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Abstract 6 

 7 

 8 

The aim of the study was to investigate the benefits of favourite physical places for well-being based on the 9 

idea of environmental self-regulation. It proposes that everyday favourite places are used as a “coping 10 

mechanism” to enhance subjective well-being through reflection, emotion regulation and withdrawal. We 11 

investigated the connection between reasons for visiting the favourite place, consequent experiences and 12 

perceived well-being (satisfaction with life and perceived health) through structural equation modelling. We 13 

also analysed the reversed model, where well-being affects the reasons for visiting and experiences in 14 

favourite places. Finnish and Hungarian participants (N = 784) answered an internet-based questionnaire. 15 

Concerning the relationships between reasons, experiences and well-being variables, all of the three reason 16 

factors (“Sad, depressed”;” Happy, well”; “Alone, reflective) were significantly and positively related to the 17 

factor “Experiences of positive recovery of self”. This indicates that favourite places do indeed facilitate self-18 

regulation by transforming negative cognitions and feelings into positive ones. However, positive recovery 19 

experiences were not related to well-being but distress experiences were negatively related to life satisfaction 20 

and perceived health. The reversed model revealed a top-down relation of life satisfaction with positive and 21 

negative reasons. 22 

 23 

Highlights:  24 

We investigated the self-reported benefits of favourite physical places for well-being. 25 

Favourite places were visited for depressed, happy and reflective reasons. 26 

Positive recovery of self but also distress was experienced in favourite places. 27 

Positive recovery experiences were not related to well-being. 28 

Distress experiences were negatively related to life satisfaction and perceived health. 29 

Life satisfaction was related to positive and negative reasons. 30 

 31 

 32 

 33 

 34 

 35 

 36 

 37 

 38 

 39 

 40 

 41 
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1. Introduction   42 

 43 

The aim of the present study is to investigate the benefits of favourite physical places for well-being based 44 

on an individual’s environmental self-regulation (Korpela, 1992). Well-being refers to hedonic (subjective 45 

or emotional) well-being focusing on happiness, pleasure attainment and pain avoidance and eudaimonic 46 

well-being focusing on meaning, self-realization and full functioning of the individual (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 47 

From a self-regulation perspective, people are considered as being active and making conscious and 48 

unconscious choices of and in their everyday physical settings based on preferences, emotions, memories, 49 

and habits (Russell & Snodgrass, 1987). Environmental self-regulation reflects the idea that maintaining a 50 

coherent conceptual system (through cognitive reflection) of oneself and an emotional balance between 51 

pleasure and pain is a fundamental aspect of environmental self-regulation taking place in a favourite place 52 

where reflection, emotion regulation and withdrawal are possible (Korpela, 1992). Thus, environmental self-53 

regulation in favourite places includes reflection related to threats to self-experience and self-esteem (related 54 

to eudaimonic well-being), up- and downregulation of emotions (both mood and momentary feelings) and 55 

regulation of stress (related to hedonic well-being).  56 

Earlier self-report research indicates that everyday favourite places are indeed visited to relieve stress 57 

and enhance subjective well-being (Jorgensen, Hitchmough & Dunnett, 2007; Newell, 1997). Places to 58 

which individuals are attached can generate psychological benefits, including perceived restoration 59 

(Ratcliffe & Korpela, 2016, 2018; Scannell & Gifford, 2017). Restorative outcomes established in 60 

restorative environments research (Hartig et al., 2014) and theories (ART by the Kaplans (1989); SRT by 61 

Ulrich et al. (1991)), i.e., relaxation, a decrease in negative and an increase in positive feelings, attentional 62 

recovery, forgetting worries and facing matters on one’s mind have characterized visits to favourite places, 63 

particularly natural ones (Korpela, Hartig, Kaiser & Fuhrer, 2001).  64 

Emotion regulation refers to the activity of coping with moods and emotional situations. This 65 

regulation includes intra- and extraorganismic factors by which emotional arousal is redirected, modified 66 

and modulated in emotionally arousing situations (Cicchetti, Ganiban, & Barnett, 1991). Thus, emotion 67 

regulation is not only an inner homeostatic mechanism but also interaction with the social and physical 68 

environment (Dodge & Garber, 1991). Mood refers to “the core of emotional feelings of a person’s 69 

subjective state at any given moment” (Russell & Snodgrass, 1987, p. 247). Mood may persist or change in 70 

cycles for no apparent reason (Frijda, 1986; Russell & Snodgrass, 1987). Thus, mood refers to a tendency to 71 

feel over a longer time period or to an aggregate evaluation of the prevailing feelings over days or even 72 

months. Feelings refer to momentary short-term emotions triggered by certain reasons/stimuli.  73 

Relatively few studies have focused on the change in mood or feelings when visiting a favourite place. 74 

Self-report evidence from Finnish adults suggests that those with high negative mood were more likely to 75 

choose natural places than other places as their favourite (Korpela, 2003). Negative feelings changed to 76 
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positive ones in natural favourite places, particularly for those with health complaints, such as headaches or 77 

chest or stomach pains (Korpela & Ylén, 2007). Positive preexisting feelings improved or remained positive 78 

after visiting the favourite place (Korpela, 2003).  79 

There is limited evidence suggesting top-down effects (i.e. the effects of past experience, traits or 80 

psychological states) of well-being or mood on the use of environmental self-regulation (Ratcliffe & 81 

