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Abstract
Paying mindful attention to our physical surroundings can be an important practice for
developing and deepening nature connectedness. Fostering such connectedness is often a central
goal of environmental education and has been linked to well-being and pro-environmental
behaviour. This thesis is an autoethnographic study that explores the lived experience of a daily
practice of mindfully observing nearby nature. Through journaling and taking photographs, I
studied my own observation activities conducted within the Greater Victoria urban environment,
and compared these to the characteristics of mindfulness. I also describe insights into my own
relationship with nature that I gleaned from this process. This research adds rich description to
the existing quantitative research on nature connectedness and mindfulness, and offers
recommendations for educators and individuals seeking to increase nature connectedness,
especially for those living in urban environments.
Keywords: nature connectedness, mindfulness, connection to nature, nearby nature
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In both activism and academia there have been many calls for people to reconnect to
nature in order to address the current biodiversity and climate crises (Ives et al., 2018; Soga &
Gaston, 2016; Zylstra, Knight, Esler, & Le Grange, 2014). Additionally, reconnection to nature
has been recommended as a deep leverage point for changing systems (Abson et al., 2017). The
association between nature connectedness and pro-environmental behaviour has been wellestablished (Gkargkavouzi, Paraskevopoulos, & Matsiori, 2018; Gosling & Williams, 2010; Ives
et al., 2017; Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2009; Restall & Conrad, 2015; Sparks, Hinds,
Curnock, & Pavey, 2014; Whitburn, Linklater, & Milfont, 2018; Zelenski & Nisbet, 2014).
Therefore, understanding the concept of nature connectedness and different ways in which it
develops is likely an important factor in facilitating the systemic change required to address
environmental issues.
A growing body of evidence suggests there may be a relationship between the traits of
mindfulness and nature connectedness, wherein individuals who tend to score high on measures
of nature connectedness also tend to have high scores on measures of mindfulness as a
characteristic (Schutte & Malouff, 2018). Additional research has also found an association
between the trait of mindfulness and pro-environmental behaviour (Barbaro & Pickett, 2016).
Since mindfulness as a quality can be encouraged and developed over time through practices
such as meditation (Quaglia, Brown, Lindsay, Creswell, & Goodman, 2015; Schutte & Malouff,
2018), engaging in such practices could also be a way to increase nature connectedness and proenvironmental behaviour.
However, clarity about the specific nature of the relationship between these two traits is
still lacking, much of which stems from issues surrounding the conceptualization of mindfulness
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itself. As Nilsson and Kazemi (2016) show in their review of 308 peer-reviewed articles, with 33
different definitions of mindfulness, this concept is not easily defined and there is often be a gap
between Buddhist and Western notions of mindfulness. A diversity of scales for measuring
mindfulness also exists, each with different intended uses and assumptions about the
characteristics of mindfulness (Grossman & Van Dam, 2011; Quaglia et al., 2015).
In the context of nature connectedness research, the strength of the association between
mindfulness and nature connectedness varies depending on the scale used in the study, and when
a scale breaks mindfulness down into multiple dimensions, often only some of these dimensions
will correlate with nature connectedness (Schutte & Malouff, 2018). For instance, both Barbaro
and Pickett (2016) and Tipsord (2009) found that only the observing facet of the Five Facets of
Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ) was uniquely related to greater nature connectedness.
Similarly, Hanley, Derringer, and Hanley (2017) found that the observing facets of the FFMQ
was the only one with a direct, significant relationship to nature connectedness. As Barbaro and
Pickett (2016) point out, the observing facet is the only component of the FFMQ that references
external stimuli, whereas the other facets refer to internal cognitive events. As such, the tendency
to observe or notice external events may intensify experiences with nature and therefore may be
a key part of the association between mindfulness and nature connectedness (Barbaro & Pickett,
2016).
Other research seeks to understand what happens to nature connectedness when
participants are asked to pay attention to the nature in their daily lives, which seems to
unintentionally tap into aspects of mindfulness. For example, Passmore and Holder (2017) found
that one such intervention conducted over a two-week period led to increases in individual wellbeing, sense of connectedness, and prosocial orientation, despite participants spending no

