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Introduction

The tree was a third parent. It was the first thing I saw when I begrudgingly opened my eyes for the early morning school bus, the last to hold my gaze before bed. Always up for entertaining, its long-lived web of branches was a jungle gym for the local squirrels and birds. It creaked and cawed with age but stayed young at heart, ready to referee backyard games or chaperone barbecues at a moment’s notice. From my bed pressed against a second-story window, the tree took up the entire view. It was, quite literally, my whole world.

As my memories of my childhood home fade, that maple has stayed with me. The color of the fireplace bricks, the material of the kitchen cabinets—those details are fuzzy. But the way the tree glowed when the sunlight crept over our roof to hit it just right? That’s clear as day, ingrained to the point that it’s now just another part of me.

Most people have their own tree—or rock, or patch of grass, or beach—a part of nature in which they reached some epiphany, had a new joy or pain, or simply grew up. Our experiences in the outdoors have a funny way of sticking with us long after we head back inside, and we, rightfully so, feel some instinct to make more of them.

Signs of this desire to head outside are everywhere: in our technologies (preprogrammed with backgrounds of sugar-glazed Yosemite sunsets, the painterly whoosh of waves, sunlight cutting through tree canopy), in our language (“I had a mountain to climb”; “I’m riding the wave”; “The grass is always greener”), in our living spaces (the most desirable homes, after all, always have the best views of the natural world).

And yet, humans are increasingly indoor creatures. According to a survey sponsored by the Environmental Protection Agency in the 1990s,1 the average American spent 87 percent of the day indoors (and an additional 6 percent in enclosed vehicles like cars or public transit). A more recent 2017 report on “the nature of Americans” concluded that “Americans face a significant gap between their interests in nature and their efforts, abilities, and opportunities to pursue those interests.”2 Barriers that respondents said kept them inside included competing priorities for their time and attention, lack of access to nearby nature, and, of course, the distraction of technology. (We may have only a few hours to spend outdoors a week, but we pass upward of seventy-seven of them in front of screens, according to Nielsen data.)3

These days, stepping outside for some air can feel like an act of resistance—a blatant disregard for the emails that need to be sent, the projects that need tending to, the family that needs taking care of. Those who can afford to travel get their nature fix on weekends away or faraway vacations, then return for another indoor stint until burnout hits again.

We’ve evolved to feel safer, more comfortable, and more productive inside, on our devices—even though the outdoors is where many of us are our most calm, creative, and captivated. Is it any surprise, then, that levels of stress, anxiety, and overwhelm have reached soaring heights? The World Health Organization has called stress the health epidemic of the twenty-first century and considers depression a leading cause of disability worldwide.4 As of 2019, nearly one in five adults in the United States lived with a diagnosable mental illness, with anxiety disorders being the most common.5

And as our mental health suffers and stress levels climb, the nature we used to turn to for reprieve is disappearing before our eyes. As I’m writing this, millions in Texas are without power and water following a once-in-a-century winter blast thought to be exacerbated by warming conditions in the Arctic.6 In Pew Research polling done within the last year, 63 percent of Americans surveyed said they felt like climate change was affecting their community.7 There’s no denying it: human-caused emissions are fundamentally changing Earth’s climate, and they’re already forging an ugly and alarming new world.

I’ve spent the last six years watching the climate conversation pick up from behind my computer, as the sustainability editor at mindbodygreen, a health website. In that time, I’ve come to believe that these dual emergencies—the mental health crisis and the climate crisis—are intricately connected. Removing ourselves from nature is making us sick, stressed, and profoundly out of sync. And it’s doing the same thing to our environment. As we’ve lost touch with nature, we’ve lost touch with ourselves, and we’ve hurt our planet in the process. The good news? It doesn’t have to be this way.

Return to Nature provides a framework for reconnecting with the outdoors for the sake of our health and the planet’s. This book proposes a new definition of wellness—one that’s rooted in simplicity, self-awareness, and meaningful exchange with the wise and healing world all around.

