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ABSTRACT

Nature-based interventions have a potential to activate and rehabilitate youth facing
challenges with social, mental, or physical functioning. In Finland, nature-based interventions
have been integrated into youth workshops to foster sustainable well-being. Using an
exploratory mixed-methods design, this study explores the value of nature-based interventions
for the well-being of Finnish youth outside education or employment. Participants (N=18,
aged 20-26) were drawn from three nature-based youth workshops. Sixteen participants
completed survey questionnaires assessing the cognitive and social outcomes of the
interventions and the key elements contributing to their effectiveness. Nine participants took
part in qualitative interviews. Thematic analysis of the interview data revealed that the
interventions promoted factors supporting well-being, including physical activity, structure
and routine, skill development, social belonging, and meaningful participation. Participants
also reported enhanced connections with nature and sustainable lifestyles. Central to these
well-being experiences were the therapeutic benefits of nature, meaningful nature-related
activities, and supportive social contexts. This study provides valuable insights for social
workers and social service professionals to leverage nature for health and social outcomes
among marginalized youth. Future research should investigate young people’s preferred
environments and activities toward developing tailored nature-based interventions that

KEYWORDS

Nature-based interventions;
well-being; youth; social work;
Finland

promote positive well-being experiences.

Introduction

Nature-based interventions (NBIs) are gaining rec-
ognition as essential approaches for promoting the
health and well-being of young people, particu-
larly those in precarious situations such as being
outside education or employment (Obeng et al,
2023; Overbey et al., 2023). NBIs is an umbrella
term that refers to the use of nature, including
fauna-, flora-, and landscape-related activities
alongside other complementary approaches like
therapy, labor market activation, and rehabilitation
to promote positive health, well-being, and social
inclusion (Obeng et al.,, 2023). These interventions
are also emerging within social work practice, as
effective approaches to address the intertwined
social and faced Dby

ecological challenges

marginalized populations, especially youth (Boetto,
2016; Slattery et al., 2023). In Finland and across
the Nordic countries, NBIs have increasingly been
integrated into programs supporting youth, espe-
cially those with mental health and behavioral
challenges and those outside education or employ-
ment, as NBIs are believed to improve health out-
comes, enhance well-being, and foster a connection
with nature that contributes to both social and
environmental sustainability (Berget et al., 2012;
Steigen et al., 2016; Ylilauri & Voutilainen, 2021).
Studies have highlighted the multifaceted benefits
of engaging youth in nature-based activities, with
evidence pointing to improvements in mental
functioning, physical health, social participation,
and skills development (Fernee et al., 2019;
Roberts et al, 2020).
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Although the number of youth outside educa-
tion or employment has declined in recent years,
their health and well-being challenges remain a
major concern (Eurostat, 2024; Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2024). Cross-national
studies have revealed that unemployment and job
insecurity  negatively affect the subjective
well-being, health, life satisfaction, and happiness
of youth (Nizalova et al., 2021; Schlee et al., 2021),
and the health effects could ripple into close fam-
ily ties (Baranowska-Rataj & Strandh, 2021).

For Finnish youth, inactivity is often attributed
to long-term sickness, disability, and family
responsibilities (OECD, 2019). Being outside edu-
cation or employment also negatively impacts
their health and well-being, leading to symptoms
of anxiety, depression, shame, loneliness, isola-
tion, and a pessimistic outlook on the future
(Kivijarvi et al., 2020; Lauri & Unt, 2021; OECD,
2019). The Finnish government prioritizes initia-
tives that promote the inclusion, activation, and
rehabilitation of youth in precarious situations
(Ministry of Education and Culture, 2024).
Activation programs like youth workshops have
been designed to offer early support through
practical life skills, education, and work experi-
ences (Siurala, 2018). Due to the underlying
health and well-being challenges faced by these
youth, they are also rehabilitated through the
integration of NBIs into youth workshops (Sokra
Coordination, 2024).

Literature Review

Multidimensional Needs of Youth outside
Education or Employment

Research indicates that youth at risk of social
exclusion may have underlying well-being chal-
lenges and needs that may be of greater concern
to them than their participation in the labor mar-
ket or education (Sadler et al., 2015; Yates &
Payne, 2006). Focusing on their activation without
rehabilitation overlooks their multidimensional
needs. Therefore, there is the need to support
their well-being holistically, addressing both their
subjective experiences and broader relational con-
cerns, including their connection with nature.
The well-being of youth outside education or
employment has been explored within the lenses

of need-based approaches (Helne & Hirvilammi,
2022; Obeng et al., 2023) and linked to the con-
sequences of being employed (e.g., Roosmaa
et al., 2021). For unemployed youth, the conse-
quences of employment, both manifest (e.g.,
earning a living) and latent (e.g., time structure,
social contact, personal status, purposefulness,
enforcing activity), have been well documented
(Roosmaa et al., 2021). These aspects also reso-
nate with the well-being discourses of unem-
ployed Finnish youth, particularly in terms of
their values regarding sustainability and nature
(Helne & Hirvilammi, 2022; Hirvilammi et al,,
2019). Using the Having-Doing-Loving-Being
(HDLB) model, it has been reported that unem-
ployed Finnish youth prioritize “Doing” (engage-
ment in meaningful activities), “Loving”
(emotional connections with nature and others),
and “Being” (personal fulfillment, identity, and
mental well-being) over “Having” (material wealth
and consumption). This reflects a shift toward
sustainable well-being values, aligning with the
principles of NBIs (Helne & Hirvilammi, 2022).

