
ADAMS, N., MACIVER, E., KENNEDY, C. and DOUGLAS, F. 2024. Silver Saplings Adventures for Older People: a 
qualitative review and evaluation of intended positive interventional change and wellbeing effects for participants of 

the programme. Aberdeen: Robert Gordon University. Hosted on OpenAIR [online]. Available from: https://rgu-
repository.worktribe.com/output/2445905 

 
 
 
 

This document was downloaded from 
https://openair.rgu.ac.uk 

Silver Saplings Adventures for Older People: a 
qualitative review and evaluation of intended 
positive interventional change and wellbeing 

effects for participants of the programme. 

ADAMS, N., MACIVER, E., KENNEDY, C. and DOUGLAS, F. 

2024 

https://rgu-repository.worktribe.com/output/2445905
https://rgu-repository.worktribe.com/output/2445905


 

 

‘Silver Saplings Adventures for 

Older People’: a qualitative review 

and evaluation of intended positive 

interventional change and wellbeing 

effects for participants of the 

programme 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Dr Nick Adams (n.adams5@rgu.ac.uk)* 
Dr Emma MacIver (e.maciver@rgu.ac.uk)* 

Professor Catriona Kennedy (c.m.kennedy1@rgu.ac.uk) 
Professor Flora Douglas (f.douglas3@rgu.ac.uk) 

 
*Report joint first authors and joint project Principal Investigators (PIs) 

 

 

mailto:n.adams5@rgu.ac.uk)*
mailto:e.maciver@rgu.ac.uk)*
mailto:c.m.kennedy1@rgu.ac.uk)
mailto:f.douglas3@rgu.ac.uk)


 

Report Overview: 
 
Executive Summary 
 

Contents 
 
Glossary 

 
Table of Contents 
 

1. Introduction (p. 1) 
• Background 
• Purpose and objectives of the evaluation. 

• Overview of existing literature on nature-based 
• wellbeing interventions. 
• Examination of key aspects such as nature exposure, social 

inclusion, and later-life learning. 
• Gaps and disparities in current nature-based intervention research, 

particularly concerning older adults. 

 
2. Methodology (p. 7) 

• Description of qualitative evaluation methodology  
• Data collection, participant selection and interview methods. 
• Data analysis framework  

 
3. Findings (p. 13) 

• Addressing the three key research questions: 

• Did Silver Saplings Adventures activities improve wellbeing? 
• In what ways was wellbeing improved, and what are the 

broader ramifications? 

• Presentation of participant perspectives on wellbeing 
enhancement across physical, social, and mental domains. 

• What is the overall impact of nature-based interventions on 

individual and community wellbeing? 
• Exploration of the role of Silver Saplings Adventures in 

fostering social connections, mental stimulation, and 

community engagement. 
 
4. Discussion (p. 27) 

• Interpretation of findings in the context of existing literature. 
• Implications for Silver Saplings Adventures for individual and 

community wellbeing. 

• Consideration of  broader and policy implications of nature-based 
interventions. 

• Generation of social capital and renewed confidence among older 

adults. 
 



 

5. Conclusions and Recommendations (p. 32) 
• Summary of key findings and their implications existing literature. 

• Future Research Direction 
• Expansion of sample diversity to validate experiences and 

explore gendered perceptions. 

• Evaluation of alternative programmes to assess transferability of 
findings. 

 

References (p. 33) 
• Comprehensive list of all sources cited throughout the document. 

 

Appendices (p. 37) 
• Supplementary materials; contract, thematic analysis summaries. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 



 

 

Executive summary 
 
Background 
  

The Silver Saplings Adventures programme is one of several project 
streams of ‘Wild Things’, an environmental education charity working 
across Moray, Aberdeenshire and the Highlands areas in Scotland. Wild 

Things was set-up to encourage individuals from diverse backgrounds to 
engage with and learn from their local natural environments to ultimately 
improve the wellbeing of individuals, communities and natural habitats. The 

Silver Saplings Adventures (SSA) programme is a nature-based wellbeing 
intervention targeting older people, located in Moray, Aberdeenshire and 
areas of the Highlands. It consists of monthly day trips to outdoor settings, 

providing opportunities for participants to engage within communities, 
connect with others, as well as learn about and from their local natural 
environment. The SSA programme has been purposively designed in this 

way to promote individual wellbeing, social cohesion and feelings of 
inclusivity. 
 

Recent years has witnessed a growing interest and emerging body of 
literature concerning the effects of nature-based wellbeing interventions 
similar to the SSA programme; incorporating exposure to nature and green 

space, social inclusion and later-life learning.  Generally, such programmes 
have been linked to several positive wellbeing effects, particularly around 
emotional wellbeing, cognition and aspects of mental health.  Nevertheless, 

there are some differences noted in terms the causal factors underpinning 
wellbeing effects across different studies, as well as limited evidence 
around the effects of such programmes for older adults. 

 
This report presents a focused, independent evaluation of the SSA 
programme, based on a sample of 17 participants who engaged with the 

12-month programme during its third -and penultimate- cycle, spanning 
January – December 2023.  Evaluating the SSA programme was 
undertaken to optimise the development and continuation of the 

programme beyond its current funding and to inform the transferability of 
this to other similar programmes and contexts. 
 

The primary objective of this evaluation was to assess the SSA programme 
to ascertain any wellbeing effects on participants, how these effects 
manifested and the broader ramifications, and to identify what specific 

aspects of the programme might be responsible for generating these 
reported effects.  This aim was translated into three research questions, 
specifically: 

 



 

1. Did ‘Silver Saplings Adventures’ activities for the various 
demographics Silver Saplings work with improve wellbeing? 

2. If improved - in what way was wellbeing improved and what 
are the broader ramifications? 

3. What is the overall impact of nature-based interventions on 

individual and community wellbeing? 

Methodology 
  

A qualitative evaluation of the SSA programme was undertaken, during the 
third of four funded cycles of the programme in December 2023.  Data was 
collected via remote, semi-structured interviews with a purposive, 

convenience sample of 17 participants who had taken part in the third cycle 
of the programme.  The purpose was to uncover and explore perceptions 
and experiences of the Silver Saplings Adventures programme and the 

perceived effects on their wellbeing.  The data was analysed using Braun 
and Clarke’s (2006) six-point framework of analysis that involve: data 
familiarisation, coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining and 

naming themes and writing up. Double coding and independent analysis 
ensured trustworthy, rigorous and valid findings. 
 

Findings 
 
The findings addressed the three key research questions, as follows: 

 

Question 1: Did ‘Silver Saplings Adventures’ activities for the various 
demographics Silver Saplings work with improve wellbeing? 

Participants own understanding of ‘wellbeing’ revealed a holistic, multi-
faceted, inter-connected conceptualisation encompassing three key areas: 
physical (mobile, well and active), social (having connections, being with 

and helping others) and mental, psychological and emotional (absence 
of stress, loneliness and isolation, feeling happy, safe, engaged and 
stimulated).  The importance of being and remaining ‘active’ across these 

areas central to all those themes.  Participants regarded the Silver Saplings 
Adventures programme in generally positive terms with only minor critical 
points raised by a small number of participants for consideration.  

Participants associated Silver Saplings Adventures with various key aspects 
of wellbeing, supporting individuals to flourish physically, socially, mentally, 
psychologically and emotionally. They also generally concluded the effects 

and benefits of the programme they experienced, exceeded initial 
expectations prior to engaging with the programme.  

 

Question 2: If improved, in what way was wellbeing improved and what are 
the broader ramifications? 



 

Participants reported that their wellbeing was improved through 
engagement with the SSA programme, across the three broad areas – 

physical, social and mental/emotional/psychological. 
 
In terms of addressing physical wellbeing, individuals were encouraged 

(and supported as required) to be mobile and active, through walking 
around and exploring the outdoor locations visited during the Silver 
Saplings Adventures outings.  The level of care, support and comfort 

offered by staff and volunteers in enabling individuals to achieve this whilst 
feeling safe, secure and well catered for, was highly appraised.  It was also 
widely recognised that without the Silver Saplings Adventures, many of the 

locations visited would otherwise be inaccessible for participants. 
 
In terms of social wellbeing, developing new connections and being with 

others was encouraged through the Silver Saplings Adventures, by bringing 
together ‘likeminded’ individuals and offering space and opportunities 
through shared experiences to foster friendships.  This was particularly 

important for those new to their geographical area, as well as post-COVID-
19 pandemic, as many social groups and opportunities had paused. 
 

The positive effects of engaging with the Silver Saplings Adventures on 
mental, psychological and emotional wellbeing were extensive and 
wide-ranging.  Going on the group outings, being with other people and 

being outdoors, were all viewed as being beneficial in managing feelings 
of stress, depression, loneliness, and isolation, and increasing 
general feelings of happiness and enjoyment.  One of the most often 

extensively discussed benefits of engaging with the Silver Saplings 
Adventures programme related to its role in supporting mental 
stimulation and growth.  This was typically attributed to acquiring, 

developing and sharing new knowledge (with others in and outside the 
group) about their own locale, nature, environmental issues, or other 
people, as well as developing practical skills.  The extensive knowledge 

of project staff and volunteers, as well as the type and delivery of 
information, were all positively appraised by participants.  Moreover, 
the positive effects on mental, psychological, and emotional wellbeing 

lasted beyond the duration of the outings, via recollections, sharing of 
information, knowledge and experiences, as well as a sense of anticipation 
or ‘looking forward’ to future outings. 

