
Benefi ts of connecting 
children with nature

There is growing evidence that children are 
increasingly disconnected from the natural 
world. Without direct experiences in nature, 
research fi ndings suggest that children are 
missing opportunities to enhance their health 
and well-being, and to develop responsible 
long-term environmental behaviour. 

Research in support of Investing in Conservation 
Education for a Sustainable and Prosperous Future*

Evidence of disconnect
…�one of the greatest causes of the ecological crisis is 
the state of personal alienation from nature in which 
many [children] live.2

In an increasingly urbanised world—with television, computers, 
and extracurricular activities competing for time—fewer children 
have the opportunity to enjoy playing in nature.1, 2, 3, 4 Nature-defi cit 
disorder1 describes the detrimental e� ects on humans as a result of 
this increased divide between children and nature.

Today, kids are aware of the global threats to the 
environment, but their physical contact, their intimacy 
with nature, is fading.1

A number of recent international surveys indicate that fewer 
children are experiencing nature directly, with the majority of 
children playing indoors more often than out.1, 5, 6, 7, 8 The surveys 
highlight that many young people are ‘glued to the virtual 
world’ and are far removed from nature, lacking knowledge of 
biodiversity and awareness of its importance. They conclude that 
further e� ort is needed to make nature more available to children, 
and to inform and empower a future generation of environmental 
champions.

Time in nature is not leisure time; 
it’s an essential investment in our 
children’s health.1

* National Education Strategy 2010–2030
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The benefi ts of a childhood connection 
with nature 
Many studies show the positive links between direct experiences 
in nature and children’s mental, emotional and physical health and 
well-being. 3, 9, 10, 11 
The studies show that regular direct access to nature can: 

Increase self esteem and resilience against stress • 
and adversity.
Improve concentration, learning, creativity, • 
cognitive development, cooperation, fl exibility and 
self-awareness.
Prevent childhood obesity. • 

Research has also shown that through positive experiences in 
nature, children will develop their love of nature and a foundation 
for the development of responsible environmental behaviour.4, 11 
Studies of adults who demonstrate a commitment to protect the 
natural world suggest that childhood experience with nature 
plays a critical role in determining life attitudes, knowledge or 
behaviours regarding the environment.12, 13, 14

E� ective approaches to connecting 
children and nature

We need to allow children to develop their biophilia, 
their love for the Earth, before we ask them to 
academically learn about nature and become guardians 
of it.4

Research has shown that empathy with and love of nature 
grows out of children’s regular contact with the natural world.4, 15 
Hands-on, informal, self-initiated exploration and discovery in 
local, familiar environments are often described as the best ways to 
engage and inspire children and cultivate a sense of wonder.4, 16, 17 
These frequent, unstructured experiences in nature are the most 
common infl uence on the development of life-long conservation 
values.18 
A number of authors talk about the importance of the middle years 
(6 to 12 years old) for the development of the child’s relationship 
with the natural world.3, 4 This is a time where the sense of wonder 
of early childhood is transformed to a sense of exploration.17 
Research found that participation with nature before age 11 is 
particularly potent in shaping both environmental 
attitudes and behaviours in adulthood.12 This 
foundation of empathy and connection with 
nature may then extend into environmentally 
responsible actions and empowerment, 
as the child grows older and discovers 
opportunities to develop pro-environmental 
behaviours.4 
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