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Central Scotland Forest Social Impact Study - Final  Report 
 
Executive Summary     
 

 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Social Regeneration Consultants (SRC), an independent consultancy from 
Stocksfield in Northumberland, was commissioned by the Central Scotland Forest 
Trust (CSFT) and Partners (see below) to carry out a study that establishes a 
methodology to evaluate the social impact of environmental activity in delivering the 
Central Scotland Forest (CSF) and then to use the methodology to assess those 
impacts at both local and regional levels via the use of a suite of simple but relevant 
indicators. 
 
This report summarises the research and the key findings. The nature of the work, 
however, has been both comprehensive and complex and has entailed the outputs to 
be recorded in a number of documents. This summary, therefore, should ideally be 
read with some or all of the associated documents. These are as follows: 
 

·  A full copy of the final report  
·  Appendix 1 – additional information from the Research Stage  
·  Appendix 2 – additional information from the Testing Stage  
·  Appendix 3 – additional information from the Baseline Survey  including all survey 

reports 
·  Appendix 4 - A Toolkit  outlining the methodology in detail and allow the study to be 

monitored and updated on an on-going basis 
 
It is planned that all of these documents will be made available on the CSF website – 
www.csft.co.uk 
 
2. Partners   
 
The project has been supported by a number of partners as follows: 

Langlees 
Community 
Woodland 
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·  Scottish Executive Environment & Rural Affairs Department    
·  Forestry Commission Scotland      
·  Scottish Natural Heritage        
·  Scottish Enterprise       
·  North Lanarkshire Council       
·  Falkirk Council  
·  Communities Scotland  

 
3. Aims and objectives of the study 
 
It is anticipated that the information arising from the study, will be used by CSFT and 
partners to: 
 

·  Measure wider impacts of the Forest to date 
·  Provide a baseline for assessing future impacts 
·  Help inform future delivery of the Forest and Forest projects 
·  Inform policy making 
·  Allow consideration of funding issues 
·  Influence the research priorities of relevant organisations 
·  With minor modifications, the Toolkit could provide the basis for assessing the 

social impacts in related areas or topics such as broader greenspace and 
community regeneration projects. In particular, The Toolkit relates to and 
complements the Greenspace Learning, Evaluation and Planning framework 
recently launched by Greenspace Scotland. 

 
4. Programme of work 
 
It was originally agreed by the Steering Group that the study by SRC would include    
the following elements: 
 

a. Initial background/desk-top research 
b. 20+ stakeholder interviews with relevant regional organisations 
c. An interim report on an initial suite of indicators 
d. Organisation of a regional stakeholder seminar to test the emerging 

methodology 
e. Running 12 community Case Studies to further test the methodology 
f. Outreach work with groups e.g. schools, young people, older residents etc. 
g. Completion of a regional baseline survey 
h. Production of a final report 
i. Presentation of the final report to the Board of Directors and partners 

 
In effect, these different elements divided into three key stages as follows: 
 
Stage 1 – the research stage (a. – d.) 
Stage 2 – the testing stage (e) 
Stage 3 – The Baseline Survey and reports (f – i) 
 
5. Definition of the Forest 
 
Having an agreed definition of the Forest in relation to which the social benefits and 
impacts can be assessed was seen as important from the start of the study. The 
Steering Group came up with the following definition: 
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‘The Forest is a combination of a number of key ele ments that includes the 
trees (and other plants – hedgerows for example) pl anted and managed since 
the project began, the existing woodlands and reser ves now managed as part 
of the Forest, the access into the woodland (paths,  cycle routes and 
bridleways) and the community activity enabled by t he first three and which 
will include a variety of Forest- related activitie s, programmes and events.’ 
 
