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Both youth development focused programs and nature-based programs can and do achieve 
successful outcomes. Yet, what important outcomes might be achieved when principles from 
both approaches are thoughtfully and effectively integrated? This focused literature review 
explored studies of programs that often “live” in the intersection of intentional youth 
development and nature. 

As a tool, the purpose of this literature review is meant for programs that have a focus on nature 
and/or youth development to explore “what works” to support young people’s growth on a 
number of youth development and nature-based outcomes and to consider learning that might 
be useful to enhance programs and practice. Although not a completely exhaustive review of all 
youth development and nature-based literature, we intend for the highlighted themes to 
provide a thought-provoking guide and catalyst for discussion. 



The literature compiled for this review was guided by articles that informed our focus on the 
intersection of youth development and nature which included:
● Select individual research articles and comprehensive reviews identified by the Children 

& Nature Network research team to support the youth development and nature focus
● Reports/articles from several Search Institute studies focusing on youth development 

and nature 

The Atlanta and Grand Rapids Natural Leaders Cohorts also guided this work through their 
discussions about youth development and nature. Notes and visuals from cohort calls about 
important ideas that surfaced were shared with Search researchers to also guide the focus of the 
literature review. 

Initial literature review themes were “member-checked” with the Michigan and Atlanta cohorts 
during the summer of 2020 to see if the resonated. Members of these cohorts were invited to 
share examples with us about how they experience certain themes in their own organizations. 



Youth development is a broad field employing a wide range of approaches to achieve youth 
outcomes. Many now use the term Positive Youth Development to demonstrate a focus moving 
away from young people being seen as “at risk” or problems to be solved to being seen as assets 
to their communities (Lerner & Lerner, 2011). Yet, there has been critique that positive youth 
development has not focused enough on structural barriers youth face such as poverty and 
racism. Social Justice Youth Development posits that young people are not only assets but 
agentic human beings capable of creating positive change in their communities and centers 
building critical consciousness (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright & James, 2002).

Typical goals of youth development programming include:
● Developing young people’s social-emotional skills (SES). 

○ Social-emotional skills include competencies and mindsets beyond academic 
knowledge, such as confidence, responsibility, growth mindset, leadership, or 
self-awareness. There are a number of frameworks programs may use to inform 
their approach to social-emotional skills. Some of the most commonly used 
include:
■ Self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, 

responsible decision-making (CASEL) 
■ Emotion management, empathy, teamwork, responsibility, initiative, 

and problem solving (Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality)
● Academic growth and career readiness. 
● Prevention of risk behaviors, like drug use, teen pregnancy, crime, or other negative 

behaviors. 
● Building youth motivation. Self-determination theory posits that motivation is driven by 



feeling competent, autonomous, and connected to others.  (Ryan & Deci, 2000)
● Building critical consciousness (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright & James, 2002).
● Preparing young people to make positive contributions to society.

○ The 5 Cs Model focuses on young people building competence, confidence, 
connection, character, and caring/compassion as strategies to prepare youth to 
contribute to their communities (Lerner & Lerner, 2011).

○ Civic engagement (Syvertsen et. al., 2011)

Typical approaches used by youth development programs to achieve these goals include:
● Asset-based, or strengths-based approach, including family engagement 

○ holistic view that includes approaches designed to achieve social, emotional, 
cognitive, physical, and civic outcomes (Ready by 21)

● Safe environment, supportive environment, interaction, engagement, youth-centered 
policies and practices, high expectations for youth and staff, access (Weikart Center for 
Youth Program Quality)

● Social-emotional skill-building focus
● Relationship-building focus

○ Developmental Relationships Framework: Building on previous developmental 
assets work (Benson et al., 2004) Search Institute created the Developmental 
Relationships Framework which identifies five key elements that propel young 
people’s resilience and positive development: express care; challenge growth; 
provide support; share power; and expand possibilities. They have found when 
young people from diverse backgrounds experience these qualities in their 
relationships they are more likely to be motivated and engaged in school, and to 
experience other positive outcomes. Developmental relationships help young 
people, “discover who they are, cultivate abilities to shape their own lives, and 
learn how to contribute to the world around them” (Roehlkepartain et al., 2017). 

● Clover model: Assertiveness, Belonging, Active Engagement, and Reflection (Noam & 
Triggs)

● Experiential learning (which sometimes overlaps with nature-based education)
● Youth-centered - creating an environment that’s safe, supportive, interactive, engaging, 

and accessible, where young people experience a sense of belonging. 
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Like youth development, nature-based programming is also an expansive field that includes 
many different approaches and outcomes.

