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How engaging with nature can facilitate active
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Norway; bDepartment of Design and Communication, University of Southern Denmark, Kolding,
Denmark; cCentre for Tourism, Innovation and Culture, University of Southern Denmark,
Kolding, Denmark

ABSTRACT
Ageing populations call for ways of facilitating active healthy age-
ing. Engagements with nature can positively affect well-being and
healthy ageing, but challenges remain to move beyond framing
ageing as inevitable, gradual decline and disengagement, towards
active and healthy engagements with nature. So far, little atten-
tion has been paid to how different ways of being in and relating
to nature can facilitate active healthy ageing. Through go-alongs
and interventions in the Danish Wadden Sea National Park, we
explore how and why older adults relate to nature. Drawing on
Heidegger’s (1927/1962) notion of ‘Dasein’ and theories of thera-
peutic mobilities, we discuss how older adults engage in nature,
with nature, or become through nature. By re-framing these varia-
tions of engagement, the theoretical contribution represents dif-
ferent archetypes of engagement with nature, where active
healthy ageing transpires through therapeutic mobilities that
enable complex fields of relations with others and nature. For
nature to contribute to active and healthy ageing requires a fun-
damental shift from understanding nature as static and other-to-
man to evanescent versions of individuals’ subjective being. The
latter acknowledges the embeddedness of walking, emotional
geographies and therapeutic landscapes. Recognising that ‘nature
is not just nature’ points to the insufficiency of merely promoting
walking or offering access to being in nature. Instead, active
healthy ageing with nature becomes a matter of setting the ena-
bling conditions for a population of highly heterogeneous older
adults to continuously engage with nature in ways that facilitate
transformative experiences.

摘要

老龄人口需要采取措施, 促进积极健康的晚年生活。接触自然可
以积极地影响幸福感和健康老龄化, 但挑战仍然存在, 要超越把老
龄化框定为不可避免, 逐渐衰退和脱离社会, 转向积极和健康地融
于自然。到目前为止, 很少有人关注融于自然接触自然的不同方
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式如何促进积极健康的老年生活。通过丹麦瓦登海国家公园里的
各种合作和干预措施, 我们探索了老年人与自然的关系。利用海
德格尔(1927/1962)的“此在”概念和治疗性流动理论, 我们讨论老年
人如何参与自然, 与自然相处, 或通过自然而成为自然。通过重新
构建这些参与的变化, 理论贡献代表了与自然相处的不同模式, 其
中积极健康的老龄化通过治疗性移动得以升华, 促使形成了与他
人、与自然的复杂关系领域。要让自然为积极健康的老龄化做出
贡献, 就需要从根本上改变对自然的理解, 从静态的、他者化的对
人的理解, 转变为个人主观存在的短暂版本。后者承认步行、情
感地理和治疗景观的嵌入性。认识到“自然不仅仅是自然”指出仅
仅促进步行或提供接触自然的途径是不够的。相反, 与自然相处
的积极健康老龄化成为了一个问题, 使高度异质的老年人能够持
续地融于自然, 促进变革性的体验。

Introduction

Population ageing is one the greatest social and economic challenges according to
the World Health Organisation (WHO, 2015). Alongside EU, national governments and
health agencies, the WHO proactively promotes active and healthy ageing to increase
the ratio of older adults who remain independent and in good health. Engagements
with nature, including nature walks, can positively affect well-being and active and
healthy ageing (e.g. Corkery, 2004; Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Keniger et al., 2013;
Mitchell & Popham, 2007; Takano et al., 2002; Tarrant, 1996; Ulrich, 1979; Weinstein
et al., 2009; Zurawik, 2020). Gatrell (2013, p. 102), however, argues that traditional pub-
lic health and health promotion perspectives fail to recognise the embeddedness of
walking in social, environmental, moral and political backcloths.

How often, and how much, older adults engage with nature through slow mobili-
ties vary significantly. Some often engage with nature, while others struggle to put
on their hiking shoes and go for a walk despite knowing that it, among other, can
make them healthier. In this study, we argue that it is imperative to understand why,
how and to what extent older adults relate to and engage in nature, with nature, or
become through nature. To explore variations in how older adults engage with
nature we give voice to residents, second-home owners and tourists within the
Danish Wadden Sea National Park (WSNP). The WSNP is described as ‘Denmark’s
unquestionably most important nature reserve [with] many opportunities to experi-
ence the park and to get closer to its rich nature and culture’. The WSNP was desig-
nated a national park in 2010 and is Denmark’s largest national park (1,459km2)
extending from the Danish-German border to Blaavandshuk. The tidal flats of the
Wadden Sea stretch along the coasts of Denmark, Germany and Holland and is des-
ignated World Heritage by UNESCO (http://eng.nationalparkvadehavet.dk). The WSNP
nature comprises shallow waters, tidal flats, sand banks, barrier islands, tidal chan-
nels, sand dunes, marshland and salt meadows. It is a unique salt marsh and tidal
area of international importance. Every day the tidal waters transform the landscape
and the daily drain of tidal flats makes it an important feeding ground for millions of
migratory birds; a breeding ground for birds and seals; and a natural habitat for
many animal species and plants.
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As this short description shows, the WSNP area can be described through a list of
distinct qualities of world-class nature, which transforms into objective characteristics
of the WSNP nature. Concurrently, the WSNP is shaped by subjective, individual appre-
ciations of landscapes and enactments constructed through therapeutic mobilities
(Gatrell, 2013), which may be critical to why and how often older adults engage with
nature. This study contributes with refined understandings of engagements with
nature and with new knowledge on the growing and heterogeneous population of
older adults. Findings suggests that nature can support active and healthy ageing but
implicates fundamental shifts from understanding nature as simple, given and other-
to-man toward evanescent, individual versions of subjective nature and being.

Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework first introduces Heidegger’s (1927/1962) conception of
Dasein and suggests a reframing of ageing. Second, the framework discusses ways of
being in and relating to nature. It advocates transgressing from seeing nature as ‘other
to man’ to notions of therapeutic landscapes and mobilities as beneficial to active
healthy ageing.

