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Shinrin-yoku is a type of therapy from Japan 
that you need in your life. 
 
 
I first heard of shinrin-yoku in 1991 from a 
friend, Tokyo-based advertising executive Yuji 
Yamaguchi.  I had recently moved back to 
Japan.  I remember where I was standing.  I was 
on the side of a hill covered in towering cedar 
trees.  The trees had been planted after the 
war, directed by the government’s failed 
policy to create a lumber industry.  The trees 
now served another purpose, saving the souls 
of an overworked nation.  
 
I was working at (what was at the time) the 
world's largest advertising agency.  I was under 
so much stress that my stomach felt tied in 
knots and I couldn’t breathe very well.   
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I had joined the 
Yamaguchi 
family at their 
besso (cabin) in 
the mountains 
of Nagano.    
We were 
standing 
outside, on the 
side of a large 
hill.   
 
"You are under 
a lot of stress, 
which shows in 
your face," he 
said.   

 
I nodded. 
 
"You must enjoy shinrin-yoku," he said.  "It is 
like taking a shower in the ozone emitted from 
the trees.  It will heal you." 
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This short book is a short introduction to the 
practice of shinrin-yoku and how you should let 
it change your life.  Following a pattern used 
sometimes in my writing, I have organized the 
book using the Borton-Rolfe Reflective Learning 
Model.  You have an experience, make sense of 
it, then act or make a change.  You ask what is it 
or what happened?, so what? (why is it 
important) and now what? (what is the plan 
moving forward?).  Below is a diagram (pulled 
right out of wikipedia) to explain the process. 
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As an aside, reflective learning is a habit I hope 
you will make your own.  The model will help 
you mull over and evaluate what you learn in 
other areas, so that it becomes yours and 
becomes useful.   
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WHAT IS IT? 
 
Shinrin-yoku is described as the practice of 
seeking mental healing through contact with 
trees.  It can range from walking to a park that 
has some trees, to visiting a botanical garden, to 
camping in the mountains.   
 

The first word 森林 (shinrin) combines two  
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Characters: mori, which means woods, and 
hayashi, which means forest.  Together 

translates as forest.  Next, the word 浴 (yoku) 
means bathing.  Together it translates as “forest 
bathing.”  Some people translate it as “forest 
therapy.”  In Korea, where I have also lived, they 
call it sanlimyok.  
 

 
 
 

The practice was first advocated by the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries in Japan.  
Director general Tomohide Akiyama originated 
the term back in 1982. 
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In case the idea makes you feel uneasy, here is a 
helpful hint: you will not need to get naked to 
do this.  Keep your clothes on. 
 
Shinrin-yoku is more than just relaxing in a 
forest.  It is a radical form of eco-therapy, 
backed up by scientific research. 
 

 
As previously 
mentioned, you can 
do this in a local 
park if it has enough 
trees.  I prefer older 
forests, with trees 
large enough to 

provide good canopy.   
 
The third section (Now What?) will address 
specifics of how to do this. 
 
 
 

  

http://brockstout.org/


CC-BY-NC by Brock Stout BrockStout.org 
 

 
 
 

SO WHAT? 
 

From my experience, the quietness of the 
desert can also be healing.  I have—on several 
occasions—sought solitude amongst sagebush 
and communed with cacti.  But science has for 
many years told us that trees have further 
amazing benefits.  
 

In 1928, Russian 
scientist Boris 
Petrovich Tokin 
discovered that 
some plants 
emit phytoncides to 
protect 

themselves.  Notable examples are garlic and 
certain spices.   Apparently trees also emit 
phytoncides.  These invisible substances have 
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amazing benefits for humans.  More recent 
research from Japanese scientists calls 
phytoncides "wood essential oils," and indicates 
they have health benefits.  
 
In 2006, a study (see doi: 

10.1080/08923970600809439) showed 
that phytoncides enhance NK cell activity, 
improving your immune system.  NK are the 
cells that provide a rapid response to cells 
attacked by viruses and bacteria.  A 2008 study 
in Japan showed that a single shinrin-yoku 
outing strengthens anti-cancer proteins for over 
seven days after the outing.   
 
Research is not complete, however.  A 2012 
meta-study (an analysis of a group of studies) 
was made on the topic.  The meta-analysis 
showed that shinrin-yoku research methods 
need improvement, and the authors 
recommended a strategy for future research 
(see doi: 10.2147/PRBM.S32402).   
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Research by Tsunetsugu, Park, & 
Miyazaki proved that breathing forest air can 
help heal a 
person's 
nervous 
system.  For 
example, 
smelling oil 
from the 
hiba tree (Thujopsis dolabrata) was found to 
significantly decrease depression and anxiety in 
certain patients (see doi: 10.1007/s12199-009-0091-

z).   
 
 
The smell of Taiwan cypress (Chamaecyparis 
taiwanensis) 
reduced blood 
pressure, 
according to a 
1992 study by 
Miyazaki, et. al.1  
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Are Japanese trees special?  Not really.  Shinrin-
yoku practitioners are appearing around the 
world.  Groups promoting education, mutual 
practice, and group outings can be found in 
countries throughout the world.  Japan is a 
wonderful place to live, but staying where you 
are is an option.   
 
Through developing my shinrin-yoku practice 
over almost three decades, I have learned to 
love trees.  I never really considered myself to 
be an environmentalist, yet I plant at least 10 
trees every year.  
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NOW WHAT? 
 
I challenge you to build your own shinrin-yoku 
practice.  Choose a style that matches your 
lifestyle.   
 
I hate camping.  I don't like spending hours 
packing and hours cleaning up so I can spend a 
short time in the wilderness, a few meters from 
dozens of other households.  I also don't like 
sleeping on the ground.   
 
