© 2002 Elsevier Science. Reprinted with permission from Journal of Environmental Psychology 22, number 4, pages 387-398.

Journal of Environmental Psychology (2002) 22, 387^398
0272 - 4944/02/$-see front matter r 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1006/jevp.2002.0277, available online at http://www.idealibrary.com on

RESTORATIVE EXPERIENCE, SELF-REGULATION, AND
CHILDREN’S PLACE PREFERENCES
KALEVI KORPELA1, MARKETTA KYTT2

AND

TERRY HARTIG3

1

Department of Psychology, University of Tampere, Tampere, FIN-33014, Finland; 2Centre for Urban and Regional
Studies, Box 9300, 02015 TKK, Finland; 3Institute for Housing and Urban Research, Uppsala
University, Box 785, 801 29 G0vle, Sweden

Abstract
We examined the role of restorative experience and self-regulation in the formation of place preferences by
Finnish children. Girls and boys (n ¼ 55) aged 8^9 or 12^13 and living in downtown Tampere or Helsinki
answered open- and closed-ended questions in a structured interview. One or both parents completed a questionnaire. We did not ¢nd statistically signi¢cant associations between age or gender and type of favorite
place, nor was a particular type of favorite place named disproportionately often, independent of age and
gender. The latter result contrasts with previous ¢ndings with young adults. However, like young adults, over
half of the children appeared to use their favorite places for cognitive restoration. One-third of the children
reported using their favorite places for emotion-regulation. Use of the favorite place for restoration and emotion-regulation did not necessarily imply visiting the favorite place alone; however, 12^13 -year-olds were more
likely than the younger age group to visit the favorite place with friends. Surprisingly, many parents did not
know their child’s favorite place.
# 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction
In this study, we examine the role of restorative experience in the formation of children’s place preferences. In doing so, we extend a line of inquiry on
place attachment and restorative experience as reciprocally in£uential phenomena within self-regulation (Korpela & Hartig, 1996; Korpela et al., 2001).
As a process through which people maintain a balance between pleasant and unpleasant emotions
and a coherent experience of self, self-regulation
proceeds with the application of environmental as
well as mental, physical, and social strategies (see
e.g. Korpela, 1989; Epstein, 1991). Environmental
strategies of self-regulation involve the use of places
and place cognitions and a¡ects. Just as attachments to one’s parents or friends represent
social strategies of self-regulation (Izard & Kobak,
1991), place attachments represent environmental
strategies. Indeed, a person may become attached
to a place because it supports self-regulation, in
part by enabling positive emotional changes and re-

newal of cognitive capacities needed to process
events that challenge self-experience (Korpela,
1989). Such changes characterize restorative experiences.
Previous studies in this series have used favorite
places as a window into environmental strategies of
self-regulation and, as an integral process, emotionregulation. The evidence suggests that experiences
commonly associated with favorite places involve
changes in emotions and cognitions characteristic
of restoration, and that favorite places typically
have high levels of restorative qualities (Korpela,
1989; Korpela & Hartig, 1996). In the most
recent study (Korpela et al., 2001), the young adult
participants identi¢ed natural and residential
environments as their favorite places with disproportionate frequency, and they most frequently
linked restorative experiences with natural favorite
places. These ¢ndings about types of favorite places
constitute a bridge to research on restorative environments, in which natural and residential environments have drawn the most attention (e.g. Hartig
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et al., 1991; S. Kaplan, 1995; R. Kaplan, 2001; Kuo &
Sullivan, 2001).
These earlier studies of restoration and self-regulation in favorite places involved adolescents or
young adults, not children. In the present study, we
asked children about their favorite places, with a
view to the kinds of places they identi¢ed and
whether and how those places provided for restorative experiences or otherwise aided self-regulation.
Building on previous research, we took a particular
interest in how the age and gender of a child related
to the selection of a favorite place, experiences in
the favorite place, and solo vs social use of the place
for self-regulation. We also examined parental restrictions as a potential in£uence on favorite place
selections.
Adults and children provide converging evidence
that emotion- and self-regulation does occur in the
favorite places of childhood. Studies of adults’ memories of childhood favorite places (Lukashok &
Lynch, 1956; Ladd, 1977; Cooper-Marcus, 1978, 1979;
Hester, 1979; Wyman, 1985; Sobel, 1990) indicate that
they provided feelings of security, privacy, and control. The need to be alone, the importance of hiding
places, and the need to escape from social demands
are commonly reported in these studies. Findings
from studies with children and adolescents corroborate the signi¢cance of both solitary places and social places (Schiavo, 1988; Owens, 1988, 1994;
Lieberg, 1994; Harden, 2000). They also reveal similarities between what children relate now and what
adults remember about experiences in their favorite
places. More direct evidence of common experiential content comes from Sobel (1990). After interviewing more than 100 adults about their
childhood memories and 200 children about their favorite places, Sobel concluded that making and having a special place empowers children, supporting
their sense of self and self-e⁄cacy.
As a particular aspect of self-regulation, restorative experience commonly appears in studies based
on children’s accounts. For example, 9 - and 12-yearold children described their favorite places as providing opportunities not only to enjoy many activities and play but also to clear their minds, relax,
and pour out troubles (Korpela, 1989; Spencer &
Woolley, 2000). For the 11^17-year-olds studied by
Sommer (1990), favorite places provided relief from
daily hassles and evoked feelings of well-being and
peace. The 14^18 -year-olds studied by Owens (1988)
regarded natural settings as one of the best types
of place to go for feeling better and getting things
in perspective. The frequent mention of natural
places and home as well as being away from every-

