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1. INTRODUCTION:

Place Attachment

Place attachment and meaning are important, though rarely acknowledged, contributors to
personal mental health and community cohesion. Restoration ecology is generally intentional
programming and field activity to restore land to a desired state of ecological function, habitat, and
ecosystem services sourcing. Restoration ecology efforts are typically informed by technical
aspects of environmental remediation, soils, landscape horticulture and ecosystem succession.
Such projects are increasingly being implemented in urban settings.

A separate research and technical application realm highlights the importance of greenspace,
parks, and urban forests access to promote and support human health. Extensive evidence
indicates that green space encounters can improve mental health, are linked to physical health
response, and can support community-level social cohesion. Urban planners and leaders are
increasingly interested in enhancing the amount and quality of greenspace in communities,
particularly in underserved communities that, due to historic legacies that have limited green space
quantity and quality.

The fields and practices of ecological restoration and nature and health rarely intersect. Place
attachment is but one human dimension of how restoration sites can also become restorative
environments. This essay first provides explanation of the notions of place attachment and
meaning, and their importance regarding human health. The next major section will then address
what is known about how place attachment develops and becomes a part of one’s identity, and
why this is important. A final section will then turn to practical recommendations for how
ecological restoration projects can be planned, installed, and managed in ways that can offer
opportunities to nurture place attachment.

URBAN NEARBY NATURE AND HUMAN HEALTH

In the mid-20" century U.S. public attention turned to environmental concerns, driven by concerns
of pollution and other environmental risks. Studies and explorations of human-environment
interactions expanded. While pursuing the effects of environmental toxins interests also turned to
the beneficial aspects of nature encounters, including place attachment. Foundational writings
appeared in the 1970s followed by periodic resurgence of interest in the topic.

Nature and human health also gained momentum in research and public attention in the last
century. Now spanning forty years and thousands of published studies, there is extensive evidence
of both the apparent and sub-conscious health benefits of nature experiences in urban settings.

Scientific reviews of nearby nature and health peer-reviewed publications report a wide array of
benefits, including:

e Exposure to natural environments is associated with stress reduction, measured using
physiological measures, such as salivary cortisol levels, blood pressure, and heart rate
variability for adults. (31 studies')

e Forest-based interventions (such as forest therapy/bathing) generated beneficial
therapeutic effects in adults for hypertension, stress, and mental-health disorders, such as
depression and anxiety. (131 studies?)

¢ Confirming similar physiological outcomes, additional positive mental and emotional
responses result from forest exposure on variables of anger, confusion, depression,
fatigue, and vigor. (40 studies®)
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e Synthesis of effects of nature exposure on immune system health include positive anti-
inflammatory, anti-allergy, anti-asthma outcomes, as well as increased NK (natural killer)
cell activity. (33 studies*)

e  Addressing childhood mental health and development, remote sensing measures of the
presence of vegetation (using NDVI) within buffers of 100 m, 250 m, and 500 m were
related to emotional and behavioral well-being. (45 studies®)

Early research revealed broad associations between the presence of nature (such as tree canopy or
parks) and public health trends, including findings of particular benefit associated with
underserved communities®’. Green space might be a tool to advance health equity. People in lower
socio-economic situations show more beneficial effects than affluent people and generally, public
green spaces/parks are more beneficial than green land covers/greenness. No notable differences
in the protective effects of green space between racial/ethnic groups were found. (90 studies®).

More recent research is delving into the specifics of nature experience such as dosage®!%!!, gender
specificity'>!?, and varied nature encounters or experiences, such as forest therapy!*!>!6 In
addition to investigating influences on general health and wellness, studies are assessing how
nature-based interventions can be used in treatment of clinical illness and disorders, such as
depression!” or attention deficit disorders!®!1%2,

In summary, having views of nearby nature and living within green space can improve worker
productivity?!, reduce domestic violence??, reduce stress*, improve healing?*, improve school

f 1 h f ADHD?, reduce driving fi i d ion?¢ 11
performance, lessen the symptoms o , reduce driving frustration and aggression?®, as we
as promote a greater sense of well-being.?’

PLACE ATTACHMENT AND HEALTH

The intersection of nature and mental health is of increasing importance. This includes nature
prescription as an intervention to reduce psychological challenges. Also, decades of research
evidence describe how nature experiences can improve general mental function and cognition.

