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Learning Objectives

• Review current evidence 
on nature as medical 
treatment for mental 
health disorders

• Provide tools for 
incorporating nature 
prescriptions into 
practice

• Get us excited to get 
outside! 



Nature as medicine
• Growing body of research, though 

not a new thought
– Hippocrates: walking as “man’s best 

medicine”
– TB treatment  1940s “Mountain 

airs” 
– Han Dynasty “frolicking exercise”

• Newer developments: 
– Attempts to create an evidence 

base and way to study effects
– Nature, green spaces as treatment 

for physical and mental disorders 
on individual and population level



Study: Greening vacant lots
- Randomized trial evaluating effect of 

“greening” vacant lots in an urban 
setting

- Urban setting (Philadelphia): 
randomized lots to nothing, clean up vs 
“greening” (planting simple garden with 
surrounding fence)

- 442 participants, three groups based on 
proximity to lots

- Kessler-6 Psychological Distress Scale 
both prior to the interventions and 18 
months afterward

- Greening intervention group had 
significant reductions in feeling 
depressed or worthless

- Larger effect in poorer areas



Study: Salivary biomarkers
• 8 week study
• 36 urban dwellers
• Nature experience (defined as “spending 

time in an outdoor space that brings a 
sense of contact with nature”) 3 times per 
week for 10 min or more. 

• Goal was to attempt to define a “nature 
pill”

• Salivary samples before and after a NE, 
correcting for normal diurnal fluctuations 
in stress indicators

• Salivary Cortisol: 21.3 %/hour drop 
beyond 11.7% diurnal drop. Activity type 
did not influence cortisol response and 
greatest efficiency was within 20-30 min 
of exposure

• Salivary alpha- amylase, there was a 
28.1%/h drop after adjusting for its diurnal 
rise of 3.5%/h, but only for participants 
that were least active sitting or sitting with 
some walking. 



Dose dependence—120 mins
- Study out of England looking at the 

relationship between nature exposure and  
self reported subjective well-being and self 
reported health

- 19, 806 participants
- Controlled for casual contact (residential 

greenspace)
- No nature vs 120 minutes became 

statistically significant
- Peak at 200-300 min with no further gain
- Nature exposure defined as: time spent in 

open spaces in and around towns and 
cities, including parks, canals and nature 
areas; the coast and beaches; and the 
countryside including farmland, woodland, 
hills and rivers



Park Rx

• RESOURCE PLUG: 
• Park Rx: non-profit organization 
• Mission: “to decrease the burden of chronic 

disease, increase health and happiness, and 
foster environmental stewardship, by virtue of 
prescribing Nature during the routine delivery of 
healthcare by a diverse group of health care 
professionals.” 

• www.parkrxamerica.org



Park Rx cont



Walking in urban vs rural setting
- 708 individuals
- Cross-sectional study of individuals 

who already walked regularly
- Surveyed on mental well-being, 

depression, perceived stress and 
emotional well-being 

- Compared group walks in urban vs. 
rural settings

- Less stress, greater sense of  
well-being if walks took place in 
rural setting (farmland)

- Opportunity/focus for “green 
prescriptions”



Children and Nature

• RESOURCE PLUG: 
– Children and Nature Network

• www.childrenandnature.org
• Research library on effects of nature on children
• Promoting nature engagement and equitable access to 

nature through promotion of evidence based materials 
and advocacy





Challenges/opportunities

• Increasing interest in 
medical community

• Endorsement by 
insurance

• Difficult to 
define/track and 
quantify

• Need for additional 
research on specific 
indications for 
defined disorders



Key Points

• Currently there is enough evidence to start 
prescribing nature

• Some tools exist to help (But we need more 
from Idaho!)

• GET OUTSIDE AND HAVE SOME FUN! (Too 
much? A little manic?)
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• www.childrenandnature.org
• www.parkamerica.org

• Additional resources on request

http://www.childrenandnature.org/
http://www.parkamerica.org/
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