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NATURESCOT SCIENTIFIC ADVISORY COMMITTEE SEPTEMBER 2020 
 
NATURESCOT’S APPROACH TO MONITORING HOW PEOPLE IN SCOTLAND ENGAGE 
WITH NATURE  
 
Purpose 
  
1. This paper describes NatureScot’s current approach to monitoring how people in Scotland 

engage with nature.  It summarises recent trends in participation and engagement, 
describes how our survey data are used in evidence-based decision making within 
NatureScot and the Scottish Government and by our partners, and sets out our current 
thinking on a monitoring strategy post-2020. 

 
Action 
 
2. The Committee is asked to comment on the contents of the paper and endorse the actions 

proposed. 
 
Preparation 
  
3. This paper has been prepared by Aileen Armstrong and Alan Macpherson. 
 
Background 
 
4. NatureScot’s current approach to monitoring participation and engagement was 

developed in 2011 when the impending completion of the Scottish Recreation Survey’s 
(ScRS) ten year contract provided an opportunity for us  to consider a more collaborative 
and cost-effective strategy which supported our increasing focus on connecting people 
with nature.  Designed to cover the period 2013 – 2023, our approach involves the use of 
two population-level quantitative surveys to monitor how adults in Scotland use, value and 
enjoy the outdoors: the Scottish Household Survey (SHS) and Scotland’s People and 
Nature Survey (SPANS). 

 
5. In addition to these two key surveys, a number of other population surveys provide useful 

data.  NatureScot’s Scottish Nature Omnibus survey (SNO), first commissioned in 2009 
to measure the extent to which the general public is aware of and engaged with 
NatureScot and its work, provides useful insights into the public’s views and behaviours 
around a range of our wider activities and outcomes, e.g. wildlife and its management, 
Marine Protected Areas, National Nature Reserves, landscape, countryside rangers, 
biodiversity loss, and taking positive action for nature.  The SNO is currently run every 
second year. The Scottish Government’s Scottish Health Survey (SHeS), run on an 
annual basis, also provides useful data at a national and local-level on physical activity 
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levels (including recreational walking) and on the prevalence of a range of health 
conditions in Scotland. 

 
Monitoring participation and engagement 
  
6. In 2011 NatureScot secured agreement for the inclusion of a number of questions in the 

Scottish Government’s Scottish Household Survey (SHS). Since 2012, the SHS has 
provided annual top-line data (at both national and local-level) on frequency of visiting the 
outdoors, use of local greenspace, environmental volunteering, perceptions of local 
neighbourhoods, participation in local decision-making, and attitudes to climate change. 

 
7. To complement and enhance understanding of SHS data, NatureScot (with support from 

Scottish Forestry and both National Park authorities) commissioned Scotland’s People 
and Nature Survey (SPANS) in 2012.  SPANS tells the detailed story behind the SHS 
headlines by providing national-level data once every three years on outdoor recreation 
(including numbers of visits, motivations, benefits, activities, destinations and visit 
characteristics); other types of nature engagement; and attitudes towards the natural 
environment. SPANS consolidated our own and our partners’ data needs into a single 
survey, enabling us to address previous issues of duplication of questions and 
inconsistencies in measurement scales between individual surveys.  This process of 
rationalisation, along with the decision to run SPANS on a triennial basis, rather than an 
annual basis (our previous experience of running the ScRS over a ten year period 
indicated that changes in people’s attitudes and behaviours tend to occur over the longer-
term rather than year-on-year), allowed us to realise significant cost savings over the ten 
year monitoring period. 

 
8. The business case for SPANS allows for four separate surveys to be run between 2013 

and 2023: a full survey was run in 2013/14 and two smaller-scale surveys (in terms of 
content) were run in 2017/18 and 2019/20.  Fieldwork for the 2019/20 SPANS (which is 
undertaken via in-home face to face interviews) ended six weeks early in mid-March 2020 
due to Covid-19 lockdown restrictions. To fill this gap and to provide an understanding of 
outdoor visit behaviour and engagement with nature during lockdown, the 2019/20 
SPANS contract was extended to include a number of separate ‘snapshot’ on-line 
surveys.  The first of these was undertaken in late May/early June 2020, covering the 
initial (‘stay at home’) lockdown period of 23 March – 28 May 2020; a second ‘snapshot’ 
survey is scheduled for early September 2020 to provide an updated picture of behaviour 
and attitudes as lockdown restrictions are eased.  The final wave of SPANS within the 
current contract is scheduled to run in 2022/23.   

