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I start walking..


I see the world for the first time again 
I feel like a child again 

My eyes grow wide 
I take a deep breath 
And I plunge into the unknown 
The wonders 
Of being in nature 
Of being with nature. 

I can hear quietness again, all is still 
Nothing can harm me here. 
Light as a leaf 
I’m slowed down 
I’m ‘hugged’ 
I can breathe.. 
The fresh air awakens my spirit 
And I notice now: 
The beautiful ebb and flow of life.   
I stop the senseless fighting 
And I flow  
In a ‘walking meditation’ with you. 

And here I see  
The wonder in your eyes 
And I feel 
The strength in your soul 
And I know 
You’ve found Home..  
You’re where you’re supposed to be. 

I start to see 
A glimmer of a future 
Of opposing truths embracing 
Where human and nature 
Mind and matter 
Are ‘all of the same things’ again. 
And 
A brave, new world-space arises 
Creation of you and me and our parent,  
the Earth.   

Clara.                           

To the seven inspiring participants of this study: your 
beautiful humanity and passion for nature made this 

research come to life. Thank you for walking with me!  
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Trauma and growth 

“To live is to suffer, to survive is to find meaning in the 
suffering” said Nietzsche.  

Is trauma an integral part of living, just like hills, mountains 
and crevices are part of our natural landscapes? There is a 
lot to learn about the experience of trauma and we know 
that what is traumatic for one person might not be for 
another.   

A useful way of seeing trauma is anything that is too much, 
too soon or too fast for us to. It can be one or a series of 
negative events which lead to our normal survival response 
to linger and become ‘exaggerated’. It then ripples out and 
usually ends up significantly challenging our worldview, our 
being in the world.  

Trauma is an embodied experience, it impacts the body, 
the mind and our unique bio-psycho-social self. We seem 
to respond to trauma in either of these three ways: 
succumbing to it, resisting it or growing from it.  

Growing from trauma is an age old idea but more recently, 
it has been termed as Posttraumatic Growth.  

At the core of posttraumatic growth, lie acceptance for 
what has been lost and recognition of things that have 
been gained. As part of growth, most people seem to 
experience the following: new personal strength, new 
possibilities, appreciation for life, better relationships and 
high existential awareness. (1)  

PTG is not just in the mind though. New knowledge is 
pointing towards PTG as an embodied experience, where 
trauma is being processed through the whole body and 
growth is attained via a more embodied route i.e. through 
physical activity (2). Evidence so far hints that this is 
particularly so for people who have experienced physical 
injuries or illness. There must be more to this though ..  

I have been a hiker and nature enthusiast for as long as I 
can remember and activity in nature has been my go-to for 
regaining balance when struggling. There is much 
evidence for green exercise as benefiting mental health 
and well being in general, there is however very little 
understanding of how it helps us after trauma. And so the 
question that came up for me was how do people like me 

experience posttraumatic growth through green exercise, 
be it hiking, running, mountaineering or just sustained 
walking in nature? What is it about being active in nature? 
What is it about being in nature? 

The research 

The research aimed to deepen our understanding of the 
lived experience of posttraumatic growth through green 
exercise and to contribute to knowledge on more 
embodied routes to growth after trauma. 

Seven participants were selected. They all had previously 
experienced trauma, some as one-off events, others as 
more complex forms of trauma. They had all experienced 
growth by engaging with nature. Engagement ranged from 

regular walks, to hiking and mountaineering. Four females 
and three males participated in semi-structured interviews 
of 1-2 hours online. They shared their stories of traumas, 
of engaging with green exercise following trauma; of 
transforming, healing and growth; of what nature means to 
them now and what trauma means in the big scheme of 
their lives. Analysis involved phenomenological 
interpretation of participants’ narratives. 

The results  

Three main themes mapped the experience of 
Posttraumatic Growth through green exercise: finding the 
green home, rebooting and green spirituality. 

“Actually sometimes in them painful moments that's when you really find out who you are... I can get 
through a lot more than I thought I ever could, even when things are very hard, you can pick yourself up, 
find focus and then move on.”(Chris). 
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Finding the ‘green home’ 
Safe outdoors 
paradox

Unprecedented 
soothing

‘Just 
holding the 
space’

‘A protective hug’

‘Mental 
hug’

‘Nothing can 
harm you’

‘More ways to be 
stronger’

‘This thing that 
keeps on giving’

‘Me time’
‘My reboot’

‘It all made sense’

‘Hugged by 
Mother Nature’

‘We’re all of the 
same things’

‘Weight 

Solitary green 
exercise 

‘The joy of 
my own 

‘Ebb and flow of life’

‘Nature’s pep talk’

‘Life goes on’

‘My happy 
place’

Nature metaphors

Stuck-ness

Disconnected-ness

‘Finding home’

‘Body like a 
machine’

