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Abstract: The potential of forests as a source of health has been addressed by the scientific community
and is now being considered in national forest strategies, management plans and policies. Studies
identifying the mechanisms by which forest characteristics may induce these effects on human health
are nevertheless scarce. This systematic review of literature on forests and human health with real-life
human exposure was conducted to assess the extent to which forests have been studied and described
in detail and the extent to which relationships between forest variables and health effects have been
reported. The analysis underlines the lack of forest descriptions in 19.35% of the 62 studies selected for
review as well as the high heterogeneity of forest variables’ description. Patterns among the articles
could not be identified correlating the broader forest variable (forest type) and the most studied
health variables identified (blood pressure, pulse rate or/and cortisol levels). These findings, together
with previous ex situ researches, suggest the need to ameliorate and incorporate more accurate
descriptions of forest variables within human health studies to provide data for forest management
and the potential use of these habitats for preventive medicine and clinical practice guidelines.
Keywords: forest exposure; shinrin-yoku; forest characterization; human health; forest management;
preventive medicine

1. Introduction
Interest in the connection between forests and human health is increasing among studies analyzing
the effects of nature on human health [1–3]. The potential of forests as a source of health has led to
numerous studies that provide evidence of the benefits of exposure to these forested ecosystems [1,3,4].
Previous reviews that have compiled the results from these studies report the effects of forests on
the following body systems and functions: cardiovascular, respiratory, endocrine, immune, nervous,
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as well as the impact on mental disorders and psychological well-being [5–9]. Forest exposure has also
generally been strongly correlated with stress regulation [9,10]. Although some studies have identified
certain elements like biogenic volatile organic compounds (BVOCs) to be potential determinants of the
health effects induced by forest exposure [11,12], few have unveiled the mechanisms and pathways by
which forests interact with human health [13].
Health promotion is now starting to be integrated into national forest agendas leading changes in
strategies, plans and management [1,7,14]. Some studies have highlighted the shift in forest priorities
from production and conservation to recreation and promotion of health [14,15]. If health provision is
to be integrated into management plans, law and projects, managers, policy-makers and the healthcare
community will need data to better understand the specific mechanisms and pathways by which
forests’ variables can affect human health.
The aim of this review was thus to analyze the available literature on forests and human health to
assess:
•
•

the extent to which forests are studied and described in studies of human health;
the extent to which patterns can be identified between forest variables and physiological
health effects.

