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Foreword 

Natural England has a statutory responsibility to promote access to, and engagement with, 

green and natural spaces across England. As part of the government’s wider 

environmental ambitions, evidence on how people engage with natural spaces has 

become increasingly important. Recent policy developments – including updates to the 

Environmental Improvement Plan and Natural England’s 2025–2030 strategy Recovering 

Nature for Growth, Health and Security – emphasise supporting more people to benefit 

from spending time outdoors and strengthening the national evidence base on nature 

engagement.  

To support these aims, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) 

and its arm’s-length bodies continue to develop and commission research on public 

access to natural spaces. A key component of this evidence base is the People and 

Nature Surveys for England (PaNS), which provide long‑term data on adults’ engagement 

with nature, their experiences outdoors, and the barriers and benefits associated with 

accessing natural environments.  

Within this context, Natural England commissioned the National Centre for Social 

Research (NatCen) to examine how people engage with and value blue spaces. In this 

report blue spaces are defined as outdoor environments – either natural or manmade – 

that prominently feature water and are accessible to humans either proximally (being in, 

on, or near water) or distally (being able to see, hear or otherwise sense water) (Grellier et 

al. 2017). While a recent report for Natural England “Local greenspaces in everyday life: 

Visits, quality, and barriers across different groups” covered engagement with green and 

natural spaces among people in England, this project focuses specifically on people's 

engagement with blue spaces.  

By bringing together these insights, the report provides evidence to inform government 

policies focused on reducing inequality and deprivation and supporting greater and more 

equitable engagement with blue spaces. 

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. 

 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environmental-improvement-plan-2025/environmental-improvement-plan-eip-2025
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Executive Summary 

This report explores how adults in England engage with blue spaces, including rivers, 

lakes, canals, beaches, coastline and the sea. Drawing on survey data from the Adults’ 

People and Nature Survey (A-PaNS) and additional qualitative data, the analysis 

examines patterns of blue space use, perceived benefits, barriers to engagement, and 

how blue space visits compare with other types of green and natural space use, such as 

parks, woodlands, and countryside areas. The findings provide insight into the role blue 

spaces play within wider engagement with nature and highlight considerations for future 

policy and data development. 

In this report, blue spaces are understood as outdoor environments, natural or man-made, 

that prominently feature water. A‑PaNS identifies these through two destination types – 

‘river, lake or canal’ and ‘beach, coastline or sea’ – which capture most, but not all, 

blue‑space experiences. As a result, the figures presented should be seen as a 

conservative estimate. Even within this measure, however, blue space engagement is 

clearly widespread across the population. 

Overall engagement with blue spaces 

• Nearly half of adults (47%) reported visiting a blue space in the past month. 

• Among those who visited any natural space in the past 14 days, 28% visited a blue space, either 

as a main (20%) or secondary (8%) destination. 

• Only a small minority of adults reported no visits to any green or natural spaces, indicating high 

overall engagement with nature. 

Who visits blue spaces 

• Blue space visits were more common among people: 

– With higher household incomes 

– With a university degree or higher 

– With access to a car 

– Who place high importance on spending time in nature 

• Lower engagement was observed among: 

– People with limiting health conditions 

– People without access to a vehicle 

– Older adults 

– People from Black, Asian or Asian British ethnic backgrounds 
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• Differences by urban–rural status and area deprivation were present but modest, suggesting 

that personal resources and access matter more than location alone. 

• Regression analysis showed that blue space use varied by ethnicity and attitudes to nature: 

people of White ethnicity and those who value spending time in nature were more likely to have 

visited a blue space. Beyond these factors, blue space visitors were broadly similar to other 

green or natural space visitors across most sociodemographic characteristics.  

How people use blue spaces 

• Walking is the most common activity during blue space visits, alongside wildlife watching and 

eating outdoors. 

• Activities directly linked to water (e.g. swimming, boating, fishing) are less common overall but 

occur more frequently during blue space visits than during visits to other green spaces. 

• Blue space visits typically involve longer travel distances and greater reliance on car travel 

compared to green space visits. 

• Six distinct types of engagement with blue spaces were identified based on the characteristics of 

visits which people had made to them in the past 14 days. The most common type of visit was 

simple everyday walks by the water (39% of visits), followed by eating out or sightseeing 

focussed trips (17%) and visits to see wildlife (16%). The other types of visit were multi-activity 

visits which people felt to be ‘exceptional’ (14%), exercise-focused or active visits (8%) and 

family-oriented visits (6%). 

Perceptions, benefits, and quality 

• Blue space visits were more likely than other green space visits to be described as a beautiful 

destination and as exceptional or special. 

• The vast majority of visitors reported that blue space visits benefited their mental wellbeing, 

physical wellbeing, and sense of connection to nature. 

• Overall, reported benefits were comparable to those associated with green space visits, 

suggesting blue spaces form part of a broader set of valued nature experiences rather than a 

wholly distinct category. 

• Focus group discussions showed that people valued these places because they offered 

enjoyable and accessible opportunities for exercise, which supported their physical health. 

• Many people also highlighted the calming and restorative qualities of blue spaces, and felt that 

spending time near water helped them manage stress, grief or other difficult emotions. 

• People appreciated the planned and spontaneous social contact these environments enabled, 

and felt that being around water helped them feel more connected to their communities and to 

nature. 

Barriers to use and encouraging greater engagement 

• Among people who already visit blue or green spaces, the most common barriers to spending 

more time outdoors were lack of time and poor weather. 
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• Among non-visitors, barriers were more structural, including poor physical health, accessibility 

issues, and negative perceptions of local space quality, alongside an expressed lack of interest. 

• This indicates that non-visitors face qualitatively different barriers, pointing to the need for 

targeted approaches if engagement is to be widened. 

• Focus group discussions found that people were less likely to visit blue spaces when they felt 

unsafe or when the environment was poorly maintained. 

• People felt they would use blue spaces more often if they were safer, better maintained and 

easier to access. People wanted more facilities and amenities in some locations but felt these 

should not detract from the natural environment. 

Blue spaces as a primary vs secondary destination 

• Visits where blue spaces were a secondary destination as a part of a wider trip showed 

particularly distinctive characteristics: longer travel distances, higher spending, a wider range of 

activities, and stronger perceptions of beauty, wildlife, and facilities. 

• These visits were more likely to be described as exceptional and as supporting learning, 

challenge and social connection, although they were also more likely to be associated with 

perceptions of litter or vandalism. 

• This suggests that blue spaces play an important role not only as destinations in their own right, 

but also as enhancers of broader trips to nature. 
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Introduction 

Background 

Natural England has a statutory responsibility to promote access to, and engagement with, 

green and natural spaces across England. As part of the government’s wider 

environmental ambitions, evidence on how people engage with natural spaces has 

become increasingly important. Recent policy developments – including updates to the 

Environmental Improvement Plan and Natural England’s 2025–2030 strategy Recovering 

Nature for Growth, Health and Security – emphasise supporting more people to benefit 

from spending time outdoors and strengthening the national evidence base on nature 

engagement.  

To support these aims, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) 

and its arm’s-length bodies continue to develop and commission research on public 

access to natural spaces. A key component of this evidence base is the People and 

Nature Surveys for England (PaNS), which provide long‑term data on adults’ engagement 

with nature, their experiences outdoors, and the barriers and benefits associated with 

accessing natural environments.  

Within this context, Natural England commissioned the National Centre for Social 

Research (NatCen) to examine how people engage with and value blue spaces. In this 

report blue spaces are defined as outdoor environments – either natural or manmade – 

that prominently feature water and are accessible to humans either proximally (being in, 

on, or near water) or distally (being able to see, hear or otherwise sense water) (Grellier et 

al. 2017). While a recent report for Natural England “Local greenspaces in everyday life: 

Visits, quality, and barriers across different groups” covered engagement with green and 

natural spaces among people in England, this project focuses specifically on people's 

engagement with blue spaces.  

The intention is to improve understanding of how people across England engage with blue 

spaces, including how patterns of engagement differ across population groups and how 

these compare with visits to green and natural spaces. It also explores how people 

perceive and evaluate blue spaces and the barriers that may limit their use. By bringing 

together these insights, the report provides evidence to inform government policies 

focused on reducing inequality and deprivation and supporting greater and more equitable 

engagement with blue spaces. 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environmental-improvement-plan-2025/environmental-improvement-plan-eip-2025
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Aims of the Report  

This report provides evidence of engagement with blue spaces among people in England. 

Specifically, it: 

• Assesses patterns of engagement with blue spaces across England, including how 

frequently people visit blue spaces, how engagement varies between population groups, and 

how these patterns relate to barriers and perceptions of local natural spaces. 

• Examines the characteristics of blue space visits, including activities undertaken, travel 

distance and transport modes, expenditure, and perceptions of the visit. It also compares these 

characteristics to both green and natural space visits and between different types of blue 

spaces.  

• Identifies distinct types of blue space engagement by segmenting visits to blue spaces 

based on activities, motivations and impressions of the visits, as well as exploring how these 

types of engagement vary across sociodemographic groups, attitudes toward nature, and place-

based characteristics. 

• Explores people’s perceptions, motivations and experiences of blue spaces, drawing on 

qualitative data to understand how individuals define blue spaces, what they value in different 

types of blue spaces, how contextual and environmental factors shape use, what prevents 

people from visiting more, and what could encourage greater engagement. 

Structure of the Report 

The report is structured into three chapters, each of which addresses different research 

questions. Chapters 1 and 2 draw on A-PaNS data, exploring population-level trends for 

people in England. Chapter 3 is based on the focus groups conducted with different types 

of blue space users, building on and expanding the findings of chapters 1 and 2.  

Chapter 1 – Prevalence and Patterns of Blue Space Engagement: This chapter 

examines how common blue space visits are, how engagement varies across population 

groups, and what barriers and perceptions shape people’s blue space behaviour. It also 

explores differences between blue and green space visitors, by investigating which factors 

(if any) are associated with being more likely to use blue spaces than green spaces. 

Chapter 2 – How People Use and Experience Blue Spaces: This chapter explores what 

people do during blue space visits, how they travel to them, how much they spend, and 

how they perceive the places they visit. It also compares how experiences differ 

depending on whether someone visited a blue space or another type of natural space.  

It then presents a segmentation of blue space visits based on activities, motivations and 

impressions, identifying distinct types of engagement with blue spaces. The chapter also 

examines how these visit types differ across sociodemographic groups to build a clearer 

picture of how different people use and value blue spaces. 
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Chapter 3 – Experiences of Blue Space Users: Drawing on focus groups with blue 

space users, this chapter provides insights into how people define blue spaces, what they 

value in these spaces, how external and contextual factors shape use, what barriers they 

experience, and what would encourage greater engagement. 

Methodology 

This chapter sets out the analytical approach used in this report, which is comprised of two 

main approaches. First, analysis of the People and Nature Survey was conducted to 

explore how people in England engage with and value blue spaces. Second, a series of 

focus groups were conducted to further explore the experiences of blue space users.  

The People and Nature Surveys for England 

The findings for this report use data from Natural England’s People and Nature Surveys 

for England.1 The Adults’ People and Nature Survey (A-PaNS) for England is a long-term 

social survey that measures how people perceive the quality and accessibility of green 

and natural spaces, how people use them, and how they benefit from them.  

The data is collected through an online panel survey (self-completion questionnaire), 

which is asked of a nationally representative sample on a continuous basis. It has been 

conducted continuously since April 2020. Of relevance to this report, data from the earliest 

waves of the study, collected during periods when COVID‑19 restrictions limited time spent 

outdoors, were excluded from the analysis to avoid skewing the results. Please see 

footnotes for details on the waves used in reporting.  

The survey sample size is large; around 25,000 adults in England respond to the survey 

each year. However, the sample is also split into six modules, each of which focuses on a 

different topic, and some modules are only asked of a subsample of people. As a result, 

the sample size for different questions can vary widely. Throughout the report the 

unweighted sample size for each question is reported alongside all data tables or 

visualisations.  

 

Descriptive analysis methods 

Most of the analysis in this report is based on descriptive statistics (primarily weighted 

percentages) and cross-tabulations conducted between key outcome variables and 

 

 

1 Natural England. (2025). People and Nature Survey for England, 2020-2025. [data collection]. 11th 

Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 9093, UK Data Service 

https://datacatalogue.ukdataservice.ac.uk/series/series/2000123#access-data
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relevant secondary characteristics. The socio-demographic characteristics which are used 

in analysis across chapters are described in more detail in Appendix B. Socio-

Demographic and Individual Characteristics.  

Some of the analysis in this report also draws on more complex methods. These are 

introduced in the relevant chapter, and further technical details are provided in appendices 

(Appendix E. Latent Class Analysis Technical Details,  
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Appendix F. Descriptive Analysis Technical Details). 

All findings in this report are weighted to be nationally representative of the adult 

population of England, unless otherwise stated. 

Subgroup differences 

Where subgroup comparisons are presented, statistical significance testing was used to 

assess whether observed differences were unlikely to have arisen by chance. A threshold 

for statistical significance of 0.001 has been used in this report. That is, a result was 

considered statistically significant only when the probability of it having occurred by 

chance was less than one in a thousand. This more conservative threshold (than the 

typically used 0.05) reduces the chance of falsely claiming a result is significant.  

All differences between subgroups described in the report were assessed using omnibus 

significance tests. For predictor variables with multiple categories, these tests evaluate 

whether the variable as a whole is associated with the outcome, rather than determining 

whether any specific pair of categories differs from one another. Therefore, statistically 

significant findings indicate an overall association, not significance for individual cells 

within the cross-tabulated tables. 

Reporting conventions 

In tables and charts throughout this report, percentages are presented to zero decimal 

points to improve readability and because differences smaller than 1% are rarely 

meaningful. As a result, figures may not add up to 100%.  

Some tables are also not intended to add up to 100%. For example, where a question 

allows people to select multiple response options. In these cases, this is noted in the chart 

footnotes. 

Defining blue space visits 

In this report our aim was to measure people’s use of blue spaces, defined as any outdoor 

environments – natural or man-made – that prominently feature water.  Importantly, 

however, there is not a specific question about visiting blue spaces asked in A-PaNS. 

Instead, there are questions which ask about the destinations of people’s visits to green 

and natural spaces – some of which can be clearly categorised as blue spaces.  

The options from which people can choose are: 

• Urban green space (such as a park, field or playground)  

• Grounds of a historic property or country park  

• Allotment or community garden  

• Woodland or forest  

• River, lake or canal  

• Hill, mountain or moorland  

• Beach / other coastline / sea  
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• Nature / wildlife reserve  

• Fields / farmland / countryside 

For this report, anyone selecting either ‘rivers, lakes or canals’ or ‘beaches, coastline or 

sea’ was classified as having made a blue‑space visit. However, this approach is likely to 

miss some visits. Many places not labelled as blue‑space destinations, such as wildlife 

reserves, country parks or urban green spaces, can still include rivers, ponds or other 

water features. If respondents did not view the water element as the defining feature of 

their visit, they may not have selected a blue‑space option. 

As a result, while we refer to “blue‑space visits” throughout the report, the findings are 

likely to exclude some relevant trips. The estimates presented should therefore be 

interpreted as conservative, and likely to understate the full extent of how often people 

spend time in environments where water is a prominent feature. 

Throughout this report we draw on two sets of A-PaNS questions about visit destinations. 

The following question was asked of everyone who had spent time in a green or natural 

space in the past month:  

1. Which of the following type(s) of green and natural spaces have you visited during 

the last month? 

The following two questions were asked of everyone with a visit to a natural space in the 

past 14 days and specifically concerned the most recent visit they made.  

2. Which of these best describes the main destination of your visit? (i.e. the place you 

spent most time in)?   

3. Did your visit include going to any other places?   

The same list of destination types appears in both sets of questions. From these, 

blue‑space visits are identified using the categories ‘river, lake or canal’ and ‘beach, 

coastline or sea’. Although the questions are similar, they capture different experiences: 

Measure 1 (focus of Chapter 2): whether someone made any blue space visits in the last 

month (applies to all adults in England).  

Measure 2 (focus of Chapter 3): Whether someone’s most recent visit in the last 14 days 

included a blue space, either as the main destination or a secondary destination. 

Qualitative methods 

A total of 20 participants took part across three focus groups, comprising 7, 7, and 6 

participants respectively. A purposive sampling approach was used to ensure the research 

included breadth and diversity of views and experiences on use of blue spaces among 

people who use blue spaces. The main sampling criteria was type of activity undertaken 

during visits in an average year, including whether these involved direct or indirect 

engagement with water. Direct and indirect activities are defined in Table 2. 
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A key objective of the qualitative research was to understand how policy might encourage 

people to use blue spaces more often. Given this, those who used blue spaces every day 

or mainly for dog walking were excluded from the research. 

All three focus groups were carried out remotely online in January 2026. Each focus group 

lasted approximately 90 minutes. A topic guide, designed in collaboration with Natural 

England, was used to facilitate the focus groups (see Appendix D. The topic guide was 

designed to allow flexibility in discussions, while ensuring core themes were addressed.  

All focus groups were audio recorded with participants’ permission and then transcribed. 

The transcripts were managed and analysed using NatCen’s Framework approach for 

qualitative data analysis (Ritchie, 2003). This was followed by both thematic and 

interpretive analysis. 

A more detailed description of the qualitative methodology is provided in the appendices.  
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Chapter 1:  Prevalence and Patterns of Blue 

Space Engagement 

This chapter provides an overview of how people in England engage with blue spaces, 

covering frequency of use, barriers that prevent people from making the most of these 

spaces, and perceptions of visits. It also examines how engagement with blue spaces 

varies by sociodemographic variables (such as ethnicity, income, deprivation, and rural-

urban status).  

Research Questions 

1. What proportion of people in England reported visiting blue spaces when looking at 

visits made in the past month? 

2. How did blue space use differ between people with different personal 

characteristics, such as ethnicity, income, health or age, and between people living 

in areas with different levels of deprivation or in urban and rural places? Which 

groups were less likely to engage with blue spaces? 

3. How did perceived barriers to spending more time outside, and views about the 

quality of local natural spaces, differ by people’s engagement with blue spaces? 

4. How did people who visited blue spaces differ from those who visited other green or 

natural spaces in the past month, in terms of their personal characteristics and the 

types of areas they lived in? 

Engagement with Blue Spaces  

This chapter is based on people’s engagement with green and natural spaces over the last 

month. All A-PaNS participants who said they had spent free time outdoors in the last 12 

months were asked which types of green and natural spaces they had visited in the past 

month. Based on this data, visits to rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, and coastline were 

treated as visits to blue spaces. The analysis therefore grouped adults into those who 

have visited: 

• A blue space in the last month,  

• Only green or natural spaces and no blue spaces in the last month, or  

• No type of green or natural space in the last month.  

It should be noted that people who visited a blue space in the past month are also likely to 

have visited green spaces as well, as there is some overlap between these groups. 

However, the analysis presented in this report focuses specifically on this group’s 

engagement with blue spaces. 
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What proportion of the population report having visited blue spaces 

Overall engagement with blue spaces among adults in England was relatively high. Nearly 

half of people had visited a blue space in the last month (47%), as shown in Figure 1. A 

further 40% had visited other green and natural spaces and had not visited blue spaces. 

The remaining 12% had not visited any natural spaces in the last month. These figures 

indicated that most people had some contact with natural spaces in the past month and 

that blue space visits formed a substantial part of this engagement.  

It should also be noted that the 47% of people visiting a blue space may also have visited 

a green or natural space in the last month. However, in the following chapter we focus on 

this group as blue space visitors, even if they may have also made trips to other natural 

spaces, given that blue space engagement is the focus of the report.  

 

Figure 1 - Proportion of population visiting a blue space in the past month (%) 

Chart notes  

Source: M1_Q2. Which of the following type(s) of green and natural spaces have you visited during the last 

month? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The sample for this question was 74,921.  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” on question about their visits to green 
and natural spaces (M1_Q1) and types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded. 

4. Base: all adults in England. 

5. The raw data can be accessed from the UK data service.2 

 

 

2 Natural England. (2026). People and Nature Survey for England, 2020-2025. [data collection]. 12th 

Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 9093, UK Data Service 
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Differences in blue space use by personal characteristics 

While just under a half of adults in England had visited a blue space in the past month, 

engagement varied by certain personal characteristics and attitudes. This section shows 

how blue space use in the past month varied between people across the following 

personal characteristics: 

• Income band, 

• Area level deprivation (IMD decile),  

• Health (presence of a long-term disability),  

• Age band,  

• Urbanicity (whether in an urban or rural area) 

• Ethnicity,  

• Education (highest qualification held),  

• Current activity (in employment, self-employed, studying, etc), 

• Access to a vehicle in the household. 

• How important respondent feels it is to spend time in nature.  

The following sections compare the percentage of those who reported a visit to a blue 

space and those who did not visit any natural space across these personal characteristics 

and attitudes to identify groups less likely to engage with blue spaces. Groups who visited 

other types of natural spaces are not included in the charts as the analysis is focused on 

exploring engagement with blue spaces.  
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Differences in blue space use by importance of spending time in nature  

One of the most pronounced differences in engagement with blue spaces was by attitudes 

to spending time in nature (Figure 2). People who felt that spending time in nature was 

very important to them were more likely to have visited a blue space in the last month. 

Among those who agreed with this statement, 52% had visited a blue space compared 

with 32% of those who disagreed and 30% of those who were neutral. People who 

disagreed or were neutral were also more likely to report no visits to any natural space in 

the last month, at 28% and 31% respectively, compared with 7% among those who 

strongly valued time in nature. This suggests a strong association between engagement 

with blue spaces and placing importance of spending time in nature. 

 

Figure 2 Proportion of people who visited a blue space in the past month, by how 

important nature is to them (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M4_Q8 (d), How much do you agree or disagree with the following: Spending time in nature is very 

important to me.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were: NET agree (12,184), Neither agree nor disagree (1,948), NET 
disagree (763).  

3. People were asked to tell whether they agree or disagree on a scale from 1 - Strongly Agree to 5 -
Strongly Disagree, the analysis grouped Strongly Agree and Agree into “Agree” and Strongly 
Disagree and Disagree into “Disagree”.  

4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M4_Q8 (d) or 
questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited 
(M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.   

5. Base: all adults in England. This question was asked of random 20% of respondents (Module 4) so 
sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 
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Differences in blue space use by highest qualification held 

Among socio-demographic characteristics, engagement with blue spaces in the last month 

varied most clearly by highest qualification held (Figure 3). People with higher 

qualifications were more likely to have visited blue spaces in the last month than those 

with no qualifications. Just over half of people with a university degree had visited a blue 

space (51%), compared with just over a third of people with no qualifications (34%). 

People with no qualifications were also much more likely not to have visited any blue, 

green or natural spaces in the last month, at 31%, compared with 7% of people with a 

degree and 14% of those with other qualifications. 

 

Figure 3 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

highest qualification held (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: Qualification. What is your highest level of qualification? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were A university degree, (or above) (22,902), Any other qualifications 
(47,722), No qualifications (4,297). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to either the qualification 
question or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations 
visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.   

4. Base: all adults in England.  
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Differences in blue space use by household income 

There was also a clear relationship between household income and visiting blue spaces in 

the last month. People with higher household incomes were more likely to report a blue 

space visit, rising from 38% in the lowest income group to 54% in the highest, as shown in 

Figure 4. The increase was steady across lower income bands and appeared to level off 

from around £60,000 and above, where reported visit rates remained consistently between 

54% and 55%. People with lower household incomes were also more likely to report no 

visits to natural spaces in the last month, at 22% in the lowest income group compared 

with 5% in the highest income groups. 

 

Figure 4 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

household income (%) 

Chart notes  

Source: Income. Which of the following best describes your total annual household income before tax? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were £0–14,999 (11,387), £15,000–19,999 (8,179), £20,000–29,999 
(15,254), £30,000–39,999 (11,964), £40,000–49,999 (8,929), £50,000–59,999 (6,281), £60,000–
79,999 (6,072), £80,000–99,999 (3,210), £100,000-£149,999 (2,403), £150,000 + (965).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to either the household 
income question or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of 
destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.   

4. Base: all adults in England.  
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Differences in blue space use by local area deprivation (IMD) 

Engagement with blue spaces was broadly similar across all levels of area deprivation, 

with about half of people reporting a visit in the last month across all IMD deciles (Figure 

5). The proportion who had not visited any blue or green space in the last month also 

varied slightly, from 11% to 15%. Non-visitors were most common in the more deprived 

areas, at 15% in the most deprived IMD decile, and lower in the mid-to-less deprived 

deciles.  

 

Figure 5 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

local area deprivation (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: IMD decile derived from respondent’s home postcode.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were 1 - Most deprived (6,777), 2 (6,275), 3 (6,458), 4 (6,689), 5 
(6,080), 6 (6,002), 7 (5,965), 8 (5,754), 9 (5,642), 10 - Least deprived (5,122). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response questions about their 
visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded 
from the analysis.   

4. Base: all adults in England, IMD decile was only available for adults that provided valid postcode 
information.  
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Differences in blue space use by access to vehicles in the household 

There were clear differences in blue space use by whether people had access to a vehicle 

in their household (Figure 6). People in households with one or more vehicles were more 

likely to have visited a blue space in the last month, with 49% reporting a visit compared 

with 38% among people without vehicle access. People without access to a vehicle were 

also more likely to report no visits to natural spaces in the last month, at 21% compared 

with 11% of those with vehicle access. 

 

Figure 6 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

access to a vehicle in the household (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: No_of_Vehicles In total, how many cars or vans are owned, or available for use, by members of this 

household?  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were None (15,071), One or more (59,848).  

3. The question captures the number of cars or vans available to household members, with response 
options ranging from “None” to “Four or more.” For analysis, the data was simplified into a binary 
variable for access to any number of cars or vans or none in the household. 

4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on the 
number of vehicles or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of 
destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.  

5. Base: all adults in England. 
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Differences in blue space use by age 

There were clear differences in blue space use by age (Figure 7). Visits were highest 

among the youngest adults, with 53% of people aged 16 to 24 reporting a visit in the last 

month. Reported visits then declined across older age groups, falling to 41% among those 

aged 65 and over. Older adults were also more likely to report no visits to natural spaces 

in the last month, at 21% in the oldest age group compared with 5% among those aged 16 

to 24. 

 

Figure 7 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

age (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: Age What was your age last birthday? and Age_band. <…>which of these age bands do you fall 

into?  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were 16-24 (9,395), 25-39 (18,398), 40-54 (18,035), 55-64 (11,725), 
65+ (17,368).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on their age 
or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited 
(M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England.  
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Differences in blue space use by ethnicity 

There were some differences in blue space use by ethnicity (Figure 8). Overall, people 

across all ethnic groups reported similar levels of not visiting any natural space in the last 

month, ranging from 10% to 13%. However, blue space engagement differed between 

groups. People identifying as Black or Black British were least likely to have visited a blue 

space, with 39% reporting a visit in the past month, compared with 48% of people 

identifying as White, who were the most likely to report a recent blue space visit. 

 

Figure 8 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

ethnicity (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: Ethnicity. Which one of the following best describes your ethnic group or background?  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were White (63,211), Mixed (1,583), Asian or Asian British (4,629), 
Black or Black British (3,904), Any other ethnic group or background (565). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on their 
ethnicity or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations 
visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.    

4. Base: all adults in England.  
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Differences in blue space use by disability status 

There were differences in blue space use by disability status, which broadly mirrored 

patterns seen for visits to green and natural spaces overall (Figure 9). People without a 

longstanding health condition were most likely to have visited a blue space in the last 

month, with 50% of them reporting it. Reported visits were similar among those whose 

condition did not affect their daily activities (49%), and slightly lower among those whose 

condition affected them a little (45%). People whose condition affected their daily activities 

a lot were least likely to have visited a blue space with 40% of them reporting a visit in the 

past month. They were also most likely to report no visits to any natural space in the last 

month, at 20% compared with 10% among people without a health condition. 

 

Figure 9 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

disability status (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: lllnesses. Do you have any physical or mental health conditions or illnesses lasting or expected to 

last for 12 months or more? and Illnesses_Impact. Does your condition or illness reduce your ability to carry-

out day-to day activities? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were No health condition (51,396), Has a health condition - does not 
affect day-to-day activities at all (3,571), Has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a little 
(12,380), Has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a lot (7,210). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on their 
disability status or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of 
destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England.  
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Differences in blue space use by work status 

Across employment groups, there were clear differences in whether people had visited a 

blue space in the last month (Figure 10). Recent visits were most common among fulltime 

students and those in employment or self-employment, with approximately half of people 

in these groups reporting it. Blue space visits were less common among people who were 

long-term sick or disabled (35%), and among the long-term unemployed group (37%). 

Patterns for reporting no visits mirrored this, with the highest rates among people who 

were long-term sick or disabled (28%), and the lowest among fulltime students (6%).  

 

Figure 10 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

work status (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: Work_Status. Are you…? Please select one option that best applies.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were In full-time employment (31+ hours per week) (28,120), In part-
time employment (Up to 30 hours per week) (10,813), Self-employed (3,873), Unemployed – less 
than 12 months (1,433), Unemployed (long term) – more than 12 months (2,138), Not working – 
retired (17,599), Not working – looking after house / children / other caring responsibilities (3,786), 
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Not working – long term sick or disabled (3,708), Student – in full-time education (3,087), Student – 
in part-time education (361). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on their work 
status or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations 
visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England.  

Differences in blue space use by urban–rural status of place of residence 

There was a small difference in engagement with blue spaces by urban–rural status of 

place of residence with 50% of people living in rural areas reporting a visit to blue spaces 

in the past month compared with 48% among those living in urban areas (Figure 11).  

 

 

Figure 11 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by 

urban–rural status of place of residence (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: Derived from postcode data.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Urban (51,538), Rural (9,226). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions about their 
visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded 
from the analysis.  

4. Base: all adults in England. Area type was only available for those who provided valid postcode 
information.  
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Barriers to spending more free time outside 

While the previous sections of this chapter examined patterns of engagement with blue 

spaces, this section focuses on how barriers to spending more time outdoors related to 

engagement with blue spaces. It examines reported barriers to spending more free time 

outside among people who visited blue spaces in the past month, alongside those who 

visited other green or natural spaces and those who reported no visits. Although the 

analysis distinguishes people based on their engagement with blue spaces, the questions 

examined here relate to general time spent outdoors and perceptions of local green and 

natural spaces, rather than blue spaces specifically. The findings therefore reflect how 

broader constraints shape engagement with blue spaces. 

Barriers to spending more free time outside among blue space visitors  

Among people who had visited a blue space in the last month, the main barriers to 

spending more free time outside were poor weather, cited by 44%, and being too busy at 

work (29%) or at home (28%) (Figure 12). Physical health was a less common barrier but 

still affected some people (14%). Other barriers, including concerns about crime, cost, or 

mental health, were each reported by fewer than one in ten visitors. 
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Figure 12 - Proportion of population reporting each barrier among blue space 

visitors (in the past month) (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M3_Q9. What, if anything, generally stops you from spending more free time outside in green and 
natural spaces?  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The sample for this question was 17,618. 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M3_Q9 or questions 
about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were 
excluded from the analysis.  

4. Base: all adults in England who visited a blue space in the past month. This question was asked of a 
random 50% of respondents (Module 3), so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

5. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 

6. The barriers are listed from most to least frequently mentioned.  
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Barriers to spending more free time outside among blue space visitors, green space 

visitors, and non-visitors 

Perceived barriers to spending more free time outside were broadly similar for people who 

visited blue spaces and those who visited other green or natural spaces (Figure 13).    

Visitors to natural spaces, whether blue or green, were more likely to mention weather-

related and time-related barriers. People who had not visited any natural space in the last 

month reported different barriers, particularly poor physical health, cited by 32%, and a 

lack of accessibility for people with disabilities, cited by 8%. Non-visitors were also more 

likely to say they were not interested or that nowhere nearby was nice enough, at 12% for 

each.  

These findings suggest that people who already visit blue or green spaces face similar 

barriers, which mainly reflect everyday constraints such as time and weather. In contrast, 

people who do not visit natural spaces at all are more likely to face structural barriers or a 

lack of motivation to spend time outdoors, which may limit engagement with natural 

spaces altogether. 



 

Page 35 of 118 Engagement with Blue Spaces: The Full Report. NECR760 

 

Figure 13 - Proportion of population reporting each barrier by whether visited blue 

spaces in the past month, showing barriers more common among non-visitors (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M3_Q9. What, if anything, generally stops you from spending more free time outside in green and 
natural spaces?  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Visited a blue space (17,618), Visited other green or natural 
space (15,038). No visits in last month (4,562). Figures do not add up to 100% as people could 
select multiple answer options. 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M3_Q9 or questions 
about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were 
excluded from the analysis. 
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4. Base: all adults in England. This question was asked of 50% of respondents, so sample sizes are 
smaller than elsewhere. 

5. “Stayed at home to stop coronavirus spreading / Government restrictions” was removed from the 
chart.  

Perceived quality of local green and natural spaces  

Perceptions of local green and natural spaces were generally positive among people who 

visited blue spaces, with between 67% and 77% agreeing with each positive statement 

about their local natural spaces (Figure 14). Views among people who visited other green 

or natural spaces were very similar to those of blue space visitors. However, people who 

had not visited any natural space in the last month were much less likely to agree with 

these positive statements: blue space visitors were consistently more likely than non-

visitors to agree that local spaces were within easy walking distance, good for mental 

health and wellbeing, suitable for children, and good for physical activity, social contact 

and seeing nature, with gaps of 13 to 22 percentage points. 

The findings suggest that people who visit blue or green spaces tend to perceive their 

local natural spaces as higher quality and more accessible, while non-visitors report less 

positive views, although the data does not indicate whether positive perceptions 

encourage visits or result from them. 
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Figure 14 - Proportion of population agreeing with each statement about their local 

natural spaces (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M1_Q5, Now, thinking about green and natural spaces close to where you live, how much do you 

agree or disagree with the following statements?  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were different per statement, they were: Visited a blue space (34,446-
35,045), Visited other green or natural space (29,634-30,310), No visits in last month (8,113-8,543).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M1_Q5 or questions 
about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were 
excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England. 
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Comparing Blue and Green Space Visitors  

This section examines how people who visit blue spaces differ from those who visit other 

green or natural spaces, using a statistical method known as logistic regression modelling. 

While earlier analysis describes overall patterns of blue space use, this section focuses on 

whether certain personal characteristics and attitudes are more strongly associated with 

visiting blue spaces specifically, rather than natural spaces more generally. By comparing 

blue space visitors with other natural space visitors who did not visit a blue space, the 

analysis shows whether engagement with blue spaces reflects distinct patterns of use or 

whether it broadly mirrors engagement with green and natural spaces overall. 