That’s okay.  My disdain for camping is not a 
problem because I have developed other ways 
to establish my shinrin-yoku practice.   
 
 
 
You should create a regular schedule for forest 
outings.  I recommend several times in the first 
week, then at least weekly after that until you 
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feel healed.  If distance prohibits weekly 
outings, do it at least once a month.  
 
 
The important point is to not wait until you are 
ready to break down.  Preempt illness by going 
today.  If you live in a city with no forest access, 
rent a car or take a train out of town. 
 
 
 
Some shinrin-yoku teachers recommend 
walking, with natural, flowing movements. 
Others suggest quietly sitting.  In any method, 
be purposeful about how you approach the 
environment.   After you enter, ask yourself 
questions to involve your five senses. 
 

 What do you smell?  Isolate the scents 
from different trees. 
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 What do you see?  Look at the mountain 
scenes, and appreciate the majesty of 
nature.   How densely are the trees 
spaced? How dense is the other 
foliage?  What tree species do you 
observe?  

 

 What can you say?  Speak to the trees.  (I 
have not actually done this, but I have 
heard of practitioners talking to trees and 
trying to develop relationships with 
them.)  Some people actually ask the 
trees to aid in healing.  I recommend not 
talking, and instead focusing on the other 
four senses.  But the purpose of this 
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guide is to help you build your own 
practice, so I encourage you to do what 
works for you.  

What do you say to yourself?  For 
example, avoid thinking about life 
outside the forest, particularly about the 
past and future.  

 

 What do you feel?  Touch the bark of 
different types of trees, and compare the 
textures. 
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Can you sense the 
wood essential oils 
raining down on 
your skin from the 
trees above? 
 

 

 What do you hear?  Water 
running?  Squirrels chattering? Birds 
singing? Branches whipping against each 
other in the wind?  Frogs croaking? 
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What do you NOT hear?  Hopefully you 
cannot hear your phone, which is turned off 
and hidden in the bottom of your knapsack. 

 

If you are really ambitious about self- learning, 
you can use Borton’s Framework Model to 
maximize learning through your 
experiences.  You can do this during and after 
the outing.  Ask yourself: 
 

1. What happened? (Did you hike or just 
sit?  What interactions took place?  What 
did you see?  hear?  smell?  touch?) 

 

2. What sense can you make of the 
experience? (What did you learn about 
yourself?  What did you learn about your 
limits of concentration?  What did you 
learn through interaction with the trees?) 
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3. What is the way forward? (What needs to 
happen in the future?  What do I need to 
change?) 

 
You can repeat this line of questioning after 
each outing.  But for some people, such an 
analytical process takes away all of the fun.   
 
 
TREE TYPES 
 
You may be limited on location.  But if you have 
a choice, research on phytoncides mentions tea 

tree, oak, cedar, locust, and pine.  In fact, 
French scientist Jack Masquelier discovered that 
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pine needles and bark contain vitamin C, and he 
patented an extracted chemical.  Hiba, an 
evergreen, was mentioned in an earlier page.   
 
WHY JAPAN STILL MATTERS 
 
As a sort of appendix to this short book, a word 
should be said about Japan.  We can learn 
tremendously important things from Japan.   
 
In the 1980s we were afraid of Japan, but have 
now forgotten that fear.  (It has been replaced 
by anxiety over the rising power of China and by 
infatuation with Korean pop culture.)  But Japan 
still matters.  Following are four examples of the 
many crucial things the world has and can still 
learn from Japan. 
 
 
1. National confidence matters.  Asia 

dominated the world economy in ancient 
times, and might again in the future.  But in 
the 18th century, that seemed 
impossible.  One by one, nations and 
kingdoms of Asia fell to the expanding  
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colonial powers of Europe. India was 
absorbed into England’s empire, Vietnam 
became part of France’s empire, China fell 
under England’s influence.  The Philippines 
had become part of Spain’s sphere 
centuries before. The empires were 
deciding who would conquer Korea.  
 
Then Japan began building its own empire, 
and somehow defeated Russia in a short 
war.  The world was astounded.  An Asian 
country had the audacity to show 
supremacy.  From that time, other Asian 
countries began regaining confidence.  

 
 
2. Cute is powerful. In the West, particularly 

in the U.S., masculine values increasingly 
dominate (even as we call for more 
attention to feminine values).  Yet many in 
the West are drawn to cute, one of Japan’s 
abundant resources.  So while many of us 
are thrilled by watching Thor fight the 
Incredible Hulk, many of us are drawn to 
Hello Kitty.  Marketers should remember 
this. 
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3. Humility leads to innovation.  We like to 

believe that the U.S. invented numerous 
innovations, all in a vacuum.  But the 
foundations were all borrowed, and 
American industry continued to borrow 
technology and practices from Europe for 
many decades.  Japan taught us that 
innovation through borrowing is not only a 
legit way of developing an economy, but it 
can be a very successful one. Humility is 
the necessary beginning of learning.  And 
innovation requires learning. 

 
 
4. How to relieve stress.  Japanese society is 

stressful.  It has been for a long time, 
because work 
hard and hold 
very high 
expectations 
of themselves 
and of each 
other.  So 
society has 
created systems to alleviate stress.   
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Shiatsu massage and daily ritual bathing for 
relaxation are two practices we can adopt 
from Japan.  Shinrin-yoku is another.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Now you have three assignments: 
 
 Make sure you are an email subscriber to 

BrockStout.org to help you continue your 
lifelong self-learning practice 

 
 Build you own shinrin-yoku habit, beginning 

today (not tomorrow)  
 
 Share this ebook with anyone you know who 

is stressed out 
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