Being as Dasein

As ontological and ontic starting point we use central aspects of Heidegger’s (1927/
1962) conception of ‘Dasein’ to understand active healthy ageing. From German ‘Da-
sein’ translates into ‘being-(t)here’ connotating a temporal and existential orientation
towards the being of human beings. As Dasein, the human being is thrown (born)
into being-in-the-world wherefrom it engages a temporal unfolding, creating of its own
ways of being. Dasein never arrives at its destination, but is always in a state of transit,
projecting itself towards possibilities and potentialities lying unfulfilled before it
(Heidegger 1927/1962, pp. 183–184). Dasein as being-in-the-world is constantly con-
fronted with the being in contexts and co-existence of other Daseins. This Heidegger
refers to as being-with (p. 153) and encourages a highly relational attuning towards
our continuous engagements with others and nature in the becoming of self. Dasein
does not simply occupy some place in the world but instead, its relations to the world,
including those to nature, remain preliminary and open for interpretation. For
instance, gazing at or immersing oneself into the WSNP may include interrelated inter-
pretations and understandings of oneself, others and world-class nature. Though
Heidegger rarely mentions the body of Dasein, we take the view that the body is not
something added to Dasein but is part of the being of the human being e.g. a well-
functioning body may lie in the background of Dasein’s doings but attunes Dasein’s
awareness when not functioning.

Heidegger distinguishes between authentic and inauthentic Dasein. Dasein is
authentic in so far it seizes itself and the possibilities ahead. Authentic Dasein is aware
of its temporality, unfinished nature, and essential being-towards-death that ends all
other possibilities but also confines a certain freedom towards being-a-whole (pp.
351–352). The inauthentic Dasein falls into a non-reflective state of being-in-the-world
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in which it refuses or fails to consider the possibilities ahead (pp. 220–222). Hence, in
as much inauthentic Dasein is, there are no better ways to engage with nature.
Though authentic Dasein entails consideration of one’s possibilities and engagements
with ontological and moral questions, the inauthenticity of Dasein does not signify
any ‘less’ or ‘lower’ degree of being (p. 68). Thus, rather than normative recommenda-
tions regarding certain modes of being, the different authenticities emphasise how
Dasein always has the possibility to reclaim the choice of authenticity, without assum-
ing change is easy.

Reframing ageing

Using Dasein, we reframe understandings of ageing in two ways. First, Dasein shifts
understandings of older adults as a homogenous group of ‘victims’ of ageing to het-
erogeneous Daseins, who actively and continuously engage with their own possibil-
ities of ageing as a temporal unfolding and creating of ageing - authentic or
inauthentic as it may be. Inherently, ageing alters biological functions constraining the
possibilities ahead of Dasein, but Dasein can always respond (or not) to these in differ-
ent ways. Such conceptualisation of ageing is notably different from Cumming and
Henry�s (1961) conceptualization of ageing as inscribed with gradual, inevitable and
universal disengagement. The conceptualization of ageing as disengagement is
criticized by academics, who urge greater consideration to the meanings older adults
attach to their behaviour, actions and practices (e.g. Hochschild, 1975). Rowe and
Kahn (1987) argue that successful ageing consists of freedom from disease and disabil-
ity, high levels of cognitive and physical functioning and social and productive
engagements. Engagement hereby becomes an integral part of successful ageing,
countering Cumming and Henry’s (1961) conceptualization of disengagement as an
inevitable effect of ageing.

Second, instead of defining ageing through engagement as something that inevit-
ably and gradually decreases as we grow older, Dasein coins engagement and disen-
gagement as contestable and negotiable entities in flux that relate to older adults’
tempo-spatial being-in, being-with and becoming-with others and nature. Thus, since
Dasein cannot be studied in isolation, it advocates a relational view of ageing, which
considers the health of older adults in conjuncture with others and nature.

It is worth briefly positioning how the WHO advocates an urgent need for compre-
hensive health action on population ageing worldwide but also what they refer to as
fundamental shifts in how we understand ageing itself (WHO, 2015). Building upon
prior strategies focused on ‘active ageing’ the novel Global Strategy and Action Plan
on Ageing and Health towards 2030 adds the notion of ‘healthy ageing’ (WHO, 2017).
Healthy ageing is ‘the process of developing and maintaining the functional ability
that enables wellbeing in older age’ (WHO, 2015, p. 228). The novel notion of
‘functional ability’ comprises ‘the health-related attributes that enable people to be
and to do what they have reason to value; it is made up of the intrinsic capacity of
the individual, relevant environmental characteristics and the interactions between the
individual and these characteristics’ (ibid: 227). Accordingly, the WHO accentuates an
understanding of healthy ageing concerned with ‘creating environments and
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opportunities that enable people to be and do what they value throughout their lives’
(WHO, 2020). These recent shifts in how we consider ageing, confronts researchers
and practitioners to better understand the processes by which active healthy ageing
may spur through interactions with environments such as the nature leveraged by the
WSNP. In consequence, we may reciprocally consider the health of humans and nature
by looking beyond narrow interpretations of potential human health hazards posed
by nature e.g. air pollution, litter or global climate change, a focus on disengagement,
which too often dominate the public health agenda.

In summary, Dasein flips popular understandings of ageing focused on older adults�
inevitable disengagement from others, nature and the world; in turn everything that
kills us. Instead, Dasein compels us to consider how older adults can be empowered
to actively engage in and with the world including others and nature. Focus for active
healthy ageing accordingly shifts to understanding what keeps us alive, actively
engaged and related. Through such relational view, one may add to the agenda of
active healthy ageing that it concerns the health of older adults and nature
with others.

Being in nature and relating with nature

Nature experiences can be situated in everyday-life environments and in the sup-
posedly extra-ordinary landscapes, sites and nature visited by tourists. Landscape is an
enduring theme in cultural geography (Gesler, 1992). Bergeron et al. (2014, p. 109)
contend that landscapes are shaped by the ‘appreciations which people, either as a
collective or as individuals, have of a specific territory’. This means that enactments of
the WSNP nature are shaped by objective characteristics i.e. being a designated
UNESCO World Heritage Site, and by people’s subjective appreciations and bodily per-
formances through which they “sense place and movement, and construct emotional
geographies” (Sheller & Urry, 2006, p. 216). Running this study within a territorially
defined area, we can treat the objective characteristics of the WSNP as a ‘constant’,
which residents, second-home owners and tourists (ideally) have equal access to. This
allows us to explore how older adults make sense of nature, and how landscapes
‘become’. Moreover, it allows us to use the notions of landscape and nature somewhat
interchangeably as we inscribe landscapes and nature with sense of place (Jackson,
1985) and symbolic meanings (Gesler, 1992).

