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Children’s preferences for less diverse greenspaces
do not disprove biophilia
Simone Fattorinia,b,1, Rosalina Gabrielb, Ana M. Arrozb, Isabel R. Amorimb, Paulo A. V. Borgesb,
and Philip Cafaroc

Hand et al. (1) make a most useful contribution to the
debate on the role of urban greenspaces in providing
well-being benefits for children. Their discussion of the
increasing disconnection between people and nature as
a result of urbanization is valuable in a context of a non-
sustainable humanity. However, we challenge their claim
that “Children’s use of different urban habitats and their
selection of habitats based on relative use and availability
did not conform to the biophilia hypothesis” (1).

Children were recruited into the study from fifth
and sixth grade classes (ages 9–11 y) (1). Because pre-
conceptions about nature may evolve very early (2),
children in the study could already have been social-
ized in ways that may have altered their innate bio-
philic behaviors. Research on public perception of
the urban environment shows that the preferred for-
mat of “green” varies from one individual to the next
based on cultural experience, knowledge, sense of
self, and desire for security (3). In general, people
who live in cities dislike disorderly greenspaces, dis-
like many species of wild animals, perceive parks with
high tree density as unsafe (4), and consider mani-
cured yards a status symbol (5). This means that com-
prehensively managed greenspaces are perceived, for
cultural reasons, as better than more natural spaces.

Social criteria, including accessibility, penetrability,
safety, privacy, and comfort, are more positively eval-
uated than wilderness (6). Thus, the preference of chil-
dren for their gardens or tame yards instead of more
natural places (1) is not evidence against the biophilia
hypothesis, but may be just a reflection of their
own culture.

Evidence of biophilia has been found in children
younger than 2 y (7), but children’s innate inclination
to appreciate many forms of wild nature can flourish
only if it’s adequately stimulated. For example, young
children (3–7 y) have a natural curiosity and affinity for
animals (8), but if this innate attraction is not given
opportunities to develop, an aversion to many animals
can develop (9, 10). We agree with the authors’ (1)
conclusion that their “findings do not support the bio-
philia hypothesis,” but we think that they did not really
test the hypothesis, because cultural influences repre-
sented an uncontrolled factor in their study. Children’s
preferences for tamer, less biodiverse greenspaces
could be, and likely are, driven by cultural condition-
ing. Given the urgency to conserve biodiversity, fur-
ther research is warranted to encourage children’s
innate biophilia and to help develop it in a way that
leads them to appreciate the natural world.
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