Supporting Well-Being through Nature-Based
Interventions

Nature-based interventions can address multidi-
mensional well-being needs within the interplay
of the natural environment or nature, nature-related
activities, and social context or community
(Sempik & Bragg, 2016; Soini, 2012). The natural
environment constitutes the therapeutic context
where the intervention occurs. It refers to green
spaces like farms, parks, vegetation, rivers, beaches,
etc. (Boddy et al., 2021). These spaces are com-
posed of biotic and abiotic elements that enhance
their state and the experiences within it.
Nature-related activities are the activities that are
performed in, for, and with nature (e.g., Moriggi
et al., 2020). These activities emphasize the impor-
tance of meaningful occupation. The social con-
text refers to the human-to-human interrelations
and support that are fostered in NBIs.

In a systematic literature review, Obeng et al.
(2023) found that NBIs implemented in fourteen
countries helped young people, having underlying
health and well-being challenges and being out-
side education or employment, to improve



physical, mental, and social well-being outcomes
as well as fostering social, economic, and environ-
mental sustainability. Meaningful occupations in
natural environments help youth engage in activi-
ties such as gardening, conservation, and outdoor
recreation, addressing both personal and societal
challenges like social isolation and environmental
sustainability (O’Brien et al., 2011; Simé Algado &
Townsend, 2015). Furthermore, these interven-
tions can reduce inequities, offering disadvantaged
youth opportunities to benefit from the restorative
power of nature while fostering skills that can
lead to long-term well-being improvements
(Hammell, 2021; Slee & Allan, 2019).

As evidenced in Finland, unemployed youth
value nature and environmental sustainability as
important as economic and social participation
(Helne & Hirvilammi, 2022; Hirvilammi et al.,
2019). Also, youth in Finland have identified cli-
mate change and nature conservation as pressing
societal challenges that need to be addressed
because it causes them anxiety (Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2024). The significance of
nature in the well-being discourses of Finnish
youth outside education or employment justifies
the integration of animal-assisted or nature-based
interventions into group activation services (Helne
& Hirvilammi, 2022).

The present study explores the value of NBIs
for the well-being of Finnish youth outside edu-
cation or employment. The following research
questions are addressed: (i) how are young peo-
ple’s well-being experiences shaped by NBIs? and
(ii) what elements of NBIs facilitate these
well-being experiences? In the subsequent sec-
tions, we discuss the theoretical background,
methods, including the social constructionism
epistemology that guided our data analysis, and
results, discussions, and implications for future
interventions.

Methods
Study Design

An exploratory mixed-methods design, integrating
both quantitative and qualitative approaches, was
employed to generate new insights into the inte-
gration of NBIs in youth workshops. This design
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has proven valuable in social work research inves-
tigating the effects of nature-based methods on
youth well-being outcomes (e.g., Norton et al,
2014). The qualitative data served as the core com-
ponent, and quantitative data as supplementary, an
approach supported in the literature (Morse, 2016).

Recruitment Strategy

The researchers collaborated with a municipal
organization and a nonprofit organization imple-
menting NBIs in Finland for youth outside edu-
cation or employment. After initial meetings, the
study was introduced to the youth within these
organizations. Participants were purposively
recruited from three nature-based workshops:
two organized by the municipality (Workshop I
and Workshop 2), and one by the nonprofit orga-
nization (Workshop 3). Workshop 1 focused on
nature and sports activities, Workshop 2 focused
on nature and environmental management activi-
ties, and Workshop 3 also focused on environ-
mental management tasks, urban gardening, and
other activities to promote well-being and respon-
sible environmental action. The activities (Table 1
near here) organized by the workshops over-
lapped and, in some instances, participants joined
together to perform the same activities, especially
for Workshops 1 and 2. The commonality in
activities was a key reason we selected all three
workshops for the study. The activities were also
implemented in collaboration with Metséhallitus,
an organization that manages state-owned land
and water areas in Finland. Alongside the young
people, there were at least two coaches in each of
the three workshops who planned the activities
in the workshops and offered guidance to young
people during the workshops.

Participants

To participate in the study, one had to be (i) a
young adult aged 18-29 living in Finland and
outside education or employment, and (ii) a par-
ticipant in a nature-based workshop as a part of
their activation and rehabilitation program. In
total, 18 participants provided data; 16 completed
outcome questionnaires, and nine participated in
interviews post-intervention.
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Table 1. Representation of environment types, nature-related activities, and social context.

Natural environment

Activities

Social context

Forest, meadow, allotment garden,
pasture, farm, water bodies,
beach area, parks, sports and

leisure facilities

Walking, hiking, biking, camping, cooking, setting fire and

barbecuing, conservation and preservation, clearing

trash from nature and streets, farming, planting seeds,

caring for plants, harvesting, petting and caring for

sheep, composting, ball games, bird watching, installing

birdfeeders, planting and caring for plants, harvesting,
composting, canoeing, standup paddleboarding, ice

Participant self-drive and motivation, guidance from
coaches, bonding with colleagues, support from
family and friends, complementary service from
allied professionals like social workers,
psychotherapists, mental health, and labor office,
giving back to community

swimming, archery, snowshoeing

Table 2. Participant characteristics.