Tuan (1977) introduced the concept of geopiety to explore individuals’ bonding
with nature and specific places in particular. Schreyer et al. (1984) discuss how people
might start out as novices and become experienced veterans, as their bonding with a
specific place evolves over time. Sometimes, person-place couplings may progress to
such levels that it becomes favourite places (Hammitt et al., 2004). Moreover, level of
bonding or perceived connectedness to nature may positively influence appreciation
of the natural world and induce more pro-environmental behaviour (Alcock et al.,
2020; Martin et al., 2020). Combining geopiety, person-place coupling and favourite
places, it becomes imperative to dig into the bonds and couplings people make with
specific places. Especially considering favourite places may be more decisive for peo-
ple’s engagements with nature than their bonds with nature in general.
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Tuan (1977, p. 6) argues that space is undifferentiated but becomes a place ‘when
we endow it with value’ and Lefebvre (1991) defines space as a social and practiced
place imbued with multiple values and social constructions of meaning. Stokowski
(2002) stresses that places are more than geographical areas with certain physical
characteristics and instead dynamic, fluid, socially constructed, contestable and ever-
changing entities with which people enact and interact. When spaces are inscribed
with a ‘sense of place’, or what Tuan (1977) referred to as topophilia, people form
affective bonds with these spaces based on subjective meanings, appreciations and
interpretations. Kyle et al. (2004) elaborate on the human-nature bond suggesting that
places are not only important to people because of their objective values, but also
because they allow people to affirm and express identity. According to Kyle et al.
(2004, p. 219), this suggests that any place ‘has the potential to embody multiple land-
scapes, each of which is grounded in the cultural definitions of those who encounter
that place’.

Therapeutic landscapes and mobilities

We do not wish to cast nature as an empty backdrop, ignoring how objective charac-
teristics feed into senses of place (Stedman, 2003). Honouring different levels of
engagement with nature and emic perspectives, we, however, seek to foster under-
standings of nature, which embody subjectively different landscapes and nature
depending on the individual who engages with the WSNP nature. By capturing visiting
tourists’ extra-ordinary movements and residents’ seemingly more banal movements
through the WSNP, we aim to reveal how slow mobilities shape place-based meanings
(Binnie et al., 2007) and nurture different types and levels of engagement with world
class nature. This pluralisation of nature is a key reason why the study includes
second-home owners as individuals situated between the positions of residents/tou-
rists; investigating effects of residency on emic perspectives and ‘feeling at home’ over
time. These various dynamics enable us to scrutinize variations of therapeutic mobili-
ties through immersion and senses of connectedness from different perspectives.

In cultural geography, landscapes are often defined as formed by continuous inter-
plays between human activity and the physical environment and are thus multiple
and pluralistic in nature (Gesler, 1992). Human geography familiarised the idea that
cultural landscapes should be understood through thoughts relating to them (Guelke,
1974) and the ‘senses of place’ giving meaning to them. Tuan (1977) introduced the
notion of fields of care that are only known after prolonged experience. Gesler (1992)
extended these reflections to therapeutic landscapes as negotiated realities imbued
with reciprocal negotiations between people and the places they inhabit (or visit, in
the case of tourists). In doing so, Gesler (1992) combines cultural geography and
health geography to suggest that therapeutic landscapes are landscapes of healing,
treatment and/or restoration. Moreover, Brooke and Williams (2020) suggest nuances
of therapeutic landscapes can aid enhanced wellness, relaxation and restoration
through a combination of physical, mental and spiritual healing. Uwajeh et al. (2019)
document how therapeutic landscapes in the form of gardens can improve health and
well-being in patients with Alzheimer’s disease and dementia. Gesler’s (1992) work has
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been criticized for ‘valorising settings as having apparently intrinsic qualities’ (Gatrell,
2013, p. 100). Duff (2011, p. 155) suggests that it is more relevant to define thera-
peutic landscapes as enabling places since ‘the therapeutic properties of such places
are not fixed but rather remain relational achievements’. Accordingly, it is through
older adults’ relational achievements with the WSNP that nature may, or may not,
have healing or restorative effects.

Gatrell (2013, p. 100) introduces the notion of therapeutic mobilities, using walking
as example. This suggests a shift from health geography’s basic tenet that wellbeing is
seen as ‘a property of a place’, to the idea that ‘movement itself can be conductive to
wellbeing and health’. Hereby, he questions organized interventions where walking is
assumed to positively affect older adults’ health and wellbeing, arguing that ‘a trad-
itional public health, or health promotion, perspective fails to recognise the embed-
dedness of walking’ (Gatrell, 2013, p. 102). Through therapeutic mobilities, Gatrell
(2013, p. 104) effectively counters the idea that it is landscapes, which have thera-
peutic effects. Instead, exemplified through the slow mobility of the walking body, he
accentuates how it is the active body that permits an engagement with places and
environments as encountered on the move. Places, such as the WSNP, and movement
are sensed through the body, hereby allowing for construction of emotional geogra-
phies with therapeutic qualities. To Gatrell (2013) both places and mobilities can be
therapeutic; just as places can be enabling, so can movement. Hereby, he confronts
the romanticized conceptualization of walking by arguing ‘walking depends on human
capabilities, but capabilities and aspirations are shaped by local environmental con-
text’ (ibid p. 104). Thus, pointing toward (hidden) variations in the enabling conditions
of older adults� walk and engagement with nature in the first place. Correspondingly,
therapeutic landscapes may offer prospects for therapeutic mobilities, but whether
older adults’ engagements with nature have therapeutic, and/or positive health effects
depend on the mobilities in which older adults engage.

Potential effects of engaging with nature

Buckley (2020) raises an important question as to whether people are happy because
they visit parks, or visit parks because they are happy? He concludes that park visits
improve health and happiness, not the other way around. Though literature may be
biased towards Western conceptualisations of certain types of nature settings and
benefits, Keniger et al. (2013) extensive review of (indirect, incidental and intentional)
nature-interactions revealed at least six key benefits - psychological, cognitive, physio-
logical, social, spiritual and tangible – from engaging with nature. The following
emphasises a vast series of positive effects can be identified though there may be a
void in understanding why older adults engage with nature and landscapes in differ-
ent ways and to varying extents.

