THE NATURAL HEALTH SERVICE:
Four key facts for health commissioners

Welcome to the Natural Health Service
The Natural Health Service (NaHS) uses the
natural environment to improve the health
and wellbeing of individuals and communities
across Merseyside and North Cheshire.
By bringing together the skills, expertise and assets of our
partners, NaHS provides commissioning bodies a single point
of access to evidence based ‘products’ that can be purchased
as part of a holistic approach to health and social care reducing
pressure on NHS and local authority resources in the medium
term.

OUR MISSION
To improve mental and physical health and
reduce health inequalities by increasing
access to and use of the natural
environment.

OUR AIM
To see the Natural Health Service
commissioned as part of a holistic
approach to health care and improvement.

We are working with Liverpool John Moores University and the
University of Liverpool to create a long-term research programme,
a Centre of Excellence for Natural Health Service Research.
This is already producing groundbreaking work that is helping to
improve delivery of the Natural Health Service.

To find out more visit www.naturalhealthservice.org.uk

Our natural environment plays a
vital role in keeping individuals,
families and communities healthy
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All health professionals will recognise the vital role of exercise in maintaining
good health and wellbeing. What’s less understood is the increasing body of
evidence that shows that engagement with the natural environment – parks,
woodlands and other green spaces – brings additional benefits.
There’s a hypothesis that humans are
hardwired to need a connnection with
nature – so called ‘biophilia’ – and that
spending time in green surroundings
has a positive benefit on our health
and wellbeing, and study after study is
providing new evidence.
Patients at a Pennsylvania hospital who
had their gall bladders removed were
found to recover quicker if their rooms
had a view of trees rather than another
building1.
The number of trees in your area also
appears to have a positive correlation with
good mental health. A London study has
shown that areas with greater numbers
of street trees have the lowest rate of
antidepressant prescriptions, even when
factors like age and socioeconomic status
are taken into account2. A University of
Glasgow study found that people living
closer to green space had lower death
rates and less heart disease. Amongst
lower income groups, 1,300 extra deaths
occurred each year in areas where the
provision of green space was poor3.
Japanese research has found that forest
walks, compared with urban walks, yield
a 12.4 percent decrease in the stress
hormone cortisol, a seven percent
decrease in sympathetic nerve activity, a
1.4 percent decrease in blood pressure,
and a 5.8 percent decrease in heart rate.
On subjective tests, study participants
also report better moods and lower
anxiety4.Japanese researchers also found

“POPULATIONS THAT ARE EXPOSED TO THE GREENEST
ENVIRONMENTS ALSO HAVE LOWEST LEVELS OF HEALTH
INEQUALITY RELATED TO
INCOME DEPRIVATION. PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENTS THAT
PROMOTE GOOD HEALTH MIGHT BE
IMPORTANT TO REDUCE SOCIOECONOMIC HEALTH INEQUALITIES.
DR RICHARD MITCHELL, DR FRANK POPHAM, THE LANCET

that hiking in the forest – and even a
one day trip to a suburban park – boosts
natural killer immune cells and anti-cancer
proteins.
In a Standford University study,
researchers compared participants who
hiked through an urban environment and
a nature environment. They found that
those who walked for 90 minutes in a
natural environment reported lower levels
of rumination and also had reduced neural
activity in the subgenual prefrontal cortex,
which is associated with mental illness.
Those who walked through an urban
environment didn’t enjoy these benefits5.
These studies are just a selected few from
a growing international body of research
that is putting nature on the agenda
for public health and as a new factor in
treatment for many health conditions.
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The Natural Health Service has
developed products that can meet
the requirements of health
commissioners

Our five evidence based products use the natural environment as the basis
for their delivery and effectiveness. These products are both preventative,
promoting wellbeing and engaged self-care and have the potential to assist in
the treatment of some health conditions as part of a package of healthcare.

OUR FIVE EVIDENCE BASED PRODUCTS
HEALTH WALKS

Walking activities tailored to individual needs and designed to help meet target exercise and physical activity
levels whilst improving mental wellbeing. Walking is one of the easiest ways to get more active, lose weight and
become healthier breaking down barriers to positively influencing behavioural change.

HORTICULTURAL THERAPY

Gardening and food growing activities in a social setting. Encourages moderate physical activity, and improves
mental wellbeing through the nurturing of plants, giving a sense of purpose and achievement as well as the
opportunity to connect with others reducing isolation.

MINDFUL CONTACT WITH NATURE

Specifically developed nature based mindfulness practice. Delivered in local woodlands which support full
immersion in the natural environment. Focused on individuals with mild to moderate mental health issues for
whom mindfulness practice may form part of a programme to improve mental health and increase resilience
from day-to-day triggers of stress, depression and anxiety. Shown to increase capacity to self-manage long-term
chronic conditions.






FOREST SCHOOL

Targeted at increasing physical activity and improving mental wellbeing of young people. Forest School is an
innovative approach to outdoor play and learning, inspiring individuals of any age through positive outdoor
experiences. By participating in engaging, motivating and achievable tasks and activities, in a woodland
environment, each participant has an opportunity to develop intrinsic motivation, emotional and social skills.

