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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic caused significant negative implications for individual wellbeing and many people accessed 
green spaces to help them cope with the demands of national lockdown restrictions. In response, the current study used 
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to investigate the experiences of ten UK based nature volunteers whose 
activities had been disrupted due to the UK COVID-19 lockdowns throughout 2020. Each nature volunteer participated 
in a semi-structured interview held on a virtual platform which invited them to explore their experiences in nature during 
the pandemic. Analysis identified three main themes. ‘Sensations of nature’ explored the sense of presence and one-
ness with nature that the volunteers felt when mindfully engaging with the sensations found in nature. ‘Stability from 
nature’ investigated the ways in which the volunteers found meaning in nature and the sense of comfort, stability and 
hope this provided. Finally, ‘Changing relationships with nature’ examined the greater environmental awareness that 
the volunteers experienced and the ways in which this led to a desire to give back to nature. It is argued that mindful 
engagement with nature enhances a sense of personal wellbeing and cultivates a connection to nature which encour-
ages environmental concern.
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1  Introduction

The world has undergone a global emergency because of the COVID-19 pandemic [1]. To prevent further spread, millions 
of people throughout the world were placed under strict lockdown, causing significant lifestyle changes [2]. During this 
time wellbeing was significantly impacted, with depression and anxiety scores rising during lockdown [3]. To combat 
isolation, many people turned to nature [4] with increased pedestrian activity observed in many natural areas [5]. Access 
to nature during the pandemic was beneficial for coping with the demands of lockdown and improving mental health 
[6]. Environmentally, responses have varied, with some displaying greater concern [7] and support for conservation [8] 
whereas others damaged nature through pollution from improper disposal of single use Personal Protective Equipment 
[9]. In response, this paper uses a qualitative approach to provide insight into the experiences of UK-based conservation 
volunteers with nature during the 2020 lockdowns. Given that this group experienced disruption to their nature volunteer 
work, and therefore their regular access to nature, during the pandemic they offer a unique perspective into the impact 
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of the pandemic on nature experiences and the proposed importance of nature connectedness for improving personal 
wellbeing and environmental concern.

1.1 � Nature and wellbeing

The importance of nature for wellbeing has been understood throughout human history [10]. Benefits relating to health 
and vitality discussed in ancient Greek and Roman texts are echoed in the modern era, particularly during the COVID-19 
pandemic, with research finding that nature engagement can improve wellbeing [11]. This can in part be explained by 
Kaplan’s [12] Attention Restoration Theory (ART). In line with this approach, nature promotes restorative activities by 
engaging involuntary attention through four properties; distance from fatiguing activities; rich stimuli; soft fascination 
with the environment; and compatibility with needs [12].

Natural sounds have also been shown to restore mental stress both during and following the pandemic by evoking 
a sense of fascination with the environment which directs attention away from stressful situations [12, 13]. Similarly, 
natural tactile contact has been found to have a calming effect [14]. This suggests that immersing the senses in nature 
contributed to mental health during lockdown through cultivating calmness and tranquility [15].

Actively engaging with nature’s sensations can be considered a moment of interconnection [16]. This “experiential 
sense of oneness” with nature [17], encapsulates the importance of all nature to humans [18] and interconnection with 
nature suggests a meaningful relationship with something beyond oneself [19]. Connection to nature is strengthened 
when combined with mindfulness [19] and it has been demonstrated that simple exposure to nature encourages mind-
fulness [20]. To deepen a mindful understanding of human-nature interconnection Van Gordon et al. [21] highlighted 
the importance of ‘active awareness’ in nature through activities such as reflective questioning. It is suggested that this 
allows for a sense of meaning from nature through relating to the beauty and symbols that it holds.

Finding meaning is one of the pathways to nature connectedness [22] and therefore meaning mediates the relation-
ship between nature connectedness and wellbeing [23]. Through applying stable concepts to a changing world [24] 
meaning can be found in the order of nature which persists despite the impermanence of societal norms and structures 
[25]. Nature provides a sense of timelessness, like that observed among indigenous cultures who connect with their 
ancestors through becoming in touch with the world before their time [26, 27]. According to Almass [28] nature is under-
going constant rebirth, continually unfolding in an eternal process of change in which it appears alive [28, 29]. Indeed, 
temporal change is noted as one of the ‘good things’ individuals notice about nature [16], with comfort and hope being 
gained through the regeneration of nature and involvement in the lifecycle of living organisms [25, 30].

