
THIS WINTER, GET OUTSIDE 

 

W inte r  is  no  t ime  to  su r render  to  indoor  l i v ing .  W hi le  ext reme co ld  and  heavy 
snowfa l l  can  make  the  dec is ion  to  s tay  indoors  non-nego t iab le  on  ce r ta in  days ,  
the re ’s  every  reason  to  avo id  menta l l y  co rdon ing  o f f  en t i re  t imes  o f  year  f rom 
ou tdoor  ac t i v i t y .  There  i s  now p len ty  o f  ev idenc e  tha t  regu la r  ou tdoor  ac t i v i t y ,  apar t  
f rom s imp ly  “be ing  na tura l ”  and  “ fee l ing  r igh t , ”  o f fe rs  tang ib le  hea l th  bene f i t s .  I t ’ s  
we l l  known tha t  ce r ta in  cond i t i ons  l i ke  seasona l  a f fec t i ve  d iso rder  (SAD)  o r  v i tam in  D 
de f i c iency a re  ve ry  rea l ,  bu t  sc ience  i s  mov ing  beyond  even  these  s t rong  a rguments  
fo r  ou ts ide  env i ronments  to  po in t  ou t  a  va r ie ty  o f  ways  tha t  a  s imp le  dose  o f  the  
g rea t  ou tdoors  can  improve  your  hea l th .  W hat ’ s  more ,  the re  i s  p resen t ly  a  na t iona l  
movement  occur r ing  to  take  the  ou tdoors  by  s to rm,  and  to  encourage  our  ch i ld ren  
and  g ive  them every  oppor tun i ty  to  do  so .  

W in te r -onse t  SAD rema ins  a  s t rong  reason  to  seek  ou ts ide  t ime  in  the  co lder  months .  
I f  you  a re  p rone  to  SAD,  i t  can  sap  your  energy and  makes  you  fee l  moody.  I t  can  
lead  to  depress ion ,  anxie ty  and  hope lessness .  Soc ia l  wi thd rawa l  and  overs leep ing  
a re  two  o f  i t s  ma jo r  symptoms.  Others  have  d i f f icu l t y  concen t ra t ing  and  re ta in ing  
in fo rmat ion .  

The  spec i f i c  cause  o f  SAD rema ins  unknown,  bu t  i t  i s  l i ke ly  tha t  your  body 's  na tu ra l  
chemica l  makeup—which  u l t ima te ly  con t ro ls  your  c i rcad ian  rhy thm—mat te rs  
g rea t l y .  I t ’ s  though t  tha t  the  reduced  leve l  o f  sun l igh t  i n  fa l l  and  win te r  d i s rup ts  your  
body 's  in te rna l  c lock ,  wh ich  le ts  you  know when you  shou ld  s leep  o r  be  awake .  Th is  
d is rup t ion  o f  your  c i rcad ian  rhy thm may lead  to  fee l ings  o f  depress ion .  The  change  
in  season  can  d is rup t  the  ba lance  o f  the  na tu ra l  ho rmone me la ton in ,  wh ich  
in f luences  s leep  pa t te rns  and  mood.  Reduced  sun l igh t  can  a lso  cause  a  d rop  in  
se ro ton in ,  wh ich  o f  course  p lays  a  p ivo ta l  ro le  in  mood regu la t ion  as  we l l .  

Consequen t l y ,  an  o f ten  dep loyed  recommendat ion  f rom hea l th  ca re  p ro fess iona ls  i s  
ha rd ly  su rp r i s ing :  Make  your  env i ronment  sunn ie r  and  b r igh te r .  Open  b l inds ,  add  
sky l igh ts  and  t r im  t ree  branches  tha t  b lock  sun l igh t .  S i t  c loser  to  b r igh t  windows  
wh i le  a t  home o r  in  the  o f f i ce .  Cons ider  l i gh tbox the rapy.  

