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Introduction


In Japan there is a notable preventative medicine that is being practised by increasing numbers of the population. Although it was borne out of intuition, this medicine is now being supported by a growing body of scientific research which endorses its many benefits.


The word shinrin-yoku was coined in 1982 by Tomohide Akiyama1, Director of the Japanese Forestry Agency. It can be translated literally as “forest bathing” and is used in a similar way to “sun bathing” and “sea bathing”. You don’t literally take a bath, but you do bathe in the environment of the forest, using all your senses to experience nature up close.


WHAT IS SHINRIN-YOKU?


Simply put, shinrin-yoku is the practice of walking slowly through the woods, in no hurry, for a morning, an afternoon or a day. When the phrase was first coined, the idea was more of a marketing exercise to attract people to the many beautiful forests of Japan, but since then myself and a number of other scientists in Japan and other countries around the world have begun to study the physiological and psychological effects of nature, and specifically forests, on human health and wellbeing. It is the understanding that somehow we feel better when we are surrounded by nature that has inspired this research.


In March 1990 I conducted the first experiments to study the physiological effects of shinrin-yoku on the Japanese island of Yakushima.2–4 With the cooperation of NHK (Japan Broadcasting Corporation) we began our experiments to measure levels of the stress hormone cortisol in the saliva of subjects walking through a forest. But for around a decade afterward, little progress was made in the collection of scientific and physiological data. Since 2000, however, science has moved on and we now have new techniques to measure brain activity and autonomic nervous activity, both good indicators of the level of stress in the human body. These last 10–15 years, data has accumulated rapidly.


The findings have been extremely encouraging; it is clear that our bodies still recognize nature as our home, which is important to consider as increasing numbers of people are living in cities and urban environments each year.
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The Japanese characters for shinrin-yoku. The first character is a forest (three trees), the second a wood (two trees), and the third “bathe” (flowing water on the left, and a valley on the right).





WHY DO WE NEED SHINRIN-YOKU?


In recent years, stress-related diseases have become a social problem on a global scale. Without even realizing it, we are over-stimulated and stressed by today’s man-made world, and that makes our bodies more susceptible to disease. It is not surprising that attention is turning to shinrin-yoku as an example of a natural and low-cost way to alleviate this problem.


It is around seven million years since our ancestors started evolving into the modern humans we are today.5 During this process of evolution we have spent more than 99.99 per cent of our time living in a natural environment. Our bodies are adapted to nature.6, 7 Shinrin-yoku cannot treat disease, but it can have a preventative medical effect that makes falling ill less likely, and can help reduce the strain on health services worldwide that stress-related illnesses cause each year.


It is only over the last 10–15 years that enough data has accumulated to allow us to shape the practice of shinrinyoku with science.8–30 In 2003 I proposed the term “forest therapy” to describe shinrin-yoku supported by scientific evidence. What started as an intuitive-based therapy has become an evidence-based therapy, and can now be considered to be a preventative medicine.


There are currently more than 60 official forest therapy trails in Japan, designated for the practice of shinrin-yoku by the Forest Therapy Society. There is also a growing number of doctors who are certified in forest medicine.


MY BACKGROUND


I would like to explain how I came to be a forest therapy researcher, starting with my early life. I was born in 1954, and from my earliest memories I have always loved nature. When I was nine years old we moved to a house with a garden and I came into contact with soil for the first time. My father loved plants and I can remember helping him with jobs in the garden, such as replanting trees. I also remember wondering why my body felt so relaxed when I came into contact with soil, flowers and trees. When I did my university entrance exams I decided to study agriculture – I’m not completely sure why, but perhaps that question from my childhood still remained.


As a child I wasn’t an able student. I was bottom of the class in the first year of elementary school and never achieved a score of more than 20 per cent in tests. Looking back, I don’t think I understood the concept of test questions and answers, and didn’t know what to write in the answer column. I was that kind of child.


Today, I am a professor at Chiba University. Yet when I applied to study at the same university all those years ago, I failed the entrance exams twice. I couldn’t get into Chiba University as a student, but eventually I became a professor here. Things have worked our rather strangely.


Although I failed to get into Chiba University, I did eventually manage to secure a place to study at Tokyo University of Agriculture and Technology. However, I neglected my studies and spent all of my time playing sports and looking after my tropical fish. Because of that, I scraped through my exams with the minimum grades to achieve a pass. I made no effort to find a job and had no option other than to continue in education and progress to a masters course.


Until that point, the university only accepted ten students each year on its masters course, but that year the number was increased to twelve. I was the twelfth student, again only scraping through. I finished my masters course and once again I hadn’t thought about looking for any work. However, a position suddenly appeared for an assistant professor in the Faculty of Medicine at the Tokyo Medical and Dental University. My professor at the time told me that he didn’t know whether I could do it, but it would be a waste not to try.


I got the job and started on the winding road of my research career. As I didn’t have any medical qualifications, I faced various difficulties working in a medical department, but at the same time I had the chance to learn about research techniques. The Tokyo Medical and Dental University has one of Japan’s leading faculties of medicine, and my tutor was able to teach me the basic skills of research. I realized that I would need to get a PhD if I wanted to continue working as a researcher, so I gritted my teeth, achieved a PhD in medicine and spent a total of nine years working in the department. 


In 1988, I was employed by Japan’s Forestry and Forest Products Research Institute (FFPRI). This was the start of my shinrin-yoku research. At the institute we were free to choose our research topics, so I focused on forests, timber and relaxation. I wanted to find answers to a question that had interested me since childhood: “Why do we feel relaxed when we encounter nature?” However, as I was still very young I couldn’t get the research funds I needed.


Luckily, I received a request from NHK, Japan’s national broadcasting company, who wanted me to work on a programme about Yakushima, an island in Japan known for its cedar forests. This stroke of good fortune led to the world’s first physiological experiments on shinrin-yoku: research into the effects of Yakushima cedar on stress hormones in the human body.


This work led, in 2004, to a large research budget from the Japanese government and the start of proper forest therapy research. After spending 19 years as a researcher at the FFPRI, I moved to the Center for Environment, Health and Field Sciences at Chiba University.


I had worked in the Faculty of Agriculture, as an assistant professor in the Faculty of Medicine, as a team leader at the FFPRI, then finally became a professor at the university. 


My research career has bridged the fields of environmental protection, medicine, forestry and health science, and has had plenty of twists and turns. But all the different fields of research have greatly benefitted the forest therapy research I am doing now, and have shaped the way I work.





“The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the eyes of others only a green thing that stands in the way. Some see Nature all ridicule and deformity, and some scarce see Nature at all. But to the eyes of the man of imagination, Nature is Imagination itself.”


— WILLIAM BLAKE
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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.
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