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About Natural England 
Natural England is here to secure a healthy natural environment for people to enjoy, where 
wildlife is protected and England’s traditional landscapes are safeguarded for future 
generations. 

Further Information 
This report can be downloaded from the Natural England Access to Evidence Catalogue. 
For information on Natural England publications or if you require an alternative format, 
please contact the Natural England Enquiry Service on 0300 060 3900 or email 
enquiries@naturalengland.org.uk. 
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If any other photographs, images, or information such as maps, or data cannot be used 
commercially this will be made clear within the report. 
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Natural England’s maps and data.  

© Natural England 2026 

Catalogue code: NECR760 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/
mailto:enquiries@naturalengland.org.uk
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/3
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-access-natural-englands-maps-and-data
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/how-to-access-natural-englands-maps-and-data


Page 3 of 15 Engagement with Blue Spaces: The Summary Report. NECR760 

Report details 

Authors 
Joe Crowley, Emily Cretch, Ekaterina Khriakova, George Leeder, Olivia Lucas and 
Benjamin Ruisch. 

Natural England Project Manager 
Amy Greenwood 

Natural England 

Foss House, Kings Pool, 

1-2 Peasholme Green, York YO1 7PX 

Contractor 
National Centre for Social Research (NatCen) 

Keywords 
Blue spaces, Green and natural spaces, Nature engagement, People and Nature Survey 
(A‑PaNS). 

Citation 
Crowley, J., Khriakova, E., Cretch, E., Ruisch, B. and Lucas, L. (2026) The People and 
Nature Survey: Engagement with Blue Spaces – The Summary Report. Natural England 
Commissioned Report NECR760. Natural England.  

 

 

 

 



Page 4 of 15 Engagement with Blue Spaces: The Summary Report. NECR760 

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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Key findings 
Blue spaces, including rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, coastline and the sea, form an 
important part of how people in England engage with nature. Drawing on nationally 
representative survey data and qualitative research, this study highlights several key 
patterns in how people use and experience these environments. 

Blue spaces are widely used across England. Nearly half of adults (47%) reported 
visiting a blue space in the past month, indicating that environments featuring water form a 
substantial part of people’s engagement with nature.  

Engagement varies across population groups. Visits were more common among 
people with higher incomes, university degrees, access to a car, and those who place high 
importance on spending time in nature. Lower engagement was observed among people 
with limiting health conditions, individuals without access to a vehicle, and people from 
Black, Asian or Asian British ethnic backgrounds. 

Blue spaces often function as destination environments. Compared to trips to green 
spaces, blue space visits typically involve longer travel distances and greater reliance on 
car travel than visits to other green and natural spaces. 

Walking dominates blue space use. Walking is the most common activity during visits, 
alongside wildlife watching and eating outdoors. Water-based activities such as swimming 
or boating occur less frequently but are more common during blue space visits than other 
nature visits. 

Blue space visits are often experienced as special or memorable. Visitors were more 
likely to describe these trips as exceptional and to say they visited a beautiful place. 

Blue spaces support wellbeing and connection to nature. The vast majority of visitors 
reported benefits for mental wellbeing, physical health and their sense of connection to the 
natural environment. 

Barriers to engagement differ between visitors and non-visitors. Visitors most often 
cite lack of time and poor weather, while non-visitors more frequently report structural 
barriers such as poor health, accessibility challenges and negative perceptions of local 
natural spaces. 

Trips to blue spaces alongside other destinations were often distinctive or unusual. 
Visits where blue spaces were a secondary destination were associated with longer 
journeys, higher spending and a wider range of activities. 

Policy considerations 

The findings highlight several considerations for policies aimed at increasing engagement 
with nature. 
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• Recognise the complementary roles of different natural environments. Local 
green spaces often support routine everyday activities, while blue spaces frequently 
provide opportunities for destination visits and distinctive experiences. 

• Address barriers faced by specific groups. Lower engagement among some 
groups suggests the importance of addressing structural barriers such as 
accessibility, transport and perceptions of safety or quality. 

• Maintain and improve the quality of blue spaces. Perceptions of safety, 
cleanliness and maintenance were important factors shaping people’s willingness to 
visit blue spaces. 

• Support wellbeing benefits associated with water environments. Participants 
frequently described blue spaces as restorative environments that help support 
mental wellbeing and emotional recovery. 
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Introduction  
Blue spaces form a distinctive part of England’s natural environment and are used by 
millions of people each year for leisure, recreation and contact with nature. They include a 
broad range of settings such as rivers, lakes, canals, reservoirs, beaches and coastline, 
and vary widely in their accessibility, size and environmental conditions. Understanding 
how people engage with these spaces is important for supporting the aims of Natural 
England and government strategies focused on health, wellbeing and access to natural 
environments. 