 
Regarding broader ramifications, these findings reiterate the importance 
of: accessing and making accessible outdoor spaces to promote 

multiple aspects of wellbeing; learning throughout the life-course/ later-
life learning and knowledge-exchange utilising creative methods and ad-
hoc opportunities; and fostering ‘networks of community and friendship’. 

 
Question 3: What is the overall impact of nature-based interventions on 
individual and community wellbeing? 



 

Focussing on overall impacts, the Silver Samplings Adventures programme 
improved subjective perceptions of wellbeing, community 

engagement, development of social ties and improved social 
cohesion between members via mechanisms of nature-immersion and 
learning activities. This occurred via the programme encouraging new 

connections between people, new mechanisms of learning promoting later-
life learning, and new rejuvenated perceptions of learning about nature in 
a local, relatable space to participants. This could best be conceptualised 

as the programme generating new social capital for the older adults 
participating in the programme. Participants developed lasting connections 
with each other, and rejuvenated connections to nature in their immediate 

space and home locale; looking forward to new Silver Saplings Adventures 
and asserting the positive –and long-lasting- impacts of these upon their 
wellbeing and their desire to learn new nature-linked knowledge, continue 

meeting new people and gain new confidences surrounding developing new 
friendship and community circles. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 
 
Our findings are supported by existing literature around the effects of 

greenspace and generation social capital in older adults through bespoke 
wellbeing initiatives. While literature on the generation of social capital in 
older adults is sparse, existing studies focus on social capital declining as 

adults age; friendship circles become smaller and opportunities to meet 
new people and develop new points of contact and context mediated by 
common knowledge decrease. The Silver Saplings Programme operated 

against this decline, providing a new platform and capacity for knowledge, 
connections, and self-development opportunities for older adults, 
increasing social capital as a mechanism to developing renewed confidence 

and increased perceived wellbeing. 
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Glossary of terms 
  
Community Wellbeing: “Community wellbeing is the combination of 
social, economic, environmental, cultural, and political conditions identified 

by individuals and their communities as essential for them to flourish and 
fulfil their potential”. (Wiseman and Brasher, 2008, p. 358)  
 

Natural Heritage: “Natural heritage refers to natural features, geological 
and physiographical formations and delineated areas that constitute the 
habitat of threatened species of animals and plants and natural sites of 

value from the point of view of science, conservation or natural beauty. It 
includes private and publicly protected natural areas, zoos, aquaria and 
botanical gardens, natural habitat, marine ecosystems, sanctuaries, 

reservoirs” (UNESCO, 2009) 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 



 

 

1 

 

1. Introduction 
 

 
 
This research report explores our independent, structured evaluation of the 
‘Silver Saplings1 Adventures for Older Adults2’ (SSA) programme. The 

primary objective of our engagement was to assess the SSA programme to 
ascertain any wellbeing effects of the programme on participants, how 
these effects manifested, and to identify what specific aspects of the SSA 

programme generated these possible effects. 
 
This document firstly provides an introduction to the ‘SSA’ programme (as 

situated within the broader Wild Things Charity), detailing its scope and 
aims. Thereafter, the background to the current evaluation will be detailed. 
A brief account of key literature around wellbeing interventions will then be 

provided to both contextualise ‘SSA’ and highlight the uniqueness of this 
programme. Then follows a methodology section, outlining the design for 
the evaluation, the choice of methods utilised and how this was executed 

in practice. Next the findings of the evaluation will be presented, 
highlighting participants definitions of wellbeing, and the mechanisms of 
affect generated by the SSA programme; answering three key research 

questions. A discussion and conclusions section follows, delineating 
structured conclusions drawn from the research project and linking findings 
back to existing research. Some considerations for further work around 

additional and ongoing research evaluation(s) are provided, as is some 
feedback regarding different components of the programme.   
 

 
1 Silver Saplings and Wild Things were used interchangeably as descriptors for the 

organisation in the early stages of the research project. Herein for this report 
Silver Saplings is used to describe the wellbeing programme evaluated. For clarity, 

Wild Things is the parent company of Silver Saplings.  
2 We use the term ‘older adults’ to describe those aged over sixty-five years of 
age, this is congruent with present literatures and descriptive UK policy guidelines 

(see Age UK, 2019, 2023). 
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1.1 The Wild Things programme and Silver Saplings 
Adventures: Aims and brief programme description 
 

The SSA programme represents one of a range of the offshoot project 
streams of ‘Wild Things’, an award-winning environmental education 
charity working in Moray, Aberdeenshire and the Highlands areas in 

Scotland, funded principally by donations and a range of sponsoring funders 
and charities, including the National Lottery Heritage Fund and The Garfield 
Weston Foundation among others. Wild Things was set-up in 2003 to fulfil 

an overarching aim of encouraging individuals across a range of age 
groups, including the most vulnerable in society, to engage with and learn 
from their local natural environments through adventure and learning-

focussed activities and experiences. Thus, facilitating a mutually beneficial 
relationship between local communities and their natural environments and 
improving the health and wellbeing of both. Since its inception, Wild Things 

has reached around 36,000 people via various programmes and initiatives 
including conservation and habitat restoration schemes (e.g. rewilding the 
river Findhorn), e-learning training programmes and qualifications, school 

programmes, yurt hire, as well as various charitable projects.    
 
The SSA represents one of Wild Things charitable programmes, alongside 

other Silver Saplings initiatives including Silver Saplings Care Homes 
(intergenerational visits and activities), as well as programmes aimed 
specifically at school-aged children, teenagers and young adults, each 

funded for a period of four years by Heritage Scotland. The SSA aims to 
give older people who may be socially isolated or unable to engage in 
outdoor activities – because of lack of confidence, transport issues, or 

health or mobility problems - an opportunity to re-engage within their 
communities and develop new friendships, whilst connecting with and 
learning about their local natural environment and developing new skills.  

Thus, promoting a sense of social cohesion, inclusivity and wellbeing (see 
Silver Saplings Website, 2024). 
 

In terms of structure and design, the SSA programme takes place over a 
planned 12-month period and is then repeated annually. Each programme 
cycle typically involves once-monthly daytrips for four different groups of 

older people across four distinct geographical areas. Over the course of the 
four-year funding, the programme will have reached a total of eighty 
participants, eighty activity days and 160 volunteer days.  

 
During sessions, participants are transported by minibus from their homes 
to various outdoor locations and supported by project staff, instructors and 

younger volunteers to engage in a variety of different activities linking with 
nature, such as rock pooling, pond dipping, osprey and dolphin spotting, 

nature-based crafts and gentle walks on beaches, woodlands and alongside 
rivers. Each session follows a typical format consisting of a guided walk or 
exploration, a break for refreshments, and then an opportunity to reflect, 
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reminisce and chat between attendees, facilitators and volunteers present 
- where a craft-based activity typically takes place. Provisions to ensure 

shelter, warmth and comfort whilst outdoors -and indoors- are always 
provided, and the final session of the year in December is hosted in an 
indoor setting because of the particularly harsh winter weather conditions 

typical in North-East Scotland. Whilst some of the Wild Things’ activities 
incur a nominal fee (such as yurt hire, e-learning, and some aspects of the 
wellbeing programme), ‘SSA’ is free to attend for all participants. 

 

1.2 Engagement work prior to evaluation 
 
The immediate research team (Dr Nick Adams [NA] and Dr Emma MacIver 

[EM]) were first made aware of the Silver Saplings programme in 
discussions with professors Flora Douglas [FD] and Catriona Kennedy [CK]. 
Discussions between Robert Gordon University (RGU) and Wild Things had 

been ongoing regarding a possible evaluation project run by RGU 
researchers for approximately six-months prior to formal team 
engagement. An initial meeting with Luke Strachan [LS] (Wild Things Chief 

Executive Officer) was arranged to discuss possible involvement. Following 
this, an initial evaluation plan was developed and presented. During 
subsequent meetings, this plan was refined iteratively and inclusively into 

a more concrete approach, with active involvement and feedback provided 
from LS. The plan centred around examining three research questions (see 
1.3 Aims and Objectives of the Evaluation). Subsequently, funding was 

agreed for four researchers, NA, EM, FD, and CK to complete a structured, 
six-month long, independent evaluation project of the Silver Saplings 
Adventures wellbeing programme; NA and EM co-leading the evaluation, 

costed at 26 days, and FD and CK costed at 1.3 days each. The agreed 
period of engagement was set at six-months and the evaluation would take 
place over this timeline. A contract was signed by both parties (RGU and 

Silver Saplings, see Appendix 1). This report represents the primary 
outcome of this evaluation, delivered in fulfilment of the agreed objectives 
of conducting a structured, independent evaluation of the Silver Saplings 

Adventures programme. 
 
Prior to undertaking the evaluation, NA and EM had several discussions with 

LS and the wider Silver Saplings team to ascertain the structure of the SSA 
programme; the aims and goals of the programme and to understand the 
intended audience of the programme and how this was executed in 

practice. LS also provided written materials in the form of the latest Wild 
Things annual report, which further enhanced understanding around the 
structure of the programme, the aims, participant numbers, and activity 

planning sheets for each individual SSA outing, which gave details around 
the location, activities planned, and risk assessments conducted. 

Importantly, in discussions with LS and the wider SSA team, the SSA 
programme design was understood to be iterative and under revision; 
feedback from participants allowing for the programme to be refined into a 
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newly developed form. Thus, participants’ voices and feedback regarding 
the programme structure are represented as a central component of this 

evaluation. 
 

