THE NEW MINDFULNESS GetOut

Spending more tifne in the
great outdoors may be the
ultimate natural remedy

By Alexandra Sifferlin

IT SOUNDED MORE LIKE A LARK THAN A SCIENTIFIC
study when a handful of Japanese researchers set out
to discover whether something special—and clini-
cally therapeutic—happens when people spend time
in nature. They were inspired by a new recommen-
dation from the Forestry Agency of Japan, which in
the early 1980s began advising people to stroll in
the woods for better health. The practice was called
forest bathing, or shinrin-yoku, and it was believed
to lower stress—but that hadn’t been proved. Since
then, evidence has shown that spending time in na-
ture is responsible for many beneficial changes.

In one early study, Yoshifumi Miyazaki, a
forest-therapy expert and researcher at Chiba Uni-
versity in Japan, found that people who spent 40 min-
utes walking in a cedar forest had lower levels of the
stress hormone cortisol, which is involved in blood
pressure and immune-system function, compared
with when they spent 40 minutes walking in alab. “I
was surprised,” Miyazaki recalls. “Spending time in
the forest induces a state of physiologic relaxation”

Another researcher, Qing Li, a professor at the
Nippon Medical School in Tokyo, found that trees
and plants emit aromatic compounds called phyton-
cides that, when inhaled, can spur healthy biological
changes. In his studies, Li has shown that when peo-
ple walk through or stay overnight in forests, they
often exhibit changes in the blood that are associ-
ated with protection against cancer, better immunity
and lower blood pressure. Recent studies have also
linked nature to symptom relief for heart disease,
depression, cancer, anxiety and attention disorders.




1. Nature can lower
blood pressure
Spending time outside is good
for the heart, research shows,
and since high blood pressure
costs the U.S. approximately
$48.6 billion per year and af-
fects 1in 3 Americans, visiting
green spaces may be a simple
and affordable way to improve
heart health. A large June 2016
study found that nearly 10% of
people with high blood pres-
sure could get their hyperten-
sion under control if they spent
just 30 minutes or more ina
park each week. “If everyone
were to make time for nature,
the savings on health-care costs
could be incredible,” says study
author Danielle Shanahan, a re-
search fellow at the University of
Queensland in Australia.

The fresh air could be one
factor, since air pollution has

]
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been linked to a higher risk for
heart attacks, but because the
study participants lived in cities
(and therefore were also being
exposed to air pollution), that
likely isn’t the only driver. Scien-
tists think stress reduction plays
a part. “Nature is undemand-
ing,” says Shanahan. “It requires
effortless attention to look at
the leaves of a tree, unlike the
constant emails at work or the
chores athome.”

Trees’ natural fragrance may
also play a role, as some stud-
ies have shown that phytoncides
lower blood pressure by quell-
ing the body’s fight-or-flight re-
sponse, which stresses the body.

2. Exposure to it can
increase awe

Looking at a stunning waterfall
or an undulating countryside
can do more than enrich your

Instagram feed: it can also elicit
feelings of awe that bring a num-
ber of health benefits. In a 2015
study, researcher Paul Piff of the
University of California, Irvine,
found that people who spent
60 seconds looking up at tow-
ering trees were more likely to
report feeling awe, after which
they were more likely to help a
stranger than were people who
looked at an equally tall—but far
less awe-inspiring—building.
“Experiences of awe attune
people to things larger than
themselves,” says Piff. “They
cause individuals to feel less en-
titled, less selfish, and to behave
in more generous and helping
ways.” The benefits of awe are
physical, too: regularly experi-
encing moments of awe has been
linked to lower levels of inflam-
matory compounds in the body.
Everyday interactions with
nature can also be beneficial.
An April 2016 study of 44 cit-
ies found that urban areas with
more parks scored higher on
measures of community well-
being. That’s likely because
parks give people opportunities
to socialize and be active with
their neighbors, which could
improve health, the research-
ers say. People in cities with
lots of green space were more
likely to report having more en-
ergy, good health and a sense of
purpose too.

