COME ALIVE OUTSIDE:
INCENTIVIZING WELLNESS THROUGH THE JOY OF BEING OUTDOORS
Executive Summary:
American children today spend roughly half as much time
outside as they did in 1980.1 Adults spend an average of
over 8 hours per day sitting down and over 10 hours a
day looking at screens.2,3 Children between the ages of 8
and 18 get over 7 hours of screen time every day and are
growing up in a world where nature is becoming an ever
more abstract concept.4
This is the new normal. The structure of modern life is
increasingly driving behaviors that are not conducive to
our health and well-being, and one of the most alarming
lifestyle shifts in the past 50 years is the growing
separation between people and nature.
Spending time outdoors in a natural or green environment
is profoundly important to our health and well-being.
Imagine if there were a pill that could increase children’s
focus and academic performance, lower stress and
symptoms of depression, increase physical activity, lower
blood pressure, and boost your creativity. A substantial

body of research on the benefits of spending time in
nature has shown evidence for all of these positive effects.
Especially with the increased competition for our attention
from digital media devices, it is imperative that we are
intentional about creating time to be outside, active and
mindful of nature. Come Alive Outside (CAO) is a nonprofit
organization dedicated to this mission and the vision of a
world where people enjoy the full benefits of great
outdoor spaces where they live, work and play.
This white paper profiles specific programs and
interventions that CAO produces in Rutland County,
Vermont through a unique collaboration between partners
in healthcare, public health, outdoor recreation, as well as
the local business community, in order to help people
remember the simple joys of spending more time outside.
These programs have been intentionally developed to be
replicable and scalable in other communities through the
engagement of similar systems of partners.

The Problem:
Physical inactivity, along with poor nutrition and tobacco use, is
among the leading contributors to preventable death in the
United States. While advances in health care have eradicated
many diseases that caused premature death, we still struggle
with engaging people in the most basic health behaviors that
can prevent chronic conditions that lead to early death. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has long tracked
physical activity levels and, in 2015, reported that only 52% of
adults and 27% of adolescents met the national aerobic physical
activity requirements.5 The benefits of physical activity have
been widely documented to improve the mind and body. A
regular habit of being active can help prevent high blood
pressure, elevated cholesterol, obesity, and diseases such as
heart disease and diabetes. Physical activity also reduces stress,
anxiety and provides a general feeling of well-being.
As the nation’s population falls short of meeting basic physical
activity recommendations, it is simultaneously experiencing what
Richard Louv termed “nature deficit disorder” in his 2005 book,
Last Child in the Woods. Over the last decade, research has
documented that children are spending less time outside than
previous generations and this term puts a name to the range of
human costs associated with isolation from nature. The reasons
for this trend are many: children have less unstructured play
time, increased fear of the perceived risks of spending time
outside, as well as ever more engaging electronic devices to
capture their attention. The health and cognitive implications of
nature deficit disorder range from increasing levels of obesity to
increased attention deficit disorder.6
The negative impacts of this separation of people from nature
are compounded by the increase in screen time for both children
and adults. In 2016, the American College of Pediatricians and
the American Academy of Pediatrics both issued position/policy
statements on the impact of media use on children and their
families. Each independently concluded that while limited use of
high-quality and developmentally appropriate media may have
positive influences, excessive exposure at all ages is associated
with developmental and health concerns. These concerns range
from brain development in young children (0-5) to sleep
problems, behavior problems, depression, obesity, and
increased high risk behaviors at earlier ages.7,8. We are just
beginning to experience the costs of chronic diseases linked to
these lifestyles, and unless effective interventions are employed,
can only expect these costs to increase as the current
generation of young people age into adulthood.

BENEFITS OF TIME OUTDOORS:
PHYSICAL ACTIVITY:
Children who spend more time outdoors after school
get more Moderate to Vigorous Physical Activity.
Total physical activity was 2.2 to 3.3 times higher for
children outdoors than indoors.9
Outdoor walking groups showed significant
improvements in blood pressure, resting heart rate,
body-mass index, total cholesterol, depression
scores, maximum volume of oxygen consumption,
and quality of life for physical functioning.10

EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING:
Nature experiences, including walking, relieve
anxiety & negative effects of stress in adults and
are associated with greater emotional well-being in
children.11
Adults who exercise outdoors report more energy,
and less anger and depression compared to those
exercising indoors.12

COGNITIVE ABILITIES:
Spending time in nature can increase focus and
decrease symptoms of ADHD.13
Learning in natural environments can enhance
creativity, critical thinking and problem solving in
children.14

