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Foreword 
Enabling communities to engage with nature in ways that are meaningful to them is 
essential if we are to create a healthier, more equitable, and more sustainable future (Why 
Nature Close to Home Matters: Evidence from the People and Nature Survey  – Natural 
England). The referenced report shows that access to nature supports physical and 
mental health, strengthens communities and can help address inequalities in who benefits 
from the natural environment. However, many people still face barriers to accessing and 
shaping the natural spaces around them. 

At Natural England, we are committed to working towards a future where more people are 
regularly engaged in nature-rich spaces, and where everyone has access to nature close 
to home, including within a 15-minute walk. 

We know that engaging communities with nature works best when it is inclusive, locally 
grounded and built on trust. That is why we have drawn on our own experiences and 
worked with partners to develop the Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature: 
Targeting, Understanding Communities, Co-design, Evaluation and Sustainability, to 
support organisations at local, regional and national level to design and deliver more 
inclusive and effective engagement for people with nature. 

This report brings together evidence from community groups, partners’ insights and 
existing research to test how far these principles reflect current practice across 
communities and organisations, and to strengthen them based on this evidence. It shows 
that the principles align with what communities and practitioners identify as important in 
successfully engaging people with nature, including what works in practice and why. They 
provide a flexible framework that can be adapted to different places, people and 
organisations, including within Natural England.  

The principles have been developed for organisations that are seeking to engage 
communities with nature, to ensure they are tailored to their needs and reflect best 
practice in designing and delivering projects that benefit people and nature. Organisations 
that work with communities on other activities such as the arts, cultural, sports and 
wellbeing projects may also find the principles helpful to support their ways of working, as 
many of the concepts and ideas are easily transferrable.  

Importantly, the findings remind us that meaningful community engagement takes time, 
skills and long-term commitment. If we want lasting benefits for people and nature, we 
must recognise the value of relationships – working with each other, local knowledge and 
community leadership. We adopted this approach in our development of the principles, 
taking time to forge new working relationships with current and new partners, drawing on 
internal knowledge within Natural England and listening to what local groups were telling 
us about their experiences.  This collaborative approach has enabled us to produce a set 
of principles that we feel reflects, and is grounded in, best practice. 

https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2026/01/27/why-nature-close-to-home-matters-evidence-from-the-people-and-nature-survey/
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2026/01/27/why-nature-close-to-home-matters-evidence-from-the-people-and-nature-survey/
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2026/01/27/why-nature-close-to-home-matters-evidence-from-the-people-and-nature-survey/
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Natural England will respond to the recommendations in this report and publish the refined 
principles for all to use, before developing a set of underpinning standards for the 
principles. I hope this report supports colleagues, partners and funders to design and 
deliver engagement with nature that is inclusive, effective and sustainable, and that it 
helps more people to experience and enjoy the benefits of nature, now and in the future. 

David Drake, Director – People and Nature, Natural England. 

Natural England commissions a range of reports from external contractors to provide 
evidence and advice to assist us in delivering our duties. The views in this report are those 
of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of Natural England.  
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Executive Summary 
Introduction 

Why these principles were developed 

The principles have been developed in response to growing recognition that communities 
need high-quality green and blue spaces close to home. Access to nature in everyday life 
brings a wide range of benefits, including improved health and wellbeing, and supports 
cleaner, more resilient environments. 

Evidence suggests that around 20% of people in England do not have access to nature 
within a 15-minute walk of their home (Defra, 2025). These communities are often more 
likely to experience poverty, disadvantage and poorer health. Even where spaces exist, 
some people face barriers such as cost, safety concerns, lack of information, or feeling 
that these places are not for them. 

There is also increasing evidence that supporting communities to connect with nature in 
ways that matter to them can benefit nature itself, through increased stewardship and 
action to support nature recovery. 

Many organisations and projects are already doing this work with different communities. 
These principles bring together best practice and shared approaches that help strengthen 
local connections with nature, support action on climate change, and improve health and 
wellbeing. 

Who the principles are for 

Natural England and its partners have developed these principles for organisations 
working to benefit both communities and nature. They are relevant to projects supporting 
nature recovery or community wellbeing through engagement with nature and provide a 
practical framework for working with people in their local context. 

The principles are intended to: 

• Enable Natural England, government bodies, environmental NGOs, community 
organisations and the wider sector to work more effectively with communities to 
connect people with nature and deliver positive outcomes for people and nature 

• Provide clear and practical approaches for funders and decision makers to design 
and test engagement early, improving alignment with community needs 

• Support the wider environmental sector by highlighting shared approaches that can 
strengthen outcomes across different projects 
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How the principles were developed 

Over the last five years, Natural England has taken an inclusive approach to developing 
these principles. This has included: 

• Working with a wide range of national and regional organisations to draw on 
experience, insight and evidence 

• Bringing partners together through roundtables to shape and refine the principles 
• Testing ideas through our own internal and external networks working with local 

communities and partners 
• Commissioning research to review existing activity and analyse relevant evidence 

The principles are based on this combined experience and reflect partnership working with 
local organisations and communities. 

What the principles include 

Much of what these principles cover will be familiar to practitioners, organisations and 
partnerships already working to engage communities with nature. This is intentional. They 
bring together existing good practice and highlight the shared approaches that appear to 
underpin effective community engagement. 

They also provide a clear and practical framework to support planning, decision-making 
and delivery, particularly where there is a wide range of approaches and expectations 
across projects. 

The principles tested in this report are: 

• Targeting: focusing effort on places and communities most likely to benefit 

• Understanding Communities: taking time to understand local context, needs and 
priorities 

• Co-design and co-development: working with communities to shape projects so 
they reflect local needs and priorities 

• Evaluation: ensuring approaches are proportionate, useful and support shared 
learning 

• Sustainability: considering long-term outcomes and support from the outset 

Method 
This report presents findings from a multi-method research process designed to test and 
refine the principles and explore how they could be supported by a set of standards. 

The study draws on three complementary sources of evidence: 
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• A review of national and regional literature, including policy documents, practice 
guidance, evaluation reports and other non-academic literature relating to 
community-based nature initiatives, to assess how far existing evidence and 
practice align with the principles. 

• Two rounds of interviews with the Natural England-funded community projects 
included in the study, exploring application of the principles, barriers and enablers. 

• A roundtable with environmental and community sector partners, providing 
additional insight into the applicability of the principles and recommendations for 
strengthening them. 

The evidence was analysed against a structured framework assessing the relevance, 
adaptability, consistency, coherence, sufficiency and potential impact of the principles in 
relation to current community engagement practice. 

Key aims of the research 
The aim of the research was to understand whether the Principles for Engaging 
Communities with Nature (Targeting, Understanding Communities, Co-design, Evaluation 
and Sustainability) capture the core elements needed to design, deliver and support 
effective nature-based and green and blue space projects that deliver health, community 
and nature outcomes. 

Key findings  
Evidence from the literature review, project interviews and partner roundtable discussions 
was brought together to understand how well the principles align with current practice and 
support effective community engagement with nature. The key findings from this analysis 
are set out below. 

Targeting (efforts to support equality, inclusion and diversity by working in specific areas 
or with specific communities) was consistently viewed as important. Evidence showed that 
effective approaches combined data (e.g., deprivation, greenspace access, health 
inequalities) with local insight and lived experience. Targeting is dynamic, as projects 
refine their approach through day‑to‑day interactions and reflections.  

Understanding Communities emerged as central, iterative and intertwined with targeting. 
Effective approaches focus on building on existing community strengths and assets and 
are developed through strong local partnerships. This helps ensure that work is grounded 
in local knowledge and priorities, and requires time, trust and cultural sensitivity. 

Co-design, broadly understood as working together with communities as partners to 
develop solutions, was widely valued. In practice, definitions and approaches varied 
across contexts. Effective co-design requires flexibility, trust, skilled facilitation and 
attention to power dynamics. Projects used a range of informal and structured 
approaches, and co-design often evolved during delivery rather than taking place at a 
single stage. 
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Evaluation was viewed as necessary for learning, improvement and accountability. 
However, approaches vary widely. Local capacity can limit effective evaluation, and funder 
requirements do not always align with local needs or priorities. This can create additional 
burden for organisations, particularly where reporting requirements take precedence over 
approaches that are most useful to communities and projects. In this context, 
proportionate, flexible and creative approaches were viewed as more ethical and inclusive. 

Sustainability was challenging to implement, largely due to short-term funding and 
capacity constraints. Evidence gathered during this research highlighted the importance of 
long-term funding, embedded partnerships, community governance pathways, skills 
development and legacy resources. Sustainability spans financial, organisational, 
community and ecological dimensions. The financial dimension is influenced by the wider 
funding landscape, where short-term funding cycles and funder priorities can limit long-
term planning and outcomes, constraining implementation at a project level. 

Assessment of principles 

Drawing on evidence from the literature review, project interviews and partner roundtable, 
the principles were assessed using an analytical framework developed for this research. 
The framework was designed to evaluate how well the principles reflect current evidence 
and practice, identify areas for improvement, and inform their potential development into 
standards. The summary below presents the findings against each assessment criterion. 

Relevance: The principles map closely onto existing projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature and reflect what organisations and communities identify as 
important for successful and sustainable engagement. 

Adaptability and inclusivity: The analysis suggests that the principles are adaptable to a 
variety of different delivery models, community needs and organisational capacities. The 
flexibility of the principles is a strength. 

Consistency: The principles of targeting and understanding communities were most 
consistently embedded. Co‑design, evaluation and sustainability varied more due to 
capacity, funding and community readiness. 

Coherence: The five principles operate as an interconnected set. Practical tensions, such 
as balancing intensive co‑design with limited capacity, or addressing the cost of inclusive 
practice within tight budgets, stem from structural constraints rather than conceptual 
weaknesses. 

Sufficiency: The principles were generally considered comprehensive. Perceived gaps 
(relationship‑building, power sharing, co‑leadership, nature connection) can be viewed as 
extensions or enablers that could sit alongside the principles rather than requiring new 
principles. 

Impact: The principles can provide a shared language, strengthen collaboration and 
support reflective practice. The principles may help organisations to design and deliver 
more inclusive, community‑led and sustainable approaches. They also help articulate 
value to funders and decision makers.  
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Key Recommendations 
The findings from this research suggest the following recommendations for strengthening 
the principles and supporting their application, helping organisations to design more 
successful initiatives and enhance the effectiveness of existing ones. 

Recommendations for the principles 
• Add introductory text emphasising that the principles are iterative, dynamic and 

non-linear, and often revisited throughout delivery. 

• Provide case study examples showing how the principles and standards can be 
applied by different stakeholders and in diverse contexts. 

• Expand definitions, where appropriate, to reflect key findings, including needs-
based and inclusivity-based targeting, power dynamics and empowerment within 
co-design, and community and ecological sustainability.  

Recommendations for Developing Standards 

The principles are intended to provide a shared framework for engaging communities with 
nature. The development of supporting standards would help organisations apply the 
principles more consistently in practice, strengthen accountability, and support the delivery 
of positive outcomes for people, communities and nature. The recommendations below 
outline key considerations for developing these standards. 

Process 

• Clearly articulate the purpose, audience and intended value of the standards. 

• Co-develop standards through inclusive engagement with community projects, 
partners and groups that can be “easy to ignore”. 

• Pilot and iteratively test draft standards across varied contexts. 

• Provide a clear structure or typology to improve stakeholder engagement. 

• Consider developing standards with reference to key enablers, including trust, time, 
relationships, partnerships, flexibility and funding. 

Design 

• Coherent: Align standards with the principles and existing frameworks 

• Tailored: Clarify audiences and tailor standards to different stakeholder groups. 

• Flexible: Build adaptability into the standards to reflect diverse geographies, 
capacities and contexts.  

• Achievable: Use a tiered model combining core requirements with aspirational 
elements. 

• Appropriate: Select standard types appropriate to each area (quantitative, 
qualitative, process-based). 
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• Accessible: Use plain language, accessible formats, visuals and examples to 
support uptake. 

Implementation 

• Tailor communication strategies to different stakeholders, including community 
groups. 

• Consider funding, training and support needs. 

• Establish clear review cycles and responsibilities. 

• Monitor uptake of the principles and standards. 

Conduct additional research to understand the impact of the principles and standards, 
focusing on whether they offer tangible benefits to communities.  
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1. Introduction  
1.1 Context  
Natural England’s (NE) work on community engagement with nature projects is rooted in a 
commitment to foster inclusive, sustainable engagement with nature across England in 
order to support key strategic outcomes. Five Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature have been developed collaboratively by NE and partners which set out an 
approach to designing initiatives intended to engage people with nature. The principles 
have been developed in response to ongoing conversations with a range of partners 
developing and delivering projects that engage communities with nature.  These 
discussions highlighted a need for principles which would help provide consistency to work 
seeking to engage people with nature. The principles are intended to provide guidance to 
NE and partners on how to work with communities towards shared goals around nature-
based engagements. Through this research, NE sought to understand whether the 
principles developed reflect current practice and reflect what partners and communities 
might consider to be 'best practice'. NE is also intending to develop standards for 
Community Engagement with Nature to underpin the principles.  

In this report, the term Natural England Funded Community Projects (NEFCPs) refers to 
organisations, projects and community groups that NE has worked with at a local level to 
engage communities with nature.  NEFCPs have fed directly into this research. Other 
projects supported by Natural England in previous years or by other organisations are 
referred to as projects that seek to engage communities with nature. 

1.1.1 Natural England Funded Community Projects (NEFCPs) context 

The NEFCPs include charities, Community Interest Companies (CICs), resident-led 
associations, informal groups, partnerships and networks, operating across urban 
neighbourhoods, rural and coastal areas. One of the NEFCPs is a professional community 
of interest operating across a region. Some NEFCPs are place-based and work on a 
single permanent green space, such as community gardens, wildlife gardens, farms or 
orchards, while others operate across multiple public or informal spaces, including parks, 
nature reserves, libraries, children’s centres and neighbourhood streets. Several projects 
build on existing activities and relationships, embedding nature more deeply into 
community hubs or health and wellbeing services, while others are explicitly experimental, 
testing new approaches or scaling up small‑scale nature engagement approaches.  

The NEFCPs encompass a broad spectrum of nature-based engagement, including 
accessible, informal activities such as guided walks, nature play for families and under￼5s, 
gardening and food growing, wildlife-friendly habitat creation, conservation tasks, citizen 
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science, and nature-based arts and creative practices. Others focus more explicitly on 
wellbeing and mental health, using nature connection practices or therapeutic activities to 
support people experiencing isolation, poor mental health or other inequalities. Many 
NEFCPs target specific groups who are underrepresented in traditional nature spaces, 
including young people, families in low-income areas, ethnic minority groups, women, 
unpaid carers, people with disabilities, neurodiverse individuals and psychiatric inpatients 
(NEFCP interviews). NEFCPs often use trusted community settings, culturally sensitive 
delivery models or co￼designed activities to address barriers to participation.  

1.1.2 Sector context  

Organisations that engage communities with nature work with a wide range of partners 
including grassroots community groups and informal networks, local charities and delivery 
organisations, local authorities and place-based partnerships, national NGOs, funders, 
and statutory bodies. While many projects that seek to engage communities with nature 
are locally led and rooted in neighbourhood needs, they are often enabled, funded, or 
supported by organisations operating at regional and national scales. These enabling 
organisations contribute to policy agendas around health and wellbeing, nature recovery, 
climate resilience and social inclusion. The sector includes actors with very different roles, 
capacities and remits, from grassroots volunteer-run community spaces to nationally 
coordinated programmes. Given this diversity, the Principles for Engaging Communities 
with Nature need to be flexible and inclusive enough to resonate across this system, 
supporting local delivery while remaining meaningful to organisations working at strategic, 
system and policy levels. 

1.2 Research aims and approach  
Overarching research question: How well do the principles reflect existing practices, what 
changes to them are needed to support positive outcomes, and how can they be 
developed into standards? 

This project seeks to test and refine the five Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature. The specific aims of the research are: 

1. To synthesise existing learning on approaches to running projects that seek to 
engage communities with nature, as well as barriers, enablers and lessons 
learned from these projects 

2. To review the principles against this evidence to assess whether they accurately 
reflect current knowledge and practice 

3. To identify gaps in knowledge and new insights into the principles through 
engagement with NEFCPs   

4. To make recommendations to NE and partners for developing the principles into 
a set of standards for community engagement in nature.  
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As part of this research project, ICF conducted a literature review based around the 
principles, engaged with NEFCPs to explore the principles, and conducted a roundtable 
with NE partners about developing the principles into standards. NEFCPs were provided 
with funding (ca. £2.5K - £5K per project) to explore how to deliver projects in adherence 
with the principles and provide feedback on the principles.      

1.3 Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature  
The Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature were developed by NE with partners 
during a series of facilitated conversations in 2024 and 2025. They also drew on learning 
from Natural England’s Green Community Hubs and Nature Community projects, and a 
range of national partner and regional community led nature projects delivering with 
community organisations across the country (Coke et al., 2024). The principles are 
designed to be applied through a dynamic and iterative process, rather than a linear 
checklist. Projects should engage with and revisit principles, as shown in Figure 1, for 
example by reviewing their approach to targeting after understanding the community or 
conducting evaluation. 

The principles are intended to:  

• Enable Natural England to work with communities to connect people with 
nature to deliver our strategy and support positive outcomes for both nature and 
people. 

• Offer clear and practical approaches for organisations to engage 
communities with nature, recognising this as an effective way to deliver benefits 
for people and the natural environment. 

• Support the wider environmental sector including Natural England and its 
partners, by recognising the commonalities within community engagement with 
nature, that achieve a wide range of outcomes for people and nature. 

The definitions of each principle, shown in Box 1, were provided to ICF by NE at the start 
of the research project. The research team referred back to these definitions throughout 
the research, including when considering recommendations for developing the principles.  

Box 1 Draft definitions of the Principles for Community Engagement with Nature 
developed by Natural England with partners.  
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Targeting principle – supporting equality, diversity and inclusion: 

Engagement should target areas and communities that will benefit most from support by 
addressing health inequalities and Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) needs (Natural 
England, 2022). This is based on a range of considerations and can be adapted to meet 
the priorities of funders and partners. Considerations include: 

• Equitable access to quality greenspace – a data driven approach utilising Natural 
England’s Green Infrastructure mapping tool (Natural England, 2026)  

• The six policy objectives outlined in the ‘Fair Society, Healthy Lives’ paper 
(Institute of Health Equity, 2010) 

• Tackling racism, discrimination and their outcomes and supporting equitable 
opportunities for everyone to engage in nature and green space (Wildlife and 
Countryside Link, 2022)  

Understanding communities principle 

Take an asset-based approach to developing an understanding of the existing 
community provision and activity across different interests (environment e.g. accessible 
parks, culture e.g. libraries & museums, sports e.g. playing fields and health e.g. GP 
surgeries). Ask the community what matters the most to them and work with them to 
ensure existing activity is supported and enhanced and not displaced. Understand the 
barriers to different communities accessing nature and work together to overcome them. 
Examples of barriers could be physical, financial or social.  

Share the learning from other projects so that best practice is embedded from the start.  

Community activity should work with local organisations to: 

• Understand existing provision and community assets 
• Confirm and refine targeting focusing on places with the most to benefit 
• Identify potential green / nature solutions that best meet community needs.  

Co-design and co-development with communities principle 

At the heart of the approach is working inclusively to create sustainable ways for the 
whole community to connect with nature and integrate these ways of working into policy 
and practice.  

This means communities identifying opportunities and ideas that meet their own needs 
and priorities. Support should aim to co-design, co-develop and co-create what’s needed 
locally and not to achieve individual (external) organisational outputs. This approach 
requires collaboration with partners from across the community and different delivery 
sectors beyond the environment.  
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Genuine collaboration between communities and their partners needs to happen from 
the start of project planning and take an evidence-based approach. It needs to be 
ongoing to achieve outcomes that meet communities and individual’s needs as projects 
evolve.  

Evaluation principle 

We need to understand the efficacy of work in supporting communities to achieve their 
aspirations in relation to nature engagement.  To do this well we need to determine the 
most helpful way of measuring benefits and outcomes to understand what works well 
and why. We will also work towards keeping evaluation approaches proportionate to the 
size of the project and accessible to all participants so that there is opportunity for 
everyone’s voice to be heard. 

Where possible, a standardisation of indicators and metrics to understand the impact 
across a diverse range of activities. For example, through aligning with work like the 
Healthy Outdoors: A guide for measuring health outcomes when evaluating outdoor 
interventions - NECR725 

Evaluation needs are likely to evolve, and we will consider how to learn from, and scale 
up quickly, what works - and keep pace with changing political and community priorities. 

Sustainability principle 

A sustainable approach to funding and utilising community assets that incorporates an 
ethical, blended funding model with sustainable funding plans considered and developed 
from the start.  

Consider an approach to an offer to grow local skills and employability / employment 
opportunities where possible (Groundwork, no date). 

 
  

https://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5520022657826816
https://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5520022657826816
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Figure 1 Natural England Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature 

 

1.4 Methodology and approach  

1.4.1 Overall research approach  

The project included three core research elements, as depicted in Figure 2. This report 
triangulates evidence from the literature review with findings from engagement with 
NEFCPs via interviews and with NE partners via a roundtable. A separate Appendix is 
provided with more detailed findings from each of the elements of this project (Literature 
Review: Annex 1; NEFCP Interviews: Annex 2; NE Partner Roundtable: Annex 3)  
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Figure 2 Research approach 

 

1.4.2 Analytical framework for testing and refining the principles  

The analytical framework was structured around eight core criteria, each operationalised 
through a targeted research question. The analytical framework is designed to help 
answer the first element of the overarching research question: How well do the principles 
reflect existing practices, what changes to them are needed to support positive outcomes, 
and how can they be developed into standards? The analytical framework is intended to 
help understand whether the principles for engaging communities in nature capture the 
core elements that need to be considered when designing, delivering and supporting 
place-based nature and greenspaces projects. 

The overarching question and set of sub-questions were developed collaboratively with 
Natural England based on areas of interest and priority for the testing.  

The evidence collected from the literature review and the interviews relate to the criteria 
and research questions in different ways. The literature review was based on reports that 
were not developed to specifically follow the five Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature as the aim was to understand how effectively the principles supported and 
reflected existing activity. Therefore, mapping evidence to the questions on the principles 
relied on interpretation of often implicit rather than explicit references to the principles. 
Where the sources did not explicitly reference or apply the five principles, the review 
identified where existing approaches and ways of working reflect similar values or 
priorities. In contrast, the NEFCPs delivered initiatives that were developed with reference 
to the five NE Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature and the interviews 
conducted explicitly focused on their application of the principles. 
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Table 2 Research questions 

Criteria and Research question Analysis level 

Application: How are the principles applied 
in practice? What are the successes, 
enablers, challenges and barriers to 
applying the principles? 

Analysis by principle 

Definition and interpretation: How are the 
principles interpreted and defined? Are 
there different interpretations of the 
principles?  

Analysis by principle 

Relevance: How well do the principles align 
with priorities of existing projects that seek 
to engage communities with nature? How 
do they reflect and represent community 
needs?  

Overarching analysis considering the set of 
principles, referring to specific principles 
wherever relevant.   

Adaptability and inclusivity: How well can 
the principles be adapted to apply across 
the diversity of projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature and the 
populations they serve? 

Overarching analysis considering the set of 
principles, referring to specific principles 
wherever relevant.   

Consistency: Are all five principles applied 
widely and consistently? Is there evidence 
indicating that certain principles are applied 
more or less consistently?  

Overarching analysis considering the set of 
principles, referring to specific principles 
wherever relevant.   

Coherence: How well do the five principles 
align with each other? Are there any 
overlaps, contradictions or synergies? 

Overarching analysis considering the set of 
principles, referring to specific principles 
wherever relevant.   

Sufficiency: Do the principles cover all the 
key considerations related to engaging 
communities in nature? Are there any gaps? 

Overarching analysis considering the set of 
principles, referring to specific principles 
wherever relevant.   

Impact: How useful are the five principles 
as a framework? What is the impact of 
applying principles to projects that seek to 
engage communities with nature? 

Overarching analysis considering the set of 
principles, referring to specific principles 
wherever relevant.   

Source: ICF 

1.4.3 Literature review  

A rapid review of 20 national and regional sources was undertaken to examine how 
existing practice and learning aligns with the five principles. The review focused primarily 
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on grey literature produced by NGOs, public bodies and delivery organisations, reflecting 
the applied nature of the research and the emphasis on current practice rather than 
academic theory. Sources were selected in collaboration with Natural England to ensure 
relevance to community‑based nature engagement and policy delivery. Three unpublished 
reports were also included where they represented prior research commissioned by 
Natural England and provided important contextual insight that could not be accessed 
elsewhere; these reports will be made available on request. Reports were analysed using 
a structured extraction framework aligned to the principles and the analytical framework. 
Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools were used to support systematic extraction and comparison 
of material across documents, while interpretive judgements and synthesis remained 
researcher‑led and were quality‑assured by the team (see Appendix 1). 

1.4.4 Engagement with NEFCPs  

The research team conducted two phases of semi‑structured interviews with 13 NEFCPs 
(26 interviews in total), involving both project delivery teams and Natural England area 
staff. Phase 1 focused on how projects understood and intended to apply the principles, 
while Phase 2 explored early experiences of implementation, perceived value, and barriers 
and enablers. Interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams, recorded with 
consent and transcribed for analysis. Data was analysed using a qualitative framework 
structured around the principles and analytical criteria. AI was used in a supportive role to 
help organise transcripts and surface sub‑themes across interviews, with all outputs 
reviewed, refined and interpreted by researchers to ensure contextual accuracy and 
analytical rigour (see Appendix 2). 

1.4.5 Partner Roundtable  

A one‑hour virtual roundtable was held with 18 partners from across the environment, 
health, community development and funding sectors. The roundtable focused on validating 
emerging findings, testing the principles from a strategic perspective, and gathering 
practical input on the development of standards. Structured discussion activities were 
supported by an online collaborative Mural whiteboard. Full details of participants, 
structure and analysis are provided in Appendix 3. 

1.4.6 Synthesis across methods  

Findings from the literature review, interviews and roundtable were triangulated through 
researcher‑led analysis, using the shared analytical framework to compare evidence 
across sources. This synthesis enabled the main report to focus on integrated findings 
rather than method specific results, while allowing detailed evidence and nuance to be 
explored in the appendices. 
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1.4.7 Approach to making recommendations for developing the 
principles into standards  

The research team conducted light-touch background research into standards, more 
details available in Appendix 3. The research team engaged with NEFCPs through 
interviews and with NE partners through the roundtable to gather perspectives on 
developing the principles into standards. The research team also engaged in discussions 
with NE staff working on Connecting People with Nature. This included one semi-
structured interview focused on the Green Infrastructure Standards (GIF interview) and 
several informal iterative discussions with NE staff focused on how standards might be 
applied within this context. Findings related to developing the principles into standards are 
presented in Section 4.  

1.4.8 Use of AI in the research  

Across all elements, AI was used in a constrained and transparent way to support data 
organisation, extraction and comparison, increasing consistency and analytical coverage 
while retaining human oversight and responsibility for interpretation. All AI‑supported 
outputs were reviewed and quality‑assured by researchers. The approach reflects 
emerging practice in qualitative research and is discussed in more detail in the 
appendices. While there is an ongoing and active debate within the qualitative research 
field about the use of AI in analysis, the approach adopted here sought to balance 
efficiency, transparency and methodological integrity. 

1.4.9 Limitations  

Key limitations with the research that should be acknowledged are:  

• Use of grey literature and unpublished literature: The literature review drew 
primarily on grey literature and did not constitute a systematic review of academic 
evidence. While appropriate for the applied and practice‑focused aims of the study, 
this means the reviewed sources have not necessarily been subject to formal peer 
review and may vary in methodological rigour. In addition, one unpublished report 
was included in the analysis because it represents prior Natural 
England‑commissioned research and provides important contextual evidence that 
would otherwise be missing. As this report is not publicly accessible, readers are 
not able to independently review it; however, it can be made available upon 
request. These factors should be considered when interpreting the findings. 

• Interpretation of source data: As mentioned earlier, the evidence drawn on in this 
research includes reports that were not developed in relation to the principles for 
Community Engagement with Nature. As a result, researcher interpretation was 
required to identify how findings aligned with the principles. Analysis was 
undertaken by three researchers, each bringing their own judgement to this 
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interpretive process. While findings were discussed within the team to support 
consistency, some variation in interpretation is inevitable.  

• Breadth of sources: The review was limited to 20 sources that focus on national or 
regional-level organisations, as agreed with Natural England. While this ensured a 
focused and manageable analysis, it restricts the breadth of perspectives included.  

• Stakeholder engagement: NEFCP interview and the roundtable workshop focused 
on projects and partners working with Natural England. As a result, perspectives 
from organisations or practitioners beyond the NEFCP cohort or beyond NE 
partners were not captured. Inclusion of wider external views may have introduced 
additional or alternative interpretations of the principles. 

• Timeline for and depth of NEFCP engagement: The research engaged NEFCPs 
over a short delivery window that meant that projects had less time to explicitly 
embed the principles in their planning. Because funding and research activity took 
place largely over the winter months, some projects faced challenges with running 
activities, which reduced opportunities to embed or test the principles. As a result, 
the evidence reflects early-stage implementation rather than the effects of applying 
the principles over the full course of a project. Given these time constraints, the 
study could not observe how applying the principles at the outset might influence 
project development, delivery, or outcomes over time. Instead, findings focus on 
how projects interpreted and began to apply the principles, and what difference they 
felt this might make, rather than what it demonstrably did make. 

