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and improving mood and cognition. There are several 
books that provide further guidance, and the Association 
of Nature and Forest Therapy Guides and Programs is a 
non-profit startup dedicated to training and therapy devel-
opment. Trained leaders guide events and experiences that 
embrace the many opportunities for creativity and restora-
tion offered by even brief forest encounters in ways that 
promote health benefits.

Social Benefits
	 Trees provide other benefits that contribute indirectly 
to better health. For instance, people who are lonely or 
socially isolated are at greater risk for poor mental and 
physical health, particularly older people. England has 
actually created a new ministry of loneliness to counter 
an epidemic situation. Parks and tree canopy contribute 
to settings where people can interact and improve social 
cohesion for improved health. 
	 The presence of neighborhood trees has also been 
associated with reduced crime. While neighborhoods 
with larger trees may benefit more from crime reduction, 
a study of vacant lots that included new tree plantings 
was related to fewer incidents of violent crime. These 

effects play out even in relationships; people who lived in 
public housing buildings with more surrounding trees and 
greenery reported committing fewer aggressive and violent 
acts against their partners. 

The Business Case: Economics
	 Community leaders often treat trees as pretty but not 
essential, yet the economic implications are substantial. 
There are indirect values. People with views of trees and 
nature from their workplace desks are less stressed and 
more satisfied with their jobs. Workplace forest therapy 
programs can help desk workers reduce hypertension and 
stress. Healthier workers are probably more productive 
workers. Young students also respond favorably to trees 
with improved academic performance that can lead to 
college attendance and better employment. 
	 The case for connecting economics and direct health 
effects is compelling. The price tag for health care in the 
U.S. is now trillions of dollars—about 18 percent of the 
nation’s Gross National Product. This article provides but a 
few examples of the many ways that trees, parks. and green 
space could help promote health and prevent disease if 
public health benefits were to become a priority for urban 
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forestry planning and decision making. Across life spans 
and human health, one analysis found annual health costs 
savings to be billions of dollars per year. 

Nature for Health Policy
	 While this article has focused on trees, the Green Cities: 
Good Health website summarizes thousands of studies that 
point to a wide array of health benefits associated with 
urban greening. Many cities are incorporating public health 
into comprehensive policies to create more livable places. 
Urban greening strategies—gardens, parks, natural areas, 
and green infrastructure—are integrated into housing, 
transportation and infrastructure planning and policy, using 
a sites-to-systems outlook. New finance and policy initia-
tives are being explored to enable tree planting for public 
health. Within these initiatives there is attention to equity 
and the recognition that all in the community should have 
access to nature, recognizing historic disparities in distri-
bution of trees across neighborhoods. From individuals 
to entire cities, trees are not just ‘nice to have’ but are 
profoundly important to support quality of life and well-
ness. B
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Resources
Green Cities: Good Health, University of Washington (Seattle): www.greenhealth.

washington.edu
Outside Our Doors: The Benefits of Cities Where People and Nature Thrive. The 

Nature Conservancy: http://www.washingtonnature.org/cities/outsideourdoors/
Nature's Riches: The Health and Financial Benefits of Nearby Nature. The 

Nature Conservancy and University of Washington: http://www.naturewithin.
info/New/2016.11.Economic_Benefits_of_Nature_in_Cities.KWolf.pdf, 
Spanish: http://www.naturewithin.info/New/2018.3.TNC_Natures%20Riches_
Economic%20benefits%20of%20nature_Spanish.pdf

The Power of Trees. The Nature Conservancy, video link: http://www.washington-
nature.org/power-of-trees-video
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