day demands, forgetting worries, and re£ecting on
personal matters indicates a link between favorite
places and restorative experience in a manner similar to that seen with young adults (Korpela &
Hartig 1996; Korpela et al., 2001).
Given emotional outcomes of restorative experiences and the relationship between emotion- and
self-regulation, one concern of the present study is
the emotional experience of children in their favorite places. Thurber and Malinowski’s (1999) study
shows how emotional experiences and individual
di¡erences related to emotion may be responsible
for di¡erences in children’s place selections and
use. They found that 8^16 -year-old boys with higher
levels of negative emotion were more likely to favor
places where they could be alone in a residential
summer camp, whereas happier boys favored places
where they could socialize. Boys with higher levels
of negative emotion also were more likely to visit
new places in camp than their less distressed peers.
Bixler and colleagues (Bixler et al., 1994; Bixler &
Floyd, 1997) have shown that children’s preferences
for wildlands decrease with disgust sensitivity and
negative emotions such as fear for animals, plants,
weather, sounds or getting lost.
In addition to the need for a focus on the role of
restoration, emotion-, and self-regulation in shaping
children’s place preferences, we see a need for
further study of age variation in preferences for particular kinds of place. Although several recent studies corroborate previous ¢ndings that homes,
natural settings, social and activity hangouts, and
commercial environments recur in children’s and
youths’ place preferences (Silbereisen et al., 1986;
Korpela, 1992; Lieberg, 1994; Owens, 1994; Malinowski & Thurber, 1996; Matthews & Limb, 1999),
evidence of the kinds of places preferred by children
of di¡erent ages appears mixed.
In particular, preference for natural settings
seems to vary with a child’s age in a complicated
manner. According to an unpublished Finnish study,
7^9 -year-olds preferred natural places more frequently than 10^12-year-olds (Pihlstr˛m, 1992). In
Sommer’s (1990) study, 11^13 -year-old Estonian children preferred natural places more frequently than
15^17-year-olds. In contrast, Silbereisen et al. (1986)
found that the preference patterns of favorite leisure
time places of 12- and 15 -year-olds in Berlin were
quite similar. Both age groups favored sport locales
and private homes most. Nature ranked fourth (9%
of the places mentioned) among the 12-year-olds and
sixth (6%) among the 15 -year-olds, a seemingly
small di¡erence. Studies conducted in the United
States have reported no di¡erences in preferences
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for natural relative to other types of places between
10 -, 13 -, and 17-year-olds (Schiavo, 1988) or between
8^10 -, 11-, 12-, 13 -, and 14^16 -year-olds (Malinowski
& Thurber, 1996). However, Malinowski and Thurber
conducted their study in a camp setting, and
Schiavo in a neighborhood with tree-lined streets,
natural open spaces, and single-family homes with
front- and backyards. Thus, the children they observed would have developed their preferences within a restricted set of alternatives that included
numerous natural places. This fact may explain the
absence of age di¡erences in relative preferences for
natural places. To avoid this problem in examining
age variation in children’s preferences for natural
places in particular, in this study we sampled children of di¡erent ages in locations that o¡ered a
variety of natural, urban, and retail/commercial settings.
Previous research also leads us to consider gender di¡erences in the place preferences of children.
For example, results from di¡erent countries suggest that boys across the age range of 5^12 years
tend to favor outdoor places whereas girls tend to
favor indoor places (Sebba, 1991; Smith & Barker,
2000). These results are in accordance with the oftcited results of a larger territorial range for boys
than girls (Wohlwill & Heft, 1987) and a greater degree of mobility restriction for girls than for boys
(Hillman & Adams, 1992; O’Brien et al., 2000). In
Sommer’s (1990) study, 11^12-year-old Estonian boys
were more likely than girls to mention not only a
natural setting as their favorite place but also to
mention relaxation, quiet and comfort as feelings experienced while in a favorite place. Lieberg (1994)
found that 13^17-year-old Swedish girls preferred
private favorite places whereas boys were more
likely to prefer public places.
The studies showing gender di¡erences in place
preferences in turn draw attention to a child’s peerrelations and parental restrictions on environmental exploration as in£uences on the evaluation of
places and choice of a favorite place (see also
Malinowski & Thurber, 1996; KyttO, 1997; Matthews
& Limb, 1999). With explicit regard to peer relations,
studies by Chawla (1992) and Silbereisen and Noack
(1988) show that preferred places provide support
for the developing self-identity, for social attachments to the peer group, and for the practice of social roles. The availability of privacy is also closely
related to the achievement and development of selfidentity and self-esteem (Laufer & Wolfe, 1976;
Newell, 1994), and, as with self-regulation, possibilities for privacy regulation have been related to
place attachment (Harris et al., 1996). In Wolfe’s
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(1978) study, the meaning of privacy as control of access to a place where no one bothers one (autonomy)
gradually increased with age between 4 and 17
years. However, the 8^12 age group regarded a private place most often as a place to be alone whereas
the 13^17 age group began to mention the choice of
being alone or with others. Opportunities for re£ection in nondistracting circumstances and positive
emotional outcomes of solitude have been mentioned at a noticeable frequency in favorite place
studies (Korpela, 1992; Korpela & Hartig, 1996; Newell, 1997; Korpela et al., 2001). Thus, in the present
study, we also examined children’s solo vs social
use of a favorite place.
Restrictions, either physical (e.g. tra⁄c) or social
(e.g. parental fears), reduce the range of environments from which children can draw in forming
their place preferences; the fewer the possibilities
for wandering independently, the fewer the chances
for ¢nding a suitable place for self-regulation and
creating emotional bonds to environment. Some studies indicate that city children denied the freedom
to move around in the neighborhood may not ¢nd
favorite places at all or have a limited access to different types of places. For example, in a study of
children living in a low-income area in inner
city London, 90% could not name a favorite place
(Corbishley, 1995).
Parental restrictions on environmental exploration are mostly based on tra⁄c (Hillman et al.,
1990) and the parents’ conceptions of danger
(Blakely, 1994; Valentine, 1995, 1997). Parents can impose at least two types of mobility restrictions. They
may limit territorial range by allowing the child to
move only a certain distance from home (‘Don’t go
too far’; ‘Don’t go further than the playground’). They
can also deny license to move to certain places or to
cross streets alone. Older children normally have
less restricted mobility than younger children. For
example, previous interviews in the city of Tampere
(one of the current research settings) showed that
two-thirds of the 10^12-year-olds had no parental restrictions on their range, whereas half of the 5^7year-olds were advised not to leave the home yard
alone (Nummenmaa et al., 1970; SetOlO, 1972).
The connection between place preferences and independent mobility allowed by the parents is not
well-documented. Matthews et al.’s (2000) interviews
of British children aged 9^16 in rural villages constitute a rare example. They found that outdoor public spaces inhabited by other children but away from
the ‘adult gaze’ were more important to the children
than natural settings because children’s access to
the natural environment was restricted by parental

