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I’m Vicki, I’m based at Ambleside, I’m a full-time PhD student and I started in April
My title has changed slightly since my abstract was submitted just to make it a bit clearer
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To give a brief outline, I will first tell you a bit about myself and what my original research brief was, I will then give a bit of background to the field my research is in, before explaining the theoretical framework I plan to use and finally I will describe some of the initial study ideas I have been considering.



Current Position 
My Background 
 
Research Brief: 

Explore the impacts of green and blue 
spaces as alternatives to traditional 

therapeutic landscapes used within formal 
counselling or psychotherapy 
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My background is in psychology and my first degree is in neuropsychology which is quite a scientific area and deals quite heavily with quantitative data. Since finishing my degree I have worked for the NHS in a forensic secure unit and in a drug and alcohol addiction centre. 
Having now worked in psychotherapeutic settings within the NHS I feel there seems to be an emphasis on medically treating the psychological problems and not necessarily addressing the underlying wellbeing issues.

I feel that if these were addressed more adequately, more longer term coping mechanisms could be developed, this could be even something as simple as going for a walk if the person is feeling under stress.
So I applied for this PhD because it is very much focussed on addressing mental health issues in a more holistic way. Although methodology wise it may prove to be somewhat out of my comfort zone in the 3 months since I started my way of thinking about treatment methods has expanded and I can see this is an exciting area of research. 
So my initial research brief was to explore the impact of green and blue spaces as alternatives to traditional landscapes used within formal counselling or psychotherapy, so, in order to do this, for the last 3 months I have been conducting a literature review into the background of this area.



 Defining Key Terms 
‘Mental Health’ 

“Mental Health is defined as a state of well-being in which every individual realises his or her  
own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, 

and is able to make a contribution to his or her community” 
(World Health Organisation, 2014) 

 
‘Mental Disorders’ 

“Mental disorders comprise a broad range of problems, with different symptoms. However, they  
are generally characterised by some combination of abnormal thoughts, emotions, behaviour  

and relationships with others” 
(World Health Organisation, 2016) 

 
‘Nature’ 

“The phenomena of the physical world collectively, including plants, animals, the landscape,  
and other features and products of the earth, as opposed to humans or human creations” 

(Oxford Dictionary, 2016) 
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My first step was to develop working definitions of the key terms I would be using:
The World Health Organisation defines mental health as
 a state of well-being in which every individual realises his or own potential, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or his community”
For me the most important word is cope, because everyone has times of stress in life but when we overwhelmingly feel we cant cope with them a mental health problem risk begins to develop

 They define mental disorders as
 a broad range of problems, with different symptoms. However, they are generally characterised by some combination of abnormal thoughts, emotions, behaviour and relationships with others”

This definition could be problematic though because one persons normal behaviour could be considered abnormal by others so arguments could be put forward that mental disorders are subjective or even socially constructed

The Oxford Dictionary defines nature as the physical world collectively, including plants, animals, the landscape, 
and other features and products of the earth, as opposed to humans or human creations”
For now that is the working definition of nature I will use, but there are papers out there critiquing what nature actually is so I may change this working definition as I go along





Theoretical Background 

Theories 
 Biophilia   
       (Fromm, 1964; Wilson, 1984)  

 Attention Restoration Theory   
       (Kaplan & Talbot, 1983) 
       (Berto, 2005) 

 Topophilia   
       (Tuan, 1974) 

 Gaia Theory 
       Proposed by James Lovelock 
       (Margulis & Sagan, 1993) 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Evidence 
Health:  
   Cancer; immune system 
   (Li et al, 2008) 
Mental Health: 
   Depression; Anxiety; Self-esteem 
   (Chalquist, 2009) 
Green space:  
   Stress; Self-esteem 
   (Peacock et al 2007) 
Blue space:  
   Well-being 
   (Miller et al, 2012; Volker & Kistemann, 2011) 
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There is quite a large amount of literature in this area so because of time limitations in this presentation I’ve had to so a quick summary of the background
So there are 4 key theories
Firstly Biophilia which
Proposes that humans have a fundamental need for affiliation with the natural world. We are more attracted to landscapes that promoted survival in the past such as green for food from plants and blue for water
 (Fromm, 1964; Wilson 1984)

Secondly: Attention Restoration Theory
Proposes that people respond to natural stimuli with involuntary attention and fascination. This has a restorative effect on mental fatigue. (Kaplan and Talbot, 1983).
Berto found evidence of this, when participants were mentally fatigued by performing a sustained attention task, only the group shown pictures of restorative natural environments improved performance, no change in the other groups (Berto, 2005). 

