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There is mounting evidence that interacting with 
nature delivers measurable benefi ts to people. 
Though this may seem primordially instinctive, 
interdisciplinary research is providing myriad 
studies illustrating specifi c benefi ts to physical 
wellbeing. Whether it provides distraction from 
pain, fresh air, a bolstered immune system, or 
restoration-  a connection to nature is vital to a 
healthy lived experience.

Figure 1: 
Eco-therapy is an 
emerging modality that 
may recommend outdoor 
therapy sessions or simple 
exercises undertaken 
on one’s own, such as 
listening to birdsongs, 
gardening, visiting a park 
without checking devices, 
and can be part of a 
general approach to well-
being or a supplement to 
treatment (The Atlantic).

Source: https://www.theatlantic.

com/magazine/archive/2015/10/

the-nature-cure/403210/
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I. Constructed Nature Exposure

Viewing a nature scene and listening to accompanying pastoral sounds as a form of distraction 
therapy may reduce pain. Distraction therapy is a technique in which patient attention is focused on 
a pleasant stimulus and away from a stressful or painful one. It often involves having patients look 
at pictures or videos and listen to music or other sounds. (Lechtzin 2003 946). Traditional sedation 
and anesthesia carry risk of adverse reactions and complications, require preparation and recovery 
time for patients, and require training of specialized personnel; all of these factors increase cost and 
discourage institutions from use of these  pain reduction mechanisms. Nature sights and sounds, by 
contrast, intervention is extremely portable, compact, and does not require training to use. (Lechtzin 
2010 970)

Post op patients with the tree view had shorter postoperative hospital stays, had fewer negative 
evaluative comments from nurses, took fewer moderate and strong analgesic doses, and had slightly 
lower scores for minor post-surgical complications patients in similar rooms with brick walls.  Although 
natural scene had comparatively great therapeutic infl uences, views out to a lively city street may be 
just as therapeutic for long-term, chronically under-stimulated patients. (Ulrich 1984 421)

Figure 2: Comparison of analgesic doses per patient for wall-view and tree-view groups. The wall-view group generally 
used more pain-reducing medication. (Ulrich 1984)

II. Healing Gardens

Horticulture therapy can include imagining nature, viewing nature, visiting a hospital healing
garden and, most signifi cantly, physical gardening. The value of connecting to nature in physical, 
occupational, and speech rehabilitation and therapy was formally introduced to medicine in the US 
following the end of World War II. Horticulture therapy in a rehabilitation center not only improves 
health, well-being and life satisfaction, it also mediates emotional, cognitive and/or sensory motor 
functional improvement, increases social participation, and increases ability to be re-employed. 
(Soderback 2004)
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Figure 3: Designing raised bed gardens that can be worked 
with adaptive tools allow for universally healthy body 
mechanics. Meaning resources can be shared by the widest 
possible range of users (Soderback 2004)
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Residents of neighborhoods with poor living conditions and few environmental amenities for 
restoration display more symptoms of chronic stress and poor health independent of the individual 
characteristics of residents. The positive link between green space and health was found to be 
relatively marked among the elderly, housewives, and people from lower socioeconomic groups. The 
researchers attribute these fi ndings to the fact that these groups spend a relatively large amount of 
time in the home. (Van den Berg 2007)

Figure 4: Mechanism of forest bathing-induced production of NK (“Natural Killer”, referring to the compound’s 
reported ability to kill tumors and virus-infected cells through the release of perforim, granzymes, and granulysin. 
This activity is catalysed by exposure to phytoncides, essential oils created in some trees- in this case, cedars.
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III. Real Nature Exposure
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Walking in a nature reserve initially fostered blood pressure change that indicated greater stress 
reduction than aff orded by walking in the urban surroundings. The amount of time spent in nature, 
whether sedentary or active, is also a signifi cant factor in reduction of blood pressure. (Hartig 2003)

“Forest bathing” (short, leisurely visits to a forest) increase levels of naturally occurring intracellular 
anticancer proteins (Fig. 10). Additionally, phytoncides (wood essential oils) released from trees are 
antimicrobial and strengthen the immune system. Incorporating forest bathing trips into a good 
lifestyle was fi rst proposed in 1982 by the Forest Agency of Japan. It has now become a recognized 
relaxation and/or stress management activity in Japan. The results of a study using the Profi le of 
Mood States (POMS) test demonstrated that a forest bathing trip signifi cantly increased the score 
for vigor and decreased the scores for anxiety, depression, and anger. Habitual forest bathing may 
help to decrease the risk of psychosocial stress-related disorders, mental illness caused or infl uenced 
by life experiences (e.g. substance-related disorders, anxiety, schizophrenia, mood disorders, eating 
disorders, identity confl ict, etc.). (Li 2010 10, 16)



idlseattle.com | 4 Copyright @ 2020 University of Washington. All rights reserved. Published 09/01/20

BIOPHILIA
PHYSICAL HEALTH

Research Brief

TH

KEY REFERENCES

Popular Press

Review Articles

Primary Research

Li, Qing. “Effect of forest bathing trips on human immune function.” Environmental health and preventive medicine 15, no. 1 
(2010): 9.

Van den Berg, Agnes E., Terry Hartig, and Henk Staats. “Preference for nature in urbanized societies: Stress, restoration, and 
the pursuit of sustainability.” Journal of social issues 63, no. 1 (2007): 79-96.

Söderback, Ingrid, Marianne Söderström, and Elisabeth Schälander. “Horticultural therapy: the ‘healing garden’ and gardening 
in rehabilitation measures at Danderyd Hospital Rehabilitation Clinic, Sweden.” Pediatric rehabilitation 7, no. 4 (2004): 245-
260.

Hartig, Terry, Gary W. Evans, Larry D. Jamner, Deborah S. Davis, and Tommy Gärling. “Tracking restoration in natural and 
urban fi eld settings.” Journal of environmental psychology 23, no. 2 (2003): 109-123.

Diette, Gregory B., Noah Lechtzin, Edward Haponik, Aline Devrotes, and Haya R. Rubin. “Distraction Therapy With Nature 
Sights and Sounds Reduces Pain During Flexible Bronchoscopya: A Complementary Approach to Routine Analgesia.” Chest 
123, no. 3 (2003): 941-948.

Ulrich, Roger S. “View through a window may infl uence recovery from surgery.” Science 224, no. 4647 (1984): 420-421.

Ulrich, Roger S. “Biophilia, biophobia, and natural landscapes.” The biophilia hypothesis 7 (1993): 73-137.

Ulrich, Roger S. “Effects of gardens on health outcomes: Theory and research.” Healing gardens: therapeutic benefi ts and 
design recommendation (1999).

DiSalvo, David. “Try A Weekly Dose Of Nature To Boost Mental And Physical Health.” Forbes. July 25, 2016. Accessed 

December 14, 2018. https://forbes.com/sites/daviddisalvo/2016/07/25/try-a-weekly-dose-of-nature-to-boost-mental-

and-physical-health/#305dbc204edd.

Hamblin, James. “The Nature Cure” The Atlantic. October, 2015. Accessed December 14, 2018. https://www.theatlantic.com/

magazine/archive/2015/10/the-nature-cure/403210/.

IV.

Print Media

Marcus, Clare Cooper, and Marni Barnes. Gardens in healthcare facilities: Uses, therapeutic benefi ts, and design 
recommendations. Concord, CA: Center for Health Design, 1995.