The findings summarised in this report draw on the Adults’ People and Nature Survey 
(A-PaNS) and a series of qualitative focus groups. Together these sources offer a detailed 
picture of how people across England use blue spaces, why they visit, what they value, 
and what prevents them from visiting more often. They also show how blue space 
engagement compares with engagement with other green and natural spaces, and where 
policy interventions may be most beneficial. 

Policy context 

Government policy places increasing emphasis on ensuring that the benefits of natural 
spaces are accessible to everyone. The Environmental Improvement Plan commits to 
improving the quality and availability of green and blue spaces and highlights their role in 
supporting mental and physical health. Natural England’s strategy for 2025 to 2030 also 
stresses the importance of reducing inequalities in access to nature and creating high 
quality places that support thriving communities. 

These commitments sit alongside wider policy ambitions to address health inequalities, 
promote active travel and support community wellbeing. Blue spaces represent important 
ecological assets and cultural landscapes, which means ensuring their sustainable use is 
an integral part of environmental management. This report explores how blue spaces can 
contribute to these goals, identifying who uses them, the diversity of activities taking place 
in them, and the benefits they have for people. 

About the findings 

The findings draw on three years of data from the Adults’ People and Nature Survey, a 
continuous nationally representative survey of adults in England. This dataset allowed 
analysis of recent visits to natural spaces, including detailed information about activities, 
travel, spending and people’s perceptions of their visits. Blue space visits were identified 
through destination types that included rivers, lakes, canals, beaches, the sea and 
coastline. However, it should be noted that this list of destinations is unlikely to fully 
capture all spaces where there is a prominent element of water, and so these estimates 
likely somewhat understate the full extent of blue space engagement. 

Qualitative findings were gathered through three online focus groups with 20 participants. 
These groups included people who engaged with blue spaces in different ways, such as 
through water-based activities, wildlife observation or walking. Discussions explored how 
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people defined blue spaces, why they visited, what they valued and what discouraged 
them from visiting more often. These insights provided context for interpreting the survey 
findings and helped identify opportunities for improving access and experience. 

Who visits blue spaces? 
Blue space engagement was widespread across the population, with almost half of adults 
reporting a blue space visit in the past month. This finding shows that blue spaces form a 
substantial part of people’s broader engagement with nature. However, engagement 
varied across demographic and socio-economic groups and mirrored some of the 
inequalities seen in green space use. 

 

People with higher household incomes and degree level qualifications were more likely to 
have visited a blue space. This pattern suggests that access to resources such as 
transport, time and knowledge may influence use. People without access to a vehicle were 
less likely to have visited a blue space, which reflects the fact that many blue spaces 
require longer journeys that are difficult to undertake on foot. 

Attitudes towards nature were strongly linked to engagement. People who said spending 
time in nature was important were far more likely to have visited a blue space than people 
who did not value nature in this way. This finding indicates that personal motivation plays 
an important role in shaping behaviour. 

Engagement varied by age. Younger adults were more likely to have visited blue spaces in 
the last months than older adults, as well to have visited any type of natural space – 
including both green and blue spaces. This may reflect differences in mobility, transport 
access or the types of activities that appeal to different groups. 

Ethnicity was also associated with engagement. People identifying as White had higher 
rates of recent blue space visiting than people identifying as Black, Asian or Asian British. 
These findings mirror broader patterns in access to natural spaces, suggesting that efforts 
to widen engagement should consider cultural, social and structural barriers. 

Differences by local area deprivation were modest, which suggests that blue space 
engagement is relatively consistent across areas with different socio-economic conditions. 
However, people living in the most deprived areas were slightly less likely to have visited 
any natural space. 
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How people use blue spaces 
Blue space visits accounted for a substantial minority of recent nature trips. Among people 
who had visited a natural space in the past 14 days, around one in five visited a blue 
space as their main destination and a further one in twelve visited a blue space as part of 
a wider trip.  

 

Walking was the most common activity during blue space visits, but people also took part 
in wildlife watching, eating outdoors and visiting attractions. Water-based activities such as 
swimming, boating and fishing were less common but were still more prevalent in blue 
space settings than in green space settings. Overall, this demonstrates that visits to blue 
spaces include a mix of land‑based activities and a smaller proportion of water‑based 
activities.  

Travel patterns to blue spaces differed from those to green spaces. People travelled 
further to reach blue spaces, were more likely to use cars or public transport and report 
longer journey times than green space visits. In contrast, visits to green spaces were more 
likely to involve active travel, including walking or cycling. These patterns suggest that blue 
spaces are more likely to function as destination environments, places people travel to 
intentionally for a particular experience, rather than routine neighbourhood spaces used in 
everyday life. These patterns additionally indicate that proximity may play a stronger role 
in green space use than in blue space use. 