Korpela, 2016). Basically, mood affects an individual’s selection of certain places, activities and experiences 82 

while there, and decisions to leave (Kerr & Tacon, 1999). 83 

However, a detailed analysis in one and the same study of the connection between reasons to visit the 84 

favourite place and consequent experiences and well-being is still lacking. Some studies have described the 85 

various reasons for visiting favourite places among adolescents but these have remained uncharted among 86 

adults (Korpela, 1992). The importance of different types of experiences while in a favourite place is not 87 

well known. The relation of favourite place experiences to different aspects of perceived well-being is 88 

unclear. What is known, however, is that in samples from several countries the majority of everyday 89 

favourite places has been natural settings  (Jorgensen et al., 2007; Laatikainen et al., 2017; Newell, 1997) 90 

and a meta-analysis suggests that nature exposure increases positive affect and decreases negative affect 91 

(McMahan & Estes, 2015). Thus, further evidence for using physical settings for emotion regulation comes 92 

from studies investigating the use of nature in general rather than specific favourite places. A Norwegian 93 

study found that using nature pictures both actively for reflection and emotion regulation when 94 

“sad/angry/annoyed or similar”, and passively as a picture on the wall to be looked at daily, improved 95 

positive mood over two weeks (Johnsen & Rydstedt, 2013). Positive mood decreased in the control group 96 

which used a picture of balloons on the wall for daily inspection. Another study among wilderness visitors in 97 

Norway found that a self-reported tendency for positive (e.g., “I go out into nature to experience positive 98 

feelings” / “… joy”) and negative emotion regulation (e.g., “I often go out into nature when I am angry” / 99 

“… sad”) in nature was positively related to restorative outcomes (of relaxation and clearing one’s thoughts) 100 

after a visit to a natural area (Johnsen, 2013). The relationship between natural settings and different aspects 101 

of well-being has been observed in several studies, e.g., good perceived health has been associated with 102 

proximity to the nearest green space (Stigsdotter et al., 2010; Sugiyama, Leslie, Giles-Corti, & Owen, 2008). 103 

More green space in residential areas has been associated with lower levels of depression in a twin-study 104 

design (Cohen-Cline, Turkheimer & Duncan, 2015). Moreover, moving to greener areas has been related to 105 

greater subsequent happiness and life satisfaction over several years (Alcock, White, Wheeler, Fleming, & 106 

Depledge, 2014).  107 

Based on these studies and existing evidence of environmental self-regulation (Korpela et al., 2018), 108 

we suggest that visiting favourite places alleviates stress but also affects emotional (subjective) well-being. 109 

The latter, according to Diener’s (2000) definition, includes general life satisfaction, satisfaction with 110 

important life domains and emotional well-being with high positive affect and low levels of negative affect. 111 

In the present study, we do not include satisfaction with different life domains as measures of emotional 112 
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well-being. Rather, in addition to general life satisfaction we include perceived general health because it has 113 

a positive relationship with exposure to natural settings. Earlier studies suggest that favourite places are 114 

visited for both negative (e.g., when encountering disappointments) and positive (e.g., when experiencing 115 

happiness) reasons (Korpela, 1992). Moreover, internal feelings and thoughts referring to opportunities for 116 

reflection and restoration/recovery have been mentioned as reasons (Korpela, 1992). Earlier research 117 

suggests that both positive experiences (e.g. courage to be oneself) and experiences of reflection take place 118 

while in a favourite place (Korpela, 1992). Thus, we will test a model (Fig. 1) where negative and positive 119 

reasons and reasons relating to the need for reflection are linked to positive or reflective experiences which, 120 

in turn, are linked to life satisfaction and perceived health. 121 

 122 

 123 

 124 

 125 

 126 

 127 

 128 

 129 

 130 

 131 

 132 

Fig. 1. Conceptual main model in the present study; in the reversed model, the arrows flow in the opposite 133 

direction and the columns of reasons and experiences change place.  134 

 135 

No studies have tried to focus on the reversed pathway of how general well-being may be related to 136 

the reasons for visiting a favourite place. People imbue environments with meanings arising from their 137 

current needs and well-being (Degenhart et al., 2011; Kerr & Tacon, 1999; Ratcliffe & Korpela, 2016). 138 

Models of such links in relation to favourite places are lacking and we attempt to fill this research gap. Thus, 139 

the present study seeks answers to the following research questions (a-d) and hypotheses (H1-H4): 140 

a) what are the basic types/factors of the reasons for visiting the favourite place? H1: Based on  earlier 141 

qualitative accounts cited in this article, we anticipate positive and negative reasons and reasons 142 

related to opportunities for reflection 143 

b) what are the basic types/factors of consequent experiences while in the favourite place? H2: 144 

According to existing qualitative accounts cited in this article, we anticipate positive and reflective 145 

experiences 146 

c) how are the reasons for visiting the favourite place related to ensuing experiences while in the 147 