Nature connectedness is positively associated with purpose in life through personal reflection on the importance 
of one’s place in the natural world and a sense of meaning from embracing the interconnectedness of nature [31]. It is 
therefore associated with Eudaimonic wellbeing (realizing one’s optimal potential) and promoting personal growth [32]. 
In this light, the optimum functioning gained from nature mirrors that of a flow-state in which the individual experiences 
self-transcendence from their total involvement in nature [28, 33].

1.2 � Conservation and COVID‑19

Nature connectedness is also important in conservation, with many conservation volunteers reporting a sense of con-
nection with nature [34]. Indeed, Bragg’s [35] ‘ecological self’ and Clayton’s [36] ‘environmental identity’ highlight a sense 
of self that extends to form a collective identity with nature. Nature-connectedness offers a reciprocal relationship in 
which both the individual and the environment benefit, with regular engagement with the natural world resulting in 
pro-environmental behaviour [18].

In terms of conservation, volunteers’ experiences have varied throughout the pandemic, with some cancelling activi-
ties, and others gaining greater opportunities through permanently altered socio-economic states calling for a need to 
connect the public with nature [37]. For those who stopped volunteering, despite higher wellbeing scores prior to the 
pandemic, wellbeing was observed to decrease to the level of those who do not volunteer [38]. This dip could be an 
indication that reduced nature contact had a negative impact upon wellbeing in volunteers. Alternatively, it could be 
explained by reduced resilience to isolation as nature contact has been demonstrated to support wellbeing by combat-
ting the negative psychological and physiological effects of social isolation [4]. Additionally, the pandemic caused stress 
to conservationists through the disruption of community projects and decreases in funding, creating concern for the 
survival of many conservancy organisations [39].
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There is little research that addresses the experiences of nature volunteers during a time in which their access to nature 
was severely disrupted. The limited research which addresses this area is largely quantitative, focusing on associations 
and relationships between nature engagement and wellbeing or environmentalism rather than experiences [7, 40]. Given 
that research conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic has centred on nature’s positive influence on public wellbeing 
and environmental concern [7, 41] further research is needed to understand how those who already had environmen-
tal concern coped with lockdown restrictions that limited their access to nature. Consequently, the current paper uses 
Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to explore conservation volunteers’ experiences during the pandemic 
and the implications this held for wellbeing and environmental concerns.

2 � Method

This study utilized Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to gain detailed insight into conservation volunteers’ 
experiences with nature during the UK lockdowns which took place in 2020 (Table 1).

2.1 � Participant information

Ten UK based participants whose volunteering in conservation had been disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic were 
recruited in line with sampling guidelines for IPA by Smith et al. [42]. All participants responded to an advertisement 
about the study shared via email by their volunteering organizations. The sample included people aged between 24 
and 71 years. All participants are white and the majority have tertiary qualifications.

2.2 � Ethics approval and consent to participate

All participants gave informed consent to take part in the study and were debriefed afterwards. In the interest of well-
being, volunteers who were currently undergoing treatment for a clinical mental health condition or who had been 
hospitalized due to COVID-19 were not recruited.

The study complied with the British Psychological Society code of ethics and was approved on behalf of the University 
ethics committee (ETH2021-1849). Therefore the study met the required ethical guidelines and regulations. All partici-
pants are referred to using pseudonyms to protect their identities.

2.3 � Data collection and analytic approach

All participants took part in a semi-structured interview facilitated by the first author via an online platform. Each inter-
view began with general questions relating to the participants’ nature experiences pre-pandemic before progressing to 
discuss their experiences during the pandemic and the various UK lockdowns during 2020.

