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KEY FINDINGS
• Nearly one in 10 participants had never visited a wild place before their Award experience.
• Those living in the poorest circumstances were over six times more likely than the rest of the
Award participants to have had no previous experience of wild places.
• The vast majority (95%) of the respondents enjoyed their John Muir Award experience and felt
they had achieved something by doing it (92%). Conservation activities, the chance to do new
things and the chance to mix with existing friends and make new ones were at the heart of
their enjoyment.

Health Impacts of the John Muir Award

The John Muir Award1 aims to encourage people of all ages and backgrounds to discover, enjoy
and conserve the planet's wild places. The Award is the main educational initiative of the John
Muir Trust2 and is delivered through partnerships with youth organisations, schools, clubs etc.
The aim of the study, carried out by a team led by Dr Richard Mitchell from the University of
Glasgow, was to assess the impact of the John Muir Award on the health-related behaviours,
attitudes and aspirations of participants. The study included participants aged between 8 and 18
years, drawn primarily from West and Central Scotland.

• The vast majority of respondents reported that their Award involvement made them want to
spend more time outdoors and to visit natural environments more. This was a sustained
effect, with 72% of respondents still agreeing that their experience had made them want to
spend more time outdoors well after their Award was completed. This impact was particularly
strong for Award participants from Scotland’s poorest neighbourhoods.
• The Award experience had no clear impact on self-esteem amongst the participants as a
whole.
• Participation in the Award had no clear impact on physical activity levels or on attitudes to
physical activity.
• Participation in the Award had no clear impact on the frequency with which young people
were actually visiting wild places; 62% continued to visit wild places with the same frequency
as before.
• There was no difference between boys and girls in terms of attitude to, enjoyment of, and
impact of their award experience.
• The cross-cutting nature of the impacts suggests that the Award experience can be closely
aligned with three of the government’s strategic objectives: a Healthier Scotland; a Smarter
Scotland; and a Greener Scotland.
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INTRODUCTION
There is growing interest in the salutogenic (i.e. ‘health giving’) properties of ‘outdoor’
environments.3-5 At the moment however, there is rather more anecdotal than rigorous
scientific evidence to show that the outdoors really can help make everyone healthier and
that it is not just somewhere that healthy people already go.6
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A lot of work has already looked at the impacts of ‘outdoor education’ on young people’s
development. (We use the term ‘outdoor education’ as shorthand for the wide variety of
schemes and experiences via which young people spend time outdoors, in contact with
natural environments.) There is much less work specifically focused on whether these
experiences have an impact on health or health-related attitudes, opinions and behaviours. We
know that people who spend time in natural environments as children are more likely to do so
as adults, with their own children.7 We also know that these environments promote physical
activity and relaxation, and that they might also have other health benefits.8,9
To gain a John Muir Award, participants must tackle four challenges - discover, explore,
conserve and share ‘wild’ places, with a loose and accommodating definition of ‘wild’ which
includes everything from park land to remote wilderness. Participants spend an equivalent of
at least four days on their Award activity. For much of this time they are outside, in contact
with nature. The Award scheme is particularly adept at including young people from
disadvantaged backgrounds. This group, who are often difficult to reach for conventional
health promotion activities, are also those most likely to experience health problems in later
life.
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The study aimed to assess the impact of the John Muir Award experience on the health-related
behaviours, attitudes and aspirations of the participants. The purpose of this study was to
determine the answers to the following question:
Does participation in the John Muir Award significantly alter young people’s health-related
attitudes, behaviours and trajectories, including and comprising: participation in sport;
attitude to physical activity and sport; self reported fitness; self-esteem; attitudes to and
intentions for the future; interest and participation in visiting ‘wild places’ and other outdoor
environments?
The study also looked in detail at what the participants thought of their Award experience.
Getting young people interested in wild places could have long-term benefits both for their
development and for their health. However, this topic is under researched and provides the
inspiration for this study.