MINDFULNESS AND NEARBY NATURE

12

additional time in nature than they would have normally. Similarly, Richardson, Cormack,
McRobert, and Underhill (2016) evaluated the effects of a mass engagement campaign asking
people to engage with nature every day for one month, finding increases in health, happiness,
and connection to nature.
The combination of mindfully paying attention to and observing nearby nature in our
everyday lives has massive potential as a versatile, inexpensive, and accessible tool for
facilitating nature connectedness, particularly in urban-dwelling children and adults. However, as
several authors have commented, we need to understand much more about the different aspects
of mindfulness and how they relate to nature connectedness (Hanley et al., 2017; Schutte &
Malouff, 2018), experiences in nature (Howell, Dopko, Passmore, & Buro, 2011) and to proenvironmental behaviour (Barbaro & Pickett, 2016). Many existing studies on mindfulness and
nature connectedness are correlational, and as such, cannot speak to causation, nor do they
provide in-depth description of the lived experience of mindfulness in nearby nature and how
this might affect one’s sense of self or feelings of interconnection.
Research Question and Objectives
This research aims to expand the existing scholarship on nature connectedness with an indepth, experiential study of mindfulness and nature connectedness, with an emphasis on my
observations and experiences of nearby nature. Through this research, I seek to develop a deeper
understanding of my own observation habits and how they relate to mindfulness. Therefore, the
question this research investigates is:
What is my experience of making observations of nearby nature and how does it relate to
mindfulness?
In support of this question, I seek to fulfill the following research objectives:
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1. Produce a rich description of my day-to-day mindfulness habits or
predispositions in relation to nearby nature.
2. Explore the relationships between mindfulness, nearby nature, and nature
connectedness.
My hope is that this research will add valuable information to the existing literature because this
type of rich description on mindfulness and experiences in nearby nature is relatively rare, and
could provide new perspectives on the topic. This study may also inspire and inform the
development of educational programs and tools that utilize mindfulness in nearby nature as a
means of building nature connectedness.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Nature Connectedness
Within the literature there are several related terms that describe the concept of nature
connectedness. These include connection to nature, nature relatedness, emotional affinity
towards nature, and inclusion of nature in self (Ives et al., 2017; Restall & Conrad, 2015; Tam,
2013). Nature connectedness has been defined as an “individual’s experiential sense of oneness
with the natural world” (Mayer & Frantz, 2004, p. 504). Zylstra et al., (2014) describes nature
connectedness as “a stable state of consciousness comprising symbiotic cognitive, affective, and
experiential traits that reflect, through consistent attitudes and behaviors, a sustained awareness
of the interrelatedness between one’s self and the rest of nature” (p. 119). Lumber, Richardson,
and Sheffield (2017) note that nature connectedness can lead to “a sense of belonging to the
wider natural world as part of a larger community of nature” and that connectedness is not
necessarily “the same for everyone as it is a subjective and multidimensional construct” (p. 3).
Given these definitions, the well-documented relationship between nature connectedness
and pro-environmental behaviour is not surprising. As Roszak (1995) points out, if your sense of
self includes the natural world, ecological destruction equates to self-destruction, and therefore it
is logical to have an aversion to behaviours that harm nature/the self. Similarly, exhibiting
empathy and altruistic behaviour towards someone or something that you have a close
relationship with is not surprising (Mayer & Frantz, 2004). The link between nature
connectedness and positive health and well-being outcomes is also well-documented (Baxter &
Pelletier, 2019; Seymour, 2016; Zylstra et al., 2014).
Several measures of nature connectedness have been developed including the
Connectedness to Nature Scale (Mayer & Frantz, 2004), Inclusion of Nature in Self (Schultz,
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2002), and the Nature Relatedness Scale (Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013; see also Restall & Conrad,
2015; Zylstra et al., 2014). Tam (2013) examined several of these measures and found strong
convergence among them, indicating that they can be considered markers of a single construct.
Numerous treatments for increasing nature connectedness have been explored, notably
the effect of specific environmental education programs and interventions on children and young
adults (for example, Barton, Bragg, Pretty, Roberts, & Wood, 2016; Bruni, Winter, Schultz,
Omoto, & Tabanico, 2017; Ernst & Theimer, 2011; Kossack & Bogner, 2012; Liefländer,
Fröhlich, Bogner, & Schultz, 2013). A wide range of other methods for increasing nature
connectedness in adults have also been researched, such as wildlife gardening (Shaw, Miller, &
Wescott, 2013), visits to parks and museums (Arbuthnott, Sutter, & Heidt, 2014), watching
nature documentaries (Arendt & Matthes, 2016), and encounters with wild animals (Yerbury &
Boyd, 2018). Many such studies are quantitative in nature, with participants completing one or
more nature connectedness measures before and after participating in a program or activity.
Mindfulness and Nature Connectedness
Several authors have described at length the difficulty of succinctly defining mindfulness
and highlight discrepancies between traditional Buddhist conceptualizations of mindfulness and
those used in Western medicine and research (Nilsson & Kazemi, 2016; Quaglia et al., 2015;
Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2011). One popular definition describes mindfulness as “paying
attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally” (KabatZinn, 2005, p. 4). Mindfulness is also commonly defined as “the state of being attentive to and
aware of what is taking place in the present” (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Eastern conceptualizations
of mindfulness also include concepts such as the development of ethical behaviour and the clear
comprehension of objects and events as a bridge between observation and insight (Bodhi, 2011).
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After reviewing 33 definitions of mindfulness from peer-reviewed research articles,
Nilsson and Kazemi (2016) distilled four core elements of the phenomenon: “attention and
awareness”, “present-centeredness”, being mindful in relation to “external events” (i.e.
occurrences, objects, and stimuli in the environment), and “cultivation” or developing
mindfulness (p.188) . They also identified a fifth element that was missing from Western
definitions, that of “ethical-mindfulness”, wherein mindfulness can be considered “a tool with
the potential to contribute to justice, peace, and ecological balance in the world” (Nilsson &
Kazemi, 2016, p. 188). While mindfulness is often associated with meditation, Brown and Ryan
(2004, p. 246) point out that mindfulness is an inherent, natural human capacity, and that it may
be developed through practices other than meditation.
One of the first efforts to measure possible correlations between nature connectedness
and mindfulness was conducted by Howell, Dopko, Passmore, and Buro (2011). Their findings
were variable: mindfulness, as measured by the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS),
was only correlated with nature connectedness in one of two studies. Similarly, in the second
study, the Philadelphia Mindfulness Scale was also used, a measure that has two subscales, one
focused on acceptance and the other focused on awareness. Only the latter correlated with nature
connectedness, suggesting that it is enhanced awareness of experiences in nature that is most
important in the relationship between mindfulness and nature connectedness (Howell et al.,
2011).
In a follow-up study to this work, Wolsko and Lindberg (2013) tested the correlation
between nature connectedness and trait mindfulness using the MAAS, and found a significant
positive correlation between the two concepts in two separate samples of college students.
Unsworth, Palicki and Lustig (2016) sought to replicate the findings of Howell et al. (2011), and
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using the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory with a group of 25 participants attending a meditation
retreat, found a significant positive correlation between mindfulness and self-nature
interconnectedness.
Barbaro and Pickett (2016) also established a positive correlation between mindfulness,
nature connectedness, and pro-environmental behaviour in two surveys, using the FFMQ, which
has five separate subscales, each of which measures a different aspect of mindfulness: nonreactivity, observing, acting with awareness, describing, and nonjudging. In the second survey,
they found that both observing and acting with awareness were correlated to pro-environmental
behaviour, whereas observing was the only subscale related to nature connectedness. Similarly,
Hanley, Derringer, and Hanley (2017) utilized the FFMQ to test for a relationship between
dispositional mindfulness and nature connectedness, finding a significant positive correlation
between the two constructs. In that case, the observing and non-reacting facets constituted most
of the association but only the observing facet had a direct, significant relationship with nature
connectedness. Barbaro and Pickett suggest that in relation to nature connectedness, observing
may stand out because it is the only facet in the FFMQ that references external stimuli, whereas
the other facets refer to internal cognitive events connectedness (2016). As such, the tendency to
observe or notice external events may intensify experiences with nature and therefore may be an
important part of the association between mindfulness and nature connectedness (Barbaro &
Picket, 2016).
A survey conducted by Amel, Manning, and Scott (2009) attempted to find a relationship
between pro-environmental behaviour and just two facets of the FFMQ: observing and acting
with awareness. Only acting with awareness was found to be correlated with pro-environmental
behaviour. In their discussion, the authors were surprised that observing did not show a
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correlation because of the well-established relationship between nature connectedness and proenvironmental behaviour. However, no attempt was made to measure nature connectedness in
this study and the authors themselves admit there may be methodological problems stemming
from choosing to not administer the full FFMQ with participants.
Another study by Unsworth et al. (2016) took two groups of participants on a 3-day
nature camping trip to measure changes in self-nature interconnectedness. Half were randomly
assigned to a mindfulness condition where they were guided through 15 minutes of meditation
every morning and were encouraged to continue mindfulness practices throughout the day. The
meditation group was found to have significantly higher increases in self-nature
interconnectedness than the group without mindfulness exercises, highlighting that time spent
mindfully in nature may have a stronger effect on nature connectedness than simply being in
nature.
Nisbet, Zelenski, and Grandpierre (2019) measured the influence of mindfulness
instruction on a 20-minute outdoor walk, as compared to an outdoor walk with no mindfulness
instruction, and an indoor walk. Those who participated in the mindfulness training were found
to have greater awareness of their surroundings, stronger nature connectedness, and less negative
affect than those who simply walked outdoors, suggesting that even brief periods of mindfulness
can enhance our experiences in nature.
Schutte and Malouff (2018) reviewed a number of studies that found a significant
relationship between trait mindfulness and nature connectedness, noting that the magnitude of
this effect seems to vary when different measures of mindfulness are used, as described above.
They also suggest that there may be evidence of a reciprocal relationship between mindfulness
and nature connectedness wherein engaging more fully with nature experiences also results in
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attention restoration (Kaplan, 1995) and leading to a sense of effortless attention while in nature
(Schutte & Malouff, 2018).
Strong criticisms of the scales used to measure mindfulness come from Grossman and
Van Dam (2011), primarily for the reasoning that it is too difficult to extract and isolate discrete
components of mindfulness, when it is a complex process with many interrelated concepts. In
addition, the mindfulness scales used in psychological research depend upon self-description and
interpretation of discrete, stable traits, rather than evidence that an individual is actively engaged
in a mindfulness practice (Grossman & Van Dam, 2011). These scales also take mindfulness out
of the Buddhist context, including ideas like the development of insight and understanding over
time, leading to an oversimplified representation of mindfulness (Grossman & Van Dam, 2011).
The suggested explanations for the association between mindfulness and nature
connectedness are varied. One proposal is that this association may be due to a mechanism of
mindfulness known as decentering, where the individual focuses less on themselves and their
own mental events, and pays closer attention to the surrounding world, thus relaxing of the
boundaries of the self and allowing a greater sense of interconnection (Hanley et al., 2017). It
may also be that mindfulness simply enhances our experience of nature, leading to a sense of
oneness with nature (Barbaro & Pickett, 2016; Schutte & Malouff, 2018). Others suggest that
pro-environmental behaviour arises in mindful individuals as the result of paying closer attention
to one’s choices (Amel et al., 2009), including individual health behaviours such as increased
exercise (Geiger, Otto, & Schrader, 2018). Additional investigation is needed to more fully
understand why mindfulness and nature connectedness are related and their potentially reciprocal
relationship.
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In contrast to studies which look at correlation, a small number of studies have focused
on the personal experience of mindfulness in nature. White (2011) developed a structured
mindfulness-based perception in nature (MAPIN) exercise designed to deepen nature
connectedness and heighten ecological consciousness. He conducted 33 sessions with the
MAPIN exercise in natural urban and wilderness settings over an 18-month period. The author
used thematic analysis on worksheets produced during the sessions to determine 16 themes,
including connectedness, humility, and appreciation of nonhuman otherness. A second study by
White (2012) built on his previous work by using the MAPIN exercise with participants to
identify a variety of cognitive, affective, and spiritual aspects of nature connection, including
sense of peace, appreciation, and sense of being bonded with nature.
Similarly, Richardson and Hallam (2013) analyzed a diary documenting a year of
engaging with nature in a semi-rural landscape. Two themes were found in this analysis, the
transition from observer to someone connected to nature, and the ways in which nature was
experienced once a connection was established. It is noteworthy that while the author of the diary
did not set out to practice mindfulness, this emerged over time and as his connection to nature
grew, lending support for the idea that the connection between mindfulness and nature
connectedness is a reciprocal one. While the findings of these two studies are not necessarily
generalizable to a wider population, the documentation and analysis of personal experience
provides valuable depth and dimension to the mindful experience of nature and nature
connectedness.
Nearby Nature
Nearby nature refers to nature that people commonly interact with close to home, and is
often mentioned in the context of urban settings. The term covers a wide range of spaces that can
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be found in urban areas, such as undevelopable lands, abandoned lots and boulevards, as well as
gardens and parks (Newman & Dale, 2013). Cox et al. (2017) note that nearby nature is made up
of a mix of private and public green spaces that people experience as they spend time in them,
whether deliberately, such as a walk in a public park, or as a result of other activities, such as
seeing urban trees while visiting shops. Newman and Dale (2013) describe several subsets of
mundane nature that can be found in urban environments, including remnant nature, accidental
nature, cultivated nature, and nature as display.
A few recent studies have examined the effects of instructing participants to pay closer
attention to nearby nature for a given period of time, instructions which are similar to what one
would receive if conducting a mindfulness exercise. For instance, Nisbet (2011) found that
nature writing exercises conducted over a month did not increase nature relatedness levels, but
did enhance happiness and environmental concern. Another study asked participants to notice
three good things in nature each day for five days, in order to discern different themes from what
was noticed (Richardson, Hallam, & Lumber, 2015). Finally, Passmore and Holder (2017) asked
participants to pay attention to how either nature or human-built objects in their everyday
surroundings made them feel. The study reported positive affect, a general sense of
connectedness, and pro-social orientation in those assigned to the nature group. While these
studies are limited in number, they do indicate that nature-based interventions that relate to
aspects of mindfulness do not need to be far from home in order to have positive benefits.
Other research has evaluated large-scale nature participation campaigns conducted by
environmental organizations. One such campaign developed by The Wildlife Trusts was
evaluated by Richardson, Cormack, McRobert, and Underhill (2016), and it was found to
increase happiness, health, connection to nature and pro-nature behaviours in participants.
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Similarly, Nisbet (2014; 2015) evaluated the impact of the David Suzuki Foundation 30x30
Nature Challenge, which asks Canadians to spend thirty minutes in nature for thirty days. In both
studies, Nisbet (2014; 2015) found small but significant increases in participants’ nature
connectedness, as well as increases in well-being, including positive emotions, vitality, and
fascination. In particular, the increases in nature-specific emotions relating to awe, curiosity, and
fascination were large and significant (Nisbet, 2014). Hamann and Ivtzan (2016) who attempted
to study differences in nature connectedness, mindfulness, and other measures by partnering with
a 30-day intervention challenge called “Rewild Your Life” found no change in nature
connectedness, but did report an increase in mindfulness, and noted that this effect occurred in
“wilderness” settings but not urban greenspace. However, a small sample size of 62 participants,
combined with the fact that only some participants seemed to fully answer questions in the study,
and the lack of clarity surrounding definitions of “urban” and “wild” nature, warrants caution in
accepting the conclusions of this particular study.
These examples of studies which use an intervention that requires participants to notice
or pay attention to nearby nature, seem to also inadvertently be exploring the connection between
mindfulness and connection to nature, and point towards potential activities or practices which
could be used for positive psychological benefit and to help develop nature connectedness. In my
own life, I undertook a study of nearby nature for a personal project, which also ended up
functioning like a long-term mindfulness-in-nearby-nature intervention. Examining this process
and the ways in which my own nature connectedness was impacted is the focus of this thesis, and
I hope it can provide insights into exactly how mindfulness affects nature connectedness and
what qualities of nearby nature are important for such activities. While the literature has
numerous correlational studies and a handful of first-hand accounts of mindfulness and nature,
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there is still a lack of literature that aims to combine the two, taking rich description and
combining it with analysis of existing research. This research will work towards filling this gap.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Research Design
This research takes an autoethnographic approach, utilizing personal narrative to provide
a detailed description of my own experience of mindful observation, nearby nature and nature
connectedness while linking this experience to the existing literature. As part of a personal
project I started in 2016, I purposefully began making observations of seasonal changes of
nearby nature. During this process, I began to see overlap between mindfulness and the focused,
in-the-moment attention I was using to collect information about nearby nature. Upon
discovering literature that linked mindfulness and nature connectedness, I recognized my
personal experience would be of interest to the body of research in this field. Rather than
attempting to recruit participants and asking them to go through a process that would require
them to pay attention to nearby nature for a period of time, similar to the treatments found in
Passmore and Holder (2017), Richardson, Hallam, and Lumber (2015) and Richardson,
Cormack, McRobert, and Underhill (2016), I realized had already inadvertently conducted such a
long-term intervention on myself. This was potentially a rich, long-term experience that could
yield unique insights if it were examined in-depth. In a sense, I had the “insider knowledge” that
autoethnographers use to create detailed descriptions of cultural experiences (Holman, Adams, &
Ellis, 2013, p. 33).
Autoethnography is an excellent avenue to study this experience because in this method
the researcher and their personal experience is a “topic of investigation in its own right” (Ellis &
Bochner, 2000, p. 733). I also find this methodology fitting for reflection and analysis on my
own process of observing since “autoethnography requires that we observe ourselves observing”
(Ellis, 2013, p 10).
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Furthermore, autoethnography may be able to capture new depths and aspects of nature
connectedness that previously have largely gone unexamined. What happens inside a person’s
head when they are engaged with nature can be an intense, affective, intimate experience that
cannot be fully captured by a correlation coefficient. Autoethnography is a research method that
embraces the emotional and “calls for personal engagement as a medium through which deeper
understanding is achieved and communicated” (Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 2013, p. 74). Since
the subject of this study is ultimately about personal engagement with nature, it is fitting that the
method used also focuses on and demands personal engagement as a means to understanding.
Despite this, personal narrative autoethnographies on this topic are still relatively rare. One
notable example is Windhorst’s (2016) which combines stories of his nature experiences at
different stages of life with literature from areas such as environmental psychology.
Autoethnography, and personal narrative in particular, focuses a great deal on writing.
Richardson (2000) describes writing as a method of discovery and analysis where we can “we
discover new aspects of our topic and our relationship to it” (p. 923). While I have made
countless observations of nature, rarely have I written about my observation process or how it
affects my connection with nature. Writing is an appropriate way to explore the state of mind
that I find myself in when I am totally attentive to nature, rapt with fascination and open to every
detail. Vivid description of this state, even just one person’s perspective of it, should be of
interest to those studying mindfulness and nature connectedness, particularly as this is rare
within the existing research.
Finally, the personal narrative approach is appropriate for this research because it can
appeal to a wide audience. The links between nature connectedness, pro-environmental
behaviour, and well-being have long been established largely by quantitative, correlational
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studies and yet this information needs interpretation and contextualization within the personal
experience in order to resonate with those who are not immersed in the field. Additionally,
mindfulness is a very inexpensive technique, and nearby nature opens up many possibilities for
city dwellers to connect with nature. If there is indeed potential in an intersection of these two
phenomena, helping it spread as a tactic for growing nature connectedness would call for a text
that is accessible by, and interesting to the average reader, not just the well-versed academic.
Here is where the personal narrative excels as a research method. As Bochner (2013) describes,
“texts produced within the paradigm of personal narrative inquiry would take the form of stories
intended to create the effect of reality” (p.52). Indeed, some of the most impactful and lasting
texts in the area of environmental communication have included personal narrative, from Walden
(Thoreau, 1908) to Biophilia (Wilson, 1984).
Data Collection and Analysis
To gather data for this thesis, I primarily journaled and took photographs, focusing on
four interrelated topics; the development of my observation habits, mindfulness, nearby nature,
and nature connectedness. Prior to beginning the thesis I prepared an extensive outline of topics
to explore, to provide myself with a number of writing prompts and subjects to cover. Much of
my journaling started by documenting and reflecting how my mindful observation habits
emerged from a personal project that aimed to create a calendar of local seasonal changes,
inspired by the ancient Japanese calendar of 72 seasons (“A year seen through the ancient
Japanese calendar,” n.d.; “Japan’s 72 microseasons,” 2015). In my journal, I described the
origins and goal of the calendar project, my method, significant milestones, and how the project
evolved over time, which eventually formed the bulk of Chapter 4. I also journaled frequently
about what I observed during my regular visits to two parks near my workplace, Beacon Hill
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Park and Holland Point Park, locations that I will soon describe in detail. These near-daily visits
gave me ample opportunity to be mindful in nearby nature, and to capture in-the-moment
reflections on my own observation processes and habits, and insights I was gleaning about
nature. I had a few “aha” moments throughout the process of constructing this thesis, which
provided good prompts for journaling, but I also challenged myself to question what was behind
those moments. It was not enough to just to note and describe the insights, I asked myself what
was it about my observations that led me to have those realizations? This helped the connections
between ideas to coalesce. Many of these reflections provided the data required to build Chapters
5 and 6.
Even though I have journaled quite a bit in my life, I was astonished at how writing led to
new questions, which in turn prompted me to write some more. Thus I was able to discover new
dimensions to my own behaviour and the impacts of those behaviours on the way I perceived and
related to nature. I knew that I had a strong habit of noticing nearby nature, but I often did so
instinctively, never really contemplating how I went about noticing. Through repeated
questioning – what do I notice, what do I look for, what do I remember, how do I describe the
species and places I encounter – and writing down the answers, I was able to examine my own
practice in greater depth, and most importantly, understand it in the context of mindfulness.
All of my journal entries were hand written. In two separate sessions, several months
apart, I transcribed these entries without editing, allowing myself to re-read and absorb what I
had written in its entirety. The next step was to edit these entries lightly, mainly removing notes
to myself and correcting sentence structure where necessary. I then rearranged the entries by
topic, combining some where necessary, and omitting passages that were repetitive or off-topic.
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While I initially anticipated that journaling and integration of my writings with relevant
literature would be separate phases, in practice I found these two aspects were reciprocal. The
more that I read, especially about mindfulness, the more I was able to question my own
experiences, probing deeper and developing a more fulsome understanding of this particular
emanation of mindfulness that I had created for myself. In my exploration of the literature on
mindfulness, Nilsson and Kazemi’s analysis of 33 definitions of mindfulness (2016) was
especially useful in providing a framework for further exploration, as seen in Chapter 5. For each
of the five aspects of mindfulness described in their paper, I asked, how does this apply to
mindful observation of nearby nature? In this way I was able to reconcile how my mindfulness
informed my own practice, even if I had only ever done so unintentionally. Through this process
I was able to understand a part of myself that was no mere quirk but a powerful tool for
developing insight and connection with the living world around me.
At the outset of this thesis, I anticipated making a list of my observations of nearby
nature and grouping them into logical categories to inform an analysis of characteristics of
nearby nature. This proved to be outside the scope of my research question and an unnecessary
area to explore in depth. However, I did take note of external factors that either helped or
hindered my ability to observe nearby nature. These are collected in Chapter 7 as
recommendations relating to urban planning and policy development.
Autoethnography is a challenging methodology because you are the subject of the
research. You must be willing to examine your memories, experiences, and emotions in order to
discover anything of relevance, both to yourself and to the existing body of literature. I found it
was not always easy to be in a state of mind to do this. Also, collecting data in this way requires
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a willingness to be honest with yourself and those who will be reading your final research, and
an understanding that the process may transform you in ways you don’t expect.
Credibility and Validity
In autoethnography, credibility relates to whether the researcher could have had the
experiences they described, and whether they believe their experiences have actually happened
to them (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011). Similarly, a personal narrative should not border on
fiction, but be viewed as a truthful account of the writer’s experiences (Ellis et al., 2011).
Before proceeding further, it is important for the credibility of the research that I
recognize my own pre-existing high levels of nature connectedness and pro-environmental
behaviour. Indeed, through this process I discovered – or perhaps created – new dimensions of
my nature connectedness that I now value deeply. However, it was not my intention to use
mindfulness as an intervention to increase my own nature connectedness in a measurable way,
but instead to describe what nature connectedness and mindfulness looked and felt like, as I
experienced it. While I anticipated I would experience changes within myself during the research
process, I had no predictions or intentions as to what these might be, and achieving any specific
changes or milestones were not of importance for answering the research question.
Questions of validity in autoethnography relate to whether the work represents a lifelike,
believable experience with which readers can connect (Ellis et al., 2011). In order to address
validity, as I constructed this work, I aimed to meet the four criteria used for evaluating
ethnographies suggested by Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) called creative analytical practice
(CAP) which were: “substantive contribution”, “aesthetic merit”, “reflexivity”, and “impact”
(p.964).
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In terms of substantive contribution, this work must be complementary to the existing
literature in the field, but also expand on and deepen our understanding of mindfulness, nearby
nature, and nature connectedness. Clear, vivid description of one’s lived experience is a key part
of deepening this understanding, and while a great deal of nature writing already exists, situating
one’s experience within the existing literature is relatively rare. As Richardson and St. Pierre
(2005) describe how the concept of triangulation, as used to validate the findings of more
traditional research, does not apply well to ethnographies because there are many ways to see
and approach the world, and no single truth to isolate. Instead of triangulation, they suggest
crystallization, a deepened and more complex approach to understanding a topic, wherein there
are multiple angles from which to view a subject. The concept of crystallization is a helpful way
to think about the contribution that this research is making to the topic.
This work will also strive to have aesthetic merit by utilizing narrative and presenting
some of my experiences through storytelling. The photos gathered as part of the research will
serve to compliment the text and may be used in future presentations of this work.
Reflexivity is extremely important for authoethnographic research: the personal
experiences I contributed to this project had to be honest and have a high level of selfexamination in order for readers to be able to understand my point of view and properly evaluate
the content. Throughout this process it was important to remember that if I failed to give enough
insight into my own personal experience, the work overall will not contribute enough to the topic
to be useful. Remembering this helped me to challenge myself to continue to dig deeper and ask
more questions.
This research will strive to have an impact in multiple ways, both in provoking interest
and reaction from the reader, and in being relevant for further applications in environmental
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education and communication. For instance, there is major potential to emphasize nearby nature
in school-based environmental education programs, shifting from an emphasis on expensive and
organization-intensive wilderness trips, to developing the skills to appreciate nature close to
home on a daily basis. Similarly, there is enormous potential for programs that tap into
mindfulness and nearby nature as a tool for achieving sustainability outcomes, something that
organizations like the David Suzuki Foundation and The Wildlife Trusts have already begun to
leverage with their 30-day nature challenges. Having a better understanding of how mindful
observation techniques actually translate into nature connectedness will benefit the design and
efficacy of such programs.
Finally, generalizability focuses on whether a story speaks to the reader about their own
experience (Ellis et al., 2011). I hope that this work offers an opportunity for the reader to
generate their own questions and contemplations about their experiences with nearby nature. One
limitation of the study that could impact the generalizability of the research is that I live in a city
that is rich with natural features. Greater Victoria has easy access to the ocean, as well as several
large parks and green spaces. While nearby nature will be a major focus within this research, it is
noted that people in many global cities, particularly heavily populated ones, may not share this
experience.
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Chapter 4: Observing Nearby Nature
Introduction
Studies that apply treatments where participants are asked to purposefully notice nearby
nature give us examples of tactics that could be further developed into mindfulness and nearby
nature practices. In their 2017 study, Passmore and Holder asked participants to be mindful of
how their encounters of natural or human-built objects (depending on treatment group) made
them feel for two weeks, and further asked them to take a photo and write a short description
when an object or scene evoked a strong emotion for them. Paying attention in this simple way
increased individual well-being, sense of general connectedness and prosocial orientation,
regardless of pre-existing trait levels of nature connectedness, and despite not adding any
additional time in nature to participants’ daily routines (Passmore & Holder, 2017).
Major environmental and conservation organizations are also experimenting with such
approaches. For example, in conjunction with The Wildlife Trusts, Richardson, Cormack,
McRobert, and Underhill (2016) developed 30 Days Wild, a mass engagement campaign
containing “101 Random Acts of Wildness”: simple ways to encourage members of the public to
interact with nature as part of their normal routines. These ranged from very specific, simple
suggestions such as smelling wildflowers or watching a snail, to broader activities like “discover
urban wildness” or “go stargazing” (“From 30 Days Wild to 365 Days Wild!,” n.d.). Activities
which encouraged documentation, such as keeping a wild photo diary or noting your sightings
were also included, as were actions that were more about lifestyle and responsible behaviour,
like “ditch your disposables” or “write to your MP” (“From 30 Days Wild to 365 Days Wild!,”
n.d.). The breadth of ideas within the campaign, which were later expanded into a book, 365
Days Wild (McRobert, 2019), ensured there was something that appealed to everyone,
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particularly those with children, but also did not focus on developing a single skill that a person
could use in a wide variety of situations to heighten their focus on and appreciation of nearby
nature. Even though there were significant increases in nature connectedness, health, happiness,
and select conservation behaviours after participation in the campaign (Richardson et al., 2016),
we also don’t know whether the campaign had a lasting impact through people’s continued
engagement in these types of everyday wildness activities.
Some authors have described their own methods for carefully and/or mindfully observing
nature, with the intention that these activities would alter the practitioner’s perception of and
relationship with nature. One of these is Peter White, who developed a structured mindfulnessbased perception exercise to help deepen one’s nature connectedness. The Mindful-AffectivePerception-in-Nature (MAPIN) activity is typically two hours long and involves place
familiarization; a 5-10 minute meditation; sound mapping; three sensory exercises requiring
participants to focus on an object of interest with hearing, vision and touch; and finally,
connecting empathetically with an object or landscape feature (White, 2011). The exercise was
developed upon the premise that all sensory objects are seen through our own presumptions and
habitual filters, but that we can change these assumptions through mindfulness (White, 2011).
White found several themes present in his MAPIN experiences, including a sense of reverence
and personal insignificance, increased perceptual acuity, and appreciation of nonhuman
otherness (2011). When conducting the exercise with others, participants reported several
common cognitive, affective and spiritual responses to the activity, including calmness, joy,
appreciation, love, and connection (White, 2012).
Thomashow (2002) describes in detail a place-based perceptual ecology practice wherein
one attentively uses their senses to develop an intimacy with place, and to comprehend the
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interactions between species and their environment. We will see later that this approach has a
great deal in common with mindfulness. He challenges the reader to look at nature intently and
with curiosity, and to ask questions about and contemplate what you observe. He recommends
making this practice a part of your daily routine, and using exercises such as switching between
senses, visualizing the same location at different points in history, or challenging yourself to
consider how other species perceive the same environment. Thomashow suggests that when
combined with scientific inquiry and local natural history knowledge, this perceptual practice
can help one develop an affiliation with their ecological community, and a familiarity with your
local environment that provides the prerequisite for being able to perceive environmental change,
whether due to climate change or other reasons.
As demonstrated by the intervention studies described above, as well as the
aforementioned MAPIN exercise (White 2011; White 2012) and place-based perceptual ecology
(Thomashow, 2002), there are many potential approaches to mindfully observing or perceiving
nature. In this chapter, I will describe how I developed my own accidental approach to
mindfulness in nearby nature.
An Idea for a Detailed Calendar of the Seasons
I have often loved celebrating the solstices. I try to acknowledge the day by going on a
special trip or at least getting outside for a while, but a few instances stand out in my memory.
On summer solstice 2007, my parents-in-law held a pie contest and party at a ranch and
historical site they rented just outside of Calgary, Canada. It was a long lazy day followed by the
barely-there night. I wove flowers into my hair and we slept outside in the long grass, getting
covered in dew and woken up by the blinding sun far too soon. On winter solstice 2012 when my
partner and I lived in Cambridge, UK, we gathered friends and played games to stay up all night,
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then went out to greet the sun around 8am, eliciting a dopey euphoria from the companionship
and lack of sleep. Fast forward to winter 2015. I was back in Canada, and it was my third winter
solstice on the West Coast, my second in Victoria, and I wanted to find a way to celebrate again.
We made plans to go camping at a nearby beach, but part of me craved ceremony, symbolism,
like lighting fires or staying up all night. Especially in the absence of friends and family, I
wanted something that could become a tradition to look forward to each year. My culture seemed
to have little to offer in this regard. I was familiar with various neo-Pagan and Wiccan ways of
celebrating and the Wheel of the Year narrative, yet they always seemed generic and somewhat
unsatisfying. Not to mention tied up in theistic personifications of nature that did not suit me.
Now especially at the winter solstice the celebratory suggestions from this realm often involved
snow and holly berries and evergreen boughs and lighting a Yule log. Fair enough. But when I
looked outside it wasn’t white and snowy, it was almost constantly raining, and the world was
green and lush as a result. Not to mention, what fire-place free, condo-dwelling millennial keeps
a Yule log to light every year? The disconnect between the winter described in these traditions,
the winter I knew growing up on the Canadian prairies, and the winter I was now living on the
West Coast made me want to come up with something more appropriate. If I couldn’t find what I
needed in from my own culture or from modern nature-based religions, perhaps I could construct
something for myself.
At the time, December 21, 2015, 7:58pm (50 minutes to winter solstice) I wrote down a
brief description to get me started, “Winter on the West Coast is very rainy and wet. There is no
snow or holly berries, but the cedar trees are dark and green, the waves never ceasing in their
pounding of the shore.” Cringe-worthy, I know, but also the start of something much bigger. I
remember doing some cursory research on whether bears hibernated on Vancouver Island, and
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also found out that lots of duck species actually overwinter here, so there are actually more birds
in winter, which is not really true of a place like Calgary.
Winter solstice passed, and for the winter of 2015/16 and spring 2016, my thoughts on
characteristics of the seasons specific to the West Coast continued very casually. I took a few
notes on a trip to Tofino at spring equinox about the days getting longer and cherry blossoms
emerging. But really I didn’t pay much attention to these efforts until early that summer when I
was curled up on my small office couch reading Mineko Iwasaki and Brown’s, Geisha, A Life
(2002). In that delightful autobiography there was a brief mention of Japan having 28 seasons in
their calendar, very briefly mentioned in the context of the importance of having the appropriate
colours and patterns on kimono and obi to match the current season:
There is an art to matching the choice of kimono to the situation in which it is worn.
Seasonal appropriateness is paramount. The canons of traditional Japanese taste divide
the year into twenty-eight seasons, each of which has its own symbols. Ideally the colors
and patterns on the kimono and obi reflect the exact season, nightingales in late March,
for example, or chrysanthemums in early November (Iwasaki & Brown, 2002, p. 66).
I still vividly remember reading this passage and having a powerful “aha” moment. The
idea that the seasons could be broken down into so many more than just the usual four segments
was fascinating, and the linking of the animals or flowers to such specific times of the year was
exactly the kind of symbolism and cultural connection to nature I was looking for. It’s
remarkable looking back at this one moment and the discovery of this one concept, knowing now
that it would change the way I thought about and related to nature in Victoria so very deeply.
Of course, just looking up this calendar wasn’t going to help because the calendar
belonged to Japan, but I thought perhaps it was possible to create a similar seasonal calendar for
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the West Coast. I immediately did some hurried Googling of “Japanese seasonal calendar,” and
discovered that the ancient Japanese calendar was divided into 24 periods, resulting in 24
seasons that each lasted only 15 days.1 Each of those periods or sekki were further divided into
three segments or kō, resulting in 72 microseasons, each lasting only about 5 days (“Japan’s 72
microseasons,” 2015). Each of these brief seasons has a name that “beautifully depict[s] the tiny,
delicate changes in nature that occur around us,” such as “Spring Winds Thaw the Ice” or “The
Maple and the Ivy Turn Yellow” (“A year seen through the ancient Japanese calendar,” n.d.).
After absorbing all of this, I knew immediately that I wanted give making a new calendar
a try, and also that I wanted to involve a friend who had published haiku collections to help me
with the project. In my excitement I pitched the idea to her by email not long after and we
teamed up with a plan to make the calendar happen. I would provide the raw material of the
twenty four seasons, the names and characteristics of them, and the approximate date segments
they occupied, and she would provide photos and poetry to illustrate. However it quickly became
clear that making the calendar would require more than just research from almanacs or naturalist
guides, but multi-year, on-the-ground observations of how the seasons shifted over time, and not
on the days around the solstices and equinoxes like I had been doing so far, but constantly. A
year divided into 24 segments meant each “season” was only about 15 days. General knowledge
about the characteristics of spring, summer, fall, and winter wasn’t going to cut it, the detail had
to be much more granular than that. My friend and I agreed to let the project simmer in the
background while I made observations and constructed the calendar and she wrote haikus based

