n 2008, 38 students at the Universi-
.ty of Michigan in the US set out on

a walk. Half of them wound their
. way through the trees in Ann Ar-

bor’s Nichols Arboretum for 4.5

kilometres, while the other half

igated the same distance on the busy

streets of downtown. A week later, the
two groups swapped routes.

Both times before they set out, the
students took a test that challenged their
attention anq working memory, where
they were given progressively longer
sequences of numbers that they had to
repeat back in reverse order. When they
mefurned to campus, the students took
the test again. Walking through town

jimproveq their performance slightly,
put walking in nature boosted scores by
pearly 20 per cent.

. “You didn’t even need to like or enjoy
the nature walk to get these cognitive
benefits,” said Marc Berman, a professor
of psychology at the University of Chica-

.g0,US, who conducted the study while he
wasagraduate student at Michigan. Peo-
-plewho walked on a cold January day ex-
perienced just as much benefit as those
who did the experiment in July.
. The effect that nature has on our
minds has been studied many times be-
-oreand since, and the research general-
ly—though not always — finds that expo-
+§iire to green spaces boosts our cognition
and creativity, not to mention our mood.
-~Many of us have experienced first-
-hand the natural world’s ability to re-
jitalise us — a moment of clarity after
4summiting a mountain or renewed focus
following a lunchtime stroll in the park.
ientists are trying to understand ex-
aetly why that happens.
.. In his new book Nature and the Mind,
.Barman attributes the cognitive benefits
. nature to “attention restoration theo-
4", First proposed in the 1980s by Rachel
-and Stephen Kaplan (both of whom were
psychology professors at the University
sof Michigan when Berman was a student
,there), the premise is that our ability to
focus is a finite resource that gets easily.
msed up and being in nature is an effec-
{ive way to replenish it.
«r-One of the most important things
about nature, according to attention res-
doration researchers, is that it is “softly
{ascinating”, meaning it tickles our at-
Mention in a gentle way without being
w00 boring or stimulating. (Think about
Wwatching ocean waves roll in and out, or
«gazing at a field of wildflowers.) Urban
‘®avironments, by contrast, are more
‘harshly fascinating and demand our vig-
ina way that depletes us.
¥ Berman posits that one reason nature
+hag this effect on us is because of its phys-

P

ical properties, particularly its curved
lines and fractals. And the arc of a river
or a rock formation, or the repeating pat-
terns of a snowflake, may be easier for
our brains to process than the straight
edges of a skyscraper. “That might give
our brains a rest, and that's why we
might see these benefits,” he said.
Attention restoration theory has
dominated the field of environmental
neuroscience for decades, but not every-
one is fully convinced.
“The evidence is accumulating that,
yes, something about walking in nature
_is benefiting our attention,” said Gloria
.,Mark, a professor of informatics at the
University of California, Irvine, US, and
author of the book Attention Span. But,
she added, attention restoration is “a
theory, and we don’t know if that’s the
real explanation for what's going on”.
It's a little “hand-wavy”, agreed Amy
McDonnell, a postdoctoral research fel-
low at the University of Utah, US. Much
of the research relies on cognitive tests
and people’s subjective reports of how
being in nature makes them feel, and
there are a lot of open questions, }ike
what's actually happening in the brain.
McDonnell is one of the experts try-

ing to fill in that gap. Last year, she ran
a similar experiment to Berman’s, in
which people walked either through a
local arboretum or on an urban medical
campus. Walking in both settings im-
proved people’s cognitive abilities com-
pared to their pre-walk scores. But when
McDonnell looked at their brain waves

Nature has this effect
because of its curved lines
and fractals.The arcof a
river or a rock formation
may bé easier for our
brains to process than the
straight edges of a
skyscraper

using EEG, those who were in nature
had less brain activity immediately after
the walk, followed by bigger spikes while
they were performing the attention task
the second time.

That suggests the brain rested “and
then came back online more efficient and
stronger than ever”, McDonnell said.

- Green Magic

. Researchers have long been trying to understand the healing ways of nature.

Dana G. Smith on different theories and findings
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There is also some debate as to
whether it’s the physical properties
of nature that confer restorative benefits,
as Berman proposes, or something else.
For example, McDonnell said, maybe the
healthy effects come from other experi-
ences that often accompany time in na-
ture: is it that you're alone? Is it that you
are exercising or that you're simply away
from work? Does the air quality matter?

Or it may be something the nose
knows. In a paper published last year, ex-
perts from diverse fields suggested that na-
ture’s effects on our well-being may have

_something to do with the olfactory signals

we encounter when we're outdoers, such
as the chemicals that trees emit.

It probably isn’t just one thing that
makes nature so good for our brains,
said Ruth Garside, a professor at the
University of Exeter Medical School in
England, who published a review of at-
tention restoration theory.

“There’s a bit of me that thinks part
of the magic, if you like, is that it is ac-
tually this combination of stuff that’s
working,” Garside said. “And we might 1

be losing something the more we try to
pick apart the explanations.”
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