1.3 Aims and Objectives of the Evaluation 

 
The aims and objectives of the evaluation can be conceptualised into three 
research questions, developed by the core research team, in collaboration 
with LS. The objective of this evaluation is to investigate and answer each 

research question. These questions are: 
 

1. Did ‘Silver Saplings Adventures’ activities for the various 

demographics3 Silver Saplings work with improve wellbeing? 
2. If improved - in what way was wellbeing improved and what 

are the broader ramifications? 

3. What is the overall impact of nature-based interventions on 
individual and community wellbeing? 

1.4 Relevant existing research 

 
Existing research exploring bespoke wellbeing interventions that cover 
nature and green space, social inclusion and cohesion, and later-life 

learning consists of a myriad of different studies focussing on wellbeing 
effects (Klein, 2013; Ronzi et al., 2018; Shanahan et al., 2019; Smyth et 
al., 2022). More broadly, a growing body of scholarship connects notions 

of wellbeing, and subjective improvements in wellbeing, with general green 
space and nature immersions, later-life learning, and developing 
community initiatives that bring people together. Bratman et al., (2019) 

explore linkages between rapid urbanisation in late-modernity and 
declining prioritisations of human-to-human contact as a mode of 
facilitating wellbeing. Authors develop points of consensus connecting the 

positive impacts of ‘nature experience’ (p. 1) on cognition, emotional 
wellbeing and aspects of mental health; constructing a conceptual 
framework suggesting universally positive outcomes linked to nature 

contact and green space. Similarly, Capaldi et al., (2015) present a 
deconstruction of the benefits of nature-connective approaches to 
promoting wellbeing, suggesting that forming psychological connections to 

nature can carry powerful and sustained effects over wellbeing, defining 
nature as a fundamental component of facilitating ‘flourishing in life’ (p. 1). 
The World Health Organisation (WHO) has also highlighted evidence 

suggesting manifold benefits of exposure to nature -as green space- as 
being correlated with increased health outcomes, including mental health 

 
3 We note the demographics of our sample were low in diversity: The sample 

consisted of 17 participants, all were female and of White, British ethnicity, 

ranging in age from 64-91 years (mean age: 77.5 years). This is discussed in later 

sections. 
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improvements (WHO, 2017, p. 5). However, they caution that 
understandings of the impacts and mechanisms of some effects are 

incomplete (p. 203). Other research has suggested similar perspectives to 
the above (see Hunt et al., 2021; Hunter et al., 2019; Kaplan et al., 1995; 
Lee et al., 2017; Passmore & Howell, 2014; Silva et al., 2024). However, 

within studies, there is a lack of specific evidence exploring wellbeing 
effects linked with green space exposure, experienced by later-life 
participants; older adults specifically. 

 
More specific studies network supportively with some of the above 
positions, deconstructing select programmes and approaches that speak to 

interventions similar to the different structural components of the SSA 
programme. Importantly, some studies present mixed results regarding the 
benefits of specific components, such as green space. For example, with 

regards to nature and green space exposure, a fascinating study by 
Noordzij et al., (2021) explores the impacts of green space immersion upon 
subjective wellbeing within four cohorts of middle-aged and older adults to 

ascertain impacts upon depressed affect. Study sample consisted of 
collated aggregate data exploring the impacts of green space exposure on 
wellbeing (p. 1). Importantly, while results indicated linkages between 

psychosocial and physical health factors and green space, no associations 
were found between distance to nearest green space or volume of local 
green space and mental health affect, including measures of good self-

rated health. The authors conclude that, perhaps, the importance of green 
space may be lesser for older adults who are also urban residents. This 
evidence may introduce the thinking that components of the SSA 

programme - should these be successful at positively influencing wellbeing, 
may be combinative in creating any positive affect, as opposed to effects 
generated by green space immersion or exposure alone. Relatedly, and 

reading evidence via a different lens, any positive effects may be generated 
by what is done within green spaces and participants, as opposed to green 
space exposure itself. This presents a salient investigatory enquiry for this 

work; establishing whether any wellbeing effects are simply achieved by 
presence of exposure to nature and green space, or whether any effects 
are linked to specific activities, occurrences and actions occurring within 

these spaces. This is a point of difference and nuance this appears 
underexplored within existing literatures and within specific ages of 
community groups. 

 
Speaking to this; role of community in bringing people together appears to 
play a salient factor in the development of wellbeing. Robertson et al., 

(2022) explore the networked interdependencies between communities, 
environments, and social justice initiatives as generating enhancements in 
quality of life (QoL) for older adults, particularly focussing on the 

importance of generating agency for older adults within their community 
involvements as a key factor linking with wellbeing. Similar findings have 
been highlighted by others, for example, Nyqvist et al., (2013) explore the 
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role of developing social capital; generated by interactions between 
individual and collective -inclusive- experiences with available circles of 

friends and family as having positive aspects over mental health and 
wellbeing for older people. Conversely, living alone, bereavement, low 
contact with friends and family have been cited as corrosive factors over 

developing wellbeing (see Allen, 2008). Further relating to the above, later-
life-learning appears to play a key role within older adults with regards to 
enhancing some components of wellbeing (Law et al., 2023; Merriam & 

Lee, 2014). For example, Merriam & Lee, (2014) argue the promotion of 
lifelong learning among older adults can significantly contribute to overall 
community wellbeing. Further, the authors suggest the more active, 

healthy and educated older adults are, the less ‘drain’ same individuals 
carry over collective community resource services. Operating in support of 
findings from Nyqvist et al., (2013), Merriam & Lee suggest lifelong learning 

promotes social capital, this operating as a preservation mechanism against 
decay in overall wellbeing. The authors argue formal and informal 
interventions and processes, that promote and drive learning activities for 

older adults are a critical factor in developing active and engaged lifestyles 
linked with social capital, that enhance notions of perceived community 
connections and enhanced wellbeing. 

 
Networking this brief review of literatures together, there appears a strong 
scholarly precedent for the contents of the SSA programme, given that this 

programme incorporates elements from all of the three key literature 
themes highlighted above; promoting access and involvement within 
nature and green space, collective community links that draw different 

peoples -and groups of peoples- together, and link these contexts and 
components with promoting later-life learning within and about nature. 
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2. Methodology 
 

 
 
The methodological design of our evaluation programme prioritised 

qualitative data-collection methods. This was informed by existing research 
evaluating novel wellbeing interventions, where ascertaining wellbeing 
effects from a specific intervention, course or activity are the primary 

objective (Benton et al., 2018, 2021; Ronzi et al., 2018). The below 
sections discuss our methods and research design in detail. 
 

2.1 Note on the time that evaluation was conducted 
 
In discussions with LS it was highlighted that the SSA programme is 

externally charity-funded for a period of four years. Wild Things are 
presently seeking funding to be able to continue this programme beyond 
this time. Thus, our evaluation began towards the end of year three; around 

three-quarters way through the programme’s current complete life-cycle, 
and just prior to the beginning of the final cycle. In discussions with the 
SSA team, this was deemed an ideal time to conduct the evaluation, the 

programme being already well-established and having developed a wide-
ranging uptake in local community over the last two years, but yet still 
operating in an iterative design model and seeking to continually improve 

based on previous, and ongoing feedback, prioritising the experiences of 
SSA participants. 
 

2.2 Initial Observations 
 
In order to understand the SSA programme, after funding for the evaluation 
had been agreed and as a component of our initial research, we (NA and 

EM) observed a programme session in action -an indoor session at Elgin 
Museum- in December 2023. This enabled us an opportunity to speak with 
participants, facilitators and project leaders, to both witness and 

understand how a session played out in practice. These observations aided 
in understanding the discussions of research participants in later interviews 
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and informed the questionnaire framework developed for which to guide 
semi-structured interviews. 

 

2.3 The issue of ‘Defining ‘Wellbeing’ 
 
Before proceeding to discuss the interview methodology utilised to collect 

data, it is pertinent to preface first by acknowledging the challenge of 
tangibly measuring improvements in wellbeing.  
 

Wellbeing has recurrently been highlighted as a challenging concept to 
measure (Allen, 2008; Krueger & Stone, 2014; Park et al., 2023). While 
established, validated, quantitative scales of wellbeing enjoy regular usage, 

it is widely recognised that these only provide a single temporal snapshot 
of how an individual perceives their levels of wellbeing at that point in time 
(Diener et al., 2009; White, 2014). Conversely, semi-structured interviews 

allow the freedom to ask an individual to define their own understandings 
and conceptualisations of wellbeing, allowing for further probing as to how 
this is perceived to be influenced and shift against different stimuli, as per 

the voice and experience of the individual participant. This represents a 
more localised yet less generalisable focus towards wellbeing, recognising 
the importance of prioritising participants’ autonomy and voice in the 

process of establishing what wellbeing means to them; ‘wellbeing’ as a 
general concept, likely representing different things to different people, and 
thus the ways in which this can be influenced also representing diverse 

pathways of affect. This was supported during observations, when EM and 
NA spoke with several facilitators, volunteers and participants about the 
SSA programme and the impacts of this (observed by facilitators and 

volunteers) was experienced by participants. It was felt, given the flexibility 
of semi-structured interviews, and focus on developing ‘real’ insightful 
accounts from participants regarding how their perceptions of their own 

wellbeing had shifted, that interviews represented the most robust and 
valid mechanism of capturing change, allowing feedback to be effectively 
communicated to SSA, and any improvements possible -highlighted from 

our study- to be implemented in accordance with participant’s lived 
experience, voice, and articulated feedback. 
 

