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SCIENTISTS are unan im ous: nature plays a sig ni �c ant role in our well being. But not every one is lucky
enough to live near a forest or by the sea, which means that where you live has the poten tial to in�u ence
your men tal health.

For tu nately, this is not irre par able. A new study even sug gests that vir tual immer sion in nature could be
enough to help people reduce stress and relax, espe cially teen agers.
the trans ition from adoles cence to adult hood is not always easy, and this period can rep res ent one of the
most di�  cult in terms of men tal health.
And the covid-19 pan demic has done noth ing to help. in 2021, in the midst of the pan demic, the World
Health Organ iz a tion (WHO) estim ated that 14% of young people aged 10 to 19 exper i ence men tal health
con di tions, includ ing depres sion, anxi ety and beha vi oural prob lems.
this alarm ing �g ure has promp ted health author it ies to call for strategies to pre vent these dis orders and
meet the needs of this young pop u la tion.
So it’s hardly sur pris ing that sci ent ists are now look ing into pos sible solu tions spe ci�c ally for this group.
A team of research ers from the Depart ment of Psy cho logy at the United King dom’s Uni versity of exeter
invest ig ated the in�u ence of nature on the men tal health of a group of 76 teen agers and young adults aged
18 to 25.
the aim was to determ ine whether a vir tual immer sion in nature, com pared to a vir tual immer sion in an
urban envir on ment, could have a pos it ive e�ect on their well-being – on a par or almost on a par – with a
real walk in the woods.
it’s a sur pris ing concept at �rst glance, but it’s one that could prove help ful to those who live in cit ies with
little or no access to blue and green spaces.

Watch ing nature videos has the poten tial to improve men tal health.
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Redu cing stress
For the pur poses of this research, par ti cipants were divided into two groups.
the �rst was invited to watch a short, six-minute nature video with immers ive visual and sound fea tures of
blue and green spaces, akin to a walk in a forest by a river.
the second group was invited to watch a video depict ing an urban envir on ment, fol low ing a jour ney on a
Lon don Under ground train, under equi val ent con di tions (includ ing dur a tion, sounds, and other factors).
Accord ing to their �nd ings, pub lished in the journal Nature: Sci enti�c Reports, the sci ent ists observed
numer ous pos it ive changes in the group sub jec ted to vir tual immer sion in nature on sev eral levels.
not only did the nature video gen er ate a “sig ni �c ant reduc tion” in stress in the par ti cipants, it also
increased levels of relax a tion and pos it ive mood.
this stands in con trast to immer sion in an urban envir on ment.
note, however, that the video evok ing a walk in a forest had no impact on the depress ive state, nor did the
one immers ing par ti cipants in the Lon don Under ground.
“Our �nd ings sup port both of the gen eral hypo theses that brief expos ure to an immers ive nature video,
rel at ive to an urban com par ison con di tion, would reduce stress, improve indices of men tal well-being in
adoles cents, and increase nature con nec tion,” the research ers explain.
this research could con trib ute to the devel op ment of new strategies to sup port adoles cents with men tal
health dis orders who do not have access to green and blue spaces.
this is neces sary, if not indis pens able, con sid er ing that 50% of men tal dis orders emerge dur ing adoles -
cence, as the study’s authors reveal and 75% occur before the age of 24.
But the research ers also point out cer tain lim it a tions, not ably that these vir tual immer sions are no sub sti -
tute for the real thing.
Vir tual expos ure could be used as a self-help inter ven tion, an adjunct to ther apy, or reserved for those for
whom access ing nature is chal len ging, whether due to indi vidual factors or sys temic inequit ies. Research -
ers, Uni versity of Exeter
Not a sub sti tute
“We recog nise that vir tual expos ure to nat ural envir on ments may have value in improv ing men tal well-
being and even pre vent ing men tal ill ness and may be appro pri ate for those strug gling to get out side or who
are agora phobic, socially phobic or have depres sion-related low motiv a tion.
“However, ... we do not sug gest that vir tual nature expos ure should typ ic ally be a replace ment for the real -
world exper i ence.
“instead, vir tual expos ure could be used as a self-help inter ven tion, an adjunct to ther apy, or reserved for
those for whom access ing nature is chal len ging, whether due to indi vidual factors or sys temic inequit ies,”
they con clude. – AFP Relaxnews


