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The project is led by the CREPS Rhone 
Alpes (a branch of the French Ministry of 
Sport) and involves 10 other partners from 
across the EU. To carry out the project the 
partners developed the project into 4 main 
component parts:

1. Carry out a detailed review of research 
that showed evidence of the social 
benefits from participating in outdoor 
sports.

2. Develop an agreed model to calculate 
the economic value of such benefits.

3. Test the model on 12 outdoor sports 
projects from a range of EU partner 
countries.

4. Share the knowledge gained, through a 
website, social media and newsletters.

The research stage of this project has been 
fully completed and this article focuses on 
the findings from that work.

So what are “Outdoor Sports?” This was the 
first challenge facing the group as there are 
many views on what the definition of outdoor 
sport is. For the purposes of the project and in 
line with the aims and objectives of ENOS the 
partners developed the following definition. 
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The “Benefits of Outdoor Sports for Society”  
(BOSS) is an EU Erasmus+ funded project that has  
been developed and managed by members of the  
European Network of Outdoor Sports (ENOS).  
The project aims to develop a mechanism to show the 
economic value of the “social benefits” of outdoor sports. 
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Outdoor sports have been 
defined as activities:
- That are normally carried out with a 

(strong) relation to nature and landscape 
and the core aim is dealing with natural 
elements rather than with an object

- Where the natural setting is perceived by 
users, as at most, only minimally modified 
by human beings*

- That are perceived as (at least minimally) 
physically demanding

- That are based on man or natural 
element power and are not motorized 
during the sport itself

- That may use some form of toll (for 
example a surf board, bicycle, skis etc.) 
or just involve human body

- It may include activities that have their 
roots in natural placed but use artificial 
structures designed to replicate the 
natural environment

*does not have to be wild, just perceived as natural

Once the definition was agreed one of the 
partners, Technical University Munich, led a 
detailed review of research involving 7 of the 
partner countries. 

Using agreed sets of search criteria, 17,560 
unique studies were identified from within 
the past 15 years. From this vast set of 
studies, partners analysed the summary 
of each to examine their relevance to the 
project definition.  133 studies were identified 
that were clearly focused on outdoor sports 
and social benefits.

The detail on these 133 studies can be 
downloaded from the BOSS website  
www.outdoorsportsbenefits.eu 

Anticipating the benefits that were likely 
to be found, the partners created 5 broad 
categories to place the results in. These were:

1. Physical health;
2. Mental health and wellbeing; 
3. Education and life-long learning; 
4. Active citizenship and 
5. Crime-reduction and anti-social 

behaviour. 

However, as the work progressed a further 
6th category of “additional benefits” was 
created for those benefits that were not 
foreseen at the outset. 

Some studies identified a range of benefits 
that fell into more than 1 group. Figure 1  
shows the range of generic benefits that 
were identified through the research.

BENEFITS OF OUTDOOR
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Figure 1: Structure of the BOSS project



6

BENEFITS OF OUTDOOR
SPORTS FOR SOCIETY

 
PHYSICAL  
HEALTH

Physical  
health 

There is a well proven set of evidence within 
the health and sports sectors of the health 
benefits of regularly taking part in physical 
activity and sport. These include reducing 
the risks for diseases and conditions such 
as heart attack, stroke, cancer or type 2 
diabetes. This review confirmed this for the 
outdoor sports sector but, some interesting 
findings emerged from the studies on the 
additional benefits that are created by 
outdoor sports. There was evidence that 
participants expended more energy in 
natural settings and are more inclined to 
carry out the activity regularly and for the 
entire life-course. 

There was evidence that walking, and 
cycling can have population-level health 
benefits reducing the risk of mortality 
from a range of conditions by over 10%.

While outdoor sports are often associated 
with higher risk and subsequent injuries, 
there was no evidence of this within the 
studies. Rather, inactivity was clearly 
deemed a much higher level of societal risk.
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MENTAL HEALTH  
& WELL-BEING  

Mental health  
and well-being 

Of all the benefits highlighted by the studies, 
mental health and wellbeing was clearly 
one of the most important. There was clear 
evidence that participating in outdoor sports 
has distinct positive effects on general 
mental health, quality of life experiences, 
happiness and a sense of life satisfaction. 
Being active in nature has restorative effects 
on mood, resilience, positive feelings of 
vitality and achievement. Conversely, it 
combats negative feelings associated with 
stress, anxiety, loneliness and anger.

Many studies highlighted participants’ 
positive feelings such as pleasure, 
meditation, independence, excitement, 
challenge and experiences of “flow.”

Personal control, increased sensitivity to 
one’s own well-being, coping and better 
stress management were also key benefits 
described by participants. Outdoor sports 
are also associated with changes in brain 
structure, better brain function, connectivity 
which leads to protective effects especially 
for older participants.

Outdoor sports have also been used 
in the treatment of certain conditions, 
including Alzheimer’s disease, dementia 
and depression. There was evidence of 
the successful use of outdoor sports as 
a therapeutic tool for a range of groups 
with specific needs. These included people 
with disabilities, children with autism and 
ADHD, veterans, young people at risk and 
those suffering from Multiple Sclerosis. 
One prominent study showed that children 
concentrated significantly better after 
a walk in the park and achieved results 
that are comparable with medication by 
methylphenidate (commonly branded as 
Ritalin). 

It was noted that issues of mental health and 
wellbeing may well be combined with other 
benefits especially those of physical health, 
education and the development of personal 
and social skills.
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EDUCATION  
& LIFE-LONG 
LEARNING

Education and  
life-long learning

Outdoor adventure activities have long been 
used by education authorities, schools and 
colleges to enhance educational experiences 
for young people. The review verified 
the benefits that have been anecdotally 
espoused by instructors, teachers and 
leaders of outdoor sports. 