While it’s easy to fully immerse in nature when you’re on an extended hike or beach getaway, I’m more interested in sharing ways to do it every single day, no matter where you live or how much vacation time you have. How can we continue to live in developed cities and the burbs without completely severing ourselves from the natural world? How can we convince ourselves that backing away from our screens and stepping outside is not a luxury but an essential part of being human? How can we see nature not as a place to escape to on the weekends but as a refuge that is always sitting outside our front door? These are some of the questions we’ll be unpacking in the coming pages. And any time we discuss how to get more out of nature, we need to consider what we’re giving back to it in return, so expect plenty of ideas on how to conserve natural environments near and far along the way. Ready? Our landscape-to-landscape return to nature starts now.





I believe that soon, neuroscientists will tell us that being in the presence of nature lights up our brains the same way as the faces of those we love. . . . When we step outside, nose to nose, eye to eye, fully immersed in the wild, we are the best versions of ourselves.

—WALLACE J. NICHOLS

TED Talk “Neuroconservation—Your Brain on Nature”






The Big Wide World of Research on Nature and Mental Health

If this book were to take the form of my beloved maple, its trunk would be the increasingly sturdy research on the mental health benefits of nature.

Environmental psychology is a field of study that explores the relationship between individuals and the natural and built environment, and it’s one I’ll be referencing often. Since its early days in the 1980s, coalitions of researchers have taken the question “Why does spending time outside make us feel so good?” and run with it—sometimes to parks and beaches, other times to laboratories and VR simulator centers.

At this point, you might be wondering why we need science to reinforce what we already know to be true: that getting outside is healthy. The idea that nature is good for us is nothing new, but reinforcing it with sturdy science can help it spread farther and wider. This research can, for example, be leveraged to protect more natural areas around the world, encourage those in power to invest in nature for the sake of population health, and show physicians that getting outdoors can be an essential health intervention, on par with eating healthily and exercising. By encouraging human-nature interactions, this research can also lead to potentially transformative outdoor experiences. After years of interviewing those on the front lines of the climate movement, I’ve noticed that most of them can trace their work back to a memory they or a loved one had outdoors. If I had a solar panel for every time a climate-focused scientist or activist, entrepreneur or engineer, told me a story about a landscape that fueled their work, the US would have met its renewable energy goals already. These experiences in nature have a special way of pushing people to act against climate change from a place of love, reverence, and respect—not fear. I believe that those are the kinds of actions that prove the most effective and enduring.

Like most reporters covering climate change, I’ve written my share of terrifying stories about terrifying things (and felt terrified afterward). But I’m increasingly convinced that fear alone won’t elicit the changes we need. Love might. So with this book, I’m taking a different approach. I’m choosing to explore what a more loving and reciprocal relationship with nature can look like, starting with the science of what makes this relationship special.

It is, as you can imagine, challenging to study the health effects of outdoor experiences within the confines of a randomized placebo-controlled double-blind trial. Nature is dynamic and ever-changing. It’s not a pill that you can easily administer or withhold—certainly not without people knowing that you’re doing it. This means that researchers in this field have had to get creative with the way they design and carry out their work.

For some, that looks like finding groups of people who have similar life experiences save for the amount of nature they are exposed to, and tracking their health outcomes—usually psychological (mood, cognition, etc.) or physiological (blood pressure, heart rate, etc.). Whatever differences come up between the groups could potentially be attributable to that nature component. Other researchers work more qualitatively: they ask people to describe their experiences in nature, looking out for trends and patterns in their responses. Wider-lensed studies use global satellite images to see how green a neighborhood is and compare the health of its residents with that of those living in an area that is less green. Smaller-scale studies distill nature into its component parts and administer them in a lab to a few people at a time. High-tech studies can simulate and monitor a community’s outdoor spaces in Sims-like computer universes, or ping people on their cellphones to ask how their mood is now that they’re in that lush park. The type of health information collected in these studies is equally varied. Mental health can be measured in different ways: parasympathetic nervous system activity, cortisol levels, and heart-rate variability can all tell you how revved up a person’s system is and how much stress that person feels. People can usually tell you about this themselves too, and self-reported data are common.

