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Literature review: How does outdoor play influence the emotional wellbeing of preschool-aged children?
A great deal of literature on early childhood suggests strong connections between outdoor play, physical activities, and emotional wellbeing. According to Ouvry & Furtado (2019), the importance of outdoor environments lies in holistic child development where not just physical, but also cognitive and emotional growth occurs. Thus, when a child builds physical skills, he or she simultaneously creates images of one's capabilities, which, in turn, leads to emotional development including such dimensions as confidence and awareness. In other words, outdoor activity helps a child to develop both physical and emotional aspects of life. At the same time, evidence regarding brain development shows that physical activity can influence cognition and learning and, therefore, support the idea that outdoor physical activity is beneficial for overall child development. Moreover, the connection between physical activities and health consequences can be found in the literature. To be precise, Olive et al. (2014), in the sample of 723 children, established that higher fitness levels were correlated with a lower number of depression-related symptoms and better body image regardless of the body composition. Although physical activity per se had no effect on body dissatisfaction, it could be considered a protective factor against emotional problems in children. In other words, it is not suggested that physical outdoor activities will solve all emotional issues, but they can decrease the risk of depression.
Building on this discussion, longitudinal studies question such an assumption about the sustainability of the preventative role of physical activities. For example, Slykerman et al. (2019) found no significant relationship between objectively measured physical activity and sleep duration and depressive symptoms among teenagers aged sixteen in a study following individuals since birth until 16. Nonetheless, the researchers state that even though physical activity does not prevent subsequent depression on a population scale, it can be beneficial when implemented as an intervention strategy among teenagers who already have emotional problems. It is worth mentioning that this research contributes to the literature with the idea that while physical activities outdoors can help maintain short-term emotional wellbeing, this method alone cannot serve as a protection against mental problems in the future. As a result, outdoor physical activities need to be considered in combination with other factors impacting emotional well-being.

Unlike physical health-focused research, studies focusing on forest schools pay particular attention to emotions and socialization. Knight (2013) found out that forest schools can positively influence such children's traits as motivation, attention span, and self-confidence. With children developing new skills in outdoor settings, their self-respect increases, contributing to the formation of a positive developmental spiral where increased self-respect stimulates the desire to gain experience and learn more. At the same time, Knight states that giving children an opportunity to establish personal boundaries can improve their behavioural regulation and control. Another positive feature of playing outdoors identified by Maynard and Waters (2014) is that forest play enables children to feel capable of doing certain things and thus develop emotionally due to managed risk-taking. Moreover, they propose that interaction with nature and its slow pace of life can assist in emotional recovery and increase patience in children.
In conclusion, research findings show a clear link between outdoor activities and various aspects of emotional well-being among preschool-aged children with emphasis on confidence, self-control, and decreased emotional problems. On the other hand, results from studies conducted are inconsistent especially regarding the predictive power of physical exercise on children's psychological health. While some studies have clearly indicated that emotional benefits of outdoor play among children last long, others indicate that such benefits only exist in the short-term, making their lasting effects less predictable. Therefore, there is still inadequate information on the underlying process behind outdoor play's effect on children's emotional well-being and the conditions under which such benefits can be sustained. Thus, additional research should be done to establish how particular outdoor experiences, whether structured or otherwise, affect emotional well-being among young children.

Methodological considerations  
The proposed research project aims at assessing the impact of outdoor play on the psychological well-being of pre-school age children. Based on the subject matter, the most suitable methodology to employ in this research is the qualitative one. The use of qualitative research methodologies in studying early childhood topics is highly recommended since such methods allow researchers to gain insights into people's experiences, emotions, behaviour, and interactions in their natural environments. Unlike quantitative research, qualitative research allows for a more detailed exploration of meanings and interpretations.
McLoughlin (2007) argues that although quantitative research is often associated with advancing disciplines through measurable evidence, qualitative studies continue to have significant influence because they shape understanding and encourage different ways of thinking about issues. This demonstrates that qualitative research remains highly relevant and respected within academic research despite the continued emphasis on measurable data. A qualitative approach would be particularly suitable for this study because emotional wellbeing in preschool children is complex, subjective, and socially influenced. Emotional wellbeing cannot always be accurately measured through statistics alone, especially in young children who may struggle to verbally communicate emotions in a structured manner. Nutbrown (2011) suggests that qualitative research has the potential to reveal the “exceptional within the everyday” by providing insight into children’s lived experiences and social worlds. This is important within early years settings where behaviour, interaction, and emotional expression are often context dependent. Qualitative research therefore allows for a more holistic understanding of how outdoor play may influence confidence, emotional regulation, independence, and social wellbeing in preschool children.
