
EMPLOYEE GUIDE

Get out in the  
great outdoors



The healing power of nature

With 7,200 health and fitness 
clubs in the UK, and a 23 per 
cent membership among the UK 
population, the statistics certainly 
suggest we’re a nation of health 
enthusiasts.

But dig deeper and a rather more 
revealing picture emerges.

Of those who hold memberships, 
only 12 per cent go regularly, 
resulting in more than £4 billion 
being wasted by would-be gym-
goers annually.

Most of us can claim to have good 
intentions when it comes to looking 
after our health. Those gym classes 
we sign-up for, and the sessions 
we book with a personal trainer are 
positive ways of maintaining – or 
developing – fitness.

However, when commitment 
wanes, fees don’t, and so we 
often regard ourselves as not only 
a disappointment, but also as 
unhealthy spendthrifts.

But there is a kinder, less pressurised 
and often more effective approach.

It’s a free alternative that can 
produce the same outcomes as 
those enjoyed by the most dedicated 
attendees at the priciest of health 
clubs – spending time in the great 
outdoors.

Here we look at the many feel-good 
benefits, and the physical and mental 
health gains, that being outside can 
provide.

According to a recent study, at 
least 120 minutes in nature per 
week can significantly boost 
health and wellbeing.

Nature itself is the 
best physician.
Hippocrates
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All I need is the air that I breathe

However well-conditioned the 
office atmosphere is, nothing 
beats the fresh air of natural 
green spaces. 

There are a whole host of health 
reasons for taking breaks outdoors 
during the course of the working day.

Fresh air benefits include:

• Cleaner lungs due to an increase 
of oxygen making your lungs dilate 
more.

• Easier digestion caused by the 
greater flow of oxygen.

• Healthier blood pressure and heart 
rate because air free of car fumes 
and other pollutants means the 
body will not have to work as hard 
to obtain oxygen.

• A strengthened immune system 
owing to increased oxygen helping 
white blood cells to function 
properly by fighting bacteria and 
germs.

Take a deep breath
With all that medicinal fresh air 
around us, it is important to think 
about how you breathe. Although 
breathing is an automatic action, 
there are ways of breathing that will 
optimise the positive effects:

• Unlike short, shallow breaths, 
deep breaths are more effective 
at oxygenating the body. Shallow 
breathing is indicated by the rising 
and falling of the chest only.

• Aim to breathe in through the 
nose instead of the mouth. This 
helps purify the air meaning you 
are not inhaling as many irritants. 
Breathing in through the nose also 
regulates the temperature of the 
air entering your body.

• Breathing from your diaphragm 
not only allows your lungs to 
expand and increase capacity, it 
can also slow down your heartbeat 
and lower or stabilise blood 
pressure.

• Slouching makes it harder to take 
full, deep breaths so stand, or sit-
up straight with relaxed shoulders 
and loosened arms. He lives most life whoever 

breathes most air.
Elizabeth Barrett Browning
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Look deep into nature, and 
then you will understand 
everything better. 
Albert Einstein

A sight for sore eyes

Being outdoors can help the eye health 
of the millions who use computers 
daily.

Those whose job requires them to 
face computer screens for prolonged 
periods are susceptible to Computer 
Vision Syndrome (CVS). Blurred, or 
double, vision, and dry, red or irritated 
eyes are all symptoms of the condition. 

Spending time away from the 
screen and focusing on objects 
that are not 60cm in front of 
you, can help prevent, and even 
reverse CVS. 

Few would disagree that time spent 
watching leaves shimmering in the 
breeze, for example, or swans drifting 
downstream, is time well spent. 

Shedding light on Vitamin D

Sunshine is the best source of Vitamin 
D, the hormone responsible for a range 
of boosts to physical health. Apart from 
being essential for a healthy immune 
system, Vitamin D improves nerve and 
muscle function and enables the body 
to absorb calcium effectively.

In addition to what the sun can bestow, 
equally important is what it can help 
prevent. The chances of developing 
osteoporosis, heart disease, stroke, 
diabetes and multiple sclerosis are all 

reduced with the recommended levels 
of Vitamin D.

Health experts recommend 13 minutes 
exposure to the midday sun three 
times a week. Noon is the best time 
because the sun’s UVB rays are at 
their most intense, meaning you need 
less time in the sun to make sufficient 
Vitamin D. 

All good reasons for spending 
lunchtime away from your desk.
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Adopt the pace of nature: 
her secret is patience.
Ralph Waldo Emerson

Bed-time benefits

Exposure to sunlight also has a part to 
play in ensuring a good night’s sleep. 
That’s because direct sunlight has 200 
times the intensity of office lights, 
which means it has more of an effect 
on your circadian rhythm than electric 
lighting.