A small body of research has explored how nature experiences inform place attachment and
resulting personal values and meanings. These studies further explore how place attachment
contributes to individual and community-level public health.

e Place attachment and meaning are person-to-place bonds that evolve through emotion
and cognition of a specific place and/or features of a place.!?

e  The attachment and meaning of a green place can encourage individuals to actively
protect and engage in pro-environmental behavior.!?

e Much of this attachment and meaning is developed at a young age, during childhood.
Additionally, children prefer natural over man-made environments, and many
environmentalists cite their childhood experiences in nature as the foundations for their
work.”

e Anindividual’s attachment to a green place increases in proportion to its proximity to
one’s home and frequency of use.’ %% 2

e  Greener neighborhoods, especially those with green common areas, encourage social
bonding between neighbors and improve the social setting.’* % As the interdependence
between social and physical components increases, groups become more connected to
particular places and social significance increases; green spaces tend to increase place
attachment and meaning.®’
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2. THEORY AND DEFINITIONS

SPACE AND PLACE

Space is transformed into “place” when humans give it bounds and believe it has value. Place is
constructed and reconstructed over time by different groups of people.?® 2% 3% Construction of
place is dynamic and influenced by human perception, cognition, self-concept, social dynamics,
economies, cultures, and histories.*! Perceptions of place are ever-changing, depending on social
interactions, context, and time. In cities, for example, changing patterns of social communication
can make and unmake places, elevating or diminishing the appeal of a site, a general location
(such as a neighborhood) or business.*

The general terms “green space” and “nature” imply the full spectrum of naturalistic, non-
constructed sites, as well as highly designed and engineered spaces, such as streetscapes or pocket
parks. The focus here is the range of outdoor situations that are somewhere apart from their
residences that people can visit, including parks, trails, or any areas with trees or other vegetation.
Additionally, unconstructed yet barren or sparsely vegetated places, such as brownfields, though
not necessarily “green” in a planned sense, may become important to people.

CONCEPTS

Multiple inter-related terms and definitions are used to refer to deep connections that people may
experience.

Place attachment is sometimes used interchangeably with “sense of place”: a personal
identification with a location or landscape on an emotional level as an individual or as a member
of a community.?3-* Place attachment is a “person-place bond that evolves from specifiable
conditions of place and characteristics of people.””*

Place identity is attachment in terms of emotional or symbolic meanings that are assigned by an
individual. The physical landscape or place becomes part of a person’s self-identity. 3637

Place dependence is an attachment based on function; the value of a specific place depends on its
ability to satisfy the needs or behavioral goals of an individual or group as compared to other place
alternatives.’®

Place meaning is a relationship to place based on cognitions, as a person associates significance,
purpose, symbolic role, or value to a physical setting.3
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3. DEVELOPING PLACE ATTACHMENT

Some localities project a certain indefinable sense of well-being and become places we want to
return to, time and again.*! Other settings, especially dramatic landscapes or locations of intense
experiences, cause an almost-immediate, intimate, and emotional association.?’ Individuals may
not even need to see some places first-hand to feel connection or attachment, such as in their
reaction to representations of the Grand Canyon or Yellowstone National Park.*?

Is attachment to place specific or general? From a biological perspective, attachments are likely to
form, at least initially, to places exhibiting attractive, calming, or safe features. An individualistic
view assumes that attachment forms to specific locations based on first-hand experiences. The
sociocultural perspective predicts that attachment also forms via cultural ideologies and
sociocultural interaction processes.*’ Studies affirm that all three perspectives are relevant to a
discussion of place.

The following sections provide more detail about nature and place attachment.

RESEARCH AND DEEPER UNDERSTANDING

Most of the research on place attachment and meaning has focused on rural, scenic, and residential
settings.** More recent studies investigate place attachment and meaning in connection to urban
green spaces at individual and community scales. Urban green spaces can become preferred and
meaningful places in multiple ways.

Active Use and Value

When a particular park or green space becomes a favored place for leisure or recreational
activities, an attachment may form.* Repeated interaction with a place may lead to a more intense
place dependence, as can increased specialization of use, both of which entail repeated visitations
and, thereby, greater appreciation for a particular setting or facility.***7*® Studies find that
proximity to personal residence, frequency of use, and personal commitment (active involvement)
were positively correlated with place attachment towards an exercise trail, in particular, and an
entire park in general.* In a study in Helsinki, Finland, 80 percent of residents claimed that green
areas made a very important contribution to the quality of their environment and that the most
important benefit was outdoor recreation.>

Similarity to the Familiar

Familiarity with a place can increase the strength of attachment. 3253 Elderly residents often
become more attached to their respective neighborhood as their sense of identity is linked to that
place; their neighborhood has become a part of them.** Place of origin can also yield strong
attachment and meaning even when a person is at a distance from it. When a person is displaced or
voluntarily moves to a new environment, their attachment to their previous environment and home
territory may continue or even grow stronger in response to their new, comparatively alien
setting.>® Nostalgia is an understandable response when an urban green space reminds one of a
childhood place or a previous home; similarity to the familiar stirs an emotional bond and the new
place inherits the meaning of the old.

