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 Background: Recreational forests in Peninsular Malaysia areas function as recreation, 
research and development, and for economic benefit. Studies have shown that 

childhood exposure to nature and the frequency of visit to green places at a young age 

correlate with adult patterns of behavior. However, there is a lack of qualitative study 
about recreational forests users‟ childhood experience especially in Malaysia context. 

Objectives: This paper examines users‟ childhood experience related to nature or 

recreational forests in Selangor, Malaysia in relation to the planning, management and 
design aspects. Also discuss about feelings experienced by the users. Results: The 

results show that users had positive experience related to their childhood experience; 

and an ambivalent experience was mentioned by one Malay female interviewee. The 
results also demonstrated that the interviewees at both recreational forests used to visit 

forests when they were younger, that is, as children or teenagers. Conclusion: Malay 

people are generally more familiar with Malaysian village or rural environments which 
usually contain rivers, waterfalls, forests, green hills and mountains. In contrast, 

Chinese people are generally more familiar with urban environments. Childhood 
experiences are therefore important in Malaysia in determining the future of 

recreational forests visits. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 Recreational forests in Peninsular Malaysia offer 

basic facilities for various ranges of communities, to 

encourage people to explore the beauty of the forest, 

as a research and development areas and for 

economic purposes such as ecotourism. The 

recreational forests are distinctive in with natural 

waterfalls or streams. There are usually sited at the 

foothills, at periphery of urban areas and easy to 

access by public transport such as bus and personal 

vehicles (Manual Perhutanan, 2003).  However, there 

is a lack of qualitative study about recreational 

forests users‟ childhood experience especially in 

Malaysia context. 

 This paper highlight the importance of 

Malaysian forest users‟ childhood experience related 

to recreational forests or nature in light of 

recreational forests planning, management and 

design. Also discuss about feelings experienced by 

the users. Frequent outdoors experiences especially 

natural settings during childhood are an important 

factor in forming a connection to nature that leads 

into adulthood (Ward Thompson, C., 2004; Ward 

Thompson, C., 2005; Bernadette, A.W., 2013). 

Though a personal relationship with nature can be 

formed at any time, childhood is a critical period of 

development to foster a strong connection with 

nature into adulthood. Among the ages of 5 and 12, 

individuals started forming their own personal 

identity. Childhood experiences with nature is 

influenced by many factors including the attitudes of 

parents, the environment in which they are raised, 

and participation in gardening or tree planting 

programs (Wells, N.M. and S.L. Kristi, 2006). 

Therefore, it is important for recreational forests 

management and policy makers to consider 

children‟s needs of recreational forests in enriching 

their experiences and well-being.  

 Studies have shown that childhood exposure to 

nature and the frequency of visit to green places at a 

young age correlate with adult patterns of behavior 

(Virginia, I.L., 2004). Play in nature can encourage 

physical agility and also social confidence. Recent 

research in Sweden indicates that natural areas are 

likely to promote a gender-neutral to play, or 

bringing boys and girls together (Pretty, J., 2009). 

Time spent in wild nature such as hiking and playing 

in the woods and the trees have been shown to have 

long term effects are more positive for children 
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which seen as a crucial elements of a child‟s personal 

and cognitive development. Through the exploration 

of nature outside allows for unstructured play, 

generate a sense of freedom, independence and inner 

strength which children can draw upon when 

experiencing future incidents of stress. 

   

Methodology: 

 Situated at urban periphery, the Ampang and 

Kanching Recreational Forests were selected as case 

studies. The sites share similar characteristics such as 

size and water elements as attractions. A mixed 

methods approach is used consisted of self-

administered questionnaires, in depth semi-structured 

interviews and observations were conducted to in the 

areas. However, only the interview results that are 

relevant to the topic will be reported in this article. 

Forty users were interviewed in both forests, age 

ranging from 19 to 60 years old from three main 

races in Malaysia (Malay, Chinese and Indian).  The 

interviews transcribed verbatim in order to maintain 

the original expression of the interviewees. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

      In general, a few of the interviewees 

remembered their first exposure to forests around 

their villages where they were brought up. Activities 

they engaged when they first exposed to forest were 

looking for forest plants, picnics and swimming with 

friends, finding forest fruits and following their 

parents who worked on a farm. Some interviewees at 

Ampang Recreational Forest first experienced the 

forest when they were as young as five years old; 

others first encountered it when they were in their 

teenage years or early 20s. Most of their childhood 

experience was positive and exciting as a Malay man 

in forties at Ampang Recreational Forest said: 

 “40 years back, forest reserve at Teluk Panglima 

Garang, my village. Followed my father looking for 

„red palm‟ about five years old”. 