It not only improves the quality 
of your sleep, but it also helps 
you feel more tired at night and 
reduces the amount of time it 
takes to fall asleep. 

Dipping into forest bathing 

Embracing the outdoors does not 
necessarily mean partaking in rigorous 
physical exercise. For colleagues with 
physical health issues that limit what 
they are able to do, there is a gentle 
alternative.

The Japanese practice of shinrin 
yoku – forest bathing – is a 
natural and easy way of de-
stressing and boosting physical 
health and wellbeing. What’s 
more it is accessible for all.

Forestry England’s website provides 
tips and advice on how to get the most 
out of forest bathing.
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Sublime submersion

For those who prefer a more traditional 
form of submersion, wild swimming 
ticks all the boxes. Although many view 
it as a new phenomenon, the truth is 
swimming in rivers, lakes or the sea 
has been enjoyed and practised for 
decades.

A benefit of its recent rise to becoming 
a fashionable way of keeping fit is 
that there’s been a proliferation in the 
number of wild swimming clubs and 
well-maintained sites.

As well as being free of the 
chlorine found in swimming 
pools, open water is colder, 
which has a raft of benefits.

Circulation is improved due to cold 
water exposure causing blood flow to 
be re-directed to our vital organs.

Natural highs can be experienced 
thanks to the energy boost 
caused by cold water getting the 
heart racing and nerve endings 
standing up. 

Cold water can also have an anti-
depressant effect. The high density of 
cold-water receptors in the skin causes 
an increase in the amount of electrical 
impulses from nerve endings to the 
brain.

There are even gains for skin and hair. 
Pores close in cold water, as do hair 
cuticles, resulting in smoother and 
healthier hair.

The tang of the untainted, 
fresh, and free sea air was like 
a cool, quieting thought.” 
Helen Keller
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An easier way to burn calories

The sensory aspects of exercising in 
parks, or on fields and forest trails, are 
an effective motivator, but the great 
outdoors also delivers positives for the 
more passive.

Simply being there burns more calories 
than remaining inside. This is because, 
when outdoors, the body has to work 
hard to consume oxygen and balance 
CO2 levels, both of which burn 
calories.

Green gains for mental health

Besides the physical gains, 
venturing into nature can have a 
positive impact on mental health. 

Escaping the four walls of the office 
or home by venturing outdoors lowers 
cortisol levels which reduces anxiety 
and stress. The intrusive, negative, 
spiralling or repetitive thoughts 
associated with stress and anxiety are 
consequently reduced. Thoughts are 
more likely to be ordered, positive and 
easier to deal with.

In general, people tend to feel more 
positive and relaxed when they are 
surrounded by nature and breathing 

fresh country air. Worries can 
be put into perspective and 
self-judgement is kinder. The 
cumulative effect is greater self-
esteem and increased confidence.

The antidote 
to exhaustion 
isn’t rest. It’s 
nature.
Shikoba
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Back to nature

Immersing yourself in nature helps rest 
the mind. The removal of everyday 
stressors and concerns about work, 
relationships or finances lightens your 
mental load.

The natural environment makes it 
easier to practise mindfulness. Free 
of distractions, you will find it easier to 
live in the moment. Slowing down and 
filtering your thoughts will allow you to 
focus and appreciate the sounds and 
sights of nature. 

Ecotherapy – also known as ‘green 
therapy’ – has been found to be as 
effective against depression as traditional 
psychotherapy or medication.

A study by researchers at the University 
of Essex and published by mental 
health organisation, Mind, revealed that 
a walk in nature reduced depression 
levels in 71 per cent of participants.

Immersing oneself in nature awakens 
a sense of heightened appreciation for 
the natural world. Its therapeutic effect 
is also thought to stem from the strong 
bond with nature that was enjoyed by 
our ancestors.

Marvelling at the simple beauty of 
our surroundings can fill us with an 
enormous sense of wellbeing. The 
mind becomes calmer because, in 
nature, it processes less information. 

Embrace the space

Parks and green spaces don’t 
charge a fee and when you 
consider that there are estimated 
to be more than 27,000 parks 
and green spaces across the UK, 
there really is no excuse not to 
take advantage of them. 

Of course, it’s sensible to be mindful of 
safety considerations. It’s never a good 
idea to go wild swimming alone, nor 
is it advisable to go on solo evening 
expeditions to isolated woods or 
forests.

In any event, experiencing the 
outdoors with friends or colleagues 
is a far more enjoyable and sociable 
experience. What’s more, if willpower 
weakens, there’s nothing like their 
encouragement to get you out there 
and joining in.
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