Category Subcategory Frequency (N) Percentage (%)
Age range (20-26years)
Gender
Male 9 60
Female 5 333
Other 1 6.67
Living situation
Alone 5 385
With parent 2 15.4
Married/Cohabiting with no children 3 23.1
Married/Cohabiting with children 1 7.69
Single parent 1 7.69
Highest education
Upper secondary school 5 38.5
Basic education 4 30.8
Vocational school 2 154
Dropped out of school 2 15.4
Employment status
Long-term unemployed (>1year) 7 53.8
Short-term unemployed (<1year) 4 30.8
Never employed 2 15.4
Duration of participation
2-6 months 12 75
6-12months 2 125
1-2years 2 125

Most participants (75%) attended the workshop
for 2-6months, while a few participated for
1-2years (Table 2 near here). Participants were
engaged in the workshops for one to four days per
week for four to six hours at a time. The average
age of participants was 23.4years with most being
males (60%), followed by females (33.3%), and
other (6.67%). Most participants lived alone, and a
few had children, including one single parent.
Upper secondary school was the highest level of
education attained by most participants, though a
few had dropped out of school. Over half (53.8%)
of the participants were long-term unemployed
(over lyear) and a smaller proportion had never
been employed. The most common obstacle to
labor market participation was having a criminal
or drug record (M=4.85, SD = 0.55).

Ethical Considerations

This research was given ethical approval by the
University of Jyvaskyld Ethics Committee. A

separate research authorization agreement was
also signed between the researchers and the cen-
ter for research and education in the city where
the research was conducted. Participants’ informed
consent was given by signing a consent agree-
ment that covered the entire study. Verbal con-
sent was also given before the interviews.
Participants were identified according to a
self-generated identity code. No personal data
was collected. Names of places and direct per-
sonal identifiers were pseudonymized during the
data analysis.

Data Collection

Measures

Outcome questionnaires were administered to
participants to assess the effects of the interven-
tions on their cognitive and social outcomes
and the key elements of the interventions. We
used a six-item instrument for cognitive out-
comes and a seven-item instrument for social



outcomes, both of which were tested in a nature
experiences survey conducted in Finland
(Kaikkonen et al., 2014). We also used a
three-item instrument to rate the key elements
of the interventions. This instrument was tested
in a study that assessed green care enterprises
in the United Kingdom (Bragg, 2014). The cog-
nitive and social outcomes were assessed on a
Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree) while the relative importance of
the key elements was rated on a Likert scale
from 1 (not at all important) to 5 (very import-
ant), (Figures 1 and 2). Multiple strategies were
employed to control for potential errors in the
quantitative data (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).
Instruments that have been tested in prior stud-
ies and align with our study topic and context
were selected. Also, questionnaires were

Figure 1. Cognitive and social outcomes.
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administered in the participants’ preferred lan-
guage to reduce the risk of misinterpretation
and enhance accuracy of answers. Rigorous data
quality checks were conducted to identify and
address inconsistencies, such as handling miss-
ing data through listwise deletion.

Qualitative Interviews

The qualitative data comprised of semi-structured
interviews, with an interview guide focusing on
themes such as well-being, social connectedness,
and nature-relatedness. Participants were given
the questions ahead of time to prepare for the
interviews. Interviews were conducted in person,
lasting approximately 40 min each. Measures to
ensure qualitative rigor are in line with the
Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative
Research (COREQ) (Tong et al., 2007). One key
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Figure 2. Most elements of nature-based

interventions.

important

measure was conducting interviews in partici-
pants’ preferred language which was predomi-
nantly Finnish though one participant opted to
do the interview in English. The interviews were
done by the first author who also participated in
the interventions and third author who is a
native Finnish speaker, ensuring a level of con-
trol over potential bias. We used peer debriefing
in the coding and analysis process including pre-
senting the initial codes at an international con-
ference for peer review, followed by discussions
among the authors to assess suitability of themes.
In addition to analyzing and reporting positive
aspects, the study also discusses disconfirming
evidence which further strengthens the validity
of the results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).

Data Analysis

Descriptive Statistics

The survey data were analyzed descriptively with
frequencies calculated for each item. The mean
(M) and standard deviation (SD) are highlighted
to summarize central tendencies and the variabil-
ity of responses. Items with higher mean suggest
stronger agreement. The frequencies provided an
insight into overall trends and response consis-
tency among participants.

Social Constructionism and Thematic Analysis

This study is guided by the epistemology of social
constructionism, which posits that knowledge
and meaningful reality are derived from human

practices constructed through interaction with
the world and are developed and transmitted
within an essentially social context (Moon &
Blackman, 2014). Although meaning construction
is a social process, the objects involved in mean-
ing formation can include the natural world
(Crotty, 1998). Our interpretation draws on the
assumption that humans are an integral part of
nature: through their interactions with nature and
with other humans in nature, they construct
meaning.