Reasons for 
visiting a 
favourite place: 
Positive  

Negative  

Reflective  

Experiences in a 
favourite place: 
Positive  

Reflective  

Well-being:  
Life satisfaction 

Perceived 
health 
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favourite place and how do these experiences, in turn, relate to well-being, i.e. life satisfaction and 148 

perceived health (the main model)? H3: There is lack of  studies testing any relations between 149 

reasons, experiences and well-being but the existing qualitative accounts cited in this article suggest 150 

that all types of reasons may be related to all types of experiences and these, in turn, to both life 151 

satisfaction and perceived health. In particular, to support the idea of favourite places serving the 152 

down-regulation of negative emotions and experiences, the paths between negative reasons and 153 

positive and reflective experiences, and then, in turn, from these to well-being should be the 154 

strongest ones. 155 

d) how life satisfaction and perceived health are related to the reasons for visiting the favourite place 156 

and how these, in turn, relate to experiences while in the favourite place (the reversed model)? H4: 157 

There is lack of  studies testing these relations but based on the studies on top-down effects cited in 158 

this article, we anticipate that both life satisfaction and perceived health are linked to all types of 159 

reasons (positively to positive and reflective reasons, negatively to negative reasons) which, in turn, 160 

are linked to both positive and reflective experiences. 161 

 162 

2. Method 163 

2.1 Design and procedure 164 

We conducted cross-sectional surveys in Finland and in Hungary in a co-operation project in teaching 165 

psychology. No previous research has addressed the role of favourite places in self-regulation in Hungarian 166 

samples. Thus, the present investigation provides a cross-cultural extension to the existing literature. 167 

In Finland, respondents were recruited in the years 2010-2017 during lectures on research methods in 168 

psychology or via e-mail lists for students. As the exact population of the e-mail lists is unknown, the overall 169 

response rate cannot be reliably evaluated. In Hungary, respondents completed the online version of the 170 

questionnaires in 2018 and were recruited through online platforms and personal networks by students on a 171 

psychology course on assessment methods for the partial fulfillment of the course requirements. Among 172 

those who opened the online invitation, 61.4% completed the whole questionnaire resulting in 483 complete 173 

cases. Translation of the assessment material into Hungarian language was done by a trained translator of 174 

Finnish origin. Moreover, a bilingual A-B translator provided a backtranslation that was discussed in 175 

multiple iterations by the first and last authors in English. The iterative translation-backtranslation process 176 

resulted in a linguistically validated version of the questionnaire package.  177 

The participants were informed that the study was about “people’s everyday favourite place 178 

experiences” and ensured of anonymity and confidentiality in data handling. Voluntary participants filled in 179 

an internet-based questionnaire. In Finland, the students who volunteered were given course credit. The 180 

credit represented the amount of time for taking part in optional psychological investigations (a certain 181 

amount was required for course completion). The participants received no monetary compensation. The 182 
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participants gave their informed consent by filling in the questionnaire; in Finland, this met the ethical 183 

requirements for survey research. In Hungary, the authors obtained IRB ethical approval for the study prior 184 

to the assessment procedure.  185 

The 4.5-page questionnaire took about 20 minutes to complete. For background information the 186 

respondents were asked to state their age and gender; in Hungary, additional items assessed the respondents’ 187 

educational level, working hours per week (if employed), and the place of residence in Hungary (capital, 188 

town or village). The questionnaire was formulated on the basis of earlier studies on favourite place 189 

experiences emphasizing self- and emotion regulation (Korpela, 1992; Korpela & Hartig, 1996): Reasons for 190 

visiting a favourite place included negative reasons like threatening or negative experiences 191 

(disappointments, uncertainty) and conflicts (arguments with other people). Positive and supportive 192 

experiences and also internal feelings and thoughts (clearing one's mind, calming down) referring to 193 

reflection and restoration/recovery were also included as reasons (Korpela, 1992). Experiences while in a 194 

favourite place included positive experiences (pleasure, security, a sense of belonging, freeing the 195 

imagination, the courage to be oneself , autonomy, relaxation, control, privacy, escape from social 196 

pressures), corresponding negative experiences to control for response bias and experiences of reflection 197 

(sorting out one's feelings, clearing one's mind, solving problems, concentrating) while in a favourite place 198 

(Korpela, 1992).  199 

 Thus, the questionnaire contained five sections: remembering and naming a personally preferred, real, 200 

everyday favourite place (as defined by the participants), 14 structured items (+ 1 open-ended question) on 201 

the characteristics of the place, an open-ended description of the frequency of use, 19 structured items (+ 1 202 

open-ended question) on the reasons for visiting the favourite place, 25 structured items on the experiences 203 

in the favourite place, and an open-ended question on the activities in the favourite place.  204 

In Finland, measures of well-being were presented in a subsequent, 4-page, separate questionnaire that 205 

included sections on the use of and preferences for recreational areas, nature connectedness, nature-related 206 

hobbies, physical symptoms, satisfaction with life, everyday hassles and uplifts and self-reported health. We 207 

had no control over the time lag between the completion of the two separate questionnaires; variation ranged 208 

from one day to four months. Besides the measures of satisfaction with life and self-reported health, the 209 

