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Opinion

The world in which we live, is crying out for humans to
recognize the interdependence that exists between all life forms.
Growing human consumption demands are playing a primary
role in the demise of the environment, suggesting a disconnect
between human society and its life support systems [1,2]. In order
to reverse the ecological devastation humans have imposed on
the planet a need to create change in our ways is evident [1]. The
fields of Mindfulness and Sustainability Education are thought to
be instrumental in helping more humans realize the importance of
caring for and protecting our natural world [3].

Those working in these fields have seen an opportunity to
further enhance humanity’s connection with the environment
and have created a range of nature-based mindfulness lessons
and programs - lessons and programs that help individuals
mindfully discover and develop a closer connection to the natural
environment. In this opinion piece, we briefly outline the concept
of nature-based mindfulness, give an example of a nature-based
mindfulness activity, and discuss some critical skills needed
to ensure that this deep connection people develop towards
the natural world through nature-based mindfulness activities
translates into pro-environmental action and behaviour.

What is Nature-Based Mindfulness?

Nature-based mindfulness is a term beginning to be used
to describe activities and programs that connect the natural
environment with mindfulness or other contemplative techniques.
Nature-based mindfulness practices have a wide range of
application.

They are used

. To cultivate a more mindful way of being and deepen a
meditation practice [4].
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. Develop the ecological self, including pro-environmental
behaviours, such as mindful consumption [5,6]. The ecological
self is perceived to be a wide, expansive or field-like sense of
self, which ultimately includes all life-forms, ecosystems and
the Earth [7].

. Help individuals cope with climate change [8], depression
and stress [9,10].

. Enhance wellbeing [6,8,11,12].

. Enable a more creative, considered and holistic way of
thinking, and approaching environmental problems [3,8].

. Assist with equity issues
. To motivate social activism [8].

A wide variety of nature-based mindfulness activities have been
designed to suit both children and adults. Snel, author of Sitting still
like a frog: Mindfulness exercises for kids (2013) writes in relation
to child-centric mindfulness that “the specific applications of this
learning are seemingly boundless”, and this sentiment seems to
also apply to nature-based mindfulness (p. x). For example, in the
book Into Nature: Mindful ways to unplug and reconnect [13], the
authors offer 60 exercises to connect with nature - whether that be
in the countryside, a park, an allotment, the garden, or on a balcony
[13].

While there have recently been multiple practices designed to
connect nature with mindfulness, scholars and teachers have been
integrating mindfulness with nature for centuries [14]. A commonly
used nature-based mindfulness practice that has been practiced
for thousands of years is mindful walking. listen to (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=NfPBIRE4RIc). Mindful walking is a key
element in the majority of mindfulness-based programs for both
children and adults [15,16]. In the practice of mindful walking in
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the natural world, students use their mind, body and senses to
closely pay attention to the surrounding natural environment while
gently walking. For example, in a woodland or park, attention can
be directed towards the earth, trees, leaves, atmosphere, fauna,
clouds, and/or temperature. If tuning into the earth the walker may
ask of him or herself - “As I take each step, does the ground feel
soft, hard, sticky, or uneven?”, “How does my foot feel as I touch the
earth?, ‘Am I resting my heel on the ground first as I step or my
toes?”, “How does my connection with the earth feel through my
whole body?” and so on. Teachers may remind students that our
bodies and minds are embedded within the natural world, such
that when we breathe in, we breathe in the out-breath of plants,
shrubs, and trees [4]. And when we breathe out, we breathe out the
in-breath of flowers, plants and trees [4].

When teaching nature-based mindfulness to undergraduate
students we found that students develop or re-develop a closer
connection and identification with the nature world, often reflecting
and realizing their loss of connection to this world. However,
we discovered that in most cases, this identification did not lead
students to spontaneously care for their environment. We found
that key to encouraging pro-environmental action and behavior was
to provide students with some simple examples of how they could
positively help their surrounding natural environment (Skills to
Act) and specifically requested that they commit an environmental
act of kindness (e.g., picking up rubbish in a local park) and report
on this act in an assignment. All of the students when introduced
to the concept of caring for the environment, engaged in various
acts of kindness towards the natural environment and further
uninitiated, the majority of the cohort brainstormed various ideas
about future pro-environmental behavior and actions they could
personally take. Requiring students to commit an environmental
act of kindness became a crucial element in transforming the
connection and identification students were feeling into caring for
and protecting our natural world and is considered to be a critical
facet when teaching nature-based mindfulness.
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