Thematic analysis was employed to interpret
the shared meanings constructed by participants.
The analysis follows Brauns and Clarke’s (2006)
six-phase guide to thematic analysis. Thematic
analysis entails the process of identifying, ana-
lyzing, and reporting patterns or themes within
data. The thematic analysis was done in connec-
tion with answering our research questions.
First, the voice records of the interviews con-
ducted in Finnish were transcribed and trans-
lated into English, while the English voice record
was transcribed. The transcribed interview data
were uploaded into the NVivo software, which
provides a platform for data organization and
coding. Second, the transcribed data were read
to get an overview of the responses and check if
they corresponded with the audio records. A
thorough reading was given to each data set,
and initial codes were created for the data that
reflected the research objectives. Third, after
generating codes for each data set, similar codes
were collated. The codes that followed common
patterns were then categorized into potential
themes. Fourth, the potential themes were
reviewed as sub-themes to determine if they
reflected the codes and entire data set. The ini-
tial codes and potential themes were presented
at a scientific conference, and the subsequent
analysis was done based on the feedback. Fifth,
after further assessment of the codes, the main
themes were defined based on the broader
meanings that the sub-themes conveyed in rela-
tion to well-being experiences. At this point, the
researchers met to discuss the suitability of the
themes in line with the research questions before
a consensus was reached. Sixth, the themes and
sub-themes are reported and demonstrated with
data extracts in this paper.



Table 3. Representation of thematic analysis.
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Categories

Sub-themes Themes

Exercise, tiredness, good sleep, relaxation, energy

Being part of the cycle of nature, managing everyday life, control over life,
setting goal, commitment, achievement

Sense of purpose, reciprocity, responsibility, accomplishments

Feeling useful, coping, communication, teamwork, confidence, employable skills

Self-esteem, non-judgmental, recognition, respect, social inclusion

Appreciation for nature, personal values, recycling, consumption, nature-related

hobbies

Therapeutic effects, affordance, safety, deep conversation
Low threshold, less pressure, noncompetitive, participatory, collaborative
Motivation to change, trust building, encouragement, community

Factors promoting wellbeing
Being active
Having structure and routine

Meaningful participation and contribution

Developing and using skills

Sense of belonging

Nature connectedness and living a sustainable lifestyle

Elements of nature-based
interventions

Resourceful natural environment

Meaningful nature-related activities

Supportive social context

Categories represent the generated code, sub-themes reflect the common patterns across the codes, and the themes are the overarching ideas that capture

the essence of the data.

Results

The quantitative results highlight the effects of
NBIs on participants’ cognitive and social out-
comes and the elements of NBIs that had the
highest relative importance to participants.
Also, qualitative results are organized into two
main themes and nine sub-themes, focusing on
the factors that promoted participants’
well-being and the interplay of NBIs elements
in facilitating well-being experiences (Table 3
near here).

Cognitive and Social Outcomes

Increased appreciation for nature (M =4.00, SD
= 0.82) was the highest-rated cognitive out-
come, reflecting a stronger connectedness with
nature fostered through the intervention (see
Figure 1). Self-realization (M =3.63, SD = 0.72)
and creative thoughts (M=3.63, SD = 0.96)
were the lowest-rated cognitive outcomes, with
the latter showing greater variability among
participants due to its higher SD. For social
outcomes, participants mostly reported that
the interventions enabled them to break away
from everyday life (M=4.13, SD = 0.72),
whereas the opportunity to meet new people
(M=3.38, SD = 1.15) was the least common,
with the higher SD indicating that this experi-
ence differed among participants. On the other
hand, increased work motivation (M =3.44, SD
= 0.63) had the lowest SD for social outcomes,
reflecting a  shared experience among
participants.

Factors Promoting Well-Being

Being Active

Being active was identified as something import-
ant to the well-being of participants. The work-
shops encouraged physical activities that helped
improve the physical and mental health of partic-
ipants. These activities were aided by the affor-
dance within the natural environment where
different landscapes and activities could be uti-
lized. Participants said that the physical activities
promoted a positive affect such as making them
feel relaxed, restored, and energized. They said: It
has made me happy (Interviewee 6).

...I didn't really go outside much or exercise, so I
woke up with a headache every morning and a con-
gested nose. And now that I've been coming here,
those are no longer an issue (Interviewee 3).

While physical activity is good for well-being,
participants highlighted that exercising in nature
was even better. This is because exercising in
nature benefits both the body and mind:

...being physically active in nature doesn’t necessarily
feel like exercising. Exercising makes you feel good so
then you feel doubly as good (Interviewee 5).

Although tiredness could be considered a neg-
ative affect, it helped participants enjoy better
sleep, thereby enhancing their well-being.
However, there were instances of negative affect
such as panic and hyperventilation, which were
detrimental to the well-being of participants: ...I
really like, panic, and hyperventilate... (Interviewee
2). Whereas physical activity in nature was a pos-
itive thing in general, it did not influence
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elements such as a winning mentality as the gym
could. While this may count superficially as a
limitation, it encouraged collective successes
among participants and ensured that no one was
left behind in these activities. That is, being active
in nature was less about competition but more
about doing things that were easy for everyone to
follow and enhancing collective successes, some-
thing that is lacking in mainstream society.

Having Structure and Routine

Having a daily rhythm and control over one’s life
were identified as necessary to deal with the life
challenges resulting from being outside education
or employment. Most participants recalled that
prior to the workshop, they were stuck at home
without anything going for them. The natural
environment and nature activities in the work-
shop presented participants with a natural struc-
ture which they could follow and to which they
could commit. Activities such as planting seeds
and participating in plants’ life cycle through to
harvesting were exemplary. The participants said:

...because you go with the cycles of the nature, and
you plan about it. And in the wintertime, you think
about what you are going to do and plan. Then comes
the spring, you plant the seeds, and you see the seeds
grow. Then comes the summertime, you can plant
them and see the growth of them. Then comes the
fall, and the crops die... (Interviewee 8).