K. Korpela et al.

390

fears and fencing placed around private land. Thus,
parental restrictions and their relations to the type
of and distance to the child’s favorite place were additional questions we addressed in the present investigation, in which children were studied in
urban areas that imposed similar physical restrictions. Moreover, as place preference studies indicate
that children often prefer places outside the control
of the parents (cf. Moore, 1986), we considered the
possibility that children do not always fully accept
the restrictions their parents want to impose. Thus,
we also wanted to know whether parents were
aware of their children’s favorite places.

5.

Do children of di¡erent ages and gender use
favorite places for private or social purposes
to a di¡erent degree?
6. How does the use of favorite places for
private or social purposes correspond to
their use for emotion-regulation and
restoration?
7. Are parental restrictions on independent
movement associated with the type of the
favorite place and the distance of the
favorite place from home?

Method
Study aims
Participants and procedures
In sum, in the present study we examined variations
in place preferences among children of di¡erent ages
and of both genders, as well as situations before
going to the favorite place, the need for emotional
and cognitive restoration, and solo versus social use
of a favorite place. We also looked at the relation of
parental restrictions to place preferences.
Because of the mixed evidence concerning children’s place preferences between 7 and 15 years of
age, and because of earlier ¢ndings that children
as young as 9 use favorite places for restoration
and self-regulation, we selected 8^9 -year-olds as
the younger of two groups under study. We selected
12^13 -year-olds as a comparison group, as earlier
¢ndings suggest that 12^13 -year-olds enjoy fewer
parental restrictions on independent mobility
(SetOlO, 1972) than children in younger age groups
and their conception of privacy may include both
being alone and being with friends (Wolfe, 1978). In
addition to gathering information from the children
in these two groups, we solicited reports from the
parents about their children’s place preferences.
The questions we addressed with the children’s
and parents’ reports include the following:
1.

Do natural and residential environments
predominate in the place preferences of
children as in previous samples of young
adults?
2. Do children of di¡erent ages and gender have
di¡erent preferences for particular types of
places, especially natural places?
3. Do parents know their children’s place
preferences?
4. Do children of di¡erent ages and gender use
favorite places for emotion-regulation and
restoration to a di¡erent degree?