Positive effects of being in nature without necessarily being physically active
include increased well-being (Tarrant, 1996), higher levels of energy (Weinstein et al.,
2009), reduced stress (Ulrich et al., 1991) and restorative effects such as positive mood
changes and changes from tension and stress toward relaxation (Kaplan & Kaplan,
1989; Ulrich, 1979). Weinstein et al. (2009) opine that positive effects depend on the
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level of immersion in nature experiences i.e. whether people feel ‘fully present’ or
‘distanced’ from being in nature.

Takano et al. (2002) add social health to the list, as nearby green spaces make older
adults more likely to form walking groups and thereby enhance social and physical
health. Focusing on socio-environmental effects of walking together, Zurawik (2020)
points to benefits such as positive feelings of group companionship, reaching individ-
ual health and fitness goals aided by the social support of instructors, opportunities
for exploring personal capacities and developing skills, which contribute to enhanced
sense of achievement, self-worth and feelings of satisfaction with the walking activity.

Other researchers point to engagements with nature as spiritual or religious experi-
ences (Allcock, 2003; Gonz�alez & Lopez, 2020; Sharpley & Jepson, 2011). De Botton
(2003, p. 171) argues that landscapes and nature generally provide travellers with ‘an
emotional connection to a greater power’. Short (1991) defines landscapes as refuges
from modernity, and Heintzman (2000) coins nature as life-giving and rejuvenating.
Furthermore, Weinstein et al. (2009) argue that immersion in nature facilitates feelings
of autonomy and freedom. Williams and Harvey (2001, p. 250) point to nature experi-
ences as triggers of flow, connectivity and immersion, where ‘the usual distinctions
between self and object are lost’. However, Sharpley and Jepson (2011, p. 68) warn us
that defining places as spiritual is to ‘over-simplify a complex relationship’ between
people and places. Regardless of whether positive effects of being in nature are
mainly embodied or spiritual, Mayer and Frantz (2004) argue that immersion into
nature and sense of connectedness with nature depend on how much time people
spend in nature. For example, Schreyer et al. (1984)’s experienced veterans may find it
far easier to have immersive nature experiences and/or to connect with nature than
the people, they classify as novices.

Methodology

This study is guided by a subjective plural epistemological position to facilitate under-
standings of the multiple ways in which older adults (55þ) engage with nature. Ingold
(2004, p. 330) criticised the ‘sitting society’ and the bias of head over heels ‘for it is
surely through our feet, in contact with the ground (albeit mediated by footwear), we
are most fundamentally and continually ‘in touch’ with our surroundings’. Moreover,
Bergeron et al. (2014, p. 109) argue that understanding places is not simply a matter
of being in these places but also a matter of moving in and through places.
Correspondingly, we used mobile methods and techniques in the form of ‘go-alongs’
where researchers not only talk but also walk with interviewees, thus merging partici-
pant observations and interviews (e.g. Carpiano, 2009; Duignan & McGillivray, 2019;
Evans & Jones, 2011; Reed, 2002). Go-alongs allowed us to better understand how
people distinguish, construct and bodily relate to nature overcoming being ‘cocooned
in the filtered “blandscape”’ (Evans & Jones, 2011, p. 850) that too often sets the stage
for sedentary interviews.

Our research was designed around three activities with older adults. First, 14 go-
alongs with 19 residents responding to an open call for research participants. The
second activity entailed ten half-day nature-based activities, interviews, and co-design
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workshops with ten male residents. They were specifically targeted based on social
exclusion, decreased mobility, and/or loneliness. Last, go-alongs with 11 second-home
owners and eight tourists responding to an open call or were identified through
snowballing techniques.

Bergeron et al. (2014, p. 110) define the ‘go-along method’ as consisting of ‘an
on-site interview conducted on foot (walk-along), by bike or by car (ride-along)’.
Participants are empowered by acting as tour-guides, while researchers actively
embrace the mobility to relate, in-situ, with embodied situations as they tour the
landscape with participants (Hein et al., 2008). Carpiano (2009, p. 264) defines go-
alongs as ‘interviewing a participant while receiving a tour of their neighbourhood
or other local contexts. In this regard, the researcher is “walked through” people’s
lived experiences of the neighbourhood’. Few researchers have questioned poten-
tial weaknesses of go-alongs. One exception is Evans and Jones (2011, p. 852), who
used sedentary and walking interviews to study a local community’s attachment to
a city district. Comparing the two types of interviews they found walking inter-
views tended to be longer and more spatially focused, engaging to a greater
extent with features in the area under study than with the autobiographical narra-
tives of interviewees. This implies that walking interviews are less effective to gen-
erate autobiographical narratives and prompted us to supplement go-alongs with
sedentary interviews.

First, the 19 residents were recruited via a poster inviting þ55 research participants,
who occasionally, sometimes, or often go for walks in the WSNP. In retrospective, it is
hardly a surprise that volunteers were physically and mentally fit, effortlessly walking
10–12 kilometres in two hours, while constantly talking. When contacted, participants
were asked ‘to bring the researcher along’ for a walk and told that the purpose of the
session was to better understand how they engage with the WSNP nature. All partici-
pants actively used these cues to take on the role as tour guides. Those spending most
time walking in the WSNP (and oftentimes running or bicycling, sometimes horseback
riding, fishing, hunting, gathering herbs, berries, mushrooms) appeared most comfort-
able taking the lead during go-alongs. Participants spending lesser, but still ample time
in nature, exhibited less confidence in acting as tour guides. Nevertheless, participants
took the researcher for walks lasting one to two hours and in more cases also car drives
to and from the landscapes they wanted to share with the researcher, followed by sed-
entary interviews lasting one to three hours.

Second, the 11 second-home owners and eight tourists going-along were
approached through a second-home rental agency and snowballing techniques. Go-
alongs lasted from one to four hours and subsequent sedentary interviews between
one and a half to three hours. Participants’ familiarity with the WSNP varied; some had
started to visit the area more recently, others had come for decades. Generally, partici-
pants construed their roles as guides in creative ways taking the researcher along
through their favourite landscapes through means of walk-alongs, drive-alongs, moun-
tain-bike-along and a one playground-along with grandchildren. Second-home owners
carefully planned go-alongs and prepared the researcher to e.g. ‘bring boots’. Tourists
appeared more indecisive and uncertain in navigating the WSNP through go-alongs,
which sometimes unfolded in unplanned ways.
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The participant-led go-alongs stimulated articulation of a rich variety of immediate
feelings, thoughts and concerns when visibly navigating, seeing and learning about
participants’ nature with them. During sedentary interviews, most participants
engaged in vivid discussions among others, using paintings, photo albums, videos and
other objects to illustrate specific narratives and points of importance.

