
 

 

Background 

Scotland entered the first stage of lockdown following an 

announcement on the 23rd March 2020, with a number of measures 

put in place to slow the spread of Coronavirus.  At this point a stay at 

home message was central with only essential travel to be undertaken, 

outdoor visits for exercise limited to one per day and time to be spent 

only with other household members. This initial stage of lockdown 

lasted until the 28th May when rules were relaxed to allow travel 

outside of local areas and for people from different households to 

meet outdoors whilst maintaining physical distancing.  

Wave 2 of the survey, undertaken in September 2020, relates to 

outdoor visits and engagement with nature during the period from 

around mid-August to mid-September. Where appropriate, 

comparisons have been made with the results from Wave 1 of the 

survey which covered the initial lockdown period from March to May. 

Key findings 

Continued increase in engagement with nature compared to 2019 

During the August to September period, four fifths of adults in Scotland 

took visits to the outdoors at least once a week (80%), a higher 

percentage than during the initial period of lockdown from March to  

 

 

 

May (71%) and a higher percentage than recorded by Scotland’s People 

and Nature  survey (SPANS) in August 2019 (64%). 

Correspondingly, a large percentage of the population (39%) reported 

spending more time outdoors in mid-August to early September than 

during the same period in 2019. The people most likely to state that 

this was the case included those aged under 25, those with children in 

their household and women. Factors influencing increased 

participation levels included a desire to stay fit and healthy, relaxation, 

having an increased amount of free time and the lack of alternative 

leisure pursuits to do. 

Around a quarter of the population (24%) stated that they were 

spending less time outdoors than a year ago, with older people and 

those in poor health more likely to state that this was the case. This 

percentage has, however, decreased from 40% in Wave 1 of the 

research (in relation to the initial March to May lockdown period). In 

Wave 2 the main factor influencing this group to spend less time 

outdoors was an ongoing desire to avoid taking any health risks while 

the virus was still active.  

In spring 2020, NatureScot commissioned 56 Degree Insight to undertake a programme of research to track changes in the Scottish 
population’s outdoor visit behaviours and engagement with nature in the period from March 2020 when measures were put in place to 
reduce the spread of Coronavirus. 

To date two waves of surveying have been undertaken. Wave 1 of the research was conducted during the first week of June 2020 with 
respondents asked to tell us about their outdoor visit behaviours and engagement with nature during the initial period of lockdown from 
23rd March to 28th May.  Wave 2 of the research was conducted between 5th and 12th September 2020 (by which time lockdown 
restrictions had eased) with respondents asked to focus on the preceding 4 weeks, from around mid-August. Both survey waves used the 
same on-line interviewing approach, involving a representative sample of around 1,000 adults in Scotland. Wave 2 of the research 
included an additional 100 interviews with members of the BAME population.   

The research reveals that as lockdown measures have eased, those population groups who had spent an increased amount of time 
outdoors during the initial period of lockdown have continued to visit on a more frequent basis. Many of those who had reduced or 
altogether stopped spending time outdoors in the earlier lockdown phases have started to spend more time outdoors away from their 
home. Nevertheless, participation in outdoor visits remains lower among some population groups, including older people, less affluent 
people and those in poor health. With the reduction in regulations, outdoor visits have been taken further afield and involved a wider 
variety of activities. A majority of the population continue to associate a range of benefits with their outdoor visits and engagement with 
nature, including improved mental and physical health.   
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How and where people spend their outdoor exercise and recreation 

time has also changed between Waves 1 and 2 of the research. During 

the earlier lockdown period time outdoors was predominantly spent 

close to home on roadside pavements and in local parks. During August 

and early September a much wider range of places were visited and a 

wider variety of activities were undertaken as the population ventured 

further afield. Reflecting this change, the percentage of the population 

taking outdoor visits by car more than doubled from 27% in Wave 1 to 

59% in Wave 2. 

Compared to a year ago, the amount of time spent participating in 

many outdoor activities has increased, particularly playing outdoors 

with children, going for walks, wildlife watching and running/jogging.  

The research also revealed an increase in the amount of time spent in 

some types of urban and rural greenspaces, most notably paths and 

tracks away from roads, local parks and woodland. 

Encouragingly, participation in other types of nature engagement 

activities, which many people reported doing more often during the 

initial lockdown period, has been sustained into late summer. In August 

to  early September, aound 2 in 5 Scots indicated that they had spent 

more time than last year relaxing in their garden (45% had  increased 

participation), enjoying nature in their garden (41%) and/or enjoying 

nature or wildlife from indoors (e.g. through a window) (40%). 

Continued benefits from time spent outdoors and in nature 

Looking after physical and mental wellbeing continued to be a major 

factor influencing decisions to spend time outdoors in Wave 2 of the 

research. In August and early September, 62% of adults were 

motivated to visit the outdoors by health and exercise reasons, while 

56% wanted to relax and unwind. Compared to the earlier March to 

May lockdown period, an increased proportion of people spent time 

outdoors so that they could be with family or other household 

members (34%) or because they wanted to visit a place they liked 

(31%). 

Furthermore, during August and early September, an increased 

proportion of people reported health and wellbeing benefits as a result 

of spending time outdoors. 70% indicated that their outdoor visits 

helped them to de-stress, relax and unwind (up from 63% in March-

May), 60%  felt energised and revitalised (vs 58% in March-May) and 

56% noticed improved physical health (vs 47% in March-May).  

Most people also continued to see positive changes in their local area 

although some of these were at lower levels than recorded in Wave 1 

of the research. Specifically, 54% had noticed reduced pollution in their 

local area (down from 61% in March - May) and 60% noticed a 

reduction in noise levels (vs 73% in March - May).  

However increased percentages agreed that nature had become more 

important to their health and wellbeing (55% v 49% in March-May) or 

that they’d enjoyed not using their car so much (53% v 42% in March-

May). 

 

 

Problems encountered 

While most people continue to benefit from spending time outdoors 

and most of the population have had positive experiences, some 

people have also experienced problems on their outdoor visits.  

As in the March to May period, the most common issues encountered 

in August to September were cyclists on pavements (39%), difficulties 

maintaining social distancing while outside (36%) and other people 

behaving inconsiderately (35%).  

Around a third of people in Wave 2 of the research also encountered 

litter, fly tipping or human waste (33%) and a lack of public toilet 

facilities (32%) on their outdoor visits. 

 

When lockdown is over… 

Encouragingly, the percentage of the population who expect to spend 

more time outdoors for recreation in future than they did before the 

crisis has remained at a similar level to that reported in Wave 1 of the 

survey. Overall 49% expect to increase their time outdoors in future, 

including 20% who would like to spend ‘a lot more’ time outdoors. 

Those most likely to expect to spend more time outdoors in future 

includes people with children (62%), people aged under 35 (56%) and 

dog owners (58%). 

The level of interest in making other positive life changes has also 

remained at the high level recorded in Wave 1 of the survey. Most 

significantly over two thirds of people would like to encourage their 

children to spend more time outdoors (69%) and/or continue to travel 

less for non- essential journeys (66%). 

For further details on this study, please contact  

Aileen.Armstrong@nature.scot  
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