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What is Social Prescribing?

Social prescribing is an innovative, person-centred approach that connects people to
non-clinical services and supports in their local communities to address the social
determinants of health.(1) Social prescribing recognizes that health is shaped not only by
medical care but also by social, economic, and environmental factors. Nature prescribing, a
form of social prescribing, specifically supports connection to natural environments to
promote physical, mental, and social health and well-being.

Why it matters

As Canada continues to face complex health challenges, including public health
emergencies and pandemics, rising rates of chronic disease, mental health crises, healthcare
worker burnout, and the impacts of climate change, social prescribing offers a promising
pathway to enhance health system resilience. This brief describes social prescribing and
explores the evidence and policy and practice implications of social prescribing, with a focus
on nature-based activities and nature prescriptions.

International Impact

Internationally, social prescribing has
been implemented in the UK, Australia,
and parts of Europe with promising
results, including reduced healthcare
visits and hospital admissions, improved
patient-reported outcomes (e.g.,
well-being, self-efficacy), cost savings
through reduced healthcare utilization,
and increased social participation and
community engagement.(2—4)

$1 Invested —> $4.4 3 Societal Return

A recent KPMG report estimated that every dollar invested into social prescribing programs
may return $4.43 to society through improved wellbeing and reduced costs incurred on the
health system and government.(5)
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How does it work?

There are several stages to the social prescribing pathway.
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A person who needs support for their health and wellbeing may enter the social
prescribing pathway in several ways, through a community organization, through
self-referral, by a neighbour or family member, or through a healthcare professional.
Social prescribing enables healthcare professionals (e.g., nurses, physicians, social
workers, pharmacists) to refer patients to community-based services such as:

» Physical activity programs

 Arts and cultural activities

» Peer support groups

» Nature-based interventions (e.g., park prescriptions, gardening, forest therapy)

|deally, these referrals are often facilitated by link workers or community connectors,
who work with individuals to co-create personalized plans that reflect their interests,
needs, and cultural contexts.

The person may then join or participate in a “prescribed” activity or program that
meets their needs and interests. This may be one-off or may be a longer program
that someone may choose to continue attending. Ideally, barriers to participating in
these activities are addressed, such as transportation, cost, accessibility etc.

Finally, closing the circle of care is important by following up with the individual to
ensure that the “prescription” meets their needs and to ensure any barriers are
addressed.

Learn more about the Social
Prescribing Pathway:

ocial-prescribing-pathway-Bridgeable-x-CISP.pdf



https://www.bridgeable.com/wp-content/uploads/Social-prescribing-pathway-Bridgeable-x-CISP.pdf
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Social Prescribing Pathway

Entry Point

Individuals enter through
community organizations,
self-referral,
family/neighbors, or
healthcare professionals

Link Worker
Support

Link workers and
community
connectors co-create
personalized plans
based on interests
and needs.

Participation

Individuals join prescribed
activities (one-off or
ongoing)

\\

Follow up

Close the circle of care by
following up.
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Nature Prescribing: A Vital Subset of Social
Prescribing

Nature prescribing involves structured or informal engagement with green and
blue spaces, such as parks, forests gardens, and waterfronts, to improve health
outcomes. Activities may include:
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Evidence shows that exposure to nature can reduce stress, anxiety, and depression, improve
cardiovascular health, and enhance wellbeing. Nature prescribing is particularly effective in
urban settings where access to greenspace may be limited, multiple physical and social
barriers exist, and health inequities are pronounced. (6,7)
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Building Health System Resilience

Health systems need to be prepared to respond to and recover from shocks, such as
pandemics, climate-related disasters, and other crises, while maintaining core functions
and adapting to changing needs. Social prescribing contributes to resilience in several

key ways:

2
3
4
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Reducing Pressure on Clinical Services

By addressing non-medical needs upstream, social prescribing can
reduce repeat visits to primary care and emergency departments. This
frees up resources for acute care and improves system efficiency.

Improving Health and Well-being

Social isolation, loneliness, and stress are major drivers of poor health
and healthcare utilization. Social and nature prescribing offer
accessible, low-cost interventions that support mental health and
community connection. (8)

Enhancing Equity and Inclusion

Social prescribing can (and should be) be tailored to meet the needs of
marginalized populations, including Indigenous communities, racialized
groups, newcomers, and people living with disabilities. Culturally
grounded and community-led models are essential for equitable
implementation.

Fostering Intersectoral Collaboration

Social prescribing bridges healthcare with social services, community
organizations, and environmental sectors. This integrated approach
strengthens networks and builds capacity across systems.

Supporting Climate and Environmental Goals

Nature prescribing aligns with broader sustainability and climate
adaptation strategies by promoting stewardship of natural spaces and
encouraging climate-friendly health interventions. (9)
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Policy and Practice Recommendations

In Canada, pilot programs and research initiatives are emerging with promising results.
However, national coordination and investment are needed to scale these efforts. To embed
social prescribing into Canada’s health system and enhance resilience, there are several
considerations:

Formalize social prescribing pathways within provincial and territorial
health systems

Fund and train link workers or community connectors to support
referrals and follow-up

Address the social barriers to participating in social prescriptions or
nature prescriptions. (10,11)

Invest in and build up existing community infrastructure and programs
(e.g., greenspaces, arts hubs, cultural centres)

Support Indigenous-led and culturally relevant and safe models,
co-created and co-produced with communities (12)

Support the evaluation of social prescribing initiatives

Integrate social prescribing into public health and healthcare education
and professional development

Support social prescribing initiatives by partnering with other interest
holders in the private, public, and government sectors such as insurance
companies, foundations, institutions, and organizations to fund and
support equitable social prescribing initiatives that reduce barriers to
access

PBEYORDH

Social prescribing strengthens resilience by addressing root causes of poor health.

Conclusion

Social prescribing, including nature prescribing, represents a transformative shift in how
we understand and deliver health care. By addressing the root causes of poor health and
fostering community connection, it strengthens individual and collective resilience. As
Canada prepares for future public health challenges, investing in social prescribing can
be part of a comprehensive is health strategy.
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Resources
—> Social Prescribing Pathway:

https://www.bridgeable.com/wp-content/uploads/Social-prescribing-pathway-Bridgeable-x-Cl
SP.pdf

—> Social Prescribing in Canada Bridging the Gap Between Health and

Social Care:
https://irp.cdn-website.com/92bb31b3/files/uploaded/CISP_SP in Canada Report-final-sprea
ds-web.pdf

—> Nature on Prescription Handbook:

https://www.ecehh.org/research/nature-prescription-handbook/

—> Community Asset Mapping Guide for Social Prescribing
https://irp.cdn-website.com/92bb31b3/files/uploaded/CISP+Community+Asset+Mapping+Guide
+for+Social+Prescribing+Web-aa7{c938.pdf
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