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How to measure the social and cultural value of trees | Introduction

Trees matter to people in a variety of ways

including for wellbeing, providing a sense of place

or community, for historic, aesthetic or spiritual
reasons, or for their value to nature and wildlife.

Understanding how people and communities value their relationship with
trees is an important element to consider when local authorities and their
stakeholders develop a local Trees and Woodlands Strategy (TAWS) - but

capturing representative information can be difficult.

To help measure the social and cultural values of trees, this module presents
findings from a national survey and includes a new survey tool developed by
Forest Research, University of York, Fera Science, and The Tree Council. It
provides a relatively simple and structured approach to understanding the
ways in which trees are valued by people in a community. The evidence can
help guide and justify decision making within a local authority.
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Why are the social and cultural values of trees so important?

Despite strong evidence that social and cultural values of trees are important, they are often
left out of decision-making as they have been difficult to quantify. However, robust evidence
of the importance and value of treescapes can be engaging and persuasive, and therefore
useful in gaining funding and support within a local authority and beyond

(see Making the case for a TAWS, TAWS Toolkit p.11).

“What I've noticed is social and cultural values are quite often at the bottom of the list
when it comes to assessing our treescapes, but they are useful in gaining leverage to
change political views and getting political buy in.”

(Tree Officer for a London Borough Council)

“We're redoing our tree strategy, and | think it would be important to include this
evidence to understand our community’s motivations - there’s nothing like this in the
strategy at the moment.”

(Tree Officer for a Unitary Authority)

Identifying which elements of the treescape are particularly important to people can help
shape your local aspirations. It can also help to identify where conflict might arise
through the loss of trees and provide evidence about where and in what form new tree

planting would be most beneficial.

“It's really important for us to sell why we need to plant more urban trees to people
inside and outside the council.”

(Senior Programme Officer for a Unitary Authority)

Finally, understanding social and cultural values of trees can be useful in internal
evaluation and reporting as well as outward communication. This can provide a
baseline against which actions can be evaluated to show the difference that your TAWS will
make. Involving people in this understanding at an early stage can begin to generate a sense
of ownership and vision for the TAWS (see Creating a shared vision, TAWS Toolkit p.35

and Ongoing community engagement, TAWS Toolkit p.46).
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What are the ‘social and cultural values’ of trees?

These are the ways that people and communities value the relationships they have with trees.
Cultural values are characteristic of a particular community, while social values are moral

judgements and tend to underlie cultural values.

For the purposes of this guidance, we have grouped social and cultural values together. They

include things like wellbeing, sense of place, and aesthetics.

Values tend to be held together. For instance, a tree in a park might be important because it was
planted for a particular occasion, and therefore it is a marker of both the importance of that
occasion and the time that has passed since. The tree might also be valued by people because of
its beauty and the way it changes throughout the seasons. Being in a park, the tree may be a
focal point for people to gather and interact socially. These values sometimes overlap, or, as in

this example, may be related to each other.
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How this module can help with your

Trees and Woodland Strategy

As a local authority developing a Trees and Woodland Strategy, you can use this
module in two ways:
* Option 1 - Incorporate new data about social & cultural values of
trees gathered from a large sample of the population in England into
your strategy; and/or

* Option 2 - Go one step further and conduct your own local survey to

gather tailored insights from your communities.

Conducting your own survey will enable you understand which social and cultural
values of trees are most important to your communities. It will also allow you to
engage with your communities and other parts of the local authority to highlight

the importance of these values, often not previously considered or recognised.

This module is designed to be used in conjunction with the Trees and Woodland

Strategy Toolkit. Where relevant, we signpost to specific sections of the toolkit:

* Section 1.1 - Making the case for a TAWS (p11)
* Section 1.5 - Practical guidance for public engagement (p19)
* Section 2.3 - Creating a shared vision (p35)

* Section 3.3 - Ongoing community engagement (p46)
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Option 1:

Use the ﬁndings of a national survey
of social and cultural values of trees

To develop a tool to capture the social and cultural values
associated with treescapes, the research team first reviewed
papers, reports and other national and international literature.
They identified the ways in which the social and cultural values of

trees were described, and which ones were the most important.