Clearly, this field of research can take on many forms. While this means that studies can be difficult to compare, replicate, and verify, it also means that we now have a thick tapestry of findings on what happens to us when we step outside, both consciously and subconsciously.

Though they approach this topic using a slightly different framework, the vast majority of studies so far have come to the same general conclusion: compared with human-made structures (buildings, roads, etc.), natural spaces tend to make most people feel more positive and less stressed. The fact that so many different kinds of studies have similar findings tells us that there is, indeed, reason to seek out green over gray. But why?

For decades, researchers have leaned on two theories to explain it: the first and most widely cited is attention restoration theory (ART), presented by a husband-and-wife team of environmental psychologists, Rachel Kaplan and Stephen Kaplan, in the 1980s. ART states that, in such a distracting world, we use up a lot of our cognitive resources trying to stay focused on the tasks at hand. Constantly needing to actively direct our attention this way leaves us mentally fatigued. After years of studying people’s perceptions of nature both near and far, the Kaplans theorized that nature is one place we can go to restore our attention, given that it has four key qualities: extent (there’s enough of it to explore to keep us occupied), being away (it feels removed from whatever is draining our cognitive resources), compatibility (it’s in line with what we expect and supports our goals), and fascination (it’s a place for the attention to rest). As their theory goes, natural scenes provide a place for our attention to recharge, so we can go back to cognitively draining activities feeling a little more rejuvenated and alert. Emails, pings, and other distractions empty our mental cups, so to speak, and nature fills them back up.

The other explanation is stress reduction theory (SRT), which was proposed by the architect Roger Ulrich around the same time as ART. While ART focuses on how nature influences our cognition, SRT is more concerned with its effects on our emotional lives—namely, our stress levels. SRT says that humans are hardwired to relax while looking at environments that have extensive views, areas to retreat, and essential resources like shade and water. Since these are the places that our primitive ancestors sought out for survival, it would make sense that they still feel innately welcoming to us. When our stress response—another vestige from the early days of humanity—is activated and our bodies go into fight-or-flight mode, these natural settings can subtly remind us that we are, in fact, safe.

No experiment has directly compared the theories, so the relative importance of these two relaxation mechanisms (attention restoration and stress reduction) isn’t completely understood. Regardless, these dual hypotheses have provided a jumping-off point for researchers to work from for decades.

But as environmental psychologists continue to ask more-nuanced questions about what exactly it is about the outdoors that we find so inherently soothing, which aspects of nature are most restorative, and what kinds of people stand to gain the most from time outside, they’re realizing that there’s room to expand on these two landmark ideas. While ART and SRT give us a sense of why we prefer green over gray, they don’t say much about how the other colors in nature can make us feel: the blues of the ocean, the reds and oranges of leaves changing colors, the browns of the desert, the whites of snowy scenes. This more personal, colorful approach is the one I’m fascinated by, and it’s what we’ll be exploring in this book.

In Return to Nature, we’ll traverse eight landscapes—parks, oceans, mountains, forests, ice, deserts, rivers, and cities to—unpack the latest research on how each one makes us feel, see, and think a little differently. Along the way, we’ll hear from dozens of researchers around the globe who have their own creative approaches to examining this topic. A British scientist streaming forest soundtracks on BBC to study how people react to nature’s acoustics, a Canadian nurse seeing what happens when people get the chance to visit their favorite spots in nature at the end of life, and a Swedish researcher creating a new type of nature meditation out of his campus greenhouse are just some of the experts you’ll meet in these pages.

After weaving together their findings, landscape by landscape, we’ll be left with a rich ecosystem of knowledge about the health benefits of various types of nature contact. From there, we’ll drop the science cap and put on a more spiritual one. There are, after all, some things about our connection to the natural world that can’t be neatly explained, only felt.
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For several centuries, the rational mind has been ascendant, even though science, its finest expression, can still in all its brilliance answer only the question of how but never come close to addressing the ultimate question—why.

