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With 81% of the population living in cities in the United States,

urban populations growing worldwide, and well-being of these residents 

receiving greater attention, there has been increased demand for information 

about how our surrounding environment impacts mental health. 

Informed by research in environmental psychology and urban ecosystem 

services, our team launched a short-term, high-impact interdisciplinary project 

that engaged more than 10 researchers and 15 practitioners from urban 

planning and public health to explore the state-of-the-science and relationships 

between nature, mental health, and urban design.

In this work, we engaged in two major activities:

● Constituted multi-institution, science and practice research network; and

● Reviewed literature on nature’s mental health impacts to identify 

strengths and weaknesses of existing evidence.

Introduction: Nature of the nature

Literature Review: 
Intersection of urban nature & health
Work to-date on urban ecosystem services has focused on valuing 

nature’s biophysical services--e.g., enhanced stormwater retention, 

climate regulation, and improved air quality (1,2,3), while services 

not easily quantified such as cultural and social benefits may in fact 

warrant greater attention. Using approaches ranging from surveys 

and nature-immersion experiments to brain scans, scientists are 

uncovering evidence that suggests exposure to nature improves our 

mental health and well-being (4,5,6,7). 

Despite the new thrust to understand the connections between 

nature and mental health, there is no consensus or understanding 

of what kind of nature is producing observed benefits. Our study 

aimed to be a first step in describing the nature of the nature within 

the existing literature.
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An understanding of the nature & experience
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1. Conducted original research on nature’s impact on affect (i.e., mood/emotion), 
cognitive function (e.g., memory/attention/impulse) or other well-being metrics;

2. Used identifiable, real-world natural spaces (i.e., excluded those where location 
was not specific, important, or noted); and

3. Tested responses following immersion experience (as opposed to simulated 
experience or epidemiological, self-reported survey, or longitudinal studies).

Overall the majority of studies found positive effects of natural spaces on many psychological and 
physiological measures, but the nature that elicited such results was highly varied. This is a supportive 
result concerning the relationship between nature and mental health, that such a wide variety of natural 
spaces show benefits towards stress reduction, attention restoration, and other well-being outcomes. 

Trying to characterize and describe the nature to which individuals were exposed in these studies, 
however, was a difficult task. Limited information was provided in most cases, where the natural area 
was often summarized in just a single sentence or only the park or trail’s name was mentioned, with little 
to no description of the nature or experience provided. 

Researchers need to detail the characteristics of the nature they are using to allow for a more accurate 
assessment of the nature of the nature. This is essential if such work is going to be incorporated into the 
decisions made by planners, designers and landscape architects to improve well-being of urban residents.

We systematically reviewed literature from environmental psychology, urban 

planning and public health, compiling references from 3 meta-analyses (8,9,10) 

and relevant review papers (e.g., 4, 11, 12) we had identified as a project team.

These references were narrowed down to 29 unique experiments, each that:

Our team analyzed in-scope experiments, mapped locations, and 

contacted authors, as needed, to clarify information. We then conducted 

desk-based analysis using online resources (e.g., Google map tools, web 

searches) to create a database of both nature (e.g., park area,

land cover) and experience (e.g., activity, duration)

characteristics for each experiment.

Future work should include more detailed analysis of the nature of the nature in mental 
health research and should aim to provide concrete and actionable recommendations 
that can directly be incorporated into the design of the urban environment. 
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