The review identified six main categories of values that were

most frequently mentioned:

1. Wellbeing 4. Spiritual
2. Nature/wildlife 5. Learning
3. Place/community 6. Aesthetics and landscape

For each of these categories, 2-3 statements were developed that captured different aspects of
the category. This resulted in a set of 19 statements. For example, the wellbeing category was

separated into mental and physical wellbeing and treescapes as a peaceful refuge.

These 19 statements cover a comprehensive range of values that were tested and refined and
then included in a survey in England of 5,000 people representative by age, gender, and region.

You can read the details of the survey (Appendix 1).

Survey respondents were asked carefully worded questions (see Appendix 1) about how

important these values were when they considered:

a. their local treescapes

b. the national treescape (including treescapes they may never see themselves)

We asked about treescapes at these two different levels to explore whether there might be
significant differences in how people viewed their local treescapes compared to the national.

However, we found no statistically significant difference between the two.

Workshops and focus groups with local authorities and others enabled more in-depth

discussion and review of the research and how it can be used.
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ENGLAND-WIDE SURVEY RESULTS

Table 1 below presents the results from our England-wide survey of 5,000 people. It shows
the median* scores for the questions regarding treescapes at the local and national levels.
These data are statistically representative by age, gender, and region. This means there is

confidence that they reflect the population of England as a whole.

Although at the sampling stage, we only explicitly sought a sample that was statistically
representative across the three variables above (age, gender, and region) we did gather
further background data on ethnicity, children in household, employment status and urban/

rural location. With this data we were able to explore differences within these variables.

Statement Median score
“I value my local, woods and forests because...” /
“I value the trees, woods and forests across England because...” National level Local level
Of their importance for wildlife 80 80
They make me notice the changing seasons 74 75
They are good for my mental wellbeing 73 75
They are part of our cultural and historic landscape 75 74
I like being a part of a landscape which is also home to wildlife 74 74
Being among them makes me feel more connected to nature 73 74
They contribute to my physical wellbeing 70 V4l
Being among them | feel a sense of freedom 70 4l
They provide a peaceful refuge for me 69 4l
| feel touched by their beauty 72 70
Old and ancient trees are especially attractive to me 70 69
They provide places to spend time with my friends and family 67 68
They stimulate my senses 67 68
They provide me with places for fun and enjoyment 66 67
They can help me learn more about nature 69 66
Being among them makes me feel part of something bigger than myself 68 65
They connect me with memories from my past 60 58
They provide places for the community to come together 62 57
They make me feel creative and inspired 60 57
*Median: A type of average. It represents the middle point of the data. i.e. half the respondents scored higher than this and half scored 0

lower. In this instance, the median is more useful than the mean because the responses are so positive, and it better represents the data.
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RESULTS SUMMARY

The survey results show that treescapes are highly valued at both the local and national

levels. The highest scoring values were:

* importance for wildlife

* seeing the changing seasons

* mental wellbeing

* trees as part of the cultural and historic landscape

° connection to nature

The results show very little difference between scores for local and national treescapes
meaning that both are valued. The highlighted statements (in grey in the table above) show
five statements which our statistical analysis indicate to be broadly representative of the full

19 statements. More results can be found in Appendix 2.

This research has led to a robust and comprehensive method that local authorities and
others can use to shape their tree strategies. It should always be kept in mind that social and
cultural values are diverse and influenced by local factors, and there will be more values

than the ones described here.

HOW TO APPLY THE FINDINGS OF THIS NATIONAL SURVEY TO YOUR TAWS

Tree strategies are important in terms of climate and nature recovery agendas and for the
wide range of societal benefits they provide, which have become increasingly focused on

health and wellbeing agendas. As our local authority focus group participants highlight:

“It feels to me that they're all the values which are sometimes not immediately
recognised .. | think that just this list of statements would tick an awful lot of boxes”

(Senior Programme Officer for a Unitary Authority)

“We're always trying to expand the conversation around trees to engage people with
the benefits of trees . having these 19 statements and the score against each one of

them or putting them into a hierarchy will help with that conversation.”