Hungarian version of the questionnaire package contained additional measures of subjective well-being and 210 

mental health (perceived stress and social anxiety) which are not analysed here.  211 

 212 

2.2 Participants 213 

 214 

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the participants of the two separate samples for the two internet-215 

based questionnaires by country of residence, gender and age. A total of 784 participants completed the 216 

questionnaire (n = 301 from Finland and n = 483 from Hungary).  217 
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Table 1. Descriptives of the two samples (N = 783). 218 

  Men  Women  Age range Mean age Md age  

  N % N % years years years 

Finland 40 13.3 260 86.7 18-58 25.3 23 

Hungary 154 31.9 329 68.1 17-86 38.9 36 

 219 

2.3 Measures 220 

2.3.1 Characteristics of the place  221 

The main characteristics of the favourite places for the present study were whether the place was 222 

“natural” or “urban”. These were rated on a 7-point scale (0 = not at all, 6 = fully). 223 

2.3.2 Reasons for visiting and experiences connected to the favourite place 224 

Reasons for visiting the favourite place were elicited with the following question: “How important are 225 

the following situations as reasons when you go to your favourite place?”. The importance of each of the 19 226 

items (see Table 2a) was rated on a 7-point scale (0 = not at all important, 6 = very important). 227 

The experiences while in a favourite place were elicited with the following question: “To what degree 228 

do the following experiences describe/match your experiences while in the place?” Each of the 25 items (see 229 

Table 2b) were rated on a 7-point scale (0 = not at all, 6 = fully). To control for response bias in the 230 

questionnaire, we also included negatively worded experiences (e.g., “Being there feels distressing”).  231 

2.3.3 Subjective well-being 232 

 233 

Satisfaction with life (SWL) was measured using the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, 234 

Emmons, Larsen & Griffin, 1985; for the Hungarian version, see Martos, Sallay, Désfalvi, Szabó & Ittzé, 235 

2014). The respondent is asked to indicate his/her agreement with five statements (e.g. “the conditions of my 236 

life are excellent”) using a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The SWLS has been 237 

shown to be a valid and reliable measure of life satisfaction (Pavot & Diener, 1993; Diener et al., 1985).  238 

Perceived general health was measured by a widely-used single question “How is your health at the 239 

moment?” with response alternatives ranging from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent) (Bronzaft, Ahern, McGinn, 240 

O’Connor & Savino, 1998). Self-rated health is reported to be a valid summary of more detailed measures of 241 

health status (Bailis, Segall, & Chipperfield, 2003), and to correspond well with longevity (Jylhä, 2009). 242 

 243 

2.4 Data analysis 244 
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We used correlation analysis and exploratory factor analyses (EFA) for the preliminary analysis to 245 

identify the latent variables in the data for reasons and experiences in favourite places. For factor model 246 

estimation, we used Maximum Likelihood (ML) method with an oblique promax rotation. In EFA criteria, 247 

we used Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure for sampling adequacy, the conventional eigenvalue criterion 248 

(>1), and no ≥.32 crossloadings for factors (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). We carried out separate EFAs in 249 

both countries (for reasons and experiences) and these yielded identical results, thereby justifying the 250 

pooling of the data for the overall EFA. 251 

To assess associations between variables, we used structural equation modelling (SEM), where all 252 

measures were latent variables except self-reported health, which was measured with one item. The latent 253 

variables except low self-confidence, distress (skewness = 1.87) were only moderately skewed (< 1 or > -1) 254 

(sad, depressed skewness = 0.01, happy, well skewness = - 0.42, alone, reflective skewness = - 0.39, positive 255 

recovery of self skewness = - 0.90, life satisfaction skewness = - 0.47), which allowed us to perform SEM. 256 

To account for potential cultural differences, a country variable was included and thus controlled for in the 257 

models.  258 

In SEM, the covariance matrix was estimated with ML method presupposing multivariate normality of 259 

the variables. This method produces a positive definite estimate of the covariance matrix, also in the case of 260 

missing data. The covariance matrix was first estimated taking into account missing at random (MAR) 261 

values (function mlest in R). The result was identical with the estimates of complete case analysis, which is 262 

used for the models, resulting in N = 576; only well-being measures include missing data. There were no 263 

outliers in this data. In all models, the latent factors were allowed to correlate with each other. The model 264 

fits were assessed according to Kline’s (2016) recommendations: the non-significance of the χ² test, Root 265 

Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) with values smaller than 0.06 − 0.08, Bentler Comparative 266 

Fit Index (CFI) with values greater than 0.90 or.95, and Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) 267 

with values smaller than 0.08 indicating a good fit (Schreiber, Nora, Stage, Barlow, & King, 2006). We also 268 

report a parsimony fit index Parsimonious Normed Fit Index (PNFI). We note, however, that the χ² statistic 269 

nearly always rejects the model when large samples are used and that for PNFI, no threshold levels have 270 

been recommended (Hooper, Coughlan & Mullen, 2008). 271 

All analyses were conducted with R –program, version 3.5.1 and library Lavaan. The required sample 272 

size for EFA and ML method in SEM was set at the recommended minimum of 500 people (Tabachnick & 273 

