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Boosting mental health naturally 
Just getting out of the house and into your garden or local green space can 
help improve your state of mind. 

By Dr DAVID BARRON 

THE Covid-19 pandemic has had a 
devastating psychological effect 
across the world. 

In particular, there has been an 
increase in feelings of overwhelm-
ing fear, stress and anxiety, as well 
as experiences of physical and 
social isolation. 

The outcome of loneliness has 
partially been due to public health 
mandates, such as the movement 
control order in Malaysia. 

While the various restrictions 
implemented throughout the MCO 
are necessary to reduce the spread 
of Covid-19, the general happiness 
of the population could be badly 
affected. 

Our research has suggested that 
getting out of the house, switching 
off devices and spending less time 
in front of a screen, could improve 
happiness levels during such 
restrictions. 

Findings have suggested that 
during this pandemic, happiness 
levels are higher when people are 
outside, rather than inside. 

Furthermore, more daily screen 
time - on mobile phones or other 
devices - and higher levels of lone-
liness have also been associated 
with lower levels of happiness 
during the MCO. 

The influence of loneliness on 
happiness has been found to be 
weaker when people are outdoors, 
rather than indoors. 

While large-scale lockdowns can 
help slow the transmission of the 
SARS-CoV-2 virus that causes 
Covid-19, research has also shown 
that long lockdowns are detrimen-
tal to mental health. 

In this context, research has 
shown that being able to spend 
time outdoors, even with restricted 
conditions, has positive effects on 
psychological wellbeing. 

Being outdoors provides an 
opportunity to escape stress at 
home, cultivates relationships with 
others and fosters physical activity 
- all of which can improve mental 
health. 

In general, people tend to be 
happier when they are outdoors, 

Being outdoors provides an opportuni ty to escape stress at home, 
fosters physical activity and promotes a posit ive body image. - Filepic 

Natural environments ef for t lessly hold your at tent ion and are of ten 
accompanied by feel ings of pleasure. — ANSOVINA CHAI 

Kepong, Selangor. 
There are several reasons why 

exposure to nature could be hav-
ing this effect on positive body 
image. 

It might be that it distances peo-
ple, physically and mentally, from 
appearance-focused situations that 
are one of the causes of negative 
body image. 

It is also possible that exposure 
to environments with depth and 
complexity restricts negative 
appearance-related thoughts. 

More specifically, natural envi-
ronments effortlessly hold your 
attention - a process known as 
"soft fascination". 

This is often accompanied by 
feelings of pleasure, such as when 
you are drawn to the sight of a ris-

ing or setting sun. 
An environment that does not 

require undivided attention may 
provide people with cognitive 
quiet. 

This in turn may foster self-
compassion, such as respecting 
your body and appreciating it is 
part of a wider ecosystem requi-
ring protection and care. 

Access to nature may also mean 
that individuals spend more time 
outdoors engaging in activities that 
focus attention on the body's func-
tionality, rather than its aesthetics. 

These findings may have signifi-
cant practical implications for 
public health. 

Given that Malaysia is currently 
faced with relatively tight MCO 
restrictions, public health messag-
es promoting fresh air, instead of 
staying inside and staring at our 
screens, could be implemented to 
promote more positive mental 
health. 

Even if those public health mes-
sages are not currently implement-
ed, once more states progress to a 
recovery MCO with easing of 
restrictions, spending some time 
outdoors should be encouraged. 

This will be beneficial for not 
only mental health in general, but 
also in terms of promoting a posi-

compared to indoors, irrespective 
of what they are doing outdoors. 

Body positivity 
Our team at the Perdana Univer-

sity Centre for Psychological Medi-
cine recently conducted a study 
examining the impact of nature 
exposure on body image. 

The results showed that expo-
sure to natural environments can 
promote a positive body image, 
which involves respect for the 
body and a rejection of rigid ideals 
around appearance. 

This study investigated both 
blue space, viz the beachfront at 
Port Dickson in Negeri Sembilan, 
and green space, viz the Forest Re-
search Institute Malaysia (FRIM) in 

tive body image. 
The latter will not only help 

improve one's mental and emo-
tional outlook, but also has impact 
on physical health, e.g. women 
with a more negative body image 
are less likely to self-examine for 
breast cancer. 

Therefore, stick to the govern-
ment-mandated regulations, but 
do get outside and into nature 
when you can. 

Dr David Barron is deputy director 
and Reader at the Perdana Univer-
sity Centre for Psychological Medi-
cine. This article is courtesy of 
Perdana University, which is cele-
brating their 10th anniversary this 
year. For more information, email 
starhealth@thestar.com.my. The 
information provided is for educa-
tional and communication purposes 
only and it should not be construed 
as personal medical advice. Infor-
mation published in this article is 
not intended to replace, supplant or 
augment a consultation with a 
health professional regarding the 
reader's own medical care. The Star 
disclaims all responsibility for any 
losses, damage to property or per-
sonal injury suffered directly or indi-
rectly from reliance on such infor-
mation. 
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