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In each of the first three years of fieldwork over 45,000 interviews have 

been completed for the survey and key details have been collected for 

over 50,000 visits to the natural environment (47,418  & 53,898 visits in 

year 3).

This large base allows us to undertake detailed analysis of the changes in 

participation over time, to analyse the data amongst smaller geographic 

areas and amongst niche population groups (e.g. demographic groups or 

activity participants).
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The key measurement from this survey is the volume of visits to the 

natural environment.  Based on the survey results, we have produced an 

estimate of around 2.7 billion such visits in the 12 month period from 

March 2011 to February 2012.

Averaged out across the adult population, this equates to around 65 visits 

per adult in the 12 months, an average of 1.25 visits per week.

This represents a 10% increase from the 2.49 billion visits taken in the 

previous 12 month period but is less than the 2.89 billion visits taken in the 

first year of the study. 

8



Another key measure of engagement relates to the proportion of the population 

taking visits to the natural environment. Over the 12 month period from March 

2011 to February 2012 an average of 42 percent of the adult population had 

taken one or more visit during the 7 days prior to the survey interview. 

This proportion was higher than the 39 percent level recorded in the previous 12 

month period but similar to the 43 percent recorded in the first year of the survey.

Demographic variations

The chart illustrates variations in this measure across different demographic 

groups. The highest proportions were recorded amongst those aged 25 to 64, 

those in the most affluent AB socio-economic groups and residents of the most 

affluent areas. However, the lowest levels were recorded amongst the oldest age 

groups and least affluent members of the population.
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This cartogram distorts the geographical boundaries of each English 

region according to relative population size. Areas of greater population 

appear larger - areas of lowest population appear smaller.

Levels of participation in visits to the natural environment also vary 

geographically with the average proportions taking visits in the last 7 days 

also shown on the map with the darker shading indicating areas with 

highest participation.  The highest levels were recorded in the South West 

of England (52 percent) while the lowest levels were recorded in London 

(31 percent) where the population density is greatest.
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In terms of the types of place visited when people engage with the natural 

environment. During the March 2011 to February 2012 period, just over half of 

visits were taken in the countryside (or around 1.4 billion visits), 38 percent were 

taken in green spaces in towns and cities (or around 1 billion visits) while the 

remaining 11 percent were taken to either resorts or rural locations on the coast 

(around 263 million visits).

Comparing these volumes with those recorded in the previous year, the most 

significant change is in the volume of visits taken to green spaces in towns and 

cities – increasing by around 13% since the previous year. This increase follows 

a decrease of 20% between the first and second survey years. By comparison, 

over the three years of the survey the change in volumes of visits taken to the 

coast and countryside have been less significant. 
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The MENE survey method allows for estimates of the volume of visits to be 

calculated on a monthly basis.

The chart illustrates the monthly totals over the three years from March 2009 to 

August 2012.

The seasonal pattern of visit taking is clear, a reflection of the available hours of 

daylight and weather patterns.
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This chart illustrates the same monthly data but directly comparing the volume of 

visits taken in each month during the first, second, third  and first half of year four 

of the survey. 

It is notable that in the last 6 months of the most recent full survey year, from 

September 2011 to February 2012, the volume of visits was higher than in either 

of the previous 2 years. This is likely to be a reflection of the milder weather at 

the end of last year and start of this year compared to the previous two winters.



The survey also provides a measures of the volumes of visits taken to the natural 

environment by residents of different geographical areas and within different 

population groups.

As the map illustrates, between years 2 and 3 of the survey the greatest 

increases in volumes of visits took place in East of England, London, the North 

West and the West Midlands. In each of these areas these increased followed 

similar scale decreases between years 1 and 2. In contrast in the South West 

and Yorkshire the volumes of visits taken remained similar in each of the 3 years 

of the survey.

Similarly, as highlighted in the box, in the most recent year of the survey the 

volumes of visits taken by people aged 16 to 24 and the BME increased 

significantly after similar scales decreased between the first and second years. 

However levels of visit taking have remained at more consistently high levels 

amongst those in the most affluent AB socio-economic groups, people aged 45 to 

54, people with white ethnicity and dog walkers.
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As mentioned the average adult in England took 65 visits to the natural 

environment in the 12 month period, an average of 1.25 visits per week

However, the chart highlights that when people are asked about how often they 

had tended to take visits in the previous 12 months, there was considerable 

variation across the population with 11 percent participating in such visits every 

day and, at the other end of the spectrum, 8 percent claiming not to have taken 

any such visits in the 12 months’ period.