HEALTHY CONSERVATION

Improving a participant’s strength and stamina through nature-based conservation projects, boosting practical
skills and confidence, increasing physical activity and building social networks whilst benefiting local green
spaces.

NATURE4HEALTH: MENTAL WELLBEING RESULTS
WEMWBS
AVERAGE SCORES

 8 points

Baseline:
48.54
Follow-up:
56.55

WEMWBS
BEST PROJECT

 19.5 points
(Health Walks, Croxteth Park,
Cass Foundation)

NATURE 4HEALTH: PHYSICAL ACTIVITY RESULTS
WALKING
ACTIVITY

MODERATE
ACTIVITY

VIGOROUS
ACTIVITY

Before:
39.0 mins per day
After:
57.6 mins per day

Before:
19.8 mins per day
After:
52.2 mins per day

Before:
26.8 mins per day
After:
28.8 mins per day

 48%

 7%

 164%

*
**

Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-being Scale
International Physical Activity Questionnaire

EVALUATION OF OUR PILOT PROJECTS
Products have been developed and tested
through pilot projects and programmes
across Merseyside. These have included
the ‘Natural Choices’ programme in
Liverpool and the Big Lottery funded
‘Nature4Health’ programme across
Merseyside and North Cheshire.
An evaluation of the Natural Choices
programme in Liverpool by the Univerity
of Essex showed that a nine month
programme of Natural Health Service type
activities resulted in an 18% increase in
reported wellbeing (using a WEMWBS
based assessment).
Our Nature4Health programme is being
evaluated by Liverpool John Moores
University. In the first year, results
have shown an improvement in mental
wellbeing on the WEMWBS scale of
12 points (3-8 points is considered

significant). Our most effective project
(health walks in Croxteth, Liverpool)
resulted in an increase of 19.5 points on
the WEMWBS scale.
Physical activity in everyday life -- walking,
moderate activity and vigorous activity -- all
increased. Walking increased by 48% with
moderate activity up 163%.
We’ve found that the social aspect of the
projects has been crucial to their success,
reducing loneliness and building social
capital.
Our work with the two universities has also
included using the Natural Health Service
as the basis for two PhD theses:
ɰɰ Mindful contact with nature
ɰɰ Evaluating the health and wellbeing
benefits associated with outdoor 		
interventions

“THIS EXERCISE
IS KEEPING ME
OUT OF THE
HOSPITAL.
BETTER THAN
THERAPY!”
– HEALTHY
CONSERVATION
PARTICIPANT
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The Natural Health Service is a lowcost, upstream intervention that
reduces costs to the public purse

Natural Health Services encourage people to improve levels of physical activity
and meet NHS recommended levels of exercise, which reduces need to access
GP services and more expensive ‘downstream’ services such as A&E and
inpatient services.
“THE GROUP IS
GOOD AND I CAN
NOW TAKE ON
THE WORLD BRING IT ON!”
– THERAPEUTIC
GARDENING
PARTICIPANT

Physical inactivity could be costing the
economy £10 billion a year in healthcare
costs, premature deaths and absences
due to sickness.
If everyone in England were sufficiently
active, nearly 37,000 deaths a year could
be prevented. Not doing enough exercise
is becoming a major killer – a public
health problem comparable to smoking,
responsible for 17% of premature deaths
in the UK, 10.5% of heart disease cases,
13% of type 2 diabetes cases and around
18% of cases of colon and breast cancer.
Physically active people have up to a
30% reducedrisk of becoming depressed,
and staying active helps those who are
depressed recover.

Natural Health Services products help to
deliver two of the objectives of the Marmot
Review: Create and develop healthy and
sustainable places and communities and
Strengthen the role and impact of ill-health
prevention.
We have carried out a Social Return on
Investment (2016) study 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.

The Natural Health Service provides
a simple single point of contact for
commissioning bodies
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Whilst our consortium is new, Natural Health Service providers have been
working to support people to become healthier and access the outdoor
environment for many years. We are now working together in order to provide a
commissionable service at scale, working to common standards.
Members of the consortium include
landowners, delivery organisations, policy
and academic partners and strategic
partners co-ordinating activity and
investing in the long term development of
the Natural Health Service.
NaHS members include:
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ

Canal and River Trust
Knowsley Council
Cass Foundation
Cheshire West and Chester Council
City of Trees
Community Forest Trust
Forestry Commission
Liverpool John Moores University
National Trust
Natural England

ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ
ɰɰ

Nature Connected
Richard Tracey Ltd
RSPB
Sefton Council
TCV (The Conversation Volunteers)
The Land Trust
The Mersey Forest
The Wildlife Trust (Lancashire, 		
Manchester & North Merseyside)
ɰɰ The Woodland Trust
ɰɰ University of Liverpool
Partners sign up to a clear set of
principles, values and a model of
governance. Organisations that share
our values and mission can join – please
come and talk to us!

“I THOUGHT I’D
BE OUT OF MY
DEPTH... BUT
GLADLY I WAS
WRONG”.
– WALKING RUGBY
PARTICIPANT
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CONTACT US
For more information on the Natural Health Service, please contact:
Clare Olver
The Mersey Forest
Risley Moss
Ordnance Avenue
Birchwood
Warrington
WA3 6QX
Tel: 01925 816217
Email: clare.olver@merseyforest.org.uk
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