Table 1   Participant 
demographics

Participant pseudonym Gender Area of volunteering

Adam Male Path restoration volunteer
Corral Female Wetland maintenance/turtle 

habitat protection
David Male Volunteer at a nature reserve
Emma Female Volunteer at an animal sanctuary
Geoff Male Protection of turtle habitats
Janet Female Community garden volunteer
Jenny Female Forest school leader
John Male Leader of a walking group
Sharon Female Protection of turtle habitats
Singing Leopard Female Volunteer at a nature reserve
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Interviews lasted between 45 and 90 min, were recorded, transcribed verbatim and analyzed using an IPA approach. 
Within IPA there is a focus on exploring participants’ experiences in detail [43]. Through examining a single phenomenon 
from multiple viewpoints, IPA allows for a detailed perspective of the studied phenomenon [44].

Analysis was guided by the procedure outlined by Smith et al. [42]. Each individual interview was read a number of 
times with initial notes being made to highlight any points of interest within each transcript. Next, Personal Experiential 
Statements (PES) were developed from patterns recorded in the data. Following this, connections between PES were 
explored and developed to create a set of Personal Experiential Themes (PET) for the case being studied. This process was 
then repeated across each case with Group Experiential Themes (GET) being developed for the whole cohort. Extracts 
which best represented the themes that were chosen for close analysis.

3 � Results

Three group experiential themes, outlined in Table 2, were developed during the analysis.

3.1 � Sensations of nature

While engaging with nature, participants’ sensory experiences were key in accessing wellbeing benefits. Being able to 
tune into the present moment and experience the different sensations in the environment offered respite for the par-
ticipants as well as providing the conditions for a deeper connection with nature. For some participants, this sense of 
presence in nature was something that required active investment.

I think being present in the moment really helps people connect to nature, because maybe they’re at the bottom of this 
two-thousand-year-old tree and to really take in the beauty of that, that’s something that I’m really trying to work on. I 
feel like I already appreciate nature but learning mindfulness has really helped me deepen that. (Corral)

Presence is required to really take in the beauty of an ancient tree and appreciate it more fully. Corral deepens her con-
nection with nature through training her mind and her internal world to create the conditions required for presence. 
Her relationship with nature is dynamic as she puts in the effort to maintain and develop it. This shows how mindfulness 
and beauty, one of the pathways to nature connection, work together to foster a deep connection to nature [21, 22]. For 
other participants, the external environment led to a sense of presence.

I guess the quiet, the beauty of nature, the - you know, just completely different environment from the usual bustling city, 
our kind of busy lives that we all kind of have right now. It’s just that - brings a sense of calm and it kind of allows me to 
just be with myself if that makes sense? and forget every negative thing that’s going on (Sharon).

Sharon focuses on how the quiet and beauty of nature brings a sense of presence and places this in sharp contrast 
with the bustling city. Natural environments are conceptualised as a space of welcome solitude in which Sharon can focus 
her attention inwards, connect with herself, and feel a sense of calm. Furthermore, Sharon’s experience of presence is 
quite different to that of Corral’s who describes it as a form of escapism, providing relief from the stress of modern life. 
Furthermore, Sharon’s focus lies in how the natural environment creates a sense of presence and a calm mind in contrast 
to Corral’s effort in cultivating the mind to deepen a sense of connection and presence with the external, natural world. 
This exemplifies aspects of ART and sheds light upon how distance from fatiguing activities is embodied in personal 
experience. Sharon’s experience of nature as a place of sanctuary was shared by other participants too and took on a 
special significance during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Table 2   Table of themes Group experiential theme Sub themes

Sensations of nature Presence in nature
Oneness of sensations of nature

Stability from nature Meaning in nature
Continuation of nature

Changing relationships with nature Awareness of nature
Giving back
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During like this current time everything is very stressful, very scary being just on your own and being able to, like, breathe 
fresh air just feels very relaxing and soothing (Emma)

Emma turned to nature during the pandemic to relax and escape the stress and uncertainty in her life. The sensation 
of breathing fresh air enables her to tune into the present moment, taking her out of the worry she feels in her everyday 
environment and, in a similar way to Sharon, allows her to focus on her sense of self and the calmness of the moment. 
The environment is literally and figuratively a breath of fresh air, providing her with comfort and respite from stress. This 
further explores the relevance of ART in terms of compatibility of needs through being a space she can rely on to provide 
her with the conditions she needs to feel calm during moments of stress.