2.4 Recruitment, Sampling and Participants; data-collection 
 

2.4.1 Recruitment and Sampling Strategy 

 
We utilised a non-probability sampling approach, combining elements of 
both purposeful and convenience sampling. In terms of this, both the 

project support workers and the researchers shared details of the study 
with SSA attendees, asking them to self-select if they wished to participate 
in our evaluation, with more targeted follow-on recruitment work during 

which project workers and one participant acted as gatekeepers or 
recruitment facilitators’; identifying and contacting participants who may 
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be interested in partaking in an interview. Whilst we had aimed to capture 
a range or variation in socio-demographic characteristics (such as age, sex 

and ethnicity) across the sample, this did not fully transpire due to the 
relative homogeneity of the SS Adventures users (typically White females).  
We did, however, access a range of ages, as elaborated on below. 

 

2.4.2 Participants 
 

The sample consisted of 17 participants, all were female and of White, 
British ethnicity, ranging in age from 64-91 years (mean age: 77.5 years). 
Ten lived alone and seven with a partner.  The participants lived in or near 

three specific locales which were linked to three SSA groups. Length of 
involvement with the SSA varied from 3 months to 3 years (from the 
beginning of the SSA programme), though three participants had been 

involved in other Wild Things groups for a number of years (6 years, 7 
years and 14 years respectively) prior to engagement with the SSA. The 
vast majority were recruited into the SSA through information shared at a 

weekly coffee morning in one locale and through a weekly B.A.L.L. (Be 
Active Live Long) group held at two other locations. Table 1 (below) shows 
the socio-demographic characteristics of the recruited sample. 

 
 
Table 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of participants 
Participant 

Number 

Sex Ethnicity Age Household 

details 

Area of 

residence 
and length 

of time in 

area 

How 

heard 
about SS 

Length of 

time 
attending 

SS 

1 F White 88 Lives alone  Findhorn (3 

years) 

Village 

weekly 

coffee 

morning 

2 years 

2 F White  90 Lives alone 

 

Findhorn (6 

years) 

Word of 

mouth 
from 

friend 

6 years? 

3 F White  78 Lives with 

husband 

Findhorn (6 

years) 

Village 

weekly 

coffee 

morning 

2 years 

4 F White  74 Lives alone Findhorn (38 

years) 

Village 

weekly 

coffee 
morning 

3-4 years 

5 F White  86 Lives alone  Archiestown 

(23 years) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 

2 years 

6 F White  71 Lives with 

husband 

Hopeman 

(19 years) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 

2 years 

7 F White 89 Lives alone Hopeman (6 

years) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 

2 years 

8 F White  76 Lives with 

Partner 

Carron? 

(18 years) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 

2 years 

9 F White  77 Lives alone Kinloss (21 

years) 

(FINDHORN 

GROUP) 

Village 

weekly 

coffee 

morning 

7 years 

10 F White  88 Lives alone Findhorn (33 

years) 

Village 

weekly 

A few years 
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coffee 

morning 

11 F White 75 Lives with 

husband 

Findhorn (? 

But not new 
to the area) 

Village 

weekly 
coffee 

morning 

? 

12 F White 76 Lives with 

husband 

Hopeman 

(14 years) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 

(leads Ball 

group and 

saw a WT 

activity on 

beach, 
sparking 

interest) 

3 years 

13 F White  76 Lives with 

husband 

 

Hopeman 

(47 years) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 

(attends 

Ball group 

and 

attendanc

e at Wild 
Things 

kids 

party) 

14 years 

(Wild 

Things) 

14 F White  75 Lives alone Hopeman  (? 

But not new 

to the area) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 

 

? 

15 F White 64 Lives with 

husband 

Hopeman (7 

years) 

 B.A.L.L. 

group 

4 months 

16 F White 91 Lives alone 

 

Carron, 

Aberlour (22 
years) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 
 

? 

17 F White 77 Lives alone Hopeman  (? 

But not new 

to the area) 

B.A.L.L. 

group 

 

2.5 years 

 

2.5 Semi-structured Interviews 

 
Individual semi-structured interviews were held with participants and 
facilitated by either NA or EM via MS Teams (or telephone in one case, in 
line with participant preference). These were recorded and -following the 

interviews- were immediately saved onto the University secure ‘R’ Drive. 
Interviews were guided by a schedule (see appendix), covering a range of 
questions discussed and agreed with LS and Elizabeth Knock [EK] (the Wild 

Things development officer, who was introduced by LS during discussions 
of the project design and participant recruitment). Interviews lasted 
between 20 and 65 minutes. 

 

2.6 Data Analysis, use of distanced digital research methods 
 
MS Teams and digital audio recordings of interviews were transcribed 
utilising MS Teams transcription software. Where a portable -university 
approved- digital recording device was utilised to record the interview, the 

interview was transcribed using a university approved MS Word AI-plug-in, 
which transcribed the interview in a similar manner to MS Teams; 
outputting this into a Word file. Distanced methods were chosen as 

participants were often located in remote geographical locales distanced 
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from the location of the two principal researcher’s home university. It was 
also felt that it would be more comfortable for participants to be interviewed 

in a ‘home’ context, given most participants were older adults. After 
discussions with LS and a wider Silver Saplings team of volunteers, it was 
decided some participants would be interviewed remotely in their own 

homes, some would be interviewed remotely in a location operated by Silver 
Saplings, at the end of a SSA programme session, and some would be 
interviewed in the home of one volunteer, who acted as a quasi-gatekeeper; 

allowing others -whom she already knew well- to visit her and be 
interviewed using her computer to run MS Teams. This project design was 
complementary to our focus on participant wellbeing and care, with each 

participant interviewed in either their own home or in direct proximity to a 
friend or SSA worker and wider collective of individuals partaking in the SSA 
programme. It was felt that this would likely enhance available supports for 

participants. 

 

Data were imported into NVivo 144 and analysed iteratively. Firstly, data 

were coded using Braun and Clarke’s six-point framework of analysis; 
familiarisation, coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining and 
naming themes and writing up (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Double coding and 

independent analysis ensured trustworthy, rigorous and valid findings. 
Throughout all coding and familiarisation, data were routinely explored for 
negative cases. This detailed analysis was conducted by EM, and NA, with 

CK and FD contributing through regular discussion. The research team have 
backgrounds in psychology, social work and nursing, with past experience 
in evaluation; representing a complementary blend of skills from which to 

collectively process and draw conclusions from collected data. Coding took 
place initially within NVivo 14, but then moved to a diagram format to clarify 
themes for stage four of analysis: review themes, and stage five of analysis: 

define themes. This provided a visual depiction of themes that had emerged 
from the data, allowing this to be represented and worked with more clearly 
and iteratively by the researchers through discussions and revisiting of the 

raw data and NVivo file (EM and NA). The original visual diagrams of themes 
are presented in Appendix 2. 

 

2.7. Ethical considerations and commitment to upholding 
good ethics in research 
 
Full institutional ethical approval was applied for and secured via the SERP 

– School Ethical Review Panel at SNMPP – The School of Nursing, Midwifery 
and Paramedic Practice, Robert Gordon University [SERP Ethics Reference: 

 
4 NVivo is a software programme for aiding in the analysis of qualitative data. It 
allows themes to be selected, marked and compared with other transcribed written 

data to help draw conclusions regarding findings. 



 

 

12 

23-11]. All participants who took part in the study provided informed 
consent. Participants were provided with an information sheet detailing the 

study aims and objectives in advance and explaining the process of semi-
structured interview; that they would be asked a range of questions and 
researchers were interested in hearing about their lived experiences. 

Anonymity, privacy and confidentiality were maintained as paramount 
considerations of conducting this research. All participant details were 
immediately anonymised upon collection of data. All data collected was 

stored in a secure online location [R/Drive]; the approved RGU encrypted 
data storage location for research. Only the immediate research team have 
access to this anonymised data. 

 

2.7.1 Planning for support at interviews where required 
 

We remained mindful, during the recruitment process, that some 
participants may require support at interviews, and that discussing -or 
answering questions on- topics linking to perceived changes in wellbeing 

may have the potential to cause distress or anxiety for some. This was 
openly acknowledged and factored in discussions between NA and EM prior 
to beginning the interview process and the goal to be aware -maintain 

situation awareness- of participants’ wellbeing during the interview process 
was paramount. During interview processes, NA and EM remained mindful 
of participant’s body language, visual and audio cues and the tone and 

deliverance of discussions. Participants were advised that they could take 
a break at any time during the interview process. Further, it was decided 
that regular ‘check-ins’ with participants would be conducted as a 

component of the interview process; if participants exhibited any signs of 
discomfort or stress they would be offered a break, to move to a different 
topic of discussion, or to end the interview process.   In the interviews 

conducted, no participants indicated in any way that they were 
experiencing distress during discussions. 
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3. Findings 
 

 

 

The following section focusses on answering the three research questions 

at the centre of the structured, independent evaluation of the SSA 
programme, and this findings section will be structured according to these. 
The research question were: 

 
1. Did ‘Silver Saplings Adventures’ activities for the various 

demographics Silver Saplings work with improve wellbeing? 

2. If improved - in what way was wellbeing improved and what 
are the broader ramifications? 

3. What is the overall impact of nature-based interventions on 

individual and community wellbeing? 

Question 1: Did 'Silver Saplings Adventures’ activities for the 
various demographics Silver Saplings work with improve 
wellbeing?   
 

