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Executive summary  

Introduction 

1. The Ramblers commissioned the education charity Young Citizens to carry out the 

Youth Voice Research Report in order to examine the barriers to youth participation 

within its organisation and within the countryside/greenspace. 

Methodology 

2. Four focus groups were held in Leeds, Manchester, Edinburgh and London with 

secondary school students. These sessions, together with pre-questionnaires, 

focused on young people’s awareness of and access to the countryside/greenspace 

and their attitudes towards The Ramblers and the types of work which the 

organisation does. 

3. The schools selected were non-fee paying and generally had a high proportion of 

students receiving free school meals. The students taking part were ethnically 

diverse and aged from 11-16.  

4. At the start of the focus group sessions, students completed an anonymous 

questionnaire which was jointly designed by the Ramblers and Young Citizens. After 

the questionnaire had been completed, Young Citizens facilitated the semi-structured 

conversations. 

Findings 

5. Nearly all of the students spend at least some time in the countryside and/or 

greenspace. When visiting the countryside or greenspace, walking is by far the most 

common activity that the young people take part in. 

6. Compared with visiting greenspace, when they visit the countryside the young people 

are more likely to be accompanied by family and schools/clubs and less likely to be 

accompanied by friends or to go alone. 

7. The students generally have a moderate interest in the countryside/greenspace, and 

this interest is far more likely to have grown than decreased in the past six months. 

8. There is very strong – almost unanimous - support for protecting the 

countryside/greenspace. Views on the level of threat faced by 

greenspace/countryside were more divergent, but with a common feeling that this 

would increase in the near future. 
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9. Three-quarters of the students feel they currently learn little or nothing about these 

issues at school. There is a huge desire to learn more – four out of five students 

would like to learn more, and would like their school to do more. 

10. They get their knowledge about countryside and greenspace from a wide spectrum of 

sources, but most notably the traditional media outlets as well as social media sites. 

11. Time is the biggest overall barrier – both to visiting the countryside/greenspace more, 

and to learning more about them. Lack of access/transport is also a major factor in 

preventing more visits. Lack of opportunities in school is the biggest barrier of all to 

learning. 

12. Very few have heard of The Ramblers; but when asked to guess what the 

organisation was about, many were in the right ballpark of walking/campaigning.  

13. There was a perception of a certain positive quirkiness about The Ramblers – 

adventurers, freedom-fighters, “ramming” home messages, etc. 

14. Whilst there was little enthusiasm for volunteering for The Ramblers, there was a 

common view that The Ramblers should help to take young people into the 

countryside and to educate them. There was also a request that young people be 

given a voice. 

15. The young people saw a key benefit of the countryside/greenspace as being the 

opportunity to escape to something new, or away from technology and social media. 

They also saw the mental and physical health benefits, and the social benefits that 

come from socialising in person rather than virtually. 

16. They felt that responsibility for stewardship of the countryside/greenspace should be 

diffuse; involving government, charities as well as individuals. They felt that they 

were not always empowered with the knowledge, skills and confidence to act. 

Recommendations 

17. Engage with young people on their terms rather than attempting to encourage young 

people to engage with the current volunteering/engagement activities within The 

Ramblers. 

 

18. Consider providing ways to permanently engage a Youth Voice within The Ramblers’ 

decision-making structures. 

 

19. Support schools through teaching resources, linked to subjects in the national 

curriculum, highlighting issues concerned with the countryside and greenspace.  
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20. Consider piloting a practical project involving school trips to the countryside/peri-

urban areas, to help increase young people’s understanding/interest/enjoyment in 

open space.  

 

21. Consider making use of The Ramblers’ extensive network of volunteers to establish a 

programme of visits to schools. 
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Introduction  

The Youth Voice Research Project was commissioned by The Ramblers and carried out by 

the education and youth empowerment charity Young Citizens. Young Citizens has over 30 

years’ experience of working with young people, giving them the knowledge, confidence and 

inspiration they need to make an effective contribution to society and to shape their future in 

a rapidly changing world. Every year, they work with over 350,000 young people across the 

UK.  

The Ramblers commissioned Young Citizens to carry out the Youth Voice Research Project 

as they want to proactively address the lack of youth voice in their membership. This 

research project examines the barriers to youth participation as well as providing 

recommendations for how The Ramblers might encourage more young people to access the 

countryside and help protect nature.  

Young Citizens hosted four separate focus groups to gather a broad range of youth voices. 

The focus groups took place across the UK; in Leeds, Manchester, Edinburgh and London 

with 5-12 secondary school students in each focus group. Students completed a detailed 

questionnaire followed by further more in-depth discussions, led by an expert Young Citizens 

facilitator, which focused on: 

 Young people’s awareness of and access to their local countryside and greenspace, 

their attitude towards nature and ‘environmental stewardship’ as witnessed in recent 

global youth-led climate change demonstrations; 

 Highlighting the work of The Ramblers through supportive materials to gauge youth 

interest in walking as a leisure activity and to ask young people how the charity can 

better support youth interest in its work – probing both real and perceived barriers.  

This report will outline the key findings from the questionnaires and the Young Citizens-led 

focus groups as well as informing The Ramblers as to how it can boost young people’s 

awareness and interest in accessing the countryside.  

Please note that in the initial project proposal it was agreed that Young Citizens would host 

six focus groups across the UK. Unfortunately, with the outbreak of COVID-19 and the 

subsequent closure of all schools, Young Citizens was only able to carry out four of the 

planned six focus groups. Though this was not ideal, due to the diverse nature of the four 

schools and the young people that took part, we believe that the quantitative and qualitative 

data which we have gathered is reflective of the wider view of young people across the UK. 

As a result, we feel confident making recommendations about how The Ramblers can 

increase its youth participation from the data and opinions gathered.  

https://www.youngcitizens.org/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-48392551?intlink_from_url=https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/topics/czmw21ewkzqt/schools-climate-change-protests&link_location=live-reporting-story
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Methodology 

 

The Schools  

The four schools that we selected to take part in the programme were chosen as they 

represent a geographical spread across the UK. We recruited three research partner schools 

from England: St Gabriel’s College (London), Cardinal Heenan Catholic High School 

(Leeds), Oasis Academy MediaCityUK (Manchester), and one from Scotland: Balerno 

Community High School (Edinburgh). All of these schools are non-fee-paying state schools 

and most have a higher than average proportion of students receiving free school meals.  