Within the interviews, the experience of presence was closely aligned with sensory experiences. For many participants, 
there was a feeling of oneness with the sensations of nature.

You can feel the breeze and the sun on you and hear the birds singing and you just feel more at one with everything and 
it just. It just feels calming and nice and when you’re out in the garden - in your own gardens - and things and you’re just 
pottering, planting things. Time just passes by so quickly. (Janet)

The calm that participants experienced through a sense of presence in nature is explored further here. The sensory 
experiences Janet feels in nature move beyond an exclusive focus on wellbeing towards being at one with nature. 
This builds upon experimentally based research which has demonstrated the calming effect of nature sensations by 
demonstrating the link that these sensations have for developing an ecological sense of self [35, 36]. This connection 
transcends wellbeing and enables Janet to experience a reciprocal relationship with nature centred on gardening. Fur-
thermore, Janet is taken into a state of flow, in which she loses herself to the environment and the work she is doing. 
This all-encompassing feeling described by Janet is linked to her garden which holds a different sensory experience to 
the everyday urban environment. It also enables her to experience the beneficial effects of nature through engagement 
with simple activities—such as listening to birdsong [45]—that involve us actively noticing nature and tuning in, rather 
than simply spending time in it [46].

This theme explored how the sensations of nature were central to well-being and builds upon previous research by 
demonstrating how these sensations cultivate a deeper connection to nature. The sensory experience of nature was 
central to promoting mindfulness and a sense of presence which amplified a sense of wellbeing. Therefore, the analysis 
has demonstrated how ART, mindfulness and sensory experiences all work together to mediate the relationship between 
wellbeing and nature connection.

3.2 � Stability from nature

Within the interviews, the participants found stability from the deeper meaning they found in nature. Witnessing the 
continuation of nature through the seasons and years brought feelings of contentment, comfort and hope for the future. 
Finding meaning in nature extended the participants’ awareness and provided a sense of perspective.

I feel very content and it just you know it puts everything into perspective really because when you’re out in nature you 
realize that your minor, little worries aren’t really that important (Adam)

When describing a sense of contentment, the meaning Adam derives from nature is informed by a sense of perspec-
tive from placing himself in the natural world. There is a sense that nature is viewed as greater than himself and Adam 
places himself outside of his own individual experiences and turns his focus towards a wider experience of life [47]. This 
evokes an understanding of Adam’s own place in nature and a shift of perspective from a narrow individualistic view to 
one that is wider and more collective. This wider view of nature is further expanded by Corral.

Definitely a feeling of calm and belonging and just being at ease, um I guess that’s where we came from and some of us 
are starting to tune into what our ancestral bodies are wanting (Corral)

The sense of calm that Corral established through her engagement with nature allows her to feel at home in the natural 
world. The word belonging describes a sense of comfort and suggests that she feels the natural world reflects her own 
inner being. Corral recognizes that she is a part of nature, and through this can tune into her evolutionary past, listening 
to the way her body and mind respond to nature and nourishing the ancestral need for proximity to nature rather than 
creating further separation from her evolutionary roots.

For some participants, a sense of stability and meaning was found in the sub theme continuation of nature.
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I just admire the beauty of trees and leaves and it - no matter what time of year really, even a bare tree is beautiful to 
me. It’s the shapes and everything and um I think you just get a feeling you know this has been here for a very long time 
these trees are gonna go on forever probably long after me and it’s just that feeling of sort of stability. (Singing Leopard)

Singing Leopard’s admiration of trees extends beyond their physical beauty, with the longevity that they represent 
being a source of meaning for her. In this light, Singing Leopard gains a sense of stability from observing the regeneration 
of nature, evoking a sense of contentment with her position in nature and an understanding of the temporal nature of 
life. The idea that trees will continue to live forever reassures Singing Leopard of her own passing, understanding that 
although she is no longer present, nature will continue. Janet also discussed the importance of this sense of stability.

It’s just always there and I find that comforting because whatever happens you can look outside and see a plant, or a 
flower and it just affirms that everything’s alright. (Janet)

Where Singing Leopard gained stability in the passing and regeneration of nature, Janet gains stability from the 
perpetual nature of plants. With this, nature is a companion to Janet, offering the reassurance that everything’s alright. 
Nature is a continuing source of support for her, as although uncertainty pervades modern life, nature is one thing which 
she can always rely on to give her the affirmation she is looking for.