Restorative Experiences and Healing

People become attached to peaceful, restorative green spaces that offer mental and physical
reprieve and may come to depend on them to fulfill health needs and so incorporate them into their
self-identity. People seek natural environments as places to process personal circumstances, think
about goals and priorities, and to find solitude and inner peace.’®*” Urban forests and parks are
suited as places of refuge, where one can find privacy and escape and recover from urban-
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associated mental fatigue.’®° Natural settings are favored in part as places to reflect on and
regulate one’s emotional state and self-concept.®*¢1:2 In one study, New York residents preferred
natural environments when seeking privacy.%® Female park users appreciated the sense of
separation and moments of escape from the city scene, including positive experiences of the
specific sights, sounds, and smells of nature, especially during the change of seasons.®*

Community/Public Significance

Many studies describe how nature expands from personal health benefits to the health and
resilience of entire communities. Urban nature is associated with diverse and dramatic positive
social affects: education, reduced crime and increased feelings of safety, economic development,
and social interaction.

The presence of urban nature contributes to greater neighborhood satisfaction.®® People who live
in apartment buildings having common areas with trees tend to congregate more, meet in bigger
groups, and mix in a wider range of ages than those who do not.%® Natural elements encourage
people to spend more time outside, creating stronger social ties and friendships with neighbors
through spontaneous face-to-face encounters.®’ Active outdoor involvement by individuals and
groups provides many benefits: a sense of accomplishment, access to more nutritious food, and
strengthened intergenerational ties.®3-6%7071.7273 Ag places gain more social significance, the
interdependence between social and physical components is likely to increase, binding groups to
particular places.”

Emotional Importance

Emotion is central to the formation of place attachment and creates relationships between
individuals and their environment.”>’%"7 Emotional attachment can be particularly difficult to
study, yet research reveals several patterns of emotional response.’® Scenes from childhood or
more recent intense emotional experience, whether negative or positive, can make their associated
places meaningful and important. Adult remembrance of childhood place can involve intense
memories and emotional connection, including feelings of love, grief, pleasure (play, sensory,
mastery, adventure, and freedom), security, and identity.”” Memories that are fixed in childhood
may be particularly intense due to more vivid sensory content.”” Sites of loss or tragedy also can
be places of attachment and self-identity: for example, old battlefields or other sites associated
with personal injury and pain.”

The Spiritual and Sacred

The expression of attachment to the divine in certain places among different groups has been
documented by anthropologists and sociologists for decades. More recently, studies in psychology
and sociology, departing from a prevailing secular focus, acknowledge the importance of the
sacred, spirituality, and the role of religion in human well-being. Spiritual ties to place are one
expression of the search for meaning and identity in life.3° Place can be an important avenue by
which people access spirituality.?! There may be distinct buildings, elements or sites that are
recognized by a community as sacred or holding unique spiritual significance. But people can
develop spiritual connection with many types of places, including those in and within community.
Spiritual ties to place happen across three dimensions — emotion, mental cognition and
understanding, and behavior.®? While specific practices may differ by culture, a study in New
York City found that urban parks support psycho-social-spiritual well-being as people engage
with place to connect with nature and larger realities, in addition to connecting with self and with
others.*

The aesthetics and features of a place can facilitate development of the sacred and influence how
religious believers and non-believers relate to a particular geographic setting through events (e.g.
war conflicts, terror attacks, violence, protests), rituals, artefacts and storytelling.®* For example,
following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks green space stewardship groups across the U.S.
created living memorials within nearby green spaces.®* A study of immigrant gardens found that,
in addition to providing food, the gardens were spaces for religious meditation and socialization,
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maintained identity continuity using plants for cultural cuisine and ceremony, and provided
memorial space to remember family members and maintain intergenerational linkages.36