There was significant evidence on the 
impact that outdoor sports can have on 
the development of interpersonal and 
intrapersonal skills in young people. 

The review highlighted that outdoor sports 
can help improve communication skills, 
cooperation, social interaction, relationships, 
responsibility, empathy, engagement, social 
trust and better overall group cohesion. As 
outdoor sports provide an intense contact 
with one’s self in nature there was also 
evidence of improved motor skills, emotional 
intelligence, personal responsibility, 
mindfulness as well as enhanced spiritual, 
sensory and aesthetic awareness. 

Studies also highlighted improvements in 
educational performance and motivation. 
Being active in nature has positive effects 
on attention, cognition, brain structure, 
function, connectivity, intellectual flexibility 
and problem-solving skills. This applied not 
just to young people but could be important 
for helping to prevent cognitive decline in 
older people. 

Improved understanding, our relationship 
and dependency on the environment 
were also highlighted by the studies. 
Environmental awareness, attitudes, 
behaviour, connectedness to nature, 
sensitivity, empathy and stewardship were 
all showcased. 

While no negative effects were forthcoming 
in this review there is the potential for 
increased numbers of people to cause 
erosion, inadvertent damage or disturbance 
to wildlife. Visitor information, ethics and 
education are needed to avoid potential 
social and ecological conflicts between 
different outdoor sports activities and land / 
water management bodies. 
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ACTIVE  
CITIZENSHIP/  
CRIME REDUCTION 
& (ANTI-)SOCIAL 
BEHAVIOUR

Active  
citizenship

Active citizenship covers a very broad range 
of benefits identified through the studies. 
These included volunteering, community 
engagement, social connectedness and 
inclusion, social integration and cohesion. 
There was significant emphasis on the value 
of outdoor sports for providing opportunities 
for social interaction for people with 
disabilities, autism, disengaged youths or for 
the reintegration of young people at risk.

Also, elderly people who may be at 
risk of social isolation can benefit from 
engagement in outdoor activities.

It was shown that older people (50+) who 
participated in regular walking reported 
greater social participation and lower 
loneliness than those who are less physically 
active. 

As outdoor sports provide opportunities 
for social interaction, connectedness 
and relations, they were highlighted as a 
contributor to bonding capital for families, 
groups and communities. 

Crime reduction and 
(anti-)social behaviour

Only 11 studies focused on the benefits of 
crime reduction and (anti-)social behaviour 
and the evidence-base is primarily 
qualitative and anecdotal reports from the 
field. However, these studies give valuable 
insights how outdoor sports can be used 
to increase prosocial behaviour, reduce 
smoking, alcohol and substance misuse or 
prevent youth delinquency. Experiences 
of controlled risk can also improve the 
behaviour and habitus of adults with drug 
addiction or other social exclusion issues. 

Surf therapy interventions were cited as 
having positive impacts for children and 
young people in foster care institutions with 
a significant decrease in their emotional 
symptoms, behavioural problems and 
difficulties following these interventions.



10

ADDITIONAL 
BENEFITS
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Additional  
benefits

One important additional benefit that was 
highlighted in many studies was that outdoor 
sports foster a lifetime of physical activity. 
Many outdoor sports lend themselves to long 
term activity habits over the life course and 
are not restricted to specific age groups. 

Furthermore, there was evidence that they 
support people’s motivation to be physically 
active on a regular basis and for longer 
periods of time. Participants of outdoor 
sports reported greater enjoyment and 
satisfaction than those who did an activity 
indoors. They also indicated a greater 
intention to repeat the activity at a later 
date.

There is a broad range of outdoor sports, 
including cycling, hiking, trail running or 
outdoor swimming that are extremely 
accessible and usually free at the point of 
use. Urban based outdoor sports can take 
place in parks, forests and other green 
spaces as well as local rivers or lakes that 
are easy to access. 

Outdoor sports can therefore be viewed 
as a low-cost opportunity for all and 
are accessible for those from socio-
economically deprived communities. 

As these activities are not dependent on 
organised pitches, courts or gyms, they meet 
the needs of the flexible living patterns of 
individuals in a modern society, while still 
offering the potential for social contact and 
engagement.

Additionally, there was evidence of outdoor 
sports providing unique benefits including 
development and peace or “world-making.” 
Overall, many studies highlighted that 
outdoor sports are very cost-effective 
interventions and investments. 
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Conclusion
This literature review provides 
evidence of the range and variety of 
benefits that outdoor sports provide 
to individuals, groups and society. 
It showed that participating in outdoor 
sports can have positive effects that surpass 
those of physical activity alone. While some 
activities require special training and skills, 
the majority of outdoor sports have few such 
barriers with trail walking and running as the 
most prominent examples.  

The extracted data of all studies and 
a full detailed report with relevant 
references are available on the 
project website. 

www.outdoorsportsbenefits.eu/resources
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CONCLUSION

AS A CONCLUSION IT CAN BE 
SUMMARISED THAT OUTDOOR SPORTS:

- Effectively combine the positive outcomes 
of physical activity and being in nature.

- Provide significant improvements in 
mental health and well-being and there 
are a wide range of physical health 
benefits for individuals. 

- Are also effective for intra and 
interpersonal development and contribute 
to other social benefits such as active 
citizenship and crime reduction.

- Can be effectively used to connect people 
with nature and can create improved 
environmental education and awareness.

- Provide a broad range of sport and 
recreational activities and opportunities 
that both engage and provide benefits 
to people of all ages, social or economic 
background and ability.

- Can be used to encourage regular and 
sustained participation.

- Have few limitations to participation and 
are ideal for providing life-long physical 
activity.
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