Fidell, 2007). To check the sufficiency of this, in a priori power analysis, the required number of 274 

observations through RMSEA = .05, power = .80, p = .05, resulted in N = 176 for the main model and in N 275 

= 174 for the reversed model. 276 

 277 

 278 

3. Results 279 
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3.1 Favourite places 280 

We obtained frequencies for the main types of favourite places by combining the rating scale values 6 (very 281 

much) and 7 (fully) for “urban” and “natural” characteristics. This resulted in 438 (56%) natural places and 282 

184 (23%) urban places, leaving 162 (21%) places as “mixed natural and urban”. 283 

3.2 Correlations  284 

Table 2a shows that, in general, the importance of positive and negative reasons correlate significantly. 285 

Specifically, the importance of feeling powerful before visiting the favourite place is related to all positive 286 

and negative reasons. Exceptions are the importance of depression and quarrels as reasons, which do not 287 

correlate with the importance of happiness and good mood. Positive reasons are related more positively and 288 

with larger coefficient eigenvalues than negative reasons to both life satisfaction and perceived health. The 289 

importance ratings of depression, sadness, rejection, setbacks and quarrels as reasons are exceptions with 290 

significant negative correlations to life satisfaction. 291 

Table 2b reveals that experiences of decreased self-confidence, distressing feelings and difficulties in 292 

accepting oneself are negatively related to both life satisfaction and perceived health. On the other hand, 293 

becoming cheerful has a significant positive relationship to both life satisfaction and perceived health. 294 

The correlations between reasons and experiences (Table 2c) are mainly significant and positive. Non-295 

significant correlations appear mainly between neutral (affected, alone, reflection) or positive reasons (Table 296 

2c; columns h-n) and negative self-conception (Table 2c; rows 10, 16) or distressed mood (row 11). Overall, 297 

correlation Tables 2a-c (online appendices) provide an appropriate starting point for SEM analyses to 298 

answer research questions c and d. 299 

 300 

 3.3 Exploratory factor analyses 301 

 302 

On the basis of the EFA of reasons for visiting the favourite place (Table 3), four items were excluded 303 

due to low communalities or double loadings (“when being infatuated with someone”, “having had a stroke 304 

of luck”, “when wanting to calm down”, “when wanting some action”). In line with the first hypothesis 305 

(H1), the solution included three factors explaining 68% of the total variance. The first factor “Sad, 306 

depressed” included negative reasons, such as sadness, depressive mood or feelings of rejection. The second 307 

factor “Happy, well” included positive reasons, such as being very happy and in a good mood. The third 308 

factor “Alone, reflective” includes desires to be alone and ponder on issues. Repeated ANOVA 309 

(Greenhouse-Geisser correction) of the factors’ mean summary scores was significant (F (2,1564) = 166.6, p < 310 

.001; partial η2 = .18) and Bonferroni comparisons confirmed that “Alone” and “Happy” reasons were 311 

significantly more important than “Sad” reasons for visiting the favourite place (both p’s < .001). The factor 312 

correlations show that negative reasons in particular relate to the wish to be alone and reflect in the favourite 313 
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place. Those who visit a favourite place for negative reasons tend also to visit it for positive reasons (Table 314 

2a, Table 3). 315 

Table 3. EFA of the reasons for going to a favourite place (MLE, promax). 316 

Reason  I Sad, depressed II Happy, well III Alone, reflective h2 

when sad .98   .85 

when depressed .94   .79 

someone has left/rejected me .88   .69 

after having a quarrel with someone .86   .65 

having had setbacks .76   .66 

when insecure about myself .69   .63 

when angry .69   .55 

when being affected .50   .46 

when very happy  .97  .85 

when everything goes well  .90  .77 

when in a good mood  .82  .63 

when feeling powerful  .58  .44 

when wanting to be alone   .88 .72 

when wanting to reflect on issues   .82 .65 

     

Eigenvalue 5.17 2.89 1.48  

Cumulative explained variance % 36.9 57.5 68.1  

Mean summary score (SD) of the factor 2.43 (1.74) 3.52 (1.53) 3.59 (1.99)  

Reliability (Cronbach α)                       .93 .87 .80  

Factor correlations I .32 .68  

 II  .35  
Note: loadings <.30 are not shown; KMO = .92; h2 = communality 317 

 318 

Table 4. EFA of experiences in a favourite place (MLE, promax). 319 

Experience:  ”There…” 
Positive recovery 

of self 
Low self-confidence, 

distress 
h2 

I feel I am a unique and valuable person.  .68  .46 

I can recover to be myself after something  has 
touched/affected me.  

.67  
.45 

I can dream and wish to accomplish personally 
important and pleasant aspirations.  

.67  
.45 

Threatening matters or disappointments transform 
in a more positive and brighter direction while 
there.  

.67  
.44 

I can order difficult and worrisome matters in my 
mind. 

.67  
.44 
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I can be free of unpleasant mental strain and 
excitement.  

.66  
.46 

I feel safe.  .65  .45 

I can ponder future threats or problems and 
anticipate solutions to them.  

