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Abstract

While there is growing consensus on the benefits of natural outdoor play environ-
ments for children, the impact of such spaces on the wellbeing of early childhood
practitioners remains unknown. Using an exploratory qualitative design, this study
unraveled the positive outcomes of greening outdoor spaces in childcare centers
in Flanders (Belgium) and the challenges that it may encompass. Eleven in-depth
interviews were conducted with professionals who were recently involved in such
transformations. Through a thematic analysis seven outcomes were identified: (1)
reduced workload, (2) calmer children and less conflicts, (3) more job fulfillment,
(4) a sense of peace, (5) a place to enjoy, (6) more little pleasures, and (7) more
chances for meeting up with colleagues. Challenges arose mainly in relation to (1)
health and safety concerns, (2) transitions, (3) resources, and (4) team spirit. The
results indicate that the establishment of natural outdoor spaces in childcare centers
can benefit practitioners’ wellbeing in several ways. As such, this study calls for a
broader understanding of the importance of green experiences in early childhood
education and care. Our insights should be taken into consideration when design-
ing natural outdoor spaces for childcare centers as well as in developing personnel
policies on staff wellbeing. Further research is needed, however, to determine the
generalizability of research findings and the extent and kind of green experience
that is necessary to obtain the positive outcomes.
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Introduction

Evidence on the benefits of natural outdoor environments for young children has
mounted in recent years. Play repertoires in environments with natural elements
proved to be more diversified, providing opportunities for learning and develop-
ment which normally did not emerge during the time indoors or in equipment-based
playgrounds. Nature play has been associated with, among others, improved physi-
cal activity, emotion regulation, social development, readiness for learning, nature
connectedness and pro-environmental behaviors, confidence in the face of risk, and
self-esteem (Bento & Dias, 2017; Brussoni et al., 2017; Dowdell et al., 2011; Gill,
2014; Gray et al., 2015; Luchs & Fikus, 2013; Maynard et al., 2013; McClain &
Vandermaas-Peeler, 2015; Samborski, 2010; Serensen, 2021; Thompson et al., 2016;
Tseng et al., 2023). It is argued therefore that early childhood education services need
to take children outdoors and provide them with green experiences.

Adults likewise are known to benefit from contact with nature. Indeed, research
has shown that people who feel connected with nature, especially those in urbanized
societies, experienced a wide range of positive mental health outcomes (Cervinka et
al., 2011; Charles et al., 2018; Howell et al., 2011; Thaneshwari et al., 2018; van den
Berg et al., 2007; Thompson et al., 2016). According to attention restoration theory
(ART), people responded positively to nature because it provided them with oppor-
tunities for psychological restoration. ART proposed that prolonged and/or intensive
use of directed attention diminishes a person’s capacity to ward off distractions. The
person might then show signs of directed attention fatigue, such as difficulty con-
centrating, increased irritability, and an increased rate of errors on tasks that require
concentration (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Kaplan, 1995; Collado et al., 2017). Kaplan
(1995) has described this condition as one that puts a person at greater risk of expe-
riencing stress because he or she has less cognitive resources to manage everyday
demands (Lepore & Evans, 1996). An environment that did not require reliance on
directed attention, however, allowed the mentally fatigued person to rest the inhibi-
tory mechanism on which directed attention depends and so to recover the capacity
to direct attention. Transactions with natural environments, for instance, possessed
qualities that emerge less commonly in other types of environments. Being in nature
gave a person a sense of being away from daily routines that impose demands on
directed attention. In addition, natural environments contained many esthetically
pleasing stimuli, and they encouraged processes of exploration and sense making,
and these attracted and held a person’s attention effortlessly and to some extent invol-
untarily (van den Berg et al., 2007).