Keeping up with routines required participants
to set goals and stick to them, thereby promoting
a sense of commitment and achievement. The
significance of being part of routines and struc-
ture in nature was further illuminated in how it
helped participants deal with well-being chal-
lenges such as depression and hopelessness.

Just getting up and going somewhere in the morning
And that I can commit to what I have (Interviewee 2).

I had a phase in my life where I didn’t really have
much structure and was kind of lost and depressed.
But now I feel like, especially the way I experienced
being able to get something from nature in a way that
can heal - that’s had the effect that I now find it eas-
ier to go outside... (Interviewee 9).

However, strict routines could also be chal-

lenging for the well-being of participants, espe-
cially when they had to manage the workshop

activities with other responsibilities such as par-
enting. This called for more flexibility in the
workshop routines, with required breaks and
occasional remote work.

Meaningful Participation and Contribution
Participation in the workshops provided partici-
pants with a sense of purpose, as the activities in
which they engaged were meaningful and reflec-
tive of their contributions to both society and
nature. In particular, caregiving activities involv-
ing plants and animals fostered reciprocal rela-
tionships in which participants cared for nature
and, in return, experienced personal growth. For
example, caring for farm animals helped partici-
pants feel calmer and more comfortable, improv-
ing their social skills and helping them manage
anxiety. The visible positive outcomes of their
efforts further enhanced their sense of accom-
plishment. One participant said:

And then its given me plenty of these feelings of suc-
cess when I've planted and potted some plants, and
they’'ve turned out nice looking...when I managed to
use oats to guide the animals hundreds of meters to the
other side of their area. Or helped a baby animal back
to its mother or won the trust of some skittish animal.
I felt like I succeeded there, too (Interviewee 7).

However, some activities may be unpleasant and
even contradictory to personal values. One partici-
pant made this observation about farm animals:

...this summer some farm animals died while they
were out on the pasture, and we had to move their
smelling corpses... That made me think about things
from a different perspective. And the ewes abandoned
their babies, and I just thought that nature is just, you
can't really help it (Interviewee 2).

Meaningfulness in nature also had broader socie-
tal benefits, reflecting a reciprocal relationship
between humans and the environment. Even when
activities were unpleasant, their significance for pub-
lic health and societal contribution was evident. This
also highlighted that while nature could provide
positive lessons, it could occasionally teach lessons
that should not be replicated in human behavior.

Developing and Using of Skills
The workshop supported the development of var-
ious skills such as communication, confidence,



teamwork, and entrepreneurial abilities. These
skills not only helped participants manage their
well-being challenges but also gave them tech-
niques they could use in the future. For example,
participants struggling with communication and
social anxiety noted improvements in these areas.
Additionally, the ability to contribute their skills
for the benefit of others fostered a sense of use-
fulness and strengthened camaraderie among
participants:

...I've been very happy about the atmosphere here,
that I can use my skills for the good of everyone.
Like that cooking and such, those are the fun things
(Interviewee 5).

Participants also acquired practical skills such as
survival, farming, and horticultural skills, which they
believed would be valuable in the future:

I like that we have done like farming and stuff like
that, I think thats an important skill to have...
(Interviewee 8).

These activities, especially those related to
farming and food production, gave participants a
sense of accomplishment, which contributed pos-
itively to their well-being. The support and
encouragement from workshop coaches were piv-
otal in boosting participants’ confidence. The
secure and positive environment provided allowed
them to regain self-esteem, especially for those
who had experienced negative work environments
in the past. Interviewee 5, who had experienced
bullying in a previous job, explained:

That I've learned to be more confident about my own
skills. And that because they encourage you here,
when you have a good idea, and they compliment
you, so you get those feelings of success and that
helps you go further...

In addition, the workshop inspired an entre-
preneurial mindset in some participants, who
expressed a desire to expand on the skills they
had learned, such as horticulture, for future
income generation.

Sense of Belonging

Through the workshop, a crucial social space where
participants could bond with peers and coaches and
experience feelings of recognition and respect was
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created. This helped mitigate feelings of isolation
and enhance their self-esteem. They expressed that
being outside education or employment had affected
their sense of social inclusion, leaving them without
a community. The workshop therefore created a new
social group for them:

Definitely community, that I can have people to talk
to and close people to me. It feels like I'm not that
alone or isolated (Interviewee 8).

It feels like a big family...You can talk to anyone here;
they will be nice. So, I feel the network is good
(Interviewee 6).

Some participants also expressed concerns that
they might not experience the same sense of belong-
ing in mainstream school or work settings due to
potential stigmatization. They therefore noted the
significance of being recognized and valued for who
they were and the value of their participation. This
recognition was crucial for their self-esteem, as they
felt welcomed within the group:

...I have some history with drugs and I'm in substitution
therapy, and then I have a child. So, if I go somewhere
with normal people, like to a school to study...Or if Id
have a real job, I feel like Id still bear that same label,
like “Tm this old and I don’t have a profession so some-
thing must be wrong” (Interviewee 2).

A non-judgmental and supportive environment
and mutual respect among participants were key
to fostering a sense of belonging and enhancing
well-being. There was also the perception that
the participants were more grounded and socia-
ble because of their interest in nature.

