Dr. Monica Shire
Nature-Informed Therapy

When I tell people that I am a certified Nature-Informed Therapist, most people look at me
quizzically and ask, “What is that?” I explain that I facilitate a client’s experience in therapy with nature,
in nature and through nature. Nature is a co-therapist, providing “vitamin N (nature)” for our clients.
Nature-Informed Therapy (NIT) has shown extensive correlational positive outcomes for growing
children in a number of fields, including the areas of physical, social, and cognitive development. Below I
will outline vital research which shows WHY time in nature benefits everyone.

Benefits of Nature-Informed Therapy (NIT)

NIT and its benefits in early childhood are supported by many recent studies. These studies show
that the time we spend in the natural environment affects not only the health of the WHOLE person
(cognitive, emotional, social, and physical), but also the time we were in contact with nature during
childhood. Research has shown that children who experienced childhood in totally metropolitan settings
are 55% more likely to contract mental illness than children who grew up non-metropolitan areas
(Engemann et al., 2019). Below I explore the physical, social/emotional, cognitive and familial
influences of NIT.

Physical Benefits

Studies have shown that children who regularly spent time in nature may have better eyesight
over their peers and choose healthier foods. For instance, He (2015) found that children in China are
spending less time outdoors, which has resulted in epidemic levels of nearsightedness in East and
Southeast Asia, with rates in some places reaching almost 90% of 18 year olds. The authors go on to state
that “younger children who develop myopia are at a higher risk to develop pathological myopia, or
extreme nearsightedness to the point of vision loss” (He et.al., 2015, p. 1). This same study also found
that with as little as 40 minutes of additional outdoor time than a control group, almost 10% less children

in this study developed nearsightedness. Additionally, Gwiadza et al. (2014), found that children, who



have two nearsighted parents, who spend zero to five hours outside each week have a 60% chance of
becoming nearsighted but the risk drops to 20% when outdoor time exceeds 14 hours a week.
Social/Emotional Benefits

Social-emotional development is a critical dimension of growth in early childhood. There are
benefits in terms of well-being, self, motivation and prosocial behavior. Neill and Richards (1998)
directed three meta-analytic studies considering the impacts of nature-based programs and included
12,000 participants. Their research measured the effects of this type of activity on self-concept,
self-confidence and locus of control. A small to medium retained impact was found in these areas in
participants. They also found that time in nature has many long-term effects at home and in school such as
improved concentration, communication and learning (Neill & Richards, 1998). The American Academy
of Pediatrics’ 2007 report on the importance of play ascertains that play protects children’s emotional
development while living a jam-packed lifestyle and lack of down time can be a source of stress, anxiety
and may even contribute to depression (Ginsburg, 2007).

One study found that children’s feelings of anxiety lessen promptly after seeing green spaces for
as little as 20 minutes, a straightforward, fast and efficient counteractant for stressed children (Kuo et al.,
2004). Nature helps children feel less stress and interact in positive ways, but a 2009 study at the
University of Rochester takes it a step further and reveals that being in, or even looking at, nature also
makes human beings behave in a more caring manner (Weinstein et al., 2009). In 2009, Weinstein and
colleagues found that people are more thoughtful when they’re around nature. This controlled study
examined 370 adults, male and female, in four sub-studies. The subjects in the experimental (nature)
group were shown to exhibit more prosocial and other-focused responses as compared to the control or
non-nature group. Each group completed surveys before and after each sub-study which yielded similar
results across studies.

Studies have also shown that outdoor time positively impacts depression as well as self-
discipline in children. In a study involving girls and boys between 7 and 12 years of age, more delay of

gratification was found when they worked on tasks that required attention while they were in green spaces



(Faber Taylor et al., 2002). In addition, outdoor time has the potential to alleviate childhood depression,
which is characterized by low mood, anxiety, and loss of self-esteem, among other symptoms (Delate et
al., 2004). According to Delate et al. (2004), antidepressant use is increasing in approximately two million
persons under the age of 18. Throughout the four year study, antidepressant use increased by 49%, with
the quickest developing section of clients discovered to be 0-5 year-old children. Further and just as
important, time in nature has the potential to develop students’ connections to their environment through
an understanding that they are a part of a symbiotic ecosystem, exploring place-based interactions looking
more deeply into questions such as how we connect to the Earth and our purpose (Woodhouse & Knapp,
2000).
Cognitive Benefits

School readiness and the transition from preschool to kindergarten is a particular area of
importance in the early years. This transition considers the whole child and includes many aspects of
development, such as social emotional learning as well as the development of motor skills and approaches
to learning which are all predictors of academic and social success (Ladd & Price, 1987; National
Association for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC], 1996). There are NIT benefits in terms of
school readiness, peer play, student motivation, engagement, school readiness and concentration.