The three schools based in England are located in urban areas. Balerno, the Edinburgh-

based school, is based in a more rural location. This allowed Young Citizens to consider the 

similarities and differences of the views of young people who have grown up in these 

different environments.  

The Participants 

Each of the focus groups were made of up of 5-12 students and their ages ranged from 11-

16. Young Citizens’ teacher contacts were tasked with choosing a diverse range of young 

people to take part in the focus groups, selecting them based on their own insights from 

having worked with them in the classroom. Below is a graph displaying the ethnic diversity of 

the young people that took part in the focus groups? 
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Before taking part in the focus groups the young people and their parents completed a 

permission form to ensure that the data received from these focus groups could be used in 

line with GDPR regulations.  

Collecting data  

At the start of the focus groups participants completed an anonymous questionnaire (See 

Appendix 1) containing questions regarding their age, gender, ethnicity, leisure interests 

and outdoor activities, and a second set of more detailed questions about their awareness 

and attitude towards the countryside. This survey was co-designed with input from The 

Ramblers and Young Citizens. After the questionnaire was completed Young Citizens’ 

trainers facilitated a semi-structured conversation (See Appendix 2) centred on the following 

two themes. These themes were agreed by Young Citizens and The Ramblers in advance.  

Discussions focussed around two areas:  

 Young people’s awareness and access to their local countryside, their attitude 

towards nature and ‘environmental stewardship’ as witnessed in recent global youth-

led climate change demonstrations. 

 Highlight the work of The Ramblers through supportive materials to gauge youth 

interest in walking as a leisure activity and to ask young people how the charity can 

better attract youth interest in their work – probing both real and perceived barriers. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-48392551?intlink_from_url=https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/topics/czmw21ewkzqt/schools-climate-change-protests&link_location=live-reporting-story
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-48392551?intlink_from_url=https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/topics/czmw21ewkzqt/schools-climate-change-protests&link_location=live-reporting-story
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Findings 

This section draws together the findings from both the survey and the four youth focus 

groups. There were many similarities in the views of the four groups regardless of location 

and demographic, however, in this report we have also highlighted where there were 

differences. 

1. Young people’s current use of the countryside/ greenspace  

We discussed with the students their current use of the countryside and greenspace. We 

learned that: 

- Nearly all of the students spend at least some time in the countryside and/or 

greenspace. 

- When visiting the countryside or greenspace, walking is by far the most common 

activity that the young people take part in. 

- Compared with visiting greenspace, when they visit the countryside the young people 

are more likely to be accompanied by family and schools/clubs and less likely to be 

accompanied by friends or to go alone. 

How close do you live to the countryside/greenspace? 

The majority of students (70%) who participated in the project live in cities. Of the remaining 

students, 23% stated that they live in a village and 7% said they live in a town. Just under 

half (47%) said they live less than a mile from a greenspace, with 80% saying they live within 

10 miles. The UK Natural Capital Report from the ONS1 states that the average distance 

from a property to a functional greenspace is 259 metres (approx. 0.2 miles) - this suggests 

that the students significantly underestimate their proximity to a greenspace, which might 

suggest a lack of knowledge of the greenspace opportunities available to them. A significant 

proportion, 40%, said they live within 10 miles of the countryside.  

How many times have you visited the countryside/greenspace in the past 12 months? 

Nearly all of the students spend at least some of their time in either the countryside or 

greenspace. 97% of the young people said they had visited the countryside, and 90% said 

they had visited a greenspace, at least once over the past year. As a whole (and not 

surprisingly) the students visit greenspace more frequently than they do the countryside. 

70% said they had visited greenspace more than five times over the past 12 months, 

compared with 50% for the countryside. Almost half of the students had visited the 

                                                

1 UK Natural Capital: ecosystem accounts for urban areas, July 2018, 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/bulletins/uknaturalcapital/ecosystemaccount
sforurbanareas 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/bulletins/uknaturalcapital/ecosystemaccountsforurbanareas
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/bulletins/uknaturalcapital/ecosystemaccountsforurbanareas
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countryside between one and five times over the last year. There was a hardcore of around 

one fifth who are very frequent users (20+ visits) of the countryside/greenspace. Bearing in 

mind that the majority of the students are city-dwellers, these findings challenge a common 

perception that children in the city do not make frequent use of greenspace and the 

countryside. As we see later on, they would like greater opportunities to do so. However, it is 

encouraging that for the great majority of them, it is already a common part of their 

experience. 

  

What were the main activities you participated in during your visit(s) to the 

countryside/greenspace over the past 12 months? 

The students visiting countryside and greenspace participated in a wide variety of different 

activities, as outlined in the table below. However, The Ramblers will no doubt be pleased to 

know that walking is by far the most common activity young people take part in, both in the 

countryside and greenspace.    
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For greenspace, there are four activities which stand out: walking, running, cycling and 

sports. For the countryside, apart from walking, there’s a much broader range of activities all 

at a similar level. 

How did you get to the countryside/greenspace when you visited over the past 12 

months – what were your main forms of transportation? 
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Reflecting the likely distance travelled, the top two travel modes for greenspace (walking and 

car) are also the top two for the countryside but in reverse order. For the countryside, 

although the car is dominant, those travelling by train, bus or bicycle are cumulatively 

equivalent to those travelling by car. This is interesting in the context of a later discussion 

about barriers to visiting, and a desire for more simple access (e.g. the provision of buses to 

take young people into the countryside). 

Who did you visit the countryside/greenspace with over the past 12 months? 

The young people most commonly visited both the countryside and greenspace with their 

families. The second most common option is visiting with friends. 65% said they visit 

greenspace with friends, compared to 40% for the countryside. The young people more 

commonly visit the countryside with school, or with a club, than they do greenspace. They 

also more commonly visit greenspace by themselves – potentially a reflection of the majority 

urban make-up of the group, with many students living closer to greenspace and therefore 

meaning they are more able to visit them by themselves. Again, this ties in with comments in 

the focus groups about wanting more organised ways to visit the countryside through 

planned activities such as school/club outings. 
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How long were your visits to the countryside/greenspace over the past 12 months? 

