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• Staff wellbeing is a critical issue for the NHS. In 2019 more than 
four in ten staff had experienced work-related stress in the 
previous year.  

 
• A growing evidence base shows spending time in green 

environments reduces stress, fatigue, anxiety and depression. So 
could gardens and other green space at NHS sites help in 
combatting staff stress and promoting staff wellbeing?  

 
• At the Centre for Sustainable Healthcare we’ve been working for 

over a decade with a network of health sites that are interested 
in developing their green space for the benefit of patients, staff 
and the wider community.   
 

• In 2019 we carried out a year-long research project with support 
from the Health Foundation, an independent charity committed 
to bringing about better health and healthcare for people in the 
UK.  
 

• We focused on three sites that had encouraged their staff to 
spend time in green space at work.  

 
 

The value of NHS green space for workplace wellbeing 
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Broomfield Hospital, Chelmsford 
Acute district hospital with 5,000 staff, 
run by Mid Essex Hospital Services NHS 
Trust.  
 

Guild Lodge, Preston  
Secure mental healthcare hospital with 
500 staff, run by Lancashire Care NHS 
Foundation Trust on a green and rural 
site. 
 
 

Mount Vernon Cancer Centre, 
Northwood, London  
Specialist cancer centre in Northwood 
with 500 staff, run by East and North 
Herts NHS Trust. 

Three NHS sites 
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Qualitative research with health staff 
  
Semi-structured interviews with 34 staff across three sites. 
 
Participants were recruited through green space leads who were 
asked to identify staff who did and did not regularly spend time in 
green space in similar numbers. e.g. 
  
Clinical scientist who arrived at work by running or walking along a 
green route; walked round the site 2-3 times a week in summer. 
 
Nurse consultant who spent her 10-hour day in a treatment room 
with no windows and ate in a windowless staffroom close by. 
 
 
 
 
 

“You wouldn’t know if it was night, day or what 
season it was at all” 
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How do staff spend time in green space at work?  
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Green space activities at work: the role of walking 
 

• Taking walks around the site or beyond it, emerged as one of the most 
consistent ways in which staff experienced green space at work. 
Several interviewees described eating lunch at their desk before 
heading out for a walking break. 
 

 
 
 

• Walking in the course of work was also an important element in 
interviewees’ experience of green space on site. Several interviewees 
who did not regularly use green spaces enjoyed walking through them 
for errands e.g. choosing an outdoor route to make the most of it: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
So…. if you want to encourage staff to spend time in green space then incidental 
walking is something to build on.  And in fact, some sites had managed to create a 
walking culture.  

“I really do enjoy the benefit of walking through an 
area to get somewhere”     

 Chemotherapy nurse, Mount Vernon, does not regularly use green space 

“I have a sort of lap that I do…” 
       Health improvement practitioner, Mount Vernon, regularly uses green space. 
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What are the benefits of time in green space at work?  
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Personal benefits of time in green space at work 
 
• Both those who regularly spent time in green space at work and those 

who did not were enthusiastic about the benefits.  
 
• Interviewees from both groups said that being in green space was 

relaxing and calming, made them feel happy or positive and reduced 
stress.  
 

• Many interviewees described restorative effects, such as feeling 
refreshed, re-charged or re-energized and thought they would work 
better on returning to work.  

       
 
 
 
 
 
 

. 
 
 
 
 

“when you're outside you're breathing differently, your 
body relaxes”    

   Administrator at Broomfield, regularly uses green space 
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Work-related benefits from green space 
 
 
• Therapeutic benefits of green space for patients – appreciated at 

all three sites, but especially at Guild Lodge, the mental health 
unit.  

 
• Helpful context for sensitive conversations with patients, e.g. 

when giving news or talking through anxieties.    
 