1

There seems to be a discrepancy between Iwasaki’s 28 seasons and other sources citing
24 seasons. I believe Iwasaki’s to be an error and 24 seasons the correct or more commonly cited
version.
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on her own interactions with seasonal change. This goal set the stage for my mindful observation
habits to take shape.
Developing a Framework for the Calendar
After deciding that 72 seasons was a bit too daunting, and our climate is simply not stable
enough for that kind of detail, one of my first steps was to split up a 365-day year into 24
segments, keeping the solstices and equinoxes intact as the first days of their respective
segments. After a bit of experimenting, I split the year up as evenly as possible into roughly 15
or 16 days, with each segment transitioning at roughly the 3rd to 6th or the 19th to 22nd day of each
month. I remember those rough dates being really helpful because I could make a little mental
note to myself whenever those dates came around: “Oh look, it’s the 4th of the month, how has
the season changed, what’s new compared to two weeks ago?” It wasn’t intentional but this
instinctive reminder became programmed into my observation process.
Once the math was done, each of the traditional four seasons now had six segments or
sub-seasons. I made a table with columns for numbering the segments, their start dates, the
number of days in length, the name of the segment, and finally observational notes. I filled in
what I could from memory and my experiences over the past six months. For example, in the
early segment of winter I noted, “the area is a haven for ducks and waterfowl.” I placed
“blackberries ripen” in late summer, “apples are ready” in early fall. For many aspects of a
seasons I had general notes but I wasn’t sure which segment would fit best. I ended up either
making a guess I could adjust later or gathering the notes in a space below the table, to be placed
later. A good example of this was, “mushrooms are probably in the fall…” or “Salmon here?”
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Figure 1. Some of my notes for the calendar project, developed 2016-2017.

This process was interesting. I was still relatively new to the region but I could come up
with a number of characteristics relating to each season – probably more, or at least different
ones if I added more generic characteristics that weren’t so specific to place, along the lines of
how primary-school student might describe a season. But it was actually difficult to pinpoint
during which two weeks out of the three months that made up a season that something either
appeared, changed, or faded away. That level of noticing is not something I was used to: we are
not required to be so finely attuned to our environments for immediate survival in the modern
world. This Japanese calendar method was already challenging me to be far more granular and
specific about what I was seeing and when.
Moving forward I would have to look for certain characteristics in order to fill in the
calendar, but the questions were; “What were those characteristics? What was it that I was

MINDFULNESS AND NEARBY NATURE

40

looking for?” To guide myself I devised several categories, often based on items from the
Japanese calendar such as:
•

Instances of animal movement or behaviour, such as salmon spawning.

•

When plants bloomed, grew back after winter, changed colours, etc.