Intuitive 
journey‘If I can change 

my body, I can 
change my 
mind’

‘Being 
in the moment 
whilst 
exercising’

‘Everything starts 
from the body now’

Body metaphors 

‘Worries got 
‘exhausted’

‘Slowing 
down’’

‘Breaking the cycle’’

Flow

‘headspace’

Childlike joy

Epiphanies

‘Awe, wonder, 
oneness

Existential lessons in 
nature

Eco identity

Interconnectedness

 to all life

Nature based 
worldview

Belonging 

‘This constant, living, 
breathing ecosystem’

‘It gave me 
life as 

it is’

‘Life goes on’

‘Nature’s pep talk’

‘Cycle of life’

‘Nature’s rhythm

cycle’

Rebooting body, mind and self

Finding new meanings and green 
spirituality

The green PTG journey 
Mapping the experience
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1. Finding the green ‘home’  

For our participants, connecting to nature and green 
exercise was a crucial moment in transitioning from 
the stuck-ness of trauma. By engaging in some form 
of exercise in nature (walking, running, hiking, cycling 
or extreme adventuring), in a highly intuitive and 
owned way, participants found space, quietness and 
very importantly, they found safety.  
Powerful metaphors emerged, as participants 
described what nature’s space felt like to them. Here 
are a few: 

“Finding a space, a home or finding a 
place in my life that I could call home. It 
is always open, I’m always welcome, I 
can come and take as much as I want 
and I can heal, I can 
transform.” (Padmini) 

“It’s where I feel at home, being outside 
and I think that's what makes it feel 
safe..my happy place” (Hannah) 

‘I suppose like a a mental hug maybe.. 
that feeling you’d get if someone 
hugged you and said everything is 
gonna be alright. That just that mental 
feeling of being alright maybe.’ (Chris) 

Participants talked about trauma as stuck-ness in a 
space of struggle and for all, finding safety in nature 
was crucial for moving out of the trauma space. It 
was an intuitive experience of coming ‘home” for 
some and of constructing a ‘home’ for others. Once 
safety was found,  engaging in green exercise 
enabled participants to soothe and find solace from 
distress, thus experiencing unprecedented feelings of 
soothing and solace. Finding safety and embodied 
soothing, we know, are crucial for healing after 
trauma. (3) 

The ‘green home’ is a psychological support 
construct  which seems to have facilitated regaining 
that much needed embodied safety after trauma.  
Feeling at home in nature, was definitely something 
familiar to me personally. I became curious about the  
psychological construct of ‘home’ and of the green 
‘home’. Home is both psychological and physical. It is 
a space where our basic needs of safety and 
belonging connect with physical structures (4), usually 
our house and possessions. The ability to create 
home (termed psychological home) is linked to finding 

safety, belonging, to our extended self and is a 
platform for  sustaining our wellbeing in general (5).  
Our participants’ experiences of the ‘green home’ 
show it as as well as a platform for finding safety after 
trauma but also as a ‘home’ to come back to 
whenever needed. More is needed to understand its 
dynamics and implications.  For example all 
participants referred to the paradox of having felt safe 
in the outdoors, in spite of it being challenging or even 
life threatening. Feeling safe was sustained by 
acceptance of challenges in nature as the realness of 
life, as “nature doesn’t lie, it is what it is”. 

“Life still goes on...bad times are not there, things move on, there's always I think, it’s always a feeling of hope, 
nature gives you great hope. “(Connie) 
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2. Rebooting body, mind and self 

Engaging in green exercise has led to a powerful 
process of transformation for our participants. This 
was an embodied process described as a 
‘rebooting’, ‘resetting’ of oneself through nature and 
green exercise.  

‘Rebooting’ the body was experienced both as 
physically transformative and as a new 
connectedness to the body. Participants recounted 
stories of doing things they didn’t think possible 
before and of new ways of being through the body. 

“I just feel like a machine , if you like, 
but also really grounded, really 
grounded to what I’m doing...my body 
is just doing what it's gonna do, so 
almost to a point where the body is 
just doing by itself.”( Rob) 

The body’s transformation was an avenue for 
processing traumatic experiences and a catalyst for 
further transformation and growth. Reconnecting 
with the body meant moving away from ‘numbing’ 
behaviours and dissociation and starting an 
embodied journey of integration of trauma. 
‘Rebooting’ the body was a catalyst for transforming 
the mind. “If I can change my body , I can change my 
mind” said Padmini. 

Three main phenomena have helped process 
distressing thoughts and emotions in the green 
space. A body based rumination process where 
previously intrusive rumination lost strength as 
attention focused on the activity.  New perspectives in 
nature facilitated a broadening of the mind’s range 

and possibilities. Thirdly,  highly positive immersive 
states and emotions in nature broadened emotional 
awareness and mastery through positive emotions 
and states such as nature mindfulness, flow, 
catharsis, childlike joy, happiness, awe and wonder, 
appreciation of beauty. 

