
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=iirp20

International Review of Psychiatry

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/iirp20

Bringing nature into CAMHS inpatient services:
reflections for the implementation and integration
of training into practice

David Francis Hunt, Mia Morgan, Michéal Connors & Catriona Mellor

To cite this article: David Francis Hunt, Mia Morgan, Michéal Connors & Catriona Mellor (2022):
Bringing nature into CAMHS inpatient services: reflections for the implementation and integration of
training into practice, International Review of Psychiatry, DOI: 10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

View supplementary material 

Published online: 09 Jun 2022. Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 796 View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=iirp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/iirp20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=iirp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=iirp20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-06-09
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09540261.2022.2080530&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-06-09


ARTICLE

Bringing nature into CAMHS inpatient services: reflections for the
implementation and integration of training into practice

David Francis Hunta,b , Mia Morgana,b, Mich�eal Connorsc and Catriona Mellora

aOxford Health NHS Foundation Trust, Littlemore Mental Health Centre, Oxford, UK; bDepartment of Psychiatry, University of Oxford,
Warneford Hospital, Oxford, UK; cThe Natural Academy, Bristol, UK

ABSTRACT
Poor mental health is a global concern and is exacerbated by recent challenges concerning
COVID-19 and the climate emergency, with significant consequences to individuals and to soci-
ety. Increasing evidence demonstrates that nature-based approaches (NBAs) have numerous
benefits to mental health services and the people they support with mental health needs.
Despite these benefits, understanding how to integrate these approaches into practice is chal-
lenging. In this paper, we report our findings from a recent qualitative study with staff from a
CAMHS inpatient unit who had recently undergone NatureWell Facilitator training. This is a par-
ticular approach to working with people in nature developed by The Natural Academy.
Participants identified the importance of implementation of discreet, novel NBAs, as well as inte-
grating nature into current practice, the benefits when fostering psychologically safe and thera-
peutic relationships with staff, and the clinical and operational factors when carrying out NBAs
in these settings.
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Introduction

Poor mental health is a global concern, causing per-
sonal suffering, social problems, affecting families, and
creating a significant economic burden on society
(Edwards, Goldie, & Elliott, 2016; Vos et al., 2015). In
the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, global
prevalence of anxiety and depression increased by 25%
(World Health Organisation, 2022). The climate crisis
has been recognized as the biggest global health threat
of the 21st century (Costello et al., 2009), with pre-
dicted huge and far-reaching negative impacts on men-
tal health (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2021). Many
young people report the emotional toll of living in a
climate emergency (referred to by some as eco-anxiety)
and are fearful of the future (Hickman et al., 2021).

There is a growing evidence base for the role of
nature to enhance health and wellbeing (Frumkin
et al., 2017; Ten Brink et al., 2016; World Health
Regional Office for Europe, 2016). Evidence demon-
strates various benefits from engaging with nature,
including psychological restoration, reduced depres-
sion, anxiety, sadness, fatigue, and stress-related

symptoms (Bowler, Buyung-Ali, Knight, & Pullin,
2010; Cipriani et al., 2017; Murray et al., 2019;
Thompson Coon et al., 2011). Furthermore, NBAs
also promote recovery-oriented practices (Davidson,
Rowe, Tondora, O’Connell, & Lawless, 2008; New
South Wales Government, 2020), such as social cohe-
sion, wellbeing, and empowerment (Coldwell &
Evans, 2018; Cooley, Jones, Kurtz, & Robertson, 2020;
Jennings & Bamkole, 2019; Lovell, Husk, Cooper,
Stahl-Timmins, & Garside, 2015; Westphal, 2003).

As well as enhancing health and wellbeing, there is
an increasing focus and evidence base for the role of
NBAs to support those with mental health needs, par-
ticularly those accessing mental health services (Bragg
& Atkins, 2016). In a wider context, preliminary evi-
dence supports the role of green social prescribing
(GSP) for promoting longer term physical and mental
health (Leavell et al., 2019). Added to these potential
benefits, at a time of climate and ecological crisis, and
when services are increasingly stretched, these
approaches also benefit from being scalable, low
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carbon interventions that enhance pro-nature behav-
iors (Lumber, Richardson, & Sheffield, 2017).

