
Discovering forest bathing  

 ‘A tree does good like medicine, enriching the air with rosin and balsam, and its beauty, type of 

steadfast strength, makes one feel immortal ‘ John Muir’s Journals(undated), p 49. 

‘Come to the woods for here is rest.  There is no repose like that of the green deep woods’ J. Muir 

(1875). The Sequoia Belt.   
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Being in nature at the Astley Ainslie Hospital 

Most people enjoy walking in nature, and some of us particularly like walking among trees, whether 

it is in large and ancient forests or even in small urban wooded parks.  Being in nature is intuitively 

pleasing for most of us, it makes us feel good.  We sense the sounds and sights of the forest, its 

smells, the ground or vegetation under our feet, the rustling of dead leaves in autumn. We 

experience just being in the open air, in the present moment, communing with the living world 

around us in all its forms. 

The Astley Ainslie grounds are a wonderful resource for a walk in nature, combining well-kept 

parkland and lawns, wild spaces, ancient trees, shrubs, a walled garden, an orchards, a burn, wild 

flowers and interesting wild life including badgers and newts, bats, rabbits, roe deer, insects and 

birds – explore the section on trees and flowers on the AACT website:  https://aact.scot/trees-and-

flowers/  
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What is forest bathing? 

Forest bathing is different from taking exercise in forests, walking or playing in nature, hiking, 

jogging or even climbing trees.  Practiced a lot in Japan where it is called ‘shinrin-yoku’, it is 

described as bathing in the forest atmosphere and experiencing the forest through all our senses. In 

forests, it is easier to connect with, even to commune with nature.  So for all of us, including people 

living in busy built up cities, on the margin of urban developments, tree huggers and hipsters, be 

tempted! Taste the clean fresh air, feel the sunshine, the warmth, the cold or the pouring rain, smell 

the musty dampness and the fragrant trees, see the shade, darkness or the dappled sunlight and 

experience the peace or unpredictability of a large forest or even, if you prefer, the clipped lawns 

and tidy flower borders of an urban park on your door step and just open up to your senses and to 

the feelings deep inside you.  

Forest bathing is very simple to practice and has the advantage of requiring no special equipment! 

Here is an extract from a book by Dr Qing Li on forest bathing (Qing Li, 2018), providing simple 

instruction on how to practice shinrin-yoku in a park: 

‘1. Leave behind your phone, camera, music, and any other distractions 

2. Leave behind your expectations 

3. Slow down: forget about the time 

4. Come into the present moment 

5. Find a spot to sit – on the grass, beside a tree or on a park bench 

6. Notice what you can hear and see 

7. Notice what you feel 

8. Stay for two hours if possible (though you will begin the effects after 20 minutes)’ 
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While the book provides a lot more information about this simple practice, this is a very good way to 

start and you will be surprised how much you will discover by simply spending 20 minutes in this 

way. Forest bathing is based on the Biophilia hypothesis, explains Qing Li:  ’the concept that humans 

have a biological need to connect with nature and the living world’…‘We know this deep in our 



bones, it is like an intuition or an instinct, a feeling that is sometimes hard to describe… In Japan, we 

have world for those feelings that are too deep for words, Yugen.  Yugen gives us a profound sense 

of the beauty and mystery of the universe (Qing Li, 2018). 

 

The positive effect of ‘green’ and ‘blue’ spaces 

Forest bathing is part of the growing interest in the positive effect of ‘green’ and ‘blue’ spaces - 

(green: parks, woodlands and forests; blue: sea, lakes and rivers) for health.  A recent report 

commissioned by the NHS in illustrates the interesting initiatives that are planned in the Lothians 

region to increase the use of these spaces in our local area (see the Greenspace and Health Strategic 

Framework for Edinburgh & Lothians report by the Edinburgh and Lothians health Foundation -

attachment enclosed).  The report describes the health and well-being effects of being in nature and 

the additional beneficial effect of the increase in social connection often derived from these 

activities.  

This is part of a set of initiatives for health and social care to provide non medical options for primary 

care staff to draw on to support their patients’ health and wellbeing, including their physical and 

mental health.  Social prescribing for instance is an approach that is used to support self-

management.  These initiatives are primarily used for connecting people to non-medical sources of 

support or resources within their community. They are part of a growing focus on public health 

initiatives for preventative health strategies, keeping us well and preventing health problems and 

also ways of increasing the range of psychological and other non-medical approaches to recovery 

and healing. 
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Social and nature prescribing for health and well-being 

Some people are rather surprised by the recent call for investigation and time spent researching the 

beneficial effect of nature and social connections on health and well-being: ‘It just stands to reason’ 

seems to be the general view. It appears ludicrous to even consider that we are actually spending 

time researching the extent of the benefits of nature on health, well-being so that health and social 

care should now offer social and nature prescribing.   

Qing Li (2018) tells us that ‘we have known for millennia how good being in nature can make us feel’.  

In 1890, John Muir wrote: ‘There is a love of wild nature in everybody, an ancient mother-love even 

showing itself whether recognized or no, and however covered by cares and duties.’ J.  Muir (1890).  

Alaska, June-July 1890. p46 

However, while some people consider these statements to be truism and as such, not a matter for 

investigation or debate, for others, the pursuit of research into understanding how and in what way 



nature and social connections are good for our health and well-being is important.  The rationale is 

that if we are going to spend the limited budget allocated to health and social care in the UK, we 

need to make sure that the benefits from these activities are fully understood and if prescribed, how 

we will all benefit from them. 

The question then becomes, what works for whom?  Physical and mental health treatments and 

therapies are carefully regulated by the National Institute of Clinical Excellence in England (NICE) and 

its equivalent in Scotland, the Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines Network (SIGN), to develop 

evidence based clinical practice guidelines for the National Health Service (NHS).   

 This means that in order to be accepted by the commissioners of health, interventions need to have 

gone through a careful evaluation according to the guidelines recommended by NICE and SIGN, a 

step by step documented peer reviewed process designed to assess the effectiveness and efficacy of 

treatments for all.  Once an intervention has been adopted by NICE or SIGN and the commissioners 

of health and social care services, it can becomes available for free in the NHS.   

I am sure most of us are very much looking forward to been prescribed forest bathing for our mental 

or physical health and well-being and possibilities for practice, with or without prescriptions, are 

already suggested in the UK, see for instance: 

 The National Trust: https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lists/a-beginners-guide-to-forest-

bathing   

 The Forest Bathing Institute: https://tfb.institute/about/  

 Some favourite places identified in Scotland in the autumn for forest bathing 

https://www.fionaoutdoors.co.uk/2018/10/10-top-spots-for-forest-bathing-this-

autumn.html 

Enjoy the experience and let us know if you have a favourite place in the Astley Ainslie and across 
Scotland for forest bathing! 

Michele Hipwell 26/09/2019 

Reference: Qing Li (2018).Shrinrin-Yoku: The Art and Science of Forest Bathing. How Trees Can Help 

You Find Health and Happiness. UK: Penguin Life. 
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