•

What foods became locally available for harvest at different times of the year,
(e.g. strawberries becoming available in the spring). At the time I was
volunteering on a farm once a week most weeks, and this helped to inform my
observations in this category.

•

Colours associated with the seasons, much in the same way we associate red,
green and white with Christmas, or orange and black with Halloween, for
example.2

•

Patterns of light and temperature, including day/night length. This was a
prominent theme in the Japanese calendar, but the temperature aspect is more and
more unpredictable these days thanks to climate change.

•

Astronomical phenomenon was also of note. Of course, the solstices formed the
backbone of the calendar, but I also included the Perseid meteor shower which
takes place in August. I never really worked constellation positions into the
calendar because light pollution made this somewhat difficult. Tracking the time
and position of sunset was also a critical task. My balcony faces west so tracking

2

This is subjective of course, but for me this was easy and early on in the process based
on the dominant colours in the landscape at the time. Grey and green for winter because of the
grey skies and rain-soaked moss and cedar trees. For summer, gold for the sand and dried out
grass, and blue for the ocean and the cloudless sky. Spring is dominated by new blossoms so the
colours pink, purple, yellow and white felt appropriate. And in the fall, green and brown as most
of the flowers are gone already and while there can be hints of red or yellow, leaves generally
just turn brown while the evergreens remain and become more vivid as the rain returns.
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sunset throughout the year was easy to do on a daily basis. I didn’t exclude
sunrise on purpose; it simply wasn’t as convenient in terms of timing or direction.
•

The final item could be categorized as changes in human behaviours in response
to seasonal changes, such as changing the clocks, or when I found I was starting
to keep the windows open on a regular basis.

I certainly wasn’t restraining myself to just these seven categories, but they provided
helpful platforms to build upon, and reminders as to what I was looking for. It would also be a
guide to ensure that each segment had a little of everything, so it wasn’t just all flowers in the
springtime and darkness in the winter, but so I was challenged to make sure each segment was
descriptive across several types of changes. That rule would also force me to go deeper with my
observations than what was easily accessible at the surface.
Observing at Home and While Commuting
Now that I had a framework, how to fill it in? The very nature of the project – conducted
part-time, spread out over many months, if not years – meant it made sense to make my
observations frequently and close to home. Therefore, making whatever observations I could
make from home or when commuting became my usual habit.
The most logical place to try observing seasonal changes was at home, since I was bound
to be there every day. And I didn’t want to feel like I was flicking off the nature light switch as
soon as I got home. I didn’t want to reinforce the idea that nature was “out there” and that I was
cut off from it when I was in my safe, comfortable home. So I challenged myself to think about
how the seasons affected my living space, with the first stop being the kitchen. The seasonal
influence on food is so overlooked these days, with goods transported from far away and grocery
aisles looking the same year-round. But at least there are seasonal treats, and a few local items
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that come on special when they’re first harvested, like strawberries in the spring, cherries in the
summer, squash in the winter. My vermicomposter is an endless source of fascination as an
ecosystem unto itself and a showcase of the magic of decomposition. My patio faces west, so I
have a wonderful view of the sunset each night (see my Instagram, I’m not kidding). A
neighbour whose patio faces north once mentioned that he was only able see the sunset in
summer and that prompted me to start noticing the position of the evening sun on the horizon. I
am now so familiar with the incredible range the sunset takes between the solstices that if you
showed me nothing but a photo of the sunset from my patio I know I would be able to identify
the month it was taken. I’m lucky that my uninterrupted view of the sunset year-round allows me
to notice such things. By extension, where the sun is at any given time of year and its strength
affects how cold or hot each room of the house is, and the light as well. Nature floods into our
living space in this way.

Figure 2. Composite view of the sunset from my patio. The image on the left was taken on Feb
20, 2019, the one on the right was taken on May 19, 2019, demonstrating the change in the sun’s
position throughout the months.
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Sometimes I would visit Swan Lake, a sizable natural environment park about a 15
minute walk from my house, but only on the rare occasion, probably once a season on average. It
wasn’t really enough to track the detail I was after. To be honest, I have a more difficult time
visualizing that place in each season. There’s something missing. I go there sometimes to bird
watch and if I want an hour-long walk, but my level of familiarity with the area is very different
from places I visit daily. I can remember specific instances in which I have spotted individual
birds species, but a deeper familiarity – connection perhaps – is lacking. So I can’t say I really
relied too much on Swan Lake for my calendar. Maybe I was actually too focused on looking for
birds, or perhaps my visits were too infrequent to be able to notice specific differences from the
last time I was there.
Something that stands out in my memory is how I made time for my observations by
focusing on them while I moved around the city, whether it was a regular commuting route or
along the way to a random destination: a great way to multitask! However, I haven’t used a car
for regular transport since 2009, and the vast majority of my travel takes place by cycling, then
walking, and sometimes public transit. These forms of active transportation provide a pace that is
much more conducive to noticing your surroundings than being stuck inside a little steel and
glass bubble. It’s much harder to ignore ambient nature – wind, light, rain, temperature, humidity
– if you can feel it on your face and affecting your body. A neighbour of mine also mentioned
giving up his car in order to cycle to work regularly, and he remarked with some astonishment,
that you can sense so much more, to the point where he felt like he was moving through a whole
different city.
If I was walking, collecting data for the calendar was as easy as letting my eyes roam
over the gardens or landscaping I passed by. Even on the side of the most dingy, busiest road,
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there were at least blackberry bushes, but more often there were well-tended gardens with a
diverse array of plants that varied depending on the time of year. If I was on my bike, I tended to
notice trees; whether they had buds or were flowering, what colour their leaves were, or how
they gathered raindrops on their needles. Often my approach was to simply be open and scanning
all the time, to let something grab my attention, which I would then focus on more closely,
stopping to smell or touch it, or to take a photo. Sometimes I would try to spot something new
that wasn’t there before, or if I took notice of a particular feature, I would try to recall what it
looked like last time I saw it, to understand how it had changed and when.

Figure 3. A beautiful frost pattern on a car windshield, spotted on an ordinary street in Burnaby.
Photo taken February 21, 2017.

Almost every day I use a small portion of the Galloping Goose, a 55km cycling trail
spanning the Greater Victoria Area, for commuting, and one area in particular keeps coming to
mind when I think about where I’ve made observations in the past. It’s right after the last of two
minor intersections where you need to look out for cars, just after the junction where I usually
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join the trail from the main road. The trees there are tall, almost enough to create a tunnel-like
feeling. It’s a spot where, for the next three minutes of pedaling or so, you can relax a bit,
because there are now no cars to worry about and you can just let the path take you where you
need to go. And that’s the spot where my mind automatically took a pause to think about how the
trees look differently from the last time I was there. I can picture that particular place in every
season. So overwhelmingly lush and green in the summertime. Half brown, half green in the fall,
with leaves stuck to the path and piled up along the margins. In the wintertime, it’s dominated by
bare branches and the rain turning the asphalt a darker shade of grey. And finally, white petals
and slow, small green leaves in the spring. I’ve seen owls, hummingbirds, and so many other
birds right in that section of the trail. It’s interesting how an almost automatic check-in spot
materialized there without me trying or consciously designating it as such.
I think about other routes I would use for travel including an unprotected bike lane on the
side of a three-lane major thoroughfare – efficient but certainly not the most pleasant cycling
experience. There are some really lovely trees for a portion of that journey but I typically focus
on staying within my lane so a speeding vehicle doesn’t take me out just because I was gazing up
at a tree. By contrast, the Galloping Goose is completely separated from traffic and while it is by
no means a large or very “wild” protected area - indeed, it’s mostly a corridor - it’s enough. We
shouldn’t underestimate the power of greenspace, especially uncontrolled, non-landscaped
greenspace, nor the potential for safe and calm active transportation corridors to offer
opportunities to observe nature.
In the spring of 2017, about seven months into my calendar project, I moved across the
Straight of Georgia to the city of Burnaby (part of Greater Vancouver on the mainland) for a
temporary job, so it was a little tricky to continue on the observations I had already built up in
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Victoria. Even though this is still very much the same region, reports from Victoria showed that
the two locations got snow at different times, and the cherry blossoms were weeks apart. When
the daffodils and rhododendrons in Burnaby were out I wondered, were they also out in Victoria?
I was wary of taking any observations from Burnaby and imprinting them specifically on any
given section of the calendar, but I made mental notes nonetheless, reasoning that I could still be
working on my observational skill, and that any differences I found between the two locations
would help inform just how regional I could make the calendar in the end, or if it needed to be
extremely specific to Victoria. During those three months, I hardly bothered to write anything
down or work on the calendar in any substantive way, and yet I couldn’t stop looking for
changes as I walked.
My job kept me extremely busy, so the most contact I had with nature was typically a 20minute walk that was part of my afternoon commute home and the many front yards along the
way that offered flowers and plants to observe. The nature of the job at the time meant working
in close quarters in a window-less office for at least ten hours a day, so it was no wonder that I
focused on this daily walk in the outdoors – it was really just about the only time I had to stretch
my legs and have contact with nature. I made the most out of every minute of it, my eyes
roaming over every tree, plant and flower that route had to offer. Day by day I watched as
blossoms faded and new ones took their place, or how the rain forced some flowers to take on a
more vivid colour or close up their petals. The air felt fresher and more heavily scented with
cherry blossoms the more I travelled away from the SkyTrain station. One yard had a magnolia
tree, right next to the sidewalk. Over the course of a month it went from bare branches to sweet
little fuzzy pods waiting to open, to large silky white and pink petals, and finally, spent brown
petals chased by falling leaves. I said hello (often literally) to that tree and watched it go through
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this transformation affectionately. I still have a petal from the tree that I saved and pressed in a
notebook, which has long since turned from pure white to an earthy brown. It was just 20
minutes on a typical residential street, but there was so much to see and smell and hear and
notice.
New Tactics and New Places
Following my experience in Burnaby, I started a new job that took me to the edge of
downtown Victoria five days a week. By late 2017, I consistently would eat at my desk while
working, but then taking my full lunch hour walking outside. As soon as I discovered that one of
Victoria’s largest parks was only a block from the building I worked in, making it an easy
destination for a lunchtime stroll, I started to make a near-daily visit over the course of one year,
exploring more and more of the park as it shifted through the seasons.
Beacon Hill Park. I first sought out the park because I wanted to see overwintering
ducks and read that Beacon Hill Park was a good place to spot them. The park is over 200 acres
(or 75 ha), so it’s impossible to see all, or even a majority of the park in just one hour’s round
trip. I tended to avoid several areas, like sports fields and the playgrounds, as they held little
interest to me. It’s somewhat difficult to formally segment the park up, as it’s all connected with
grassy areas and tall towering trees, but generally the areas I frequented included the rocky Garry
Oak meadows; the shallow ponds with fountains and plenty of ever-present ducks; the small
Japanese garden with ornamental maple trees and a little red bridge over a slow stream; the
fragrant fenced-in rose garden; and the highly-tended plots of flowers planted in geometric
patterns. There were also ocean segments but they were simply too far away from my starting
position to spend any significant length of time there before I would have to turn back, so I often
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did not bother. I explored the park piece by piece, a little more each day both geographically and
as the park changed with the seasons.
In winter the Garry Oak meadows were stark but beautiful, and the ponds were filled with
mallards, American wigeons, hooded mergansers, and if you looked closely, the odd Eurasian
wigeon, bufflehead, or domestic-mallard cross. It was often, if not always raining, with grey
skies and raindrops constantly rippling the surface of the ponds.
As spring emerged, bulbs filled the meadows in carpets, and rhododendrons spilled
colour everywhere. The turtles emerged from the ponds to sun themselves lazily on logs
anchored there specifically for their use. The magnolia and plum trees produced so many white
flowers it was almost excessively showy. Like ok, you’re pretty, we get it! Not complaining,
really. Ducklings started appearing in late spring, with fewer and fewer as the days went by,
being lost to predation or just growing up. The herons too were breeding in a large cluster of
trees that they absolutely dominated with their pterodactyl-like cries3 and the smell of – well, of
a large group of herons, which incidentally, is known as a siege. It was easy to find downy
feathers and egg shells littered under the trees – if one was brave enough to risk being hit with
smelly white droppings, which were so intense they coated the underbrush and made me wish for
enough rain to wash the foliage clean again. The pond lilies would bloom again and the leaves
created massive mats that looked like they could support my weight (ducks did not even try this
though). Spring was a time of vibrancy and colour and profusion.

3

Or is it heron-like pterodactyl cries? Perhaps we’ll never know.
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Figure 4. Rhododendrons in the spring at Beacon Hill Park. Photo taken May 28, 2018.

When summer hit and the weather became much hotter, on a few days I skipped the park
and took the most direct route to the ocean possible, cooling my feet in the shallow waves.
Summer was when the showy male peacocks finally lost their feathers, and you could see locals
and tourists alike who were jealous of those who found a coveted feathery treasure on the
ground. Personally, I preferred to collect every peacock feather type except for the long ones,
which I find quite impractical to keep. The grass dried out quickly in the heat, leaving the lush
winter and spring behind. One of my favourite things that summer brings is roses. Ah the rose
garden with the subtle variety of scents and satin petals constantly dropping to the ground!
Hydrangeas quietly come forth in their pink and blue clumps. Later in the summer when most of
the blossoms are past their peak, it almost feels like anything that’s green is a little exhausted, a

MINDFULNESS AND NEARBY NATURE

50

bit more faded than it was in the springtime, though perhaps that’s just the intensity of the
sunlight making everything look that way.

Figure 5. Ponds at Beacon Hill Park in the summer. Photo taken August 13, 2018.

In the fall I began to pay more attention to the trees, perhaps because the rains were
starting again and it was easier to take shelter with them. Plus with the blossoms gone and trees
shedding their leaves and needles, trees were some of the most dynamic aspects of the park in
fall. On the bare earth under big cedars and yew trees was a great place to look for small peacock
feathers and I had to stop myself from routinely filling my pockets. The peacocks would gather
in sunny spots, catching the last warm sunbeams of the year while the first rains would coax
mushrooms out from beneath the soil. The ground really was one of the most interesting places
to look this time of year, between leaves, acorns, feathers and mushrooms. By mid-fall, the
turtles had gone back, one by one, to wherever they spent the coldest months, and I knew winter
was closing in.
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Figure 6. Peacocks sunning themselves in Beacon Hill Park. Photo taken October 2, 2018.

