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NATURE AND HEALTH
Integrative Medicine’s Winning Counterpoint to Urban Living
The World Health Organization (WHO) reports well over half the world’s population lives in towns and
cities and that this demographic is expected to approach 70% by 2050, further eroding exposure not
only to nature’s majesty, but its significant beneficial impacts on our health. The health benefits of
nature are well documented in an increasing body of research suggesting that access to nature may be
vital to our health and well-being. As a long-term strategy, WHO is calling upon governments around the
globe to integrate health and nature elements into urban and regional planning.
More urgently, integrative medicine is leading healthcare’s movement toward consideration of nature’s
healing properties and the central role that all healthcare providers can play in facilitating nature-based
interventions and community-based collaboration as a counterpoint to urban living.
The Nature, Culture and Human Health (NCH2) network founded and led by
Teresa Horton, PhD, Northwestern University, for example, has received a
generous grant from the Walder Foundation to launch the Health and Nature
Catalyst program. This new program is designed to foster nature-based
solutions that will incubate grass roots improvements in equity, the
environment, and public health with help from a regional collaborative including
healthcare/public health, environmental and equity communities.
David Victorson, PhD, is Professor of Medical Social Sciences in the Feinberg
School of Medicine and Associate Director of the Cancer Survivorship Institute at the
Robert H. Lurie Comprehensive Cancer Center. His work brings together his interest in
nature and health with the implementation of evidence-informed, nature-based
interventions in patient care and education. He notes that “despite varying qualities of
study designs and levels of empirical support, an extensive body of evidence
suggests nature's role in improving multiple domains of human health, including
reduction of stress, anxiety and depression, and increased cognition, pain control, social
connectedness, physical activity, cardiovascular outcomes and immune system functioning.”
As a member of the International Congress on Integrative Medicine & Health Oversight Committee and
a program co-chair, Dr. Victorson works with other committee members to ensure that nature-based
interventions are part of the global health conversation and that participants have easy access to green
space and nature-based activity throughout the event, including several hiking options across tribal
lands that surround the event’s resort location. Rue Mapp, founder and CEO of Outdoor Afro, a
nationally recognized nonprofit working to build involvement and leadership in nature, will headline a
plenary session during the Congress. She will outline the urgency for more diverse audiences to build a
local and relevant relationship with the outdoors as a pathway toward greater community health and
environmental sustainability. The Congress, hosted by the Academic Consortium for Integrative
Medicine & Health, expects to attract a global audience of more than 1,000 researchers, clinicians and
educators May 23-26, 2022.
Dr. Victorson also is a member of the NCH2 Steering Committee and leads the Nature and Health
Special Interest Group (SIG) of the Academic Consortium for its international integrative medicine
network of more than 75 renowned academic medical centers and health systems. “Involvement in
NCH2 and the Academic Consortium SIG helps to increase awareness, activity, and evidence about
the importance of exposure and connection with nature, not only for our individual health and well-being,
but for the health and well-being of our society and even the planet.”

The demonstrated intersect between nature and health is so compelling that he co-founded True North
Treks in 2009, an organization that guides young adult cancer survivors and caregivers through
wilderness treks across the U.S. “From cognitive and emotional to social and physical benefits, the
positive health benefits that derive from time outdoors is vast, says Dr. Victorson, “not only for those
living with cancer and the survivors of cancer but for their caregivers and, in fact, for everyone,
regardless of health status.” Results of a five-year program evaluation published in the International
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health suggest that immersive, mindfulness-based
nature programs hold the potential to increase access to age-appropriate, supportive care opportunities
that improve quality of life and well-being for any population experiencing the adverse effects of
disconnect.
“As integrative medicine specialists and advocates, we have the opportunity to ensure that Nature has
a place in our whole-person health and healing focus on behalf of our patients, our environment and our
own well-being. This is particularly important in order to foster dedicated research, national support and
resources toward nature-based interventions in healthcare, similar to the guided path of acupuncture
from its introduction as a healthcare outlier to its acceptance today. Nature as medicine deserves the
same trajectory into mainstream medicine.”

Nature-based Integrative Health Interventions – Levels of
Engagement
1. As a personal health and well-being strategy, consider your most convenient options
for mindful connection with your outdoor green and/or blue spaces and make a concerted
and consistent effort to take advantage of them.
2. At the systems level, consider the possibilities for nature-based interventions within your
integrative health program and the patient needs it might serve.
3. At the patient level, prescribe nature-based intervention as you would prescribe exercises
or a healthy diet, with one important difference – take five minutes to help the patient
understand, buy into and determine what it can mean for them, when and how to
implement their nature connection in a way that is accessible and convenient for them.
4. Resolve to become an advocate to support research, focus and funding. This area fits
perfectly within integrative medicine and should be funded. There currently are no
dedicated national or government-supported programs to advance nature-based
interventions in healthcare.
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Join the professional community in integrative medicine and health for the 2022
International Congress, May 23 - 26, in Phoenix, Arizona. The Sheraton Grand at Wild
Horse Pass is our destination. Our objective is to use this unique opportunity to share our
common interests and diverse experiences, make new connections and support each other
in this developing field.
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