When possible (due to outdoor conditions) go-alongs with residents, second-home
owners and tourists were recorded and immediately after supplemented with observa-
tional notes. Sedentary interviews were recorded and transcribed in-verbatim, supple-
mented with field notes and pictures. Detailed information of participants’
backgrounds and applications of go-alongs are listed in Table 1 in the online supple-
mental materials.

Framed as a six-month research experiment, entitled ‘InnoAgeing’, nine 55þ male
residents were solicited based on profiling as socially excluded, unemployed and in
need of ‘doing something good for yourself’. Eight of the nine participants volun-
teered to be physically tested (habitual physical activity level) before, during, and after
the ten-week intervention for documentation of individual health benefits.
Participants’ aerobe capacity was tested in a two-minute, maximal walking distance.
Participants also volunteered to complete a loneliness survey to measure emotional
and social loneliness. During workshops, participants were tested, and active interven-
tions were collaboratively designed with the men and a female municipal coordinator.
Collaborative design (co-design) of the interventions was based on social interaction
between participants and a focus on complex responsive processes of relating to help
ensure ownership through identification with the task (e.g. Heape & Liburd, 2018;
Stacey, 2001). After the first two workshops one participant withdrew, and another
decided not to participate. Initially scheduled for a maximum of three hours, including
shared transport to and from the WSNP, ten interventions took place with seven male
residents on Tuesdays in March–May 2018. It soon became obvious that the only ones
with a need for a timely return were the researcher(s) and municipal coordinator.
Informal interviews were conducted individually and with the group during go-alongs
and bus rides lasting from four to six hours. To document and trace the research proc-
esses with male residents we in different ways relied on fieldnotes written right after
each activity and photos. The introductory and evaluative indoor workshops were vid-
eotaped and subsequently transcribed in-verbatim.

Analysis and findings

Initially, we thought our findings would be structured according to differences
between the different types of participants i.e. residents, second-home owners and
tourists. However, as we dug deeper into the empirical materials through iterative and
hermeneutical spirals of interpretation, it became less and less relevant if research par-
ticipants were residents, tourists or second-home owners. Through continuous engage-
ments with the 48 older adults and analytical re-interpretations, two archetypes of
therapeutic engagement with nature instead emerged, which cut across different par-
ticipant types. The archetypes evoked our curiosity to further explore participants’
diverse ways of relating and meaningfully engaging with the WSNP revealing a
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dynamic ‘in-between’ position. The remainder of the section in detail unfold these
three archetypes: being-in-nature, being-with-nature and being-as-becoming
with nature.

Nature as enclosed and static: being in nature

Participants who do not engage much with nature enact nature as a predominantly
static scene one chooses to be in, or not. Weaker relations to nature, and to the
WSNP, surface as small embodied movements of walking and bicycling, thus being in
or passing through undifferentiated spaces as opposed to therapeutic landscapes and
valued places (Tuan, 1977). To these participants, the undifferentiated WSNP nature is
little more than a geographical area with certain physical characteristics (Lefebvre,
1991) even when classified by UNESCO as of outstanding universal value. This arche-
type presents a patterning of an enclosed nature that remains ‘the same’. Participants
are uninterested and sometimes saliently unwilling to further unfold therapeutic rela-
tions and learn about landscapes. These older adults reveal traits resembling those of
Heidegger’s (1927/1962) inauthentic Dasein by being-there, non-reflective and
unaware of possible authenticity with nature.

Nature as a static, non-therapeutic backdrop is illustrated in an encounter with
second-home owners, Mark and Linda. Upon the researcher’s arrival at their second
home they cancelled the go-along because ‘there is no difference between being in
nature here and being in nature back home’. Therefore, they only wanted to do a sed-
entary interview. Another example of relating to the WSNP as enclosed, static nature
is Glenn, a male resident who took part in the interventions. When asked whether he
could recall something that he particularly enjoyed during the ten nature walks,
he responded

No, nothing like that for me, unfortunately no. … You know what, dammit … all those
shores and all those birds out there. I’ve seen them tons of times, there’s nothing new in
that. I’m too old for that being something new

Furthermore, Glenn made the following comparison of guided tours for children
and older adults

It’s fine for the kids, because they don’t know anything … They get to know about
nature, but us old guys, we’ve bloody hell been in nature on countless occasions

A paradox of authenticity emerges since Glenn is aware of his own inauthentic
Dasein, while simultaneously choosing to sustain his being-in-the-WSNP as he already
knows what is worth knowing, unlike a child. Being uninterested to enact dynamic
and evolving relations to nature he does not see much reason to engage with nature.
Residential proximity to the WSNP and second-home ownership could easily be
thought to foster unique person-place couplings (Hammitt et al., 2004) or favourite
places, but given the absence of geopiety (Tuan, 1977) this is not necessarily the case.
This translates into constrained potential effects from nature engagements that strug-
gle to evolve beyond wellness and physical health from a low level of immersion in
nature experiences (Weinstein et al., 2009) and facilitate sustained therapeutic effects.
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Nature as unfolding: being with nature

In between the two archetypes, nature becomes increasingly transient where older
adults sense nuances and enact variations of distinct, ever-changing experiences
and therapeutic mobilities. Through participants’ bonding with the WSNP as a spe-
cific place, they often start changing from being novices to becoming veterans
(Schreyer et al., 1984) and their therapeutic engagements with nature become
dynamic processes of change and learning. Paul, one of the male residents partak-
ing in the co-designed interventions, is an example hereof. Paul argues to have
notably benefited from participation in the ten interventions and especially points
to interpretations offered by nature guides as enabling him to engage with nature
in new ways

I’ve been here [in the WSNP area] many times before, but when I am told about it, it
changes. I see it completely differently when someone tells us about it. … Actually, one
can go to the same place many times if different people tell about it. It’s like putting on
a new set of glasses every time – they tell me something new, I see something new