We recruited 8^9 - and 12^13 -year-old children from
one school in the city center of Tampere (194 000 inhabitants) and one school in central Helsinki
(550 000 inhabitants). During an initial visit to the
children’s respective classrooms, each child in the
given class received a sealed envelope with a questionnaire addressed to his or her parent(s), together
with a request for permission to interview the child.
The permission requests and the parents’ questionnaires were returned in the sealed envelopes to the
school by the child or were mailed to the researchers. The parents marked whether one parent or both
of the parents together ¢lled in the questionnaire.
Of the 145 children in the classes from which we recruited, we received completed parental questionnaires for 95. We selected children living less than
1 km away from the school for our sample.
Of the 55 children so recruited, 26 were boys and
29 girls. Of the boys, 15 were 8^9 -year-olds and 11
were 12^13 -year-olds. Of the girls, 13 were 8^9 -yearolds and 16 were 12^13 -year-olds. Twenty-nine were
from Tampere and 26 were from Helsinki. All of
these children walked to the school and lived in
apartments. Eighty-two percent of the children had
both parents living in the same household and 18%
were living with a single parent. Seventy-¢ve percent of the children had 1^2 sisters or brothers,
and 23% were the only child in the family. Eightynine percent of the children had lived in the same
city for the last 4 years.
The children were interviewed for 30^45 min at
school during regular school hours with a structured questionnaire. Fifteen children volunteered
for taking colored photographs with a disposable
camera of their favorite place during their free time
(see Figures 1^3).
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FIGURE 1. An example of a favorite sport setting in Tampere.
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and residential services (i.e. shops, a library, playing
and sporting grounds). In both cities, the study area
is crossed by several streets that carry tra⁄c of
varying intensity. In both cities, the study area includes stretches of shoreline within 1?5 km from the
children’s school (lakes in Tampere and the Baltic
sea in Helsinki). On average, the parents in Helsinki
had larger incomes (3360^4370 euro/month) than the
parents in Tampere (2350^3360 euro/month), a di¡erence not so practically signi¢cant as it might appear, given the substantially higher costs of living
in Helsinki. There was no di¡erence between the
Tampere and Helsinki samples in the average size
of the family’s apartment (100 m2) or in the average
number of rooms (3?5) per apartment.
Measures

FIGURE 2. An example of a favorite residential setting in Tampere.

FIGURE 3. An example of a favorite natural setting in Tampere.

Locations
Both the Tampere and Helsinki study sites are central city areas including apartment buildings, parks,

We developed the children’s questionnaire on the
basis of earlier studies using an essay method
(Korpela, 1989, 1992) and ¢ve preliminary interviews
with 8^12-year-old children. We did not include material from these preliminary interviews in our ¢nal
data set. The questionnaire included open-ended
questions concerning the places where the child
usually spends time, the characteristics of the favorite place, the main reasons for going to the favorite
place, feelings and situations before entering the
place, the activities and thoughts within the place,
change of mood in the place, the frequency of visitation, the amount of time spent there on each visit,
and a question about whether the child usually goes
to the favorite place alone or with friends. We began
each theme of the interview (e.g. main reasons for
going to a place) with an open-ended question and
concluded with closed-ended questions.
Ten of the closed-ended questions concerned restoration and self-regulation. The children answered
using 5 -point scales with images of faces that represented levels of agreement
and disagreement
(Kunin, 1955). Scores on the items ranged from 1
(for total agreement) to 5 (for total disagreement).
Factor analysis of these items (principal axis factoring with varimax rotation) produced two scales of
interest, after exclusion of items with cross-loadings
greater than j0?40j. One scale, Taxing Prior Situation, represents a need for emotion-regulation, and
includes the items ‘going to the favorite place after
setbacks and disappointments’ and ‘going to the favorite place when you feel lonely and down.’ Rather
than taking the mean item response as the score for
each child, we assigned scores according to the pattern of response on the two items, as follows: agreement on both items, or agreement on one and
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neutral on one ¼ ‘Agree’; neutral on both ¼ ‘Neutral’; neutral on one and disagree on one, or disagree on both items ¼ ‘Disagree’. In this way we
avoided interpretive problems (e.g. does a score of
3 represent two neutral responses or the inconsistent combination of total agreement on 1 item and
total disagreement on the other); however, it came
at the cost of statistical power, as some children
did not receive scores due to inconsistent responses.
There were ¢ve such children from each age groups;
seven were girls and three were boys. With these
children excluded, Chronbach’s a ¼ 0?88 for the
Taxing Prior Situation scale.
The second scale, Restoration/Relaxation Need,
speaks to the child’s needs for cognitive restoration
and relaxation as a reason for going to the favorite
place. This scale included three items: ‘you can pour
out and forget troubles’, ‘you can re£ect on personal
matters and clear your mind’, and ‘you can be free
and relaxed there’. We again assigned scores according to the pattern of response on the items, as follows: agreement on all three items, or agreement
on two and neutral on one ¼ ‘Agree’; agreement on
one and neutral on two, or all three neutral, or neutral on two and disagreement on one ¼ ‘Neutral’;
neutral on one and disagreement on two, or disagreement on all three items ¼ ‘Disagree’. Ten 8^9 year-olds and ¢ve 12^13 -year-olds gave inconsistent
responses. Eight were girls and seven were boys.
With these children excluded, Chronbach’s a ¼
0?82 for the Restoration/Relaxation Need scale. The
two scales were signi¢cantly correlated, r(35) ¼
0?44, po0?01.
We also constructed a measure of the license
granted by the parents to the child for moving
around the neighborhood independently by foot during free time. This Mobility scale consisted of the
following ¢ve items, to which the parents answered
either ‘yes’ or ‘no’: licenses to (1) visit friends or relatives, (2) go to a kiosk, (3) go to a store, (4) visit a
playground or sports¢eld, and (5) to cross roads independently, that is, alone. Factor analysis (with
principal axis factoring) of these items yielded a
one factor solution which explained 46% of the variance. The internal consistency (Kuder^Richardson
20) of the scale was 0?77.
Aside from questions about the residence and
household, the questions posed to parents concerned the child’s place preferences, the child’s independent movement by foot and with bicycle during
daytime and dark hours, the child’s use of public
transportation, the child’s use of freetime in and
outside the home, and the parents’ concerns about
the child’s independent mobility.

