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Summary 
This white paper explores the physical and mental health benefits of outdoor recreation and nature, focusing on 
those with disabilities. The paper has four sections. 
 
Section 1 examines the physical health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature, such as improved 
cardiovascular health, reduced risk of chronic diseases, and increased levels of physical activity. Research has 
demonstrated that spending time in nature can lead to positive physical health outcomes for all individuals. 
 
Section 2 explores the mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature, including reduced stress, 
improved mood, and increased feelings of well-being. The research suggests that these benefits are significant for 
all individuals, regardless of age or ability. 
 
Section 3 focuses on the physical health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature for individuals with 
disabilities. This section highlights that individuals with disabilities may face additional barriers to accessing 
outdoor recreation and nature. However, research suggests that outdoor activities can have significant physical 
health benefits for this population, including improved cardiovascular health, increased mobility and flexibility, 
and reduced risk of secondary health conditions. 
 
Section 4 investigates the mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature for those with 
disabilities. The research indicates that outdoor activities can positively impact mental health outcomes for this 
population, including reducing stress, improving mood, and enhancing social connections. 
 
Overall, this white paper presents compelling evidence that access to outdoor recreation and nature can 
significantly impact physical and mental health for all individuals, including those with disabilities. However, 
there is still substantial that is unknown, including the role of confounding variables, such as socio-economic 
conditions, and a better understanding of the specific scientific triggers leading towards improved mental and 
physical health. The hope is that this paper can drive policy discussions and academic research to promote access 
to nature-based activities for all individuals. It is essential that all individuals, regardless of age or ability, have 
access to the numerous benefits that spending time in nature can provide. 
 

Introduction 
The physical and mental health benefits of outdoor recreation and nature have been extensively studied and 
documented. (Schertz et al. 2019; Bratman et al. 2019; Nejade et al. 2022) In Last Child in the Woods, Richard 
Louv coined the term ’nature deficit disorder,’ describing the human costs of alienation from nature. At the time 
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of publishing in 2005, there were only a few dozen papers on the health effects of nature and the outdoors. By 
2020, upwards of one thousand papers pointed towards nature not only being generally positive, but completely 
necessary for physical and mental health (Robbins 2020). Research suggests that spending time in nature can 
improve physical fitness, reduce stress and anxiety, and enhance mood and overall well-being. However, the 
benefits of nature-based activities for individuals with disabilities have not been given as much attention in the 
literature. This white paper explores further the physical and mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation 
and nature while focusing on the benefits for those with disabilities. The topic is best broken down into four 
underlying sections that best fit the literature as it has been explored. 
 
Section 1: Physical health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature. 
Spending time in nature has been shown to positively impact physical health, including improved cardiovascular 
health, reduced risk of chronic diseases, and increased levels of physical activity. This section will explore the 
ways in which outdoor recreation and nature can improve physical health and well-being for all individuals. 
 
Section 2: Mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature. 
The mental health benefits of spending time in nature are well-documented and include reduced stress, improved 
mood, and increased feelings of well-being. This section will explore the ways in which outdoor recreation and 
nature can improve mental health and well-being for all individuals. 
 
Section 3: Physical health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature for those with disabilities. 
Individuals with disabilities may face additional challenges in accessing outdoor recreation and nature. However, 
research suggests that outdoor activities can have significant physical health benefits for this population, including 
improved cardiovascular health, increased mobility and flexibility, and a reduced risk of developing secondary 
health conditions. This section will explore the physical health benefits of outdoor recreation and nature for those 
with disabilities. 
 
Section 4: Mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature for those with disabilities. 
In addition to the physical health benefits, outdoor recreation and nature can have significant positive impacts on 
mental health and well-being for individuals with disabilities. This section will explore how outdoor activities can 
improve mental health outcomes for this population, including reducing stress, improving mood, and enhancing 
social connections. 
 
Overall, this white paper will explore the ways that outdoor recreation and nature can affect the physical and 
mental health of individuals, focusing on those with disabilities. The hope is that the information presented here 
can be used as a jumping-off point to inform policy discussions and further academic research that promote access 
to nature-based activities for those with disabilities. 
 

Physical health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature 
There is a growing body of evidence supporting the physical health benefits of nature-based interventions (NBIs) 
for improving health outcomes. However, further research is needed to establish the magnitude and relative effect 
of NBIs, and to quantify their compounding effect (Nejade et al., 2022). Despite this need for further research, the 
potential health benefits from nature are diverse, with many direct and indirect pathways leading to physical, 
mental, and social health outcomes. This finding poses specific quandaries from those in urban environments, 
where access to nature and outdoor activity is limited. Thus, policymakers are called upon to develop cost-
effective nature-based solutions that meet the health challenges of a growing urban population (Shanahan et al., 
2015). 
 



 

These health benefits have been quantified to some degree. Research has shown that the likelihood of reporting 
good health or high well-being becomes significantly greater with exposure of 120 minutes or more per week, 
with positive associations between 200-300 minutes per week (White et al., 2019). However, the poor 
understanding of which components of nature deliver which health benefits prevent the effective integration of 
nature into health policy. Consequently, urban planning generally takes a one-size-fits-all approach by setting 
broad provision-based targets and guidelines for urban green infrastructure (Shanahan et al., 2015).  
 

Mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature 
Research has shown that NBIs can be effective tools for improving mental health outcomes, although further 
research is needed to establish the magnitude and relative effect of such interventions (Nejade et al. 2022). The 
potential mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature are diverse, with many direct and 
indirect pathways leading to improved mental well-being, as well as physical and social benefits (Shanahan et al. 
2015). 
 
Individuals who reported at least 120 minutes spent outdoors per week were significantly more likely to report 
good health or high well-being compared to those who reported no nature contact. Positive associations peaked 
between 200-300 minutes per week, with no further gain observed beyond this point, and the pattern was 
consistent across populations, including individuals with long-term health issues (White et al. 2019). 
 
However, despite this growing body of evidence supporting the mental health benefits of nature-based 
interventions, the correlative design of most previous studies and the continuing poor understanding of which 
components of nature deliver which health benefits prevent truly effective integration of nature into health policy. 
As a result, urban planning tends to take a one-size-fits-all approach in setting broad provision-based targets and 
guidelines for urban green infrastructure (Shanahan et al. 2015). Thus, further robust, hypotheses-driven research 
is needed to inform policymakers on how best to develop cost-effective nature-based solutions that meet the 
mental health challenges faced by a rapidly growing urban population. Additionally, it is necessary to examine the 
specific mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature for individuals with disabilities in order 
to promote greater inclusion and access to nature-based activities for this population. Lastly, there is a need to 
distinguish nature’s role from other roles, such as lack of opportunity, insufficient amenities, or racial prejudice. 
(Bratman et al. 2019) 
 

Physical health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature for 
those with disabilities 
Individuals with mobility disabilities face challenges in engaging in physical activity, which can increase the risk 
of developing chronic health conditions. However, access to outdoor recreation and nature may provide an 
alternative environment for the rehabilitation and management of disabilities and promote physical health 
benefits. People with mobility disabilities could gain different physical health benefits from nature-based 
interventions, ranging from passive contact to active involvement and rehabilitative interventions. In addition, 
urban parks that are accessible can provide opportunities for physical activities and exercise, which may help 
mitigate health disparities in persons with disabilities. Further research, particularly randomized controlled trials 
evaluating the long-term effectiveness of park-based interventions, is necessary to understand better the physical 
health benefits of nature-based interventions for individuals with mobility disabilities. (Zhang et al. 2017; Saitta et 
al. 2018) 
 



 

Mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature for 
those with disabilities 
While there is a positive correlation between observed mental health benefits and time spent outdoors and in 
nature in the general population, there is increasing evidence that individuals with disabilities may gain even 
greater benefits. People with mobility disabilities, for example, can gain mental health benefits from different 
kinds of nature contact, ranging from passive to active involvement and rehabilitative interventions. (Zhang et al. 
2017) Parks, in particular, may provide an alternative environment for the rehabilitation and management of 
disabilities, as well as a venue for accessible outdoor recreation. In a study examining the effects of outdoor 
gardening at an inpatient psychiatric facility, the results were drastic. (Pieters et al. 2019) Not only was gardening 
used to gain insights into their illnesses, but the sensory stimulation provided calmness, improved mood, pro-
social behavior, and a sense of community. 
 
Individuals with developmental disabilities have also reported experiencing diverse benefits from outdoor 
recreation, including satisfaction, mental reprieve, empowerment, enlightenment, social connectedness, and thrill. 
They have also identified intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural constraints and facilitators related to their 
outdoor recreation participation. (Armstrong et al. 2023) These findings highlight the importance of accessible 
outdoor recreation and nature experiences for individuals with disabilities and suggest the need for tailored 
interventions to support their participation. Further research is needed to understand better the specific benefits of 
nature contact for individuals with disabilities and to develop effective interventions to promote their mental 
health and well-being. 
 

Discussion 
The physical and mental health benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature for individuals with disabilities 
are substantial and noteworthy. While the literature on the subject is still emerging, it is clear that outdoor 
activities can improve cardiovascular health, increase mobility and flexibility, reduce stress, and enhance social 
connections for those with disabilities. Furthermore, outdoor recreation and nature-based activities can have 
significant impacts on the mental health and well-being of this population, including reducing stress, improving 
mood, and increasing overall feelings of well-being. 
 
Despite the potential benefits, individuals with disabilities may face unique challenges in accessing outdoor 
recreation and nature-based activities. However, legislative commitments to ensure that urban parks and other 
natural spaces are accessible can mitigate these disparities and promote equity in access to nature-based activities. 
 
Overall, the findings presented in this white paper highlight the importance of promoting further research 
focusing on the benefits of access to outdoor recreation and nature-based activities for individuals with 
disabilities. However, the evidence presented here suggests that nature-based activities have the potential to 
positively impact the physical and mental health of individuals with disabilities and promote overall well-being. 
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