Six to eight early childhood educators who work in preschools or nurseries would make up the small sample for the proposed study. Purposive sampling, which chooses participants based on their pertinent knowledge and expertise, would be used to choose practitioners. Because the participants would already have professional expertise observing children's emotional reactions and behaviours during outside play, purposeful sampling would be suitable. Purposive sampling, as opposed to probability or random selection, enables researchers to deliberately choose participants who are most likely to offer in-depth and significant insights pertinent to the study topic. In this situation, professionals who deal closely with preschoolers would have the observational expertise and real-world experience needed to provide meaningful qualitative data.
It would be preferable to use a smaller sample for this study because qualitative research requires in-depth analysis of data rather than wide generalization. The goal is not to generalize the obtained results and apply them to all early year’s settings but to gain deeper insight into practitioners' views and experience. Therefore, the smaller sample will allow conducting more comprehensive analysis and finding recurring themes within interview transcripts. Furthermore, working with a small number of participants will also be easier because the researcher will have enough time to conduct interviews and analyse collected information according to ethical guidelines of educational research. As for the data collection strategy, semi-structured interviews will be used for collecting data in this study. This type of interview allows the researcher to create a structure for the interview by preparing questions in advance but still have an opportunity to ask probing questions based on participants' answers. Thus, it will be possible to gain insights into the emotional wellbeing of children by asking practitioners about their observations related to children's emotions during outdoor activities and the role of outdoor learning environment for developing children's self-confidence and independence and promoting emotional regulation. Moreover, this strategy fits the requirements of qualitative research by encouraging critical reflection during the interviews, not limiting the discussion to obtaining factual answers. According to Mikuska and Lyndon (2021), qualitative collaboration involves emotional investment from researchers who reflect on their interpretive practice at each stage of research. Thus, qualitative interviews are likely to produce richer data because they will help participants express their experience freely while encouraging researchers to critically evaluate the meaning of their responses. While observational studies could have been conducted in this case, they were not chosen as the data collection method. Observational studies are usually conducted when studying early years education since they allow evaluating children's behaviours in their natural environment. However, observations face many difficulties as there is no such thing as objective observation. According to Nutbrown (2011), observations are mediated through linguistic, social, and subjective interpretation. Thus, gender, class, ethnicity, and personal experience affect the interpretation of observed behaviours, seeing process inconsistent.
Furthermore, observational methods may be influenced by the Hawthorne effect. Elston (2021) explains that the Hawthorne effect occurs when individuals alter their behaviour because they are aware they are being observed. Within early years settings, both practitioners and children may behave differently if they know research is taking place. Practitioners may consciously attempt to demonstrate positive practice, while children may respond differently to unfamiliar adults observing them. This could potentially reduce the reliability and authenticity of findings. Although the Hawthorne effect cannot always be eliminated completely, awareness of its influence is essential when designing research studies. Questionnaires were also considered but were rejected as the primary research method. While questionnaires can gather information from larger numbers of participants quickly and efficiently, they are often limited in the depth of information they provide. Closed questions may oversimplify emotional experiences, while written responses may lack detail and clarification. Since this study aims to explore practitioner perceptions and interpretations regarding emotional wellbeing, qualitative interviews would be more suitable than quantitative surveys. McLoughlin (2007) suggests that qualitative research contributes significantly to understanding because it shapes perspectives and encourages deeper thinking rather than merely producing measurable outcomes. This further supports the decision to prioritise qualitative methods over quantitative approaches within this proposed study. Although the study would primarily adopt a qualitative approach, elements of triangulation could also strengthen the research process. Triangulation refers to the use of multiple methods, researchers, or data sources to improve the credibility and validity of findings. Leavy (2020) argues that multiple methodologies should be viewed as an advantage rather than a limitation because reality itself is dynamic and pluralistic. This perspective supports the use of methodological flexibility within educational research. In this study, triangulation could involve combining interviews with brief observational notes or reflective practitioner journals to compare findings across different sources of data. Using triangulation may help identify consistent themes while reducing the likelihood that findings are based solely on one perspective or method.
