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Abstract: Ecopsychology is an interdisciplinary field that examines the relationship between humans and the natural environment,
emphasizing the interconnectedness of mental health and ecological well-being. Nature-based interventions, including ecotherapy,
wilderness therapy, and horticultural therapy, have gained recognition for their therapeutic benefits in promoting mental health and
well-being. This review explores the evidence supporting the therapeutic effects of nature-based interventions and their integration into
mental health nursing practice. We discuss the theoretical foundations of ecopsychology, examine empirical research on nature-based
interventions, and explore practical considerations for mental health nurses incorporating these approaches into their clinical practice.
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Introduction: Ecopsychology is an emerging field that bridges the gap
between psychology and environmental science, focusing on the
relationship between humans and the natural world. Central to
ecopsychology is the recognition that human well-being is intimately
connected to the health of the planet, and that nature plays a vital role
in promoting mental health and resilience. Nature-based interventions,
which encompass a range of therapeutic approaches that involve
engaging with the natural environment, have gained attention for their
potential to improve mental health outcomes. This review aims to
explore the therapeutic benefits of nature-based interventions, such
as ecotherapy, wilderness therapy, and horticultural therapy, and to
discuss their integration into mental health nursing practice.
Ecopsychology represents a dynamic interdisciplinary field that
encapsulates the intersection of human psychology and the natural
environment. At its core, ecopsychology seeks to illuminate the
intricate relationship between individuals and their surrounding
ecosystems, recognizing the profound influence of nature on human
mental health and well-being. This burgeoning field underscores a
fundamental truth: the health of the planet is intricately intertwined with
the psychological welfare of its inhabitants.

In recent years, amidst growing concerns about environmental
degradation and its cascading impacts on human health, the
importance of ecopsychology has garnered increasing recognition. As
society grapples with rising rates of mental health disorders and
pervasive feelings of disconnection and alienation, ecopsychology
offers a compelling framework for understanding and addressing these
pressing challenges.

Central to ecopsychological theory is the biophilia hypothesis, posited
by biologist E.O. Wilson, which suggests that humans possess an
innate affinity for the natural world, forged through millennia of
evolutionary adaptation. This innate bond with nature, deeply
ingrained within the human psyche, manifests in various forms—from
the restorative tranquility of a forest grove to the awe-inspiring majesty
of a mountain vista. Indeed, research consistently demonstrates that
exposure to natural environments elicits myriad psychological
benefits, including reduced stress levels, improved mood, enhanced
cognitive function, and increased feelings of well-being.

Against this backdrop, nature-based interventions have emerged as
powerful tools for promoting mental health and fostering resilience
among individuals facing a myriad of psychological challenges.
Ecotherapy, wilderness therapy, and horticultural therapy represent
just a few examples of these innovative approaches, each offering
unique pathways for individuals to reconnect with the healing power of
nature.

Despite the growing recognition of the therapeutic benefits of nature-
based interventions, their integration into mainstream mental health
care remains relatively nascent. Mental health nurses, as frontline
providers of care to individuals with mental health concerns, possess
a unique opportunity to bridge this gap, incorporating nature-based
interventions into their clinical practice to enhance patient outcomes
and promote holistic well-being.

This review aims to explore the therapeutic benefits of nature-based
interventions, such as ecotherapy, wilderness therapy, and
horticultural therapy, and to elucidate their integration into mental
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health nursing practice. By examining the theoretical foundations of
ecopsychology, reviewing empirical research on nature-based
interventions, and discussing practical considerations  for
implementation, this review seeks to inform and empower mental
health nurses in leveraging the healing power of nature to support the
psychological recovery and resilience of their patients.

Theoretical Foundations of Ecopsychology: Ecopsychology draws
on principles from psychology, ecology, and systems theory to
understand the relationship between individuals and the natural
environment. At its core, ecopsychology emphasizes the
interconnectedness of all living beings and ecosystems and the
reciprocal influence of human well-being and environmental health.
The biophilia hypothesis, proposed by biologist E.O. Wilson, suggests
that humans have an innate affinity for nature due to our evolutionary
history of living in natural environments. This hypothesis underscores
the importance of nature in promoting psychological well-being and
may explain why exposure to natural environments is associated with
reduced stress, improved mood, and enhanced cognitive functioning.
Ecopsychology, as an interdisciplinary field, draws upon various
theoretical frameworks from psychology, ecology, and systems theory
to elucidate the intricate relationship between humans and the natural
environment. At its core, ecopsychology posits that human well-being
is intricately connected to the health of the planet, and that a
harmonious relationship with nature is essential for psychological
resilience and flourishing.

