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Our connection 
to nature

“Hello, sun in my 
face. Hello you 
who made the 
morning and 
spread it over the 
fields...Watch, 
now, how I start 
the day in 
happiness, in 
kindness.”
― Mary Oliver

Ecotherapy: Applied Ecopsychology

Ecopsychology: Restoring the Earth, Healing 
the Mind: Theodor Roszak, Mary Gomes and 
Allen Kanner, 1995

A collection of essays by psychotherapists, 
thinkers, and eco‐activists which began the 
discussion of the intrinsic connection 
between the health of the planet with the 
mental health of humanity both individually 
and collectively.
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The Ecological Circle

The holistic relationship with nature encompasses both 
nature’s ability to nurture us, thorough our contact with 
natural places and spaces, and our ability to reciprocate 
this healing connection through our ability to nurture 
nature. 
Howard Clinebell (1996)

Research Findings

Research has been conducted on the following concepts:

Physical Health

Mental Health

Occupational Function

Cognitive Function

Social/Emotional Wellbeing

Play behavior

Conservation Attitude and Social Justice
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What is Ecotherapy

Provides clients the opportunity to explore their relationship with 

nature and includes a range of therapeutic interventions 

– Horticulture therapy

– “Green” exercise

– Animal‐assisted therapy

– Wilderness therapy

– Counseling in nature

– Environmental Conservation

– The most popular therapeutic interaction between people and plants

– Ranges from passive appreciation of gardens to actively gardening

Horticulture therapy
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“Green” exercises: a readily available 
therapy with no obvious side effects

– Research shows that acute short-term exposures to facilitated light, 
not rigorous, green exercise improves both self-esteem and mood

– Effects can take place in as little as 5 minutes

– Younger people experience improvements in self-esteem; middle age 
and older experience improved mood

– All green spaces are effective in improving mental health including 
urban green spaces, countryside/farms, forest/woodlands, wild-habits, 
but waterside seems to have the greatest effect

Animal Assisted 
Therapy

Wilderness 
therapy

Using wild and remote places to provide a context for individual and/or 

group therapy

The goals of wilderness therapy is to challenge participants (and gauge 

reactions to these challenges and, perhaps, moments of frustration) in order 

to create experiences where reflection, self‐awareness and discovery can 

occur.

The wilderness can offer a pure, distraction (modern distraction) free 

environment where a participant is physically and emotionally challenged.  



11/16/2019

5

Ecofeminism

• Links Feminism and 
Ecology

• Argues that the 
western paternalism and 
anthropocentrism has led to 
a harmful split between 
nature and culture.

• This movement sees the 
connections between the 
domination of nature and 
the exploitation of women

Ecotherapy with Children

• A “natural” fit for a child’s imagination 
and energy

• Works with every developmental 
stage/age

• Richard Louv: nature deficit disorder
• Bring the play outdoors! 

EcoWellness
Seven Factors of EcoWellness in Practice

1. Have a strong working knowledge of 

EcoWellness (or ecotherapy)

2. Above and beyond informed consent

3. Honor a client’s nature worldview

4. Protect confidentiality

5. Be clear with clients about the clinical intent 

of nature‐based therapy and client advocacy

6. Have access to safe places in nature 

A  sense of appreciation, 

respect for, and awe of 

nature that results in feelings 

of connectedness with the 

natural environment and the 

enhancement of holistic 

wellness (Reese & Myers, 

2012, p. 400). 
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Biophilic DesignInterior design characteristics 

– High quality natural lighting and window views

– Including natural elements such as plants, natural colors and nature scenes

 Improves mood

 Increases concentration

Ecotherapy in the Counseling 
Classroom

Counseling in Nature –
Can I be an Ecotherapist? 
The simple answer – yes you can!

You don’t need to be an expert in ecology, 
forestry, environmental studies.. You do need 
to

1. Decide on a group to work with

2. Pick a suitable place

3. Check on your paperwork/insurance

4. Talk to your clients about how, what and 
why
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But how? 
– Ask specific questions in the intake interview about a 

client’s connection to nature. 

– Make use of nature as a metaphor

– Assign nature-based homework to clients

– Special Place Assignment

– Choosing something in nature to represent themselves

– Incorporate nature terminology in your practice

– Green your office space

– Move your practice outdoors

– Include mindfulness practices

– Art based nature activities

– Structured group activities

Jordan, M. & Hinds, J. (2016). Ecotherapy: Theory, research 
and practice. St. Martin’s Press. New York, NY.
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