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University College Utrecht 
 

‘UC More’ program for quality of life 
 

A series of outdoor connections between students, staff and nature 
 
 

 
A UCU student hiking through woodland near Woudenberg, 2020 

“The excursions recharged me for classes and assignments. I could think 
more clearly about my whole purpose of studying, and look ahead to the 

next few weeks with greater enthusiasm. Nature can do that!” 

UCU student, 2020 
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Background 
 
The Big Picture 
 
Recent years have seen a spike in society’s attention for not only the state of public 
health and the state of the environment, but also how those interests could 
potentially serve each other for common good. This was prevalent both in Europe 
and in other parts of the world. 
 
In particular, studies of our engagement in outdoor physical activity found multiple 
benefits not only to physical and mental health, but also to community-forming, 
quality of learning, social inclusion and environmental awareness and guardianship. 
 
The “Benefits of Outdoor Sports for Society”(BOSS) project, funded by EU Erasmus+,  
highlights this, and also shows the economic value of the social benefits stemming 
from outdoor engagement. In it, a systematic literature review was conducted with 
partners from seven European countries, which assembled evidence of these 
benefits from national and international databases. 
 
The BOSS study defines outdoor activity to includes those:  
- that are normally carried out with a (strong) relation to nature and landscape 
and the core aim is dealing with natural elements rather than with an object 
- where the natural setting is perceived by users, as at most, only minimally modified 
by human beings 
- that are perceived as (at least minimally) physically demanding 
 
Significant findings from the study 
include evidence of the impact that 
outdoor activity can have on the 
development of inter- and 
intrapersonal skills in young people 
(16-24 years old).   
 
There was also evidence that such 
activity improved our understanding 
of, and relationship with, our 
surroundings - environmental 
awareness, connectedness to nature, 
empathy and stewardship were all 
showcased. Additionally, there was 
interesting evidence of outdoor 
activity contributing to peaceful 
‘world-making’ amongst participants.   
 
Many of the studies considered in the BOSS project highlighted participants’ positive 
feelings such as independence, meditation, challenge and ‘flow’, and showed that 
outdoor activities are very cost-effective interventions and investments. 

 
UCU students hiking in Heuvelrug national park, 2020  
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The many benefits of outdoor activity on working and studying were also the subject 
of a Time magazine article from August 2020, Struggling to Focus? How to Improve 
Your Attention Span When 'the World Is Sick',  
 
In it, Gordon Logan (psychology professor at Vanderbilt University who studies 
attention and performance) states that many social scientists believe workplace 
fatigue is “not so much a physical thing, but it’s more that you’ve been doing the 
same thing for so long that the reward you get out of it is diminishing”. Taking breaks 
that fully remove your mind from work can help counter that, he says. 
 
In the same article, Todd Braver (professor of psychological and brain sciences at 
Washington University in St. Louis) says that, ideally, take these breaks should be 
taken outside, surrounded by a nature, since a growing body of research says green 
space “has a rejuvenating effect on attention.” 
 

 
  From the ‘Benefits of Outdoor Sports for Society’ publication, co-funded by the  
 Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union www.outdoorsportsbenefits.eu 
 

 

           From the ‘Benefits of Outdoor Sports for Society’  
    publication, co-funded by the Erasmus+ Programme  
of the European Union www.outdoorsportsbenefits.eu 

UCU students hiking in Soesterduinen, 2020 

https://time.com/5878780/how-to-focus-covid-19-pandemic/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=sfmc&utm_campaign=newsletter+health-wednesday+default+ac&utm_content=+++20201028+++body&et_rid=95524348
https://time.com/5878780/how-to-focus-covid-19-pandemic/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=sfmc&utm_campaign=newsletter+health-wednesday+default+ac&utm_content=+++20201028+++body&et_rid=95524348
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01413/full
https://time.com/4881665/green-spaces-nature-happiness/
https://time.com/4881665/green-spaces-nature-happiness/
http://www.outdoorsportsbenefits.eu/
http://www.outdoorsportsbenefits.eu/
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Barriers to Outdoor Participation 
 
To those already inclined towards outdoor activity, and who already understand the 
benefits, these findings may not come as a surprise. The added challenge, however, 
is to create suitable opportunities for outdoor engagement, for those who might 
need it most, in the context of real or perceived barriers that prevent them from 
otherwise doing so. 
 