I find the seasons and during the first lockdown how quickly it moved back in giving hope there really for the future and 
you know you heard increase birdsong animal activity. You very quickly got animals coming in and birds coming into 
quite built-up areas (David)

David’s appreciation of the seasons gave him a sense of hope for the future during the COVID-19 pandemic. The way 
in which the seasons moved back in during the pandemic brought this sense of hope in terms of personal regeneration 
signifying to David that as the seasons disappear and reappear each year, he too will pass through this time of hardship 
and come out the other side anew. David also found hope in the migration of animals into habitats where they would 
not previously have been seen, offering him an optimistic outlook for the future both in terms of humans eventually 
returning to the habitats they have currently lost through lockdown, and the potential for nature to recover from reduced 
human interference.

This theme explored the ways in which stability can be gained through finding meaning in nature and from its con-
tinuation. The meaning participants gained from nature ranged from an increased perspective of one’s place in nature, 
to finding a sense of belonging in the environment. This illustrates the ways in which the ecological self or environmental 
identity can be experienced as within the participant accounts there was a sense a of deep-rooted connection to nature 
which was rooted in a shared human ancestry. Stability can be observed in the sense of contentment and belonging 
participants found through these experiences. Participants’ experiences of the continuation of nature expanded on this 
sense of meaning allowing for a feeling of acceptance around the temporal nature of life, a sense of comfort in the ever-
presence of nature and a sense of hope for the future through nature’s regeneration. This showed how connection to 
nature through meaning mediated well-being and how total involvement in nature supported eudemonic well-being.

3.3 � Changing relationships with nature

Through volunteering and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, participants experienced a change in focus from 
wellbeing to environmental concern. This theme discusses an increased sense of awareness of the issues in nature and 
a desire to protect and give back to nature. Volunteers gained a greater awareness of nature from connecting with it in 
their own work and through the COVID-19 pandemic.

You can see the decline or if in some areas that it’s getting better and that you could come back and be like ‘wow this is so 
much better than it was last year’. Be that just because people have intervened and helped or quite the opposite people 
have stopped coming there due to the pandemic, nature being able to thrive without them there. (Geoff)

Geoff became more attuned to his environment, noticing how a lack of human involvement had shaped the 
landscape for better or worse. There is a sense of optimism in Geoff ’s discovery of nature’s recovery, with the vis-
ible changes in the environment allowing him to reflect on the different ways in which nature has benefitted from 
the pandemic. Tension can be observed between human intervention, which has helped nature and how nature 
has thrived without people. Observing the way in which nature had been given a respite to grow at its own pace 
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without being restricted has prompted Geoff to reflect upon the human-nature relationship and the ways in which 
this needs to be managed to support the natural environment. This increased sense of awareness was also shared 
by other participants.

It’s made me more aware - because I’ve got to spend more time in it - of the things that are locally really important. 
For example, going on a walk, we found a new area that was being affected by ash die-back, which is a tree disease 
and that’s not really something that I thought was locally relevant until I really had time to read signs and have a 
look. So yeah it’s definitely making me more aware of ways I can volunteer (Corral)

Corral’s more frequent visits to local nature during lockdown encouraged reflection on the health of nearby 
nature. Where Geoff reflected on the changes in the environment from reduced human interference with nature, 
Corral has become more aware of previously existing issues within the environment which had previously been 
neglected. This inspired Corral to consider the ways in which she can take her volunteering in the future. In contrast 
to Geoff, human intervention is presented as important in maintaining local health. Nature is fragile and requires 
nurturance to thrive.

For some participants, this greater awareness of environmental issues during the pandemic inspired a desire to 
give back to nature.