Developing an understanding of the meaning of ‘wellbeing’ for participants 
 
Before discussing the findings proper linking the SSA programme with 

wellbeing and examining effects identified, it is important to qualify what 
we mean by ‘wellbeing effects’. For the purposes of this research, we asked 
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each participant to define their own understanding and definitions of 
wellbeing. This was agreed as the most authentic barometer from which to 

chart any positive effects, in a manner that prioritised and amplified the 
voice of the individuals experiencing any effects. As wellbeing is a 
subjective term and descriptor; representing language to describe a ‘state 

of being’ it is only fitting that participants were first asked to define this, 
before being encouraged to identify, from their own lived experiences of 
the SSA programme any positive, neutral, or negative effects that they 

perceived, how these effects came about, were generated, and the length 
and duration of these effects. 
 

As a collective, the participants described wellbeing in a holistic, multi-
faceted sense encompassing social, physical and mental, psychological and 
emotional aspects, many of which are inter-related. As expected, some 

aspects of wellbeing were more prominent than others for individual 
participants, but all related their understanding of the term to one or more 
of these.  Each of these elements will be elaborated on in turn. 

 
Physical aspects 
 

Physical wellbeing was expressed in terms of being mobile, being ‘well 
enough to do things’, getting out(side), getting involved, being physically 
active, and achieving a good quality, balanced diet.  The 

interconnectedness between physical and mental health was also 
described, as evident in the following excerpts: 
 

‘it's feeling good about myself, you know, being happy 
content.  I mean, I know we can't be like that all the time, 
but most of the time I I think that, I mean, I go out for a 

walk everyday for instance...and for me that's essential 
because that makes me feel good.  So you know, well being 
is about health as well and and you know I kind of feel that 

walking and being outside keeps you healthy, keeps you 
physically healthy, keeps your mind healthy too’. (Participant 
12) 

 

‘Being contented with life and living your best life and eating 
well and 100 do as much exercise as possible, just generally 

being healthy if you can’. (Participant 9) 

 
Social aspects 

 
This was expressed in terms of having ‘connections’ with others – in ‘being 
with’ others, socialising and meeting new people (especially important 
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where relatively new to the geographical area and post-COVID pandemic 
lockdowns), as highlighted here: 

  

‘Being healthy and happy and able to get about and mix with 
people and socialise’ (Participant 4).   

 
Additionally, a sense of being able to ‘help’ and share with others was 
viewed as integral (particularly in sharing knowledge), as illustrated in the 

following excerpt: 
 

‘Being able to discuss things and seeing what help and 

everything and that’s how I want to be, that’s me at the 
moment.  And understand what they do and why they do it.  
And to help other people...and engaging in knowledge...to 

help other people’. (Participant 2) 

 
Mental, psychological and emotional aspects 

 
This was described in terms of an absence of stress, loneliness and 
isolation, feeling happy (‘in mind’ and with life), feeling able to cope with 

everyday life and uncertainties, feeling safe, being mentally stimulated and 
keeping mentally active (particularly in being interested, involved and 
engaged with new knowledge and other people – seeing, understanding 

and discussing), and lastly, a satisfaction gained from ‘helping others’, and 
engaging with other people and with new learning/ knowledge, as 
illustrated below: 

 

‘I think it’s really being able to cope with everyday life with 
a little bit of extra’. (Participant 5) 

 

‘I think it means that you’re happy in your mind, with what 
you're doing and what you're seeing and just happy with life, 

I suppose’. (Participant 3) 

 
Underpinning each of these elements is the importance of being and 

remaining active, physically, socially and mentally.  As will be elaborated 
on in the next section, the SSA very much complemented these various key 
aspects of wellbeing, by offering opportunities and supporting individuals 

to flourish physically, mentally, psychologically, emotionally and socially. 
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Below, these wellbeing understandings have been developed into a 
typology diagram of participant wellbeing, illustrating the networked effects 

of the above dimensions upon wellbeing.  

 

Figure 1: a typology diagram of participant’s understandings of 

what wellbeing means to them 

 

Note: all areas of wellbeing are interconnected and linked, as shown by 

the black arrows. 

 

Answering the first research question, it was clear from our analysis of the 

interview data collected with participants that the perceived wellbeing of 
those taking part in the SSA programme was improved as a result. Reasons 
given for initially deciding to join the SSA varied, but broadly related to one 

or more of the following: to meet people and socialise; to reignite a 
previous or further develop an ongoing interest in nature; to visit new 
places or learn more about their local area. Yet the extent of the actual 

benefits experienced by attending the group transcended this, as illustrated 
here:   

‘Mainly I wanted to be in a social group, so that's why I joined 

it. But when I actually started to go out with them, I found it 
was really stimulating’. (Participant 1) 

Some described the effects of the programme as ‘beyond expectations’ or 

‘transformational’, a ‘reawakening’ or ‘enlightening’, with a clear desire for 
the programme to continue beyond its current funding voiced by all 
participants (and indeed, a few offered that they would be happy to offer a 

financial contribution towards the cost of attending the SSA or described 
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fundraising ideas).  Improvements to aspects of wellbeing were highlighted 
and explained for all participants, across all demographics partaking in the 

sample examined. 

The following section elaborates on this finding, answering research 
question 2, by exploring the ways in which wellbeing was improved through 

engaging with SSA, as explained by the participants themselves and the 
broader ramifications of this improvement in wellbeing. 

 

Question 2: In what way was wellbeing improved and what 
are the broader ramifications? 
 
The SSA was appraised in very positive terms by all participants.  

Essentially the content and design of the programme complements all the 
key aspects of this self-defined, multi-faceted sense of wellbeing, as 
identified by participants.  This will now be described, discussed and 

evidenced according to the physical; mental, psychological, emotional; and 
social aspects; though again it is imperative to note that firstly. many 
elements of the programme addressed multiple aspects of wellbeing; and 

secondly, most participants described very active lifestyles with 
involvement in other community or social groups, physical activity or 
volunteering, with their involvement in SSA complementing the wellbeing 

benefits experienced. 
 
Physical 

 
Being and remaining physically active and mobile was viewed as critical to 
wellbeing and   also recognised as a core component of the SSA.  Each 

outing involved a walk or physical activity, supported and/ or modified 
where necessary in line with individual needs, enabling access to some 
rugged outdoor spaces (such as beaches and riverbanks), which many felt 

would be otherwise inaccessible to them, as described in the following: 
   

‘It got me being more keen to walk about and explore and 

got out rather than just sit in the house all the time’. 
(Participant 1). 

 

One person commented that this could be enhanced even further for those 
with poor mobility through the future availability of a multi-terrain 
wheelchair.   

 
Mobility was also discussed in a broader sense in terms of getting to the 
locations visited.  Without being transported via minibus to and from the 

outdoor locations, many felt that visiting these places would be 
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unachievable for them (due to lack of transport, or a lack of confidence to 
visit independently), as illustrated below: 

 

‘I don't drive, so you can't go to places unless you drive’ 
(Participant 10). 

 
There were, however, minor criticisms raised around the minibus journey.  
A participant felt that one driver travelled faster than she was comfortable 

with which exacerbated her motion sickness.  Another found the seating 
uncomfortable which worsened her joint pain. A further person commented 
about the lengthy bus journey to get to one particular location.     

 
The types and level of support and care offered by the project workers and 
volunteers was also appraised in very positive terms, with individuals 

feeling safe, nurtured and ‘taken care of’, and project staff and volunteers 
described as going ‘above and beyond’ in being sensitive to and meeting 
individual needs.  This was achieved through measures such as supporting 

people physically (either personally or via walking aids), to get around, 
explore and take part, offering shelter, warmth and comfort whilst outdoors 
(through the provision of hot water bottles, blankets, hot drinks and 

snacks, as well as canvas shelters and seats, and availability of toilets 
enroute and/ or at the locations visited), providing choice around taking 
part in activities, as well as offering alternative activities in line with 

individual needs.  Some of these aspects are illustrated below: 
 

‘’Because when you get to the age of [X], you begin to feel 

a bit frail if your knees start to go and you're on sticks and 
things like that, you're afraid of failing. You're not very happy 
about walking in woodlands, you prefer walking on 

pavements.  And they're so caring, they always look after 
you, they’re always there at your elbow and if you’re cold 
they bring rugs and hot water bottles.  They always take hot 

drinks and cake and you just feel cared for’. (Participant 1) 

 
One person added that whilst toileting needs were normally planned for and 

available at all locations visited, there were no facilities on one occasion 
which necessitated a bus drive to supermarket toilets, viewed as 
inconvenient. 

 

Social 
 

Developing new friendships and connections to other people was seen as 
key in terms of wellbeing, and fundamentally facilitated through the SSA 
by bringing together a group of ‘likeminded’ individuals and enabling and 
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supporting members to get out together and take part in the activities, as 
illustrated here: 

 

‘It makes you feel better when you’re out socialising...And 
that in itself, getting out and about and talking to different 

people, it just makes you feel better’ (Participant 8) 

 
This was viewed as particularly important for those relatively new to their 

geographical area, or more generally, following the COVID-19 pandemic 
during which many social groups and opportunities had ceased, as evident 
in the following excerpt: 

 

‘It (SSA) opened the world again for me after after the 
lockdown for COVID.  And having moved such a long distance 

from where all my friends and activities were. I felt very 
lonely and very isolated…it [SSA] stimulates me mentally 
and cheer me up and stop being depressed...I think my 

whole life has been transformed. I would really, really miss 
it if it were to stop’. (Participant 1) 

 

Being outdoors with opportunities to discuss and share experiences and 
knowledge, led a few participants to reflect that they ‘got to know’ people 
better and developed or nurtured friendships with people during the SSA 

outings that they may have known through other indoor facilitated groups, 
as illustrated below: 
 

‘you learn more about them, the people in our group when 
you’re out and about than just sat.  If you’re just sitting 
talking...you don’t talk about everything.  When you’re out 

and about you speak about different things that people have 
been on, people talk about what they’ve done previously and 
that’s quite interesting as well’. (Participant 8) 

 
Further, a few individuals described a new sense of ‘belonging’ or group 
identity resulting from their involvement with part of the SSA. 