Health Impacts of the John Muir Award

AIMS AND PURPOSE
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APPROACH AND METHODS
Data were collected in two ways: questionnaires and focus groups. There were three sets of detailed
questionnaires covering health-related behaviours and opinions, experiences of wild land and
aspirations for the future. The first set (‘wave 1’) took place immediately before the Award experience
started and thus represented the ‘baseline’ or starting point. The second set (‘wave 2’) was at the end
of the Award experience. This set also asked detailed questions about what participants had done for
their Award, their attitudes to it and how the experience might have changed their opinions and
behaviours. The third set (‘wave 3’) took place approximately 18 months after the Award finished and
asked again about attitudes to the Award and health and health-related behaviour; this was to
determine whether any changes lasted.
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A number of Award participants who had not been part of the survey then took part in focus groups
to discuss their experiences and attitudes in more detail. This allowed the research team to explore
some of the results from the questionnaires in more depth.
We had 316 respondents at wave 1. It was not possible to calculate an overall response rate to the
surveys in the conventional sense because we could not record the numbers of Award participants
who refused to participate at wave 1. We were able to calculate follow-up rates (that is to say, the
rates at which respondents completed each subsequent questionnaire). The follow-up rate for valid
responses for wave 1 to wave 2 was 65%, and for wave 2 to wave 3 it was 34%. The overall follow-up
rate from wave 1 to wave 3 (22%) was lower than we hoped, but not remarkably low for a study based
on younger people that included a postal component. It is important that the wave 1 to wave 2
follow-up rate was good.
The average age of the respondents was 13 years old, ranging from the youngest at 8 years to the
oldest at 18 years. The sample was evenly balanced between boys and girls. We were able to
establish whether a respondent was resident in a neighbourhood which was part of the most
deprived 15% of the Scottish population. Just over 20% of our respondents were from these
neighbourhoods, emphasising that the Award reaches some of Scotland’s most deprived young
people and also that we would hear their views.
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What previous experience of wild places did the participants have?
Whilst most participants did have some previous experience of the kinds of environments
the Award is focused on, a significant minority did not; nearly one in ten of the participants
had never been to a wild place before. The chances of being in this minority were
substantially increased by socio-economic deprivation; nearly one in four of Award
participants from the poorest circumstances had no previous experience of wild places,
compared with about one in 25 of the rest of the Award participants.

What did the participants think of their Award experience?
The Award experience was seen as overwhelmingly positive; 95% of participants enjoyed it
and 92% felt that they had achieved something by completing it. There was a relatively
mixed set of opinions as to whether it had led to greater happiness or health. However, the
Award experience was certainly not seen as boring or ‘like normal school’. At wave 3, some
time after the Award was finished, positive attitudes had only diminished a little. Older
respondents were, on the whole, less likely to report favourably on their Award experience,
but by no means failed to enjoy it. One of the most surprising results was that there was no
difference between boys and girls in terms of their enjoyment of the Award experience.
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FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

The participants enjoyed their Award experience because
• They weren’t expecting to like it
Interviewer: “What were you expecting?”
“Like mostly more written work, like you would do in school. Like a bit more
boring. But it wasn’t. It was pure fun.” (boy aged 15)
• They enjoyed the conservation activities
“It’s a good feeling that you’ve helped.” (girl aged 15)
• It was social
“Some people had friends within the group, but because it’s such a big year group,
you might not know a lot of people, so it was good to get a chance to talk to
them [..] you made new friends.” (boy aged 14)
• It was fun and it was new
“Just trying loads of new things is good because you don’t know you like it until
you’ve tried it and we didn’t really have the chance to try it before.” (boy aged 15)
At waves 2 and 3 the respondents were asked to indicate their attitudes to the Award
experience using a ‘smiley face scale’. Figure 1 shows their responses.
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Figure 1: Participants’ feelings about doing their Award at wave 2 and wave 3
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What were the participants’ attitudes to physical activity and how did these
change?
Attitudes to sport were generally more positive among younger respondents and boys (older girls were
least likely to be positive). Although we did detect an improvement in attitudes to sport immediately
after the Award, this had disappeared by wave 3, well after the Award had ended.