The Solution:
While the lifestyle shifts of the past few decades have produced a daunting array of negative health outcomes, the growing
body of research on the wide range benefits of spending time outdoors in nature is profound. The problem is complex, but
the solution is simple: We must employ proven community health strategies that support people spending more time outside.
Behavioral economics holds that people don’t regularly make rational decisions, based on risk/benefit analyses, rather we
are influenced by emotions, identity and our environment. People tend to make choices based on default options and are
more sensitive to loss-aversion rather than gains, as well as overvaluing the present instead of considering the future.
Based on these principles, incentive-based programs have been used successfully as a means of nudging people to adopt
behaviors that they normally want to achieve, such as weight loss, tobacco cessation, increased physical activity and overall
medical compliance.15 Through its signature programs, Come Alive Outside applies these principles to incentivize children
and families to establish new, active and healthy habits in the great outdoors!

Background:
In January 2017, Come Alive Outside launched its first Regional
Chapter in Rutland, Vermont to begin producing long-term
community programming. Prior to this, the organization had
produced its flagship Design Challenge and Green Street
Challenge programs in communities across North America but
was seeking a way to create a more sustained and focused
regional impact.
Rutland County was ready for Come Alive Outside’s collective
community impact approach, with a set of core partners already
in place including the Rutland Regional Medical Center, the
Vermont Department of Health, the Rutland Recreation
Department, Wonderfeet Kid’s Museum and Carpenter and Costin
Landscaping. The community health assessment had identified
the need to support a culture of collaboration to reduce
duplication and maximize the efforts of scarce resources on
complex community issues. In the 18 months since Come Alive
Outside has operated its regional office in Rutland, it has become
a valued backbone organization creating public-private
partnerships to develop new programs and revitalize proven,
existing programs that support, incentivize and monitor people
spending more active time outside.
The following pages profile the programs that Come Alive Outside
produces through its Vermont Regional Chapter, as well as the
early data on the behavior changes impacted through these
programs. The organization’s leadership, including its Vermont
Steering Committee, as well as the national Board of Directors, is
committed to the development of the following programs in such
a way that they can be replicated in other regions based on the
specific needs and available partners of individual communities.

About Come Alive Outside:
A 501c3 nonprofit founded in 2014 that works
closely with partners in healthcare, public health,
outdoor recreation and the landscape profession
in order to get people off the couch and back
outside in communities across North America.

Mission:
To inspire collaborative community systems that
create the awareness, intention and opportunity
for people to live healthier lives outside.

Vision:
Healthy individuals, families and communities
enjoying the full benefits of great outdoor spaces
where they live, work and play.

Values:
Get Active Outside
Grow Something You Can Eat
Learn with your Hands in the Dirt
Connect with Nature
Play Unplugged

Program Profile: Summer and Winter Passports
Overview:

This hyper-local program gives added incentive for families to stay active and take advantage of access to nearby nature
during summer and winter school vacations. Children earn points and win prizes for visiting local parks, farmer’s markets
and outdoor community events, by finding “secret codes” that are hidden on signs located in the parks and changed each
week. At other locations and events students earn stamps for attending and completing tasks.
Passports contain approximately 25 pages with different parks and community events where students can earn points.
When students earn a set number of points, they can visit a prize center at a local library, children’s museum or park to
redeem their points for a prize. Students who turn in their booklets at the end of the summer or winter break are entered
into a grand prize drawing for gift cards and other large prizes.
Local school are one of many key partners for this program and allow for passports to be distributed to K-6th grade
students, as well as aiding with the evaluation of the program. Come Alive Outside staff visit local schools at the beginning
of the program to get students and teachers excited and distribute passports to classrooms. At the end of the program
CAO staff revisit the schools to collect the passports and administer participation surveys.
In addition to impacting families’ physical activity levels, this program has been very successful in bringing together
partners from multiple sectors and energizing that group through a concrete, collaborative project.

Impact::

• Students Reached in 2017: 4,800.
• 58% Participation Rate.
• 75% of parents report that their child is more excited about
physical activity because of the program.
• 77% of parents report that their family was more physically
active because of the program.

“This thing was amazing! I loved that it took the guessing game out of
‘What are we going to do?’ It gave us another reason to get out and
try something new.”

Next Steps:

In the coming year, a mobile application will be created for families to
track activities, upload progress and earn points as they complete
tasks. This digital tool will allow for more flexibility in activities, more
equitable access for participants without transportation, improved
data collection and enhanced scalability to other communities.