Thirdly Topophilia
Proposed by Tuan, a conceptual framework for considering the emotional bond between people and places
considers how far reactions are genetic and biologically based and considers if interpretations of landscapes are culturally specific.  (Curtis, 2010).
So this theory considers buildings as well as landscapes
 Finally Gaia Hypothesis
Proposed by James Lovelock – Suggests that living and non living parts of the earth form a complex, interacting system that can be thought of as a single organism
So as an example: one paper suggested the Temperature and chemical composition of Earth’s surface regulated by the flora, fauna and microorganisms and this acts as a natural selector. (Margulis & Sagan, 1993).

However…. Whilst these theories suggest a human connection to nature not everyone enjoys being in natural environments and some people with specific phobias may be afraid to spend time in nature.


Japan has conducted much research into the health benefits of nature
Trees and plant life emit airborne chemicals Studies show that when inhaled by humans, they stimulate white blood cells to produce more natural killer cells (NK) cells which help to fight against cancer.  (Li et al 2008) 
Mental Health generally has a positive impact on anxiety, depression and self esteem
Green space such as woodland appears to reduce stress levels and increase self-esteem
In one study a Green walk produced a 90% increase in self-esteem
Whereas a walk in a  Shopping centre reduced self-esteem by 44%
(Peacock et al., 2007)

Blue space appears to have a positive effect on well-being although the research is more limited in this area
Miller et al, 2012; Volker and Kistemann, 2011)
Exposure to nature also improves: Anxiety, Depression, Self-esteem (Chalquist, 2009).

To sum up there is a wealth of research which suggests nature has benefits but very little research looking at how exactly it has this effect




Therapeutic Landscapes 
 

“places which have attained an enduring reputation 
for achieving physical, mental and spiritual healing” 

(Gesler, 1993:171). 
 
 
 Gesler examined the healing and health promoting attributes of natural and built 

environments within a framework that considered their social and symbolic 
importance as well as their physical effects on the human body and mind. 
(Curtis,2010) 

 
 

 
 Fits with theories such as Biophilia, Attention Restoration and Topophilia 
 However, places may be healing for one person and not be for another 
     (Williams, 2007). 
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Another key concept in this area of research is the idea of therapeutic landscapes 

One of the main researchers in this area is Wil Gesler and he describes them as 
“places which have attained an enduring reputation for achieving physical, mental and spiritual healing” 

Gesler looked at both natural and built environments and their social and symbolic importance

Concept of ‘Therapeutic Landscapes’ has been applied to: 
Children’s health camps
Respite centres
Hospital Design 
Urban Development
The concept fits with theories such as biophilia, attention restoration and topophilia but has draw criticism suggesting an individual’s perception of a place is subjective and a healing place for one person may cause stress in another. Also it could also be argued that we are socially constructed to think a certain way about certain places due to religious and cultural influences.
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Presentation Notes
As you can top left modern day NHS consulting rooms tend to be quite uniform and standard in design and give the feeling of a medical approach to mental health care. 
Bottom left is a traditional image of a psychiatrist’s office 
When compared with the images on the right it could be argued the design of the therapeutic landscape could have a big impact on the patient’s perceptions of the situation and may impact on their behaviour. The ones are the right are brighter and much less formal
However, there appears to be little investment from within the NHS for nature themed rooms, some have colours representing emotions but even those I could only find for private settings which is surprising given the research evidence base that representations of outdoors can have positive impacts. In fact I struggled to get these pictures, and these are a beauty salon and a dental surgery.



Ecological Dynamics 
 Based on the theories of Ecological Psychology and Dynamical Systems 

 
 Constraints are factors which can relate to the individual, task or environment and affordances are opportunities for behaviour 

 
 Considers how an individual interacts with the environment and what may constrain this interaction 
Example 
Natural environment of a mountain affords opportunity for behaviour of climbing but this 
to understand natural phenomena, when applied to human behaviour it views the task performer as a complex, neurobiological 
system which is composed in turn gives opportunities for psychological behaviours such as anxiety or elation. 
(Brymer, Davids & Mallabon, 2014).  

