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The role of childhood experience of 
trees and plants in promoting        

pro-nature attitudes and behaviours

Dr Bethan Stagg, Forest Research
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• Research agency of the Forestry 
Commission; GB’s primary research 
organisation for trees, woods & forests.

• Focus on timber economy, biodiversity, 
climate change, people’s relationships 
with trees, woods, and forests.

• Core programme of research funded by 
the GB governments – also a range of 
public, private, and third sector clients.

• www.forestresearch.gov.uk/join-
our-mailing-list/ 

Forest Research
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• Memorable, meaningful direct encounters 
with plants increased learners’ plant 
awareness 
(Stagg & Donkin 2013; Stagg 2020; Stagg et al. 2025)

• Plant awareness develops when people 
have frequent interactions with plants 
relevant to daily lives
(Stagg & Dillon, 2022)

• Academic articles - Google Scholar
• Teaching resources - YouTube

Plant Awareness
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Mounting evidence about 
links between childhood 
nature experience and adult 
environmental attitudes and 
behaviours - but little 
coverage about trees, 
woodlands or forests.

Review: childhood experiences of trees and 
adult behaviours
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Searches 

1,470 articles

17 articles: childhood 
experience of trees in 
data collection and 
analysis

80 articles: relationships between childhood 
experience of nature and adult 
environmental attitudes / behaviours

1,389 
rejects

Phases in the rapid evidence review 

Scoping

37 articles: 
childhood 
experience of 
trees in data 
collection but 
not analysis

26 articles: 
childhood 
experience 
of nature – 
no mention 
of trees

14 studies (due to 
duplicate reporting)
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Characteristics of the reviewed studies

• Data collection: surveys or 
questionnaires

• Mean sample size: 978 people

• Many studies had significant 
flaws in experimental design 
(researcher bias)

• All based on adult recall of 
childhood memories (no 
longitudinal studies)
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• Positive associations between:
– Childhood experience and adults’ 

nature-related perceptions (7 cases)
– Frequency of woodland visits in 

childhood and adulthood (4 cases)
• Positive association between high levels 

of childhood experience and adult pro-
nature conservation behaviours (1 case)

• Many studies explored the 
characteristics of childhood– but did not 
consider how these might influence 
adult behaviours. 

Findings from the review
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• More children chose to play in treed 
spaces, compared to spaces with  
few trees  and engaged more 
frequently in creative play. 
(Taylor et al., 1998, Environment and 
Behavior)

• Amount of time pupils spent outside 
in breaktime was correlated with the 
number of deciduous trees in the 
school grounds. 
(Arbogast et al., 2009, Environmental 
Psychology)

Children are attracted to treed spaces



9

• Urban woodland provided 25 
distinct types of opportunities 
for creative play. 
(Laaksoharju & Rappe, 2017, 
Urban Forestry & Urban Greening )

• Play areas with sticks, 
branches and leaves attracted 
more children than fixed play 
equipment and sports areas.
(Lucas & Dyment, 2010, 
Education 3-13 )

Woodlands provide rich play opportunities
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Trees as producers of loose play materials
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Trees as three-dimensional structures and spaces
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• Memorable and meaningful experiences with wild plants promotes 
awareness – see my Google Scholar profile and YouTube channel

• Evidence review found that childhood experience was associated with 
positive adult perceptions about trees and woodland visitation rates

• Broader literature showed trees promote play by providing three-
dimensional spaces and loose materials

• Scarce evidence about impact of childhood experience with trees on 
broader pro-nature behaviours – more research needed!

Take-home messages

Thank you for listening
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