—WADE DAVIS,

in Ecopsychology: Science, Totems, and the Technological Species






The Spiritual Potential That Lives Where Humans and Nature Meet

Science plays an integral role in explaining the impact of nature experience on humans—but it can only go so far. The scientific process studies all that can be measured. And though it casts a wide net, it will always fall a little short when attempting to define something as vast as “the health benefits of nature.” Where it leaves off, a type of spirituality picks up. I think of spirituality as a connection that has some degree of randomness to it. It can’t be completely explained or predicted, but we know it when we feel it. In the outdoors, it might look like a moment of ecstasy, a feeling of total peace, or an unexplainable serenity and clarity in the presence of a new view. For me, it can come when I’m walking on the beach near where I grew up, running along the Hudson River in Manhattan, or standing under a really big tree.

While Western philosophies of expansion, growth, and profit have physically separated us from nature, our innate spiritual connection to it remains. In their work, the Kaplans found that wholeness, oneness, and purity were words that people often used to describe their wilderness experience.8 It’s easy to draw parallels between this nature vernacular and that of a church, temple, or place of worship for some higher power.

With this in mind, I wanted to carry this book beyond the quantifiable and into the realm of the unproved and unprovable: to, as the ecological scientist and member of Citizen Potawatomi Nation Robin Wall Kimmerer writes in Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants, “be bilingual between the lexicon of science and the grammar of animacy.”9 So, alongside measures of heart-rate variability and brain waves, you’ll find descriptions of archetypes, fables, and spiritual and religious philosophies that further probe how nature makes us feel in body and mind. I present these side by side not to conflate faith and science or discount the significance of rigorous research (or religion, for that matter). I do it because I believe that together, the two can form a more complete picture of what happens when we step outside.





I am less important than I thought, the human race is less important than I thought. I rejoice in that. My mind loses its urgings, senses its nature, and is free.

—WENDELL BERRY,

“A Native Hill” in Think Little: Essays






To tell this side of the story, I recruited some help—as spirituality is, by definition, deeply personal. And, it turns out, so is nature. The beliefs, lived experiences, and memories we carry into the outdoors inevitably shape how relaxed and receptive we feel in it. Take, for example, the ocean on a big-wave day: someone who grew up surfing might find this a lovely, almost divine scene. Someone who has never been to the beach would find the same view completely foreign and potentially terrifying. Or a mountain peak: experienced hikers will feel drawn to it, while Indigenous populations whose gods are said to live on the mountains will see it as a sacred place where they are not to set foot. (This is another reason to look beyond scientific research when exploring this topic: much of it is conducted in Western, developed nations on white subjects who can’t necessarily stand in for the global population.)

With this in mind, it was important for me to invite as many voices into this book as possible. As we travel from landscape to landscape, expect to hear from Himalayan mountaineers and city hikers, big-wave surfers and professional cloudspotters, deep-sea divers and forest bathing guides, all reflecting on the role that nature has played in their self-discovery.

Weaving It All Together: Science- and Spirit-Backed Nature Excursions for a Burned-Out Age

Come the second half of each chapter, I hope that you’ll close this book and begin putting it into practice. That’s when I’ll turn science and story into activities that can help you get the most out of your time in that landscape. This is your opportunity to take some of the research and run with it, incorporating it into a life that feels nourishing, restorative, and true to you.

These activities come in many forms. Some take hours, others minutes. Some are more prescriptive routines (take a trek through the forest that engages all five senses), while some are simple mindset shifts (sit in the grass taking on the perspective of an artist looking for the next muse). Each chapter also provides ideas for tapping into the themes and lessons of that landscape from afar, even from indoors. The variation is meant to help everyone find an activity to latch onto and continue to practice daily, weekly, monthly, or as needed during times of stress, sadness, or upheaval.

Feel free to take liberties with how you define each landscape: these activities can be done anywhere there is a hint of the natural world. Grasslands can be your own backyard; forests can be small clusters of trees in your neighborhood.