Nature Connectedness and Living a Sustainable
Lifestyle

Participants’ interactions with natural elements such
as plants, animals, waterbodies, landscapes, and
weather strengthened their connection with nature.
This connection was reflected in post-workshop
changes, particularly in their leisure activities and
lifestyle choices such as consumption, recycling, and
environmental preservation. Participants recognized
the importance of giving back to nature after receiv-
ing its well-being benefits, with many reassessing
their values in terms of sustainability: ...it also made
me think more about my own values in terms of
nature (Interviewee 9). Some participants noted that
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modern life has led to disconnection from nature,
emphasizing the need to invigorate their connections
with nature:

I think we humans have disconnected from nature.
We have been more in the city life... Its where we
were born, where we will die... Its just our natural
state (Interviewee 8).

Participants who already felt a connection with
nature found that the workshop heightened their
appreciation and awareness of nature’s impact on
their well-being. For example, one participant
expressed an increased connection through their
care for farm animals, viewing them as a bridge
to nature. Engagement with nature also influ-
enced participants’ sustainable lifestyle choices
such as reducing waste and minimizing plastic
use: I don’t throw my cigarette butts on the ground
anymore (Interviewee 6).

Some participants even adopted new nature-
related hobbies like gardening or walking out-
doors after the workshop, enhancing their con-
nection with nature in their personal time.
However, not all participants could maintain sus-
tainable practices due to financial constraints and
lack of access to nature:

I could make far better choices for nature, but some
things prevent that. For example, my financial situa-
tion, laziness, and a little bit of indifference, even
though I think it's important (Interviewee 7).

These challenges highlight how external factors
can impede young people’s ability to sustain pos-
itive gains from NBIs and their pursuit of sus-
tainable lifestyles.

Elements of Nature-Based Interventions

The survey results showed that for the most
important elements of NBIs, participants highly
rated being in the natural environment (M=3.94,
SD = 0.68), including enjoying the scenery, beauty,
and freshness, followed by doing meaningful
nature-related activities (M=3.75, SD = 0.77), and
being part of a social context (M=3.56, SD = 0.81)
(see Figure 2). Participants’ experiences reflected
the interplay between the natural environment,
nature-related activities, and social context as key
elements facilitating their well-being experiences.

Resourceful Natural Environment

The natural environment played a central role, pro-
viding both biotic (e.g., plants, farm animals) and
abiotic (e.g., weather, water, soil) resources that
contributed to the overall ecosystem services and
therapeutic benefits observed. The environment
facilitated interactions between the young partici-
pants and their coaches, with the setting proving a
significant factor in promoting well-being.
Participants noted several therapeutic benefits asso-
ciated with the natural environment. For example,
one interviewee highlighted the positive impact of
nature on mental clarity and mood regulation:

I was like one year on sick leave before this, and I felt
like the walls were just like coming down... you go
for a walk in nature or the forest... you get the fresh
oxygen, and your body just starts to relax more, and
your mind clears more, its not that brain foggy any-
more. Also, if your mood is anxious or something
like that, I think it eases that feeling, and you feel
calmer (Interviewee 8).

The informal natural setting also facilitated com-
munication and reduced power imbalances between
participants and coaches. This mitigated potential
tensions, making it easier for participants, especially
those with communication difficulties or trust issues,
to express themselves. Nature also provided cues for
conversation and allowed more relaxed interaction.
The participants explained:

I used to be very introverted, and it was difficult for
me to talk, so sitting face to face feels more serious
and a bit more formal, so then when we walk and the
scenery changes, and there’s the movement forward,
so it just feels more natural (Interviewee 5).

...it’s easier to open up and talk about things because
you kind of see a lot in nature, so that gives you
things that you want to say and then you start to
talk... maybe it's easier when there’s a bit of distance
from the other people if we're walking, stay behind a
bit (Interviewee 3).

These were also possible due to the dynamic
outdoor setting, as compared to a confined office
space. However, it is essential to acknowledge
that the natural environment did not universally
enhance well-being. One participant expressed
anxiety associated with specific landscapes:

And then, there've been many situations where we've
been working, like at a plot in [Name of place] or the



pasture. And I'm afraid of, there’s a swamp there, that
I'll sink in... I've often told them that I'm truly afraid
and so on (Interviewee 2).

This suggests a nuanced relationship with the nat-
ural environment that varies based on personal
comfort and preference for specific nature types.

Meaningful Nature-Related Activities

Organized nature-related activities were struc-
tured to support key well-being needs. They were
intentionally designed to be low threshold, pro-
moting participation and meaningfulness, and
reducing pressure, while fostering collaboration.
This approach ensured that tasks were manage-
able and meaningful to participants, contributing
to both individual and collective well-being. The
participatory nature of planning and implement-
ing these activities further enhanced their value,
allowing participants to experience a sense of
control, ownership, and involvement in shaping
their experience. One participant reflected on
how the ease of engagement in these activities
helped initiate a productive routine:

Well, get something to do, routine and low-threshold
activities, so it serves as a kind of springboard
(Interviewee 1).

Participants highlighted how the planning and
execution of tasks were conducted at their own
pace, with ample support readily available.
Moreover, the activities were meaningful and col-
laborative, allowing participants to take on
responsibilities without feeling overwhelmed:

...we get responsibility but not so much that it would
feel scary. And similarly, that we have a lot of say in
what we want to do, and how we will do it. And it’s
not that rigid, that this is how we've always done it
(Interviewee 5).

