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Ecotheraphy as a Tool for Mental Wellness
Jenna L. Matsumura
Students are arriving on college campuses with more mental wellness
concerns and higher rates of diagnoses than previous years. As
universities explore ways to increase the programmatic efforts to address
these issues, the role nature plays in regards to the human psyche is often
not considered. Although universities offer outdoor education programs,
the positive impact of the biosphere is relatively underutilized. In this
article the author will (a) present a brief overview of the growing presence
of mental illnesses on college campuses, (b) provide an introduction and
critique of ecotherapy, and (c) propose the placement of house plants
within university residence halls as a more socially just form of ecotherapy
to promote the psychological well-being of college students.
The topic of college students’ mental wellness is of growing concern and is
receiving significant attention on college campuses and among student affairs
professionals. Ecotherapy is one psychotherapeutic approach that seeks to meld
culture, humans, and the environment in order to help individuals answer the
foundational question, “What is my place in the world?” (Robinson, 2009, p.
28). Due to the financial, racial, and ability-oriented privileges inherent within
ecotherapy-based interventions, many students are unable to participate (Stanfield,
2005). By utilizing a critical view of ecotherapy and increasing the presence of
plants in residence halls, universities and student affairs professionals have the
potential to enhance the psychological well-being of college students beyond the
counseling center.
Mental Wellness on College Campuses
The rate of students entering college with previously diagnosed mental wellness
concerns and those seeking psychotherapeutic treatment in college are higher
than ever before and are continually rising (Reynolds, 2009; Schuh, Jones, &
Harper, 2011; Zhang, Brandel, & McCoy, 2011). Universities and student affairs
professionals are facing an increased amount of pressure to address and provide
greater mental wellness-based services such as counseling and psychiatry (Reynolds,
2009; Zhang et al., 2011).
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College campuses and student affairs divisions have responded to the need for
increased mental wellness programming by increasing the range of services
available at counseling and wellness centers. Many institutions now offer
group therapy in addition to individual therapy, and have created spaces where
concerns of mental wellness can be discussed safely and openly, while also
increasing the visibility and accessibility of said services (Reynolds, 2009; Zhang
et al., 2011). Multiple facets of student life have the potential to be impacted
by mental wellness concerns (Reynolds, 2009; Schuh et al., 2011; Zhang et al.,
2011), and countermeasures should be as readily present. Most counseling and
psychotherapeutic sessions occur in a highly controlled environment (Davis &
Atkins, 2004) such as a counseling center or student health center. This leaves a
vast area of campus, including residence halls, void of psychotherapeutic benefits.
One way to maximize the efforts of fostering and maintaining healthy psyches of
college students is through the incorporation of the environment into their daily
lives. For this paper, psychological benefits, well-being, and healthy psyche will all
be used when discussing ecotherapy induced:
changes in cognition, emotion, and physiology that are positively valued
and/or enhance effectiveness and adaptive capacity. [Ecotherapy] also
encompasses valued outcomes in which psychological processes may play
a mediating role, such as increased social interaction and reduction of
experienced pain and symptoms of poor health. (Bringslimark, Hartig,
& Patil, 2008, p. 423)
Ecotherapy
Ecotherapy is a branch of psychology that seeks to capitalize on the positive
influences that nature can have on the human psyche (Buzzell & Chalquist,
2009; Louv, 2005; Perlman, 1994; Robinson, 2009). Ecotherapy is the behavioral
counseling branch of ecopsychology that seeks to reconnect the human
consciousness to the natural world (Buzzell & Chalquist, 2009). Many psychologists
and environmentalists argue that this self-imposed separation has only harmed
human beings (Buzzell & Chalquist, 2009; Hsian, Burke, & Miguel, 2013; Kashima,
2015).
In Culture and Psychology in the 21st Century: Conceptions of Culture and Person for Psychology
Revisited, Dr. Yoshihisa Kashima detailed a harmful assumption made by the major
frameworks of psychology: the “presumption of human-nature separation”
(Kashima, 2015, p. 1). They described the many different ways in which human
culture impacts the environment, and how the changes in the environment correlate
with periods of social well-being or unrest (Kashima, 2015). In addition to Dr.
Kashima’s assessment that the environment and climate change must be accounted
for in psychology, numerous studies have shown that experiences with nature
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are beneficial for the human psyche (Health Council of the Netherlands, 2004).
Critiques of Ecotherapy: Racism and Classism
In addition to the history and stereotype of psychotherapy as something
predominately practiced by White people, outdoor adventuring and the separation
of humans and nature are the pursuits of America’s Eurocentric elite (Cronon,
1983; Outka, 2008). In order for universities and residence halls to successfully
introduce ecotherapy to their campuses, staff members, particularly student affairs
and mental wellness professionals, must be knowledgeable about the racist and
classist history of ecotherapy and the outdoors.
Race
Racial minorities are becoming the marginalized majority in the general population,
but when it comes to accessing nature reserves such as national parks, the
numbers do not follow the same trend. Although 32% of White individuals say
that they have visited a national park within the last year, only 13% of Black
individuals have entered a national park (Solop, Hagen, & Ostergren, 2003).
This racial imbalance is present throughout topics relating to the environment.
In conversations of environmentalism, conservation, environmental justice, and
ecotherapy, communities and voices of Color are often silenced (Finney, 2014).
Additionally, people of Color are less likely to seek psychotherapeutic services. In
2010, Hispanic Americans and African Americans were found to be half as likely
to seek treatment for mental health concerns as Caucasians, and Asian Americans
were one-third as likely (Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, 2010). When
working to increase the presence of ecotherapy on college campuses, student
affairs and mental health professionals should keep in mind which populations are
most likely to benefit from ecotherapy, and which populations are not receiving
care elsewhere in their lives.