• NEFCP existing alignment with the principles: The selected NEFCPs were 
already broadly aligned with the principles, meaning engagement centred more on 
reflection than on testing a new framework. The research therefore provides 
insights into the applicability and perceived value of the principles within aligned 
practice but offers limited evidence about how the principles would operate in 
projects with less established community‑engagement approaches. 

• Power dynamics: NE provided NEFCPs with funding to participate in this research 
project and NE area teams were present during interviews. Interviewers reassured 
NEFCPs that we were assessing the principles and not evaluating the project. 
However, the role of the interviewer as part of an external evaluator or research 
organisation commissioned by the funder may create an imbalanced power 
dynamic between the interviewee and interviewer. This may have impacted on the 
reflections shared by NEFCPs, if they felt unable to reflect critically on the 
principles.  

1.5 Structure of the report 
The main body of the report is split into three core analytical sections.  

• Section 2 Analysis of the 5 principles, examines each of the five principles and 
explores how each principle is or can be defined, interpreted, applied in practice, 
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and the enablers and challenges identified across the evidence and literature 
identified through the research.  

• Section 3 Analysis of the Set of Principles, considers how the principles function 
collectively, assessing their relevance, adaptability, consistency, coherence, 
sufficiency and impact.  

• Section 4 Developing Standards draws together findings from interviews, the 
roundtable, and wider evidence to inform the development of future standards to 
underpin the principles. 

• Section 5 Conclusions and Recommendations synthesises insights from across the 
research and sets out practical next steps.  

All evidence presented in the main body of the report is cross‑referenced to supporting 
Appendixes, which provide the detailed material underlying each finding. These 
Appendixes include the Literature Review (Annex 1), NEFCP Interviews (Annex 2) and the 
NE Partner Roundtable (Annex 3). 
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2. Analysis of the 5 principles 
This section presents an analysis of each principle. This includes the original definition of 
the principle; the extent to which the principle is reflected in the research findings, 
including any notable differences or tensions; as well as the perceived enablers and 
barriers to embedding the principle in practice. Each section concludes with a set of 
recommendation for NE related to each principle.  

While each principle presents distinct considerations, the research identified a set of 
recurring, cross-cutting challenges that shape how all five principles are applied in 
practice. These include capacity constraints within delivery organisations, short-term 
funding cycles, persistent accessibility and inclusion barriers, the time required to build 
trust with communities, and tensions between funder requirements and community-centred 
approaches. The following principle-specific sections explore how these shared challenges 
play out in relation to each principle. 

2.1 Principle 1: Targeting  
Box 2 Definitions of targeting principle 

Engagement should target areas and communities that will benefit most from support by 
addressing health inequalities and Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) needs (Natural 
England, 2022). This is based on a range of considerations and can be adapted to meet 
the priorities of funders and partners. Considerations include: 

• Equitable access to quality greenspace – a data driven approach utilising Natural 
England’s Green Infrastructure mapping tool (Natural England, 2026)  

• The six policy objectives outlined in the ‘Fair Society, Healthy Lives’ paper 
(Institute of Health Equity, 2010) 

• Tackling racism, discrimination and their outcomes and supporting equitable 
opportunities for everyone to engage in nature and green space (Wildlife and 
Countryside Link, 2022)  

Conceptualisation and implementation of the targeting principle 

Evidence from the literature review (Appendix 1), project interviews (Appendix 2) and the 
roundtable (Appendix 3) indicate that targeting is an important and often key initial 
consideration for projects that seek to engage communities with nature. Targeting shapes 
where organisations work, who they work with, and how they design and deliver activities.  

The literature review suggests that targeting can be understood in two interconnected 
ways: as a needs based approach that directs activity towards areas or communities 
experiencing deprivation, low access to nature or health inequalities; and as an inclusivity 
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focused approach that aims to remove barriers to participation for target groups, for 
example through building accessible spaces, tailoring activities and facilitating culturally 
appropriate engagement (Appendix 1). These two approaches highlight the need to 
consider broader structural and systemic inequalities and the lived experiences of 
communities when deciding who to target, where and for what outcomes.  

Targeting is a dynamic process fundamentally informed by understanding communities, 
local knowledge as well as data and metrics. Targeting is facilitated by access to a range 
of context-relevant data and information, including local health assessments, 
environmental data, data on deprivation, lived experience and qualitative insight, as this 
helps to ensure that community needs are not oversimplified (Appendix 3).  

Some NEFCPs explained that initial targeting often drew on data related to levels of 
deprivation, access to greenspace or health inequalities (needs-based approach) 
(Appendix 2). Other NEFCPs explained that targeting happens through day-to-day 
interactions and actions, focused on making small modifications to activities, considering 
the needs of participants or addressing barriers to participation. NEFCPs’ approach to 
targeting included reflecting on who attends activities focused on engaging communities 
with nature and considering what barriers exist (inclusivity-focused approach), such as 
lack of appropriate clothing, transport and access challenges or childcare responsibilities 
(Appendix 2). NEFCPs sought to understand how trauma, stigma or mistrust might 
influence willingness to participate (Appendix 2). NEFCPs spent time (prior to the funding 
period) building trust and gaining a deep understanding of who participates, who remains 
unseen, and what factors shape participation (Appendix 2).  

During the roundtable, several participants agreed with this view of targeting and 
cautioned against relying on a single method or metric, such as the Index of Multiple 
Deprivation (Appendix 3).  

Barriers and enablers to the targeting principle 

The research identified several enablers of effective targeting. Effective targeting appears 
to be enabled by strong, trusted partnerships. Schools, libraries, healthcare organisations, 
housing associations and other grassroots organisations can act as intermediaries, 
extending reach and improving trust and credibility in engagement activities (Appendix 1; 
Appendix 2). Accessible indoor and outdoor spaces, flexible delivery formats and diverse 
activities also enable targeting by allowing individuals to participate at their own pace and 
in line with their needs (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Long-term presence is also crucial, with 
interviewees noting that communities often hesitate to engage with initiatives that appear 
short-term or unstable (Appendix 2). 

There are several barriers to targeting. Data limitations, particularly around EDI 
characteristics and a lack of longitudinal data, can restrict project’s ability to target 
effectively (Appendix 1). The research also highlights a range of practical barriers that 
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communities may face in participating, including lack of transport, language barriers, digital 
exclusion, seasonality and safety concerns (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). These factors do 
not in themselves indicate ineffective targeting, however they shape the extent to which 
targeted approaches are translated into increased participation among target groups. The 
findings point to variation in projects’ ability to anticipate, mitigate and design around these 
barriers, as some projects emphasised these barriers more than others (Appendix 2).  

Capacity constraints among small voluntary organisations reduce their ability to conduct 
proactive outreach or maintain flexible, tailored delivery. Barriers to inclusive engagement 
persists, and targeted offers sometimes risk creating feelings of exclusivity if a space is not 
seen as universally welcoming (Appendix 1). 

Key recommendations for developing the principle:  

• The current definition includes a focus on a needs-based approach but could 
include wording focused on an inclusivity-based approach.  

• The principle definition could explain that targeting is a dynamic and ongoing 
process, occurring through initial targeting as well as through day-to-day 
interactions.  

Key recommendations for implementing the principle:  

• Combine structural data with lived experience information to ensure targeting is 
grounded in both quantitative indicators and nuanced local insight (Appendix 1; 
Appendix 2). 

• Support multi-year funding and capacity building, enabling organisations to sustain 
targeted work in high-need areas over time to build trust and relationships 
(Appendix 2). 

• Strengthen partnerships with trusted local organisations to broaden reach and 
overcome barriers for target groups.  

• Adopt flexible, culturally and contextually responsive engagement approaches to 
mitigate access barriers and adapt to changing community needs. 

2.2 Principle 2: Understanding communities  
Box 3 Definitions of understanding communities principle  

Take an asset-based approach to developing an understanding of the existing 
community provision and activity across different interests (environment e.g. accessible 
parks, culture e.g. libraries & museums, sports e.g. playing fields and health e.g. GP 
surgeries). Ask the community what matters the most to them and work with them to 
ensure existing activity is supported and enhanced and not displaced. Understand the 
barriers to different communities accessing nature and work together to overcome them. 
Examples of barriers could be physical, financial or social.  
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Share the learning from other projects so that best practice is embedded from the start.  

Community activity should work with local organisations to: 

• Understand existing provision and community assets 
• Confirm and refine targeting focusing on places with the most to benefit 
• Identify potential green / nature solutions that best meet community needs.  

Conceptualisation and implementation of the understanding communities principle 

The research shows that understanding communities is viewed as an iterative process that 
is central to effective community engagement with nature. Although the literature rarely 
uses the term ‘understanding communities’ explicitly, it consistently describes practices 
aligned with asset-based approaches, as well as participatory or partnership led 
approaches (Appendix 1).  

Asset based approaches included ways of working that begin by recognising the existing 
strengths, networks and lived experiences within a place rather than focusing on needs or 
deficits (Appendix 1). Roundtable participants supported the focus on asset-based 
approaches (Appendix 3) and NEFCPs similarly sought to recognise the existing 
knowledge, partnerships and support systems already operating (Appendix 2). 
Understanding existing community strengths as well as emerging community priorities and 
preferences is important. NEFCPs explored the importance of understanding community 
aspirations (Appendix 2) and roundtable participants highlighted the importance of 
grounding work in community-defined priorities (Appendix 3).  

Partnership working appears to be a core mechanism for strengthening understanding. 
The literature highlights collaboration with grassroots groups, schools, health services and 
local authorities as a way to access nuanced insights about local needs and assets 
(Appendix 1). NEFCPs explored how working with multiple partners, with different 
expertise and perspectives, facilitated a deeper understanding of communities, including 
barriers, priorities and lived realities (Appendix 2). Some roundtable participants agreed, 
emphasising the importance of leveraging local networks to deepen insight and ensure 
community defined priorities are central to decision making (Appendix 3). These findings 
underscore that understanding communities often relies on a partnership network and a 
collaborative approach. 

NEFCPs illustrated that understanding communities is rarely viewed as a single step or a 
task that can be completed, it is an ongoing process that shapes how organisations 
develop over time. NEFCPs described understanding communities as something that 
unfolds gradually through sustained presence, informal conversations, repeated 
encounters and the acknowledgement that community dynamics are fluid rather than fixed 
(Appendix 2).  
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Understanding communities emerges as a foundation that other principles depend on. It is 
through deep, ongoing, context-sensitive understanding that organisations can target 
effectively, co-design meaningfully, evaluate ethically and appropriately, and plan for 
long-term sustainability. 

Barriers and enablers to the understanding communities principle 

Listening, relationship building, and working in collaboration with residents, trusted 
organisations and existing community infrastructure were viewed as enablers to 
understanding communities. The importance of active listening is also emphasised as it 
supports two-way communication that develops mutual understanding (Appendix 1).  

NEFCPs emphasised the importance of understanding and building community trust. It 
can be important to understand the community context, particularly in neighbourhoods with 
histories of extractive consultation or underfunded and inconsistent services (Appendix 2). 
It is important to focus on building trust, recognising that trust must be earned through 
continuity, visibility and tangible commitment (Appendix 2). Trust enables communities to 
share their perspectives openly, which is essential for building a genuine understanding of 
local strengths and challenges (Appendix 1).  

Some NEFCPs explained that embedded staff, especially those with lived experience or 
local connections, can play a crucial bridging role, offering cultural insight and credibility 
that can enable communities to feel seen, respected and safe enough to participate 
(Appendix 2). This deeply relational work often revealed barriers to engagement in nature, 
including emotional needs, safety concerns, cultural expectations, and the subtle 
dynamics that shape who feels welcome in communal or outdoor spaces (Appendix 2).  

There are also some key barriers to understanding communities. Mistrust, language 
barriers, accessibility needs and past experiences of exclusion can make it difficult to 
engage with marginalised communities1 , even with targeted efforts (Appendix 1; Appendix 
2). Capacity constraints, particularly within smaller voluntary organisations, can limit the 
depth and breadth of engagement possible (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). In some contexts, 
short term funding cycles undermine the sustained presence required to build trust and 
achieve genuine understanding (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Roundtable participants 
highlighted that mistrust and disengagement are significant barriers that require long-term 
relationship building to overcome (Appendix 3). Conflicting organisational priorities can 

 

 

1 Marginalised communities refers to groups that are excluded based on race, sexual orientation, age, 
disability, gender or other characteristics 
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also complicate partnership working (Appendix 1). These challenges demonstrate that 
developing community understanding is dependent on time, continuity and resources. 

Key recommendations for implementing the principle:  

• Invest time in relationship-building, recognising that trust is essential for meaningful 
insight and it takes time to develop trust (Appendix 2). 

• Adopt asset based and participatory approaches, focusing on existing community 
strengths, networks and aspirations rather than solely on need (Appendix 1). 

• Leverage partnerships with trusted local organisations to access diverse insights 
and deepen engagement with target groups (Appendix 1; Appendix 2; Appendix 3). 

• Ensure staff reflect or are connected to local communities, ideally working with 
individuals with lived experience to support more culturally sensitive engagement 
(Appendix 2). 

• Address mistrust through visibility and long-term presence, particularly in 
communities with histories of inconsistent engagement (Appendix 2; Appendix 3). 

• Resource organisations appropriately, recognising that deep community 
understanding requires time, staffing and emotional labour often constrained by 
short-term funding (Appendix 1; Appendix 2) 

Key recommendations for developing the principle:  

• Include mention of active listening, trust and time as key enablers of understanding 
communities.  

• Include mention of working with those that have lived experience 

2.3 Principle 3: Co-design   
Box 4 Definitions of co-design principle  

At the heart of the approach is working inclusively to create sustainable ways for the 
whole community to connect with nature and integrate these ways of working into policy 
and practice.  

This means communities identifying opportunities and ideas that meet their own needs 
and priorities. Support should aim to co-design, co-develop and co-create what’s needed 
locally and not to achieve individual (external) organisational outputs. This approach 
requires collaboration with partners from across the community and different delivery 
sectors beyond the environment.  

Genuine collaboration between communities and their partners needs to happen from 
the start of project planning and take an evidence-based approach. It needs to be 
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ongoing to achieve outcomes that meet communities and individual’s needs as projects 
evolve.  

Conceptualisation and implementation of the co-design principle 

Co-design and co-development are described as the collaborative development of 
programmes, activities, spaces and governance structures with community members to 
ensure that services are shaped by local needs, preferences, visions and lived 
experiences (Appendix 1).  

The literature review demonstrated that there are a range of approaches to co-design and 
co-development, from informal or structured feedback to more participatory decision-
making processes (Appendix 1). This enables projects to potentially benefit from a range 
of approaches to engagement from light-touch consultation to deep community leadership 
(Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Definitions and approaches to co-design vary, but it is important 
to acknowledge that some forms of engagement are better understood as consultation 
rather than co-design.  

Mechanisms such as steering groups, advisory boards, and use of local facilitators were 
seen as potentially effective ways to embed community voices in decision‑making 
processes (Appendix 1; Appendix 3). Creative and practical engagement methods, such 
as workshops, creative mapping and group discussions, can help to facilitate co-design 
(Appendix 1). NEFCPs echoed this, as projects engaged in different approaches to co-
design (Appendix 2). Some NEFCPs found that co-development emerged organically 
during delivery, as facilitators learned what worked by watching how participants 
responded, identifying barriers and adjusting activities (Appendix 2). Other NEFCPs 
engaged in more formal co-design processes or approaches including youth advisory 
boards or structured consultation groups (Appendix 2).  

NEFCPs described community participation, through co-design and co-development, as a 
dynamic, evolving process that unfolds through repeated interactions, observation and 
ongoing dialogue rather than a single, discrete design phase (Appendix 2). Co-design 
enabled NEFCPs to tailor activities in line with community feedback. Many organisations 
described how they drew on feedback during and between sessions to adapt activities, 
refine formats or reshape content based on what they saw and heard (Appendix 2). 

The difference in approach to co-design may sometimes be reflective of different local 
contexts and community capacity. Across Appendix 2, NEFCPs highlighted that the 
approach to co-design is related to the project’s understanding of their community. Some 
participants, particularly those in vulnerable or therapeutic settings, were not always able 
to engage in structured co-design workshops; instead co-design took the form of informal 
conversations, emergent ideas and small adjustments (Appendix 2).  
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NEFCPs demonstrate that co-design processes with grassroots partners or specific 
stakeholders can help to ensure community needs are represented (Appendix 2). For 
example, co-designing with staff in a psychiatric setting that have deep insight into the 
needs of patients (Appendix 2). This demonstrates that high quality co-design must be 
adapted to the circumstances and capacities of the community, avoiding rigid, one size fits 
all formats. Roundtable participants also emphasised the need for accessible and context 
appropriate methods, especially when engaging groups such as children, neurodivergent 
participants or people with limited confidence in formal processes (Appendix 3).  

The literature review highlighted the importance of empowering communities through 
involvement in decision making processes (Appendix 1). This activity can also be framed 
as growing community power. This could include empowering and supporting individuals 
within the community that are already acting for nature as well as discussing new 
mechanisms for enhancing community empowerment, such as community ownership of 
greenspaces or community buildings (Appendix 1). Some NEFCPs explained that co-
design can be the beginning of a journey towards co-ownership and co-leadership 
(Appendix 2). Evidence from the literature review shows that establishing new projects 
with external staff support can normalise top-down control which can limit opportunities for 
community empowerment, and there can also be challenges associated with handing over 
ownership (from paid external staff to community members) linked to a dependency on 
staff roles (Appendix 1).  

However, more participatory approaches to co-design were not consistently viewed as 
appropriate. Some NEFCPs argued that co‑design sometimes requires organisations to 
recognise when some members within a community are not yet able to lead, as they may 
not have the time, capacity or willingness required to participate in decision‑making 
processes (Appendix 2).  

Barriers and enablers to the co-design principle  

Transparency, trust, the acknowledgement of power dynamics and organisational 
partnership working were viewed as enablers of co-design and co-development. Providing 
clarity related to the parameters of community involvement can help participants to 
understand their role (whether they are generating ideas, advising, or making decisions) 
which supports trust, ongoing engagement, and reduces the risk of misunderstanding 
(Appendix 1). At the roundtable, participants agreed with the need for clarity about roles 
and expectations (Appendix 3).  

It was viewed as important to consider power and trust in co-design process (Appendix 2). 
This includes understanding relevant community context and history which underpins 
levels of trust in the community, as well as understanding power dynamics within the co-
design process (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). NEFCPs discuss the difference between doing 
work with communities versus doing work to them (Appendix 2). Iterative cycles of 
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engagement could help to build trust in the co-design process and ensure that relevance is 
maintained over time (Appendix 3).  

Organisational partnership working is a potential enabler of co-design, helping to provide 
essential local insight and help to extend reach (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Some NEFCPs 
co-designed with partners, who provided deep local understanding of target community 
groups or had lived experience related to the target community. Roundtable participants 
similarly emphasised the importance of drawing on established networks to deepen co-
design and ensure it is rooted in community-defined priorities (Appendix 3). 

Despite the value of co-design, there were several reported barriers. Time and funding 
constraints were among the most significant barriers, limiting opportunities for relationship 
building and sustained engagement (Appendix 2). Smaller organisations often struggled 
with capacity, as co-design requires significant time and skilled facilitation (Appendix 1; 
Appendix 2; Appendix 3). As the targeting, understanding communities and co-design 
principles are inherently connected, the principles share many of the same barriers and 
challenges.  

Key recommendations for implementation  

• Embed community participation, including co-design and co-development, early and 
iteratively, recognising it as an ongoing process rather than a one-off activity 
(Appendix 2). 

• Ensure co-design approaches are flexible and context-appropriate, particularly 
when working with vulnerable groups or communities with complex needs 
(Appendix 2). Ensure the co-design approach reflects the desire of the community 
to be involved in the process (Appendix 2).  

• Embed flexible and iterative delivery, allowing activities to adapt in response to 
emerging understanding of local context, emotional needs and lived realities 
(Appendix 2). 

• Invest in skilled facilitation and organisational capacity, including training in 
participatory methods and practices that acknowledge power dynamics (Appendix 
1; Appendix 3). 

• Leverage partnerships with trusted local organisations to widen participation, 
include diverse perspectives and distribute power (Appendix 1; Appendix 2; 
Appendix 3). 

• Prioritise transparency and expectation-setting, ensuring communities understand 
how their input will influence decisions to avoid tokenism and build trust (Appendix 
2). 

• Develop shared co-design tools and resources, enabling organisations across the 
sector to access consistent guidance and avoid duplication (Appendix 3). 

Key recommendations for developing the principle:  
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• Recognise that co-design is ongoing, iterative and adaptable. Co-design 
approaches will differ, likely in line with community context and needs 

• Include an element that explicitly explores power dynamics, power sharing and 
empowerment  

• Provide examples that explore co-production and co-ownership  

• Emphasise enablers including trust, partnerships, skilled facilitation, resources, 
clear expectations and transparency. 

2.4 Principle 4: Evaluation  
Box 5 Definitions of evaluation principle 

We need to understand the efficacy of work in supporting communities to achieve their 
aspirations in relation to nature engagement.  To do this well we need to determine the 
most helpful way of measuring benefits and outcomes to understand what works well 
and why. We will also work towards keeping evaluation approaches proportionate to the 
size of the project and accessible to all participants so that there is opportunity for 
everyone’s voice to be heard. 

Where possible, a standardisation of indicators and metrics to understand the impact 
across a diverse range of activities. For example, through aligning with work like the 
Healthy Outdoors: A guide for measuring health outcomes when evaluating outdoor 
interventions - NECR725 

Evaluation needs are likely to evolve, and we will consider how to learn from, and scale 
up quickly, what works - and keep pace with changing political and community priorities. 

Conceptualisation and implementation of the evaluation principle 

Evaluation is an essential but inconsistently applied aspect of practice in projects that seek 
to engage communities with nature, with some variation in formality, purpose and methods 
(Appendix 1). Some organisations frame evaluation as a mechanism for capturing learning 
and supporting funding applications, whilst others emphasise its role in continuous 
improvement, helping projects reflect and adapt throughout delivery (Appendix 1; 
Appendix 2). Some NEFCPs explore evaluation as an informal, ongoing, iterative process 
rather than a retrospective one, using insights to adjust sessions, improve accessibility, or 
identify new opportunities (Appendix 2).  

In practice, evaluation takes diverse forms. Programme‑level evaluations tend to be the 
most structured, often using mixed-method designs that blend quantitative indicators with 
qualitative approaches such as storytelling, Ripple Effect Mapping and participant 
observation (Appendix 1). Project‑level evaluation is more varied, usually shaped by what 

https://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5520022657826816
https://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5520022657826816
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is feasible for small organisations and often embedded into everyday delivery (Appendix 
2).  

NEFCPs combine quantitative indicators with qualitative insight to measure outcomes, 
using attendance counts, wellbeing scales, case studies, and testimonials (Appendix 2). 
Roundtable participants echoed the importance of combining quantitative metrics with 
qualitative and experiential evidence (Appendix 3). NEFCPs also used more informal 
approaches such as WhatsApp groups, conversations and staff reflections on patterns of 
attendance or shifts in confidence, mood or behaviour that participants demonstrate during 
an activity (Appendix 2).  

There is a need for proportionate, inclusive and sensitive methods of evaluation that 
respond to and reflect the needs of the community (Appendix 2; Appendix 3). 
Proportionality is especially important for small voluntary organisations with limited 
capacity (Appendix 2). Improving accessibility and inclusivity of evaluation approaches is 
vital; visual, narrative or alternative creative methods can help to improve engagement 
with target groups (Appendix 1; Appendix 2).  

Barriers and enablers to the evaluation principle 

Several enablers support effective evaluation. A culture of openness to learning, where 
practitioners feel empowered to adapt based on feedback, strengthens evaluation practice 
and supports continuous improvement (Appendix 1). Co‑designing evaluation approaches 
with project partners can also enhance accessibility, reduce burden and ensure methods 
resonate with local contexts (Appendix 1).  

Clear frameworks such as theories of change, logic models and wellbeing scales provide 
structure and consistency, enabling both standardisation and comparability (Appendix 1). 
Creative tools, including story‑based methods, visual materials, participatory mapping, 
emotive or pictorial scales, can help to capture community outcomes (Appendix 1; 
Appendix 2). Training, peer-learning structures and dedicated evaluation support can help 
to improve evaluation approaches (Appendix 1; Appendix 2).  

Despite its value, evaluation remains a challenging principle to implement (Appendix 2). 
Capacity constraints, including limited staff time, short funding cycles and insufficient 
organisational infrastructure, can make it difficult to prioritise evaluation or maintain 
methodological rigour (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Participation and timing challenges mean 
standard tools often fail to capture long-term ecological and social change (Appendix 1). 
Funders’ emphasis on quantitative outcomes can misalign with what communities value, 
such as belonging and confidence, leading to tension between reporting requirements and 
ethical, participant‑centred practice (Appendix 1; Appendix 2).  

Standardised surveys may also feel intrusive or inappropriate, particularly within 
therapeutic or deeply emotive contexts (Appendix 2). Accessibility barriers, including 
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language needs, SEND (Special Educational Needs and/or Disabilities) requirements, 
digital exclusion or low literacy, further limit consistent engagement with formal tools 
(Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Finally, the diversity of contexts across projects that seek to 
engage communities with nature and the absence of common indicators limits 
comparability across projects (Appendix 1). These issues underscore the need for 
proportionate, flexible frameworks that support ethical and contextually sensitive 
evaluation (Appendix 2; Appendix 3). 

Key recommendations for implementation: 

• Embed evaluation frameworks, such as ToCs, outcome pathways and data 
collection plans, from the start (Appendix 1). 

• Use flexible, proportionate tools that combine structure and quantitative methods 
with creative qualitative methods capturing relational and experiential outcomes 
(Appendix 1; Appendix 2). 

• Invest in capacity building through staff training, peer-learning networks, and 
dedicated evaluation roles to strengthen methodological rigour (Appendix 1; 
Appendix 2). 

• Prioritise accessibility and inclusion through creative, visual, narrative and low-
demand methods suited to under‑18s, SEND groups and diverse communities 
(Appendix 1; Appendix 2). 

• Promote proportionate evaluation requirements that avoid overburdening small 
organisations and protect emerging community relationships (Appendix 2; Appendix 
3). 

Key recommendations for developing the principle:  

• Reflect the idea that evaluation is an ongoing, iterative process which should be 
linked to iterative delivery development to ensure that learning from evaluation 
activities are implemented.  

2.5 Principle 5: Sustainability   
Box 6 Definitions of sustainability principle  

A sustainable approach to funding and utilising community assets that incorporates an 
ethical, blended funding model with sustainable funding plans considered and developed 
from the start.  

Consider an approach to an offer to grow local skills and employability / employment 
opportunities where possible (Groundwork, no date).  

Conceptualisation and implementation of the sustainability principle 
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Sustainability was discussed as the alignment and maintenance of resources, skills, trust 
and time (Appendix 2). Sustainability is a multidimensional and dynamic principle, related 
to intersecting financial, operational, community and ecological aspects:   

• Financial sustainability is understood as securing access to ongoing, stable, long-
term and sufficient funding (Appendix 1; Appendix 2) and understanding how the 
project could continue to operate beyond funding periods or without external 
funding (Appendix 2). Sustaining work required reliable resources, often supported 
by diversifying income through grants, partnerships, and social enterprise models to 
reduce reliance on short‑term funding opportunities (Appendix 1). Some projects 
engage with fundraising workshops and business outreach to try to secure long-
term support, while others invested in leadership development and training so that 
residents could take on governance or delivery roles over time to reduce the 
dependency on external funding (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). 

• Operational or organisational sustainability is discussed as maintaining the 
partnerships, delivery capacity, governance structures, infrastructure and facilities 
necessary to continue operating (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Some projects focused 
on embedding activities with local partners, such as libraries, councils and health 
organisations, so that nature‑based activities are more embedded across everyday 
community life (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Several projects include a focus on 
capacity building, through learning, training and skills development for staff, 
volunteers and community members (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Projects invested in 
physical infrastructure, from accessible paths and raised beds to digital content and 
handbooks, which helps to create a foundation for long‑term engagement and helps 
to reduce barriers to participation (Appendix 1; Appendix 2).  

• Community sustainability is focused on embedding activities within local 
community networks, remaining relevant to the community and retaining necessary 
levels of community engagement (Appendix 1). This can also include a focus on 
fostering a sense of community ownership or moving towards community leadership 
and co-ownership (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). This is linked to the idea that the 
responsibility for coordination or governance could shift from external staff to 
community members (Appendix 2).  

• Ecological sustainability relates to focusing on regenerative practice, 
conservation and environmental stewardship (Appendix 1; Appendix 3).  

Barriers and enablers to the sustainability principle 

Several interrelated enablers were identified as critical to sustaining impact. Sustainability 
relies on long-term stable funding; ongoing work understanding communities; ongoing 
staff, volunteer and community capacity; ongoing maintenance of physical infrastructure 
and spaces; and a focus on ecological sustainability and stewardship.  