Spending was more common during blue space visits, particularly when blue spaces 
formed part of a wider trip. People were more likely to spend money on food, drink and 
parking, which suggests that blue space visits may be more strongly associated with 
tourism and leisure activities than routine green space visits. 

How people experience blue spaces 
Blue spaces were similar to green spaces in that by far the most common activity people 
engaged in when visiting blue spaces was walking. However, compared to green spaces, 
people were also more likely to describe blue space visits as special or memorable, and 
more likely to be described as beautiful, which suggests that blue spaces offer distinctive 
aesthetic and experiential qualities that people value. 

Perceptions of amenities were generally positive. The vast majority of visitors reported the 
blue space destination they visited were peaceful and good places to get fresh air, felt 
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welcoming and safe, were well maintained, accessible and had adequate facilities, as well 
as provided an opportunity to see wildlife or nature.  

Benefits reported from blue space visits were wide ranging and similar in scale to those 
from green space visits. People said that their visits supported their mental health, 
improved their physical health and helped them feel more connected to nature. The 
findings from the focus groups complemented this picture, with people who engaged in 
water-based activities also reporting that being in blue spaces supported their fitness and 
mobility. 

Qualitative findings showed that people valued the sensory qualities of blue spaces, such 
as the sound of water, open views and movement of waves. These features helped people 
feel calm and present and supported emotional wellbeing. Several participants specifically 
described blue spaces as places where they go to process difficult emotions or stressful 
experiences. The sound and movement of water were often mentioned as contributing to 
this calming effect. People also valued blue spaces as places to socialise, spend time with 
family and feel connected to their community. 

Blue spaces as primary and secondary destinations 

Blue spaces played different roles depending on whether they were the main (primary) or 
secondary destination within a visit. A primary blue space visit is one where the person 
spent most of their time in the blue space related destination during the trip (for example, 
taking a local walk along a canal or going to the coast to watch wildlife). A secondary 
blue space visit is one where the person’s main destination was another green or natural 
space, but their trip also included a place with water (for example, visiting a country park 
as the main destination and then spending time at the park’s lake or riverside). 

When blue spaces were the primary destination, visits often centred on walking or wildlife 
watching and were more likely to involve routine activities. When blue spaces were part of 
a wider trip, visits tended to be longer, involve a wider range of activities and were more 
likely to be perceived as exceptional. Secondary-destination visits were also associated 
with higher spending, greater travel distances and stronger perceptions of beauty and 
wildlife. These visits were more likely to involve eating out and were associated with 
tourism-style experiences. However, people also reported more issues with litter and 
vandalism during these visits, possibly because these visits may be to more populated or 
heavily used areas. 

Overall, the findings suggest that blue spaces provide benefits similar to other natural 
environments but are often experienced as especially memorable or emotionally 
significant.  
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Types of blue space visits based on activities 
and motivations 
The analysis identified six distinct types of blue space visits based on the activities people 
engaged in, the motivations for their visit and whether they described the visit as routine or 
exceptional. 

• Everyday walks: The most common type of visit involved simple everyday walks by 
the water, accounting for around 39% of visits. These visits often involved walking 
along rivers, canals or coastal paths and are typically routine activities. 
 

• Eating out and sightseeing: The second most common type involved trips 
focused on eating out or sightseeing, accounting for around 17% of visits. These 
visits often involved spending time in areas with cafés, restaurants or scenic 
viewpoints. 
 

• Wildlife-focused visits: Visits focused on wildlife watching accounted for around 
16% of visits. These often took place in nature reserves, coastal areas or other 
locations where people could observe birds and other wildlife. 
 

• Exceptional Multi-Activity Visits: Another group of visits involved multiple 
activities and were often described as exceptional experiences. These visits 
accounted for around 14% of trips and frequently included combinations of walking, 
sightseeing and social activities. 
 

• Active visits: Exercise-focused visits accounted for around 8% of trips and often 
involved activities such as running or cycling.  
 

• Family time outdoors: Family-oriented visits accounted for around 6% of trips and 
often included activities such as playing with children or spending time together 
outdoors. 
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Together, these findings illustrate the diverse ways people use blue spaces and highlight 
the range of experiences these environments support. 

Patterns of engagement varied by age, deprivation, ethnicity, disability and rurality. 
Younger adults were more likely to report active or sightseeing-based visits, while older 
adults were more likely to report everyday walks or wildlife-focused visits. People in more 
deprived areas were more likely to report multi-activity visits, while people in less deprived 
areas were more likely to report routine walks. These findings further show that the 
diversity of blue space uses is influenced by a wide range of personal and contextual 
factors. 