(Senior Arboricultural Officer for a City Council)
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You can highlight and reference the results of our research in your TAWS when you outline

existing evidence on the benefits of treescapes to people. Manchester City Council included
our questions in a public consultation and included key findings in their Tree and Woodland
Action Plan 2024-34." You can use the results to consider what areas to focus on in your
strategy. For example, by focusing on some of the values that received the highest scores.
You can use the results in communications about your strategy and point towards the

importance of these values to people in England.
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'Manchester Tree and Woodland Action Plan 2024-34. Page 8. The consultation results are available here.
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Decide whether to use the nationally
representative data or gather your own

While the England-wide results are very useful, some local authorities have indicated they would like to
collect data specific to their local area. This can sometimes be more persuasive for both the public and
for decision makers. Section 1.5 of the Trees and Woodland Strategy Toolkit provides some general

guidance on public engagement.

Gathering your own data is possible, however before doing so, it is important to understand the potential

implications.
BENEFITS

* The demographics of your community may differ greatly from national averages, meaning

that you may decide that a local survey is necessary to understand their perspectives.

* Comparison: It may be useful for you to compare your local results to the national picture.
For example, you may want to be able to say that people in your area scored the statement
‘they are good for my mental wellbeing' higher than the population in England at the local or

national level.
RISKS

* With limited resources, it may be difficult for you to achieve a statistically representative
sample for your local population. This may lead to low confidence in your results and so limit

use of them.

For example, you may like to compare your local results to the national picture. You may want to be able
to say that people in your area scored the statement ‘they are good for my mental wellbeing’ higher than
the population in England. However, unless you follow our approach closely, ensuring you have a
representative sample of your population, it will not be possible to make these direct comparisons.

Instead, you would be able to compare the relative order of the statements compared to each other and

compared to our national results.
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RESOURCES AND BUDGET IMPLICATIONS

* Highest cost - Contract a dedicated specialist organisation to design, promote and analyse
the survey on your behalf and achieve a representative sample of your community. They will
usually pay participants.

* Medium cost - Run your own local survey using the method described below. Consider
including the statements in a survey that you are already planning to run for other reasons
as this will reduce costs. If time or survey resources are limited, consider simplifying the

method by using the 5-statement version that represents the full range of values.

* Lowest cost - use the data in this document as evidence in your TAWS and don’t undertake
a separate local survey.

|
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Option 2:

Conduct your own local survey

If you decide you want to gather your own data, here is a step-by-step guide of the things you will need to
consider. If possible, consult a social scientist and statistician about running, analysing and interpreting
the survey results. And ensure you follow any guidance on requirements relating to inclusion and

reducing barriers to participation.

Decide whether to use the full or the abbreviated set of statements

Consider whether to use the full set of 19 statements or the reduced list of five. The full set of statements
provides important breadth and diversity of values. While using the five statements loses the nuance and
breadth that can be achieved when using all the statements, they are easier to fit into an existing survey/
consultation and reduce the burden on respondents. When using either approach, make sure to

reference our research (O’Brien et al. 2024) to demonstrate the robust and comprehensive work

undertaken to develop this survey tool.

Sampling method
For greatest confidence in your results, you should seek a representative sample. This will be especially
important if you are interested in a particular demographic characteristic such as ethnicity, age, or

socio-economic status.

However, achieving a representative sample can be difficult. Alternative sampling methods could include
using whichever online survey platform is convenient, and/or using an in-person survey during a public
engagement campaign or event. This approach might make it difficult to address demographic
characteristics and is likely to result in a skew in participants towards those who have an interest in the

subject (people who particularly like or dislike trees).

IMPORTANCE OF A REPRESENTATIVE SAMPLE AND HOW TO OBTAIN ONE

A representative sample is a sub-set of a large population that ensures that the data and

insights you collect accurately reflect the views of your population of interest.

To obtain a representative sample you need to define your population and choose a sample

method to reach a proportion of them that will tell you something about the whole population.
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How long to keep it open
How long the survey should remain open will depend on the methods you use to attract participants. A
specialist organisation might keep it open for a couple of weeks. You might want to keep it open for

longer to target groups that might be missing as you start to see the data coming in.

How many participants to aim for
How many participants you will need depends on the kind of analysis that you want to conduct. If you

would like to look at the interests of different social groups, you will need a bigger sample.