Berman and colleagues (2009) stated that walking through nature can reinvigorate the brain
circuits responsible for mental fatigue and even increase executive function tasks (Berman et.al., 2009).
Improved attention, an imperative factor in learning, is another shown benefit of time in nature. The
Centers for Disease Control (CDC, 2021) presently gauges that 4.5 million kids aged 5-17 years have
been determined to have Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) with the disorder expanding
3% every year between 1997 and 2006 (Bloom & Cohen, 2006).

Li and Sullivan (2016) showed that concentration and self-control improves if students perform
academic tasks in classrooms with open windows that overlook green spaces. This randomized controlled
experiment included 94 secondary education students across five separate urban and rural high schools.

The researchers used three different classrooms in each school; one with no windows, one with windows



that viewed a manufactured space and one overlooking a green space. The data analysis indicated that the
participants in the third classroom, overlooking green space yielded significantly better test performance
in relation to attention. Measuring physiological measures of stress, these same participants also showed
an accelerated recovery from stressful events more so than the two other classrooms.

Furthermore, and just as important, time in nature has the potential to develop students’
connections to their environment through understanding that they are a part of a functional ecosystem,
exploring interactions between species and places, and even looking more deeply into questions such as
How can create a connection to the earth? and, What is my human purpose? (Woodhouse & Knapp,
2000).

Family Impacts

Research shows that children who participate in nature-based programs with a farming
component tend to increase their fruit and vegetable consumption (Azuma & Feenstra, 2007), and have a
long-term affinity for vegetables as compared to a control group (Morris & Zidenberg-Cherr, 2002).
Cordiano and colleagues (2020) found that families of children who participated in a nature-based
program had more conversations about growing food and increased their own time enjoying the outdoors
with family. These findings support research that children who are involved with nature-based programs
are more likely to understand the origins of food (Health Impact Assessment, 2011; Savoie-Roskos et al.,
2017).

In 2020, education has changed as we know it with online and hybrid models dominating most
countries and states’ educational programs. Children as young as two are “zooming” for preschool social
time and instruction. In a survey by Clutch, 44 % of Americans reported working from home at least five
days a week during the pandemic (Roddy et al., 2020). Many of these parents are working while assisting
their children with online schooling. Kam (2020) reported that the greater part of Americans (56%)
detailed that stress identified with the pandemic has resulted in a negative emotional impact. These
include issues with eating and resting, drinking too much alcohol, regular migraines or stomach pain,

limited temper, and other medical conditions. Among frontline health care workers and their families,



64% reported decreased mental health, as did 65% of those who had lost income (Kam, 2020). Charles et
al. (2009) discussed the importance of helping children connect with nature as a change in our culture and
in turn children will develop into happier and smarter kids.
Conclusion

As stated above, time in nature has shown extensive correlational positive outcomes for growing
children in a number of fields, including the areas of physical, social, and cognitive development.
Furthermore, and just as important, time in nature has the potential to develop children' s connections to
their environment through understanding that they are a part of a functional ecosystem, exploring
interactions between species and places, and even looking more deeply into questions such as “How do I
connect to the Earth?” and “What is my purpose as a human being?”” (Woodhouse & Knapp, 2000). The
ongoing impact of nature-based experiences reach far beyond the actual lessons, with more immediate
benefits in the class and home environments, including improved concentration, learning, self awareness,
and interpersonal communication (Neill & Richards, 1998). All of these benefits point to a “yes” for time

in nature and nature-informed therapy.


https://www.webmd.com/mental-health/mental-health-making-diagnosis
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