 

Mental, psychological and emotional 
 

Going out with the group, being with other people, getting outdoors and 
into the ‘fresh air, were all viewed as having clear mental health benefits, 
helping to alleviate feelings of stress, depression and loneliness, with the 

outings referred to as a ‘pick up’, as illustrated in the following: 
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‘It bucks you up, it gives you something else to think about.  
I think sometimes if you feel a bit down in the dumps, and 

you go out to the group...it takes my negative thoughts away 
and it’s something else to concentrate on’. (Participant 8)   

 

Across the participant group, keeping mentally active through learning and 
knowledge acquisition was viewed as particularly important to individual 
wellbeing.  Individuals spoke about being keen to learn new skills, or more 

about their own locale, nature, environmental issues, or other people – all 
of which were complemented through taking part in the SSA, and 
experiencing the wide range of locations visited and experiences afforded, 

as illustrated below: 
  

‘You know, the plants, I’ve learned to bake mushrooms, and 

different things that grow and the trees, which has really 
enlightened me a lot.  I think the knowledge that lots of these 
people have and just going out and seeing the country, 

because I come from a City and I think that although we 
have parks and we have things, here it’s around you.  And 
then you want to know what everything is.  I’m mainly 

interested in what’s growing and what's coming up. And the 
walks are good.  And as we’re walking along they’re [project 
support workers] explaining things to you, it’s really good’. 

(Participant 2) 

 
This learning was sometimes expressed in terms of ‘thinking about things 

differently’ or ‘a bit more’ (particularly environmental issues) often sparking 
a new curiosity and interest, further independent research or applying new 
skills afterwards (such as crafts learnt during the SSA sessions), or a new 

sense of ‘achievement’, as evidenced here: 

‘I mean, I consider myself an intelligent person...but there's 
always something new that I come home with.  And I think I 

never thought of that or I didn't know that or it's made me 
look at something and do a bit of research or something.  So 
probably I would never have done that’. (Participant 5) 

 
Interestingly, whilst the majority had either not heard of the term ‘natural 
heritage’ or were aware of the term but unsure of its full meaning, all 

participants exhibited a clear working knowledge of this as evidenced by 
their descriptions around their learning via SSA.  Further, the vast majority, 
despite having some prior interest in or knowledge around some aspects of 

nature, also expressed an improved connection to nature and awareness of 
environmental issues through their engagement with the programme, 
sometimes leading to specific behavioural changes, as expressed below. 
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‘And the other thing that I think is very important is the fact 

that.  I know we're trying to protect the World and be greener 
and encourage wildlife and new forests and all these things.  
So they're [SSA] increasing my knowledge all the time. Yeah, 

and because of that, I'm conscious about which charities I'd 
support and I'm trying to do my little bit, really to make it a 
greener planet and not pick things that shouldn’t be picked, 

it’s just been an eye opener’. (Participant 1) 

 
Repeat visits to the same places were also viewed as mentally stimulating 

and beneficial to learning, with ‘no two visits the same’, because of seasonal 
changes to the landscape, different staff and group members on trips or 
different information shared, as illustrated in the following: 

 

‘Well I look forward to it, you know when it's coming up and 
sometimes it's places have been before this. It doesn't 

matter because every time you go there’s something 
different, it’s a different season you know everything 
changes all the time. So it’s not like you’re going back to see 

the same film, everything’s changing.  So I mean it's a 
different experience each time although you’re still maybe 
going to the same place’ (Participant 4). 

 
The extent and impact of this learning was discussed in very positive terms 
and generally described as being beyond what had been expected prior to 

their engagement in the programme.  Whilst the programme and range of 
activities offered were appraised very positively, two individuals felt that a 
particular session around ‘mindfulness’ practices and teachings had been 

less beneficial for them, both stating that they felt ‘too old’ for this type of 
activity.  However, they noted that this was likely a personal disconnect and 
others may have indeed found these specific teachings and practices helpful 

and useful. It should also be noted that this these mindfulness practices 
occurred only as a component of one specific session, where there were 
also other activities ongoing. 

 
The extensive knowledge of project staff and volunteers, and the quality, 
quantity and ad-hoc, informal delivery of the information provided was also 

positively discussed by the vast majority, as evident in the following 
illustrations:   

‘...you know, I mean, for me, I don't care what I learn in a 

day. If it's one thing or more, we've, we've had such fun out 
with them.  You know, it's not like serious learning, it's it's a 

https://liverguac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/n_adams5_rgu_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/EM%20Participant%204%20-%20O.MP3
https://liverguac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/n_adams5_rgu_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/EM%20Participant%204%20-%20O.MP3
https://liverguac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/n_adams5_rgu_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/EM%20Participant%204%20-%20O.MP3
https://liverguac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/n_adams5_rgu_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/EM%20Participant%204%20-%20O.MP3
https://liverguac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/n_adams5_rgu_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/EM%20Participant%204%20-%20O.MP3
https://liverguac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/n_adams5_rgu_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/EM%20Participant%204%20-%20O.MP3
https://liverguac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/n_adams5_rgu_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/EM%20Participant%204%20-%20O.MP3
https://liverguac-my.sharepoint.com/personal/n_adams5_rgu_ac_uk/Documents/Transcribed%20Files/EM%20Participant%204%20-%20O.MP3
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learning really through walking and talking and and enjoying 
it’. (Participant 12) 

 

‘...I mean the the volunteers and the people that come with 
us, they're just so kind and thoughtful and knowledgeable 

and and fun ‘. (Participant 8). 

 
Two people, however, recounted specific issues here, with one feeling that 

the level of detail (around specific names of birds and dragonflies) provided 
on one occasion was inadequate for her, and another person felt that she 
was sometimes addressed in a less age-appropriate manner by an 

individual project worker/ volunteer.       
 
Additionally, learning and sharing knowledge was described as multi-

directional – not only from project staff and volunteers to the SSA group 
members, but from individuals to the wider group, staff and volunteers 
(based on previous knowledge and interests relevant to the topic of 

interest), and from the group members to family members (particularly 
grandchildren interested in nature or already engaged in another Wild 
Things programme), as well as in other capacities such as a volunteering 

role.  This notion of ‘knowledge exchange’ was described as both beneficial 
to both self (own mental stimulation and growth) and others learning, as 
well as being enjoyable, as illustrated below:   

‘I get to share the photos and speak to them and show 
them...like we've got all these great pictures of most unusual 
things and...they’re all like...’Wow’ there’s photos of people 

inside trees and funny coloured mushrooms...drangonflies, 
stuff like that.  And we can talk about it and then I’ll ask my 
granddaughter what they saw and they did [on their ‘Wild 

Things’ trip] and it gives us something to talk about’ 
(Participant 4). 

Lastly, it is important to reiterate that across the participant group, these 

positive effects on wellbeing were viewed as long-lasting, beyond the 
confines of the actual SSA outings.  This was attributed to being able to 
remember and reflect on happy memories of the outings, the satisfaction 

of being able to share these recollections and photographs taken during 
outings with others afterwards, as well as using, sharing and developing 
newly acquired knowledge and skills beyond the outings, and very much 

looking forward to the next trip.  These notions are illustrated in the 
following excerpts:    

‘...you don't know these things are necessarily good for you, 

but you come back after a day out and you go. yeah, that 
was really good, I really enjoyed that.  And it's just a good 
feeling about being together and, you know, having learned 
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something, having just learned about a new place, learned 
about new things out in the environment there, or even doing 

a craft activity with them, you know, I don't think any of us 
had ever done any weaving before or any whittling before, 
you know, it's that...I wouldn't say it wears off it's something 

that if you keep doing it, then yeah, and there's a continuity 
about it in terms of enjoying it’. (Participant 12) 

 

‘When I get home, I'll tell my husband about it.  And he says, 
‘oh, that's really great. And when we go back to the ball 
group, we're all talking about it.  How fun it was, or if we 

didn't like certain aspects of it or what we did like, you know, 
would we do it again?..I can't remember all the plants and 
all the tree names and everything, but I tried my best. But 

you know everything else and it it makes me feel good. It's 
like me going swimming in the sea for 5 minutes or 10 
minutes. I come out refreshed’. Participant 6) 

 
Essentially, SSA offers the ‘perfect blend’, in terms of the organisation and 
facilitation of the programme and activities and clearly promotes 

improvements across key aspects of wellbeing for participants (with only 
minor critical points highlighted for consideration).  In terms of the broader 
ramifications, these findings underline the importance of: accessing and 

making accessible outdoor spaces to promote multiple aspects of wellbeing; 
learning throughout the life-course/ later-life learning and knowledge-
exchange utilising creative methods and ad-hoc opportunities; and 

fostering ‘networks of community and friendship’.  This leads onto 
addressing Question 3 below, specifically looking at the overall impact of 
nature-based interventions on both individual and community wellbeing.  

 

Question 3. What is the overall impact of nature-based 
interventions on individual and community wellbeing? 
 

Overall impacts upon community and wellbeing are best characterised by 
drawing together the findings from the second research question, 
remaining mindful that the impacts of the SSA nature-based intervention 

at individual and community levels were interlinked in effect. 
 