Analytical Approach: Using regression modelling to explore differences 

between blue spaces and other natural spaces visitors  

While descriptive analyses show how engagement with blue spaces varies across different 

population groups, they do not indicate which factors are most strongly associated with 

visiting blue spaces once other influences are taken into account. To address this, we 

conducted regression modelling to identify the key independent predictors of blue space 

engagement, assessing the relative importance of demographic, attitudinal, and contextual 

factors when considered simultaneously. 

The analysis was limited to A-PaNS respondents who reported a visit to natural spaces in 

the last month and explored whether engagement with blue spaces is notably different 

from engagement with natural spaces in general, based on the personal characteristics 

and attitudes of the visitors available in the A-PaNS data.  

Specifically, we estimated logistic regression models predicting whether a respondent had 

visited a blue space in the past month, compared with visiting other green and natural 

spaces. All candidate predictors were entered into the model together, allowing us to 

assess which factors remain most strongly associated with blue space engagement once 

the impact of all other predictors is accounted for. This approach provided insight into 

which characteristics and conditions were most predictive of engagement with blue 

spaces, rather than examining each factor in isolation. 

Defining the outcome variable 

Respondents were asked which of a series of different types of places they had visited in 

the last month (M1_Q2). In this analysis, these have been grouped into two categories:  

– Blue space visitors: those who have visited a blue space (rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, 

coastline, sea) in the last month, or, 

– Visitors to other green or natural spaces: those who visited a different type of natural 

space (urban green spaces, woodland or forest, allotments, grounds of a historic property or 

country parks) in the last month. 
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The analysis therefore aimed to answer the question: what sets blue space visitors apart 

from other natural space visitors? Those who did not visit natural spaces at all in the last 

month were excluded from this analysis. 

Predictors included in the model 

The model includes the following predictors: 

- Importance placed on spending time in nature,  

- Perceived quality of local green and natural spaces, and  

- Socio-demographic factors, including:  

o Age group,  

o Ethnicity,  

o Whether respondent has a longstanding health condition, 

o Household income,  

o Qualification levels,  

o Employment status, 

o Access to a vehicle in the household,  

o Deprivation in the local area (IMD decile), and  

o Urban/Rural status of the place of residence.  

Further details of these variables and how they were selected can be seen in Appendix B.  

To avoid high correlation between predictors included in the model, a scale was derived 

for perceptions of local green spaces, as responses to the individual items about local 

spaces quality were strongly correlated and reflected a single underlying construct. 

Internal consistency was high (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.905), supporting the use of a 

combined scale in the regression models. The combined items were the following:  

a) Within easy walking distance  

b) Good places for mental health and wellbeing  

c) A high enough standard to want to spend time in  

d) Good places for children to play  

e) Places that encourage physical health and exercise  

f) Good places to meet other people 

g) Provide good opportunities to see nature 

Research findings: Using regression modelling to identify drivers to 

blue space use 

To ensure that all relevant predictors were considered while minimising the risk of 

overfitting, the analysis was conducted in stages. Predictors were first grouped into 

thematic domains reflecting conceptually related factors, including attitudes to nature and 

perceptions of local spaces, personal characteristics, socioeconomic circumstances, and 

area characteristics. Separate regression models were then run for each domain to 

identify which predictors within each thematic area were independently associated with 

visiting blue spaces rather than other natural spaces. Table 1 summarises the predictors 

tested within each thematic model. Only predictors that were significant within these 
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domain-specific models were taken forward into the final combined model (statistical 

significance was assessed using a 0.001 threshold).  

All models were checked for correlation between predictors (multicollinearity) to ensure 

stable and interpretable estimates.  

The final combined model showed that age, ethnicity, and attitudes towards nature were 

key factors associated with visiting blue spaces when all the other factors are considered. 
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Table 1 - Significance of each predictor corresponding thematic models 

Predictors Final model Attitudes to 

nature 

Personal 

characteristics 

Socio- 

economic 

circumstances 

Area 

characteristics 

Importance placed on spending 

time in nature 

Significant 
Significant - - - 

Perceived local green space quality - Not significant - - - 

Age Significant - Significant - - 

Ethnicity Significant - Significant - - 

Disability status Not significant - Significant - - 

Household income Not significant - - Significant - 

Qualification levels - - - Not significant - 

Employment status Not significant - - Significant - 

Household vehicle access Not significant - - Significant - 

Deprivation in the local area  - - - - Not significant 

Urban/Rural status - - - - Not significant 
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After fitting the final logistic regression model, we estimated the predicted probability of 

having visited a blue space in the last month for each respondent, using the regression 

coefficients from the final model and respondents’ observed characteristics, to show how 

strongly different predictors are associated with blue space use. 

For each predictor variable found to be important (age, ethnicity and attitudes to spending 

time in nature), we then calculated average predicted probabilities for each category of this 

variable (for example, each age group). This allowed differences between groups to be 

interpreted as differences in the likelihood of visiting blue spaces, after considering how 

other characteristics included in the model impact engagement with blue spaces. 

Results are presented by comparing average predicted probabilities across groups, 

showing how blue space use varies by key factors in the Figure 15 below. The three 

characteristics found to influence the likelihood of people using blue spaces compared to 

other natural spaces in the past month were: 

• Importance placed on spending time in nature: Visitors who agreed that spending time in 

nature is important to them had higher predicted probabilities for visiting a blue space in the past 

month compared with those who disagreed or did not have a strong opinion. Around 56% of 

those who valued time in nature were predicted to visit a blue space in the past month, 

compared with around 44–46% of those who did not. 

• Ethnicity: Visitors from the White ethnic group had a higher average predicted probability of 

visiting a blue space in the past month compared with other ethnic groups. Over a half (55%) of 

respondents identifying as White were predicted to visit a blue space in the past month, 

compared with between 45% and 47% among respondents from other ethnic groups. 

• Age: Visits to blue spaces were slightly less common among people aged 40–54 and those 

aged 65 and over, with around 52–53% predicted to have visited a blue space in the past month, 

compared with around 55–56% in other age groups. 

Overall, the regression analysis shows that engagement with blue spaces varied by 

certain personal characteristics and attitudes, most notably ethnicity and the importance 

individuals place on spending time in nature. People of White ethnicity and those who 

value spending time in nature were more likely to have visited a blue space in the past 

month than other natural space visitors, even after accounting for other factors. 

Differences by age were present but relatively modest. Beyond these factors, the 

likelihood of visiting blue spaces rather than other green or natural spaces did not vary 

substantially across most sociodemographic characteristics included in the model.  

This suggests that people who visit blue spaces are broadly similar to those who visit 

green or other natural spaces based on the characteristics included in the model. 

However, this does not mean that factors predicting engagement with blue spaces and 

green spaces are the same. The model explained only a small amount of the variation in 

blue space visitation (Cox-Snell pseudo R² = 0.017), suggesting that other factors not 

included in the analysis are likely to also shape people’s engagement with blue and green 

spaces. It is worth noting that much of the data collected in A-PaNS (e.g., proximity to 

natural spaces, quality of local natural spaces, attitudes to natural spaces) does not 

differentiate between blue and green spaces, which makes it more difficult to assess how 
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these factors may differently influence engagement with blue spaces compared with green 

spaces.  

Additionally, the blue space engagement outcome variable was based on a question 

where respondents could have indicated visiting more than one type of place in the last 

month. This means that many people who visited a blue space also visited green spaces 

during the same period. As such, the two groups of visitors compared in the analysis were 

both engaging with green spaces. This overlap likely made it harder for the model to 

identify predictors that were specific to blue space engagement. 

 

Figure 15 - Predicted probabilities for visiting a blue space in the past month 

Chart notes 

Source: M1_Q2. Which of the following type(s) of green and natural spaces have you visited during the last 

month? and regression modelling outputs from the analysis.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The sample for this analysis were by Attitudes: Agree that time in nature is important to them 
(11,073), Feel neutral about spending time in nature (1,303), Disagree that time in nature is 
important to them (505),  Ethnicity: White (11,049), Mixed (264), Asian or Asian British (782), Black 
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or Black British (685), Any other ethnic group or background (101), by age: 16-24 (1,690), 25-39 
(3,293), 40-54 (3,146), 55-64 (1,959), 65+ (2793). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” on questions about their attitudes, 
ethnicity or age or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of 
destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.  

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past month. 

Chapter Summary 
Who visits blue spaces 
 
Blue space use was common across England; almost half of adults visited a blue space in 
the past month. Individuals with higher household incomes and those living in rural areas 
were more likely to engage with blue spaces. Other factors associated with a higher 
likelihood of visiting include holding positive attitudes toward nature, higher education 
levels, and access to vehicles within the household. 
 
Conversely, lower engagement with blue spaces was observed among people with lower 
incomes, those living in urban areas, individuals with limiting health conditions, and those 
without vehicle access. Additional factors such as being in full-time employment or 
education, older age groups, and certain ethnic backgrounds (specifically Black, Asian, or 
Asian British groups) were also linked to lower engagement. 
 
Barriers to visiting 
 
Barriers to spending more time outside were broadly similar for people who visited blue 
spaces and those who visited only green spaces. Among blue space visitors, poor weather 
and lack of time due to work or home responsibilities were the most common obstacles. 
While people who had not visited any natural space in the past month were more likely to 
cite physical health limitations, lack of interest, and a sense that local spaces were not 
good enough.  
 
Perceptions of local natural spaces  
 
In general, people who had visited a blue space in the last month had positive views of 
their local natural spaces, with between 67% and 77% holding a positive view of their local 
spaces in each of the seven areas of quality asked about. Perceptions of local area quality 
were similar between people who had visited a blue space in the last month and those 
who had only visited green spaces, however, non-visitors tended to have less favourable 
views of the quality of their local natural spaces. 
 
Key drivers of blue space visits  
 
Among people who had visited a green or natural space in the last month, the key drivers 
of having visited a blue space were ethnicity (White people were more likely to have 
visited a blue space than all other ethnic groups) and how important people feel it is to 
spend time in nature (those who feel it is important to spend time in nature were more 
likely to visit blue spaces). Age was also associated with visiting blue spaces. However, 
there was not a clear pattern towards older or younger people being more likely to visit 
blue spaces; rather, blue space visiting fluctuated across different age bands.  
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Chapter 2: How People Use and Experience 

Blue Spaces 
 
This chapter examines how people in England use blue spaces by exploring what they do 
during actual trips to a blue space which they have recently made. It begins by exploring 
key characteristics of blue space visits, including activities in or near blue spaces, travel 
distance and mode of transport, whether visits are “exceptional” or routine, and how 
people spend money during the visits. To examine how the destination visited impacts 
visits characteristics, this chapter compares visits where a blue space was the “main 
destination” (i.e., where people spent most of their time during the visit) with visits where a 
blue space was a “secondary destination” (i.e., blue space was visited, but it was not the 
main destination). The analysis in this chapter also compares visits to blue spaces with 
visits to green spaces to examine whether people engage with blue spaces in distinct 
ways. 
 
The chapter then presents a segmentation of blue space visits. This approach groups 
similar visits together, with each segment representing a distinct type of blue space trip 
characterised by common experiences in the activities undertaken, reasons for visiting, 
and people’s overall impressions of the visit. Finally, the chapter examines which groups 
of people are more likely to go on each type of visit, considering differences by factors 
such as age, ethnicity, income, and location.  

Research questions 

1. What activities do people take part in when they visit blue spaces? 

2. How far do people travel to reach blue spaces, and how do they travel there? 

3. How do people spend money when visiting blue spaces? 

4. Are visits to blue spaces experienced differently from visits to other natural spaces 

in terms of perceived quality of amenities in the space, its beauty and how routine 

or exceptional the visit was? 

5. What impact does spending time in blue spaces have on visitors in terms of 

perceived benefits of visiting a blue space? 

6. How do visits where a blue space is the main destination differ from visits where it is 

a secondary destination in terms of activities, travel patterns, perceptions, spending 

and reported benefits? 

7. How do visits to blue spaces compare with visits to other green and natural spaces, 

in terms of activities, travel patterns, perceptions, spending and reported benefits? 
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Visits to Blue Spaces in the Last 14 Days 

This chapter explores features of specific visits people made in the last 14 days. The 

analysis informing these findings focuses on A-PaNS respondents who had been on such 

a visit. As such, this analysis focuses on a group of people who are more likely to have 

been frequent visitors to natural spaces.  

Throughout this chapter, the findings distinguish between visits to blue spaces in the same 

way as the analysis of visits in the last month: it includes trips to rivers, lakes, canals, 

beaches, coastline, and the sea. In addition, the analysis differentiates between blue 

space trips where the blue space was the main destination of the visit (i.e. the place they 

spent most time in) or a secondary destination.  

This approach results in three types of visits, which are compared throughout this chapter:  

• Visits to blue spaces as the main destination: the place people spent the most time in was a 

blue space (20% of visits in the last 14 days), 

• Visits to blue spaces as a secondary destination: the place people spent most time in was a 

green or natural space, but a blue space was also visited as part of this larger trip (8% of visits in 

the last 14 days),  

• Visits to other green and natural spaces: the place people spent most time in was a green or 

natural space and no blue spaces were visited during the trip (around 72% of visits in the last 14 

days).  

The different trip classifications are presented below in Figure 16.3 

 

Figure 16 - Proportion of population visiting a blue space in the past 14 days (%) 

 

 

3 It should be noted that some visits where blue spaces are the main destination will also involve visiting 

other green space types as a secondary destination. This subgroup is not differentiated in the chart or 

analysed in the following chapter. 
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Chart notes 

Source: M2A_Q2 Which of these best describes the main destination of your visit? and M2A_Q3 Did your 

visit include going to any other places? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The sample for this question was 47,537. 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3 
were excluded from the analysis. This question was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes 
are smaller than elsewhere. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the last 14 days. This question 
was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

What activities do people carry out in or near blue spaces? 

Activities during the most recent visit to blue space 

Walking (67%), wildlife watching (31%) and eating or picnicking outdoors (21%) were the 

most common activities people reported during visits where blue spaces were the main 

destination (Figure 17). These activities accounted for most of the engagement with blue 

spaces, while blue‑space‑specific activities were less common: 6% of visitors reported 

fishing and 5% reported boating, water sports or swimming during their most recent visit. 
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Figure 17 - Proportion of visits with blue spaces as their main destination involving 

each activity (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_Q8A. Which of these activities, if any, did you do on this specific visit?  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The sample for this question was 10,108.   

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on activities 
(M2A_Q8A) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were 
excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 
was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

5. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 

Activities during the most recent visit: comparing destinations  

Most activities were reported at similar levels during visits to blue spaces and visits to 
green spaces (Figure 18). For example, walking, the most common activity across the 
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2

2

3

5

6

6

8

9

11

12

25

28

71

0 20 40 60 80

Any Other outdoor activities

Horse-riding

Shooting / hunting

Fishing

Sports and games

Boating, water sports or swimming
outdoors

Appreciating scenery from a car

Visiting an attraction

Playing with children

Cycling or running

Eating or drinking out / picnicking

Wildlife watching

Walking (including a dog walk)

%



 

Page 49 of 118 Engagement with Blue Spaces: The Full Report. NECR760 

over 5%, compared with 3% or less during greenspace visits. Eating or drinking out was 
also more common during blue space visits, reported by 28% of people compared with 
16% for green spaces. When blue spaces were a secondary destination during a larger 
trip, visitors were more likely to report almost all activities compared with visits where blue 
spaces were the main destination, except for walking.  

That some water‑based activities were recorded during visits categorised as being to 

green or natural spaces suggests there are limitations in how effectively the A‑PaNS 

destination question allows blue space visits to be identified. Many parks, nature reserves 

and country parks include lakes, rivers or canals, even though respondents do not classify 

these destinations as blue spaces. As a result, genuine blue‑space experiences, such as 

boating, swimming or fishing, can be reported at seemingly non‑blue‑space destinations.  
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Figure 18 - Proportion of visits involving each activity by destination type (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_Q8A. Which of these activities, if any, did you do on this specific visit? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (10,108), Visited blue 
space as secondary destination (3,147) Visited green or natural space (34,181). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on activities 
(M2A_Q8A) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were 
excluded from the analysis. 

5. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 
was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

6. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 
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How far do people travel to blue spaces? And on what modes of 

transport? 

Distance travelled during the most recent visit 

People generally travelled further for blue space visits than for green space visits (Figure 

19). Almost half of green‑space visitors (48%) travelled less than 1 mile for their most 

recent trip, compared with 36% of blue‑space visitors. Journeys were longest when blue 

spaces were a secondary destination. In these cases, 21% of visitors travelled more than 

eleven miles, suggesting that blue spaces were often visited as part of longer or more 

complex trips.

 

Figure 19 - Proportion of visits by distance travelled and destination type (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_Q6. Approximately how far in miles did you travel to reach this place 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (10,122), Visited blue 
space as secondary destination (3,149), Visited green or natural space (34,259). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on distance 
travelled (M2A_Q6) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) 
were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 
was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 
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Mode of travel during the most recent visits  

Blue space visits were less likely to be made on foot and more likely to involve travel by 

car than visits to green and natural spaces (Figure 20). This pattern was consistent 

whether blue spaces were the main destination or part of a wider trip: 66% of green space 

visits involved walking, compared with 50% of blue space visits when the blue space was 

the main destination and 45% when blue space was a secondary destination. These 

findings suggest that blue space visits often required longer or less accessible journeys, 

which may have shaped the choice of transport. The relatively high proportion of visitors 

where blue space is the secondary destination who used public transport (17%) also 

stands out. This may reflect the fact that secondary destination visits were more likely to 

be longer journeys (see Figure 19), that are more easily undertaken by train or bus. 

Alternatively, it may be that the people making these trips are less likely to have access to 

a private vehicle.  

 

 

Figure 20 - Proportion of visits made on different transport type by trip destination 

(%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_SUB_Q1. What was the main form of transport you used to reach your main destination? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 
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2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,054), Visited blue 
space as secondary destination (935), Visited green or natural space (10,316).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to the questions on 
transport mode used (M2A_SUB_Q1) or destination type visited during the most recent visit 
(M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 

was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 
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Active and passive travel during the most recent visit 

Overall, blue space visitors were divided fairly evenly between those who travelled to their 

destination on foot or bicycle (active travel) and those who used public transport or private 

vehicle (passive travel) as shown in Figure 21. However, people were more likely to use 

active travel modes when travelling to green spaces: 70% of green-space visits involved 

active travel compared with 51% (secondary destination) and 56% (main destination) for 

blue spaces. Accordingly, blue space visitors were more likely to use passive travel modes 

to reach their destination compared with green-space visitors. 

 

Figure 21 - Proportion of visits by main form of transport and destination type (%) 

Chart notes: 

Source: M2A_SUB_Q1. What was the main form of transport you used to reach your main destination? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,035), Visited blue 
space as secondary destination (929), Visited green or natural space (10,250).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on transport 
mode used (M2A_SUB_Q1) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or 
M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 
was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 
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Comparing blue spaces visits with trips to other green or natural 

spaces 

Impressions of most recent visit 

In comparison with visits to green or other natural spaces, people were more likely to 

describe their blue space visits as special or exceptional, as shown in Figure 22. Blue 

spaces were also more often described as beautiful places by visitors, which is shown in 

Figure 23. These impressions were strongest when blue spaces were visited as a 

secondary destination, suggesting that people valued them as part of wider trips. 

 

Figure 22 - Proportion of visits perceived as exceptional by destination type (%) 

 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_SUB_Q1. Please move the slider to show how routine or exceptional this visit was to you 

personally. 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,009), Visited blue 
space as secondary destination (923), Visited green or natural space (10,153).  

3. Respondents rated their experience on a 1–5 scale from “routine” to “exceptional,” and the chart 
combines responses of 4 and 5 to show the proportion who found their visit exceptional. 

4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question 
M2A_SUB_Q1 or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were 
excluded from the analysis. 

5. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 
was asked of 30% of respondents with visits in the last 14 days so sample sizes are smaller than 
elsewhere.  
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Figure 23 - Proportion of visits where the place visited was perceived as beautiful by 

destination type (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_SUB_Q8. In your view, how beautiful was the place you visited on your most recent visit? 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,022), Visited blue 
space as secondary destination (925), Visited green or natural space (10,197).  

3. Respondents answered using a five-point scale from “Very beautiful” to “Not at all beautiful,” and the 
chart combines “Very beautiful” and “Beautiful” responses to show the proportion who found the 
place beautiful.  

4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question 
M2A_SUB_Q8 or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were 
excluded from the analysis. 

5. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 
was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

Quality of amenities at space visited most recently 

A strong majority of people held positive views of the blue spaces they had visited across 

all domains asked about (Figure 24). Blue spaces were rated similarly to other green 

spaces, although they were seen as slightly better equipped. Secondary blue space visits 

stood out: they were viewed having better facilities, although also with more litter and 

mess.  
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Figure 24 - Proportion of visitors who agreed with each statement about the quality 

of the amenities at space visited by destination type (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_SUB_Q7. Thinking about the place that you visited, to what extent do you agree or disagree 

with the following statements.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (2,978-3,047), Visited 

blue space as secondary destination (918-934), Visited green or natural space (10,020-10,286). 

Sample sizes are presented as ranges because each quality statement has a slightly different base 

due to item‑level non‑response. Ranges are shown to avoid repetition and to demonstrate that 

bases are consistently robust across statements. 

2. Respondents answered using a five-point scale from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree,” and 
the chart combines “Strongly Agree” and “Agree” responses to show the proportion who agreed with 
the statements.  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question 
M2A_SUB_Q7 or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were 
excluded from the analysis. 
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4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 
was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

How much do visitors spend when visiting blue spaces? Does the type 

of blue space influence the level of spend, if so, how? 

Spending during people’s most recent visit 

Spending patterns varied by the type of blue space visited, and people reported spending 

money during the visit more often when visiting blue spaces. This was especially true 

when blue space was a secondary destination as a part of a wider trip to a green space 

(Figure 25). Forty-five percent of visitors to green spaces did not spend any money 

compared with 37% of people who visited a blue space as their main and only destination 

and 29% of those who visited as a secondary destination.  

Food and drink were the most common expenses across the visit types. This type of 

spending was especially common when the blue space was visited as a secondary 

destination (46%) and when blue space was the main destination of the visits (38%). Other 

costs such as car parking and transport fares followed the same pattern, with higher 

spending when the blue space was a secondary destination and lowest for green space 

visits.  
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Figure 25 - Proportion of visits that involved spending on each category by 

destination type (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_SUB_Q4A. Please select the items below that you spent money on at any point during this 

visit.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,053), Visited blue 
space as secondary destination (935), Visited green or natural space (10,317).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question 
M2A_SUB_Q4A or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were 
excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question 
was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

5. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 
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Spending during people’s most recent visit: comparison of blue spaces  

A similar pattern in spending emerged when comparing different types of blue spaces 

(Figure 26). People were more likely to spend money when the blue space was a 

secondary destination as a part of a wider trip to a green destination. This was especially 

clear for beach or coastline visits, where spending was higher across almost all categories 

compared to other destination types. Spending money on food and drink, car parking and 

transport fares was more common during visits to beach or coastline as a secondary 

destination, with percentage of visitors who reported it ranging from 34% for parking to 

49% for food and drink. In contrast, people visiting rivers, lakes or canals as their main 

destination were the least likely to spend money, with 44% reporting that they did not 

spend anything during their trip. 

 

Figure 26 - Proportion of visits that involved spending on each category by blue 

space destination type (%) 
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Chart notes 

Source: M2A_SUB_Q4A. Please select the items below that you spent money on at any point during this 

visit.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Beach / other coastline / sea (main) (1,422), Beach / other 
coastline / sea (secondary) (253), River, lake or canal (main) (1,631), River, lake or canal 
(secondary) (684).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question 
M2A_SUB_Q4A or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were 
excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to blue spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 
30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

5. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 

What is the impact of time spent in a blue space?  

Most respondents reported positive outcomes from their recent visits to blue spaces, 

particularly in terms of physical and mental health (Figure 27). The proportion with a 

positive view was very similar to those visiting green or natural spaces, with the exception 

that  those visiting blue spaces as secondary destinations were more likely to agree that 

they learnt something new or challenged themselves – reported by 57% compared to 

around 40% where visits were to blue spaces as the main destination or to other green or 

natural spaces. 
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Figure 27 - Proportion of visitors who agreed with each statement about visit’s 

impact by destination type (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_Q9. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about this time 

spent outdoors …? I felt…. 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (8,911-10,044), Visited 
blue space as secondary destination (2,914-3,128), Visited green or natural space (30,007-34,051). 
Sample sizes are presented as ranges because each quality statement has a slightly different base 
due to item‑level non‑response. Ranges are shown to avoid repetition and to demonstrate that 
bases are consistently robust across statements. 

3. Respondents answered using a five-point scale from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree,” and 
the chart combines “Strongly Agree” and “Agree” responses to show the proportion who agreed with 
the statements.  

4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question M2A_Q9 or 
destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the 
analysis. 

5. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. 
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Segmentation of Visits to Blue Spaces by Reported 
Activities, Reasons for Visiting and Impressions from 
the Visit  

Analytical approach  

To understand more about how people in England use and value blue spaces, Latent 

Class Analysis (LCA) was used to identify distinct groups of blue space visits that share 

similar characteristics. LCA is a statistical method that allows to identify groups of visits 

that are as similar as possible within each group and as different as possible between 

different groups based on visit details given by A-PaNS respondents.  

The analysis in this section focuses on A-PaNS respondents who reported a visit to green 

and natural spaces in the past 14 days and were asked details about their most recent trip. 

Focusing on engagement with blue spaces, segmentation analysis only uses a subsample 

of the most recent visits made in the past 14 days where the reported main or secondary 

destinations included rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, coastline, and the sea. This means 

that all visits in the segmentation analysis included visiting a blue space: some as the main 

destination where most of the visit was spent and some as a secondary destination—that 

is, an additional place visited as a part of a wider trip to a green space.  

The LCA was designed to identify distinct groupings of blue space visits. Because the 

focus was on the nature and experience of visits rather than visitor characteristics, we 

selected variables that directly describe what people did during trips to blue spaces, why 

they went, and how they perceived the visit. To measure these dimensions of visit 

experience, responses to the following survey questions about people’s most recent visit 

to a blue space in the last 14 days were incorporated into the model:  

• Activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), including:   

o Eating or drinking out or picnicking  

o Playing with children  

o Walking (including taking a dog for a walk) 

o Cycling or Running 

o Fishing  

o Boating, Water sports or swimming outdoors  

o Appreciating scenery from a car 

o Sports and games 

o Visiting an attraction 

o Wildlife watching 

o Horse-riding and shooting or hunting 

 

• Main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), including: 

o For physical health and exercise  

o For mental health and well being  

o To look after children or other family members  

o To get fresh air  

o To get a break from TV or other electronic devices  

o To take a lunch break or break from work  
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o To walk a dog  

o To learn something new, challenge myself or explore a new place  

o To help someone else get outside  

o To connect to nature or watch wildlife 

 

• Impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6): whether respondents perceived the 

visit as routine or exceptionally memorable experience. 

Segments 

The LCA identified six distinct segments of visits, each representing a different pattern of 

engagement with blue spaces. The distribution of the segments is presented in Figure 28, 

with each segment given a descriptive label that reflects its distinct characteristic activities, 

reasons and impressions. 

 

Figure 28 - Blue space visit segments (%) 

Chart note:  

Source: Variables included in the segmentation.  

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The sample for this chart was 3,928.  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in 
the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit 
(M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent 
visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 
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4. Base: all adults in England with visits to blue spaces in the past 14 days. The analysis only included 
respondents who completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as question on 
impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were 
asked there.  

These results illustrate different ways in which people in England use and value blue 

spaces: from routine everyday walks to more purposeful visits centred on exercise, family 

time, wildlife watching, or multiactivity visits. The findings also show that activities 

undertaken during visits, reasons for visits and impressions of visits tend to align, 

suggesting distinct patterns of engagement with blue spaces in which what people do, why 

they visit and how they perceive the visit are closely linked. This suggests that different 

approaches to supporting engagement with blue spaces could be designed to reflect the 

diverse ways visitors interact with these environments.  

Below, all six segments are described in detail, highlighting the key features which define 

each group. 

“Everyday walks” - 39% of visits in the last 14 days 

Everyday walks were the most common type of blue space visit and were typically simple 

trips which formed part of people’s regular routines, supporting gentle physical activity and 

everyday wellbeing. 

All visitors reported walking as their main activity, and very few mentioned doing anything 

beyond that. For a third of visitors (34%), the main reason for going outside was a dog 

walk, suggesting a routine and practical nature to these trips. People were also motivated 

by the desire to enjoy some fresh air (73%) and support their physical health (64%) and 

mental wellbeing (40%). These visits were less likely to be perceived as special: around a 

third of visitors (30%) described them as exceptional – the lowest proportion of any 

segment. 

“Eating out and sightseeing trips” - 17% of visits in the last 14 days 

These visits treated blue spaces as destinations for eating out and tourism-style activities 

and were perceived as special memorable days out.  

Visitors often spent their time eating or drinking out or picnicking (70%), visiting nearby 

attractions (31%) or appreciating scenery from a car (24%). Wildlife watching was also 

notably common during these visits (24%). Visitors were typically motivated by a desire to 

get fresh air (61%), support their physical and mental wellbeing (38% and 38%) and feel 

more connected to nature and wildlife (31%). Together, these elements made the visits 

feel particularly memorable: 64% of visitors described their experience as exceptional. 

“Exceptional multi-activity visits” - 14% of visits in the last 14 days 

These visits stood out as the most varied and memorable trips where blue spaces 

provided opportunity to take part in different activities, actively engage with water through 

fishing and swimming, learn new things and support mental wellbeing.  
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What set this group apart from other segments was the variety of activities people 

engaged in, and perception of these visits, with 85% of visitors describing them as 

exceptional – the highest proportion of any segment. Visitors reported various activities 

during their trips, including sports and games (52%), shooting, hunting and horse riding 

(42%), fishing (36%), boating water sports or swimming (32%), and visiting an attraction 

(31%). People’s reasons for these visits were similarly broad. Some reported the chance 

to connect with nature (27%), help someone else get outside (28%) or spend time with 

children or other family members (23%), while others were motivated by exploration, 

learning something new (19%). Compared with other segments, fewer people reported 

physical health (18%) or getting fresh air (15%) as reasons, though many still reported 

mental health benefits (39%). 

“Wildlife-focused visits” - 13% of visits in the last 14 days 

These visits were characterised by a strong desire to connect with nature, with blue 

spaces offering settings for walking and observing wildlife that supported health and 

wellbeing among the visitors. 

Wildlife watching defined this segment, with every visitor reporting it as their main activity, 

often accompanied by walking (71%). Many visitors came specifically to connect with 

wildlife (67%), support their physical health (62%), enjoy fresh air (55%) and support their 

mental wellbeing (54%). Around two in five visitors still described their experience as 

exceptional (41%). 

“Active visits” - 8% of visits in the last 14 days 

These visits were characterised by a strong focus on exercise and physical activity near 

water and active engagement with water, with blue spaces use supporting visitors’ health 

and wellbeing.  

Most visitors in this group were outside running or cycling (61%). A notable percentage of 

visitors reported water-based activities such as fishing (15%) or boating, water sports or 

swimming outdoors (11%). This segment also included some of the highest levels of 

shooting, hunting, or horse riding compared with other visit types (13%). Visitors were 

largely motivated by the desire to enjoy fresh air (62%) and to support their physical and 

mental health (50% and 40%). Some found these visits special with just over two-fifths 

(42%) describing their visit as exceptional. 

“Family time outdoors” - 6% of visits in the last 14 days 

These visits were centred around spending time with children and family by the water, 

where blue spaces were used for walks and eating out, while observing nature and making 

good memories.  

Playing with children was the defining activity for most visitors (60%), and almost everyone 

in this group said they were outdoors to look after children or other family members (99%). 

Alongside play, many also spent time walking (71%), eating or drinking outdoors (36%), or 
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watching wildlife (30%). These visits were often described as special: around six in ten 

visitors described their outing as exceptional (59%). 
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Segment Composition: Visitor Characteristics Across 
Blue Space Engagement Segments 

This section examines the characteristics of individuals within each segment to understand 

who is more likely to engage and value natural space in different ways. It considers socio-

demographic factors as well as individual attitudes, such as whether people agree that 

spending time in nature is very important to them and their reported access to green and 

natural spaces. Additionally, it checks whether engagement with blue spaces varies by 

season. 

Age 

Comparing engagement across age groups highlights meaningful differences in how 

people of different ages use and interact with blue spaces (Figure 29). 

Younger visitors aged 16-24 and 25-39 years old, were more likely to report “Active visits” 

and “Eating out and sightseeing trips” to blue spaces compared to older age groups. 

People aged 25 to 39 were the group most likely to report “Family time outdoors” and 

“Exceptional multi-activity visits”, while those aged 65 and over rarely reported these types 

of engagement with blue spaces. At the same time, visitors over the age of 55 were more 

likely to report “Everyday walks” and “Wildlife-focused visits” by the water. 

 

Figure 29 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s age (%) 
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Chart notes 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this variable were 16-24 (506), 25-39 (1,011), 40-54 (902), 55-64 (646), 65+ (863). 

3. The sample for this chart was 3,928.  

4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in 
the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit 
(M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent 
visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

5. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ 
in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who 
completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit 
and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  

Rural or Urban status 

There were also differences in engagement with blue spaces between people living in 

urban and rural areas (Figure 30). People living in rural areas were more likely to report 

“Wildlife-focused visits” by the water, with 27% doing so compared to 16% of urban 

residents. Urban residents were almost three times more likely to report “Exceptional multi-

activity visits” than rural residents, at 13% and 4%. They were also twice as likely to report 

“Family time outdoors”, at 7% compared with 4%. 

 

 
 

Figure 30 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s Rural or Urban status (%) 

Chart notes 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this variable were Urban (2,833), Rural (494).  
3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in 

the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit 
(M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent 
visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ 
in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who 
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completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit 
and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  

 

Area deprivation (IMD decile) 

Although household income was not associated with the type of blue space engagement 

people reported, engagement did vary by local area deprivation (Figure 31). People living 

in more deprived areas were more likely to report “Exceptional multi-activity” visits. Around 

31% of those in the most deprived decile and 20% in the third most deprived decile 

reported this type of visit. This compared with fewer than 4% of people in the least 

deprived areas (the two least deprived deciles). In contrast, “Everyday walks” were more 

common in less deprived areas. More than 40% of people in deciles one to three reported 

these visits, while people in more deprived areas reported them less often. Additionally, 

people in the most deprived areas (deciles 1 and 2) were also less likely to report 

“Wildlife‑focused visits”, reported by 14% in these deciles compared to 21% in the least 

deprived areas. 