 
9. Excluding VAT, the 2013/14 wave of SPANS cost £133,000; the 2017/8 wave cost 

£80,330; and the 2019/20 wave cost £92,300.  Partner contributions have been received 
for each survey wave.  

 
10. SHS and SPANS data are analysed using a range of demographic and economic 

variables (e.g. age, gender, social grade, SIMD, ethnicity, self-assessed health, long-term 
illness and disability, SG urban/rural classification), informing and guiding NatureScot’s 
people and places work, including our equalities work.  The SPANS methodology is the 
same as the methodology used by its predecessor survey, the ScRS, meaning that the 
findings from both surveys are comparable.  Further details on the survey methodology 
are provided in Annex 1. A series of reports summarising the survey findings is available 
on the measuring participation page of our website.   

 
Key trends in participation and engagement  
 

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/land-and-sea-management/managing-access-and-recreation/increasing-participation/measuring-participation
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11. A summary of the key trends from the SHS and SPANS is provided in Annex 2, together 
with feedback from the first of the Covid-19 ‘snapshot’ surveys.  The overall story from 
these survey findings is a positive one, with the trend showing a significant and steady 
increase since 2012 in regular participation in outdoor recreation (the National Indicator); 
a growth in the proportion of outdoor visits taken in urban greenspaces; growing 
recognition of the positive impacts of outdoor visits on health and well-being; and 
increased levels of concern for the natural environment.   While growth in participation 
and concern is evident across population groups, inequalities between social groups 
persist. 

  
12. As has been widely reported, the first of our Covid-19 ‘snapshot’ surveys shows both 

increasing use of the outdoors during lockdown and a greater recognition of the benefits 
of spending time in nature. However, it also shows a clear polarisation during lockdown 
between those able to enjoy the outdoors and those who could not.  It will be very 
interesting to see how this changes during subsequent waves of this survey.  

 
13. We have recently been successful in securing funds from the Scottish Government’s 

2020/21 Contract Research Fund for a piece of research to investigate the drivers behind 
the recent increases in participation identified by the SHS and SPANS.  This research 
project is currently out to tender and will be completed by March 2021. 

 
Using the survey data on participation and engagement  
 
14. SHS and SPANS data provide an up to date picture of changes in participation and 

engagement at a national level and enable us to update and promote the evidence base 
on the multiple benefits of connecting people and nature.  These surveys are an essential 
tool in evidence-based decision-making not only within NatureScot, but also within our 
partner organisations and the Scottish Government.  

 
15. SPANS is closely aligned to the Scottish Government’s National Performance 

Framework, NatureScot’s Corporate Plan, and the People and Places Activity Plan.  It is 
a key data source for monitoring delivery of the Corporate Plan outcome, ‘More people 
across Scotland are enjoying and benefitting from nature’.  

 
16. By providing long-term trend data (historical ScRS/SPANS data are available from 2003), 

these surveys have helped NatureScot and its partners contribute to the achievement of 
a number of National Outcomes as well as realise a range of ambitions related to helping 
more people connect with nature. Specifically, the data are used by NatureScot and its 
partners to inform policy, provide indicators, monitor trends and guide the development 
and implementation of appropriate programmes of work. Recent examples of how the 
survey data have been used are provided in Annex 3.   

 
17. The advantages of having a long term survey approach in place have been further 

demonstrated by the ability to put the Covid-19 specific survey in the field quickly. This 
has enabled us to provide data to inform developing responses to access and visitor 
management, and to assess the impact of the lockdown and route map against longer 
term trends in behaviours and attitudes.  

 
 
Monitoring participation and engagement post 2020 
 
The final wave of SPANS 2022/23 
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18. The final wave of SPANS, within the existing contract, is scheduled to run from May 2022 
until April 2023, with planning for the survey (e.g. seeking commitment from potential 
partners) commencing in 2021.   