Flexible, adaptive programme design enabled activities to remain relevant to community 
interests and evolving local priorities, supporting longevity by keeping momentum aligned 
with resident needs (Appendix 1). Strong partnerships and integration with trusted 
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organisations enhanced legitimacy and created shared responsibility for long‑term 
stewardship (Appendix 1; Appendix 2).  

Skills development, whether through training, volunteer capacity-building or leadership 
pathways, was particularly important in ensuring communities were equipped and 
confident to maintain activities (Appendix 1; Appendix 2; Appendix 3). Building community 
ownership and visibility encouraged ongoing community engagement, helping projects that 
seek to engage communities in nature become more embedded with local areas 
(Appendix 1; Appendix 3).The development of legacy resources, such as equipment, films 
or digital tools, further reinforced continuity beyond initial funding periods (Appendix 1; 
Appendix 2).  

However, sustainability is a challenging principle to achieve in practice. Short-term funding 
cycles undermine continuity, creating uncertainty and limiting organisations’ ability to build 
trust (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Time and capacity constraints are linked to staff facing 
competing demands, staff burnout and staff turnover as well as fluctuating volunteer 
capacity (Appendix 1).  

For NEFCPs working with residents with high support needs, the risk of abrupt withdrawal 
was concerning, with practitioners emphasising that sustainability must include 
safeguarding ongoing support and avoiding harm caused by inconsistent presence 
(Appendix 2). Structural barriers, such as fragmented cross‑sector support, competing 
priorities in libraries or schools, and unclear long‑term governance arrangements, also 
impeded embedding activities within wider systems (Appendix 1). There are also ongoing 
accessibility issues, linked to transport as well as long-term maintenance of physical 
spaces (Appendix 1; Appendix 2; Appendix 3).  

Key recommendations for implementation: 

• Build sustainability considerations into project design from the outset, 
including long‑term maintenance, community governance roles and resource 
planning (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). This could include a clear and collaborative 
transition strategy to avoid reinforcing mistrust or instability (Appendix 2). 

• Provide flexible, multi‑year funding to allow organisations to build trust, establish 
relationships and plan for continuity, particularly in underserved areas (Appendix 1; 
Appendix 2). 

• Strengthen local capacity through training, leadership development, skill-sharing 
and volunteer support to reduce reliance on external staff (Appendix 1; Appendix 2; 
Appendix 3). 

• Embed projects within existing infrastructures such as schools, libraries, health 
services and housing associations to enhance stability and make nature‑connected 
activity part of established systems (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). 
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• Support diversified funding approaches, including social enterprise models and 
partnerships with businesses, to reduce dependence on short-term grants 
(Appendix 1; Appendix 3). 

• Maintain visibility and continuity through legacy resources (gardens, 
equipment, digital content), communication channels and volunteer networks to 
sustain engagement after formal funding ends (Appendix 1). 

Key recommendations for developing the principle:  

• The current definition includes financial sustainability and operational sustainability, 
but could include mention of community and ecological sustainability  

• Capacity building, infrastructure, facilities and legacy resources could be highlighted 
as enablers. 

3. Analysis of the set of principles 

This section draws together key findings from the literature review, interviews and 
roundtable related to the set of principles. In line with the analytical framework this section 
considers the relevance, adaptability and inclusivity, consistency of application, conceptual 
and practical coherence, sufficiency and potential impact of the principles. The analysis of 
the set of principles is organised in relation to the analytical framework set out in section 
1.4.2. The framework was developed in collaboration with NE, drawing on NE priorities 
and areas of interest.  

3.1 Relevance 
How well do the principles align with existing priorities of projects that seek to 
engage communities with nature? How do they reflect and represent community 
needs? 

The five principles show strong alignment with existing priorities of projects that seek to 
engage communities with nature and reflect the approaches taken by or endorsed by 
NEFCPs. The principles reflect the key characteristics of perceptions of effective 
place‑based, community‑focused practice already operating across the sector, as reflected 
in the literature review (Appendix 1), views shared by NEFCPs (Appendix 2) and by NE 
partners during the roundtable (Appendix 3).  

Targeting is highly relevant to existing priorities of projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature. The literature review and roundtable show existing national 
organisations working on projects that seek to engage communities with nature already 
have a focus on reducing inequalities and improving inclusion and routinely focus projects 
and funding in areas experiencing deprivation, low access to green space and poor health 
(Appendix 1; Appendix 3). This aligns directly with the principle’s focus on identifying who 
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stands to benefit most, using both structural data and lived experience. NEFCPs also had 
an existing focus on reaching target communities, identifying these groups through data-
led approaches and deep local knowledge (Appendix 2). This evidence indicates strong 
alignment between the principle and current good practice.  

Understanding communities often underpins how projects operate. The literature review 
shows that asset‑based, participatory or partnership‑led approaches are widely recognised 
as good practice (Appendix 1). Projects are working towards the implementation of these 
approaches and progress is not consistent across all projects (Appendix 1). NEFCPs 
viewed understanding communities as an ongoing process of understanding community 
assets and aspirations, built through community presence, active listening and trust, which 
reflects the focus of this principle on asking communities what matters the most to them 
(Appendix 2).  

Co‑design aligns with the sector’s ambition to create community‑led and contextually 
relevant opportunities. The literature review demonstrates widespread support for co-
design approaches (participatory approaches, community-led approaches, and community 
organising were other terms used in the literature) (Appendix 1). Across the NEFCPs, 
when asked about co-design participants discussed a wide range of activities, from early-
stage consultation and listening exercises (including surveys, youth consultations and 
listening sessions), through to ongoing collaborative planning of activities, spaces and 
programmes (including shaping session content, timings, locations, design of gardens or 
growing spaces, and delivery models) (Appendix 2). NEFCPs valued co‑design and 
explained that the approach enabled them to adapt informally or incrementally in response 
to community feedback (Appendix 2). The principle reflects the growing understanding that 
meaningful engagement, shared decision making and community empowerment form an 
important part of engaging communities with nature.  

Evaluation is widely regarded as important. Evaluation is seen as essential for learning, 
improvement, accountability and demonstrating value (Appendix 1, Appendix 2). Among 
the NEFCPs and within literature there is a focus on proportionate, sensitive and mixed 
methods evaluation (Appendix 2, Appendix 3), which is echoed in the principle. The 
principle’s focus on accessible, ethical evaluation reflects the shared understanding of 
what communities need, which is to be heard without being overburdened.  

Sustainability reflects priorities of projects that seek to engage communities with nature, 
including the importance of long‑term investment, partnerships, skills and embedding work 
in local systems for lasting impact (Appendix 1). Communities, particularly those with 
experience of instability or marginalization, need continuity and stability to foster 
community engagement (Appendix 2; Appendix 3). The principle mirrors existing priorities 
by emphasising stability, resilience and continuity. 

Overall, this research suggests that the community focus embedded within the principles is 
supported by projects that seek to engage communities with nature. The principles 
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emphasise trust, safety, agency, continuity and cultural relevance, which are identified as 
essential. The principles are also relevant and closely aligned with the aspirations and 
operational realities of NEFCPs and key sector stakeholders. NE partners at the 
roundtable indicated a need for only minor refinements rather than fundamental changes 
(Appendix 3).  

3.2 Adaptability and inclusivity 
How well can the principles be adapted to apply across the diversity of projects that 
seek to engage communities with nature and the populations they serve? 

Evidence across the research project shows that the principles are adaptable and can be 
meaningfully applied across a diversity of projects that seek to engage communities with 
nature contexts. The principles are flexible, which enables organisations to interpret and 
operationalise them in ways that reflect their local contexts, organisational capacities, and 
the varied needs of the communities they work with. This adaptability is essential given the 
wide range of delivery environments, from grassroots community gardens and park groups 
to health settings, children’s centres and libraries, each shaped by different cultures, 
priorities, and constraints (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). 

Inclusivity depends on this flexibility. NEFCPs demonstrated that the implementation of the 
principles varied significantly depending on the community context (Appendix 2), such as 
through the adoption of varied co-design approaches. The targeting, understanding 
communities and co-design principles are likely to help ensure that adaptability and 
inclusivity is baked into the structure of the principles. It is understood that to deliver 
effective co-design the approach needs to be context-sensitive (adapted to) and inclusive 
of the target community group (Appendix 2).  

Adaptability is what makes the principles inclusive, as flexibility enables organisations to 
tailor engagement, activities and approaches to diverse contexts, capacities and cultures, 
ensuring the principles hold across different contexts without imposing overly prescriptive 
expectations. This responsiveness is central to delivering nature‑based work that is 
relevant to varied communities. The approach to monitoring and evaluating the 
implementation and impact of the principles should carefully consider the adaptability of 
the principles.  

3.3 Consistency 
Are all five principles applied widely and consistently? Is there evidence indicating 
that certain principles are applied more or less consistently? 

Findings across the research show that the application of the principles varies and is 
shaped by organisational capacity, funding structures, community context, and delivery 
settings. 
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The targeting and understanding communities principles are applied most consistently, 
meaning that more projects and NEFCPs applied this principle or practices aligned with 
this principle compared to other principles. The literature reviewed explored established 
practices that align with these principles, including identifying priority groups, using local 
insight, and adopting asset‑based approaches (Appendix 1). NEFCPs described the 
principles as “intuitive” and central to practice and projects was the consistent application 
of these two principles (Appendix 2). The specific approach to implementation is adapted 
to project specific contexts (as discussed in the adaptability section), but the extent to 
which projects engaged with and implemented these principles was relatively consistent.  

The other principles, co‑design, evaluation and sustainability, appear less consistently 
embedded, meaning that less projects or NEFCPs applied this principle or practices 
aligned with this principle compared to other principles. Co‑design is widely valued but 
varies in depth of application, depending on time, facilitation skills and community 
readiness (Appendix 1). Approaches to co‑design can range from iterative, informal 
adaptation to more structured participatory processes, leading to wide variation between 
projects (Appendix 2). Evaluation shows some inconsistency. There are different 
approaches to evaluation, including different methodologies or tools (Appendix 1). Delivery 
contexts, participant needs and funder requirements often shape what evaluation is 
implemented in practice (Appendix 2). Sustainability is also inconsistently implemented, 
primarily due to challenges with short‑term funding cycles, volunteer dependency and 
fragile organisational capacity, which limit the degree to which long‑term continuity can be 
guaranteed (Appendix 1, Appendix 2).  

Some of the variations in approach are linked to adaptability and demonstrate the 
importance of a level of flexibility. For example, different approaches to co-design are to be 
expected and are important, to ensure that the approach reflects community needs. 
NEFCPs consistently emphasise the need for flexible interpretation (Appendix 2). This 
reinforces the value of a principles‑led approach that supports responsiveness to local 
context rather than prescriptive delivery. However, there are some variations discussed 
which are linked to different organisational scales, skills, time and resources, as well as 
funding constraints. This does not indicate that there is a conceptual issue with the 
principles, but that there is a practical challenge with implementing the principles rigidly 
given the relevant structural constraints.  

3.4 Coherence 
How well do the five principles align with each other? Are there any overlaps, 
contradictions or synergies? 

The principles form a coherent and mutually reinforcing framework. Understanding 
communities is a foundational principle which the other principles depend on (Appendix 2). 
Understanding communities, targeting and co-design are linked. Asset‑based approaches, 
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strong partnerships and community insight underpin effective targeting and meaningful 
co‑design, ensuring that activities reflect local priorities and lived experience (Appendix 1). 
NEFCPs repeatedly described these three principles as inseparable in practice, with 
targeting refined through ongoing understanding of communities and co‑development 
strengthened by trust and understanding which is built over time (Appendix 2). NEFCPs 
noted that co‑design without deep understanding risks being superficial, especially in 
therapeutic or youth settings, where emotional and psychological realities must shape 
delivery (Appendix 2). 

The targeting, understanding communities and co-design principles are also linked to 
sustainability. Successful community engagement depends on continuity and long-term 
presence (Appendix 2). For several NEFCPs, demonstrating consistent presence, building 
local partnerships and creating handovers of skills or assets were all essential for 
sustaining participation (Appendix 2). 

Evaluation operates as a reinforcing or enabling principle, which facilitates learning and 
improvement if recommendations from the evaluation are implemented (Appendix 1). 
Evaluation was linked to understanding communities, particularly where measurement 
approaches must be shaped by participants’ needs and wellbeing (Appendix 2). 
Evaluation is also essential for demonstrating impact which can help to secure future 
funding, making it directly tied to sustainability (Appendix 2). 

There are some practical constraints that can undermine the ability to implement the 
sustainability principle alongside implementing other principles, although these do not 
undermine the conceptual coherence of the principles. Short‑term funding and limited staff 
or volunteer capacity can restrict the ability to deliver targeted outreach, sustained 
engagement, intensive co-design activities, or robust evaluation (Appendix 1). Within a 
constrained funding landscape, sustainability is often understood as exploring how to 
operate without sustained funding or how to move towards community-led approaches that 
may require less funding (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). This approach to sustainability can 
conflict with the implementation of other principles, where the implementation approach is 
reliant on continued access to some funding. For example, targeting high‑needs groups 
often requires more funding to support accessibility, such as for British Sign Language 
(BSL) interpreters, which can conflict with long-term sustainability (Appendix 2).  

Limited access to funding can sometimes create conflicts with other principles, especially 
when only a small amount is available for project delivery. These constraints often call for 
practical negotiation and decision making. For example, a project may have to choose 
between allocating resources towards staff capacity to help improve access for a target 
group, a trained facilitator or a training course in facilitation to support co-design or 
dedicating those resources to enhance evaluation efforts.  
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The principles function as a coherent set, often viewed as strongly interlinked and 
reinforcing. The examples of tensions are practical rather than conceptual, and primarily 
linked to structural constraints, including limited funding.  

3.5 Sufficiency 
Do the principles cover all the key considerations related to engaging communities 
in nature? Are there any gaps? 

The five principles broadly reflect the key elements or considerations related to effectively 
engaging communities in nature (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Targeting ensures equitable 
reach and inclusion, understanding communities and co-design support participatory and 
community-focused approaches, evaluation embeds learning and accountability, and 
sustainability provides the foundation for long‑term impact (Appendix 1). Additional 
concepts raised in the literature can be viewed as complementary to the principles.  

Some of the additional considerations identified in the literature (Appendix 1) and by 
NEFCPs (Appendix 2) can be viewed as enablers that help projects to implement the 
principles. Within the literature, there is focus on flexible and iterative approaches as well 
as capacity building and improvement. This aligns with the current set of principles as key 
enablers underpinning effective implementation of the principles (Appendix 1). Some 
NEFCPs explained that relationship‑building is foundational (Appendix 2). Relationship 
building sits implicitly across targeting, understanding communities and co‑design, but this 
could be made more explicit given the importance of building strong and trusted 
relationships (Appendix 2).  

Recognition of and attempts to appropriately manage power imbalances, power dynamics 
and power sharing can also improve community engagement with nature and underpin the 
implementation of several principles (Appendix 1; Appendix 2). Additional guidance that 
sits alongside the principles that focuses on enabling factors or conditions, could help to 
make this more explicit without overcomplicating the principles.  

Some additional considerations highlighted can be viewed as extensions or possible 
outcomes of the current set of principles, rather than requiring a new principle. For 
example, some interviewees highlighted that co‑leadership and co‑ownership are distinct 
from co‑design and require deeper and long-term power‑sharing that is not fully captured 
in the current framework (Appendix 2). Others highlighted that co-leadership and co-
ownership may not be appropriate across all contexts (Appendix 2).  

Additional guidance that sits alongside the principles may help to explore the different 
ways in which the principles can be applied. For some projects moving towards co-
ownership of spaces or assets may be what members of the community want (understood 
through implementing understanding communities, co-design and evaluation) and may be 
a possible pathway to sustainability (Appendix 1). Whereas for other projects, ongoing 
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external leadership, grant funding and paid specialist staff may help to facilitate effective 
targeting, particularly among groups with high needs (Appendix 2). Given the variety of 
projects that seek to engage communities with nature contexts, co-ownership and co-
leadership may not always be appropriate. It could be helpful to develop best practice 
examples of applying the principles among a range of different contexts, this could help to 
demonstrate where co-leadership and co-ownership fit within the principles.  

Some NEFCPs felt the principles under-emphasised nature connection and nature 
recovery, noting that a clearer focus on nature would be beneficial (Appendix 2). Some of 
the literature highlighted a need to see nature as community or treat nature as a 
stakeholder, which currently does not feature in the principles (Appendix 1). However, this 
could also incorporate a nature-focused lens that could be applied to the principles, if 
appropriate for the project, for example by extending understanding communities to focus 
on understanding nature or including a mechanism to include nature within co-design 
processes. This approach would help to maintain the adaptable and flexible nature of the 
principles, whilst allowing space for a voice for nature. Future research into the principles 
or example applications of the principles could usefully consider how viewing nature as 
community can be aligned with the principles.  

Other gaps identified relate more to the outcomes of working in a way that aligns with the 
principles. For example, improved inclusivity and accessibility and improved social 
cohesion and wellbeing are emphasized in the literature and aligned with potential or 
desired outcomes of implementing the principles, particularly targeting and understanding 
communities (Appendix 1, also see section 3.6). Applying the principles, particularly co-
design, may help to reinforce community empowerment among those involved (Appendix 
2) and may also be linked to improved opportunities to use a collective voice for advocacy 
and driving system change (Appendix 1).  

Additional research into the outcomes of working in ways that align with the principles 
could help to explore these connections in more detail. Monitoring, evaluation and 
publishing findings that relate to the outcomes of applying the principles could help to 
ensure that these key outcomes areas are made explicit.  

The five principles are generally considered sufficient and comprehensive at a high level. 
The potential gaps identified relate primarily to enablers, extensions or outcomes of the 
principles, which suggests no additional principles are required. In some instances, greater 
clarity or additional operational guidance and best practice examples would help to 
support the implementation of the principles.  

3.6 Impact 
How useful are the five principles as a framework? What is the impact of applying 
principles to projects that seek to engage communities with nature? 
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This section focuses on the potential and perceived impact of the principles as a 
framework for community engagement with nature.  

There are indications that the five principles could provide a practical framework that 
supports more effective, inclusive and sustainable activity of projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature. The literature review indicates that many existing approaches in 
community‑led nature programmes already embody the principles, and that doing so is 
associated with positive outcomes for communities, organisations and the natural 
environment (Appendix 1). For the NEFCPs, the principles offered a clear framework, 
helped teams clarify or articulate purpose, design activities, and maintain consistent ways 
of working (Appendix 2).  

The principles could provide a structure that can improve project delivery and aid reflective 
practice. The principles were viewed by research participants as useful for both new and 
established organisations, as they could act as a starting point for new projects when 
designing a project or a framework to refer to for established projects (Appendix 2).  

The principles could offer a shared language that can help align expectations across 
partners, facilitate constructive feedback, and guide delivery or activity adjustments 
(Appendix 2). NEFCPs explained that the principles could also be used in funding 
applications to help clearly articulate their approach and could help to simplify funding 
applications (Appendix 2).  

Applying the principles could help to improve trust, relationships and community 
connection. Literature sources highlight how co‑design and community-led delivery foster 
stronger partnerships and a greater sense of belonging, particularly when communities 
help shape local spaces and activities (Appendix 1). NEFCP interviews echoed this, 
showing that understanding communities and co‑design contributed to deeper trust 
(Appendix 2).  

The principles could help to improve outcomes for inclusion and accessibility. Projects 
embedded practices such as active listening, tailoring activity design and working through 
trusted local venues to help deliver more culturally relevant forms of delivery work and 
work effectively with under‑represented groups (Appendix 1). NEFCPs explained that they 
were able to adapt activities, adjust session times, or modify communication methods in 
response to improved understanding of the community, which helped to make the activities 
safer, more responsive and better tailored to the needs of families and vulnerable groups 
(Appendix 2). 

While practices or approaches aligned with the principles have demonstrated value, there 
are challenges in measuring long-term impact (Appendix 1). Further to this, limited 
funding, capacity and resources may hinder the implementation of the principles 
(Appendix 1; Appendix 2). The current findings are based on reflections shared by NEFCP 
after a few months implementing the principles and inferred from the literature reviewed, 
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as none of organisations or projects in the literature review explicitly applied the principles 
as a framework. Emerging evidence suggests that applying the principles will help to 
provide a shared language and framework which may benefit organisations and may 
improve or establish ways of working which may benefit communities. However, further 
research is needed to understand the impact of the principles in more detail. 
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4. Developing standards  
4.1 Standards: aims and context  
NE would like to develop a set of standards to underpin the principles for engaging 
communities in nature. The standards would be a co-developed, agreed pathway that 
support effective application of the principles and hence success for projects and 
programmes seeking to engage people in nature, for mutual benefits for people and 
nature. The standards would be adopted within NE; offered across Government to support 
aligned work; and offered to wider sector partners, including funders, to support the 
development of new programmes. 

4.2 Findings on standards  

4.2.1 Role of standards  

Participant views on the need for standards were mixed. Some NEFCPs thought 
standards could be helpful, whilst others expressed hesitancy or uncertainty (Appendix 2). 
For example, during the roundtable one partner questioned whether there was a need to 
develop standards and expressed that the key problem was lack of funding (Appendix 3). 
Given this, it may be useful to clearly articulate the value of the standards in addressing 
challenges felt by sector stakeholders and projects.  

Standards can help address several recurring challenges raised by projects, including 
evaluation, funding/support, and collaboration. Standards could help set clear and 
consistent evaluation expectations, to help avoid in-flight changes in evaluation 
requirement, and to provide certainty for (typical grassroots) organisations with limited 
capacity for evaluation (Appendix 2). Standards could help address funding and support 
barriers, including short‑term cycles, capacity constraints, and access to training or 
non‑financial support from funders, (Appendix 2), by helping to set expectations of funders. 
Standards could help strengthen local authority collaboration and encourage the 
development of strategic networks (Appendix 2).  

Further exploration and clarification about the role and intended outcomes of the 
standards could help to improve buy-in and implementation.  

4.2.2 Process considerations 

Developing robust and usable standards will require a process that combines strategic 
framing, broad engagement, iterative learning and clear expectations. This could benefit 
from analysis conducted with partners at the outset to fully understand the policy context 
and long term aims. 
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The experience of the Green Infrastructure Framework (GIF) standards development 
process demonstrates the value of beginning with a strong analytical foundation. The GI 
team used structured futures tools, including the Government Office for Science 7 
Questions Futures Technique2 and a PESTLE (political, economic, social, technological, 
legal/regulatory and environmental) analysis, to ground the project in a shared 
understanding of the policy context and long-term aims (GIF Interview).  

Establishing a shared vision early helped partners maintain coherence as work became 
more detailed. The GIF process also benefited from convening a large and diverse 
stakeholder group3, which strengthened transparency and legitimacy (GIF Interview).  

Roundtable participants strongly reinforced the need for an inclusive and collaborative 
process. They emphasised that standards must be shaped by the range of organisations 
expected to use them, with attention to capturing the lived experiences of grassroots 
groups and communities (Appendix 3). Participants expressed a clear desire for ongoing 
involvement, including through roundtables, structured one‑to‑one discussions, and 
reviewing drafts. Some preferred to provide written comments while others wished to take 
part in more discussions. NEFCPs agreed that co‑design or co‑production was essential. 
This would help to ensure that standards are realistic, grounded, and reflective of 
community needs (Appendix 2). Participants promoted active outreach to groups that can 
be “easy to ignore”. 

Defining a standard typology or framework may help to improve engagement with and 
understanding of the standards, which could support a co-design process. Roundtable 
participants stressed the importance of being presented with a clear framework or 
structure to respond to, rather than being asked to design standards from scratch 
(Appendix 3). NEFCPs were not always able to identify concrete areas where a standard 
would be helpful (Appendix 2), showing that it can be challenging for stakeholders to think 
about standards without further details, examples or a framework.    

NEFCPs also recommended piloting and iterative testing of draft standards, allowing 
organisations to trial ideas in practice and provide feedback. Several NEFCPs noted that 
the process of trialing the principles and providing feedback as part of this study had been 
valuable and suggested that standards development should build on the same approach 
by gathering feedback from funded community projects (Appendix 2). 

 

 

2 7 Questions Futures Technique – Futures, Foresight and Horizon Scanning 

3 There were 70-80 stakeholders involved, including developers, public sector representatives (such as local authorities and other 
government departments), arms-length bodies, and organisations focused on climate and health outcomes. 

https://foresightprojects.blog.gov.uk/2018/05/01/7-questions-futures-technique/
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Designing standards may involve navigating trade‑offs. Participants highlighted tensions 
between specificity and flexibility; simplicity and comprehensiveness; and ambition and 
feasibility. The process of GIF standard development demonstrated that while quantitative 
standards can clarify expectations, quantitative targets may be unrealistic in some 
contexts (GIF Interview). Roundtable participants cautioned that too many standards or 
overly complex ones could overwhelm organisations, especially smaller ones (Appendix 
3). Recognising these trade‑offs early and being explicit about how they are managed may 
help to maintain trust throughout the process. 

4.2.3 Design considerations 

4.2.3.1 Alignment with principles and existing frameworks 

Roundtable participants emphasised the importance of ensuring that new standards are 
aligned with the principles and ensure that standards reflect both the outcomes for nature 
and communities (Appendix 3).  

Roundtable participants also explained the importance of alignment with existing 
frameworks, including statutory tools, public health frameworks, and devolved‑nation 
equivalents (Appendix 3). The experience of the GIF team reinforced this lesson, as they 
explained that early engagement with other groups that might have produced something 
similar can help to clarify differences, identify opportunities for alignment and avoid 
duplication (GIF Interview). 

4.2.3.2 Different standards set for different stakeholders  

To create standards that are meaningful and usable, it was generally viewed as important 
to clarify the levels at which different standards apply. Projects, funders, and supporting 
bodies often operate under different constraints, meaning that a single standard may not fit 
all. GIF adopted a tiered structure in which area‑wide standards, development‑level 
standards, and process guidance for developers and local authorities all had distinct roles, 
an approach that helped different users navigate the standards and engage with what was 
relevant to them (GIF Interview). Roundtable participants echoed this, emphasising that 
standards should clearly state their intended audience (Appendix 3).  

4.2.3.3 Different types of standards for different topic areas  

Selecting the right type of standard for each topic area is important. GI highlighted the 
need to distinguish between quantitative benchmarks, qualitative indicators, best‑practice 
guidance, and process‑based standards, depending on what the topic lends itself to (GIF 
Interview). For example, some standard areas, such as spatial access to greenspace, lend 
themselves to thresholds or quantitative measures, whereas others, such as quality or 
co‑design, may be more suited to qualitative descriptors.  
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4.2.3.4 Flexibility, adaptability and achievability 

There was broad agreement that flexibility and adaptability are important, and overly rigid 
standards should be avoided. Roundtable participants proposed a national framework with 
scope for local adaptation as a practical approach to the standards (Appendix 3). Projects 
highlighted the need for flexibility to respond to local contexts and differences in 
organisational capacity, and varied geographies, regions and scales, from dense urban 
neighbourhoods to rural settings with limited infrastructure (Appendix 2). For example, 
developing standards at area or region level could help to account for differences in 
access to green or blue spaces across the UK (Appendix 2).  

Roundtable participants stressed that standards should be usable by different 
organisations, recommending a tiered model with core or baseline requirements and 
optional aspirational elements (Appendix 3). GIF team’s experience also demonstrated the 
value of guided flexibility, through providing structured guidance to help organisations set 
stretching but realistic local targets in cases where national benchmarks may be 
inappropriate (GIF Interview). Clarity and understanding about what is required to meet a 
standard can help people to feel empowered and more confident in their ability to deliver 
against the standards (Appendix 2). 

4.2.3.5 Language, format, accessibility and communication 

Clear, accessible communication is essential to ensure standards are understood and 
used. Roundtable participants called for plain language and minimal jargon. Further to this, 
participants expressed that framing that recognises different stakeholder priorities, such as 
community groups’ focus on lived experience versus larger bodies’ focus on environmental 
and strategic outcomes, would be useful (Appendix 3). Participants also recommended 
visual or creative formats, including concise infographics paired with more detailed written 
guidance, as well as real‑world examples and vignettes to bring standards to life. GIF team 
found that simplifying complex technical material into manageable formats increased 
usability and uptake (GIF Interview). 

4.2.3.6 Opportunities for fun and celebration  

The roundtable raised additional considerations included integrating opportunities for fun, 
celebration and enjoyment (Appendix 3). One interview participant also reflected on the 
importance of fun in relation to principles and standards (Appendix 2). This may help to 
improve implementation of the principles.  

4.2.4 Implementation and review considerations 

4.2.4.1 Funding and dissemination  

It is important to consider dissemination and implementation. Roundtable participants 
recommended using targeted communications to support adoption, explaining that 
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communicating the standards to government will require a different approach to 
communicating with community groups (Appendix 3). Tailored messaging for different 
audiences could also help organisations understand their different roles and 
responsibilities in relation to the standards. The implementation of standards could be 
supported by funding, training, and other non‑financial assistance. NEFCP interviews 
explained that funding is a central barrier to adopting new expectations, particularly for 
smaller organisations with limited capacity (Appendix 2).  

4.2.4.2 Ongoing review process 

Lessons from the GIF standard development process and participant views shared during 
the roundtable highlight the importance of viewing standards as dynamic rather than static. 
The GIF team noted that after two years of implementation, it has become clear which 
standards require clarification or simplification and that ongoing review is necessary to 
respond to real‑world feedback (GIF Interview). Roundtable participants recommended 
establishing clear review cycles, responsibilities and processes to ensure that standards 
evolve alongside policy changes, practical lessons learn and community needs (Appendix 
3). 