To Paul, the areas visited take on new meanings during the guided tours and while
he has never before considered how one could further unfold and relearn nature, he
recognizes the latent therapeutic opportunities from engaging with others (e.g. nature
guides) and nature. Other participants enact nature as a process of continuous thera-
peutic unfolding, which they actively can observe. A tourist, Freddie, articulated the
WSNP nature as a ‘nature with more content’ compared to ‘other nature’ after having
‘followed this nature’ as a tourist since child. The WSNP transforms from space to a
distinct place endowed with value (Tuan, 1977, p. 6) and memories shape and con-
tinue adding to its uniqueness. Freddie’s partner, Beth, similarly unfolds nature
through observation and actively seeks assistance of experienced others e.g. guides
and locals. She describes a guided tour in a northern WSNP bird sanctuary, where
they walked to a small island only accessible by foot via a tidal path as

It was exciting to walk on the mudflats barefooted, it was sort of greasy … then it was
sand and then it became soggy, it was special … We would like to join more guided
tours because then you are told about the things around you.

For years, Freddie and Beth have increasingly immersed themselves in the WSNP
nature. Being aware of Dasein�s limitations, they actively seek support from others to
therapeutically engage and further unfold nature. Freddie and Beth both feel positive
effects after being in nature such as getting their head cleared, renewed energy and
feeling relaxed (Ulrich et al., 1991; Weinstein et al., 2009). Similarly, local resident Ellen,
has spent more than 20 years ‘getting closer’, cultivating deep and dynamic under-
standings of the WSNP. She enacts her engagements with the WSNP nature as a con-
tinuous open process. When asked how she feels after one of her five weekly WSNP
coastline-walks, she responded

It gives serenity to the soul, if one should put it a bit solemnly - and a bodily serenity.
Those things go, like, hand in hand. I think it provides rest and it also gives, I don’t know
how to phrase it, because I’m not religious, but there’s something existential in it, that
you feel that you are part of something, part of nature. That one is perhaps part of
something greater. Something that has its own course – but I can be a part of
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Ellen feels as ‘something demands that I go out into nature’ and she never knows
what awaits her as she crosses the dykes evoking a childish feeling in her as ‘it’s like it
tells me that it [nature] lives its life: Like the tidal water that flows in and out twice
every day.’ Using Dasein to understand engagements with nature contributes to inter-
weaving mind and body as well as place and person through an active and intercon-
nected Dasein. Ellen is not ‘other to nature’, she is part of telling, enacting and
making therapeutic landscapes. Along with Ellen, some of the older adults actively
unfold nature with and for others. The local resident Cathy has nurtured strong rela-
tions to the WSNP nature. Previously, Cathy used nature walks instead of medication
to recover from severe stress. During the initial phases of recovery, it was extremely
difficult for her to put on her walking shoes and leave home. When asked whether
she engages with nature while walking, she responded

That only began to happen much, much later, months later. In the beginning I couldn’t
stand walking without my headphones because I could only hear those drawling feet
[laugh], my drawling feet and that kind of somehow almost made me more depressed.
So, I had to have something coming in through my ears, to get my thoughts to go away.
But I tell you, that day, when the sun shone down through the naked branches of a tree
and I thought, that is beautiful! At that point I could feel that something was changing. I
could really feel that now, now something is changing. All of a sudden, I could feel that
something happened. I began to sense – and to sense nature. And now I always see
nature and animals, for example a falcon or a hawk

Increasingly engaging with the WSNP nature, Cathy found it easier to immerse her-
self in therapeutic nature experiences (Schreyer et al., 1984). In turn, Cathy nurtured
feelings of autonomy and freedom (Weinstein et al., 2009) from reciprocal nature
engagements. From having to force herself to go for a walk, to seeking out nature
whenever she has the chance. Walking has become conductive to her wellbeing and
health, paralleling Gatrell’s (2013) notion of therapeutic mobilities.

Other examples are second-home owners, Carl and Ann, Sam and Beatrice, who
arrange various nature-based activities for family and friends. Both couples have devel-
oped different tours and find they ‘will never be done’ experiencing the WSNP. They
demonstrate care for the WSNP nature by e.g always picking up garbage during walks,
and by using discourses countering anthropocentric understandings of nature (Mayer
et al., 2009), such as

The seals are basking in the sun - and looking at tourists (Beatrice)

It is the rabbits keeping an eye on us (Sam)

So when we humans think that we own this place, that doesn’t fit with their [animals’]
worldview (Ann)

Both couples are deeply engaged in unfolding the WSNP nature with others. For
example, Ann has formed a ‘walk-&-talk group’ and Beatrice has developed a series of
thematic tours to share with others, demonstrating how engaging with WSNP nature
triggers interconnectivity and immersion that enhance social and physical health
(Takano et al., 2002; Weinstein et al., 2009). Geopiety (Tuan, 1977) characterizes the
bonding between the WSNP nature and these participants when their accumulated
experiences with the WSNP nature make it a favourite place (Hammitt et al., 2004)
and a social and practiced place endowed with value (Tuan, 1977). To those being-
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with nature, the WSNP consists of dynamic, fluid, socially constructed, contestable and
ever-changing landscapes with which people enact and interact (Stokowski, 2002).
Hereby, the WSNP becomes inscribed with different senses of this particular place and
topophilia (Tuan, 1977) through the affective bonds older adults form with it based on
the meanings, appreciations, significances and interpretations they attach to it while
engaging in slow mobilities.