This might take some unlearning. These days, so many of us think that nature has to be some grand, distant place without a hint of the human: a national park, a secluded beach, a mountain summit. In the report The Nature of Americans referenced earlier, when nearly twelve thousand Americans of all ages were asked to define nature, respondents “overwhelmingly regarded nature as something separated from and independent of human influence or activity.” Unlike the children polled, adults tended to “set a high and even impossible standard for what they perceived to be ‘authentic’ and unforgettable nature, believing that it requires solitude and travel to faraway places, which reinforces their perceptions of the relative inaccessibility of nature.”

This viewpoint is to be expected, as it has deep roots in environmental theory. The 1964 Wilderness Act defines wilderness as “an area where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.”10 A 1999 paper in the Journal of Environmental Psychology defines it similarly as “a region which contains no permanent inhabitants, no possibility for motorized travel, and is spacious enough so that a traveler crossing it by foot must have the experience of sleeping out of doors.”11

I’d argue that wilderness is not the same as nature, and confusing the two is problematic on many levels: for one, untamed wilderness areas are not available—or necessarily appealing—to everyone. Many people don’t have the money or physical ability to go to them, don’t feel safe in them, or feel unwelcome in them because of their gender, their physical ability, or the color of their skin. (Long-standing oppression, control, and institutional racism have historically robbed people of color of many liberties in America—and access to outdoor spaces is one of them.) There’s also the concern that, as one researcher put it to me, when we all flock to the relatively few pristine natural places left, we will “love them to death.” When everyone chooses to fly to national parks over their own neighborhood nature, we’re left with a lot of carbon emissions—and some overrun national parks. The more we see nature as something untouched and far away, the more it will become impossible to find.

[image: image]

Thankfully, as you’ll see in the coming chapters, the science is clear: we don’t need to take that expensive trip off the grid to experience the well-being benefits of nature. Instead, with a little guidance and practice, we can—for lack of a better word—“microdose” on nature and feel a similar sense of awe, clarity, and gratitude on a morning commute that we would in the backcountry.

To reflect this, we need a new definition for what nature can be. For that, I’m drawn to a response that researchers got in a qualitative study on how listening to bird sounds makes us feel. The study participant noted that when she connects to nature, she’s connecting with something “more real than some of the stressful things that happen in life.”12 Nature is, simply put, something real—more real than the indoor lives we have constructed for ourselves.





In my capacity as an artist, I have always thought about attention, but it’s only now that I fully understand where a life of sustained attention leads. In short, it leads to awareness, not only of how lucky I am to be alive, but to ongoing patterns of cultural and ecological devastation around me—and the inescapable part that I play in it, should I choose to recognize it or not. In other words, simple awareness is the seed of responsibility.

—JENNY ODELL,

How to Do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy






To brush against this reality, you don’t need to be an avid hiker, surfer, or climber. I myself am none of these things. While I love being outside, my anxious personality and not-insignificant fear of heights means that my ideal nature excursion is a day in the park or an afternoon walk through the woods—not a weeklong backcountry trip or whitewater rafting journey. This used to make me feel slightly ashamed: How could I write about loving nature without ever having experienced it in these more traditionally “outdoorsy” ways? But over time, I’ve started to embrace the idea that everyone—myself included—is outdoorsy, in the sense that we all have the capacity to tap into the best parts of ourselves outdoors. My hope is that this book will be a source of ideas to help you do so, no matter what outdoor experience you opened it with.

Paying It Forward with Personal, Meaningful Climate Actions

Given the current climate crisis, it feels wrong to send people out to reap the gifts of nature without reminding them to give something back in return. Like any healthy relationship, this one needs to be reciprocal. That’s why I end every chapter by describing the threats that a particular landscape faces and how you can get involved in combating them.

