
Cannon Hall Wellbeing Report by Rachel Howfield Massey 
Action research project, June - August 2019 

Aims 
Cannon Hall Wellbeing was an action research project with small sample groups to explore  
• the wellbeing benefits of the park 
• the different ways visitors related to the concept of the park offering wellbeing benefits 
• Develop and test resources/interventions to enhance visitors sense of wellbeing through a visit to 

the park 

This was a light touch creative enquiry with a small number of visitors building on existing 
knowledge about current visitors. The project was based on the premise that connecting with 
nature is beneficial for health and wellbeing. This is supported by a wealth of research emerging 
from universities in the UK and beyond (see Context below). 

Context 
Evidence of time spent in nature being supportive of positive wellbeing 

There are a growing number of studies and campaigns putting forward evidence that a connection 
with nature makes people healthier and happier.  

Many people have now heard of The Wildlife Trust’s 30 Days Wild or Richard Louv’s book Last Child 
in the Woods which suggests that time playing in nature can improve symptoms of ADHD, improve 
eyesight, increase self esteem and improve anxiety in children. There is frequent media coverage 
about the benefits of nature connection, including Green Prescriptions (Scottish GPs prescribing bird 
watching walks to support patients with diabetes, mental illness, heart disease) and Forest Bathing, 
recently endorsed by the Duchess of York as a way to reduce stress and improve sleep. 

Significantly the Natural England Strategic Research Network has validated a scale to measure 
nature connectedness nationally (NCI: Nature Connection Index) and people who measure high on 
this scale are 1.7times more likely to report that their lives are more worthwhile. Research shows that 
connection to nature is particularly important for adolescents and is associated with a 25% reduction 
in high mental ill health symptoms. This is pertinent as there is also evidence that nature connection 
dips between ages 13-15 and can take 20 years to recover to previous levels. 

Nature Connection is not 
predicted by frequency of visits to 
nature, but is determined by the 
quality of the engagement with 
nature. In order for people to 
experience maximum wellbeing 
benefits from nature they need to 
move from contact with nature to 
connectedness. 

The most recent research from 
University of Derby shows that 
there is a need to go beyond 
activities that engage people 
through knowledge and 
identification to pathways that 
develop and more meaningful 
and emotional relationship. They 
have developed the following 
recommendations: 
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The 5 pathways to nature connection: 
1. Contact Explore, take a closer look and get in touch with the natural world. Engage with nature 

through the senses for pleasure e.g. listening to birdsong, smelling wild flowers, watching the 
sunset. 

2. Beauty Take time to appreciate the beauty of Mother Nature. Engage with the aesthetic 
qualities e.g. appreciating natural scenery or connecting through the arts. 

3. Meaning Consider what nature means to you. Using natural symbolism (e.g. language and 
metaphors) to represent an idea, thinking about the meaning and signs of nature, e.g. the first 
swallow of summer. 

4. Emotion Find happiness and wonder. Find an emotional bond with, and love, for nature e.g. 
talking about, and reflecting on your feelings about nature 

5. Compassion Think about what you could do for nature. Extending the self to include nature, 
leading to a moral and ethical concern e.g. making ethical product choices, concerned with 
animal welfare. 

Creative Action Research Methodology 
The creative action research was carried out by art and wellbeing practitioner Rachel Howfield 
Massey supported by Gaby Lees, Sector Specialist: Community Arts Officer. 

Rachel designed and led a series of creative sessions to stimulate conversation, test ideas and 
offer insights into the benefits of nature connection at Cannon Hall Park. Participants were invited 
to engage in a range of activities to engage their senses and take notice of their mental and 
physical responses. The original intention was to work with Cannon Hall Volunteers, but Gaby 
suggested a change of focus to work with three different groups: 

1) Frequent visitors and supporters of Cannon Hall Park took part in two Ways to Wellbeing 
sessions - a group of five women who live nearby and have visited frequently over many years. 