Or :  Ge t  ou ts ide .  Take  a  long  wa lk ,  ea t  l unch  a t  a  nearby park ,  o r  s imp ly s i t  on  a  
bench  and  soak  up  the  sun .  Even  on  co ld  o r  c loudy days ,  ou tdoor  l i gh t  can  he lp ,  



espec ia l l y  i f  you  spend  some t ime ou ts ide  wi th in  two  hours  o f  ge t t i ng  up  in  the  
morn ing .  The  o ther  ear ly  recommendat ion  to  s ta r t  you  on  the  way ou t  o f  SAD is  
regu la r  exerc ise .  Phys ica l  exerc ise  ra ises  se ro ton in  leve ls ,  dec reases  the  p resence  
o f  ce r ta in  s t ress  hormones ,  inc reases  oxygen  t o  the  b ra in  and  o ther  o rgans ,  he lps  
re l ieve  anxie ty ,  and  inc reases  se l f  es teem,  a l l  o f  wh ich  can  l i f t  your  mood.  Spend ing  
t ime  ou tdoors  i s  the  per fec t  way to  make  your  env i ronment  sunn ie r  and  b r igh te r  wh i le  
a lso  inc reas ing  your  phys ica l  ac t i v i t y .  I t  i s  a  one- two  punch  tha t  i s  a l so comp le te ly  
f ree  o f  charge .  

Sun l igh t  h i t t i ng  the  sk in  beg ins  the  p rocess  o f  c rea t ing  the  b io log ica l l y  ac t i ve  fo rm o f  
v i tam in  D.  The  sunsh ine v i tam in  s tands  ou t  among o thers  as  a  d isease- f igh t ing  
v i tam in .  Ep idemio log ic  s tud ies  sugges t  i t  p ro tec ts  us  f rom s t roke ,  hear t  a t tack ,  
cancer ,  bone  loss  and  Type  2  d iabe tes .  The  good  news  i s  tha t  you ' l l  ge t  the  g rea t  
ma jo r i t y  o f  the  v i tam in  D you  need  i f  you  go  ou ts ide  a  few t imes  a  week  and  expose  
your  a rms  and  legs  fo r  10  to  15  m inu tes .  L imi ted  sun  exposure  on  shor t  runs  o r  
wa lks  and  l i be ra l  use  o f  sunsc reen  when  you  a re  ou t  fo r  extended  per iods  shou ld  do  
the  t r i ck .  A lso  keep  in  m ind  tha t  people  aged  65  and  over  genera te  on ly  a  quar te r  as  
much  v i tam in  D as  people  in  the i r  20s ,  and  on  average  Af r i can  Amer icans  
manufac tu re  abou t  ha l f  as  much  as  wh i te  Amer icans .  

Beyond  depress ion ,  hear t  d i sease ,  cancer ,  os teoporos is  and  d iabe tes ,  among the  
co r re la ted  ou tcomes  o f  wha t  has  been  te rmed the  indoor  ep idemic  a re  a lso  
hyper tens ion ,  as thma,  fa t t y  l i ve r  d i sease ,  a t tent ion  de f i c i t  d i so rder  and even  myop ia .   

And  cer ta in l y  th i s  soc ia l  d i so rder  compounds  the  na t iona l  obes i ty  p rob lem.  Indoor  
l i v ing  i s  assoc ia ted  wi th  be ing  seden ta ry ,  pa r t i cu la r l y  fo r  ch i ld ren .  Ch i ldren  aged  8  to  
18  today spend  more  t ime  than  ever  us ing  e lec t ron ic  med ia  indoors—the  Ka ise r  
Fami l y  Founda t ion  es t imates  an  as ton ish ing  seven  and  a  ha l f  hours  da i l y—and th is  
a lmos t  a lways  means  wh i le  s i t t i ng .  A t  the  same t ime,  30% o f  k indergar ten  
c lass rooms have  e l im ina ted  recess  to  make  more  room fo r  academics .  W e a re  
fos te r ing ,  o r  a t  l eas t  abe t t ing ,  an  un fami l i a r i t y  wi th  the  na tu ra l  env i ronment  in  our  
young  peop le  tha t  i s  unpreceden ted  in  a l l  o f  human h is to ry .  

In  con t ras t  to  indoor  l i v ing ,  t ime  ou tdoors  i s  assoc ia ted  wi th  ac t i v i t y .  Br i t i sh  
researchers  used  GPS dev ices  and  acce le romete rs  to  t rack  the  ac t i v i t y  o f  1 ,000  
ch i ld ren ,  f i nd ing  tha t  ch i ld ren  were  more  than  doub ly  ac t ive  when  they were  ou ts ide .   