4.2.4.3 Monitoring to understand impact 

Finally, monitoring the uptake and impact of the standards was recommended. NEFCPs 
explained that standards should lead to tangible benefits for communities rather than 
existing as written documents with limited practical application (Appendix 2). Roundtable 
participants highlighted the value of developing an approach to monitor collective impact 
across initiatives, which would support learning at local, regional and national levels and 
help to demonstrate the impact of the standards (Appendix 3). Demonstrating the impact 
of the standards could help to promote adoption and implementation.  
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5. Conclusions   
This research project has explored how well the principles reflect existing practices, what 
changes to them are needed, and how they can be developed into standards.  

Overall, the research indicates that the principles are generally well aligned with 
recognised good practice for place-based community initiatives. Testing of the principles 
with NEFCPs has shown that the principles reflect the core characteristics of effective 
practice on the ground. Both the literature reviewed and engagement with NEFCPs 
showed that the operationalisation of the principles or practices aligned with the principles 
vary and is shaped by context, capacity and funding. This underscores the need for 
flexibility within the principles, as it will enable organisations of different sizes and contexts 
to apply them meaningfully, which is critical to the success of the principles given the 
diverse potential user base. There is variability related to the practical application of the 
co-design, evaluation and sustainability principles, although there was strong support for 
the principles in theory. This suggests the principles describe current best practice 
approaches but are still aspirational as they are not yet consistently implemented. 

While many projects already work in ways that align with the principles, the principles 
could add value through supporting consistency and providing a framework for reflection 
and communication. The principles can help to provide a shared language that could 
strengthen collaboration, improve funding application processes, and support more 
consistent, ethical ways of working.  

While some suggestions were made related to what is included or considered as part of 
the principles, the research has not identified any major gaps that require the creation of 
any further principles. There are three suggestions set out in the recommendations section 
that focus on how the principles could be clarified and developed to better support 
practical implementation. 

As NE develop the standards, these principles provide a foundation based on experiences 
and perspectives from NEFCPs and partners, and relevant reports, for shaping future 
practice and ensuring that community engagement with nature delivers lasting benefit for 
people and nature. The next section includes several recommendations for developing the 
principles into standards, considering the process of standards development, the design of 
the standards and the implementation of the standards.  

5.1 Recommendations for developing and implementing 
the principles 

Developing the principles:  

• Add introductory text that explains that the principles are designed to be 
applied through an iterative, dynamic and flexible process. This should explain 
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the benefits of an iterative approach both across and within principles. For example, 
an iterative approach across principles will mean that evaluation can inform the 
targeting approach whilst an iterative approach within principles will establish the 
understanding that co-design in an ongoing repeatable process rather than a single 
activity.  

• Develop case study examples that show how the principles can be applied by 
a range of stakeholders and in a range of different contexts. This could help to 
demonstrate the adaptability of the principles and provide tangible, relatable 
examples of application. This could include examples that show how different 
stakeholders (local authorities, funders, large NGOs, grassroots groups) might 
apply the principles. These examples could also provide an opportunity to explore 
how additional concepts, such as co-leadership and co-ownership, fit into the 
framework and may be relevant extensions of the principles in some instances.  

• Consider expanding the definitions of some of the principles to mention key 
aspects highlighted in this research. This could include an inclusivity-based 
approach (targeting), power dynamics, power sharing and empowerment (co-
design) and community and ecological sustainability (sustainability).   

Implementing the principles:  

• Conduct or commission additional research into the impact of the principles. 
Monitoring and evaluation could help to provide robust evidence for the emerging 
areas of impact. Publishing findings from any additional research into the principles 
could help to ensure that stakeholders are aware of the benefits of applying the 
principles, which could help to improve uptake.  

5.2 Key recommendations for developing principles into 
standards 

Process recommendations:  

• When engaging with stakeholders, clearly articulate the value of the standards, 
focusing on the role that standards could play in addressing challenges felt by 
sector stakeholders and projects. 

• Ensure an inclusive, collaborative development process involving diverse 
stakeholders and lived experience. This could include iterative testing and piloting 
standards with community projects. 

• Provide stakeholders with clear standard typology, draft framework or structure to 
respond to. 

• Consider the enabling factors or conditions that underpin the principles. Key 
enablers identified in this research (and any following research) could form the 
basis of future standards. This could help to ensure that some of the enablers 
identified are explicitly integrated into the standards. For example, this could include 
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shared enablers such as trust, time, relationship building, flexibility, partnerships, 
and funding, as well as principle specific enablers.  

Design recommendations: 

• Coherent: Align standards closely with the principles and with existing statutory 
and public health frameworks. 

• Tailored: Tailor standards to different stakeholder groups by clearly specifying 
intended audiences and roles. 

• Flexible: Build flexibility and adaptability into the standards to reflect diverse 
geographies, capacities and contexts.  

• Achievable: Use a tiered model with core requirements and optional aspirational 
elements, to ensure achievability. Provide structured guidance to help organisations 
set locally realistic targets where national thresholds are unsuitable. 

• Appropriate: Use appropriate types of standards (quantitative, qualitative, 
guidance, process‑based) depending on the topic.  

• Accessible: Use plain language, accessible formats and visual materials to support 
understanding and uptake. Incorporate examples, vignettes and creative formats to 
bring standards to life. 

Implementation recommendations  

• Tailor dissemination and communication strategies to different audiences, including 
government and community groups. 

• Consider funding, training and non‑financial support needs to enable 
implementation. 

• Establish clear review cycles, responsibilities and processes to keep standards 
dynamic and responsive. 

• Monitor uptake and impact to ensure standards deliver tangible community benefits 
and enable collective learning. 
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Annex 1 Literature review  
This Appendix sets focuses on the literature review, which was delivered as a standalone 
interim deliverable. As part of the literature review, 20 sources related to engaging 
communities with nature were reviewed and findings related to the principles were 
extracted in line with the study analytical framework. Both the methodology and findings 
are explored in more detail below.  

A1.1 Literature Review Methodology  
The methodology for this draft report is grounded in a collaborative, evidence-led process, 
designed to ensure analytical rigour and transparency.  

A1.1.1 Literature selection  

20 reports were selected in collaboration with Natural England. All reports are listed as 
references in Annex 4. The selection criteria focused on reports with a regional or national 
scope, reports produced by NGOs, and, more generally, reports that presented information 
relevant to the Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature. This included partner 
reports, prior ICF research, and documentation from Natural England funded community 
projects. There was no assessment made of the evidence on which the reports were 
written.  

A1.1.2 Literature review process  

The literature review was designed to provide an assessment of the extent to which the 
five Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature are reflected within existing practice 
and evidence reported in the selected reports. The approach combined a researcher-
led review with AI-enabled analytical support, with the explicit aim of strengthening 
analytical coverage and consistency while preserving human interpretive judgment and 
contextual understanding.  

AI was used in a constrained and supplementary capacity as outlined in A1 1.2.3. below 
Interpretive decisions, assessments of relevance, and final analytical 
conclusions remained the responsibility of the research team throughout.  

A 1.1.2.1 Analytical framework 

The analytical framework was structured around eight core criteria, each operationalised 
through a targeted research question. The analytical framework is designed to help 
answer the overarching research question: Do the principles for engaging communities in 
nature capture the core elements that need to be considered when designing, delivering 
and supporting place-based nature and greenspaces projects?  
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The targeted research questions relate to application, definition and interpretation, 
relevance, adaptability and inclusivity, consistency, coherence, sufficiency and impact (see 
section 1.4.2).The overarching question and set of targeted questions were developed 
collaboratively with Natural England based on areas of interest and priority for the 
evaluation.  

A1.1.2.2 Researcher-led review and interpretive judgment  

The review commenced with a researcher-led process in which a team of three 
researchers systematically read the selected sources and extracted relevant findings using 
a structured Excel-based extraction template, designed based on the analytical framework. 
The template supported consistent summarisation of evidence in relation to the research 
questions and enabled structured mapping of findings against the five Principles for 
Engaging Communities with Nature.  

As the sources included in the review were not developed explicitly with reference to the 
five principles, direct references within the evidence base were often implicit or partial. 
The researcher-led review therefore required interpretive judgement to identify where 
aligned principles, priorities, or ways of working were reflected within the documentation, 
even where the language used differed from that of the principles themselves. This 
interpretation was informed by researchers’ understanding of the policy and practice 
context, including the involvement of Natural England and partner organisations in the 
development and co-design of the principles.  

Through this process, the research team assessed the extent to which the principles are 
already reflected in current practice, enabling an examination of their application, definition 
and interpretation, relevance, adaptability and inclusivity, consistency, coherence, 
sufficiency and impact across nature communities. Mapping implicit references and 
aligned examples provided a means of testing whether the principles offer an accurate and 
meaningful framework for community engagement in nature.  

A1.1.2.3 AI-enabled structured extraction and comparison  

In parallel, the same sources and research questions were analysed using Lexora, an AI-
enabled desk research tool developed by ICF and which has been used across a range of 
research projects. Lexora is designed to support desk-based research by systematically 
extracting and organising information from documentary sources, while maintaining full 
traceability to the original evidence base.  

For this review, Lexora was used to extract relevant findings on a source-by-source basis 
in relation to the research questions and the five principles. All extracted 
findings were linked to specific source documents and page numbers, enabling 
transparent verification and auditability. The tool supported structured extraction 
and cross-source comparison but did not undertake interpretive analysis.  
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A1.1.2.4 Quality assurance and contextual review  

All AI-generated outputs were subject to quality assurance by the research team involved 
in the researcher-led review. Source-by-source extractions produced by the tool were 
reviewed by the researcher who had originally read each source, allowing direct 
assessment of accuracy and contextual relevance.  

This review process explicitly recognised that AI-enabled extraction may not fully capture 
nuance, particularly where insights are implicit, context-specific, or embedded within 
broader narrative discussion. AI outputs were therefore used to supplement, rather than 
replace, researcher-led analysis, with discrepancies or ambiguities resolved through 
human review.  

A1.1.2.5 Contribution of the parallel analytical design  

Conducting the researcher-led and AI-enabled processes in parallel strengthened the 
overall robustness of the review. Although both processes undertook similar extraction 
tasks, they served different analytical purposes. The researcher-led review prioritised 
contextual interpretation, critical judgment, and nuanced assessment of alignment with the 
principles, while the AI-enabled process provided a systematic and independently 
generated layer of structured extraction and cross-source comparison.  

The parallel design increased confidence that relevant material across the evidence base 
had been consistently identified and compared, strengthening the robustness of 
interpretation and synthesis and providing an additional layer of analytical assurance.  

A1.1.2.6 Integration and synthesis  

The introduction of the AI-enabled tool did not alter the underlying approach to 
the researcher-led review, which followed established qualitative desk-research practices. 
Instead, findings from the AI-enabled analysis were used to supplement and 
corroborate researcher-led findings where they added analytical value and were coherent 
with the wider evidence base. Final synthesis and reporting drew on the combined insights 
from both processes, with human researchers retaining responsibility for interpretation and 
conclusions.   

A1.1.3 Appendix structure 

The Appendix includes two main sections  

• Analysis by principle section: This examines each of the five Principles for Engaging 
Communities with Nature considering definition and interpretation, application in 
practice, successes and enablers and lessons learned. [RQ1,2]  
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• Analysis of the set of principles: This section examines the Principles for Engaging 
Communities with Nature as a set, considering relevance, adaptability and 
inclusivity, consistency, coherence, sufficiency and impact [RQ3,4,5,6,7,8]  

A1.2 Analysis by principle  
This section examines each of the Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature in 
turn, summarising how they are defined, applied in practice, and the main successes and 
challenges identified across the evidence base. The analysis highlights key lessons and 
examples to guide the ongoing refinement of the principles and support more effective 
community engagement with nature. 

A1.2.1 Principle 1: Targeting  

A1.2.1.1 Definition and interpretation  

The reports generally do not use or explicitly define the term ‘targeting’, but implicit 
definitions relate to a focus on equity, diversity and inclusion. The sources present two 
related but distinct interpretations of targeting. Targeting an approach for needs-based 
prioritisation, with a strategic or regional focus on positioning projects that seek to 
engage communities with nature in areas of need and targeting as an approach to 
improving inclusivity and accessibility at a local or community level.   

Targeting as needs-based prioritisation: Several reports explained that the location of 
the projects that seek to engage communities with nature was determined in relation to 
community needs. This included identifying areas with high levels of deprivation, areas 
with low existing access to green space and opportunities to work with target groups, often 
those facing social or economic disadvantages (West Midlands Combined Authority, 2024; 
Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Coke et al., 2024). The target groups include low-income 
households, ethnic and minority groups, children, young people and families, people with 
disabilities or restricted mobility, elderly, adults experiencing isolation or mental health, 
carers and refugees. A few reports also mentioned prioritising areas where the 
environment was most in need of nature-based interventions (Wildlife Trust, 2022; Coke et 
al., 2024), however it was more common for the needs-based prioritisation to be based on 
community-needs.  

Targeting to improve inclusivity and accessibility: Several reports also emphasised 
that spaces and activities should be accessible and inclusive, ensuring they accommodate 
all ages, abilities, and cultural backgrounds (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; West 
Midlands Combined Authority, 2024). Other sources highlighted the importance of 
activities or spaces specifically designed for or relevant to differing target demographics 
(Wildlife Trust, 2024)  

Box 7 Northern Network  
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The Green Community Hubs detailed in the Northern Network report were selected 
based on areas of deprivation and low existing provision: "The area was chosen to be a 
Green Community Hub, staff said, as it is a deprived area with some wards featuring 
high on the Indices of Multiple Deprivation.” There was also a focus on improving 
inclusivity and accessibility: “It was also identified that people did not access local green 
space on their doorstep for a range of reasons, including a lack of awareness of the 
space, physical and mental health concerns, a lack of transport access and the cost of 
transport." (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024)  

 

A1.2.1.2 Application in practice  

Targeting was found to be implemented at different levels and at different times. The 
sources showed that needs-based prioritisation occurred at a strategic level, including 
through determining where to position new projects that seek to engage communities with 
nature or how to distribute funding or support between existing projects. Within the 
sources, inclusivity and accessibility was improved at a project-level, as existing or new 
projects seeking to engage communities in nature broadened the reach of the project or 
enhanced engagement with target groups. In practice, these approaches appeared to be 
complementary, as shown in Box 7 projects used both needs-based prioritisation and 
approaches focused on improving inclusivity and accessibility.  

Targeting as needs-based prioritisation: The reviewed projects used spatial tools such 
as Green Infrastructure maps, Indices of Multiple Deprivation, and spatial indicators like 
the percentage of population living within 15 minutes of an improved green space, 
combined with demographic monitoring, Equity Impact Assessments, survey instruments 
and local knowledge, to assess who is reached and where gaps remain (Agile Initiative, 
Oxford Martin School, University of Oxford, 2023; West Midlands Combined Authority, 
2024; Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; Wavehill 
and Groundwork, 2024; Coke et al., 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2025; Natural 
England, 2023; Urban Foresight, no date). Needs-based prioritisation affected the location 
projects that seek to engage communities with nature and the funding made available to 
projects. For example, Culture Nature libraries used data and community input to select 
sites in areas of high deprivation and partnered with schools and refugee organisations to 
extend reach (Natural England, no date). Several supporting NGOs distribute funding to 
projects specifically working with target demographic groups, located in areas with high 
levels of deprivation and limited previous investment, and located in areas of green 
deprivation or poor access to green spaces (Hubbub 2022; West Midlands Combined 
Authority, 2024; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Wildlife Trust, 2024; Natural England 
and ICF, 2025).  
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Targeting as inclusivity and accessibility: Targeting strategies aimed to engage people 
with nature locally, by designing activities and spaces to promote inclusivity and 
accessibility. The reviewed sources describe tailoring initiatives for asylum seekers, trans 
participants, SEND learners, people with mental health problems, carers, isolated men, 
ethnic minority groups and low‑income areas, often reporting improved nature connection, 
wellbeing, and pro‑environmental behaviour among these groups (Social Farms and 
Gardens, 2024; Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; 
Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024a; Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2025; Tilat, 2025; Urban Foresight, no date; 
National Academy for Social Prescribing and Wavehill, 2022; New Local, 2025).  

A1.2.1.3 Successes and enablers  

Successful targeting was associated with several intersecting enabling factors. The factors 
that enabled needs-based prioritisation were different to the factors that enabled inclusivity 
and accessibility.  

Targeting as needs-based prioritisation:  

• Data availability: Using mapping tools (e.g., Indices of Multiple Deprivation, Green 
Infrastructure maps, Equity Impact Assessments) and local knowledge to identify 
and reach priority groups (Wildlife Trust, 2022)  

• Partnerships: Collaboration with local organisations (e.g., schools, charities, faith 
groups) to access and engage target audiences (Natural England and ICF, 2024). 
Forming partnerships with organisations that actively support participants that would 
likely benefit from attending the projects that seek to engage communities with 
nature facilitated greater engagement from target groups that may not otherwise 
attend activities (Wavehill and Groundwork 2024).  

Targeting as inclusivity and accessibility:  

The design of the space, type of activity and delivery style and the funding and resources 
provided were shown to be important enablers of approaches targeting improved 
inclusivity and accessibility.  

• Safe, accessible and central spaces can improve inclusivity and accessibility: 
The Wildlife Trust (2024) highlighted the importance of designing spaces that feel 
safe for women and/or people of colour. The use of existing community 
infrastructure, such as community centres, and partnerships with organisations that 
have a trusted status, such as public libraries, can help projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature to reach audiences that might not traditionally engage with 
environmental initiatives and can help to create safe and non-stigmatising entry 
points (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2025; Natural 
England, 2025).  
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Projects that seek to engage communities with nature that have both indoor and outdoor 
space can improve engagement with target groups (Natural England, no date). Further to 
this, inclusivity and accessibility can be promoted by ensuring that spaces are accessible 
for people with restricted mobility needs and include design features that cater to sensory 
needs (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; West Midlands Combined Authority, 2024). 
Centrally located projects that are easy to access via public transport or visible to passers-
by can also help to promote ongoing or spontaneous engagement (West Midlands 
Combined Authority, 2024; Natural England, no date).   

• Varied, diverse and creative activities can broaden participation and improve 
inclusivity: Diverse activities can help to encourage wide participation from the 
community (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). Creative, sensory and alternative 
engagement, including storytelling, digital nature experiences, soundscapes and 
immersive experiences, can appeal to diverse target groups (Natural England, no 
date; Natural England, 2025; Tilat, 2025).   

• Flexible approaches to delivery that maintain continuity can facilitate 
community engagement: Flexibility in delivery can enable community members to 
“participate independently, without pressure or commitment” (Natural England, no 
date). Continuity can help to create a community. The return of "familiar faces” can 
help to “build a feeling of community and connection" (Natural England, no date).  

• Funding and resources are often highlighted as key enablers when engaging 
with target groups: Funding helped projects to improve the physical space through 
investment in new accessibility focused infrastructure (Wavehill and Groundwork, 
2024). Funding can also enable hubs to deliver activities free of charge which 
removes financial barriers to participation (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). The 
provision of necessary clothing and equipment can enable people to engage with 
nature in all weathers and remove barriers for those without appropriate clothing 
(Wildlife Trust, 2024). The design and dissemination of accessible resources, 
including digital resources and translated resources, can help overcome 
engagement barriers (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024).  

A1.2.1.4 Challenges and barriers  

The sources explored several challenges and barriers to targeting, mostly related to 
creating an inclusive and accessible space. These include:   

• Lack of data to inform targeting: Many reports note missing baselines, lack of 
longitudinal data and limited specification of EDI tools, which constrain robust 
targeting (West Midlands Combined Authority, 2024; Coke et al., 2024; Natural 
England and ICF, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2025; Tilat, 2025; Urban 
Foresight, no date; National Academy for Social Prescribing and Wavehill, 2022).  

• Access and delivery issues that are difficult to address: Many sources explored 
the access barriers faced by target communities, including transport and access 
barriers, language and cultural barriers, stigma, digital exclusion, timing issues and 
seasonality (Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; 



 

Page 65 of 129 Research project: Testing the Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature. NECR735. 

Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2024; Natural England 
and ICF, 2025; Tilat, 2025; Urban Foresight, no date; National Academy for Social 
Prescribing and Wavehill, 2022; New Local, 2025). Opening hours can restrict 
participation and engagement (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). Operating a 
flexible model, such as drop-in sessions, can be difficult for projects that seek to 
engage communities with nature to manage due to unpredictable fluctuations in 
attendance (Natural England, no date). Several sources explained that bad weather 
over winter can be a barrier to engagement (Natural England, no date; Coke et al., 
2024). This is particularly challenging for projects without access to sheltered 
spaces (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). 

• Time and resource constraints: Limited staff time, staff or volunteer capacity and 
funding can constrain deep and targeted outreach. It can be challenging for 
underpaid or unpaid community garden coordinators to effectively meet multiple 
community needs (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024). It can also be challenging for 
general community engagement staff (e.g. library staff or community centre staff) to 
engage communities in nature due to competing responsibilities and a lack of 
confidence in nature connection or knowledge aspects of the role (Natural England, 
no date). It also takes considerable time to develop trusting relationships and 
regular community engagement (Groundwork, 2022).  

• Challenges finding effective ways to engage target groups: A few sources 
explained that it is difficult to reach certain groups or attract new audiences (e.g., 
ethnic minorities, working-class communities, people with disabilities) (Coke et al., 
2024; Natural England and ICF, 2024)  

• Unintended consequences of targeted approaches: Some targeted approaches 
risk making spaces feel exclusive, unintentionally excluding others and undermining 
the universal nature of community spaces (New Local, 2025). Co-design processes 
can help to ensure community spaces are universal, inclusive and accessible and 
relevant and appealing to the whole community (New Local, 2025). 

A1.2.1.5 Lessons learned/recommendations 

• Targeting occurs at multiple levels: Strategic landscape-scale planning is 
essential for effective targeting (Wildlife Trust, 2022) but inclusivity and accessibility 
can be improved at a local level.  

• Hyper-local engagement and communication strategies, including working at the 
street or housing level, can help improve inclusivity and target underrepresented 
groups (Hubbub, 2022; Tilat, 2025)  

• Diverse activities for diverse groups: Connecting to nature is not always about 
growing or gardening, broader community engagement can be facilitated by 
creative, diverse and alternative approaches (Hubbub, 2022)  

• Tailored strategies: It is essential to implement tailored strategies that are 
responsive to local community and environmental needs to enable 
underrepresented communities to participate effectively (Natural England and ICF, 
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2024; Natural England, 2025; Tilat, 2025). This can include acknowledging that the 
requirements of smaller grassroots groups differ from those of larger organisations 
(Tilat, 2025). 

• Time for targeting: Longer timelines and multi‑year funding underpin sustained, 
targeted work in high‑need areas (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Natural 
England and ICF, 2024;Tilat, 2025; Wildlife Trust, 2022; National Academy for 
Social Prescribing and Wavehill, 2022; New Local, 2025) 

• Consider power dynamics: It is helpful to consider power dynamics, which are 
understood as power imbalances or the unequal distribution of influence between 
actors involved in decision making, which could be related to resource control or 
ownership (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, and University of Oxford, 2023). It 
is helpful to address these imbalances during engagement activities to avoid 
perpetuating inequality (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, and University of 
Oxford, 2023). 

• Partnerships help to distribute power: Partnering with local organisations, 
including grassroots or community-led groups, can help to leverage local 
knowledge, improve engagement and distribute power at the community level (Tilat, 
2025).  

 

A1.2.2 Principle 2: Understanding communities  

A1.2.2.1 Definition and interpretation  

Across the reviewed sources, the principle of ‘understanding communities’ is rarely used 
explicitly. Instead, most sources refer to asset-based approaches alongside partnership 
working as central to effectively understanding communities. An asset-based approach is 
seen in the sources to typically be defined as recognising and building on the existing 
strengths, skills, networks, and resources within a community, rather than focusing solely 
on needs or deficits.  

Many sources describe approaches that align with the understanding communities 
principle. For example, one source referred to a community-led and collaborative approach 
which integrates local context and lived experience into design and delivery (Natural 
England and ICF, 2025). Other sources suggest that understanding communities involves 
listening to what communities want and need from the outset, keeping conversation 
channels open, and being willing to change plans and approaches in response to 
feedback (Butler & Richardson, 2024). This is echoed in another source which highlights 
that engagement of the local community is a key way to ensure the LNRS reflects local 
priorities in terms of nature recovery and wider environmental issues (Natural England, 
2023). 
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A1.2.2.2 Application in practice   

In practice, understanding communities is operationalised through a range of participatory 
and asset-based approaches and through partnership working. Asset-based community 
development is seen in the sources as a common starting point, with projects often 
beginning by identifying, mapping and mobilising the existing strengths, skills, and 
networks within a place (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 
2025). For example, one source explained that land-based community development 
begins with the assets in a place, working in a way that starts with people and groups 
recognising and pooling their gifts, skills and knowledge (Social Farms and Gardens, 
2024). There is also a focus on building social capital and networks; one source explored 
a social capital model of relationship building: bonding (within groups); bridging (between 
groups); linking (with decision makers) (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024). Partnership 
working is described in the sources as collaboration between community organisations, 
local authorities, charities, and other stakeholders to design and deliver activities that are 
relevant and responsive to local context.  

Participatory engagement methods are widely used, including community mapping, 
targeted outreach (such as in mosques, schools, or hotels for refugees), and participatory 
mapping (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). From one source it was understood that 
projects “attempted to engage with local communities in a wide range of ways” to better 
understand locals’ needs and barriers (Coke et al., 2024). The importance of active 
listening is also emphasised as a process of not only listening to what someone is saying 
but creating a two-way street of communication, so there is mutual understanding (Wildlife 
Trust, 2024).  

Box 8 Understanding communities in practice 

One project “used the pilot to begin an engagement process with refugees and asylum 
seekers… The aim was to try and build rapport and interest by going and talking with 
refugees and asylum seekers in places they already go and are comfortable.” (Coke et 
al., 2024) 

A1.2.2.3 Successes and enablers  

Success in understanding communities was associated with several enabling factors 
identified across the sources: 

• Strategic partnerships with trusted local organisations: Collaboration with 
organisations deeply rooted in the community (such as schools, grassroots groups, 
and health services) enables hubs to access local knowledge, build credibility, and 
gain nuanced insights into community needs and assets. These partnerships help 
projects move beyond surface-level engagement, allowing for a richer, asset-based 
understanding of the community context (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Coke et 
al., 2024). 
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Example: In the Northern Network Pilot, Groundwork facilitators partnered with local 
organisations such as care homes, occupational therapy facilities, and charities 
supporting dementia carers. These partnerships enabled the hub to access local 
knowledge about barriers to engagement, such as transport, accessibility, and 
social isolation. By working closely with these trusted partners, the hub was able to 
identify specific needs within the community and tailor activities to address them, 
leading to more inclusive and responsive programming (Wavehill and Groundwork, 
2024). 

• Long-term relationships and trust: Sustained engagement, especially through 
staff or volunteers with local knowledge, were critical for providing continuity and 
building trust. These relationships create safe spaces for honest dialogue, 
encourage participation from seldom-heard voices, and allow for ongoing learning 
about evolving community priorities. Trust enables communities to share their 
perspectives openly, which is essential for a genuine understanding of local 
strengths and challenges (Natural England and ICF, 2025; Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024). 

• Flexible, responsive engagement approaches: Adapting project activities and 
engagement methods in response to community feedback (rather than following 
rigid plans) demonstrates a willingness to listen and learn from the community. 
Flexible formats (such as drop-in sessions or iterative programming) allow for 
ongoing two-way communication, making it easier to identify emerging needs, 
barriers, and opportunities. This responsiveness is not just about delivering 
interventions, but about continually refining the project’s understanding of the 
community through active listening and adaptation (Natural England and Libraries 
Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; Butler & Richardson, 2024). 

Box 9 Building trust and ownership 

“Overcoming the challenges at the Clay Pitts Park Hub required consistent and regular 
activities to build trust with local residents, and persistent engagement with the local 
police, which highlighted the importance of building trust and addressing safety concerns 
within the community. (…) A key strength of the Hub is the consistency with which 
activities were delivered over the course of the scheme. The Hub Facilitator recognised 
that to build trust with local communities there was a need to demonstrate a commitment 
to delivering within the area over a period of time.” (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024) 

A1.2.2.4 Challenges and barriers  

Despite these successes, barriers were also commonly reported across the sources: 

• Capacity and resource constraints: Limited staff time, funding, and skills 
restricted the depth and breadth of engagement, particularly in areas with high 
deprivation or historic underinvestment (Natural England and ICF, 2025; Wavehill 
and Groundwork, 2024; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024). 
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• Trust and representation issues: Building trust in communities with negative past 
experiences of external interventions was challenging. Barriers such as language, 
accessibility, and lack of representation persisted, especially among marginalised 
groups (Coke et al., 2024; Natural England, 2023; Butler & Richardson, 2024). 

• Partnership-specific barriers: Competing or conflicting interests between partner 
organisations sometimes limited the effectiveness of collaboration. Differences in 
organisational priorities, approaches, or expectations could create friction or slow 
progress. In some cases, unclear roles or responsibilities led to duplication of effort 
or gaps in delivery. (see e.g. Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024) 

 

A1.2.2.5 Lessons learned/recommendations 

The following lessons and recommendations emerged across the sources: 

• Embed community understanding early: Invest time in building relationships and 
understanding local context before designing interventions (Natural England and 
ICF, 2025; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; Butler & Richardson, 2024). 