I preface this in saying that there is no one way to be an environmental citizen. Though I’ve written my fair share of “X Things You Can Do to Stop Climate Change” articles, I’m no longer sure that this prescriptive approach is the way to go. For one, it doesn’t acknowledge that we all come to the problem with varying abilities to take action. The advice to compost at home or bike to work will ring hollow if you don’t have a backyard or live in an area with safe bike lanes. Beating too hard on the individual action drum can also distract us from the larger changes that need to happen in order to bring down global emissions in a significant way. According to one 2017 report from a global carbon monitoring data set, upward of 70 percent of human-caused greenhouse gas emissions can be attributed to one hundred fossil fuel companies—many of which have tried to shift blame onto citizens in order to distract from their own responsibility.13 Our energy is better spent banding together to support policies and systems that force these companies to reduce their emissions than it is worrying about avoiding plastic straws (as annoying as they may be). Individual action isn’t pointless, but it’s not the whole point either. Systemic shifts are needed too.

You might find that these shifts are a little easier to support once you’ve spent some time outside. Several studies show that those who visit nature more often are also more likely to engage in pro-environmental behaviors.14 Those who have more access to natural green or blue (the ocean) spaces in their neighborhood have also been found to adopt more eco-friendly behaviors than those who have less access—regardless of their socioeconomic status.15 This has caused researchers to conclude that “improving access to, and contact with, nature, e.g., through better urban planning, may be one approach for meeting sustainability targets.”

This makes intuitive sense when we consider one of the truths that the outdoors teaches us again and again: we are a small part of a much larger world. This can both ease some stress (by helping us zoom out on our problems) and increase feelings of communion (with the world around us and the people who live in it). While an insular, me-centric view can lead to equally insular and me-centric behavior, a wider one might free up some room to consider the greater good. In this way, going into nature is an opportunity to fuel our spirits for sustainable action ahead.

“Are you hopeful?” is one question that people working in climate change are asked constantly. I’ll always remember the environmentalist David Orr’s response to it during a conference I attended with him: Orr told the room that he had to stay hopeful because “hope is a verb with its sleeves rolled up. If you’re optimistic, you don’t have to do anything. If you’re in despair, you can’t do anything. But if you’re hopeful, you have to do something.”

At the end of the day, the most effective climate action we can take is the one that we can sustain into the future. We have to come to it on our own, through a curious consideration of our skills, interests, and capabilities. It’s less told than it is found. For this reason, I don’t offer many specific actions to take in this book. Instead, I offer mindset shifts that might help you approach these problems from a new perspective, and a more hopeful one at that.

Returning to Nature, Together

Whether you’re an avid hiker with easy access to trails or a city dweller whose view is more of a concrete jungle, I hope you’ll walk away from this book with an arsenal of new ideas about how to engage with the world around you for the sake of your health.

Time in nature can help us shed a lot—unhealthy reactions to stress, repetitive negative thoughts, and so forth—but I’ve found that each landscape also gives us something special to gain. In chapter 1, we’ll stroll through green parks and gardens to see how they can help us become more mindful and establish our place in community. In chapter 2, we’ll travel beachside to learn how the ocean and its waves can be portals to memory. Chapter 3 heads to the hills to explore how mountains are gateways to awe and breakthrough. Chapter 4 is set in the forest, and it unpacks why being around trees can help us relax into our intuitive wisdom. In chapter 5’s deep freeze, we’ll study how snow, ice, and cold can connect us with our inner resilience. Chapter 6 considers how the desert’s sun and heat evoke creativity and personal discovery. Chapter 7 traces how life’s journey can play out alongside winding rivers. And finally, chapter 8 finds the big restorative potential in the tiny pockets of nature tucked into cities.





What we’re living through is deeply, deeply personal. And emotional. It’s heartbreakingly human.

—MARY ANNAЇSE HEGLAR,

“The Fight for Climate Justice Requires a New Narrative” in Inverse






While you might feel drawn to one landscape right off the bat, I suggest reading all the chapters in order, as their themes blend and build off one another. Mountains often have forests, and ice and snow blanket many a park and city. As they do in nature, these landscapes make the most sense when considered together, in the context of the whole system.

I encourage you to get creative when thinking about what each landscape could look like in your area: if you don’t get much in the way of snow where you live, picture rain or storms as you read that chapter. If you don’t dwell near the desert, home in on the sunshine discussed in those pages. And if there’s one landscape that you feel a strong initial attraction to—maybe you’ve always been a beach person or enjoyed spending time among the trees—notice if your preference changes at all over the course of this reading. You might find that when you enter a new landscape, it invites you into a new part of yourself—and holds a lesson you need to internalize the most.