Visits to greenspace tended to be much shorter – generally a day or less. Visits to the 

countryside are more evenly spread, ranging between half a day and two days. 
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In a later section, we report that time is seen as a large barrier to visiting the countryside.  

Perhaps by emphasising to young people that trips to the countryside can also be relatively 

short, it might help overcome this barrier. 

2. Attitudes  

We were interested to gauge their current interest in the countryside/greenspace, and to 

learn if this had changed over time. We found that: 

- The students generally have a moderate interest in the countryside/greenspace. 

- Interest was far more likely to have grown than decrease in the past six months. 

- There is very strong – almost unanimous - support for protecting the 

countryside/greenspace.  

- Views on the level of threat faced by greenspace/countryside were more 

divergent, but with a common feeling that this would increase in the near future. 

How interested are you in the countryside/greenspace? What are the things about the 

countryside/greenspace that interest you the most? 

All of the young people reported having some level of interest in the countryside/ 

greenspace, although to differing extents. Most commonly, the young people have only a 

moderate level of interest; 67% reported being either ‘somewhat interested’ or a ‘little’ 

interested in the countryside/greenspace. Only 3% stated that they are ‘very interested’ but a 

significant proportion (30%) described themselves as ‘interested’ in the 

countryside/greenspace. Whilst it is pleasing that there is some level of interest from 

everyone, the very low proportion who described themselves as ‘very interested’ is striking. 
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This is not currently near the top of the young people’s agendas, which probably explains 

why, as we will see later on, the idea of volunteering for The Ramblers or a similar cause 

has limited appeal. They might be interested generally in countryside/greenspace issues, but 

the interest levels would need to be much higher for them to take the leap into giving their 

time. 

 

Has your interest changed over the past 12 months and if so, why?  

More positively, the students reported that their interest is growing over time. Half of the 

students said that their interest has stayed the same, but of the others, the students were far 

more likely to say their interest level has increased than decreased over the past 12 months 

(by a net +44%). Only 3% said they now felt less interested in the countryside/greenspace 

than they did. 
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The increased interest that many students reported may, in part, be attributable to a growing 

awareness of the climate emergency – highlighted by media coverage of world events and a 

rise in the popularity of young activists:  

 “Things that are affecting us now, like as you said, the Australian bush fires and all this 

climate change, because of people like, Greta, I forgot her surname, but yeah because it’s 

something like that’s happening right now I think we need to be taught about it”- Student, 

London Focus Group. 

However, the impact of the so-called ‘Greta effect’ can definitely be overstated. As above, 

many of the students expressed only moderate interest levels and, in Manchester for 

example, the students were fairly dismissive of activists such as Thunberg, laughing and 

joking when she came up. One student expressed particularly strong views: ‘she just needs 

to stop… It’s not going to get nowhere, it’s really not. They’ve tried it before, it’s not going to 

work”.  

How important do you think it is to protect the countryside/greenspace and why? 

All of the students thought it is important to protect the countryside/greenspace, with 60% 

stating that it is ‘very important’. This is a contrast with the 3% who felt ‘very interested’ in the 

issue. 
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How much threat is there to the countryside/greenspace at present and what is 

causing that level of threat? 
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Despite the somewhat mixed attitudes of the groups, there was a very real sense amongst 

the young people that the countryside/greenspace is under threat. 20% described the threat 

level as ‘very serious’ and 47% as ‘considerable’. Of the remaining students, 30% said they 

feel there is ‘some threat’ to countryside/greenspace and 3% said there is ‘not much threat’.  

Global climate change was mentioned by students in all four focus groups as a cause for 

concern, but the students also expressed concerns about a variety of local issues 

particularly for greenspace. A major concern for local greenspace is safety: 

“There is a lot of gangs and stuff there, like young gangs that burnt down some parts of the 

park and stuff like that and it just like makes it like a less of a place for little kids to go visit, 

because they’re doing it in little kid areas”. Student, Leeds Focus Group.  

“People don’t go to parks as much, because they find it like dangerous and scary”. Student, 

London Focus Group.  

Other perceived threats that came up in multiple sessions were littering, plastic pollution, 

population growth and urbanisation. The last two concerns were particularly strong in 

Edinburgh where the school, despite being just 8 miles from the city centre, is located in a 

suburb – with a much more rural feel, being just as close to the Pentland Hills as it is to the 

city.  

“Where I live, there are new houses and there used to be a like massive, just fields and now 

it’s hundreds and hundreds of houses”.  Student, Edinburgh  

The young people from Balerno School very much considered themselves to be from the 

countryside. This was reflected in the focus group discussion, where they expressed a 

detailed understanding of threats facing the countryside, expressing concerns about loss of 

wildlife, loss of agriculture and overcrowding caused by tourists/day-trippers from the city.   

93% of students described protecting the countryside/greenspace from these various threats 

as ‘very important’ or ‘important’. As well as feeling it’s important to protect these spaces 

from the threats outlined above, the students also referred to the physical and mental health 

benefits as a key reason for protecting the countryside/greenspace. They feel that spending 

time in the countryside/greenspace can help to reduce stress, provide a much needed break 

from being on social media and also create opportunities to re-connect with family and 

friends (see the section later on about the benefits).  

What do you think will happen to the level of threat to the countryside/greenspace 

over the next 10 years? What are the reasons for your answer?  
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A net 67% of the young people said they think that current threat levels are going to increase 

over the next 10 years. This, alongside the students’ strong belief in the importance of 

protecting the countryside/greenspace, could provide a starting point for The Ramblers in 

engaging young people more deeply in the organisation’s work, but it needs to be balanced 

with the realism that it is currently the top of the agenda for only a very small proportion of 

them. 

3. Learning and information 

In this section, we asked the young people about how much they currently learn, and how 

much they would like to learn, about the countryside and greenspace. We found that: 

- Three-quarters of the students feel they currently learn little or nothing about 

these issues at school. 

- There is a huge desire to learn more – four out of five students would like to learn 

more, and would like their school to do more. 

- They get their knowledge about the countryside and greenspace from a wide 

spectrum of sources, but most notably the traditional news media and social 

media sites. 

How much do you learn about the countryside/greenspace in your school/college? 