• Adopt flexible, iterative approaches: Allow adaptation based on ongoing 
feedback and changing community needs (Natural England and Libraries 
Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). 

• Prioritise inclusion: Use targeted outreach and accessible engagement methods 
to reach seldom-heard voices and underrepresented groups (Natural England, 
2023; Coke et al., 2024). 

• Leverage local assets: Work with local organisations to build on existing 
community strengths, networks, and knowledge (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; 
Butler & Richardson, 2024). 

• National NGOs should act as enablers, rather than decision makers: The 
Nature Neighbourhoods project found that large “NGOs are most effective when 
they act as enablers, supporting, connecting, and amplifying the work of local 
organisations rather than directing it,” leading to greater community empowerment 
and system change (Tilat, 2025: 32). Systems change is defined as “a way of 
thinking about change that goes beyond individual projects to look at how policies, 
structures, and power relationships can be reshaped. In this context, systems 
change means recognising the role of VCSEs in influencing local authorities, health 
bodies, funders, and wider policy” (Tilat, 2025: 39).   

• Support capacity building: Provide training and resources for staff, volunteers, 
and community members to strengthen engagement and leadership (Natural 
England and ICF, 2025). 
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A1.2.3 Principle 3: Co-design   

A1.2.3.1 Definition and interpretation  

Co-design is described across sources as the collaborative development of programmes, 
activities, and spaces with community members, ensuring that services are shaped by 
local needs, preferences, and lived experiences (Natural England and ICF, 2025; Butler & 
Richardson, 2024). It is often defined as involving communities in shaping activities, 
spaces, and governance from the outset, collaborating to generate collective visions and 
guiding principles, and co-designing initiatives and spaces with communities (Natural 
England and ICF, 2024; Butler & Richardson, 2024). Other sources highlight the 
involvement of communities and advisory groups in shaping engagement plans, 
communications, and priorities (Natural England, 2023) or in planning, designing and 
managing green spaces (Tilat, 2025). Co-design is discussed as community organizing 
and community empowerment (Wildlife Trust, 2024). Several sources discuss the 
importance of empowering communities through involvement in decision making 
processes (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, and University of Oxford, 2023; Tilat, 
2025).    

A1.2.3.2 Application in practice 

In practice, co-design takes many forms. Community-led planning is common, with many 
sources describing how they are involving community members in planning activities, 
designing spaces, and shaping governance structures (Natural England and ICF, 2025; 
Coke et al., 2024). For example, one project worked with local youth to co-design a green 
skills programme aligned with their interests and employment aspirations (Natural England 
and ICF, 2025). Other projects implemented a range of co-design models, reflecting 
different levels of community involvement in governance and decision-making. For 
example, some established advisory groups, which provided a structured way for 
community members to share insights, feedback, and local knowledge, ensuring a broad 
range of perspectives were considered throughout the project. Others adopted 
participatory decision-making processes, where community members played a more direct 
role in shaping outcomes and making key decisions. This range of approaches illustrates 
that co-design can be tailored to local context and capacity (whether through advisory 
input or shared decision-making) enabling projects to benefit from both inclusive 
consultation and, where appropriate, deeper community leadership (Coke et al., 2024; 
Butler & Richardson, 2024).  

Box 10 Co-design in practice 

In the Staffordshire case study from the Culture Nature programme, library staff aimed to 
co-create a series of activities that would resonate with both existing and under-
represented library visitors. This was achieved by hosting a series of co-design 
workshops, where community members – including families, carers, and young people – 
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were invited to share ideas, preferences, and barriers to participation. The workshops 
used creative methods such as collaborative mapping, storytelling, and group 
discussions to ensure diverse voices were heard. As a result, the final programme of 
activities reflected the community’s priorities and included sensory nature walks, 
accessible gardening sessions, and tailored outreach for ESOL learners and 
neurodiverse audiences. Staff reported that co-design strengthened community 
involvement and influence over the project, leading to higher engagement and a sense 
of ownership among participants (Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins 
Van Mil, 2024b). 

 

A1.2.2.3 Successes and enablers  

Success in co-design was often linked to several key enablers identified across the 
sources: 

• Skilled facilitation: Success in co-design was often linked to the presence of 
facilitators experienced in participatory methods and community engagement 
(Natural England and ICF, 2025; Butler & Richardson, 2024; Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024). Enabling organisations or larger NGOs can play a role in 
facilitation and capacity building that supports community-led approaches (Tilat, 
2025).  

• Flexible funding: Funding models that allow time and space for iterative design 
and adaptation were highlighted as critical enablers. In some cases, grant 
programmes specifically allowed applicants to propose co-designed activities or 
adapt plans in response to community feedback during delivery. For example, one 
programme provided flexible grants to community organisations, enabling them to 
allocate staff time and resources for co-design workshops, participatory planning, 
and ongoing adaptation of activities to local needs (Tilat, 2025). Similarly, another 
programme allowed applicants to define engagement approaches and supported 
both large-scale training and small, informal skills development projects, giving 
groups the freedom to co-design activities with their communities as needs evolved 
(West Midlands Combined Authority, 2024). This approach supported genuine 
collaboration and responsiveness to community priorities (Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024; Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 
2024b). 

• Strong community networks: Existing community networks and trusted 
relationships made it easier to initiate and sustain co-design processes (Natural 
England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; Social Farms and 
Gardens, 2024).Empowering approaches: Co-design processes that focus on 
empowering communities to take an active role in decision-making leads to better 
environmental outcomes and increased participation (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin 
School, and University of Oxford, 2023). This could include empowering those that 
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are already acting for nature to be local champions of advocates (Wildlife Trust, 
2024). It may also be beneficial to discuss mechanisms for empowerment, such as 
community vetoes or community ownership (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, 
and University of Oxford, 2023).  

• Organisational support: A culture that prioritises collaboration and values 
community input enabled more effective co-design (Natural England and ICF, 2025; 
Butler & Richardson, 2024). 

• Transparency and expectation management: Some sources also highlight the 
importance of managing expectations in co-design, recommending clear 
communication about decision-making processes, constraints, and the use of 
community input (Coke et al., 2024; Butler & Richardson, 2024). While related 
themes such as power dynamics and trust-building are discussed in other sources 
(Tilat, 2025; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). This transparency helps participants 
understand their role (whether they are generating ideas, advising, or making 
decisions) which supports trust, ongoing engagement, and reduces the risk of 
tokenism. 

• Creative and practical engagement methods: The effectiveness of co-design 
was further supported by the use of practical engagement methods such as 
workshops, creative mapping, and group discussions. These approaches enabled a 
wide range of participants to contribute meaningfully, ensuring that diverse 
perspectives were incorporated into the design process and that the resulting 
activities were genuinely reflective of community priorities (Natural England and 
Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b) 

Box 11 Co-design as an enabler 

“In the case of Staffordshire, co-design itself was positioned as the enabler as ‘co-
creating activities with these groups strengthened their involvement and influence over 
the project’. The same goes for Leicestershire who positioned the co-developing of 
activities as an enabler of further community connection / a promotional tool to connect 
new users with the library.” (Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van 
Mil, 2024b) 

A1.2.3.4 Challenges and barriers  

Several challenges to co-design were reported across sources: 

• Time constraints: Genuine co-design is time-intensive and often constrained by 
short project timelines or funding cycles (Coke et al., 2024; Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2025). Co-design was not used 
during pilot projects largely due to the short time period available for pilot projects 
(Coke et al., 2024). 
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• Capacity limitations: Limited staff or volunteer capacity can hinder the ability to 
facilitate co-design, especially in resource-stretched contexts (Natural England and 
ICF, 2025; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024). 

• Power imbalances and transitions: There are challenges in balancing 
organisational and community roles, with risks of tokenism if not carefully managed 
(Natural England and ICF, 2025; Butler & Richardson, 2024). Normalising top-down 
control can limit opportunities for community empowerment (Agile Initiative, Oxford 
Martin School, and University of Oxford, 2023). One source detailed challenges 
associated with handing over ownership to the community due to dependency on 
staff that held key organising roles (Wildlife Trust, 2024).   

• Inclusivity and engagement barriers: Ensuring co-design processes are 
accessible to all, particularly marginalised or seldom-heard groups, requires 
targeted effort and resources. Across sources, there was often difficulty engaging 
marginalised groups, especially where trust is low. Overcoming these barriers 
demands sustained outreach, culturally appropriate engagement methods, and 
building trust over time (Coke et al., 2024; Natural England, 2023; Natural England 
and ICF, 2025). 

A1.2.3.5 Lessons learned/recommendations 

From the reviewed sources, the following lessons and recommendations were identified: 

• Embed co-design from the outset: Integrate co-design into project planning and 
delivery from the beginning, rather than as an add-on (Natural England and ICF, 
2025; Butler & Richardson, 2024; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024). 

• Consider power imbalances and focus on community empowerment: 
Empowering co-design processes and deep community involvement contributes to 
more tangible local benefits and better environmental governance outcomes (Agile 
Initiative, Oxford Martin School, and University of Oxford, 2023).  

• Invest in capacity building: Provide training and support for staff, volunteers, and 
community members in participatory methods (Natural England and Libraries 
Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). 

• Use creative and inclusive methods: Employ a range of engagement tools (e.g., 
storytelling, visual tools) to ensure diverse voices are heard and valued (Butler & 
Richardson, 2024; Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 
2024b). 

• Allow time for relationship building: Recognise that building trust and effective 
collaboration takes time and should be factored into project timelines (Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2025). 

• Ensure transparency: Clearly communicate decision-making processes, 
constraints, and how community input will be used (Coke et al., 2024; Butler & 
Richardson, 2024). 
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A1.2.4 Principle 4: Evaluation   

A1.2.4.1 Definition and interpretation  

Across the reviewed sources, evaluation is not consistently addressed, and where it does 
appear, evaluation activities vary. Where mentioned, it is often positioned as a way to 
capture learning, share insights, and identify what works to guide future support, scaling, 
and policy (Natural England, 2025). Some organisations frame evaluation as a process of 
continuous improvement, encouraging practitioners to reflect and adapt throughout 
engagement activities (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, and University of Oxford, 
2023). Others highlight practical tools such as feedback loops, monitoring systems, and 
reflective approaches to document lessons learned, demonstrate added value, track reach 
and engagement (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). 

A1.2.4.2 Application in practice  

Evaluation practices across the reviewed sources vary in formality and scope. 
Programme-level evaluations are typically the most structured and methodologically 
robust, often using mixed-method designs that combine quantitative indicators with 
qualitative insights. 

Box 12 Using evaluation to understand what programme’s achieved 

The Wildlife Trust (2024) evaluated the Nextdoor Nature 2022–2024 programme using a 
mixed-methods approach. This included remote depth interviews, Ripple Effect Mapping 
workshops, storytelling through the Most Significant Change technique, input from 
community organisations, observational data, and surveys. Together, these methods 
allowed the evaluation team to explore different strands of the programme and address 
key questions such as whether the programme enabled a wider range of people to act 
for nature through community organising and whether community organising fostered 
local pride. 

Some organisations (see Box 13) commissioned external evaluators to assess specific 
initiatives or pilots. These evaluations tended to offer detailed process and outcome 
analysis. 

Box 13 The use of external evaluators  

Groundwork commissioned Wavehill to undertake the evaluation of the Northern 
Network pilot using scoping interviews, surveys, analysis of monitoring data, and case 
study site visits. This evaluation examined network establishment, added value, and the 
broader impact on activity of projects that seek to engage communities with nature. The 
findings emphasised the importance of combining process and outcome data within a 
single framework (Groundwork and Wavehill, 2024). 
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Local-level, project-led evaluation was rarely discussed in the sources and typically 
occurred within a broader programme-level framework, with small pilot projects guided or 
funded by larger organisations (see Box 14). Sometimes, evaluation was minimal or not 
mentioned at all, some reports included interviews but did not publish a clear 
methodology.  

Box 14 Supporting local projects to evaluate 

The Thriving Communities Fund evaluation (NASP and Wavehill, 2022) required each 
funded project to undertake its own local evaluation as part of grant conditions. 

• Projects have piloted the use of a range of standardised impact measures 
including WEMWBS, PERMA+ and ONS4 as well as bespoke tools such as the 
Emotional Monitoring Wheel. 

• Many projects employed creative methods for evaluation, including storytelling, vox 
pop videos, and photographs, which made the process more engaging and 
accessible for participants. 

• Some projects accessed specialist guidance and support for using evaluation 
tools, which improved the quality of data collection and analysis. 

These local reports were then synthesised and analysed within the overarching 
programme-level evaluation. This demonstrates how local evaluation primarily operates 
as an input to programme-scale assessments. 

 

A1.2.4.3 Successes and enablers 

Across the reviewed sources, several factors supported successful implementation of 
evaluation:  

• Openness to learning and willingness to adapt based on feedback helped 
strengthen evaluation culture (Natural England and ICF, 2024).  

• Co-designing the evaluation approach can help to ensure the evaluation process 
is accessible and collaborative, whilst minimizing the burden for participating 
organisations (Tilat, 2025). The Nature Neighbourhoods evaluation approach was 
co-designed with VCSE organisations, with a focus on storytelling, peer learning 
and simple outputs (Tilat, 2025).  

• Clear frameworks and tools, such as theories of change, logic models, and 
wellbeing scales, provided structure, saved time, and improved standardisation 
(NASP and Wavehill, 2022).  

• Pre‑designed instruments, including pictorial questions on nature connectedness 
(e.g., ‘Nature‑in‑Self’), resonated with participants and made abstract concepts 
more relatable, while creative methods such as storytelling, visual tools, and Ripple 
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Effect Mapping enhanced engagement and generated rich qualitative insights 
tailored to local contexts (Natural England, Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van 
Mil, 2024a, 2024b; Butler and Richardson, 2024).  

• Training and peer learning further improved staff confidence and data quality, 
strengthening organisations’ ability to evidence financial and social impact (Natural 
England and ICF, 2025).  

Overall, combining creative approaches with standardised indicators enabled projects to 
meet accountability requirements while still producing meaningful, participant‑centred 
insights (NASP and Wavehill, 2022; Natural England and ICF, 2024). 

A1.2.4.4 Challenges and barriers  

Several barriers limit the effectiveness and consistency of evaluation across activity of 
projects that seek to engage people with nature: 

• Resourcing and capacity constraints: Limited staff time, short funding periods, 
limited access to training, and insufficient organisational support, made evaluation 
difficult to prioritise and reduced evidence quality (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; 
Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, University of Oxford, 2023). 

• Participation and timing issues also hindered data collection; intermittent 
engagement and short-term feedback tools often missed gradual or cumulative 
impacts (especially for complex ecological and social outcomes) (Natural England 
and ICF, 2024; Wildlife Trust, 2022).  

• Mismatch between funders and communities: A mismatch between the data 
valued by funders and the outcomes valued by communities created further barriers 
(see Box15). Funders’ emphasis on quantitative metrics sometimes obscured 
important qualitative impacts such as confidence, belonging, or social cohesion 
(New Local, 2025). 

• Funding for evaluation: There is a lack of funding available for the evaluation of 
projects that seek to engage communities in nature. National Academy for Social 
Prescribing and Wavehill (2022) identified that over 60% of social prescribing 
schemes lack formal evaluation, with those funding the activity tending to be 
reluctant also to fund evaluation. 

• Inclusivity challenges: Some standardised tools or surveys could feel invasive or 
clinical (e.g., answering questions about mental health) and language or SEND 
needs can impact the accessibility of evaluation tools, which limits consistent 
engagement across communities (Natural England and ICF, 2025; Natural England, 
Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b). 

• Lack of comparability: Projects that seek to engage communities with nature often 
have diverse contexts, small sample sizes, and do not use common indicators for 
evaluations, made which makes it difficult to generate reliable evidence at scale 
(Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Coke et al., 2024). 
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Box 15 Some approaches to impact measurement fail to capture the true value of 
projects that seek to engage communities with nature 

New Local (2025) highlighted that approaches to impact measurement can fail to capture 
the true value of projects. Operating largely in the preventative space, the charity sector 
faces the challenge of proving prevention, an inherently difficult task that makes securing 
funding harder under models focused on hard, quantifiable outcomes. 

The report calls for a shift beyond narrow metrics towards long-term, adaptable, and 
holistic evaluation frameworks. These should recognise and value relationships, 
community resilience, and preventative impact, ensuring the broader contribution of 
projects is fully understood and supported. 

A1.2.4.5 Lessons learned/recommendations 

• Embedding evaluation frameworks from the start, such as a Theory of Change, 
outcome pathways, methodological designs, and data collection plans, helps build a 
strong learning culture (Natural England & ICF, 2024; 2025).  

• Flexible tools like logic models, wellbeing scales, and light-touch reporting provide 
structure, while creative qualitative approaches capture locally meaningful social, 
cultural, natural, and economic outcomes (New Local, 2024).  

• Capacity building through staff and volunteer training, dedicated evaluation roles, 
peer-learning networks, and regional input can strengthen methodological rigour 
and responsiveness (Wildlife Trust, 2024).  

• Accessibility and inclusion are also vital: visual, narrative, and embodied 
methods improve engagement for under-18s, SEND groups, and non-English 
speakers, supported by flexible timeframes and community-led activities (Natural 
England and ICF, 2025; Natural England, Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van 
Mil, 2024b).  

• Finally, prioritising relational and experiential metrics, long-term follow-up, 
and digital tools with locally relevant indicators balances accountability with 
meaningful, participant-centred insights (WMCA, 2024; NASP and Wavehill, 2022; 
Natural England and ICF, 2024). 

 

A1.2.5 Principle 5: Sustainability   

A1.2.5.1 Definition and interpretation  

Across the sources, sustainability is described broadly as the ability to maintain, adapt, 
and leave a lasting legacy from initiatives such as projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature projects. It encompasses multiple dimensions: financial 
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sustainability (securing ongoing funding and resources), operational sustainability 
(maintaining partnerships, delivery capacity, and infrastructure), and community 
sustainability (embedding activities within local networks and ensuring ongoing relevance).  

In some sources, sustainability was interpreted ecologically, through regenerative 
practices, conservation, and environmental stewardship (Wildlife Trust, 2022, 2024; 
Groundwork, 2022). While some sources touch on sustainability lightly or implicitly, others 
emphasise its practical dimensions, such as sustaining funding, partnerships, activities, 
and the cultural or behavioral legacy of projects (NASP and Wavehill, 2022). One source 
discussed organisational resilience, focusing on peer learning and training opportunities as 
a route to strengthening skills and sustainability (Tilat, 2025). Overall, sustainability is 
understood as a dynamic combination of maintaining resources, momentum, and values 
that allow initiatives to evolve and remain impactful over time. 

A.1.2.5.2 Application in practice  

Sustainability is operationalised through practical strategies such as exploring (and 
securing) new funding opportunities, cultivating relevant partnerships, upskilling 
community members, and embedding activities into local cultural and organisational 
practices. 

Sustainable projects depend on reliable resources. Some sources highlight the importance 
of diversifying funding streams, such as grants or social enterprise models, to reduce 
reliance on short-term project funding and enhance long-term viability and resilience 
(Wildlife Trust, 2022; Natural England and ICF, 2025). Effective fundraising workshops and 
proactive engagement with businesses demonstrate how targeted efforts can unlock long-
term support (see Box 16). 

Developing community skills through capacity-building initiatives is critical for continuity. 
Training volunteers and staff (e.g., in green skills), creating leadership roles or self-
supporting forums, and encouraging intergenerational knowledge-sharing equip 
communities to manage projects independently (Hubbub, 2022). These capacity-building 
efforts strengthen foster a sense of ownership, ensuring initiatives thrive beyond initial 
funding periods (Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024a, 
b).  

Strong partnerships and integration into local systems embed projects within the 
community fabric. Collaborating with councils, schools, libraries, and health centres not 
only expands reach but also reduces operational risk (Natural England, Libraries 
Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b). By aligning activities with existing infrastructure 
and involving residents in design and delivery, hubs become trusted, enduring parts of 
local life (Natural England, 2025; Wildlife Trust, 2024). 

Box 16 The value of effective partnerships  
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Groundwork’s Northern Network Pilot supported the development of projects that seek to 
engage communities with nature. The evaluation highlighted the Friends of West Gorton 
Park Group as a strong example of sustainability in practice. Their efforts to secure 
additional funding and support, including partnerships with local businesses and 
participation in fundraising workshops, demonstrated a clear commitment to long-term 
resilience. 

The group’s sustainability was further strengthened by the involvement of new 
committee members and its growing autonomy. Positive engagement with local 
stakeholders also proved critical: Manchester City Council and neighbourhood teams 
pledged ongoing support by running events at the Hub and enabling others to do the 
same, embedding the Hub more firmly within the community ecosystem (Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024). 

A1.2.5.3 Successes and enablers  

The successful implementation of sustainability principles in projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature often relied on several interrelated enablers: 

• Programme adaptability is a key factor, as flexible project designs allowed 
activities to align with local priorities and community interests, ensuring relevance 
and responsiveness over time (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, 2023).  

• Strong partnerships and integration with existing infrastructure further 
supported sustainability, with hubs collaborating with local councils, charities, 
schools, and trusted networks to embed projects within broader systems and 
leverage additional resources (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Natural England 
and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024a, b). 

• Diversified funding was another critical enabler. Many hubs combined grants, 
business partnerships, and social enterprise models to reduce reliance on short-
term funding cycles, thereby supporting longer-term operations and resilience 
(Wildlife Trust, 2022; Natural England and ICF, 2025).  

• Development of legacy resources, skills, and volunteer capacity, including 
permanent equipment, digital content, and training in environmental or practical 
skills, helped create a foundation for sustained engagement beyond the 
programme’s duration (Natural England, no date; West Midlands Combined 
Authority, 2024).  

• Finally, community ownership and visibility strengthened both identity and 
stewardship. Encouraging volunteers to take active roles encouraged embedding of 
projects into the social fabric of the community (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; 
Natural England, 2025). 

Box 17 Multiple enablers contribute to sustainability 



 

Page 80 of 129 Research project: Testing the Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature. NECR735. 

Farnworth Library integrated nature-based activities into existing programming, building 
partnerships with the local Wildlife Trust and other environmental organisations. Staff 
received training in outdoor delivery and environmental engagement, while resources 
such as VR nature content and short films were made permanently available for future 
use. Community volunteers supported ongoing activities, and social media channels 
maintained communication with local residents. These combined factors strengthened 
the library’s identity as a hub for environmental awareness and wellbeing, demonstrating 
how programme adaptability, partnerships, skills development, and community 
ownership can sustain impact beyond the initial funding period (Natural England and 
Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b). 

A1.2.5.4 Challenges and barriers  

The sources identified a range of challenges that can undermine sustainability.  

• Funding: Short-term funding was a recurring barrier, with reliance on time-limited 
grants, rigid funding structures, and undervaluing of community greening work 
restricting long-term planning and the maintenance of spaces (National Academy 
for Social Prescribing and Wavehill, 2022; Social Farms & Gardens, 2024). Funding 
inequities were particularly pronounced in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, limiting 
access to resources and the capacity to deliver sustained activity (New Local, 
2025). 

• Limited time and capacity also constrained sustainability efforts. projects often 
needed to develop new partnerships, activities, and governance structures quickly, 
while staff faced competing demands, burnout, and turnover (Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024; Natural England, 2025). Heavy reliance on volunteers created 
additional fragility, as fluctuating volunteer numbers or low confidence could disrupt 
continuity (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2024).  

• Competing priorities within community institutions, such as libraries and schools, 
and fragmented cross-sector support made embedding long-term activities more 
challenging (Natural England and Libraries Connected & Hopkins Van Mil, 2024a, 
b). 

• Unclear long-term vision and accessibility issues presented practical barriers. 
Some projects lacked clarity over how spaces would be used or maintained post-
programme, including continued transport and access for vulnerable groups 
(Natural England, 2025; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024).  

Together, these challenges highlight that while projects that seek to engage communities 
with nature can generate strong legacies, strategic planning, resource stability, and 
structural support are critical to sustaining long-term impact. 
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A1.2.5.5 Lessons learned/recommendations 

• To ensure lasting impact, sustainability should be considered from the outset, 
with early attention paid to long-term maintenance, community engagement, and 
resource allocation (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024).  

• Flexible, multi-year funding is ideal for building trust, relationships, and continuity, 
particularly in under-resourced areas (Tilat, 2025).  

• Strengthening local capacity through volunteer and staff training, leadership 
opportunities, and intergenerational skill-sharing fosters resilience and community 
ownership (Hubbub, 2022; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024).  

• Aligning initiatives with existing infrastructure, such as schools, libraries, and 
health centres, reduces operational risk and embeds projects within wider systems 
(Natural England, Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b).  

• A sense of ownership is critical; involving communities in sustainability promotes 
relevance, participation, and stewardship of green spaces (Natural England, 2025; 
Wildlife Trust, 2024).  

• Finally, maintaining visibility through legacy resources, gardens, equipment, 
digital content, and sustaining volunteer networks and communication channels 
strengthens continuity and identity (Natural England and ICF, 2024; Natural 
England, Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024a, b). 

 

A1.3 Analysis of the set of principles  

A1.3.1 Relevance 

How well do the principles align with existing priorities of projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature? How do they reflect and represent community needs? 

Targeting appears to be highly relevant to the priorities indicated in the project 
sources reviewed. The sources are consistently focused on reducing inequalities in 
access to nature, supporting underrepresented groups, and addressing the social 
determinants of health and wellbeing through nature-based interventions. Sources indicate 
that targeting is fundamental to ensuring that nature-based initiatives reach those most in 
need or harder to reach groups, particularly communities experiencing deprivation or 
limited access to green spaces (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, and University of 
Oxford, 2023).  

Understanding communities appears to be highly relevant to the priorities indicated in the 
projects that seek to engage communities with nature sources reviewed. Approaches and 
ways of working to understanding communities are consistently embedded within projects 
operating models, underpinning efforts to identify and address local priorities such as 
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health and wellbeing, social cohesion, nature recovery, and climate resilience (Natural 
England and ICF, 2025; Butler & Richardson, 2024). Asset-based and strengths-focused 
practice is explicitly prioritised; one source outlined three themes (people led, building on 
people’s strengths and strengthening connections) (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024), 
which closely align with the understanding communities principle.  

Co-design appears to be relevant to the priorities indicated in the projects that seek 
to engage communities with nature sources reviewed, however application varies 
[see section A1.3.3.2]. In theory, co-design is central to a projects approach, supporting 
the ambition to create locally relevant, inclusive, and sustainable nature engagement 
opportunities (Natural England and ICF, 2025; Butler & Richardson, 2024). Guidance set 
out in the sources stressed the importance of listening to communities and tailoring 
activities to local cultures, histories, routines and barriers, rather than imposing external 
agendas, which aligns with the co-design principle (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, 
University of Oxford, 2023; Natural England and ICF, 2024; Natural England, 2023; Tilat, 
2025; Butler, C.W. & Richardson, M., 2024; New Local, 2025). The Nature Neighborhoods 
report focuses on community-led greening projects, where communities take the lead in 
planning, designing, and managing green spaces, which aligns with the co-design 
principle (Tilat, 2025).   

Evaluation is presented as integral to the development and longevity of projects 
that seek to engage communities with nature, however operationalisation is uneven 
[see section A1.3.3.2]. It can be an iterative, formative practice that supports testing and 
refinement of delivery models while meeting accountability requirements for funders, 
commissioners, and policymakers (New Local, 2025). Qualitative methods such as 
interviews and case studies capture lived experience, while quantitative data typically track 
participation, demographics, health or skills outcomes, and nature-connectedness 
indicators (Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; New 
Local, 2025). Evidence generated through these processes justifies continued investment, 
highlights barriers to engagement, supports scaling, and informs strategic decision-
making.  

Sustainability is central to priorities of projects that seek to engage communities 
with nature, ensuring long-term impact and resilience of community-led nature 
initiatives, however application is uneven [see section A1.3.3.2]. Embedding activities 
into local infrastructure, developing leadership, and securing funding helps maintain 
engagement, build skills, and deliver lasting social and ecological benefits (Natural 
England and ICF, 2024; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). Emphasising sustainability 
enables short-term projects to evolve into enduring community action which is aligned with 
policy goals (Tilat, 2025; Natural England, Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 
2024a, b). However, sustainable finance models or employability pathways are less 
consistently mentioned.  



 

Page 83 of 129 Research project: Testing the Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature. NECR735. 

A1.3.2 Adaptability and inclusivity 

How well can the principles be adapted to apply across the diversity of projects and the 
populations they serve? 

The literature reviewed indicates that the five principles are broadly adaptable and 
inclusive, as their underlying concepts resonate across the diversity of GCHs and Nature 
NCs and the varied populations they serve. The sources highlight the need for flexible, 
place‑based, community‑led approaches, indicating that principles would need to be 
adapted rather than standardised (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, University of 
Oxford, 2023; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; West Midlands Combined Authority, 
2024; Natural England, 2025; Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van 
Mil, 2024a; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2024;Tilat, 2025; 
Butler, C.W. & Richardson, M., 2024;  Urban Foresight, no date; Wildlife Trust, 2024; 
National Academy for Social Prescribing and Wavehill, 2022;New Local, 2025).  