Typical goals of nature-based programming include:
● Physical health and fitness, mental health and well-being.

○ Contact with nature (including urban green space, not just remote nature 
settings and exposure, not just interaction) can positively affect humans’ mental 
and physical health (Kondo et al., 2018; Frumkin et al., 2017; Twohig-Bennett & 
Jones, 2018; Kuo et al., 2019). 

○ Positive physical health outcomes from green space exposure have been shown 
to be stronger among people in marginalized communities or with lower 
socioeconomic status (Twohig-Bennett & Jones, 2018).

● Cognitive outcomes
○  Improved concentration, focus on tasks, attention, and memory (Norwood et 

al., 2019; Kuo et al., 2019)
● Environmental stewardship

○ Feeling more connected to nature and pro-environmental and environmental 
justice behaviors (Bowers, 2002; Kuo et al., 2019)

● Encouraging young people to pursue green/environmental career paths

Nature-based programming has also been shown to achieve youth development outcomes, 
including academic and social-emotional skill development (Kuo et al., 2019).



Typical approaches used by nature-based programs to achieve their goals include: 
● Conservation education and/or environmental justice education and activism
● Community service (Deane & Harre, 2013)
● Farming and gardening, in both urban and rural settings.
● Green space exposure, nature contact, or immersion. These approaches involve being 

surrounded by or exposed to natural or green space without intentional interaction with 
the natural environment. This can be as simple as being able to see foliage outside of a 
classroom window or having plant life outside of the school or home (Kuo et al., 2019).

● Active nature interaction, in which participants intentionally engage with the natural 
environment. 

● Outdoor adventure education and wilderness programming or camp 
● Nature-based instruction in academic settings. (Kuo et al., 2019)
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This visual depicts how different programs might land on different “intersections” of youth 
development and nature depending on their focus. There is no “right” or “wrong” place to be, yet 
programs can use this simple graph to think about where their program focus is and how they 
may want to enhance what they do by bringing in more intentional nature or youth 
development opportunities and practices. 

This visual can be used to think about an organization overall or programs within the 
organization 

*To give some examples of where current programs might fit, Search Institute added them to 
the chart based on our research and/or work with these organizations. Organizations without an 
asterisk are Nature Leaders Cohort member organizations, whose members placed their own 
organizations on the chart.

Camp LEAD*
Camp LEAD blends a positive youth development-based curriculum with youth rafting trips. 
Through developmental relationships and intentional reflection, staff support campers in finding 
“comfort beyond their comfort zone” as they experience new people, a new setting, and 
physical and mental challenges on their trips. Outcomes experienced by campers include 
increased agency, identity development, and connection with and commitment to others.

Student Conservation Association*



SCA aims to develop young people into conservation leaders and environmental stewards. Youth 
engage in conservation projects as part of a team while also learning about environmental and 
conservation focused career opportunities. While their programming originally focused on nature 
and environmental approaches and outcomes, they broadened their scope to focus on youth 
development approaches and outcomes and found that youth participants experienced a wide 
range of social-emotional, identity-based, and relational outcomes in addition to conservation 
outcomes.

Big Brothers, Big Sisters*
Big Brothers, Big Sisters is a youth development-focused mentoring program. While individual 
mentoring pairs may engage in nature-based experiences, nature experiences are not 
intentionally included in their program model or seen as integral to youth experience in the 
program.

Youth Tree Team
The Youth Tree Team (YTT) is a summer employment opportunity that gives high school students 
exposure to forestry, landscape design, horticulture, and arboriculture. Included in the program are 
leadership and team-building activities, job skills training, personal financial literacy workshops, 
and networking opportunities with green collar professionals. The Youth Tree Team offers the 
opportunity for youth to be part of growing Atlanta’s urban canopy.



When elements from nature-based programming and youth development programming are 
integrated thoughtfully, impactful experiences happen for participants. 



Through a focused literature review, Search Institute researchers identified program experiences 
connected with positive youth development outcomes. In this graphic we highlight four 
elements that are impactful to youth development and nature-based outcomes and explore 
each in more depth on the following slides. 

● Integrating unique opportunities provided by nature: When thoughtfully integrated, 
nature provides a unique setting for growth.

● Consistent time for individual and group reflection: Nature is a venue for experiential 
learning and key to that experience is built in time for guided self or group reflection.

● Providing space that affirms young people's identities, perspectives, and leadership. 
Programs that are culturally responsive spaces invite youth to lead and grow. Youth 
have voice and choice within programs and their thoughts, identities, experiences, and 
perspectives are respected, celebrated, and taken seriously by adults and peers.