 

Figure 31 - Engagement with blue spaces by area deprivation (IMD decile) (%) 
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Chart notes 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this variable were 1 - Most deprived (377), 2 (382), 3 (372), 4 (401), 5 (329), 6 
(333), 7 (330), 8 (281), 9 (298), 10 - Least deprived (224). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in 
the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit 
(M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent 
visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ 
in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who 
completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit 
and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  

Work status 

Engagement with different types of blue space visits varied by people’s current work 

status, even though there were no differences by education level (Figure 32). Students 

were most likely to go on “Eating out and sightseeing trips”, reported by 39%. Retired 

people were more likely to report “Everyday walks” (54%), while “Wildlife-focused visits” 

were particularly common among people who were long-term sick or disabled (26%), and 

among retired (22%) and unemployed people (24%). “Active visits” were most prevalent 

among self-employed people (13%), and among those in fulltime work or unemployed for 

more than 12 months, at 10% each. Those not working because of caring responsibilities 

and those in part-time employment showed the highest rate of “Exceptional multiactivity 

visits”, at 25% and 23%, as well as higher rates of family-focused visits. 
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Figure 32 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s work status (%) 

Chart notes 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this variable were In full-time employment (31+ hours per week) (1,618), In part-
time employment (Up to 30 hours per week) (555), Self-employed (248), Unemployed – less than 12 
months (76), Unemployed (long term) – more than 12 months (81), Not working – retired (922), Not 
working – looking after house / children / other caring responsibilities (144), Not working – long term 
sick or disabled (137), Student – in full-time education (136).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in 
the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit 
(M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent 
visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ 
in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who 
completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit 
and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  

5. “Student – in part-time education” group was excluded due to insufficient base size.  

Ethnicity 

There were some differences in engagement with blue spaces by ethnicity (Figure 33). 

“Wildlife-focused visits” and “Everyday walks” were common among individuals from White 

ethnic groups. “Exceptional multi-activity visits” were more common among individuals 
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from Asian or Asian British and Black or Black British groups, while “Active visits” and 

“Eating out and sightseeing trips” were reported most often by visitors from Black or Black 

British and Mixed ethnic groups.  

 

Figure 33 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s ethnicity (%) 

Chart notes 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this variable were White (3,429), Mixed (69), Asian or Asian British (203), Black or 
Black British (160).  

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in 
the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit 
(M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent 
visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ 

in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who 

completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit 

and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  

5. “Any other ethnic group or background” group was excluded due to insufficient sample size. 
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Disability 

People with disability that affects their day-to-day activities a lot were more likely to report 
“Exceptional multi-activity visits” and “Family time outdoors” compared to other groups 
(Figure 34). However, “Everyday walks” were less common in this group.  

 

Figure 34 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s disability status (%) 

Chart notes 

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The samples for this variable were No health condition (2,772), Has a health condition - does not 
affect day-to-day activities at all (186), Has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a little 
(611), Has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a lot (349). 

3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in 
the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit 
(M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent 
visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

4. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ 

in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who 

completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit 

and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  

Other factors 

There were no observed differences in relation to household access to a car, levels of 

education, household income, agreement with the statement that spending time in nature 

is very important, or the season in which the data were collected. 
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter examined how people in England engage with blue spaces by exploring visit 
characteristics and comparing blue spaces to other visit destinations and providing a 
segmentation focused on visits to blue spaces only.  
 
Activities 
 
Blue space visits involved a broad range of activities, although walking remained the most 
common. People frequently reported walking, wildlife watching and eating outdoors during 
visits where a blue space was the main destination. Activities uniquely associated with 
blue spaces, such as fishing, swimming and water sports, were less common but still more 
frequent than during green‑space visits. When blue spaces formed part of a wider trip, 
people reported a wider mix of activities than when the blue space was the main purpose 
of the visit. 
 
Travel patterns 
 
Trips to blue spaces usually involved longer journeys, most often made by car. In contrast, 
visits to green spaces were more likely to involve active travel, such as walking or cycling. 
 
Travel patterns showed that people tended to journey further for blue spaces than for 
green spaces. Green‑space visits were more often within one mile of home, whereas 
blue‑space visits were more likely to involve longer distances, and to be made by car. 

Correspondingly, active travel was more common for green‑space visits, suggesting that 
proximity remains an important driver of everyday use. 
 
Spending patterns and amenities 
 
Most visitors spent nothing, or only a small amount of money, during their trip, although 
blue space visits involved slightly higher spending. Spending was higher for beach visits 
than for trips to rivers, lakes, or canals. Regardless of visit destination, food and drink, 
followed by car parking, were the most common areas of spending.  
 
In terms of visit destinations’ amenities, blue spaces were rated similarly to green spaces, 
though blue spaces were more likely to be rated highly in some specific areas: whether the 
space felt welcoming and safe, and whether it had adequate facilities.  
 
Perceptions and impacts of visits 
 
Compared to green space visitors, blue space visitors were more likely to describe their 
experience as exceptional and to say they had visited a beautiful place. The vast majority 
of blue space visitors reported that the visit benefited their physical and mental health and 
helped them feel more connected to nature. Reported benefits were comparable to those 
from visiting green spaces. 
 
Blue spaces as a secondary destination 
 
When blue spaces were visited as a secondary destination, the trips tended to have 
several distinctive features. People on these visits tended to travel farther, spend more, 
and take part in a wider range of activities. Such visits were more often described as 
exceptional and beneficial for learning or challenging oneself. The places themselves were 
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more likely to be seen as beautiful, rich in wildlife, and having good amenities—although 
also more likely to be seen as having problems with vandalism, litter and dog mess. 

Types of engagement with blue spaces  

The analysis identified six distinct groups based on shared activities undertaken during the 

visit, reasons for the visit and impressions from it, ranging from exceptionally memorable 

visits packed with activities to routine everyday walks by the water. It demonstrated how 

people differ in their engagement with blue spaces, suggesting that different approaches 

to supporting engagement with blue spaces could be designed to reflect the diverse ways 

visitors interact with these environments. 

For most people the most recent visit to a blue space was a simple everyday walk by the 

water (39%). After that, the next most common types of visits were eating out or 

sightseeing (17%), wildlife-focused trips (16%), and exceptional multiactivity visits (14%). 

Least common were family-oriented visits (6%) and exercise-focused active visits (8%). 

Visitor characteristics across blue space engagement segments 

Patterns of blue space use differed depending on people’s age, location, health, 

employment, and other personal circumstances: 

• Exceptional multiactivity visits were more common among 16–54 year-olds, urban 

residents, people in more deprived areas, people not working due to caring 

responsibilities, those in part-time work, people with disabilities, and individuals of 

Black or Black British or Asian or Asian British backgrounds. 

• Wildlife-focused visits were more common among people aged over 55, people with 

limiting disabilities, rural residents, those retired or not working due to health 

reasons, and people of White backgrounds. 

• Everyday walks were more common among people aged over 55, people in less 

deprived areas, retired people, and those of White backgrounds. 

• Eating out and sightseeing trips were more common among younger adults, 

students, and people of Mixed or Black or Black British backgrounds. 

• Family time outdoors was more common among people aged 25–54, urban 

residents, employed people, those unemployed short-term or caring for others, 

visitors with disabilities, and people of Mixed or Asian or Asian British backgrounds. 

• Active visits that involved physical exercise were more common among young 

adults under 24, self-employed people, those long-term unemployed or in fulltime 

employment, and people of Black or Black British backgrounds. 
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Chapter 3: Experiences of Blue Space Users 

Introduction 

This chapter draws on insights from the qualitative focus groups to address the key 

questions for this element of the study. Building on the secondary analysis in the previous 

chapters, it provides further insights into the factors underpinning people’s views, 

motivations and uses of blue spaces. 

The chapter explores five core questions: 

1. How do individuals use blue spaces and what are their motivations for visiting 

different types of spaces, including coastal, inland water bodies as well as green 

spaces which include some type of blue space? 

2. What do visitors value in different types of blue spaces? What factors determine 

whether individuals perceive a blue space as high quality or not? 

3. What factors influence what type of blue space individuals choose to use? Does 

the size of the blue space influence decisions about visiting? 

4. What barriers may prevent people from visiting blue spaces? What would 

encourage people to make greater use of blue spaces? 

5. What benefits do visitors gain from visiting blue spaces? 

Participants were purposively selected to include a range of visit activities that could shape 

their views and experiences, including activities involving direct or indirect engagement 

with the water. This approach allowed us to explore participants’ views, motivations and 

uses in depth. The table below summarises how the focus groups were sampled. 
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Table 2 - Focus Group participant characteristics 

Focus 

Group 

Primary sampling 

criteria 

Activities 

Indirect 

engagement 

group 

Indirect engagement with 

blue spaces only (i.e., 

activities that did not 

involve direct contact 

with the water). 

Eating or drinking out/ picnicking, visiting an 

attraction, appreciating scenery from the car, 

walking, cycling, running, sports and games 

(which are next to water), playing with 

children on a playground with water in the 

background 

Direct 

engagement 

group 

Direct engagement with 

blue spaces. This group 

could also include people 

who indirectly engaged 

with blue spaces and 

those who took part in 

wildlife‑related activities. 

Boating, water sports (including, paddle 

boarding, canoeing, kayaking) or swimming 

outdoors; paddling with children/ playing with 

children by the beach/shore; and fishing 

Wildlife 

engagement 

group 

Wildlife‑related activities 

near water. This group 

could also include people 

who indirectly engaged 

with blue spaces. 

Wildlife watching in places with water, nature 

photography of places with water, connect to 

nature in places that include water, 

meditate/yoga next to water, and teaching 

children about nature next to water 
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Research Findings 

 

Figure 35 - Overview of qualitative research findings 

How people define blue spaces 

Users were generally unfamiliar with the term ‘blue space’ and felt it was misleading. As 

many natural water bodies are not visibly blue, the term did not intuitively signal water. 

Participants felt that a term emphasising the natural qualities of these environments, rather 

than their colour, would be more appropriate. 

Despite initial unfamiliarity, people described blue spaces as having three qualities:  

1. They were natural or natural‑feeling bodies of water that supported wildlife. 

This included ponds, rivers, lakes and some man‑made reservoirs, while excluding 

highly engineered or chlorinated environments such as lidos. 

2. Had high water quality. Polluted bodies of water were not viewed as blue spaces. 

Participants reported that poor water quality made these areas less visually 

appealing and limited opportunities for water‑based activities. 

3. People felt that blue spaces needed to be of a meaningful size. Ponds and 

narrow streams were generally excluded. In green environments, the relative size of 

the water feature in relation to the greenery also influenced whether a space was 

perceived primarily as a blue space or as a green space. 

How do people use blue spaces 

Blue spaces were used for a range of both water-based and waterside activities, most 

commonly walking. Other activities included running, hiking, swimming, paddle boarding, 

fishing and boating, as well as wildlife watching and picnics with children. Users engaged 

in these activities to support their physical and mental health, spend time with others, and 

connect with nature. 
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Blue spaces supported users’ physical health 

Blue spaces supported users’ physical health because they offered three key opportunities 

for people to be active in a variety of ways. 

The physical characteristics of blue spaces encouraged different types of activities. Flat 

canal towpaths were popular for running or gentle walks, rivers acted as distance markers 

for marathon training, and waterfalls or reservoirs provided variety and challenge for 

longer hikes. 

Blue spaces also offered accessible activities for those with health conditions. Swimming 

was often described as a low‑impact activity users could maintain when other exercise felt 

difficult, and many noted that being outdoors and breathing fresh air helped them manage 

respiratory symptoms. 

“I've got rheumatoid arthritis, so I used to love going for long walks, but I can't really 

do that anymore. But swimming is something I can still do physically, so it's great 

exercise for me and a sort of safe way with joint issues” (Direct engagement group) 

Finally, blue spaces supported regular physical activity because people could easily build 

them into their daily routines. River and canal paths offered attractive routes for 

commuting or travelling between places, making everyday movement more achievable. 

Blue spaces supported users’ mental health 

Blue space users also drew on the calming and restorative qualities of blue spaces to 

support their mental health. The sensory features of these places, such as natural sounds, 

expansive views and the power of the sea, helped users step back from daily pressures 

and feel more connected to nature. This was especially important for people living in cities, 

who had limited access to natural environments. These sensory qualities also created 

space for users to slow down and reflect during emotionally difficult periods. They 

described using these environments to manage stress, work through problems and 

process grief. 

“For me it is getting out of my head and into my body and using it as a form of 

meditation” (Direct engagement group) 

Blue spaces supported social interaction and connection with nature 

Blue spaces provided important settings for social interaction and shared experiences, 

whether users were engaged in water-based or waterside activities. Those who spent time 

in the water, for example swimming, paddle boarding or taking part in full moon swims, 

preferred doing these activities with others for practical and social reasons. Practically, 

some joined others for safety, particularly in areas with strong tides or during the darker 

winter months. Socially, others took part with friends or family because they found the 

activities more enjoyable when shared. 
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Social interaction also took place among users spending time by the water, and this 

happened in both planned and spontaneous ways. Planned activities included picnics with 

children, walks that included cafés or pubs, and fishing. Users valued these settings 

because they offered low‑cost and informal places to socialise. In contrast, spontaneous 

interactions involved short, friendly exchanges that people described as positive and 

uplifting. Users valued these moments because they occurred between a wide range of 

people, which helped create a sense of community. For example, seeing children playing 

alongside older people fishing increased users’ appreciation of their local environment and 

prompted feelings of gratitude. 

“I feel really connected to my community when I’m spending time in these spaces.” 

(Wildlife engagement group) 

People also valued blue spaces as a way to connect to nature because it allowed them to 

see wildlife in its natural habitat. Activities such as watching birds and other animals were 

central to many visits and often encouraged people to spend longer periods in blue 

spaces. 

“Water is also a magnet for wildlife, particularly birds. So, if I'm going on a walk 

along the river, in the water meadows there's always wildlife that you can spot and 

that's incredibly interesting and adds to the experience.” (Wildlife engagement 

group) 

How external and contextual factors affected usage 

External factors such as the weather, and contextual factors, such as the size and location 

of blue spaces, affected people’s usage.  

Weather and seasonal changes affected usage of blue spaces 

Weather and seasonal changes affected users’ comfort and perception of safety, leading 

them to reduce and change how they used blue spaces.  

Similarly to green spaces, rainy, cold or windy weather generally made people spend less 

time in blue spaces, particularly in open and exposed areas where conditions felt harsher. 

In contrast, warmer and drier weather, encouraged people to spend more time in these 

spaces. Participants described taking detours to seek out blue spaces within green ones, 

sitting with friends, or having picnics when the weather allowed.  

Seasonal changes also influenced people’s sense of safety. In winter, rougher water made 

open-water swimmers and paddle boarders turn to calmer alternatives such as lidos or 

lakes. Reduced daylight further limited use, especially among women, who felt less safe in 

darker or more secluded blue spaces. As a result, some users restricted their use to lighter 

months:  

“It feels like as it gets darker, you just get pushed inside that little bit more … as soon 

as the weather changes, I stopped running till spring now” (Direct engagement group) 
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Large and local blue spaces encouraged use 

The size and location of blue spaces affected people’s usage. Users tended to visit blue 

spaces that were closest to them more frequently because of the convenience of a short 

journey time, and the ease of fitting a visit within their day. However, participants were 

willing to travel further for blue spaces that were larger or by the coast. Larger spaces 

were described as more therapeutic and more enjoyable for activities such as running or 

swimming. Both inland and coastal users felt the coast was worth travelling to because it 

was visually impressive. 

How features within blue spaces affected usage 

Features specific to a blue space affected how and whether users visited a blue space. 

These factors included maintenance, accessibility, facilities and amenities, activities and 

events, and the presence of other people, and these were largely similar to those reported 

for green spaces. This section explores each of these factors, finding that different users 

are encouraged by different features.   

Poorly maintained blue spaces discouraged usage  

Poor maintenance of blue spaces affected their attractiveness and safety, either reducing 

the time users spent there or stopping them visiting at all. The sight of litter and 

overflowing bins reduced users’ enjoyment and discouraged them from staying for long. 

For users who engaged in activities on the water, news alerts of sewage dumps in local 

blue spaces made them avoid these areas altogether until the water quality had improved.  

'I don't want to see a crisp packet and mistake it for a kingfisher' (Wildlife engagement 

group) 

Accessible blue spaces encouraged usage 

As with green spaces, accessibility was also a consideration, as users wanted blue spaces 

to be easy to get to and easy to navigate once there. Users wanted free, available parking 

that was located close to the blue space. This was especially important for wild swimmers 

and those with physical disabilities as they did not want to have to travel far on foot to 

reach the water.  

Users wanted a balance between natural, rugged surroundings and paths that were easy 

to use. They preferred paths to be flat and free from obstacles such as fallen trees, while 

expecting areas off the path to remain largely unmaintained. They also wanted adequate 

signage, including directional information, details about the location, and warnings about 

water. 

Preferences for amenities and facilities varied across different groups of users 

The preference for amount and type of facilities and amenities varied by users. Users who 

enjoyed walking or taking part in water‑based activities at nature spots preferred fewer 

facilities because they felt these would reduce the space’s natural feel. However, they still 
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wanted nearby amenities such as a pub or café they could visit after their activity, as long 

as these were not located within the blue space itself. Alternatively, users with children 

wanted a variety of facilities and amenities. This included toilet blocks, water fountains, 

mobile data connection, and a place to buy an ice cream or snack for their children.  

“…you find somewhere to park the car, then you enjoy the blue space, and then there's 

some sort of incentive at the end like the proximity of a pub” (Indirect engagement 

group) 

Affordable activities and events attracted users 

Users wanted the option to visit blue spaces that offered a range of affordable activities 

and events. They valued spaces that provided water‑based activities such as paddle 

boarding, swimming and canoeing, as long as these activities were low cost and did not 

impact the natural beauty of the space. Users with children were also drawn to family 

activities, including events such as Easter egg hunts or pond dipping. However, some 

users preferred more secluded blue spaces and valued the option to visit areas without 

organised activities or events. 

Visitor behaviour affected whether people chose to spend time in blue spaces 

The presence of other people both discouraged and encouraged different groups of users, 

while anti‑social behaviour discouraged all users. Users who visited with friends or family 

often enjoyed friendly interactions and seeing members of their community. In contrast, 

people who sought secluded natural spaces preferred to encounter as few other visitors as 

possible. People were discouraged from visiting blue spaces when they became busy or 

when anti‑social behaviour was present, and this was similar to how people behaved in 

green spaces. Traffic, barbecues, litter and loud music made these areas less enjoyable. 

“'I just want to swim and listen to the seagulls and not have to listen to other people's 

choice of music'” (Direct engagement group) 

Encouraging greater use of blue spaces 

Users identified several ways to encourage greater use of blue spaces and broadly 

reflected the views of green space users. These focused on improving safety, enhancing 

quality and maintenance, protecting the environment, improving accessibility, and 

providing more or better amenities and facilities. 
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Improved safety 

Improved safety measures could help people use blue spaces more often throughout the 

year. Better lighting along rivers, canals and towpaths would help early morning and 

evening visits feel safer, especially during the winter months. Users also said that clearer 

physical safety measures, including lifeguards at beaches and more visible rescue 

equipment, would encourage them to visit more often. Organised group activities, such as 

evening walking groups, could also increase feelings of safety in low‑light conditions. 

Improved quality, maintenance and environmental protection 

Improved maintenance and clearer rules would encourage people to return to blue spaces. 

Users said that routine upkeep helped these areas feel clean and welcoming. They 

highlighted regular litter collection as especially important. They also wanted clearer rules 

on barbecues, noise and littering, and consistent enforcement of these rules. People felt 

that these measures would improve their experience and increase their likelihood of future 

visits.  

Users also said that stronger action on water quality would encourage people to use blue 

spaces more often, particularly those who engaged in water-based activities. Reducing 

sewage discharges through clearer regulation and firmer enforcement would help people 

feel safer entering the water.  

“What's interested me about this discussion has been how… everyone… has 

almost immediately sprang on to pollution and water cleanliness… that would be 

the biggest message that could go back to the sponsors of this research” (Direct 

engagement group). 

Improved accessibility 

Improved accessibility is likely to help people visit blue spaces more regularly in future. 

Users said that affordable travel options, such as free or low‑cost parking and cheaper bus 

fares would make it easier to reach blue spaces. However, some users also felt that paid 

transport could help reduce overcrowding at popular sites. 

“Locally there is a beach that is very busy, but you can get a £3 ferry from there to a 

location that is always really quiet. It's absolutely delightful, really really nice vast 

space... I'm very happy to pay £3.50 and have a much superior day” (Wildlife 

engagement group) 

Similarly, users said that well maintained paths and clear information would help them use 

blue spaces safely and confidently. They explained that clearing fallen trees, repairing 

uneven surfaces and managing overgrown vegetation would make routes easier to 

navigate. Users also wanted clear and accessible information. They said that path difficulty 

ratings, digital maps and reliable water quality updates would help them plan visits and 

feel more assured when using these spaces. 
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More or improved amenities and facilities 

Furthermore, users said that improved amenities and facilities would encourage them to 

spend longer at blue spaces. They explained that everyday amenities, including clean 

toilets, water fountains, seating and reliable mobile data access, made busy local sites 

more comfortable to use, especially for people visiting with children. Some people also felt 

that seasonal food stalls could enhance visits and attract more visitors. 

Users also said that organised activities and events would help people spend more time in 

these areas. They described how family days involving canoeing or raft building, and 

guided walks for people unfamiliar with a place, made blue spaces more appealing and 

accessible. People also wanted access to places where they could hire paddleboards and 

kayaks. However, they emphasised that these activities needed to remain affordable and 

should not compromise the natural environment. 

Chapter Summary 

Each section below addresses one of the five research questions that guide the qualitative 

research presented in this chapter, drawing together findings from the focus groups to 

explain how people use blue spaces, what they value in them, what shapes their choices 

about where to visit, what prevents or enables use, and the benefits people gain from 

spending time in these environments. 

How people use blue spaces and why they visit them 

People used blue spaces for a wide range of waterside and water‑based activities, most 

commonly walking, as well as running, swimming, paddle boarding, fishing, boating, 

wildlife watching and picnicking. People visited them because they supported physical and 

mental health, social connection and engagement with nature. Blue spaces promoted 

physical health by enabling a variety of physical activities, while people reported that their 

calming and restorative qualities, including natural sounds, expansive views and the 

presence of water, played a role in supporting mental wellbeing. They supported social 

interaction through shared activities, either engaged in as a group for enjoyment but also 

in some cases for safety reasons, as well as by providing informal, low-cost places for 

planned gatherings and spontaneous social encounters.  

What visitors value in blue spaces 

People valued blue spaces that felt natural, clean and supportive of wildlife, and these 

qualities strongly shaped perceptions of quality. Clean water, abundant wildlife and 

attractive views were central to what made a blue space appealing, while pollution and 

litter quickly reduced enjoyment and deterred further visits. Accessibility and amenities 

mattered differently across groups: families and people with mobility needs valued toilets, 

clear paths and seating, while others preferred more minimally managed environments 

that felt peaceful and close to nature. Across all groups, high‑quality spaces were those 

that met people’s needs without undermining the natural character of the place. 
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What influences the type of blue space people choose 

People chose different blue spaces depending on their proximity, size and suitability for 

specific activities. Local blue spaces were important for routine activities such as walking, 

running or spending time outdoors during the day, because they were easy to visit 

frequently. Larger inland waters and the coast encouraged longer trips because they felt 

more scenic, offered more varied activities and provided a stronger sense of escape. 

Weather, season and daylight also influenced which spaces people chose, as people 

adapted their routines in response to changing conditions or safety concerns during darker 

months. 

What prevents people from visiting blue spaces (and what would encourage greater 

use) 

People were discouraged from visiting blue spaces when they felt unsafe, when water or 

environmental quality was poor or when spaces lacked maintenance. Poor lighting, 

reduced visibility in winter and concerns about anti‑social behaviour made some places 

feel less safe, particularly for women. Litter, pollution and sewage warnings reduced 

enjoyment and, for some people, stopped visits entirely. 

People identified several ways to encourage greater use of blue spaces, focusing on 

safety, quality and maintenance, accessibility, and amenities. Improved safety measures, 

such as better lighting, visible rescue equipment and organised group activities, would 

help people feel more confident using blue spaces year‑round. Improved maintenance, 

clearer rules and enforcement around littering and anti‑social behaviour, and stronger 

action on water quality would help blue spaces feel cleaner, safer and more welcoming. 

Improved accessibility, including affordable transport, well‑maintained paths and clear 

information, would support regular use. Finally, better amenities and affordable activities or 

events would encourage longer visits, particularly for families, as long as they did not 

detract from the natural environment. 

How do people benefit from visiting blue spaces 

People gained a wide range of physical, mental and social benefits from spending time in 

blue spaces. Many people felt that blue spaces supported their physical health by offering 

enjoyable and accessible places for exercise, movement and fresh air. Others emphasised 

the mental health benefits, describing blue spaces as calming, restorative and helpful for 

dealing with stress, grief or difficult emotions. People also valued social contact, both 

planned and spontaneous, and felt that spending time around water helped them feel 

connected to their community and to nature. These benefits were especially strong when 

visits were shared with friends, family or other users. 
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Glossary 

A‑PaNS  

The Adults’ People and Nature Survey for England (A-PaNS) is a continuous online survey 

of adults aged 16 and over in England. It collects information on adults’ use of green and 

natural spaces, their attitudes towards nature, and, in Module 3, their reports about 

children’s outdoor activities.  

Blue spaces  

Blue spaces are outdoor environments, natural or man-made, that prominently feature 

water. A‑PaNS identifies these through two destination types – ‘river, lake or canal’ and 

‘beach, coastline or sea’ – which capture most, but not all, blue‑space experiences. In this 

report blue spaces are defined as outdoor environments – either natural or manmade – 

that prominently feature water and are accessible to humans either proximally (being in, 

on, or near water) or distally (being able to see, hear or otherwise sense water). 

C-PaNS 

The Children’s People and Nature Survey (C-PaNS) is a survey of children aged 8 to 15 in 

England. Children answer questions directly about their experiences outdoors, the types of 

places they visit, and how they feel about nature. It is conducted in two seasonal waves 

each year. 

Green and natural spaces  

Green and natural spaces are defined in PaNS as green and blue spaces in towns and 

cities (e.g. parks, canals); the countryside (e.g. farmland, woodland, hills and rivers); the 

coast (e.g. beaches, cliffs) and activities in the open sea. Visits to those can be of any 

duration (including short trips to the park, dog walking etc.). They do not include: gardens; 

outside spaces visited as part of someone’s employment; or spaces outside the UK. 

IMD  

The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is the official measure of relative deprivation in 

England, assessing small areas known as Lower-layer Super Output Areas (LSOAs) 

(Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government (2018 to 2021), 2019). It ranks 

areas from the most to the least deprived based on a combination of seven weighted 

domains: Income, Employment, Health Deprivation and Disability, Education, Crime, 

Barriers to Housing and Services, and the Living Environment. The IMD is part of the 

broader Indices of Deprivation (IoD) framework, which captures multiple aspects of 

deprivation beyond income, reflecting various challenges people may face in their living 

conditions. 
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PaNS 

People and Nature Surveys of England (PaNS) is a programme of surveys run by Natural 

England that collects data on how adults and children use and experience natural spaces. 

It includes A-PaNS for adults and C-PaNS for children.  
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Appendix A. Recommendations for a Blue 

Space Module 

This appendix explores how effectively the People and Nature Survey for England 

(A‑PaNS) captures people’s engagement with blue spaces and identifies options for 

improving the quality and depth of blue spaces related evidence collected within the 

survey. For the purposes of this appendix, blue spaces are defined as outdoor 

environments that prominently feature water. This definition is intentionally broad and 

includes both natural and man‑made settings where water is a noticeable, defining 

characteristic of the landscape or experience. 

The appendix first reviews the existing methods used in A‑PaNS, which ask people about 

their use of blue spaces. It assesses the benefits of the current approach, as well as its 

gaps and limitations. It also investigates whether existing survey responses offer insight 

into how effectively blue space-related time spent in nature is captured, and whether this 

approach might be augmented through the use of geospatial data to provide a more 

comprehensive measure of whether or not people have visited blue spaces.  

Drawing these strands together, the appendix evaluates the extent to which A‑PaNS, in its 

current form, provides meaningful insight into people’s engagement with blue spaces, and 

where it may fall short. This assessment forms the basis for a set of practical 

recommendations for strengthening blue‑space measurement in A-PaNS, ranging from 

refinements to existing survey questions to the potential introduction of a dedicated blue 

space module. 

Methods 

The following strands of work feed into this appendix:  

– Desk review: a review of the A-PaNS questionnaire wording, instructions, and module 

structure was conducted to evaluate how well the survey’s design supports the identification 

and analysis of blue‑space engagement. This included assessment of conceptual clarity, 

alignment with definitions of blue spaces, and the coverage of relevant behaviours and 

experiences. 

– Analysis of A‑PaNS data: we analysed responses to existing A‑PaNS questions to test how 

consistently blue‑space visits can be identified through destination‑type data, activity items, 

and reported visit coordinates. This enabled us to evaluate the strengths and limitations of 

current measures for capturing engagement with blue spaces. In addition, we explored the 

feasibility and potential benefits of linking A‑PaNS location data with an external geospatial 

dataset. 

– Focus groups: to complement the desk review and quantitative analysis, we have also drawn 

in data from focus groups, which provide qualitative insights into how people understand, 

describe, and classify their blue‑space experiences, and the implications this may have for 

survey measurement. 
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Measurement of Blue Spaces in A-PaNS 

Survey questions 

A‑PaNS does not specifically ask about or provide a definition of “blue spaces”, nor does it 

use the term within respondent instructions or question wording. Instead, the survey 

consistently refers to “green and natural spaces,” within which blue space environments 

are implicitly included. Because respondents are not prompted to think about blue space 

as a distinct category, their responses throughout the survey may mix green and blue 

space experiences.  

Because most questions in A‑PaNS ask about the more general category of “green and 

natural spaces”, the survey typically cannot distinguish blue space related attitudes and 

behaviours, for example in: 

• perceptions of blue‑space quality, 

• specific barriers or motivations related to water-based environments, 

• distinctive benefits associated with blue‑space visits, or 

• attitudes or behaviours uniquely related to blue‑space use. 

Consequently, almost all attitudinal and quality‑of‑environment measures (e.g., perceived 

local quality, landscape character, nature connectedness, general benefits of outdoor 

time) cannot produce blue space‑specific insights. 

However, blue spaces can be identified more directly in two question areas:  

– Destination‑type questions: where “River, lake or canal” and “Beach / coastline / sea” can 

be selected. 

– Activity questions: where some water-based activities (e.g., swimming, boating, fishing) are 

included. 

These questions provide the only systematic route for specifically identifying potential 

blue‑space visits. However, they do not identify whether water was central or incidental 

during the experience and may miss blue spaces that exist within wider green space 

destinations (for example, parks with ponds, woodlands with rivers). 

Using destination questions to identify blue space visits 

The destination list is the primary mechanism for classifying a visit as blue space related 

(see Table 3 below). This approach can identify whether someone made a blue space trip 

in the last month or in the last 14 days. However, the list of blue space-related settings 

asked about is narrow and may exclude settings that meet the broad definition of blue 

spaces used in this report (“outdoor environments that prominently feature water”). An 

example of this might be smaller, inland bodies of water, such as ponds in the grounds of 

a historic property.  
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Table 3 - A-PaNS destination types used to identify blue space visits 

Respondents selected any destinations they had visited from the list below. 

1. Urban green space (such as a park, field or playground)  

2. Grounds of a historic property or country park  

3. Allotment or community garden  

4. Woodland or forest  

5. River, lake or canal  

6. Hill, mountain or moorland  

7. Beach / other coastline / sea  

8. Nature / wildlife reserve  

9. Fields / farmland / countryside 

Several other destination categories may also include water features, such as “Nature / 

wildlife reserve,” “Urban green space,” “Grounds of a historic property or country park,” or 

“Hill / mountain / moorland”, but the survey does not directly capture whether water was 

present. For example, a walk through a local countryside that includes time spent beside a 

river may be classified as “Fields / farmland / countryside,” with no indication that water 

was present. Without follow‑up questions specifically probing for the presence of blue 

spaces, this means that some blue space visits embedded within these destinations will 

not be identified. In particular, blue space experiences that were less central rather than 

destination‑defining are likely to be missed. 

For visits that are identified as blue spaces, it is then possible to report on the 

characteristics of those visits, including their duration, cost, travel mode and journey time, 

activities undertaken, reasons for going, and perceived benefits. In addition, it is possible 

to analyse some of the qualities of the space visited, such as how beautiful people 

considered the location to be.  

Using activity questions to identify blue space experiences 

Respondents are also asked what activities they engaged in during their recent visits 

(Module 2 only). Some of these activities are water‑specific (e.g. swimming, paddling, 

boating) and therefore provide additional data on engagement with blue spaces. These 

items allow analysts to explore: 

– how many people engaged in water‑based activities, 
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– whether engagement in such activities varies by respondents’ personal characteristics or by 

features of the visit, and 

– whether particular types of blue spaces are associated with specific forms of recreation. 

However, many non‑water‑based activities (e.g. walking, picnicking, wildlife watching) can 

also take place in blue‑space settings. Because the survey does not link reported activities 

to the type of environment in which they occurred, it is not possible to determine where a 

given activity took place. This means that while water-specific activities indicate direct 

engagement with blue spaces, many forms of engagement remain indistinguishable from 

general nature use unless explicitly tied to a blue space destination. 

Analysis of survey responses related to blue space engagement 

One way to understand whether blue space visits are being missed using the current 

destination questions is to see whether people report any specifically blue space-related 

activities while visiting non-blue space destinations. This analysis showed that among trips 

made to a green or natural space 3% were reported to have involved boating, water sports 

or swimming outdoors and 3% involved fishing, compared to 6% and 5% when people 

were visiting blue spaces. This suggests that some blue space visits are likely to be 

missed by the current destination questions. 

Another perspective is to consider which green space destinations are compatible with 

these blue space type activities. The figure below shows the percentage of visits which 

involved either boating, water sports or outdoor swimming and fishing, depending on 

which type of blue space the trip had been made to. These blue space activities were most 

common in allotments or community gardens, hills, mountains and moorland, wildlife 

reserves and the grounds of historic properties or country parks.  
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Figure 36 - Proportion of visits in the in the past 14 days which involved a blue 

space activity (%) 

Chart notes 

Source: M2A_Q2 Which of these best describes the main destination of your visit? and M2A_Q8A) Which of 

these activities, if any, did you do on this specific visit?   