A diverse range of projects that seek to engage communities with nature are shown 
to implement approaches that align with the principles: The reviewed sources show 
projects operating in a wide variety of settings, including urban, peri-urban, and rural 
settings, and ranging from small, volunteer-led initiatives to large, multi-partner 
collaborations. While the five principles are often not explicitly referenced within these 
sources, the practices and approaches aligned with the principles are applied across a 
range of project settings. For example, projects are embedded in libraries, community 
centres, parks, and faith-based organisations, each demonstrating context-specific 
adaptations that align with the principles (Natural England and ICF, 2025; Coke et al., 
2024; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024).  

Community engagement approaches that align with the principles have been 
introduced by projects that seek to engage communities with nature with different 
levels of maturity: The reviewed evidence suggests that the principles are sufficiently 
flexible to be relevant for both established organisations with strong networks and newer 
groups requiring basic capacity support. For example, the Nature Neighbourhoods project 
observed that “organisations start from different places” but benefit from strengthening or 
establishing partnerships which is linked to the understanding communities principle 
among others (Tilat, 2025). 

When applied, the principles are adapted to different local contexts and 
communities, for example:   

• projects that seek to engage communities with nature implement co-design 
with consideration of the target community: For example, one project adapted 
their approach to co-design to meet the needs of people with disabilities by 
collaborating with a local disability advocacy group to co-design accessible nature 
walks, mapping routes with wheelchair users and training volunteers in inclusive 
facilitation (Natural England and ICF, 2025).  
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• Projects use a range of different engagement approaches to support targeting 
and understanding communities: The sources highlight a wide range of 
engagement approaches, including participatory mapping, creative arts, peer-led 
activities, and targeted outreach. Several projects have used “active listening” and 
“community conversations” to ensure seldom-heard voices are included in decision-
making (Wildlife Trust, 2024; Coke et al., 2024). In some cases, this has involved 
focusing on underrepresented groups, such as refugees, ESOL learners, or people 
with disabilities, and designing engagement activities that are culturally and 
linguistically appropriate (Coke et al., 2024; Butler & Richardson, 2024; Wavehill 
and Groundwork, 2024). 

• Approaches to evaluation are adapted to each Project setting, however this 
does lead to inconsistencies: Many initiatives adapt tools (e.g. light‑touch 
surveys, pictorial scales, qualitative stories) to fit drop‑in activities, language needs 
and low‑capacity settings, and several networks explicitly position feedback and 
“test and learn” processes as core ingredients (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin 
School, University of Oxford, 2023; West Midlands Combined Authority, 2024; 
Natural England, 2025; Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van 
Mil, 2024a; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Tilat, 2025; Butler, C.W. & Richardson, 
M., 2024; Wildlife Trust, 2024; National Academy for Social Prescribing and 
Wavehill, 2022; New Local, 2025). Co-designing the approach to evaluation can 
make the process more accessible (Tilat, 2025). However, reviews highlight 
non‑standardised methods, missing longitudinal data, and limited ability to evidence 
system‑level impacts, presenting a case for the development of shared toolkits, 
evaluation training and more rigorous yet still adaptable approaches (West 
Midlands Combined Authority, 2024; Natural England, 2025; Natural England and 
Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024a; Natural England and ICF, 2024; 
Tilat, 2025; Butler, C.W. & Richardson, M., 2024; Urban Foresight, no date; Wildlife 
Trust, 2024; National Academy for Social Prescribing and Wavehill, 2022; New 
Local, 2025).  

Overall, the evidence suggests that the principles offer a sufficiently adaptable framework 
to be meaningful across a wide range of contexts and populations, provided there is a 
commitment to local relevance and community-first, flexible and inclusive practices 
(Natural England and ICF, 2025; Butler & Richardson, 2024; Tilat, 2025). However, the 
capacity to adapt work to align with the principles is contingent on resources, partnerships 
and timescales. The sources show that deeper, more inclusive targeting and co‑design 
depend on long‑term, relational work, appropriate training, and support infrastructures, 
which are harder to maintain with short‑term funding and in contexts of deprivation, 
cost‑of‑living crises and institutional pressures (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; Natural 
England, 2025; Natural England and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024a; 
Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2024; Tilat, 2025; Urban 
Foresight, no date; Wildlife Trust, 2024; National Academy for Social Prescribing and 
Wavehill, 2022; New Local, 2025).   
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A1.3.3 Consistency 

Are all five principles applied widely and consistently? Is there evidence indicating that 
certain principles are applied more or less consistently? 

References to approaches aligned with the five Natural England principles are present 
across most sources, but their application is uneven. Targeting and understanding 
communities are consistently embedded, while co-design, sustainability, and evaluation 
can be aspirational or inconsistently implemented. Funding uncertainty, uneven community 
asset ownership, and workforce capacity gaps further challenge the consistent application 
of all principles over time, because GCHs/NCs lack the security to plan, learn, and 
co‑develop at scale (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; Natural England, 2025; 
Groundwork, 2022; Coke et al., 2024; Natural England and ICF, 2025; Wildlife Trust, 2022; 
New Local, 2025).  

A1.3.3.1 Principles most consistently applied 

• Targeting and understanding communities: These principles are the most 
universally applied. Nearly all case studies discussed in the sources identify target 
groups and employ asset-based approaches, often working with local partners and 
skills (Natural England, no date; Coke et al., 2024). Targeting is frequently explicit, 
especially in projects focused on areas of deprivation or low green space (Natural 
England and ICF, 2024). Understanding communities is central to engagement 
strategies, with mapping, feedback, and inclusive outreach methods widely used 
(Hubbub, 2022; Agile Initiative, 2023). 

A1.3.3.2 Principles applied less consistently 

• Co-design: While widely acknowledged as important, co-design is less consistently 
implemented in practice. One source explained that “GCHs are typically informed 
by and designed for the local community to address local needs” (Natural England 
and ICF, 2024), however co-design was not explicitly mentioned in all sources 
reviewed. Co‑design is highly developed in certain case studies presented in the 
sources, where it is are described as “embedded” and “at the heart” of practice, but 
limited time, capacity, and experience mean the implementation of co-design is not 
consistent (Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; Natural England and Libraries 
Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; Natural England and Libraries Connected 
and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024a; Coke et al., 2024; Butler, C.W. & Richardson, M., 
2024; New Local, 2025). Some reports note that collaboration often occurs more 
with staff than community members, and in some pilots, co-design remained an 
ambition rather than reality (Natural England, no date; Coke et al., 2024).  

• Evaluation: Evaluation is present but often underdeveloped. Some sources 
emphasise its importance (National Academy for Social Prescribing and Wavehill, 
2022; Wildlife Trust, 2024; Tilat, 2025), while others mention it only briefly or at 
organisational rather than project level (Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024). Calls for 
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standardised methods and shared approaches indicate inconsistency and a need 
for capacity building (Natural England and ICF, 2024). 

• Sustainability: Sustainability appears least consistently embedded. While some 
reports dedicate sections to legacy and funding models (Wavehill and Groundwork, 
2024; Natural England and ICF, 2024), others reference it only in passing or not at 
all (Natural England, 2023). Short-term funding cycles and lack of long-term 
planning are cited as barriers (Natural England and ICF, 2024), explaining why 
sustainability often remains aspirational. 

A1.3.3.3 Extent and explanation of variation 

Variation reflects resource limitations, funding structures, and project maturity. Principles 
like targeting and understanding communities are easier to operationalise early in projects, 
while sustainability and evaluation require longer-term investment and systemic support. 
Co-design’s inconsistency often stems from time constraints and the complexity of shifting 
power to communities. All five principles are acknowledged across sources, but targeting 
and understanding communities dominate practice, while co-design, sustainability, and 
evaluation are less consistently embedded. This unevenness suggests that while the 
framework is widely applicable, implementation depends on structural enablers such as 
funding continuity, capacity building, and organisational commitment to participatory 
approaches. 

A1.3.4 Coherence 

How well do the five principles align with each other? Are there any overlaps, 
contradictions or synergies?  

The reviewed sources reveal significant synergies between the principles of sustainability, 
understanding communities, targeting, co-design, and evaluation, alongside some 
tensions. 

A1.1.1.0 Synergies and overlaps 

Several sources provide evidence that shows that the principles reinforce each other 
rather than operate in isolation. There are strong links between targeting, 
understanding communities and co-design. Targeting and understanding communities 
are synergistic/dependent, with partnerships and asset-based approaches enabling 
effective engagement with target audiences (Natural England, no date). Several sources 
highlight that effective community engagement plays a vital role in encouraging 
participation and welcoming new, diverse audiences (Coke et al., 2024; Natural England 
and Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b).  

Similarly, co-design and understanding communities are strongly linked, as collaborative 
design flourishes when communities are well understood (Natural England and Libraries 
Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b). Across projects that seek to engage 
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communities with nature, co‑design and community‑led definition of benefits are 
repeatedly associated with stronger uptake and more context‑appropriate outcomes, 
suggesting that targeting is most effective when those it seeks to benefit have real power 
over priorities and design (Agile Initiative, Oxford Martin School, University of Oxford, 
2023; Social Farms and Gardens, 2024; Wavehill and Groundwork, 2024; Natural England 
and ICF, 2024;Natural England and ICF, 2025; Tilat, 2025; New Local, 2025). 

Sustainability often overlaps with other principles. Tilat (2025) argues that sustained 
engagement and strong networks are essential for long-term impact, framing sustainability 
as both a goal and a process. Hubbub (2022) illustrates this interplay: part of the approach 
combines sustainability and co-design by creating self-supporting forums for community 
groups, ensuring ongoing legacy. Similarly, WMCA (2024) links volunteer-driven co-design 
to long-term sustainability. 

Evaluation reinforces all key principles by establishing feedback mechanisms that facilitate 
learning and adaptation. However, because the integration of evaluation with community 
understanding and co-design is inconsistently implemented at the local level, not all GCHs 
benefit equally from this synergy, and evidence of its impact varies across sources (Coke 
et al., 2024). 

There is also overlap between enabling factors, as shown in Figure 3. Across the Nature 
Communities Principles, partnerships, flexible and adaptable delivery and flexible funding 
consistently emerge as crucial enablers. Strong partnerships with local organisations, 
trusted networks, and community groups help extend reach and relevance, while flexible 
delivery and funding allow projects to respond to evolving community needs whilst 
embedding evaluation and sustainability. Funding constraints and limitations in staff or 
volunteer capacity and available time are shared barriers. Short-term or insufficient funding 
restricts the ability to plan, build relationships, and sustain activities, while limited 
resources and capacity constrain community outreach, engagement and co-design as well 
as evaluation capacity.  
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Figure 3 Barriers and enablers to the Nature Communities Principles  



 

Page 89 of 129 Research project: Testing the Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature. NECR735. 

1.3.4.2 Contradictions and tensions 

There is a tension between broad open projects that seek to engage communities with 
nature and intensive, group‑specific targeting, visible in concerns that projects serving 
particular demographics can feel exclusionary whilst there is a recognition that some 
highly vulnerable groups require individually tailored offers (West Midlands Combined 
Authority, 2024; National Academy for Social Prescribing and Wavehill, 2022; New Local, 
2025). 

Most sources advocate flexibility and partnership working as a way to manage overlaps 
and tensions. For instance, Natural England (2024) suggests breaking down divides 
between top-down and bottom-up approaches through spaces for dialogue and 
experimentation. This reflects a broader theme: the interconnectedness of principles is not 
just theoretical but operational, requiring adaptive strategies that balance inclusivity, 
sustainability, and community voice. 

In summary, the sources consistently identify synergies, particularly between co-design, 
understanding communities, and sustainability, while acknowledging practical tensions, 
such as balancing targeted support with inclusivity and managing evaluation demands. 
These insights underscore the need for integrated, context-sensitive approaches that 
leverage partnerships and community assets for lasting impact. 

A1.3.5 Sufficiency 

Do the principles cover all the key considerations related to engaging communities in 
nature? Are there any gaps?  

The five Natural England principles form a comprehensive framework for engaging 
communities in nature. Across the reviewed sources, while additional principles and 
nuanced elements are mentioned, these largely reinforce or elaborate on the existing five 
rather than introduce fundamentally new dimensions. 

The five principles collectively address the practical, relational, and strategic aspects of 
community engagement. For example, co-design and understanding communities 
underpin participatory approaches, while evaluation ensures learning and accountability. 
Sustainability and targeting provide direction for long-term impact and equitable reach. 
Wildlife Trust (2022) explicitly notes that evaluation supports all principles, and 
sustainability acts as both a goal and a means, confirming the integrative nature of the 
framework. 

Several sources introduce additional principles or concepts. These can be mapped onto 
the five core principles: 

• Flexibility and adaptiveness (Natural England, no date; Social Farms and 
Gardens, 2024): Embedded within co-design and understanding communities, as 
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iterative approaches are essential for tailoring engagement. In the work of projects 
that seek to engage communities with nature, this means projects can adjust 
dynamically to local contexts, for example, libraries tailoring activities to local 
priorities, hubs using participatory mapping and targeted outreach, or grants 
supporting both large‑scale training and small informal projects, ensuring 
engagement remains relevant and sustainable (Natural England and Libraries 
Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b; Coke et al., 2024, West Midlands 
Combined Authority, 2024). 

• Nature as community, nature placemaking, and more-than-human voice 
(Butler & Richardson, 2024; Tilat, 2025): Extends understanding communities to 
include ecological perspectives. Within projects that seek to engage communities 
with nature, this is integrated by treating nature as a stakeholder - the 
more‑than‑human element is included through practices such as recognising 
ecosystems and species as active participants in placemaking, incorporating 
ecological knowledge into co‑design processes, and embedding biodiversity, habitat 
health, and non‑human needs into decision‑making frameworks (Butler and 
Richardson, 2024).  

• Empowerment and community power (Groundwork, 2022; Wildlife Trust, 2024) 
Larger NGOs and funders often control funding and decision-making power, which 
can create power imbalances and limit community voices (Tilat, 2025). NGOs that 
share power and enable communities to make decisions about funding can help to 
address power imbalances (Tilat, 2025). Empowerment reinforces co-design and 
sustainability, emphasising participatory governance and long-term resilience. 
projects that seek to engage communities with nature can enable communities to 
lead initiatives, which strengthens ownership and embeds resilience through shared 
governance structures. Feeling empowered can help to foster sustained community 
engagement (Tilat, 2025). Some reports also mentioned community advocacy and 
collective voice, where projects provide platforms for communities to campaign on 
local priorities, influence public policy, and articulate shared concerns, ensuring that 
empowerment is not only about participation in projects but also about shaping 
wider agendas and driving systemic change (Groundwork, 2022).  

• Inclusivity and accessibility (Natural England, 2023): Deepens targeting and 
understanding communities, ensuring engagement methods are equitable and 
representative. This is operationalised through inclusive participation strategies and 
accessible design, ensuring diverse voices shape outcomes and benefits are 
equitably distributed. 

• Connection and wellbeing: Projects focus on enhancing community wellbeing and 
fostering social connection and cohesion (Natural England, 2025; Butler & 
Richardson, 2024). This complements understanding communities, co-design and 
sustainability as fostering emotional and social bonds between community 
members helps to facilitate and sustain engagement and underpin asset-based 
approaches that strengthen social capital.  
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• Capacity building and continuous improvement (Agile Initiative, 2023): 
Strengthens evaluation and sustainability, highlighting the role of learning and skills 
development. This is integrated through training, reflective practice, and iterative 
evaluation, ensuring communities build long‑term skills and adaptive capacity. 

The five principles are sufficient as an overarching framework, capturing the essential 
considerations for engaging communities in nature. Additional principles identified in the 
literature, such as flexibility, empowerment, and ecological ethics, do not contradict this 
framework but rather add nuance and depth, offering practical and cultural lenses that 
strengthen implementation. This suggests that rather than expanding the principle set, 
practitioners could interpret the five principles adaptively to incorporate these 
complementary elements. 

A1.3.6 Impact 

The literature reviewed aligns well with the five principles, which suggests that the 
principles could provide a useful and effective framework for guiding project activity. There 
were multiple instances where practices and approaches observed in the sources align 
with the principles and have led to positive outcomes for communities, organisations, and 
the natural environment. 

• Framework for action: Several sources describe programme design, delivery and 
evaluation approaches that align with the principles. The principles may help 
provide a framework for action that helps individual GCHs clarify their purpose, 
while also enabling diverse projects to act consistently in line with agreed priorities 
and ways of working. For example, activities are often described as community-led, 
inclusive, and responsive to local needs (Natural England and ICF, 2025; Coke et 
al., 2024; Butler & Richardson, 2024). 

• Enhanced engagement and ownership: Practices consistent with the principles 
have been associated with increased community engagement, stronger 
partnerships, and a greater sense of ownership among participants. For example, 
when local staff were actively involved in co-designing activities and when spaces 
were developed collaboratively with the community, both staff and participants 
reported therapeutic benefits and a positive emotional impact from the process of 
working together to shape their environment (Natural England, no date). One 
source explained that “a community approach can help to improve diversity, 
community resilience and social connectivity (e.g. reducing isolation)” (Natural 
England and ICF, 2024). Co-design can help to rebalance power dynamics that can 
exist where VCSE organisations are underfunded and undervalued and larger 
NGOs hold funding and decision-making power (Tilat, 2025). This underscores the 
value of co-design in fostering inclusive, resilient, and connected communities. 

• Improved outcomes for inclusion: Projects that embedded practices consistent 
with the principles from the outset reported higher levels of participation from 
underrepresented groups, improved accessibility, and more culturally relevant 
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programme delivery. For example, the Nextdoor Nature evaluation found that 
“active listening” and tailored engagement approaches enabled more attentive 
communication and ensured needs and opinions were better heard and understood 
(Wildlife Trust, 2024). The Culture Nature programme reported that “libraries’ 
trusted status and accessibility as community hubs” enabled them to reach diverse 
audiences and deliver meaningful nature connection activities (Natural England and 
Libraries Connected and Hopkins Van Mil, 2024b). 

• Improved outcomes for people and nature: Community-led greening projects, 
where communities take the lead in planning, designing and managing green 
spaces (aligned with the co-design principle), deliver benefits for climate and 
nature, as well as health, wellbeing, social cohesion and social justice (Tilat, 2025). 

• Sustained impact, strengthened networks and enhanced legacy: Approaches 
aligned with the principles have contributed to the development of sustainable 
models, with several projects reporting ongoing activity, strengthened networks, and 
continued community leadership beyond an initial funding period. For example, the 
Clay Pitts Park Hub’s consistent delivery and trust-building activities resulted in 
long-term engagement and a legacy of community stewardship (Wavehill and 
Groundwork, 2024). In Solihull, CNE’s strengthened connections with partners led 
to “partners’ enhanced understanding of library capabilities – supporting future 
collaboration” (Natural England, no date). 

Limitations and areas for further development: While the principles and aligned 
practices or approaches have demonstrated value, some sources note challenges in 
measuring long-term impact, ensuring consistency across projects, and embedding 
evaluation. There is also recognition that practices and approaches aligned with the 
principles are most effective when supported by adequate resources, capacity building, 
and a culture of reflection and adaptation (Natural England and ICF, 2025; Coke et al., 
2024). Further to this, the sources reviewed did not specifically aim to assess or evaluate 
the impact of applying the principles. Further research could be conducted to understand 
the impact of applying the principles, which could help to iteratively refine and develop the 
principles.  

In summary, the literature reviewed indicates that practices and approaches consistent 
with the five principles have had a demonstrable impact on the effectiveness, inclusivity, 
and sustainability of project activity, providing a robust framework for community-led 
nature engagement across diverse contexts. 
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Annex 2 Interview Analysis 
This Appendix sets out the methodology for and findings from the interviews conducted as 
part of this study. In total 26 interviews were conducted with 13 NEFCPs, this Appendix 
provides an integrated summary of findings from Phase 1 and 2 of the interviews. 

A2.1 Interview Methodology  

A2.1.1 Introduction 

The longitudinal interviews formed a core component of the evaluation, providing insight 
into how NEFCPs understood, interpreted, and applied the five principles over time. The 
methodology was designed to capture both initial intentions (Phase 1) and subsequent 
experiences of implementation (Phase 2), enabling a comparative understanding of how 
thinking and practice evolved across the pilot period. 

Interview guides were developed by the research team in direct relation to the study’s 
research questions, and interviews were conducted by experienced researchers via 
Microsoft Teams. Interviews were recorded with participant consent, and transcripts were 
produced for analytical use. The research team used an AI assisted tool to support the 
organisation and categorisation of interview data. This tool did not replace researcher 
judgement; instead, it provided a structured starting point for analysis.  

 A2.1.2 Phase 1 

The aim of Phase 1 interviews was to gather information on how the projects intended to 
develop objectives and activities in accordance with the five principles, building on that 
already captured through the literature review. The interviews were 1 hour long on 
average, were conducted between September and November 2025 via Microsoft Teams, 
and were recorded and transcribed. The interviews were semi-structured and conducted 
using a topic guide, which was developed by the research team in collaboration with NE. 
13 joint interviews with NE area team staff and NEFCP teams were conducted for phase 1 
(joint interviews allowed for deeper engagement with participants of different perspectives 
on the project). 

Interviews considered activities that were planned in relation to each principle, for example 
whether the project planned to include any geographical targeting or how the project 
planned to understand existing community assets. The interviews explored: 

• The NEFCP’s understanding and interpretation of each principle 
• Development of objectives in line with principles 
• Development of activities in line with principles and the extent to which they have 

conducted activities relevant to each principle 
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• Context exploring any existing activities related to the principles 
• Views on the relevance of the principles to their project, 
• Perceived barriers and enablers to implementing the principles. 

A2.1.3 Phase 2 

Phase 2 re-engaged project teams and area team staff interviewed during Phase 1 
(though some staff turnover was apparent). Interviews in this Phase aimed to gather 
reflections on how the NEFCP had implemented principles. These interviews were 
conducted in January and February 2026 by the same researchers that engaged with 
projects during Phase 1. This improved efficiency, supported continuity and helped to build 
rapport with participants. During the interviews, researchers gathered reflections in line 
with the principles analysis framework, this included: 

• Activities and actions undertaken to apply the principles 
• Any developments or changes in the NEFCP’s understanding and interpretation of 

each principle 
• Successes and challenges in applying the principles 
• Barriers and enablers to applying the principles 
• Value and usefulness of the principles in guiding project design and delivery 
• Gaps identified or areas to refine within the principles 
• Project views on how the principles could be developed into standards 

As above, semi-structured interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams. The topic 
guide for Phase 2 was developed iteratively by the research team in consultation with NE, 
taking into account the emerging themes from Phase 1.  

A2.1.4 Data collection and analysis 

The interview analysis approach adopted for this study is grounded in established 
qualitative research methods and is designed to preserve methodological rigour and 
researcher accountability. AI is used in a constrained and supportive capacity, with the 
explicit purpose of assisting researchers in the organisation and systematic comparison of 
qualitative material, rather than in the interpretation of meaning or the generation of 
analytical conclusions.  

A2.1.4.1 Data collection and transcript preparation  

Prior to any AI- supported analysis, researchers reviewed transcript quality to ensure 
accuracy, completeness, and fidelity to the original recordings. This initial review step is a 
critical component of the analytical protocol, ensuring that subsequent analysis is based 
on a reliable and methodologically appropriate evidential base. Validated transcripts were 
then uploaded to an AI-enabled interview analysis tool developed by ICF. 
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A2.1.4.2 Design and role of the AI-enabled analysis tool  

The tool has been designed explicitly around traditional qualitative research workflows, 
with the organising logic of the analysis derived from the interview topic guide and the 
study context, rather than from the capabilities of the technology itself. This design 
approach reflects an explicit recognition of the limitations and risks associated with 
unconstrained generative AI methods, particularly in relation to transparency and 
contextual interpretation.  

Within this constrained framework, the tool supports the structuring of interview material by 
aligning relevant sections of each transcript to the corresponding topic guide questions. It 
then organises responses into a structured analysis matrix, allowing researchers to review 
material either at the level of individual interviews or comparatively across interviews for a 
given topic area. Within each topic guide section, the tool identifies subthemes emerging 
from individual interview responses and surfaces illustrative quotations linked directly to 
the source transcripts. Researchers are able to see how higher-level thematic groupings 
are derived from interview level material, preserving a clear audit trail from source data 
through to analytical structure.  

A2.1.4.3 Human-in-the-loop review and analytical refinement  

Quality assurance and human oversight are embedded throughout the analytical workflow 
via a defined human-in-the-loop protocol. Following generation of the initial analysis 
matrix, researchers review the AI-supported outputs to assess whether the thematic 
structure accurately reflects the substance and emphasis of the interviews, and whether it 
remains appropriately aligned with the research questions and study context. Where 
necessary, researchers may refine the analysis by providing additional guidance and 
rerunning the tool, for example to split, clarify, or respecify themes. This iterative process 
ensures that analytical framing remains researcher-led and responsive to nuance, rather 
than being treated as a fixed or autonomous output.  

A2.1.4.4 Controls for accuracy, hallucination, and contextual meaning  

Specific safeguards are in place to address risks associated with fabrication or 
hallucination. The tool includes an automated cross-checking mechanism that verifies that 
all quotations included in the analysis matrix appear verbatim in the source transcripts. 
This provides a systematic control to ensure that AI-supported outputs remain grounded in 
the empirical data. In addition, researchers review a selection of quotations under each 
theme against the transcripts, and all quotations included in reporting are cross-referenced 
prior to their use in final deliverables.  

To further address risks associated with loss of contextual or implicit meaning, researchers 
assess AI-supported outputs alongside interview recordings and interview notes. This 
allows the research team to consider emphasis, tone, and context-dependent meaning 
that may not be fully captured in transcript text alone.   
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A2.1.4.5 Researcher accountability and signoff  

Final analytical outputs are subject to a formal researcher signoff process. Researchers 
confirm that all required human review steps have been completed and that professional 
judgment has been applied in the interpretation, synthesis, and reporting of findings. 
Responsibility for analytical decisions and conclusions remains entirely with the research 
team.  

A2.1.4.6 Rationale for the adopted approach  

This hybrid approach was selected in preference to both fully manual and fully automated 
alternatives. While traditional manual qualitative analysis offers high levels of interpretive 
control, it requires substantial researcher time devoted to mechanical tasks such as 
reformatting material, constructing comparison matrices, and managing cross-interview 
comparisons. Conversely, fully automated thematic analysis approaches risk de-
contextualisation and reduced methodological transparency. The approach adopted here 
seeks to balance these considerations by using AI to support data structuring and 
systematic comparison, while preserving human interpretive authority, methodological 
accountability, and a transparent audit trail from data to findings. By reducing the time 
researchers must spend on mechanical aspects of qualitative data handling, the approach 
enables greater focus on interpretation, triangulation, and critical analytical judgment. 
During the analysis phase, researchers participated in internal workshops to share their 
reflections and key findings across the team. This provided a space for collaborative and 
informed interpretation of the data collected during NEFCP engagement. 

A2.1.4.7 Data protection, anonymity and governance  

Use of the tool is governed by ICF’s Responsible AI Use Policy and relevant UK GDPR 
requirements. Transcripts are anonymised prior to analysis, with respondents assigned 
pseudonymous identifiers and personally identifiable information removed before 
analytical processing. AI is used solely for the purposes of the commissioned research, 
and outputs are not used to train external models or for any secondary purposes. Human 
researchers retain full responsibility for all analytical judgments and conclusions. The 
findings presented include a reference to a code (e.g. NFPCG 1) which represents the 
project and is used instead of project names to help maintain anonymity.  

A2.2 Analysis by principle  

A2.2.1 Targeting  

Across the NEFCPs, targeting emerged as a foundational principle and a practical 
consideration shaping how organisations designed and delivered nature-based 
interventions. Many NEFCPs prioritised groups experiencing inequalities or 
disadvantages, focusing on socio-economic deprivation, health inequalities, ethnicity, 



 

Page 97 of 129 Research project: Testing the Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature. NECR735. 

disability, age, and mental health status. NEFCPs located their work in neighbourhoods 
with limited or unsafe green space and longstanding mistrust of statutory organisations 
(NEFCP 1; NEFCP 3). NEFCPs often targeted neighbourhoods with high deprivation or 
poor access to green or blue spaces, but the practical work of targeting evolved through 
engagement with residents, revealing how structural barriers, relational dynamics and lived 
experiences shaped what access meant in practice (NEFCP 2). 

In practice, targeting involved identifying and responding to barriers that shaped 
community members’ ability to participate. Often, this included tangible solutions such as 
providing transport, suitable clothing, and safe spaces. Cultural and relational barriers 
were addressed by using trusted messengers and facilitators from the same communities, 
while disability needs were considered through accessible design and flexible 
participation. For example, limited social confidence and childcare responsibilities were 
identified as key barriers for some ethnic minority women (NEFCP 12; NEFCP 7). In 
response, NEFCP 12 described making “small modifications that sometimes are the 
drivers of people actually engaging,” including offering women-only gardening sessions, 
introducing culturally appropriate crops, and increasing flexibility in activity scheduling. 