● Inclusively and intentionally building relationships: Positive relationships between 
youth and adults and among peers support growth and learning.



Integrating unique opportunities provided by nature

When youth development and nature are thoughtfully integrated, nature is not the “backdrop” 
to youth development activities, but integral to the experiences and growth of young people. 

Nature provides opportunities not often found in other settings. In the literature, these 
opportunities have been described as the “affordances” of nature (Gibson, 1979). Certain 
affordances are accessible only in natural settings, ranging from physical materials people can 
manipulate (e.g., sticks and rocks) to opportunities for personal growth through risk and physical 
or mental challenge (e.g., a challenging hike). Some have noted these affordances can be 
“...social, emotional, and cognitive” (Sharma-Brymer et al., 2018, p. 107). For example, in 
addition to natural material, an individual’s knowledge about the natural setting or their 
perception of the environment may also be considered affordances. 
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For most, being in nature is a change from their usual environment - both in terms of the 
physical space a person occupies and in terms of their perspective. They may notice things they 
may not typically perceive in their regular lives (Deane & Harre, 2013). When young people are 
in natural settings, they may take on different social roles than in their usual settings. They may 
be away from school, work, home, or stressors. The “uniqueness and novelty that wilderness 
settings provide...allow for separation from the day-to-day built environment” (Holland et al., 
2018, p. 213). 

Some may think of nature as a place to “escape” or “unplug” from technology and while some 
nature-based programs do include little to no access to technology (either by intentionally 
unplugging or because of a remote location without cellular service), technology can also be 
used as a medium for nature engagement. For example, young people may use their phones to 
document an experience in nature - although they are using the same technology they may use 
at home or in school, they are using it in a different way in the natural setting. Youth can and do 
experience nature in many settings from remote locations to local parks in urban areas.

Spending time in nature has been shown to reduce stress and improve attention in addition to 
providing enjoyment for people. Research has shown that many (but not all) young people 
experience a sense of safety and calmness in natural environments (Kuo et al., 2019). However, 
nature is also not necessarily free of stressors - people may experience unique stressors in a 
natural environment they may not experience in their usual setting, particularly if they have not 
spent much time in nature before. 
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Nature isn’t just a different environment; it provides unique developmental opportunities for 
risk-taking and challenge that young people may not be able to experience in other settings. 
Nature settings provide “challenging yet attainable activities” - youth can take risks and 
experience accomplishment and success especially when challenges are appropriately 
scaffolded (Deane & Harre, 2013). 

In a national study of exemplary peer programs (Sullivan et al., 2017) researchers studied a 
program that used challenging outdoor physical obstacles to grow relationships and teamwork. 
Their motto - “challenge by choice” - made young people feel more comfortable when trying 
new obstacles. Leaders and peers alike were expected to try and “live up to their potential,” 
while knowing they could take a step back and assess their comfort level when needed. 

In another study of a youth leadership wilderness camp (Sethi et al., 2018) many participants 
were physically out of their comfort zones learning to whitewater raft. Some were nervous 
about falling out of the raft at the beginning of the week. Yet, by the end, some participants said 
they “hoped to fall out” on a “big hit” because they felt confident they could navigate safely back 
to the raft. They saw themselves and others grow in many ways through this challenging 
experience. As one camper noted, “rafting, for me, was a big thing, because it built teamwork 
and leadership on our teams.” 

As one leader noted at the camp, “We’re allowing these kids to be confident in who they are and 
they are more confident to take risks that they otherwise might not have taken. And we’re not 
creating daredevils, that’s not my point, but we’re allowing people—helping people to challenge 
themselves, both in the camp setting and later on outside of the camp setting.” 
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There are different views in the literature on the relationship between humans and nature. One 
traditional approach or theory centers the humans, ascribing agency to youth and assuming the 
environment and materials they engage with are passive. 

Another theory assumes that nature has agency as well - this lens emphasizes that humans, 
other animals, materials, and spaces exist together in the world. When young people and natural 
elements are both viewed as active participants, nature can be viewed as an extension of the 
young person rather than something the young person manipulates (Harwood & Collier, 2017). 
When nature and youth are understood as intertwined and overlapping, young people can 
empathize with plants, animals, and other natural features, reducing the divide between nature 
and human culture (Argent, 2017).

Some authors talk about nature as providing “loose parts” or items that humans can interact 
with, such as sticks, rocks, or leaves. Nature also provides greater forces, like scenery humans can 
view and weather that humans experience (Rooney, 2018). 