2. Materials and Methods
Studies published before May 2019 were systematically reviewed following the Guidelines for
Systematic Review and Evidence Synthesis in Environmental Management [16].
2.1. Review Scoping
Previous reviews were analyzed to identify relevant terms for configuring a Boolean search:
Cho et al. (2017), Hansen et al. (2017), Meyer and Bürger-Arndt (2014), Oh et al. (2017) and
Song et al. (2016) [3,6,9,13,17]. The keywords identified were divided into three main blocks: (a) habitat
(synonyms of forested environments and terms referring to these areas), (b) activity (action developed
in forests that have been tested seeking health outcomes) and (c) health effects (effects of forest exposure
on body and health systems or functions). A scoping study was finally conducted using the terms
obtained in the review analysis to assess the relevance of each keyword.
2.2. Searches
The keywords identified were combined with Boolean operators considering the three blocks
mentioned above to generate the following search: ((forest OR forests OR forested OR woodland* OR
jungle OR rainforest) AND (exposure* OR visit* OR bath* OR walk* OR recreation* OR “forest-walking”
OR “spending time” OR trip OR “forest-air bathing” OR healing) AND (“human health” OR wellbeing
OR well-being OR stress OR health) NOT (biomass OR “forest health” OR “random forest” OR fire
OR virus OR “climate change” OR soil OR carbon OR parasite OR radiation OR pathogen)) OR
(shinrin-yoku OR shinrinyoku OR “shinrin yoku”).
Shinrin-yoku is commonly understood as being in the forest environment and taking in the
atmosphere of the forest in expectation of potential curative or therapeutic effects [18]. This term was
thus incorporated in the search but was not combined with other keywords as it implies a wide range
of activities or actions in a forested environment for health purposes.
The Web of Science (WOS) and PubMed were selected for the systematic search. Terms were
searched in WOS for topic without any other filter, but terms were searched in PubMed for all fields
containing the terms and sorted by clinical studies and trials, comparative and observational studies
and randomized control trials. The results from PubMed were also filtered by experiments only with
humans and articles only written in English.
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2.3. Screening
The combined searches identified 3445 articles (Figure 1). Titles, abstracts and keywords were
of 15
screened, and duplicates and off-topic articles were excluded. Only articles published between31900
and 2019 and correlating any forest (including urban or virtually imaged) with any variable of human
and 2019 and correlating any forest (including urban or virtually imaged) with any variable of human
health or well-being were eligible.
health or well-being were eligible.
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Article basics: authors, year of publication, title, country where the study was conducted, number of
participants and study design. This last item, concerning the methodology used in the study, was
further classified into three categories: before-after (B-A) studies, control trials (CTs) (randomized
or not) and comparative studies (when different forests or types of groups were compared). This
distinction was made to better register the records of health variables for a more comprehensive
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Article basics: authors, year of publication, title, country where the study was conducted, number
of participants and study design. This last item, concerning the methodology used in the study,
was further classified into three categories: before-after (B-A) studies, control trials (CTs)
(randomized or not) and comparative studies (when different forests or types of groups were
compared). This distinction was made to better register the records of health variables for a
more comprehensive analysis. Effects before and after forest exposure, between urban and forest
environments or even between forest types could thus be compared.
Exposure characteristics: we suggested the following exposure type classification considering
three levels: (a) passive exposure (when participants just stayed in the forest, sitting or viewing
the landscape, or passively walked around the forest); (b) active exposure (when participants
did any kind of moderate to vigorous-intense physical activity such as running, cycling or any
other sport) and (c) pro-active exposure (when the activities and actions conducted could induce
mental or physical well-being effects by itself, without necessarily being in the forest, e.g., yoga,
meditation). Exposure time was also recorded and ranked in minutes (≤60 min), hours (≤24 h),
days (≤365 days) and years (>1 year).
Forest descriptions: forest information from the articles were gathered and sorted into eight
categories: forest type (taken from the species composition or dominance if not explicitly mentioned
in the text), abiotic variables measured (e.g., temperature, humidity, light intensity, wind speed),
general forest description (referring to any broad information about the forest, such as the surface
of the forested area, the conservation status or any geographical information like the altitude),
forest species described (tree species composition), forest age, management strategy (any information
about the management regime develop in the studied forest), forest variables described (e.g., tree
density, biodiversity, BVOCs, vegetation structure, diameter at breast height, basal area) and
forest variables measured (if numerical values of the measurements were recorded). All data were
gathered into these representative categories of the detail degree of description for a forest
ecosystem. We assumed forest type as the broadest description of a forest, and the measurement
of a particular forest variable as the most accurate and precise approach for describing a stand.
Health outcomes: measured health variables were registered for each article. The effects of forests
in B-A studies were assessed and classified at four levels: increases (if the value of a variable
increased significantly after a visit to the forest), decreases (if the value of a variable decreased
significantly after a visit to the forest), non-significant (NS) results after the trial and mixed effects
(when changes were significant but increased for some participants while decreased for others).
Similarly, the effect of a forest was assessed for CTs and classified as: Higher (if the value of a
variable was significantly higher in the forest than the urban group), Lower (if the value of a
variable was significantly lower in the forest than the urban group), Non-significant (NS) after the
trial and Mixed effects (when changes were significant but were lower for some participants and
higher for others). Significant levels were set at p < 0.05. Health variables were not registered if
an article did not explicitly present statistical analysis of values before and after exposure or a
comparison between the tested environments.