My trips to Beacon Hill Park were about exploration and learning all the different
characteristics of this particular place at different times of the year. Each trip was about trying to
notice something new, trying to take note of the date when it was clear something had changed
(such as when I no longer saw the turtles, or the first time I saw a hydrangea in bloom). I was
constantly asking myself what was the most interesting, unique feature about the Japanese
garden or the Garry Oak meadows, for example, at that moment in time? And then, what did that
feature look like in a different season? These questions served as both a note to myself to try and
remember that feature, and also a reminder to check on it again in the future. I felt a kind of pride
when I could remember that a particular tree or bush might seem unremarkable at the moment,
but knowing that in spring it was riotous with colour, or it was a late bloomer and in fall would
be littering petals everywhere.
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Figure 7. A small cedar tree decorated with the fallen petals of its neighbour. Photo taken in
Beacon Hill Park, August 22, 2018.
It was as though I had special knowledge that most people didn’t have, and that
knowledge tied me to the park, and to that individual tree or species, like it had shared a secret
with me. It was this way of thinking, of observing, that instinctively kicked in whenever I
entered the park, a habit borne from my seasonal calendar work. At this point, it wasn’t really
about the calendar any more, not really. The calendar idea came to me when I had a lot of spare
time on my hands, but now work and school was making it impossible to follow through on the
project. What had stuck was that I liked discovering those secrets, so I kept searching for them. It
wasn’t enough to just reflect that a flower was beautiful, or that a tree was remarkable in the
moment that I observed it; it was far more satisfying to know how that moment fit into the
broader story.
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I don’t really remember exactly when I stopped going to Beacon Hill Park, or why. After
a whole year there, I must have been craving new areas to explore. It was winter again, and I
didn’t really expect to spot any new duck species I hadn’t seen before, which as I’ve mentioned
is the big draw in the winter months, and so I decided to branch into new territory. By January
2019 my daily habit had switched over to another large but very different nearby park – Holland
Point Park. Instead of large gardens, the major appeal here was the stony beach, intertidal
creatures, and the ocean.
Holland Point Park. My daily walks to Holland Point Park often feel like the highlight
of my workday hours. It’s usually 15 to 20 minutes to get there walking down a central
downtown street in Victoria, Government Street, for six blocks through the neighbourhood,
leaving me up to 30 minutes by the ocean, and then the last 15 to 20 again for the return trip.
Though my favourite part is the ocean, the neighbourhood is full of details and seasonal changes
to observe. Flowers trees, birds, and insects are abundant, in addition to ambient nature: the
bright heat of the summer, the chilly rain of winter, and the gentle, comfortable weather of the
transition times in between. I admit, for many of these walks I would wear headphones just for
the neighbourhood part of the trip, typically listening to music – a habit I didn’t have when I
visited Beacon Hill Park. It certainly was a compromise on being able to detect things like
birdsong or sounds from movement, but I liked the energy it gave me, which was sometimes a
necessary recharge after a long morning at a desk.
Walking through the historic neighbourhood my attention is usually drawn to flowers and
plants, since I pass by front gardens that are full of trees, bushes and plants that provide constant
variety. In the spring especially, they are in a state of rapid change. Snowdrops come up first in
January, then crocuses, which are followed by daffodils, and finally tulips. The trees seem go
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from bare branches to cherry blossoms to full leaf in the space of just a few days. There are
fragrant roses, towering cedar trees, generous lilacs, lazy-looking red and white poppies, and a
hundred plants whose names I don’t know. Going up and down the same streets everyday allows
me see the changes, and observe the same individual plants in different conditions. For example,
when the sun was out in winter, finally giving off some much-welcomed warmth, the crocuses
would spread their petals joyfully, but in the rain they would close up tightly to conserve
warmth.

Figure 8. A crocus plant on Government Street. The photo on the left was taken on January 21,
2019, a warm, sunny day. The one on the left was taken on January 22, 2019, a chilly day with
heavy rain.
It’s easy to mistake these small plants as inert objects but seeing them on a regular basis
reveals patterns and changes that otherwise would go overlooked, and transforms them into
dynamic individuals with lives and behaviours of their own, just like the magnolia tree on that
street in Burnaby. In a city gardens are important. Those who take the time to cultivate and care
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for them are doing the rest of us a great service. After all, if it were all just grass and concrete,
there would be so little to see and experience.
As much as I enjoyed the colours and the dynamic of the neighbourhood streets, when I
finally reached Holland Point Park and the view of the sky and the sea opened up before me, it
was like a pair of waiting arms and a welcome familiarity.

Figure 9. The view from the top of Holland Point Park. Photo on the left taken March 8, 2019,
photo on the right taken December 17, 2019.

There’s something about this larger-scale nature that stirs a different feeling. Maybe it’s a
sense that unlike those front gardens, which ultimately we can plant or tear up at will, the waves
come on their own and the sky changes without any permission from us. It’s through that kind of
nature that we can tap into a sense of something bigger than ourselves. For some that can
probably be overwhelming or frightening, but I always have found it comforting. To me it’s an
odd reassurance that even if we completely screw up as a species, there are other natural forces
beyond humans that will take over the planet and continue on without us – physics, evolution,
life. I suppose that’s why I like observing the seasons so much, because even though we’re
responsible for the parks and the gardens and the trails, and it might seem like we have so much
control over nature as a result, the trees and the plants and the animals still respond and are tied
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intimately to the signals the seasons give them. Those in turn, are ultimately the result of the
planet tipping on its axis, certainly a physical phenomenon we didn’t invent nor do we control,
even if we may now be influencing the seasons via climate change. I’ve come to see seasonal
changes as a way to be reminded of those greater forces, even in an urban setting, even through
something as small as a crocus.

Figure 10. One of the lookout points at Holland Point Park. Photo taken December 10, 2019.

Even though it’s fairly small (roughly 14 acres, and you can walk from one end to the
other in about 15 minutes if you don’t stop to look at anything), there are several sections to this
stretch of beach, all with their own character. I love scrambling on the rocky shore and the
enormous driftwood logs. There are often small tidal pools and creatures that wash up on the
beach from time to time, especially after a winter storm. The place is steeped in the sun and the
wind, and I love it when the water is calm, when it rages, and everything in between. What I like
the most, and what’s so conducive to noticing new things is that the shoreline is a very dynamic
place, changing constantly. In the winter, harlequin ducks and hooded mergansers are regular
residents, but in the spring and summer, great blue herons are common. In the fall, great mounds
of kelp and driftwood wash up, drawing shorebirds and crows looking for a meal. I have spotted
seals, river otters, and sea lions multiple times, and even two to three orcas on one occasion!
Seagulls, crows, and sea anemones are constantly present. On clear days, it’s easy to see the
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Olympic peninsula mountains in the distance, rising up as if I’m living in some fantasy novel.
But on days where clouds hug the horizon, there’s this trick that the ocean does where it feels
like it could be stretching on forever. Perhaps there is something about the rhythmic waves that
is calming and comforting: I can so easily be free of any other thoughts if I want to here, or I can
contemplate my problems like I’m in the presence of a supportive friend.
Whereas my visits to Beacon Hill Park were about gathering and organizing detailed
information, visiting Holland Point Park had a more emotional or sentimental dimension. It was
more like getting to know a friend over time, rather than picking apart a complex puzzle. There
were seasonal changes to discover there of course, such as the bluff becoming yellow in winter
from the invasive gorse and pink in the summer from a sweet-pea like flower whose name I have
yet to learn. More seaweed washes up in the fall as the waves grow more intense, and winter
storms force new logs up onto the beach, sometimes dramatically reconfiguring log piles that
were so immense they seemed like permanent installments. But unlike the almost always
peaceful gardens, here the mood can vary drastically depending on the forces of wind and sun
and how they combine on any given day, and that really became the focus of my daily visits.
Typically, I walked a little, found a spot, and sat for 10 to 15 minutes until it was time to
go back to work, and simply absorbed what was happening around me. There were several spots
I rotated between on impulse, giant log jams to carefully climb over one log at a time, big
exposed rocks on the edge of the waves, scattered driftwood logs among the small rocks on the
beach. Some spots were only accessible when the tide was low enough or the rocks were dry and
therefore not too treacherous.
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Figure 11. One of many great spots to sit and watch the waves at Holland Point Park. This large
pile of driftwood was dismantled by the winter waves in January 2020. Photo taken June 18,
2019.

While walking, I scanned the rocks on the beach for interesting features: a chiton, a blob
of what used to be a jellyfish, crab shells – one time a full sea lion, which washed up on the
beach in different places for weeks – and I checked the tidal pools for colour and movement. I
paid attention to how wet the logs were (important for safety) or how much kelp was on the
beach, indicating what might have happened recently in my absence. Traces of excrement or
broken crab shells indicated who else had been using the rocks and log jams lately (mostly otters
and seagulls). But once I choose a spot to sit, I simply took it all in. I’d watch the movement of
the waves, the surface of the water, how it broke on the rocks and the shore. I gauged the
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brightness and angle of the light and how it reflected on the water or was diffused by clouds, and
subsequently how the temperature was affected as well. There’s the tide level too, but since I
visited at a similar time each day, often there was no dramatic difference in that regard. Finally,
there’s the wind, the temperature and speed of it, and how it felt on the skin, how well it could
penetrate my clothing, toss around my hair, and how it interacted with the surface of the water.
All of these are aspects of ambient nature, combining to create this feeling, or mood, and I find
that absolutely fascinating. And of course, I’m never alone; the fewer humans the better in my
opinion (and a distinct advantage to visiting at lunchtime versus the evenings), but I always have
someone for company, most often seagulls, but sometimes black turnstones, otters, crows or a
great blue heron.

Figure 12. The same log jam in Holland Point Park in many different conditions. Dates photos
were taken, clockwise starting in top left: September 30, 2018; January 22, 2019; February 13,
2019; October 16, 2019.
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One thing I enjoyed about my visits was that I never knew exactly what the beach was
going to be like until I got there. Sometimes, the sun was so bright the water sparkled blindingly
and the heat made me crave the relief of the cold water. Other times, the wind ripped so strongly
it was all I could hear, and I had to brace myself, while seagulls confidently dip in and out of the
currents I couldn’t see, seeming to make a game out of who can hover the longest. The waves
could be calm and rhythmic, or unpredictable and scarily powerful. I loved quiet grey days with
just a hint of rain, it felt like time was standing still and the world was holding its breath. It was a
delight to get to know the wide range of this place’s moods and behaviours. Each day was an
opportunity to discover something new, from a creature washed up on shore to a new
configuration of wind, light and waves. But it’s also familiar and comforting to return to a place
where I’ve had so many positive experiences and holds such fascination for me.

Figure 13. A winter day at Holland Point Park, with a high tide, wet driftwood, and dramatic
sky. Also possibly my favourite photo I’ve taken there. Photo taken December 18, 2019.
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Describing my observing habits in this way, it’s important to note it’s not as though I
took a checklist of things to look for with me and filled it out on a daily basis – I just did all of it
instinctively. It wasn’t even until writing this down for this thesis that I realized how much detail
I looked for and managed to pick up with every visit. I imagine this came from the skill and habit
that I developed during the calendar project, as well as my natural observant tendencies. I fell
into this pattern of observing daily conditions more so than seasonal changes because of the
nature of the park itself. Instead of gardens with a constant rotation of floral events, the forces of
wind, tides, water, heat, and light combined in this place to create countless ways this beach
could look and feel on a daily basis, some of which are more common in some seasons than
others, but never completely predictable. Because of this difference, I started to think of Holland
Point Park as an entity unto itself, a character with moods or a vibe that shifted depending on the
prevailing conditions. Eventually, Holland Point Park had become like another person I had
gotten to know, someone I interacted with – and loved.
How the Project Changed as I Went
As I’ve mentioned, many life changes including ups and downs in employment, and the
beginning of a new degree really forced the calendar project to the back burner. I realized at
some point that it wasn’t really “necessary” for me to still be making all these observations and
paying attention to nature and the seasons all the time if I was too busy and the project was on
hold, and yet now I did so anyway like a reflex, a permanent habit. The project had already
transformed into something else, something I wanted to understand better through this thesis
process.
I have always been someone who often pointed out details others missed, or took the time
to look at the details of a front garden as I walked about a neighbourhood, or was the first in a
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group to spot a bird or a landmark, so my natural observant tendencies were certainly there to
begin with. I’ve engaged in astronomy, beach combing and bird watching for many years,
hobbies that in themselves are based on observation. But the difference between that kind of
casual moment-to-moment observation and what was happening now was the framework for
organizing, remembering and processing what I saw. I have also been astonished – to the point
that I decided to make this the topic of this Master’s thesis – at how instinctive and habitual my
observing has become, almost like an automatic process. Finally, all of this has happened in
nearby nature, close to home. I used to really crave “big” nature, like the long beaches and tall
waves between Ucluelet and Tofino on Vancouver Island, or the mountains to the west of
Calgary, and felt like I couldn’t get in touch with whatever it was I wanted to get in touch with
without those kinds of wild places. But I have been able to grow and access more than I ever
thought possible in an urban place – though I will concede Victoria is top-notch when it comes to
nature and cities!
Though the project started out as a way to divide up the year into smaller seasons, at
some point I realized the seasons felt much more like a continuum than segments.4 How was it
possible to distinguish a boundary between summer and fall, for instance, when day by day they
simply bled into one another? I also find it terribly ironic that I began all of this looking for ways
to celebrate equinoxes and solstices – “first days” of a season as they’re so often billed. I would
probably approach those days as celebrations for the overall seasons now, never a “first day.”
Another realization, which comes as no surprise, is that climate change is making
seasonal timing very unpredictable. Particularly the timing of the cherry blossoms and the

4

On the first day of spring I mentioned this to a colleague he responded with admiration
and the words, “that’s deep.”