Classi¢cation of places
All categories of favorite places were derived with
reference to earlier studies (Korpela & Hartig,
1996; Korpela et al., 2001). A given favorite place
was classi¢ed as natural if the reference was to a
place dominated by vegetation and without predominant built features, such as a park or forest. Summer cottages were included in this category when
the description emphasized the surrounding forest
or the presence of a lake or the sea in the vicinity.
A given favorite place was classi¢ed as residential if
the reference was to the home yard, one’s home or
own room, or to a friend’s home. Sport settings included playing grounds not dominated by vegetation, track and ¢eld settings, basketball courts,
riding houses, and swimming halls. Commercial or
retail settings were shops or a billiard hall. Community service settings included libraries. Coding was
completed by the author (K.K.) and a research assistant. For the favorite places, k ¼ 0?88 (n ¼ 55). We
combined retail settings and community service settings for statistical analyses, as few children identi¢ed places within these categories.

Results
Favorite places
All of the children in our sample reported having a
favorite place. Of the favorite places they identi¢ed,
sport settings as well as residential settings appeared to be overrepresented and natural and community service settings (including retail settings)
underrepresented (see Table 1). However, these tendencies were not statistically signi¢cant (w2 ¼ 4?6;
df ¼ 3; n ¼ 55; p 40?20). Thus, in contrast to previous ¢ndings with adolescents and young adults,
natural settings did not predominate among these
children’s favorite places.
We found no statistically signi¢cant association
between age and the type of the favorite place
TABLE 1
Frequency of type of favorite place by age group (n ¼ 55)
Sport
Residential Natural Community
settings settings
settings service
and retail
settings
8^9 years
12^13 years
Total

7
12
19

10
6
16

7
4
11

4
5
9
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(w2 ¼ 3?2; df ¼ 3; n ¼ 55; p40?35; Cramer’s f ¼
0?24; see Table 1). However, the results do suggest
that some children trade residential favorite places
for sport settings as they become older. Exploring
this possibility, when we limit the test to sport and
residential settings alone, we ¢nd that the tendency
is not statistically signi¢cant (w2 ¼ 2?3; df ¼ 1; n
¼ 35; p 4 0?12; f ¼ 0?26).
Although the girls tended to select natural settings as their favorite places more often than boys,
we found no statistically signi¢cant association between gender and the type of the favorite place (w2
¼ 2?7; df ¼ 3; n ¼ 55; p 4 0?43; Cramer’s f ¼ 0?22;
see Table 2).
The parents’ reports about their children’s favorite
places diverge from those of their children in some
interesting respects. Ninety-three percent (50 out of
54) of the children mentioned that their parents
knew the location of their favorite place and the remainder indicated that their parents did not know
of their favorite place. The same percentages (i.e.
93% knew, 7% did not) held in each of the two age
groups. Although somewhat fewer girls (89%) than
boys (96%) reported that their parents knew the location of their favorite place, this di¡erence was not
statistically signi¢cant (Fisher’s exact test, p 4 0?61,
n ¼ 54, f ¼ 0?13).
Ninety-four percent (51 out of 54) of the children
said they had permission to go to the favorite place.
Three (11%) 8^9 -year-old girls did not report having
this permission. The age and gender groups did not
di¡er signi¢cantly with respect to having vs not
having permission (for both, Fisher’s exact test, p
4 0?23, n ¼ 54, f ¼ 0?23). In contrast to what we
should expect from the children’s reports, 16% of
the parents (9 out of 55) could not identify a favorite
place where their child spend time during the week.
The other 84% of the parents identi¢ed the favorite
place of their child (46 out of 55); however, the parent(s) and child mentioned the same place in only
46% of the possible instances (21 out of 46). Still,
64% of the favorite places incorrectly identi¢ed by
parents (16 child^parent pairs out of 25) were

