


Contact with the natural environment:

• lower crime rates;

• improved social relationships;

• reductions in reported health problems (e.g. heart disease, cancer, musculoskeletal problems);

• faster recovery from surgery; 

• reduced levels obesity; higher rates physical activity;

• improved immune functioning;

• higher self-rated mental health;

• improved relaxation;

• reduced behaviour problems in children;

• better cognitive performance (attention restoration);

• reduction of the ill effects of pollution, including noise pollution;

• reduction urban heat island effect:

• higher productivity;

• optimized exposure to sunlight and improved sleep.
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WHO Reports on Urban Green Spaces and 
Health 

“The results indicate that urban green space is a necessary component 
for delivering healthy, sustainable and liveable cities. Interventions to 
increase or improve urban green space can deliver positive health, 
social and environmental outcomes for all population groups, 
particularly among lower socioeconomic status groups. There are very 
few, if any, other public health interventions that can achieve all of this, 
and especially the impact on active lifestyles, mental well-being and 
social interaction is frequently highlighted as a key benefit” (P 5).
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Health Effects

Exposure to and use of green spaces:

• Reductions in health problems (e.g. heart disease, cancer, respiratory, 
gut & musculoskeletal problems);

• Reduced levels obesity, higher rates physical activity (note – greater 
benefits from ‘green’ exercise);

• Improved cognitive function;

• Higher self-rated mental health, well-being;



Intervention: spending 
time in the natural 
environment
Spending time in natural settings appears to 
activate involuntary attention, giving the 
brain’s directed attention time to rest. 



Figure 1: Mean Post walk Scores on Digit Span Backwards for Park, Neighborhood, 
and Downtown Conditions; Taylor & Kuo (2008)

A walk in the park is superior to drugs for 
children with ADHD
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Where to put your best foot forward: Psycho-physiological 

responses to walking in natural and urban environments

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2015.11.003



Mean change in cognitive function (backwards digit span task) from 

baseline to 60-min post exposure follow-up by environment.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2015.11.003

Attention Restoration
Theory

Increase in involuntary
attention restores
directed attention.



Gardening: improves mood, self-esteem, physiological indices; for patients with dementia 
reduces agitation, aggression and other symptoms.



Physiological effects of 
contact with nature
Lower stress indicators: salivary cortisol, 
blood pressure, heart rate, skin conductance, 
muscle tension (forest vs urban walk).

Japanese studies of “forest bathing” –
decreased blood glucose levels in diabetic 
patients; more than exercise alone.

Decreased heart rate, improved performance 
on attention orienting task following 
exposure to natural vs urban landscape 
videos.

Improved brain health



Photo credit Tony Kirkby
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Cox et al (2017) found that in five different types of neighbourhood the amount of
vegetation cover and afternoon bird abundance were positively associated with 
a lower prevalence of depression, anxiety, and stress. 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biw173

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biw173
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Conversely, environmental 
degradation produces ill effects



London under a blanket of smog: Diesel 
engines blamed

Health Effects of Air Pollution:
1. Impaired lung growth in children
2. Increased asthma, coughs and bronchitis
3. Impaired brain development
4. Low birth weight
5. Heart attacks and stroke
6. Upper respiratory tract irritation, infection
7. Exacerbation existing chronic conditions
8. Increases in anxiety & depression
9. Cognitive decline in the elderly
10. Impaired cognitive development in children


