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There is a well-established link between time spent in nature and better human health. However,
the precise mechanism underlying this connection has been unclear, which has meant limited
guidance for planners and policymakers. To address the lack of clarity, the authors posit a
dose-response model for examining nature's health effects. Such a model would allow for more
finely honed public health recommendations.

FULL STORY

Numerous studies over the past 30 years have linked exposure to nature with improved

human health and well-being. These findings are of growing importance: In the near fu‐
ture, 70% of the world's population will live in cities, where they will face a rising tide of

lifestyle-related disease. Still, little is known about the mechanisms underlying the nature-

health connection, and confusion awaits those who would transform existing findings into

action.

In the June issue of BioScience, a group of biologists and public health experts led by Danielle F. Shanahan
address this knowledge gap by examining nature through the lens of medical thinking. Their aim is to establish
a basis for studying exposure to the outdoors in much the same way that a researcher would study a medi‐
cine, through dose-response modeling. With this approach, a precise "nature dose" would be evaluated for its
ability to produce a health response. The authors hope that such inquiry will help research move beyond
coarse measures of nature dose "to understand how urban nature can be manipulated to enhance human
health."

Nature exposure can occur in a variety of ways, from rural forest excursions to greenery viewed from an office
window, and the differential effects of exposures require careful study. In fact, one important feature of such
modeling is that more of a good thing--even nature--may not always be better. The authors describe several
possible dose-response curves and find that plateaus in health responses are to be expected. Surprisingly, in‐
creased crowding and complexity of greenery in cities could even "decrease a person's feeling of safety and
increase stress," say Shanahan and her colleagues.
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As is often the case, the researchers state that progress will be made only when researchers work outside of
their traditional subject-matter silos. For early findings to become recommendations, input from a variety of
fields will be needed to untangle the complex web of socioeconomic, health, and ecological factors that sur‐
round the nature-health connection. According to the authors, this will require "a new research direction" that
relies on "much closer collaboration among health scientists, ecologists, and sociologists."
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RELATED STORIES

Pandemic Got You Down? A Little Nature Could Help
Feb. 18, 2021 — Researchers have long been aware of the positive impact of a connection with nature on
psychological health and, according to a new study, the pandemic hasn't decreased the power of nature to
improve ...

Access to Nature Requires Attention When Addressing Community Health Needs
July 9, 2020 — Nature is a tool to address deeply entrenched health disparities; health systems should work
to increase nature access, as they have with other social determinants of ...

Data from Satellite Imagery Useful for Malaria Early Warning Systems
June 7, 2017 — A new model has been created that uses seasonal weather data from satellite images to ac‐
curately predict outbreak of malaria with a one-month lead time. With a so-called GAMBOOST model, a host
of ...

Air Pollution and Lack of Physical Activity Pose Competing Threats to Children in China
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Jan. 10, 2017 — Health workers and policymakers need to find ways to address poor air quality and lack of
exercise among children in China so that children can be more physically active without suffering the health ...


