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ls it easier to open up - and heal - in nature?
A growing number of therapists believe so, and
are movrng their services outdoors, Alice Wright
tries an ecoth erapy session to f ind out

t's a bright February morning
when I meet Malachy Dunne on
the shores of Argai Lake, which
nestles in a vailey near the Cornish

town of Penryn. The sun has just come
up as we set offto walk around the water,
passing through woodland, wetland and
meadows. This is one of Dunne,s favourite
spots for conducting walk-and-talk therapy
sessions, also known as ecotherapy, and
I'm here to experience the benefits of
outdoor counselling fi rst-hand.

The benefits of ecotherapy are becoming
more widely recogn ised, and a growing
number ofcounsellors offer outdoor
sessions. This is backed up by numerous
studies highlighting the healing power
ofnature. For example, researchers at the
University of Essex found that, of a group
of people sufferingfrom depression, 9O per
cent felt a higher level of self-esteem after
taking a waik through a country park, and
almost three quarters of the group felt Iess
dispirited after the walk. Last year, Gps on

the Shetland Islands began issuing.nature
prescriptions', which instruct patients
with chronic conditions to take strolls on
beaches and moors, with a Iist of bird and
plant species to look out fbr as they wander.

For Dunne, the benefits are clear. Outside,
he says, clients start to speak about their
feelings in a more meaningful way. There
are also times when people don't want to
converse much at all. Often, being quiet in
the company of someone else is a crucial
part ofthe therapeutic process, and Dunne
says clients flnd silence more comfortable
and, ultimately healing, when they,re
walking with their therapist in nature.

A nurturing environment
As we set offaround the lake, I feel less
apprehensive than I would have in the more
formal setting of a consulting room. Like
many people, I'm self-conscious when
talking about my feelings or personal
issues, except with people I am very closeil
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I Sittine across frorr sonlcorle I ltare lr.

knou' and attcrtrpting to express
mv emotions is paiufr-rl fbr nte, but
talkingwhiie we rvalk lcels rnore
natural. l1:rking our u'av sirle br. sidc
also mcans I fccl lcss exposed. as er.c.

contact betu,ecn us is unly lieeting.
Argal Lake is str-r r-rning in the

morr-rir-rg sun and it u,oLrld be alr-nost

inrpossiblc not to tr:el uplifted just
bv beir.rg hcre. Agaitrst this ltackdrop,
it clocsr.r't 1'e el too dilicult Io stalt
opening u1t to l)r-rrlte irltout tn1'

stlurgle u,ith l Iack o1'conficlencc.
pa rtic lr la llv lr nrLr rr cl nrr' 1l'o f'ess ion a I

lile: otten teeling thlt I ant falling
short or rtot lchie vitr{ er-e lvthitrg
Ishoulcl hc. I lintrri'thlrt sorne ot this
has to clo rvith ri'antinU to ltlcase r-ur'

parents ut-rcl. u'hilc I ant cert:rir-r tier'
are proud of t-ne as a daughter and
a mother to ntv cl-rildren. I'm not
a lr,vays su le holv they vieu, or r-iilue
nr1'accolnplishme nts at u,ork.

Focusing on the vieli's :rlouncl me
as I sltcali givcs mc the merrtal spacc
to trv to cor-rncct with cxactll.u,hat
it is I n-aut to sav but, cve'n so. it all
uol-ncs oLrt in a bit of a.iur-nblc. l)unnc
careftrllv ur.rlticks what I anr trying
to expless ancl t'ellccts it back to me .