TABLE 2.
Frequency of type of favorite place by gender (n ¼ 55)

Girl
Boy
Total

Sport
settings

Residential
settings

Natural
settings

Community
service and
retail settings

8
11
19

8
8
16

8
3
11

5
4
9
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among the places in which their children said they
usually spent time. In all, then, 67% of the parents
(37 child^parent pairs out of 55) identi¢ed a place
where the child reported that she or he was actually
spending time.
Emotion-regulation and restoration needs
Children visited their favorite place four times a
week on average, spending 2?5 hours per visit on
average. Boys reported visiting their favorite place
more often than girls (M ¼ 4?9, S.D. ¼ 4?9 vs M
¼ 2?6, S.D. ¼ 1?9, respectively), t(32?8) ¼ 2?3, p o
0?04.
In open-ended responses about the most important reasons for visiting the favorite place 24 of
the children mentioned activities (opportunities for
playing, games, activities, or having fun), 14 mentioned social reasons (meeting friends), 5 mentioned
emotional and cognitive reasons (peacefulness, familiarity, learning), and 3 mentioned certain individual reasons (e.g. a familiar horse there). We
classi¢ed reasons that did not make some form of
positive endorsement of the place (e.g. located nearby, nothing else to do) as ‘‘other’’; these reasons were
mentioned by six children. Activities and social reasons were overrepresented among the reasons for
visiting the favorite place (w2 ¼ 29?0, df ¼ 4, n ¼
52, p o 0?001). The inter-rater agreement in coding
the most important reasons for visiting the favorite
place was k ¼ 0?83 (n ¼ 52).
To see whether the children made use of their favorite places for restoration and emotion-regulation,
we formed three groups on the basis of their scores
on the Taxing Prior Situation and Restoration/Relaxation Need scales. As described earlier, we categorized the children according to whether their
responses to the given scale items showed agreement, neutrality, or disagreement.
In contrast to the notion that the favorite places
serve emotion-regulation, only 33% of the total sample (40% of those children giving consistent answers to the scale items) agreed that they went to
the favorite place after emotionally and cognitively
taxing situations (setbacks, disappointments, and
feeling down) (see Table 3). We did not ¢nd statistically signi¢cant age or gender di¡erences in analyses in which responses categorized as neutral or
disagree were combined in one category, not agree
(w2 ¼ 0?53, df ¼ 1, n ¼ 45, p 4 0?46, f ¼ 0?11,
for both). Of those who answered the scale items in
a consistent fashion (n ¼ 45), 35% percent of 8^9 year-olds and 46% of 12^13 -year-olds showed agreement. Among boys, 35% showed agreement. Among
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TABLE 3.
Number of children reporting an emotionally and cognitively
taxing situation and/or a need for cognitive restoration and
relaxation as reasons for going to a favorite place
Agree Neutral Disagree Total
Emotionally and
cognitively taxing
prior situation
Need for
cognitive restoration
and relaxation

18

2

25

45

30

6

4

40

girls, 46% did so. Thus, it appears that for some but
certainly not all of the children the favorite places
serve a conscious emotion-regulation strategy in response to challenging events.
In a seeming paradox, however, the children provide stronger endorsement of the cognitive restoration and relaxation view, as re£ected in their
responses to the Restoration/Relaxation Need scale
(see Table 3). Fifty-¢ve percent of all the children
(75% of children giving consistent answers to the
scale items) agreed that a desire to pour out and
forget troubles, and feel free and relaxed were reasons for going to the favorite place. Of all the children, 15 (27%) had indicated that they went to their
favorite places after emotionally and cognitively taxing situations. Thus, we can describe a partial correspondence between precipitating prior events and
use of the favorite place for restoration.
We did not ¢nd statistically signi¢cant age or
gender di¡erences in the use of the favorite place
for restoration and relaxation in analyses in which
responses categorized as neutral or disagree were
combined in one category, not agree (w2 ¼ 1?2, df
¼ 1, n ¼ 40, p 4 0?27, f ¼ 0?17; w2 ¼ 0?03, df ¼
1, n ¼ 40, p 4 0?85, f ¼ 0?03, respectively). The
tendency was for older children (82% of those giving consistent answers) to agree more frequently
than younger children (67% of those giving consistent answers) on the use of the favorite place for restoration and relaxation. Both genders agreed with
similar frequency (76% of girls and 74% of boys).
Finally, we tested whether children associate cognitive restoration and relaxation with natural settings in particular. To do this, we compared
children who identi¢ed a natural favorite place with
children who identi¢ed other than a natural favorite place. Although the children who identi¢ed a
natural favorite place tended to agree with the need
for cognitive restoration and relaxation as a reason
to visit the place slightly more often than children
selecting other places (78% and 74%, respectively),

we found no appreciable association with the Taxing
Prior Situation and Restoration/Relaxation Need
reasons for going to the favorite place in an analysis
where responses to the scales categorized as neutral
or disagree were combined in one category, not
agree (w2 ¼ 0?03, df ¼ 1, n ¼ 45, p 4 0?87, f ¼
0?02; w2 ¼ 0?05, df ¼ 1, n ¼ 40, p 4 0?82, f ¼
0?04, respectively).