Fur thermore ,  researchers  a t  the  Un ive rs i t y  o f  Essex in  Eng land  a re  advanc ing  the  
no t ion  tha t  exerc is ing  in  the  p resence  o f  na tu re  has  added  bene f i t ,  pa r t icu la r l y  fo r  
menta l  hea l th .  The i r  i nves t iga t ions  in to  "g reen  exerc ise"  dove ta i l s  wi th  research  
showing  bene f i t s  f rom l iv ing  in  p roxim i ty  to  g reen ,  open  spaces .  In  2010 the  
sc ien t is ts  repor ted  resu l ts  f rom a  meta -ana lys is  o f  the i r  own s tud ies  tha t  showed jus t  
f i ve  m inu tes  o f  g reen  exerc ise  resu l ted  in  improvements  in  se l f -es teem and  mood.  

Among o ther  bene f i ts ,  the  Na t iona l  W i ld l i fe  Federa t ion  (NW F)  a lso  c i tes  f i nd ings  tha t  
ou tdoor  p lay  ra ises  scores  on  s tandard ized  tes ts  and  improves  s tuden ts ’  c r i t i ca l -
th ink ing  sk i l ls .  Does  concen t ra t ion  and  focus  ac tua l l y  improve?  A s tudy pub l i shed  in  
2008  found  tha t  ch i ld ren  wi th  ADHD scored  h igher  on  a  tes t  o f  concen tra t ion  a f te r  a  
wa lk  th rough  a  park  than  a f te r  a  wa lk  th rough  a  res iden t ia l  ne ighborhood  o r  
downtown a rea .  Other  ADHD s tud ies  have  a lso  sugges ted  tha t  ou tdoor  exerc ise  
cou ld  have  pos i t i ve  e f fec ts  on  the  cond i t i on .   

And  there  i s  ev idence  tha t  ou tdoor  exposure  m igh t  he lp  you  hea l  fas te r .  Un ive rs i t y  o f  
P i t t sburgh  researchers  repor ted  in  2005  tha t  sp ina l  su rgery  pa t ien ts  exper ienced  
less  pa in  and  s t ress  and  took  fewer  pa in  med ica t ions  dur ing  the i r  recover ies  i f  they 
were  exposed  to  na tu ra l  l i gh t .  An  o lder  s tudy showed tha t  a  v iew o f  t rees  ou t  the  
window had  a  pos i t i ve  e f fec t  on  pa t ien t  recovery ,  as  opposed  to  subjec ts  wi th  a  
window v iew o f  a  b r i ck  wa l l .   



An ou tdoor  movement  i s  j us t  wha t ’ s  ca l led  fo r  to  improve  our  co l lec t i ve  hea l th  in  a  
number  o f  s imp le ,  cos t  e f fec t i ve  ways .  A  consor t ium o f  phys ic ians ,  heal th  insure rs ,  
na tu ra l i s ts  and  government  agenc ies  have  banded  toge ther  to  do  jus t  tha t :  he lp  more  
peop le  o f  a l l  ages  and  economic  s t ra ta  engage  in  hea l th -enhanc ing  phys ica l  ac t i v i t y  
in  parks  and  o ther  na tu ra l  env i ronments .   

Th is  g rass roo ts  movement  now has  suppor t  i n  Wash ing ton .  Th is  year  Pres iden t  
Obama s ta r ted  the  Amer ica ’s  Grea t  Outdoors  In i t i a t i ve ,  wh ich  a ims  no t  jus t  to  
coun te r  seden ta ry  l i fes ty les  bu t  a l so  to  reacquain t  Amer icans  wi th  the  fa rms ,  
ranches ,  r i ve rs ,  fo res ts ,  pa rks ,  f i sh ing  ho les  and  beaches  tha t  p rov ide  oppor tun i t i es  
fo r  peop le  to  s tay  ac t i ve and  hea l thy .  Miche l le  Obama has  a lso  in i t i a ted  Le t ’ s  Move  
Outs ide ,  a  p rogram tha t  i s  pa r t  o f  he r  Le t ’ s  Move  campa ign .  Doc to rs  a round  the  
coun t ry  a re  beg inn ing  to  rea l i ze  tha t  p resc r ib ing  the  g rea t  ou tdoors  has  bene f i t s  
beyond  ge t t ing  peop le  to  exerc ise .  A  number  o f  doc to rs  now p rov ide  pa t ien ts  wi th  
maps ,  gu ide l ines  and  p rograms o f  g radual l y  inc reased  ac t i v i t y  based  on the i r  
ab i l i t i es .   