The pandemic doesn’t care if you know this wildlife sanctuary needs volunteers to make sure the animals are ok and 
you know it doesn’t. Just cause the pandemic stops our daily lives it doesn’t stop the daily lives of marine animals 
or wildlife (Sharon)

Sharon evokes a sense of urgency to help nature during the pandemic. Personifying the pandemic as cold and 
uncaring Sharon emphasizes its threat to nature, presenting a need for human intervention to protect nature from a 
pandemic. In this way, Sharon displays a sense of guardianship over the animals she works with and a need to stand 
up for those who cannot stand up for themselves. The pandemic conceptualized as an enemy to both humans and 
nature, with a wider view towards the damage that the pandemic causes. This sense of need to fight for nature is 
further explored by Singing Leopard.

We just got to take action now haven’t we? We can’t let things slip for many more years really and if younger people 
get involved yeah hopefully will inject some new energy in - into the fight (Singing Leopard)

Singing Leopard demonstrates an urgency to act now, suggesting that the planet’s well-being is a priority and 
humans should work together to prevent its decline. Singing Leopard implies that this is a collective issue and is 
something that without the investment of the whole of humanity, cannot be achieved. There is much hope for 
the younger generation, whose fresh perspective on the issue will provide new energy to tackle nature’s decline. 
This endeavour is described as the fight, which in a similar way to Sharon, reinforces that nature is something that 
needs to be stood up for, implying a sense of rebellion against an oppressive force which is leading to the decline 
of nature. This sense of protection over nature is explored in a practical sense by Jenny.

I think also my desire to protect it more and to help connect people with nature more. Not in the way that neces-
sarily I think is right, but like the way that is sort of more about conservation (Jenny)

Building on the perspective of Singing Leopard, Jenny suggests how individuals can best protect nature. For 
Jenny, protecting nature starts with connecting individuals with nature. While Singing Leopard and Sharon express 
passion to stand up and fight for nature, Jenny understands the need to create connections between people and 
nature centering on conservation for nature to be protected. Despite this, for Jenny this type of connection is not 
what she believes is right, implying that she would like to connect individuals with nature in a way which holds 
personal meaning to them. However, considering the pandemic, and environmental decline, Jenny notices the 
need for this type of connection to take a back seat while the focus shifts towards the needs of nature rather than 
the needs of the individual.

Time spent in local nature both before and during the pandemic led to reflection upon the impact that humans 
have on their environment. For some volunteers, there was an acknowledgement of how a lack of human activity 
provides nature with respite and the ability to grow without restriction. For others, it highlighted the role humans 
have in protecting nature and the need to move the focus of connecting with nature away from primarily focusing 
on wellbeing and becoming more inclusive of environmentalism.
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4 � Discussion

This analysis has explored UK-based conservation volunteers’ nature experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the implications this had for wellbeing and environmental concern. Although the findings cannot be widely general-
ized, the analysis raises important issues about the ways in which nature volunteers engaged with nature during the 
pandemic and how nature supported human wellbeing, cultivated an increased awareness of environmental issues 
and a desire to look after the natural world. The findings contribute to quantitative research that has established a 
relationship between sensations of nature and wellbeing and ART theory which explains the how a sense of wellbeing 
is achieved through nature connection. By paying attention to participants’ experiences, the analysis has exemplified 
how the relationships evidenced in the literature are embodied and their meaning for people. It also attends to the 
interplay between theories and how a relationship to nature which supports wellbeing and environmental concern 
is mediated.

Within the analysis, sensory engagement with nature provided respite in people’s daily lives and cultivated a sense 
of peace and tranquility [15]. This is important as it aligns closely with the Attention restoration theory [12] and fur-
ther evidences how the senses enable people to experience clear-mindedness and gives them an escape from the 
demands of everyday life. During the COVID-19 pandemic, this held particular relevance, as nature became a place of 
refuge; not only from daily stressors, but the greater threat of a global emergency. Therefore, our analysis exemplifies 
concepts that are central to ART but are often criticised for being vague such as compatibility with needs [48] and 
demonstrates how this is presented within individuals’ everyday experiences.

Therefore, our analysis exemplifies concepts that are central to ART, such as compatibly with needs, and demon-
strated what these concepts mean for everyday experience. This is important for furthering understanding of ART as 
this theory has been criticized for not defining core concepts clearly enough. Furthermore, the analysis demonstrated 
the links between sensory engagement and ART. This extends the literature that used experimental approaches to 
establish a link between sensory experiences and wellbeing by demonstrating how a sense of wellbeing was brought 
about through engaging with the senses and the role that ART had in mediating this experience [12–14].