Yet another theory about the relationship between youth and nature not only recognizes the 
interplay between humans and their environment, but also the “external social, economic, 
political, and geographical contexts” (Sharma-Brymer et al., 2014, p. 105) within which the 
interactions take place.

These theories raise the importance of understanding the lived experience a young person 
brings to a natural setting and the ways in which it informs their interactions with nature.
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Providing consistent time for individual and group reflection
Youth have new experiences and opportunities to engage in intentional individual and group 
reflection. This experiential and nature-based approach to pedagogy is effective within and 
beyond natural settings.



Experiential learning is an underlying feature in many youth development nature-based 
programs. Participants undertake a task and experience mastery, receive feedback through 
reflection (from themselves, peers, facilitators, and the physical environment), and then make 
meaning from the experience. It is through this meaning-making that a participant learns and 
grows through the experience. This process also helps participants connect their experiences in 
nature to situations outside of nature where their learnings may also be relevant (Deane & 
Harre., 2013). 

Often, these experiences are new for young people and may involve experiencing the 
challenges uniquely afforded by the natural setting. Time spent intentionally processing 
experiences through individual or group reflection can deepen learning and growth (Sethi et al., 
2018).

A nature-based teaching style tends to be hands-on, youth-centered, activity-based and 
discussion-based and the effectiveness of this style is not limited to natural settings - the 
approach has outperformed traditional approaches even when it happens indoors (Kuo et al., 
2019).

Examples in programming could include:
● Practicing group outdoor survival tasks paired with individual and group reflection 

evaluating how the tasks went, a discussion of the challenges and successes, and making 
plans for improvement on the next try. 



● Food justice training followed by a critical discussion in which participants reflect on their 
roles in dismantling food inequities. 

In a study of a national conservation program leaders shared that they intentionally looked for 
opportunities to share new ideas and build new skills as their teams worked and lived together, 
recognizing teachable moments. “We open their eyes to the things that pop up every day” 
(Sullivan et al., 2018).

One Nature Leaders Cohort program encourages youth participants to use photography as 
storytelling to share a personal narrative. Then, they share their documentation with the group. 
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Providing space that affirms young people's identities, perspectives, and leadership

Responsive programs provide space that affirms young people's identities, perspectives, and 
leadership. Effective programs invite youth to lead and grow. Youth have voice and choice within 
programs and their thoughts, identities, experiences, and perspectives are respected, celebrated, 
and taken seriously by adults and peers.



Inviting youth to participate as their whole selves and share their identities is important for 
positive growth. Derr (2017) found that youth who participated in nature- and art-based civic 
engagement projects intentionally designed to be culturally-relevant showed an increased sense 
of contribution to their community, feeling heard, and that their input was important.

However, the literature also shows that often, programs use a Eurocentric and individualistic 
approach that does not necessarily affirm the identities of youth participants of different 
backgrounds. The authors of a study (Gartner-Manzon & Giles, 2018) about a recreation and arts 
program for Aboriginal youth found that programs could be made more culturally relevant 
particularly for Indigenous youth if they increased focus on honoring a sense of place and 
spirituality. Their research found that Aboriginal youth who entered a leadership program with 
more Eurocentric views of leadership (i.e., individualistic leadership, with designated leaders and 
followers) fared better in the program because it was not set up with their community’s values. 
They suggest that the program could be more culturally relevant for Indigenous youth had the 
approach to leadership been more relational.  Other literature (Deane & Harre, 2014) suggests 
that there can be a “conquering nature” mentality in some outdoor adventure-based programs 
that runs counter to Indigenous cultures. 

In exploring the affirmation of youth identities, the concepts of cultural responsiveness, 
competence, and relevance were less prevalent in the current academic literature around 
nature-based youth development programming than other program elements.  However, in our 



monthly calls, the Nature Leaders Cohort members noted these concepts as highly important 
aspects of programming. Some of their suggestions about how to affirm young people’s identities 
and culture included:

● Hiring staff who reflect the youths’ identities, particularly racial identities: “We ensure that 
we have representation from the community in front of our students...those that are in 
front of our students are those people that look like them and are delivering content that 
aligns with our values, and their values too.” -Nature Leaders Cohort Member

● Discussing the history of place and different individuals’ relationships to place, including 
Indigenous groups who inhabited (and continue to inhabit) an area. Programs may use 
storytelling as a method for understanding stories about the past and present of a place. 