Just knori,ir-rg that lie has u ndclstoocl
atrd can cnrpathisc u,ith u,ltat I anr
f ccling is hugcly hclptul. IJccause this
topic is t.rot sotnething I u'or-rlcl usr.rally
talk about. I rvorrV tl.rat it rtright

66 I ir".,,)nrc tca riir I,

riltic'lt I u-oulcl t'inci
r. r |lc"{ ) I I I f i i I ia lt lc
in lt c'otr fint'tl sl)rl('(..
llr tltc lul.,t'. ] Ioo1.,

itc't'( )ss tltC u'lttt't' ll n(l
listcn to thc ltiruls rrs

I C',itill)()s(' lll\s('l I ))
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5o ( )tu'spccics has
sl)crrInr0r'e Iinte
it'nt I lt i n.q ( )utclo( )r's.

hLr ntirrga nd gathcri ng,
th an grr-)\\-ilt g cl'01)s
( )t' I ) lit 1.. i lr.lr, t'lt lt('lt i I lt's,..
\\ c'r'c cor-l nccti ng u'ith
il It il t1('it'l1t In(-llt( )l'\' r,

sou nd silly or confusccl. Iiut, healing
Du n nc's rccogn ition anrl contltassion
give s l lcgitin.racvto nn-ctrotictns thaI
is Irotir srrppoltive lr lrtl lclrssu ring.

Encouraging rvhispers
-\t one ltoint. I irecorne a littlc tcarful

"vhich 
I u,otrld find uncomttrrt:rlrle

if sitting in a conijned space u'ith a
str:rngcr. Here bt'the lal<e. I can lool<

a\vav across thc u,atcr and listen to
tl-re birclsong as I con'rpose ntysell.
Later, tl-rerc arc t-noltlents u'hcn I'n-r

not su lc'nvhat to sat.. or neetl tiruc to
guther mv Ihouehts. so u,e sir.nplv
wl I h c1Lrietly togcthcr.'l'he silcncc
docs not fccl an,ku'lrrd und I clo not
fccl r,ulnelrrblo ltecausc the sctting
proviclcs s<t rnuch clse to fill thc gap.

I)unne bclievcs tltat connccting
r.,.ith the sigl.rts ancl sound,s of naturc
en hances people's lbilitl,to contlect
ri,itl-r their Ieelings. and can lcacl to
a nrore positive mood or mindset.
Durir-rg the session. \re stop to listen
to thc souncl ol ri.atcr laPping against
stones. ancl I bccor-ne calmer. Dunnc
bclievcs olrselr.'ing nature and
conncctingu.ith it Iike tl.ris helps us
lice t- s s ir-'r rr cr s ltace tr ncl ;teacc. 'I I'u'e
spe nd tintc listcningto thou,atcr'
hittinu thc shorc.. it's clifhcult tirr.
oLr l nrincl to drr auvtltingelse.'Irc
:uvs. l:()t ntc. that's ntind1'uIncss.'

I)unne sugge sts lhat ltc,iug outrloors
is bene ficill h)t'olu'urental healtit

because it. cluitc literalll. r'eturns
rrs to onr nattt t'al crtvi rort ntent.
)\s a spccies, rvc'rrc sltcut a lot urorcr

t in.rc u,al l<ing outdools. hLrnt i n g

ancl gathcring. than ri'e }ur-e cither'
gron.ing crops or rnaliing rrlachines
he explains.'So r,r,c ale recor-rnectin
u.ith ar-r tircicnt ltremor)'.'

The lar-rdsc:rpc is a constant
presencc and. pausinoto r-rotice thc
sunlight slanting throuuh the trecs
the stil lness oltlrc. u'atcl lnd a rolti
hopping ahcad ofus brings anothcr
cl inrcr-tsion to otrr convelsation.

Evcr-prescnt solerce
lieliccting on oLlr scssion aftcrn arr
I firrtl tlrlrt. trs ue llus tlruri'irre
stlcr.rgth ancl sul.rpolt from thc
cxpclicr-rcc. I can also plirg into
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-: Lrlcalul and ltcceplltnce

:-r:r in nature u,ith Dtrltuc'

- . ure . \\'hilc u'a)king ttr

: nttnct-tt that lt I tc'rtltlou.
. -isten to the bilcls sinu

-,1 nsh it-tc. u'hiclt rcttt rtls

: :r.' heali tlrl statc tlf rll i lrcl

. =rl tltrt'it-tg ccothct'n1lv

-i rttltlt' ltt'lttttv uI t'tltIrt ltt'itlq

thc thelapeut ic llou'cl'of Ilatut'e

is that it is al',vrtvs rcitcly atlcl

u l it ir-rg fot' tt s n-hcucvcr \\:c cltoo sc'

to imr-t-tclse ottrselvcs in it.