The World Health Organisation (WHO) recommends a minimum physical activity per 
week of 150 minutes. In a 2018 study WHO found that 60% of Europeans do not take 
the recommended levels of exercise, and – importantly for universities - that the 
number of young adults whose rates of exercise at high school may be adequate 
depletes rapidly when they enter higher education.  
 
In a 2018 survey requested by the European Commission Directorate General for 
Education, Youth, Sport and Culture, across 28 EU member states, a lack of time was 
found to be the primary reason for not engaging more in physical activity.  
 
 

 
 
The competing demands of busy academic, working, and personal lives can create 
bottlenecks in (real/perceived) time available for healthy, physical activity, and 
particularly when it comes to engagement with the outdoor natural environment.  
 
Other barriers reported by representatives of The 
Netherlands’ national University College Guidance 
Network, working closely with the health needs of 
students in higher education, include: an inability to 
organise priorities; inclement weather; laziness; 
procrastination; preoccupation with social media; 
just not liking it; social anxiety; cost; and a sense of 
being stuck in poor routines. 
 
This all casts a new light on the role of universities and colleges, particularly those 
departments concerned with health and wellbeing, to set fresh examples to their 
students – as young academics and future graduates – in how outdoor activity can 
add important value to our lives. In the very present context of public health 
concerns, particularly for young adults, universities now have the opportunity to do 
this not only as advocates but also as practitioners, and as partners with students in 
creating healthier habits that enrich lives and make study/work goals more 
attainable. 

European Commission survey, 2018 
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The Local Picture 
 
Study and working life at University College Utrecht attracts a very dedicated group 
of students and employees. 
 
However, in routine approaches to study and work we often lack opportunities to 
connect with each other beyond our core functions, which limits our inter-personal 
contact and understanding of one another. The usual (often all-too-sedentary) 
routines also place demands upon our body and mind which, left unbalanced over 
time, can deplete our health and limit our effectiveness. Furthermore, the residential 
setting of the College can result in a bubble-like intensity for some students, in which 
contact with the surrounding natural environment is either diminished or absent. 
 
Renewed approaches to our routines are required, which include more restorative 
activity (that which replenishes spent energy), as well as ‘instorative’ activity (that 
which builds energy before it’s spent) to continue pursuing our goals more 
effectively.  
 
It is all too easy, as individuals and as a community, to relegate these kinds of activity 
as secondary or marginal, or to carry on with poorer habits simply because they’re 
familiar. For many, this does not seem to be working, evident in patterns of 
exhaustion, isolation and lack of ‘verve’, and even lack of purpose, which frequently 
present themselves to the Student Life Office during counselling sessions with young 
adults. 
 
However, a group led by the Student Life Office spear-headed an initiative to 
integrate more outdoor activity into College life, and to foster healthier approaches 
to both studies and extra-curricular time, by facilitating regular excursions into the 
region’s natural environment.  
 
The ‘UC More’ Program for Quality of Life 
 

In response to the patterns above, launched in Spring 2019, the ‘UC More’ project 
facilitates a series of new, simple and different encounters with the natural 
environment, and with each other, in and around Utrecht.  
 
Primarily aimed at students, though also welcoming teachers and staff, the program 
consists of activities including… 
 

- Frequent hiking excursions into forests and other natural environments 
(including the Netherlands’ national parks) 

- Excursions to lakes and waterways in the region 
- Weekly walks in the neighbourhood 
- Creative ‘sketch crawls’ in the local natural/built environment  

 
These hikes and other activities double as opportunities for personal reflection, 
counselling and healthy movement, as well as learning about the environment. 
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Benefits include… 
 
- opportunities to better 
counterbalance intensive 
study/residential life with 
restorative physical activity  
 
- opportunities for individual 
and group counselling in a 
non-traditional setting 
 
- opportunities to better 
attune with nature’s dynamic 
character and meet the 
challenges it presents 
 