We have classified the population into 3 segments – 55 percent being frequent 

participants who visit the natural environment at least once a week, 37 percent 

who do so infrequently – no more than once or twice a month and the non-

visitors that we have already referred to.

Between the first and thirds years of the survey it is notable that the proportion of 

the population in the non-visitors group decreased from 10 percent of the 

population to 8 percent. This equates to around half a million more people taking 

visits to the natural environment at least occasionally during the most recent 

period. 
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After dividing the population into these three participation levels  groups i.e. 

Frequent visitors who normally visit at least once week, the infrequent visitors 

who take visits less often and the non-participants who typically never take visits 

to the natural environment.

This chart illustrates age and socio-economic profiles of each group. Notably, 

those people who are frequent visitors are more likely than others to be aged 

between 25 and 64, to be in the more affluent ABC socio-economic groups and, 

not shown on the chart, to have a white ethnicity.

On the other hand, those who typically never visit the natural environment are 

more likely than those who do take visits to be aged 65 and over, to be in the 

least affluent DE socio-economic groups and to live in more deprived areas, to 

have a long terms illness or disability or to be a member of the black or minority 

ethnic community.

These results are all similar to those recorded in the first and second years of the 

survey.
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Further analysis of the profile of these groups illustrates a relationship between 

frequency of visits to the natural environment and overall levels of physical 

activity.

As the chart shows around half (52 percent) of those people who visit the natural 

environment at least once a week take part in 30 minutes or more of physical 

activity on 3 or more days per week compared to 34 percent of infrequent visitors 

and 21 percent of non visitors.
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In 41 percent of visits the main destination was within on mile of the 

respondent’s home while

Themajority of visits were within 5 miles (83 percent). Some variations in 

this pattern included

a greater proportion of visits to the coast involving longer journeys while 

visits to green spaces

were more likely to be very close to home.

Reflecting this distribution most visits were taken entirely on foot (43 

percent) while 29 percent

were taken by car and just 3 percent were by public transport. 

All of these results are similar to those recorded in the first and second 

years of the survey.
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This chart illustrates the estimate volumes of visits to different types of green 

spaces.

Parks in towns and cities continued to be the most visited type of place with 

some 628 million visits over the March 2011 to February 2012 period. Other most 

visited places included paths, cycleways and bridleways, woodland and forests, 

rivers, lakes and canals and farmland.

The significant numbers of visits taken even to the places lower in the chart 

should be noted, for example an estimate of over 76 million visits to mountain, hill 

and moorland areas.

21



This  table shows how the volumes of visits to different types of place has 

changed between the first, second and third years of the survey with the 

red and green arrows highlighting statistically significant variations.

The volume of visits to urban parks, paths and cycleways and playing 

fields increased most significantly between years 2 and 3.

It is also notable that the volumes of visits taken to woodland, farmland 

and mountains, hills and moorland have increased consistently over the 

three years.

22



This cartogram again distorts the geographical boundaries of each English 
region according to relative population size. 

While the average number of visits taken per adult over the 12 months of 
the survey was 65 – this ranges from 97 visits by residents of the South 
West and 93 by those in the North East to just 33 visits by London 
residents.

This analysis illustrates how the regions with the largest, most urban 
populations tend to have the fewest visits per person reinforcing the 
relationship between frequency of visit taking and the amount of 
accessible, local green space.
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This map shows all of the geocoded visits – there are almost 47,000 in 
total.

The red dots equal visits taken in parks in towns and cities; blue dots are 
visits to the coast;

and green dots are those taken to the countryside.
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This map and accompanying analysis was prepared to 
support the SDNP’s “State of the Park Report” which informs the 

South Downs National Park Management plan and future priorities.

There is already some existing information that starts to address on 

provision of access to the natural environment within the park and how 

people might use it. However there is little information on motivations for 

visiting the Park and attitudes around it. 

The map and analysis complimented existing local level information – e.g. On-site surveys and 

local telephone interviews. The analysis focused on 14 Local Authority areas in the SDNP study 

area (highlighted in red). The green area is the park. The dots are visits taken over the previous 

seven days by residents of the SDNP study area.

In total, close to 1,500 visits were included, and the data provided included general and specific 

types of place visited; activities undertaken; distances travelled by transport; visit motivations, and 

barriers to visiting more often.
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The map is a useful exploratory analysis of the spatial
relationship between the two variables.

There is some evidence of darker, more frequent
hotspots of visit taking in areas with lower

rates of death from circulatory disease – for example
Winchester, and Horsham (where

boundaries were contracted). However, sample sizes
varied across the area, and indeed we had

no responses on that particular question for anyone in
either Worthing and Adur.