I rccall I)ul.rnc telling Irlc aLrottt

a rccent ccothe r-trpy scssiotr he

had rvith a clie nt througll local

u'o.dla ucl' lr-hc're tire)'hacl an

encountcr u'itlt a for. just a feri

1'ards as-ar- on the other side of a

strcam. I-ittlc. spcciltl nlotrlents

like that can rctniucl us thlt.
ri llttevt't' el.t' ttt lv l)e q( )ill{ u ll

in our live's. the u'ollcl is stili ftrll
of rvonclct'arttl tlag,ic. he slys.
' It's abottt fe r: I i ng pa rt tll t I.tosc

rurot.ttcttts ollllivilcgc - lvhcn this

n'oricl tltat u.e igl-tot'c stl ntltcll lcts

r-rs ir.r. It's thcrc. atrd itwiIIwclcomc
Lts lit a tlV tilllc" Illi 11/77r'l1tt11l)\.c(t tlll

self

Prescribe yourself
a dose of nature
i)i,r,'.,r( {'iil) ltt7ritilir IhL lu'ulirtrt

i r t t i.t' ;' t',t t !' t ! t I I t t t{.' i' I t I h. i r I ! ) i1. .

! ji..j i Iri',, ti ji.rr. iiir:;.li=trrr;

{, j'{i: ii,'r",f'll{ql,lfli,ll r; i' J.}rr:;lrt'

, o Slowdown. Jvalk!;:g ci:tsrde

1' ;:. lP;i'tt,ii:t'. tO'rie J::.',T,

,;; th* *ac* r fel"; r:otches. Siicil,

: pause. br+atlre... Use all Ycur

i: S€ilS€S ic appr+r:iate il-re beauty
: oi the netitrai rvorlcl arouttc ;'ott
. .If possibte,headfor

running water. Fr esi'r f ioivr trg,

vrater creates arl ai:undattce

of neg;ttive ions. rvhicir are said

tc have a tratur;ll arrtidepressant

:gtr. I or lrtttnatt llet'lq:
o Listenproperly. if You

-::€ .',.:lrrrrg il'ith someotre else.

,, a, 1:;rn 1,1:31',' that gou are

.t iea !-, , 3:ai'llilg lL) tne!- ialher
::,. i::=r LtS: :;tti .r! .'1ti - trr:itrCll

'' ',' I ,_' t. :: P - .. ';:': ; '

r:,i- .:..i].:>..1.r' ", -
':=. eotlN:i':>l iloiilt. L)i i-epeiliing

, , 'rvcrrcls back ic ther-n. 
-ihat rlighi

l,=a., sr-;utld a little corrtrived. says

" Duttt,e. BLtt, the more rve do it,
.' the rrore we r,vill l'iear urhat

peoPie trave to szlY r ather than

sirrrply responciitrg to what they

. have said. Learrrirrg this valuable

skrllri 9r€.rtfot our totnpattion

= 
aitcl it s benef icialfor rs, too.

,, o Turnoff YourPhone-lf tl\l=

t',, i: a step toc iar. ai ierst rut li itl

.,. !,oiji -O.ket:rrcl ieai'e:1 ther€,

:.: This s-o.ilcj 5e : ir|:1t i';;]3 tr-ui-Y

-.- 
er.ESSili iit tl:€ rr:aqretlt. 50 de lt t

::, be te=:pteef ir: pe 
=t 

pictiires te
:' 

iir-.tagrarn or checi< WnatsAppl

: o Makeitahabit JLrst like

exercise. if Yori start makirrg a

coltscious effort t<-r go out ttrto

greeli spaces regularly, you ivill

quickly see the berretits. And

the mol e You do ti. the nror e

you ivillrvairt to cio it
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