.64  
.41 

I can see myself from a positive perspective.  .64  .43 

I can have control over my feelings and 
experiences.  

.61  
.38 

I feel I belong there.  .58  .33 

The image of myself changes while there.  .56  .34 

The place affects my mental state. .49  .25 

I always become cheerful.  .41 -.36a .31 

I feel that my self-confidence decreases.   .74 .55 

Being there feels distressing.   .68 .47 

My mood turns gloomy when I go there.   .61 .39 

I feel a failure there.  .57 .32 

I have difficulty in accepting myself as I am while 
there.  

 .56 
.32 

I feel I am losing my self-control.   .52 .27 

The place restricts my autonomy.   .39 .15 

    

Eigenvalue 5.35 2.72  

Cumulative explained variance % 25.5 38.4  

Mean summary score (SD) of the factor 3.97 (1.1) .50 (.68)  

Reliability (Cronbach’s α) .89 .77  

Factor correlation  -.06  

Note: a: The cheerfulness item was included in the positive recovery factor; loadings <.30 are not shown; 320 

KMO = .92; h2 = communality 321 

In the EFA for experiences in the favourite place (Table 4), all items were retained in a two-factor 322 

solution explaining 38% of the variance. The first factor describes “Positive recovery of self” and the second 323 

factor comprising negative experiences can be labelled as “Low self-confidence and distress”. This result 324 

differs from the second hypothesis (H2) as reflection was included in the first factor and the second factor 325 

consists of negative experiences. Paired samples t-test of the factors’ mean summary scores revealed that, on 326 

average, positive recovery experiences were significantly more descriptive of the favourite place 327 

experiences than low self-confidence and distress experiences (t(781) = 74.6, p < .001). 328 

 329 

3.4 Structural equation models 330 

 331 
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 332 

Figure 2. The main model (N = 576). Note: (dot) . p = 0.05-0.1, * p = 0.01-0.05, ** p = 0.001-0.01, *** p 333 

<.001. 334 

 335 

The main model in Fig. 2 shows that all of the three reasons (“Sad, depressed”; “Happy, well”; 336 

“Alone, reflective”) for visiting the favourite place were significantly and positively related to the 337 

experiences of positive recovery of self (β = .20-.33). Sad and depressed reasons were positively related to 338 

the recovery experiences (β = .33) and with a larger coefficient to the low self-confidence and distress 339 

experiences (β = .42). 340 

Happiness as a reason for going to a favourite place was significantly related to experiences of positive 341 

recovery (β = .33) but not to experiences of distress. The desire to withdraw to a favourite place alone or to 342 

reflect was significantly related to the experiences of positive recovery of self (β = .20) but not to the 343 

experiences of low self-confidence and distress. Experiences of positive recovery were not related to 344 

measures of well-being. Thus, H3 was only partially supported as not all types of reasons were related to all 345 

types of experiences. In particular, paths between negative reasons, positive (and reflective) experiences, 346 

and well-being did not emerge as the strongest ones as expected. Instead, experiences of distress in a 347 

favourite place were negatively related to both life satisfaction (β = -.27) and to perceived health (β = -.18); 348 

the more salient the experiences of distress in a favourite place, the lower life satisfaction and perceived 349 

health.  350 
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The model explained more variation in positive recovery (R2 = .42) and experiences of distress (R2 = 351 

.18) than in measures of well-being (R2 = .04-.07). The model fit indices indicated mediocre fit with the 352 

data, as χ² = 2374 (df = 650, p <.001), RMSEA = .07, CFI = .84, and SRMR = .09. 353 

 354 

 355 

 356 

 357 

 358 

Figure 3. The reversed model (N = 576). Note: (dot) . p = 0.05-0.1, * p = 0.01-0.05, ** p = 0.001-0.01, *** 359 

p <.001. 360 

The reversed model (Fig. 3) shows that life satisfaction was significantly associated with two sets of 361 

reasons for going to a favourite place (sad, depressed and happy, well) and perceived health with none. The 362 

more satisfied with life a person was, the more important were happy feelings as a reason for going to a 363 

favourite place (β = .12) and the less important were depressed and sad feelings (β = -.13) as reasons.  364 

Analogous to the main model, the sad and depressed reasons were related both to experiences of 365 

positive recovery (β = .39) and to experiences of distress (β = .36). Happy feelings as a reason for going to a 366 

favourite place were positively related to experiences of recovery (β = .36) but not to experiences of distress. 367 

The desire to withdraw to a favourite place alone or to reflect was positively related to experiences of 368 

recovery of self (β = .22) but not related to experiences of distress. 369 
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In all, H4, anticipating a link between both life satisfaction and perceived health and all types of 370 

reasons (positively to positive and reflective reasons, negatively to negative reasons) and experiences was 371 

not supported. 372 

The reversed model explained more variation in recovery (R2 = .32) and distress (R2 = .23) 373 

experiences than in reasons (R2 = .03-.11). The model fit indices indicated mediocre fit with the data, as χ² = 374 