Where does that learning take place? 
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The young people’s experience of learning about the countryside and greenspace within 

their schools is underwhelming to the say the least. Only one in four feel they learn ‘quite a 

lot’; and more than one third feel it is ‘not a lot’ or ‘nothing’! This suggests that there may be 

an opportunity for The Ramblers to help schools to increase the ways that they educate 

young people on these issues. Schools are clearly not meeting young people’s expectations 

at the moment.  

Would you like to learn more about the countryside/greenspace? What would you like 

to learn more about and who is best placed to supply this learning/information? 

This is confirmed when asked whether they would like to learn more about the countryside 

and greenspace. By a margin of 4:1 they would. 
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Would you like your school/college do more to educate you about the 

countryside/greenspace? In what ways could they do more? 

 

83% of the students wanted their school/college to do more to educate them on these areas. 

In fact, 63% of the students feel that the lack of opportunities at school/college was the main 

barrier that prevented them from doing so. This feeling was echoed in the discussion within 

the focus groups, where some of the students argued that young people should start 

learning about the countryside/greenspace, as early as possible, from primary school age.  
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“I feel like if we were taught about it in primary school more, there would be more people of 

our generation that care, and don’t litter, but because it’s not embedded when you are 

younger, it’s just a thing where people don’t care.” – Student, London Focus Group. 

Some also stated that much of the education they have received has focused on the global 

environment and they would also like to learn more about local/ UK spaces:   

“Yeah, we have to do it more local because if it’s somewhere like Australia, we can’t do 

anything about it. But if it’s local, we can do something to help fix the problem.” - Student, 

Manchester Focus Group. 

Although recognising the importance of learning about global issues, such as the Australian 

Wild Fires (which were a major new story at the time of the focus group sessions), these 

students feel that learning about local issues was just as, if not more, important as they 

would be able to have more of a direct impact on a local level.  

What are your main sources of information about the countryside/greenspace? How 

useful are these sources of information and how much do you trust them? 

The students listed a fairly wide range of answers when asked what their main sources of 

information on the countryside/greenspace were - with social media, traditional media and 

family/friends among the most common answers. 
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This was reflected in the focus groups, where students spoke in more detail about accessing 

information from a variety of sources and their reliability. These competing sources are, for 

some students, an indicator of the need for better education in school:   

“I feel like information can sometimes get muddled up depending on where like, where the 

information comes from and the sources of that information, so I feel like having something 

that would be direct and give the proper statistics and the proper facts would be better, but 

there is not enough access for that.” - Student, Leeds Focus Group.  

19% of the young people said that this lack of trusted information is the main barrier that 

prevents them from learning more about the countryside/greenspace.  

“I like to watch YouTube videos on things that like impact us, because I am interested in that 

field, and yeah sometimes my family tell me about it and I like search out more, but I feel like 

there are not many reliable sources out there.” – Student, London Focus Group. 

However, it should also be noted that not all of the students want to learn more about the 

countryside/greenspace – with 18% saying they had no interest in doing so. For some, this is 

due to a lack of interest, a feeling that it had no relevance to their lives or future or, as a 

student in London said, because they ‘have learnt too much already’.    

4. Barriers  

In this section, we were interested in what the barriers are to them engaging more with the 

countryside/greenspace. We found that: 

- Time is the biggest overall barrier – both to visiting the countryside/greenspace 

more, and to learning more about them. 

- Lack of access/transport is also a major factor in preventing more visits. 

- Lack of opportunities at school is the biggest barrier of all to learning. 

What are the main barriers that prevent you from visiting the countryside/greenspace 

more? How might these barriers be overcome? 

Lack of time is the most common reason given by students when asked what the main 

barriers are that prevent them from visiting the countryside/greenspace more often. Coupled 

with the question earlier about how long visits take – especially to the countryside – this 

would suggest it would be worth placing emphasis on shorter trips that take up less time. 
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This was echoed in the focus group discussions, particularly in relation to the countryside, 

with a major contributing factor seeming to be parents’ work schedules.  

“There is not a lot of time to go to the countryside, because we aren’t that near, the closest 

one is the Lake District I think and my mum works shifts, so we do like the countryside, but 

we can’t go very often.” - Student, Leeds Focus Group.  

“Because like, your parents would have their jobs to do, so it would be hard for them to find 

time to take you there so yeah.”- Student, London Focus Group. 

Another barrier that students discussed in more detail during the focus group is a lack of 

information and understanding of what spaces were near them.  

“Until about June, July of last year, I didn’t know that Otley Chevin existed and once did, I 

visited it quite frequently, about I’m guessing about 10 times since last June” Student… yeah 

lack of information is a big one.” - Leeds Focus Group. 

This would fit in with the results of an earlier question on how close the young people live to 

a greenspace, where they appear to over-estimate the distance. It may well be true, too, that 

the students see the countryside as something far-off (like the comment from the student 

above about the Lake District), and be unaware of peri-urban environments closer to home 

that would hold some of the benefits of the countryside for visits. 
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Events and trips are two key ways that the young people felt these barriers can be 

overcome, and there was a strong sense that this should be done via their schools.   

“Host like local like countryside activities and events in the countryside and they could have 

schools like all the schools participate in them. So that in school times, the pupils can go and 

visit the countryside … to like to get rid of the barrier of lack of information.” - Student, Leeds 

Focus Group. 

“I think it’s better for me doing it in school, like when I did it with Duke of Edinburgh because 

I found it a better experience.” – Student, Edinburgh Focus Group.  

Working in partnership with schools to provide students with informative, engaging visits to 

the countryside/greenspace could provide a key opportunity for The Ramblers to involve 

young people with their work, whilst also helping young people to overcome multiple barriers 

that prevent them from visiting these spaces, such as information, time and access.  

What are the main barriers that prevent you from learning more about the 

countryside/greenspace? How might these barriers be overcome? 

Lack of opportunities at school is seen as the major barrier to learning more about the 

countryside/greenspace. This again backs up the case for interventions with schools to 

make it easier for them to engage with these issues. 
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5. The Ramblers  

In this section, we asked specifically about The Ramblers – the students’ knowledge of the 

organisation, how they would like, if at all, to engage with the organisation. So as not to pre-

empt the discussions, we did not ask questions in the survey about this, and held off the 

questions in the focus groups until near the end. 