 
19. We propose that the final wave of SPANS is a full size survey, incorporating all of the 

question modules included in the 2013/14 wave rather than the reduced set of questions 
used in the 2017/18 and 2019/20 surveys.  This will provide a comprehensive and up to 
date picture of all aspects of people’s connection with nature, increasing the likelihood of 
securing funding from existing and previous partners (Scottish Forestry and the National 
Park authorities) and potentially generating interest from new partners (e.g. sportscotland).   

 
20. As is usual prior to the start of a fieldwork year, the survey content will be reviewed in 2021 

to ensure that it continues to reflect our own and our partners’ data needs and that any 
data gaps are identified.   Existing gaps include recent data on expenditure on outdoor 
visits and on young people’s (aged under 16) participation and engagement with nature.  
The lack of recent expenditure data was highlighted in 2019 with the compilation of a 
Scottish Natural Capital Ecosystem Account for Cultural Services1 by the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS).  In the absence of more recent data, the ONS used ScRS 
expenditure data for 2012 in the analysis. Scotland’s Natural Capital Assets were valued 
at £196 billion, with recreation the third largest contributor behind fossil fuels and carbon 
sequestration, underlining the importance of ensuring that up to date expenditure data are 
included in our evidence base.  Data on young people’s participation and engagement with 
nature was last researched at a population level in 2011; given our focus on this audience 
and our very successful partnership with Young Scot, a review of our current data needs 
around young people is now required. 

 
21. While the current SPANS methodology has performed well over the last three survey 

waves, societal changes mean that response rates to surveys involving face to face 
interviewing are now declining and the cost of undertaking research using face to face 
methodologies is increasing.  A gradual move away from face to face interviewing to the 
use of less expensive on-line interviewing has also reduced client demand for omnibus 
surveys, placing a question mark over the future of our existing SPANS survey vehicle, 
Kantar’s Scottish Opinion Survey. The recent experience of the Covid-19 lockdown, when 
face to face interviewing was an impossibility, also highlighted some of the risks of relying 
on a face to face interview approach.  For these reasons, it is prudent to consider 
alternative survey methods (e.g. an on-line approach) for conducting the final wave of 
SPANS in 2022/23. 

 
22. On-line interviewing is significantly less expensive than face to face interviewing and can 

offer other advantages, for example, a faster turnaround of results, more flexibility for 
respondents in terms of where and when they complete the survey, and (in the absence 
of an interviewer) a reduced likelihood of respondents providing what they perceive to be 
socially-acceptable answers.  However, it also has some acknowledged disadvantages.  
These include ensuring the sample of respondents taking part in a survey is representative 
(i.e. not everyone has internet access), that the number of potential respondents registered 
with the on-line panel supplier is large enough to generate robust sub-sets of respondents 
in smaller geographies (e.g. people living in remote or rural areas) and lower penetration 
demographic groups (e.g. members of the BAME population, people with a disability), or 
large enough to provide a sufficient sample of respondents for a large-scale survey running 
on a monthly basis over a 12-month period.   

 
23. A change in survey methodology also raise questions around data continuity.  The 

experience of Natural England in transitioning their SPANS-equivalent survey (the Monitor 

                                                
1 https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/articles/scottishnaturalcapitalaccounts/2020 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/articles/scottishnaturalcapitalaccounts/2020
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of Engagement with the Natural Environment or MENE) from a face to face interviewing 
methodology to an on-line approach in 2020 does, however, offer some reassurance.  
Prior to the move to an on-line approach in 2020, Natural England, in partnership with 
DEFRA, commissioned a strategic review of MENE which included parallel runs of both 
face to face and on-line interviewing so that a comparison of the findings could be made.  
It concluded that  ‘A comparison of results from the online and face-to-face pilot results 
suggest that at an overall population level the scale of difference in key measures such as 
the proportion of the population taking visits in the last 7 or 14 days and the total volume 
of visits taken will not be significant’2.  