The greening of outdoor spaces in childcare centers may thus have served, like the
establishment of garden environments in healthcare settings (Bengtsson & Grahn,
2014; Thaneshwari et al., 2018), as an intervention that supported both the wellbeing
of care receivers and providers. Smith et al. (2012) rightly highlighted that environ-
ments that people inhabit and experience have the power to enhance the wellbeing
of individuals and their communities. Space, they argued, should be arranged with
sensitivity to the needs of all those using it: “The physical environment can affect the
emotions and spirits of people [...] either in constricting, negative ways or in posi-
tive, therapeutic ways, or a mix of both” (p. 4). Since childcare centers traditionally
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put children’s wellbeing to the forefront (Cumming et al., 2020), the design and use
of outdoor space was often valued accordingly. This study by contrast explored the
power of natural outdoor spaces in enhancing childcare practitioners’ wellbeing. In
so doing, we wished to enhance the current knowledge base and determine if and why
practitioners feel better in childcare centers with access to a natural outdoor space.
Given that many childcare centers in fact do not yet have such space, ample scope
was given to frequently encountered challenges in the process of designing and using
a natural outdoor space as well.

Methods
Context

The aim of our study was twofold: (1) to determine positive outcomes of using a
natural outdoor space with regard to childcare practitioners’ wellbeing and (2) to
identify the challenges that may arise in obtaining these outcomes. The study took
place in four childcare centers in the city of Antwerp, Flanders (Dutch-speaking com-
munity of Belgium). Flemish childcare centers typically accommodate children who
are between 0 and 2.5 years old. Both regulation (Opgroeien, 2023) and curriculum
guidelines (Kind & Gezin, 2014) emphasize the importance of outdoor play for chil-
dren’s development. Yet, childcare centers were not obliged to have their own private
outdoor space, nor is its design subjected to specific requirements. Childcare centers
that participated in the study nonetheless transformed their outdoor space over the
course of the last three years, with both financial help and coaching offered by the
local municipality (van Boom, 2020). The transformation included the replacement
of concrete surfaces with grass, wood chips and sand, and plants, trees, water, height
differences, animals, and natural elements were introduced to invite children to play
and discover.

Over recent years, the wellbeing of childcare practitioners in Flanders gained
some scholarly and public interest. Attention was largely directed towards the adult-
child ratio, which was among the highest in Europe (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice, 2019; Teppers & Van Regenmortel, 2023) and a major threat to both chil-
dren’s and practitioners’ wellbeing (Groothedde, 2023; Van Gils et al., 2022). While
the Flemish Government recently introduced a new (more favorable) adult-child
ratio, the overall consensus was that many other things could be addressed to increase
the wellbeing of childcare practitioners (Van Gils et al., 2022). Yet, the use of natural
outdoor spaces has never been a major point of interest in the debate.

Sampling and participants

Purposive sampling recruited 11 participants for the study. First, three local experts
in participatively transforming outdoor spaces in childcare centers were interviewed.
During these interviews we asked the experts to suggest interesting cases, i.e. organi-
zations that transformed their outdoor space in the last couple of years so that practi-
tioners were able to compare both situations and accurately attribute certain aspects
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of their wellbeing to the transformation of the outdoor space. Next, we recruited and
interviewed three childcare practitioners, one pedagogical coach and four team lead-
ers from six different organizations.

Data collection

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews. Each interview
began with an open and broad question about how the organization had made its
outdoor space more natural. During the interview the researcher invited the childcare
practitioners to talk about their wellbeing at work with questions such as “Where do
you find peace in your work environment?”. The experience of the outdoor space was
explored with questions such as “What is your favorite spot in the garden to come
with the children?”, “What is your favorite spot in the garden to come alone?” and
“What is still missing in the garden?”. The pedagogical coach and the team leaders
were invited to share their perspective on the wellbeing of the childcare practitio-
ners and the use of the outdoor space. Experts were asked about their experiences
and encountered obstacles when guiding childcare centers in the transition to a more
natural outdoor space. Additionally, the researcher focused on clarifying the experi-
ences by asking the participants to provide examples (Holloway & Wheeler, 2010).
During the interview, the researcher added questions that summarized or repeated
what participants said to ensure accuracy of information.