● Recognizing and celebrating program participants’ cultures. For example, drawing on 
cultural practices that help Black youth connect with African heritage, even if they cannot 
trace their ancestry to specific countries or regions due to enslavement 

● Making sure materials are available in different languages 
● Examining potential barriers to participation and equipping staff to break down those 

barriers
● Avoiding an assimilation-based approach to nature engagement that acknowledges that 

nature-based experiences include a wide range of activities and can exist in urban 
environments, not just remote settings. (In addition, engaging young people in 
experiences that do take place in remote environments with facilitators who reflect their 
identities can also be a successful way to expand young people’s horizons in a non-
assimilative way.)

● Inviting young people to share information about their identities and cultures.
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Young people who participated in nature-based civic engagement programs emphasized how 
important it was for their programs to provide “opportunities to share ideas, to express 
themselves, and to make their city a better place for people, and for nature” (Derr, 2017, p. 83). 
After participation, youth reported feeling more heard, believing that their input was important, 
and that they had made a contribution to their community. 
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Nature-based and youth development programs offer opportunities for young people to take on 
leadership roles and for their voices to be heard. Leadership roles can include being responsible 
and accountable for tasks and having roles that situate them as “experts” within the group. Some 
leadership roles also engage youth in teaching their peers. Nature also provides a setting and 
context for youth participation in civic initiatives, particularly relating to environmental justice. 

In a study of conservation leaders, one crew leader noted, “I just get out of their way. That’s a 
huge part of what I do that I think is effective.  Because they interpret it perfectly, almost always, 
as, ‘Okay, here’s our chance. Let’s step up and lead and develop and not fail miserably’” (Sullivan 
et al., 2018).
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Inclusively and intentionally building relationships
Intentional and inclusive relationship building between adults and youth and between young 
people and their peers is foundational for positive youth development outcomes.

As Bowers (2015) has argued, the most important resources across different programs and 
contexts are the relationships that young people have with committed, caring adults.

Intentional Authentic Care:
When youth experience intentional and authentic care, it honors their “experiences of class, 
race, and culture” (Valenzuela, 1999 in Delia & Krasny, 2018). It is rooted in reciprocal trusting 
connections. Authentic care for youth by adult leaders can be considered “a social affordance” 
provided through environmental education programs (Delia & Krasny, 2018; Bartolome, 2008; 
Valenzuela, 1999).
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Trust is an important element of the relationships among participants and between participants 
and program leaders. An important aspect of trust raised by Nature Leaders Cohort members 
was having staff or facilitators who are reflective of the youth population. As one cohort member 
shared, when engaging young people in potentially unfamiliar experiences, “representation and 
seeing people that look like you doing those things is so important.”



It is important that relationship-building is also inclusive, meaning that all participants in a 
program have equitable opportunities to build relationships (with both adults and peers) and 
that those relationships are inclusive of all aspects of their identities. Particularly in a long-term 
or overnight nature experience, it’s important that these relationships are not only inclusive of all 
young people, but also allow for them to have space if and when they need it. One counselor in 
a wilderness explained, “It does require a balance of respect for their space and checking in with 
them, . . . being able to judge when you need to . . . say, ‘Hey, how’s it going?’ and, if they’re not 
too chatty, just let them be, if that’s how they’re comfortable” (Sethi et al., 2018).

Nature experiences often involve small groups that are isolated or separate from others. This 
allows for conflict-resolution, trying new social roles, and practicing communication. Positive 
relationships can be viewed as both an outcome of programming and an important ingredient in 
the experience (Deane & Harre, 2014). The dynamics of a group experiencing nature and 
learning together has been associated with positive outcomes; smaller groups may be most 
beneficial for achieving outcomes as they allow for close relationships to form (Holland et al., 
2018). 

A participant in a youth conservation program reflected, “‘These people are here with me doing 
this for different reasons, but we’re still here for the same thing.’ So I think that made it for me. 
The relationship part” (Sullivan & Syvertsen, 2019). Strong relationships with program leaders 
can also help young people who are new to nature feel more comfortable. When they can 
connect with and trust a leader who models confidence and comfort in a setting that may feel 



foreign to the young person, the young person can more easily become confident in nature as 
well. 
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Developmental Relationships:
In several studies of programs that focus on youth development in nature, findings 
demonstrated that youth experienced developmental relationships with adults and peers (Sethi 
et al., 2018; Sullivan et al., 2018; Sullivan & Syvertsen, 2019). Developmental relationships have 
five key elements that propel young people’s resilience and positive development: express care, 
challenge growth, provide support, share power, and expand possibilities. When diverse young 
people experience developmental relationships with adults and peers, they report a wide range 
of outcomes, including social-emotional strengths (Syvertsen et al., 2015), resilience 
(Roehlkepartain et al., 2017), and academic motivation (Scales et al., 2020). 
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Literature on nature and youth development programming demonstrates numerous positive 
physical, emotional, cognitive, academic and psychological outcomes. For this review, we focus 
on specific outcomes evidenced within the literature about programs that are intentionally 
combining youth development and nature-based principles and were prioritized by the Nature 
Leaders cohort members.