 
24. All of the issues discussed above and their potential impacts will require further 

consideration and discussion with partners during 2021 before we decide on a way forward 
for the final wave of SPANS.  Should we opt for an alternative methodology for the 2022/23 
survey, it is important that we ‘future-proof’ the chosen approach so that it continues to 
meet our needs for the foreseeable future.   

 
Monitoring participation and engagement post-SPANS 

25. SPANS was originally commissioned to provide a ‘one-stop shop’ for data on how people 
living in Scotland use, enjoy and value the natural environment. By consolidating and 
rationalising existing population survey work undertaken by NatureScot and its partners 
into a single population survey, it has provided a more focused, collaborative and cost-
effective long-term solution to our joint data needs. As shown in Annex 3, the survey results 
have been used by a wide audience. 

 
26. The model of a ‘one-stop data shop’, i.e. a single survey designed to complement outputs 

from more regular Scottish Government surveys such as the SHS, has worked effectively 
and is the approach we recommend for monitoring participation and engagement post-
2023 when budgets will be tight and collaborative working and securing value for money 
ever more important.  Ensuring the survey content continues to meet the data needs of as 
wide an audience as possible will be key in generating interest and investment in the 
survey from partners. 

 
27. The current SPANS methodology was selected in 2012 for its recognised advantages and 

the cost benefits it offered.  However, more recent societal and technological changes 
have opened up other ‘remote’ data collection possibilities which we should now 
investigate as long as we can be assured of their suitability in terms of delivering our own 
and our partners’ current and future data needs in a cost-effective way. 

 
Actions proposed 

 Continue to liaise with Scottish Government colleagues to ensure the future retention 

of key questions in the SHS; 

 Complete a review of our own and our partners’ data needs (including known data 

gaps) in 2021 in preparation for the 2022/23 SPANS (the final survey within the 

existing ten year contract); 

 Actively seek out new survey partners for the 2022/23 SPANS (e.g. sportscotland); 

 Consider the need for a change in survey methodology for the 2022/23 SPANS (i.e. a 

switch to an on-line methodology) and its likely implications (e.g. data continuity, 

costs, future-proofing), learning lessons from developments in England; 

 Develop plans for a monitoring strategy post 2023. 

                                                
2 Monitor of Engagement with the Natural Environment Strategic Review (Draft report for external 
users and stakeholders. Kantar TNS 2018 
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ANNEX 1 - SPANS methodology 
 
Our key data source, SPANS, is undertaken by placing a series of questions in every monthly 
wave (over a 12-month period) of the Kantar consumer omnibus survey, the Scottish Opinion 
Survey (SOS). To manage the project budget and the interview length, questions are reviewed 
prior to the start of each fieldwork year and included in the survey on a strict ‘need to know’ 
basis (many form part of historic time series).  However, the survey methodology allows for 
flexibility so that questions can be removed from or added to the survey should our data needs 
change.   
 
Interviewing for the SOS is undertaken in the homes of respondents using Computer Assisted 
Personal Interviewing (CAPI) hardware. Population data for the 8 Scottish Parliament electoral 
regions are used to determine the correct number of sampling points required in each region 
and to ensure that the geographical distribution of these sampling points is representative of 
the geographical distribution of the Scottish population.  
 
Within each sampling point interviews are undertaken using a non-probability, quota sampling 
approach, ensuring that each monthly sample of respondents broadly reflects the Scottish 
adult population. At the analysis stage, demographic weighting is applied to correct for any 
variations which exist between the sample and the Scottish adult population. 
 
Only one interview is undertaken per household and a random route procedure is adopted, 
requiring a minimum of three households to be left between each successful interview. This 
procedure helps ensure that interviewing in each sampling point is not restricted to a small 
geographic area only containing individuals with similar demographic and lifestyle 
characteristics, thereby reducing the effects of clustering within the sample. 
 
Around 1,000 interviews are undertaken in each monthly wave of fieldwork, providing an 
annual sample of more than 12,000 respondents aged 16 plus.  
 
The SPANS methodology is the same as the methodology used by its predecessor survey, 
the ScRS, meaning that the findings from both surveys are comparable.   
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ANNEX 2 – Recent trends in participation and engagement 
 
Visiting the outdoors 
 

 At a population level, both overall and weekly participation in visits to the outdoors has 

increased steadily since 2012 and is now at its highest level since the 2006 baseline year.  

