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Abstract  

The self-care practice of forest bathing for nurses is the focus of this article. Self-care is 

the use of actions to promote one's well-being and is an essential aspect of being a 

nurse. The Japanese form of shinrin yoku is not a perfect translation to English as forest 

bathing. Forest bathing means walking or being in the woods. Included in this article is 

the self-care practice of forest bathing, evidence, and safety tips. Forest bathing is a 

healthy self-care activity.  Health benefits based on evidence include an increase in 

killer T lymphocyte cells, lower cortisol levels, reduced blood pressure, lower stress 

levels, and reduced anxiety. Nurses who choose forest bathing as self-care gain from 

the health benefits. Knowledge of basic hiking safety and following safety tips from the 

forest location expert is foremost to promote safety. 

Keywords: forest bathing, walking in the woods, phytoncides, forest safety, self-

care 
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Forest Bathing Self Care for Nurses 

 

“And into the forest, I go, to lose my mind and find my soul.” 

--John Muir, Father of National Parks in America 

 Forest bathing is the English translation of the Japanese term “shinrin yoku.” 

Forest bathing means walking or spending time in the woods (Hassan et al., 2018). 

Forest bathing is a valuable health promotion activity that nurses can use as part of their 

self-care regime. The definition of self-care is the use of healthy activities by individuals 

to help well-being and self-development that includes treating self with respect, 

compassion, and honesty (Burkhardt, 2022; Shields & Stout-Shaffer, 2022).  

Forest bathing is one self-care activity that supports health benefits. Holistic 

nursing theories support nurses engaging in routine self-care. Forest bathing is a 

holistic practice often combined with other self-care modalities, such as bird watching, 

nature viewing, watching seasons, weather watching, interacting with animals, 

movement mindfulness, prayer, and meditation. These activities are congruent with 

Shields and Stout-Shaffer’s (2022) work about lifelong self-development practices to 

actualize one’s potential. Explained is information about forest bathing, theoretical 

foundations of self-care, benefits, and forest bathing safety. 
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Figure 1.  

Superior Hiking Trail in Minnesota during the Winter 

 

Note: Weather impact on trails. Photo by Nancyruth Leibold Creative Commons BY NC 

Figure 2.  

Lebanon Hills Regional Park Trail, Dakota County, Minnesota

 

Note: A well-maintained path. Photo by Nancyruth Leibold Creative Commons BY NC 
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Conceptual Foundations of Self-Care for Nurses 

 A description of the concepts of centering, equanimity, intentionality, holism, and 

loving-kindness in the context of self-care is next. Centering is a holistic activity for 

nurses that involves focused awareness of one's current mind, body, and spirit to 

promote ideal healing encounters as a nurse (Leibold, 2021). Examples of centering are 

being present through breathing exercises and meditation (Shields & Stout-Shaffer, 

2022). The self-care activity of centering transcends a nurse to a state of higher 

effectiveness when caring for others. Equanimity means a state of mental calmness 

and composure, even when under stress (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2021). Watson's 

theory of caring integrates equanimity toward self and others (Costello & Barron, 2017). 

Caring for self to make oneself better at caring for others is a foundational pinning of 

self-care. Holism is the notion that the parts of the whole interconnect so that all parts 

are essential for functioning. Therefore, the whole is of more value than the parts 

(Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Holism is internally congruent with the holistic nursing 

approach for self-care to develop the mind, body, and spirit for best actualization. 

Intentionality has different contextual meanings. In this context, intentionality 

refers to a philosophical state of mind, "aboutness" (Ahlsén, 2019), or awareness to 

care for human health needs (Aghebati et al., 2015). For example, awareness of the link 

between self-care promotion and forest bathing. A nurse could have intentionality about 

self-care or have intentionality about inner peace. The meaning of intentionality is the 

conscious mind's context, and existence outside of the mind is not a requirement. 

Development of one's intentionality is by learning, working, and growing (Zahourek, 

2015). Developing oneself is elemental to caring for others. Loving-kindness is 
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showing tenderness and benevolent affection (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2021) 

toward self or others. Self-care aids the nurse in entering a space of holistic health 

promotion. Centering, equanimity, holism, intentionality, and loving-kindness are vital 

aspects of self-care within the theories of Caring Science and Modeling and Role 

Modeling.  

