
Why you should make the third Monday of January a 

Green Monday 

The third Monday of January has been dubbed ‘Blue Monday’. It was first dreamt up for a 

travel company’s advertising campaign as supposedly the most depressing day of the year. 

It has been much criticised as being scientifically unfounded; as just an advertising gimmick 

used to boost ‘feel good’ sales; and for actually increasing feelings of anxiety and 

depression, amongst some sufferers. However, others see it as a positive opportunity to 

normalise discussions around mental health and wellbeing.  

At Suntrap, we take mental health very seriously. After all, it is as much a part of our health 

as our physical wellbeing and contributes to all our lives. We are very encouraged to see 

mental wellbeing included in the National Curriculum (from September 2020); helping 

children and young people develop the tools they need to maintain mental and physical 

health. It has become even more essential as a life-skill, since the pandemic. We too, are 

reviewing how we can better integrate mental wellbeing within our programmes at Suntrap. 

We have a wonderful opportunity to support our visitors with wellbeing outdoors, given our 

fantastic location in the heart of Epping forest.  

For many years, it has been widely promoted that ‘being outside is good for you’ and 

especially when in natural settings. During lockdown, people may have come to realise this 

much more keenly, from their personal experience; as other avenues of enjoyment and 

exercise were restricted and outdoor spaces became the main venue. Many will have 

noticed the positive effect it had on their mental and physical state to be outside, be it a city 

park or more natural environments like Epping Forests’ many habitats.  

There are several main theories why natural environments have beneficial impacts on our 

mental wellbeing. One presumes an inherent need to feel connected to the natural world 

(‘Biophilia’). To have a close relationship and understanding of our surrounds was a matter 

of life and death for most of human history. We needed to know where to find which 

resources when, in order to survive, and it seems we still take great joy in resource-rich 

environments (vs hostile, barren ones), especially those with water. Nature also helps to 

calm our minds from the overdrive and overwhelm of modern situations. Urban environments 

can overstimulate the senses and tax our concentration, while modern rush and pressures 

can increase our stress levels. Nature takes us away from it all and we can be absorbed in 

the smallest of details, or the grand vista, while our brains slow down to a more restful, 

attentive state. As we have said in previous posts, the rhythm of nature provides a stable 

foundation for our life in in a world of human uncertainty.  It perfectly balances enough 

variation to keep us interested with a reassuring familiarity (for example, watching the same 

tree change through the year). All of these factors are said to help shift our minds from ‘fight 

or flight’ (stress) mode, into calmer states, which positively influence our mental and physical 

wellbeing. 

In recent years, much research has been undertaken that supports these theories and the 

many other benefits of time outdoors for our mental and physical wellbeing. Some findings 

have proven what was long suspected, while others offer insights we would not have 

imagined - like the benefits of breathing in the phytochemicals released by plants, or contact 

with soil microorganisms (Lowry et al., 2007). There are certainly many more fascinating 



discoveries awaiting! No-one is saying that nature is a magic pill for all mental health 

challenges but it can be part of maintaining or returning to mental wellbeing for all ages. 

There is a growing use of nature as part of professional therapies for even complex mental 

health conditions but everyone can apply simple principles to boost their wellbeing.  

We encourage you to make this Monday a Green Monday. Studies have shown that as little 

as five minutes outside in green spaces can be beneficial. Urban parks, gardens, allotments, 

community spaces and of course, Epping forest, may all be within your reach, so make the 

most of what is accessible to you. It may be winter, but if you layer up or keep active you can 

stay warm and dry. If you do need to remain indoors, research has demonstrated that even 

seeing natural images and hearing natural sounds can lift mood. There are free audios of 

natural sounds available, like rain or birdsong, which have been shown as particularly 

helpful. Here are just some of the activities you could do in your local green space (COVID 

restrictions permitting) or even from your house. Each one is connected with mental 

wellbeing: 

• Exercise – set yourself a challenge at your level 

• Socialise (adhering to restrictions) 

• Pay attention to nature with your senses - smell the flowers, feel the bark, learn the 

birdsong  

• Practice some mindfulness exercises 

• Keep a nature journal (for children, see our Suntrap at Home pages for a guide) 

• Be creative – e.g. photographs or sketches of nature (perhaps include some in your 

journal) 

• Reflect and process – we all need this ‘white space’ time and nature helps us find 

perspective 

• Study nature with curiosity – get to know some of your local wildlife more intimately 

• Grow some plants – is there a community space near you?  

• Volunteer and contribute – improve your local green spaces for people and wildlife 

• Watch the sunrise, the clouds, the stars…  - just a few minutes can help 

If this list sounds somewhat familiar, it is because Suntrap often promotes activities that help 

people’s mental wellbeing. Studies have shown a particularly strong link between nature 

connection and positive wellbeing, and this connection comes from paying regular attention 

to nature, even in short and simple activities. So whatever you choose to do, we suggest you 

try to avoid distractions and absorb as much as you can with your senses; letting your mind 

rest from man-made inputs. (That may mean putting your phone on silent and leaving your 

headphones behind.)  

In the current world, we need nature more than ever and nature needs our action too. 

Thankfully, those who develop a personal relationship with nature also tend to take more 

positive actions to protect it. It is win-win. Therefore, please share these and other simple 

nature-connection activities with your family, friends, class etc.. We recommend a free 

booklet produced by the Mental Health Foundation and WWF called Thriving with Nature, 

which provided some of the inspiration for this post and has further ideas for nature 

connection activities. Available at: 

(https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/Thriving-With-Nature-compressed.pdf). 

https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/Thriving-With-Nature-compressed.pdf


You may also be interested in ‘The Wild Remedy’ by Emma Mitchell, available as a book, e-

book and audio book (review coming soon). 

References 

Lowry, C.A., Hollis, J.H., de Vries, D., Pan, B., Brunet, L.H., Hunt, J.R.F., Paton, J., van 

Kampen, E., Knight, D., Evans, A., Rook, G. and Lightman, S. (2007) 'Identification of an 

immune-responsive mesolimbocortical serotonergic system: Potential role in regulation of 

emotional behavior', Neuroscience, 146, (2), 756-772. 

Mahan, A.D. and Estes, D. (2015) 'The effect of contact with natural environments on 

positive and negative affect: A meta-analysis', Journal of Positive Psychology, 10, (6), 507-

519. 

Mitchell, E. (2019) The Wild Remedy. London: Michael O'Mara Books Limited. 

National Trust and University of Derby (2020) Noticing Nature Report. Available at: 

(https://nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/documents/noticing-nature-report-feb-2020.pdf). Swindon: 

National Trust. 

The Outward Bound Trust (2020) Young People and COVID-19. Available at: 

(https://www.outwardbound.org.uk/free-report-young-people-and-covid-19). London: The 

Outward Bound Trust. 

Wilson, E.O. (1984) Biophilia. London: Harvard University Press. 

  

 

 

 


