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The average Australian child spends less time being active 
outdoors than a maximum security prisoner. With 90% of 
Australians living in cities, often far from the nearest patch of 

bushland, it is clear that nature has little place in the lives of many. 

We and several colleagues at the University of Queensland are 
part of a growing band of researchers worldwide investigating 
what a declining experience of nature means for people and for 
conservation, and how it might be reversed. We see it as one 
of the core challenges of conservation, for people who do not 
experience nature for themselves are unlikely to value it.

The evidence is mounting that an extinction of nature 
experience is also detrimental for people’s health and wellbeing. 
One classic study – a 1984 analysis of surgical patients in a 
Pennsylvanian hospital – found that those with a view of trees 
from their bed spent less time in hospital, required fewer strong 
painkillers, and had fewer post-surgical complications than 
those whose rooms faced a brick wall.1 More recently, work in 
the United Kingdom and the Netherlands has shown that people 
living near green spaces have lower mortality from cardio-
vascular disease than those further away.2 This could be because 
green space encourages physical activity and reduces stress 
responses. Other reported health benefits include lower blood 
pressure, faster healing and less depression.3

Time spent in nature is also good for cognitive function. One 
study found that participants who walked through an arboretum 
performed a mental test markedly better than those who walked 
on a busy street.4 The task was repeating a spoken sequence 
of spoken numbers in reverse order. According to attention 
restoration theory, time in nature restores our mental capacity 
by demanding less ‘directed attention’. The bombardment of 
our senses in the city and the need to concentrate – to avoid 
hazards or ignore advertisements, for example – can be mentally 
fatiguing. ‘Imagine a therapy that had no known side effects, was 

readily available, and could improve your cognitive functioning 
at zero cost,’ the researchers wrote. 

Most studies are by social scientists, and there has been 
little focus on what difference the species richness, 
vegetation structure and other ecological features make 
to people’s experiences. It would be good to have more 
involvement by biologists to work out how to maximise the 
wellbeing values of urban green space, and their overlap with 
benefits for biodiversity.

Experiences with nature are also thought to be socially and 
spiritually beneficial but there has been little work in this area, 
and these benefits are harder to measure. 

As for motivating conservation, the importance of experiences 
with nature and the psychology behind this are poorly 
understood, but it makes intuitive sense. As Robert Pyle said 
back in 1978, ‘What is the extinction of the condor to a child who 
has never seen a wren?’ The future of conservation may depend 
in part on how well we design cities to provide for easy access to 
natural areas. 

Designing cities 
Whether a city grows mainly by sprawling or by increasing 
density greatly affects residents’ access to green space and their 
encounters with wildlife. In high density areas, many households 
lack a private yard. Although this limits the experience of nature 
outside the back door, it could mean a greater diversity of 
wildlife nearby, as University of Queensland researchers have 
recently shown.5 They modelled the impacts on bird diversity 
of these two types of growth in Brisbane, which is expected to 
accommodate another 150,000 houses over the next 20 or so 
years. A compact design, with large green spaces between high 
density neighourhoods, is markedly better for birds because it 
can support both urban-adapted and urban-sensitive species. 

Ecologists Danielle Shanahan and Richard Fuller ask how 
we can save wildlife by saving people’s connection to nature.
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However, over the past 20 years Australia’s large cities have 
mostly grown by sprawling, and the detriment to wildlife has been 
compounded by much larger houses and shrinking backyards.

Given the benefits of compact design for biodiversity, we need 
a better understanding of how the trend to sprawl can be limited 
and how people living in compact neighbourhoods can be 
encouraged to engage with nature in nearby green spaces. 

Encouraging nature experiences
Providing green spaces in cities does not mean that people will 
use them. By world standards, Brisbane is well endowed with 
public parks and gardens but almost half the 1479 residents we 
and our colleagues surveyed in 2012 rarely visit them.6 We had 
expected to find that visits were driven mainly by opportunity 
and convenience. Instead, the frequent users of parks were 
distinguished by having a higher affinity for and connection to 
nature. People who felt disconnected from nature spent less time 
experiencing it, in parks and backyards. 

Of concern for conservation is that the level of tree cover and 
extent of remnant vegetation in parks weren’t critical in attracting 
most visitors. As we said in our paper, this ‘highlights a paradox; 
while more vegetated locations provide enhanced experiences 
with nature and may even provide greater wellbeing benefits, 
they are not necessarily the most preferred locations to visit’.

Opportunity seems to matter less than orientation in deciding 
who spends time outdoors. Like many other things good for us, 
not everyone wants to take a regular ‘dose of nature’. The second 
great challenge is a motivational one. 

Many factors influence whether a person is likely to spend 
time in nature. Older people and women spend more time 
in green space than younger people and men, while those 
on lower incomes or who come from non-English speaking 
countries spend much less time. This may partly arise from 
poorer neighbourhoods having less green space and fewer 
trees than wealthier suburbs. We found this to be the case in 
Brisbane, although the disparity was not great. Encouragingly, 
a study in Canada showed that programs carefully structured to 

include people from diverse backgrounds worked to entice them 
outdoors. It is important that all neighbourhoods are provided 
with ample green space. 

Fortunately, most Australian city councils view green spaces as a 
critical aspect of urban design, although there is still much to learn 
about how to design them in a way that optimises benefits for both 
people and nature. Also needed are social programs that foster a 
connection with nature for people from all walks of life.

Although most species edging towards extinction don’t live in 
cities, their future may depend on how well we plan our cities 
and influence the lifestyles and environmental attitudes of urban 
residents. Children playing in the park today could be the future 
saviours of biodiversity.  
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