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Introduction
Nature-based interventions (NBI) are 
performed in different types of natural 
environments, and the intervention pro-
grammes are both grounded and sup-
ported by the natural milieu. In recent 
years, the concept of using forest sites 
for NBI has increased. The main idea 
behind using forest sites revolves around 
improving people’s health and well-be-
ing. Concepts such as forest bathing and 
forest therapy have been introduced, and 
the terms seem to be used interchangea-
bly. Due to the lack of consensus on the 
definitions and differences that appear 
in the described programmes, it is not 
always clear if an intervention is a forest 
bathing or forest therapy practice. There 
is a need for clarity regarding the defini-
tions, the content and the type of practice 
in order to communicate scientific results 
and practice to the wider community and 
health care.

The diversity of definitions of  
Interventions in the Forest  
Environment
In literature, forest sites are defined as ‘are-
as covered by trees which are not predo-
minantly under agricultural or urban land 
use’ (Bach Pagès et al., 2020). Forests are 
multi-sensual natural environments with 
many valuable qualities to support human 
health and well-being (Li, 2010). Forest 
bathing (‘shinrin-yoku’) is a traditional 
meditative practice, originating from na-
ture-focused traditions of Shintoism and 
Buddhism in Japan. In forest bathing, 
people are invited to immerse themsel-
ves in the forest milieu, while mindfully 

paying attention to all their senses. It is 
characterised by walking in a forest at a 
comfortable pace with stopovers along 
the way, doing breathing exercises or yoga 
and contemplating the surrounding natu-
re (Antonelli et al., 2019). Forest bathing 
often aims to unite humans with a forest 
and to induce relaxation (Miyazaki, 2018). 
Developing an evidence-based forest ba-
thing intervention is challenging because 
no established protocol for the activity 
exists, but what distinguishes it from an 
ordinary walk is its structured, embodied 
and materially mediated nature (Rantala, 
2010). Several crucial elements characte-
rise forest bathing and have to be inclu-
ded in the practice: movement at a slow 
pace and within a short distance, focus on 
the senses (sensory experience), and con-
nection with the natural world. However, 
forest bathing can take on different forms, 
from passive being in the forest and an-
choring the mind in the present to active 
engagement in therapeutic activities, such 
as for e.g. aromatherapy, music therapy, art 
therapy or visuali-
sation techniques 
(Clifford, 2018), 
often even referred 
to as forest therapy.

Recently, this 
ancient practice 
started to evolve 
and be used for 
health-improving 
interventions, all 
over the world. 
While the main 
idea behind forest 
bathing still revol-

ves around improving people’s well-be-
ing, forms of guided forest walks vary 
depending on geographical region and 
cultural phenomes unique to them. For 
example, Finnish forest walks include 
berry picking (Saimaalife, 2020); in Ser-
bia, they are replenished with the relaxing 
sound of sheep bells (Farkic et al., 2021), 
while in America, meditation and mind-
fulness are often incorporated into the 
practice (Association of Nature and Fo-
rest Therapy Guides and Programs, 2020). 
Due to the lack of a consensus on the 
definitions and differences that appear 
in the programmes all over the world, 
it is of great importance to distinguish 
between Forest Bathing and Forest The-
rapy. The clearest distinction of those 
practices has been made by Cau-Wetter-
holm (2020), who defines Forest Bathing 
as ‘a nature-based, guided or non-guided 
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Figure 1. Main assumptions of Forest Bathing and Forest Therapy [developed on the basis of Alex Gesse, 2022]
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Figure 1. Main assumptions of Forest Bathing and Forest Therapy [devel-
oped on the basis of Alex Gesse, 2022]
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and intervention design were analysed. 
References of the studies included in the 
analysis are listed at the end.

General description of the studies
Twenty-eight studies were included in 
the review, being published between the 
years 2007 and 2022. Most of the studies 
(21) came from Asian countries: Japan (9), 
Korea (6), China (4) and Taiwan (2). The
rest came from Europe (9), including Italy
(3), Poland (2), Sweden (2), Hungary (1)
and UK (1) (Fig. 2).

Type and design of interventions
Review of the articles revealed six types 
of interventions: Forest Bathing, Forest 
Therapy, Forest Walking, Forest Recrea-
tion Programme, Recovery in Forest and 
Forest-based Rehabilitation. Based on the 
descriptions in the articles and following 
the guidelines contained in the defini-
tions obtained from the literature, we di-
vided the interventions into two main ty-
pes: Forest Bathing and Forest Therapy, in 
which the sub-types distinguished in the 
research were included (Fig. 3). For this 
study, we adopt definitions as follows: (1) 
Forest Bathing is a guided or non-guided 
well-being practice, aimed at health pro-
motion and disease prevention, achieved 
by boosting the therapeutic and restora-
tive effects of nature to enhance nature 
connectedness and strengthen social rela-
tionships and (2) Forest Therapy is a gui-
ded nature-based intervention for disease 
prevention or health and rehabilitation 
intervention, aimed at specific needs of 
individuals to help repair the damage to 

mental, physical and social health caused 
by specific problems (Gesse, 2022). Two 
sub-types were distinguished from Forest 
Bathing, which are Forest Walking and 
Forest Recreation Programme. Also, two 
sub-types were distinguished from Forest 
Therapy, which are Recovery in Forest 
and Forest-based Rehabilitation.