You can use this sample size calculator to give you some ideas of what the number could be.

Choosing a survey platform
There are a range of survey platforms that provide accessible ways to run a variety of surveys. These
include Survey Monkey, Smart Survey, Qualtrics and others. You may have a survey platform that you

subscribe to and use regularly.

How to score your questions

How your question is presented to respondents will depend on various things, including the survey
platform you are using. To ensure your results are comparable with our own, you should ideally follow
our approach. However, you may need to adjust the way the question is scored, either because of the

limitations of the survey platform, or because your institution has a convention on scaling.
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Some details you may want to think about or need to consider:

Use a slider with a scale 0 - 100

We used the approach of having slider scale beginning at 0 and ending at 100, with the position of the
slider defaulting to a position in the middle. Having this range gives more subtlety in the results. Given
that the scores tend to be quite high, having more room in the scale can help to compare the relative
importance of values. If a slider is not an option in the platform you are using, asking participants to give
a score of 0-100 for each statement could be an option. We recognise that this might not be possible,
and you may need to use a different scale altogether e.g. 1-5 (strongly disagree to strongly agree) which
would mean your data could not be easily compared with our representative sample. The diagram below

shows how the question might ideally look on your survey platform.

“l value my local trees, woods and forests because....”

Use your mouse or finger to slide the sliders to the point on the line you feel best represents your feelings.

Strongly Somewhat Neither agree Somewhat Strongly
disagree disagree nor disagree agree agree

( )
They contribute to my
L physical wellbeing

-
They are good for my

mental wellbeing

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Make questions required where possible
Making questions ‘required’ will ensure that your dataset is complete, which will make analysis more

straightforward.

Required questions can be off-putting and may mean respondents drop out altogether if they find a
question difficult. If questions are not required, you will need to ensure that the default position of the
slider will not be recorded as a response. Be aware that for many platforms the slider needs to be moved

to record a response, so this will need to be given as an instruction to participants.

Consider the order of the questions
Randomising the order in which the statements are presented can help to ensure that issues with fatigue

(where participants get bored or find it difficult to distinguish between the relative importance of

statements) are minimised across the sample. Your survey platform should give this option. (>
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Analysis of your results - establish who can do this in your team
Descriptive statistics are straightforward, and your survey platform should be able to output these
automatically. Any more detailed analysis is likely to need support from a social researcher or statistician.

You will need to:
* Screen your data for duplicate or incomplete responses
* Use the average (median) score for each question
* Use the percentage of respondents answering each question

* Not overstate the certainty of your results if you have a small sample or limited

representativeness

To give the best comparison with our national data set, we recommend using: a representative sample,
the questions and response options in the same format as the national data set, and the full 19

statement version.

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS:

Descriptive statistics simply describe the characteristics of your results. They tell you
information only about the sample. To be able to confidently say anything about your
whole population (only possible with a representative sample), you would need to carry
out further, more detailed statistical tests that allow you to draw conclusions from your

data and would require someone with expertise in this area.
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HOW TO USE YOUR LOCAL SURVEY RESULTS IN YOUR TAWS

The results of your survey will provide data on the importance of different social and cultural values of
treescapes to your local community. You may want to focus on those values that get the highest scores
and how they can be sustained or maximised in your area. The results might provide you with ideas of
communities and voluntary groups to work with to improve access to woodlands for particular sections
of your population who may access woods less than other groups. You may use the results to consider
how to improve recreational opportunities and facilities in your woodlands and encourage people to
engage with them for their overall wellbeing. You may want to use the results to consider how to work in
partnership with, for example, the health sector to focus on the mental and physical health benefits of

your treescapes.

Your survey results can also feed into other plans such as green and blue infrastructure strategies or
local nature recovery strategies or can be gathered at a local site level when management plans are

being developed.

’ Conclusion

We have a responsibility to acknowledge that the social and cultural values of
treescapes are important to people and they should therefore be an important
component of your strategy. This research has developed an approach to quantify
social and cultural values and run it using a large-scale survey. This provides a robust

standard approach that you can use in your own local authority. Please reference

the national data set if you don’t have the opportunity to collect your own data.
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’ Further information

See also the Forest Research webpage outlining our full project from which this module was developed:

* Social and cultural values of treescapes - Forest Research

* O'Brien, L., McConnachie, S., Hall, C., Forster, J., Dyke, A., Sarav, V., Jones, G. 2024. Exploring

the social and cultural values of trees and woodlands in England: A new composite

measure. People and Nature 6 (3). pp 1334-1354.