Theoretical Foundations of Self-Care for Nurses 

Caring Science and Human Caring Theory 

Nursing theorist Dr. Jean Watson writes of the importance of nurses to care for 

themselves. Watson (2021a) describes an aspect of transpersonal caring as being 

authentic to self and others by centering, intentionality, and holism as a nurse. Caring 

for self is a crucial area integrated into transpersonal caring. Additionally, the 10 Caritas 

Processes® by Watson (2021b) includes self and self-care concepts.  For example, 

Caritas number 1® is “Sustaining humanistic-altruistic values by practice of loving-

kindness, compassion, and equanimity with self/others” (Watson, 2021b, para 1). 

Caritas number 1® speaks to nurse self-care, as nurses must take sound care of 

themselves to be at their best when aiding others. The development of oneself 

contributes to the art and science of helping others, meaning the more one has 

developed self, the more able one is to help others. The act of loving-kindness toward 

self (Wei & Watson, 2019) is a healthy self-care practice. Watson (2008) writes about 

nurses transcending to a space that instead of “treating patients,” they engage in caring, 

loving, and healing nurse practices. Through empowering oneself with embracing one’s 

spirit and self-care development actions, nurses enter a place of being with holistic self. 
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Watson (2021a) describes the use of intentionality, centering, loving-kindness, and 

equanimity in the care of self and others. Through consistent lifelong self-care activities, 

nurses empower themselves through care and development actions. 

Modeling and Role Modeling 

In another well-known holistic nursing theory, Modeling and Role Modeling by 

Helen Erickson, Evelyn Tomlin, and Mary Ann Swain, self-care is essential for all 

humans (Erickson & Erickson, 2020). Nursing practices include supporting the person to 

develop their self-care knowledge and resources (Erickson & Erickson, 2020). 

Intentionality use in Modeling and Role Modeling theory is a focused consciousness and 

limitless pattern in a human being (Aghebati et al., 2015). Intentionality in the context of 

forest bathing for self-care is the pattern of noetic awareness and mindfulness while 

walking or viewing forest nature. In the act of forest bathing to nourish the mind, body, 

and spirit, the ability to mature one's whole person is boundless. The holistic person's 

impact is more when the mind, body, and spirit are together. When nurses practice self-

care, they meet their personal needs, and they are better able to mobilize energy to aid 

others (Erickson & Erickson, 2020). Forest bathing is one self-care activity to help 

nurses mobilize their energy to help others. 

Evidence-Based Benefits of Forest Bathing 

 Forest bathing is a self-care activity that betters the whole person. The physical 

body, mind, and spirit benefit from forest bathing. Self-care for nurses is a healthy way 

to stop unwanted physiological effects of elevated cortisol levels due to high-stress 

levels over a long period. Phytoncides are organic tree and plant compounds that are 
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derivative wood essential oils with a natural antibacterial effect (Shin & Lee, 2018). 

Phytoncides can protect a plant from damaging bacteria, fungi and from invasion by 

insects or animals. Humans who forest bathe inhale the phytoncides, which contribute 

to the following described benefits of improving immunity and decreasing cortisol levels. 

Forest bathers is one strategy of self-care that includes significant benefits.  

Advantages of forest bathing include improved immunity, reduced stress, blood 

pressure, and anxiety levels. Effects from forest bathing include increased T lymphocyte 

killer cells counts, increased expression of anti-cancer proteins (Li et al., 2008), and 

decreased cortisol levels (Doimo et al., 2020; Kobayashi et al., 2017; Li, 2010). Lee et 

al. (2010) found significantly lower cortisol levels post forest bathing than the urban 

control group. Additionally, forest bathing improves relaxation (Bielinis et al., 2018; 

Dogaru, 2020), stress reduction (Hansen et al, 2017), enhances the ability to recover 

from stress (Chen et al., 2017), and lowers anxiety (Dogaru, 2020; Doimo et al., 2020; 

Hassan et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2014; Ochioi et al., 2015; Wen et al., 2019; Yu et al., 

2017). Furthermore, forest bathing promotes blood pressure reduction (Hassan et al., 

2018; Ideno et al., 2017; Lee et al., 2010). Lee et al. (2014) measured lower heart rates 

among participants after forest bathing compared to those in the urban control group. 

Lower levels of inflammatory cytokines and improved antioxidant functions after forest 

bathing are also known benefits of forest bathing (Mao et al., 2017).  