Individual 
Allergies 

Level of affiliation with nature 
Previous experience 

Personality type 
 

Environmental 
Natural light 

Smells e.g. cut grass 
Sounds e.g. bird song 
Trees to provide shade 

Social 
 

Task 
Confidentiality 

Change in therapist/client dynamic 
Time away 
Set goals 

 

These factors can afford behaviour or constrain it 
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To examine the impact of nature as a setting for therapy a comprehensive framework is required 
One such framework is ecological dynamics
Ecological dynamics is based on ecological psychology and dynamical systems theory
Principles of Ecological Psychology were developed by James Gibson, it considers our interaction with the natural environment based on our perception of it
He believed we receive visual information from the environment, a key piece of information we receive are affordances. These are opportunities for behaviour and they exist whether we perceive them or not

Dynamical Systems Theory  describes a framework of independent but interacting subsystems. But these systems may have constraints on them

Constraints are variables that both limit and enable behaviour . Complex systems are able to exploit constraints and create states of order in which functional behaviour patterns can be observed. (Davids, Button and Bennett 2008)

The original constraints model was developed by Newall and its important to note it is not a hierarchical model, the individual is not considered at the centre of the model. All the interacting parts have equal significance


This provides an illustration of how ecological dynamics could be applied to therapy delivered in a natural setting

Individual factors could include: things like grass allergies, how comfortable the individual is in a natural setting, their level of exposure to nature and their personality type

Environmental factors could include the level of natural light, smells such as freshly cut grass, sounds like bird song and things like trees to provide shade and social aspects such as the people that are present

Task factors could include the level of confidentiality that can be achieved outdoors, the change in client/therapist dynamic, time away from everyday stressors and the opportunity to set goals related to therapy

All these factors interact with each other and can afford or constrain behaviour


My research aims to look at why nature is beneficial to mental health and what particular aspects of the natural environment are important to promote feelings of well being. Taking the novel approach of ecological dynamics as a theoretical framework should help facilitate this and also it can be used to try to discover if it is also possible to bring nature indoors with the same effects





Potential Pilot Study & Research 
Questions  

Outline:  
 Online survey of therapists  

 

 
United Kingdom          Norway                     Japan                                         

Methodology:  
 Online questionnaire, questions based  
        around affordances and constraints. 

 

 
Justification: 
 Few studies have investigated how widespread 

nature-therapy is 
 It will be interesting to look at the United 

Kingdom’s results alongside two countries who 
have national philosophies of outdoor living  

Impact: 
 This will give a snapshot of the use of nature-

therapy and may identify why therapists are 
not using it 

 What are the benefits of outdoor therapy? 
      Conduct case studies of adults and children receiving outdoor therapy in the UK. 
        This has not been done before using ecological dynamics 

 Can nature therapy provide long term coping mechanisms? 
      There is limited research into the long term effects of nature-therapy 

 Are representations of nature enough? 
      Would people prefer a nature-themed therapy room over a traditional one if given the choice? 
       Less postoperative anxiety if looking at pictures of open water (Ulrich and Lunden, 1990).  
       Faster recovery from surgery if a view of a natural setting than an urban one (Ulrich, 1984) 
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So for a pilot study using the concepts of affordances and constraints I could survey therapists in the UK to see whether or not they practice outdoors. This would examine the affordances of being outdoors but also the personal, environmental and task constraints that may be involved with making the move outside. 

I plan to also do this in Norway, who despite their concept of Friluftsliv (outdoor living)  in their recreational life, research suggests outdoor settings are still not used enough in mental health treatment. 
Its also a similar story in Japan when they have a concept of Shirin-yoku (forest-bathing) the government there has recommended it as part of everyday life and wellbeing since 1982 but still in mental health treatment only some therapists practice outdoors
Some other further research questions I have initially come up with are:
What are the benefits of outdoor therapy?
   I could conduct case studies of adults and children receiving outdoor therapy in the UK.
  This has not been done before using ecological dynamics
Can nature therapy provide long term coping mechanisms?
      There is limited research into the long term effects of nature-therapy
Are representations of nature enough?
Would people prefer a nature-themed therapy room over a traditional one if given the choice?
Some research suggests even pictures of nature are enough to facilitate a change in mental state
With less postoperative anxiety in patients facing pictures of open water (Ulrich and Lunden, 1990). 
And faster recovery from surgery if a view of a natural setting is presented rather than an urban one (Ulrich, 1984)





Any  
Questions? 
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