Personal development, agency, connection to place and community, and leadership skills are 
four key outcomes that occur at the intersection of nature and youth development.



Within each of these four core outcomes, there are also sub-themes that emerged in the 
literature and through our conversations with the Nature Leaders cohorts. 



Personal Development includes youth having a deeper understanding of themselves, 
developing an environmental ethos and appreciation for nature, making career and education 
choices based on their experiences in nature or youth development programs, and having 
greater self-confidence and self-esteem.



Young people can engage in deeper self-reflection and gain a better understanding of 
themselves through nature-based youth development programming. Through these programs, 
they may develop new or different perspectives, motivation, stronger self-concept, and respect 
for themselves. 
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“I feel more connected to Earth, so I just feel that makes me feel a lot happier and a lot more calm. 
And that also makes me feel more passionate about the work that we’re doing individually and as a 
group.” -Participant in a youth conservation program (Sullivan et. al 2018)

Experiencing nature programming can lead youth to develop a stronger appreciation for nature 
and an environmental ethos, or care for the environment. Youth who participate in nature-based 
programs may also be more likely to pursue more nature-based or outdoor experiences for 
themselves in the future (Holland et al., 2018). Feeling a sense of connectedness to nature has 
been found to be a strong predictor of pro-environmental attitudes and well-being (Capaldi et 
al., 2014).

Beyond appreciation for nature, young people may also be more inclined to pursue nature- or 
environment-related education or career paths. For example, one alumnus of an outdoor 
summer camp said, “[Going to Camp L.E.A.D.] also has affected my major. I’m doing business, 
but also with a side of recreational management. So, next semester I’m taking a couple classes 
and I’m stoked” (Sethi et al., 2018). Others began to see themselves in outdoor recreational 
careers and explored other camps where they could work (Sethi et al., 2018). Youth who 
participated in a conservation program developed a stronger sense of the type of career they 
want to pursue (Syvertsen et al., 2015). 
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“If we choose to acknowledge the things that people share with us that they feel are important...that’s 
a critical piece of...improving their confidence. Especially if we don’t look like them and if we don’t have 
the same cultural and historical backgrounds.” -Nature Leaders Cohort Member

Young people may demonstrate positive changes in behavior and increased self-esteem as a 
result of participation in a nature-based youth development program. In addition, they may be 
more motivated to attempt “bigger things” in life, such as attending school and developing a 
career focus. One participant in a conservation program shared that they felt “very brave and 
confident in my work ethic” (Sullivan et al., 2018).

One Nature Leaders Cohort member explained that when youth participate in programs that 
cultivate a non-judgemental space, “those youth grow to become more vulnerable because they 
see that when they are vulnerable and share, it is heard and it is noted and it is respected. Over 
time, they become more willing to share more and then that leads into more willing to try more, 
and more willing to teach more, and then after that more willing to bring their experience 
outside of their own - outside to their family and greater community and friends. That’s our 
whole purpose - not just a place-based, but a person-based change and shift in how the 
outdoors should be accessible.”

Nature Leaders Cohort members shared that programs that emphasize cultural relevance and 



connectedness helped youth build stronger confidence in their cultural identities as well. 
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Youth Agency includes self-efficacy and resilience as well as social and environmental justice-
oriented behaviors.



Connection to nature can help youth realize their own capabilities (Chawla, 2015). The 
opportunity to physically engage with a natural environment through shaping, changing, or 
protecting it not only builds self-efficacy, but also demonstrates to youth that they have the 
ability to shape a system - for example, the manipulation of a natural environment through 
farming engages young people in shaping their local food system. Youth in leadership roles may 
also play a role in shaping the program itself by providing feedback and ideas or otherwise 
driving their own experience (Delia & Krasny, 2018). Participation in outdoor adventure 
education programming has been found to lead to increased self-efficacy in leadership 
(Richmond et al., 2018).

Self-efficacy also often includes a sense of resilience. Nature-based youth development 
programming provides opportunities for young people to build resilience and confidence in their 
ability to overcome challenges (Opper et al., 2014). Beyond overcoming challenges they are 
presented with as part of the program, youth may also be able to define their own success and 
“re-story” their identity to overcome challenges they have faced in the past (Delia & Krasny, 
2018).
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“I started thinking about wild spaces as a large, connected system. These places need people to 
protect them from other people and to be sustained. ” -Youth conservation program participant 
(Sullivan et al, 2018)

Young people can become motivated to work toward conservation or nature preservation, social 
justice, or environmental justice through nature-based youth development programming. 