Solo and social use of favorite places
Twelve^13 -year-olds were more likely to visit their
favorite places with friends whereas 8^9 -year-olds
were more likely to visit the place alone (w2 ¼ 4?3,
df ¼ 1, n ¼ 45, p o0?04, f ¼ 0?31; see Figure 4).
Some of the children visited their favorite place
with adults rather than like-aged peers. If we include adult companions in the analysis for social
vs solo use of the place, the age e¡ect remains (w2
¼ 3?9, df ¼ 1, n ¼ 52, p o 0?05, f ¼ 0?27). We
found no statistically signi¢cant gender di¡erence
in social versus solo use of the place (w2 ¼ 0?10, df
¼ 1, n ¼ 45, p 4 0?74, f ¼ 0?05). Eighty percent of
girls and 76% of boys reported visiting the favorite
place with friends.
As to how the use of favorite places for private or
social purposes might correspond to their use for
emotion-regulation and restoration, we found that

FIGURE 4. Company in the favorite place by age group (n ¼ 45).
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81% of the children who consistently agreed with
the Restoration/Relaxation Need items went to the
favorite place with friends (vs 75% of those not
agreeing) (Fisher’s exact test, p 40?99, n ¼ 34, f
¼ 0?06) whereas 79% of those children who consistently agreed with the Taxing Prior Situation items
went to the favorite place with friends (vs. 77% of
those not agreeing) (Fisher’s exact test, p 40?99,
n ¼ 36, f ¼ 0?02).
Place preferences and parental restrictions
Children’s scores on the Mobility scale revealed that
the children were generally very free to move
around independently on foot. Eighty percent of
the children scored maximally on the Mobility
scale. The older children had more license to move
around than the younger ones (M ¼ 4?9, S.D. ¼
0?27 and M ¼ 4?4, S.D. ¼ 1?1, respectively), boys
somewhat more than girls (M ¼ 4?8, S.D. ¼ 0?51
and M ¼ 4?6, S.D. ¼ 0?98, respectively) and children living in Tampere somewhat more than children in Helsinki (M ¼ 4?9, S.D. ¼ 0?35 and
M ¼ 4?5, S.D. ¼ 1?2, respectively). Only the age difference was statistically signi¢cant, however; t(30?1)
¼ 2?3, p o 0?04.
To test whether more or less license to move
around was related to the selection of favorite
places, we formed two groups of children on the basis of children’s scores on the Mobility scale. We created a classi¢cation with restricted (n ¼ 11, scores
0^4 in the Mobility scale) vs unrestricted (n ¼ 44,
score 5) mobility licenses. We did not ¢nd a statistically signi¢cant association between place preferences and the amount of parental restrictions
(w2 ¼ 1?7; df ¼ 3; n ¼ 55; p 4 0?63; Cramer’s f ¼
0?18). Restricted and unrestricted groups did not
di¡er signi¢cantly in the distance of the favorite
place from home, t(47) ¼ 0?47; p 4 0?63; the average
distance from the favorite place to home in the
whole sample was 575 m (we excluded six favorite
places that stood outside the range of the child’s
daily independent mobility by foot from 10 to
470 kms from the home).

