
Program Ideas: 
HOW TO… 

…PROMOTE ECOHEALTH 
 

ECOHEALTH 
Ecohealth is a conflation of an ecosystemic 
approach to health that uses systems theory to 
explore the intersection between both human 
and environmental well-being.  The health of 
people and health of an ecosystem are 
inextricably interconnected with numerous 
directly and inversely linked causal pathways 
that can be both harmful and/or beneficial. 

Promoting ecohealth is the process of helping 
people to make personal decisions and think 
systemically about improving both their 
individual wellness and that of the surrounding 
ecosystem. To enhance personal and planetary 
well-being, people should be supported and 
encouraged, through harmonious interactions 
with nature, to aspire to a state of mutually 
beneficial relationships made across interwoven 
dimensions of well-being.  The graphic below 
depicts three internal dimensions (physical, 
mental, and emotional) and three external 
dimensions (spiritual, social, and ecological). 

 

 

EVIDENCE 
Increasing evidence has been accumulating for 
holistic health benefits associated with nature 
contact and participation in outdoor activities.  
Drawing on this evidence, wellness practices 
promote ecohealth, improve human health, and 
preserve the planet for future generations.  A 
few examples of wellness practices include:  

• interacting with nature (gardens, parks, 
forests or water bodies) using all the senses 
and engaging with other people; 

• being physically active in nature, ideally for 
a minimum of two hours per week; peak 
health benefits accrue when spending at 
least three to five hours per week; 

• encouraging growing children to engage in 
self-directed, unsupervised, and risky play 
in nature; and 

• learning and teaching outdoors. 

EE staff should consider how these can be 
integrated into programs in order to promote 
ecohealth for clients.  A summary of evidence 
and references are listed on the next pages. 

Ecohealth promotion can occur via intentional 
programming or incidentally through lifestyle 
choices and the adoption of evidence-based 
wellness practices.  These can be built into EE 
programs as a primary practice or foundational 
framework and can also be incorporated 
adjunctively to complement other therapeutic 
or specifically targeted goals of the EE program.  
Contraindications for promoting ecohealth in 
certain contexts are primarily related to internal 
ecohealth considerations such as phobias, 
ailments, or physical impediments. 
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DEFINITIONS (underlining add
 

ed for emphasis) 

• Health is “a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity.” (World Health Organization, 1948) 
 

• Health Promotion “is the process of enabling people to increase control over, and to improve, their 
health. To reach a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being, an individual or group must 
be able to identify and to realize aspirations, to satisfy needs, and to change or cope with the 
environment.” (World Health Organization, 1986) 
 

• Ecohealth “is a field of research, education, and practice that adopts systems approaches to promote 
the health of people, animals, and ecosystems in the context of social and ecological interactions. Health 
is seen as encompassing social, mental, spiritual, and physical well-being and not merely the absence of 
disease. As a contraction of ‘ecosystem approaches to health,’ ecohealth emphasizes human agency and 
systemic thinking to promote well-being and quality of life. As a field of scholarship, ecohealth research 
draws on the natural sciences, health sciences, social sciences, the humanities, and beyond, often 
working in collaboration with interested parties and community members to address issues at the 
interface of health, ecosystems, and society.” (Parkes et al., 2014, p.1770) 
 

SIX DIMENSIONS 
 
DIMENSION IMPROVEMENTS PATHWAYS 
Physical antioxidant indices, activity level, play, risk of preterm birth, body weight, 

diabetes, neuroendocrine indices (cortisol, dopamine, adrenalin, 
noradrenaline), heart rate, cholesterol, blood pressure, hypertension, 
inflammation, body fat, body mass index (BMI), cardiovascular and 
pulmonary disease, risk of stroke and agitation in older adults, mortality, 
myopia in children, cardiovascular fitness, oxygen uptake, heart rate 
variability, immunity, life expectancy, and improved sleep 

outdoor exercise, active travel, 
sports participation, exposure to 
sunlight, phytoncides in the air, 
and better environmental living 
conditions 

Mental mental health (e.g. self-acceptance, self-discipline, self-efficacy, self-
esteem, self-concept, autonomy, resilience), clinical effects, stress, 
anxiety, depression, hyperactivity, behavioural conduct, decision-making, 
personal growth, attitude, attention, memory, level of energy, 
revitalization, and academic performance 

therapeutic adventure 
experiences, learning, 
competency development, fresh 
air, noise reduction, immersion 
in nature, and less “screen time” 
for children 

Emotional emotional stability/regulation, empathy, enjoyment, happiness, 
satisfaction, mood, vitality, vigor, comfort, natural feeling, feelings of 
control, feelings towards things, relaxation, quality of life, anger/hostility, 
tension, confusion, depressive mood, and other negative emotions 

therapeutic adventure 
experiences, fresh air, noise 
reduction, and immersion in 
nature 

Social cooperation, social behaviours/connectedness/ 
development/competence, family development, interpersonal 
communication/skills/relationships, anti-social behaviour, social 
problems, group conflict, crime, recidivism and delinquency;   

interaction with one or more 
people, family, community, and 
society 

Spiritual transcendence, tranquility, restoration, feelings of spirituality, 
purpose/meaning in life, moral and spiritual beliefs, religious convictions, 
spiritual practice, and values 

mindfulness, viewing 
landscapes, flow, peak 
experience, escaping daily life, 
and nature-based healing 

Ecological pro-environmental/green behaviors (sensitivity, attitudes, dispositions, 
competencies, mastery, or stewardship), nature connection, place 
attachment, knowledge of issues, and action strategies 

proximity/access/visits to green 
and blue spaces, environmental 
education, intentions to act, 
goal-setting, and commitments 

 