3. Time in nature spurs
cancer-fighting cells

An April 2016 study published
in the journal Environmental
Health Perspectives reported
that women living in areas with
alot of vegetation had a 12%
lower risk of death from all
causes compared with people

in the least green places. That
could be thanks to cleaner air,
but nature may also offer its own
medicine. Li’s research at Nip-
pon Medical School shows that
when people walk through a for-
est, they inhale phytoncides that
increase their number of natural
killer (NK) cells—a type of white
blood cell that supports the im-
mune system and is associated
with a lower risk of cancer. NK
cells are also thought to have
arole in combating infections
and autoimmune disorders and
tamping down inflammation,
which contributes to a wide
range of ailments, including
heart disease and diabetes.

In a 2010 study, research-
ers found that people who took
two long walks through forests
on consecutive days increased
their NK cells by 50% and the
activity of these cells by 56%.
Those activity levels remained
23% higher than usual for the
month following the walks. In
another study, Li and his co-
authors found that infusing
people’s hotel rooms with phy-
toncides had some of the same
anti-cancer-cell effects as those
seen among people walking
in forests.

4. It may help with
depression and anxiety
Not surprisingly, urban dwellers
are far more likely to have anxi-
ety and mood disorders than
people who live in rural areas.
That’s the bad news, since about
80% of Americans live in cities.
The good news is that a small
2015 study published in the Pro-
ceedings of the National Academy
of Sciences found that people
who walked for 9o minutes in a
natural setting, such as a forest

or a nature park, were less likely
to ruminate—a hallmark of de-
pression and anxiety—and had
lower activity in an area of the
brain linked to depression than
people who walked in an urban
area. “Accessible natural areas
may be vital for mental health in
our rapidly urbanizing world,”
the study authors write.

The exact mechanism of how
nature helps mood disorders is
unclear, but researchers agree
that at the very least, time in na-
ture tends to lift spirits. “When
you have a short blast of nature
exposure, people’s moods go
up,” says Ming Kuo, an envi-
ronment and behavior scientist
at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign. Another
possibility is that the air near
moving water, forests and moun-
tains contains high levels of neg-
ative ions, which are thought to
potentially reduce depression
symptoms, according to a study
in Frontiers in Psychology.

5. It improves

ADHD symptoms

Small studies in kids with atten-
tion deficit hyperactivity disor-
der (ADHD) have suggested that
nature walks could be a poten-
tial natural treatment to improve
attention. In one study, a team
led by Kuo of the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
had kids with ADHD take three
20-minute walks, without their
medication, in different loca-
tions: a park, a neighborhood
and an urban area. When the re-
searchers tested the children af-
terward, they found that after a
park walk, the kids were able to
concentrate substantially better
than after a walk in the other set-
tings. In a separate 2011 study,

Kuo and her team found that
children who regularly played in
outdoor areas had milder ADHD
symptoms, according to their
parents, than kids who played
indoors or in areas with less na-
ture access. “Nature gives the
part of the brain that’s used in
effortful concentration a rest,”
says Kuo. “If you spend time
doing something mentally relax-
ing, you feel rejuvenated.”
Interacting with nature may
help all of us concentrate bet-
ter. One University of Michigan
study found that short-term
memory improved by 20% after
anature walk but didn’t change
after a walk through city streets.

6. Even fake nature

has its benefits

Before you plan an escape to the
country, consider this: “There
is plenty of evidence that you
will get a range of benefits even
if all you can manage is putting
a plant in your room or looking
at trees through your window at
home,” says Shanahan.

Even if they’re artificial, the
images, sounds and smells of na-
ture can have positive health ef-
fects. Listening to nature sounds
via headphones, for instance,
has been shown to help people
recover faster from stress.

Having a window view can
improve attention, reduce stress
and even help people heal after
operations, according to re-
search. One widely cited study
that looked at people recovering
from abdominal surgery found
that those with tree-lined views
were released faster from the
hospital, experienced fewer com-
plications and required less pain
medication than people whose
rooms faced a brick wall. m
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