2.6. Data Analysis
Descriptive and exploratory analyses were used to identify patterns among the data collected.
We analyzed the frequency in which different forest variables were described in the existing literature
sorting them out in categories according to the degree of detail description and produced summary
statistics. We developed pivot tables to examine the relationships between forest and human health
variables. These relationships were obtained only for the most commonly studied health variables
registered in this review: blood pressure (diastolic and systolic), pulse rate and cortisol levels (blood
and saliva). These variables were also surveyed in two recent reviews, which found strong correlations
with exposure to forest ecosystems [5,8].
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3. Results
3.1. General Overview
An overview of the selected articles’ basics is presented in Table S1. Ninety percent of the articles
were conducted in Asian countries (53.23% of the total in Japan, 19.35% in South Korea, 12.90% in China
and 4.84% in Taiwan). Only six of the 62 studies were conducted in Europe (three in Sweden and one
each in Poland, Denmark and Spain). The number of participants involved in the studies varied from
seven [19] to 625 [20]. Exposure time also varied greatly among the studies, from 10 min to repeated
exposures for six years. Most of the articles (59.68% of the total) considered short exposure times
(minutes or hours), whereas 40.32% investigated the health impact of one day or longer exposures.
For exposure type, 79.03% of the articles analyzed the effects of forests during a passive exposure to a
forest environment (motionless, viewing or passively walking only), 20.97% studied the effect of a
pro-active exposure (e.g., yoga, mindfulness) and none of the articles assessed the effects during an
active exposure (doing any intense physical activity). Of the total, 64.52% were CTs, 24.19% were B-A
tests and the remainder were comparative studies.
3.2. Forest Variables
We found no consistent and uniform consensus between the descriptions of the forest ecosystems
and human health (Table 1). The forest where the analyzed studies were conducted was not described
in 12 out of the 62 selected articles. Considering forest type, 33.87% of the studies did not provide
this information, even though our requirements for this item description were broad. The forest types
studied in the articles were: coniferous, broad-leaved (evergreen and deciduous), bamboo and mixed
forests. Forest age, which varied from 10 to 120 years, was reported in 10 articles. Seventeen articles
provided information for described or measured forest variables. From two articles providing the
management regime of the studied forest, only one described the technique applied in the stand.
The specific forest variables identified were: tree density (five articles), diameter at breast height
(two articles), biodiversity level (one article), species dominance (one article), tree height (one article),
BVOCs concentrations (five articles), air quality (four articles) and pollutant concentrations (one article).
The main BVOCs identified by the five studies that reported concentrations were alpha- and beta-pinene,
tricyclene, camphene, limonene, camphor, alpha-phellandrene, carene and isoprene [21–25].
Table 1. Details of forest descriptions. Symbol “*” indicates that the article provides the forest
description information. Manag. Strategy, management strategy; Forest var. described, forest variables
described; and Forest var. measured, forest variables measured.
Reference

(−) Detail of Description (+)
Forest Type

Abiotic
Variables

Forest
Description

Forest
Species

Forest
Age

Manag.
Strategy

Forest Var.
Described

Forest Var.
Measured

[26]

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

[25]

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

[27]

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

[28]

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

[29]

*

*

*

*

*

*

[30]

*

*

*

*

*

*

[31]

*

*

*

*

*

*

[32]

*

*

*

*

*

*

[33]

*

*

*

*

*

*

[34]

*

*

*

*

*
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Table 1. Cont.
Reference

(−) Detail of Description (+)

[22]

*

*

[35]

*

*

[24]

*

*

[36]
[23]

*
*

*
*

[21]

*
*

[37]

*

*

[38]

*

*

[39]

*

*

[18]

*

*

[40]

*

*

[41]

*

[42]

*

[43]

*

[44]

*

*

*

*
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

[45]

*

*

*

*

[46]

*

*

*

*

[47]

*

*

*

*

[48]

*

*

*

*

[49]

*

*

*

*

[50]

*

[51]

*

*

[52]

*

*

[53]

*

*

*

[54]

*

*

*

[55]

*

[56]

*

[57]

*

[58]

*

*

[59]

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

[61]

*

*

[62]

*

*

[63]

*
*

[4]

*

[65]

*

[66]

*

[2]

*

[67]

*

[68]
[69]
[19]
[70]
[71]
[72]
[73]
[74]
[75]
[20]
[76]
[77]

*
*

[60]

[64]