1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

2. The sample for this question was 34,181.  

3. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the last 14 days. This question 
was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

 

Overall, these findings show that while A‑PaNS allows blue‑space visits to be identified, it 

does so only partially. The survey captures many key destination types and experiences 

but is not able to detect all visits where water was present or meaningful to respondents. 

As a result, the measures used provide a valuable but incomplete picture and will 

therefore likely represent a conservative estimate of people’s engagement with blue 

spaces in England. 
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Can Geospatial Data Capture Visits to Blue Spaces?  

As part of this review, we also explored how effectively the geospatial data collected 

through A‑PaNS can be used to understand blue‑space engagement, and the extent to 

which the usefulness of this data can be enhanced by linking it to external spatial datasets. 

Respondents who made a visit to a green or natural space in the past 14 days are asked 

to identify the location of their most recent visit using a map‑based interface. This provides 

a set of geo‑coordinates for each visit, although it is important to note that the accuracy of 

these coordinates cannot be validated within A‑PaNS and may vary somewhat across 

respondents due to self‑reporting imprecision. 

Because A‑PaNS does not directly identify whether a visit location is a blue space, we 

linked the survey’s visit coordinates to Defra’s Blue Space Access Points dataset. This 

dataset identifies locations from which people are likely able to reach or walk alongside 

blue‑space features such as rivers, canals, lakes, and coasts. Defra classifies these 

access points under three scenarios of increasing strictness: 

– Scenario 1: All blue spaces over 50m² or 50m in length. 

– Scenario 2: Substantial blue spaces only (≥0.5 hectares or ≥250m walkable length). 

– Scenario 3: Substantial blue spaces excluding those accessible only via A or B roads. 

How well visit locations aligned with blue‑space access points 

Linking A‑PaNS data with the access‑point dataset showed that, under stricter definitions 

of blue spaces (Scenarios 2 and 3), visits that respondents reported as being to blue 

space destinations were, on average, closer to Defra-identified blue space access points 

than visits reported as being to other green or natural spaces. This suggests that the 

geospatial data reported through A-PaNS reflects meaningful patterns in blue space 

visiting when it is verified against known physical access points. 

However, two key limitations emerged: 

1. Blue space visits could not be identified using geodata alone. Some visits that 

respondents classified as blue space destinations were located relatively far from 

blue space access points. Conversely, many visits reported as non-blue space 

destinations occurred close to an access point, especially visits to urban green 

spaces and nature / wildlife reserves. This indicates that spatial proximity to water is 

not a reliable proxy for whether respondents experienced their visit as a blue space 

visit. 

2. Ambiguity may arise from both survey responses and coordinate accuracy. 

Where reported destinations did not align well with the nearest type of blue space, it 

was not possible to determine whether discrepancies were due to errors in 

self‑reported geocoordinates or respondents differently interpreting what the 

“destination” of their visit was (e.g., visiting a park with a lake but classifying the 

destination as a park rather than a blue space). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/access-to-blue-space-in-england/access-to-blue-space-in-england
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Summary of geospatial data  

Overall, while the geospatial analysis demonstrates that linking A-PaNS visit locations with 

external datasets can provide meaningful supplementary evidence, it cannot fully 

compensate for limitations in how blue‑space engagement is currently captured within the 

survey itself, because it cannot reliably classify blue‑space visits on its own. It also 

highlights gaps in the current survey questions, as many visits near water (or, blue space 

access points) are not reported as blue space destinations. 

What do People Think of as Blue Spaces? 

Drawing on the blue space user focus groups, users were generally found to be unfamiliar 

with the term ‘blue space’ and to feel it was misleading. As many natural water bodies are 

not visibly blue, the term did not intuitively signal water. Participants felt that a term 

emphasising the natural qualities of these environments, rather than their colour, would be 

more appropriate. 

Despite initial unfamiliarity, people described blue spaces as having three qualities:  

4. People felt that blue spaces needed to be of a meaningful size. Ponds and 

narrow streams were generally excluded. In green environments, the relative size of 

the water feature in relation to the greenery also influenced whether a space was 

perceived primarily as a blue space or as a green space. Mixed areas (e.g. forests 

with lakes or rivers) were often perceived primarily as green spaces. 

5. Setting also mattered. Spaces in rural areas as opposed to heavily built-up urban 

ones (such as city-centre rivers or canals) were more likely to be perceived as blue 

spaces.  

6. High water quality was key. Polluted bodies of water were not viewed as blue 

spaces. Participants reported that poor water quality made these areas less visually 

appealing and limited opportunities for water‑based activities. 

7. They were natural or natural‑feeling bodies of water that supported wildlife. 

This included ponds, rivers, lakes and some man‑made reservoirs, while excluding 

highly engineered or chlorinated environments such as lidos. 

The intention of the visit also mattered. Visiting a blue space was thought of as requiring 

purposeful engagement, rather than simply being near water. In environments that include 

both water and greenery, whether an experience was considered a visit to a blue space 

could depend on the visitor’s primary intention in going to that space.  
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Recommendations for a Blue Space Module 

This section outlines options for strengthening the way A‑PaNS measures engagement 

with blue spaces. Building on the assessment of current survey questions and their 

limitations, it sets out three potential approaches, ranging from making no changes to 

introducing a dedicated module, depending on the level of evidence Natural England 

requires. 

Option 1: No changes to A‑PaNS 

Under this option, A‑PaNS would remain unchanged. This may be appropriate where: 

– Natural England’s policy needs do not require more detailed or specific evidence on 

engagement with blue spaces. 

– The broad focus on “green and natural spaces” is considered sufficient for monitoring 

high‑level patterns of outdoor engagement. 

– The limitations of current blue space measurement, such as inability to distinguish blue space 

experiences from those in green spaces, are acceptable for the intended use of the data. 

Implications and considerations 

This option preserves full continuity of the time series and avoids extra respondent burden 

or survey lengthening. However, it means accepting that A‑PaNS will continue to provide 

only partial and indirect insight into blue‑space engagement. 

Option 2: Limited changes to A‑PaNS 

This option involves small, targeted adjustments designed to improve the identification and 

analysis of blue space engagement, while preserving the overall structure and continuity of 

the survey. 

This could involve some or all of the following: 

1. Adding follow‑up questions to existing destination items 

Introduce a brief follow‑up question after the destination‑type question (e.g., M2A_Q2) to 

identify whether water was present at the visit location and what type of water body it was 

(e.g., river, lake, canal, sea, pond). 

This would help capture “green-with-blue” spaces that currently cannot be identified (e.g., 

parks with lakes). It could be added without altering the original destination question, 

preserving the time series. 

2. Add a question on the accessibility or visibility of water 

A short question asking whether water was accessible, visible only, or directly interacted 

with during the visit would clarify the nature of engagement. 
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3. Expand existing place quality or perception grids 

Include one or two blue space‑relevant statements within existing item grids (e.g., “I feel 

confident that the water in local outdoor spaces is safe to be in.”).   

This approach integrates blue space measurement into established question structures 

with minimal disruption. 

Implications and considerations 

This will enhance the survey’s ability to identify blue space engagement without a major 

redesign and have minimal impact on overall survey length. Some gaps will remain, as 

limited changes cannot capture the full range of policy‑relevant blue space-related topics.  

Option 3: Addition of a dedicated blue space module 

This scenario involves developing a standalone module specifically focused on blue‑space 

engagement. It is the recommended option where Natural England requires more 

comprehensive, systematic, and policy‑relevant evidence on blue‑space use. 

A key step in creating a dedicated blue spaces module will be designing a bespoke 

measure that directly reflects the definition of blue spaces that Natural England intends to 

use (i.e., outdoor environments that prominently feature water). This might seek to 

distinguish spaces where water is a central environmental feature from those where it is 

incidental or minor, how able people are to engage with water during this visit (including 

visibility of water, accessibility), the types of water body, and whether water was central to 

the purpose of the visit. 

The new items should then be iteratively refined through cognitive testing to ensure that 

respondents interpret the definition consistently, can accurately identify blue‑space 

environments, and understand the distinction between green spaces that contain water 

and spaces where water is the defining feature. This process will support a coherent, 

policy‑relevant module that reliably measures blue‑space engagement in line with Natural 

England’s conceptual aims. 

In addition to ensuring that blue spaces can be effectively measured, other steps in 

implementing Option 3 would include: 

1. Develop a coherent set of questions covering key aspects of blue space 

engagement 

The module could include items on: 

– Types of blue spaces visited and characteristics of the water body, 

– Reasons for choosing a blue space destination (e.g., whether water was central or incidental), 

– Activities undertaken in, on or near water, 
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– Physical accessibility and environmental quality (e.g., safety, cleanliness, facilities, water 

condition), 

– Perceived benefits of blue space engagement, 

– Barriers and concerns specific to water-based environments. 

2. Determine how the module integrates with the existing visit‑based structure 

There are two possible approaches: 

– Attach the module to the existing most‑recent‑visit framework (if the purpose is to understand 

specific blue‑space experiences), or 

– Introduce a separate visit‑based structure specific to blue spaces (if the aim is to capture 

multiple or less recent blue‑space visits). 

3. Conduct cognitive testing and survey‑flow testing 

New questions should be tested to ensure respondents understand the terminology, can 

accurately recall relevant details, and can meaningfully distinguish blue‑space experiences 

from green‑space ones. 

4. Consider impacts on respondent burden and time series 

Introducing a new module will lengthen the survey and may affect response behaviour. 

Decisions will need to be made about: 

– Whether the module replaces or rotates with any existing modules; 

– Whether it is run annually, seasonally, or periodically. 

Implications and considerations 

This will provide the most detailed, accurate and policy‑relevant evidence on blue‑space 

engagement. It will support clearer alignment with the formal definition of blue spaces, as 

a tailored set of survey questions can be created to measure this concept. It also allows 

greater detail in the measurement of concepts than would be possible through small 

targeted changes, for example, water‑specific motivations or water quality perceptions.  
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Appendix B. Socio-Demographic and 

Individual Characteristics 

The set of variables capturing people’s socio-demographic and individual characteristics 

used in chapters 1 and 2 of this report are presented in Table 4 below, which describes 

either the survey question these variables relate to or how these variables were collected 

and the response categories used in this report for each one.  

These predictors were selected based on the questions within A‑PaNS that most directly 

relate to the research aims of Chapter 1. Specifically, we identified variables that capture 

personal characteristics, socio‑economic circumstances, attitudes towards nature, and 

place‑based factors that could plausibly influence whether individuals visit blue spaces 

rather than other natural spaces. These variables were chosen because they have a 

strong theoretical link to outdoor engagement, are widely used in existing literature on 

nature access, and are consistently measured within A‑PaNS. 

Table 4 - Details on the socio-demogrpahic and individual characteristics 

Characteristic Categories analysed in 

this report 

APaNS question 

Ethnicity  7 categories: White, Mixed, 

Asian or Asian British, 

Black or Black British, Any 

other ethnic group or 

background 

Q70 (Ethnicity) Which one of 

the following best describes 

your ethnic group or 

background? 

Household income 10 categories from £0–

14,999 to £150,000 (£0–

14,999, £15,000–19,999, 

£20,000–29,999, £30,000–

39,999, £40,000–49,999, 

£50,000–59,999, £60,000–

79,999, £80,000–99,999, 

£100,000-£149,999, 

£150,000 + 

Q69 (Income) Which of the 
following best describes your 
total annual household 
income before tax? 

IMD decile 1–10 scale from most to 

least deprived 

Derived from people’s 

postcodes  

www.gov.uk/natural-england 

http://www.gov.uk/natural-england
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Characteristic Categories analysed in 

this report 

APaNS question 

Urban/Rural status of the 

area of residence  

2 categories: Urban, Rural  Derived from people’s 

postcodes  

Disability status or 

whether respondent has 

a longstanding health 

condition.  

4 categories: No health 

condition, yes, has a health 

condition - affects day-to-

day activities a lot, yes - 

affects day-to-day activities 

a little, yes - does not affect 

day-to-day activities at all 

Derived from the following 

survey questions:  

 

Q74 (Illnesses) Do you have 

any physical or mental health 

conditions or illnesses lasting 

or expected to last for 12 

months or more? 

1. Yes 

2. No 
 
Q74b (Illnesses_Impact) 
Does your condition or illness 
reduce your ability to carry-
out day-to- 

day activities? 

1. Yes, a lot  

2. Yes, a little  

3. Not at all 

Access to a vehicle in the 

household 

2 categories: yes, no.  Derived from Q72 
(No_of_Vehicles) In total, 
how many cars or vans are 
owned, or available for use, 
by members of this 
household? 
 

1. None 
2. One 
3. Two 
4. Three 
5. Four or more 
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Characteristic Categories analysed in 

this report 

APaNS question 

Age group 5 categories: 16-24, 25-39, 

40-54, 55-64, 65+). 

Q62 (Age What was your age 

last birthday? 

and  

Q63 (Age_band) In that case, 
which of these age bands do 
you fall into? 

Qualification levels 3 categories: A university 

degree (or above), Any 

other qualifications (e.g. A 

Levels, O Levels, GCSEs, 

BTEC, Diplomas, Trade 

Apprenticeships), No 

qualifications 

Q67 (Qualification) What is 
your highest level of 
qualification? 

Importance of spending 
time in nature 

3 categories:  

Disagree (included 

Completely disagree, 

Strongly disagree, 

Disagree), Neither agree 

nor disagree and Agree 

(Agree, Strongly agree, 

Completely agree)  

Q49 (M4_Q8) How much do 

you agree or disagree with 

the following:  

d. Spending time in nature is 

very important to me 

1. Completely disagree 
2. Strongly disagree 
3. Disagree 
4. Neither agree nor 

disagree 
5. Agree 
6. Strongly agree 
7. Completely agree 

Employment status 10 categories Q68 (Work_Status) Are 

you…? 

 

1. In full-time employment 
(31+ hours per week)  

2. In part-time employment 
(Up to 30 hours per week)  

3. Self-employed  
4. Unemployed – less than 

12 months  
5. Unemployed (long term) – 

more than 12 months 
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Characteristic Categories analysed in 

this report 

APaNS question 

6. Not working – retired 
7. Not working – looking 

after house/children/other 
caring responsibilities 

8. Not working – long term 
sick or disabled 

9. Student – in full-time 
education 

10. Student – in part-time 
education 

Perceived quality of local 
green and natural spaces 

3 categories:  

Disagree (included  

Strongly disagree, 

Disagree), Neither agree 

nor disagree and Agree 

(Agree, Strongly agree)  

Q5 (M1_Q5) The next 

question will ask you to think 

about green and natural 

spaces close to where you 

live.  

 

Now, thinking about green 

and natural spaces close to 

where you live, how much do 

you agree or disagree with 

the following statements?  

My local green and natural 

spaces actually are:  

a) Within easy walking 

distance  

b) Good places for mental 

health and wellbeing  

c) A high enough standard to 

want to spend time in  

d) Good places for children to 

play  

e) Places that encourage 

physical health and exercise 

f) Good places to meet other 

people  

g) Provide good opportunities 

to see nature  
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Note on the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 

The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is the official measure of relative deprivation in 

England, assessing small areas known as Lower-layer Super Output Areas (LSOAs) 

(Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government (2018 to 2021), 2019). It ranks 

areas from the most to the least deprived based on a combination of seven weighted 

domains: Income, Employment, Health Deprivation and Disability, Education, Crime, 

Barriers to Housing and Services, and the Living Environment. The IMD is part of the 

broader Indices of Deprivation (IoD) framework, which captures multiple aspects of 

deprivation beyond income, reflecting various challenges people may face in their living 

conditions. 
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Appendix C. Qualitative Methodology 

Sampling and Recruitment 

A total of 20 participants took part across three focus groups, comprising 7, 7, and 6 

participants respectively. A purposive sampling approach was used to ensure the research 

included breadth and diversity of views and experiences on use of blue spaces.  

Blue space users were defined as individuals who use outdoor environments – either 

natural or manmade - that prominently feature water, including beaches, coastlines, the 

sea, as well as rivers, lakes, and canals. 

The main sampling criteria was type of activity undertaken during visits in an average year, 

including whether these involved direct or indirect engagement with water. Direct and 

indirect activities are defined in Table 5.  

A key objective of the qualitative research was to understand how policy might encourage 

people to use blue spaces more often. Given this, the following were excluded from the 

research:  

• Those who used blue spaces every day  

• Those who used the spaces mainly for dog walking  

Activity categories 

To classify participants’ activity types, the following categories were used. 

On average each year, which of these activities do you participate in: 

Table 5 - Focus Group participant characteristics 

Focus 

group no.  

Primary sampling criteria Activities 

1 Indirect engagement with blue spaces 

only (i.e., activities that did not involve 

direct contact with the water). 

Eating or drinking out/ picnicking, 

visiting an attraction, 

appreciating scenery from the 

car, walking, cycling, running, 

sports and games (which are 

next to water), playing with 

children on a playground with 

water in the background 

2 Direct engagement with blue spaces. 

This group included people who also 

indirectly engaged with blue spaces, as 

Boating, water sports (including, 

paddle boarding, canoeing, 

kayaking) or swimming outdoors; 
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Focus 

group no.  

Primary sampling criteria Activities 

well as those who took part in 

wildlife‑related activities. 

paddling with children/ playing 

with children by the beach/shore; 

and fishing 

3 Wildlife‑related activities near water. 

This group could include people who 

also indirectly engaged with blue 

spaces. 

Wildlife watching in places with 

water, nature photography of 

places with water, connect to 

nature in places that include 

water, meditate/yoga next to 

water, and teaching children 

about nature next to water 

We also monitored for a range of secondary criteria, including age, gender, ethnicity, socio 

economic group, geography (i.e. coastal, inland) and region to ensure the sample included 

participants with a range of characteristics. Full details on the sample recruited are 

provided in Table 6 below.  

Participants were recruited using a trusted recruitment agency, Criteria Fieldwork. A 

screening questionnaire was used to determine eligibility.  

Fieldwork 

All three focus groups were carried out remotely online in January 2026. Each focus group 

lasted approximately 90 minutes.  

A topic guide, designed in collaboration with Natural England, were used to facilitate the 

focus groups (see Appendix D). The topic guide was designed to allow flexibility in 

discussions, while ensuring core themes were addressed. All participants received a £50 

shopping voucher as a thank you for taking part.   

Data management and analysis 

All focus groups were audio recorded with participants’ permission and then transcribed. 

The transcripts were managed and analysed using NatCen’s Framework approach for 

qualitative data analysis (Ritchie, 2013). The analytical framework is developed based on 

the key topics and issues emerging from the research objectives and data. A series of 

matrices are then set-up, each relating to a different thematic issue. The columns in each 

matrix represent the key sub-themes or topics and the rows represent each focus group. 

Data from each focus group was then summarised into the appropriate cell so the data are 

ordered systematically and grounded in participants’ accounts. Following this, thematic 

analysis was conducted to draw out all the themes emerging on each research objective, 

followed by interpretative analysis to seek explanations to higher levels of abstraction.   
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Table 6 - Focus group sample composition 

Sample criteria Characteristics Number achieved 

Frequency of visit  A few times a week  12  

A few times a month  9  

Gender  Male  11  

Female  10  

Age  18-34  7  

35-49  6  

50+  8  

Ethnicity  White British   16  

Asian British  3  

Black British  2 

Geography   Coastal  6  

Urban  5  

Total  20 
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Appendix D. Focus Group Topic Guide 

Researcher introduction (up to 5 mins) 
• Introduction to NatCen facilitator and co-facilitator 

• Introduction to NatCen: We are an independent, not-for-profit research organisation. Natural 

England has commissioned NatCen to carry out this research. 

• Explanation of research:  

– The aim of the study is to better understand how people use outdoor environments that mainly 

feature water. Natural England is interested in learning more about:  

− What factors influence people’s use of these spaces  

− What prevents people from making greater use of these spaces  

– By taking part, you will help inform Natural England’s policies, to increase access to and use 

of outdoor environments that mainly feature water.  

• Ethical reassurances and caveats.  

– Participation is voluntary – You do not have to take part and can leave the focus group at 

any time without giving a reason. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want 

to.  

– Confidentiality – What you say will be treated confidentially, we will write a report about the 

findings of the research, but it will not include any names of individual participants. You will not 

be identifiable to anyone else in the report. 

– Anonymity – NatCen will not pass any details to Natural England or anyone else about who 

has taken part in the research. 

• About the discussion: 

– Duration – The group will last around 90 minutes. We will have a short 5-minute break 

halfway through, but feel free to pause or step away at any time if you need to.  

– Ground rules for group discussion.  

− Respecting different views: There will be a wide variety of views and experiences 

within the group today. Remind participants that what they share today may have an 

impact on others and it is important we hear all their views, even if they differ. Please 

respect everyone’s privacy by not sharing individual contributions outside of this group. 

− Speak one at a time – for the recording 

− Put mobile phones on silent  

− Leave your mics on - including your cameras, if you feel comfortable. If it gets too 

noisy, we will tell you. Please only use the chat function if you are having technical 

difficulties. The NatCen researcher will be able to help you with this.  

– There are no wrong or right answers. We simply want to understand your views and 

experiences and so we may ask what may seem like obvious questions.  

– Recording: With your permission, we will be recording the group, so we have an accurate 

record of what is said. Files are stored securely in line with data protection laws and only the 

research team will have access to the recordings. The recordings will be deleted at the end of 

the project. 
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• Thank you: After the focus group you will be sent a £50 Love2Shop voucher by the organisation 

that recruited you as a thank you for taking part. 

• Questions and permission to start recording 

  

- START RECORDING – 

  

Introductions and icebreaker (5 mins) 
Ask each participant to briefly introduce themselves in turn, confirm consent to take part and 

share one way they like to spend time outdoors. 

  

Understanding of blue space visits (10 mins) 
• If they had visited green and natural spaces in the past month, what types of places come 

to mind 

 

Facilitator: first allow spontaneous response. If any of the following not mentioned; 

beaches, coastlines, the sea, rivers and lakes then probe on why these spaces 

were not included.  

 

• Thinking about outdoor environments, what comes to mind when they hear the term ‘blue 

spaces’ 

Facilitator: probe for examples  

 

– In their view, what makes this a ‘blue space’  

– At a minimum, what characteristics does an outdoor space need to have for it to be a ‘blue 

space’  

– Views on the term ‘blue space’ itself  

• Any examples of outdoor environments with water that they wouldn’t consider a ‘blue space’ 

(and why)  

Facilitators to read out the following definition: 

 

“For the purpose of this research, we consider blue spaces to be outdoor 

environments – either natural or manmade - that mainly feature water, including 

beaches, coastlines, the sea, as well as rivers, lakes, canals and lidos.”  

 

• What their thoughts are on this definition  

– Whether it aligns with their idea of ‘blue spaces’  

– Whether anything missing / anything they would change  

– Any suggestions they have for different (preferred) terms for these spaces 
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• Again, thinking about visits to blue and natural spaces, what they think counts as a ‘visit’ 

– What they would include/ not include (and why)  

– Whether their thoughts differ if the landscape includes green and blue spaces e.g. a forest 

that has a lake  

Usage of blue spaces (10 mins) 

Key RQ 1: How do individuals use blue spaces and what are their motivations for 

visiting different types of spaces, including coastal, inland water bodies as well as 

green spaces which include some type of blue space? 

 

• Usage of blue spaces  

– Reasons for using blue spaces 

– Types of blue spaces used e.g., rivers, canals, lakes, reservoirs. 

– Frequency of usage of blue spaces 

− Whether varies throughout the year (if so, why) 

– Types of activities in the blue space e.g., walking, exercising, activities on the water, seeing 

wildlife, time with family 

− Whether certain blue spaces preferred for specific activities (and why)  

− If certain activities not engaged in, reasons for this (e.g. lack of suitable blue spaces 

nearby, lack of opportunity or interest, etc) 

– Who they visit with (e.g. alone, with family, with friends) 

–  

Key RQ 5: What benefits do visitors gain from visiting blue spaces? 

 

• Benefits they experience using the blue space 

– Social (e.g. a place to socialise with friends/family, participation in group activities, community 

building) 

– Physical (e.g. Improved health and fitness) 

– Other wellbeing benefits (e.g. reduced stress and anxiety, mindfulness, boosted vitamin D, 

improved overall wellbeing) 

Perception of blue space quality (15 mins) 

Key RQ 2: What do visitors value in different types of blue spaces? What factors 

determine whether individuals perceive a blue space as high quality or not? 

 

Facilitator: Explain that Natural England is interested in better understanding what 

people consider to be a ‘high quality’ blue space. This is a space that functions well 

and meets people’s needs. 

 

• How they would describe a 'high-quality blue space' 

– Most important features or qualities  
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• What are their expectations for blue spaces  

Facilitator: Allow spontaneous response, then prompt on: 

 

– Size and condition of the space 

– Facilities offered 

– Activities/ uses of the space  

– Benefits from spending time there 

•  Whether expectations vary depending on  

– type of blue space  

– location of blue space  

– how they want to use it  

• Features or qualities that make a blue space feel not 'high-quality' (e.g. environmental 

issues such as poor water quality, visually unappealing, crowded) 

Comfort break 5 minutes 

Factors affecting usage (15 mins) 

Key RQ 3: What factors influence what type of blue space individuals choose to 

use? Does the size of the blue space influence decisions about visiting? 

Facilitator: Ask participants to reflect on experiences of using blue spaces 

 

• What they particularly like/ are attracted to about these spaces  

Facilitator: Allow spontaneous response, then prompt on:  

 

– Specific features/ aspects they particularly like / are attracted to e.g., proximity to home, size, 

cleanliness, layout, accessibility (such as parking or paths)  

– Specific facilities they like / are attracted to e.g., seating, toilets, food and drink, activities 

offered 

 

Probe for specific examples 

• If use one space more than others, reasons for this 

• Whether presence of other people/ visitors affects usage (how and why) 

  

Encouraging greater use of blue spaces (20 mins) 

Key RQ 4: What barriers may prevent people from visiting blue spaces? What 

would encourage people to make greater use of blue spaces? 

 

Facilitator: Explain that Natural England is interested in better understanding what 

could encourage people to spend more time in blue spaces.  



 

Page 112 of 118 Engagement with Blue Spaces: The Full Report. NECR760 

 

• What, if anything, they don’t like/ discourages them from using these blue spaces 

Facilitator: Allow spontaneous response, then prompt on:  

– Specific features/ aspects that discourage them from using the blue spaces e.g., safety, 

accessibility, cleanliness, lighting, lack of facilities 

– Weather or seasonal changes  

– Anything else 

• What would encourage them to make greater use of blue spaces  

 

Facilitator: Allow spontaneous response, then prompt on: [DRAW ON BARRIERS 

RAISED EARLIER] 

 

– Amenities and facilities e.g., seating, toilets, food and drink, sports, clubs, transport options 

– Activities and events e.g., outdoor classes, clean-up events, group meet-ups 

– Accessibility e.g., paths, signage 

– Conditions of the space e.g., lighting, cleanliness 

– Transport links 

 

For each suggestion offered, probe 

− What would it involve  

− Reasons behind it 

− Who should do it (e.g. councils, community-driven, someone else) 

− The difference it would make  

Close (up to 5 mins) 
• Ask for any final reflections or suggestions for Natural England  

•  

- STOP RECORDING – 

 

• Thank participants for taking part and sharing their views. 

• Reiterate confidentiality and anonymity and how the research will be used. 

• Explain next steps: Focus group will be transcribed and analysed. Findings will be written into a 

report. 

• Explain arrangements for incentive. 

• Ask them if they have any questions 

• If they have further questions, they can contact us on bluespacestudy@natcen.ac.uk. 

 

 

 

mailto:bluespacestudy@natcen.ac.uk
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Appendix E. Latent Class Analysis Technical 

Details 

This appendix provides a summary of some additional technical details around the Latent 

Class Analysis presented in Chapter 2: How People Use and Experience Blue Spaces.  

The analysis included visits reported by PaNS respondents that meet the following criteria: 

• The main or secondary destination type was either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake 

or canal’ (variables M2A_Q2 for main destination, M2A_Q3 for secondary destination). 

• The sample will be limited to the M2A sub-module (available for 30% of visits), because some 

key input variables are part of this submodule. 

• Visits that occurred during waves not affected by COVID-19 pandemic restrictions (Wave 26 - 

April 2022 and ends Wave 61 - March 2025). 

Across all questions, 61 cases were missing on at least one item. A complete case 

analysis has been run, so these 61 cases were excluded from the latent class analysis, 

which was based on a final sample of 3,928. 

Variables included in the latent class analysis were prepared as follows. The indicators 

capturing activities undertaken during the visit and reasons for visiting were binary in the 

source data and were used in their original form. Due to small numbers of respondents 

reporting “Shooting / hunting” and “Horse-riding”, these activities were combined into a 

single binary indicator capturing participation in either activity. The variable capturing 

impressions from the visit was originally measured on a five-point scale ranging from 

“routine” to “exceptional”; for the purposes of the LCA, this was recoded into a binary 

indicator, with responses of 4 or 5 classified as exceptional visits.  

Latent Class Analysis (LCA) was conducted in R using the poLCA package (Linzer & 

Lewis, 2011).4 Models were estimated across a range of class solutions, from a 1-class to 

an 8-class solution. Model fit across class solutions was subsequently compared to 

determine the optimal number of latent classes.  

Table 7 summarises the fit of the different potential models we considered in this analysis 

– between 1 and 8 classes. These results show that the fit of these models continues to 

improve as each additional class is added, however, after the fourth class is added the 

improvement in BIC and saBIC values is minimal. We considered a range of alternative 

class solutions and selected a six‑class model as it offered a good balance between model 

 

 

4 Linzer, D. A., & Lewis, J. B. (2011). poLCA: An R Package for Polytomous Variable Latent Class Analysis. 

Journal of Statistical Software, 42(10), 1–29. https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v042.i10 
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fit and interpretability, while producing classes of sufficient size to support robust follow‑up 

analysis (Table 8). 

Following that, Table 9 presents two diagnostic statistics for each of the different models 

considered, which measure how accurately people are assigned to their classes. The six-

class model has a fairly high value on both of these metrics, indicating we can be 

confident in which class people are assigned to. This is particularly important in this case, 

where we have assigned people to the class they are most likely to belong to and used the 

resulting variable in follow-up analysis. 

Table 7 - Latent Class Model Fit Statistics 

Class 
Bayesian 

Information 
Criterion 

Sample-size Adjusted 
Bayesian Information 

Criterion  

Bayes 
Factor 

Ad hoc Adjusted Lo-
Mendel-Rubin Likelihood 

Ratio Test 

1 72,650.10 72,580.20     

2 69,745.60 69,602.60 >10 P < 0.001 

3 69,431.50 69,215.40 >10 P < 0.001 

4 69,177.40 68,888.30 >10 P < 0.001 

5 68,990.30 68,628.00 >10 P < 0.001 

6 68,854.40 68,419.10 >10 P < 0.001 

7 68,767.80 68,259.40 >10 P < 0.001 

8 68,710.70 68,129.20 >10 P < 0.001 

Table 8 - Estimated class sizes based on posterior probabilities of class 

membership (%) 

Class Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 

1 100 38.4 14 36.8 6 21.8 38.4 12 

2   61.6 42.8 13.3 3.9 38.8 6.1 4.5 

3     43.2 44.1 41.8 7 5.7 6.1 

4       5.9 16.1 12.4 12.9 6.1 

5         32.2 6.6 4.3 10.7 

6           13.4 11.3 20.5 

7             21.3 27.9 

8               12.2 
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Table 9 - Latent Class Model Diagnostic Statistics 

Class Relative entropy Average latent 
class posterior 

probability 

1   1 

2 0.697 0.912 

3 0.667 0.85 

4 0.751 0.859 

5 0.762 0.845 

6 0.774 0.84 

7 0.782 0.834 

8 0.803 0.841 
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Appendix F. Descriptive Analysis Technical 

Details  

All descriptive statistics in this report use weighted data. Weighting adjusts the survey 

responses so that the sample better reflects the adult population of England. This is 

necessary because the survey uses an online panel, where some groups are more likely 

to take part than others. 

The weighting method used is called rim weighting (or raking). It works by repeatedly 

adjusting each respondent's contribution to the data until the overall sample matches 

known population figures across several characteristics at once. The characteristics used 

are: age and gender, region, educational qualification, working status, whether there are 

children under 16 in the household, ethnicity, long-lasting health condition, number of cars 

in the household, urban or rural location, and dog ownership. Population figures come 

from sources including the ONS Mid-Year Population Estimates, the Labour Force Survey, 

and the National Transport Survey. These are reviewed each year. 

These characteristics were chosen because analysis showed they were all significantly 

linked to how often people visit green and natural spaces (the main outcome the survey 

measures). 

Full details of the weighting methodology are available in the People and Nature Survey 

Technical Report: www.gov.uk/government/publications/survey-methods-and-technical-

details/technical-report#weighting.  

Weighting reduces but cannot remove all bias. The approach assumes that, after 

accounting for the characteristics above, the remaining differences between panel 

members and the wider population are small. It also assumes the population benchmarks 

used are accurate. Where benchmarks come from surveys themselves (such as the 

Labour Force Survey), they carry their own uncertainty. 

Weighting also reduces the effective size of the sample. This means confidence intervals 

are wider than the raw sample count alone would suggest. All significance tests in this 

report account for this. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/survey-methods-and-technical-details/technical-report#weighting
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/survey-methods-and-technical-details/technical-report#weighting
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Appendix G. Regression Analysis Technical 

Details  

Binary logistic regression was conducted to examine predictors of the outcome variable in 

Chapter 1: Comparing Blue and Green Space Visitors.  

To ensure the analysis reflected the survey’s design, the regression model was fitted in a 

way that incorporated the survey weights used throughout the report. This means each 

respondent contributed to the model in proportion to how representative they were of the 

wider population. 

To assess which predictors were statistically meaningful, we used Wald tests that are 

appropriate for this weighted survey data. 

We also checked for multicollinearity—that is, whether any predictors were so strongly 

related to each other that they could distort the model’s results. This was assessed using 

standard Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) criteria, where lower values indicate little overlap 

between predictors and very high values suggest potential problems. 

Model fit was assessed with Cox-Snell pseudo R. The final model did not predict blue 

space visitation well overall, explaining about 1.7% in the variation. While the model 

identified some statistically significant predictors, it explained little of the variability in 

whether people visit blue spaces.  

Model sample sizes were large relative to the number of parameters estimated (12,881 in 

the final model, compared to 25 parameters, meaning on average 515 cases per 

parameter estimated), meaning the likelihood of model overfitting is low.   

Assumptions and Limitations 

Independence of observations. Logistic regression relies on the assumption that 

individual observations are statistically independent. 

Representativeness. Weighted estimates assume that the survey weights adequately 

correct for non-response and sampling probability. If there are systematic differences 

between respondents and non-respondents not captured by the weights, estimates may 

be biased. Findings are generalisable only to the population from which the survey sample 

was drawn, within the time frame of data collection. 