6. Indicators 
 
The full report goes into the background to indicators in some depth. In brief,   
indicators are seen as tools that: 
 

·  Measure progress and monitor local conditions and trends 
·  Assess the effectiveness of policy 
·  Identify gaps in data 
·  Engage those who are stakeholders or hold key information 
·  Raise awareness 
·  Communicate information 
·  Improve public participation 
·  Guide action 
·  Help an evaluation  

 
7. The Key Areas of Social Benefit 
 
A number of studies highlight the range of social benefits supplied by community-
type forests. They can be divided into a number of key areas, many of which are 
inter-related but might be classified as follows: 
 

a) Benefits to health 
b) Recreational and tourist opportunities 
c) Social interaction 
d) Psychological benefits 
e) Educational benefits 
f) Economic benefits 
g) Environmental benefits 

 
8. The Research stage 
 
a) The views of key stakeholders 
 
In total 32 people were interviewed and offered a wide range of views and ideas that 
contributed towards the study. 
 
b) Desk-top research 
 
A large number of documents and websites were referred to of which 21 were 
summarised and the findings contributed towards the study. These are summarised 
in the main report, with more detail in the appendices. The summary of these 
documents demonstrated that the range of social benefits originally identified, has 
been regularly endorsed by a large number of studies over the years. The search for 
a suite of indicators that adequately reflects the social benefits, however, would not 
be so straightforward and a set of relevant, previously developed indicators simply 
does not exist. Rather the process of developing new indicators will rely heavily on 
‘creative thinking’, survey work and using a range of approaches and techniques. 
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c) Regional seminar 
 
By the time of the regional seminar it was becoming evident that a revised 
methodology might be needed. The crucial element for the purposes of this study 
was that the emerging methodology was largely endorsed at the seminar and some 
suggestions from the delegates were used to refine the process in general along with 
some individual indicators, as outlined in the section below. 
 
d) Towards a process 
 
What emerged from the research were a number of factors that led to the conclusion, 
that what is needed rather than a simple suite of indica tors is a process.  
Despite certain difficulties expressed it is felt that as long as the limitations and 
assumptions are made clearly explicit from the outset and the process is made as 
varied and robust as possible, then the combined outcomes from the elements can 
give us, with high confidence levels, an accurate reflection of the social impact and 
benefits that the Forest bestows at present and over time. The elements of this 
process included: 
 

1. The development of a suite of numerical indicators , applicable at a regional 
level.  

 
2. The introduction of an ‘Attitude and Behaviour Statement’  process  

 
3. A series of focus or discussion groups  with small panels of 8 -12 residents, 

selected to reflect the range of high, medium and low Forest activity.  
 

4. A series of site-based and event-based questionnaires .  
 

5. A household-type survey  carried out on a random individual basis 
throughout the Forest area.  

 
6. Outreach work to ascertain the views of those groups who might be defined 

as ‘hard to reach’ and therefore not picked up via the above approaches.  
 
What have been the outputs from this process? 
 
It was identified that the Regional Baseline Survey would generate three types of 
data that would need to be synthesised, to allow conclusions to be drawn on the 
social benefits and their impact, that are repeatable and able to inform changes to 
policy and practice. The three separate elements are: 
           

a) Numerical indicators e.g. length of new footpaths created p.a. 
 
b) Perceptual indicators derived from the various surveys that are capable of 

being quantified e.g. the number of people that feel that their health is 
improving because of the Forest. In general, indicators derived from the 
random individual survey are regionally applicable and those derived from the 
site and event surveys are locally applicable. 

 
c) Qualitative information from the outreach sessions that it is not possible to 

quantify but can be recorded in the form of a narrative. 
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This process of synthesis is illustrated in the diagram below: 
 
 
Outputs Diagram 
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Revisions to the methodology 
 
These conclusions about the need for a ‘process’ as outlined above necessitated a 
changed approach to the developing methodology. This is explained below. 
 
The baseline survey  - the final stage of this work was to carry out a baseline survey 
which can then be monitored and updated and allow trends to be followed year on 
year. This will allow the Trust and partners to: 
 

·  Help inform and guide future delivery of the Forest and Forest projects 
·  Inform policy making 
·  Allow consideration of funding issues 
·  Influence the research priorities of relevant organisations 

 
Before starting this final stage, however, it was necessary to test and pilot the 
methodology as proposed. It was initially agreed that the ‘simple suite of draft 
indicators’ would be tested via 12 community-based case studies, four in each of 
three category of area – those where there has been a high level of Forest activity, 
those where there has been some and those where there has been little or none. 
These case studies would be supplemented with outreach work with children and 
young people, environmental groups and other appropriate ‘hard-to-reach’ groups. In 
view of the developing process, it was then suggested and agreed that this testing 
stage be amended for the following reasons. 
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a) Testing an original ‘simple suite of draft indicators’ no longer applied 
 
b) Advice from our research associates indicated that in any study, to test 

an approach, three case studies should be sufficient to validate that 
approach 

 
c) As the approach now included a range of techniques such as random 

individual-type surveys, site-based surveys and attitude and behaviour 
statements, these approaches are best tested in ‘out-in-the-field’ 
conditions which are more appropriate and realistic. This would entail 
carrying out approximately 60 household-type surveys, 20 in each of the 
high, medium and low/no forest activity categories plus six site or event 
based surveys. 