I have always felt a strong pull to the forest, probably because of my childhood spent among the canopy. But as I sit typing this on the twentieth story of my New York apartment building, looking out onto no less than six other apartment buildings, I wonder if, with a shift in attention and deepening of awareness, I can find the same sparkles of delight and comfort in this view as I did with my maple tree all those years ago. I open the window, close my eyes, and trust it’s possible.




[image: image]




[image: image]




Chapter One

Parks & Gardens

community, mindfulness, discovery

It’s busy in the park today. I sit down and feel the humbling. My fellow Brooklynites seem to feel it too—that sense of smallness that happens when you’re closer to the earth. Some are reading, others chatting or looking up at the clouds. There is such peace and pleasure here on the edge of city life that it makes me wonder if humanity’s problems are simply the result of us feeling too big.

Running my fingers through the million little worlds tangled in the grass below, resting my back on the wrinkled tree behind, I close my eyes and listen to the noises of people and nature mixing, and feel right at home. Opening them up again is like coming out of a dream that I’m not ready to have end—not quite yet.

The Remedy

Natural grasslands form in subhumid climates where there’s too much rain for a desert but not enough for a forest. Sometimes called prairies, savannahs, and rangelands, these wide-open spaces offer fertile soil and enough grass and plants to keep grazing animals happy. In the US we’ve converted many of our grasslands for industrialization and agriculture,1 but we’ve come up with something to take their place: the public park.

While humans can’t build a mountain or ocean from scratch, we can create a park relatively easily. You can now find open expanses of grass, smattered with trees here and there, in most urban and suburban areas across the country. It makes sense, then, that this landscape is the most widely studied for its impact on human health—which has been shown to be overwhelmingly positive.

How Parks Promote Longer, Healthier Lives

In short, people who live near green spaces live longer. That’s what one World Health Organization–funded research review, the largest of its kind, found after analyzing results from nine large-scale longitudinal studies (conducted over a period of years) in 2019.2 These studies captured data on all-cause mortality and neighborhood greenness for 8,324,652 individuals across seven countries. Each one quantified greenness using satellite data, so forests fell into the green bucket, as did parks. After adjusting their findings by socioeconomic status (less affluent areas tend to have less green space, and less access to quality medical care), seven of the nine studies “found a significant inverse relationship between an increase in surrounding greenness and the risk of all-cause mortality,” leading reviewers to conclude that “interventions to increase and manage green spaces should therefore be considered as a strategic public health intervention.” These findings extend across generations, and smaller research studies have even linked exposure to green space during pregnancy to higher birth weights3 and healthier births4 overall.

As for why people with access to greenery tend to be healthier and live longer, researchers think part of it probably has to do with the activities that green space allows for: exercise, social interaction, and so forth, which have longevity benefits of their own. Green parks can also help regulate surrounding temperatures, reduce pollution, and stifle noise. In turn, they improve air quality and can reduce citizens’ risk of developing conditions like heart disease.5

Then there are the psychological benefits of parks, gardens, and other public green spaces, which we’ll focus on in this chapter. Studies have found that those who live near green space have lower levels of the stress hormone cortisol,6 reduced rates of anxiety disorder and depression,7 and better overall mood—all of which can decrease one’s likelihood of getting sick.

Why We Love Parks: Two Schools of Thought on Their Universal Appeal

There are two theories to explain why parks and green spaces make us feel mentally at ease: the evolutionary and the cultural. Evolutionary scholars, who fall more in line with stress reduction theory, think humans feel more relaxed in parks, and more tense in cities, because grasslands mimic the areas where most early humans evolved.

In prehistoric times, settling in grassy plains scattered with a few trees, hills, and water features gave us a better chance of survival. They provided clear views of predators, shady places to rest, landmarks to guide us in case we got lost, and opportunities to find food and water.