SUPPORTIVE SITUATIONS

Public Spaces and Neighborhoods

Bonds to neighborhood green places are at once individual and personal as well as more collective
and social.?” Outdoor public spaces provide opportunities for diverse people to come together for
mutual enjoyment; public spaces can carry positive communal meaning.®® Public places may also
be valued as they offer an opportunity to observe others: social and spatial monitoring can
contribute to personal satisfaction.?° The elderly often use plazas to observe daily life and meet
with friends, developing attachments not only to a plaza as a whole, but also to features within it,
such as specific vegetation and benches. °! Walkable, mixed-use developments that incorporate
outdoor spaces are more likely to foster a sense of community and attachment as they promote
social interaction.®%%3

Neighborhood attachment also results from more personal interactions. Place attachment is
directly linked to length or residence in or near a place; the amount of time, energy, and
investment put into a place affects the degree of attachment.”**>%¢ For instance, frequent use and
prolonged occupation—as when people sit under a specific tree or on a particular park bench—
promote an attachment or sense of temporary ownership. °’

Long-term residents can become attached to a place through social-cultural interactions as well;
however, a person can become attached in a short period of time when using the physical
landscape as a personal frame of reference.’® Residents who are more attached to their community
create higher levels of social cohesion and social control, express less fear of crime, and contribute
to the vitality of the neighborhood.?® Local residents are usually more attached than visitors to
components of the local environment, feel that they have a privileged sense of place there, and
may insist that others should be educated on the meaning and values of the local landscape.!%%1%!

Childhood Attachment

Childhood, particularly middle childhood, is a particularly formative time for place attachment
Feelings of connection or belonging initiated within a place at an early age tend to become
stronger as a person ages.!® Attachments formed in childhood, if a person lived in one place, are
often stronger than those formed later.!® Environmentalists recalling their career motivation
“described childhood as the foundation of their relationship with the environment.”!%*

102

Children form place attachments and meaning based on what one can do or did in a place or
environment; playground and parks are joyful places to roam and explore, and childhood
attachments develop accordingly.!%>106197 Children prefer green, natural settings rather than man-
made environments;'%® in one study, children who lived in urban areas were asked to draw or map
their favorite places, and 96 percent of them illustrated an outdoor scene.!% Other responses
related to nature have been noted: children’s sensuous engagement with place!!%!!!; exploration
and place-play as inherently pleasurable, self-directed learning activities; and children’s use of

place for emotional self-regulation.!!%!13.114

Place and Sustainability

Place attachment and meaning are important and relevant to environmental and sustainability
behaviors—though it can’t be assumed that increasing environmental awareness will necessarily
stimulate environmentally responsible behavior.!!® Incorporating meaningful natural environments
into cities can make environmental nurturing by the residents more instinctive and associated with
personal benefit.!!® For example, people who have experienced an emotional affinity with nature
and perceive natural environments as restorative are more likely to protect natural spaces and



engage in pro-environment activities.!!” Working to restore an environment through volunteerism
and activism can create a can-do attitude and sense of self in individuals, which can engender
environmentally responsible behavior.!!®

Among many diverse users, meaning is not solely intrinsic to a place: it can be socially
constructed. Citizens that hold a variety of perspectives on environmental and developmental
issues can identify themselves as collective stakeholders,!!? and attachment may lead to collective
action to protect cherished places.'?® Crime, forced relocation, and environmental disasters (such
as hurricanes and floods) can disrupt both sense of place and sense of community;'?! subsequent
feelings of loss and alienation may help to mobilize citizen participation in rebuilding
communities, physically and emotionally.!??

Place Attachment
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4. ECOLOGICAL RESTORATION AND
MEANINGFUL PLACES

How can ecological restoration projects be co-designed to nurture place attachment, for those
working on the sites and those who may visit the places? Based on the prior research, theory, and
concepts here are some practical suggestions.

PROVIDE EXPERIENCE OPPORTUNITIES

This may seem obvious yet developing a program of repeated place experiences, particularly for
nearby residents, can nurture place attachment. Experiences may simply be nature encounter
events, such as trail walks or birding tours. They may become more elaborate, such as staging
events and community celebrations. Activities that include an emotional component reinforce
place meaning, such as memorials, celebration for births or anniversaries of important community
events.

INTEGRATE LOCAL CULTURAL IDENTITIES

Art, festivals, or performances that reflect local cultural or ethnic identities are often perceived as
anathema to ecological goals. Yet with planning and partnership such events can honor ecological
goals and incorporate place guidance and restrictions that protect ecologically sensitive areas. The
author once attended a ‘concert’ that was made up of solo acoustic musicians performing at
multiple stations along a boardwalk. Another approach is to intentionally incorporate plants that
have meaning for members of a community, such as familiar plants from a home country or a food
forest that includes edible plants that aren’t found in local markets.