Primarily, individual effects saw participants engaging in the SSA assert 

that the programme had improved their subjective perceptions of their own 
wellbeing. As demonstrated in Question 2, the mechanisms of this 
perceived increase in wellbeing effect were multifaceted, driven by 

combinations of the formation of new networks of society; meaningful 
friendships with others that developed as a product of meetings, and 

engaging together in activities arranged by SSA. For example, speaking to 
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linkages between the social aspects of the SSA programme and wellbeing 
affect, one participant explained: 

 

“I love walking and seeing things; doing and learning things 
and just the experience really. It's nice and it's social. [There 

are] friendly, informative and helpful staff on the trip.  And 
I’ve learned new things on every trip, which is great and it 
bridges the age gap as they work with young and old.  And 

a lot of people, not so much me, but a lot of people on the 
trips know lots of things that people are learning from each 
other…” [Participant 4] 

 
Physical supports and engagements also played a significant role for 
individuals, some participants stating that they felt actively supported to 

engage in activity and movement which they may not have engaged in 
otherwise, should they have remained inside; absent of the context and 
contact with others and not been supported within a collective to visit a 

nature-based and learning environment. In addition to these 
considerations, several participants voiced that the inclusivity of SSA 
arrangements to cater for those who had reduced physical mobility was a 

significant factor in facilitating their engagement in social and learning 
activities that enhanced their wellbeing. Thus, such participants felt 
routinely included; encouraged towards activities that enhanced wellbeing, 

as opposed to their reduced mobility driven by either physical factors or 
aging, operating as a barrier. This was explained best by one participant. 
 

"[They] take elderly people out who haven't got the chance 
to go out themselves, and seeing that my husband was dead 
and I was having trouble with my knees. I wasn't driving. So, 

it was that was to be taken out and to be able to see the 
countryside and it was fine [good] countryside to me because 
all the place names are totally unknown. Yeah, when they 

said when we go [to such-and-such a place] and I have no 
idea where that [was]. Well I've never heard [of it]. It's very 
good - definitely geographically getting to know the area by 

being taken out in the minibus where I could look out and 
see the route, you know, and not be worrying about trying 
to jump around the map" [Participant 1]. 

 
Speaking to the mental, psychological and emotional benefits, these were 
explored a number of times by different participants, networking with the 

themes discussed in the previous section. Namely, participants felt that 
being in the outdoors, in a positive learning collective and collaborative -
safe- environment, where their comfort needs were acknowledged, 

fostered an ideal platform to develop changed thinking on a range of 
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perspectives. Most saliently, thinking regarding later-life learning was a 
dominant theme within these narratives. Participants spoke of how -prior 

to attending SSA-Adventures, they held a more ‘traditional’ perspective 
upon their life-course; participant narratives suggesting many felt that 
learning and adventure occurred primarily in early-midlife. However, 

following engagement with the SSA programme, participants experienced 
a renewed sense of ability and engagement with new learning activities. 
This took the form of a reinvigorated perspective on learning possibilities 

experienced by participants; participants focussed on engaging more in 
learning, becoming active in the development and sharing of knowledge 
with other SSA attendees, and actively looking forward to new learning 

opportunities in their futures. This illustrated a dramatic change in 
perspective, triggered by attendance at SSA events. It should be noted this 
effect appeared most pronounced in those who had attended multiple SSA 

events and had been engaging for lengthy periods of time, participants 
often reminiscing and reflecting on their learning experience long after the 
actual learning event had finished. One participant explained this: 

 

"I couldn't manage without them. I really couldn't… and I 
really look forward to it, you know, and it's just, they're just 

such lovely people and so kind. [...] But you know, [now] I'm 
looking at this, they've got a thing of a map here of them, 
different plant life. And it reminds me of when we went to 

the wildlife thing, you know, and they were finding all 
different bugs. And we found a toad. It does increase your 
knowledge of things and keeps your mind active and it gives 

you conversation. I mean, we often; the [whole] group of us 
that go we often sit and talk about what we did when we did 
it and how lovely it was. We're still talking about the visit to 

Elgin Museum two weeks later, you know?" [Participant 9] 

 
Turning to community wellbeing, the above individual effects were felt in 

an overall community perspective. Unpacking this, the SSA programme 
provided a bespoke community platform for bringing individuals together; 
providing a unique, supportive, inclusive and safe space for the above 

interlinked wellbeing effects of occur.  
 
A wider impact regarding this links to the aforementioned point discussing 

the impact of later-life learning upon participants. While the effect of this 
was individual when considering the impacts upon wellbeing, the impact of 
this was collective. After engaging in the SSA programme, participants 

developed a keen interest in local nature occurrences and local histories; 
some discussing how these effects translated to renewed interest in their 
own gardens and direct local environments – the green-space areas 

immediately surrounding their houses. At times this renewed interest 
focussed on the presence of different types of birds, different plants; flora 
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and fauna or simply the landscape and layout of different views and 
perspectives visible within the local landscape. Further collective wellbeing 

effects were found when considering the potential of the SSA programme 
at forming networks of connection between participants. While these 
networks were certainly developed as a product of participants engaging 

with the programme, our evaluation uncovered tentative evidence that 
such networks had the potential to develop further and become self-
perpetuating solid networks of recruitment for new attendees to SSA. For 

example, once participants began to engage with the SSA programme, they 
rarely (if at all) resigned their involvement from the programme (not one 
case was reported in our evaluation). Rather, participants attended as 

many sessions as they were able, exalting the benefits of the program to 
their wider networks. For this reason, participants may recruit their own 
contacts into the programme and integrate their personal networks with 

the networks constructed within -and by- the SSA programme.  Further, in 
terms of community wellbeing, as discussed in the previous section, 
engagement with the SSA programme instigated an intergenerational 

sharing of new knowledge around local nature and natural heritage, 
potentially sparking an interest and investment amongst younger people in 
the community.  Lastly, there was evidence of increased awareness leading 

to behavioural changes, around recycling habits, supporting environmental 
charities and engaging in litter picks. 
 

Summarising the above findings, the Silver Saplings programme generated 
-as told by participants- multiple dimensions of increased positive 
wellbeing. Primarily, this was achieved on an individual level by the 

interlinked themes of developing social connections, community and 
friendships within the context of nature and linking with ongoing, later-life 
learning, the promotion of care, kindness and inclusion when it came to 

facilitating physical wellbeing; engaging persons into nature with suitable 
considerations for their abilities, and facilitating a shift in perception 
regarding the ability to learn new things in later life, linking directly to 

nature. These effects were also felt collectively, SSA participants 
developing new -renewed- networks of contacts and friendships in the 
above context and sharing their positive learning experiences within such 

spaces in reflective, contemplative and inclusive manner. Thus, the effects 
upon wellbeing generated by the SSA programme were interconnected 
between individual and community benefit; participants experiencing many 

benefits on both concurrent individual and collective levels and sharing the 
positive benefits with others as a mode to form connections, heighten the 
SSA experience and further promote and develop collective nature-based 

learnings. 
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4. Discussion 
 

 
 
The SSA programme presents a bespoke collection of initiatives, 
networking together different components that promote enhanced 

wellbeing for participants, that occurs within nature-environments and 
involves later-life learning.  
 

Most salient regarding the SSA programme is the bespoke content of each 
activity session, these varying over time and taking on different nature and 
learning activities that occur outdoors in different parts of the North-East 

of Scotland, developing variety and promoting engagement via a constantly 
changing learning environment and landscape; always developing new 
programme components to engage participants with. In our discussions 

with both participants and the course developers and volunteers, it was 
highlighted that each session is constructed in an iterative manner; 
developed to factor the feedback given from each past session. This 

highlights a degree of informal nuancing to each SSA session; the 
facilitators, volunteers and leaders all operating ‘in tune’ with the 
participants’ requirements and needs, fostering open communications and 

engaging in ongoing dialogues to ‘check-in’ with how participants are doing 
as each session progresses, and which parts of the day participants are 
most receptive to; how and why. While this formal analysis of the SSA 

programme represents the first qualitative endeavour to track the impacts 
of the programme upon participant’s wellbeing, and our feedback will be 
utilised to further refine the programme to maximise wellbeing, it is 

undoubtedly evident that a process of ongoing revision and care is already 
being ongoingly engaged in, to ensure the SSA programme represents the 
most effective wellbeing intervention for participants. 

 
Both the above iterative ‘variety perspective’ of the SSA programme, and 
the informal ongoing evaluation process is different to most programmes 

evaluated by current literatures, where programme learning environments 
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are often static, or are simply defined as ‘green space’ locales, and feedback 
is gathered more formally at designated points prior to this feedback 

influencing programme content or parameters. 
 
The above reflexive perspective of the SSA programme adds a degree of 

novelty, appearing as a key component of generating the successes of the 
programme; actively factoring the voices of participants interviewed. 
Linking this to existing studies, Noordzij et al., (2021) discusses the 

perspective of nature; green-space effects on the wellbeing of individuals 
situated within -and visiting- these spaces, suggesting -from the mixed 
results of their own study- that it may be more important to focus upon 

what occurs within nature spaces as a mechanism of influencing wellbeing, 
as opposed to simply the practice of persons being immersing within green-
space in itself as a mechanism of generating wellbeing. The components of 

the SSA programme speaks to this: the voices of participants highlighted 
that, while immersion in nature was -in itself- beneficial, wellbeing was 
largely conjured by the combined components of the programme; 

developing social cohesions and new community links between participants, 
fostering care and concern for individuals wellbeing, promoting learning 
and connectedness via reflexive ad-hoc discussions surrounding nature-

related knowledge generated and how individuals held different 
perspectives upon this.  This is also very much in line with current and well-
publicised thinking around aging well and longevity, where having social 

connections and a sense of purpose are as key as diet and movement 
(Buettner, 2021). 
 