We found that: 

- Very few have heard of The Ramblers; but when asked to guess what the 

organisation was about, many were in the right area of walking/campaigning.  

- There was a perception of a certain positive quirkiness – adventurers, freedom-

fighters, “ramming” home messages, etc. 

- Whilst there was little enthusiasm for volunteering for The Ramblers, there was a 

common view that The Ramblers should help to take young people into the 

countryside and to educate them. 

- There was also a request that young people be given a voice. 

Have you heard of an organisation called The Ramblers? What comes to mind when 

you hear that name? What do you think they do? Who do you think is likely to be a 

member? 

Name recognition of The Ramblers was non-existent everywhere except the Scottish focus 

group (where it was the minority). When prompted about what comes to mind, there were 

two common themes: 

- Talking/campaigning and protesting. One student used the ‘Ram’ in ‘Ramblers’ as 

symbolic of ‘ramming home messages’, and this idea of – as a student said in 

London – “talking about subjects that need to be talked about” was widespread. 

Edinburgh thought it was “people who protest to keep things like as they are…like 

preserve things, like preserve the countryside and stuff”. “Against Donald Trump” 

was a popular view in Manchester, and with a bit of prompting, they saw the link to 

environmental issues. “Greta would want to be part of this.” 

- Freedom. Based on rambling being a way of walking, students thought it symbolized 

a sense of freedom. As a student in Leeds put it, “free without a plan – just being 

free”.  Some also thought ramblers sounded like ‘adventurers’. 

“The Ramblers - Sounds like a pop band no one knows about.” – Student, Manchester 

Focus Group. 

All agreed that older/ retired people were most likely to be members. London specifically 

thought members were more likely to come from the countryside rather than cities. 
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Whilst it may be disappointing – though probably not surprising – that name recognition is so 

low, there are aspects here which are quite positive and can be built on. There was a gentle 

humour in many of the answers from the young people, which suggests a respect for the role 

of the organisation. Nobody volunteered that they thought negatively about what the 

organisation was about. 

How might they involve young people in terms of: 

     - Learning more about what they do though their education? 

     - Getting involved in activities and events? 

The view of all the focus groups was that the key to getting more young people involved is 

through schools. There were two common ideas as to how this might be done: 

- Organising trips. The most popular idea is to arrange school visits – talking and 

showing rather than just educating, and helping young people to get out into the 

countryside. A student in Manchester thought this would help to “overcome the idea 

that the countryside is boring”, and the idea that “only pensioners go to the 

countryside”. Some of the students in Manchester got quite excited at the idea of a 

trip to the Lake District. “Getting your hands on stuff and seeing for yourself” was how 

a student in London explained it.  

“Maybe some trips and some activities in schools, because when you think of a trip you think 

of like you’re going to have fun and stuff like that. Maybe a trip to the countryside is, I 

wouldn’t say boring, but if you have something to do there, so you can get, how do you say 

it, so you can get active in that situation at least then you can realise that the countryside 

isn’t just boring and stuff like that.” – Student, Manchester Focus Group. 

A student from the Leeds focus groups says, when asked if there is any way The Ramblers 

could make the countryside more accessible for them, “This is going to sound weird, but like 

a bus. So then they pick people up take them to the countryside. If you are a member, and 

they have a like bus where they drive around and come pick you up and then you go. So you 

can just stay at home, get ready, and then they’ll bring you so you would be with adults and 

they’ll show you what to do”. 

To conclude, the students want to learn more about the countryside, but also want to do 

something active while visiting the countryside. 

- Providing talks and workshops within schools. Less popular, but still widely 

mentioned, was the idea of going into schools to do talks and provide educational/ 

promotional material. There was an emphasis on interactive activities, and linking it 

with learning about the environment. 

“I feel like they could do workshops around schools about the environment and the 

countryside.” – Student, Leeds Focus Group. 
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As well as schools, in Scotland the young people thought that it would be a good idea to link 

up with other schemes such as the Duke of Edinburgh or Explorers (there was a recognition 

that currently only a small minority of children were involved in these schemes). 

A suggestion from the Leeds focus group was that The Ramblers should enable a youth 

voice – “like a youth council, an environmental committee for the youth, so their voice can be 

heard as well….Sometimes when people are talking about climate change, they need these 

young people like Greta Thunberg and others to step up, because we are the ones, our 

generation is going to be affected by this, so we have to be the ones that help make the 

change as well.”   

How interested would you be in engaging with The Ramblers in terms of: 

- campaigning – adding your voice, to protect greenspace  for future generations; 

or to protect the path network so that people can access greenspace  

- volunteering  

- fundraising 

- joining group walks with like-minded young people to explore new greenspace  

and connect with nature, meet new friends 

- using the Ramblers members’ app to download walking routes – to explore new 

greenspace on your own or with friends/family. 

There was very limited interest in getting involved in The Ramblers in the ways suggested. 

There was more interest in the Edinburgh group in volunteering activities such as cleaning 

up the countryside or greenspace, rather than campaigning as there was a concern that 

there was little point in the latter. “You see quite a lot of climate protest and nothing really 

seems to happen.” When prompted, they said they would be interested in joining group 

walks in the countryside. They preferred this to having to “shout at people” through 

campaigning, and they thought that going for walks with other people would be more 

interesting with the opportunity to meet new people too. Some students in Leeds expressed 

an interest in dog walking groups. 

6. Benefits  

What are the benefits we can get from visiting the countryside or greenspace? 

The theme of ‘escaping’ to something new came up in different ways through several of the 

groups. This might be escaping from technology and social media, or it might be escaping to 

a different scenery and the chance to experience something different. As somebody in 

Leeds put it, “if you don’t have that [the countryside/greenspace] in your life you are either 

going to be stuck on tech or in silence, you need that way around to get around, to go out 

and escape”. A student in London said that it “gets your mind off things, like social media, 

your responsibilities, you don’t have to worry about them … it breaks away from your reality 

of what you usually do, it gives you like a new experience and like not everyone find the 

countryside benefiting because some people are anti-social and things, but I just think it 

gives you like a break from everything and it’s just good and stuff”. 
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There was also a social theme – the idea of socialising in person rather than just talking on 

their phones; making new friends but also using the time to restore current friendships. And 

to reconnect with family. “People don’t really like if they don’t have a close connection with 

their family because they are always busy, the countryside is quite a nice place like to go 

and socialise with your family again and get a bit closer.” – Student, Leeds Focus Group.  