Linearity of log-odds. Logistic regression assumes a linear relationship between 

continuous predictors and the log-odds of the outcome. 

Findings are generalisable only to the population from which the survey sample was 

drawn, within the time frame of data collection. 
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	•
	•
	 Only a small minority of adults reported no visits to any green or natural spaces, indicating high overall engagement with nature. 


	Who visits blue spaces 
	•
	•
	•
	 Blue space visits were more common among people: 
	–
	–
	–
	 With higher household incomes 

	–
	–
	 With a university degree or higher 

	–
	–
	 With access to a car 

	–
	–
	 Who place high importance on spending time in nature 




	•
	•
	 Lower engagement was observed among: 
	–
	–
	–
	 People with limiting health conditions 

	–
	–
	 People without access to a vehicle 

	–
	–
	 Older adults 

	–
	–
	 People from Black, Asian or Asian British ethnic backgrounds 




	•
	•
	 Differences by urban–rural status and area deprivation were present but modest, suggesting that personal resources and access matter more than location alone. 

	•
	•
	 Regression analysis showed that blue space use varied by ethnicity and attitudes to nature: people of White ethnicity and those who value spending time in nature were more likely to have visited a blue space. Beyond these factors, blue space visitors were broadly similar to other green or natural space visitors across most sociodemographic characteristics.  


	How people use blue spaces 
	•
	•
	•
	 Walking is the most common activity during blue space visits, alongside wildlife watching and eating outdoors. 

	•
	•
	 Activities directly linked to water (e.g. swimming, boating, fishing) are less common overall but occur more frequently during blue space visits than during visits to other green spaces. 

	•
	•
	 Blue space visits typically involve longer travel distances and greater reliance on car travel compared to green space visits. 

	•
	•
	 Six distinct types of engagement with blue spaces were identified based on the characteristics of visits which people had made to them in the past 14 days. The most common type of visit was simple everyday walks by the water (39% of visits), followed by eating out or sightseeing focussed trips (17%) and visits to see wildlife (16%). The other types of visit were multi-activity visits which people felt to be ‘exceptional’ (14%), exercise-focused or active visits (8%) and family-oriented visits (6%). 


	Perceptions, benefits, and quality 
	•
	•
	•
	 Blue space visits were more likely than other green space visits to be described as a beautiful destination and as exceptional or special. 

	•
	•
	 The vast majority of visitors reported that blue space visits benefited their mental wellbeing, physical wellbeing, and sense of connection to nature. 

	•
	•
	 Overall, reported benefits were comparable to those associated with green space visits, suggesting blue spaces form part of a broader set of valued nature experiences rather than a wholly distinct category. 

	•
	•
	 Focus group discussions showed that people valued these places because they offered enjoyable and accessible opportunities for exercise, which supported their physical health. 

	•
	•
	 Many people also highlighted the calming and restorative qualities of blue spaces, and felt that spending time near water helped them manage stress, grief or other difficult emotions. 

	•
	•
	 People appreciated the planned and spontaneous social contact these environments enabled, and felt that being around water helped them feel more connected to their communities and to nature. 


	Barriers to use and encouraging greater engagement 
	•
	•
	•
	 Among people who already visit blue or green spaces, the most common barriers to spending more time outdoors were lack of time and poor weather. 

	•
	•
	 Among non-visitors, barriers were more structural, including poor physical health, accessibility issues, and negative perceptions of local space quality, alongside an expressed lack of interest. 

	•
	•
	 This indicates that non-visitors face qualitatively different barriers, pointing to the need for targeted approaches if engagement is to be widened. 

	•
	•
	 Focus group discussions found that people were less likely to visit blue spaces when they felt unsafe or when the environment was poorly maintained. 

	•
	•
	 People felt they would use blue spaces more often if they were safer, better maintained and easier to access. People wanted more facilities and amenities in some locations but felt these should not detract from the natural environment. 


	Blue spaces as a primary vs secondary destination 
	•
	•
	•
	 Visits where blue spaces were a secondary destination as a part of a wider trip showed particularly distinctive characteristics: longer travel distances, higher spending, a wider range of activities, and stronger perceptions of beauty, wildlife, and facilities. 

	•
	•
	 These visits were more likely to be described as exceptional and as supporting learning, challenge and social connection, although they were also more likely to be associated with perceptions of litter or vandalism. 

	•
	•
	 This suggests that blue spaces play an important role not only as destinations in their own right, but also as enhancers of broader trips to nature. 
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	Introduction 
	Background 
	Natural England has a statutory responsibility to promote access to, and engagement with, green and natural spaces across England. As part of the government’s wider environmental ambitions, evidence on how people engage with natural spaces has become increasingly important. Recent policy developments – including updates to the  and Natural England’s 2025–2030 strategy Recovering Nature for Growth, Health and Security – emphasise supporting more people to benefit from spending time outdoors and strengthening
	Environmental Improvement Plan
	Environmental Improvement Plan


	To support these aims, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and its arm’s-length bodies continue to develop and commission research on public access to natural spaces. A key component of this evidence base is the People and Nature Surveys for England (PaNS), which provide long‑term data on adults’ engagement with nature, their experiences outdoors, and the barriers and benefits associated with accessing natural environments.  
	Within this context, Natural England commissioned the National Centre for Social Research (NatCen) to examine how people engage with and value blue spaces. In this report blue spaces are defined as outdoor environments – either natural or manmade – that prominently feature water and are accessible to humans either proximally (being in, on, or near water) or distally (being able to see, hear or otherwise sense water) (Grellier et al. 2017). While a recent report for Natural England “Local greenspaces in ever
	The intention is to improve understanding of how people across England engage with blue spaces, including how patterns of engagement differ across population groups and how these compare with visits to green and natural spaces. It also explores how people perceive and evaluate blue spaces and the barriers that may limit their use. By bringing together these insights, the report provides evidence to inform government policies focused on reducing inequality and deprivation and supporting greater and more equi
	 
	 
	Aims of the Report  
	This report provides evidence of engagement with blue spaces among people in England. Specifically, it: 
	•
	•
	•
	 Assesses patterns of engagement with blue spaces across England, including how frequently people visit blue spaces, how engagement varies between population groups, and how these patterns relate to barriers and perceptions of local natural spaces. 

	•
	•
	 Examines the characteristics of blue space visits, including activities undertaken, travel distance and transport modes, expenditure, and perceptions of the visit. It also compares these characteristics to both green and natural space visits and between different types of blue spaces.  

	•
	•
	 Identifies distinct types of blue space engagement by segmenting visits to blue spaces based on activities, motivations and impressions of the visits, as well as exploring how these types of engagement vary across sociodemographic groups, attitudes toward nature, and place-based characteristics. 

	•
	•
	 Explores people’s perceptions, motivations and experiences of blue spaces, drawing on qualitative data to understand how individuals define blue spaces, what they value in different types of blue spaces, how contextual and environmental factors shape use, what prevents people from visiting more, and what could encourage greater engagement. 


	Structure of the Report 
	The report is structured into three chapters, each of which addresses different research questions. Chapters 1 and 2 draw on A-PaNS data, exploring population-level trends for people in England. Chapter 3 is based on the focus groups conducted with different types of blue space users, building on and expanding the findings of chapters 1 and 2.  
	Chapter 1 – Prevalence and Patterns of Blue Space Engagement: This chapter examines how common blue space visits are, how engagement varies across population groups, and what barriers and perceptions shape people’s blue space behaviour. It also explores differences between blue and green space visitors, by investigating which factors (if any) are associated with being more likely to use blue spaces than green spaces. 
	Chapter 2 – How People Use and Experience Blue Spaces: This chapter explores what people do during blue space visits, how they travel to them, how much they spend, and how they perceive the places they visit. It also compares how experiences differ depending on whether someone visited a blue space or another type of natural space.  
	It then presents a segmentation of blue space visits based on activities, motivations and impressions, identifying distinct types of engagement with blue spaces. The chapter also examines how these visit types differ across sociodemographic groups to build a clearer picture of how different people use and value blue spaces. 
	Chapter 3 – Experiences of Blue Space Users: Drawing on focus groups with blue space users, this chapter provides insights into how people define blue spaces, what they value in these spaces, how external and contextual factors shape use, what barriers they experience, and what would encourage greater engagement. 
	Methodology 
	This chapter sets out the analytical approach used in this report, which is comprised of two main approaches. First, analysis of the People and Nature Survey was conducted to explore how people in England engage with and value blue spaces. Second, a series of focus groups were conducted to further explore the experiences of blue space users.  
	The People and Nature Surveys for England 
	The findings for this report use data from Natural England’s People and Nature Surveys for England. The Adults’ People and Nature Survey (A-PaNS) for England is a long-term social survey that measures how people perceive the quality and accessibility of green and natural spaces, how people use them, and how they benefit from them.  
	1
	1
	1 Natural England. (2025). People and Nature Survey for England, 2020-2025. [data collection]. 11th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 9093,  
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	The data is collected through an online panel survey (self-completion questionnaire), which is asked of a nationally representative sample on a continuous basis. It has been conducted continuously since April 2020. Of relevance to this report, data from the earliest waves of the study, collected during periods when COVID‑19 restrictions limited time spent outdoors, were excluded from the analysis to avoid skewing the results. Please see footnotes for details on the waves used in reporting.  
	The survey sample size is large; around 25,000 adults in England respond to the survey each year. However, the sample is also split into six modules, each of which focuses on a different topic, and some modules are only asked of a subsample of people. As a result, the sample size for different questions can vary widely. Throughout the report the unweighted sample size for each question is reported alongside all data tables or visualisations.  
	 
	Descriptive analysis methods 
	Most of the analysis in this report is based on descriptive statistics (primarily weighted percentages) and cross-tabulations conducted between key outcome variables and 
	relevant secondary characteristics. The socio-demographic characteristics which are used in analysis across chapters are described in more detail in 
	Appendix B. Socio-Demographic and Individual Characteristics
	Appendix B. Socio-Demographic and Individual Characteristics

	.  

	Some of the analysis in this report also draws on more complex methods. These are introduced in the relevant chapter, and further technical details are provided in appendices (, 
	Appendix E. Latent Class Analysis Technical Details
	Appendix E. Latent Class Analysis Technical Details
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	Appendix F. Descriptive Analysis Technical Details
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	All findings in this report are weighted to be nationally representative of the adult population of England, unless otherwise stated. 
	Subgroup differences 
	Where subgroup comparisons are presented, statistical significance testing was used to assess whether observed differences were unlikely to have arisen by chance. A threshold for statistical significance of 0.001 has been used in this report. That is, a result was considered statistically significant only when the probability of it having occurred by chance was less than one in a thousand. This more conservative threshold (than the typically used 0.05) reduces the chance of falsely claiming a result is sign
	All differences between subgroups described in the report were assessed using omnibus significance tests. For predictor variables with multiple categories, these tests evaluate whether the variable as a whole is associated with the outcome, rather than determining whether any specific pair of categories differs from one another. Therefore, statistically significant findings indicate an overall association, not significance for individual cells within the cross-tabulated tables. 
	Reporting conventions 
	In tables and charts throughout this report, percentages are presented to zero decimal points to improve readability and because differences smaller than 1% are rarely meaningful. As a result, figures may not add up to 100%.  
	Some tables are also not intended to add up to 100%. For example, where a question allows people to select multiple response options. In these cases, this is noted in the chart footnotes. 
	Defining blue space visits 
	In this report our aim was to measure people’s use of blue spaces, defined as any outdoor environments – natural or man-made – that prominently feature water.  Importantly, however, there is not a specific question about visiting blue spaces asked in A-PaNS. Instead, there are questions which ask about the destinations of people’s visits to green and natural spaces – some of which can be clearly categorised as blue spaces.  
	The options from which people can choose are: 
	•
	•
	•
	 Urban green space (such as a park, field or playground)  

	•
	•
	 Grounds of a historic property or country park  

	•
	•
	 Allotment or community garden  

	•
	•
	 Woodland or forest  

	•
	•
	 River, lake or canal  

	•
	•
	 Hill, mountain or moorland  

	•
	•
	 Beach / other coastline / sea  

	•
	•
	 Nature / wildlife reserve  

	•
	•
	 Fields / farmland / countryside 


	For this report, anyone selecting either ‘rivers, lakes or canals’ or ‘beaches, coastline or sea’ was classified as having made a blue‑space visit. However, this approach is likely to miss some visits. Many places not labelled as blue‑space destinations, such as wildlife reserves, country parks or urban green spaces, can still include rivers, ponds or other water features. If respondents did not view the water element as the defining feature of their visit, they may not have selected a blue‑space option. 
	As a result, while we refer to “blue‑space visits” throughout the report, the findings are likely to exclude some relevant trips. The estimates presented should therefore be interpreted as conservative, and likely to understate the full extent of how often people spend time in environments where water is a prominent feature. 
	Throughout this report we draw on two sets of A-PaNS questions about visit destinations. The following question was asked of everyone who had spent time in a green or natural space in the past month:  
	1.
	1.
	1.
	 Which of the following type(s) of green and natural spaces have you visited during the last month? 


	The following two questions were asked of everyone with a visit to a natural space in the past 14 days and specifically concerned the most recent visit they made.  
	2.
	2.
	2.
	 Which of these best describes the main destination of your visit? (i.e. the place you spent most time in)?   

	3.
	3.
	 Did your visit include going to any other places?   


	The same list of destination types appears in both sets of questions. From these, blue‑space visits are identified using the categories ‘river, lake or canal’ and ‘beach, coastline or sea’. Although the questions are similar, they capture different experiences: 
	Measure 1 (focus of Chapter 2): whether someone made any blue space visits in the last month (applies to all adults in England).  
	Measure 2 (focus of Chapter 3): Whether someone’s most recent visit in the last 14 days included a blue space, either as the main destination or a secondary destination. 
	Qualitative methods 
	A total of 20 participants took part across three focus groups, comprising 7, 7, and 6 participants respectively. A purposive sampling approach was used to ensure the research included breadth and diversity of views and experiences on use of blue spaces among people who use blue spaces. The main sampling criteria was type of activity undertaken during visits in an average year, including whether these involved direct or indirect engagement with water. Direct and indirect activities are defined in Table 2. 
	A key objective of the qualitative research was to understand how policy might encourage people to use blue spaces more often. Given this, those who used blue spaces every day or mainly for dog walking were excluded from the research. 
	All three focus groups were carried out remotely online in January 2026. Each focus group lasted approximately 90 minutes. A topic guide, designed in collaboration with Natural England, was used to facilitate the focus groups (see Appendix D. The topic guide was designed to allow flexibility in discussions, while ensuring core themes were addressed.  
	All focus groups were audio recorded with participants’ permission and then transcribed. The transcripts were managed and analysed using NatCen’s Framework approach for qualitative data analysis (Ritchie, 2003). This was followed by both thematic and interpretive analysis. 
	A more detailed description of the qualitative methodology is provided in the appendices.  
	 
	Chapter 1:  Prevalence and Patterns of Blue Space Engagement 
	This chapter provides an overview of how people in England engage with blue spaces, covering frequency of use, barriers that prevent people from making the most of these spaces, and perceptions of visits. It also examines how engagement with blue spaces varies by sociodemographic variables (such as ethnicity, income, deprivation, and rural-urban status).  
	Research Questions 
	1.
	1.
	1.
	 What proportion of people in England reported visiting blue spaces when looking at visits made in the past month? 

	2.
	2.
	 How did blue space use differ between people with different personal characteristics, such as ethnicity, income, health or age, and between people living in areas with different levels of deprivation or in urban and rural places? Which groups were less likely to engage with blue spaces? 

	3.
	3.
	 How did perceived barriers to spending more time outside, and views about the quality of local natural spaces, differ by people’s engagement with blue spaces? 

	4.
	4.
	 How did people who visited blue spaces differ from those who visited other green or natural spaces in the past month, in terms of their personal characteristics and the types of areas they lived in? 


	Engagement with Blue Spaces  
	This chapter is based on people’s engagement with green and natural spaces over the last month. All A-PaNS participants who said they had spent free time outdoors in the last 12 months were asked which types of green and natural spaces they had visited in the past month. Based on this data, visits to rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, and coastline were treated as visits to blue spaces. The analysis therefore grouped adults into those who have visited: 
	•
	•
	•
	 A blue space in the last month,  

	•
	•
	 Only green or natural spaces and no blue spaces in the last month, or  

	•
	•
	 No type of green or natural space in the last month.  


	It should be noted that people who visited a blue space in the past month are also likely to have visited green spaces as well, as there is some overlap between these groups. However, the analysis presented in this report focuses specifically on this group’s engagement with blue spaces. 
	What proportion of the population report having visited blue spaces 
	Overall engagement with blue spaces among adults in England was relatively high. Nearly half of people had visited a blue space in the last month (47%), as shown in Figure 1. A further 40% had visited other green and natural spaces and had not visited blue spaces. The remaining 12% had not visited any natural spaces in the last month. These figures indicated that most people had some contact with natural spaces in the past month and that blue space visits formed a substantial part of this engagement.  
	It should also be noted that the 47% of people visiting a blue space may also have visited a green or natural space in the last month. However, in the following chapter we focus on this group as blue space visitors, even if they may have also made trips to other natural spaces, given that blue space engagement is the focus of the report.  
	 
	Figure 1 - Proportion of population visiting a blue space in the past month (%) 
	Chart notes  
	Source: M1_Q2. Which of the following type(s) of green and natural spaces have you visited during the last month? 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The sample for this question was 74,921.  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” on question about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) and types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. The raw data can be accessed from the UK data service. 
	2
	2
	2 Natural England. (2026). People and Nature Survey for England, 2020-2025. [data collection]. 12th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 9093,  
	2 Natural England. (2026). People and Nature Survey for England, 2020-2025. [data collection]. 12th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 9093,  
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	Differences in blue space use by personal characteristics 
	While just under a half of adults in England had visited a blue space in the past month, engagement varied by certain personal characteristics and attitudes. This section shows how blue space use in the past month varied between people across the following personal characteristics: 
	•
	•
	•
	 Income band, 

	•
	•
	 Area level deprivation (IMD decile),  

	•
	•
	 Health (presence of a long-term disability),  

	•
	•
	 Age band,  

	•
	•
	 Urbanicity (whether in an urban or rural area) 

	•
	•
	 Ethnicity,  

	•
	•
	 Education (highest qualification held),  

	•
	•
	 Current activity (in employment, self-employed, studying, etc), 

	•
	•
	 Access to a vehicle in the household. 

	•
	•
	 How important respondent feels it is to spend time in nature.  


	The following sections compare the percentage of those who reported a visit to a blue space and those who did not visit any natural space across these personal characteristics and attitudes to identify groups less likely to engage with blue spaces. Groups who visited other types of natural spaces are not included in the charts as the analysis is focused on exploring engagement with blue spaces.  
	 
	Differences in blue space use by importance of spending time in nature  
	One of the most pronounced differences in engagement with blue spaces was by attitudes to spending time in nature (Figure 2). People who felt that spending time in nature was very important to them were more likely to have visited a blue space in the last month. Among those who agreed with this statement, 52% had visited a blue space compared with 32% of those who disagreed and 30% of those who were neutral. People who disagreed or were neutral were also more likely to report no visits to any natural space 
	 
	Figure 2 Proportion of people who visited a blue space in the past month, by how important nature is to them (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M4_Q8 (d), How much do you agree or disagree with the following: Spending time in nature is very important to me.  
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	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were: NET agree (12,184), Neither agree nor disagree (1,948), NET disagree (763).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. People were asked to tell whether they agree or disagree on a scale from 1 - Strongly Agree to 5 -Strongly Disagree, the analysis grouped Strongly Agree and Agree into “Agree” and Strongly Disagree and Disagree into “Disagree”.  

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M4_Q8 (d) or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.   

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Base: all adults in England. This question was asked of random 20% of respondents (Module 4) so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 


	 
	Differences in blue space use by highest qualification held 
	Among socio-demographic characteristics, engagement with blue spaces in the last month varied most clearly by highest qualification held (Figure 3). People with higher qualifications were more likely to have visited blue spaces in the last month than those with no qualifications. Just over half of people with a university degree had visited a blue space (51%), compared with just over a third of people with no qualifications (34%). People with no qualifications were also much more likely not to have visited 
	 
	Figure 3 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by highest qualification held (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: Qualification. What is your highest level of qualification? 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were A university degree, (or above) (22,902), Any other qualifications (47,722), No qualifications (4,297). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to either the qualification question or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.   

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England.  


	 
	Differences in blue space use by household income 
	There was also a clear relationship between household income and visiting blue spaces in the last month. People with higher household incomes were more likely to report a blue space visit, rising from 38% in the lowest income group to 54% in the highest, as shown in Figure 4. The increase was steady across lower income bands and appeared to level off from around £60,000 and above, where reported visit rates remained consistently between 54% and 55%. People with lower household incomes were also more likely 
	 
	Figure 4 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by household income (%) 
	Chart notes  
	Source: Income. Which of the following best describes your total annual household income before tax? 
	L
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	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were £0–14,999 (11,387), £15,000–19,999 (8,179), £20,000–29,999 (15,254), £30,000–39,999 (11,964), £40,000–49,999 (8,929), £50,000–59,999 (6,281), £60,000–79,999 (6,072), £80,000–99,999 (3,210), £100,000-£149,999 (2,403), £150,000 + (965).  

	LI
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	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to either the household income question or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.   

	LI
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	4. Base: all adults in England.  


	 
	Differences in blue space use by local area deprivation (IMD) 
	Engagement with blue spaces was broadly similar across all levels of area deprivation, with about half of people reporting a visit in the last month across all IMD deciles (Figure 5). The proportion who had not visited any blue or green space in the last month also varied slightly, from 11% to 15%. Non-visitors were most common in the more deprived areas, at 15% in the most deprived IMD decile, and lower in the mid-to-less deprived deciles.  
	 
	Figure 5 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by local area deprivation (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: IMD decile derived from respondent’s home postcode.  
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	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were 1 - Most deprived (6,777), 2 (6,275), 3 (6,458), 4 (6,689), 5 (6,080), 6 (6,002), 7 (5,965), 8 (5,754), 9 (5,642), 10 - Least deprived (5,122). 
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	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.   

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England, IMD decile was only available for adults that provided valid postcode information.  


	 
	Differences in blue space use by access to vehicles in the household 
	There were clear differences in blue space use by whether people had access to a vehicle in their household (Figure 6). People in households with one or more vehicles were more likely to have visited a blue space in the last month, with 49% reporting a visit compared with 38% among people without vehicle access. People without access to a vehicle were also more likely to report no visits to natural spaces in the last month, at 21% compared with 11% of those with vehicle access. 
	 
	Figure 6 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by access to a vehicle in the household (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: No_of_Vehicles In total, how many cars or vans are owned, or available for use, by members of this household?  
	L
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	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were None (15,071), One or more (59,848).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. The question captures the number of cars or vans available to household members, with response options ranging from “None” to “Four or more.” For analysis, the data was simplified into a binary variable for access to any number of cars or vans or none in the household. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on the number of vehicles or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.  

	LI
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	5. Base: all adults in England. 


	Differences in blue space use by age 
	There were clear differences in blue space use by age (Figure 7). Visits were highest among the youngest adults, with 53% of people aged 16 to 24 reporting a visit in the last month. Reported visits then declined across older age groups, falling to 41% among those aged 65 and over. Older adults were also more likely to report no visits to natural spaces in the last month, at 21% in the oldest age group compared with 5% among those aged 16 to 24. 
	 
	Figure 7 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by age (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: Age What was your age last birthday? and Age_band. <…>which of these age bands do you fall into?  
	L
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	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were 16-24 (9,395), 25-39 (18,398), 40-54 (18,035), 55-64 (11,725), 65+ (17,368).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on their age or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England.  


	 
	Differences in blue space use by ethnicity 
	There were some differences in blue space use by ethnicity (Figure 8). Overall, people across all ethnic groups reported similar levels of not visiting any natural space in the last month, ranging from 10% to 13%. However, blue space engagement differed between groups. People identifying as Black or Black British were least likely to have visited a blue space, with 39% reporting a visit in the past month, compared with 48% of people identifying as White, who were the most likely to report a recent blue spac
	 
	Figure 8 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by ethnicity (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: Ethnicity. Which one of the following best describes your ethnic group or background?  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were White (63,211), Mixed (1,583), Asian or Asian British (4,629), Black or Black British (3,904), Any other ethnic group or background (565). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on their ethnicity or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.    

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England.  


	 
	Differences in blue space use by disability status 
	There were differences in blue space use by disability status, which broadly mirrored patterns seen for visits to green and natural spaces overall (Figure 9). People without a longstanding health condition were most likely to have visited a blue space in the last month, with 50% of them reporting it. Reported visits were similar among those whose condition did not affect their daily activities (49%), and slightly lower among those whose condition affected them a little (45%). People whose condition affected
	 
	Figure 9 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by disability status (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: lllnesses. Do you have any physical or mental health conditions or illnesses lasting or expected to last for 12 months or more? and Illnesses_Impact. Does your condition or illness reduce your ability to carry-out day-to day activities? 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were No health condition (51,396), Has a health condition - does not affect day-to-day activities at all (3,571), Has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a little (12,380), Has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a lot (7,210). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on their disability status or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England.  


	 
	Differences in blue space use by work status 
	Across employment groups, there were clear differences in whether people had visited a blue space in the last month (Figure 10). Recent visits were most common among fulltime students and those in employment or self-employment, with approximately half of people in these groups reporting it. Blue space visits were less common among people who were long-term sick or disabled (35%), and among the long-term unemployed group (37%). Patterns for reporting no visits mirrored this, with the highest rates among peop
	 
	Figure 10 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by work status (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: Work_Status. Are you…? Please select one option that best applies.  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were In full-time employment (31+ hours per week) (28,120), In part-time employment (Up to 30 hours per week) (10,813), Self-employed (3,873), Unemployed – less than 12 months (1,433), Unemployed (long term) – more than 12 months (2,138), Not working – retired (17,599), Not working – looking after house / children / other caring responsibilities (3,786), 

	Not working – long term sick or disabled (3,708), Student – in full-time education (3,087), Student – in part-time education (361). 
	Not working – long term sick or disabled (3,708), Student – in full-time education (3,087), Student – in part-time education (361). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on their work status or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England.  


	Differences in blue space use by urban–rural status of place of residence 
	There was a small difference in engagement with blue spaces by urban–rural status of place of residence with 50% of people living in rural areas reporting a visit to blue spaces in the past month compared with 48% among those living in urban areas (Figure 11).  
	 
	 
	Figure 11 - Proportion of population with visits to a blue space in the past month, by urban–rural status of place of residence (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: Derived from postcode data.  
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	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Urban (51,538), Rural (9,226). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.  

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England. Area type was only available for those who provided valid postcode information.  


	 
	Barriers to spending more free time outside 
	While the previous sections of this chapter examined patterns of engagement with blue spaces, this section focuses on how barriers to spending more time outdoors related to engagement with blue spaces. It examines reported barriers to spending more free time outside among people who visited blue spaces in the past month, alongside those who visited other green or natural spaces and those who reported no visits. Although the analysis distinguishes people based on their engagement with blue spaces, the questi
	Barriers to spending more free time outside among blue space visitors  
	Among people who had visited a blue space in the last month, the main barriers to spending more free time outside were poor weather, cited by 44%, and being too busy at work (29%) or at home (28%) (Figure 12). Physical health was a less common barrier but still affected some people (14%). Other barriers, including concerns about crime, cost, or mental health, were each reported by fewer than one in ten visitors. 
	 
	Figure 12 - Proportion of population reporting each barrier among blue space visitors (in the past month) (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M3_Q9. What, if anything, generally stops you from spending more free time outside in green and natural spaces?  
	L
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	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The sample for this question was 17,618. 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M3_Q9 or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.  

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England who visited a blue space in the past month. This question was asked of a random 50% of respondents (Module 3), so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 

	LI
	Lbl
	6. The barriers are listed from most to least frequently mentioned.  


	Barriers to spending more free time outside among blue space visitors, green space visitors, and non-visitors 
	Perceived barriers to spending more free time outside were broadly similar for people who visited blue spaces and those who visited other green or natural spaces (Figure 13).    Visitors to natural spaces, whether blue or green, were more likely to mention weather-related and time-related barriers. People who had not visited any natural space in the last month reported different barriers, particularly poor physical health, cited by 32%, and a lack of accessibility for people with disabilities, cited by 8%. 
	These findings suggest that people who already visit blue or green spaces face similar barriers, which mainly reflect everyday constraints such as time and weather. In contrast, people who do not visit natural spaces at all are more likely to face structural barriers or a lack of motivation to spend time outdoors, which may limit engagement with natural spaces altogether. 
	 
	Figure 13 - Proportion of population reporting each barrier by whether visited blue spaces in the past month, showing barriers more common among non-visitors (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M3_Q9. What, if anything, generally stops you from spending more free time outside in green and natural spaces?  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Visited a blue space (17,618), Visited other green or natural space (15,038). No visits in last month (4,562). Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M3_Q9 or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England. This question was asked of 50% of respondents, so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. “Stayed at home to stop coronavirus spreading / Government restrictions” was removed from the chart.  


	Perceived quality of local green and natural spaces  
	Perceptions of local green and natural spaces were generally positive among people who visited blue spaces, with between 67% and 77% agreeing with each positive statement about their local natural spaces (Figure 14). Views among people who visited other green or natural spaces were very similar to those of blue space visitors. However, people who had not visited any natural space in the last month were much less likely to agree with these positive statements: blue space visitors were consistently more likel
	The findings suggest that people who visit blue or green spaces tend to perceive their local natural spaces as higher quality and more accessible, while non-visitors report less positive views, although the data does not indicate whether positive perceptions encourage visits or result from them. 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	Figure 14 - Proportion of population agreeing with each statement about their local natural spaces (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M1_Q5, Now, thinking about green and natural spaces close to where you live, how much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were different per statement, they were: Visited a blue space (34,446-35,045), Visited other green or natural space (29,634-30,310), No visits in last month (8,113-8,543).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M1_Q5 or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England. 
	–
	–
	–
	 Blue space visitors: those who have visited a blue space (rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, coastline, sea) in the last month, or, 

	–
	–
	 Visitors to other green or natural spaces: those who visited a different type of natural space (urban green spaces, woodland or forest, allotments, grounds of a historic property or country parks) in the last month. 





	Comparing Blue and Green Space Visitors  
	This section examines how people who visit blue spaces differ from those who visit other green or natural spaces, using a statistical method known as logistic regression modelling. While earlier analysis describes overall patterns of blue space use, this section focuses on whether certain personal characteristics and attitudes are more strongly associated with visiting blue spaces specifically, rather than natural spaces more generally. By comparing blue space visitors with other natural space visitors who 
	Analytical Approach: Using regression modelling to explore differences between blue spaces and other natural spaces visitors  
	While descriptive analyses show how engagement with blue spaces varies across different population groups, they do not indicate which factors are most strongly associated with visiting blue spaces once other influences are taken into account. To address this, we conducted regression modelling to identify the key independent predictors of blue space engagement, assessing the relative importance of demographic, attitudinal, and contextual factors when considered simultaneously. 
	The analysis was limited to A-PaNS respondents who reported a visit to natural spaces in the last month and explored whether engagement with blue spaces is notably different from engagement with natural spaces in general, based on the personal characteristics and attitudes of the visitors available in the A-PaNS data.  
	Specifically, we estimated logistic regression models predicting whether a respondent had visited a blue space in the past month, compared with visiting other green and natural spaces. All candidate predictors were entered into the model together, allowing us to assess which factors remain most strongly associated with blue space engagement once the impact of all other predictors is accounted for. This approach provided insight into which characteristics and conditions were most predictive of engagement wit
	Defining the outcome variable 
	Respondents were asked which of a series of different types of places they had visited in the last month (M1_Q2). In this analysis, these have been grouped into two categories:  
	The analysis therefore aimed to answer the question: what sets blue space visitors apart from other natural space visitors? Those who did not visit natural spaces at all in the last month were excluded from this analysis. 
	Predictors included in the model 
	The model includes the following predictors: 
	-
	-
	-
	 Importance placed on spending time in nature,  

	-
	-
	 Perceived quality of local green and natural spaces, and  

	-
	-
	 Socio-demographic factors, including:  
	o
	o
	o
	 Age group,  

	o
	o
	 Ethnicity,  

	o
	o
	 Whether respondent has a longstanding health condition, 

	o
	o
	 Household income,  

	o
	o
	 Qualification levels,  

	o
	o
	 Employment status, 

	o
	o
	 Access to a vehicle in the household,  

	o
	o
	 Deprivation in the local area (IMD decile), and  

	o
	o
	 Urban/Rural status of the place of residence.  





	Further details of these variables and how they were selected can be seen in Appendix B.  
	To avoid high correlation between predictors included in the model, a scale was derived for perceptions of local green spaces, as responses to the individual items about local spaces quality were strongly correlated and reflected a single underlying construct. Internal consistency was high (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.905), supporting the use of a combined scale in the regression models. The combined items were the following:  
	a) Within easy walking distance  
	b) Good places for mental health and wellbeing  
	c) A high enough standard to want to spend time in  
	d) Good places for children to play  
	e) Places that encourage physical health and exercise  
	f) Good places to meet other people 
	g) Provide good opportunities to see nature 
	Research findings: Using regression modelling to identify drivers to blue space use 
	To ensure that all relevant predictors were considered while minimising the risk of overfitting, the analysis was conducted in stages. Predictors were first grouped into thematic domains reflecting conceptually related factors, including attitudes to nature and perceptions of local spaces, personal characteristics, socioeconomic circumstances, and area characteristics. Separate regression models were then run for each domain to identify which predictors within each thematic area were independently associate
	domain-specific models were taken forward into the final combined model (statistical significance was assessed using a 0.001 threshold).  