Despite the numerous benefits, meaningfully inte-
grating NBAs into existing services can be challenging
and staff often feel unable to lead on introducing
such changes. This paper explores the factors associ-
ated with integrating NBAs into practice with child
and adolescent mental health service (CAMHS)
inpatient staff who had recently undergone nature-
based facilitator training (The Natural Academy,
2018). Details of the Natural Academy and the
NatureWell Facilitator training are contained in the
Supplementary Materials.

Methods

Our approach was informed by a social constructivists
paradigm to explore how knowledge is translated into
social-mediated settings and used thematic analysis to
explore and gather insights for implementing and
integrating NBAs into current practice (Clarke,
Braun, & Hayfield, 2015; Thomas, Menon, Boruff,
Rodriguez, & Ahmed, 2014). Box 1 contains the inter-
view schedule. Formal ethical approval was not
required as this was a part of a service evaluation, but
the project did follow the principles laid out in the
Declaration of Helsinki.

Box 1. Interview Schedule

1. What are the current nature-based activities delivered by
your service?

2. How do you see the NatureWell training and nature-based
activities, more broadly, fitting into current healthcare delivery?

3. How did you find implementing nature-based approach
into practice?

4. What impact do these approaches have on therapeutic relation-
ships with the young people at the unit?

5. How do you see young people using these approaches in aid-
ing their recovery during their time in your service and
after discharge?

Results

Two researchers (DFH & MM) conducted a focus
group and semi-structured interviews using Microsoft
Teams with eight participants who underwent the
training (see Table 1 for the participant demograph-
ics). The open-ended questions were designed to elicit
participant experiences and insights concerning inte-
gration into practice. The interviews were recorded
and transcribed verbatim. Both researchers independ-
ently read and coded two transcripts using NVivo 12

Pro and agreed on the coding framework. The rest of
the interviews were compared-and-contrasted against
this agreed framework.

We presented the themes to participants to mem-
ber check our findings. We identified four themes: (i)
activities and approaches used; (ii) benefits; (iii) prac-
ticalities; and (iv) training. Below, we describe each
identified theme and relevant subthemes. Finally, we
have included some initial patient feedback.

Activities and approaches used

The service implements NBAs in two ways. Firstly, by
performing novel, distinct NBAs and, secondly, by
integrating approaches into the unit’s exist-
ing practice.

Distinct activities
Regular activities integrated into the ward timetable
included gardening groups (in partnership with a
local gardening group) and crafts. Most activities
started/finished with a grounding exercise to engage
the five senses, which participants had been trained to
deliver. Participants encouraged patients to use the
garden as a safe and peaceful space away from the
ward environment. Patients undertook walks in local
areas (e.g., the local park) and ‘wild walks’ to experi-
ence rural settings. Participants introduced walks
themselves during their lunch periods.

Integrated activities
Participants discussed a range of ways they integrated
nature into current activities. For example, when con-
ducting formulations, assessments, educational, and
therapeutic sessions. This was particularly useful for
patients who struggled with engaging in more formal
settings. Participants also discussed simple interven-
tions such as bringing natural objects inside or draw-
ing attention to the view through a window, methods
that were particularly important during the more
restrictive periods within the pandemic.

Table 1. Participant demographics.
Participant number Gender Occupation

Participant 1 M Matron
Participant 2 F Psychiatrist
Participant 3 F Staff Nurse
Participant 4 F Family Therapist
Participant 5 F Staff Nurse
Participant 6 F Charge Nurse
Participant 7 F Teacher
Participant 8 F Occupational Therapist
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Benefits

Our findings identified a range of benefits to patients,
staff, and staff/patient relationships. These are
described in the subthemes below.

Emotional regulation
Engaging in NBAs and simply being present in nature
helped patients regulate and respond to their
emotions:

Even in terms of young people who are on the unit
who are experiencing severe distress, quite often staff
will open the door to the garden and take people out
and it just seems calming. [Participant 4]

… use nature to manage their high arousal and
emotion and maybe it’s spending time outside doing
some exercise … [Participant 8]

Participants also found that engaging patients in
nature through their five senses helped man-
age distress:

… being more aware of the colours and sort of the
flowers and everything they are seeing just makes it a
bit more of a mindful, distracting walk …
distracting them from what’s on their mind and
drawing them into other beauties elsewhere really.
[Participant 5]

Relational security and engagement
Participants recognized how incorporating nature
enhanced the therapeutic relationship. They described
how being out in nature created a less restrictive
environment that offered both physical and psycho-
logical ‘space’:

There is a lot of space for things, you don’t feel …
the four walls thing, you don’t feel like you are
hemmed in … [Participant 2]

… just going out with someone and you can ask the
same questions and get the same information …
because people relax more, they kind of open up a
bit more as well. [Participant 8]

Participants also reflected on how incorporating
nature helped equalize the power dynamics when sup-
porting patients and, consequently, patients were able
to discuss their current situation and their recovery
more candidly:

… you’re kind of you’re both in nature together so
your kind of barriers are down … it’s just like
you’re two people out in nature rather than …
therapist and this … person that needs help.
[Participant 8]

… not necessarily sitting looking at somebody and
making eye contact, which can be quite

confrontational in a therapeutic session, but just
being side by side and having an informal chat …
less threatening, more relaxing, lots of stuff comes
out … being in a natural environment helps that
process. [Participant 7]

Sustainable and recovery-oriented approach
Participants discussed how making links with a
patient between nature and their mental health pro-
vided patients with the opportunity to take an active
role in their own recovery and connected them with
community-based services and activities that could
help beyond discharge:

… it’s only two minutes and that’s possibly a skill
now that they have got that they can use whenever
they are outside … if they go on home leave,
they’ve got that little mindfulness experience.
[Participant 8]

… somebody has found that really useful actually
helping them tune into what is available locally once
they are discharged. [Participant 2]

In fact, his last words to me on discharge were
… I said to him keep up all this gardening stuff
… keep up the mindfulness won’t you he says
yeah I am going to be doing gardening.
[Participant 7]

Participants highlighted the importance of family
involvement. NBAs offered opportunities for positive
family experiences and family engagement that sup-
ported the continuation of such activities:

… for weekend activities I talk about going out into
the countryside, being out in the fresh air and it’s not
expensive so it’s something that I think I’m
encouraging families to do all the time.
[Participant 4]

Staff benefits
Participants reflected on the benefits of taking time
during their lunch break to go outside for a walk
when they may not have considered this before the
NatureWell training:

… I always come back thinking I’m so glad I got
out, you just feel refreshed … a different kind of
fresher approach when you’re coming back to your
work. [Participant 8]

… being out of this building was really beneficial for
us, it helped with burnout. [Participant 3]

NBAs such as the staff walks, as well as the train-
ing itself, provided opportunities for participants to
form strong peer-to-peer relationships:
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You can have a bit of an offload with your colleagues
which I wouldn’t normally do on the unit or in the
office so much, so I think we’ve kind of got a slightly
deeper understanding of the colleagues on the ward,
our relationships are better because of it.
[Participant 8]

Practicalities

Our findings highlighted some practical considera-
tions for integrating NBAs. These include patient,
operational, and cultural factors. The subthemes for
each are described below:

Patient factors
Participants discussed several key considerations con-
cerning engagement when carrying out activities. One
participant reflected on the difficulty in conducting
group activities when not all patients are engaged:

… you get a couple of young people, who are just
wanting to be silly and set others off and um the
whole group thing can be quite difficult.
[Participant 7]

Other participants reflected on the importance of
discussing and co-designing activities that may
enhance engagement and uptake:

… you would always have a conversation with them
about what it is they wanted to do. [Participant 7]

... informing young people on what’s going to
happen, so they are on board and engaged, otherwise
it won’t be successful. [Participant 4]

NBAs presented specific challenges for patients
with certain clinical presentations:

… we get a lot of young people with OCD type
issues who think that they can’t touch anything dirty.
[Participant 7]

Participants discussed different aspects of risk
management that had to be considered for specific
patient groups, for example, those with eating disor-
ders such as anorexia nervosa:

… dependent on their activity level dictates how far
we can go. When we have people that have all been a
decent weight, where we have been able to take snack
with us and walk a lot further … [Participant 3]

Non-patient factors
Participants highlighted the amount of time required
for planning NBAs and the challenges of fitting them
into a busy day full of multiple responsibilities:

It really takes a lot of organization just to get out and
do it on time. [Participant 2]

… the nurses’ time gets eaten into like oh there is a
phone call for you here or this parent needs speaking
to … you suddenly realize you have got 20minutes
left. [Participant 5]

Other participants reflected on the difficulties asso-
ciated with having enough staff in place to carry out
outdoor activities:

… if you are going outside there’s generally more
risks so you need more staff … there’s equipment so
sometimes you can’t get the staff to support you.
[Participant 8]

Staff and culture
Participants discussed the importance of a team-wide
approach and shifting the ward culture and ethos
towards understanding the value of nature and NBAs:

If we just talk about it with the wider team and in
business meetings so it’s not this serious thing, but
that everyone can get behind it. [Participant 1]

… we are very wary here of looking after our
natural environment. Doing things like monitoring
our energy use, making sure we recycle.
[Participant 7]

Participants noted the impact of their own attitude
when introducing NBAs to patients:

… I think it is important because you are then
enthusiastic about what you are doing. If you weren’t
enthusiastic, you’re not gonna win are you with
them. [Participant 7]

Importance of training

Participants reflected on how the NatureWell training
provided them with the confidence and passion to
integrate NBAs into their current practice:

I think experiencing it myself on the course made me
open my eyes to the benefits of it … it gave me
confidence to be able to use it more with my work.
[Participant 8]

Participants discussed how having a core group
who underwent the training created a cohort of moti-
vated multi-disciplinary team members with a consist-
ent approach to carrying out NBAs:

I think one of the benefits of the training has been
there is now a bigger group of us who are think about
this which has been really helpful. [Participant 2]

Initial patient feedback

We have already received initial positive feedback
from patients regarding the integration of NBAs in
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their treatment. Patients described the freedom felt
during wild walks and how it helped reduce their
anxiety and tension felt on the ward. Families who
attended the Families in the Wild ecotherapy wood-
land day described a sense of connectedness and a
rare opportunity for them to come together as a unit.

Discussion

Our findings highlight several insights into the thera-
peutic and practical considerations associated with
integrating NBAs into practice. First, the importance
of creating and supporting a team-wide approach to
building the ethos of NBAs by enacting sustainable
behaviors and by involvement of multiple MDT
members. Second, the co-benefit of introducing a
focus on staff wellbeing in nature with possible burn-
out prevention impacts. Third, the importance of
training and support to provide the consistency and
structure for integrating NBAs into practice. Finally,
mental health services can undertake distinct NBAs,
but there are also many benefits to incorporating
them into existing practice. Indeed, NBAs do not
have to be resource-heavy activities and can be as
simple as sharing a view of the sky, encouraging
patients to spend time outside noticing the beauty of
nature or taking regular green walks.

Our findings align with the principles of recovery-
oriented practices, which form the important facets of
individualized mental healthcare (Davidson et al.,
2008; New South Wales Government, 2020). Engaging
in nature can enhance psychological safety, helping
patients to candidly discuss their situation and recov-
ery, which is an important underpinning of person-
centred care (Hunt, Bailey, Lennox, Crofts, &
Vincent, 2021). Opportunities for patients to speak up
and understanding the role of the environment can
create meaningful therapeutic relationships with
patients and positively impact their experiences and
outcomes (Fl€uckiger, Del Re, Wampold, & Horvath,
2018; Ryan, Berry, & Hartley, 2021; Ryan, Berry, Law,
& Hartley, 2021).

Exploring NBAs also provides sustainable opportu-
nities for patients that they can utilize beyond dis-
charge. Involving community partnerships and GSP
provides a possible solution to identified resourcing
issues and provides additional expertise that will boost
the quality of NBAs delivered.

Our findings also illuminate some of the challenges
of tailoring NBAs that are fit-for-purpose for clinical
populations. Our findings further highlight the
importance of experience-based co-design when

considering the quality of healthcare delivered by tai-
loring NBAs offered to meet the needs and interests
of the patients (Robert, 2013). This keeps patients at
the centre of NBAs and further promotes the chances
of them carrying on these activities in the lon-
ger-term.

The main limitation of our paper is the small sam-
ple size, determined by the number of people who
attended the training. This will impact the generaliz-
ability of the insights we received from the partici-
pants. However, this paper is intended as an initial
exploratory discussion to stimulate further research in
this area.

The climate crisis and COVID-19 pandemic press
the importance of engaging with nature for health.
Fostering an appreciation and connection to nature
provides wide-ranging health and well-being benefits
alongside an increased sense of stewardship of our
natural environment. Weaving NBA into our work is
a sustainable healthcare option that mental health
services should explore into the future.
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