*
*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*

*
*

*

*
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3.3. Health Variables
Among the 62 studies, 103 health variables were recorded (Table S2), including measurements
of the same variable in different samples (e.g., blood, urine, saliva). The measured variables mainly
belonged to the endocrine/reproductive, cardiovascular, metabolic, nervous, respiratory and immune
systems. The most commonly studied health variables were blood pressure (23 B-A and 20 CT records
on diastolic blood pressure (DBP) and 24 B-A and 18 CT records on systolic blood pressure (SBP) from
all selected articles), pulse rate (PR) (12 B-A and 9 CT records among all selected articles) and cortisol
levels (11 B-A and CT records in studies measuring blood and saliva levels from all selected articles).
Nearly 55% of the studies provided information about the potential effect of forest type on blood
pressure (Tables 2 and 3). Mixed forests were studied the most for both DBP and SBP in B-A studies,
where only one study reported an increase in SBP after forest exposure. The DBP records showed no
consistent patterns, specifically referring to the effects of mixed forests (six non-significant records vs
three records of decreases). For SBP, more consistency can be observed with six decrease records vs
two non-significant. Only single decrease records were identified in coniferous and bamboo forests for
both blood pressures.
Table 2. Effects of forest type on blood pressure in the before-after studies. (A) diastolic blood pressure
(DBP) and (B) systolic blood pressure (SBP). NS, not significant.
A

Forest Type

Effect on Diastolic Blood Pressure (DBP)
NS

Increase

Mixed Effects

Total

Broad-leaved
Coniferous
Bamboo
Mixed

Decrease
1
1
3

1
6

-

1
-

2
1
1
9

Total

5

7

-

1

13

Effect on Systolic Blood Pressure (SBP)

B
Decrease

NS

Increase

Mixed effects

Total

Broad-leaved
Coniferous
Bamboo
Mixed

1
1
6

2
2

1

-

2
1
1
9

Total

8

4

1

-

13

Table 3. Effects of forest type on blood pressure in the control trials. (A) Diastolic blood pressure (DBP)
and (B) systolic blood pressure (SBP). NS, not significant.
A

Forest Type

Effect on Diastolic Blood Pressure (DBP)
Lower

NS

Higher

Mixed Effects

Total

Broad-leaved
Coniferous
Bamboo
Mixed

1
3
1
1

1
5

-

1
-

3
3
1
6

Total

6

6

-

1

13

Lower

NS

Higher

Mixed effects

Total

Broad-leaved
Coniferous
Bamboo
Mixed

1
1
-

1
1
1
6

-

1
-

3
2
1
6

Total

2

9

-

1

12

Effect on Systolic Blood Pressure (SBP)

B
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Contrasting these records with CTs measurements in the cities (Table 3) indicated that the
blood-pressure levels were not higher in forests than the cities in any of these studies, although one
study reported mixed effects among participants in a broad-leaved forest. Three records complemented
the contribution of coniferous forests to blood pressure, with lower levels after forest exposure
compared to city exposure for DBP. In contrast, the previous B-A decrease records for mixed forests
were not supported by the CTs records, where only one DBP record was lower for forest than city,
whereas the rest indicated non-significant differences between the two environments.
The effects on PR are presented in Table 4. The B-A records did not follow a specific pattern.
CTs records of PR, however, were lower in three studies comparing mixed forests to cities.
Table 4. Effects of forest type on pulse rate (PR) in the (A) before-after studies and the (B) control trials.
NS, not significant.
A

Forest Type
Broad-leaved
Mixed
Total

B
Broad-leaved
Coniferous
Mixed
Total

Effect on Pulse Rate
Decrease

NS

Increase

Mixed Effects

Total

2
2

3
3

1
1

1
1

1
6
7

Lower

NS

Higher

Mixed effects

Total

1
1
3
5

1
1

-

-

2
1
3
6

Few of the B-A studies reported cortisol levels. Cortisol measurements were reported for only
two forest types: broad-leaved and mixed forests (Table 5). The B-A studies did not identify a decrease
in cortisol levels for broad-leaved forests, but levels were lower for broad-leaved forests than cities.
Likewise, cortisol levels were consistently lower in the B-A and CT records for mixed forest, even
when compared to cities.
Table 5. Effects of forest type on cortisol levels in the (A) before-after studies and the (B) control trials.
NS, not significant.
A