 

Another Malay man said: 

 “When I was in a primary school, first time I 

visited forest was here, Ampang Forest Park. At that 

time this forest was not yet developed. Picnic and 

swim. I went with my friends when it was school 

holidays”. 

 One female interviewee aged early fifties 

recounted with pleasure her childhood forest 

experience. She described how she had walked a 

long way along a road covered by a dense 

overarching tree canopy to visit her grandmother 

who lived in a traditional village deep in the forest. 

She enjoyed the walk but when her grandmother 

asked which route she had taken to get there and 

heard her reply; her grandmother had said that she 

was brave as this route was frequented by wild 

animal and an ancestor who appeared in the form of 

a tiger. On hearing this, she felt scared as a child. She 

said: 

 “When we recalled the experience [walked alone 

and about tiger], we felt afraid, but when we 

experienced that at that time, we knew nothing, we 

felt happy while running, at that time ...”.   

 This shows that she had a personal connection 

with the environment that makes her feel safe at the 

time she walked along the road. As mention by Tang 

et al. (2009) “… a stronger personal connection to 

nature predicts a greater sense of safety in rural forest 

environments” (p.18). 

 Some of the interviewees at Kanching 

Recreational Forest had the similar experience. Most 

of them remembered they were exposed to the forest 

environment when they were in primary school and 

one particular interviewee first visited the forest 

when he was six years old. A Malay man in forties 

said: 

 “I was originally from Kedah [a state in 

Malaysia]. The first time I visited [forest] when I was 

6 years old. At Bukit Hijau [the forest‟s name]. 

 

Another Chinese man in thirties said: 

 “Because I came from Ipoh so, during childhood 

it was more to a secondary forest. We have jungle, 

hiking there. We called it the Bukit Bendera which is 

in Ipoh itself in Menglembu, so that one was my first 

experience, so kind of like the first time [exposure] 

helping me to understand myself more. That actually 

I like nature and outdoor”. 

 

An Indian man in forties said: 

 “I am familiar with forest environment, when I 

was small, along with friends, we secretly went for 

swimming in the river, if my parents know about it, I 

will get spank from them. When I was small in my 

village.... I collected fire wood, sometimes I followed 

my parents and sometimes I went alone. The forest 

was thick and I don‟t feel fear because the forest was 

near to my house”. 

 

One girl aged 19 said: 

“The first time was, when I went for camping, when 

I was in standard 6. I followed the school activity at 

Janda Baik. I am from Sungai Besi. I was schooling 

at Sungai Besi and went for camping in forest at 

Janda Baik”. 

 

Another woman in thirties said: 

 “We like to go to the forest because we only play, 

just play! We played hide and seek...Sometimes we 

climbed up trees. There were girls and boys. Because 

in the forest, there was like a pool but there were 

many fishes, we were fishing. Actually it was a 

natural pond, ... the water was cool and can swim, 

...”. 

 The results show that users had positive 

experience related to their childhood experience; and 

an ambivalent experience was mentioned by one 
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Malay female interviewee when she recalled her 

journey in childhood, walking alone along a road 

covered by a dense overarching tree canopy. This 

study supports the previous findings by Ward 

Thompson et al. (2004-2005) and Bernadette (2013) 

about the importance of childhood experience related 

to visiting woodlands or wooded areas at later stages 

of life. The results of the selected interviews 

demonstrated that the interviewees at both 

recreational forests used to visit forests when they 

were younger, that is, as children or teenagers. As 

Ward Thompson et al. (2005) stated that the 

frequency of childhood visits to woodlands was the 

best predictor of how often respondents visited 

woodlands at a later stage in life. The personal 

connection and the familiarity of forest environments 

may influence the later visit to the forest which needs 

to be investigated further. Our results indicate the 

place of the users‟ was brought up such as village 

areas and culture also influences their familiarity. 

 

Conclusion: 

 The findings of this study contribute to our 

understanding of personal connection to nature 

regarding the users‟ childhood experience. Malay 

people are generally more familiar with Malaysian 

village or rural environments which usually contain 

rivers, waterfalls, forests, green hills and mountains. 

In contrast, Chinese people are generally more 

familiar with urban environments. Childhood 

experiences are therefore important in Malaysia in 

determining the future of recreational forests visits. 

The forest management should consider children 

needs in planning programs, managing and designing 

future recreational forests to enhance personal 

connection, increase attraction and frequent visits 

especially from urban children.  
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