 
The outreach element would be carried out unaltered. The case studies would now 
concentrate on validating the focus group element, the attitude and behaviour 
statements and possibly the perceptual indicators as appropriate. It was further 
agreed that the attitude and behaviour statements would form part of the random 
individual survey. 
 
9. The Testing phase 
 
The testing phase consisted of a case study with CSFT staff, three site surveys, 60 
random individual surveys around the area and a couple of outreach sessions. This 
stage led to a few minor amendments to the questionnaires used and general 
approach but on the whole endorsed the approach as being effective. 
 
10. The Baseline survey 
 
The baseline survey consisted of three separate but related elements  as explained 
earlier. The numerical indicators  were developed in discussion with the steering 
group. The perceptual indicators  emerged from the three surveys of events, sites 
and random individuals. The narrative  emerged from the analysis and conclusions 
drawn from an outreach programme plus a series of focus groups with community 
representatives 
 
The results of the baseline survey are included  in the final report. The full survey 
reports are included within Appendix 3. 
 
At this stage a total of 36 numerical indicators have been included within the baseline 
data. A total of 39 perceptual indicators were generated from the three surveys of 
which 26 derived from the Random Individual Survey, five from the site surveys and 
eight from the event surveys. The full list of indicators can be found both in the Final  
Report and Appendix 4 -  the Toolkit. Examples include; 
 

·  % who feel that having access to a local site is very important (82%) 
 
·  % who believe that the Forest creates jobs (20%) 

 
·  % of people who feel an event raises pride in the local area (90%) 
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Key findings from the Baseline Survey 
 
The key aim of the overall study has been to identify the key social benefits  and 
impacts  of the Central Scotland Forest and to establish a methodology to evaluate 
and assess those impacts at a regional and local level and moreover to be able to 
measure and monitor trends over the foreseeable future. This process will assist the 
Trust and its partners in ensuring that the development and delivery of its policies 
and practices are designed to ensure the provision of the right social benefits in the 
right way. 
 
The study to date has identified the key areas of broad social benefit and established 
the main impacts on people in the form of this baseline. This baseline includes 36 
numerical indicators that will be monitored and updated annually. The perceptual 
indicators and the outreach narrative should be repeated every two to three years. 
The key difference between these two latter elements of the process, the perceptual 
indicators and narrative, and the former, numerical indicators is that they relate to 
what people feel and believe as opposed to what has been observed. From these 
two we can draw a number of conclusions about the key social impacts as follows: 
 

·  A very high proportion of people believe that the Forest is important to 
themselves and their families with around two thirds of those surveyed 
considering the Forest to be an attractive place and over 90% feeling that 
trees are important to the landscape. Moreover, over two thirds of 
respondents feel that the emphasis should be on broadleaf planting 

·  The Forest clearly means different things to different people and brings 
different benefits depending upon individual circumstances. Thus for young 
people it is primarily recreational opportunity that they see as the main benefit 
– and many believe that the scope and range of activities needs to be 
increased. Conversely for older residents the benefits are more psychological 
relating to nostalgic memories and ‘just knowing it is there’ along with seeing 
it as a beautiful place that is peaceful and tranquil and benefits wildlife. 
Recreational opportunity is clearly also a benefit for older residents, though of 
the more ‘gentle’ variety and policy makers need to be aware of possible 
conflicts between some of these benefits identified here. ‘Contact with nature’ 
appears to be a universal benefit 

·  The Forest seems to provide for people from all walks of life, including 
tourists, although use by BME groups is perhaps low 

·  Awareness of the Forest is perhaps relatively low with less than one in three 
of residents having heard of it. Clearly there is a ‘marketing’ issue here, not 
least because current users tend to be more positive about the benefits 
overall compared to non-users. Users, for instance are far more likely to be 
positive about the benefits to their children than those random users from 
across the area, though even here nearly 50% believe the  Forest has 
important educational merit 

