from ‘nice to have’ to core
part of mental health support package
• Build the workforce: health and green sector
• Strategic social prescribing plans across
ICS footprints to embed GSP
• Root GSP in ICS Green Plans
• Establish cross sector strategic investment
plans to fund green activities sustainably
• Build the movement - champions

How you can support the spread of Green
Social Prescribing
1) Ensure that GSP is embedded in all policy areas:
• Levelling Up
• The Disparities White Paper
• The Mental Health Strategy
• Refreshes of NHS Long Term Plan and The 25
Year Environment Plan
2) Support the call for sustainable investment into
green social prescribing and development of shared
investment approaches in ICSs

3) Join a site Visit!

• For further information please contact:
The Green Social Prescribing Inbox:
england.greensocialprescribing@nhs.net

Learning & Next Steps – Children & Nature
Programme, Nature Friendly Schools
Martin Gilchrist – Connecting People with Nature Team, Natural England

www.gov.uk/natural-england
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Children and Nature programme
The Children and Nature Programme was established in recognition of
role that nature can play for children and young people’s health, and an
improved understanding of how to successfully work with schools to do
that
DfE and Defra collaborated and commissioned Natural England to
deliver the programme to achieve cross government outcomes in the
25-year environment plan. The programme consisted of three projects
• Nature Friendly Schools
• Growing Care Farming
• Community Forest and Woodland Outreach
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Nature Friendly Schools
• A consortium of Wildlife Trusts, Groundwork UK, Sensory Trust, Field
Studies Council and Young Minds
• Worked with 187 schools (primary, secondary, special and API)
• Engaged 48,000 pupils and 1,870 teachers
• Worked in some of the most deprived areas of the country and was
specifically targeted within those areas at schools with high levels of
free school meal eligibility
• Working to achieve 25 year environment plan outcomes including:
• Improved mental health and wellbeing
• Physical health
• Care & concern for the environment
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Nature Friendly Schools delivery
Designed to support participating schools to provide regular outdoor
nature experiences through both the curriculum and enrichment
activities. This involved:
• CPD and training to:
• develop confidence and practice learning outdoors
• Understand links between nature and mental health and wellbeing
• Address practical challenges and risk management

• Package of equipment and clothing to support participation
• Working on school grounds, nearby places and providing residential
experiences
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Feedback from schools
The following proportion of schools agreed that Nature Friendly
Schools had a positive impact on pupils’:
• increasing physical activity and motor skills (98 per cent)
• developing resilience and coping strategies (94 per cent)
• care and concern for the environment (94 per cent)
• interest with learning (94 per cent)
• behaviour (92 per cent)
• mixing with different peers (84 per cent)
29

Some pupils don’t get talk about
their feelings at home, while others
feel hemmed in inside a classroom.
Being outdoors gives them the
opportunity to think and feel and
express themselves in different
ways. During an outdoor learning
session where children were making
mandalas out of natural materials,
one pupil said that their creation
related to a family member that was
ill. This was really powerful and
shows the impact being outdoors
can have on children’s mental
health.
Nature Friendly Schools Teacher
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Nature Friendly Schools is a brilliant scheme
that our schools in Telford and Wrekin have
been quick to embrace. The pandemic has
disrupted education and been a challenge for
us all but being able to get outside and be
closer to nature makes all the difference to our
health and wellbeing.
Leader of Telford and Wrekin Council
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The experience has allowed
pupils to express themselves
in different ways, helping to
develop their social and
emotional literacy and has
given identified pupils the
support they need to help
them engage more with their
learning
Nature Friendly Schools
Teacher

32

The residential definitely helped to support
those in greatest need, especially with their
mental health and wellbeing. They have been
cooped up indoors for so long now, so to have
the freedom to be outside and enjoy
somewhere like the Yorkshire Dales was
brilliant. It helped to increase access to nature
among pupils, some of them don’t have many
opportunities to do things like this.
Nature Friendly Schools Teacher
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Leaders encourage good
mental health through nurture
sessions and a ‘nature’
programme. As a result, pupils
have a good knowledge of how
to keep physically and mentally
healthy.
Ofsted Report on Nature
Friendly School
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The positive impact these changes have had on
our pupils has been remarkable. Mental health
has improved, children have become more
resilient, academic performance has increased
and lessons have become more creative. Like a
captive bird, learning has been taken out of
the constraints of the classroom and allowed
to spread its wings out in the world with no
limitations
Nature Friendly Schools Teacher
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It is great to be part of a national
project that includes all school
types, we often feel initiatives are
focussed on mainstream schools
and our students miss out. This
project has learning that can be
shared across all school types to
make an inclusive approach.
Learners’ concentration and focus
have improved. The physical
movement and fresh air help with
behaviour. It is more than just a
movement break it helps them
regulate and re-centre.
Special School Headteacher
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Learning
Confirmed academic literature on delivery challenges and a range of health
and learning outcomes - in large scale delivery context and heard pupil and
teacher voices
• A whole school approach is best to support pupil outcomes
• The fundamental challenges to spending time in nature at school are in
building skills and confidence of teachers and school staff
• The most effective outcomes are seen when schools can work with local
delivery partners who understand their needs and tailor their support.
The project has achieved this through supporting and adapting teaching
approaches - not additional asks of school staff.
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What next?
• Programme report at the end of the year including independent evaluation
of the Nature Friendly Schools project
• Share learning across government before published reports, including
supporting DfE in implementation of their sustainability and climate
change strategy including the Virtual Nature Park, Climate Leaders Award,
Natural History GCSE and model primary science curriculum
• Only 30% of children regularly spend time outside during lessons (C-PANS
survey)
• The project team estimated that the delivery cost would be approximately
£2,600 per school per year if it was rolled out nationally
• Looking for effective ways / frameworks to support all schools to use the
natural environment
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Thank you & questions
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