	All models were checked for correlation between predictors (multicollinearity) to ensure stable and interpretable estimates.  
	The final combined model showed that age, ethnicity, and attitudes towards nature were key factors associated with visiting blue spaces when all the other factors are considered. 
	Table 1 - Significance of each predictor corresponding thematic models 
	Predictors 
	Predictors 
	Predictors 
	Predictors 
	Predictors 

	Final model 
	Final model 

	Attitudes to nature 
	Attitudes to nature 

	Personal characteristics 
	Personal characteristics 

	Socio- economic circumstances 
	Socio- economic circumstances 

	Area characteristics 
	Area characteristics 



	Importance placed on spending time in nature 
	Importance placed on spending time in nature 
	Importance placed on spending time in nature 
	Importance placed on spending time in nature 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 


	Perceived local green space quality 
	Perceived local green space quality 
	Perceived local green space quality 

	- 
	- 

	Not significant 
	Not significant 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 


	Age 
	Age 
	Age 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 


	Ethnicity 
	Ethnicity 
	Ethnicity 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 


	Disability status 
	Disability status 
	Disability status 

	Not significant 
	Not significant 

	- 
	- 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 


	Household income 
	Household income 
	Household income 

	Not significant 
	Not significant 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 


	Qualification levels 
	Qualification levels 
	Qualification levels 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	Not significant 
	Not significant 

	- 
	- 


	Employment status 
	Employment status 
	Employment status 

	Not significant 
	Not significant 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 


	Household vehicle access 
	Household vehicle access 
	Household vehicle access 

	Not significant 
	Not significant 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	Significant 
	Significant 

	- 
	- 


	Deprivation in the local area  
	Deprivation in the local area  
	Deprivation in the local area  

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	Not significant 
	Not significant 


	Urban/Rural status 
	Urban/Rural status 
	Urban/Rural status 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	- 
	- 

	Not significant 
	Not significant 




	 
	After fitting the final logistic regression model, we estimated the predicted probability of having visited a blue space in the last month for each respondent, using the regression coefficients from the final model and respondents’ observed characteristics, to show how strongly different predictors are associated with blue space use. 
	For each predictor variable found to be important (age, ethnicity and attitudes to spending time in nature), we then calculated average predicted probabilities for each category of this variable (for example, each age group). This allowed differences between groups to be interpreted as differences in the likelihood of visiting blue spaces, after considering how other characteristics included in the model impact engagement with blue spaces. 
	Results are presented by comparing average predicted probabilities across groups, showing how blue space use varies by key factors in the Figure 15 below. The three characteristics found to influence the likelihood of people using blue spaces compared to other natural spaces in the past month were: 
	•
	•
	•
	 Importance placed on spending time in nature: Visitors who agreed that spending time in nature is important to them had higher predicted probabilities for visiting a blue space in the past month compared with those who disagreed or did not have a strong opinion. Around 56% of those who valued time in nature were predicted to visit a blue space in the past month, compared with around 44–46% of those who did not. 

	•
	•
	 Ethnicity: Visitors from the White ethnic group had a higher average predicted probability of visiting a blue space in the past month compared with other ethnic groups. Over a half (55%) of respondents identifying as White were predicted to visit a blue space in the past month, compared with between 45% and 47% among respondents from other ethnic groups. 

	•
	•
	 Age: Visits to blue spaces were slightly less common among people aged 40–54 and those aged 65 and over, with around 52–53% predicted to have visited a blue space in the past month, compared with around 55–56% in other age groups. 


	Overall, the regression analysis shows that engagement with blue spaces varied by certain personal characteristics and attitudes, most notably ethnicity and the importance individuals place on spending time in nature. People of White ethnicity and those who value spending time in nature were more likely to have visited a blue space in the past month than other natural space visitors, even after accounting for other factors. Differences by age were present but relatively modest. Beyond these factors, the lik
	This suggests that people who visit blue spaces are broadly similar to those who visit green or other natural spaces based on the characteristics included in the model. However, this does not mean that factors predicting engagement with blue spaces and green spaces are the same. The model explained only a small amount of the variation in blue space visitation (Cox-Snell pseudo R² = 0.017), suggesting that other factors not included in the analysis are likely to also shape people’s engagement with blue and g
	these factors may differently influence engagement with blue spaces compared with green spaces.  

	Additionally, the blue space engagement outcome variable was based on a question where respondents could have indicated visiting more than one type of place in the last month. This means that many people who visited a blue space also visited green spaces during the same period. As such, the two groups of visitors compared in the analysis were both engaging with green spaces. This overlap likely made it harder for the model to identify predictors that were specific to blue space engagement. 
	 
	Figure
	Figure 15 - Predicted probabilities for visiting a blue space in the past month 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M1_Q2. Which of the following type(s) of green and natural spaces have you visited during the last month? and regression modelling outputs from the analysis.  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The sample for this analysis were by Attitudes: Agree that time in nature is important to them (11,073), Feel neutral about spending time in nature (1,303), Disagree that time in nature is important to them (505),  Ethnicity: White (11,049), Mixed (264), Asian or Asian British (782), Black 

	or Black British (685), Any other ethnic group or background (101), by age: 16-24 (1,690), 25-39 (3,293), 40-54 (3,146), 55-64 (1,959), 65+ (2793). 
	or Black British (685), Any other ethnic group or background (101), by age: 16-24 (1,690), 25-39 (3,293), 40-54 (3,146), 55-64 (1,959), 65+ (2793). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” on questions about their attitudes, ethnicity or age or questions about their visits to green and natural spaces (M1_Q1) or types of destinations visited (M1_Q2) were excluded from the analysis.  

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past month. 


	Chapter Summary 
	Who visits blue spaces 
	 
	Blue space use was common across England; almost half of adults visited a blue space in the past month. Individuals with higher household incomes and those living in rural areas were more likely to engage with blue spaces. Other factors associated with a higher likelihood of visiting include holding positive attitudes toward nature, higher education levels, and access to vehicles within the household. 
	 
	Conversely, lower engagement with blue spaces was observed among people with lower incomes, those living in urban areas, individuals with limiting health conditions, and those without vehicle access. Additional factors such as being in full-time employment or education, older age groups, and certain ethnic backgrounds (specifically Black, Asian, or Asian British groups) were also linked to lower engagement. 
	 
	Barriers to visiting 
	 
	Barriers to spending more time outside were broadly similar for people who visited blue spaces and those who visited only green spaces. Among blue space visitors, poor weather and lack of time due to work or home responsibilities were the most common obstacles. While people who had not visited any natural space in the past month were more likely to cite physical health limitations, lack of interest, and a sense that local spaces were not good enough.  
	 
	Perceptions of local natural spaces  
	 
	In general, people who had visited a blue space in the last month had positive views of their local natural spaces, with between 67% and 77% holding a positive view of their local spaces in each of the seven areas of quality asked about. Perceptions of local area quality were similar between people who had visited a blue space in the last month and those who had only visited green spaces, however, non-visitors tended to have less favourable views of the quality of their local natural spaces. 
	 
	Key drivers of blue space visits  
	 
	Among people who had visited a green or natural space in the last month, the key drivers of having visited a blue space were ethnicity (White people were more likely to have visited a blue space than all other ethnic groups) and how important people feel it is to spend time in nature (those who feel it is important to spend time in nature were more likely to visit blue spaces). Age was also associated with visiting blue spaces. However, there was not a clear pattern towards older or younger people being mor
	 
	 
	Chapter 2: How People Use and Experience Blue Spaces 
	 
	This chapter examines how people in England use blue spaces by exploring what they do during actual trips to a blue space which they have recently made. It begins by exploring key characteristics of blue space visits, including activities in or near blue spaces, travel distance and mode of transport, whether visits are “exceptional” or routine, and how people spend money during the visits. To examine how the destination visited impacts visits characteristics, this chapter compares visits where a blue space 
	 
	The chapter then presents a segmentation of blue space visits. This approach groups similar visits together, with each segment representing a distinct type of blue space trip characterised by common experiences in the activities undertaken, reasons for visiting, and people’s overall impressions of the visit. Finally, the chapter examines which groups of people are more likely to go on each type of visit, considering differences by factors such as age, ethnicity, income, and location.  
	Research questions 
	1.
	1.
	1.
	 What activities do people take part in when they visit blue spaces? 

	2.
	2.
	 How far do people travel to reach blue spaces, and how do they travel there? 

	3.
	3.
	 How do people spend money when visiting blue spaces? 

	4.
	4.
	 Are visits to blue spaces experienced differently from visits to other natural spaces in terms of perceived quality of amenities in the space, its beauty and how routine or exceptional the visit was? 

	5.
	5.
	 What impact does spending time in blue spaces have on visitors in terms of perceived benefits of visiting a blue space? 

	6.
	6.
	 How do visits where a blue space is the main destination differ from visits where it is a secondary destination in terms of activities, travel patterns, perceptions, spending and reported benefits? 

	7.
	7.
	 How do visits to blue spaces compare with visits to other green and natural spaces, in terms of activities, travel patterns, perceptions, spending and reported benefits? 


	 
	Visits to Blue Spaces in the Last 14 Days 
	This chapter explores features of specific visits people made in the last 14 days. The analysis informing these findings focuses on A-PaNS respondents who had been on such a visit. As such, this analysis focuses on a group of people who are more likely to have been frequent visitors to natural spaces.  
	Throughout this chapter, the findings distinguish between visits to blue spaces in the same way as the analysis of visits in the last month: it includes trips to rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, coastline, and the sea. In addition, the analysis differentiates between blue space trips where the blue space was the main destination of the visit (i.e. the place they spent most time in) or a secondary destination.  
	This approach results in three types of visits, which are compared throughout this chapter:  
	•
	•
	•
	 Visits to blue spaces as the main destination: the place people spent the most time in was a blue space (20% of visits in the last 14 days), 

	•
	•
	 Visits to blue spaces as a secondary destination: the place people spent most time in was a green or natural space, but a blue space was also visited as part of this larger trip (8% of visits in the last 14 days),  

	•
	•
	 Visits to other green and natural spaces: the place people spent most time in was a green or natural space and no blue spaces were visited during the trip (around 72% of visits in the last 14 days).  


	The different trip classifications are presented below in Figure 16. 
	3
	3
	3 It should be noted that some visits where blue spaces are the main destination will also involve visiting other green space types as a secondary destination. This subgroup is not differentiated in the chart or analysed in the following chapter. 
	3 It should be noted that some visits where blue spaces are the main destination will also involve visiting other green space types as a secondary destination. This subgroup is not differentiated in the chart or analysed in the following chapter. 



	 
	Figure 16 - Proportion of population visiting a blue space in the past 14 days (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_Q2 Which of these best describes the main destination of your visit? and M2A_Q3 Did your visit include going to any other places? 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The sample for this question was 47,537. 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3 were excluded from the analysis. This question was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the last 14 days. This question was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 


	What activities do people carry out in or near blue spaces? 
	Activities during the most recent visit to blue space 
	Walking (67%), wildlife watching (31%) and eating or picnicking outdoors (21%) were the most common activities people reported during visits where blue spaces were the main destination (Figure 17). These activities accounted for most of the engagement with blue spaces, while blue‑space‑specific activities were less common: 6% of visitors reported fishing and 5% reported boating, water sports or swimming during their most recent visit. 
	 
	Figure 17 - Proportion of visits with blue spaces as their main destination involving each activity (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_Q8A. Which of these activities, if any, did you do on this specific visit?  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The sample for this question was 10,108.   

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on activities (M2A_Q8A) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 


	Activities during the most recent visit: comparing destinations  
	Most activities were reported at similar levels during visits to blue spaces and visits to green spaces (Figure 18). For example, walking, the most common activity across the destinations, was reported by seven in ten people during both blue space visits and green space visits. Fishing and water sports were reported more often during blue space visits, 
	over 5%, compared with 3% or less during greenspace visits. Eating or drinking out was also more common during blue space visits, reported by 28% of people compared with 16% for green spaces. When blue spaces were a secondary destination during a larger trip, visitors were more likely to report almost all activities compared with visits where blue spaces were the main destination, except for walking.  

	That some water‑based activities were recorded during visits categorised as being to green or natural spaces suggests there are limitations in how effectively the A‑PaNS destination question allows blue space visits to be identified. Many parks, nature reserves and country parks include lakes, rivers or canals, even though respondents do not classify these destinations as blue spaces. As a result, genuine blue‑space experiences, such as boating, swimming or fishing, can be reported at seemingly non‑blue‑spa
	 
	Figure 18 - Proportion of visits involving each activity by destination type (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_Q8A. Which of these activities, if any, did you do on this specific visit? 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (10,108), Visited blue space as secondary destination (3,147) Visited green or natural space (34,181). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on activities (M2A_Q8A) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

	LI
	Lbl
	6. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 


	How far do people travel to blue spaces? And on what modes of transport? 
	Distance travelled during the most recent visit 
	People generally travelled further for blue space visits than for green space visits (Figure 19). Almost half of green‑space visitors (48%) travelled less than 1 mile for their most recent trip, compared with 36% of blue‑space visitors. Journeys were longest when blue spaces were a secondary destination. In these cases, 21% of visitors travelled more than eleven miles, suggesting that blue spaces were often visited as part of longer or more complex trips. 
	Figure 19 - Proportion of visits by distance travelled and destination type (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_Q6. Approximately how far in miles did you travel to reach this place 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (10,122), Visited blue space as secondary destination (3,149), Visited green or natural space (34,259). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on distance travelled (M2A_Q6) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 


	 
	 
	Mode of travel during the most recent visits  
	Blue space visits were less likely to be made on foot and more likely to involve travel by car than visits to green and natural spaces (Figure 20). This pattern was consistent whether blue spaces were the main destination or part of a wider trip: 66% of green space visits involved walking, compared with 50% of blue space visits when the blue space was the main destination and 45% when blue space was a secondary destination. These findings suggest that blue space visits often required longer or less accessib
	 
	 
	Figure 20 - Proportion of visits made on different transport type by trip destination (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_SUB_Q1. What was the main form of transport you used to reach your main destination? 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,054), Visited blue space as secondary destination (935), Visited green or natural space (10,316).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to the questions on transport mode used (M2A_SUB_Q1) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	4.
	4.
	 Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 


	 
	Active and passive travel during the most recent visit 
	Overall, blue space visitors were divided fairly evenly between those who travelled to their destination on foot or bicycle (active travel) and those who used public transport or private vehicle (passive travel) as shown in Figure 21. However, people were more likely to use active travel modes when travelling to green spaces: 70% of green-space visits involved active travel compared with 51% (secondary destination) and 56% (main destination) for blue spaces. Accordingly, blue space visitors were more likely
	Figure 21 - Proportion of visits by main form of transport and destination type (%) 
	Chart notes: 
	Source: M2A_SUB_Q1. What was the main form of transport you used to reach your main destination? 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,035), Visited blue space as secondary destination (929), Visited green or natural space (10,250).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question on transport mode used (M2A_SUB_Q1) or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 


	 
	Comparing blue spaces visits with trips to other green or natural spaces 
	Impressions of most recent visit 
	In comparison with visits to green or other natural spaces, people were more likely to describe their blue space visits as special or exceptional, as shown in Figure 22. Blue spaces were also more often described as beautiful places by visitors, which is shown in Figure 23. These impressions were strongest when blue spaces were visited as a secondary destination, suggesting that people valued them as part of wider trips. 
	 
	Figure 22 - Proportion of visits perceived as exceptional by destination type (%) 
	 Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_SUB_Q1. Please move the slider to show how routine or exceptional this visit was to you personally. 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,009), Visited blue space as secondary destination (923), Visited green or natural space (10,153).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents rated their experience on a 1–5 scale from “routine” to “exceptional,” and the chart combines responses of 4 and 5 to show the proportion who found their visit exceptional. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question M2A_SUB_Q1 or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 30% of respondents with visits in the last 14 days so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere.  


	 
	Figure 23 - Proportion of visits where the place visited was perceived as beautiful by destination type (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_SUB_Q8. In your view, how beautiful was the place you visited on your most recent visit? 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,022), Visited blue space as secondary destination (925), Visited green or natural space (10,197).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents answered using a five-point scale from “Very beautiful” to “Not at all beautiful,” and the chart combines “Very beautiful” and “Beautiful” responses to show the proportion who found the place beautiful.  

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question M2A_SUB_Q8 or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 


	Quality of amenities at space visited most recently 
	A strong majority of people held positive views of the blue spaces they had visited across all domains asked about (Figure 24). Blue spaces were rated similarly to other green spaces, although they were seen as slightly better equipped. Secondary blue space visits stood out: they were viewed having better facilities, although also with more litter and mess.  
	 
	Figure 24 - Proportion of visitors who agreed with each statement about the quality of the amenities at space visited by destination type (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_SUB_Q7. Thinking about the place that you visited, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements.  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 


	The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (2,978-3,047), Visited blue space as secondary destination (918-934), Visited green or natural space (10,020-10,286). Sample sizes are presented as ranges because each quality statement has a slightly different base due to item‑level non‑response. Ranges are shown to avoid repetition and to demonstrate that bases are consistently robust across statements. 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	2. Respondents answered using a five-point scale from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree,” and the chart combines “Strongly Agree” and “Agree” responses to show the proportion who agreed with the statements.  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question M2A_SUB_Q7 or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 


	How much do visitors spend when visiting blue spaces? Does the type of blue space influence the level of spend, if so, how? 
	Spending during people’s most recent visit 
	Spending patterns varied by the type of blue space visited, and people reported spending money during the visit more often when visiting blue spaces. This was especially true when blue space was a secondary destination as a part of a wider trip to a green space (Figure 25). Forty-five percent of visitors to green spaces did not spend any money compared with 37% of people who visited a blue space as their main and only destination and 29% of those who visited as a secondary destination.  
	Food and drink were the most common expenses across the visit types. This type of spending was especially common when the blue space was visited as a secondary destination (46%) and when blue space was the main destination of the visits (38%). Other costs such as car parking and transport fares followed the same pattern, with higher spending when the blue space was a secondary destination and lowest for green space visits.  
	 
	Figure 25 - Proportion of visits that involved spending on each category by destination type (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_SUB_Q4A. Please select the items below that you spent money on at any point during this visit.  
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	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (3,053), Visited blue space as secondary destination (935), Visited green or natural space (10,317).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question M2A_SUB_Q4A or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 


	Spending during people’s most recent visit: comparison of blue spaces  
	A similar pattern in spending emerged when comparing different types of blue spaces (Figure 26). People were more likely to spend money when the blue space was a secondary destination as a part of a wider trip to a green destination. This was especially clear for beach or coastline visits, where spending was higher across almost all categories compared to other destination types. Spending money on food and drink, car parking and transport fares was more common during visits to beach or coastline as a second
	 
	Figure 26 - Proportion of visits that involved spending on each category by blue space destination type (%) 
	  
	 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_SUB_Q4A. Please select the items below that you spent money on at any point during this visit.  
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	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this question were Beach / other coastline / sea (main) (1,422), Beach / other coastline / sea (secondary) (253), River, lake or canal (main) (1,631), River, lake or canal (secondary) (684).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question M2A_SUB_Q4A or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to blue spaces in the past 14 days. This question was asked of 30% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Figures do not add up to 100% as people could select multiple answer options. 


	What is the impact of time spent in a blue space?  
	Most respondents reported positive outcomes from their recent visits to blue spaces, particularly in terms of physical and mental health (Figure 27). The proportion with a positive view was very similar to those visiting green or natural spaces, with the exception that  those visiting blue spaces as secondary destinations were more likely to agree that they learnt something new or challenged themselves – reported by 57% compared to around 40% where visits were to blue spaces as the main destination or to ot
	 
	Figure 27 - Proportion of visitors who agreed with each statement about visit’s impact by destination type (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_Q9. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements about this time spent outdoors …? I felt…. 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	2.
	2.
	 The samples for this question were Visited blue space as main destination (8,911-10,044), Visited blue space as secondary destination (2,914-3,128), Visited green or natural space (30,007-34,051). Sample sizes are presented as ranges because each quality statement has a slightly different base due to item‑level non‑response. Ranges are shown to avoid repetition and to demonstrate that bases are consistently robust across statements. 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents answered using a five-point scale from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree,” and the chart combines “Strongly Agree” and “Agree” responses to show the proportion who agreed with the statements.  

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to question M2A_Q9 or destination type visited during the most recent visit (M2A_Q2 or M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the past 14 days. 


	Segmentation of Visits to Blue Spaces by Reported Activities, Reasons for Visiting and Impressions from the Visit  
	Analytical approach  
	To understand more about how people in England use and value blue spaces, Latent Class Analysis (LCA) was used to identify distinct groups of blue space visits that share similar characteristics. LCA is a statistical method that allows to identify groups of visits that are as similar as possible within each group and as different as possible between different groups based on visit details given by A-PaNS respondents.  
	The analysis in this section focuses on A-PaNS respondents who reported a visit to green and natural spaces in the past 14 days and were asked details about their most recent trip. Focusing on engagement with blue spaces, segmentation analysis only uses a subsample of the most recent visits made in the past 14 days where the reported main or secondary destinations included rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, coastline, and the sea. This means that all visits in the segmentation analysis included visiting a blue
	The LCA was designed to identify distinct groupings of blue space visits. Because the focus was on the nature and experience of visits rather than visitor characteristics, we selected variables that directly describe what people did during trips to blue spaces, why they went, and how they perceived the visit. To measure these dimensions of visit experience, responses to the following survey questions about people’s most recent visit to a blue space in the last 14 days were incorporated into the model:  
	•
	•
	•
	 Activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), including:   
	o
	o
	o
	 Eating or drinking out or picnicking  

	o
	o
	 Playing with children  

	o
	o
	 Walking (including taking a dog for a walk) 

	o
	o
	 Cycling or Running 

	o
	o
	 Fishing  

	o
	o
	 Boating, Water sports or swimming outdoors  

	o
	o
	 Appreciating scenery from a car 

	o
	o
	 Sports and games 

	o
	o
	 Visiting an attraction 

	o
	o
	 Wildlife watching 

	o
	o
	 Horse-riding and shooting or hunting 





	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), including: 
	o
	o
	o
	 For physical health and exercise  

	o
	o
	 For mental health and well being  

	o
	o
	 To look after children or other family members  

	o
	o
	 To get fresh air  

	o
	o
	 To get a break from TV or other electronic devices  

	o
	o
	 To take a lunch break or break from work  

	o
	o
	 To walk a dog  

	o
	o
	 To learn something new, challenge myself or explore a new place  

	o
	o
	 To help someone else get outside  

	o
	o
	 To connect to nature or watch wildlife 





	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6): whether respondents perceived the visit as routine or exceptionally memorable experience. 


	Segments 
	The LCA identified six distinct segments of visits, each representing a different pattern of engagement with blue spaces. The distribution of the segments is presented in Figure 28, with each segment given a descriptive label that reflects its distinct characteristic activities, reasons and impressions. 
	 
	Figure 28 - Blue space visit segments (%) 
	Chart note:  
	Source: Variables included in the segmentation.  
	L
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	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The sample for this chart was 3,928.  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to blue spaces in the past 14 days. The analysis only included respondents who completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as question on impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  


	These results illustrate different ways in which people in England use and value blue spaces: from routine everyday walks to more purposeful visits centred on exercise, family time, wildlife watching, or multiactivity visits. The findings also show that activities undertaken during visits, reasons for visits and impressions of visits tend to align, suggesting distinct patterns of engagement with blue spaces in which what people do, why they visit and how they perceive the visit are closely linked. This sugg
	Below, all six segments are described in detail, highlighting the key features which define each group. 
	“Everyday walks” - 39% of visits in the last 14 days 
	Everyday walks were the most common type of blue space visit and were typically simple trips which formed part of people’s regular routines, supporting gentle physical activity and everyday wellbeing. 
	All visitors reported walking as their main activity, and very few mentioned doing anything beyond that. For a third of visitors (34%), the main reason for going outside was a dog walk, suggesting a routine and practical nature to these trips. People were also motivated by the desire to enjoy some fresh air (73%) and support their physical health (64%) and mental wellbeing (40%). These visits were less likely to be perceived as special: around a third of visitors (30%) described them as exceptional – the lo
	“Eating out and sightseeing trips” - 17% of visits in the last 14 days 
	These visits treated blue spaces as destinations for eating out and tourism-style activities and were perceived as special memorable days out.  
	Visitors often spent their time eating or drinking out or picnicking (70%), visiting nearby attractions (31%) or appreciating scenery from a car (24%). Wildlife watching was also notably common during these visits (24%). Visitors were typically motivated by a desire to get fresh air (61%), support their physical and mental wellbeing (38% and 38%) and feel more connected to nature and wildlife (31%). Together, these elements made the visits feel particularly memorable: 64% of visitors described their experie
	“Exceptional multi-activity visits” - 14% of visits in the last 14 days 
	These visits stood out as the most varied and memorable trips where blue spaces provided opportunity to take part in different activities, actively engage with water through fishing and swimming, learn new things and support mental wellbeing.  
	What set this group apart from other segments was the variety of activities people engaged in, and perception of these visits, with 85% of visitors describing them as exceptional – the highest proportion of any segment. Visitors reported various activities during their trips, including sports and games (52%), shooting, hunting and horse riding (42%), fishing (36%), boating water sports or swimming (32%), and visiting an attraction (31%). People’s reasons for these visits were similarly broad. Some reported 
	“Wildlife-focused visits” - 13% of visits in the last 14 days 
	These visits were characterised by a strong desire to connect with nature, with blue spaces offering settings for walking and observing wildlife that supported health and wellbeing among the visitors. 
	Wildlife watching defined this segment, with every visitor reporting it as their main activity, often accompanied by walking (71%). Many visitors came specifically to connect with wildlife (67%), support their physical health (62%), enjoy fresh air (55%) and support their mental wellbeing (54%). Around two in five visitors still described their experience as exceptional (41%). 
	“Active visits” - 8% of visits in the last 14 days 
	These visits were characterised by a strong focus on exercise and physical activity near water and active engagement with water, with blue spaces use supporting visitors’ health and wellbeing.  
	Most visitors in this group were outside running or cycling (61%). A notable percentage of visitors reported water-based activities such as fishing (15%) or boating, water sports or swimming outdoors (11%). This segment also included some of the highest levels of shooting, hunting, or horse riding compared with other visit types (13%). Visitors were largely motivated by the desire to enjoy fresh air (62%) and to support their physical and mental health (50% and 40%). Some found these visits special with jus
	“Family time outdoors” - 6% of visits in the last 14 days 
	These visits were centred around spending time with children and family by the water, where blue spaces were used for walks and eating out, while observing nature and making good memories.  
	Playing with children was the defining activity for most visitors (60%), and almost everyone in this group said they were outdoors to look after children or other family members (99%). Alongside play, many also spent time walking (71%), eating or drinking outdoors (36%), or 
	watching wildlife (30%). These visits were often described as special: around six in ten visitors described their outing as exceptional (59%). 

	 
	Segment Composition: Visitor Characteristics Across Blue Space Engagement Segments 
	This section examines the characteristics of individuals within each segment to understand who is more likely to engage and value natural space in different ways. It considers socio-demographic factors as well as individual attitudes, such as whether people agree that spending time in nature is very important to them and their reported access to green and natural spaces. Additionally, it checks whether engagement with blue spaces varies by season. 
	Age 
	Comparing engagement across age groups highlights meaningful differences in how people of different ages use and interact with blue spaces (Figure 29). 
	Younger visitors aged 16-24 and 25-39 years old, were more likely to report “Active visits” and “Eating out and sightseeing trips” to blue spaces compared to older age groups. People aged 25 to 39 were the group most likely to report “Family time outdoors” and “Exceptional multi-activity visits”, while those aged 65 and over rarely reported these types of engagement with blue spaces. At the same time, visitors over the age of 55 were more likely to report “Everyday walks” and “Wildlife-focused visits” by th
	Figure 29 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s age (%) 
	 
	Chart notes 
	Chart notes 

	L
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	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this variable were 16-24 (506), 25-39 (1,011), 40-54 (902), 55-64 (646), 65+ (863). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. The sample for this chart was 3,928.  

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  


	Rural or Urban status 
	There were also differences in engagement with blue spaces between people living in urban and rural areas (Figure 30). People living in rural areas were more likely to report “Wildlife-focused visits” by the water, with 27% doing so compared to 16% of urban residents. Urban residents were almost three times more likely to report “Exceptional multi-activity visits” than rural residents, at 13% and 4%. They were also twice as likely to report “Family time outdoors”, at 7% compared with 4%. 
	 
	 
	 
	Figure 30 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s Rural or Urban status (%) 
	Chart notes 
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	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this variable were Urban (2,833), Rural (494).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who 

	completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  
	completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  


	 
	Area deprivation (IMD decile) 
	Although household income was not associated with the type of blue space engagement people reported, engagement did vary by local area deprivation (Figure 31). People living in more deprived areas were more likely to report “Exceptional multi-activity” visits. Around 31% of those in the most deprived decile and 20% in the third most deprived decile reported this type of visit. This compared with fewer than 4% of people in the least deprived areas (the two least deprived deciles). In contrast, “Everyday walk
	 
	Figure 31 - Engagement with blue spaces by area deprivation (IMD decile) (%) 
	Chart notes 
	L
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	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this variable were 1 - Most deprived (377), 2 (382), 3 (372), 4 (401), 5 (329), 6 (333), 7 (330), 8 (281), 9 (298), 10 - Least deprived (224). 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  


	Work status 
	Engagement with different types of blue space visits varied by people’s current work status, even though there were no differences by education level (Figure 32). Students were most likely to go on “Eating out and sightseeing trips”, reported by 39%. Retired people were more likely to report “Everyday walks” (54%), while “Wildlife-focused visits” were particularly common among people who were long-term sick or disabled (26%), and among retired (22%) and unemployed people (24%). “Active visits” were most pre
	 
	Figure 32 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s work status (%) 
	Chart notes 
	L
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	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this variable were In full-time employment (31+ hours per week) (1,618), In part-time employment (Up to 30 hours per week) (555), Self-employed (248), Unemployed – less than 12 months (76), Unemployed (long term) – more than 12 months (81), Not working – retired (922), Not working – looking after house / children / other caring responsibilities (144), Not working – long term sick or disabled (137), Student – in full-time education (136).  

	LI
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	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  
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	5. “Student – in part-time education” group was excluded due to insufficient base size.  


	Ethnicity 
	There were some differences in engagement with blue spaces by ethnicity (Figure 33). “Wildlife-focused visits” and “Everyday walks” were common among individuals from White ethnic groups. “Exceptional multi-activity visits” were more common among individuals 
	from Asian or Asian British and Black or Black British groups, while “Active visits” and “Eating out and sightseeing trips” were reported most often by visitors from Black or Black British and Mixed ethnic groups.  

	 
	Figure 33 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s ethnicity (%) 
	Chart notes 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this variable were White (3,429), Mixed (69), Asian or Asian British (203), Black or Black British (160).  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	4.
	4.
	 Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  
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	5. “Any other ethnic group or background” group was excluded due to insufficient sample size. 


	 
	Disability 
	People with disability that affects their day-to-day activities a lot were more likely to report “Exceptional multi-activity visits” and “Family time outdoors” compared to other groups (Figure 34). However, “Everyday walks” were less common in this group.  
	 
	Figure 34 - Engagement with blue spaces by respondent’s disability status (%) 
	Chart notes 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The samples for this variable were No health condition (2,772), Has a health condition - does not affect day-to-day activities at all (186), Has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a little (611), Has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a lot (349). 
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	3. Respondents who selected “Don’t know” or “Prefer not to say” in response to questions included in the segmentation analysis (activities during the visit (M2A_Q8A), main reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5), impressions from the visit (M2A_SUB_Q6), or destination type for the most recent visit (M2A_Q2, M2A_Q3) were excluded from the analysis. 

	4.
	4.
	 Base: all adults in England with visits to either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ in the 14 days prior to taking part in the survey. The analysis only included respondents who completed the M2A sub‑module (asked of 30% of visits), as questions on impressions from the visit and reasons for taking the visit (M2A_SUB_Q5 and M2A_SUB_Q6) were asked there.  


	Other factors 
	There were no observed differences in relation to household access to a car, levels of education, household income, agreement with the statement that spending time in nature is very important, or the season in which the data were collected. 
	Chapter Summary 
	This chapter examined how people in England engage with blue spaces by exploring visit characteristics and comparing blue spaces to other visit destinations and providing a segmentation focused on visits to blue spaces only.  
	 
	Activities 
	 
	Blue space visits involved a broad range of activities, although walking remained the most common. People frequently reported walking, wildlife watching and eating outdoors during visits where a blue space was the main destination. Activities uniquely associated with blue spaces, such as fishing, swimming and water sports, were less common but still more frequent than during green‑space visits. When blue spaces formed part of a wider trip, people reported a wider mix of activities than when the blue space w
	 
	Travel patterns 
	 
	Trips to blue spaces usually involved longer journeys, most often made by car. In contrast, visits to green spaces were more likely to involve active travel, such as walking or cycling. 
	 
	Travel patterns showed that people tended to journey further for blue spaces than for green spaces. Green‑space visits were more often within one mile of home, whereas blue‑space visits were more likely to involve longer distances, and to be made by car. Correspondingly, active travel was more common for green‑space visits, suggesting that proximity remains an important driver of everyday use. 
	 
	Spending patterns and amenities 
	 
	Most visitors spent nothing, or only a small amount of money, during their trip, although blue space visits involved slightly higher spending. Spending was higher for beach visits than for trips to rivers, lakes, or canals. Regardless of visit destination, food and drink, followed by car parking, were the most common areas of spending.  
	 
	In terms of visit destinations’ amenities, blue spaces were rated similarly to green spaces, though blue spaces were more likely to be rated highly in some specific areas: whether the space felt welcoming and safe, and whether it had adequate facilities.  
	 
	Perceptions and impacts of visits 
	 
	Compared to green space visitors, blue space visitors were more likely to describe their experience as exceptional and to say they had visited a beautiful place. The vast majority of blue space visitors reported that the visit benefited their physical and mental health and helped them feel more connected to nature. Reported benefits were comparable to those from visiting green spaces. 
	 
	Blue spaces as a secondary destination 
	 
	When blue spaces were visited as a secondary destination, the trips tended to have several distinctive features. People on these visits tended to travel farther, spend more, and take part in a wider range of activities. Such visits were more often described as exceptional and beneficial for learning or challenging oneself. The places themselves were 
	more likely to be seen as beautiful, rich in wildlife, and having good amenities—although also more likely to be seen as having problems with vandalism, litter and dog mess. 

	Types of engagement with blue spaces  
	The analysis identified six distinct groups based on shared activities undertaken during the visit, reasons for the visit and impressions from it, ranging from exceptionally memorable visits packed with activities to routine everyday walks by the water. It demonstrated how people differ in their engagement with blue spaces, suggesting that different approaches to supporting engagement with blue spaces could be designed to reflect the diverse ways visitors interact with these environments. 
	For most people the most recent visit to a blue space was a simple everyday walk by the water (39%). After that, the next most common types of visits were eating out or sightseeing (17%), wildlife-focused trips (16%), and exceptional multiactivity visits (14%). Least common were family-oriented visits (6%) and exercise-focused active visits (8%). 
	Visitor characteristics across blue space engagement segments 
	Patterns of blue space use differed depending on people’s age, location, health, employment, and other personal circumstances: 
	•
	•
	•
	 Exceptional multiactivity visits were more common among 16–54 year-olds, urban residents, people in more deprived areas, people not working due to caring responsibilities, those in part-time work, people with disabilities, and individuals of Black or Black British or Asian or Asian British backgrounds. 

	•
	•
	 Wildlife-focused visits were more common among people aged over 55, people with limiting disabilities, rural residents, those retired or not working due to health reasons, and people of White backgrounds. 