2559 (df = 647, p <.001), RMSEA = .07, CFI = .82, and SRMR = 0.12. 375 

 376 

 377 

4. Discussion 378 

We aimed to investigate the types of reasons for visiting favourite places, experiences while there, 379 

their mutual interconnections and connections to perceived well-being. In line with earlier studies 380 

(Laatikainen et al., 2017; Newell, 1997), the majority (56%) of favourite places in this adult sample were 381 

natural settings. 382 

In a correlational analysis, we found that people tend to use favourite places on both negative and 383 

positive occasions as the importance of positive and negative reasons generally correlated significantly. The 384 

majority of the reasons and experiences were related to each other and several reasons and experiences 385 

(among those measured in the present study) were related to the well-being variables of life satisfaction and 386 

perceived health. Although causal directions cannot be specified, this supports the general idea of self-387 

regulation and up- and down-regulation of emotion taking place in favourite places and being related to 388 

well-being. 389 

The questionnaire was formulated on the basis of existing qualitative accounts of favourite place 390 

experiences (Korpela, 1992; Korpela & Hartig, 1996) and revealed the factors of being “sad and depressed”, 391 

being “happy and well”, and the desire to “be alone and reflect” on issues. Thus, the themes of emotion 392 

regulation and reflection were evident. However, visiting a favourite place in cases of sadness and 393 

depressive mood were rated, on average, as less important reasons than withdrawal or positive mood. The 394 

current factor solution is not exhaustive (e.g. the need to calm down or process disappointments did not fit 395 

with the factor solution) and future studies to ascertain  the reasons (i.e. situations, emotions and cognitions) 396 

in full are called for. 397 

The experiences while in a favourite place formed two factors “positive recovery of self” and “low 398 

self-confidence and distress” revealing a dichotomy of positive vs. negative or pleasant vs. unpleasant 399 

experiences. The first factor refers to successful self-regulation, i.e. to positive change of experiences related 400 

to the self (e.g. “I can recover to be myself…”) and the ability to reflect on personally important issues. In 401 

addition to these, the pleasant feelings of release from strain, control over feelings, safety and belongingness 402 

loaded on this factor. The second factor contains negative experiences related to the self and negative 403 

mood/feelings. It contains experiences of decreased self-confidence, lower acceptance of oneself, decreased 404 
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self-control and autonomy and also experiences of distress and gloominess. Thus, it seems that the positive 405 

and negative feelings on these two factors are closely related to the self-experience of the person as the 406 

feelings did not form a factor of their own. To summarize, the entirety of reason and experience factors 407 

reveals ingredients for the regulation of positive and negative self-experiences and feelings and the desire to 408 

cognitively reflect on issues in solitude. As the present factor solutions did not include purely restorative 409 

experiences in line with major restoration theories (SRT by Ulrich et al., 1991; ART by R. & S. Kaplan, 410 

1989) neither in the factor items nor in the outcome measures – except for reflection –, a need for future 411 

studies to compare such restorative experiences with self-regulative experiences in favourite places is 412 

evident. 413 

The structural equation models achieved only a mediocre fit with the data. The model fits were 414 

comparable for the main and reversed models although the main model explained variance in experiences of 415 

“positive recovery of self “ slightly more (R2 = .42) than the reversed model (R2 = .32). Thus, we find some 416 

support for but not proof of the tenability of the ideas of environmental self-regulation and reversed 417 

associations. Moreover, the results provide prospects for further research in this area. 418 

In SEM models, not only positive (“happy, well”) and reflective (“alone, reflection”) reasons but also 419 

negative reasons (“sad, depressed”) for visiting the favourite place were significantly and positively related 420 

to the experiences of “positive recovery of self”. This indicates that favourite places do indeed serve self-421 

regulation by transforming negative feelings into positive feelings. This confirms earlier findings (Korpela 422 

& Ylén, 2007) but is still a cross-sectional finding necessitating longitudinal studies in the future. However, 423 

negative reasons (“sad, depressed”) were more strongly related to experiences of low self-confidence and 424 

distress than to positive recovery of self. Thus, negative experiences as reasons do not necessarily change in 425 

the favourite place but remain negative. Not surprisingly, negative experiences in favourite places were, on 426 

average, on a very low level (mean summary score of the factor), meaning that they did not closely match 427 

with people’s experiences in favourite places. Further studies are needed to qualify the circumstances in 428 

which negative experiences change to positive or remain negative. The situation is analogous to coping 429 

research, where the question of the ways in which coping affects different outcomes in both short and long 430 

term has remained challenging (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). 431 

The desire to withdraw to a favourite place alone or to reflect was significantly related to positive 432 

recovery experiences of self but not to experiences of low self-confidence and distress. This again refers to 433 

the successful use of favourite places in the service of self-regulation so that emotionally neutral experiences 434 

– the desire to be alone or to reflect – may turn to positive experiences of recovery of self. The finding 435 

suggests a sequence or co-occurrence of different affect regulation or coping strategies which deserves 436 

separate research efforts (Korpela et al., 2018). Happiness as a reason for going to a favourite place was 437 

significantly related to experiences of positive recovery but not to experiences of distress. Thus, certain 438 

positive feelings can be maintained in a favourite place and are not likely to turn into negative, distressed 439 

feelings. This confirms a previous qualitative observation from adolescents (Korpela, 1992). 440 
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 Contrary to our expectations, positive experiences of recovery of self were not related to well-being. 441 