One fundamental concept in ecopsychology is the biophilia
hypothesis, proposed by biologist E.O. Wilson. This hypothesis
suggests that humans possess an innate affinity for nature, rooted in
our evolutionary history of coexisting with the natural world. According
to Wilson, our biophilic tendencies predispose us to seek connections
with other living organisms and natural environments. This innate bond
with nature is believed to have profound implications for human health
and well-being, influencing everything from emotional regulation to
cognitive functioning.

Building upon the biophilia hypothesis, ecopsychologists explore how
contact with nature can positively impact psychological functioning.
Research in environmental psychology has demonstrated that
exposure to natural environments, such as forests, parks, and bodies
of water, can have restorative effects on mental health, reducing
stress, anxiety, and depression. The Attention Restoration Theory,
proposed by psychologists Rachel Kaplan and Stephen Kaplan, posits
that natural environments possess qualities—such as fascination,
being away, extent, and compatibility—that facilitate attention
restoration and mental rejuvenation, in contrast to the overstimulating
and demanding environments often found in urban settings.
Furthermore, ecopsychology emphasizes the reciprocal relationship
between human well-being and environmental health. The concept of

"solastalgia," coined by philosopher Glenn Albrecht, describes the
distress experienced when individuals witness environmental
degradation in their home environment. This recognition of ecological
grief highlights the profound psychological impacts of environmental
degradation and climate change on human health and well-being.

In addition to individual-level theories, ecopsychology also draws upon
systems theory to understand the broader ecological context in which
human mental health unfolds. Systems thinking emphasizes the
interconnectedness of all living beings and ecosystems, emphasizing
the importance of taking a holistic approach to addressing mental
health issues. From this perspective, human well-being is seen as
inseparable from the health of the larger ecological systems within
which we are embedded.

Overall, the theoretical foundations of ecopsychology provide a rich
framework for understanding the complex interplay between humans
and the natural environment. By recognizing the inherent connections
between psychological well-being, environmental health, and social
systems, ecopsychology offers valuable insights into how we can
foster greater harmony between humans and the natural world,
thereby promoting mental health and ecological sustainability.
Therapeutic Benefits of Nature-Based Interventions: Nature-
based interventions encompass a diverse array of therapeutic
approaches that leverage the healing power of the natural world to
promote mental health and well-being. Ecotherapy, also known as
green therapy or nature therapy, involves structured activities and
experiences in natural settings to facilitate emotional growth and self-
discovery. Wilderness therapy combines adventure-based activities
with the wilderness experience to promote personal development,
resilience, and self-efficacy. Horticultural therapy utilizes gardening
and plant-based activities to enhance physical, cognitive, and
emotional functioning and improve overall quality of life.
Nature-based interventions encompass a diverse array of therapeutic
approaches that harness the healing power of the natural world to
promote mental health and well-being. These interventions capitalize
on humanity's inherent connection to nature and leverage the
restorative properties of natural environments to enhance
psychological functioning. The therapeutic benefits of nature-based
interventions extend across various dimensions of mental health,
including emotional regulation, stress reduction, cognitive functioning,
and social interaction.

1. Emotional Regulation: Engaging with nature has been shown to
have profound effects on emotional regulation, helping individuals
manage stress, anxiety, and mood disturbances. Spending time in
natural environments elicits positive emotions such as awe, tranquility,
and wonder, which can counteract negative affective states. Nature-
based interventions, such as ecotherapy and wilderness therapy,
provide opportunities for individuals to reconnect with the natural world
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and cultivate emotional resilience. Activities such as hiking, camping,
and nature walks promote relaxation, mindfulness, and emotional self-
awareness, fostering a sense of calm and inner peace.

2. Stress Reduction: Exposure to natural environments has been
consistently linked to reductions in physiological and psychological
stress. The sights, sounds, and smells of nature evoke a sense of
serenity and restoration, promoting relaxation and stress recovery.
Nature-based interventions offer a respite from the demands of
modern life and provide individuals with a reprieve from the pressures
of urban living. Research has shown that spending time in green
spaces can lower cortisol levels, reduce heart rate variability, and
alleviate symptoms of stress-related disorders. Wilderness therapy
programs, which immerse participants in remote natural settings, offer
a unique opportunity for stress relief and rejuvenation, allowing
individuals to disconnect from technology and reconnect with their
natural surroundings.

3. Cognitive Functioning: Interacting with nature has been shown to
enhance cognitive functioning, including attention, concentration, and
problem-solving skills. Exposure to natural stimuli, such as trees,
water, and wildlife, can improve cognitive performance and mental
clarity. Nature-based interventions stimulate the senses and engage
the brain in novel ways, promoting cognitive flexibility and creative
thinking. Horticultural therapy, which involves gardening and plant-
based activities, provides cognitive stimulation while fostering a sense
of accomplishment and mastery. Research has demonstrated that
gardening can improve memory, attention, and executive function in
individuals with cognitive impairments and neurodegenerative
disorders.