MINDFULNESS AND NEARBY NATURE

63

flowering of blackberry bushes were different each year I was trying to track them. I wonder if
how much that original Japanese calendar, with its seasons only 5 to 7 days in length, aligned
with the year-to-year unfolding of the seasons. Was it really that predictable and steady? Or was
it actually difficult to follow, or simply used with an understanding that the boundaries and dates
were not rigid? Climate change might make it difficult to use a calendar like the one I was
proposing – and yet it might also make it a very important tool for understanding change in one’s
environment.
Due to the continuum idea of the seasons, and the unpredictability of climate change, if I
were to pick up the calendar project again, I would probably go with 12 segments, early, mid and
late for each of our traditional four seasons. This provides a bit more room for variation from
year to year while maintaining an easy-to-remember structure. However, overall the most
important lesson I learned was that the technique itself is more important to share with people
than a finalized, ready-to-consult calendar. That is to say, I have come to understand that it may
be more important and more beneficial for people to construct their own calendars through this
process of observation than it is to simply pick up one that is pre-prepared, because the exercise
itself has so many benefits beyond just gathering data. The details you never knew were there,
the emotional connections you can make with the places you visit, the realizations that emerge if
you observe the same thing over and over again in different conditions – that’s what really
happens, if you pay attention.
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Chapter 5: Mindfulness
While initiating the calendar project, I did not set out to undertake a mindfulness practice.
However, I believe developing this habit of paying attention to the seasonal changes in nature
has a great deal of overlap with mindfulness. My experience is intended to give some insight into
the potential connection between nature connectedness and mindfulness, as indicated by the
correlational studies and nearby nature interventions previously described. In this chapter, I will
dive deeper into mindfulness itself, and then discuss my experience in the context of key
characteristics of mindfulness.
Observing Nearby Nature – Mindfully?
When we started our worldviews class in the spring of 2018, our instructor Dr. Bob Kull
wanted us to learn to practice mindful meditation. For 20 minutes. Five times a week. (Bob, if
you’re reading this, I’m sorry but I could not do it). At that time I had so much going on in my
life that every time I closed my eyes to focus on my breathing, my mind felt like a to-do list. I
hated it. It was boring and irritating. And yet I walked for an hour every day at lunch in Beacon
Hill Park, taking in the weather and the flowers and the birds like nothing else mattered in the
world. I figured that had to count for something and one experience in particular made me
wonder if this could be a form of mindfulness – one which I could substitute for my meditation
assignments.
One day I was in a slightly different location from my usual routine, at the native plant
garden at the Royal BC Museum, a mere two minute walk from my office building, chosen so I
could use my lunch hour to sit on a bench and complete that week’s readings. The garden is sunk
down into the surrounding streets; one has to go down about 25 steps to access it. There are trees
and shrubs mainly, and a shallow pool which usually harbours more algae than waterfowl. The
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noise of the absolute heart of downtown Victoria permeates this spot, but otherwise you would
barely know it’s nestled in the depths of an urban environment. I was sitting on a bench in the
garden, reading for that week’s assignment when a red dragonfly settled on a broad cluster of
white flowers on the shrub directly in front of me. Mesmerized, I watched the dragonfly as it
alternated between resting on the flowers and dancing on the wind for a good ten minutes. When
the dragonfly finally moved on, I sort of “snapped out of it” and realized I had probably been in a
meditative state close to what Dr. Kull was trying to get us to achieve. Instead of focusing on my
own breathing, I had been completely focused on that dragonfly, its shape, colour and movement
without distraction, forgetting everything else (including my reading). For the sake of my
meditation assignments I decided practicing this kind of absorbed nature observation at
lunchtime was a suitable substitute. Paying close attention to what I found on my walks, clearing
my mind of everything else was just as good as closing my eyes and focusing only on my
breathing, I thought. Certainly it was a much easier state for me to achieve and maintain. It was
the first time I started to wonder if there was an aspect of mindfulness to my habit of making
observations of nature as I had ended up developing as a result of my calendar project.
What is Mindfulness?
As mentioned, the way that mindfulness is conceptualized varies greatly among scholars,
and practitioners, and there are differences between traditional Eastern definitions of mindfulness
and those used in Western medicine and science too. This section will highlight some of those
differences, laying the groundwork for a discussion of key characteristics of mindfulness in the
context of observing nearby nature.
At its most basic level, mindfulness is about attention and awareness, which Kabat-Zinn
points out, are qualities any human has, but ones we often do not take the time to develop (2005).
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Mindfulness can be cultivated through a number of practices, the most common and best-known
being meditation. Meditation has been described as “the systematic process of training the
mind,” and there are many approaches, ranging from the simplistic instruction to “just sit,” to
elaborate visualization exercises (Yates, Immergut, & Graves, 2017). Kabat-Zinn (2005) writes
that “meditation is neither shutting things out nor off. It is seeing things clearly, and deliberately
positioning yourself differently in relationship to them” (p. 30). In his advice on practicing
meditation, Kabat-Zinn (2005) talks about “stopping and being present” and just watching the
moment “without trying to change it at all” (p. 11). During this process it is helpful to have a
“focus for your attention” or an “anchor line to tether you to the present moment” (p.18). In
many forms of meditation, this anchor is often the act of breathing (Kabat-Zinn, 2005).
Mindfulness itself goes beyond sustained attention however: from a traditional Buddhist
perspective, awareness and attention are merely the preconditions for mindfulness, not
mindfulness itself (Grossman & Van Dam, 2011). From a Buddhist perspective, the practice has
a much deeper impact than simple stress relief, even though a quiet mind and a stress reduction
are often commonly thought of as the goals of mindfulness and meditation.5 In Buddhist practice,
mindfulness is about waking up from the dream of ignorance (Kabat-Zinn, 2005), and
developing a greater awareness of the moral dimensions of one’s actions. The point of
mindfulness is actually to “awake[n] from our habitual way of perceiving things” (Yates et al.,
2017, p. xxii) and ultimately, “to master the mind, to realize that all human suffering is an
illusion based upon attachment to the nonexistent and to develop compassion and empathy for all
of the illusioned, suffering beings” (Nilsson & Kazemi, 2016, p.189). So, while attention is a

Popular meditation apps like “Calm” and “Headspace” seem to strengthen this
impression.
5
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critical characteristic of mindfulness, it is only one part of a much larger process. As Bodhi
(2011) describes at length, if mindfulness is to lead to insight, the practice must also involve the
contemplation of one’s experience. Mindfulness simply makes an object available for close,
repetitive scrutiny. However, it is not enough to merely hold the object of attention steady, one
must also contemplate the right ethical approaches to things like action, speech, and livelihood.
This is in contradiction to many Western conceptualizations of mindfulness, which often lack the
qualities of evaluation and judgment, and which tend to omit the power of mindfulness to
contribute to the development of ethical behaviour.
Discerning the true nature of things is also a critical aspect of mindfulness. Bodhi (2011)
further explains that any “experiential event can be viewed as a field distributed between two
poles, the objective datum and the subjective act that cognizes it” (p. 32) or in other words, the
object itself and the individual perceiving that object. Focusing closely on objects illuminates
them without “the usual overlay of distorted conceptual elaborations that obscure their real
nature” (p. 32). Through mindfulness we have the potential to see objects or events as they are,
or at least without our own perceptions or biases laid in between, which changes the way we
view and understand those objects and events. In this way clear comprehension “serves as a
bridge between the observational function of mindfulness and the development of insight” (p.
19). This is what makes mindfulness so powerful and so critical for changing worldviews – and
why Dr. Kull wanted us to try meditating.
Outside of Buddhism, mindfulness has been popularized and applied in a wide range of
situations, from business to leadership, but especially in Western psychology through the
development of mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) techniques, which are used to treat a
wide variety of mental health issues, from depression and anxiety to eating disorders (Bishop et
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al., 2004; Bodhi, 2011; Kang & Whittingham, 2010). Rather than insight or the development of
ethics, here the purpose of mindfulness tends be mental training to reduce “reactive modes of
mind that might otherwise heighten stress or emotional distress” (Bishop et al., 2004, p. 231). It
allows a person to step outside of their usual habitual patterns of reactivity and give space for a
more reflective response (Dreyfus, 2011).
In clinical applications of mindfulness, the practice is often framed as focused attention,
paired with non-judgment and present-centeredness, stemming from Kabat-Zinn’s writings on
the subject (2005) (also see, Quaglia et al., 2015). In this context, there is an emphasis on
observing thoughts and feelings as events in the mind, without over-identifying or automatically
reacting to them, which is intended to create distance between one’s perception and one’s
response (Bishop et al., 2004). This is why non-reactivity and non-judgment are often associated
with mindfulness, and why they are part of the basis for some mindfulness measurement scales,
such as the Philadelphia Mindfulness Scale (Quaglia et al., 2015). However, these qualities are
better understood as skills to enhance the development of mindfulness among patients or clients
in mental distress, not inherent features of mindfulness itself (Quaglia et al., 2015).
Many authors appreciate the application of mindfulness to better people’s lives in this
way, though they urge caution at the same time. As Western science attempts to define
mindfulness by reducing it down to discrete cognitive characteristics, we may end up losing
critical qualities and much of the complexity of the original meaning, particularly the ethical
components (Dreyfus, 2011; Gethin, 2011; Grossman & Van Dam, 2011; Quaglia et al., 2015;
Williams & Kabat-Zinn, 2011). We have already seen above how measurements based on
narrow definitions of mindfulness may be delivering confusing and incomplete results in studies
which correlate mindfulness and nature connectedness.
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Nilsson and Kazemi’s (2016) review of 33 definitions of mindfulness, sourced from a
pool of 308 peer-reviewed articles on the subject, provides a fair framework for discussing the
major aspects of mindfulness in the context of observing nearby nature. The four core elements
they identified from these definitions are: attention and awareness; present-centeredness; being
mindful in relation to external events; and cultivation or the development insights. They also
contribute ethical-mindfulness as a fifth core element stemming from Buddhist notions, which
highlights the social dimension of mindfulness and its use as “a tool with the potential to
contribute to justice, peace, and ecological balance in the world” (Nilsson & Kazemi, 2016, p.
188). I choose this particular resource to guide the remainder of this chapter because the authors
have reviewed many different definitions from a variety of sources to identify key
characteristics, and it draws from both Western and Buddhist approaches to mindfulness.
Observing nearby nature is a mindfulness practice that I believe may be invaluable for
environmental educators and communicators, and could help individuals deepen their nature
connectedness and sense of place. This particular mindfulness practice however does not involve
meditation, and I can only speak to the practice as I have experienced it, while incorporating
similar experiences and research from others. It is my hope that this provides insight into the
broader topic, but is by no means intended to be a universal authority on the subject.
Characteristics of Mindfulness in the Context of Observing Nearby Nature
Attention. Nilsson and Kazemi’s (2016) first theme has two connected parts, attention
and awareness. As the authors phrase it, “attention is a prerequisite for awareness in that
awareness requires the person keeps focus on what he or she is aware of” (p. 188). Dreyfus
(2011), quoting Bodhi (2000), notes that the function of attention within mindfulness is to
“yoke” the appropriate mental states to the object of focus, so that it can be properly observed
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and comprehended. Quaglia et al. (2015) also point out that cognitive science research indicates
that attention can act as a gatekeeper for awareness, such that conscious awareness of experience
is dependent upon attention.
The need for attention in order to be mindful seems relatively straightforward,
particularly when it comes to observing nearby nature. If you are going to see the details in a
garden, spot an animal, or appreciate the shape, colour, texture and scent of any number of plants
and trees, you need to be paying attention. If you’re distracted or focused only on your own
thoughts, or a phone call, or a conversation, of course the ambient environment will likely still
have a positive effect on your mood and wellbeing, but the opportunity to discover and retain
details about a place may be lost. I spent a number of months where I almost always listened to
music or podcasts when I walked to and from Holland Point Park, thinking that the habit really
only affected my sense of hearing, and that it was a fair enough trade off from how the music
lifted up my energy levels. However, I once tried ceasing that habit for a couple weeks and when
the music was gone, I felt all of my senses working more strongly. Smell, sight, and sound not
only more pronounced but more able to work together to synthesize information. I still walk with
music from time to time, because it fills me with satisfaction and joy. That activity is a choice,
not a distraction. But if I want to be more mindful and potentially able to sensing more on my
walks, then I know it takes focus, and so I put the music away so my attention can be fully on
what I’m observing. Even walking itself sometimes feels as though it takes attention away from
observing, or at least makes everything pass by so quickly, which is why place-sitting or walking
very slowly are good techniques for giving more of your attention over to your observations.
I often find myself in a “scanning” mode, particularly when I’m cycling or walking, my
eyes roaming over the landscape, sensitive to movement or unusual colours and patterns. I would
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describe this as a kind of open attention, wherein you’re taking in everything at once and waiting
for something to pull you in closer. White (2012) also mentions using a “scanning” approach in
his Mindful-Affective-Perception-Imagination-in-Nature (MAPIN) technique, where he instructs
participants to go through seven steps within a 2-hour session, one of which is to use a “scanning
vision” (p. 347) to identify potential objects of interest to focus one’s attention on. Naturalists
also sometimes speak of the attention required when observing nature. For example, in Biophilia
(1984), the way E.O. Wilson describes such attention, it nearly sounds like a magical spell:
[The naturalist] goes alone into a field or woodland and closes his mind to everything but
that time and place, so that life around him presses in on all the senses and the small
details grow in significance…His mind becomes unfocused, it focuses on
everything…He is required, as Ortega y Gasset expressed it, to prepare an attention of a
different and superior kind, ‘an attention that does not consist in riveting itself to the
presumed but consists precisely in not presuming anything and avoiding inattentiveness’
(p.103).
As I have said before, I have found sitting-focus-on-your-breathing-meditation difficult
and generally unappealing, and yet nature holds entire worlds of interesting details and
possibilities for me so that it often draws my attention without much effort. It has occurred to me
that it may be easier to pay close attention to an object if you simply allow yourself to be open
and let an object of interest come to you, rather than pre-selecting an object to focus on. When
something does catch my attention, I stop and take note, sometimes reaching out with my other
senses, such as smell or touch. Often, I will pause to take a photograph, or to think about how the
focus of my attention looked the last time I saw it, such as how I’ve never seen the tide high
enough to touch a particular piece of driftwood before, or how the poppies are starting to lose