Another theme was the importance of pre‑existing relationships and organisational 
embeddedness in enabling effective targeting. NEFCPs with a longstanding presence in a 
neighbourhood found that residents were more willing to engage, and that staff possessed 
a more nuanced understanding of who was “unseen” (NEFCP 13) or unsupported in their 
community (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 10). This relational embeddedness was particularly 
significant in areas where residents historically distrusted “official” organisations or had 
experienced fragmented, short‑term or extractive consultation processes (NEFCP 1).  
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Box 18 Case study working through community leaders as “amplifiers” 

A key part of NEFCP 9’s targeting approach involved identifying “community leaders” 
consisting of individuals (and groups) with the potential to extend reach into 
underrepresented communities. These “amplifiers” may lead nature-based groups or 
have a strong commitment to their community more broadly (such as social prescribers or 
trusted figures who can reach others who may be less engaged).  

Through a visioning workshop with community leaders, NEFCP 9 realised that many 
organisations in the local area had been trying to run activities for the same individuals, 
resulting in duplication of efforts and reduced success in engaging residents. In response, 
NEFCP 9 used the workshop to map out existing contacts to inform more coordinated 
outreach. As a result, NEFCP 9 identified gaps in activities for children and young people 
to support early connections with nature and as a pathway to engaging families. 

Targeting, in this context, is understood as a strategic process of identifying who would 
benefit most from support, within the context of what is already happening within the 
community. This demonstrates the link between taking an asset-based approach to 
understanding communities and effective targeting approaches.  

Partnership working played a role in expanding NEFCP capacity to target effectively. 
Some NEFCPs deliberately grew their networks to ensure they could reach communities 
they had not previously engaged. For example, NEFCP 2 expanded to work with more 
than twenty‑five partner groups, including housing associations, refugee networks, local 
women’s organisations and ethnic minority community hubs, to ensure outreach reflected 
both population diversity and localised patterns of disadvantage. Other NEFCPs relied on 
social care partners, schools, or community connectors to reach families who might 
otherwise remain isolated or disconnected from nature‑based offers (NEFCP 3; NEFCP 
13).  

Several interviewees noted discomfort with the term “targeting,” which can sound negative 
or stigmatising, implying that certain communities are being singled out or defined through 
a focus on disadvantage. Despite these concerns, there was a shared underlying 
commitment across settings: to work with communities who face disproportionate barriers 
to engaging with nature and who are therefore likely to benefit most from relevant support 
(NEFCP 12).  

A2.2.2 Understanding communities  

Understanding communities emerged as a widely emphasised principle across all 
NEFCPs. Interviewees framed their work not simply as engagement with individuals, but 
as a process of understanding the social, emotional, cultural and infrastructural contexts 
that shape how communities live, relate to one another, and interact with nature. This 
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understanding was rarely static, instead it unfolded through listening, presence, 
trust‑building and sustained participation in community life (NEFCP 7; NEFCP 8). 

NEFCPs emphasised the importance of approaching communities through an 
asset‑based lens. Rather than viewing residents through the lens of deficit or need, 
NEFCPs sought to recognise the existing knowledge, relationships and informal support 
systems already operating within neighbourhoods. For some, this meant rooting activity in 
spaces that were familiar, trusted or already functioning as community hubs, children’s 
centres, allotments, local parks, schools and health settings (NEFCP 3; NEFCP 10). 
NEFCPs worked with partners and across networks to better understand communities, 
extend reach into diverse communities and ensure activities were grounded in local 
realities.  

In several cases, asset‑based approaches also involved mapping existing community 
strengths and networks. NEFCP 12, for example, maintained a detailed awareness of who 
in the community possessed particular skills or resources, such as residents with 
“beautiful, fun gardens”, and actively engaged them in programme activity, reflecting a 
form of community asset mapping. 

Box 19 Case study learning community needs through practice 

NEFCP 3 described having “a very good understanding and relationship with families,” 
noting that the project deepened their insight into the community and the barriers families 
face in getting outdoors. Feedback highlighted concerns about local safety, especially in 
the evenings and during darker winter months, and bad weather, with cold and rain being 
the most frequently mentioned issues. They also learned that families felt safer and more 
confident participating in organised groups with “other similar families,” and that many 
wanted “more like this, more organised things with other families.” 

Building on this feedback, the team shifted sessions to the afternoon in response to 
families’ preferences and suggested that starting activities in warmer weather might help 
draw families in before gradually introducing participation in other conditions (“whatever 
the weather”). Together, these reflections show how applying the project’s principles 
helped the team uncover specific community preferences, perceived barriers, and 
effective approaches to timing and structuring activities. 

Across contexts, interviewees highlighted the centrality of listening and relationship-
building as the mechanisms through which understanding develops. Trust was not 
assumed but earned gradually through presence, consistency and the demonstration of 
reliability over time (NEFCP 8). Many NEFCPs emphasised that understanding 
communities begins long before structured activities take place; it starts with informal 
conversations, repeated encounters, small acts of showing up in places where residents 
feel comfortable, and the willingness to occupy the same physical and social spaces as 
community members (NEFCP 7; NEFCP 10). As NEFCP 1 noted, “what may feel 
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like inconsequential conversations can end up sort of leading and growing into something 
much bigger”.   

Several interviewees described understanding communities as inherently slow, relational 
work that cannot be compressed into the short timescales of many funded projects, as 
“building trust and really getting to know communities… is going to be ongoing for quite a 
long time” (NEFCP 9). NEFCP 12 noted that despite having established relationships in 
the community, including family ties and years of engagement, they were “still getting 
things wrong” and continued to learn daily from residents. This humility was echoed across 
interviewees, many of whom stressed that genuine understanding emerges gradually 
through willingness to accept that community dynamics are fluid rather than fixed.  

The role of lived experience was another recurring theme. Many NEFCPs intentionally 
drew on staff or volunteers who lived in or came from the community, recognising that 
such individuals often acted as cultural and relational bridges between NEFCPs and 
residents (NEFCP 1; NEFCP 12). These staff members provided invaluable insight into 
local norms, sensitivities, and the forms of communication that would resonate. Their 
presence also helped shift power imbalances, making engagement feel less like an 
external intervention and more like a collaborative extension of community life. 

Finally, many interviewees emphasised that understanding communities is inseparable 
from understanding community aspirations, not only what people struggle with, but also 
what they care about, hope for and value. Whether through community-led deep listening 
activities, or informal conversations during drop‑in sessions, NEFCPs sought to 
understand not only what would make activities accessible but what would make them 
meaningful (NEFCP 10, NEFCP 9). 

A2.2.3 Co-design  

Across NEFCPs, co‑design was regarded as an aspiration and a practical methodology for 
shaping nature‑based interventions. However, unlike more familiar practices like targeting 
or understanding communities, co‑design sometimes revealed a tension between what 
NEFCPs wanted to do and what their circumstances allowed. While NEFCPs emphasised 
the value of involving communities in shaping activities, their ability to implement co‑design 
with depth and continuity varied. This variability was primarily due to resource pressures, 
existing organisational models, and community readiness. 

In practice, co‑design processes ranged from informal, relationship‑based approaches to 
more formalised structures. Some NEFCPs relied on ongoing conversations and iterative 
feedback loops to shape activities organically. For example, NEFCP 3 collected feedback 
during and between sessions, to adjust the design of activities, including modifying 
session formats and content in response to what families said they needed. Others 
established more formal mechanisms, such as youth advisory boards or structured 
consultation groups, to ensure that community voices were systematically integrated into 
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planning and decision‑making. These differing approaches reflected the diversity of local 
contexts and the varying levels of organisational capacity to support formalised co‑design. 

One of the considerations in operationalising co‑design was navigating trust and power 
dynamics, specifically, the difference between doing work with communities versus doing 
work to them. Several NEFCPs highlighted that meaningful co‑design required not only 
inviting participation but also recognising community expertise as equal to professional 
expertise. NEFCP 12, for example, described the value of being “of the community, not 
just in the community”. In addition to this, it is important to recognise a “hierarchy of needs” 
whilst engaging with disadvantaged groups, for example if an individual is struggling to 
with food poverty, then engaging with nature may not be one of their priorities (NEFCP 
13). Recognising community expertise and understanding other challenges faced by 
community members can help create more informed foundation for co-design.  

NEFCPs also varied in who they were able to involve in co-design processes. While some 
worked directly with community members, others engaged partners or frontline staff who 
acted as intermediaries, representing community needs where direct participation was 
more difficult. For example, NEFCP 5 highlighted that their participants had often “suffered 
an awful lot of stigma during their lives,” meaning “that kind of sensitivity is absolutely 
huge” and “trust is everything.” In this setting, co-design was shaped through a 
combination of clinical expertise and staff insight: a psychiatric nurse worked directly with 
patients, while other team members gathered input from staff who understood patients’ 
needs and circumstances. This approach reflected a pragmatic model of co-design, where 
trusted professionals and intermediaries played a key role in interpreting and advocating 
for participant perspectives. 

Similarly, the question of ownership and leadership within co‑design processes was raised 
by some NEFCPs who saw co‑design with the eventual aim of enabling residents to take 
on governance, delivery or stewardship roles (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 9). However, a conflicting 
insight was that co‑design sometimes requires organisations to recognise when a 
community is not yet in a position to lead. One NEFCP working in an area of economic 
hardship with families experiencing multiple pressures noted that, while co‑design is 
conceptually valuable, many families simply lacked the time, capacity or willingness 
required to participate in decision‑making processes (NEFCP 12). This was echoed 
elsewhere: interviewees observed that some residents, such as those living with trauma or 
those in crisis, were primarily seeking safety, routine or connection, and that imposing 
intensive co‑design processes would risk alienating them or creating additional emotional 
labour (NEFCP 7; NEFCP 1). 

Box 20 Case study supporting communities to shape and deliver activities 

NEFCP 12 described running co‑design and co‑creation workshops in which community 
members help shape ideas and are supported to deliver them. The interviewee stressed 
that effective co‑design is not simply consultation; it requires giving people genuine 
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ownership and the confidence, skills and support to turn their ideas into action. This 
approach was reflected in other examples too, such as adapting what is grown in the 
community garden, introducing crops like callaloo or saffron in response to community 
requests, and adjusting the timing and format of activities to suit local needs. 

In this sense, NEFCP 12 acts as a bridge, amplifying what the community wants and 
communicating this clearly to commissioners and funders: “It’s about ownership, it’s 
about empowering. It’s about people not only coming up with ideas but actually shaping 
those ideas and then being supported and upskilled to deliver upon those ideas.”  

In some cases, activities were already pre‑structured or shaped by professional practice, 
leaving limited scope for communities to influence the form of the intervention. One 
interviewee noted that while they understood the value of co‑design, the nature of their 
work, built on clinical methods and safeguarding principles, meant that activities had to 
follow a set framework that could not be wholly re‑designed by participants (NEFCP 7). 
They described attempts to “jam” co‑design into a model that was not designed for it, 
making co‑design feel forced rather than organic (ibid).  

In other settings, practitioners distinguished between co‑design and co‑production, 
emphasising that while communities contributed to shaping ideas, the deeper practice of 
shared delivery and decision‑making required a shift in organisational culture, skills and 
power that remained aspirational rather than fully realised (NEFCP 10). One respondent 
framed co‑design as a “buzzword” that organisations often use without a clear sense of 
what “good co‑design” looks like, and recommended clearer articulation of the processes, 
expectations and boundaries involved (NEFCP 12). NEFCP 6 raised “co‑evolution” as an 
alternative way to describe what’s currently labelled “co-design”, suggesting the intent is 
not a neat, early-stage design step, but an ongoing process of evolving together over time. 
NEFCP 6 framed this alternative as representing the intention to “evolve together as far as 
you can,” with a natural selection dynamic (whereby some activities may drop away). 

Despite these challenges, co‑design proved transformative where organisations had 
capacity to sustain it over time. Several NEFCPs described how residents’ ideas directly 
shaped the evolution of spaces or activities, for example, seed‑swap events influencing 
planting decisions in a community garden, or local interest in nature‑based walks 
prompting the development of repeat outdoor sessions (NEFCP 10). Several interviewees 
highlighted that co‑design was particularly valuable for understanding practical 
considerations about physical and emotional accessibility. For example, NEFCP 13’s 
co‑design consultation showed that young people with limited prior exposure to nature felt 
more comfortable in familiar, local green spaces rather than remote “wild” areas, 
emphasised the importance of sites being reachable on foot or via low‑cost public 
transport, and also revealed participant discomfort with certain environments, like marine 
settings due to body‑image concerns or fear of the sea.  
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A2.2.4 Evaluation 

Across the NEFCPs, evaluation emerged as a principle that organisations valued in theory 
but sometimes struggled to operationalise in practice. Most NEFCPs combined formal 
quantitative indicators with qualitative insight to measure outcomes. Quantitative data 
collection approaches typically consisted of wellbeing scales, attendance patterns and 
repeat engagements, and participant surveys. Alongside these, NEFCPs made extensive 
use of qualitative and embedded methods, including post-session conversations and 
informal feedback, observational notes, and case studies and testimonials (NEFCP 10; 
NEFCP 7). Several organisations described structuring their evaluation alongside staged 
delivery, enabling them to integrate learning in real time (NEFCP 2). Informal “temperature 
testing” approaches (NEFCP 5) were commonly used to monitor participant experience 
and adapt activities as projects progressed. 

Evaluation was widely recognised as essential for organisational learning, accountability 
and future funding, and in some cases was embedded as an “ongoing review” process 
rather than a one-off activity (NEFCP 4). Interviewees raised the following considerations 
and challenges regarding evaluation methods:  

Some interviewees emphasised that formal evaluation formats, particularly those relying 
on quantitative metrics or digital surveys, did not align with the type of work they were 
delivering. Some described experiences where evaluation forms felt inappropriate or 
“jarring” in the context of deeply emotive, therapeutic, or sensory nature‑connection 
sessions (NEFCP 7). For NEFCP 7, for instance, a mandated wellbeing survey delivered 
via QR code was perceived as intrusive and discordant with the reflective tone of the 
session, ultimately proving difficult to implement and yielding little usable data. This 
example underscores the broader finding that inappropriate evaluation tools can fail to 
capture the subtle, relational, experiential nature of community‑based engagement with 
nature activities. Interviewees argued that the most meaningful insights emerged through 
conversation, observation, and the visible shifts in confidence, mood or behaviour they 
witnessed as participants engaged with natural environments (NEFCP 10; NEFCP 7). 

NEFCPs highlighted the need for more inclusive approaches for non-verbal participants 
(NEFCP 4), as well as for communities with low digital confidence, language barriers or 
limited literacy. Some NEFCPs adopted more flexible and creative methods, including 
emoji boards, informal conversations recorded by staff, participant-led observations, voice 
notes, videos and photo-based reflections. These approaches were less disruptive, better 
aligned with the flow of activities, and enabled participants to express themselves in ways 
that felt natural, while still generating meaningful insight without relying on formal or 
intrusive evaluation processes. Several NEFCPs noted that overly burdensome or 
complex requirements could deter the very community groups best placed to deliver 
trusted, community-rooted engagement, particularly those working with harder-to-reach 
populations (NEFCP 9; NEFCP 12). This was especially evident in contexts involving 
vulnerable participants, such as people living with trauma, severe mental illness or long-
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term health conditions, where engagement could not be easily captured through numeric 
metrics or repeated surveys (NEFCP 7; NEFCP 5).  

Interviewees emphasised the importance of keeping evaluation “proportionate to the size 
of the project” and avoiding processes that could burden participants or staff, especially for 
smaller voluntary organisations (NEFCP 6). Several NEFCPs noted that short‑term 
funding cycles and shifting funder expectations where “the goalposts keep changing” 
created instability in evaluation requirements (NEFCP 8). One NEFCP explained that 
evaluation requirements vary depending on the funder, as each organisation has its own 
framework and structure for evaluation, which can differ significantly in terms of format and 
detail (NEFCP 4). Others reflected on the mismatch between what funders wanted to 
measure and what participants valued; for example, wellbeing indicators derived from 
medicalised frameworks were often perceived as inappropriate to drop‑in community 
activities (NEFCP 9). In these cases, NEFCPs struggled to reconcile the need to satisfy 
reporting requirements with the need to protect participants from over‑burdening or 
emotionally inappropriate evaluation processes. 

Box 21 Case study exploring new, creative evaluation approaches 

Some NEFCPs felt that evaluation can be challenging, particularly in the context of 
ongoing groups, in contrast to courses or one‑off events where it is easier to “get the 
paperwork out.” One interviewee described experimenting with different approaches, 
including using a group chat as “the place for evaluation,” since it makes visible how 
people begin talking, getting involved, and using reactions such as likes and loves. She 
linked people’s comfort in the garden with their comfort in sharing in the chat and noted 
subtle individual indicators of change, for example, a participant who had not attended 
the previous year but returned this year and said she was very happy to be back. The 
interviewee saw this as meaningful evaluative evidence, while acknowledging the need 
for a better way to document such moments. 

She reflected on having used voice notes and simple “how do you feel now” statistics in 
other projects and suggested that, for this garden, they might collaborate with a local art 
school to use a 360‑degree camera at the opening and at each season to capture 
conversations about how the space has improved, combining visual documentation with 
participants’ voices. Building on this, she explained that in other parts of their service 
they present evaluation not as an extractive task but as a brief and ideally enjoyable 
reflective tool that is also valuable for participants themselves. She suggested that this 
approach could be developed further here, so that outcome measures function as 
moments of reflection rather than feeling like formal evaluation (NEFCP 10). 

A2.2.5 Sustainability  

Sustainability was consistently emphasised but a difficult principle for NEFCPs to 
operationalise. Across projects, sustainability was understood not simply as the 
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continuation of activities beyond the funded period, but as a multi‑layered concept 
encompassing financial resilience, community ownership, skills development, physical and 
organisational infrastructure, and the long-term embedding of nature‑connected practices 
within everyday life. While the aspiration for sustained impact was universal, the pathways 
to achieving it depending on organisational capacity, local context, and the nature of 
participants’ needs. 

A recurring theme was the tension between short-term funding cycles and the long-term 
relational work required to embed nature‑based activities within communities. Several 
organisations described how residents in deprived or underserved areas were often wary 
of engaging with programmes that appeared transient or externally driven. As NEFCP 8 
explained, ‘the trust element comes in with the community here in that… [we] are often 
asked how long something will last. People would get… fed up of things popping up and 
disappearing and a bit of consistency is really important”. For organisations attempting to 
build meaningful, long‑term relationships, sustainability therefore involved demonstrating 
consistency, reliability, and presence over time, however this is often difficult to guarantee 
under competitive, short-duration funding arrangements. 

NEFCPs framed sustainability as keeping a project running and enabling residents to take 
on roles that would allow activities to persist independently of external facilitators. For 
example, some practitioners emphasised the importance of cultivating local leadership or 
training up future leaders so that responsibility for coordination or governance could 
gradually shift from external staff to community members (NEFCP 9). Similarly, a few 
projects highlighted that building capacity among volunteers, whether in horticulture, group 
facilitation, or project planning, was central to ensuring that nature-connected activities 
could continue without the same level of external input (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 10). This 
emphasis also reflected a broader commitment to empowerment: that sustainability should 
not entail communities being left to manage with insufficient support but rather being 
supported to step into roles they value and feel equipped to undertake (NEFCP 12). 

Box 22 Case study designing for community ownership from the start 

NEFCP 9 embeds sustainability by designing projects with a clear exit strategy from the 
outset. Rather than maintaining long-term external control, the model focuses on 
gradually transferring responsibility to community groups by building their skills, 
confidence, and leadership capacity. As one interviewee explained, “we want to support 
those community groups to take this forward and teach them new skills as well.” 

This approach is reinforced through a collective delivery model, where partners pool 
resources, share volunteers, and draw on existing community assets. It allows activities 
to continue with reduced reliance on external funding or staffing, while strengthening 
local networks. This model is driven by a deliberate effort to avoid initiatives that “just 
kind of disintegrate,” instead prioritising continuity, trust, and long-term benefit. In this 
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way, sustainability is not treated as an endpoint, but as something actively built into the 
design and delivery of the project from the beginning. 

Physical and environmental dimensions of sustainability also featured prominently. 
Organisations investing in infrastructure, such as accessible paths, water points, raised 
beds or storage, described these improvements as enabling long-term community use of 
green spaces and reducing barriers to participation (NEFCP 10). Some practitioners 
stressed that physical changes to land or facilities were essential to sustaining 
engagement, particularly where spaces had previously been inaccessible or unsafe. Some 
NEFCPs also emphasised the importance of creating enduring knowledge resources. For 
example, one NEFCP project developed a handbook for community engagement with 
nature, intended to support future groups in sustaining activities, sharing learning, and 
reducing reliance on individual practitioners. In these contexts, sustainability was 
intertwined with environmental stewardship and knowledge sharing, as community 
members gained ongoing access to (and understanding of) spaces designed to support 
their wellbeing and connection to nature.  

Many NEFCPs described financial sustainability as a key challenge due to the constant 
need to secure new funding. For some, sustainability hinged on diversifying income 
streams, applying for multi‑year grants, or working collectively to pursue shared funding 
bids. One interviewee described an ambitious bid that, although unsuccessful, catalysed 
continued collaborative planning for future funding opportunities (NEFCP 2). Another 
NEFCP described the burdens of reporting requirements in existing funding streams, 
highlighting that overly complex systems risk exhausting volunteers and undermining long-
term engagement (NEFCP 10). 

A2.3 Analysis of the set of principles  

A2.3.1 Application 

NEFCPs differed in how they approached the principles. Some framed them as a linear 
sequence, for example, seeing targeting as something that naturally happened at the start 
of a project and sustainability at the end, while others emphasised a more flexible, iterative 
process, revisiting principles as relationships, contexts, and needs evolved. NEFCP 1 
explained that keeping the framework simple is important and that adding too many 
separate principles might undermine accessibility.  

For many NEFCPs, the principles served as a reflective scaffold rather than a prescriptive 
tool. Several interviewees explained that the principles gave them language to articulate 
community work they were already doing, like how NEFCP 2 noted they had been 
“indirectly working toward these principles” even before they were formalised, and that 
naming them helped sharpen their strategic thinking and improve planning processes. 
Others described the principles as reassuring: evidence that their instincts and existing 
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practices, particularly around community listening, adaptive delivery and collaborative 
approaches, were aligned with wider expectations (NEFCP 3; NEFCP 13).  

Across the pilots, the most successful application of the principles occurred where 
NEFCPs felt empowered to interpret them flexibly. At the same time, NEFCPs identified 
several conditions that must be in place for the principles to be fully applied: adequate time 
to build relationships, stability of funding, trust between partners, manageable reporting 
demands, and an organisational culture that values listening and distributed leadership. 

A2.3.2 Relevance 

How well do the principles align with existing projects that seek to engage communities 
with nature priorities? How do they reflect and represent community needs? 

Across the NEFCPs, the principles were consistently regarded as relevant to the aims, 
conditions and working realities of organisations delivering community‑based nature 
activities. Several interviewees reflected that the principles “could have been written from 
our project” or that they were “exactly what we already work with,” indicating a strong 
sense of recognition and fit (NEFCP 9; NEFCP 5). 

Many respondents highlighted that their work took place in communities facing persistent 
inequities, economic hardship, limited access to green space, poor health outcomes, 
trauma, all of which shaped how nature‑engagement activity needed to be designed and 
delivered. In these contexts, the emphasis on understanding communities, targeting 
marginalised groups, co‑designing activities, and keeping evaluation proportionate was 
understood as essential. Practitioners noted that without these orientations, interventions 
risked replicating the top‑down or inconsistent engagement that had previously eroded 
trust in many areas (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 12). 

Finally, relevance was shaped by the extent to which the principles supported ethical 
practice. Many practitioners working with vulnerable individuals emphasised that the 
principles validated practices they saw as ethically non‑negotiable, respecting participants’ 
pace, prioritising safety, avoiding extractive consultation, protecting confidentiality, and 
acknowledging power dynamics (NEFCP 7; NEFCP 5). In these contexts, the principles 
were not only relevant but necessary: they legitimised the slow, relationship‑centred work 
required to build trust and avoid replicating forms of engagement that communities found 
harmful or alienating. 

Overall, the evidence indicates that the principles were highly relevant because they 
captured the core characteristics of effective community‑based nature engagement and 
reflected existing and ongoing best practice among NEFCPs.  
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A2.3.3 Adaptability and inclusivity 

How well can the principles be adapted to apply across the diversity of projects that seek 
to engage communities with nature and the populations they serve? 

Across the NEFCPs, adaptability and inclusivity emerged as defining characteristics of 
effective community‑based nature engagement. Organisations emphasised that the 
principles’ usefulness depended on their capacity to be adjusted to local realities and 
applied in ways that recognised the diversity of needs, motivations and constraints within 
each community. The NEFCPs demonstrated that rigid or overly standardised approaches 
would have been unworkable. The adaptability of the principles meant that they could be 
operationalised effectively in relation to varied demographic, cultural and socio‑economic 
contexts. 

Several NEFCPs noted that the scale and intensity of co‑design and community facilitation 
needed to be adapted to their capacity. Some NEFCPs highlighted that while they were 
committed to participatory principles, their ability to implement them inclusively depended 
on balancing staff workload, avoiding burnout, and pacing activity according to what was 
realistic within short funding windows (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 9).  

Interviewees also noted that inclusive practice required acknowledging when certain 
expectations, such as intensive co￼design or autonomous community leadership, were 
unrealistic for particular groups. Some communities experiencing acute challenges, 
including severe trauma, poverty or instability, were not immediately positioned to take on 
leadership roles or engage in sustained co￼design processes (NEFCP 12; NEFCP 7). In 
these settings, inclusivity meant offering gentler, more facilitated forms of participation, and 
recognising that leadership might emerge only once trust, confidence and stability had 
been established. NEFCP 5 recognsied similar constraints in inpatient and clinical settings, 
which were seen as requiring a more nuanced application of co￼design and evaluation to 
balance the principles’ intentions with participants’ wellbeing and capacity. Together, these 
examples emphasised that the principles can be adapted to support inclusivity in instances 
where co-ownership or leadership is aspirational rather than immediately attainable 
(NEFCP 12; NEFCP 7).  

A2.3.4 Consistency 

Are all five principles applied widely and consistently? Is there evidence indicating that 
certain principles are applied more or less consistently? 

Across the NEFCPs, the consistency with which the five principles were applied varied 
considerably, shaped by structural conditions, delivery contexts, and the differing levels of 
capacity across teams. As a result, some principles, particularly targeting and 
understanding communities, were applied with relative uniformity, while others, co‑design, 
evaluation, and sustainability, were more unevenly enacted across NEFCPs: 
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• Targeting and understanding communities were seen as consistently 
operationalised principles because they largely aligned with existing organisational 
practices and described by interviewees as “intuitive,” or core to their everyday 
ways of working (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 7; NEFCP 10).   

• Consistency was variable in relation to co‑design due to practical constraints and 
conceptual ambiguity. Several NEFCPs struggled to enact co‑design in the form 
originally intended, such as NEFCP 13 explaining that participants can express 
enthusiasm during co-design sessions but still drop out of future activities, revealing 
a gap between co‑designed plans and realistic turnout.  

• Evaluation similarly showed variation in consistency. Interviewees sometimes 
described evaluation as the “hardest” principle to operationalise (NEFCP 9; NEFCP 
7), citing time pressures, changing funder expectations, participant vulnerability, 
and the mismatch between formal tools and experiential work (NEFCP 2; NEFCP 
3).  

• Sustainability exhibited inconsistency since it was often dependent on factors 
outside of NEFCP control. Short-term funding cycles, capacity limitations, and 
precarious staffing exemplify why it can be difficult for NEFCPs to create durable 
pathways beyond the pilot phase (NEFCP 9; NEFCP 8).  

A further source of inconsistency arose from differences in organisational size and 
governance. Larger organisations, particularly those embedded in statutory or 
multi‑agency networks, were often better positioned to apply multiple principles 
simultaneously due to greater staffing, infrastructure and administrative capacity (NEFCP 
2; NEFCP 3). In contrast, smaller voluntary organisations described how limited time and 
resources forced them to prioritise certain principles over others (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 12). 
Despite these variations, interviewees emphasised that inconsistency did not reflect 
failure, but rather the need to interpret the principles flexibly. Many argued that an overly 
rigid interpretation of the principles would undermine the context-sensitive ethos at the 
heart of community‑based nature engagement (NEFCP 6). Instead, the principles were 
most effective when applied as an adaptable guide (NEFCP 5). 

A2.3.5 Coherence 

How well do the five principles align with each other? Are there any overlaps, 
contradictions or synergies? 

Across the NEFCPs, practitioners consistently described the principles as a coherent, 
mutually reinforcing and intuitively interconnected framework that organisations 
viewed as an interlinked set of principles that “made sense together” (NEFCP 9). A central 
dimension of coherence was the strong interplay between understanding communities, 
targeting, co‑design and sustainability. Across pilots, organisations described how 
understanding communities provided the understanding needed for effective targeting; 
how targeting informed who should be involved in co‑design; how understanding 
communities informed how to co-design with this group; and how co‑design helped to 
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promote a sense of community ownership and enhance long‑term sustainability (NEFCP 
7; NEFCP 8).  

Applying one principle in isolation was perceived as insufficient or counterproductive. For 
example, several NEFCPs argued that co‑design without understanding communities 
could be viewed as superficial (NEFCP 12; NEFCP 9). Therapeutic practitioners 
emphasised that evaluation could not be separated from understanding communities, 
because evaluation methods needed to reflect participants’ emotional and psychological 
realities rather than impose rigid measurement frameworks (NEFCP 7; NEFCP 5). 
Similarly, organisations in health and youth settings found that sustainability could not be 
achieved without co‑design and ongoing feedback (NEFCP 3; NEFCP 13). These overlaps 
were described not as redundancies but as evidence that the principles supported one 
another. 