Consequently, we found no evidence of successful environmental self-regulation (negative reasons relating 442 

to positive experiences) being related to life satisfaction and perceived health. This is contrary to an earlier 443 

study, where perceived frequency of use and efficacy of urban or nature walks or favourite places for affect 444 

regulation were positively related to perceived health (Korpela et al., 2018). The difference in the results 445 

may stem from a mismatch between generality or time frame in the environmental vs. well-being items. 446 

Perceived health and life satisfaction refer to aggregated, stable assessments, whereas experiences in the 447 

favourite places in the present study might have been interpreted as referring to an isolated visit (“how 448 

important are these reasons”/ “how do these match your experiences while in the place”). In the earlier 449 

study, the environmental items were on a more aggregated level (“how frequently do you use that behaviour 450 

to influence your feelings?”) which may have matched perceived health assessment better. Moreover, 451 

common method variance is a problem in both studies, thereby compromising the reliability of the results. 452 

This necessitates further research on other aspects of well-being with different temporal rates of change, 453 

such as stress-restoration (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Ulrich et al., 1991), vitality (Ryan et al., 2010), 454 

eudaimonic well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001) or positive mental health (Tennant et al., 2007). One further 455 

explanation for the present result may be that our measure of favourite place experiences had only a few 456 

emotion-related items and several items focused on reflection and self-related experiences instead. It is 457 

known that positive affect reduces stress and positively affects coping and health (Pressman, Jenkins & 458 

Moskowitz, 2019). In this sense, it is noteworthy that the single items of feeling well or happy as reasons for 459 

visiting a favourite place and the experience of becoming cheerful were all positively and significantly 460 

related to both life satisfaction and perceived health. Conversely, the more salient the distress experiences in 461 

a favourite place, the lower were life satisfaction and perceived health. Thus, we may assume that if self-462 

regulation in a favourite place does not succeed in converting negative self-experience or affects positive 463 

ones, the consequences for life satisfaction and perceived health may be negative. Further studies may 464 

ascertain the question whether experiences of low self-confidence and self-disintegration and negative 465 

feelings in a favourite place can be regarded as a failure of self-regulation or, at least in some instances, a 466 

step in a longer process of recovery. Here, the use of other, validated measures of emotion and self-467 

regulation failures in subsequent studies would be an important next step. The frequency of use of favourite 468 

places may mediate or moderate these relationships and as this was not taken into account in the present 469 

study, future studies clarifying this issue are needed. Moreover, this finding points to the potential need for 470 

guidance and education in using environments to support self- and emotion regulation (cf. Pasanen, Johnson, 471 

Lee & Korpela, 2018).  472 

As country was controlled for in our analyses, it would be important to check the model invariances 473 

across countries and subsamples. Furthermore, although our sample had a fairly wide age range, it consisted 474 

mainly of university students and the majority of the participants were female. We do concede that age and 475 

gender may moderate our results but the exact effects of this are difficult to estimate. There is evidence that 476 



18 

 

age and gender moderate landscape preferences (Sevenant & Antrop, 2010) and that in real-life place 477 

evaluations safety issues may matter more to females than males. However, there is also reason to believe 478 

that the safety restrictions often reported by females do not as such influence the choice of places (as 479 

investigated in the present study) but rather visiting those places in company rather than alone or during 480 

daylight hours rather than in the hours of darkness (Jorgensen et al., 2007). Furthermore, some studies have 481 

reported gender differences in well-being and health at different levels of exposure to nature but the results 482 

are inconsistent (Korpela, de Bloom & Kinnunen, 2015). All in all, the present results must be interpreted 483 

with caution and cannot be generalized to any other population groups or cultural contexts. 484 

As the cross-sectional design of the study does not allow causal inferences, we also analysed the 485 

reversed direction of well-being affecting the use of favourite places. The reversed model showed that life 486 

satisfaction is significantly associated with two sets of reasons for going to a favourite place (“sad, 487 

depressed” and “happy, well”) and perceived health to none. The more satisfied with life a person was the 488 

more important were happy feelings as a reason for going to a favourite place and the less important were 489 

depressed and sad feelings as reasons. This indicates a top-down effect of life satisfaction by increasing the 490 

importance of positive reasons and decreasing the importance of negative ones for going to a favourite 491 

place. Such findings complement research where life satisfaction is regarded as an important predictor of 492 

advantageous daily experiences, such as better momentary affect and less stress (Smyth, Zawadzki, Juth & 493 

Sciamanna, 2017) or future life outcomes (Diener, 2012).  494 

 495 
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Environmental self-regulation in favourite places of Finnish and Hungarian adults 
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Highlights:  

We investigated the self-reported benefits of favourite physical places for well-being. 

Favourite places were visited for depressed, happy and reflective reasons. 

Positive recovery of self but also distress was experienced in favourite places. 

Positive recovery experiences were not related to well-being. 

Distress experiences were negatively related to life satisfaction and perceived health. 

Life satisfaction was related to positive and negative reasons. 

 