Barriers to using blue spaces 
People identified several barriers that limited their use of blue spaces. Qualitative findings 
indicated that poor lighting and concerns about safety discouraged visits during winter 
months, especially in secluded or poorly lit areas. Litter, pollution and reports of sewage 
discharges reduced people’s enjoyment and deterred those who engaged in water-based 
activities. People also reported that maintenance issues such as damaged paths and 
overgrown vegetation made some blue spaces difficult to navigate. 

The survey findings showed that the perceived barriers to using blue spaces differed 
between those who had visited a natural space in the last month and those who had not. 
Among individuals who already visit blue or green spaces, the most commonly cited 
barriers were lack of time and poor weather. These barriers reflect the everyday 
constraints that limit how often people can spend time outdoors. In contrast, individuals 
who do not regularly visit natural spaces reported more structural barriers. These included 
poor physical health, accessibility challenges and negative perceptions of the quality of 
local natural environments. 
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To help improve access, participants in the focus groups said that improving safety, 
cleanliness and maintenance would encourage greater use. They wanted better lighting 
along towpaths, clear safety signage and more visible rescue equipment. They also 
wanted regular litter collection, clear rules on behaviour such as barbecues and noise, and 
stronger action on water quality. 

Accessibility improvements were also important. People wanted affordable transport 
options, accessible parking and well-maintained paths. They also valued clear information 
on route difficulty, path conditions and water quality. These improvements were 
particularly important for people with mobility needs or caring responsibilities. 

The focus groups also highlighted that amenities and activities could encourage longer 
visits. Families valued toilets, seating and refreshments, while water-based users valued 
places to hire equipment or join group activities. People also said that events such as 
nature walks or children’s activities could make blue spaces more welcoming, as long as 
these remained affordable and did not disrupt natural environments. 

Implications for policy and planning  
Natural England commissioned this study to inform its work to help more people connect 
with, and benefit from, the natural environment. It also provides evidence to support action 
on inequality and deprivation by improving understanding of both the advantages of, and 
obstacles to, engaging with blue spaces. The results set out a number of points for 
policymakers and planners seeking to increase engagement with nature. 

• First, blue spaces play a distinct role within the wider landscape of natural 
environments. Compared with visits to green spaces, blue space visits are more 
likely to involve longer travel and to be described as beautiful and “exceptional or 
special”, particularly when blue spaces form part of a wider trip. Planning strategies 
may therefore recognise the complementary roles of different natural environments, 
protecting and improving local green/blue spaces for routine everyday use, while 
also supporting access to higher‑quality “destination” blue spaces that provide 
memorable experiences. 

• Second, engagement with blue spaces varies across the population. Some 
groups, including people with limiting health conditions, those without access to a 
vehicle and certain ethnic minority groups, report lower levels of engagement. 
Addressing structural barriers such as accessibility and transport may help widen 
participation. 

• Third, the quality and maintenance of blue spaces appear to strongly 
influence people’s willingness to visit. Concerns about safety, litter and 
maintenance were frequently raised in qualitative discussions. Improving the 
perceived quality of these environments may therefore encourage greater 
engagement. 
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• Finally, the findings highlight the strong emotional and wellbeing benefits people 
associate with spending time near water. Supporting access to these 
environments may therefore contribute to wider public health and wellbeing goals. 

About the data 
The study draws on data from Natural England’s Adults’ People and Nature Survey (A-
PaNS), a nationally representative dataset that captures self-reported information on 
greenspace access, use, and perceptions. With approximately 25,000 respondents per 
year, the survey provides a robust foundation for understanding patterns and disparities 
across different demographic groups. Analysis focused primarily on data collected 
between April 2022 and March 2025 and includes detailed information about visit 
characteristics, activities, travel and perceptions. Findings are weighted to be nationally 
representative of adults in England. 

The study employed a combination of descriptive analyses and segmentation techniques 
(Latent Class Analysis) to identify distinct groups based on their perceptions of blue space 
quality. It also used statistical modelling to determine the key factors that influence blue 
space use. These analytical approaches allowed for a nuanced understanding of the 
complex relationship between blue space access, use, and perceived quality.  

To complement these quantitative insights, the study also included qualitative research 
with users and non-users of local blue spaces. Three online focus groups were carried out, 
involving a total of 20 participants, to provide a deeper, more contextualised understanding 
of the structural barriers and behavioural drivers that influence individuals’ blue space 
engagement.  

www.gov.uk/natural-england 
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