
Y ou’ve probably heard of At-
tention Deficit Disorder, but 

have you ever heard of Nature Deficit 
Disorder?  In his 2005 book, Last Child 
in the Woods – Saving Our Children 
from Nature Deficit Disorder, author 
Richard Louv documents the discon-
nection that many American children 
now have with outdoor play and the 
health consequences of a society that 
increasingly stays indoors.  After tens 
of thousands of years of children play-
ing and working primarily outdoors, the 
last few generations have seen such 
interaction with nature vanish almost 
entirely. The implications -- for chil-
dren's physical and mental health, and for 
the future of environmentalism -- are im-
mense, Louv argues.  He suggests that 
Baby Boomers may very well be the last 
generation to grow up “in the woods.” 

According to Dr. Rhonda Clements, 
President of the American Association for 
the Child’s Right to Play, new research 
indicates that only 33% of today’s kids par-
ticipate in outdoor play compared to 85% 
of their parents when they were children. 

The results indicate that 85% of the 
parents questioned agreed that their child or 
children play outdoors less often than a 
generation ago.   In fact, 70% of the parents 
played outdoors daily, compared with only 
31% of their children today.  This is a ma-
jor change in just one generation. 

Many obstacles prevent today’s chil-
dren from spending more time outdoors.  
The convenience of television, Internet ac-
cess, and electronic games are replacing a 
long afternoon exploring a nearby creek or 
field.  Economics also influences the 
amount of time families spend together; 
seventy-seven percent of the parents inter-
viewed indicated that they now lack ade-
quate time to be outdoors with their chil-
dren.  Fear-based sensationalism in Ameri-
can media has most parents monitoring 
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their child’s every waking moment.  Of the 
mothers surveyed, 82% identified safety 
concerns and crime as limiting factors in 
allowing their children to be outdoors.  Par-
ents are also concerned about nature itself: 
Lyme Disease, West Nile virus, rabies, and 
“just getting dirty” are a few of the reasons 
parents discourage their children from being 
outdoors.  These obstacles, coupled with a 
culture of consumerism, often means that 
“quality family time” is a stroll through the 
local mall instead of a picnic at a nearby 
park.   

But is this growing isolation from the 
natural world all that bad?  Louv suggests 
that it is. “This [nature deficit] disorder de-
scribes the human costs of alienation from 
nature, among them: diminished use of the 
senses, attention difficulties, and higher 
rates of physical and emotional illnesses. 
The disorder can be detected in individuals, 
families, and communities. Nature deficit 
can even change human behavior in cities, 
which could ultimately affect their design, 
since long-standing studies show a relation-
ship between the absence, or inaccessibility, 
of parks and open space with high crime 
rates, depression, and other urban mala-
dies." Conversely, maintains Louv, expo-
sure to and experience in nature is essential 

to a human's well being, learning 
abilities, and social skills.  By being 
outdoors, children can relieve stress, 
develop leadership skills within varied 
peer groups, create games and form 
memories with siblings, increase 
physical strength, form greater aware-
ness of their surroundings, and start to 
grow an appreciation of nature to last 
a lifetime.  

An awareness and appreciation 
of the natural world is essential to 
creating individuals who, as adults, 
will be the land and wildlife stewards 
of future generations.  Louv realizes 
in a way few other environmental 

leaders seem to that connecting kids 
with nature is vital for the future of 
the environmental movement and also 
the environment. In school, kids learn 
about environmental problems earlier 
and earlier these days, slowly coming 
to associate the environment with 
doom and hopelessness. Children are 
taught to do what they can (recycle, 
reuse, and reduce), and that is a great 
start.  But it hardly encourages them 
to pursue a career that could, one day, 
change our system of land use. Addi-
tionally, American culture promotes 
wealth and materialism as the ultimate 
goal of the individual – not saving the 
environment. As Louv reflects, “If we 
were really interested in education 
reform we'd have a ‘No Child Left 
Inside’ movement.” 

‘Nature Deficit Disorder,’ and 
other catchy phrases aside, American 
children will need to have the knowl-
edge and skills to change the way our 
society works if they want a better 
future. “This next generation has per-
haps the greatest challenge ever faced 
by humanity: to remake society in a 
sustainable way. They need hope, and 
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