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A large body of research has explored the negative physical and 
psychological implications of excessive exposure to electronic 
devices. Too much screen time is associated with trouble 
sleeping, sedentary lifestyles, chronic neck and back pain, and an 
increase in anxiety and depressive symptoms (Ruder). In the 
modern era of social media, telecommunication, and various 
portable screens, we see the prominence that technological 
devices have taken within the lives of children and young adults. 
While advancements in such technologies have made it easier 
than ever to feed our curious minds and learn about the world 
at large, it becomes an issue when our connection to the 
internet overtakes our connection with the natural world and 
with one another. In response, researchers and clinicians have 
been investigating the effects of unplugging from our devices and 
reconnecting with nature through forms of nature-based 
therapy, encouraging self-expression and self-expansion via 
mindfulness practices, artistic creation, and simple social 
interaction.
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As college students (especially in the COVID-19 era), our academic 
lives are governed by laptops, smartphones, or computer screens that 
allow us to submit assignments, complete required course reading, or 
attend online classes. This long to-do list often leaves little time to step 
away and enjoy a moment of tranquility amongst the trees. Based on 
the large number of students who had not visited the Mildred E. 
Mathias Botanical Garden until our class trip, I was inspired to 
investigate the potential risks of excessive screen time and the 
psychological benefits associated with spending time in nature. As a 
symbol of acknowledgement of the Gabrielino-Tongva people who 
lived in the L.A. region before UCLA’s construction, the Botanical 
Garden has dedicated a piece of land to the descendant community of 
the Tongva, reminding us of the fundamental dependence that humans 
have with the natural world for food, medicinal needs, and ritualistic 
practices. Examples of biomimicry present within our very DNA, neural 
structures in the brain, and complex mycelium networks in the soil 
further highlight our co-evolution and interdependence. Unfortunately, 
the current state of industrialization in western culture has shoved a 
wedge between humans and nature to the point where children are 
fearful of exploring the outdoors. According to Dr. Paramjit, American 
children between the ages of 8-12 spend an average of 4 to 6 hours a 
day watching screens, with teenagers showing even higher rates of 
screentime (UCI Health). Excessive exposure leads to chronic eye 
fatigue and social isolation that increases vulnerability to feelings of 
social anxiety in young developing minds (UCI Health).
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In line with the growing body of research investigating the 
implementation of nature exposure in mental health care, Van den 
Berg and Beute evaluated the effects of a 12-18 week “walk and talk” 
counseling program, during which clients and their coaches stepped 
out into nature while engaging in talk therapy. Amazingly, participants 
who took part in the program demonstrated significantly lower 
stress-related symptoms of burnout (e.g. feelings of helplessness, lack 
of motivation) and an increase in measures of general well-being, 
compared with a passive control group. Many of these effects were 
visible as early as 6 weeks into the program! Importantly, the 
participants themselves expressed a strong appreciation for the 
natural setting after undergoing the program. Moreover, in their 
analysis of the specific therapeutic factors enhanced by nature-based 
therapies (NBTs), Naor and Mayseless identified a few major themes: 
a) natural environments facilitate a growth-oriented mindset and a 
non-judgemental setting, with nature embodying and fostering 
wholeness; b) interaction with nature presents unique opportunities 
for self-discovery by highlighting cognitive/behavioral patterns and 
maladaptive beliefs while one must adapt to the changing 
environment; c) the sense of interconnectedness experiences in 
nature expands one’s perspective on life and shifts attitudes towards 
a sense of belonging. 
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In 2019, Chang and Netzer explored the therapeutic potential of incorporating naturally-sourced 
materials into the creative/artistic expression of urban adults who reported high levels of 
work-related stress, which limited their ability to spend time in nature. Chang and Netzer (2019) 
explain how a growing awareness of the physiological and psychological benefits associated with 
access to green spaces within urban settings has prompted interest in natural therapies to address 
conditions as complex as trauma and addiction. In their qualitative exploration of nature-based art 
therapy, Chang and Netzer found that individuals given the opportunity to work with natural 
materials including rocks, sand, and leaves experienced a transformative change in their mindset 
towards a more holistic, integrated, and self-aware state of being. Participants described how 
directly with natural elements eliminated the pressure to create something impressive or 
complex, and instead encouraged raw self-expression, playfulness, and deep exploration of their 
personal lives/memories throughout the creative process (Chang and Netzer). 
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Inspired by these findings, I propose a school based stress-reduction intervention aimed at 
disconnecting young people from their digital devices in order to reintegrate themselves with 
the natural world through artistic means. Participants will be randomly assigned to either a 
control group or a 12 week program during which groups of students will spend about two 
hours per week actively and meaningfully engaging in nature-based art projects within a natural 
setting. By encouraging individuals to work with natural materials such as flower petals, twigs, 
and pebbles, participants will experience an enhanced sense of connection with the Earth, 
engaging all their senses as they create their artwork in a non-judgemental, stress free 
environment. 
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At the core of this proposed intervention is the blending of mindfulness-based practices, 
nature-based therapy, and art therapy techniques. Van Lith et al. (2020) found that undergraduate 
college students who experienced a 5-week online mindfulness-based art therapy course 
demonstrated marked improvements in stress levels and anxiety symptoms, more so than those who 
experienced a neutral clay task. While both tasks elicited feelings of relaxation, those in the 
mindfulness-based art therapy group noticed improvements in their ability to identify stressors as 
they arose and efficiently move through them. Thus, the proposed program will incorporate 
mindfulness-based artistic activities, including exercises prompting participants to illustrate an 
emotion they are currently experiencing using natural materials and basic art supplies.
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Similar forms of nature-based art exercises can also be adjusted for younger 
populations. Given the worrying level of attachment that young children are developing 
to technology, it would be beneficial to explore interventions aimed at disconnecting 
kids from the excessive stimulation of the internet. Weekly nature-based art practices 
would encourage socialization (as opposed to the social isolation associated with screen 
usage) and promote the development of communication skills a they engage in 
self-expressive creative activities.
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All participants will undergo a set of pretests measuring 
burnout-related symptoms, anxiety levels, emotional 
awareness, and social connectedness. At the culmination 
of the intervention, these same factors will be 
reassessed in order to evaluate the effects of the 
intervention in comparison to those who did not 
undergo the program. I predict a significant 
improvement in all measures as a consequence of the 
intervention, based on the findings of previous literature. 
Those in the experimental group should experience a 
shift in their mental state towards a more holistic, 
grounded, and purposeful perspective mediated by 
exercises of self-exploration and the consideration of 
their relationship with the natural world. 
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In summary, numerous studies have pointed to the harmful 
effects of excessive screen time on physiological and 
psychological well-being. In an ever-advancing technological 
world, we are increasingly exposed to and dependent on digital 
devices for work and school-related purposes. As college 
students, this dependency on technology often contributes to 
feelings of burnout and stress-related conditions. Therefore, it 
would be wise to think about a societal shift away from our 
screens and instead refocus our attention on our connection 
to the physical world (including our connection with other 
humans). Previous research has highlighted the benefits of 
spending time in the outdoors (i.e. green spaces) and engaging 
nature-based forms of therapy. Additionally, the intermingling of 
mindfulness practices and art therapy techniques have been 
shown to reduce stress-related symptomology in young adult 
populations. Thus, I propose a form of mindfulness-based art 
therapy done within a natural setting, during which individuals 
are encouraged to explore physical and emotional experiences 
through artwork made from natural materials. Rather than 
showcasing artistic skill/talent, these exercises will focus on 
multisensory engagement with the natural world and will 
foster a stronger connection with the self in relation to the 
surrounding environment.
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