Access: Time and Money
Time and money are the top reasons preventing the practice of ecotherapy
(Walsko & Hoyt, 2012). These barriers to ecotherapy exist for clients wishing to
seek psychotherapeutic treatment on a broader spectrum. Insurance companies
restrict the types and frequency of visits that a client can be covered under their
insurance. Ecotherapy often falls beyond insurance benefits, making it all but
impossible for the majority of health care recipients to afford.
Even though the psychology field at large is working to improve the access and
attention given to low socio-economic status communities (e.g., operationalizing
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language, challenging assumptions and biases within the profession, etc.), many
systematic boundaries endure (Smith, 2005). Additionally, adopting a multicultural
perspective has helped psychologists address issues relating to poverty (Smith,
2005). When clients feel there is a socio-economic class difference between
themselves and the professional, positive outcomes are unlikely to be met
(Thompson, Cole, & Nitzarim, 2012).
If universities and residence halls can gain funding opportunities through grants,
donations, and fees, then the financial cost of ecotherapy will be dispersed
among the population instead of resting on one individual. By providing access
to plants and nature without additional charges to students, universities can help
meet the needs of their student population and foster a healthier campus climate.
Additionally, if ecotherapy is ingrained in university infrastructure and design,
students will not be required to spend additional time traveling to nature, unless
they want to. For those students who face increased stress and anxiety when
considering spending time away from studies, work, or family in nature, exposure
to nature in their routines is likely to ease anxiety instead of increase it.
Due to the concerns presented by traditional ecotherapy techniques (e.g. outdoor
education, wilderness retreats, outdoor activities, etc.), universities seeking to
increase the presence of ecotherapy on their campus should investigate sustaining
houseplants within their residence halls, academic buildings, and student life
centers. The presence of houseplants has similar effects on the psyche as
traditional ecotherapy techniques without barriers such as cost and ability. The
racist implications of ecotherapy are lessened by installing houseplants because
their effects are experienced as part of the general environment instead of creating
additional barriers.
Houseplants as an Alternative Form of Ecotherapy
Limited research has been conducted on the possible therapeutic benefit of
houseplants due to the deeply rooted notion that nature and the outdoors are
synonymous. Current research on this topic has struggled with issues of external
validity due to the heterogeneity present among participants and plants in true
experiment-based research samples (Bringslimark, Hartig, & Patil, 2008.) The
lack of external validity is present when following a meta-analysis of available
selected research, which could not conclusively say whether or not plants have a
positive effect on study participants. At worst, the research has pointed out that
houseplants have a neutral effect on the well-being of participants (Bringslimark,
Hartig, & Patil, 2008).
The limited research regarding the positive psychological effects of houseplants
points to college students being the most susceptive to the influence of houseplants
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(Bringslimark, Hartig, & Patil, 2008; Peterson, 2001; Stamps, 1999). In a study
conducted by Texas A&M University, student productivity increased by 15% when
in the presence of flowers and plants (PR Newswire, 2003). Gender also played a
role in the psychological benefits of houseplants; women-identified participants are
more likely to experience a positive reaction to houseplants (Kim & Mattson, 2002).
Studies also found that flowering plants have a greater effect on pain tolerance and
the length of influence than non-flowering plants (Park, Mattson, & Kim, 2004).
Much of this research is based on Ulrich’s theory regarding psychophysiological
stress-reduction (Bringslimark, Hartig, & Patil, 2008). This foundation presented
a challenge for experiment-based research because it required participants who
were experiencing stress to be remedied. Due to the nature of stress, researchers
are faced with a quality control issue as participants experience and rebound from
stress at different levels. This uncontrollable variable often invalidates experimental
findings (Bringslimark, Hartig, & Patil, 2008). However, finding college students
who experienced high levels of distress is a relatively feasible task; college students
are the most stressed and anxious population in the United States (National College
Health Assessment, 2015). The current research demonstrates that although
houseplants remedy problems that are previously in existence, they do not inhibit
stress, anxiety, and mental illness from manifesting (Hartig & Staats, 2006).
The same heterogeneity found amongst the research methods were also found
among participants (Bringslimark, Hartig, & Patil, 2008). A serious deficit in
this research is the lack of attention given to how the role of culture, society,
and identities play in affecting an individual’s relationship with houseplants and
ultimately, the beneficial influence plants may have. In order to better validate
the claim that houseplants have beneficial effects on individuals’ mental health,
productivity, and general health, researchers have to devote more efforts to
increasing the specificity of study parameters. Additionally, more studies and
cost-benefit-analyses need to be explored regarding the actual cost of acquiring
and maintaining houseplants, and whether or not the investment of houseplants
reduces the number of visits to counseling centers and money spent on other
mental wellness strategies.
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Conclusion
Fatigued and anxious college students have shown restoration
across many psychological and physiological dimensions tested
after they walked in the woods.
—Craig Chalquist, A Look at the Ecotherapy Research Evidence, 2009
As counseling centers are attending to more and more students each year, higher
education institutions must look for ways to continuously increase the mental
wellness of their students. One possible way to lessen the stress, anxiety, and
depression students face may be to increase the presence of flowering houseplants
in high traffic areas such as residence halls and lecture halls. With the growing
demands and expectations being placed on college students, it is unlikely that the
mental health crisis universities are facing will cease without continued intervention.
If, as Dr. Craig Chalquist stated, students experience a better state of mind, body,
and spirit after spending time with the outdoors, perhaps it is time to bring the
outdoors inside.
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