Conservation
When youth feel more connected to nature, they may be more likely to want to protect it 
(Mackay & Schmitt, 2019). Youth in nature-based programs develop a sense of environmental 
stewardship, which goes beyond a connection with nature to include “pro-environmental 
intentions” and a desire to follow environmental ethics (Holland et al., 2018). 

Environmental/Social Justice
Youth adventure programs can also cultivate “expressive and inquisitive courage,” such as youth 
feeling confident in expressing their opinions (Deane & Harre, 2013); they may begin to see 
themselves as “agents of change” for environmental issues and developed a more emotional 
connection to environmental issues rather than simply knowing about them cognitively or in an 
abstract way (Riemer et al., 2016). Youth who participated in a conservation program felt more 
responsible for addressing issues they noticed in their community after participating in the 
program (Syvertsen et al., 2015). 
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Leadership outcomes include social skills, decision-making skills, and adaptability. 



“Before I came here, I felt like I really judged a book by its cover. Once we heard the stories of other 
people, or I talked to new people, it really changed my perspective on what I thought about them.” -
Wilderness Leadership Camp Participant (Sethi et al., 2018)

The category of “social skills” includes a wide range of skills, often also called social-emotional 
skills, relational skills, or 21st Century Skills. These are non-academic skills that help young 
people thrive and achieve success in school, careers, and beyond. Examples of social skills 
include communication, teamwork, respect, and cooperation, among many others.

Communication skills are a frequently-reported outcome of participation in nature-based youth 
development programming. Many nature-based programs, such as wildland education 
programs, have been shown to lead to teamwork and cooperation skill development (Holland et 
al., 2018) and young people’s ability to work with others who may be different than them 
(Syvertsen et al., 2015).

Even something as simple as access to open space and nature within a neighborhood is 
associated with prosocial behavior and respect, particularly for youth from socioeconomically 
disadvantaged backgrounds (Alderton et al., 2019). 
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Youth developed the ability to make decisions based on their own internal values through 
summer camp (Sethi et al., 2018) and the ability to make decisions by anticipating and 
evaluating possible outcomes (Syvertsen et al., 2015). 

Margalit and Ben-Ari (2014) found that a wilderness therapy program for youth improved 
“cognitive autonomy,” which includes decision-making based on possible outcomes. Youth who 
participated in an outdoor adventure program reported developing decision-making skills 
through the program that they used later in school (Richmond et al., 2018); similarly, youth who 
participated in an urban farming program reported developing decision-making skills through 
the program (Sonti et al., 2016). 
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Research on youth participants in a conservation program suggests that through the program 
they learned to adapt when faced with challenges. Particularly when working as part of a group, 
participants adapted to better work with different personalities and navigate “group dynamics” 
(Sullivan et al., 2018). They also learned to adapt to a different lifestyle than they were used to, 
living and working outdoors sometimes without access to electricity or running water. 

A study on an outdoor adventure education program found that participants’ emotional 
intelligence increased through the program. Emotional intelligence includes a variety of factors, 
including flexibility and adaptability. Participants’ increased adaptability was one of the most 
significant and longer-lasting outcomes (Opper et al., 2014). 
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Connection to place and community  includes stronger relationships (youth-adult, peer-to-peer, 
and group cohesion) and sense of belonging and place-making. Research has found that 
learning in “greener settings” (as opposed to a traditional classroom setting) can help youth 
bridge differences in relationship-building and overcome barriers to building relationships and 
group functioning (White, 2012; Cooley et al., 2014; Warber et al., 2015; all in Kuo et al., 2019). In 
other words, being out on your own in nature as a group can lead to working out differences and 
building relationships across differences. 

Sources:
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“…it’s amazing to see it every year. Like with every single year, it’ll turn into a big family by Friday.” -
Wilderness camp staff (Sethi et al., 2018)

Stronger relationships form between youth participants and adult leaders and among peers 
through nature-based youth development programs (Richmond et al., 2018). 

Nature-based youth development programs often involve experiences shared by a group of 
participants, including going through challenges and being in an unfamiliar setting. This can 
strengthen social connections among the group of participants. New social connections can be 
formed among a group of people who did not know one another prior to the program (Sethi et 
al., 2018); existing groups (such as a school class) who participate in nature-based programs can 
also build stronger connections through these experiences (Richmond et al., 2018). Youth who 
participated in a summer camp formed stronger relationships with siblings and built new 
relationships with other young people on rival sports teams (Sethi et al., 2018).
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“I think the nature of how we live communally and in the woods, and for so long, you get really lonely 
if you’re not relying on other people and really investing in the other people in the group. . . I think [the 
leaders] are pretty aware of that dynamic. They make that happen.” -Youth conservation program 
participant (Sullivan et. al., 2018)

Through nature-based youth development programming, young people develop a sense of 
connection to the group of participants and the physical place.