The interviews with the experts were conducted in November 2021. The inter-
views with the childcare practitioners, pedagogical coach and team leaders were
conducted in December 2021 and February 2022. The location of the interview was
chosen by the participant to make them feel comfortable. The experts preferred an
online interview, the childcare practitioners, pedagogical coach and team leaders a
live interview in a quiet room in their childcare center. No one else was present
besides the participant and the researcher. The interviews were audiotaped. Pictures
of the outdoor space were taken to fully understand the experience of the participants.
The interviews lasted between 45 and 80 min to allow sufficient time to identify vari-
ous influencing aspects and obstacles and to confirm these findings. Interviews were
conducted by the first author, who had 10 years of experience in qualitative research
on professionals’ wellbeing. All methodological aspects were checked by the second
author, who had more than 10 years of experience in practice-oriented research for
early childhood education and care. The third author, who assisted in rewriting the
manuscript, is an expert in early childhood education and care research and in quali-
tative data research.

Ethical considerations

The researchers insisted on the confidentiality of all information presented by par-
ticipants throughout the entire research process. Before the start of each interview,
participants were informed of the aim of the study. The researcher also confirmed
that participants were allowed to refuse answering questions and that they could stop
the interview at any time without owing an explanation. Permission was obtained to
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audio-tape the interviews. Pseudonyms were used in order to protect the participant’s
identity.

Strategy of analysis

The interviews were transcribed verbatim. The researcher performed a descriptive
thematic analysis with themes inductively emerging from the data during the analy-
sis. The software program NVIVO 12 was used during data analysis. In order to
ensure dependability the researcher focused on the research objectives and explored
the same subjects for all the participants. Along with that, self-reflection was impor-
tant. The researchers critically considered their thoughts, beliefs and previous
assumptions regarding influencing aspects and obstacles of natural outdoor spaces
and attempted to keep this self-critical position in the whole process of the study.

Results
Benefits of natural outdoor spaces for childcare practitioners’ wellbeing

Participants indicated that they had less work when they spend more time in the natu-
ral outdoor space with the children. Various explanations were given. A lot of outdoor
activities could be done without preparation, for instance racing in the rain. A large
variety of activities were possible and materials that are naturally present outside
made it easy to organize activities. The outdoor space changed often, all by itself, and
thus provided a stimulating environment for the children. The childcare practitioners
did need to keep an eye on the children but they did not feel like they had to entertain
them. Children went out and explored by themselves. All these elements ensured that
the majority of the children was feeling well and that the childcare practitioners were
able to focus on those children that required some additional attention.

‘When we are inside the children often come to us to ask for activities or seek
attention. When we are outside they don t really do that. You can just keep an
overview, but also relax and enjoy the fresh air.” (Childcare practitioner 1).

The natural outdoor space also gave the children more freedom. Active children
could run around and calm children could find peace and quiet. There was room for
both needs. Therefore, the childcare practitioners did not need to slow down active
children and they did not feel that a lot of rules are necessary nor that rules should
be enforced.

Sometimes the children are so busy when we are inside. They are running
around. And we constantly have to say: “don't run, walk”. Because accidents
can happen when they run inside. After a while you are so sick and tired of say-
ing that. When we go outside we say “Go! Run!” // In the garden we don t have
a lot of rules. Just that they cannot throw with the wood chips nor eat them and
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that children have to keep the sand in the sand box. That are the only two rules.
For the remainder: let’s go!” (Childcare practitioner 2).

The participants also stated that they had less cleaning work outside because when
they ate there, they would leave whatever fell on the ground. Also, the children
were less dirty when they played in a natural outdoor space compared to when they
played outside on tiles or concrete. Furthermore, childcare practitioners noticed that
since children played more often in a natural outdoor space, their immunity systems
improved and they were ill less often, which also reduced the amount of caring tasks.
The children fell down less often because they were able to develop better motor
skills in the natural outdoor space. Therefore, less comforting after falling down was
needed. Finally, when groups stayed outside all day, practitioners had less work with
dressing and undressing the children.

‘In spring and summer we also eat outside. Actually, we are outside all day.
They get their fruit in the back of the garden on the bench. We cut it so it fits
in their hands. Afterwards, they just go and play again and what falls on the
ground is for the birds. So that's a lot less work for us.” (Childcare practitioner
3).

Participants indicated that children behaved differently when they were in the natu-
ral outdoor space. They were more calm and pleasant and less conflicts arose because
different types of play could take place simultaneously and as there were so many
elements to explore, children had less time to quarrel. This behavior impacted how
childcare practitioners felt.

