SOMETHING IN THE AIR
In Japan, researchers are finding strong medical connections between being in a forest and having a
healthy immune system. In one Japanese tradition — shinrinyoku, or forest bathing — individuals

spend time in a forest to relieve stress and strengthen their immune system.

According to Yoshifumi Miyazaki, a professor at the Center for Environment, Health, and Field
Sciences at Chiba National University in Japan, forest bathing has “preventive medical effects” such
as relieving stress and recovering an immune system that has declined due to stress. He adds,
“Artificialization is taking place at such a rapid rate that we now find ourselves in stressful situations
in our daily lives and are forced to deal with the resultant pressure.” Proponents of forest bathing
assert that a short trip to a forest offers relaxation as well as natural aromatherapy in the form of

antimicrobial organic compounds derived from trees: wood essential oils called phytoncides.

In 2009, Qing Li from Nippon Medical School in Tokyo published a paper highlighting a series of
studies that followed groups who took a three day/ two-night trip to forested areas. Researchers took
blood and urine samples at various intervals. Li found that an individual’s levels of natural killer
cells — a type of white blood cell that releases anticancer proteins to attack tumors and cells infected
by viruses — were significantly higher on the forest bathing days. Moreover, natural killer-cell
levels stayed elevated for 30 days after the trip. In addition, Li found that levels of urine adrenaline,
which the body releases in response to anxiety, had dropped after forest bathing trips — a sign that

forests lower stress.

Li’s findings suggest a monthly “forest bathing trip” would help people maintain a higher level of
natural Killer-cell activity. “Forest bathing trips have become a popular and recognized relaxation

and stress management activity in Japan,” says Li.

Though the forests in Li’s research held Japanese cypress, Japanese cedar, and Japanese beech, he
said that other types of forests should have similar effects, though researchers haven’t yet studied

other tree species’ phytoncides.

In a similar 2005 study in Japan, Miyazaki and colleagues conducted week-long studies in 44
different forest sites throughout Japan. In one study, groups took a seat in the forest to absorb natural
surroundings, while an urban-based control group viewed city life. Researchers found the forest
group to have decreases in cortisol (stress hormone) levels, sympathetic nervous activity, blood
pressure, and heart rate; parasympathetic nervous activity was enhanced by 55 percent, indicating a
relaxed biological system.

“This proves that stressful states can be relieved by forest therapy,” Miyazaki says.
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