The involvement of children within research also requires careful methodological consideration. Brown and Perkins (2019) emphasise the increasing importance of recognising children’s voices and participation within research practices following the development of children’s rights frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). However, the authors also highlight concerns regarding the ethical and practical challenges of involving noticeably young children directly in research. For this reason, the proposed study would focus primarily on practitioner perspectives rather than direct interviews with preschool children. This would reduce ethical complications while still enabling insight into children’s emotional wellbeing through the experiences of professionals who collaborate closely with them. Additionally, the research would adopt a reflexive approach throughout the process. Reflexivity involves researchers critically examining how their own perspectives, assumptions, and emotional responses may influence the research process and interpretation of findings. Mikuska and Lyndon (2021) argue that collaborative reflection allows researchers to gain greater insight into narratives and interpretations. In this study, reflexivity would be important because personal beliefs regarding outdoor play and emotional wellbeing could unintentionally shape interview questions or interpretations of participant responses. Maintaining awareness of potential researcher bias would therefore improve the overall credibility and trustworthiness of the study.
Overall, a qualitative methodology using purposive sampling and semi-structured interviews would provide the most suitable approach for investigating the impact of outdoor play on emotional wellbeing in preschool children. This methodological approach would enable detailed exploration of practitioner experiences while recognising the socially constructed and context-dependent nature of emotional wellbeing within early years settings. Although limitations such as subjectivity, researcher bias, and the Hawthorne effect must be acknowledged, the use of reflexivity and triangulation would help strengthen the credibility of the research. Consequently, the proposed methodology would provide an effective framework for exploring how outdoor play may support emotional wellbeing during early childhood.

Ethical considerations
Ethics form an integral part of any research conducted in early years education, particularly when the investigation involves young children as well as their psychological wellbeing. Children have been widely considered as a vulnerable group of participants in any research because of factors such as their age, development, and dependency. Therefore, there is an obligation for all participants in the study to be treated with dignity, integrity, and respect always during the research. In this current research about the effect of outdoor play on psychological wellbeing in pre-schoolers, ethics should be considered in all aspects of the research, from recruitment, data gathering, confidentiality, consent, to data storage. The importance of ethics in research in education emanates from the fact that researchers always conduct investigations in environments of imbalance in power between adults and children.
Manderius et al. (2023) identify four key ethical principles that form the basis of ethical research: autonomy, beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice. Respect for autonomy involves ensuring that participants have the freedom to make informed decisions regarding their participation in research. Beneficence refers to promoting wellbeing and positive outcomes, while non-maleficence focuses on avoiding harm to participants. Justice involves ensuring fairness and equal treatment throughout the research process. These principles are highly relevant within early years research because both practitioners and children must be treated ethically and respectfully throughout the study. Manderius et al. (2023) further argue that trust, care, and solidarity are also important components of ethical research, suggesting that ethical practice extends beyond simply following rules and instead involves building respectful and trustworthy relationships with participants. In the current study proposal, informed consent would be taken from all the early years practitioners involved in the interviews. All the participants would be provided with an information sheet, which will inform about the purpose of the research, objectives of the study, the methods used in the study, and what it means to participate in the process. The information sheet will further emphasize that participation is voluntary, and therefore, participants can withdraw from the process whenever they wish, without being required to give reasons and/or face any form of repercussions. Following Manderius et al. (2023), transparency will be emphasized throughout the process of obtaining informed consent by informing participants how the data will be collected, stored, and used.
Even though the current research mostly focuses on practitioners and not interviewing preschoolers directly, ethical considerations concerning children are still extremely relevant. According to Hayes (2015), child-focused research involves an intricate interrelationship between the participant role and the protection of the participants. Historically, children have been routinely prevented from participating in research based on their vulnerability and incapability of giving informed consent. On the contrary, today’s research involving children focuses more on recognizing the child as an active participant and acknowledging their perspective and experiences. As per Hayes (2015), preventing children from engaging in any research activities is unethical on its own accord as it deprives them of the opportunity to contribute to knowledge that concerns them. Therefore, even though there will be no child interviews during this research, children's emotional wellbeing is of primary importance. As such, the concepts of assent and dissent play an integral part in the ethics of early years research. As explained by Brown & Perkins (2019), consent and assent are different. Specifically, consent represents the formal agreement provided by adults participating in research or parents acting as participants on behalf of a child. In turn, assent refers to the agreement to take part shown by a child. Consistent with the BERA guidelines for early year researchers (2026), children able to voice their opinions should be given opportunities to do that, depending on their age and development level. In this case, even though parental consent will be sought first if children's observations need to be made, attention will be paid to children's expressions and body language indicating their dissatisfaction or unwillingness to take part. Withdrawal, distress, silence, avoidance, or behavioural changes can serve as signs of dissent. It is important to pay due respect to children's assent and dissent because ethical research should not focus solely on getting adult consent and ignoring the opinion of minors and their feelings.