MINDFULNESS AND NEARBY NATURE

72

their petals. These thought processes cross over into the awareness aspect of mindfulness;
attention allows us to fixate on something so that we can begin to scrutinize it (Bodhi, 2011).
Might there be something about nature that makes it easier to gain and hold one’s
attention? E.O. Wilson’s proposition, the biophilia hypothesis, is that we are innately attracted to
nature, and that we all have a biologically-based need to connect with living diversity (see
Kellert, 1997). This inherent attraction to other living things may make it easier to focus our
attention on nature. The idea that nature can more easily draw our attention than other stimuli, is
of course central to Stephen Kaplan’s (1995) attention restoration theory (ART). Kaplan’s theory
rests upon the assumption that nature is “well-endowed with fascinating objects” that easily draw
our attention and that “attending to these patterns is effortless, [leaving] ample opportunity for
thinking about other things” (p.174). Hence, time in nature can have a restorative effect, because
using involuntary attention or fascination for a time allows one to recharge their ability to use
directed attention, which requires more effort (Kaplan, 1995; 2001).
In a 2001 paper, Kaplan attempts to draw a relationship between ART and meditation,
claiming that they have similar restorative effects, however his shallow analysis betrays a lack of
understanding on the role of meditation and the broader nature of mindfulness. While Kaplan
claims the goals of meditation are to “foster tranquility and allow the mind to rest and regain its
capacity to focus” (2001, p. 500), Dreyfus points out that mindfulness is much more than “a form
of therapeutically helpful spacious quietness” (2011, p. 52) and that its:
…main point is not obtain a calm and focused state, however helpful such a state may be,
but to use this state to gain a deeper understanding of the changing nature of one’s bodily
and mental states so as to free our mind from the habits and tendencies that bind us to
suffering. (p. 51)
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While Kaplan (2001) recognizes that meditation takes mental effort, he also claims that during
meditation one relies upon effortless fascination, rather than directed attention, which seems to
be a contradiction resulting from Kaplan’s desire to make meditation fit within his ART
framework.
Kaplan (2001) does acknowledge that certain mental techniques may increase receptivity
to restorative environments. Yet he does not mention mindfulness among these techniques,
probably due to a lack of familiarity with the topic, instead choosing examples such as learning
how to track animals or making a game of selecting your favourite features of a landscape. These
types of exercises may work because the practitioner is actively paying attention and then
contemplating the nature of what they are observing either by organizing information or
considering one’s own reaction to the object they are fixated upon. In only considering
meditation, and even then characterizing meditation as a relaxing, quieting of the mind, Kaplan
missed a major opportunity to make a connection between mindfulness and deepening our
experiences of nature.
Awareness. For Nilsson and Kazemi (2016), awareness “refers to the ability of being
deeply self-aware and monitoring cognitions, emotions and bodily sensations as responses to
environmental influences” (p.188). As Kuan (2008) explains, in Buddhism, awareness has
multiple meanings. There is the moment-to-moment awareness of whatever you are paying close
attention to, of course, but also being aware of what you are letting into your senses and
monitoring internal mental states. Kuan (2008) goes on to say that there is also deliberate
awareness, a conscious effort to conceptualize a particular thought or idea, such as when
attempting to develop loving kindness towards all sentient beings. When we are paying attention
to an object or experience, examining how we feel, questioning our initial impressions, and
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noticing how we react to what we are experiencing – I consider all of this to be a part of the
awareness aspect of mindfulness.
Within the Buddhist canon, awareness is also described as clear comprehension, which
Dreyfus (2011) says is “the meta-attentive ability to monitor one’s mental states” (p. 50). Bodhi
(2011) explains that monitoring feelings such as lust or hatred takes place in two steps:
mindfulness laying “open the contents of the experiential field” while clear comprehension
“determine[s] and define[s] the contents for what they are” (p. 33). We may know we are
experiencing these states of mind, but mindfulness lets us see them as they are, and to
contemplate why they are emerging, and how they can be avoided or encouraged in the future.
In the context of observing nearby nature, this means reflecting on the emotions evoked
when we are observing, organizing information so it may be retained for later use and
comparison, and considering multiple viewpoints.
Evaluating emotions. In line with the definition Nilsson and Kazemi have laid out, as
well as Buddhist canon, being aware of the emotions that arise in response to experience is an
important part of mindfulness. In the case of mindfulness of nearby nature, awareness doesn’t
just mean being aware of the colours or the sounds or the smells around you, it’s also noticing
the fascination, the surprise, the joy that bubbles up in response to what your senses are telling
you. By monitoring our emotions, as well as what’s happening around us, we can better
understand and appreciate the feelings that are triggered by our observations.
We see this aspect of monitoring emotions emphasized in some of the mindfulness
intervention studies previously described. In their 2017 study, Passmore and Holder asked
participants to pay attention not just to natural or human-built objects but the emotions they
evoked. Overall, participants that took part in the observing nature treatment reported
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experiencing more positive emotions, such as hopefulness, peace, rejuvenation, and awe,
compared to the human-built object treatment, who mostly experienced negative emotions like
disgust, envy, stress, and annoyance (Passmore & Holder, 2017).
The MAPIN exercise developed by White (2012) is a strategy for enhancing humannature connectivity through mindfulness, positive affect, sensual perception, and imagination.
During this exercise, White (2012) describes affective states as essential to enhancing relational
experiences and therefore encourages participants to “give priority to their affective responses
and states, rather than spend too much time describing objects” (p. 347). The most common
emotional responses reported during the exercise were “calmness, joy and happiness,
appreciation, love and connection” (p. 349).
The positive emotions that seem to be evoked when we pay attention to nature, as
demonstrated by Passmore and Holder (2017) and White (2012), is consistent with the biophilia
hypothesis (Wilson, 1984) and may hint at one reason why nature can capture and retain our
attention more easily than other stimuli. Lumber, Richardson, and Sheffield (2017) examined
different pathways to nature connectedness based on biophilic values, and found that interacting
with nature through emotion, contact, beauty, compassion, and meaning all played a role in
developing nature connectedness. Their study indicates that mere exposure to nature is not
enough for forming connectedness, one also needs to engage emotionally, appreciate aesthetics,
and develop symbolism and meaning through one’s experiences, all of which mindfulness helps
to achieve.
Yang, Hu, Jing, and Nguyen (2018) provide an in-depth discussion of the emotion of awe
and the role it may play in developing nature connectedness. Awe is an emotion that occurs in
response to stimuli that is “immense in size, scope, or complexity” and may induce the
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perception that one is small or insignificant by comparison (Yang et al., 2018, p. 2). This in turn
may direct attention away from self-interest and towards entities bigger than one’s self and
collective concern (Yang et al., 2018). Awe may also encourage openness to new experience and
induce a higher the degree of acceptance for one’s external surroundings, including other people,
other creatures and objects in nature (Yang et al., 2018).
Organizing information and memory. Dreyfus (2011) emphasizes the role of cognitive
functions in mindfulness, particularly memory. He writes,
Mindfulness is not just present-centred non-judgmental awareness but involves the
mind’s ability to attend to and retain whatever experience one is engaged in so as to
develop a clear understanding of the experience and the ability to recollect such
experience in the future (p. 48).
Memory plays an important role in mindfulness, because it is necessary to be able to recall
experiences later in order to make sense of them, integrate them into meaningful patterns, and
properly evaluate them (Dreyfus, 2011).
The calendar project provided me with a framework, which in turn required that I engage
awareness. In order to gather the information I needed, I would ask myself questions like, how
did this look last time I saw it, what does this tree look like in a different season? In doing so, my
observations gave me more information than just “yes that flower is there, it looks pretty.” If I
applied awareness to what I was paying attention to, I could answer things like: how long that
flower would bloom for, describe its scent and colour vividly, recognize what insects like this
flower, contemplate why it bloomed now and not later. This line of questioning meant digging
beyond the bare experience in an attempt to understand multiple dimensions of a particular
object. This was done deliberately, for the purposes of remembering the details later on and for
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greater understanding of the true nature of something, not just perceiving through my usual
lenses or states that colour an experience. I didn’t just make observations, I had a goal for their
synthesis in order to build up a deeper understanding of the world around me. Though I didn’t
realize it at the time, this was critical.
In describing observation of nature that is practiced by naturalists, Thomashow mentions
a “deliberate gaze” that “combines wonder, intent and consideration” (2002, p. 83). He describes
this as a crucial state of mind for observing the natural world, requiring patience and attention to
detail. He then touches upon the importance of collecting and systematizing knowledge of the
natural world, organizing and discerning patterns in the information gleaned through observation
(2002). Both of these aspects appear to relate directly to the attention and awareness aspects of
mindfulness respectively.
External events. Just as monitoring cognitive functions and emotions are an important
part of mindfulness, so too is being aware of external events, or what Nilsson and Kazemi (2016)
describe as “occurrences, objects, and stimuli in the environment” (p. 188). Mindfulness is not
simply about sitting in a quiet room and turning inward.6 It is about developing a clear
understanding of the world and cultivating right behaviour in response to stimuli. It’s also about
deciding what to pay attention to and what to consciously avoid or let be, such as situations that
would induce jealousy or anger. As Bodhi (2011) has described, mindfulness helps us to view
experiential events without the “usual overlay of distorted conceptual elaborations that obscure
their real nature” (p. 32). Mindfulness has the potential to change your perception of the world,
because you can see objects and events as they really are and not just how you want to see them,

6

session.

I’m sure this is what many people would assume is the correct setting for a meditation
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or with the belief that objects are there solely for you. As such, external events play a key role in
mindfulness. In the case of nearby nature, the role of external events is clear as the practice
would be meaningless without paying attention to the gardens, parks, weather, species, and
patterns all around us.
Present centredness. While present-centredness appears to be a key component of many
Western definitions of mindfulness, Eastern scholars point out this is not necessarily a critical
aspect of the practice and indeed may even be contradictory to some of the cognitive aspects of
mindfulness. Dreyfus (2011) posits that, “the classical definitions of mindfulness do not
correspond to the characterization of mindfulness as present-centred non-judgmental awareness”
(p. 44). An emphasis on the present moment makes sense in the context of mindfulness as a
therapeutic tool, allowing a person to focus on the present experience and simply noting one’s
responses, rather than reacting according to our usual habits (Dreyfus, 2011). However the
classical understandings of mindfulness also include recollection, and being able to clearly
remember information so as to make sense of objects and events within a temporal flow
(Dreyfus, 2011).
Present-centredness certainly helps to discern details when observing nearby nature, but
to Dreyfus’ point, the comparison of current and past observations is critical to creating a
coherent understanding of a natural area or species behaviour over time. This is particularly
relevant when making observations both across seasons and within seasons. I have mentioned
that I would compare a particular tree or area to what it looked like in a different season, or ask
myself if there was a difference in timing or quality of an event when observed in different years.
This is critical mental work for getting to know a particular place or for understanding species
and how they behave and connect with the world around them. So, while present-centredness
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certainly plays a role, we must be cautious to think that mindfulness is solely focused on the
present moment.
Cultivation. Another commonality between definitions of mindfulness is that it is not
just a simple tool meant to induce relaxation or a sense of calm, but a practice that is used to
change behaviours or to develop wisdom and insight. Cultivation refers to the greater impact
mindfulness has on a person’s behaviours and character, how it has the “power to transform you
as a person” (Yates et al., 2017, p. 113).
In the context of clinical psychology, mindfulness may be applied as a treatment to
manage conditions like anxiety or depression, which in turn can change thought patterns to
improve quality of life (Bishop et al., 2004; Bodhi, 2011; Kang & Whittingham, 2010). In
Buddhism, the goal of mindfulness is to “cultivate compassion and empathy not only toward the
human community but toward all living creatures as well” (Nilsson & Kazemi, 2016, p. 189).
Developing a clear understanding of the world and its true nature is another way we might
describe cultivation (Bodhi, 2011; Dreyfus, 2011).
Mindful observation of nearby nature is no mere hobby designed to gather up details and
species counts; it can have deep impacts on the way the practitioner defines nature, relates to it,
and includes nature within their definition of the self. These insights are what makes mindfulness
such a powerful tool for developing nature connectedness and for shifting worldviews. Of
course, these insights will vary between individuals, but one common claim regarding
mindfulness is that it helps to reduce sense of selfishness and broadens the sense of self. When
we see ourselves as separate, describes Yates et al. (2017), then we need external things for our
happiness, but if we let go of self-centeredness, we naturally act for the good of everybody in all
situations. Similarly, if paying closer attention to nature induces feelings of awe, this may in turn
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elicit feelings of insignificance, which helps to direct one’s attention away from self-interest
(Yang et al., 2018). In the following chapter, I will describe my own insights and changes to the
ways that I think about nature that resulted from my practice and contemplating my experiences
for this thesis.
Ethical mindfulness. Nilsson and Kazemi (2011) proposed ethical mindfulness as a fifth
characteristic of mindfulness to bridge the East/West gap between the 33 definitions examined in
their analysis. Here they argue that mindfulness “should be seen as a practical blend of “social
practice” in a Western and Buddhist guise and “ethically minded awareness” partly in a Buddhist
sense of meaning” (Nilsson & Kazemi, 2016, p. 190). In short, ethical mindfulness refers to a
mindfulness that is meant to bring about a sense of social responsibility, not just selfimprovement or personal enlightenment (Nilsson & Kazemi, 2016, p. 190).
In the context of Buddhism, there is an element of ethical judgment that is necessary,
providing guidance based on the consequences of, the purpose behind, and the universal
applicability of experiences and behaviour (Kang & Whittingham, 2010). For example, one
might ask, “Does this lead to suffering or genuine happiness?” or “Does it lead to the goal of
liberation and enlightenment?” (Kang & Whittingham, 2010, p. 164). Wisdom is based on the
knowledge of what behaviours and intentions will reduce suffering and promote flourishing, not
just for the individual but the greater whole (Kang & Whittingham, 2010).
With this in mind, we can see how mindfulness can be a very powerful tool for
developing environmentally responsible behaviour. In the context of nature, this might take the
form of asking ourselves questions such as does this create abundance or does it compromise the
flourishing of others? Or perhaps, if an animal is an individual, how do we treat that individual
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and respect their knowledge? If a place is something that brings us joy and makes us feel love,
how do we repay that feeling?
Mindfulness is a multi-dimensional practice and tool that can alter the way we see and
understand the world, and influence our behaviour through ethical contemplation. Though I
didn’t fully understand it at the time, I imagine this is why Dr. Kull assigned us the meditation
exercise in the worldviews course in the first place. In Meadows’ list of leverage points for
changing systems, transcending paradigms is the deepest and most powerful leverage point
(2008). Mindfulness is a tool that can be very powerful in this regard. In the remaining chapters,
I will delve into more detail as to how this transformation may come about by examining my
own experience, and explore how we can remove barriers to exercising this practice in relation to
nearby nature.
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Chapter 6: Insights About Nature
The intention of mindfulness is to develop a clear understanding of the world and its true
nature (Bodhi, 2011; Dreyfus, 2011), and can help us to “cultivate compassion and empathy not
only toward the human community but toward all living creatures as well” (Nilsson & Kazemi,
2016, p. 189). Mindful observation of nearby nature is no mere hobby designed to gather up
details and species counts, it also can have deep impacts on the way the practitioner defines and
relates to nature. The insights mindfulness can elicit are what make it such a powerful tool for
developing nature connectedness and shifting worldviews. Nearby nature also shouldn’t be
overlooked or underestimated in terms of its potential to generate meaningful experiences and
affect our perceptions of nature. In this chapter, I will explore how my own views have been
impacted by observing nearby nature, providing an example of how this kind of mindfulness can
create a pathway to nature connectedness.
Perception
When I started my calendar project, studying nearby nature was simply convenient; I did
not set out to change my perceptions of urban nature in any significant ways. The project gave
me a reason to pay attention, to look for any plant, animal, pattern or annual milestone in the
world around me that would help me construct the calendar. I didn’t have to go deep into the
wilderness or even leave the city because the scale of the nature I observed didn’t matter: it was
the frequency of my observations that was most important. Therefore, any bird, any blossom, any
rainy day, or any shift in temperature was valid data, as long as similar observations were made
not just once a year or once a season, but constantly. Things I would have overlooked before
were now clues waiting to be discovered.
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Over time, I found I could spot “nature” in more places, even outside of parks and
gardens – everywhere, actually. Landscaped rose bushes that were fragrant enough to overpower
the smell of traffic. Clumps of moss dripping off of stony outcroppings next to a busy road.
Raindrops caught on the waxy surface of a leaf or the delicate surface of a rose petal. Small
details, moments, were everywhere to notice.