* Social and Cultural Values of Trees, Woods and Forests at Risk from Tree Pests and

Diseases: Rapid Review.

Minor variations in the national median scores between this module and our published paper are
attributable to a small version control discrepancy. These variations are negligible and have no impact

on the analytical outcomes, interpretations, or overall conclusions of either the module or the paper.
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’ Appendix 1

Question wording

In our survey, we asked respondents to consider values at both a local and national level to explore if
there were any differences. We presented the questions as outlined below. You can see that we provide
some background information before asking people to score the statements. For example, we ask
people to think of trees at the local level as part of their everyday lives. The list of statements is given
earlier on page 8. You could use this exact wording and the 19 statements in a survey you run. The full

survey we used can be viewed in the ‘Supporting information’ of the published paper.?

LOCAL LEVEL

The following statements are about the many ways in which you value the trees and woodlands
in your LOCAL area, this may include:

* Local trees and woodlands you visit
* Local trees and woodlands you know of but don’t visit

* Trees and woodlands you see in your everyday life. For example, trees nearby to where you
work; trees on your street or other nearby streets; trees in nearby gardens and/or nearby
parks, including woodlands.

Thinking about these local trees and woodlands, please respond to each statement using the 0-100
sliding scale, where 0 means ‘strongly disagree’, 50 means ‘neither agree nor disagree’ and 100 means
‘strongly agree’. Your responses should be based on whether or not you personally value your local

trees for these reasons.

Each statement begins with the phrase:

“l value my local trees, woods and forests because....”

20 ? Exploring the social and cultural values of trees and woodlands in England: A new composite measure -

O’Brien - 2024 - People and Nature - Wiley Online Library
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NATIONAL LEVEL

We would now like you to respond to the same statements, this time thinking about the
ways in which trees and woodlands at a NATIONAL level across England might be of value to

you personally.

Thinking of trees and woodlands at a national level across England would include trees and woods
in places that are not necessarily nearby to you, meaning you might never have visited them, or
visited them only occasionally. This can include trees and woodlands in National Parks, places such
as the New Forest, trees in parklands which you may find at National Trust sites, trees in hedgerows

and fields in the countryside. All of these might be of value to you whether you visit them or not.

Please respond with your agreement to each statement using the 0-100 sliding scale, where 0
means ‘strongly disagree’, 50 means ‘'neither agree nor disagree’ and 100 means ‘strongly agree'.
Your responses should be based on whether or not you personally value trees across England for

these reasons.

For this section, each statement begins with the phrase:

“I value the trees, woods and forests across England because...”

Using the 5 statements

Our analysis shows that the following 5 statements could be used if time and resources are very

stretched. You would use the wording of the question as outlined above.

1. Of their importance for wildlife

2. They are good for my mental wellbeing

3. They provide places to spend time with my friends and family
4, They can help me learn about nature

5. They make me feel creative and inspired.

It is important to reference our published paper when using the statements (whether that is the 19

or 5 statements) so that it is clear that the method has been peer reviewed by the academic

community (Exploring the social and cultural values of trees and woodlands in England: A
new composite measure (forestresearch.gov.uk).
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’ AP pend iX 2 Proportion: The percentage of respondents

scoring within a given range, defined as:

Survey Results / Proportions + 0-20 - Strongly disagree

* 21-40 - Disagree
The figure below shows the proportions of ¢ 41-60 - Neither agree nor disagree
respondents disagreeing and agreeing that each * 61-80 - Agree

statement is important. These are the scores for 81-100 - Strongly agree

the local statements.