The  p rev ious ly  ment ioned  NW F has  es tab l i shed the  Be  Out  There  pub l i c  educa t ion  
campa ign  to  fos te r  a  da i l y  “g reen  hour ”  du r ing  wh ich  every  ch i ld  cou ld  en joy  60  
m inu tes  o f  uns t ruc tu red p lay  and  in te rac t ion  wi th  the  na tu ra l  wor ld .  They o f fe r  
spec i f ic  sugges t ions  fo r  schoo ls  and  fami l i es  to  coun te r  the  d ra in  o f  “ i ndoor  
ch i ldhood”  (www.nw f .org ) .  The  campa ign ’s  miss ion  “ i s  to  re tu rn  to  the  na t ion ’s  
ch i ld ren  wha t  they don ’ t  even  know they ’ve  los t . ”   

The  Nat iona l  Park  Serv i ce ,  too ,  i s  he lp ing  doc tors  c rea te  “med ica l  m i les”  in  the i r  
l oca l  commun i t ies ,  such as  the  one  es tab l i shed  on  a  sec t ion  o f  the  Arkansas  R ive r  
Tra i l .  In  San te  Fe ,  the  Cen te rs  fo r  D isease  Cont ro l  and  Preven t ion  he lped  se t  up  
Presc r ip t ion  Tra i l s ,  a  p rogram tha t  g i ves  phys ic ians  t ra i l  gu ides  to  d is t r ibu te  to  he lp  
f i gh t  d iabe tes  in  tha t  a rea .  

Accord ing  to  one  government  es t imate ,  the  average  Amer ican  spends  90% o f  h i s  o r  
he r  l i fe  indoors ,  and  as  we  ge t  o lde r  we  become even  more  inc l ined  no t  to  ven tu re  
ou t .  W hen we do ,  the re  a re  the  inev i tab le  p recau t ions :  check  the  a i r  qua l i t y  f i r s t ,  
wa tch  ou t  fo r  t i cks ,  mosqu i toes  and  o ther  b i t i ng c rea tu res .  I t ' s  we l l -mean ing  bu t  i t  
a l so  re in fo rces  indoor  ways .  Spend ing  t ime  ou ts ide  has  rea l  hea l th  benef i t s ,  and  the  
“g reen ing”  o f  exerc ise  looks  p romis ing  fo r  even more .  None  o f  the  s tud ies  on  g reen  
exerc ise  in  the  Eng land-based  meta -analys is  were  randomized  con t ro l led  t r i a l s .  To  
be  su re ,  the  in tu i t i ve  appea l  o f  g reen  exerc ise  i s  i t s  s t reng th ,  no t  the  methodo log ica l  
r i go r  o f  the  research  suppor t ing  i t .  I t ' s  ha rd  to  imag ine  how a  s t ro l l  i n  a  p re t ty  park  
wou ldn ' t  make  us  fee l  be t te r  than  a  wa lk  in  a  d rab  se t t i ng .   

Bu t  tha t ’ s  jus t  the  po in t .  A f te r  a l l ,  wha t  abou t  tha t  “be ing  na tu ra l ”  and  “ fee l ing  r igh t ”?  
Th ink  o f  the  las t  t ime  you  were  a t  a  f rozen  pond  in  win te r ,  a  pub l i c  swimming  poo l  in  
summer ,  o r  a  p lay ing  f i e ld  in  a  park  in  the  sp r ing—tha t  sound  you  hear  i s  the  
laugh te r  o f  ch i ld ren  who  have  se t  the re  P laySta t ion  con t ro l le rs  down a t  l as t .  
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