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The environment in which we spend our time can significantly impact our mental health.  
Mental health is defined as a state of well-being in which individuals can cope with the 
normal stressors of life while maintaining a positive outlook (Canadian Psychological 
Association). The hustle and bustle of city life exposes people to a number of social 
stressors. Noise, air pollution, crowds, poor housing quality, lack of light and lack of 
green space can lead to higher stress, sleep disturbance and lower psychological well-
being.   
 
The Centre for Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH) reports a correlation between 
stressful city living and mental health.  Specifically, mental disorders are 38% more 
prevalent in urbanized neighbourhoods when compared to rural towns. In particular, 
mood disorders (depression) are 39% more common, anxiety disorders 21% more 
prevalent and schizophrenia rates are doubled. In addition, climate change is 
contributing to "eco-anxiety" or chronic fear of environmental doom.  

The good news is that time spent in nature has been proven by countless studies to 
have cognitive and mental health benefits. Nature is defined as everything in the natural 
physical environment including, but not limited to, bodies of water (wetlands, rivers, 
lakes, oceans), mountains, trees, forests, parks, gardens and animals.  

Ontario Parks refers to Vitamin N (Nature) and what it can do for our mental health. 
Research shows that under 10 minutes of exposure to nature can help us feel calmer 
and less irritable, improving our mood while 20 minutes at a time is ideal for reducing 
stress hormones.  McMaster 
University reports that studies show 
that a minimum of 2 hours a 
week spent in nature, either at one 
time or over several visits, will lead 
to improved health and well-being.  
 
Regular interaction with nature 
lowers heart rates, blood pressure 
and cortisol levels helping to 
reduce anxiety and depression. 
Nature also boosts endorphin 
levels and dopamine production, 
which promotes happiness. 

Contact with nature increases 
energy and improves feelings of vitality.   Are you stuck on a project or idea? Being in 
nature can increase capacity for concentration, attention and creative thinking.  Being 
nearby to nature has been shown to reduce symptoms of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD).  Trouble sleeping? Nature can help reduce insomnia.  It can also help 



with the grief process. Exposure to nature results in better coping, including improved 
self-awareness, self-concept and positively affected mood. The positive effects of 
nature also affects the way you treat others. Nature tends to increase generosity, 
cooperation and our sense of social connection. Engaging in community efforts to 
protect local environments or increase green spaces can empower individuals and 
alleviate eco-anxiety.   

To successfully integrate nature into your daily 
routine, focus on nature-based activities that you 
enjoy and can do without a lot of effort. While driving 
to work or taking a walk in your neighbourhood notice 
the trees, flowers and bird songs. Visit a community 
park, forest or conservation area. Go for a walk in the 
woods or go one step further and try a Forest Bathing 
session.  Go for a bike ride.  Join an outdoor yoga 
class.  Join a community garden. Go camping at a 
provincial park.  Ensure the place you choose to go 
feels safe.  Nature is only a stress antidote if you are 
able to properly relax and embrace the experience.   

If mobility is an issue, listen to recordings of nature 
sounds, watch nature programs, look at photographs, videos or artwork of nature, add 
plants to your home, open curtains to let in natural light, or sit by the window and notice 
the nature you can see, hear, smell and feel.   

Lastly, given the numerous benefits that exposure to nature offers, some health care 
professionals have started prescribing time in nature as an additional support for mental 
well-being, and improved mental and cognitive health.  Ask your health care 
professional if they are a PaRx prescriber. PaRx is Canada’s first national, evidence-
based nature prescription program, started by the BC Parks Foundation and health care 
professionals with expertise in nature and health. PaRx equips healthcare professionals 
to prescribe time outdoors as part of everyday care to improve client overall health. Visit 
the PaRx website at https://www.parkprescriptions.ca/.  

Bottom line is we all feel better if we spend time in nature.  One of the easiest places to 

visit locally is Oshawa Second Marsh and the McLaughlin Bay Wildlife Reserve. There 

you can walk the trails, listen to bird song, look for signs of other wildlife, skip rocks in 

Lake Ontario and even participate in plant stewardship activities with Friends of Second 

Marsh. Come on out and get a dose of Vitamin N! 

The term ‘Forest Bathing’, also 
known as ‘Shinrin-yoku’, 
references a physiological and 
psychological practice that first 
emerged in Japan in the 
1980s. Forest Bathing is open 
ended in practice in that there is 
no prescription of what an 
individual should experience. 
While guided experiences exist, 
forest bathing can be as simple 
as standing in nature and 
engaging with the smells, sights 
and sounds around you.  
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