In addition to the above, much research localises the effect(s) of nature-
based interventions and green-space exposure, citing these as temporal or 
transient effects linked to location in the green-space or nature locale. 

However, the SSA programme demonstrated that positive wellbeing effects 
lasted beyond the initial -contextual- period of time participants were 
immersed in a given nature experience. Participants highlighted accounts 

of reminiscing over the positive effects and learning experiences, 
community connectiveness and knowledge gained; spending much time 
thinking about their past experiences, reliving such experiences once 

situated back at home, looking forward to opportunities for new 
experiences, and translating the positive effects and knowledge of such 
experiences more locally. This occurred via participants engaging in 

renewed interests in nature-based learnings, observations and discoveries 
in their immediate home locale, such as their own garden. All of these 
points evidence a significant -lasting- process of transference occurring as 

a result of the SSA programme, something seemingly unique to the 
programme’s ability to generate wellbeing effects that translate and carry 
ongoing effects beyond the locale within which they were first developed. 

 
The above findings also network with Robertson et al.’s (2022) work 
exploring the importance of generating agency for older adults as a route 
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to promoting wellbeing. Namely, our evaluation of the SSA programme 
pointed to this as promoting the development of agency by facilitating 

opportunities for independence; for example, participants having their own 
autonomy in deciding which adventures to attend (or not) and being 
provided the means and support; transport and facilities to attend 

adventures of their choosing. Thus, SSA were not positioned as a 
mandatory ‘attend all’ initiative, where complete attendance was suggested 
as a requirement to experience any wellbeing benefits. Autonomy was 

underpinned by an awareness of older individual’s travel and transport 
requirements; providing transport, catering and comfort facilities. 
Individual’s interviews -at times- exalted the benefits of their optional 

choice to attend specific sessions of their choosing; discussing how this 
placed involvement choice on the individual. However, it should be noted 
everyone we interviewed attended regularly and all available sessions 

where possible, but; the option of choice was positioned as valuable. 
 
Perhaps one of the most significant components of discovery that arose 

from our evaluation was the promotion of development of social capital for 
older individuals attending the SSA programme. The role of social capital 
in developing community networks and individual and collective wellbeing 

has been explored within other research (Nyqvist et al. 2016, 2013). 
Linking with this, some existing studies explored the benefits of lifelong 
learning as promoting overall community wellbeing (Merrian & Lee, 2014). 

We argue that the SSA programme effectively links these two components 
as one of the core promotional factors to wellbeing.  
 

Social capital refers to a shared set of values and beliefs that operate to 
link together groups that have a common purpose. It can be broadly 
understood as a construct that brings people together into states of 

interaction and connection (Bhandari & Yasunobu, 2009; Nyqvist et al., 
2013). Some scholarships suggest an active decline in social capital as 
individuals get older (Clark, 2015; Gray, 2009), some correlating this with 

increased loneliness (Nyqvist et al. 2016), a known detriment to wellbeing 
as individuals age (Tani et al., 2022; Woolham et al., 2013).  
 

The process by which the SSA programme linked individuals together into 
connective communities could be best described as generating social 
capital. In particular, the social, and the mental, psychological and 

emotional dimensions of wellbeing effects discussed, all speak to the 
generation of social capital for older individuals. Drawing together the 
findings discussed previously in this section, participants were encouraged 

to develop cohesive networks within groups, linking with shared interests, 
values and goals. Re-examining the content of interviews, all participants 
spoke of an acute desire to connect with others, engage (and reengage) 

with communities in an independent manner dictating the localisation of 
their own choice in engagements, and to develop new branches of interests 
and shared interests with new people; connecting, making new friends and 
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joining new communities. This was achieved by those joining SSA; 
participants rapidly becoming part of a new group -a collective- of shared 

interests with whom they could discuss the learnings they had collectively 
shared within, as facilitated by the SSA programme. Not only did the 
programme operate as a conduit to bringing people together into this 

collective group, it also fostered the knowledge and communication 
materials for individuals to host their own conversations with, opening 
connections between persons and facilitating the building of relationships 

based on shared values, experiences and perceptions. Thus, the facilitation 
of social capital in older adults may be one of the key components by which 
the SSA programme generated positive wellbeing effects, when considering 

the current scholarly evidence linking the development of social capital in 
older adults with later-life learning and -overall- wellbeing improvements. 
 

Summarising findings and evidence together: the SSA programme 
effectively links together the most beneficial components of green-space 
and nature-based wellbeing programmes highlighted by other literatures, 

in a manner that develops benefits for participants that connect different 
effects into a coherent and overlapping wellbeing initiative. The programme 
brings together immersion in nature and greenspace, with later-life 

learning and the generation of social capital for older individuals, while 
maintaining individual autonomy and agency. For these reasons, and 
following the evidence generated in our investigation and details in this 

report, the SSA programme significantly influenced participants perceived 
wellbeing in positive ways. 
 

4.1. Strengths and limitations of the Evaluation and Future 
Work 
 
It is prudent to be mindful of the limitations of our sample and study. 

Speaking to the demographics of the persons sampled, all participants were 
white British females. This was perhaps reflective of the typical 
demographic of SSA users, some participants discussing that women were 

the primary gender attending SSA programmes. Reflecting upon why this 
was the case, some participants volunteered information about the framing 
of SSA programmes, linking these –at times- to being depicted or perceived 

as ‘coffee mornings’, ‘get togethers’ and ‘friendship groups’, for these 
reasons, further investigations may be beneficial in understandings 
whether there is a gendered relationship between the perception of SSA 

linking with the above descriptors being more attractive to women and less 
attractive to men. Speaking to similarities in sample age, gender, and 
ethnicity: future research would benefit from recruiting more diverse 

samples, including male voices to validate experiences and highlight any 
areas for improvement, and ascertain any age-related or cultural 

differences that could impact the effects of activities that this sample 
perceived to improve wellbeing. This would offer an additional layer of 
validity to evaluation and strengthen or challenge existing findings with the 
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additions of new data. Further, our evaluation focussed mainly on individual 
wellbeing, and whilst some insights around the impact of SSA on 

community wellbeing were offered, the area of community wellbeing merits 
further consideration and investigation as an area in itself, which again 
could be explored more directly in further in future research. Also, as a 

further body of work, consideration of the other SSA programmes to 
increase understanding on our understanding of individual and community 
wellbeing is merited. 

 
With regards to transferability of findings: it is reasonable to expect that, 
given the positive findings of this evaluation, other streams of Silver 

Saplings wellbeing-focussed programmes that follow similar structure to 
the programme subjected to this evaluation may have similar positive 
effects, provided structural components generating this effect; outdoor 

context and learning are similar. However, expectations of a direct 
translation of wellbeing effects should be tempered. This is namely because 
of the tightly ranged –small and similar- sample of participants evaluated 

for this research; all being of similar demographics: age, gender, ethnicity. 
Also, as explored in our analysis, building connections, generating 
community, and building social network and capital and later-life learning 

played roles in the generation of subjective wellbeing for participants. Thus, 
and following some existing research, these effects may be lesser in 
younger groups who already have high social capital, and manifold 

networks of connections. A natural next step of evaluation, which would 
significantly investigate and answer the question regarding translatability 
of findings would be to evaluate an alternative Wild Things programme 

focussing on improving wellbeing, where the attendees were of different 
age and with more diverse gender and demographics to the sample 
examined for this research. 

 
Next steps for future research 
 

As above, a salient next step would be to conduct an analysis of a different 
Wild Things programme stream, where the attendees are of different ages, 
diverse gender and demographics. This is to ascertain any direct 

translatability of findings from this study to another sample. 
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5. Conclusions 
 

 
 

In conclusion, our structured evaluation of the Silver Saplings Adventures 
programme has illuminated its significant positive impact on the wellbeing 
of older participants within the Moray, Aberdeenshire, and Highlands areas 

of Scotland. Through engaging with nature, developing and fostering social 
connections, and facilitating ongoing learning experiences, the programme 
has demonstrated its effectiveness in promoting holistic wellbeing 

encompassing subjective and participant-defined physical, social, and 
mental dimensions. Participants reported improvements in mobility, social 
engagement, and emotional resilience, with lasting effects extending 

beyond the duration of each specific programme outing. Moreover, the 
programme's emphasis on community engagement and knowledge 
exchange contributes to the development of social capital among older 

adults, countering trends of social isolation and fostering a sense of 
belonging and empowerment. These findings underscore the importance of 
nature-based interventions in enhancing individual and community 

wellbeing, highlighting the need for continued support, investment and 
structured evaluations linked to similar initiatives. While findings are largely 
positive, our study recognises limitations in the sample's homogeneity, 

consisting solely of white British females, prompting the need for more 
diverse samples to validate experiences and explore potential gendered 
perceptions of SSA going forward. Future research should consider age-

related and cultural differences impacting wellbeing effects, and explore 
community wellbeing further. While similar programmes may yield positive 
effects, caution is advised in direct translation due to the present sample's 

homogeneity and the role of social connections in generating wellbeing, 
suggesting potential differences may be present when evaluating younger 
groups with already-established social networks. Further evaluation of 

alternative programmes with diverse demographics is recommended to 
assess translatability accurately. 
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Appendix 2: Visual Depiction of Themes Emerging from 
Interview Data 
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