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Book Review: This Is Your Brain On
Nature

In “Nature and the Mind,” Marc Berman uses neuroscience to show how interacting with nature
benefits mental health.

Humans have turned to nature for solace and revival for centuries, without knowing exactly why it
makes us feel better. “It is not so much for its beauty that the forest makes a claim upon men’s
hearts, as for that subtle something, that quality of the air, that emanation from the old trees, that
so wonderfully changes and renews a weary spirit,” Robert Louis Stevenson wrote in the
mid-1870s. But what is that subtle something, and why does it affect us so profoundly?

In “Nature and the Mind: The Science of How Nature Improves Cognitive, Physical, and Social Well-
Being,” neuroscientist Marc Berman brings the data, drawing on his own research and work by
other scientists into the psychological and physiological ways in which spending time in natural
environments improves human well-being. He starts by recounting a 2008 study that he
conducted as a graduate student with his advisers at the University of Michigan.

The researchers gave subjects challenging memory tests, including one called the backward digit
span task, in which they would hear a list of up to nine digits and then try to repeat them in
reverse order. After completing the tests, the subjects took a 2.8 mile walk either through
downtown Ann Arbor or in the university’s leafy arboretum, and repeated the tests. The urban
walk did not measurably affect participants’ scores, but walking in the arboretum improved their
performance on memory- and attention-related tasks by 20 percent. Looking at pictures of either
natural or urban scenes produced similar, although somewhat weaker, results.

“Other studies had asked people how they felt after time in nature, but none had ever quantified
nature’s impact on our cognition using objective measures,” Berman writes.

In Berman'’s view, attention is a central element of cognition. He sees directed attention — the
ability to choose what to focus on and filter out what's less important — as a critical human
capability. “Instead of knee-jerk reactions we may regret, directed attention allows us to pause,
consider our intentions, and respond to people and experiences with measure,” he explains. “It
keeps our flashes of anger from becoming violent behavior” and “keeps us on task when that'’s
what we want.”
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And modern society, with its plethora of distractions — especially the digital economy and social
media — has made attention “the World’'s Most Endangered Resource,” in the words of political
commentator Chris Hayes, author of the recent book “The Siren’s Call.” Businesses that want our
attention — and the user data that comes with it — are churning out web-based products and
services designed to keep us online and engaged, and, in some cases, away from their
competitors.

For Berman, the founder and director of the Environmental Neuroscience Laboratory at the
University of Chicago, this trend is worrisome because directed attention isn’t just a vital ability.
It's also a limited one, and can easily become depleted as we multitask, juggle work and family
needs, and try to tune out tech-based noise. “Today, we’re pushing our directed attention to a
breaking point,” he warns. “We're getting distracted when it’s not necessary or adaptive, and our
very ability to maintain our important relationships and live meaningful lives is at risk.”

Berman sees hope in a concept called Attention Restoration Theory, developed by University of
Michigan psychologists Rachel and Stephen Kaplan, that posits nature as an answer to directed
attention depletion. The Kaplans saw natural stimuli — think of leaves rustling on tree branches, or
clouds drifting across the sky — as fundamentally different from manmade signals, like cell phone
alerts or billboards. Nature’s sights and sounds engage a kind of thinking the Kaplans called “soft
fascination” that doesn’t take up all of an observer’s attention. When you sit next to a flowing
stream, you can listen to the water splashing and also let your mind wander more widely. That
experience, the Kaplans hypothesized, offered an opportunity to replenish our directed attention.

The 2008 “Walk in the Park” study was an early empirical test of attention restoration theory. Its
results were encouraging, but raised more questions for Berman: How much restorative power did
time in nature have? How did it work, and how could it be applied?

In Berman'’s view, attention is a central element of
cognition. He sees directed attention — the ability to
choose what to focus on and filter out what’'s less
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important — as a critical human capability.

In a follow-up study, Berman and colleagues recruited participants who were experiencing clinical
depression and had them carry out the same memory tasks, followed by the same walks. Before
the walks, the researchers prompted their subjects to think about something negative that was
bothering them, to put them into the mode of repetitive negative rumination that characterizes
depression and saps directed attention. Participants who took walks in nature showed even
greater cognitive gains than those in the original study.

“It felt like discovering a fifty-minute miracle — a therapy with no known side effects that’s readily
available and can improve our cognitive functioning at zero cost,” Berman writes. The results
echoed findings by scientists at the University of lllinois who discovered that when children with
ADHD spent time in green outdoor settings, they showed fewer attention-related symptoms
afterward compared to others who spent time in human-made spaces. In one study, children with
ADHD showed attention performance improvements after a walk in a park that were comparable
to the effects from a dose of Ritalin.

Another notable aspect of Berman'’s findings was that people didn’t have to like nature to benefit
from it. Participants in the walking studies didn’t always experience mood benefits, but they
showed clear attention-related improvements. “Good medicine doesn’t always taste sweet,”
Berman observes.

This story was published by Undark on August 28, 2025. It is republished with permission.
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