4. Social Interaction: Nature-based interventions offer opportunities
for social connection and interpersonal support, fostering a sense of
community and belonging. Group activities such as nature walks,
camping trips, and outdoor recreation promote social cohesion and
camaraderie among participants. Wilderness therapy programs
encourage teamwork, cooperation, and communication skills,
facilitating the development of healthy relationships and peer support
networks. Gardening and horticultural activities provide a platform for
social engagement and collaboration, enabling individuals to connect
with others while working towards a common goal. Research has
shown that social support and social connectedness are protective
factors for mental health, buffering against the negative effects of
stress and adversity.

Empirical Research on Nature-Based Interventions: A growing
body of research supports the therapeutic benefits of nature-based
interventions for mental health. Studies have demonstrated that
spending time in natural environments can reduce symptoms of
anxiety, depression, and stress, improve attention and cognitive
function, and enhance overall well-being. Meta-analyses have found

consistent evidence linking exposure to green spaces with improved
mental health outcomes across diverse populations, including
children, adults, and older adults. Additionally, research on specific
nature-based interventions, such as ecotherapy and horticultural
therapy, has shown promising results in reducing symptoms of
depression, enhancing self-esteem, and fostering social connections.
A substantial body of empirical research supports the therapeutic
efficacy of nature-based interventions for improving mental health
outcomes across diverse populations. Studies investigating the impact
of nature exposure, ecotherapy, wilderness therapy, and horticultural
therapy have provided valuable insights into the psychological benefits
of engaging with the natural environment.

1. Nature Exposure Studies: Research examining the effects
of nature exposure on mental health has consistently
demonstrated positive associations between time spent in
natural environments and well-being. For example, studies
have found that individuals who live in urban areas with
greater access to green spaces report lower levels of
psychological distress and higher levels of life satisfaction
compared to those living in areas with limited greenery.
Meta-analyses have confirmed these findings, showing that
exposure to green spaces is associated with reduced
symptoms of depression, anxiety, and stress.

2. Ecotherapy Research: Ecotherapy, also known as green
therapy or nature therapy, involves structured activities and
experiences in natural settings to promote psychological
well-being. Studies investigating the effectiveness of
ecotherapy interventions have shown promising results in
improving mood, reducing symptoms of anxiety and
depression, and enhancing overall quality of life. For
example, a randomized controlled trial found that
participants who engaged in a 12-week ecotherapy program
experienced significant reductions in depressive symptoms
compared to a control group.

3. Wilderness Therapy Studies: Wilderness therapy
combines adventure-based activities with exposure to the
natural environment to promote personal growth, resilience,
and self-efficacy. Research on wilderness therapy programs
has demonstrated their effectiveness in facilitating positive
outcomes for adolescents and young adults with a range of
mental health concerns, including substance abuse, trauma,
and behavioral disorders. Longitudinal studies have shown
sustained improvements in psychological functioning and
adaptive coping skills following participation in wilderness
therapy programs.

4. Horticultural Therapy Research: Horticultural therapy
utilizes gardening and plant-based activities to enhance
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physical, cognitive, and emotional functioning. Studies have
documented the therapeutic benefits of horticultural therapy
for individuals with various mental health conditions, such as
depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD). Research has shown that engaging in gardening
activities can reduce symptoms of psychological distress,
increase feelings of relaxation and well-being, and improve
socialization and sense of purpose.
Integration into Mental Health Nursing Practice: Mental health
nurses play a crucial role in delivering holistic and person-centered
care to individuals with mental health concerns. Integrating nature-
based interventions into mental health nursing practice offers a novel
approach to promoting recovery and resilience among patients. Mental
health nurses can incorporate nature-based activities, such as nature
walks, gardening, and wilderness excursions, into therapeutic
interventions to complement traditional treatment modalities. By
facilitating meaningful connections with the natural world, mental
health nurses can empower patients to explore new coping strategies,
build self-awareness, and cultivate a sense of belonging and purpose.
Furthermore, mental health nurses can advocate for the inclusion of
nature-based interventions in mental health treatment programs and
collaborate with interdisciplinary teams to develop holistic care plans
that address the physical, psychological, and social dimensions of
health.
Conclusion: Ecopsychology and nature-based interventions offer
promising avenues for enhancing mental health and well-being. By
recognizing the inherent interconnectedness between humans and the
natural environment, mental health nurses can harness the healing
power of nature to support recovery and resilience among individuals
with mental health concerns. Further research is needed to explore
the mechanisms underlying the therapeutic effects of nature-based
interventions and to develop evidence-based guidelines for their
implementation in mental health nursing practice.
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