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About Branching Out
Branching Out is a research project funded by the Future of UK 
Treescapes programme.

The project aimed to develop new ways of mapping, predicting, 
and communicating the social and cultural values of trees. 
We combined biophysical data and storytelling with a view 
to supporting robust, evidence-based decision-making and 
management of UK treescapes.

Read more about the project on our website.  

Methods
Throughout the project, we used storytelling as a way of capturing past, 
present, and future values of trees through narratives. We used these to co-
produce a framework for describing values.

We also captured historical and current data about trees and mapped 
social and cultural values directly onto real-life trees and treescapes where 
possible. The research was focused on three case study cities: York, Cardiff, 
and Milton Keynes.

As part of the wider project, we:

•	 gathered folklore tree stories of the past

•	 explored historical maps to identify changes in tree cover over time

•	 gathered remote sensing data to look at current treescapes

•	 ran citizen panels to talk about the value of trees and discuss future 		
	 tree scenarios

•	 worked with decision-makers to explore how they might use our 		
	 research

•	 ran storytelling workshops to gather drawings, stories, and videos 		
	 about the value of trees

•	 organised creative design workshops to develop methods for 		
	 representing values

•	 developed postcards as a way to capture stories about trees.

Social and cultural values in relation to trees are the ways 
in which people and communities value the relationships 
they have with trees. They include: wellbeing, sense of 
place, and aesthetics.

https://www.valueoftrees.co.uk/
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Dashboard and stories
The dashboard presented our participants with a collection of historical maps and current tree cover maps. It allowed them to explore specific trees within 
the case study area and read quotes from the social data relating to those trees.

Participants were also given a range of tree stories and associated values. From these, they decided which stories related to their own tree

Postcards as a method
We used a range of creative research methods to help bring to light different types of values. People explore and express values 
in different ways depending on the activity, and so creative methods can help us achieve a more complete understanding of how 
people relate to trees.

One of the creative methods we used was 
the creation of postcards written to past, 
present, and future trees. This was part of 
a wider exercise during three sessions at a 
Future Treescapes conference in Glasgow 
in 2024. 

During these sessions, participants were 
asked to be one of five trees and were 
given cards with information about their 
tree. They then carried out a series of 
tasks:

•	 Exploring the project dashboard 		
	 and stories about their tree

•	 Filling in a data card with 			 
	 information relating to their tree

•	 Writing a postcard to their future 		
	 or past ‘self ’ as their tree

Using these postcards as an engaging 
workshop activity encouraged participants 
to explore the project’s data and allowed 
us to capture their values for the trees 
in an engaging way. It also helped us to 
collect stories about trees in a simple and 
unique way.



3

Dashboard and stories

The dashboard presented our 
participants with a collection of 
historical maps and current tree 
cover maps. It allowed them to 
explore specific trees within the case 
study area and read quotes from the 
social data relating to those trees.

Participants were also given a range 
of tree stories and associated values. 
From these, they decided which 
stories related to their own tree.

Participants were allocated a tree and received a card like this one with information about their tree.
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Data cards
The data cards asked participants to fill in specific data relating to their tree:
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Writing the postcards
Instructions
Participants specified their trees on the cards and were urged to be creative, 
annotating and colouring their postcards however they liked. The postcards 
were written from the perspective of the trees to either their past, present, 
or future ‘self ’. We chose specific years to give participants a timeframe for 
their ideas on the past, present, and future.

Past
Greetings from the past (1930) to the present: write a postcard to your 
future self that expresses nostalgia. What is your life like? How are you 
doing? How have you been interacted with?

Present
Greetings from the present (2024) to the future: write a postcard to your 
future self that raises concerns or doubts. What do you think will happen to 
you based on what’s going on around you? Why does your current context 
need to change? Who can help?

Future
Greetings from the future (2046) to the present: write a postcard to your 
younger self. What have you learned? Why are you important? What do 
you wish you knew when you were young?
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The final 
postcards
We collected 22 postcards 
and 11 'Find out more' 
cards in total. A subset of 10 
postcards is included here 
as examples of what the 
respondents wrote.