·  Similarly, those aware of the Forest seem more likely to believe that the 
Forest has improved the image of the area, with 44% of those interviewed 
randomly across the area believing that the image has gone down, while 41% 
feel that the local environment is poor 

·  The number of people over the Forest area as a whole who feel that the 
Forest has contributed to improved health or offered them greater 
opportunities for social contact is perhaps low and offers scope for 
improvement in coming years 

·  It is encouraging that those already using sites or attending events are very 
positive about the benefits of the Forest, for example in making them feel 
more relaxed. This makes it crucial to try and increase these numbers in 
future 
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·  On a less positive note, some two thirds of people have concerns about the 
Forest, primarily relating to issues of anti-social behaviour, youth disorder and 
vandalism but also in terms of litter and rubbish dumping. There is also a 
widespread belief that general maintenance of the Forest could be improved 

·  Local accessibility is clearly extremely important with most people being very 
positive about having the opportunity for using a site close to their home. The 
ideal would be for a fully accessible site, well maintained, safe and close to 
everyone 

·  Critically, most people believe that the Forest has had a generally positive 
contribution to the quality of life for themselves and their families 

 
11. Final conclusions           
  
1. A definition  of the Forest has been developed and agreed and broadly endorsed. 
It is suggested however, that this definition be regularly reviewed and revised if 
deemed to be appropriate. The implications on the replicability of the data, however, 
will need to be considered. 
 
2. The Forest clearly provides a wide range of social benefits  for all ages and 
residents and visitors alike. Broad agreement has emerged on what these general 
areas of social benefit are. This too should be kept under review. 
 
3. A significant amount of desk-top and ‘action’ research  has gone into this study 
and the findings have been recorded for reference purposes within the appendices 
and supplementary information accompanying this report. 
 
4. A number of surveys  have been carried out and analysed that not only contribute 
vital data towards the development of the indicators for this study but also provide a 
range of other useful and useable material for policy makers. The full reports of all of 
the surveys are included within Appendices two and three. 
 
5. Rather than a simple suite of indicators as originally envisaged, there is now a 
recommendation for a process  that includes six separate elements including the 
development and monitoring of 36 numerical indicators, a household or random 
individual survey incorporating attitude and behaviour statements, site-based and 
event-based surveys, focus groups and outreach work with ‘hard to reach’ groups. In 
future surveys, consideration needs to be given to including people with disabilities 
and members of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) groups within the outreach 
programme. 
 
6. Outputs from this process include three separate elements  as follows – the 36 
numerical indicators, 39 perceptual indicators drawn from the three surveys and an 
outreach narrative. The synthesis of these three elements allows conclusions to be 
drawn that will inform and influence policy, practice and research relating to the 
delivery of social benefits.  
 
7. A Baseline survey  has been carried out and recorded as a basis for future 
monitoring. 
 
8.  A Toolkit  has been produced that will allow this monitoring and updating to take 
place. It is recommended that the indicators updated every two years. Given the 
robust nature of the methodology it is believed that the Toolkit, with minor 
adaptations or modifications is transferable and may be usable either in other areas 
or for related topics such as greenspace in general or wider environmental activity. 
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9. There is clearly a cost implication  to this approach but a number of options have 
been suggested to reduce the cost. 
 
10. Some of the key issues that arose during the study that could have an 
implication for the policies and practices of the CSFT and partners include: 
 

·  The marketing and ‘selling’ of the both the Forest itself and the CSFT as an 
organisation needs to be reviewed. Involving residents from minority groups 
presents a particular challenge 

 
·  Providing a network of locally accessible sites appears to be crucial for 

people 
 

·  Opportunities may exist for providing for fringe activities or ‘niche’ markets, 
though there needs to be awareness of possible conflicts 

 
·  There are clearly a range of issues that people are concerned about and may 

need attention including vandalism, litter and rubbish dumping and poor 
maintenance in some areas 

 
·  For young people a wide range of activities within the Forest area may need 

to be considered 
 
11. In relation to future developments of the study  itself: 
 

·  To allow the early development of trends, the baseline survey should be 
updated every two years 

 
·  The methodology may be useable by related organisations looking at the 

social impact of other greenspaces and environmental activity 
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