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INSPIRATIONAL ENVIRONMENTS – GO NATURAL 

Forest bathing: 1:18 min clip by World Economic: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stuZaKB9j7I 

Shinrin-Yoku, “forest bathing” or 

“taking in the forest atmosphere” is 

the practice of spending time in the 

forest for better health, happiness, 

and a sense of calm. A pillar of 

Japanese culture for decades, 

Shinrin-Yoku is a way to reconnect 

with nature, from walking mindfully in 

the woods, to a break in your local 

park, to walking barefoot on your 

lawn. The purpose is twofold: to offer 

an eco-antidote to tech-boom 

burnout and to inspire residents to 

reconnect with and protect the country’s forests. Forest therapy walks are slow, gentle, and 

not meant to be calorie burning. We have appreciated the power of nature for thousands of 

years, going back to Persian times, and during the dark ages where monastic gardens were 

created for the monks.  

Forest environments affect humans via their five senses, providing sensory stimulation e.g., such 

as vision (scenery), olfactory (smell of wood), auditory (sound of running streams or the rustle 

of leaves), tactile sensation (feel of the surfaces of trees and leaves). They also heighten other 

senses, not just the five senses mentioned earlier, but the “interperceptive” senses, such as the 

sensation of hunger or thirst; the sense that as you walk in the dark to your car there is someone 

behind you; and the so-called “extraperceptual” field of awareness.  Then there are the senses 

of direction and balance. All of these senses are brought into alignment through the practice 

of forest therapy. 

In a 2017 researchers identified physiological, therapeutic benefits for forest bathing Among 

the recorded benefits are improvements to the immune system, cardiovascular system and 

the respiratory system. It also can help with such things as hypertension, allergies, mood 

disorders such as anxiety or depression, and overall mental relaxation. Forest bathing tends to 

lower cortisol levels, a marker of stress, better than taking part in other activities, a review of 30 

studies found. Forest bathing is also found to boost the activity of natural killer cells (NK), a type of 

white blood cell that supports the immune system and is associated with lower risk of 

cancer.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=stuZaKB9j7I
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5580555/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2164956119848654
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6589172/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5981243/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00484-019-01717-x
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17903349/
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Dr Qing Li, a professor at the Nippon Medical School in Tokyo, found that trees and 

plants emit aromatic compounds called phytoncides that, when inhaled, can spur 

healthy biological changes in a manner similar to aromatherapy. Li’s research shows 

that when people walk through forest, they inhale phytoncides that increase our 

number of NK cells. NK cells are also thought to have role in combating infections and 

autoimmune disorders and decreasing inflammation, which contributes to a wide 

range of ailments including heart disease and diabetes. In a study researchers found 

that people who took two long walks through forests on consecutive days increased 

their NK cells 50% and activity of these cells by 56%. Those activity levels remained 23% 

higher than usual for the month following the walks. So, let’s embrace the Johnny 

Walker slogan: “Keep on walking” to leverage these benefits.  

Nature restores mental functioning in the same way that food and water restore bodies. The 

business of everyday life, dodging traffic, making decisions and judgment calls, interacting 

with strangers, is depleting, and what man-made environments take away from us, nature 

gives back. There's something mystical and, you might say, unscientific about this claim, but at 

its core rests what psychologists call Attention Restoration Theory, or ART. According to ART, 

urban environments are draining because they force us to direct our attention to specific tasks 

(e.g., avoiding the onslaught of traffic) and grab our attention dynamically, compelling us to 

"look here!" before telling us to instead "look over there!" These demands take their toll, but 

they’re absent in natural environments. Forests, streams, rivers, lakes, and oceans demand very 

little from us, whilst still being engaging, dynamic, and attention-grabbing. The difference 

between natural and urban landscapes is how they command our attention. While man-

made landscapes bombard us with stimulation, their natural counterparts give us the chance 

to think as much or as little as we'd like, and the opportunity to replenish exhausted mental 

resources. 

 

Attention Restoration Theory (ART) focuses on human cognitive processes. It argues that 

mental restoration occurs when an individual is exposed to the environment and eliminates his 

or her use of ‘‘directed attention’’ by distancing himself or herself from routine activities or 

thoughts (‘‘being away’’); being attracted by objects without any effort (‘‘fascination’’); 

feeling connectedness to the world beyond what is immediately perceived (‘‘extent’’); and 

feeling support for his or her intended activities from the surrounding environment 

(‘‘compatibility’’).  

Researchers conducted a walking exercise for individuals with depression in natural and urban 

areas, and the results showed that patients’ positive mood and memory capacity improved 

to a significantly greater extent after a nature walk compared to after an urban walk. In 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/5942184_Forest_Bathing_Enhances_Human_Natural_Killer_Activity_and_Expression_of_Anti-Cancer_Proteins
https://positivepsychology.com/attention-restoration-theory/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22464936/
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addition, the degree of the effect observed was nearly five times as large as that in another 

study with healthy individuals.  

Adam Alter, an assistant professor of psychology at NYU referenced in his book a fascinating 

study, where two environmental psychologists approached 337 sets of parents who lived with 

their children in five rural communities in upstate New York. They scored the "naturalness" of 

each family's home, awarding points for natural views, indoor plants, and grass-covered yards. 