‘It’s the theory of conflicting lines. If you have too little elements in the garden,
all lines are open and they all collide. But if you want to draw a line now, you
bump into something everywhere. There are so many elements that they don't
have time to argue. Before, there was just a plastic sand box and a castle and
the children were always fighting. They all wanted to play in it and we con-
stantly had to say: “no, you have to wait”. You are constantly solving conflicts.
And now it is much better.” (Team leader 1).

Participants stated that they were more fulfilled when they played in the natural
outdoor space. They felt they provided the children with more variation, stimuli and
chances to develop. They observed that children loved going outside, calmed down,
became creative, flourished and developed more quickly both motorically as cogni-
tively. Additionally, because of the wide variety of possibilities, the childcare practi-
tioners were able to choose outdoor activities that linked to their personal interests.

‘I think that is the most important thing. We can help the children develop more
by playing outside, especially those who don't have a garden at home. Also
with the bikes we can stimulate their motor development. They gain respect for
nature. And when I see them grow, I think: “yes, now I ‘ve done a good job. This
is why I do this.”’ (Childcare practitioner 2).
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Participants used various ways to express the peace they found when they were in
the natural outdoor space. They talked about taking a breather, about relaxing, about
finding peace, finding space to breathe, about a place of rest, a moment to exhale.
They described that the outside area was the only place in the childcare center where
they could find rest. Also when they were outside with the children because things
appeared to be less noisy and busy because the sounds could disperse. Some used the
outdoor space to eat, sit or lie down during their break. However, it was also men-
tioned that little attention was paid to providing comfortable seating arrangements or
an area designed for the childcare practitioners.

‘If making the outdoor space more natural has impacted how we experience
our job? Resoundingly YES! A lot, a lot more peace. For everyone.’ (Team
leader 1).

‘For the childcare practitioners going outside is like taking a breather. Eigh-
teen children in a classroom is very noisy, but sixty children outside is barely
noticeable. They are a lot more free.” (Team leader 2).

Childcare practitioners described the natural outdoor space as an enjoyable place to
be. It was cooler when it was too hot inside. They liked the fresh air, they could walk
barefoot all day, enjoyed nature and found ease by looking at nature.

‘My favorite place is the sand box. I like baking cakes and adding water so you
get mud and the children can actually sit there all day. And everything barefoot.
I love the feeling of the sand between my toes.’ (Childcare practitioner 3).

Furthermore, they indicated that they experienced small pleasures in the outdoor
space, for instance by making plant cuttings for their colleagues, picking mint for
their tea and watching birds nest. These things brought them happiness and con-
nected the team.

‘We had a birds nest once and everyone was really excited and sending pictures
to each other. That was really fun. Silly, but it did connect the team somehow.’
(Team leader 3).

When they were inside, the childcare practitioners were often alone with their group
of children. Therefore, they also liked going outside because there they could meet
up with their colleagues. This also meant that they could share the workload by each
keeping an eye on one part of the outside space.

‘When it is too noisy inside we go outside and then we can let them loose.
They can scream and run and we have our colleagues. Inside you are alone but
outside there are two of us. You do have more children outside, but you feel
calmer. // I have never had the feeling that it was too busy outside.” (Childcare
practitioner 1).
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Challenges in designing and using a natural outdoor space
Health and safety concerns

Respondents recalled how, at first, some fear existed about children putting things in
their mouths and risking to choke. Parents also expressed worries about their chil-
dren climbing on walls and falling down from constructions. Due to the perceived
dangers, new health and safety protocols were developed and discussed with parents.
When parents were told that it would not be allowed to climb on walls, just as it is
not allowed to climb on tables or other furniture inside, they were put at ease. The
garden designer and other experts furthermore played an important role in reassuring
childcare practitioners and parents. A list of poisonous plants was provided and pref-
erence was given to larger natural materials or things that would not fit in a child’s
mouth (e.g. large sticks, large wood chips and rocks, big pine cones). If a space was
designed for the smallest babies, loose objects were put out of reach. As such babies
were unable to get to these objects and put them in their mouths. Once they were
used to the natural outdoor space, the childcare practitioners had clearly put the risk
of choking into perspective. They were still cautious but had found some kind of ease
over the subject. They spoke of a little sand being good for the immunity system and
that if they saw something in a child’s mouth, they just removed it.