While enclosed forests and sky-high mountains can stoke fears of being attacked by a bear or falling to our death, grassy landscapes are low stakes by comparison. This type of landscape may be where many of our ancestors learned how to relax in the first place—a life-giving skill in itself. “If you can run away from a saber-toothed tiger, your survival is enhanced. But if after running away, you can get to a peaceful place, relax, and gather your strength, that may further enhance your survival,” the epidemiologist Howard Frumkin writes in Ecopsychology.8

The other argument for why we find peace in parks is more cultural: in “Do Humans Really Prefer Semi-Open Natural Landscapes? A Cross-Cultural Reappraisal,”9 Caroline Hägerhäll, a landscape architect and professor at the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, questioned whether evolution alone drives our unconscious longing for this landscape.

“It’s a consensus assumption that all humans have similar preferences for that natural environment. And that might be. But of course, we haven’t tested very many types of environments—or people,” she tells me of the motivation for this study. “We have a very limited range of environments that have been studied. Most of them are Western types of planned nature like parks. And when it comes to the people, we mainly asked students in Western countries or at least industrialized, well-off countries.”

To test this assumption on a new participant pool, Hägerhäll and her team linked up with members of five non-Western Indigenous communities—the Jahai from the Malay Peninsula, the Lokono from Suriname, the Makalero and Makasae from Timor, and the Wayuu in Colombia. The team presented members of these communities with digital renderings of different landscapes and asked them questions about their preferred landscape, comparing their answers with those of Swedish university students. In general, those in the Indigenous communities said they preferred to live in flatter landscapes that had a higher density of vegetation, while the university students would rather live in more hilly, less-forested areas, consistent with the savannah-like landscape of evolutionary theory. The fact that some of the Indigenous communities believed that gods lived on raised ground could have made the hilly scenes register as off-limits to them, causing the difference in preference.

Though Hägerhäll is quick to say that this study has a small sample size and is in no way conclusive, it challenges the notion that landscape preference is purely the result of human evolution. Culture and upbringing probably play a role too.

I see room for both theories to coexist. Listening to Matthew J. Wichrowski, a horticultural therapist at the Department of Rehabilitation Medicine at NYU Grossman School of Medicine, describe what we know about the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, constructed in the sixth century BC, it’s hard not to draw parallels between the prehistoric paradise and the parks we frequent today. The gardens contained local flowers, water features, and expansive views of the surrounding land. They were a retreat from the desert beyond, as neighborhood parks are a respite from the demands of technology, work, and other challenges of modern life. Thousands of years later, these gardens still sound like a paradise, indicating that some of our preference for grassland is innate and eternal.

But the more researchers learn about outdoor experiences, the more they see that what people bring to nature matters just as much as what nature brings to them. The reason that our shoulders drop and we take a big exhale when we enter flat, grassy expanses can’t always be explained by some unconscious longing alone. “So much of it,” Catharine Ward Thompson, a professor of landscape architecture at the University of Edinburgh, tells me, “is about stories you’re told and your own experience and how familiar you are with a place.”

Relaxing in grassland may be in our nature, but we have to nurture that feeling too. Looking around a neighborhood park on a sunny Saturday afternoon can give us some ideas on how to do that. The various activities we tend to do in public green spaces—walking, cloud gazing, and so forth—all tap into something unique that this landscape has to offer.

The Friends Who Picnic Together: Green Space Grows Community

It’s no wonder that families and friend groups flock to parks; green space fosters social interactions. Multiple studies have found that people who live in greener areas tend to socialize more and feel a greater sense of community. Even in urban environments, features like grassy parks and clusters of trees can boost camaraderie among neighbors.

Take one 1997 experiment conducted in two public housing complexes in Chicago.10 Landscape researchers mapped where the complexes’ residents assembled and found
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	What do you do when you need to relax? How does doing that thing make you feel in the short and long term?

	Do you feel like you’re a part of your community? If you were to choose one way to become more involved, what would it be?

	If you could take on a completely different persona, who would you be? Write it down, then consider how you could incorporate more of this imaginary life into your real life.

	When was the last time you truly did nothing? How did it feel, and when can you do it again?
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