Some of the children had experienced little stress growing up, rarely fighting or getting 

punished at school, but others were bullied and struggled to get along with their parents. When 

the researchers measured the happiness and well-being of the students in their study, they 

noticed that those who had experienced hardship, were distressed and lacking in self-esteem, 

except when they lived in more natural environments. The presence of nature seemed to 

buffer them against the stresses that hampered other children who lived in predominantly 

man-made environments. 

 

A United Kingdom-based study of over 7,500 pregnant women found that those who had the 

most green space near their homes were 18-23 percent less likely to experience depressive 

symptoms, compared to those who lived in areas with the least amount of green.  In 

Philadelphia, PA, Dr South and her colleagues conducted a first-of-its-kind study to see if 

planting new micro-green spaces in previously urban vacant lots could impact health. This 

study, a randomized controlled trial which provides high quality scientific rigour, found that 

people living near these new green spaces felt less depressed and had overall improvements 

in their mental health; people who lived near areas that did not get new green space had no 

improvements in their mental health. These effects were the strongest for people living in 

neighbourhoods below the poverty line. On a personal note, I have started a small project just 

outside Humansdorp in the Eastern Cape with a remarkable person aptly called Perseverance 

Lithemba Booy. We call it Gardens of Hope. He has created these inspiring lovely little gardens 

from what he could find, and they are a testament to his name, what a person can do when 

they have a vision.  Over time we hope to get others involved and extend his gardens 

throughout the township.  

Burnout, characterized by symptoms of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and loss of 

personal efficacy, has skyrocketed among healthcare providers, namely nurses and doctors. 

The negative consequences are far-reaching, impacting personal wellbeing and relationships, 

quality of patient care, and costs to the health system. Some employers are exploring 

innovative ways to leverage nature to mitigate burnout and enhance wellness. In Portland, OR 

a hospital created a micro-green space at the threshold of an intensive care unit, 

encouraging staff to use the space during their workday. A study that looked at symptoms of 

https://www.amazon.com/Drunk-Tank-Pink-Unexpected-Forces/dp/0143124935
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26560759/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2688343
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30385543/
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burnout in nurses who took their breaks outdoors versus indoors found that the former had 

fewer symptoms of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization. 

The benefits of awe are physical too: regularly experiencing moments of awe has been linked 

to lower levels of inflammatory compounds in the body. Everyday interactions with nature can 

also benefit. An April 2016 study of 44 cities found that urban areas with more parks scored 

higher on measures of community well-being. It’s probably because parks give people 

opportunities to socialize and be active with their neighbors, which could improve health, the 

researchers say. People in cities with lots of green space were more likely to report having more 

energy, good health and a sense of purpose too. 

 

 In closing remember there is no WIFI in the forest, but you probably will find a better 

connection. 

 

Inspiring home environment hacks 

We might not all have easy access to nature, but we can build an environment that inspires 

and turbo-boosts us. I have lent on the creative insights of Dan Buettner in his book Thrive, for 

some ideas: 

Sanction screen time: take TV’s and electronics out of bedrooms and kitchens. Limit the 

amount of time you spend in front of the goggle box, and rather participate in activities that 

involve others. 

Adopt a pet: pets foster self-esteem, calmness, soothing and a feeling of acceptance. You 

also tend to exercise more if you take you four-legged friend for a walk.   

Designate a Flow room: if you have the space, place a large table in the middle of the room 

to accommodate whole family projects. Line the room with books. Lose the clock, TV, 

computer or any other distracting device. Make it the most aesthetically appealing room in 

the house (best natural light and nicest furniture) so you will be drawn to it.   

Create a pride shrine: find a space (preferably where there is heavy footfall like a passage or 

where you will see it often (toilet) that reminds you of beloved people, accomplishments 

and/or events that you are proud of/inspire you.  

Green fingers: by growing a garden we are connecting with nature, we stir something primal 

inside ourselves, plus you get to eat and enjoy nature’s bounty.   

https://www.amazon.com/Thrive-Finding-Happiness-Blue-Zones/dp/1426208189
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Beam me up Scotty: for those that are more technologically inclined, games and apps can 

be used to build happiness through engaging activities. Here are some examples:  

1. SuperBetter gives power-ups, challenges, and quests as you engage in happiness-

boosting activities. 

2. McGill’s online self-esteem-boosting games. 

3. Personal Zen builds your ability to pay attention to the positive. 

4. The smiley face game increases accessibility of positive words and concepts. 

5. Create your own Pinterest board to keep track of all the things you enjoy doing. 

6. Happiness Drawing Activity helps you discover your definition of happiness. 

7. Positive attention can be increased with this game from Greater Good Science 

Center and you can strengthen your neural networks to be more sensitive to positive 

information. 

CONCLUSION  

 

In the prophetic words of Henry David Thoreau, lets embrace not resist the power of nature…. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.superbetter.com/
http://selfesteemgames.mcgill.ca/
http://www.personalzen.com/
http://lifenik.com/game
https://www.pinterest.com/
https://www.berkeleywellbeing.com/what-does-happiness-look-like.html
https://www.berkeleywellbeing.com/positive-attention.html
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