‘Childcare practitioners are often not only afraid of choking when children put
natural materials in their mouths, they also find it dirty. But I always tell them
that a plastic toy car that goes from mouth to mouth, including the saliva, is not
cleaner than a rock from outside. And then they do understand. And the children
can also put the toy car in their mouths so the risks are similar.” (Expert 2).

Transitions

By going outdoors, practitioners experienced a need to rethink how transitions can
better be managed. Dirt was typically mentioned as a point of concern. Yet, creative
solutions were found. To avoid dirt coming in with shoes, for instance, shoes were
simply left at the door. Likewise, wood chips that travel around the pavement were
kept into place by providing little dusters for the children so they can playfully help
out. The issue of dirty clothes, however, was harder to tackle. Initially practitioners
felt the need to dress and undress children, making it a real obstacle to going outside
until they started seeing it as a part of the daily routine or as a form of play. If they
stayed outside all day, they let the parents drop off their children fully dressed in
the outdoor space and pick them up there as well, making additional dressing and
undressing redundant.

‘Our new colleague still had to get used to being outside this much because she

thought it was a lot of work to dress the children and they always get dirty. But
eventually she found it to be less work because if the parents pick their children
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up in the garden they are already dressed. Maybe just dust them off a little.’
(Team leader 1).

The weather off course proved to be a major spoiler. In winter it was deemed too cold
to go outside with the children that didn’t walk yet as they would get cold quickly.
Rain was another restricting aspect, as it got children and practitioners wet and dirty.
Especially children that didn’t walk yet would get a wet bum. Adjusted clothing such
as rainproof overalls largely fixed this problem. In summer the outdoor space could
get too hot as the space had not been build that long ago and natural shade from trees
and climbing plants still had to form.

‘We have agreed that the childcare practitioners have to go outside a couple of
times a week. They often postponed it because of rainy weather so we now have
boots, rain coats and small umbrellas. So no more excuses, they have to. Even
if it is just to jump in the puddles for fifteen minutes.’ (Team leader 4).

Participants furthermore mentioned that it was particularly difficult to go outside with
the youngest baby group. One of the reasons for this was that in the design of the out-
door space babies were often forgotten. Some therefore created a secluded space for
the babies — similar to the group division inside — were they could play and observe
quietly without toddlers running between them. Others went outside in small groups,
avoiding to take out all babies together.

‘The students of a secondary school made a changing table for outside. It fits
perfectly in the opening of the baby circle and creates a barrier for the toddlers
so they cannot run around the babies.” (Childcare educator).

Going outside furthermore posed challenges on the transition between home and
childcare. Concerns of parents about the children’s clothes were surveyed and dis-
cussed, which resulted in asking parents to send their children to the childcare center
in clothes that were allowed to get dirty and in the centers providing rain boots and
rain coats. Some teams organized role plays to practice how they would react to the
concerns of parents about getting dirty.

‘If the childcare practitioners think that they have to wash up the children
before the parents arrive it will give them additional stress. In our supporting
service we practiced with role play how they can react to questions and con-
cerns of parents.’ (Expert 1).

Resources
Participants indicated that it was not easy to transform their urban outdoor space to
a natural environment. It was a lot of physical work and sustainable materials were

expensive. They managed to create beautiful outdoor spaces with the help of parents
and even children. Working together strengthened their bond. To minimize costs they
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thought open mindedly and realized you can actually get a lot of things for free or at
low cost. They dug a hole and filled it with white sand, used logs to play on, cut the
grass at different heights and participated in communal planting actions.

‘We had so much help of parents that came to pull weeds with their children and
dug holes. Those who could not work, brought us food and the toddlers were
walking back and forth with sand and every little bit was a bit extra. We did it
together and that creates a bond. We already had a bond but is was definitely
strengthened.’ (Childcare practitioner 3).