Core Program Partners:

Program Profile: 100 Miles, 100 Days
Overview:
The 100 Miles in 100 Days Walking Challenge is a proven program
that has been offered in Rutland County for 8 years. After trialing
multiple approaches to supporting emerging walkers, this
challenge has proven to be a simple, cost-effective way to engage
a large number of individuals in walking one mile a day for one
hundred days. Walking is a gateway activity to other types of
physical activity, most anyone can do it, and all it requires are
comfortable shoes. The challenge asks that participants only track
walking and do so on most days of the week. Currently the
challenge is offered twice a year, with the first session starting
soon after the new year. Winters can be cold and dark in Vermont,
and this program has kept people moving throughout the most
challenging months.
Participants are recruited through a variety of means, with a
particular focus on promoting to adults through employers and
worksite wellness programs. To make registration accessible to all
populations, registration forms are made available at all public
libraries in the county, as well as online. Once registered,
participants are invited to attend the first mile kickoff event hosted
at Rutland Regional Medical Center. These events are attended by
people from all ages and help to create a sense of community
among participants, which is maintained through the program.
All participants receive a log book to track their progress, with
incentives offered for bringing up-to-date logbooks to monthly
group walks. Each week all participants receive a short email
update with pictures submitted by participants, information about
walking, walking routes, and upcoming events, as well as updates
on current mileage of worksite teams that track their collective
miles. Online tools are currently in development to make tracking
easier for participants, allow for improved data collection, and
make it easier to scale the program to other communities.

Impact::

• 820 participants logged 53,874 miles in 2018.
• 66% of participants report increased physical activity
rates because of the program.

“I would have not walked at all during the winter if not for this
challenge. Because of it, I got a Fitbit, monitored my activity,
walked ‘on purpose’, and competed with my granddaughter for
daily steps! Thank goodness for the Winter Challenge!”

Core Program Partners:

Program Profile: Park Prescriptions
Overview:
As with other Park Rx programs across the county, this program
partners with doctors and healthcare providers to initiate the
conversation with patients about the importance of spending
time in nature through a prescription for outdoor time. While
there is great value in these conversations, many Park Rx
programs struggle to provide programmatic support to help
patients establish new habits after they leave the doctor’s office.
Park Rx Rutland County engages cohorts of participants for 12week intervals and supports each patient with one-on-one
weekly health coaching, as well as tools for tracking progress
towards their goal. Patients are also incentivized to establish
new behaviors with a gift card of their choice for a product that
will help them continue their healthy, active habits upon
completion of the program. Weekly group outings encourage
participants to stay engaged for the duration of the program, as
well as building new relationships with other members of their
cohort.

Impact::

• 60% Participation Rate following referral to
program from providers.
• 94% of participants who completed the
program reported increased physical activity.
• 82% of participants reported a positive
impact on their mental wellbeing.
• Average frequency of physical activity for
cohort increased from 2.3 to 4.8 days/week.
• Average duration of physical activity increased
from 17 to 32 minutes/session.

“Thank you for helping me reclaim my life and being
part of my healthcare!”
“Thank you for your encouragement and support. I
know my 12 weeks are over, but I continue to walk at
least three times a week. I feel so much stronger and
competent than I did before starting Park RX.”

Next Steps:

Core Program Partners:

As this program completes the second year of a threeyear grant, there is a focus on demonstrating its
viability as a preventative care strategy that produces
measurable health impacts and reduces costs for
treating chronic diseases. This is particularly relevant
as Vermont continues to transition to an All-Payer
Accountable Care Organization Model for Medicare
and Medicaid Services. Come Alive Outside is working
closely with healthcare providers to integrate the
program with their Electronic Medical Record systems,
making it easier for providers to refer people to the
program for specific health indicators, as well as
making it possible to close the loop and validate the
impact of the program when patients revisit their
provider after completion.

Program Profile: Green Street Challenge
Overview:
The Green Street Challenge creates the opportunity to celebrate the
importance of outdoor play by laying down sod and creating
temporary parks on prominent streets in communities across North
America. In 2017, this program reached over 10,000 people in 13
communities in the U.S. and Canada. After the event the sod is
donated to be installed at a local park, Habitat for Humanity or other
project that will help to create a permanent green space in the
community. Sod producers and landscape professionals partner
with local businesses and downtown associations and donate all time
and materials to put on these events at no cost to the community.
Signage and activities at the events raise awareness of the risks of
sedentary lifestyles and benefits of spending time outdoors.

Core Program Partners:

Program Profile: Design Challenge

Overview:
The Come Alive Outside Design Challenge creates the opportunity for
teams of college, high school, and elementary students to work together
with landscape professionals to design and build engaging outdoor
learning environments at schools and childcare facilities. This program
has been produced with 800 students in 18 communities since 2016,
with 12 new schoolyards constructed to date! In addition to creating the
new spaces at the schools, one of the primary goals of this program is
engaging young people in the process of designing nature into our lives
through vibrant urban gardens and green spaces.
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