Forest Bathing Safety 

 There are important considerations about walking in the woods to promote safety 

and have the best possible experience. Inform oneself about the woods where forest 
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bathing will occur. Safety principles and prevention are vital to plan before a forest 

bathing excursion.  As Erickson and Erickson (2020) point out, the Modeling Role 

Modeling theory promotes the use of self-care and resources. Using safety resources to 

inform oneself about forest safety is an application of the Modeling Role Modeling 

theory. 

Trail Safety Tips 

• Walk on public-use lands, such as regional, state, or national parks. Walk on 

private land only with permission. 

• Take a printed version of the hiking trails in a pocket or backpack on the walk. 

Most are available online at the forest or park website or the trailheads. 

• Read the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) website for safety information 

related to the location. Another choice is to visit with the Park Ranger at parks 

before forest bathing. 

• Know the usual animals, weather, trails, and location-specific safety 

considerations. 

• Depending on the location, some trails may be closed to walkers and reserved 

for cross country skiing and snowmobiling in Northern climates. Check that the 

paths are open. 

• For remote and unfamiliar forest bathing consider a trail guide (for example, 

hiking in Alaska when not an Alaskan and familiar with the forest). 

• Have and rehearse a safety action plan about navigating unwanted encounters 

with threatening humans for quick use. 

• Avoid hiking alone. 
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• Let someone know where and when you are hiking before starting the trail. 

Communicating one's location may be as simple as texting a family member or 

friend when arriving at the path. At the end of the walk, text the person you are 

out of the forest. 

Fall Prevention Safety Tips 

• Wear safe footwear that is proper for the weather conditions. For example, wear 

ice cleats in the winter in slippery conditions. 

• Avoid sandals or flip-flops. 

• Assess bridges before crossing. Consider maintenance of bridges. 

Allergies and Related Precautions 

• Monitor for any pollens that could aggravate an allergic reaction. For example, if 

a person is allergic to cedar pollen, they should be aware of when cedar trees 

pollinate and avoid outdoor time on those days. 

• Those with known pollen allergies may add a pollen count application to their 

smartphone to alert any high pollen counts. When pollen counts are high, avoid 

time outdoors. 

• Avoid contact with poison ivy and nettles. See the following images for pictures of 

poison ivy and nettles (Image 3 and 4). A tip is to keep a photo of poison ivy and 

nettles on a smartphone to refer to as needed for identification. There are also 

applications for smartphones that name plants by taking a picture of the plant in 

suspect. However, smartphones may require internet access which is not always 

available or speedy in the forest. 
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Figure 3.  

Poison ivy. 

 

Note: Poison ivy By Alabama Extension Image in the Public Domain 

Figure 4.  

Image of Nettles 

 

Note: Nettle, By Svklimkin Image is in the Public Domain 
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Mosquitos and Ticks 

• Use a non-toxic insect repellant. 

• Consider natural and organic insect repellants that use spearmint, peppermint, 

and eucalyptus. 

• Wear light-colored clothing. 

• Take care about sitting so as not to sit on the forest floor where deer ticks are 

present.  

• Use benches for sitting, instead of the forest floor. 

• Check for ticks after walking. If walking with a dog, check the dog for ticks. 

Practicality and Time for Forest Bathing 

Daily forest bathing is not practical or possible for all people. It takes time to go to 

a forest to walk. Nurses can look in one’s community for wooded and green space 

areas to use as alternatives. The phytoncides that humans inhale in wooded areas are 

known to increase T lymphocyte natural killer cell counts for at least seven days post 

forest bathing (Li et al., 2008; Li et al., 2010). Based on the evidence about forest 

bathing effects, a daily dose of forest bathing is not necessary. Gained immunity 

benefits of forest bathing that last for at least seven days allow for flexibility in life. 

Walking in a nearby area is possible on days that travel time to a forest is not available. 

Summary 

Forest bathing is one type of self-care with many benefits.  Nurses need to 

practice self-care routines to promote health, self-development, centering, equanimity, 

and self-actualization. Intentionality of the mindset that self-care is necessary for health 
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and development is relevant. Nurses who routinely practice self-care promote their 

health, so they are best empowered to care for others. Watson (2008) speaks of nurses 

empowering and embracing their energy and spirit to engage in loving-kindness and 

healing nurse practices from consistent, routine, lifelong self-care. The practice of 

loving-kindness toward self is consistent with self-care. Forest bathing is one 

opportunity of a self-care activity for nurses to try, adapt, or continue. 
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