Once the transformation was completed, new challenges concerning available
resources arose. More precisely, going outside made it more difficult to provide suf-
ficient surveillance at times. If there was only one childcare practitioner per group,
for instance, it was difficult to go outside when some children were still sleeping.
Sometimes one childcare practitioner would go outside with two groups of children.
As such the childcare practitioner of the other group could watch over the sleeping
children of both groups. When a child would wake up, it was dressed to go outside
with the rest. Potty training was yet another challenge as all children in principle had
to go back inside if one child needed to go to the toilet. This was overcome by putting
the potties outside. When going outside with two groups, alternatively, one childcare
practitioner could stay outside with both groups while the other helped with going to
the toilet. Outdoor toilets were on the wish list.

‘What we still need are outdoor toilets for the children. If you go outside alone
and you have children that no longer wear a diaper you have to hope that
another group comes outside because if someone has to go to the toilet, you
have to go back inside. Even if you put the potties outside, you have to go inside
to rinse them. Outdoor toilets are a must.” (Childcare practitioner 1).

Despite these solutions, practitioners fiercely argued that the current adult-child ratio
disincentivized outdoor play. In Belgium one childcare practitioner is charged with
eight or nine children. This was a large group to take outside. Participants mentioned
that a better child-adult ratio would greatly improve childcare practitioners’ wellbe-
ing. They experienced moral distress, were unhappy with how they had to treat the
children due to time constraints, could never sit down for a moment or take a break.
Some resided in the situation and just carried on. However, some took small steps
forward by addressing volunteers or students to go outside with the children.

‘No, there is not enough space for me as an individual, but that is because of
the number of children. Give us fourteen to fifteen children (for two adults)
and I am on fire, but with seventeen to eighteen I am a robot. All I do is change
diapers. Sometimes I go home and think: “Did I give one child a decent hug
today?”. One of our colleagues has a burnout. She said she couldn t work in a
factory. It makes me unhappy to see how I treat the children. And it isn't good
for them either to be in a class with seventeen to eighteen children. But it is
what it is and you just carry on.’ (Childcare practitioner 1).
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Team spirit

In two teams, practitioners felt how going outside with children challenged the team
spirit. In one team the childcare practitioners felt abandoned by their colleagues who
maintained the outdoor space and seemed to take up less tasks inside. By letting the
dismayed childcare practitioners also help out in the outdoor space, a mutual under-
standing was created. Another team was quite harsh on young colleagues who liked
organizing stimulating activities in the outdoor space. They were mocked as show
offs. The team leaders were struggling how to deal with this dynamic.

Tidying up the outdoor space furthermore caused some frustration in larger child-
care centers as it was a shared space and thus a shared responsibility of different
groups within the childcare center. Eating a hot meal outside, for instance, proved
a challenge because some believed that they could not leave the spilled food on the
ground whereas others did leave it and therefore found it easier to eat outside than
inside.

‘They are often frustrated that the last one didn t tidy up or if it begins to rain.
The rule is that the last one tidies up but that doesn t always happen.’ (Child-
care educator).

Overall, it proved to be important that everything was well discussed in a preparatory
phase. The childcare practitioners needed be given time and support to express their
concerns and think about how they saw the outdoor space. They needed to feel com-
fortable with the outdoor activities and felt heard by their managers. Concerns were
overcome by asking practitioners to make fun outside for themselves and by asking
them to recall what they liked to play as a child. However, in every team some dis-
believers remained. A participant stated that believers and disbelievers experienced
the same obstacles, only for believers these obstacles did not feel insurmountable.

‘I try letting them enjoy going outside again. And for some that means finding a
little bit of peace because the noise travels less far. For some it is about being
creative. Let the crafty ones tinker with a stick, a leaf, a pine cone and you see
them light up. And that is just a kind of gateway. Especially the ones that are
not used to playing outside. Give them a gateway they like. There are childcare
practitioners that like going for a walk, fine! There are those who like to do
active games, or reading. Alright, how can we make a reading corner outside?
So find a gateway that they enjoy themselves and let them experience that.’
(Expert 2).

In addition, the importance was highlighted of a team leader who followed up on the
use of the outdoor space and stimulated it. A strongly hierarchical structure where
practitioners and team leaders were not allowed to make decisions also proved coun-
terproductive for the use of the outdoor space.