The increase in weekly participation reported between 2017 and 2018 is the largest year-

on-year increase in the time series. 

 Although we have seen some positive shifts in recent years, levels of participation remain 

lower than average among older people, those living in Scotland’s most deprived areas, 

those in the lower social grades, people with poor health and people living with a long-term 

limiting illness or disability.  Regular (weekly) participation is also lower than average 

among people in the BAME population. 

 Improving health and well-being (including mental health) has grown in significance in 

recent years as a motivation for visiting the outdoors; the proportion of outdoor visitors who 

report positive health outcomes as a result of spending time outdoors in nature has also 

increased. 

 Around half of outdoor visits are now taken in greenspaces in our towns and cities, 

underlining the importance of providing good quality and accessible urban parks.  Parks 

remain the most visited type of outdoor destination and are particularly important to people 

living in Scotland’s more deprived areas. 

 The period between 2004 and 2012 saw a steady increase in the proportion of shorter 

duration visits being taken close to home, suggesting that more people are finding 

opportunities to enjoy the nature on their doorstep (although this has plateaued more 

recently). This trend was accompanied by an increase in the proportion of visits being made 

entirely on foot and a corresponding decrease in the proportion involving the use of a car.  

Research undertaken during the Covid-19 lockdown suggests that increased use of local 

greenspace and lower car use may be one of the legacies of the pandemic. 

Attitudes towards the natural environment 

 Levels of concern for the natural environment among the public have increased significantly 
in the last year or so, with more people saying they feel better informed about the issues 
affecting the environment and expressing concern about climate change and biodiversity 
loss. 

 

 The proportion of people in Scotland who view climate change as an immediate and urgent 
problem has increased by more than a third since 2013 and almost two thirds now 
anticipate a reduction in Scotland’s biodiversity over the next 50 years. 

 

 However, converting growing awareness and empathy into positive action remains a 
challenge; while most people claim to do at least a couple of things to help the natural 
environment, relatively few feel they are doing everything they could. 

 
The impacts of Covid-19 and lockdown on outdoor visit behaviour and engagement with nature 
 

 The initial Covid-19 ‘stay at home’ lockdown period (23 March – 28 May 2020) saw varied 
levels of participation in outdoor visits, with around a third of the population taking daily 
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visits and almost a fifth taking no visits at all. However, both daily and weekly participation 
levels were higher than might have been expected at the time of year. 

 

 Compared to the same period in 2019, most people also changed the amount of time 
they spent outdoors, with 35% of the population spending more time outdoors (including 
women, younger people and families) and 43% spending less time outside (particularly 
those aged over 70 and those not in good health). 

 

 How and where people spent their outdoor exercise and recreation time also changed 
over this period. Over a third of the population increased the amount of time they spent 
taking short walks (under 2 miles) and similar proportions spent more time than usual 
using local parks and roadside pavements.  

 

 For many people, lockdown also provided more time and opportunity to notice and enjoy 
local nature. Levels of nature engagement (e.g. gardening, watching birds and other 
wildlife) increased significantly from the norm during lockdown, even among those who 
rarely or never left home to take part in outdoor exercise. 

 

 While the pleasant spring weather encouraged many people to spend time outdoors 
during lockdown (54%), many more were motivated by health reasons (70%). Looking 
after mental health was particularly important, with almost 1 in 3 people specifically 
referencing managing stress as a reason for exercising outdoors (35%).  

 

 Related to this, nearly two-thirds of the population reported mental health benefits as a 
result of spending time in nature. Specifically, 63% stated that their experiences had 
helped them to de-stress, relax and unwind and 58% felt energised and revitalised. 

 

 Looking ahead, around half of the population expect to spend more time outdoors for 
recreation after lockdown than they did before the crisis (including 18% who want to 
spend ‘a lot more’ time outdoors). 

