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Stress and stress-related diseases have become a burden to modern society and attention is turning to the forests and the natural world, an environment familiar to us for millions of years, to offer a solution. As we saw in the introduction, nature therapies are a new concept that use a preventative approach to lower stress levels, improve quality of life and potentially reduce the cost and strain on health services that stress-related illnesses cause.

Intuitively, we understand that the natural world makes us feel relaxed. The idea behind nature therapy is to clarify those effects with science, and to use them as a preventative medicine to improve wellbeing in our modern world. Nature therapy is natural, non-invasive and harnesses a quality our bodies already possess: their adaptation to nature.

It is not just forests that can have a beneficial effect on our wellbeing. Other natural stimuli, such as parks, flowers, bonsai and even pieces of wood have been shown to reduce stress, making these effects attainable for all of us, even city-dwellers.
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Nature therapy increases physiological relaxation and improves the body’s resistance to disease.



The aims of nature therapy

Our bodies have become adapted to nature over millions of years of evolution. Even though we may struggle to realize it, living in our modern society puts us in a permanent condition of stress. That is why having contact with nature can help us enter a state of physiological relaxation, as well as bring us closer to our original natural state as humans.

The basic concept6, 7 behind nature therapy is to increase physiological relaxation and act as a preventative medicine by improving the body’s natural resistance to disease, which is suppressed under conditions of stress.

What’s more, nature therapy has a physiological adjustment effect,8 which means that it has a different effect on different individuals. At first we thought that there were errors in the way the data was collected but we have since found that the different results experienced by different people are in fact real. A good example is blood pressure. We found that forest therapy reduces blood pressure in those individuals who start with high blood pressure, while it increases blood pressure in those individuals who start with low blood pressure. This effect makes the therapy especially valuable as it adjusts to the individual, but we need to do more research to find out how and why this happens.

Back to Nature theory

Around seven million years have passed since our ancestors started down the path that has led to the humans we are today.5 As it is only two or three hundred years since the Industrial Revolution, when vast numbers of us moved to urban surroundings, we can say that humans have spent over 99.99 per cent of their time in a natural environment.

In 1800, only 3 per cent of the world’s population lived in urban areas. By 1900, this figure was close to 14 per cent, and in 2016 this reached 54 per cent. The United Nations Population Division predicts that by 2050, this figure will reach 66 per cent.

But genes cannot change over just a few hundred years, so we live in our modern society with bodies that are still adapted to the natural environment. Inevitably, we are in a state of constant stress and the recent rapid spread of computer technology has made this state of stress even worse. In 1984, the American clinical psychologist Craig Brod came up with the term “technostress”. In the three decades since, our world has become even more reliant on technology and even further removed from nature.

My own academic mentor, the physiological anthropologist Masahiko Sato, described in one of his works how cities appeared only very recently in human history,31 how all our physiological functions evolved in a natural environment, and how those functions were made for a natural environment. When we come into contact with nature such as forests, parks and flowers, we feel relaxed. That is because our bodies (including our genes) were made to be adapted to nature. Inspired by the New Zealand researchers Mary Ann O’Grady and Lonny Meinecke,32 I call this Back to Nature theory.

Nature therapy and wellbeing

There is an ever-growing interest in health and wellbeing around the world. Being “healthy” no longer means only freedom from disease as it once did. In my own understanding, being healthy is a state in which the individual can fully exhibit the abilities he or she has. Or, in other words, the state of being healthy is relative to the individual rather than being absolute. Being healthy is also a process – it is the way in which we live.

URBANIZATION

According to a 2014 UN report, 54 per cent of the world’s population lives in urban areas, a proportion that is expected to increase to 66 per cent by 2050. Sustainable urbanization is therefore crucial to successful development, and this includes considering the health and wellbeing of city-dwellers.

Cities are not inherently bad for us, but our bodies need nature in order to regulate and feel more comfortable. This was our understanding, but if we were to make forest therapy acknowledged as a preventative medicine available to all, we needed to prove how our physiology responds to different habitats.

LIVING IN THE 21ST CENTURY

There isn’t really a word for “stress” in Japanese, so we often use the English term “stress” instead. This isn’t to say we don’t experience stress in Japan. In recent decades there has been an increase in pressure to work long hours, get good grades in education and be successful in life.

Throughout the world, we are living in societies characterized by urbanization, yet our physiological functions are still adapted to nature. Because of this, the sympathetic nervous system is in a constant state of over-stimulation and stress levels are often too high. Poor sleep and the shortage of opportunities to relax contribute to the lack of healthy regulation in the nervous system.

FIGHT OR FLIGHT

Sympathetic nervous system

The sympathetic nervous system is mobilized by the fight-or-flight response. The fight-or-flight response is an acute stress response to a stressor. Under stress, our body has a fifth gear, powered by adrenalin. When something in our environment triggers our brain’s alarm system, our body will automatically go into survival mode, shutting down part of our conscious brain to allow our physical instincts to take over, in other words so that we can either fight or take flight.