Rachel facilitated two sessions with this group two weeks apart. The first session included an 
introductory discussion ‘what is wellbeing’, an overview of recent research about the wellbeing 
benefits of connecting with nature and the best ways to connect with nature. The group looked at 
photographs of three areas of the park and discussed the similarities and differences in the context 
of wellbeing.  
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‘the water is alive, moving… it 
changes’ 

‘invites you to stand and look’ 

‘peaceful but it has hidden 
depths’ 

‘I’m attracted to the open space & 
sky & light’ 

‘the view is disturbed by the people 
in it!’ 

‘nice to see people socialising and 
playing’ 

‘a ruin. Dark and empty, with no 
people’ 

‘closed and enclosed. Safe.’ 

‘not completely wild. Evidence of 
planting’
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Rachel facilitated a series of activities in the park to encourage the group to connect with nature in 
different ways. The activities were designed to explore three different types of engagement:  the 
wellbeing benefits of social interaction, being active and mindful approaches. They were also 
informed by research about the benefits of play for improved wellbeing. The group walked together 
and intermittently took turns to select a card at random inviting them to take part in a different 
activity. 

2) Young people from 
Athersley - Rachel 
planned an activity for 
the young people to test 
out different ways of 
presenting the activities, 
including folded paper, 
boxes and envelopes 
designed to sequentially 
reveal different activities 
and information. The 
session was cancelled, 
but the process of 
making these various 
test pieces led her to 
create the folded paper 
game for families. 

 

3) Families from 
Goldthorpe and 
Athersley - Many of the 
families had never 
visited Cannon Hall 
Museum and Park 
before. Most of those 
that had been before 
remembered visiting 
with school, but few had 
visited independently. 
Anecdotal reasons 
included lack of 
transport and lack of 
knowledge about what 
Cannon Hall had to 
offer.  

Rachel facilitated one 
activity with families. 
She built on the 
learning from previous 
sessions and developed 

a more playful format for the updated invitations - the individual cards were replaced with a folded 
card game. Families took this game to use in the park, using the invitations as prompts to explore 
the area. 
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General public - Rachel chatted informally with visitors on three separate visits and observed 
visitor behaviour at different times of day on different days of the week. 
Cannon Hall Park is a popular place for dog walking and family days out. Sunny weekends are 
busy with families picnicking, riding bikes and playing ball games in the park. Some older visitors 
prefer to visit the park during the week when children are at school as they appreciate the 
opportunity to enjoy the peace and tranquility of the park. 

Research outcomes 

Informal conversations with dog walkers, general visitors 
Most regular users of the park and museum seem to recognise the physical benefits of exercise 
and fresh air. Many also commented on the beauty of the trees and landscape motivated them to 
walk at Cannon Hall rather than other local walks, although they did not necessarily articulate this 
in terms of it offering an improved sense of wellbeing.   

Many visitors mentioned the 
improvements to the lake area and 
described how they appreciated 
the beauty of the newly developed 
landscape and enjoyed walking 
around the lake and seeing the 
wildlife. They did not explicitly 
equate the beautiful scenery with 
wellbeing benefits, but the fact that 
they are drawn there suggests that 
it makes them feel good - this 
correlates with one of the Five 
ways to Nature Connection, which 
states that taking time to 
appreciate the beauty of mother 
nature supports positive wellbeing.  

Ways to Wellbeing sessions with frequent visitors: 
This group of women recognised the need to make time and space for their own wellbeing but 
were sometimes struggling to prioritise it. They talked about feeling guilty for taking time out and 
the emotional and physical pressures on their time. They all knew that being in the park might be 
soothing but wanted to know how to get more out of the experience. 

‘I came to this because I need a boost, I need help with a few things and I think it might help. The 
poster said it was about wellbeing and nature and I think that could be good for me’ 

‘I always feel better for being outside - gardening or walking are a tonic. The creativity bit is off-
putting for me, I’m not creative’ 

�4 www.otherwaystowalk.co.uk

http://www.otherwaystowalk.co.uk


‘I just thought ‘stop putting yourself last and do something for yourself’ so I came to this. I want to 
learn how to relax better.’ 