ENCOURAGE REFLECTION FOR AWARENESS

The restoration site, depending on the project, can offer several health and social benefits. Yet the
focus of most ecological restoration projects are the technical aspects of ecosystem recovery.
Develop activities and programming that encourage restoration specialists and technicians to
routinely reflect on the benefit gained and meaning of the place to them, and take time from the
field work to encourage visitors to reflect.

ENCOURAGE ACTIVE USE

Repeated use of spaces for leisure and recreational activity can promote attachment. The
distribution of open space is important as visitation patterns contribute to attachment. For instance,
urban rail-to-trail users in Dubuque, Tallahassee, and San Francisco who frequently used trails
near their homes expressed a stronger attachment than more distant residents.'?* In a study in
Michigan, people who used a park for walking, biking, or other recreation showed stronger
attachment to it than those who were not physically active there.!24125-126

CUES TO CARE

Public preferences for vegetation management approaches depend can depend on the user type.
Passers-by and non-residents have been found to enjoy a more managed, neat appearance, while
volunteers, active users, and those that knew more about ecosystems prefer a naturalistic, less
managed-looking environment'?’. Naturalistic landscapes may be judged by the public to be




messy and neglected. “Cues to care” is the observation that modest landscape management
practices can suggest that a place is cared for and welcomes visitors'?®. A narrow mown strip
along a trail, planting flowers or showy ornamental plants along edges, and placing benches where
people can take a break are all examples.

CONDUCT USER SURVEYS AND OBSERVATIONS

In urban settings people often make their way into restored green spaces. A systematic survey of a
site can reveal preferred places within, as well as the spaces that may harbor less desired
behavior!?, Proactive design can address both positive and negative situations, building more
support for a project while allaying fears or safety misperceptions. Review the use patterns and
needs of diverse users, from young to older people, those with disabilities, and any challenges
related to equity and diversity.

SUPPORT VISITOR COMFORT

Consider how to support the safety and comfort of users. Well-used urban plazas have been found
to have these elements: comfortable microclimates (with sunny/shaded areas and water features),
visibility of the park for a sense of safety, and variety in seating arrangements.'*° Attention to
mobility is important, such as the types of pavings or surface material for trails and walkways.

PURSUE HEALTHCARE PARTNERS

Due to the extensive nearby nature and human health science healthcare providers are becoming
more interested in nature experience as both a disease prevention strategy and therapy approach
(such as forest bathing). Consider reaching out to providers (such as those doing Parks
Prescription or Walk with a Doc) to recommend the site for patients, thus setting up healing and
restorative experiences in forming attachment.

ENGAGE CHILDREN AND SCHOOLS

Nature experiences in childhood can be particularly formative and meaningful. Partner with
schools to create outdoor classrooms, or offer on-site curriculum projects. Consider how to offer
children opportunities to explore and roam, in addition to programmed activity. Repeated
experiences are particularly valued so build relationships with specific schools and teachers to
facilitate multiple returns to the site for children.

WELCOME STEWARDSHIP

Green space stewardship is increasingly recognized as a place-based work opportunity and career
path. Organizations and agencies often hire youth to manage and implement ecosystem and
vegetation restoration field work. Young people gain a sense of place, technical proficiency, and
greater understanding of green jobs opportunities'®!.

Volunteers are also often important contributors to ecological restoration projects and experience
multiple benefits from the experience. They also express a range of motivations for contributing
their time for environmental work'32, Plan volunteer stewardship activities to enhance public
education, appreciation, and sense of ownership'?. Volunteer work can be arranged for repeated
times and activities, giving volunteers the opportunity to satisfy personal values and develop
greater familiarity with a site. In addition, landscape managers are now working with healthcare
providers to shape restoration events that promote social cohesion and boost mental health.

Place Attachment
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RECOGNIZE STAGES AND LAYERS

Meanings and attachment can develop in relation to multiple experiences of stress reduction,
geography, culture, economy, etc. Given time, the values associated with nature become complex.
And people may in time progress from place familiarity, to meaning to attachment. For example,
community gardens not only provide food resources (utilitarian value), but also emotional support
(humanistic value). In a study of urban community gardens in a New York City neighborhood,
gardeners often were recorded as expressing “how gardening and socializing in the gardens make
them feel as though they are a part of the community and a part of the land, even in the midst of

the dirty, crime-ridden streets of Loisaida”.!3?
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