The problem with 21st-century living is that our stress response system isn’t only triggered by physically dangerous situations but also by emotionally dangerous situations. The crowd on the commuter train, the driver who takes the parking space you wanted, the employer who isn’t happy with your report. There is also the constant stimulation provided by technology (“technostress”), which prevents people from taking enough time to relax and allow the body and mind to rest fully.

Therefore, modern life is full of stimuli that can trigger the sympathetic nervous system. And when the body remains in this activated state for too long, a state of hyper-arousal can occur.

REST AND DIGEST

Parasympathetic nervous system

On the other hand, the other part of the autonomic nervous system, the parasympathetic nervous system, regulates the body, allowing it to rest and digest. It is responsible for restoring the body to a state of calm and in this state it performs various tasks of repair.

However, when the human body experiences too much chronic stress over too long a period of time, the parasympathetic nervous system might collapse.

NATURE AND THE NERVOUS SYSTEM

Regulating the nervous system is exactly where nature therapies come in. When in a natural environment, stress is reduced and people report a feeling of relaxation. They also report feelings of being energized and refreshed. This simple act helps to regulate the nervous system, promoting a healthier balance between activation and relaxation, which in my view is a fundamental marker of wellbeing. In this way, illness can be prevented and a healthy way of living is maintained.

Nature as medicine

Although the simple act of walking in a forest might not seem extraordinary, the benefits that people experience during and after a session of forest therapy really are.

THE BENEFITS OF SHINRIN-YOKU

We have measured the following direct benefits of forest therapy:

•   Improvement of weakened immunity, with an increase in the count of natural killer (NK) cells, which are known to fight tumours and infection

•   Increased relaxation of the body due to increased activity in the parasympathetic nervous system

•   Reduced stress of the body due to a reduction in sympathetic nervous system activity

•   Reduction in blood pressure after only 15 minutes of forest therapy

•   Reduced feelings of stress and a general sense of wellbeing

•   Reduction in blood pressure after 1 day of forest therapy, which lasts up to 5 days after therapy


Stress-related illnesses

The following illnesses and conditions have been shown to be related to chronic stress:

•   The common cold

•   Back, neck and shoulder pain

•   Slower healing

•   Weight gain and loss

•   Sleep dysfunction

•   Depression

•   Dysautonomia

•   Irritable bowel syndrome

•   Ulcers and stomach problems

•   Heart disease

•   Cancer risk




The restorative power of nature

Scientists in Pennsylvania showed that even the view from your window can have a beneficial effect. They studied patients who were recovering in hospital after they had had an operation to remove their gall bladders. Some patients were assigned a room with a window that looked out on a brick wall, others had a room with a view of a natural scene. They found that the patients with a view of nature recovered more quickly, were able to leave hospital sooner and requested fewer painkillers during their stay.33



Why does nature reduce stress?

Most of us would agree that being surrounded by nature makes us feel “comfortable”, and this is the reason we experience a reduction in stress levels. I believe it is important to explore what we mean by “comfort”, and as there isn’t yet a recognized definition, I’d like to offer one here.

SYNCHRONIZATION OF RHYTHM

My conception of comfort is “a situation where human and natural rhythms are synchronized”. When we are in a particular environment and we feel that our own rhythms synchronize with the rhythms of that environment, we feel comfortable. If during a lecture the audience makes attentive noises and is interested, the speech will be lively. But if they glance around or nod off, the speech will falter. It is the same at a concert.

I believe that we can discuss comfort from the perspective of whether people are synchronized with their environment, or not. Of course, this environment includes not just people, but also animals and plants, as well as films, music and other inanimate things.
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Passive comfort relates to our basic needs, such as the need to stay warm. Active comfort relates to our sense of wellbeing.



Most of us have day-to-day experience of how contact with plants and flowers automatically makes us feel relaxed. For example, in the corner of this room as I write are two plants, a papaya plant and an avocado plant which I grew from seeds after eating the fruit. The other day I picked a delicious ripe papaya and ate it. When I am tired by writing, I can feel relaxation just by glancing at the plant. I can feel synchronization from even this small example of nature, a potted plant. This must surely be connected to how, over the seven million years of human evolution, we have lived amid nature and our bodies have adapted to that nature.

PASSIVE COMFORT VS ACTIVE COMFORT

In 1961, the World Health Organization characterized a lifestyle as having four layers: comfort, efficiency, health and safety. Masao Inui divided comfort into two types, naming them “passive comfort” and “active comfort”.34 Based on Inui’s ideas, I have also differentiated between passive and active comfort (see diagram, opposite).

Passive comfort is based on so-called “deprivation needs”, such as thermal regulation, and is a negative need that aims to eliminate discomfort. As a result, we can easily agree on what constitutes passive comfort because personal ideas and feelings are not involved. We need to stay warm, for example. On the other hand, active comfort, which is related to our sense of wellbeing, aims to gain something extra and we might all define
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