Forest Type
Broad-leaved
Mixed
Total

B
Broad-leaved
Mixed
Total

Effect on Cortisol Levels
Decrease

NS

Increase

Mixed Effects

Total

2
2

2
2

-

-

2
2
4

Lower

NS

Higher

Mixed effects

Total

4
3
7

1
1

-

-

5
3
8

4. Discussion
This systematic review was conducted to analyze the details of forest descriptions among studies
of these ecosystems’ potential effects on human health and to identify patterns between forest and
health variables, when possible. The number of participants, exposure time and type were highly
variable among the 62 selected articles. The impacts on health were generally positive, while a
considerable number of studies showed non-significant results. Most studies addressed physiological
health variables during short periods of time in small samples of healthy populations mainly focusing
on parameters with low specificity for clinical decisions.
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This review found that: (a) 19.35% of the articles lacked any forest description; (b) the descriptions
in the articles that did provide this information were highly heterogeneous and (c) no pattern was
identified in the data between health variables from the three most studied variables (blood pressure,
PR and cortisol level) and the basic level of forest description considered: forest type. From the
total, 66.13% of the articles described the forest type or procured information to estimate it. Other
reviews analyzing the link between nature, forests and human health have also reported this scarcity of
confounding factors description of forest environments [17,78], perhaps due to the belief that these data
are not yet relevant. Descriptions of forest ecosystems for determining effects on human health may
nevertheless become crucial with the increasing interest from many spheres of the society. This topic
has both attracted the attention of the scientific community in recent decades [1,2] and has become an
emerging priority for policy makers, managers and planners. Examples can be found at international
level, where the use of forests to foster human health has been included in the agendas of forest policy
(e.g., IUFRO Task Force on Forest and human Health, 2007), in Asian countries such as Japan and
South Korea [1,14] and in some European countries [7]. Some studies predict that forest priorities
can change from production and conservation to recreation and health promotion [14,15], so detailed
information about the characteristics of these habitats should be provided for its management and its
potential use for preventive medicine.
Some studies have begun to address the relevance of forest characteristics to human health.
Saito et al. (2019) assessed the differences in various health variables between exposure to an
unmanaged forest and a managed forest [26]. Blood pressure and saliva cortisol levels decreased
significantly for both forests after a stress stimulus but records were significantly lower in the managed
than the unmanaged forest [26]. Another study reported that health responses differed between
an unmanaged and a managed forest, with significantly more favorable acute insulin reactions and
levels of oxidative stress in the unmanaged forest, underlying more profound beneficial effects in the
unmanaged than the managed forest [25]. These two studies, however, did not use a control group in
an urban setting. Sonntag-Öström et al. (2014) reported that heart rate was significantly lower for
three forest environments (a forest by a lake, an open forest with exposed bedrock and a closed spruce
forest) when compared to a city and in particular, it was significantly lower for the forest by the lake
than the other forest environments [39]. DBP in the same study did not differ significantly between
the city and the forest with exposed bedrock but was significantly lower for the forest by the lake
and the spruce forest than the city [39]. An et al. (2004) analyzed through digital images the different
effects of stand density for two forest types, showing higher frontal brain activity related to greater
stand density and brain relaxation when viewing lower stand density in coniferous forests while for
the broad-leaved forest images, 50% stand density was related to stability of brain activity and PR,
whereas 100% density was associated with more active electroencephalogram [79]. Blood pressure,
heart rate, body temperature and oxygen saturation did not differ significantly before and after forest
exposure in a comparative study contrasting the health effects of a mature and a young forest [37]. The
results of these studies together with our findings indicate the need for further research and the need
to integrate descriptions and measurements of forest characteristics in studies of human health.
In regard to forest variables, some studies have identified BVOCs as a key element in these
ecosystems [12,25,80]. Terpenes, sometimes called phytoncides, are the largest class of naturally occurring
organic compounds and the major components of forest atmospheres [81]. These compounds are produced by
plants as a defensive mechanism against environmental stress and herbivory [81–83]. Terpenes that relevantly
affect cellular and animal systems have shown anti-inflammatory, anti-tumorigenic or neuroprotective
activities [13]. Only five of the studies in our review measured terpene levels in forest air, identifying
mainly alpha- and beta-pinene, tricyclene, camphene, limonene, camphor, alpha-phellandrene, carene
and isoprene [21–25]. Lee et al. (2018) significantly associated alpha-phellandrene with an acute
insulin reaction, consistent with another in vivo study where alpha-phellandrene increased immune