Interviewees also explored links between targeting and sustainability. NEFCPs noted that 
communities are often hesitant to engage with initiatives that appear short‑term or 
precariously funded, as NEFCP 8 explained, “people would get kind of fed up of things 
popping up and disappearing and a bit of consistency is really important”. Demonstrating 
continuity, whether through presence, partnership, or the handover of skills and assets, 
was therefore essential to maintaining engagement. Targeting also intersected closely with 
evaluation: as NEFCPs gathered feedback, tracked attendance patterns, or observed 
informal behaviours during sessions, they used these insights to refine their understanding 
of who was being reached and who remained excluded (NEFCP 3). 

Evaluation was also linked to sustainability. NEFCPs emphasised that evidencing impact 
was essential for future funding and for convincing local stakeholders to invest in long‑term 
nature‑connected activity (NEFCP 8). Sustainability was also closely linked to evaluation, 
as illustrated by projects that relied on clear evidence of impact to secure continued 
support. NEFCPs noted that demonstrating the value of their work, through case studies, 
attendance patterns, testimonies or observed changes in confidence, was essential for 
attracting further investment (NEFCP 8).  

However, several NEFCPs also identified tensions. A notable example concerned the 
relationship between co‑design and evaluation. While conceptually compatible, 
practitioners working with vulnerable communities explained that intensive co‑design could 
be at odds with evaluation frameworks that required quantifiable data. They noted that 
overly formalised evaluation risks disrupting trust that co‑design depends on (NEFCP 7). 
Conversely, inadequate evaluation limited the ability to secure funding necessary for 
sustaining co‑designed projects (NEFCP 8). 

A second tension is related to sustainability and targeting. Several respondents stressed 
that while inclusive, participatory practice is critical, it is also resource‑intensive. 
Co‑designing extensively with communities experiencing acute need could require staff 
capacity and resources that exceeded what short‑term funding can provide (NEFCP 12). 
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NEFCP 4 explained that sufficient funding is often necessary to support targeted 
engagement with groups that have high needs or specific needs, for example additional 
funding is needed to pay for British Sign Language interpreters to facilitate engagement 
with people that are deaf. In these contexts, organisations were forced to balance the 
principle of targeting with the pragmatic need to maintain organisational sustainability. This 
is not a conceptual tension, but a practical tension given the challenges with accessing 
sufficient and long-term funding.  

The NEFCPs also suggested that practical coherence deepened over time. Several 
organisations reflected that the principles became more integrated in their thinking as the 
project progressed. For instance, groups that initially found co‑design challenging later 
reported that their growing understanding of community dynamics strengthened the 
co‑design process, which in turn helped refine targeting and sharpen sustainability 
planning (NEFCP 10; NEFCP 9). Overall, the evidence indicates that the coherence of the 
principles lay not in their ability to operate independently, but in their collective capacity to 
capture the complex interplay between inclusion, responsiveness, ethics, power and 
long‑term stewardship in community‑based nature engagement.  

A2.3.6 Sufficiency 

Do the principles cover all the key considerations related to engaging communities in 
nature? Are there any gaps? 

Across the NEFCPs, practitioners generally regarded the five principles as a 
comprehensive foundation for guiding community engagement with nature. Most 
organisations felt the principles captured the essential elements of equitable practice, 
describing them as a “really good basis” that reflected their values (NEFCP 9). However, 
interviews also revealed areas where the principles were perceived as underdeveloped, or 
difficult to operationalise.  

One theme concerned the lack of explicit reference to nature connection or nature 
recovery within the principles. Several interviewees noted that while the principles focused 
extensively on social processes, the environmental and ecological outcomes of community 
engagement were not clearly foregrounded. Some NEFCPs felt that without explicit 
emphasis on nature connection, deliverers might default to general community 
development work that lacked a clear ecological anchor (NEFCP 7). One interviewee 
explained that given the intended broad audience for the principles that explicit mention of 
nature recovery and nature connection would be beneficial, to ensure that those who may 
be less familiar with these concepts embed them into practice (NEFCP 10).  

A second area relates to relationship‑building. A few interviewees argued that its centrality 
warranted more recognition (NEFCP 7; NEFCP 8). One interviewee described 
relationship‑building as a “the foundation of everything”, arguing that it underpinned every 
other principle (NEFCP 11). Others felt that relationship‑building was implicitly embedded 
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within targeting, understanding communities and co‑design (NEFCP 12; NEFCP 10). Many 
NEFCPs explained the importance of trusting relationships. One NEFCP explained that 
the existing principles are a way of building trust (NEFCP 12).  

A further discussion concerned co‑leadership and co-ownership. While closely related to 
co‑design, several NEFCPs noted that co‑leadership required a different level of power-
sharing that the principles did not fully articulate. Interviewees described the distinction 
between communities contributing ideas and communities taking responsibility for 
governance, facilitation or stewardship (NEFCP 9). In some contexts, co‑leadership was 
challenging due to capacity constraints, safeguarding requirements or the emotional needs 
of participants but  some argued that co‑leadership was an important long-term ambition 
that needed recognition to support the development of community ownership of 
nature‑based assets, where appropriate (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 12). NEFCP 10 observed that 
while co‑design can be implemented within a relatively short time window, co‑leadership 
requires years of relationship‑building and investment. 

Practitioners also highlighted capacity as an area insufficiently addressed by the 
principles. Several NEFCPs described how communities facing socio‑economic pressures, 
trauma or isolation lacked the capacity to engage in co‑design, leadership or sustained 
participation without significant support (NEFCP 12; NEFCP 7). Capacity constraints 
applied not only to communities but also to NEFCPs themselves, particularly small 
voluntary groups managing high demand with limited staff. These NEFCPs noted that fully 
enacting the principles required time, emotional labour, and administrative resources that 
were not always available (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 9). Some respondents suggested that 
explicit guidance on resourcing and capacity-building should accompany the principles in 
future standards, to avoid placing unrealistic expectations on under‑resourced groups. 

The final perceived area of insufficiency related to practical barriers such as seasonal 
weather patterns, safeguarding, health disruptions, and land‑ownership constraints. 
Interviewees working in highly seasonal environments emphasised that nature‑based 
engagement cannot always follow funding cycle timelines, and that principles must 
acknowledge the realities of weather, light levels and ecological cycles (NEFCP 10; 
NEFCP 5).  

A3.3.7 Impact 

How useful are the five principles as a framework? What is the impact of applying 
principles to projects that seek to engage communities with nature? 

This section focuses on the impact of the principles as a framework for community 
engagement with nature. The section does not seek to explore the overall impact of 
community engagement with nature on communities or individuals, as this was not the 
focus of this research.  
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Across NEFCPs, interviewees emphasised that the principles’ primary impact lay in how 
they shaped organisational thinking, collaborative relationships, and the quality of 
engagement. Impacts were therefore both developmental and outcome‑oriented, 
particularly in settings where the work was still emerging. 

Importantly, the principles were seen as useful at multiple stages of project development. 
For newer or early-stage NEFCPs, they were described as “a nice little thing to refer back 
to” and “a helping hand,” prompting groups to consider elements they “might not have 
thought about” while already “working towards” similar aims (NEFCP 2). At the same time, 
more established NEFCPs also found value in them as a reflective tool, “a nice idea to 
think about”, supporting ongoing learning and refinement rather than acting solely as a 
starting framework (NEFCP 2). In this sense, the principles functioned as guidance for 
design and as a mechanism for continuous reflection, helping teams adopt more “multi-
benefit” approaches that link nature-based activities with social, health and practical 
delivery outcomes (NEFCP 1). 

Several interviewees noted that applying the principles, particularly understanding 
communities and co‑design, supported deeper, more trusting relationships with local 
residents. In some cases, this trust enabled participants to share vulnerabilities or 
articulate needs that had previously been hidden, improving the relevance of activities and 
strengthening participants’ sense of being “seen” and valued (NEFCP 10). Interviewees 
emphasised that these relational impacts were foundational for future community 
engagement, even if they did not always produce immediate behaviour change. 

Impact was also evident in enhanced collaboration across organisations and in the context 
of multi‑agency working. The principles provided a shared framework that helped align 
expectations across partners with different cultures and operations. NEFCP 6 gave the 
example of the principles serving as a guide for shaping feedback within network‑based 
initiatives, which helped to negotiate direction across multiple, diverse partners despite 
organisational differences. 

In several NEFCPs, the principles prompted changes in organisational delivery and 
strategy. Interviewees described adjusting session times, changing communication 
methods, or modifying activity designs as a result of learning generated through the 
principles (NEFCP 5). For instance, for NEFCP 3’s feedback loops informed decisions to 
schedule afternoon sessions for families who felt unsafe outdoors in winter evenings. This 
organisational impact was reflected not only in delivery changes but also in how some 
projects approached funding. 

Box 23 Case study using principles as a funding framework 

NEFCP 1 explained that the principles were directly useful when applying for funding, 
noting that they “cover every major bullet point” in most applications they had completed. 
Having the principles set out as a simple list allowed them to review an in‑progress bid, 
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identify elements they had “not included yet,” and then “write a bit about that” to ensure 
full coverage. They described using the principles explicitly to “hit all the targets, bullet 
points,” and to “convince” funders to support the project, framing this not as a negative 
form of persuasion, but as aligning their narrative with funder requirements. 
 

Impact was sometimes constrained by systemic barriers. NEFCPs delivering in short 
timeframes, with limited staffing, or with highly vulnerable participants noted that the 
principles’ long-term aspirations, particularly sustainability and co‑leadership, were difficult 
to fully realise (NEFCP 12; NEFCP 8). In these cases, the principles had an aspirational 
impact, shaping goals and future directions even if immediate outcomes remained modest. 

A2.4 Developing standards 
This section presents findings from the Phase 2 interviews which included additional 
questions related to developing principles into standards. Although the interviewer clarified 
that standards would likely operate at an area level or supporting level, participants often 
discussed what standards would operate at a project level. All findings related to 
participant views on the standards are summarised below. 

A2.4.1 Potential areas for standard development 

Across interviews, very few NEFCPs identified concrete areas where standards would be 
needed, and several explicitly stated they found it difficult to answer this question without 
understanding the full range of projects the standards would apply to. This uncertainty was 
a recurring theme, with multiple participants saying they could not envision specific areas 
without greater clarity on scope.  

However, a small number of participants did identify specific domains where standards 
could be helpful: 

Evaluation expectations: A common challenge raised by several participants, especially 
those with experience of reporting requirements changing within one funding period, was 
unclear or changing expectations around evaluation (NEFCP 8; NEFCP 9). One 
participant described an example where the “goal posts kept changing” in a previous 
project, causing substantial difficulty where evaluation capacity is limited (NEFCP 8). For 
these participants, a standard related to setting clear, stable evaluation expectations from 
the outset would be particularly valuable. 

Local authority collaboration and strategic networks: A few participants suggested 
standards could aim to encourage more collaborative management of green space by 
local authorities, particularly in areas lacking existing groups, forums, or opportunities for 
strategic engagement (NEFCP 6). They also proposed that every region should have 
strategic practitioner networks to improve regional coordination (NEFCP 6).  
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Nature‑connection emphasis: One participant felt that standards should include a more 
explicit focus on nature connection, which they viewed as insufficiently visible in current 
framing (NEFCP 10). 

Funding and support ecosystems: One participant argued that standards could help 
address structural funding challenges, including the burden of annual applications, limited 
capacity in smaller organisations (NEFCP 4). The participant also explored the value of 
proactive, supportive engagement from funders and non-financial assistance, such as help 
navigating planning permissions processes or help with evaluation training (NEFCP 4). 

A2.4.2 Process for developing standards 

This was the area where participants expressed the strongest and most consistent views. 
Across interviews, there was broad agreement that standards must be developed through 
collaborative, inclusive processes involving those who will use them and communities or 
stakeholder groups that will be impacted by the standards.  

Many participants emphasised that co‑design or co‑production of the standards is 
essential. They argued that standards will not work unless those affected by them have 
influence in shaping them. A range of stakeholders should be included in this process 
(NEFCP 1; NEFCP 3; NEFCP 10), including:  

• Voluntary and community organisations, including local groups  
• Housing associations 
• Funders and supporting institutions 
• Community members or residents 
• Wider networks beyond “usual” partners 

 

A participant suggested that it is important to leverage existing networks, for example 
through engaging with housing association networks. Others explained that involving a 
diverse range of voices is necessary to “get the tone right,” especially for people facing 
barriers such as isolation, poverty, or limited access to information (NEFCP 10). Some 
participants highlighted the importance of hearing from people whose voices are often 
missing. One participant preferred the phrase “easy to ignore” rather than the phrase “hard 
to reach” and stressed the need for active outreach to engage with these groups (NEFCP 
13). One participant explained that it would be helpful to consider the power dynamics that 
can exist between government bodies and voluntary or charitable organisations (NEFCP 
8).  

Multiple participants argued for piloting and iterative testing as part of the process. They 
suggested testing standards with a range of stakeholder groups. Participants viewed 
piloting as essential to ensuring standards work in practice (NEFCP 2). A few participants 
explicitly supported engagement through a similar interview process, emphasising the 
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need to continue doing more of the same (NEFCP 1). They saw the interviews as the 
mechanism through which standards should be shaped or piloted. 

A2.4.2 Considerations for developing and implementing standards 

Participants highlighted a wide range of considerations that should shape both the 
development and future implementation of standards. While points varied, several themes 
emerged repeatedly.  

Participants often discussed the importance of flexibility and context sensitivity. 
Participants stressed that standards must avoid being rigid or prescriptive and allow 
adaptation to local contexts and needs (NEFCP 2; NEFCP 3; NEFCP 5; NEFCP 11; 
NEFCP 12). One participant explained that standards also need to applicable to and 
useful within “outlying” contexts such as healthcare settings, where the capacity and 
needs of the community members might vary (NEFCP 5). Participants suggested that it 
could be useful to provide clear examples that help to demonstrate the standards, whilst 
underpinning the importance of local modification and adaptation through co-design. 
Several participants warned that overly rigid standards would fail or divert practitioners 
from meeting community needs.  

A few participants emphasised that standards must consider geographic context and 
diversity, noting significant differences in access to green or blue spaces across the UK 
(NEFCP 2). One participant argued that a single national standard could be inappropriate 
and that categorisation by area or region could be useful as well as by stakeholder, with 
different standards applying to different stakeholders, such as funders or housing 
associations (NEFCP 2). A few participants raised a concern that other initiatives had 
previously focused on what works in London, rather than considering the whole of the UK 
(NEFCP 6; NEFCP 2).  

Participants raised questions about how standards are aligned with existing work, either 
within government or within supporting organisations. They expressed concern that 
duplicative or uncoordinated standards risk confusion. Participants discussed the 
importance of Natural England explaining how the standards fit in with and align with 
existing standards and frameworks. One participant explained that it could be useful to 
produce a diagram that shows how these standards fit within wider policy landscapes 
(NEFCP 10).  

Participants also discussed clarity, usability and communication approaches. Participants 
emphasised that standards should be drafted using clear and accessible wording and 
presenting in a way that is easily understood.  

Participants highlighted that it is important to consider an appropriate approach to 
communicating and implementing the standards, after they have been developed (NEFCP 
13). One participant explained that it is important to ensure standards do not just exist on 
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paper but lead to tangible benefits for communities. Participants suggested that 
establishing a monitoring approach to understand whether the standards are making a 
difference would be important, and that results should be shared with relevant 
stakeholders, including communities (NEFCP 10). One participant stated that it is 
important that standards are “backed up by action”, including engagement with 
communities and adequate funding available to help to implement the standards (NEFCP 
13). Many participants highlighted that funding is a key barrier to implementing principles 
and standards in practice.   
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Annex 3 Roundtable  
This Appendix sets out the methodology for and findings from the roundtable conducted as 
part of this study. Natural England (NE) and ICF hosted a 1‑hour virtual Roundtable on 5 
February 2026 with partners working on programmes or projects engaging communities 
with nature. The session formed part of the wider process to strengthen and refine the 
emerging Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature and to explore how these 
might evolve into a set of relevant standards. The Roundtable brought together 
representatives from national environmental charities, public health, local and central 
government, academia, and funders. The findings are presented below in line with the 
activities conducted as part of the roundtable.  

A3.1 Methodology  

A3.3.1 Preparatory research  

To prepare for the roundtable the research team conducted light touch background 
research into standards and standard development. This involved a combination of 
targeted online desk research using search engines (e.g. Google) and Copilot-supported 
searches, using judgement-based screening to identify relevant material. The review 
focused on looking for existing definitions of standards, approaches to standard 
development and a review of Natural England’s Green Infrastructure Standards. The team 
reviewed Green Infrastructure Standards (Natural England, 2026) and definitions of 
standards (UK Government, 2020). This helped to inform the design of the roundtable 
activities and enabled the research team to provide participants with an overview of 
standards prior to the activities which provided a shared foundation and understanding 
ahead of the discussion. Further to this the research team spoke with NE about the 
standards development process, including a conversation with the team involved in the 
Green Infrastructure Standards. Consultation with NE helped to shape the research team’s 
understanding of the standards, from NE’s perspective, and helped the research team to 
contextualise and digest the findings from the roundtable. 

A3.1.2 Purpose   

The purpose was to: 

• Share findings from the research and early principles analysis 

• Validate and sense‑check the draft principles 

• Gather practical recommendations for developing the principles into standards 

• Understand how partners would like to contribute to the next phase of work 



 

Page 119 of 129 Research project: Testing the Principles for Engaging Communities with 
Nature. NECR735. 

A3.1.3 Structure  

The roundtable took place via Microsoft Teams and lasted 1 hour. The roundtable was 
chaired by NE and facilitated by three researchers from the ICF study team. Mural, an 
online collaborative whiteboard, was used to help guide discussion. Most of the content in 
Activity 1 was pre-loaded by the research team for validation, whereas Activity 2 captures 
new insights directly contributed by participants. 

The roundtable encompassed two main sessions (Activity 1 and Activity 2). The first 
session (Activity 1) was focused on validating findings related to the principles. ICF 
presented key findings from the literature review and interviews in relation to each 
principle. Participants discussed key findings and were given an opportunity to add 
feedback to the mural board. The second session (Activity 2) focused on developing the 
principles into standards. During this session, NE and ICF defined standards and outlined 
NE’s aims for the standards. Next participants were invited to discuss and add content to 
the mural board that provided recommendations for developing the principles into 
standards. This included considering how standards will align with the principles, how 
standards can be appropriate across different contexts and for different stakeholders and 
how standards should be written, structured or formatted. There was also an opportunity 
for participants to indicate how they would like to be involved in developing the standards 
in the future.  The Mural remained open for a week for more reflective participants to 
absorb the information and respond to the activities. 

A3.1.4 Attendees 

There were 18 participants included senior leads from WWF‑UK, Social Farms & Gardens, 
Department for Education, Eden Project, Groundwork UK, NASP, DHSC, Defra, University 
of Derby, Sport England, MHCLG, National Trust, RHS, Ramblers, UCL, and The National 
Lottery Community Fund. This diverse group ensured the discussion represented a 
multi‑sector view across health, community development, environment, education, and 
local government. 

 

A3.2 Reflections on the principles  
ICF presented the draft Principles for Engaging Communities with Nature and emerging 
findings from the literature review and interviews with NE funded community projects. 
Participants were invited to react, validate, or challenge these, through discussion and 
Mural contributions. The following section summarises the additional comments made by 
the roundtable participants, it does not summarise the initial presentation of findings 
shared by ICF which was based on the Literature Review (Annex 1) and NEFCP 
Interviews (Annex 2).  
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A3.2.1 Targeting  

Participants agreed that identifying needs requires a range of tools, including using 
deprivation indices, health data, mapping tools, and local feedback. One participant 
explained that need should not be defined using a single blunt tool, such as relying solely 
on the Index of Multiple Deprivation. Instead, the participant encouraged the use of a 
broad, contextual evidence base, including vulnerability to negative environmental or 
social impacts; distance and accessibility measures; tree cover and natural capital data; 
and local demographic and health indicators (such as rural areas with poorer biodiversity 
or access). Other participants reinforced the importance of inequality data including 
Equality Impact Assessments and Health Needs Assessments. The Pride in Place 
Strategy was referenced as a useful framework, particularly its emphasis on understanding 
communities deeply, using additional measures such as whether residents feel their 
community is getting better or worse and the new work developing a combined, 
standardised score to reflect community sentiment and local conditions. The group 
highlighted some additional barriers and challenges, including challenges engaging people 
with greater health needs and the risk that communities feel ‘preached at’ rather than 
supported to participate.  

A3.2.2 Understanding communities   

Participants broadly endorsed the framing around understanding communities, noting 
strong alignment with asset‑based development principles and the importance of 
grounding work in community‑defined priorities. Several participants emphasised mistrust 
and disengagement as key challenges that take time to address and overcome. 
Collaboration with public health teams was highlighted as particularly valuable, with Health 
Needs Assessments and the emerging neighbourhood health programme seen as key 
mechanisms for developing a richer understanding of local contexts. 

A3.2.3 Co-design  

Participants placed emphasis on community leadership, participatory governance, and an 
iterative approach that evolves in response to local insight. They agreed that co‑design 
works best when communities are positioned as owners of initiatives rather than passive 
recipients. Mechanisms such as steering groups, advisory boards, and local facilitators 
were seen as effective ways to embed community voices in decision‑making processes, 
while iterative cycles of engagement were regarded as crucial to building trust and 
ensuring relevance over time. 

During the discussion, questions arose about the practicalities of delivering high‑quality 
co‑design, specifically the skills, time, and facilitation expertise required across different 
teams. One participant was particularly interested in how to map and pool existing 
co‑design expertise across the network of partners, so that teams can draw on shared 
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knowledge rather than starting from scratch. The idea of developing a shared co‑design 
resource or toolkit gained traction, with participants suggesting that this could help build 
confidence and standardise practice.  

One participant noted that co‑design must be appropriate to the community’s starting point 
and context. They referenced Laura Lundy’s model of ‘voice’ which helps to ensure 
children’s voices are heard and respected during decision making processes. The 
framework states “adults must help children and encourage them to share their thoughts 
and feelings. This means giving them the information, support, and freedom to decide if 
and how they want to express themselves” (European Union, 2014). 

A3.2.4 Evaluation   

Participants agreed on the importance of evaluation approaches that combine both 
quantitative and qualitative methods, recognising that measurable outcomes and lived 
experiences each offer essential insights. They noted that evaluations must be 
proportionate, sensitive, and designed in ways that do not undermine fragile or emerging 
community relationships. Participants reflected that overly clinical or standardised tools 
can sometimes feel detached from the realities of community engagement, emphasising 
the need for methods that capture nuance without overburdening participants. 

There was interest in the upcoming Public Health Standard Evaluation Framework (Natural 
England, forthcoming), which could offer clearer guidance and greater consistency across 
projects. The group agreed that robust evaluation is critical for accountability, strategic 
decision‑making and funding applications.  

A3.2.5 Sustainability   

Participants emphasised that ecological sustainability and long‑term stewardship must be 
central considerations in any project design. They highlighted the risks inherent in 
time‑limited initiatives, particularly where ongoing maintenance or care cannot be 
guaranteed once funding concludes. One participant noted that sustainability is often 
misunderstood as purely environmental, and explained that it should encompass 
organisational resilience, continued community engagement, and the capacity of local 
groups to lead and maintain activities over time. 

The participants underscored challenges such as reliance on a small group of volunteers 
and the difficulty of keeping communities engaged over the long term. Participants pointed 
to emerging evidence, including the RHS Space to Grow report, which offers valuable 
insight into the realities faced by over 2,000 community gardening groups, especially 
issues of volunteer pressure, funding insecurity, and sustaining momentum. They also 
noted the importance of building skills, leadership, and peer support through training and 
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self‑supporting forums, alongside diversifying funding models such as partnerships, 
grants, and social enterprise approaches. 

A3.2.6 Principles as a set   

Following this there was a discussion about the principles as a set. Overall, many felt the 
principles required minor tweaks, not major restructuring (as shown by the mural extract in 
Figure 4). The group identified a few gaps related to skills development, people and nature 
outcome, health and inequalities and academic collaboration. Others discussed the 
challenges associated with lack of funding.   

One participant felt that the principles could more clearly reference skills development and 
shared a link to research into barriers that young people face in accessing green skills and 
jobs (The Social Agency, 2026). Participants also mentioned that the principles should 
include more explicit mention of both people and nature outcomes and a greater emphasis 
on health and inequalities. Another participant suggested that collaboration between 
academics and communities could be highlighted as a key enabler, particularly for 
evaluation and understanding communities. One participant highlighted that lack of 
consistent funding was the primary problem and questioned the need for standards. Whilst 
another raised concerns about the challenge of short-term project funding compared to the 
need for long-term initiatives in order to lead to meaningful and sustainable change.  

Figure 4 Mural screenshot showing overall participant views on the principles 

 

 

A3.3 Recommendations for developing the standards  
This section sets out key recommendations for developing the principles into standards. 
This is based on feedback provided by NE partners during the roundtable session.  

A3.3.1 Alignment and clarity  

Participants emphasised that future standards must align with the draft principles. This 
includes ensuring that standards reflect both the community and environmental outcomes 
that underpin the NC principles, rather than leaning too heavily in one direction. One 
participant mentioned that it could be helpful to have a standard that sets out how nature 
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should be represented within projects that seek to engage communities with nature work. 
Another recommendation was to clearly articulate how individual standards collectively 
support outcomes and long-term impact.  

Alignment with existing government standards and frameworks, including statutory tools, 
public health frameworks, School Estate Management Standards, and devolved‑nation 
equivalents (NI, Scotland, Wales) was seen as essential to ensure consistency and 
credibility.  

The discussion also highlighted the need to ensure there is clarity about why the 
standards may be useful and how they may be used. Participants highlighted the 
importance of clarifying where evaluation data will be used and ensuring the approach 
enables aggregation of collective impact across projects that seek to engage communities 
with nature in a way that is useful for a range of stakeholders including individual projects, 
NHS, funders, landowners and local authorities.  

A3.3.2 Flexibility and adaptability  

Participants stressed the need for standards to be practical and responsive across diverse 
delivery contexts. The standards should be informed by broad stakeholder engagement, 
including organisations of different sizes that deliver projects that seek to engage 
communities with nature to consider practicality of the standards at different levels. 
Stakeholder mapping, use of critical friends, and reviewing standards with organisations of 
all sizes were considered vital for ensuring relevance and feasibility. It is helpful to 
consider how the standards will be adopted among organisations that prescribe or 
promote specific ways of working, such as a focus on community leadership.  

Participants discussed the need to design standards that are flexible and work across 
different levels or contexts. Participants emphasised the value of flexible standards, 
explaining that a ‘one size fits all’ approach will not work and could overwhelm smaller 
organisations. To ensure usability for organisations of varying sizes and capacities, 
participants proposed a tiered model that allows for baseline or core standards as well as 
aspirational or optional levels. A national framework with scope for local adaptation was 
viewed as a practical model.  

It was viewed as important to build in mechanisms for testing, review and refinement over 
time to ensure that the standards are dynamic. This could include defining a clear 
schedule, timeline and process for reviewing and updating the standards, which could 
include working with a review board. Dynamic rather than static standards should ensure 
that standards can be adapted based on learning from real-world application.  
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A3.3.3 Structure, format and accessibility 

Across the discussion, participants consistently called for standards that are clear, 
achievable, and accessible. Plain language and minimal jargon will support confidence 
and engagement with standards across different stakeholder groups. One participant 
explained that clarity and understanding about what is required to meet a standard helps 
people to feel empowered and more confident in their ability to deliver against the 
standards.  

Participants felt the standards should be supported by a combination of visual resources, 
such as concise infographics that sit alongside more detailed written guidance. Including 
good practice vignettes, videos, and real-world examples was seen as important for 
bringing the standards to life and demonstrating practical application. Several participants 
also encouraged creative approaches that strengthen connection to nature, such as 
involving community artists, while balancing the realities of government processes.  

The format should make it easy to understand different levels of expectation and provide 
guidance on achieving each standard. Additional considerations included integrating 
opportunities for fun, celebration and enjoyment.   

Another participant emphasised that it is important to understand the audience and context 
when communicating and applying the standards. They noted that presenting the standard 
to government departments requires a different framing than presenting it to marginalised 
community groups, and the language used should reflect this. They suggested that the 
standard should more explicitly recognise the varied priorities of different stakeholders. For 
example, larger organisations may focus more on environmental and strategic outcomes, 
whereas grassroots groups are likely to prioritise social impacts and lived experience. 
Ensuring the standard accommodates these differing ambitions will help make it more 
relevant and usable across audiences. 

A3.3.4 Preferred Roles in Further Development 

Overall participants were keen to be involved in the standards development process, as 
shown in Figure 5. Participants were mainly interested in attending roundtable discussions 
and having 1:1 conversations with NE to help develop the standards, although one 
participant wanted to provide written inputs. Participants wanted to suggest standards after 
further discussions with their organisation, with others in the group and with NE. Several 
participants agreed that it could be helpful to be presented with a clear structure or 
framework that outlined the types of standards that could be considered. Many participants 
were interested in reviewing the standards, with some of these preferring to just be part of 
a review process rather than also suggesting standards.  
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Figure 5 Mural screenshot showing how participants would like to be involved in the 
development process 
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