	•
	•
	 Everyday walks were more common among people aged over 55, people in less deprived areas, retired people, and those of White backgrounds. 

	•
	•
	 Eating out and sightseeing trips were more common among younger adults, students, and people of Mixed or Black or Black British backgrounds. 

	•
	•
	 Family time outdoors was more common among people aged 25–54, urban residents, employed people, those unemployed short-term or caring for others, visitors with disabilities, and people of Mixed or Asian or Asian British backgrounds. 

	•
	•
	 Active visits that involved physical exercise were more common among young adults under 24, self-employed people, those long-term unemployed or in fulltime employment, and people of Black or Black British backgrounds. 


	Chapter 3: Experiences of Blue Space Users 
	Introduction 
	This chapter draws on insights from the qualitative focus groups to address the key questions for this element of the study. Building on the secondary analysis in the previous chapters, it provides further insights into the factors underpinning people’s views, motivations and uses of blue spaces. 
	The chapter explores five core questions: 
	1.
	1.
	1.
	 How do individuals use blue spaces and what are their motivations for visiting different types of spaces, including coastal, inland water bodies as well as green spaces which include some type of blue space? 

	2.
	2.
	 What do visitors value in different types of blue spaces? What factors determine whether individuals perceive a blue space as high quality or not? 

	3.
	3.
	 What factors influence what type of blue space individuals choose to use? Does the size of the blue space influence decisions about visiting? 

	4.
	4.
	 What barriers may prevent people from visiting blue spaces? What would encourage people to make greater use of blue spaces? 

	5.
	5.
	 What benefits do visitors gain from visiting blue spaces? 


	Participants were purposively selected to include a range of visit activities that could shape their views and experiences, including activities involving direct or indirect engagement with the water. This approach allowed us to explore participants’ views, motivations and uses in depth. The table below summarises how the focus groups were sampled. 
	 
	Table 2 - Focus Group participant characteristics 
	Focus Group 
	Focus Group 
	Focus Group 
	Focus Group 
	Focus Group 

	Primary sampling criteria 
	Primary sampling criteria 

	Activities 
	Activities 



	Indirect engagement group 
	Indirect engagement group 
	Indirect engagement group 
	Indirect engagement group 

	Indirect engagement with blue spaces only (i.e., activities that did not involve direct contact with the water). 
	Indirect engagement with blue spaces only (i.e., activities that did not involve direct contact with the water). 

	Eating or drinking out/ picnicking, visiting an attraction, appreciating scenery from the car, walking, cycling, running, sports and games (which are next to water), playing with children on a playground with water in the background 
	Eating or drinking out/ picnicking, visiting an attraction, appreciating scenery from the car, walking, cycling, running, sports and games (which are next to water), playing with children on a playground with water in the background 


	Direct engagement group 
	Direct engagement group 
	Direct engagement group 

	Direct engagement with blue spaces. This group could also include people who indirectly engaged with blue spaces and those who took part in wildlife‑related activities. 
	Direct engagement with blue spaces. This group could also include people who indirectly engaged with blue spaces and those who took part in wildlife‑related activities. 

	Boating, water sports (including, paddle boarding, canoeing, kayaking) or swimming outdoors; paddling with children/ playing with children by the beach/shore; and fishing 
	Boating, water sports (including, paddle boarding, canoeing, kayaking) or swimming outdoors; paddling with children/ playing with children by the beach/shore; and fishing 


	Wildlife engagement group 
	Wildlife engagement group 
	Wildlife engagement group 

	Wildlife‑related activities near water. This group could also include people who indirectly engaged with blue spaces. 
	Wildlife‑related activities near water. This group could also include people who indirectly engaged with blue spaces. 

	Wildlife watching in places with water, nature photography of places with water, connect to nature in places that include water, meditate/yoga next to water, and teaching children about nature next to water 
	Wildlife watching in places with water, nature photography of places with water, connect to nature in places that include water, meditate/yoga next to water, and teaching children about nature next to water 




	 
	 
	Research Findings 
	 
	Figure
	Figure 35 - Overview of qualitative research findings 
	How people define blue spaces 
	Users were generally unfamiliar with the term ‘blue space’ and felt it was misleading. As many natural water bodies are not visibly blue, the term did not intuitively signal water. Participants felt that a term emphasising the natural qualities of these environments, rather than their colour, would be more appropriate. 
	Despite initial unfamiliarity, people described blue spaces as having three qualities:  
	1.
	1.
	1.
	 They were natural or natural‑feeling bodies of water that supported wildlife. This included ponds, rivers, lakes and some man‑made reservoirs, while excluding highly engineered or chlorinated environments such as lidos. 

	2.
	2.
	 Had high water quality. Polluted bodies of water were not viewed as blue spaces. Participants reported that poor water quality made these areas less visually appealing and limited opportunities for water‑based activities. 

	3.
	3.
	 People felt that blue spaces needed to be of a meaningful size. Ponds and narrow streams were generally excluded. In green environments, the relative size of the water feature in relation to the greenery also influenced whether a space was perceived primarily as a blue space or as a green space. 
	–
	–
	–
	 Desk review: a review of the A-PaNS questionnaire wording, instructions, and module structure was conducted to evaluate how well the survey’s design supports the identification and analysis of blue‑space engagement. This included assessment of conceptual clarity, alignment with definitions of blue spaces, and the coverage of relevant behaviours and experiences. 

	–
	–
	 Analysis of A‑PaNS data: we analysed responses to existing A‑PaNS questions to test how consistently blue‑space visits can be identified through destination‑type data, activity items, and reported visit coordinates. This enabled us to evaluate the strengths and limitations of current measures for capturing engagement with blue spaces. In addition, we explored the feasibility and potential benefits of linking A‑PaNS location data with an external geospatial dataset. 

	–
	–
	 Focus groups: to complement the desk review and quantitative analysis, we have also drawn in data from focus groups, which provide qualitative insights into how people understand, describe, and classify their blue‑space experiences, and the implications this may have for survey measurement. 





	How do people use blue spaces 
	Blue spaces were used for a range of both water-based and waterside activities, most commonly walking. Other activities included running, hiking, swimming, paddle boarding, fishing and boating, as well as wildlife watching and picnics with children. Users engaged in these activities to support their physical and mental health, spend time with others, and connect with nature. 
	 
	Blue spaces supported users’ physical health 
	Blue spaces supported users’ physical health because they offered three key opportunities for people to be active in a variety of ways. 
	The physical characteristics of blue spaces encouraged different types of activities. Flat canal towpaths were popular for running or gentle walks, rivers acted as distance markers for marathon training, and waterfalls or reservoirs provided variety and challenge for longer hikes. 
	Blue spaces also offered accessible activities for those with health conditions. Swimming was often described as a low‑impact activity users could maintain when other exercise felt difficult, and many noted that being outdoors and breathing fresh air helped them manage respiratory symptoms. 
	“I've got rheumatoid arthritis, so I used to love going for long walks, but I can't really do that anymore. But swimming is something I can still do physically, so it's great exercise for me and a sort of safe way with joint issues” (Direct engagement group) 
	Finally, blue spaces supported regular physical activity because people could easily build them into their daily routines. River and canal paths offered attractive routes for commuting or travelling between places, making everyday movement more achievable. 
	Blue spaces supported users’ mental health 
	Blue space users also drew on the calming and restorative qualities of blue spaces to support their mental health. The sensory features of these places, such as natural sounds, expansive views and the power of the sea, helped users step back from daily pressures and feel more connected to nature. This was especially important for people living in cities, who had limited access to natural environments. These sensory qualities also created space for users to slow down and reflect during emotionally difficult 
	“For me it is getting out of my head and into my body and using it as a form of meditation” (Direct engagement group) 
	Blue spaces supported social interaction and connection with nature 
	Blue spaces provided important settings for social interaction and shared experiences, whether users were engaged in water-based or waterside activities. Those who spent time in the water, for example swimming, paddle boarding or taking part in full moon swims, preferred doing these activities with others for practical and social reasons. Practically, some joined others for safety, particularly in areas with strong tides or during the darker winter months. Socially, others took part with friends or family b
	Social interaction also took place among users spending time by the water, and this happened in both planned and spontaneous ways. Planned activities included picnics with children, walks that included cafés or pubs, and fishing. Users valued these settings because they offered low‑cost and informal places to socialise. In contrast, spontaneous interactions involved short, friendly exchanges that people described as positive and uplifting. Users valued these moments because they occurred between a wide rang
	“I feel really connected to my community when I’m spending time in these spaces.” (Wildlife engagement group) 
	People also valued blue spaces as a way to connect to nature because it allowed them to see wildlife in its natural habitat. Activities such as watching birds and other animals were central to many visits and often encouraged people to spend longer periods in blue spaces. 
	“Water is also a magnet for wildlife, particularly birds. So, if I'm going on a walk along the river, in the water meadows there's always wildlife that you can spot and that's incredibly interesting and adds to the experience.” (Wildlife engagement group) 
	How external and contextual factors affected usage 
	External factors such as the weather, and contextual factors, such as the size and location of blue spaces, affected people’s usage.  
	Weather and seasonal changes affected usage of blue spaces 
	Weather and seasonal changes affected users’ comfort and perception of safety, leading them to reduce and change how they used blue spaces.  
	Similarly to green spaces, rainy, cold or windy weather generally made people spend less time in blue spaces, particularly in open and exposed areas where conditions felt harsher. In contrast, warmer and drier weather, encouraged people to spend more time in these spaces. Participants described taking detours to seek out blue spaces within green ones, sitting with friends, or having picnics when the weather allowed.  
	Seasonal changes also influenced people’s sense of safety. In winter, rougher water made open-water swimmers and paddle boarders turn to calmer alternatives such as lidos or lakes. Reduced daylight further limited use, especially among women, who felt less safe in darker or more secluded blue spaces. As a result, some users restricted their use to lighter months:  
	“It feels like as it gets darker, you just get pushed inside that little bit more … as soon as the weather changes, I stopped running till spring now” (Direct engagement group) 
	Large and local blue spaces encouraged use 
	The size and location of blue spaces affected people’s usage. Users tended to visit blue spaces that were closest to them more frequently because of the convenience of a short journey time, and the ease of fitting a visit within their day. However, participants were willing to travel further for blue spaces that were larger or by the coast. Larger spaces were described as more therapeutic and more enjoyable for activities such as running or swimming. Both inland and coastal users felt the coast was worth tr
	How features within blue spaces affected usage 
	Features specific to a blue space affected how and whether users visited a blue space. These factors included maintenance, accessibility, facilities and amenities, activities and events, and the presence of other people, and these were largely similar to those reported for green spaces. This section explores each of these factors, finding that different users are encouraged by different features.   
	Poorly maintained blue spaces discouraged usage  
	Poor maintenance of blue spaces affected their attractiveness and safety, either reducing the time users spent there or stopping them visiting at all. The sight of litter and overflowing bins reduced users’ enjoyment and discouraged them from staying for long. For users who engaged in activities on the water, news alerts of sewage dumps in local blue spaces made them avoid these areas altogether until the water quality had improved.  
	'I don't want to see a crisp packet and mistake it for a kingfisher' (Wildlife engagement group) 
	Accessible blue spaces encouraged usage 
	As with green spaces, accessibility was also a consideration, as users wanted blue spaces to be easy to get to and easy to navigate once there. Users wanted free, available parking that was located close to the blue space. This was especially important for wild swimmers and those with physical disabilities as they did not want to have to travel far on foot to reach the water.  
	Users wanted a balance between natural, rugged surroundings and paths that were easy to use. They preferred paths to be flat and free from obstacles such as fallen trees, while expecting areas off the path to remain largely unmaintained. They also wanted adequate signage, including directional information, details about the location, and warnings about water. 
	Preferences for amenities and facilities varied across different groups of users 
	The preference for amount and type of facilities and amenities varied by users. Users who enjoyed walking or taking part in water‑based activities at nature spots preferred fewer facilities because they felt these would reduce the space’s natural feel. However, they still 
	wanted nearby amenities such as a pub or café they could visit after their activity, as long as these were not located within the blue space itself. 
	Alternatively, users with children wanted a variety of facilities and amenities. This included toilet blocks, water fountains, mobile data connection, and a place to buy an ice cream or snack for their children.  

	“…you find somewhere to park the car, then you enjoy the blue space, and then there's some sort of incentive at the end like the proximity of a pub” (Indirect engagement group) 
	Affordable activities and events attracted users 
	Users wanted the option to visit blue spaces that offered a range of affordable activities and events. They valued spaces that provided water‑based activities such as paddle boarding, swimming and canoeing, as long as these activities were low cost and did not impact the natural beauty of the space. Users with children were also drawn to family activities, including events such as Easter egg hunts or pond dipping. However, some users preferred more secluded blue spaces and valued the option to visit areas w
	Visitor behaviour affected whether people chose to spend time in blue spaces 
	The presence of other people both discouraged and encouraged different groups of users, while anti‑social behaviour discouraged all users. Users who visited with friends or family often enjoyed friendly interactions and seeing members of their community. In contrast, people who sought secluded natural spaces preferred to encounter as few other visitors as possible. People were discouraged from visiting blue spaces when they became busy or when anti‑social behaviour was present, and this was similar to how p
	“'I just want to swim and listen to the seagulls and not have to listen to other people's choice of music'” (Direct engagement group) 
	Encouraging greater use of blue spaces 
	Users identified several ways to encourage greater use of blue spaces and broadly reflected the views of green space users. These focused on improving safety, enhancing quality and maintenance, protecting the environment, improving accessibility, and providing more or better amenities and facilities. 
	 
	Improved safety 
	Improved safety measures could help people use blue spaces more often throughout the year. Better lighting along rivers, canals and towpaths would help early morning and evening visits feel safer, especially during the winter months. Users also said that clearer physical safety measures, including lifeguards at beaches and more visible rescue equipment, would encourage them to visit more often. Organised group activities, such as evening walking groups, could also increase feelings of safety in low‑light co
	Improved quality, maintenance and environmental protection 
	Improved maintenance and clearer rules would encourage people to return to blue spaces. Users said that routine upkeep helped these areas feel clean and welcoming. They highlighted regular litter collection as especially important. They also wanted clearer rules on barbecues, noise and littering, and consistent enforcement of these rules. People felt that these measures would improve their experience and increase their likelihood of future visits.  
	Users also said that stronger action on water quality would encourage people to use blue spaces more often, particularly those who engaged in water-based activities. Reducing sewage discharges through clearer regulation and firmer enforcement would help people feel safer entering the water.  
	“What's interested me about this discussion has been how… everyone… has almost immediately sprang on to pollution and water cleanliness… that would be the biggest message that could go back to the sponsors of this research” (Direct engagement group). 
	Improved accessibility 
	Improved accessibility is likely to help people visit blue spaces more regularly in future. Users said that affordable travel options, such as free or low‑cost parking and cheaper bus fares would make it easier to reach blue spaces. However, some users also felt that paid transport could help reduce overcrowding at popular sites. 
	“Locally there is a beach that is very busy, but you can get a £3 ferry from there to a location that is always really quiet. It's absolutely delightful, really really nice vast space... I'm very happy to pay £3.50 and have a much superior day” (Wildlife engagement group) 
	Similarly, users said that well maintained paths and clear information would help them use blue spaces safely and confidently. They explained that clearing fallen trees, repairing uneven surfaces and managing overgrown vegetation would make routes easier to navigate. Users also wanted clear and accessible information. They said that path difficulty ratings, digital maps and reliable water quality updates would help them plan visits and feel more assured when using these spaces. 
	 
	More or improved amenities and facilities 
	Furthermore, users said that improved amenities and facilities would encourage them to spend longer at blue spaces. They explained that everyday amenities, including clean toilets, water fountains, seating and reliable mobile data access, made busy local sites more comfortable to use, especially for people visiting with children. Some people also felt that seasonal food stalls could enhance visits and attract more visitors. 
	Users also said that organised activities and events would help people spend more time in these areas. They described how family days involving canoeing or raft building, and guided walks for people unfamiliar with a place, made blue spaces more appealing and accessible. People also wanted access to places where they could hire paddleboards and kayaks. However, they emphasised that these activities needed to remain affordable and should not compromise the natural environment. 
	Chapter Summary 
	Each section below addresses one of the five research questions that guide the qualitative research presented in this chapter, drawing together findings from the focus groups to explain how people use blue spaces, what they value in them, what shapes their choices about where to visit, what prevents or enables use, and the benefits people gain from spending time in these environments. 
	How people use blue spaces and why they visit them 
	People used blue spaces for a wide range of waterside and water‑based activities, most commonly walking, as well as running, swimming, paddle boarding, fishing, boating, wildlife watching and picnicking. People visited them because they supported physical and mental health, social connection and engagement with nature. Blue spaces promoted physical health by enabling a variety of physical activities, while people reported that their calming and restorative qualities, including natural sounds, expansive view
	What visitors value in blue spaces 
	People valued blue spaces that felt natural, clean and supportive of wildlife, and these qualities strongly shaped perceptions of quality. Clean water, abundant wildlife and attractive views were central to what made a blue space appealing, while pollution and litter quickly reduced enjoyment and deterred further visits. Accessibility and amenities mattered differently across groups: families and people with mobility needs valued toilets, clear paths and seating, while others preferred more minimally manage
	 
	What influences the type of blue space people choose 
	People chose different blue spaces depending on their proximity, size and suitability for specific activities. Local blue spaces were important for routine activities such as walking, running or spending time outdoors during the day, because they were easy to visit frequently. Larger inland waters and the coast encouraged longer trips because they felt more scenic, offered more varied activities and provided a stronger sense of escape. Weather, season and daylight also influenced which spaces people chose, 
	What prevents people from visiting blue spaces (and what would encourage greater use) 
	People were discouraged from visiting blue spaces when they felt unsafe, when water or environmental quality was poor or when spaces lacked maintenance. Poor lighting, reduced visibility in winter and concerns about anti‑social behaviour made some places feel less safe, particularly for women. Litter, pollution and sewage warnings reduced enjoyment and, for some people, stopped visits entirely. 
	People identified several ways to encourage greater use of blue spaces, focusing on safety, quality and maintenance, accessibility, and amenities. Improved safety measures, such as better lighting, visible rescue equipment and organised group activities, would help people feel more confident using blue spaces year‑round. Improved maintenance, clearer rules and enforcement around littering and anti‑social behaviour, and stronger action on water quality would help blue spaces feel cleaner, safer and more welc
	How do people benefit from visiting blue spaces 
	People gained a wide range of physical, mental and social benefits from spending time in blue spaces. Many people felt that blue spaces supported their physical health by offering enjoyable and accessible places for exercise, movement and fresh air. Others emphasised the mental health benefits, describing blue spaces as calming, restorative and helpful for dealing with stress, grief or difficult emotions. People also valued social contact, both planned and spontaneous, and felt that spending time around wat
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	Glossary 
	A‑PaNS  
	The Adults’ People and Nature Survey for England (A-PaNS) is a continuous online survey of adults aged 16 and over in England. It collects information on adults’ use of green and natural spaces, their attitudes towards nature, and, in Module 3, their reports about children’s outdoor activities.  
	Blue spaces  
	Blue spaces are outdoor environments, natural or man-made, that prominently feature water. A‑PaNS identifies these through two destination types – ‘river, lake or canal’ and ‘beach, coastline or sea’ – which capture most, but not all, blue‑space experiences. In this report blue spaces are defined as outdoor environments – either natural or manmade – that prominently feature water and are accessible to humans either proximally (being in, on, or near water) or distally (being able to see, hear or otherwise se
	C-PaNS 
	The Children’s People and Nature Survey (C-PaNS) is a survey of children aged 8 to 15 in England. Children answer questions directly about their experiences outdoors, the types of places they visit, and how they feel about nature. It is conducted in two seasonal waves each year. 
	Green and natural spaces  
	Green and natural spaces are defined in PaNS as green and blue spaces in towns and cities (e.g. parks, canals); the countryside (e.g. farmland, woodland, hills and rivers); the coast (e.g. beaches, cliffs) and activities in the open sea. Visits to those can be of any duration (including short trips to the park, dog walking etc.). They do not include: gardens; outside spaces visited as part of someone’s employment; or spaces outside the UK. 
	IMD  
	The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is the official measure of relative deprivation in England, assessing small areas known as Lower-layer Super Output Areas (LSOAs) (Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government (2018 to 2021), 2019). It ranks areas from the most to the least deprived based on a combination of seven weighted domains: Income, Employment, Health Deprivation and Disability, Education, Crime, Barriers to Housing and Services, and the Living Environment. The IMD is part of the broader
	PaNS 
	People and Nature Surveys of England (PaNS) is a programme of surveys run by Natural England that collects data on how adults and children use and experience natural spaces. It includes A-PaNS for adults and C-PaNS for children.  
	 
	Appendix A. Recommendations for a Blue Space Module 
	This appendix explores how effectively the People and Nature Survey for England (A‑PaNS) captures people’s engagement with blue spaces and identifies options for improving the quality and depth of blue spaces related evidence collected within the survey. For the purposes of this appendix, blue spaces are defined as outdoor environments that prominently feature water. This definition is intentionally broad and includes both natural and man‑made settings where water is a noticeable, defining characteristic of
	The appendix first reviews the existing methods used in A‑PaNS, which ask people about their use of blue spaces. It assesses the benefits of the current approach, as well as its gaps and limitations. It also investigates whether existing survey responses offer insight into how effectively blue space-related time spent in nature is captured, and whether this approach might be augmented through the use of geospatial data to provide a more comprehensive measure of whether or not people have visited blue spaces
	Drawing these strands together, the appendix evaluates the extent to which A‑PaNS, in its current form, provides meaningful insight into people’s engagement with blue spaces, and where it may fall short. This assessment forms the basis for a set of practical recommendations for strengthening blue‑space measurement in A-PaNS, ranging from refinements to existing survey questions to the potential introduction of a dedicated blue space module. 
	Methods 
	The following strands of work feed into this appendix:  
	Measurement of Blue Spaces in A-PaNS 
	Survey questions 
	A‑PaNS does not specifically ask about or provide a definition of “blue spaces”, nor does it use the term within respondent instructions or question wording. Instead, the survey consistently refers to “green and natural spaces,” within which blue space environments are implicitly included. Because respondents are not prompted to think about blue space as a distinct category, their responses throughout the survey may mix green and blue space experiences.  
	Because most questions in A‑PaNS ask about the more general category of “green and natural spaces”, the survey typically cannot distinguish blue space related attitudes and behaviours, for example in: 
	•
	•
	•
	 perceptions of blue‑space quality, 

	•
	•
	 specific barriers or motivations related to water-based environments, 

	•
	•
	 distinctive benefits associated with blue‑space visits, or 

	•
	•
	 attitudes or behaviours uniquely related to blue‑space use. 
	–
	–
	–
	 Destination‑type questions: where “River, lake or canal” and “Beach / coastline / sea” can be selected. 

	–
	–
	 Activity questions: where some water-based activities (e.g., swimming, boating, fishing) are included. 





	Consequently, almost all attitudinal and quality‑of‑environment measures (e.g., perceived local quality, landscape character, nature connectedness, general benefits of outdoor time) cannot produce blue space‑specific insights. 
	However, blue spaces can be identified more directly in two question areas:  
	These questions provide the only systematic route for specifically identifying potential blue‑space visits. However, they do not identify whether water was central or incidental during the experience and may miss blue spaces that exist within wider green space destinations (for example, parks with ponds, woodlands with rivers). 
	Using destination questions to identify blue space visits 
	The destination list is the primary mechanism for classifying a visit as blue space related (see Table 3 below). This approach can identify whether someone made a blue space trip in the last month or in the last 14 days. However, the list of blue space-related settings asked about is narrow and may exclude settings that meet the broad definition of blue spaces used in this report (“outdoor environments that prominently feature water”). An example of this might be smaller, inland bodies of water, such as pon
	Table 3 - A-PaNS destination types used to identify blue space visits 
	Respondents selected any destinations they had visited from the list below. 
	Respondents selected any destinations they had visited from the list below. 
	Respondents selected any destinations they had visited from the list below. 
	Respondents selected any destinations they had visited from the list below. 
	Respondents selected any destinations they had visited from the list below. 


	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Urban green space (such as a park, field or playground)  




	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	2. Grounds of a historic property or country park  




	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	3. Allotment or community garden  




	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	4. Woodland or forest  




	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	5. River, lake or canal  




	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	6. Hill, mountain or moorland  




	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	7. Beach / other coastline / sea  




	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	8. Nature / wildlife reserve  




	TR
	TH
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	9. Fields / farmland / countryside 
	–
	–
	–
	 how many people engaged in water‑based activities, 

	–
	–
	 whether engagement in such activities varies by respondents’ personal characteristics or by features of the visit, and 

	–
	–
	 whether particular types of blue spaces are associated with specific forms of recreation. 









	Several other destination categories may also include water features, such as “Nature / wildlife reserve,” “Urban green space,” “Grounds of a historic property or country park,” or “Hill / mountain / moorland”, but the survey does not directly capture whether water was present. For example, a walk through a local countryside that includes time spent beside a river may be classified as “Fields / farmland / countryside,” with no indication that water was present. Without follow‑up questions specifically probi
	For visits that are identified as blue spaces, it is then possible to report on the characteristics of those visits, including their duration, cost, travel mode and journey time, activities undertaken, reasons for going, and perceived benefits. In addition, it is possible to analyse some of the qualities of the space visited, such as how beautiful people considered the location to be.  
	Using activity questions to identify blue space experiences 
	Respondents are also asked what activities they engaged in during their recent visits (Module 2 only). Some of these activities are water‑specific (e.g. swimming, paddling, boating) and therefore provide additional data on engagement with blue spaces. These items allow analysts to explore: 
	However, many non‑water‑based activities (e.g. walking, picnicking, wildlife watching) can also take place in blue‑space settings. Because the survey does not link reported activities to the type of environment in which they occurred, it is not possible to determine where a given activity took place. This means that while water-specific activities indicate direct engagement with blue spaces, many forms of engagement remain indistinguishable from general nature use unless explicitly tied to a blue space dest
	Analysis of survey responses related to blue space engagement 
	One way to understand whether blue space visits are being missed using the current destination questions is to see whether people report any specifically blue space-related activities while visiting non-blue space destinations. This analysis showed that among trips made to a green or natural space 3% were reported to have involved boating, water sports or swimming outdoors and 3% involved fishing, compared to 6% and 5% when people were visiting blue spaces. This suggests that some blue space visits are like
	Another perspective is to consider which green space destinations are compatible with these blue space type activities. The figure below shows the percentage of visits which involved either boating, water sports or outdoor swimming and fishing, depending on which type of blue space the trip had been made to. These blue space activities were most common in allotments or community gardens, hills, mountains and moorland, wildlife reserves and the grounds of historic properties or country parks.  
	 
	Figure
	Figure 36 - Proportion of visits in the in the past 14 days which involved a blue space activity (%) 
	Chart notes 
	Source: M2A_Q2 Which of these best describes the main destination of your visit? and M2A_Q8A) Which of these activities, if any, did you do on this specific visit?   
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Data collected between April 2022 and March 2025. 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. The sample for this question was 34,181.  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Base: all adults in England with visits to green or natural spaces in the last 14 days. This question was asked of 90% of respondents so sample sizes are smaller than elsewhere. 
	–
	–
	–
	 Scenario 1: All blue spaces over 50m² or 50m in length. 

	–
	–
	 Scenario 2: Substantial blue spaces only (≥0.5 hectares or ≥250m walkable length). 

	–
	–
	 Scenario 3: Substantial blue spaces excluding those accessible only via A or B roads. 





	 
	Overall, these findings show that while A‑PaNS allows blue‑space visits to be identified, it does so only partially. The survey captures many key destination types and experiences but is not able to detect all visits where water was present or meaningful to respondents. As a result, the measures used provide a valuable but incomplete picture and will therefore likely represent a conservative estimate of people’s engagement with blue spaces in England. 
	Can Geospatial Data Capture Visits to Blue Spaces?  
	As part of this review, we also explored how effectively the geospatial data collected through A‑PaNS can be used to understand blue‑space engagement, and the extent to which the usefulness of this data can be enhanced by linking it to external spatial datasets. Respondents who made a visit to a green or natural space in the past 14 days are asked to identify the location of their most recent visit using a map‑based interface. This provides a set of geo‑coordinates for each visit, although it is important t
	Because A‑PaNS does not directly identify whether a visit location is a blue space, we linked the survey’s visit coordinates to Defra’s  dataset. This dataset identifies locations from which people are likely able to reach or walk alongside blue‑space features such as rivers, canals, lakes, and coasts. Defra classifies these access points under three scenarios of increasing strictness: 
	Blue Space Access Points
	Blue Space Access Points


	How well visit locations aligned with blue‑space access points 
	Linking A‑PaNS data with the access‑point dataset showed that, under stricter definitions of blue spaces (Scenarios 2 and 3), visits that respondents reported as being to blue space destinations were, on average, closer to Defra-identified blue space access points than visits reported as being to other green or natural spaces. This suggests that the geospatial data reported through A-PaNS reflects meaningful patterns in blue space visiting when it is verified against known physical access points. 
	However, two key limitations emerged: 
	1.
	1.
	1.
	 Blue space visits could not be identified using geodata alone. Some visits that respondents classified as blue space destinations were located relatively far from blue space access points. Conversely, many visits reported as non-blue space destinations occurred close to an access point, especially visits to urban green spaces and nature / wildlife reserves. This indicates that spatial proximity to water is not a reliable proxy for whether respondents experienced their visit as a blue space visit. 

	2.
	2.
	 Ambiguity may arise from both survey responses and coordinate accuracy. Where reported destinations did not align well with the nearest type of blue space, it was not possible to determine whether discrepancies were due to errors in self‑reported geocoordinates or respondents differently interpreting what the “destination” of their visit was (e.g., visiting a park with a lake but classifying the destination as a park rather than a blue space). 


	Summary of geospatial data  
	Overall, while the geospatial analysis demonstrates that linking A-PaNS visit locations with external datasets can provide meaningful supplementary evidence, it cannot fully compensate for limitations in how blue‑space engagement is currently captured within the survey itself, because it cannot reliably classify blue‑space visits on its own. It also highlights gaps in the current survey questions, as many visits near water (or, blue space access points) are not reported as blue space destinations. 
	What do People Think of as Blue Spaces? 
	Drawing on the blue space user focus groups, users were generally found to be unfamiliar with the term ‘blue space’ and to feel it was misleading. As many natural water bodies are not visibly blue, the term did not intuitively signal water. Participants felt that a term emphasising the natural qualities of these environments, rather than their colour, would be more appropriate. 
	Despite initial unfamiliarity, people described blue spaces as having three qualities:  
	4.
	4.
	4.
	 People felt that blue spaces needed to be of a meaningful size. Ponds and narrow streams were generally excluded. In green environments, the relative size of the water feature in relation to the greenery also influenced whether a space was perceived primarily as a blue space or as a green space. Mixed areas (e.g. forests with lakes or rivers) were often perceived primarily as green spaces. 

	5.
	5.
	 Setting also mattered. Spaces in rural areas as opposed to heavily built-up urban ones (such as city-centre rivers or canals) were more likely to be perceived as blue spaces.  

	6.
	6.
	 High water quality was key. Polluted bodies of water were not viewed as blue spaces. Participants reported that poor water quality made these areas less visually appealing and limited opportunities for water‑based activities. 

	7.
	7.
	 They were natural or natural‑feeling bodies of water that supported wildlife. This included ponds, rivers, lakes and some man‑made reservoirs, while excluding highly engineered or chlorinated environments such as lidos. 
	–
	–
	–
	 Natural England’s policy needs do not require more detailed or specific evidence on engagement with blue spaces. 

	–
	–
	 The broad focus on “green and natural spaces” is considered sufficient for monitoring high‑level patterns of outdoor engagement. 

	–
	–
	 The limitations of current blue space measurement, such as inability to distinguish blue space experiences from those in green spaces, are acceptable for the intended use of the data. 

	–
	–
	 Types of blue spaces visited and characteristics of the water body, 

	–
	–
	 Reasons for choosing a blue space destination (e.g., whether water was central or incidental), 

	–
	–
	 Activities undertaken in, on or near water, 

	–
	–
	 Physical accessibility and environmental quality (e.g., safety, cleanliness, facilities, water condition), 

	–
	–
	 Perceived benefits of blue space engagement, 

	–
	–
	 Barriers and concerns specific to water-based environments. 

	–
	–
	 Attach the module to the existing most‑recent‑visit framework (if the purpose is to understand specific blue‑space experiences), or 

	–
	–
	 Introduce a separate visit‑based structure specific to blue spaces (if the aim is to capture multiple or less recent blue‑space visits). 

	–
	–
	 Whether the module replaces or rotates with any existing modules; 

	–
	–
	 Whether it is run annually, seasonally, or periodically. 





	The intention of the visit also mattered. Visiting a blue space was thought of as requiring purposeful engagement, rather than simply being near water. In environments that include both water and greenery, whether an experience was considered a visit to a blue space could depend on the visitor’s primary intention in going to that space.  
	 