During the second session the group described how they had felt the benefit at the end of the first 
session. One woman described how she left with a strong resolve to go home and plant some 
plants in the garden. Her plans were interrupted by her daughter but she did manage to do her 
planting and it has give her more determination to ‘make the family fit in with my plans sometimes’. 

The group talked a lot about feelings of guilt for taking time out and how the evidence and research 
they had learned in the first session helped them justify taking time to connect with nature.  
One woman said ‘I’m making time with my little grand-daughter to look at things because I 
remember your connecting to nature advice.’ 
 

‘It helped me stop feeling guilty for 
doing nothing. I just thought, no, I’m 
going to stay here and watch this bee 
in the foxgloves for longer. It’s doing 
me good.’ 

‘yes, recognising it as a valuable 
activity. You think doing nothing is a 
waste of time. It’s actually really 
positive and important. Recharging 
and re-centre-ing’  

‘I’ve learned it’s very simple. It’s just 
being outside.’ Simple but important 
to notice. I don’t get outside enough.’ 

There was some conversation about whether it is misleading to talk about ‘doing nothing’. It might 
look like doing nothing, but it is quite active - noticing details, appreciating beauty, noticing feelings.  

One participant particularly enjoyed the ‘three words’ activity: ‘I’ve done that since. Think of three 
words to describe this view, or this experience of being here. It helps you know what’s happening’  

One woman reflected on the ‘tree story’ activity. ‘I was really struck by that notion. I told a story of a 
tree from my childhood and I enjoyed remembering it and talking about it. I enjoyed the 
companionship. Now I plan to go back to that oak tree.’ 

Another talked about how the listening activity has helped her cope with stressful thoughts - ‘I 
remembered ‘listen to something from the beginning of the sound to the end of the sound’ and I did 
it when I was getting carried away with worrying when I was on my walk - and it helped.’ 

One member of the group said she had learned about ways to improve her wellbeing but she also 
felt that knowledge and facts about nature and heritage should be an important part of things. She 
suggested that learning the names of flowers, trees or learning about who lived in the hall might 
help people feel more connected. 

Family event 
These families had come for a fun day out and were not explicitly coming for the wellbeing 
benefits. They enjoyed the range of activities on offer and most families took the folded wellbeing 
game off to play with in the park. 
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Most of the mothers 
affectionately 
remembered making 
similar folded paper 
games. One woman 
made her own 
(pictured) and 
changed the words ‘I 
always used to write 
cheeky stuff but you 
could write things to 
get the kids to do 
stuff’.  

She included the 
phrase ‘run to a tree’ 
on her game, 
suggesting that she 
was inspired by the 
nature connection 
invitations she had 
read. 

Children enjoyed the activity, leading the parents in their discoveries. One boy took his mum on a 
walk ‘to follow the wind’. Another enjoyed discovering the texture of the trunk of a tree and his mum 
said she had never seen him so quiet and still.  

Many communities don’t see nature as a place to connect with even if it’s on their doorstep – it can 
be viewed as not safe, or they don’t know what to do when they get there. This activity relied on 
the parents or older siblings reading the invitations to younger children, but enabled younger 
children to take charge of activity.  

Building on the suggestion from the consultation with regular visitors, the sequence of invitations 
and information in the game eventually led to a factual statement, either about the heritage or 
wellbeing. Research shows that nature connection is achieved through open ended self discovery 
rather than learning facts, but the design of the game led participants through a process of 
discovery, only revealing factual information once their curiosity was stirred. This approach seemed 
to be successful, judging by the reactions of the families. 

In particular, one older girl was overheard reading out the statement that connecting with nature 
helps protect us from mental ill health - she clearly understood the concept and found it interesting 
as she shared it with an adult.  