- opportunities to extend repertoires in creative thinking 
 
- opportunities to share meaningful perspectives with each other beyond daily 
routines 
 
- better familiarity with our off-campus surroundings 
 
- opportunities to consider more responsible, greener relationships between higher 
education and the natural environment 
 
The ‘UC More’ program is managed by the UCU Student Life Office, in collaboration 
with the College’s student-led Wellbeing Team and other student groups.  Activities, 
typically each lasting a half-day, until now have included… 
 

- 2 x hiking excursions to the Heuvelrug national park, for students/staff 
- Rowing and walking excursion to the Nieuwkoop Lakes nature reserve, aimed 

at thesis-writing students 
- Hiking excursion to Zeist forest, aimed at new first year students 
- Sketching excursion in the local natural/built environment aimed at new first 

year students 
- 2 x hiking excursion to the Austerlitz forest east of Utrecht, open to all 

students/staff 
- Hiking excursion to the Soester Duinen east of Utrecht, open to all 

students/staff 
- Weekly walks in the neighbourhood, through parks, streets and woodland 

open to all students/staff (1-2 hours) 
 
The annual budget for all activity is €2000, spent primarily on low-cost transport (if 
required), rented through university channels. The Student Life Office is seeking 
external, commercial partnership to meet these costs in the long run. 

UCU students hiking in Soesterduinen, 2020 
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To further encourage students’ own independent activity between organized 
excursions (to help build better habits),  an online forum for outdoor activity was 
also established, called ‘UC More Out There’, with a dedicated Facebook group page. 
In it, students’ trip reports from outdoor excursions can be shared, and members can 
also make activity suggestions for other members, with routes, photos and tips. 
 
During the Covid19 pandemic, good safety protocols has meant that the activity 
could adapt and continue with limited interruption.  
 
Over 200 students and staff participated in the program during 2019 and 2020. 
 
Impact Testimonials 
 

• When participants were asked what inspired them to join the UC More 
program, the most commonly agreed upon statements were… 
 
“To refresh myself as part of a busy and intense study life” 
“To contribute to a healthy state of mind” 
“To consciously attune to the natural environment around us” 
“To help develop good habits in physical lifestyle” 
“To connect with peers and colleagues in new ways” 
“To find out more about my local/regional environment” 
 

• When asked to comment upon what (if anything) they noticed during or 
shortly after the excursion in terms of frame of mind, or physical state, 
students’ replies included… 

 
“I was much calmer and it helped me give 
everything in my head a space, a context and 
dive deep into the studying I needed to do.” 
 
“More relaxed and creative”  

 
“I felt much more relaxed and connected to 
others” 
 
“I was able to process the last few days and 
weeks much better by being in movement in a 
natural setting than by entering yet another 
class or being in the campus setting. This gave 
me perspective and re-energized me to get 
back into the intellectual and social pressure 
cooker with greater focus!” 
 
“I felt refreshed. For me getting out of 
campus always helps me gain perspective 
over the things that preoccupy me, going 

UCU students in the Heuvelrug national park,  

2019  
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outside reminds me that there is much more to life than those things. Since a lot of 
the academic life if not all of it consists of a lot of sit-down time, walking for a while 
and allowing  myself to have an extended period of time where I do not have to think 
about academics does a lot of good to my relationship with my body.” 
 
“I felt free. I felt like I was doing more than studying, that there is more to my life 
than just studying. I felt connected to nature, I had space to think of everything going 
on in my mind while being able to take in fresh air. I got to spend time with my 
friends somewhere other than the campus and we got to act like children. I 
connected with Ingrid and Mark [student counsellors] and got to share my thoughts 
with them which felt like a weight lifted off.” 
 
“I see that people refresh themselves much more deeply after immersion in natural 
environments. When students and colleagues come back onto campus, they say 
they’re more effective in what they are trying to achieve.” 
 

• When asked about the best thing being in the natural environment, 
participants’ replies included… 

 
“The movement, the different sounds of nature and the open space. The sense that I 
could connect with the landscape in a way that gave me extra headspace for myself 
and for others. The fact that UCU enables this, and shows us that outdoor life and 
invigorating movement is integral to academic study, as well as better health.” 
 
