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TORONTO — It's no secret that a walk in the woods can be great for boosting your mood.

But a burgeoning group of nature enthusiasts say it can do much more — including
strengthen immunity, lower blood pressure, increase your ability to focus, and ultimately
lower health-care costs if done regularly.

This is the forest bathing movement, a growing eco-trend that has nothing to do with water
and is all about immersing oneself in the healing properties of trees and plants.

The concept is inspired by the Japanese practice of Shinrin-Yoku, which translates to "taking
in the forest atmosphere.''

It involves simply walking — quietly, slowly and deliberately — in a forest, and taking in the
sounds, scents, colours, forms and general vibe of nature.

Although physical, it's not about exercise. The goal is to wind down and tune in to the natural
world, explains certified forest therapy guide Ben Porchuk.

"You really take time to notice things that you take for granted and as you do that, this is
where the relaxation comes in,'' says Porchuk, based in London, Ont.
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"You start to breathe more regularly and your cortisol production lowers, which means you
feel de-stressed.''

He notes that forest bathing is a cornerstone of preventive health care in Japan, where
Shinrin-Yoku emerged in the 1980s as stress associated with living in larger cities mounted.

"It just really gives you a sensory experience that you probably haven't
experienced since you were a little kid.''

Studies in Japan and Korea found forest bathers after their walks had an increased number
of "natural killer cells,'' immune system cells that combat disease and may even help prevent
some kinds of cancer. The researchers believe natural killer cells are boosted when people
breathe in organic compounds called phytoncides released by trees.

The data is still largely focused on Japan and Korea, but it's nevertheless spurring similar
studies around the world and spawning growth in forest bathing tours, says Amos Clifford,
founder and director of the California-based Association of Nature and Forest Therapy
Guides and Programs.

There are currently five certified forest therapy guides in Canada — all of them in Ontario —
but more are on the way, Clifford says from Gort, Ireland, where he was leading a week-long
training course.

Canada has another five guides-in-training and Clifford expects up to 15 new recruits will
attend a training session next month just outside Toronto.

"We're going to easily triple, maybe quadruple the number of Canadian guides who are
certified, probably about seven months from now,'' says Clifford.

But do you really need to pay a forest therapy guide $50 to take a walk in the woods?

Clifford says these are more than just walks — they're guided experiences geared to getting
stressed-out city dwellers to slow down and connect with their surroundings.

"That's very difficult for most people,'' says Clifford.

"I can help you get out of your head and into your senses. And through your senses I can
help you re-establish an almost kind of remembered way of connecting relationally with the
forest.''



A session with Clifford can last three-and-a-half hours, but might only cover 400 metres.
Guides suggest specific exercises along the way, such as watching leaves sway in the breeze
or honing in on the furthest sound you can detect.

Porchuk keeps participants focused on introspection by playing a flute intermittently as they
wander. He ends his sessions with a tea ceremony, in which he serves a brew made from
leaves and flowers collected during the walk.

"When you move into nature this way and you disengage your mind you get heightened
senses,'' says Porchuk, head of the Canadian chapter of the Association of Nature and
Forest Therapy Guides and Programs.

"It just really gives you a sensory experience that you probably haven't experienced since you
were a little kid.''

The principles behind the movement are fairly well-established, even if the term "forest
bathing'' is relatively new, says Elizabeth Nisbet, an assistant professor at Trent University.

Nisbet, whose research focuses on the link between nature and health, points to Ontario
Parks' "Healthy Parks Healthy People'' campaign and the Ontario Mental Health
Association's "Mood Walks,'' which promotes a daily stroll as something that can be as
effective in treating mild cases of depression as taking an antidepressant.



"The evidence is slowly building that there's something positive about nature
that helps people.''

In the United States, the Parks Rx program sees physicians actually prescribing time
outdoors — even identifying specific trails and activities tailored to personal needs.

"It doesn't mean that every single person will benefit the same way from nature contact,''
adds Nisbet, who says ties to nature can also motivate more sustainable and altruistic
behaviour.

"But the evidence is slowly building that there's something positive about nature that helps
people.''

One problem in Canada can be its cooler temperatures, which limit outdoor activity for some.
Clifford says forest bathing can be done in the winter, but more data is needed to understand
how weather impacts the practice, he admits.

"A disproportionate amount of the research has come out of Japan and Korea and we're just
starting to see the same level of research interest just starting to ramp up in many other
countries right now, so I would say over the next 10 years we are going to learn a lot,'' he
says.