Method:

1) The directly standardised rates for deaths from circulatory disease 

per 100,000 for all persons <75 within each MSOA were averaged to give 

one overall score for each LA.
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2) The shape of each LA boundary was distorted based on its score 

relative to the score of the other LAs in the SDNP area. LAs whose 

boundary expanded (for example Eastbourne) have higher rates relative to 

the others, while LAs whose boundaries contracted (for example Wealden) 

have lower rates compared to the others.

3) After the boundaries were adjusted we overlaid MENE data –

specifically the answers to Q17 Thinking about the last 12 months, how 

often on average have you spent your leisure time out of doors, away from 

home? The answers were translated into a numerical value i.e. “Once a 

day” = 365 visits per year, “Once a week” = 52 visits a year and so on.

4) We then used a mapping technique called Inverse Distance Weighing 

to create ‘hotspots’ where darker areas equal greater propensity to visit the 

natural environment more often based on the responses from respondents 

home postcode.

5) For reference, the undistorted boundaries were placed in an inset in 

the left corner.

6) Finally the SD park boundary was overlaid (in red) to complete the 

map.
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While the overall duration of visits to the natural environment was 2 hours, the 

same as recorded in the first and second years of the survey, this average 

conceals a wide range of visit durations.

Some 29 percent of visits lasted under an hour – these visits were more likely to 

be taken on foot, to involve dog walking or to be taken in an urban environment.

Around half lasted between 1 and 2 hours while the remaining 21 percent lasted 

for 3 hours or more. These longer visits were more likely to be taken by car, to 

involve walking without a dog (e.g. hillwalking) and/or to be taken to a coastal 

destination.
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This chart illustrates the estimate volumes of visits involving different types of 

activity.

Walking with a dog continues to be the most frequently undertaken activity, 

accounting for almost 1.4 billion visits or around half of the total (51%).

Other most frequently undertaken activities include other walking (725m or 27%), 

playing with children (251m or 9% and eating and drinking out (160m or 6%).

It is notable that even the activities undertaken in a lower percentage of all visits 

still represent several million visits – for example mountain biking was undertaken 

in an estimated 28 million visits while fishing was undertaken in 17 million visits. 

Also each of these activities now has a large survey sample size which allows us 

to drill into the data to find out more about particular activity groups.
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This tables shows how the volumes of visits involving different types of 

activities have changed between the first, second and third years of the 

survey. The arrows highlight the most statistically significant variations. 

While volumes of visits taken had decreased for many of the activities 

between years  1 and 2 – in year 3 there was a  recovery back to levels 

similar to those recorded in year 1.  Some of the most significant increases 

in the third year included visits involving picnicking, horse riding or 

watersports. The volume of visits involving walking with a dog were almost 

identical in the first and third years of the survey.
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A quarter of visits involved any money being spent (26 percent) and in these 

visits the average spend was £28.

Applying these values to the estimate of total visits taken the natural environment 

between March 2011 and February 2012 suggests a total expenditure during 

visits of around £20 billion pounds. This is the same as the levels recorded in the 

first year of the survey and more than in the second year.

Of every £1 spent – on average around half was spend on food and drink, 14 

pence was spent on fuel and 8 pence was spent on admissions to attractions.
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A greater understanding is obtained by asking survey respondents why they took 
part in visits to the natural environment.

Reflecting the activities undertaken, around half of visits included dog exercising 
as a motivation but it is notable that significant proportions included other 
reasons including health and exercise (37% of visits), relaxing and unwinding 
(28% of visits) and enjoying fresh air and pleasant weather (24% of visits).

Sine year 1 the proportions of visits taken for health or exercise or to relax or 
unwind have increased (from 34% and 25% respectively) – while these changes 
are of only a few percentage points they may indicate an increasing recognition 
of the physical and mental health benefits of engaging with the natural 
environment.

It is notable that motivations vary between population groups, as people grow 
older motivations shift from an emphasis of spending time with friends to 
spending time with family and then, in older age groups relaxing, unwinding and 
physical health benefits become more important.

By gender, men are more likely than women to be motivated by health and 
exercise and relaxation benefits while women are more likely to take visits to 
exercise dogs, spend time with their family or entertain their children.

There are socio-economic variations too with those in the more affluent, ABC1 
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groups more likely to take visits for health and exercise or to unwind while for most 

C2DEs dog exercise was the motivation.

This profile is very similar to that recorded in the first year of the survey.
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The potential positive outcomes of visits to the natural environment were also 

recorded with respondents asked how much a series of statements reflected their 

experiences.