‘The managers have the final say. That is not always easy for us.” (Team leader
2).
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Discussion

In this study we explored whether and how the greening of outdoor spaces in child-
care centers improved the wellbeing of early childhood practitioners. Based on in-
depth interviews, we identified seven positive outcomes of natural outdoor spaces:
(1) reduced workload, (2) calmer children and less conflicts, (3) more job fulfillment,
(4) a sense of peace, (5) a place to enjoy, (6) more little pleasures, and (7) more
chances for meeting up with colleagues.

Based on the positive experiences of our participants, we could conclude that
greening of outdoor spaces in childcare centers may have had a beneficial effect on
practitioners’ wellbeing. As with healthcare gardens (Bengtsson & Grahn, 2014), we
found both passive and active engagement with the natural environment to be impor-
tant for childcare practitioners. The former was reflected in descriptions of natural
outdoor spaces as peaceful and enjoyable places. Furthermore, practitioners felt
somewhat relieved because they did not have to keep an eye on everyone and could
share the load with their colleagues. Thus, as the attention restoration theory states
(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Kaplan, 1995), they were able to rest the inhibitory mecha-
nism on which directed attention depends and so to recover the capacity to direct
attention. The latter (active engagement) was apparent in the fact that practitioners
loved the unique features of natural outdoor play, which allowed them to leave the
organization and entertainment to the natural environment and engage in activities
with children more spontaneously. In addition, practitioners sought little pleasures in
nature for themselves (e.g. picking mint for their tea). We could conclude therefore
that the design of natural outdoor spaces in childcare settings should offer both types
of experience to reach its full potential.

Whilst our study showed that greening outdoor spaces in childcare centers has
the potential to promote practitioners’ wellbeing, it likewise sheds light on a handful
challenges that it may encompass. More precisely, we identified challenges related
to (1) health and safety concerns, (2) transitions, (3) resources, and (4) team spirit.
Similar findings were reported elsewhere (e.g., Bento & Dias, 2017) and suggest that
the greening of outdoor spaces can only be a successful wellbeing intervention for
practitioners if certain conditions have been met. Especially in Flanders, where work-
ing conditions in childcare centers were unfavorable, moving towards a salutogenic
perspective on outdoor spaces required more than a simple garden transformation. It
implied, on the one hand, a more complex, delicate and participatory process wherein
the use of outdoor spaces in daily practice, with all its pros and cons, was regu-
larly debated. As such, it was as much about transforming minds than it was about
transforming environments. Yet, on the other hand, structural measures were deemed
necessary to decrease job pressure and enable practitioners (instead of students or
volunteers) to fully experience the benefits of going outdoors.
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Conclusion

This study showed that the establishment of natural outdoor spaces in childcare cen-
ters promoted childcare practitioners’ wellbeing. One may conclude therefore that
the positive outcomes of contact with nature could be transferred and obtained within
childcare centers. However, several limitations made it hard to conclude upon the
generalizability of our findings. Firstly, participating childcare centers in our study
were in a way pioneers and thus may have had staff that is more willing to be con-
nected with nature than others. As such, participants could have been positively
biased regarding the establishment of natural outdoor spaces and more willing to
overcome inherent challenges. Indeed, one should bear in mind the possibility that
preference for certain types of natural scenes could be low despite its highly per-
ceived restorative value (Peron et al., 2002). Secondly, we do not know how much
time practitioners spent in natural outdoor spaces before positive outcomes started to
emerge. The natural environments in all six participating childcare centers also dif-
fered strongly in size, design and vegetation. It was impossible therefore to predict
whether the results could easily be replicated in other contexts or to determine what
the context should look like in order to do so. Thirdly, the greening of outdoor spaces
in childcare centers was accompanied by greater expectations of managers regarding
the time spent outside. As a consequence, we were unable to disentangle the unique
effect of the greening process. Perhaps, some positive outcomes had also (partly)
arisen without such transformation. Finally, the number of participants in our study
was rather low and included a mixture of functions. Further research could take this
remark, together with the other limitations, into account and seek to advance our
knowledge.
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