T They contribute to my physical wellbeing _
They are good for my mental wellbeing _
They provide a peaceful refuge for me _
Of their importance for wildlife _
Being among them makes me feel more connected to nature _
I like being a part of a landscape which is also home to wildlife _
They connect me to memories from my past -
They are part of our cultural and historic landscape _
Being among them makes me feel part of something bigger than myself -
Being among them | feel a sense of freedom _
They make me feel creative and inspired -
Old and ancient trees are especially attractive to me _
They can help me learn more about nature -
They stimulate my senses _
| feel touched by their beauty — | ENRNE NG
They make me notice the changing seasons _
They provide places to spend time with my friends and family _
They provide places for the community to come together -

They provide me with places for fun and enjoyment F
- | |

0 1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 5,000
! Count

Question

[T e

Q3 factor
. Strongly agree Somewhat agree Neither agree nor disagree . Somewhat disagree

. Strongly disagree

There were negligible differences in scores between the local and national statements which is why we
only show the local results in the figure above. Only three statements had a median difference of one or
more. There were higher median scores for the national statements in all cases. Given the very small
differences, there does not appear to be any statistically significant difference in how people scored the

national and local statements.

When we looked at the local statements importance to wildlife scored highest, with a median score of

80. The lower scoring statements were ‘places for community to come together’' (median = 57); ‘they

make me feel creative and inspired’ (median = 57) and ‘connection to past memories' (median = 58). o
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Wirral case study

Appendix A.3 of the Trees and Woodland Strategy Toolkit provides a case study of how Wirral

developed their current strategy. Forest Research worked with the borough council to understand the

value of the urban treescape by identifying the importance of social and cultural values to Wirral

residents. This was undertaken as part of an i-Tree Eco project that Forest Research delivered for Wirral

Borough Council.

Wirral Borough Council were keen to understand more about residents social and cultural values for

treescapes and stated:

“By incorporating the social and cultural values of trees into our decision-making and policies, we

adopt a more holistic approach to tree management. This ensures that our green spaces not only

meet community needs but also foster public engagement, promote well-being, and play a vital

role in advancing sustainable development”.
(Senior Tree and Woodland Manager)

A survey was developed to investigate the importance of different
social and cultural values. The Council publicised the survey through
its social media, press ads in local papers, and online web presence.
Below is a screenshot of the Wirral's ‘have your say’ platform with a

link to the survey.

304 people responded to the survey; however, it is important to bear
in mind that this was not fully representative of all those in Wirral.
While responses were received from each of the five quintiles of the
Indices of Multiple Deprivation across the Wirral, the more deprived
areas were underrepresented. There was also uneven gender

representation, with over 60% of respondents being women.

Nonetheless the responses provide useful findings.

Have your say

AU st s b e et

Engage with current projects

©
©

REIMAGINE REIMAGINE

NEW BRIGHTON SEACOMBE

Framework Consultation 1



https://treecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/TAWS-Appendix-A.3-Wirral-Borough-Council.pdf
https://www.wirral.gov.uk/about-council/climate-change-and-sustainability/trees-hedgerows-and-woodland/i-trees-eco-study
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The survey in the Wirral included our nineteen statements and focused on local treescapes. The scores
are outlined below. If these local scores are compared to the equivalent questions in our national dataset,
you will see that the scores from the Wirral are generally higher. Potentially the reason for this is
because the survey sample was not representative of all Wirral residents. It maybe that those who
answered the survey were more interested in trees than the wider population which leads to a bias in

favour of those who are likely to value trees more than others.

Median score
Statement Local scores
(national data set Wirral scores
for England)

Of their importance for wildlife 80 100
They make me notice the changing seasons 75 100
They are good for my mental wellbeing 75 100
They are part of our cultural and historic landscape 74 100
| like being a part of a landscape which is also home to wildlife 74 100
Being among them makes me feel more connected to nature 74 100
They contribute to my physical wellbeing 7 100
Being among them | feel a sense of freedom 4l 95
They provide a peaceful refuge for me 4l 95
| feel touched by their beauty 70 94
Old and ancient trees are especially attractive to me 69 100
They provide places to spend time with my friends and family 68 90
They stimulate my senses 68 94
They provide me with places for fun and enjoyment 67 100
They can help me learn more about nature 66 83
Being among them makes me feel part of something bigger than myself 65 83
They connect me with memories from my past 58 70
They provide places for the community to come together 57 74
They make me feel creative and inspired 57 75
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