The dark green bar shows the proportions agreeing strongly – around two in five 

agreed strongly that they enjoyed their visits while around a third agreed strongly 

with the statements regarding feeling calm and relaxed, taking time to appreciate 

surroundings and feeling refreshed and revitalised.

However just a quarter agreed strongly that they ‘felt close to nature’ and 11% 

‘learned’ something about the natural world during their visit.

In general women were more likely to agree that they received these positive 

benefits as were those people who took visits most often.
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Still considering the proportions agreeing strongly with the various positive 

outcomes, this chart illustrates how visits to coast (shown in yellow) are most 

likely to provide the most positive outcomes while those taken urban green 

spaces are generally less rewarding.

37



Similarly this chart shows how visits involving wildlife watching were most likely to 

provide the most positive outcomes while dog walking and playing with children 

often provided less positive outcomes for the participant – this may reflect the 

types of place visited or the regularity that the activity is undertaken.

.
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In addition to recording why people visit the natural environment, MENE asks 
those who participate infrequently and non-participants to tell us about the 
reasons that prevent them from taking visits more often.

This chart illustrates that amongst those who typically make visits once every 2 or 
3 months, being too busy at work or home is most likely to be the reason for not 
taking more visits while those who never participate were more likely to state that 
their was no particular reason (possibly suggesting a general lack of interest) or 
that poor health, old age or physical disability prevented them from participating.

The barriers mentioned varied by demographic groups – for example being too 
busy at home was more likely to be an issue for women while being too busy at 
work was more of an issue for men. As may be expected poor health, old age 
and physical disability were issues more likely to be mentioned by older people 
but also amongst women and the DE socio economic groups.

Having no reasons or just a lack of interest was more often the reason given by 
males, younger people, those in the DE socio-economic group and members of 
the BME population.

This profile of reasons was similar in the first year of the survey.
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In addition to visits to the natural environment, MENE recorded other types of 

engagement as shown on this chart.

Overall 92 percent of the population tended to undertaken one or more of the 

activities listed with the majority sitting and relaxing in a garden and around half 

taking part in gardening, watching or listening to nature programmes and 

choosing to walk through local parks and green spaces on their way to other 

places such as work or the shops.

While a smaller proportion (7 percent) stated that they took part in voluntary work 

out of doors, this proportion still represents a very large volume of people –

around 2 million adults and it has remained at a similar over the three years of 

the survey.
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Further details on attitudes to the natural environment were recorded with 

respondents asked how much they agreed or disagreed with a series of 4 

statements.

The dark green bar in each of the doughnut charts shows the proportions 

agreeing strongly – so we can see that around half strongly agreed that ‘having 

open green spaces close to where they live is important’  while around 2 in 5 

strongly agreed with two of the statement – ‘there are many natural places I may 

never visit but I am glad they exist’ and ‘spending time out of doors is an 

important part of my life’. 

However a smaller proportion – only a third of the English adult population 

strongly agreed that they were concerned about damage to the natural 

environment.

Across all 4 statements – women, older people, those in the ABC1 socio-

economic groups and people with a white ethnicity were the most likely to agree 

strongly with the statements.
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All respondents were asked to indicate how much they do to protect the 

environment.

Overall 90 percent of the population undertook one or more of these activities –

while this is not a statistically significant increase from the first year of the survey 

(89 percent). The range of pro-enivironmental activities undertaken by individuals 

appears to have increased over this period,

Over  three quarters regularly recycle items rather than throwing them away, 42 

percent chose to walk or cycle rather than use a car when they can and 39 

percent usually buy seasonal or locally grown produce.
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MENE 3rd Annual report – published 3rd July at 9.30 in accordance with the Stats 

Act. This presents the main findings from the 3rd year of the survey March 2011/ 

Feb 2012,  with updated technical report. 

MENE Monthly reports, these are now being produced in-house, April’s results 

were published in June 2012 and May’s in July 2012. These are also being 

tweeted on Twitter

Our Online data viewer has been updated with all England data for years 1, 2 & 3 

– county level data going on this week.

We have also published raw data for download on our website in excel and SPSS 

both a the national and regional levels, and re-weighted for Upper Tier Local 

Authorities.

Spatial report The year 1 & 2 combined spatial report was developed to 

showcase our spatial data.

Other reports include ELVS comparison, Attitudes, and Segmentation where we 

have our segments from (carried out by Defra).

Multivariate Report – in development.
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Instant Atlas data visualisation tool – in development.
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The link can also be found by searching on ‘Monitor of Engagement with the 

Natural Environment’ in Google.
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