These values, including low-pressure, meaningful
work, collaborative effort, and participatory involve-
ment, position workshops using NBIs as sustainable
work alternatives that prioritize well-being needs
such as autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

Supportive Social Context

The social context in the workshop comprised a
network of relationships and support systems,
including the self-motivation of young participants,
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encouragement from peers and coaches, and col-
laboration with external services such as social
workers, mental health professionals, and labor
offices. The participants’ motivation to change and
willingness to engage in the workshop helped
them trust the process and satisfy their well-being
needs. The supportive relationships were built on
mutual trust, as evidenced by the participants’
experiences:

...They’re very open between each other and with us.
I feel like I don’t need to hide anything, and that they
don’t hide anything (Interviewee 3).

So, I think in here, it has been such a huge relief,
because you can just say, “I'm feeling anxious today, or
I might have panic attacks,” or something like that, and
even just saying that helps so much... (Interviewee 8).

In addition to support from the workshop
community, family members and friends played a
vital role. The participants further enumerated
the essential emotional and practical support they
received from their social network:

The coaches were very encouraging... Whenever we

were sitting around a campfire or something, they asked
everyone what they would like to do in the future and
whatnot. They provided the kind of support that made
us consider alternatives for what we could do in the
future, like study or work (Interviewee 9).

The presence and support of peers provided
motivation for continued participation, illustrating
the importance of being in groups. In particular, the
benefits of small group settings fostered stronger
bonds among participants. That is, the workshop
fostered a cooperative atmosphere where participants
worked together, ensuring that the workload was
shared, and stress was minimized.

Discussion

This study builds on existing research that sug-
gests that NBIs can promote sustainable well-being
among young people in precarious situations
(e.g., Helne & Hirvilammi, 2022; Obeng et al,
2023). Specifically, we investigated the value of
NBIs for the well-being of Finnish youth outside
education or employment. These individuals faced
well-being challenges, including social withdrawal,
isolation, sleep difficulties, mental health issues
such as anxiety and depression, drug records,
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long-term sickness, hopelessness, and uncertainty
about their future, challenges also highlighted by
the OECD (2019).

The overall results informed by the themes
revealed that the NBIs facilitated the satisfaction of
participants’ well-being needs. Participants in our
study engaged in physical activity through the
workshops, which had a positive impact on their
well-being, aiding in revitalization, better sleep, and
management of health conditions. Prior research
has shown that physical activity in natural environ-
ments benefits both physical and mental health,
improving sleep, reducing stress, and enhancing
self-reflection and self-efficacy (Fernee et al., 2019;
Leck et al, 2015). The natural context of these
activities provides a therapeutic benefit (Sempik &
Bragg, 2016). Structure and routine were also
developed naturally for the young people, as they
became enmeshed within the cycle of nature in the
seasons, planting, and harvesting. This added a
sense of commitment, goal-directedness, and task
accomplishment to their lives. Farming and horti-
cultural activities have been shown to encourage
repeated actions within the cycle of nature, sup-
porting the well-being of individuals in precarious
situations (Ellingsen-Dalskau et al., 2016; Scartazza
et al., 2020).

The workshops further fostered meaningful
contributions, allowing participants to develop a
sense of responsibility and purpose, which is crit-
ical for mental health recovery (Granerud &
Eriksson, 2014). Contributing positively to society
has also been linked with personal satisfaction and
improved self-worth (Leck et al., 2015; Richardson
et al, 2020). Participants not only realized their
existing skills but also acquired new ones neces-
sary for coping with future challenges and employ-
ment. Developing such skills made them feel
useful and increased their work motivation.
Self-development and use of skills are essential
aspects of work and well-being for youth outside
education or employment (Roosmaa et al., 2021).
Learning new skills such as entrepreneurial skills
can also support their reintegration into the labor
market (O'Brien et al., 2011; Obeng et al., 2023).

Furthermore, social belonging was a key ele-
ment in participants well-being, particularly
given the experiences of loneliness reported
among Finnish youth outside education or

employment (Kivijarvi et al, 2020). Therefore,
the workshops provided a social group where
participants felt accepted and respected, improv-
ing their self-esteem. Vilimdki et al. (2023)
underscored the need for young people outside
education or employment to connect with peers
who share similar experiences because this can
reduce feelings of isolation and shame. An addi-
tional well-being experience was increased appre-
ciation and connectedness with nature, which
influenced participants’ adoption of nature-related
hobbies and a sustainable lifestyle. Increased con-
nectedness with nature is associated with positive
well-being and ecologically sustainable behavior
(Bragg, 2014; Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013). Broadly,
the well-being experiences identified in our study
conform with the five evidence-based actions
needed for promoting well-being, which include
connecting with other people and nature, being
physically active, taking notice and staying mind-
ful of one’s surroundings, learning new skills, and
giving back to other people, nature, and wider
society (Aked et al., 2008; Bragg, 2014).