Youth experience a sense of belonging, feeling welcomed and safe in the program community 
(Delia & Krasny, 2018; Deane & Harre, 2014; Sethi et al., 2018). Prosocial behavior outcomes 
from nature-based youth development programming include group cohesion, a sense of 
responsibility for other people, and empathy (Holland et al., 2018). Group cohesion includes 
empathy and a sense of responsibility for others. 

This sense of belonging exists within the program, but can also prepared them to cultivate their 
own sense of belonging outside the program: one camp participant reflected, “I realized that you 
get to choose who you surround yourself with…once you leave camp, you can create a similar 
environment where you feel supported and you can have that emotional connection with 
people” (Sethi et al., 2018).

Youth also develop a sense of place through nature-based programming (Holland et al. 2018). 
This can include feeling a sense of attachment to the location of the program but can also go 



beyond that. Youth may develop critical consciousness tied to place, in which they understand a 
place through a lens of decolonization and environmental equity (Delia & Krasny, 2018). Place-
making, a concept rooted in some Indigenous cultures, emphasizes the ways in which humans are 
connected to a physical place and conceptualizes nature as “lived places that are experienced, 
embodied, and cultured” (Hatala et al., 2019, p. 125). Norgaard and Reed (2017) found in their 
research with the Karuk Indigenous people that the environment influenced their “emotional 
experiences, which played a role in shaping their sense of identity, their social roles, and their 
resistance to racism and ongoing colonialism” (p. 463). 

Programs that recognize the Indigenous people whose land the programs take place on provide 
youth participants with cultural context of place.
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Several articles note that nature-based programming (e.g., wilderness education, urban farming, 
etc.) coupled with authentic caring and relationship-building appears to be particularly beneficial 
to youth in under-resourced or historically marginalized groups. However, the majority of 
research on nature-based programming has not intentionally focused on these populations and 
they are under-represented in research samples. Nature-based programming often has barriers 
to participation, such as high costs or equipment needs, that reduce the number of youth in 
lower-income settings who can participate.

While nature programs may be particularly beneficial to youth in under-served or marginalized 
communities, programs in nature are not more culturally-responsive or youth centered by 
default. The Forest School approach draws upon the Scandinavian friluftsliv principle, 
connections between humans and nature, but the model has also become commodified and 
used to achieve outcomes that are “deemed appropriate [by adults] for a child’s development, 
which may sometimes be in tension with philosophical perspectives that emphasize connection 
to nature” (Sharma-Brymer et al., 2018, p. 106). Sharma-Brymer et al. argue that Forest School 
programs must “embrace sociocultural diversity, to respect and respond to local knowledge(s) 
and perspectives, and to focus on person-environment relationships” (104). 

Holland et al. (2018) point out a lack of diversity in much of the literature around outdoor 
education. Most outdoor recreation programs serve dominant groups (white, male, etc.) which 
means that much of the data primarily includes these participants. The programs that do invite 
diverse populations are often not the ones that are part of research studies and current studies 



do not always cite racial demographics. In this literature review, we intentionally sought to include 
studies that do include under-represented groups, but the gaps in the literature as a whole are 
important to acknowledge. 

Authors have noted that ethnic differences in nature-based programming has rarely been studied 
(Deane & Harre, 2014) and some studies have found that a “one size fits all ethnicities” program 
model may lead to negative outcomes for some groups. This may also apply to different genders 
and single-gender versus mixed gender groups (Deane & Harre, 2014).

In having the opportunity to speak with the Atlanta and Grand Rapids Nature Leaders Cohorts, we 
heard that there is a diversity of both participants and leaders in many of these programs and that 
they are mindful of honoring different racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds as well as other 
identities youth bring. One cohort member explained, “If a young person is feeling as if their 
culture is being embraced...those students that find that their culture shows up in the 
programming or is accepted and embraced, they are more engaged over time.” Authenticity in a 
program’s approach to cultural relevance and responsiveness may help build stronger connections 
with participants and remove barriers to participation for participants from groups that have 
historically experienced barriers to engaging in nature-based programming.  Our hope is that the 
experiences and outcomes of youth of these kinds of programs could be included in studies that 
influence the field in the future.
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