Different programmes proposed diffe-
rent lengths of interventions. The most 
frequent ones were interventions lasting 
1 or 2 days, but interventions lasting from 
one to twelve weeks also took place. Ac-
tivities performed during different types 
of interventions varied. Most frequent 
ones were walking, breathing exercises, 
and stimulation and engagement of sen-
ses achieved in various ways. Figure 4 
presents a detailed description of types of 
activities performed during each type of 
intervention and in the literature list, di-
vided into the type of interventions.

preventive wellness to achieve a sensory 
connection with the natural environment 
for relaxation and sustained health’, while 
Forest Therapy is defined as ‘a nature-ba-
sed, guided and clinically reinforced forest 
bathing intervention, with additional tre-
atment applications and adapted profes-
sional guiding skills to achieve a sensory 
connection with the natural environment 
and increased health in specific popula-
tions’ (Fig. 1).

Aim
The aim of this review was to emphasise 
the core elements of nature-based inter-
ventions in forest environments and to 
gain an understanding of the difference 
between Forest Bathing and Forest The-
rapy practices.

Method
The study was conducted as a literature 
search, intending to identify: the types of 
interventions that are performed in the 
forest environment as well as how the 
interventions are designed, including the 
number of participants, intervention site, 
length of the intervention, type of acti-
vities performed during the intervention, 
and geographic locations, in which rese-
arch in this field takes place. The Google 
Scholar database was searched, using the 
following keywords: “Forest Therapy” 
and “Forest Bathing”. Due to the lack of 
agreement on the actual definition of Fo-
rest Therapy and Forest Bathing, articles 
on Forest Walking, Forest-based Rehabi-
litation, Recovery in Forest, and Forest 
Recreation programmes were also inclu-
ded. Titles and abstracts of the identified 
articles were reviewed for relevance. Also, 
the references were manually searched for 
inclusion of other significant articles. Stu-
dies were excluded if they were: Reviews, 
Systemic reviews or Umbrella revives; 
Full-text was not available in English; or, 
Interventions took place in an environ-
ment other than a forest.

Results
The characteristics of all relevant studies 
such as; study identification, country of 
performance, population and sample size, 
intervention type, setting, time period 

Figure 2. Number of studies included in the review, divided by country of origin
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Figure 3. Types of Nature-based interventions in a forest environment. The terminological division into two main types: Forest Bathing and Forest Therapy and four sub-types: Forest
Walking, Forest Recreation Programme, Recovery in Forest and Forest-based Rehabilitation.
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Figure 3. Types of Nature-based interventions in a forest environment. The terminological division into 
two main types: Forest Bathing and Forest Therapy and four sub-types: Forest Walking, Forest Recreation 
Programme, Recovery in Forest and Forest-based Rehabilitation.
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Conclusion
Spending time in nature is essential to 
health and well-being. To take full ad-
vantage of benefits of Natural-based 
Interventions in Forest Environment, it 
is necessary to create clear definitions, 
guidelines and division between Forest 
Bathing and Forest Therapy for all practi-
tioners conducting individual practices in 
the field. This will allow for easier com-
parison of research results and safe and 
full use of the health potential provided 
by the forest environment. This type of 
action may also result in easier adoption 
of this type of practice by health care, and 
thus a wider use of the benefits of nature 
in the future.

Final words
The study was done as a part of the Eras-
mus+ student exchange programme and 
is a collaboration between the University 
of Agriculture in Krakow and Swedish 
University of Agricultural Sciences 
(SLU). The full results are now being pre-
pared for peer-review publication in an 
international scientific journal therefore 
no discussion is included here.
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Activities performed during different types of interventions in forest environment

Forest Bathing

1 day long guided 
programme

- walking
- nature observation

- stimulation and 
engagement of 

senses
- breathing exercises

- mindfulness
- meditation

- sharing circle
- yoga

- hammock 
experiences

- barefoot walking 
- grounding

- solitude in forest
setting

- lectures
2 days long non-

guided programme
- walking

Forest Walking

2 days or 8 weeks 

long guided 

programme
- walking

- breathing exercises
- stimulation and 
engagement of 
senses (noticing 

scents of the forest)
1, 2 or 7 days long  

non-guided 
programme

- walking

Forest Recreation 
Program

1 day long guided 

programme

- walking

- stimulation and 
engagement of 

senses (listening to 
the sounds of the 

forest, viewing at the 

forest, touching 

forest items, 
cuddling up to a 

tree)
- stretching

Forest Therapy

1 to 11 days or 4 to 8 
weeks long guided 

programme
- walking 

- blind and back walking 
- sitting/ lying down 
- nature observation

- stimulation and 
engagement of senses
- breathing  exercises

- mindfulness
- meditation 

- sharing circle
- counselling and 
cognitive therapy
- music therapy

- yoga
- stretching /exercising
- hammock experiences

- barefoot walking 
- talking to nature

- therapeutic activities 
e.g. natural artwork, 

nature-related games, 
forest folk dance, clapping 

exercise, aromatic hand 
massage, taking pictures 
of nature, story-telling, 

tree hugging
- lectures 

Recovery in Forest

12 weeks long 

guided programme 

- walking
- breathing exercises

- relaxation by the
fire

- woodcutting

- gathering twigs and 
branches after forest

clearance 

- solitude in forest

setting

Forest-based 
Rehabilitation

12 weeks long 

guided programme

- relaxation 

exercises (e.g. 

breathing and 

focusing on an 

object)

- solitude in forest

setting

Figure 4. Activities performed during different types of interventions in forest environments. See also Figure 3.