responses [84]. Although the included studies of Dr. Li did not directly associate the health outcomes
observed with terpenes, a previous in vitro study did, reporting a significant increase in human
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natural killer (NK) cells activity and in the expression of intracellular cytolytic molecules, perforin,
granzyme A (GrA) and granulysin (GRN) by phytoncides [11]. Komori et al. (1995) similarly reported
the effects of citrus fragrance in forests on the immune and endocrine systems, analyzing NK cells
activity and urinary cortisol and dopamine levels [85]. Li et al. (2009) reported significantly higher
NK activity and percentages of NK, perforin, granulysin and granzyme A/B-expressing cells, as well
as significantly lower percentage of T cells and concentrations of adrenaline and noradrenaline in
urine when phytoncides were vaporized in hotel rooms at night [12]. These findings together indicate
that increased NK activity in subjects visiting a forest may be partially due to forest terpenes [21,22].
Another study found that inhaling oils containing terpenes significantly decreased SBP, DBP and
cortisol levels [86]. Surprisingly, as far as we know, only one study has analyzed the absorption of
terpenes in blood after forest exposure [87]. The authors of this study identified the monoterpenes
species present in coniferous-forest atmosphere in serum samples of the subjects who were walking in
the forest [87]. They also identified an increase in the amount of alpha-pinene in the serum after the
subjects walked in the forest as well as differences in monoterpene composition and abundance between
coniferous and broad-leaved forests air [87]. Lee et al. (2018) reported that the mean atmospheric
concentration of phytoncides was higher in a natural than a tended forest (25.58 vs 18.44 ng/m3 ,
respectively) [25]. Studies are increasingly providing evidence of the role of these compounds in
human health, but more research is needed to describe and predict the composition and abundance
of terpenes under forest canopies, to analyze the absorption and metabolism of these chemicals by
humans and for identifying the mechanisms leading to health effects.
This review could not find any pattern in the data between the three most studied health variables
(blood pressure, pulse rate and cortisol level) that could account for the basic level of forest description
considered: forest type. These findings are similar to those of other reviews that considered the effects
of exposure to nature on mental health [78] or the benefits of forests to health and well-being [17].
Although not including any forest variable in the analysis, blood pressure and cortisol levels have
been surveyed by two recent systematic reviews which conducted meta-analyses and significantly
linked forest exposure with the decreases of these health variables [5,8]. Thus, the scarce descriptions
of forest variables identified in our review that could affect objectively measurable physiological health
variables may therefore apply generally. We identified a weak relationship in SBP records among B-A
trials showing a decrease in mixed forests. This was not supported by the analyzed control trials and
might be due to the broaden categorization of these forest type. Encouraging future research to develop
a more integrative approach is thus essential, both analyzing the effects of forests and characterizing
ecosystems to describe the pathways that may induce health effects to provide data and tools for forest
managers, policy makers and planners in coordination with healthcare professionals.
5. Limitations
The limitations of language may have been important when developing the systematic search
because many of the publications were in Asian languages. The high variability of participant number,
exposure time, forest type and study design may have induced analytical biases among the data
collected. The assumption of forest type when tree composition or dominance were provided may also
have added biases to the analysis due to the scarcity of basic forest descriptions. We were also conscious
of the challenge to identify patterns and relationships by analyzing studies of real-life exposure to
natural forested areas where subject reactions and health effects may be influenced by different sensory
stimuli, seasonal variabilities, meteorological conditions, exposures and performances of the activities
conducted or other inputs not previously considered. Only three health variables among the studies
could be screened. Nevertheless, other health variables not considered in this review may also be
relevant to human health in future studies. These in situ studies nevertheless provided relevant data for
understanding the connection between human health and forest ecosystems, even though the effects of
forests on humans may presumably be derived from different inputs, components and characteristics
of forest environments.
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6. Conclusions
This systematic review underlines the lack of forest variables descriptions among studies of forests
and human health and highlights that it is still premature to make any sort of conclusions with respect
to data patterns due to the high heterogeneity within the studies performed so far. Furthermore,
no consistent relationships between forest type and health variables (blood pressure, pulse rate and
cortisol levels) could be identified from the existing literature.
Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/3/1027/s1,
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analyses classified by systems or functions.
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