• Helpful context for difficult conversations between colleagues - a 

good place to work through solutions to problems 

 
 
 
“we use the walking about as opportunities to 
resolve things and iron out the creases” 

Clinical scientist, Guild Lodge, regularly uses green space 
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What are the barriers to spending time in green space at work?  
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• Pressure of work was the most fundamental 
barrier, for frontline clinical staff especially, but 
the impact of this depended on a series of 
related issues… 
 

• Proximity of green space was critical. Some 
staff have to take breaks close to the 
ward/theatre in case they are needed in an 
emergency. Green space has to be close if 
they’re to make use of it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Some recalled working situations where they had 
enjoyed green space easily because their 
workplace opened on to a garden/terrace.  

 

 
 

“As you go off on your break you say  
‘come get me if you need me’ … so we 
do stay handy.”   

 Clinical support worker, Mount Vernon, does not regularly 
use green space.  

Issues affecting the use of green space at work  
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• Privacy and protection from patients was 

also an issue for frontline clinical staff. There 
were concerns about being approached by 
patients during a break outside; concerns 
that staff talking in an outdoor space might 
compromise patient confidentiality. Some 
staff saw a need for dedicated staff-only 
areas outdoors. Some staff felt exposed in 
overlooked areas, or at risk of being 
criticized by patients for relaxing.  

 

       
So… these are key considerations for locating or 
designing and outdoor space. 
 
      

Issues affecting the use of green space at work  
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• Permission – some interviewees described a 
positive ethos around workspace walking and felt 
free to take a walking break when they wanted to – 
with explicit support from senior leadership.  
 

     
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Conversely some felt this was just not 
possible… a member of theatre staff said she 
loved her job, but with no natural light, her 
usual workspace felt ‘like a prison’. Rules 
against going outside in scrubs prevented her 
from spending time in green space. She 
wanted management to clarify whether this 
was acceptable if wearing a protective gown. 
 

Issues affecting the use of green space at work  
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• Staff had a strong appetite for spending time in green space during 
the working day: 83-89% said they’d like to spend more time in 
green space at work.  
 

• A sizable proportion of staff – between 44-52% – said the 
availability of attractive garden areas and green spaces was 
important to them in considering where to work, suggesting a role 
in recruitment and retention. 
 

• Staff who regularly spent time in their site’s green spaces at work, 
reported significantly higher levels of wellbeing.  
 

• The more ways in which staff reported spending time in green 
space at work the higher was their wellbeing.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Findings from the site-wide surveys 
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Findings from the site-wide surveys 
 

• At all sites the most common way of spending time in green 
space was taking a walk around the site (22-39% staff),  
indicating the value of promoting informal, self-guided walking. 

 
• Walking in the course of work and noticing the site’s green 

spaces was also important (19-32% staff) 
 

• Taking part in organised recreational activities much less 
common, but staff who did this had slightly higher wellbeing 
scores (marginally significant difference) suggesting associated 
benefits. 
 

• People with face-to-face contact with patients were less likely 
to spend time in green space. But people with face-to-face 
contact with patients also had higher wellbeing levels. So 
spending time with patients AND spending time in green space 
likely to be linked with a double benefit.  
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• Choose accessible locations for staff – e.g. near wards and offices, 

near eating and rest areas 
 

• Provide comfortable seating areas with shade and places where small 
groups can sit together  
 

• Address staff concerns about privacy – e.g. screening, maybe 
dedicated staff areas  

 
• Encourage staff to take patients into green space – good for both 

patients and staff 
 
• Create and promote green walking routes/circuits 

 
• Build positive support for workspace walking – permission to walk. 
 
• Provide guidance on clinical clothing outdoors – and time to change.  

 
• Effective strategies will focus physical infrastructure and workplace 

culture– management support, outdoor facilities, outdoor activities. 
 

Recommendations for good practice 
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Research team:  
 
Centre for Sustainable Healthcare: 
Carey Newson  
Sarah Dandy 
Andriele Madison 
Julia Glassman 
 
University of Essex: 
Valerie Gladwell  
Adrian Hase 
 
Further information: 
Summary, Research Report and webinar available here: 
 
https://sustainablehealthcare.org.uk/what-we-
do/green-space/workplace-wellbeing-and-green-space 
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