Did the Award have an impact on self-esteem?
Self-esteem is the confidence and satisfaction a person has in him/herself. It is linked to good mental
health and is seen as an important trait to foster in young people. There was no evidence that the
Award experience had an impact on levels of self-esteem for the participants as a whole. This is
probably not surprising, since young people have so many other things going on in their lives which
affect their self-esteem. However, some individuals in the focus groups did report that their confidence
was improved by their Award activities.
“I think it gave me more confidence. Because I was really nervous about having to try it but
when I did I just loved it so much that I got caught up in the atmosphere and it was fun so I
managed it.” (boy aged 15)

What aspirations for future contact with natural environments did the Award
participants hold at the start of their Award and how did these change?
We measured these aspirations and their change in several different ways. Even long after finishing the
Award, there was strong agreement that the experience led to wanting to spend more time outdoors
and to visit natural places, as shown in Figure 2. This positive change was seen particularly amongst
those from the poorest backgrounds.
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Did Award participation result in more visits to wild places?
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Figure 2: Agreement with the statement “The Award made me want to
spend more time outdoors”

By wave 3, despite reporting aspirations for more contact with nature and wild places, the majority
had not actually changed the number of visits they made to such places, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3: Reported visits to wild places since Award
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This finding is highly likely to reflect the fact that most of the respondents were not in control
of their visits to these environments; it requires some combination of time, parental
permission, company and perhaps transport. Some members of the focus groups also told us
that they would rather visit wild places with friends than with family, but that such visits
required organisation and perhaps technical skills which were beyond them.

General conclusions
The participants overwhelmingly enjoyed and valued their Award experience. The experience
also led to increased aspirations for visiting wild places, particularly among those from the
poorest backgrounds. The study showed that those in the poorest circumstances were much
less likely to have visited wild places before their Award experience, and that perhaps this
group was most positively affected by the experience.
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Nonetheless, participation in the Award did not lead to any demonstrable and sustained shift
in attitudes to physical activity or increase in visits to wild places. The Award experience was
successful at introducing young people to wild places and helping to establish aspirations for
healthy behaviours but, in itself, the Award cannot translate aspiration into actual behaviour;
that is something which other agencies need to prioritise and sustain. The focus groups
provided some anecdotal examples of activities which boosted confidence, but we cannot
conclude that the Award definitely improved self-esteem for most participants.

Implications for policy and practice
This study has policy relevance. The Award experience can be closely aligned with at least
three of the Scottish Government’s five strategic objectives.
Strategic Objective 2: a Healthier Scotland seeks to “Help people to sustain and improve
their health, especially in disadvantaged communities.” The Award experience led to increased
aspirations for contact with natural environments, which has been shown in other research to
help protect and improve health. That this effect was strongest for young people from the
most deprived communities gives the Award additional policy significance, because these are
often the hardest groups to reach and help. Other research shows that those who spend time
in such environments as children are more likely to do so as adults and then to do so with
their own children. The Award may be making a highly cost-effective contribution to a multigenerational behaviour change effect.
Strategic Objective 4: a Smarter Scotland seeks to “Expand opportunities for Scots to
succeed from nurture through to life long learning ensuring higher and more widely shared
achievements.” The Award participants enjoyed the educational aspects of their experience.
They learnt about conservation and the environment and many subsequently aspired to
continue that interest into adulthood. Many also learnt that they could succeed in initially
daunting tasks, and that working as part of a team of friends was rewarding.
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Whilst the study findings clearly demonstrate the potential value of the Award experience
as a contributor to achieving these strategic aims, the findings also highlight the extent of
existing problems which require enhanced policy action. The study showed an enormous
gap between those from the poorest communities and the rest of Scotland with respect
to who had experienced wild places before their Award experience. The implications are
clear: more young people should have the chance to have this kind of experience, and
efforts should continue to reach the least advantaged.

Health Impacts of the John Muir Award

Strategic Objective 5: a Greener Scotland seeks to “Improve Scotland's natural and built
environment and the sustainable use and enjoyment of it.” The Award participants actively
participated in caring for and conserving Scotland’s natural environment, they loved doing
so and they felt a sense of achievement from it.
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