Health was mentioned by several groups – both mental and physical. Reducing stress, but 

also having the space to move around and experience cleaner air. Finally, the Edinburgh 

group mentioned the benefit of learning about the countryside: “what’s going on out there, 

like what is available to them rather than just sort of letting it disappear”. 

7. Stewardship  

The students felt that all have a role to play in stewardship of the countryside and 

greenspace. The students talked about government, charities, as well as individuals. But 

there was also a sense from the students that government has its own agenda/priorities and 

that charities cant always be trusted (“we don’t necessarily know what they are doing with 

that money”- Student, Leeds Focus Group). They felt that they were not always empowered 

with the knowledge, skills and confidence they needed to act. This is similar to Young 

Citizens’ experience of how young people feel about other aspects of citizenship. 

“I think that just people in general, it doesn’t have to be a certain somebody who has to look 

after the countryside, I think just people like, even people like us, if we go to the countryside, 

we have the responsibility to not drop any litter or, just don’t stand on any crops, just use the 

pathways that are available so I don’t think it should just be down to that one person 

because the countryside is a big place. Even local people can take care of it, but in general I 

think everyone has a responsibility.” - Student, Leeds Focus Group  

“I think everyone should do the things they can to save the environment because like a lot of 

people will say ‘oh why should I do that, everyone else is doing that’, but again, everyone 

else says the same thing so it turns out no one is really doing anything to help the 

environment, so I think our responsibility should - rather than being lazy and just like 

throwing litter on the floor we should get up and put litter in the bin, because it’s the little 

things that matter.” - Student, Leeds Focus Group.   

 “The thing is, because we are the age we are and we don’t live in the countryside I don’t 

think many people and including myself, I don’t know how I am supposed to like help and 

because like we are trying to do our GCSE’s and it’s not something that’s easy to do, so 

that’s why I feel like people don’t take a much time and a lot of the effort and stuff.” - 

Student, London Focus Group  

In Scotland, they thought the role of charities like The Ramblers and others was to ‘check-

up’ to make sure they were kept in a good state. They were also aware in Scotland that 

there was a general Right to Roam. “You have the right to roam and stuff, so unless you are 

like causing major damage you have the right to go on like crops.” There was also quite a 
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big emphasis on individual responsibility to be respectful in the countryside by not dropping 

litter, picking up litter, keeping dogs on leads, etc. 

“Us and the Government. Us if we are going to use it. The Government because they have 

an overarching responsibility; us because for individual parks and greenspace, we have 

more interest. We can also try to stop the Government from expanding the cities and 

keeping the countryside.” – Student, Manchester Focus Group. They were also in favour of 

signs, cameras and fines and volunteers and people doing community service to litter pick. 
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 Recommendations 

1. Engage with young people on their terms rather than attempting to encourage 

young people to engage with current volunteering/engagement activities within 

The Ramblers. 

 

The evidence from this research is that whilst young people are interested in 

countryside/greenspace issues, there is little appetite to engage through traditional 

volunteering with a charity like The Ramblers. This is not surprising given the various 

pressures on young people. Engaging young people with The Ramblers is possible, 

through very specific tailored – and probably time-limited – opportunities. 

 

2. Consider providing ways to permanently engage a Youth Voice within The 

Ramblers’ decision-making structures. 

 

As above, this is unlikely to prove possible through the traditional democratic 

structures of an organisation like The Ramblers. A tailored approach towards giving 

young people a voice would be more appropriate. Some potential ways of doing this 

are: 

 

(i) Co-option of a young trustee to the Board of Trustees. A growing number of 

organisations are following this approach, reserving a place on the Board for 

somebody aged between about 18-22, who is selected through an open 

recruitment process. They find that what the young person lacks in 

experience they can make up for in outlook, helping to change the culture of 

the rest of the Board. It would be important to put in place support 

mechanisms (e.g. to help mentor the young person).  

(ii) Establish a Youth Panel, which the Board consults perhaps quarterly, on 

pertinent issues. This enables a national/regional representation, and for 

diversity on the panel. There would again need to be commitment to support 

the young people in their role and to consider carefully the benefits for the 

young people who took park (e.g. specific experience for their CVs or skills 

development). 

 

3. Support schools through teaching resources, linked to subjects in the national 

curriculum, highlighting issues concerned with the countryside and 

greenspace.  

 

Bearing in mind the connection which many of the young people made between the 

countryside/greenspace and a sense of freedom/reduction in stress, we think that 

there may be particular mileage in links with the PSHE curriculum and Ofsted’s 

SMSC framework. We can also see strong links across to the Citizenship curriculum, 

helping young people to understand the role of advocacy. 

 

As a first step, we would suggest that an audit is undertaken of the specific aspects 

of relevant subjects and their links across to The Ramblers’ areas of interest and 
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expertise, cross-referenced with gaps in schools’ current provision, to help to narrow 

down those areas which would be most fruitful for The Ramblers to work on. 

 

4. Consider piloting a practical project involving school trips to the countryside/ 

peri-urban areas, to help increase young people’s understanding/ interest/ 

enjoyment in open space.  

 

The Ramblers does not need to re-invent the wheel in doing so – it can learn from 

similar schemes – for example, some of the national parks have interesting education 

programmes (indeed, these are likely to involve some of your local groups already), 

the Canal and River Trust has an established schools programme to visit canals, etc. 

But there is a gap waiting to be filled by The Ramblers, around more general interest 

in accessing the countryside and the inherent benefits of doing so. We suggest that 

you start small – with a design for a single pilot, from which you can learn, and bear 

in mind the clear requirements on safeguarding, etc. that would need to be 

considered. 

 

5. Consider making use of your extensive network of volunteers to establish a 

programme of visits to schools. 