 

 Many people are also interested in making other positive lifestyle changes when 
lockdown is over. Around 3 in 5 would like to encourage their children to spend more time 
outdoors while similar proportions would like to continue to travel less for essential 
journeys and make more use of local greenspaces.  
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ANNEX 3 – Recent examples of the work informed by our survey data 

Environment 

Providing the evidence and national context for the People and Nature chapter in the 

Challenge for Scotland’s Biodiversity post-2020; providing data about people’s engagement 

with the natural environment for a number of the Evidence Accounts compiled to support the 

SG’s Environment Strategy; providing context for the section on forest recreation in the SG’s 

Forestry Strategy; informing the design of Marine Scotland’s 2016 Scottish Marine Recreation 

and Tourism Survey which fed into Marine Scotland’s National Marine Plan. 

Natural Capital 
Providing data to contribute to the development of the Natural Capital Asset Index; providing 
data to contribute to the development of the ONS/SG Scottish Natural Capital Eco-system 
Service Account on Cultural Services.  
 
Health  

Providing the evidence and national context for much of Our Natural Health Service work and 
aiding our understanding of other data linking health and environment; enabling us to measure 
the contribution the natural environment makes to the attainment of national targets for 
physical activity; supporting our work with Active Scotland Division’s Development and 
Delivery Groups; contributing to the development of the Active Scotland Delivery Plan and the 
National Walking Strategy. 
 
Equalities  
Enabling NatureScot to deliver its duty to advance equality of opportunity between people who 
share protected characteristics and those who do not by identifying the population groups 
currently under-represented in outdoor recreation; helping us understand some of the barriers 
they face; and enabling us to monitor progress in terms of widening participation.  SPANS 
data are included in the NatureScot Equality Report 2019. 
 
Visitor management and outdoor access  

Providing the national context on participation for our own visitor management work and for 
the work undertaken by our National Park partners; informing the design of on-site surveys 
undertaken by the National Parks.  SPANS is also the survey vehicle used to monitor public 
awareness and understanding of the Scottish Outdoor Access Code, enabling us to ensure 
we are effectively delivering our statutory responsibility to promote the Code.  SPANS is also 
used to monitor the proportion of outdoor visitors who experience access problems.  
  
Infrastructure projects – GI and NCHF 

Providing some of the evidence and national context guiding our Green Infrastructure Fund 
and Natural and Cultural Heritage Fund investment; and helping inform the design of 
appropriate monitoring and evaluation frameworks for each fund. 
 
Tourism 
Providing some of the evidence and context for SG’s ‘themed years’, for example Year of 
Coasts and Waters in 2020. 
 
Central Scotland Green Network (CSGN) 

Providing the evidence and national context for the ‘people’ aspects of the Central Scotland 
Green Network initiative. SPANS is also the data source used for some of the CSGN baseline 
indicators of progress. 
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National Planning Framework (NWCN, CSGN strategic routes)  

Providing the evidence and national context for our work on the National Walking and Cycling 
Network and the Central Scotland Green Network Strategic Routes project.  SPANS data also 
helped inform the development of the SG’s National Walking Strategy. 
 
Community Planning and Engagement  

Aiding understanding and interpretation of Scottish Household Survey local-level data (on 
participation in outdoor recreation, use of local greenspace, perceptions of local 
neighbourhoods and participation in outdoor physical activity) used in Community Planning 
Profiles. 
 
Indicators 
By providing the ‘story’ behind the headlines, SPANS also plays an integral role in aiding our 
understanding of progress on a range of Indicators, including the NIs on weekly visits to the 
outdoors, access to local greenspace and the Natural Capital Asset Index,.  
  
SPANS also enables us to monitor progress on a range of other measures (including SBS 
indicators; Landscape Monitoring Programme Indicators; Scottish Forestry Strategy Indicators 
on access and health; CSGN baseline monitoring indicators; the State of Scotland’s 
Greenspace report; SG’s Active Scotland Outcomes Framework indicators; and SG’s Land 
Use Strategy).  
 
Other work 
SPANS also helps inform our work with young people (e.g. Young Scot and the Re-Route 
Panel); Recreation Management Planning (e.g. for CNPA); and Community Planning.   
 
Academia 
SPANS data have also been used in research undertaken by academic colleagues at the 
James Hutton Institute, the University of Edinburgh (Moray House School of Education) and 
the University of Glasgow (Institute of Health and Well-being). 
 
 