In addition to this, maintaining the confidentiality and anonymity of participants will be crucial for this project. People should feel comfortable when sharing their personal data and information related to their professional lives with others. According to Manderius et al. (2023), confidentiality is among the fundamental aspects of ethical research because it contributes to building trust between researchers and participants. Thus, to protect participants' confidentiality and anonymity, their pseudonyms will be used when transcribing data and reporting findings. Information that can identify individuals involved in this research, including names of nursery facilities and geographic locations, will be modified accordingly. This measure is especially significant for the professional setting because participants might feel anxious about sharing sensitive information about their working environments. There are also several potential risks to participants that must be considered and minimised throughout the research process. One risk is emotional discomfort. Practitioners discussing children’s emotional wellbeing or reflecting on workplace challenges may experience stress, discomfort, or fear of professional judgement. Participants may also feel pressured to provide socially desirable responses rather than expressing genuine opinions. To reduce these risks, participation would remain voluntary throughout the study, and participants would be reminded that they may decline to answer questions or withdraw from the interview at any point. Interviews would be conducted in a respectful, non-judgemental manner within familiar professional environments to help participants feel comfortable and safe.
However, risk assessment of participants is only one half of the equation. Researchers need to be aware of the potential risks to their own health and wellbeing as well. Emotional challenges are a risk factor for qualitative research that involves interviewing on subjects such as children's well-being. Furthermore, in case the research takes place in an educational setting, a researcher may be involved in a safeguarding disclosure which poses an additional emotional challenge. Reflexive practice and professional supervision will thus help mitigate these potential negative factors. Interviewing in a professional environment will minimize risks related to lone working or safety. The risk posed to the conducting university or institution needs to be considered as well. Breach of ethical standards and legal obligations may result in reputational damage, confidentiality violations, or legal proceedings against the institution. Therefore, before collecting any data, ethical approval would be needed. Adhering to institutional ethics policy, such as UWTSD Research Integrity and Code of Practice Guidelines would assist with ensuring responsible and professional execution of the research. Ethical compliance is important both from the point of view of safeguarding participants' rights but also from institutional perspective.
Collection and storing of the research data will need to be consistent with GDPR 2018 and Data Protection Act 2018. These documents ensure that handling personal information will be legal, fair, and secure. As far as this research goes, the interview recordings, transcripts, and field notes will be stored digitally in a secured form with the use of passwords and encryption software. Access to the data will only be provided to the researcher, and sometimes the academic supervisor. Participants will be notified about how long their data will be stored and destroyed securely. The GDPR laws give the participants a few rights regarding their data. The participants have the right to know how their data is used, the right of access to personal data, and the right to withdraw consent for data use before publishing the information. Ensuring that the participants understand the rights makes the research process more transparent and builds trust. The importance of ethical handling of data becomes paramount in qualitative research considering that the data could contain personal opinions and experiences of the participants.
Yet another ethical issue arising in early years research pertains to the protection of children while ensuring their inclusion. According to Wyse et al. (2017), children tend to be viewed as vulnerable due to physical, psychological, and social reasons. As a result, adults often make decisions on behalf of the children without involving them directly. Moreover, children can be deprived of their autonomy at schools as adults usually have more social power. For this reason, researchers are required to protect children from marginalization and being overlooked during their study. However, it should be acknowledged that preschoolers might not understand the whole process of research as well as their rights.
To finalize, the ethical implications in conducting research in the early years setting with young children should be always prioritized. In conducting this research, efforts will be made to ensure ethical conduct using informed consent, assent, confidentiality, well-being of the participants, and proper handling of the data collected during the research period. This will be ensured through adherence to the existing ethical frameworks for conducting research, such as the BERA framework, the GDPR framework, and institutional research policy guidelines.
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