It's only natural: How time spent in
nature can benefit health and the
planet

CLINICAL QUESTION

What are the benefits of recommending time in nature to patients?

BOTTOM LINE

Spending time in the outdoors for periods of 20 minutes or longer leads to many physiological
and psychological health benefits, including: decreased cardiac risk factors, lowered blood
pressure, reduced symptoms of depression and chronic pain, as well as reduced all-cause
mortality. Increasing exposure to nature can positively impact the environment, by increasing
environmentalist attitudes and behaviours over time. Giving patients physical nature
prescriptions increases daily activity and improves health.

EVIDENCE

Physiological benefit:

e A 2023 meta-analysis of 28 studies determined that nature prescription programs resulted in decreased
systolic blood pressure by a mean difference of -4.82 mmHg, and diastolic by a mean difference of -3.82
mmHg (Nguyen et al., 2023).

e A meta-analysis of 143 studies in 2018 concluded that green space exposure was associated with
decreased salivary cortisol, heart rate, and diastolic blood pressure. Exposure to green space also
decreased the risk of preterm birth, small for gestational age pregnancies, type Il diabetes, cardiovascular
and all-cause mortality, while increasing self-reported good health. The incidence of stroke, hypertension,
dyslipidemia, asthma, and coronary heart disease were also reduced. (Twohig-Bennet & Jones, 2018).

e A 2019 study (n=36) found a significant reduction in salivary cortisol after nature exposure, with greatest
impact in exposures of 20-30 minutes duration. (Hunter, Gillespie, & Chen, 2019).

e Adouble-blind RCT of women with fibromyalgia (n=42) found that multisensory interactions with plants
and soil resulted in decreased clinical pain intensity and increased pressure pain thresholds compared to
a control group that interacted with synthetic imitations (Gungormus et al., 2023)

Psychological benefits:

e Nature interventions had a moderate impact on depression scores and a moderate to large effect on
anxiety scores in a 2023 meta-analysis of 28 studies (Nguyen et al., 2023).

e Areview article in 2013 (n=82 studies) found that interactions with nature had a range of psychological
benefits, including stress reduction, increased self-esteem and mood, reduced anger, and improved
general psychological wellbeing. There was also evidence of positive effects on academic performance
and cognitive function (Keniger et al., 2013).



e A US study of 38 healthy participants found that a 90-minute walk in a natural setting decreases self-
reported rumination, whereas a 90-minute walk in an urban setting does not produce these effects
(Bratman et al., 2015).

e Anstudy in Brisbane, Australia (n=1538) found that green space exposure lasting 30 minutes or longer

was linked to a lower prevalence of depression and hypertension as well as an increase in physical activity
(Shanahan et al, 2016).

e Inasmallsingle-blind control trial of 17 children with ADHD, concentration substantially improved with a
20-minute walk in the park compared to the same length of walk in an urban environment. The effect
sizes were comparable to reported effects of methylphenidate. (Faber, Taylor & Kuo, 2009).

CONTEXT

e Astudyin 2006 (n=2004) found that children’s participation in nature positively impacted environmental
attitudes and behaviours in adulthood (Wells & Lekies, 2006).

e A 2021 review article (n=67) concluded that overall time spent in nature was associated with increased
pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours (DeVille et al., 2021).
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