Conclusions 

This was a small scale study with small groups of visitors. It was not possible within the scope of 
this project to interview representative numbers of visitors to assess the full range of reasons that 
people visit the park, the barriers they may experience, or their understanding of the wellbeing 
benefits. It may be beneficial to carry out further research on this scale. 

• Activities were successful when they connected with ‘heart not head’, encouraging people to 
make their own discoveries and follow their own fascination.The pleasure of discovery and 
finding out for themselves as opposed to an education and learning approach seemed to appeal 
to all age groups equally. 

�6 www.otherwaystowalk.co.uk

http://www.otherwaystowalk.co.uk


• There was no clear distinction between the activities that invited more active / social / meditative 
approaches. Different people responded to different approaches and there was no clear indicator 
of who might prefer one or the other. More research may need to be carried in this area to 
understand whether engaging people in embodied, playful or meditative ways links to particular 
wellbeing benefits or audience segmentation. 

• What might feel comfortable and what is safe can vary greatly. Some people need calm respite in 
order to benefit from nature, others need to be active – for some groups (eg. Homeless, 
unemployed, asylum seeker) sitting for long periods on a bench can feel like a conspicuous or 
enforced idleness visible to all. Different groups appear to intuitively negotiate their different 
needs, using different areas of the park in ways that generally respect the desires of others. 

Proposal for a public event/activity celebrating and promoting the wellbeing 
potential of Cannon Hall Park (and where appropriate, Museum.)   

Building on the suggestion that the activity could form part of Pear Day event on Sunday 22 
September, it is recommended that a self-guided resource is developed for visitors to explore the 
park as part of the celebrations. This resource should offer visitors a range of open ended 
suggestions for exploring the park in playful and imaginative ways, inspiring a sense of curiosity 
and connection with the natural environment. These activities could be supportive by relevant 
information about nature connection, wellbeing and the history, flora and fauna of Cannon Hall 
park, with signposting towards further information if required. 

Participants from previous sessions could be invited to support the event, offering resources to 
members of the public, talking about the project and gathering feedback. 

Recommendations for improvements to paper folded game 
The paper folded game has strong potential to engage a range of people in open ended 
exploration of the park. It is recommended that the prototype is developed and refined as follows: 
 

• Phrasing of the invitations to be fine tuned to make some 
sections clearer and others more appealing. The 
invitations need to cover a range of different types of 
engagement and cover the three approaches (meditative / 
playful / sociable).  

• Professionally designed and printed - the design could be 
developed to appeal to all audiences, with consideration of 
the colour palette, font and imagery that are attractive to 
adults and accessible to children. The quality and feel of 
the paper needs careful consideration to provide optimum 
appeal and durability. 

• The current prototype is difficult to fold precisely, and if it is 
not folded accurately some of the text gets lost in the fold. 
They also needed trimming by hand to make the folds line 
up. Some of the families folded several and got frustrated 
before I gave them one that was accurately folded and 
worked well. This needs improving so that people can fold 
them easily. (see image - numbers lost in bottom left 
corner) 

• More facts about Cannon Hall and wellbeing could be included in the central section (see image, 
page 8). This could be aided by good design to make it clear which facts relate to which activity. 
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• Supplemental information could be added on the back of the paper, with links for more 
information. This could include information about the project, wellbeing information and links to 
info about Cannon Hall Park and Museum. 

Other Suggestions for new wellbeing resources 

Portable wellbeing flags or banners printed with suggestions for activities - a long term resource 
with the potential to be moved around different areas of the park for different events. Activities 
should be designed to work at any time of year, through different seasons.  

Printed Leaflets - wellbeing guide available all year round from the museum. The invitations for 
activities need to be suitable in all weather and open ended to the extent that they are appropriate 
for any age group or ability.  

Digital resource - potential to use geo 

Resources for hire/sale from museum - a combination of open ended invitations and looking tools 
(compass, view finder, hand lense) to help people explore the park in a new way.
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