"It's like 30 years ago if you said: 'I'm a yoga instructor,' people would think, 'Oh, does that
mean you're a member of some kind of cult?' We're kind of in the same place. And we're not
just promoting and developing a professional practice called forest therapy guiding, we're
also creating a whole new class of jobs, a new profession.''

For Porchuk, becoming a certified forest therapy guide meant taking a $4,000, seven-day
course in California and following that up with a six-month mentored practicum.

He's now ready to help lead a training session on his own turf, set for July 23 in Caledon,
Ont.

The curriculum is intense, says Clifford, who devised the association's standards in consult
with a physician.

"I'm very interested in having a pretty strong degree of rigour in what we're doing so that this
is indeed a credible practice,'' he says.

"The endgame for me is that it will become normal; an ordinary thing for physicians to refer
people to forest therapy experiences. And in order to get there we better be very professional
and very science-based.''
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Grateful teens are happier, according to a study presented at one of the annual
meetings of the American Psychological Association. Researchers also found that
teens who are grateful -- defined in this study as having a positive outlook on life -- are
more well-behaved at school and more hopeful than their less-grateful peers. They
also got better grades, had less envy and more friends due to their optimism. "More
gratitude may be precisely what our society needs to raise a generation that is ready to
make a difference in the world," said study researcher Giacomo Bono, Ph.D., a
psychology professor at California State University.

Being constantly mindful of all the things you have to be thankful for can boost your
well-being, research suggests. In a series of experiments detailed in a 2003 study in
the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, daily exercise practices and listing
off all the things you are thankful for are linked with a brighter outlook on life and a
greater sense of positivity. "There do appear to exist benefits to regularly focusing on
one's blessings," the researchers wrote in the study. "The advantages are most
pronounced when compared with a focus on hassles or complaints, yet are still
apparent in comparison with simply reflecting the major events in one’s life, on ways in
which one believes one is better off than comparison with others, or with a control
group."

Grateful high-schoolers have higher GPAs -- as well as better social integration and
satisfaction with life -- than their non-grateful counterparts, according to a 2010 study
in the Journal of Happiness Studies. Researchers also found that grateful teens were
less depressed and envious. This could be a factor in why the teens got better grades
since they were less distracted and lived healthier lives. "When combined with
previous research, a clearer picture is beginning to emerge about the benefits of
gratitude in adolescents, and thus an important gap in the literature on gratitude and
well-being is beginning to be filled," researchers wrote.



According to a 2003 study in the the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
gratitude could also boost pro-social behaviors, such as helping other people who
have problems or lending emotional support to another person. This explains why
religious services include reflection days and why so many self-help groups such as
AA (Alcoholics Anonymous) use grateful thinking practices.

Writing down what you're thankful for as you drift off to sleep can quiet the mind and
help you get better ZZs, according to a study in the journal Applied Psychology: Health
and Well-Being. Specifically, researchers found that when people spent 15 minutes
jotting down what they're grateful for in a journal before bedtime, they fell asleep faster
and stayed asleep longer because they worried less, Psychology Today reported.
Participants with neuromuscular disorders reported that they had more refreshing
sleep in just 3 weeks.

Being thankful for the little things your partner does could make your relationship
stronger, according to a study in the journal Personal Relationships. The Telegraph
reported on the study, which showed that journaling about the thoughtful things your
partner did was linked with a beneficial outcome on the relationship. The researchers
found that gratitude for everyday kind gestures helps people become close to others
who care about their well-being. They claim, "Gratitude may help to turn 'ordinary'
moments into opportunities for relationship growth, even in the context of already
close, communal relations.’'

A 1995 study in the American Journal of Cardiology showed that appreciation and
positive emotions are linked with changes in heart rate variability. [This] may be
beneficial in the treatment of hypertension and in reducing the likelihood of sudden
death in patients with congestive heart failure and coronary artery disease.

Athletes are less likely to burn out and more likely to experience high life satisfaction
and team satisfaction when they are grateful, according to a 2008 study in the journal
Social Indicators Research of high-schoolers. Gratitude sharpens the senses,



enhancing athletic performance according to Positive Performance Training.

Gratefulness is linked with optimism, which in turn is linked with better immune health,
WebMD reported. For example, a University of Utah study showed that stressed-out
law students who were optimistic had more white blood cells (which help boost your
immune system) than people who were pessimistic, according to WebMD.

WebMD reported that negative events can boost gratitude, and that gratitude can help
to increase feelings of belonging and decrease feelings of stress. Interestingly,
adversity can enhance gratitude, helping people to feel more connected after a terrible
event, such as 9/11. A survey showed that feelings of gratitude were at high levels after
9/11, according to WebMD.
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