An existential unfolding of being-as-becoming with nature

A pivotal aspect of this archetype is the older adults’ deep and continuous becoming
of engagements with nature. Filling Dasein with authenticity entails consideration of
one’s possibilities and existential engagements that enlighten one about ontological
and moral questions. This is illustrated by a tourist, Thomas, who does not ‘visit the
WSNP; he explores it’. He was introduced to the WSNP nature by his father and ‘it’s
something that runs in the family and goes back several generations.’ Today, he
actively introduces the WSNP to others and unfolds it with his wife and children.
Probed about his enthusiasm he explains it through an awareness of ontological co-
existence where the WSNP nature

Puts your life in perspective and reminds you that you are nothing but a human on this
planet and we need to take care of nature because we are nothing more than a tiny part
of this huge puzzle. On one hand we must take care of nature and on the other hand,
the Wadden Sea nature reminds you it is strong

Similarly, the local resident, Pete, represented the WSNP nature as dynamic and
evolving and that every time he explores it presents a ‘completely different world’:

Like, now this happens and now that happens, that’s what it gives you. It’s not just
nature as such, it’s more the content and the changes

Thomas and Pete nurture a complex Dasein of growing interconnectivity between
more sophisticated, immersive relations than seasonality or time of day, of subtle
embodied impressions, colours, sounds, wind, from which they enact meaningful
experiences. For Thomas, engagements with WSNP is about reaching a state of true
authenticity as

There is something in the area that makes me feel that I belong. The area is under my
skin … it is a felt and sensed embodiment where it is less about thinking … this nature
makes me thrive … When I go to the Wadden Sea it is to obtain this state of
peacefulness … I hope to end my days living here

To Thomas and Pete, being-as-becoming relates to deeper, existential experiences
of fulfilment that continuously transform meanings of life and the WSNP nature as a
favourite place (Hammitt et al., 2004) endowed with values and meanings (Lefebvre,
1991; Tuan, 1977). These older adults see the WSNP as dynamic, fluid, contestable and
ever-changing nature (Stokowski, 2002). Compared to the other participants, these
older adults’ (or ‘experienced veterans’ in Schreyer et al.’s (1984) terminology) topo-
philia (Tuan, 1977) enables them to affirm and express identity (Kyle et al., 2004)
through appreciation of the dynamics in their therapeutic engagements with nature.
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Depending on why, how, and how much, participants engage with the WSNP, it
embodies very different landscapes and takes on very different meanings. Especially
evident during go-alongs, those engaging most with WSNP nature exhibit more com-
plex people-place relations anchored in embodied practices and processes (Crouch,
2010). These make them feel ‘fully present’ in this particular nature (Weinstein et al.,
2009) through therapeutic mobilities and they point to engagements with nature as
spiritual or religious experiences (Allcock, 2003; Sharpley & Jepson, 2011). We now dis-
cuss and consider implications of the different ways of engaging with nature.

Discussion and implications

Research (e.g. Buckley, 2020, Corkery, 2004; Tarrant, 1996; Ulrich, 1979; Weinstein
et al., 2009) shows that being in nature increases physical, mental and spiritual health
and wellbeing. Some researchers suggest how to motivate people to engage with
nature (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Mitchell & Popham, 2007; Takano et al., 2002), but not
much research has dug into the issue of what nature ‘is’ to older people. With this
study, we advance knowledge on engagements with nature by suggesting that defin-
ing nature as something to constantly make and re-make by being-with-nature quali-
fies as a critical, but hitherto under-researched reason why some older people go to
great extents to do their daily walk, while others have a hard time convincing them-
selves to put on their hiking shoes and go for a walk.

Research, often implicitly, relies on more static understandings of nature, casting nature
as a stage for human performances indicative of active and healthy living. Nature is hereby
seen as a space allowing for human performances, not as a place with which to develop
or (re)construct relations. However, as Gatrell (2013) argues wellbeing is a matter of ‘being
somewhere’. Our research reveals how older adults who use nature less are heavily over-
represented in the group of research participants defining nature as static. Even if the
WSNP qualifies as a therapeutic landscape or an enabling place, to these participants the
therapeutic properties of it remain dormant as they do not relate to it in ways that allow
for construction of relational and emotional geographies. At the same time, research partic-
ipants who see their engagements with nature as complex and dynamic, and appreciate
variations of interpretation, such as changing weather conditions, seasonality, tidal waters
etc., argue that being with nature makes them actively use nature more, hence contribu-
ting to more active and healthy lifestyles. When the WSNP nature becomes a constant
unfolding, it draws research participants to deepen their engagements.

Therapeutic landscapes may qualify as enabling places allowing for therapeutic
mobilities, but not necessarily for all (Gatrell, 2013). If we wish for nature to contribute
to active healthy ageing, our study suggests that it is not enough to improve accessi-
bility by, for example, constructing yet another route, path, app, sign etc. Instead, the
key is to understand and improve older adults’ capabilities for engaging in therapeutic
mobilities with nature. Following Gatrell’s (2013) lead, we argue that we need to stop
romanticizing walking and discard the assumption that nature routes and paths are
easily accessible for all. Walking and wellbeing are far more complex matters than
ensuring physical access to being in nature. Key issues arising from our research are
how to set the initial enabling conditions and assist older adults in their journeys
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towards appreciating nature’s subtle nuances and continuously transformative experi-
ences not in, but with nature. The distinction is crucial. If we are to engender relation-
ships, interactions and conversations between people, then designing-with is the
quintessential expression of an ethical, ongoing involvement of others (Heape &
Liburd, 2018) that demands changes from simple to evanescent individual versions of
subjective nature and being. Heidegger (1962) argued that even though we are prim-
ordially embedded into the world, to the curios Dasein, relations to the world remain
open for (re)interpretation throughout life. Curiosity allows for hermeneutical proc-
esses of interpretation of ‘objects’, such as nature, to disclose being. As Heidegger’s
authentic Dasein, participants who enact the WSNP as an existential unfolding of the
world and of themselves, interpret and understand themselves and the WSNP in terms
of possibilities, where being is always a matter of becoming.

In contrast, participants engaging the least with nature mainly see nature without
comprehension or consideration of fundamental ontological questions. To the older
adults for whom engagement with the WSNP nature is categorized as being-as-
becoming with nature, landscapes provide an emotional connection to a greater
power (Botton, 2003), a refuge from modernity (Short, 1991), and life-giving, thera-
peutic and rejuvenating experiences (Heintzman, 2000). To them, relations with nature
trigger feelings of autonomy and freedom (Weinstein et al., 2009) as well as flow, con-
nectivity and immersion thus suspending usual distinctions between self and nature.
To these experienced veterans (Schreyer et al., 1984) therapeutic mobilities and con-
nectedness with nature ‘come easily’, in dire contrast to the lack of immersion and
connectedness characterizing participants, for whom the WSNP is enclosed and static.