Postcard: Kate Pahl
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Postcard: Jemima Morgan
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Postcard: Ellie Dimambro-Denson
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Postcard: Gill Tavner
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Postcard: Emma Bessent
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Postcard: Simon Carr
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Postcard: Matilda Scharsach
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Postcard: Kate Pahl
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Postcard: Amelia Hood
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Postcard: Fritha West
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Analysis
After collecting the postcards, we carried out a manifest content analysis to find meaning in the stories. This was done through a four-step process of 
decontextualisation, recontextualisation, categorisation, and compilation (Bengtsson, 2016).

The cards were then categorised into different ‘life frames’ which describe the trees’ relational values and relationships with people. The life frames pictured 
in the Values Framework above were based on the IPBES (Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services) Values Typology (IPBES, 
2022).
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What we learned from the postcards
From the analysis, we identified 21 categories (or topics) that were discussed in the postcards, shown in the figure below and further described in the table 
that follows.

Figure 1  Frequency of mentions for each of the 21 categories, split by postcard type (past, present, and future).
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Table 1  Examples of some of the interesting categories covered in the postcards.

Category Content

Appreciation and gratitude People thanking the trees for their fruits and other services. Or sometimes mentions of the trees wanting to be 
noticed, thanked, and appreciated.

Community of trees Trees living together with their friends, such as trees on a lane, or in a community around them.

Death and beyond Trees dying and what happens after their death – providing nutrients to the soil and other benefits.

Observing people Observing people walking past with their dogs, commuting, rushing, playing, etc. Sometimes the people notice the 
trees, sometimes they do not.

Relationship with people How trees and people make each other think and feel, and how they think and feel about each other. Mentions of 
entangled living, sharing of resources, and people fighting for trees' survival.

Growing and ageing Many accounts about how trees grow and age – how it leads to weak branches, fewer fruits, more lichens, and so on. 
These were often told in a human-like fashion, with the writers imagining what experiences and feelings of ageing 
look like for a tree. Sometimes mentioned with sadness around reduced interactions with people and animals who 
visit younger trees.

Feelings Expressions of the trees feeling sad, happy, jealous, etc.

Changed environment and 
surroundings

Environmental changes such as climate change or changed surroundings, such as carless streets. These were always 
in postcards from the future telling how things have changed – for the better or the worse.

New generation of trees As time passes, new trees grow. These can sometimes provide more resources and gain more interaction with people 
than the older trees.

Providing for people Providing fruits, shelter, and a place to rest.
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The values we hold for trees can 
be seen as a spectrum from a 
one-way use of trees by humans, 
to an interwined relationship, to 
a mutual relationship as shown 
in the figure below. This gradient 
of 'life frames' is illustrated in the 
Values Framework on page 16.

Figure 2  Life frames as presented in the postcards mapped onto those from the Values Framework
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Key takeaways
•	 The participants often considered the trees’ 		
	 experiences from a human perspective, for 		
	 example, imagining how trees experience 		
	 ageing based on how humans age, or 			 
	 considering emotions that the trees might feel.

•	 The participants considered the trees’ 			 
	 relationships with people as well as animals 		
	 and their environment, providing lively 			 
	 accounts of what it feels like to be a tree.

•	 The participants described interactions 			 
	 between people and trees in terms of 			 
	 expressions of gratitude, trees thinking about 		
	 people and their lives, people talking about 		
	 trees with each other, and sometimes people 		
	 working to protect trees.

The postcards from the future often focused on 
changes to the world the trees inhabit, while 	
postcards from the past focused on the trees’ 
feelings and anticipations for the future.
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Feedback from participants
At the end of the session, participants provided feedback on Post-It notes which they 
were asked to stick onto the branches of a ‘tree’. They were given three categories to help 
guide their feedback, which we have summarised here.

Ideas the session prompted
•	 The importance of culture and inclusion of culture in science

•	 Appreciating the opportunity and importance of taking the perspective of the tree

•	 The power of stories

Key words to describe the session
•	 Fun

•	 Interesting

•	 Engaging

•	 Thought-provoking

A lesson learned
‘Our small everyday stories 
and interactions with local 

trees hold a lot of importance 
and power, even if it is 

difficult to quantify’

Conclusion
The postcards were a creative way to engage participants with the stories of individual 
trees, and were useful and enjoyable as a conclusion to the sessions after the participants 
had spent some time exploring the dashboard.

The postcards reflected a wide range of ways in which people relate to trees through 
diverse stories written from different perspectives and with a range of endings.

The Branching Out project team hope to see some of the more positive future scenarios 
from the postcards come to life.
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