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Forest bathing 1s much more than a walk in the
park, 1t’s therapeutic

b

A RUNNER’S MIND

CHRISTINE BLANCHETTE

“I see forest bathing less as a performance
hack and more as a way of developing
attention, self-awareness and recovery, which
can ultimately support performance. “

-Dr. Sean Graham

r. Sean Graham is clinic director
D and chiropractor at Satori

Integrative Health Centre. He’s a
former professional receiver with the BC
Lions of the Canadian Football League
who won a Grey Cup Championship
in 2000. Dr. Graham also provided
chiropractic care to the athletes at the
2010 Vancouver Paralympic Games and
the 2011 Pan American Games.

In addition, he’s a certified forest
bathing guide who shares the benefits
and how one can get involved. Read on
for our Q&A...

What is forest bathing and what
are the benefits?

Forest bathing, or Shinrin-yoku,
originated in Japan and essentially
means immersing yourself in the
atmosphere of a forest. It isn’t hiking
for exercise or trying to cover a certain
distance. It’s about slowing down,
being present, and intentionally
experiencing nature through your
senses.

Research suggests that spending
mindful time in nature may help
reduce stress and anxiety, improve
mood and attention, lower blood
pressure and heart rate, and promote
relaxation and a greater sense of well-
being. Some studies have also found
changes in stress hormones and
measures of immune function.

How does one start forest bathing?

A forest-bathing session usually
begins by deliberately slowing
down and disconnecting from
distractions—putting the phone away
and letting go of the need to accomplish
anything.

Rather than following a rigid
program, you might walk slowly, stop
periodically, sit quietly, notice your
breathing and pay attention to what
is happening around you. A guide
may offer simple invitations such as
listening to the sounds of the forest,
noticing movement and light, touching
different natural surfaces or finding a
place to sit quietly.

The key difference from a normal

walk is intentional awareness rather
than distance or exercise.

Could forest bathing improve
performance in your chosen sport?

Potentially, yes. I think one of the
most interesting applications of forest
bathing is outside the forest.

Performance—whether in sport,
work or everyday life—isn’t simply
about working harder. We also need
the ability to recover, regulate stress,
focus and shift out of a constant state
of stimulation.

Time in nature can provide that
reset. By practicing being present and
noticing what is happening without
immediately reacting to it, we may
become Dbetter at bringing those
same skills into competition, difficult
conversations, decision-making and
stressful situations.

I see forest bathing less as a
performance hack and more as a way
of developing attention, self-awareness
and recovery, which can ultimately
support performance.

Is it growing in popularity?

Yes. Forest bathing has expanded
considerably beyond Japan and is
increasingly being incorporated into
wellness programs, retreats, parks and
nature-based health initiatives.

Part of its appeal is its simplicity.
Many people spend much of their
day indoors, looking at screens and
constantly processing information.
Forest bathing offers almost the
opposite experience: fewer demands,
less stimulation and an opportunity
to reconnect with the natural
environment.

There is also growing scientific
interest in the relationship between
nature exposure and physical and
psychological health, which has helped
move the idea beyond simply saying
that being outside “feels good.”

How does it affect our senses?

They are really at the heart of forest
bathing.

Instead of thinking about yesterday
or worrying about tomorrow, the senses
bring us back to what is happening
right now.

You might notice the different
shades of green, sunlight moving
through the trees, birds or wind in the
canopy, the smell of cedar or damp
earth, or the texture and temperature
of bark, moss or a rock.

Interestingly, smell may have a
particularly important role. Trees
release aromatic compounds called
phytoncides, and researchers are
studying how exposure to these
compounds may contribute to some
of the physiological effects associated
with forests.

But you don’t have to understand
the biology to benefit from the practice.
Simply engaging the senses changes the
way we experience the environment.

How often is recommended to do
forest bathing?

There isn’t a magic number.

A guided forest-bathing experience
might last two to three hours, but you
don’t need that much time every time
you go outside. Even relatively short
periods in nature can be worthwhile.

I would rather see someone spend
20-30 minutes regularly, without their
phone and genuinely paying attention
to their surroundings, than wait for
the opportunity to spend three hours
in a forest once every few months.

Like exercise or meditation,
consistency is probably more important
than perfection.

What is one forest-bathing exercise
readers can try?

COURTESY

Try what I call a simple “sensory sit
spot.”

Find a safe, comfortable place in a
park, forest or even your backyard and
sit quietly for about 10-15 minutes. Put
your phone away.

Start by noticing five things you
can see—colours, shapes, shadows or
movement. Then close your eyes, if
comfortable, and notice four different
sounds. Next, notice three physical
sensations—the air on your skin, your
feet touching the ground, the texture
of the surface you're sitting on. Then
identify two smells.

Finally, spend a minute or two
simply sitting without trying to
identify anything.

The goal isn’t to meditate perfectly
or clear your mind. It’s simply to notice.
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