The whole self engaged in a process of 
metamorphosis. A stronger, wider, more connected 
self has emerged, with new perspectives being 
accessed and new strength. The embodied journey of 
PTG via green exercise, a transformation that started 

from the body, continued with improved self 
regulation and culminated with the emergence of a 
stronger, more authentic, connected self.  

‘I kind of feel like a butterfly, starts off as 
a caterpillar, goes into a a cocoon and 
I've come out of that as a butterfly. I kind 
of shedded, I'm not the old thing, 
because life is never gonna be the 
same, you know that’s something you 
have to acknowledge when you 
grow.’(Rob)  

“And I changed my career because of that mountain...nature enabled me, helped me realise my strength as a 
human and I flipped my world.” (Jade) 
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3. New meanings and green 
spirituality 

Being in nature helped participants, create new 
meanings around their traumas and around life as a 
whole. This involved a powerful process of learning 
and growing through nature metaphors and 
existential lessons.  

“So I have now in life, post trauma, a home 
that I can call my home. I have parents and if 
you can say parent is the sky, the rain, the 
steps that I take, the running, the all of these 
things. It’s parented me and it's made me 
self aware. It's given me strength, it’s given 
me acceptance and it's given me 
lessons” (Padmini)  

Participants experienced growth as they built 
coherence between the meaning of their traumas and 
their worldview. A new life narrative emerged, in a 
powerful process of metamorphosis. (6) 

Participants experienced an existential reawakening, 
in the form of nature connectedness, a nature based 
life philosophy and the emergence/ deepening of an 
eco-identity seen as the ‘self part of the Earth, not on 
Earth.’ (Jade). Nature connectedness was 
experienced as a personal, intimate relationship and 
practiced mostly as solitary green exercise with a 
focus on nature time as ‘me time’. Experiences of 
green high-s were part of a deeper connection with 
nature via immersive experiences (mindfulness, flow, 
joy, euphoria) and more spiritual-like states (awe, 
wonder, appreciation of beauty, oneness, belonging 
and home).  

Existential growth via green spirituality was 
experienced as a grounding existentialism, where 
participants saw themselves as part of the wider 
reality of nature and were able to address their basic 

existential needs around suffering, identity, freedom, 
death, isolation and meaning in life, by drawing on 
‘lessons’, metaphors from nature. Wisdom and a new 
appreciation for life emerged inside a new nature 
based worldview.  

“It's the power of how it is a constant, 
living, breathing, being, ecosystem.. the 
power of nature and how we and how 
mammals and how fish and how 
everything can be from it. And it's the 

most fascinating form of natural science, 
like there is a solution to everything, but 
nothing looks the same ... I just feel in total 
awe of it” (Jade)  

 
We know that religiosity and spirituality in general are 
linked to experiencing PTG (1). In this study, green 
spirituality has emerged as central to developing PTG. 

‘We’re all kind of all connected by the fact that we all are born, we will all age, we will die, and that's the same for 
everything, absolutely everything you know.’ (Mike)  
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What does it all mean?   

These are the main learnings in this research: 

• Nature’s space provided embodied safety, a 
‘home’, that supported healing and growth after 
trauma 

• Green exercise facilitated healing and 
transformation (a ‘rebooting’) of the body, mind and 
of the self 

• Green PTG was an action focused route to PTG, 
with a strong focus on growth through the body, a  
corporeal growth (2) 

• Green exercise helped process emotional distress 
and intrusive rumination in more embodied ways 

• Experiencing positive emotions and immersive 
states in nature, (the ‘green high-s’) was central to 
posttraumatic growth 

• As part of posttraumatic growth, a non-religious 
form of spirituality emerged- a ‘green spirituality’ 
experienced as deep connectedness to nature and 
all life. 

What next? 

So much more of our curiosity is needed to 
understand our connection to nature in general and 
posttraumatic growth in nature, in particular. This 
research has given a preliminary mapping of the 
experience of green PTG and it opens up many doors 
and windows to look out through. Here are a few: 

Safety and the psychological ‘green home’  

A green PTG model of  healing after trauma? 

How is green PTG experienced depending on types of  trauma, types 
of  exercise?  

Is green PTG possible for people who have had experiences of  nature 
related traumas? 

Is green PTG a solitary experience? 

How does green PTG relate to factors known to associate with PTG 
such as personality traits and social support? 

What about green spirituality and PTG? 

How can we incorporate more nature and green exercise in 
supporting people? 

Add to the wave on: theGreenspace @ Facebook 
Get in touch to collaborate: 
clara@thegreenspacepsychologist.com 
www.thegreenspacepsychologist.com 

“I see myself as part of the Earth. I don't see myself on Earth.” (Jade) 

mailto:clara@thegreenspacepsychologist.com
http://www.thegreenspacepsychologist.com
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