The results support the notion that the
well-being of Finnish youth outside education or
employment is deeply intertwined with nature
and sustainability. These results can be framed
within the HDLB sustainable well-being model
(Helne & Hirvilammi, 2022), where the “Having”
dimension reflects the natural environment’s
capacity to support well-being, “Doing” involves
being active, routines, skill development, and
meaningful contribution, “Loving” relates to social
belonging and nature connectedness, and “Being”
reflects holistic well-being, including improve-
ment in physical and mental health, and the
adoption of sustainable lifestyles. The interplay
between the resourceful natural environment,
meaningful nature-related activities, and support-
ive social context was crucial to participants
well-being experiences, with the natural environ-
ment having the highest relative importance
based on the mean survey results. The natural
environment, as both resourceful and an enabling
context, encouraged participants to develop con-
nections with their surroundings, fostering
responsibility and stewardship for the environ-
ment and encouraging sustainable behaviors. In
particular, the therapeutic effects of nature were



evident, as participants experienced positive affect
through soft fascinations such as plants, animals,
and the movement of leaves, which fostered
reflection and conversation (Duvall & Sullivan,
2016). Functioning in the natural environment
also requires less effort, supporting faster recov-
ery from stress than urban environments. The
participants valued the opportunity to escape
from urban life and engage in healthy responsi-
bilities in nature at their own pace. Kogstad et al.
(2014) noted that for youth facing precarious sit-
uations, performing tasks at their own pace sup-
ports their freedom of working in less supervised
environments, unlike the stressful and competi-
tive labor market and school environment.
Moreover, the less effortful nature-related activi-
ties, participants’ motivation to change and the
trustful relationships built during the workshops
were crucial. Mutual recognition, trust, and sup-
port from coaches, peers, and family played a
vital role in their engagement and positive expe-
riences, similar to findings in green care enter-
prises (Kogstad et al., 2014). Bragg (2014) found
that among participants in green care programs,
being with other people had the highest relative
importance compared to being outside in nature
and doing nature-related activities. Leveraging
NBIs to foster social support systems demon-
strates their potential to serve as a bridge to
social inclusion, helping youth outside education
or employment connect with others and mean-
ingfully participate in society. This emphasizes
that the path to social inclusion is not merely
through traditional employment but also through
creating meaningful nature-based experiences
that lead to sustainable and fulfilling lives.
Nature-based interventions in other contexts such
as the United Kingdom also highlight the thera-
peutic benefits of nature, skill development, and
the creation of supportive social environments
(O’Brien et al., 2011; Richardson et al., 2020).

Conclusion and Implications

This study highlights the significant potential of
nature-based interventions (NBIs) in promoting
the well-being of youth outside education or
employment, particularly in the Finnish context.
By engaging participants in meaningful activities
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within natural environments and fostering sup-
portive social context, NBIs supported the satis-
faction of essential well-being needs. The reciprocal
relationship between humans and nature, where
both benefit and care for one another, emphasizes
the interconnection between human well-being
and sustainability.

The results have significant implications for
social work and social services, especially in the
face of the ongoing Global socio-ecological crises
and the need to combine ecological and social
approaches into practice. Social workers can uti-
lize interventions in nature to promote nonhierar-
chical interactions, neutralizing power imbalances
between social workers and clients. This would
help marginalized youth feel valued, increase their
agency, and meaningful participation.

Also, NBIs offer safe and nonjudgmental spaces
where clients can feel comfortable sharing deeply
personal issues, crucial for trust-building. In con-
trast with traditional office-based interactions,
nature enables less formal yet effective therapeu-
tic engagements, which may be particularly ben-
eficial for youth in precarious situations, who
may distrust formal institutions.

Furthermore, the low-threshold activities in
NBIs can foster inclusive participation in social
work practice, as they are easily accessible and less
intimidating for youth who may face barriers to
engaging with traditional social services. The non-
competitive and flexible nature of these activities
also allows individuals to participate at their own
pace, reducing pressure and enhancing motivation.

Integrating nature into social work can also
encourage sustainable lifestyles among youth and
nurture their sense of responsibility toward the envi-
ronment. This promotes both individual and com-
munity well-being, fostering a sense of contribution
and encouraging youth to give back to society.

A key strength of this study lies in using a
mixed-method approach to explore the multifac-
eted effects of NBIs. This methodological combi-
nation enabled the assessment of specific
well-being outcomes while also capturing the
nuanced and subjective experiences of partici-
pants. However, the absence of more extensive
quantitative analysis constrains the generalizability
of our findings and hinders the ability to draw
causal conclusions about whether the observed
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effects can be attributed solely to the elements of
NBIs. Nevertheless, the findings of the qualitative
interviews confirm previous studies and contrib-
ute to a deeper understanding of the authentic
effects of NBIs, amplifying the voices of young
people. Another limitation is the lack of represen-
tativeness of the youth population outside educa-
tion or employment in Finland. Official records
indicate that foreign-born individuals constitute a
significant proportion of this group, yet our study
focused solely on the experiences of Finnish-born
participants, excluding a key demographic. The
results may also be influenced by the participants’
preexisting interest in nature, which could differ
from those of youth engaged in non-ecologically
focused activities or workshops. To address these
limitations, future research should consider exper-
imental designs to evaluate the long-term impacts
of NBIs and incorporate the perspectives of youth
with immigration background, who represent a
critical subpopulation at risk of social exclusion.
Finally, while this study highlights the positive
impacts of NBIs, certain environments and
nature-related activities were less effective in fos-
tering well-being, underscoring the need for fur-
ther investigation into young people’s preferred
environments and nature-related activities toward
developing more tailored NBIs.
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