“Exposure to nature and knowing new people” 
 
“Distance from University. Clarity of mind. Peace. Connecting with new people. 
Nature! Movement.” 
 
“Just being enveloped by nature helped so so much. I feel happier, more energetic 
and more calm somehow. Even if I'm having a hard time mentally, I still find myself 
comforted. It gives me time to stop thinking and just observe, which I try to do in my 
daily life but can't achieve as well as I can when I go somewhere with the intention of 
just observing.” 
 
“The opportunity to feel connected to 
nature, which I think is something that 
even though it is inherent for humans, is  
often stripped from us in our urbanized 
lives” 
 
“Enjoying small conversations in a natural 
fresh-air environment” 
 
“I couldn't really explain it but my heart 
feels full” 
 

UCU students in the Heuvelrug national park, 2020 
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• When asked to what extent the excursion(s) had a positive effect upon their 
student life, the average rating by participants was 4.6 from a maximum of 
5.   Elaborated replies  included... 
 

“It calmed me down and let me give everything to my school work, be more efficient 
and focused.” 
 
“The excursions recharged me for classes and assignments. I could think more clearly 
about my whole purpose of studying, and look ahead to the next few weeks with 
greater enthusiasm. Nature can do that!” 
 

 
 
 
“These excursions have motivated me to try and spend time in nature/away from 
campus at least once every 2 weeks.” 
 
“It was the possibility to get out of Campus, the daily life, connect with new people, 
and most importantly enjoy some nature, something I don´t do enough here on 
Campus.” 
 
“It increased my motivation over the next few days because I had been able to take a 
proper break and get away from campus” 
 
“I think it overall improves my mood for the days to come after the excursion. In 
terms of my student life, having breaks always helps get back into academics with 
more eagerness. The excursions also helped me not to feel alone in my struggles and 
questions since I was able to share them with other students that in the end are also 
on campus.” 

UCU students and staff hiking in the Heuvelrug national park, 2019 
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“I was in a bad slump before going on the excursion not knowing how to get out of it. 
So it really helped me change the flow of my thoughts and get a momentum going in 
a more positive approach. I felt refreshed and I was able to hold on to that feeling to 
turn things around. I still feel the after-effects of one hike 3-ish weeks later which 
motivates me to do things out of my comfort zone and build better habits.” 
 

• 100% of participants who responded to the survey said they would 
recommend the program to their peers. Comments included… 
 

"Yes I would definitely recommend this to other students as it really allows the brain 
to take a break” 
 
“Yes, especially if you feel like you don't have time for it, you probably need it most” 
 
“I would definitely recommend it! Even if I can't back this argument with many facts, 
I know that being out in the nature really helps your mental state. I didn't know the 
UCU bubble was this strong and get stuck into it every now and then. So it serves as 
a reminder that there's literally more out there than just campus life, courses, grades 
etc. It gives me a good excuse to get out of my shell and reinforces some positive 
introspection in me which I would want for others as well.” 
 
“100% yes. The trip allows for a planned getaway (no extra stress to plan it yourself!) 
and allows for a sense of needed reconnection with nature and serenity that I 
believe you can’t get on campus. You won’t know what that’s like until you’ve tried 
it.” 
 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UCU students & staff rowing and hiking in the Nieuwkoop nature reserve 2019 
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Embedding and Dissemination 
  
Outdoor activity, and the positive benefits it can bring to university students, was a 
central agenda item at a gathering of the national ‘University College Guidance 
Network’ (UCGN), held in The Hague in January 2020. (A report is available from 
Mark Baldwin, Chair of the UCGN).  
 
The aim was to help share best practice between universities, and boost efforts in 
properly fostering healthy environments for student life, but also to introduce 
external perspectives from specialist groups. 
 
A key speaker at this meeting was from the ‘It’s Great Out There’ Coalition, a non-
profit European platform that works in partnership with national and regional 
authorities, outdoor recreation industries, non-profit associations, and other 
organisations to motivate and advocate people in positive outdoor activity.  
 