 

Schools tend to like visits from external people, because they can relieve some of the 

pressure on teachers and can also create interest for students. You have a network 

of people who are passionate and knowledgeable about the countryside. This might 

be put to use to create interesting visits to schools to talk with students about the 

countryside. Quality control – for example, a standard format, and training for all 

volunteers – would be important, and not all volunteers would be suitable, however 

passionate they are. But there are other similar schemes – for example, Magistrates 

in the Community and a Judiciary/schools programme – which face and overcome 

similar hurdles successfully. At Young Citizens, we run an Experts in Schools 

programme to link schools with legal experts, media professionals and finance 

experts, which is popular with students and hugely rewarding for the volunteers. 
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 Appendix 1: The Ramblers Youth Questionnaire 

 

Youth Voice Research 

Youth Participant Questionnaire  

  

1. How old are you? (Tick ONE age only)  

  

 

  

2. Gender (Tick ONE box only)  

  Male              Female              Non-Binary             Prefer not to say   

  

3. Ethnicity   (Tick ONE box only)    

 White (English/Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/British/Irish/Gypsy or Irish Traveller)   

 Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups (White and Black Caribbean/White and Black  

Aged 11     

Aged 12     

Aged 13     

Aged 14     

Aged 15     

Aged 16     

Aged 17     

Aged 18     

Other (please specify)     



34 

 

Ramblers Youth Voice Research July 2020 

 

African/White and Asian)  

 Asian/British Asian (Indian/Pakistani/Bangladeshi/Chinese)  

 Black/Black British/African/Caribbean/ (African Caribbean)               Prefer not 

to say  

 Other. Please specify:…………………………………………………………………..  

  

4. Where you live   (Tick ONE box only)  

 Rural               Village                Town                    City  

  

5. Education phase    (Tick ONE box only)  

  Lower secondary (11-14)                                    Upper secondary (14-18)  

  

6. Which of the following leisure activities do you participate in 

regularly? (Tick ALL boxes that apply)  

 Shopping                                                                     Watching TV     

  Listening to music                                                     Socialising with friends   

  Socialising with family                                               Keep fit/gym/swimming        

  Organised sports (Via club, teams, associations)     Guides/scouts/cadets     

  Religious groups                                                        Youth groups      

  Trips/holidays                                                             Gaming      

  Online activities  

  

Outdoor activities:   

Please refer to the definitions for countryside and greenspace before completing the 

next set of questions.  
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7. How many times in the last 12 months have you visited the 

countryside? (Tick ONE box only)  

 0                                                     1-5   

 5-10                                                10-15  

 15-20                                              20+                   

  

8. How many times in the last 12 months have you visited a 

greenspace? (Tick ONE box only)  

 0                                                     1-5   

 5-10                                                10-15  

 15-20                                              20+                 

  

7. What were the main activities you participated in during your 

visit(s) to the countryside/greenspace over the past 12 months? 

(ONLY tick the TOP 3 ACTIVITIES FOR BOTH COLUMNS)  

  

  

  

The countryside  

  

Greenspace  

Walking        

Running            

Cycling        

Climbing      

Caravanning       
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Sports       

Canoeing       

Sailing      

Horse riding       

School/education trips      

Trips      

Visiting farms      

Visiting national parks      

Holidays       

None of the above      

  

8. How did you get to the countryside/greenspace when you 

visited over the past 12 months? (Tick ALL boxes that apply)  

The countryside  

 On foot                                                By car  

  By bicycle                                          By motorbike/scooter  

  By bus                                               By train               

  By plane                                             Other                                                     
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Greenspace  

 On foot                                               By car  

  By bicycle                                          By motorbike/scooter  

  By bus                                               By train               

  By plane                                             Other                                                     

  

9. Who did you visit the countryside/greenspace with over the 

past 12 months? (Tick ALL boxes that apply)  

The countryside  

 By myself                                                                                      Friends   

 Family                                                                                           School/college  

 Clubs/Associations (e.g. sports, Guides, Scouts, Cadets)           Youth group                                

 Religious group                                                                             Other                              

Greenspace  

 By myself                                                                                      Friends   

 Family                                                                                           School/college  

 Clubs/Associations (e.g. sports, Guides, Scouts, Cadets)           Youth group                                

 Religious group                                                                             Other                              

  

10.  Over the past year, how much time in total have you spent 

visiting the countryside/greenspace? (Tick ALL boxes that 

apply)  
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The countryside  

 Less than 3 hours                            Half a day  

  A day                                              2 days  

  Half a week                                     One week               

  Two weeks                                      More than 2 weeks                                                     

  

Greenspace  

 Less than 3 hours                             Half a day  

  A day                                                2 days  

  Half a week                                     One week               

  Two weeks                                      More than 2 weeks                                                     

  

  

11. Where did you visit the countryside/greenspace over the 

past 12 months? (Tick ALL boxes that apply)  

  

The countryside  

 Local (within 15 miles of where you live)  

  Regional (within 50 miles of where you live)  

  National (e.g. England, Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales)  

  UK (UK countries other than the one you live in)  

  Europe  

  Elsewhere in the world   
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Greenspace  

 Local (within 15 miles of where you live)  

  Regional (within 50 miles of where you live)  

  National (e.g. England, Northern Ireland, Scotland or Wales)  

  UK (UK countries other than the one you live in)  

  Europe  

  Elsewhere in the world   

  

  

12. Would you like to spend more time visiting the 

countryside/greenspace? (Tick only ONE box)  

The countryside  

  Yes  

  No   

  

Greenspace  

 Yes  

 No   
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13.Thinking again about the definitions, how close do you live 

to the countryside/greenspace? (Tick ONE box only)  

The countryside  

 Less than 1 mile  

  1 to 5 miles  

 5 to 10 miles  

 10 to 15 miles  

 Over 15 miles  

  

Greenspace  

 Less than 1 mile  

  1 to 5 miles  

 5 to 10 miles  

 10 to 15 miles  

 Over 15 miles  

  

14. How interested are you in the countryside/greenspace? 

(Tick ONE box only on the scale)  

  Not at all  

  A little   

  Somewhat interested  
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  Interested  

  Very interested  

  

15. How far has your interest in the countryside/greenspace 

changed over the past 12 months? (Tick ONE box only)  

  Decreased   

  Stayed the same  

  Increased  

  

16.How important do you think it is to protect the 

countryside/greenspace? (Tick ONE box only on the scale)  

  Not very important  

  Not important  

  Somewhat important  

  Important  

  Very important  

  

17. How much threat is there to the countryside/greenspace at 

present?  