	Recommendations for a Blue Space Module 
	This section outlines options for strengthening the way A‑PaNS measures engagement with blue spaces. Building on the assessment of current survey questions and their limitations, it sets out three potential approaches, ranging from making no changes to introducing a dedicated module, depending on the level of evidence Natural England requires. 
	Option 1: No changes to A‑PaNS 
	Under this option, A‑PaNS would remain unchanged. This may be appropriate where: 
	Implications and considerations 
	This option preserves full continuity of the time series and avoids extra respondent burden or survey lengthening. However, it means accepting that A‑PaNS will continue to provide only partial and indirect insight into blue‑space engagement. 
	Option 2: Limited changes to A‑PaNS 
	This option involves small, targeted adjustments designed to improve the identification and analysis of blue space engagement, while preserving the overall structure and continuity of the survey. 
	This could involve some or all of the following: 
	1. Adding follow‑up questions to existing destination items 
	Introduce a brief follow‑up question after the destination‑type question (e.g., M2A_Q2) to identify whether water was present at the visit location and what type of water body it was (e.g., river, lake, canal, sea, pond). 
	This would help capture “green-with-blue” spaces that currently cannot be identified (e.g., parks with lakes). It could be added without altering the original destination question, preserving the time series. 
	2. Add a question on the accessibility or visibility of water 
	A short question asking whether water was accessible, visible only, or directly interacted with during the visit would clarify the nature of engagement. 
	3. Expand existing place quality or perception grids 
	Include one or two blue space‑relevant statements within existing item grids (e.g., “I feel confident that the water in local outdoor spaces is safe to be in.”).   
	This approach integrates blue space measurement into established question structures with minimal disruption. 
	Implications and considerations 
	This will enhance the survey’s ability to identify blue space engagement without a major redesign and have minimal impact on overall survey length. Some gaps will remain, as limited changes cannot capture the full range of policy‑relevant blue space-related topics.  
	Option 3: Addition of a dedicated blue space module 
	This scenario involves developing a standalone module specifically focused on blue‑space engagement. It is the recommended option where Natural England requires more comprehensive, systematic, and policy‑relevant evidence on blue‑space use. 
	A key step in creating a dedicated blue spaces module will be designing a bespoke measure that directly reflects the definition of blue spaces that Natural England intends to use (i.e., outdoor environments that prominently feature water). This might seek to distinguish spaces where water is a central environmental feature from those where it is incidental or minor, how able people are to engage with water during this visit (including visibility of water, accessibility), the types of water body, and whether
	The new items should then be iteratively refined through cognitive testing to ensure that respondents interpret the definition consistently, can accurately identify blue‑space environments, and understand the distinction between green spaces that contain water and spaces where water is the defining feature. This process will support a coherent, policy‑relevant module that reliably measures blue‑space engagement in line with Natural England’s conceptual aims. 
	In addition to ensuring that blue spaces can be effectively measured, other steps in implementing Option 3 would include: 
	1. Develop a coherent set of questions covering key aspects of blue space engagement 
	The module could include items on: 
	2. Determine how the module integrates with the existing visit‑based structure 
	There are two possible approaches: 
	3. Conduct cognitive testing and survey‑flow testing 
	New questions should be tested to ensure respondents understand the terminology, can accurately recall relevant details, and can meaningfully distinguish blue‑space experiences from green‑space ones. 
	4. Consider impacts on respondent burden and time series 
	Introducing a new module will lengthen the survey and may affect response behaviour. Decisions will need to be made about: 
	Implications and considerations 
	This will provide the most detailed, accurate and policy‑relevant evidence on blue‑space engagement. It will support clearer alignment with the formal definition of blue spaces, as a tailored set of survey questions can be created to measure this concept. It also allows greater detail in the measurement of concepts than would be possible through small targeted changes, for example, water‑specific motivations or water quality perceptions.  
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	The set of variables capturing people’s socio-demographic and individual characteristics used in chapters 1 and 2 of this report are presented in Table 4 below, which describes either the survey question these variables relate to or how these variables were collected and the response categories used in this report for each one.  
	These predictors were selected based on the questions within A‑PaNS that most directly relate to the research aims of Chapter 1. Specifically, we identified variables that capture personal characteristics, socio‑economic circumstances, attitudes towards nature, and place‑based factors that could plausibly influence whether individuals visit blue spaces rather than other natural spaces. These variables were chosen because they have a strong theoretical link to outdoor engagement, are widely used in existing 
	Table 4 - Details on the socio-demogrpahic and individual characteristics 
	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 

	Categories analysed in this report 
	Categories analysed in this report 

	APaNS question 
	APaNS question 


	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 

	Categories analysed in this report 
	Categories analysed in this report 

	APaNS question 
	APaNS question 


	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 

	Categories analysed in this report 
	Categories analysed in this report 

	APaNS question 
	APaNS question 


	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 
	Characteristic 

	Categories analysed in this report 
	Categories analysed in this report 

	APaNS question 
	APaNS question 



	Ethnicity  
	Ethnicity  
	Ethnicity  
	Ethnicity  

	7 categories: White, Mixed, Asian or Asian British, Black or Black British, Any other ethnic group or background 
	7 categories: White, Mixed, Asian or Asian British, Black or Black British, Any other ethnic group or background 

	Q70 (Ethnicity) Which one of the following best describes your ethnic group or background? 
	Q70 (Ethnicity) Which one of the following best describes your ethnic group or background? 


	Household income 
	Household income 
	Household income 

	10 categories from £0–14,999 to £150,000 (£0–14,999, £15,000–19,999, £20,000–29,999, £30,000–39,999, £40,000–49,999, £50,000–59,999, £60,000–79,999, £80,000–99,999, £100,000-£149,999, £150,000 + 
	10 categories from £0–14,999 to £150,000 (£0–14,999, £15,000–19,999, £20,000–29,999, £30,000–39,999, £40,000–49,999, £50,000–59,999, £60,000–79,999, £80,000–99,999, £100,000-£149,999, £150,000 + 

	Q69 (Income) Which of the following best describes your total annual household income before tax? 
	Q69 (Income) Which of the following best describes your total annual household income before tax? 


	IMD decile 
	IMD decile 
	IMD decile 

	1–10 scale from most to least deprived 
	1–10 scale from most to least deprived 

	Derived from people’s postcodes  
	Derived from people’s postcodes  


	Urban/Rural status of the area of residence  
	Urban/Rural status of the area of residence  
	Urban/Rural status of the area of residence  

	2 categories: Urban, Rural  
	2 categories: Urban, Rural  

	Derived from people’s postcodes  
	Derived from people’s postcodes  


	Disability status or whether respondent has a longstanding health condition.  
	Disability status or whether respondent has a longstanding health condition.  
	Disability status or whether respondent has a longstanding health condition.  

	4 categories: No health condition, yes, has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a lot, yes - affects day-to-day activities a little, yes - does not affect day-to-day activities at all 
	4 categories: No health condition, yes, has a health condition - affects day-to-day activities a lot, yes - affects day-to-day activities a little, yes - does not affect day-to-day activities at all 

	Derived from the following survey questions:  
	Derived from the following survey questions:  
	 
	Q74 (Illnesses) Do you have any physical or mental health conditions or illnesses lasting or expected to last for 12 months or more? 
	1. Yes 
	2. No  Q74b (Illnesses_Impact) Does your condition or illness reduce your ability to carry-out day-to- 
	day activities? 
	1. Yes, a lot  
	2. Yes, a little  
	3. Not at all 


	Access to a vehicle in the household 
	Access to a vehicle in the household 
	Access to a vehicle in the household 

	2 categories: yes, no.  
	2 categories: yes, no.  

	Derived from Q72 (No_of_Vehicles) In total, how many cars or vans are owned, or available for use, by members of this household?  
	Derived from Q72 (No_of_Vehicles) In total, how many cars or vans are owned, or available for use, by members of this household?  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. None 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. One 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Two 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Three 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Four or more 




	Age group 
	Age group 
	Age group 

	5 categories: 16-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55-64, 65+). 
	5 categories: 16-24, 25-39, 40-54, 55-64, 65+). 

	Q62 (Age What was your age last birthday? and  
	Q62 (Age What was your age last birthday? and  
	Q63 (Age_band) In that case, which of these age bands do you fall into? 


	Qualification levels 
	Qualification levels 
	Qualification levels 

	3 categories: A university degree (or above), Any other qualifications (e.g. A Levels, O Levels, GCSEs, BTEC, Diplomas, Trade Apprenticeships), No qualifications 
	3 categories: A university degree (or above), Any other qualifications (e.g. A Levels, O Levels, GCSEs, BTEC, Diplomas, Trade Apprenticeships), No qualifications 

	Q67 (Qualification) What is your highest level of qualification? 
	Q67 (Qualification) What is your highest level of qualification? 


	Importance of spending time in nature 
	Importance of spending time in nature 
	Importance of spending time in nature 

	3 categories:  
	3 categories:  
	Disagree (included Completely disagree, Strongly disagree, Disagree), Neither agree nor disagree and Agree (Agree, Strongly agree, Completely agree)  

	Q49 (M4_Q8) How much do you agree or disagree with the following:  
	Q49 (M4_Q8) How much do you agree or disagree with the following:  
	d. Spending time in nature is very important to me 
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. Completely disagree 

	LI
	Lbl
	2. Strongly disagree 

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Disagree 

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Neither agree nor disagree 

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Agree 

	LI
	Lbl
	6. Strongly agree 

	LI
	Lbl
	7. Completely agree 




	Employment status 
	Employment status 
	Employment status 

	10 categories 
	10 categories 

	Q68 (Work_Status) Are you…?  
	Q68 (Work_Status) Are you…?  
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	1. In full-time employment (31+ hours per week)  

	LI
	Lbl
	2. In part-time employment (Up to 30 hours per week)  

	LI
	Lbl
	3. Self-employed  

	LI
	Lbl
	4. Unemployed – less than 12 months  

	LI
	Lbl
	5. Unemployed (long term) – more than 12 months 




	TR
	TD
	L
	LI
	Lbl
	6. Not working – retired 

	LI
	Lbl
	7. Not working – looking after house/children/other caring responsibilities 

	LI
	Lbl
	8. Not working – long term sick or disabled 

	LI
	Lbl
	9. Student – in full-time education 

	LI
	Lbl
	10. Student – in part-time education 




	Perceived quality of local green and natural spaces 
	Perceived quality of local green and natural spaces 
	Perceived quality of local green and natural spaces 

	3 categories:  
	3 categories:  
	Disagree (included  Strongly disagree, Disagree), Neither agree nor disagree and Agree (Agree, Strongly agree)  

	Q5 (M1_Q5) The next question will ask you to think about green and natural spaces close to where you live.   Now, thinking about green and natural spaces close to where you live, how much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
	Q5 (M1_Q5) The next question will ask you to think about green and natural spaces close to where you live.   Now, thinking about green and natural spaces close to where you live, how much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?  
	My local green and natural spaces actually are:  
	a) Within easy walking distance  b) Good places for mental health and wellbeing  c) A high enough standard to want to spend time in  d) Good places for children to play  e) Places that encourage physical health and exercise f) Good places to meet other people  g) Provide good opportunities to see nature  




	Note on the Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 
	The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is the official measure of relative deprivation in England, assessing small areas known as Lower-layer Super Output Areas (LSOAs) (Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government (2018 to 2021), 2019). It ranks areas from the most to the least deprived based on a combination of seven weighted domains: Income, Employment, Health Deprivation and Disability, Education, Crime, Barriers to Housing and Services, and the Living Environment. The IMD is part of the broader
	 
	Appendix C. Qualitative Methodology 
	Sampling and Recruitment 
	A total of 20 participants took part across three focus groups, comprising 7, 7, and 6 participants respectively. A purposive sampling approach was used to ensure the research included breadth and diversity of views and experiences on use of blue spaces.  
	Blue space users were defined as individuals who use outdoor environments – either natural or manmade - that prominently feature water, including beaches, coastlines, the sea, as well as rivers, lakes, and canals. 
	The main sampling criteria was type of activity undertaken during visits in an average year, including whether these involved direct or indirect engagement with water. Direct and indirect activities are defined in Table 5.  
	A key objective of the qualitative research was to understand how policy might encourage people to use blue spaces more often. Given this, the following were excluded from the research:  
	•
	•
	•
	 Those who used blue spaces every day  

	•
	•
	 Those who used the spaces mainly for dog walking  


	Activity categories 
	To classify participants’ activity types, the following categories were used. 
	On average each year, which of these activities do you participate in: 
	Table 5 - Focus Group participant characteristics 
	Focus group no.  
	Focus group no.  
	Focus group no.  
	Focus group no.  
	Focus group no.  

	Primary sampling criteria 
	Primary sampling criteria 

	Activities 
	Activities 


	Focus group no.  
	Focus group no.  
	Focus group no.  

	Primary sampling criteria 
	Primary sampling criteria 

	Activities 
	Activities 



	1 
	1 
	1 
	1 

	Indirect engagement with blue spaces only (i.e., activities that did not involve direct contact with the water). 
	Indirect engagement with blue spaces only (i.e., activities that did not involve direct contact with the water). 

	Eating or drinking out/ picnicking, visiting an attraction, appreciating scenery from the car, walking, cycling, running, sports and games (which are next to water), playing with children on a playground with water in the background 
	Eating or drinking out/ picnicking, visiting an attraction, appreciating scenery from the car, walking, cycling, running, sports and games (which are next to water), playing with children on a playground with water in the background 


	2 
	2 
	2 

	Direct engagement with blue spaces. This group included people who also indirectly engaged with blue spaces, as 
	Direct engagement with blue spaces. This group included people who also indirectly engaged with blue spaces, as 

	Boating, water sports (including, paddle boarding, canoeing, kayaking) or swimming outdoors; 
	Boating, water sports (including, paddle boarding, canoeing, kayaking) or swimming outdoors; 


	TR
	well as those who took part in wildlife‑related activities. 
	well as those who took part in wildlife‑related activities. 

	paddling with children/ playing with children by the beach/shore; and fishing 
	paddling with children/ playing with children by the beach/shore; and fishing 


	3 
	3 
	3 

	Wildlife‑related activities near water. This group could include people who also indirectly engaged with blue spaces. 
	Wildlife‑related activities near water. This group could include people who also indirectly engaged with blue spaces. 

	Wildlife watching in places with water, nature photography of places with water, connect to nature in places that include water, meditate/yoga next to water, and teaching children about nature next to water 
	Wildlife watching in places with water, nature photography of places with water, connect to nature in places that include water, meditate/yoga next to water, and teaching children about nature next to water 




	We also monitored for a range of secondary criteria, including age, gender, ethnicity, socio economic group, geography (i.e. coastal, inland) and region to ensure the sample included participants with a range of characteristics. Full details on the sample recruited are provided in Table 6 below.  
	Participants were recruited using a trusted recruitment agency, Criteria Fieldwork. A screening questionnaire was used to determine eligibility.  
	Fieldwork 
	All three focus groups were carried out remotely online in January 2026. Each focus group lasted approximately 90 minutes.  
	A topic guide, designed in collaboration with Natural England, were used to facilitate the focus groups (see Appendix D). The topic guide was designed to allow flexibility in discussions, while ensuring core themes were addressed. All participants received a £50 shopping voucher as a thank you for taking part.   
	Data management and analysis 
	All focus groups were audio recorded with participants’ permission and then transcribed. The transcripts were managed and analysed using NatCen’s Framework approach for qualitative data analysis (Ritchie, 2013). The analytical framework is developed based on the key topics and issues emerging from the research objectives and data. A series of matrices are then set-up, each relating to a different thematic issue. The columns in each matrix represent the key sub-themes or topics and the rows represent each fo
	Table 6 - Focus group sample composition 
	Sample criteria 
	Sample criteria 
	Sample criteria 
	Sample criteria 
	Sample criteria 

	Characteristics 
	Characteristics 

	Number achieved 
	Number achieved 



	Frequency of visit  
	Frequency of visit  
	Frequency of visit  
	Frequency of visit  

	A few times a week  
	A few times a week  

	12  
	12  


	TR
	A few times a month  
	A few times a month  

	9  
	9  


	Gender  
	Gender  
	Gender  

	Male  
	Male  

	11  
	11  


	TR
	Female  
	Female  

	10  
	10  


	Age  
	Age  
	Age  

	18-34  
	18-34  

	7  
	7  


	TR
	35-49  
	35-49  

	6  
	6  


	TR
	50+  
	50+  

	8  
	8  


	Ethnicity  
	Ethnicity  
	Ethnicity  

	White British   
	White British   

	16  
	16  


	TR
	Asian British  
	Asian British  

	3  
	3  


	TR
	Black British  
	Black British  

	2 
	2 


	Geography   
	Geography   
	Geography   

	Coastal  
	Coastal  

	6  
	6  


	TR
	Urban  
	Urban  

	5  
	5  


	Total 
	Total 
	Total 

	 
	 

	20 
	20 




	 
	 
	Appendix D. Focus Group Topic Guide 
	Researcher introduction (up to 5 mins) 
	•
	•
	•
	 Introduction to NatCen facilitator and co-facilitator 

	•
	•
	 Introduction to NatCen: We are an independent, not-for-profit research organisation. Natural England has commissioned NatCen to carry out this research. 

	•
	•
	 Explanation of research:  
	–
	–
	–
	 The aim of the study is to better understand how people use outdoor environments that mainly feature water. Natural England is interested in learning more about:  
	−
	−
	−
	 What factors influence people’s use of these spaces  

	−
	−
	 What prevents people from making greater use of these spaces  




	–
	–
	 By taking part, you will help inform Natural England’s policies, to increase access to and use of outdoor environments that mainly feature water.  




	•
	•
	 Ethical reassurances and caveats.  
	–
	–
	–
	 Participation is voluntary – You do not have to take part and can leave the focus group at any time without giving a reason. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to.  

	–
	–
	 Confidentiality – What you say will be treated confidentially, we will write a report about the findings of the research, but it will not include any names of individual participants. You will not be identifiable to anyone else in the report. 

	–
	–
	 Anonymity – NatCen will not pass any details to Natural England or anyone else about who has taken part in the research. 




	•
	•
	 About the discussion: 
	–
	–
	–
	 Duration – The group will last around 90 minutes. We will have a short 5-minute break halfway through, but feel free to pause or step away at any time if you need to.  

	–
	–
	 Ground rules for group discussion.  
	−
	−
	−
	 Respecting different views: There will be a wide variety of views and experiences within the group today. Remind participants that what they share today may have an impact on others and it is important we hear all their views, even if they differ. Please respect everyone’s privacy by not sharing individual contributions outside of this group. 

	−
	−
	 Speak one at a time – for the recording 

	−
	−
	 Put mobile phones on silent  

	−
	−
	 Leave your mics on - including your cameras, if you feel comfortable. If it gets too noisy, we will tell you. Please only use the chat function if you are having technical difficulties. The NatCen researcher will be able to help you with this.  




	–
	–
	 There are no wrong or right answers. We simply want to understand your views and experiences and so we may ask what may seem like obvious questions.  

	–
	–
	 Recording: With your permission, we will be recording the group, so we have an accurate record of what is said. Files are stored securely in line with data protection laws and only the research team will have access to the recordings. The recordings will be deleted at the end of the project. 




	•
	•
	 Thank you: After the focus group you will be sent a £50 Love2Shop voucher by the organisation that recruited you as a thank you for taking part. 

	•
	•
	 Questions and permission to start recording 


	  
	- START RECORDING – 
	  
	Introductions and icebreaker (5 mins) 
	Ask each participant to briefly introduce themselves in turn, confirm consent to take part and share one way they like to spend time outdoors. 
	  
	Understanding of blue space visits (10 mins) 
	•
	•
	•
	 If they had visited green and natural spaces in the past month, what types of places come to mind 


	 
	Facilitator: first allow spontaneous response. If any of the following not mentioned; beaches, coastlines, the sea, rivers and lakes then probe on why these spaces were not included.  
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Thinking about outdoor environments, what comes to mind when they hear the term ‘blue spaces’ 
	–
	–
	–
	 In their view, what makes this a ‘blue space’  

	–
	–
	 At a minimum, what characteristics does an outdoor space need to have for it to be a ‘blue space’  

	–
	–
	 Views on the term ‘blue space’ itself  





	Facilitator: probe for examples  
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Any examples of outdoor environments with water that they wouldn’t consider a ‘blue space’ (and why)  


	Facilitators to read out the following definition: 
	 
	“For the purpose of this research, we consider blue spaces to be outdoor environments – either natural or manmade - that mainly feature water, including beaches, coastlines, the sea, as well as rivers, lakes, canals and lidos.”  
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 What their thoughts are on this definition  
	–
	–
	–
	 Whether it aligns with their idea of ‘blue spaces’  

	–
	–
	 Whether anything missing / anything they would change  

	–
	–
	 Any suggestions they have for different (preferred) terms for these spaces 




	•
	•
	 Again, thinking about visits to blue and natural spaces, what they think counts as a ‘visit’ 
	–
	–
	–
	 What they would include/ not include (and why)  

	–
	–
	 Whether their thoughts differ if the landscape includes green and blue spaces e.g. a forest that has a lake  





	Usage of blue spaces (10 mins) 
	Key RQ 1: How do individuals use blue spaces and what are their motivations for visiting different types of spaces, including coastal, inland water bodies as well as green spaces which include some type of blue space? 
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Usage of blue spaces  
	–
	–
	–
	 Reasons for using blue spaces 

	–
	–
	 Types of blue spaces used e.g., rivers, canals, lakes, reservoirs. 

	–
	–
	 Frequency of usage of blue spaces 
	−
	−
	−
	 Whether varies throughout the year (if so, why) 




	–
	–
	 Types of activities in the blue space e.g., walking, exercising, activities on the water, seeing wildlife, time with family 
	−
	−
	−
	 Whether certain blue spaces preferred for specific activities (and why)  

	−
	−
	 If certain activities not engaged in, reasons for this (e.g. lack of suitable blue spaces nearby, lack of opportunity or interest, etc) 




	–
	–
	 Who they visit with (e.g. alone, with family, with friends) 

	–
	–
	  





	Key RQ 5: What benefits do visitors gain from visiting blue spaces? 
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Benefits they experience using the blue space 
	–
	–
	–
	 Social (e.g. a place to socialise with friends/family, participation in group activities, community building) 

	–
	–
	 Physical (e.g. Improved health and fitness) 

	–
	–
	 Other wellbeing benefits (e.g. reduced stress and anxiety, mindfulness, boosted vitamin D, improved overall wellbeing) 





	Perception of blue space quality (15 mins) 
	Key RQ 2: What do visitors value in different types of blue spaces? What factors determine whether individuals perceive a blue space as high quality or not? 
	 
	Facilitator: Explain that Natural England is interested in better understanding what people consider to be a ‘high quality’ blue space. This is a space that functions well and meets people’s needs. 
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 How they would describe a 'high-quality blue space' 
	–
	–
	–
	 Most important features or qualities  





	•
	•
	•
	 What are their expectations for blue spaces  
	–
	–
	–
	 Size and condition of the space 

	–
	–
	 Facilities offered 

	–
	–
	 Activities/ uses of the space  

	–
	–
	 Benefits from spending time there 

	–
	–
	 type of blue space  

	–
	–
	 location of blue space  

	–
	–
	 how they want to use it  





	Facilitator: Allow spontaneous response, then prompt on: 
	 
	•
	•
	•
	  Whether expectations vary depending on  

	•
	•
	 Features or qualities that make a blue space feel not 'high-quality' (e.g. environmental issues such as poor water quality, visually unappealing, crowded) 


	 
	Comfort break 5 minutes

	Factors affecting usage (15 mins) 
	Key RQ 3: What factors influence what type of blue space individuals choose to use? Does the size of the blue space influence decisions about visiting? 
	Facilitator: Ask participants to reflect on experiences of using blue spaces 
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 What they particularly like/ are attracted to about these spaces  
	–
	–
	–
	 Specific features/ aspects they particularly like / are attracted to e.g., proximity to home, size, cleanliness, layout, accessibility (such as parking or paths)  

	–
	–
	 Specific facilities they like / are attracted to e.g., seating, toilets, food and drink, activities offered  Probe for specific examples 





	Facilitator: Allow spontaneous response, then prompt on:  
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 If use one space more than others, reasons for this 

	•
	•
	 Whether presence of other people/ visitors affects usage (how and why) 


	  
	Encouraging greater use of blue spaces (20 mins) 
	Key RQ 4: What barriers may prevent people from visiting blue spaces? What would encourage people to make greater use of blue spaces? 
	 
	Facilitator: Explain that Natural England is interested in better understanding what could encourage people to spend more time in blue spaces.  
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 What, if anything, they don’t like/ discourages them from using these blue spaces 
	–
	–
	–
	 Specific features/ aspects that discourage them from using the blue spaces e.g., safety, accessibility, cleanliness, lighting, lack of facilities 

	–
	–
	 Weather or seasonal changes  

	–
	–
	 Anything else 

	–
	–
	 Amenities and facilities e.g., seating, toilets, food and drink, sports, clubs, transport options 

	–
	–
	 Activities and events e.g., outdoor classes, clean-up events, group meet-ups 

	–
	–
	 Accessibility e.g., paths, signage 

	–
	–
	 Conditions of the space e.g., lighting, cleanliness 

	–
	–
	 Transport links  For each suggestion offered, probe 
	−
	−
	−
	 What would it involve  

	−
	−
	 Reasons behind it 

	−
	−
	 Who should do it (e.g. councils, community-driven, someone else) 

	−
	−
	 The difference it would make  








	Facilitator: Allow spontaneous response, then prompt on:  
	•
	•
	•
	 What would encourage them to make greater use of blue spaces  


	 
	Facilitator: Allow spontaneous response, then prompt on: [DRAW ON BARRIERS RAISED EARLIER] 
	 
	Close (up to 5 mins) 
	•
	•
	•
	 Ask for any final reflections or suggestions for Natural England  

	•
	•
	  


	- STOP RECORDING – 
	 
	•
	•
	•
	 Thank participants for taking part and sharing their views. 

	•
	•
	 Reiterate confidentiality and anonymity and how the research will be used. 

	•
	•
	 Explain next steps: Focus group will be transcribed and analysed. Findings will be written into a report. 

	•
	•
	 Explain arrangements for incentive. 

	•
	•
	 Ask them if they have any questions 

	•
	•
	 If they have further questions, they can contact us on . 
	bluespacestudy@natcen.ac.uk
	bluespacestudy@natcen.ac.uk




	 
	 
	 
	Appendix E. Latent Class Analysis Technical Details 
	This appendix provides a summary of some additional technical details around the Latent Class Analysis presented in Chapter 2: How People Use and Experience Blue Spaces.  
	The analysis included visits reported by PaNS respondents that meet the following criteria: 
	•
	•
	•
	 The main or secondary destination type was either ‘Beach / other coastline / sea’ or ‘River, lake or canal’ (variables M2A_Q2 for main destination, M2A_Q3 for secondary destination). 

	•
	•
	 The sample will be limited to the M2A sub-module (available for 30% of visits), because some key input variables are part of this submodule. 

	•
	•
	 Visits that occurred during waves not affected by COVID-19 pandemic restrictions (Wave 26 - April 2022 and ends Wave 61 - March 2025). 


	Across all questions, 61 cases were missing on at least one item. A complete case analysis has been run, so these 61 cases were excluded from the latent class analysis, which was based on a final sample of 3,928. 
	Variables included in the latent class analysis were prepared as follows. The indicators capturing activities undertaken during the visit and reasons for visiting were binary in the source data and were used in their original form. Due to small numbers of respondents reporting “Shooting / hunting” and “Horse-riding”, these activities were combined into a single binary indicator capturing participation in either activity. The variable capturing impressions from the visit was originally measured on a five-poi
	Latent Class Analysis (LCA) was conducted in R using the poLCA package (Linzer & Lewis, 2011). Models were estimated across a range of class solutions, from a 1-class to an 8-class solution. Model fit across class solutions was subsequently compared to determine the optimal number of latent classes.  
	4
	4
	4 Linzer, D. A., & Lewis, J. B. (2011). poLCA: An R Package for Polytomous Variable Latent Class Analysis. Journal of Statistical Software, 42(10), 1–29. https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v042.i10 
	4 Linzer, D. A., & Lewis, J. B. (2011). poLCA: An R Package for Polytomous Variable Latent Class Analysis. Journal of Statistical Software, 42(10), 1–29. https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v042.i10 



	Table 7 summarises the fit of the different potential models we considered in this analysis – between 1 and 8 classes. These results show that the fit of these models continues to improve as each additional class is added, however, after the fourth class is added the improvement in BIC and saBIC values is minimal. We considered a range of alternative class solutions and selected a six‑class model as it offered a good balance between model 
	fit and interpretability, while producing classes of sufficient size to support robust follow‑up analysis (Table 8). 

	Following that, Table 9 presents two diagnostic statistics for each of the different models considered, which measure how accurately people are assigned to their classes. The six-class model has a fairly high value on both of these metrics, indicating we can be confident in which class people are assigned to. This is particularly important in this case, where we have assigned people to the class they are most likely to belong to and used the resulting variable in follow-up analysis. 
	Table 7 - Latent Class Model Fit Statistics 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 

	Bayesian Information Criterion 
	Bayesian Information Criterion 

	Sample-size Adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion  
	Sample-size Adjusted Bayesian Information Criterion  

	Bayes Factor 
	Bayes Factor 

	Ad hoc Adjusted Lo-Mendel-Rubin Likelihood Ratio Test 
	Ad hoc Adjusted Lo-Mendel-Rubin Likelihood Ratio Test 



	1 
	1 
	1 
	1 

	72,650.10 
	72,650.10 

	72,580.20 
	72,580.20 

	  
	  

	  
	  


	2 
	2 
	2 

	69,745.60 
	69,745.60 

	69,602.60 
	69,602.60 

	>10 
	>10 

	P < 0.001 
	P < 0.001 


	3 
	3 
	3 

	69,431.50 
	69,431.50 

	69,215.40 
	69,215.40 

	>10 
	>10 

	P < 0.001 
	P < 0.001 


	4 
	4 
	4 

	69,177.40 
	69,177.40 

	68,888.30 
	68,888.30 

	>10 
	>10 

	P < 0.001 
	P < 0.001 


	5 
	5 
	5 

	68,990.30 
	68,990.30 

	68,628.00 
	68,628.00 

	>10 
	>10 

	P < 0.001 
	P < 0.001 


	6 
	6 
	6 

	68,854.40 
	68,854.40 

	68,419.10 
	68,419.10 

	>10 
	>10 

	P < 0.001 
	P < 0.001 


	7 
	7 
	7 

	68,767.80 
	68,767.80 

	68,259.40 
	68,259.40 

	>10 
	>10 

	P < 0.001 
	P < 0.001 


	8 
	8 
	8 

	68,710.70 
	68,710.70 

	68,129.20 
	68,129.20 

	>10 
	>10 

	P < 0.001 
	P < 0.001 




	Table 8 - Estimated class sizes based on posterior probabilities of class membership (%) 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 

	Model 1 
	Model 1 

	Model 2 
	Model 2 

	Model 3 
	Model 3 

	Model 4 
	Model 4 

	Model 5 
	Model 5 

	Model 6 
	Model 6 

	Model 7 
	Model 7 

	Model 8 
	Model 8 



	1 
	1 
	1 
	1 

	100 
	100 

	38.4 
	38.4 

	14 
	14 

	36.8 
	36.8 

	6 
	6 

	21.8 
	21.8 

	38.4 
	38.4 

	12 
	12 


	2 
	2 
	2 

	  
	  

	61.6 
	61.6 

	42.8 
	42.8 

	13.3 
	13.3 

	3.9 
	3.9 

	38.8 
	38.8 

	6.1 
	6.1 

	4.5 
	4.5 


	3 
	3 
	3 

	  
	  

	  
	  

	43.2 
	43.2 

	44.1 
	44.1 

	41.8 
	41.8 

	7 
	7 

	5.7 
	5.7 

	6.1 
	6.1 


	4 
	4 
	4 

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	5.9 
	5.9 

	16.1 
	16.1 

	12.4 
	12.4 

	12.9 
	12.9 

	6.1 
	6.1 


	5 
	5 
	5 

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	32.2 
	32.2 

	6.6 
	6.6 

	4.3 
	4.3 

	10.7 
	10.7 


	6 
	6 
	6 

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	13.4 
	13.4 

	11.3 
	11.3 

	20.5 
	20.5 


	7 
	7 
	7 

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	21.3 
	21.3 

	27.9 
	27.9 


	8 
	8 
	8 

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	  
	  

	12.2 
	12.2 




	 
	 
	Table 9 - Latent Class Model Diagnostic Statistics 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 
	Class 

	Relative entropy 
	Relative entropy 

	Average latent class posterior probability 
	Average latent class posterior probability 



	1 
	1 
	1 
	1 

	  
	  

	1 
	1 


	2 
	2 
	2 

	0.697 
	0.697 

	0.912 
	0.912 


	3 
	3 
	3 

	0.667 
	0.667 

	0.85 
	0.85 


	4 
	4 
	4 

	0.751 
	0.751 

	0.859 
	0.859 


	5 
	5 
	5 

	0.762 
	0.762 

	0.845 
	0.845 


	6 
	6 
	6 

	0.774 
	0.774 

	0.84 
	0.84 


	7 
	7 
	7 

	0.782 
	0.782 

	0.834 
	0.834 


	8 
	8 
	8 

	0.803 
	0.803 

	0.841 
	0.841 




	 
	 
	Appendix F. Descriptive Analysis Technical Details  
	All descriptive statistics in this report use weighted data. Weighting adjusts the survey responses so that the sample better reflects the adult population of England. This is necessary because the survey uses an online panel, where some groups are more likely to take part than others. 
	The weighting method used is called rim weighting (or raking). It works by repeatedly adjusting each respondent's contribution to the data until the overall sample matches known population figures across several characteristics at once. The characteristics used are: age and gender, region, educational qualification, working status, whether there are children under 16 in the household, ethnicity, long-lasting health condition, number of cars in the household, urban or rural location, and dog ownership. Popul
	These characteristics were chosen because analysis showed they were all significantly linked to how often people visit green and natural spaces (the main outcome the survey measures). 
	Full details of the weighting methodology are available in the People and Nature Survey Technical Report: .  
	www.gov.uk/government/publications/survey-methods-and-technical-
	www.gov.uk/government/publications/survey-methods-and-technical-
	details/technical-report#weighting


	Weighting reduces but cannot remove all bias. The approach assumes that, after accounting for the characteristics above, the remaining differences between panel members and the wider population are small. It also assumes the population benchmarks used are accurate. Where benchmarks come from surveys themselves (such as the Labour Force Survey), they carry their own uncertainty. 
	Weighting also reduces the effective size of the sample. This means confidence intervals are wider than the raw sample count alone would suggest. All significance tests in this report account for this. 
	 
	Appendix G. Regression Analysis Technical Details  
	Binary logistic regression was conducted to examine predictors of the outcome variable in Chapter 1: .  
	Comparing Blue and Green Space Visitors
	Comparing Blue and Green Space Visitors


	To ensure the analysis reflected the survey’s design, the regression model was fitted in a way that incorporated the survey weights used throughout the report. This means each respondent contributed to the model in proportion to how representative they were of the wider population. 
	To assess which predictors were statistically meaningful, we used Wald tests that are appropriate for this weighted survey data. 
	We also checked for multicollinearity—that is, whether any predictors were so strongly related to each other that they could distort the model’s results. This was assessed using standard Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) criteria, where lower values indicate little overlap between predictors and very high values suggest potential problems. 
	Model fit was assessed with Cox-Snell pseudo R. The final model did not predict blue space visitation well overall, explaining about 1.7% in the variation. While the model identified some statistically significant predictors, it explained little of the variability in whether people visit blue spaces.  
	Model sample sizes were large relative to the number of parameters estimated (12,881 in the final model, compared to 25 parameters, meaning on average 515 cases per parameter estimated), meaning the likelihood of model overfitting is low.   
	Assumptions and Limitations 
	Independence of observations. Logistic regression relies on the assumption that individual observations are statistically independent. 
	Representativeness. Weighted estimates assume that the survey weights adequately correct for non-response and sampling probability. If there are systematic differences between respondents and non-respondents not captured by the weights, estimates may be biased. Findings are generalisable only to the population from which the survey sample was drawn, within the time frame of data collection. 
	Linearity of log-odds. Logistic regression assumes a linear relationship between continuous predictors and the log-odds of the outcome. 
	Findings are generalisable only to the population from which the survey sample was drawn, within the time frame of data collection. 
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