The participants who see nature as an existential unfolding resembles Heidegger’s
(1962) notion of being-as-becoming and we add, with nature. The existentialist dimen-
sion of not only being in, but being active with nature, points toward the notion of
stewardship, defined by Neubaum (2013, p. 767) as ‘caring and loyal devotion to an
organization, institution, or social group’ and nature. Stewardship emphasizes people
involved in a task and recognizes intrinsic as well as personal values and dynamic inter-
relations beyond selfish gain, while not excluding the latter (Liburd, 2018, p. 25). Being-
as-becoming with nature exposes latent opportunities for stewardship with others.

Initially we argued that Dasein can reframe older adults from ‘victims’ of ageing to
active makers of ageing. The participants who engage the most with nature and see
nature as an existential unfolding have developed their being-as-becoming with
nature over time. In most cases, how they engage with nature changes over time and
with ageing. As ageing affects their bodies, many substitute more physically demand-
ing ways of engaging with nature (e.g. bicycling, running, hiking, horseback riding)
with walking. But for the experienced veterans, their micro-mobilities in and with
nature remain therapeutic mobilities and their sense of connectedness with nature is
not negatively affected by changes in modus operandi of engagement. In sharp con-
trast to Cumming and Henry’s (1961) claim that ageing equivalates gradual, inevitable
and universal disengagement, these research participants continue their engagements
with nature as they age; some even argue that they engage more with nature through
their later lifes� slower walks in nature than during earlier life-stages’ running or bicy-
cling engagements. These participants’ continuous engagement with nature directly
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counters the risk of ageing as general disengagement. Rowe and Kahn (1987) argued
that successful ageing consists of freedom from disease and disability; high levels of
cognitive and physical functioning; and social and productive engagement. The partici-
pants who engage the most with nature pro-actively use therapeutic mobilities to
retain high levels of cognitive and physical functioning as well as social and product-
ive engagement. However, disease and disability are integral elements of ageing and
these participants voice fear and dread the day when illness or disabilities will prevent
them from engaging with nature. By changing their modus operandi and engaging in
types of micro-mobilities available for their ageing bodies at any certain time, they
not only counter the idea of ageing as inevitable gradual dis-engagement but actively
convert engagement and disengagement to contestable and negotiable entities,
depending on their ageing bodies and authentic being in time and space.

To participants who engage the most with nature, the WSNP as a therapeutic land-
scape makes them change their engagements with nature over time in the form of
physically less demanding types (typically walking). The participants who use nature
less define nature as static and therapeutic properties of nature remain dormant. They
do not relate to nature in ways that allow for construction of relational and emotional
geographies. As these participants’ ageing bodies start to render some types of mobili-
ties impossible, they have little inclination to engage in other types of practices that
allow for engagements with nature. As nature is seen as undifferentiated spaces and a
static backdrop that one is in, or passes through, as opposed to therapeutic land-
scapes and valued places (Tuan, 1977), they see little reason to continue to engage
with nature as ageing reduces the number of ways in which one can do so and there-
fore, to these participants, ageing is inscribed with Cumming and Henry’s (1961) grad-
ual, inevitable disengagement; in our study disengagement from nature.

Our study aimed to explore how nature may facilitate active healthy ageing among
older adults. Drawing on Heidegger’s existential notion of Dasein we identified three
different archetypes of being-in, being-with and becoming-with others and nature. It
is important to consider that Dasein is not solely applicable to older adults inasmuch
each and every unique being, child, youth or old, represent a unique Dasein throwing
itself towards the potentialities lying before it. Our findings remain significant through
the detailed explorations of how and why older adults engage with nature and reveal
some of the distinct challenges and opportunities that older Daseins increasingly face
while ageing. For instance, altered bodies are brought to the fore as the hip hurts, the
back needs surgery, the sight turns blind, the body needs recovery and medicine to
function, and to move into nature. Active healthy ageing cannot be taken for granted.
It is important to recognise distinct traits among older adults. Not as traits automatic-
ally facilitating gradual disengagement from others and nature and, in turn, kill us; but
as traits requiring our awareness and intentionality if engagements with nature are to
facilitate active healthy ageing among older adults.

Conclusion

This study has four main theoretical and practical contributions. First, the study shows
significant variations in engagement with nature. Some engage little with what they
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see as enclosed and static nature. Others define their engagements as a continuous
existential unfolding of the world and themselves, where being-as-becoming leads to
increased engagement and less anthropocentric enactments of nature. Contra-intui-
tively, engagements with nature as being-as-becoming was not restricted to local resi-
dents but included tourists and second-home owners demonstrating high levels of
immersion, care and connectedness with nature. This alters romantic notions of homo-
genous, local communities who care. Local residents do not necessarily form stronger
ties with the nature they inhabit, and tourists do not form weaker ties with the nature
they temporarily visit.

Second, the continuum between the two archetypes adds to the complexity of
engaging with nature and reframes relations between nature and active healthy age-
ing as latent opportunities. Engagements with nature become dynamic processes of
change and learning, where some older adults spend a lifetime existentially unfolding
their being-as-becoming with nature through therapeutic, slow mobilities. Often such
engagements have been nurtured since childhood and are passed down to children
and grandchildren. Thus, challenging contemporary ideas and initiatives to retain ‘loyal
visitors’ in undifferentiated physical spaces towards cultivating inter- and intra-gener-
ational interrelations with valued places.

Third, the study contributes with new knowledge on nature as more than ‘just’
nature. Variations in nature varied from being characterised by unquestioned being-
there to therapeutic and curious being-as-becoming. For researchers and practitioners
concerned with the dynamics of older adults’ active engagement or disengagement
with nature, this implicates an intentional shift from assuming nature is simple, a static
given, or something existing other-to-man. Our findings suggest a humble re-orienta-
tion towards more complex and evanescent conceptualisations of nature, which take
into consideration reciprocal interrelationships between individuals’ subjective being
and becoming older with nature.

Finally, the study contributes with knowledge on what UNESCO world class nature
‘is’; incorporating variations of engagements as well as nature as complex, evanescent,
contestable and ever-changing. To some of our 48 participants, the WSNP nature is
highly valued, world class nature. To others it is a static, undifferentiated scene one
chooses to be in, or not. Accordingly, even though the objective characteristics of this
UNESCO World Heritage Site are affirmed by the global community, it is the older
adults’ subjective appreciations, enactments and slow mobilities that are decisive for
how they engage with nature, for therapeutic mobilities and active healthy ageing.
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