(Tick ONE box only on the scale)  

  No threat at all  

  Not much threat 
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  Some threat  

  Considerable threat  

  Very serious threat  

  

18. What do you think will happen to the level of threat to the 

countryside/ greenspace over the next ten years? (Tick ONE 

box only)  

  It will decrease  

  It will stay the same  

  It will increase  

  

Learning and Information  

  

19. How much do you learn about the countryside/greenspace 

in your school/college? (Tick ONE box only)  

  Nothing  

  Not a lot 

  A little  

  Quite a lot  

  A lot  
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20. Would you like your school/college do more to educate you 

about the countryside/ greenspace? (Tick ONE box only)  

 Yes 

  No   

  

21. What are your main sources of information about the 

countryside/ greenspace? (Tick ALL boxes that apply)  

 Social media                                                                                        Friends  

 Media (TV, newspapers)                                                                      Family  

 Government/government agencies                                                      School/College  

 Charities and other not-for-profits (e.g. National Trust, RSPB.)             Other                              

  

22. Would you like to learn more about the 

countryside/greenspace? (Tick ONE box only)  

 Yes  

 No   

  

Barriers  

 

23.  What are the main barriers that prevent you from visiting 

the countryside/ greenspace more? (Tick ALL boxes that apply)  

 Lack of access                                                                       Lack of time  

 Lack of transport                                                                                    Lack of money  

 Lack of friends                                                                        Lack of family  
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 Lack of personal interest                                                         Lack of information                         

 Other                                                          

  

24. What are the main barriers that prevent you from learning 

more about the countryside/ greenspace? (Tick ALL boxes that 

apply)  

 Lack of time                                                              Lack of money  

  Lack of opportunities at school/college                        Lack of trusted information                 

  Lack of personal interest                                          Other  

  

PLEASE CHECK YOUR ANSWERS BEFORE RETURNING YOUR QUESTIONNAIRE  
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Appendix 2: Focus Group Questions 

Follow-up Semi-Structured Focus Group – Topics and Questions  

Introduction  

These semi-structured topics and questions are designed to be asked to small groups of 

students. They build from the structure and answers to the pre-online questionnaire and 

attempt to elicit the reasons behind the answers to the questionnaire.   

There are also some added sections interest in engaging with the Ramblers, benefits of 

visiting the countryside/greenspace and stewardship.    

It is intended the questions can be covered in one hour with each focus group. Not all 

questions have to be covered in the same level of detail, but will be dependent on the make-

up and interest of the students in the group.  

  

Key  

*** - very important to cover  

** - important  

* - less important  

(None) – you could possibly drop as well covered in questionnaire.  

  

***Introduction*** - facilitator notes: spend a little time getting a profile of 

participants as this will help with directing conversations.   

1. Look at the photos of the countryside/greenspace. What do you think of when you see 

these images?  

  

Attitudes  
2. How interested are you in the countryside/greenspace? What are the main factors 

that drive your level of interest?  

  

3. How has your interest changed over the past 12 months and why?  

  

4. How important do you think it is to protect the countryside/greenspace and why?  
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5. How much threat is there to the countryside/greenspace at present and what is 

causing that level of threat?  

  

6. What do you think will happen to the level of threat to the countryside/ greenspace 

over the next 10 years? What are the reasons for your answer?  

  

  

*Learning and Information*  
7. How much do you learn about the countryside/greenspace in your school/college? 

Where does that learning take place?  

  

8. Would you like your school/college do more to educate you about the 

countryside/greenspace? In what ways could they do more?  

  

9. What are your main sources of information about the countryside/greenspace? How 

useful are these sources of information and how much do you trust them?  

  

10. Would you like to learn more about the countryside/greenspace? What would you like 

to learn more about and who is best placed to supply this learning/information?  

  

Activities  
11. How close do you live to the countryside/greenspace?  

  

12. How many times have you visited the countryside/greenspace in the past 12 months?  

  

13. What were the main activities you participated in during your visit(s) to the 

countryside/greenspace over the past 12 months?  

  

14. How did you get to the countryside/greenspace when you visited over the past 12 

months – what were your main forms of transportation?  

  

15. Who did you visit the countryside/greenspace with over the past 12 months?  

  

16. How long were your visits to the countryside/greenspace over the past 12 months?  
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17. Where did you visit the countryside/greenspace – locally, regionally, nationally, 

European, elsewhere in the world?  

  

18. Would you like to spend more time visiting the countryside/greenspace?  

Why?  

  

***Barriers***  
19. What are the main barriers that prevent you from visiting the countryside/greenspace 

more? How might these barriers be overcome?  

  

20. What are the main barriers that prevent you from learning more about the 

countryside/greenspace? How might these barriers be overcome?  

  

***Ramblers***  
21. Have you heard of an organisation called the Ramblers?  

  

22. What comes to mind when you hear that name?  

  

23. What do you think they do?   

  

24. Who do you think is likely to be a member?  

(Point them towards the Ramblers imagery at this point)  

25. How might they involve young people in terms of:  

- Learning more about what they do though their education?  

- Getting involved in activities and events?  

  

26. How interested would you be in engaging with the Ramblers in terms of:  

- campaigning – adding your voice, to protect greenspace  for future generations; or to 

protect the path network so that people can access green spaces  

- volunteering   

- fundraising  

- joining group walks with like-minded young people to explore new greenspace  and 

connect with nature, meet new friends  
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- using the Ramblers members’ app to download walking routes – to explore new 

green spaces on your own or with friends/family.  

  

26. Would you be interested in finding out more about the Ramblers and their work in this 

area? What would be the best way to do this?  

  

**Benefits**  

27. What are the benefits of visiting countryside/greenspace?  

- For you?  

- For others?  

- For future generations  

- For the countryside/greenspace?  

  

  

**Stewardship**  

Look at the definition: ‘the act of taking care of or managing something, for example 

property, an organisation, money or valuable objects.’ (Oxford English Dictionary)  

28. Who is responsible for protecting the countryside/greenspace, in your opinion? What 

are your reasons for your answer?  

  

29. What is the role of charities or not-for-profit organisations like the Ramblers, National 

Trust, RSPB etc. in protecting the countryside/greenspace? How could you help 

them?  

  

30. What role do you have to play in protecting the countryside/greenspace? How best 

do you think you can fulfil this role going forward?  

  

Any other comments you would like to make.  

  

 