Sensory engagement also created a deeper sense of connection with nature which evoked a feeling of oneness 
with the environment. The implications of this are twofold. First, it illustrates the ways that this engagement with 
nature moved beyond the sense of calm established in the literature as sensory experiences were key to developing 
an ecological sense of self [35, 36]. Within this the participants were one with nature and a deep connection was 
established. This was nurtured through activities such as gardening which created a sense of flow [33]. This high-
lights the interplay between the sensations of nature, mindfulness, ART and demonstrates how these concepts work 
together to promote personal well-being and a sense of being at one with nature. It also builds upon the literature 
that links sensory experiences with wellbeing by demonstrating that sensory experiences are also key to developing 
a sense of self that incorporates nature.

The sense of interconnectedness participants gained through engaging with nature mindfully offered a sense of 
perspective, reassurance, stability and hope. There was a shift in perspective from an individualistic view to a collec-
tive understanding of one’s place in nature. This was associated with a feeling of belonging as nature was seen as a 
link to human’s evolutionary past. Nature was also seen as a window to the future, with the seasonal regeneration of 
nature providing a sense of stability through a realisation that nature will continue long after humans have passed 
[25]. Consequently, nature evoked a deeper sense of meaning, allowing for a sense of comfort in and acceptance of 
the temporality of life [25]. During the COVID-19 pandemic the continuation of nature had particular value. It pro-
vided a sense of hope for human’s reintegration into spaces that had been lost during the pandemic, as well as for the 
future of nature, with nature’s recovery during the lockdown periods providing hope for nature’s future recovery from 
human activity. Thus, the analysis adds to the experimental literature which has established a relationship between 
nature engagement and wellbeing by exploring the role that finding meaning in nature and Eudaimonic wellbeing 
has in supporting this relationship. Indeed, connection to nature gave the participants a sense of perspective and 
an opportunity for personal growth.

During the UK lockdowns, the participants’ connection with nature and increased time spent in locally acces-
sible nature. This is significant as it indicates a shift in the type of nature that volunteers engaged with. As already 
established mundane nature became important for supporting wellbeing and enabling the participants to cope 
with the demands of lockdown. However, mundane nature also played an important part in creating heightened 
environmental awareness. With this, conflict was observed between the benefits of people intervening with nature 
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and the improvements that had emerged from lower public visitation. Mirroring research from Corlett et al. [37] and 
Smith et al. [39] it was observed that free from human interference nature was allowed to rejuvenate and this led 
to an understanding of the damage humans can cause nature. However, for some participants visits to local nature 
drew attention to issues that had gone unnoticed before and this highlighted volunteer opportunities. Therefore, 
mindfulness was beneficial for the individual and the environment, with mindful attention in nature leading to greater 
awareness of one’s surroundings and deep reflection on the human nature relationship which extended beyond their 
personal connection to encompass the role that humanity has in damaging and protecting nature. Furthermore, these 
changes highlighted the role that mundane nature plays in bringing about positive change. This implies that easily 
accessible sites of mundane nature are important both in terms of supporting wellbeing in a post covid landscape 
and for enabling people to foster a sense of environmental concern.

This demonstrated the need for a wider worldview in which humans consider the needs of wildlife and no longer 
view themselves above nature [23]. With this, a sense of needing to fight for nature was expressed with climate change 
and the pandemic being seen as a collective threat. In line with this, importance was placed on creating a human-nature 
relationship in which conservation is placed at the centre.

5 � Conclusion

Findings presented in the analysis provided support for ART through highlighting the influence of sensory engagement 
on respite from stress and a sense of clear-mindedness, calmness, and flow-state. Different types of nature evoked differ-
ent responses from the environment, with mundane nature particularly having benefit for maintaining wellbeing and 
environmental concern at a time when volunteering was disrupted. Mundane nature shows potential for interventions 
as we move through post covid recovery, with greater access to local nature supporting wellbeing and leading to greater 
concern for the environment. Indeed, research that investigates public engagement with mundane nature is needed to 
deepen understanding of this area.
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