Together with several partners the Coalition undertook extensive literature reviews 
and studies, which revealed the myriad of benefits outdoor engagement has upon 
physical and mental health, societal inclusion, responsible citizenship, community-
forming, environmental awareness, better education and life-long learning. The 
Coalition has become  a hub for much more information on the topic. In 2019 
University College Utrecht became a member of the It’s Great Out There Coalition. 
 
Some key headlines from the Coalition’s findings were very note-worthy for UCGN 
members, including benefits of outdoor activity for young adults such as… 

- Combatting mental illnesses and diseases 
- Reducing negative affective states 

- A positive effect on coping and perceived control 

- Increased resilience to common physical health ailments 

- Increased integration and inclusion 

- A sense of communal belonging 

- Increased intra- & inter-personal development 

- Enhanced educational motivation and achievements 

- Improved environmental awareness and behavior 

- Increase in prosocial behavior 

- Improved cognitive functioning 

 
It was noted by participants at the meeting who had already incorporated outdoor 
activity into College life, that it has increased their community’s capacity to work 
inter-generationally (e.g. connecting students and employees), inter-culturally, and 
interpersonally, in a way that contributes very well to overall educational motivation. 
 
It was also noted that those who were routinely exposed to different temperatures 
and weather conditions were less prone to illness or lethargy.  For many Colleges in 
the Dutch UCGN network, the natural environment is nearby and accessible, making 

https://www.itsgreatoutthere.com/about-the-coalition/
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it a relatively hassle-free and low-cost resource for some of the activity described 
above. 
 
UCGN members also agreed that students in rigorous study programs had the best 
chances of healthy engagement with the outdoors, if their institutions were 
committed to demonstrating their partnership in that: where Colleges resourced, 
advocated, facilitated or initiated such activity, usually together with students 
representatives. 
 
At UCU the ‘UC More’ program has been freshly inspired by many of the findings 
which studies have brought to light, and the Student Life Office will work to embed 
outdoor activity further into College culture as an integral part of its wellbeing 
strategy.  
 
The program has attracted attention from around the Netherlands and 
internationally, and remains a very willing partner in supporting other institutions 
working towards similar goals.  
 
 
Gallery & Other Resources 
 

Images are all of UCU students and staff hiking, rowing and sketching in nearby 
national parks and other natural environments in the Utrecht region, as part of the 
‘UC More’ program between 2019-2020. 
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The broader benefits of outdoor activity in natural environments are well documented … 
below are just a few examples.. 
 
- https://www.gov.uk/government/news/connecting-with-nature-offers-a-new-

approach-to-mental-health-care 
- https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/nature-health-and-wild-wellbeing 
- http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20160420-how-nature-is-good-for-our-health-

and-happiness 
- https://www.takingcharge.csh.umn.edu/how-does-nature-impact-our-wellbeing 
- https://positivepsychologyprogram.com/why-nature-positively-affects-your-well-

being-and-how-to-apply-it/ 
http://www.academia.edu/2968355/A_natural_high_The_positive_effects_of_natur
e_on_physical_health_and_mental_well-being 

- https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4204431/ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/connecting-with-nature-offers-a-new-approach-to-mental-health-care
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/connecting-with-nature-offers-a-new-approach-to-mental-health-care
https://www.wildlifetrusts.org/nature-health-and-wild-wellbeing
http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20160420-how-nature-is-good-for-our-health-and-happiness
http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20160420-how-nature-is-good-for-our-health-and-happiness
https://www.takingcharge.csh.umn.edu/how-does-nature-impact-our-wellbeing
https://positivepsychologyprogram.com/why-nature-positively-affects-your-well-being-and-how-to-apply-it/
https://positivepsychologyprogram.com/why-nature-positively-affects-your-well-being-and-how-to-apply-it/
http://www.academia.edu/2968355/A_natural_high_The_positive_effects_of_nature_on_physical_health_and_mental_well-being
http://www.academia.edu/2968355/A_natural_high_The_positive_effects_of_nature_on_physical_health_and_mental_well-being
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4204431/
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From the ‘Benefits of Outdoor Sports for Society’ publication, co-funded by the 
Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union www.outdoorsportsbenefits.eu 
 
 

http://www.outdoorsportsbenefits.eu/