Discussion
All of the children in our sample could identify a
favorite place for us. This contrasts with the ¢ndings of Corbishley (1995), but it accords with several
earlier ¢ndings (Hart, 1979; Schiavo, 1988; Korpela,
1989; Sommer, 1990; Chawla, 1992; Spencer &
Woolley, 2000) and may well re£ect the fact that
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children in our sample were quite free to move independently through the city area outside their homes.
In contrast to previous ¢ndings with adolescents
and young adults, neither natural nor residential
settings predominated among the children’s favorite
places in this study. The children preferred to a
roughly similar degree all four of the main types of
settings F sport, residential, natural and community service/retail. These types of places are familiar from several earlier studies with children and
adolescents (Schiavo, 1988; Sommer, 1990; Chawla,
1992; Korpela, 1992; Lieberg, 1994; Owens, 1994).
We did not ¢nd signi¢cant associations between
age or gender and the type of the favorite place. Accepting them as face value, these results accord
with studies that have shown no age di¡erences between the ages of 8 and 13 (Schiavo, 1988; Malino
wski & Thurber, 1996). We deliberately selected our
research settings to o¡er a variety of natural, urban, sport, and retail/commercial settings. Thus,
the lack of age (and gender) di¡erences cannot be
explained by homogeneous research settings F at
least with respect to settings outside of the residence itself. That all of the children lived in apartments may limit the generalizability of ¢ndings
concerning favorite places within the residence vs
those outside of the residence. However, this possibility, like the possibility of age and gender di¡erences in place preferences, deserves further study,
and preferably with larger samples than ours.
When we consider the most frequently mentioned
favorite places, the fact that activities and friends
were spontaneously mentioned most frequently as
reasons for going to the favorite place, and that
most children visited their favorite place four times
a week (spending two and a half hours per visit), we
get a picture of ‘normal’, active, and peer-oriented
Finnish children. Beneath this surface, however, we
found that 55% of all the children (75% of children
giving consistent answers to the scale items) reported a desire to pour out troubles, re£ect on personal matters, to clear one’s mind, and feel free and
relaxed in the favorite place. In contrast to previous
studies with adults, these restorative needs were
not signi¢cantly associated with the choice of a natural setting as a favorite place. Neither were they
associated with age or gender.
Use of the favorite place for restoration and emotion-regulation did not imply visiting the favorite
place alone. However, 12^13 -year-olds were more
likely than the younger age group to visit the favorite place with friends. Speculatively, this suggests
that pouring out troubles and clearing one’s mind
can take place in conversations with friends in a
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place where the child can feel free away from parents’ supervision. This result parallels the ¢ndings
of the meaning of privacy in di¡erent ages. According to Wolfe’s (1978) ¢ndings privacy as an opportunity to think and re£ect increases with age from the
age of 4^17. At the same time, children around age
13 begin to mention the choice of being alone or
with others in a private place.
In contrast to the agreement with the structured
questions about cognitive restoration and relaxation, only one-third of all the children (40% of those
children giving consistent answers to the scale
items) reported visiting the favorite place after setbacks, disappointments, and feeling down and
lonely. We found no age or gender di¡erences in
such resort to favorite places for emotion-regulation. Thus, it seems that the favorite places indeed
serve a conscious emotion-regulation strategy for
some of the children. We speculate that the focus
of the questions on discrete, identi¢able challenging
events as compared to day-to-day restoration needs
account for the seeming mismatch between responses to the sets of questions. In any case, the results concerning both scales corroborate earlier
observations that children as early as age 8 or 9
may use favorite place for restoration and emotionregulation (Korpela, 1989; Spencer & Woolley, 2000).
In all, the answers to the structured interview
questions deepen the picture of reasons for visiting
the favorite place in comparison to open-ended answers, although it must be noted that emotional
and cognitive reasons were also spontaneously mentioned by the children. Although the scales were
correlated, with 19% of variance in common, the
children were di¡erentially sensitive to the two
scales. Thus, we cannot conclude that the answers
to the structured questions are merely due to social
desirability or yes-saying e¡ects which would a¡ect
similarly the results with both scales. Rather, it
seems that children were able to re£ect on preceding situations, personal emotions and experiences
in closed-ended questions, but that they required
more introspection than they produced spontaneously when we asked with an open-ended question
why the place was favorite for them. On average, the
answers were from seven to eight words like ‘it is
fun there with my best friends’. Thus, in future studies of children’s self-regulation and restoration in
favorite places, the methodology of using both structured and open-ended self-reports seems fruitful.
We did not ¢nd signi¢cant associations between
the mobility license given by the parents and the
type of the favorite place or its distance from home.
Thus, it seems that the amount of license does not

necessarily push favorite places further away from
home in an urban setting where di¡erent types of
places are available near the home. However, the
narrowly restricted range of variation in mobility
license renders this conclusion highly tentative.
Nonetheless, the older children in our sample did
have more license than the younger children; that
is, they were more free to move around the city area
independently by foot. This result accords with earlier ¢ndings and presupposes that children are living in the same residential area, and come from
similar social and ethnic background (Nummenmaa
et al., 1970; SetOlO, 1972; cf. Matthews & Limb, 1999).
We found no statistically signi¢cant gender di¡erences but the tendency was for boys to have more
license than girls, as in several other studies
(Hillman & Adams, 1992; Matthews & Limb, 1999;
O’Brien et al., 2000).
Place preference studies have shown that children
often prefer places outside social demands and the
control of the parents (cf. Moore, 1986). The present
study partially supports this notion by showing that
16% of the parents could not identify their child’s
favorite place and 45% of the parents identi¢ed a
di¡erent favorite place from the place identi¢ed by
the child him/herself. However, two-thirds of the
parents knew about their children’s movements because the favorite places identi¢ed by the parent
were among the places the child usually reported
to spend time in. Thus, what a substantial proportion of the parents did not seem to know was the
emotional signi¢cance of the places for their children.
In closing, we found that more than one-quarter
(27%) of all the children in our sample, aged from
8 to 13, reported that they went to their favorite
place both after emotionally challenging events
and for cognitive restoration and relaxation more
generally. This evidence of an environmental selfregulation strategy in connection with favorite
places, although seen with a minority of the children in this study, speaks to the value of further research on the development of environmental selfregulation strategies. One salient question is
whether these strategies become more distinct as
social and educational demands on the child
increase.
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