Figure 14. Raindrops gathering on a leaf. After taking this photo I would regularly check up on
this plant during my walk to see how it changed throughout the year. Photo taken April 18, 2019.
Learning to recognize or discover nature in as many places as possible within the urban
environment helped me to conceptualize nature as ubiquitous. It seems to flow everywhere, like
a river or air currents, and there are layers upon layers of it in our cities. We may build structures
and pour concrete and lay asphalt, but nature will flow into the cracks and grow wherever it can.
This perception allows for a feeling like nature is this massive, unstoppable force that is just
everywhere, paradoxically because I saw one tiny plant breaking through the pavement or
because I can smell the roses next to a busy traffic-filled street.
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In addition to being more aware of small instances of nature, I was challenging myself to
pay more attention to timing and changes. For example, as spring progresses at Holland Point
Park, crocuses bloom, followed by purple camas and tiny yellow flowers, then tall white flowers,
and finally, lovely grasses that glisten in the rain. One day, I was reflecting that it was
remarkable how the different flowers each took their specific turn, which is of course because
they know when to come forth in response to the sunlight and temperature at that specific point
in the year. They all have their specific “key” that tells them it’s their turn. In reflecting on cause
and effect in this way, inseparable connections were suddenly so apparent. The flowers were
influenced by the sunlight, the height of the tide was influenced by the season and the moon’s
gravity, the behaviour of the seagulls was influenced by the wind currents. There were invisible
strings everywhere, pulling and calling constantly. This is nothing I didn’t already know from
my studies of ecology – and indeed my prior knowledge probably helped catalyze this realization
– but the experiential reminder was still very powerful and provided me with a new level of
understanding.
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Figure 15. Flowers vary throughout the seasons at Holland Point Park. Top photos taken May 2,
2019, bottom photos taken July 17, 2019.

This reminds me of Paul Krafel (1999) when he speaks of how, when observing nature,
“the visible often reveals an invisible piece with which it fits” (p. 23). He encourages looking for
what he calls ‘the Fit’ or the relationship between two pieces of the world. We can do this by not
just noticing, but asking why is something the way that it is; in my example above, the question
was, “Why do those flowers bloom right now and not at some other time?” This mindful
questioning helps to reveal the vital connections between species and their environment, and
with each other.
As Thomashow (2002) points out, being able to recognize connections and influences in
nature in your local area means you will also have the ability to detect environmental changes,
particularly those due to climate change. When flowers bloom too early or when there was a
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major shift in the amount of rain or snowfall in a season, the only way to know about these
changes is to have a frame of reference for how such things usually are, and to understand how
things like temperature and precipitation influence the natural world in which we live.
There’s a tree in the parking lot behind my building, and it’s always the first on the
property to bloom and develop leaves in the spring, and the first to drop its leaves in the fall.
That tree is attuned to cues in the light and temperature in a way that’s different from all the
other trees in the lot. Because I pay attention to the state of that tree and how it changes over
time, the influence of those invisible forces are made evident to me. And so the light, the rainfall,
the temperature – all these things that create the constant background and that we might take for
granted – these become part of what I call and perceive as nature.
In their breakdown of nearby nature, Newman and Dale (2013) only briefly touch on
ambient nature, which includes climate, weather, the rhythms of the seasons and the day/night
cycle. To overlook these elements is imprudent. Ambient nature is always present regardless of
our location, and is already a part of our daily lives as we dress for the weather, plan our
commutes and activities, and wake and sleep with the day/night cycle. Ambient nature is often
taken for granted, overlooked, when it’s the most easily accessible form of nature anyone can
interact with. Feeling the temperature of the air and the sun, snow, rain or wind on your skin, is
something everyone can do, every day. One can also note the quality of the light and height of
the sun in different seasons, or make an effort to track the cycle of the moon. I recognize
however, that I’m extremely lucky in that I live in a place where air pollution is of low concern
to me, and I live in a time where these factors are gentle daily curiosities and not a matter of life
and death.
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Being able to notice nature wherever I am and whatever I’m doing, even if it is simply
looking out the window and assessing components of ambient nature, is something that I have
developed as a result of becoming so attentive to seasonal changes. In turn, this means nature is
much more a part of my everyday life, not something that is far-away from human interference
or something pristine that can only be seen in a documentary. Furthermore, it’s easier to
recognize that there are physical forces that influence everything. In Chapter 4, I spoke of how
larger-scale nature – a wide view of the ocean, or a dark starry sky – can stir a feeling of awe, of
appreciating something bigger than ourselves. Yang et al. (2018) explore the importance of awe
in developing connection to nature, as it tends to induce a feeling of being “small and
insignificant” and “instigat[ing] an individual’s feeling of connectedness to larger entities” (p. 2).
I’ve realized that this sense of awe can also be achieved by training myself to see the influence of
ambient nature on myself and the living things that surround me constantly. As Yang et al.
(2018) point out, awe can be elicited from natural phenomena that are not just immense in size
and scope, but in complexity as well. If we can learn to see connections and nature’s elegant
complexity, we may tap into that sense of awe anywhere.
Relating
Critically, nearby nature also gives us the opportunity to see the same plants, animals and
places day after day. A key characteristic of mindfulness includes the “close repetitive
observation of [an] object” (Bodhi, 2011, p. 21), as well as creating meaningful patterns out of
our observations (Dreyfus, 2011). In the case of nearby nature, repeated observation of the same
species or place allows the observer to compare how the environment and species respond under
different conditions. In turn, this makes the connections between species and the non-living
characteristics of their habitats, such as temperature or precipitation, more evident to the
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observer. But there are further insights to be gained through mindful observation of nearby
nature, especially when it comes to relating to species and places.
There’s a cedar tree next to our patio, close enough to easily touch its branches. It’s taller
than our building, and we are on the fifth and top floor, so we get a wonderful treetop perspective
that isn’t often accessible for ground-dwelling beings. Robins, crows, flickers, chickadees,
juncos and so many more birds visit that tree every day – I have even watched hummingbirds
raise their young there. In the springtime, its branches are tipped with the bright green of new
growth and heavy with cones. In the summer, it buzzes with insects and birds feeding. When fall
comes, some of the lower parts of each branch turn bright orange, ready to be shed as the light
wanes and winter approaches. The late fall winds help to knock off the dead cones and needles,
which often collect on the patio. In winter, rain glistens and drips from the branches. On the rare
occasion that we actually get snow, it collects on the branches in big pillowy piles. Through my
calendar project, I challenged myself to find something unique about that tree in every season
and understand its character and transitions throughout the year.
If I mindfully observe the same tree or the same species over time, I have the opportunity
to see them in different conditions or situations, and as a result it’s easier to see how dynamic
and responsive they are. This repetitive observation was crucial to broadening the way I perceive
and relate to other species. There’s an opportunity to understand these beings as individuals with
their own way of life, rather than populations; as relatives, rather than resources. I think about
that magnolia tree that I passed every day in Burnaby, and how I saw it go from bud to bloom to
wilting over the course of one month. By seeing this process from start to finish, I felt as though
I was able to witness a small part of the tree’s life and understand that it fits into a broader
existence unique to that species. When I walk past the blossoms on Government Street, day by
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day they change. I understand how they respond in the sunlight and in the rain, how long their
petals last, or what time of year they like to emerge. Each one of those trees is a different age,
senses and interacts with the seasons differently, plays host to other species. They’re not
decorative objects randomly added to the inert landscape; each one is unique, responsive
individual with stories – and perhaps calendars – of their own.7.
Kimmerer (2013) writes about how the grammar of Indigenous languages tend to reflect
animism. For example, living things are referred to as subjects, not objects – they are ‘someone’
not ‘something.’ Mindfully observing nearby nature on a regular basis may encourage a shift in
perception akin to this type of thinking: that nature is a collection of individuals, each with their
own routines, life histories, and interdependencies. Bodhi (2011) writes of mindfulness allowing
us to see past the conceptual elaborations which usually distorts the real nature of things we
perceive, which in turn breaks down the idea that the things we interact with are there solely to
serve the individual, or there merely for our purposes. In observing nature mindfully, we can
gain the understanding that animals and plants are individuals with their own lives, goals, skills,
and things that they know. That shift from object to subject is crucial because it has the potential
to contradict and challenge the idea that nature is there for our purposes. I shudder at words like
‘population’ or ‘wildlife management’, which turn these individuals into an amorphous mass and
– for lack of a wildlife equivalent of this word – dehumanize them and their contributions to the
world.
Seeing plants and animals as individuals – something we seem to easily do with
domesticated pets – and contemplating how they must experience the world, makes it easier to

7

I do wonder what the ones that have holiday lights on them think of their accessories.
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relate to and empathize with them, to recognize and respect their experience and knowledge. At
Holland Point Park, I sometimes see small shorebirds we call black turnstones. One time, I was
sitting perched on top a very, very large old tree that was now existing as driftwood while a
group of turnstones flipped over the small rocks at my feet. I wish I could help the turnstones
find what they’re looking for, but that’s my human arrogance. They know what they need and
how to find it. I’m reminded of a time I wanted to help a crow open a crab claw and it was so
difficult. I simply don’t have their technique. Whenever I see a seagull at the beach I wonder,
have I met that seagull half a dozen times before, or is this the first time we are seeing each
other? I wish I were skilled enough to recognize markings, to be able to tell apart individuals. I
even wonder about the tree that I sat upon. Where did it once grow? How long ago was it a
seedling? How many seasons did it see when it was alive? I can’t even think of a piece of
driftwood as an object anymore, but as a tree playing out the very final stages of its existence.

Figure 16. A common sitting spot for seagulls at Holland Point Park. They don’t seem to mind if
I sit there too. Photo taken December 2, 2019.
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There are two concepts and practices that are of great relevance to the awareness and
contemplative part of any mindfulness practice involving nature: umwelt and perceptual
reciprocity. “Umwelt”, a term coined in by Jacob Von Uexkull (cited in Thomashow, 2002, p.
93), refers to the unique and subjective way in which an organism perceives its environment, as
influenced by their experiences, sensory capabilities and relationships (Bueno-Guerra, 2018;
Sokol Chang, 2009). This is a drastic departure from the idea that species are mechanistic
processors with similar sensory experiences to our own. A bee, for example, senses spectrums of
light that we cannot, and the sense of smell of a canine is vastly more sensitive than a human’s.
This in turn constructs a view of the world that is very different from our own, whatever that
may be. As Thomashow (2020) notes, learning to imagine another creature’s perspective is
important to opening the mind to their experience and building empathy. Due to our own sensory
and cognitive limitations, we can never understand exactly what these experiences are like – how
a tree perceives light, for instance – but to contemplate how other species see the world is to step
into their worlds for a moment, and consider what their lives are like. On windy days at Holland
Point Park, the seagulls play on the swift air currents, and I wonder how they sense them, how
they know when to hold their wings and when to dive, how long they can keep having fun before
it gets too tiring. Does it feel like when I try to catch a wave when I’m surfing? Do the seagulls
know who among them is the best at hovering, or is competition something they don’t consider
in such activities? I never thought I would have so many questions for seagulls.
Similarly, when we are observing nature, we shouldn’t forget that perceptual reciprocity
is at play as well. As we observe nature, nature is observing us in return. Not just the skittish
squirrel or the curious crow, but the plants which perceive the disturbance in the air and light as
we walk past, or the insects that find us appealing. When we are aware of perceptual reciprocity
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it is difficult to consider plants, animals, and even entire places as mere inert or passive objects
(Abram, 1997). I always try to consider the experience of other animals when I am near them,
and attempt to act in a way that communicates I am simply sharing the same space and they
should go about their business as usual. Typically, this amounts to letting them know I see them,
but then also acting mostly disinterested and engaged in my own activities.

Figure 17. Mother otter and two pups fishing at Holland Point Park. Taken October 1, 2019.

For example, I once stumbled upon a mother otter and two adolescent pups feeding on a
small rocky island right next to the shore. The mother kept diving off into the kelp beds to
retrieve fish, sometimes with one or both of the pups accompanying her. They would then return
with a fresh, wiggling fish, which they would pull pieces from until the whole fish was gone.
This was one of the best wildlife encounters I had ever had at Holland Point Park, but the last
thing I wanted to do was scare them off, not so much because my experience would be over, but
because they were there first, and this was the place they had chosen to have a meal. I kept a
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respectful distance, only a few meters from where I first spotted them, sat in a non-threatening
position, didn’t stare but gazed out at the ocean as much as possible, and spoke kind words from
time to time. We were sharing this spot together, and I wanted them to feel safe. Either I did a
good job of this, or they were too preoccupied with the fish, or both, but they let me stay there as
long as I could, before I had to very regretfully return to work.
Due to these mindful studies, my way I think of my relationship to place has also
changed immensely, particularly with regards to Holland Point Park. By monitoring my own
observing habits for this thesis, I realized I was describing the daily state of the ocean in terms of
moods or emotions. When I sit by the ocean and watch the waves, I tend to invite whatever
emotions or metaphors come to mind to describe the state of nature around me: dramatic and
harshly unforgiving as the wind whips the rain and waves; calm and melancholy as raindrops fall
from a grey sky onto a calm and clear green sea; happy and bright as the lazy breeze gently
disturbs the sparkling ocean surface; energetic and powerfully playful as the waves steadily beat
on the shore on a sunny day. These are but a few examples. Visiting the ocean in all conditions,
even when the wind and rain were whipping around aggressively, has been important to me, so I
could see all sides and dimensions of this precious place. In doing so, I’ve built up a depth of
character about the place, which I think makes it easier to relate to.
Eventually, I realized the way I think about Holland Point Park is best characterized
using a relationship frame. The key moment this happened for me was when winter shifted into
spring and more and more people began visiting the park, and I found I almost resented the
sudden influx of crowds, with a feeling of possessive jealousy! When it was January or February,
when there was snow on the driftwood and the sky was grey and spitting rain, I often had the
beach to myself, maybe sharing with just a couple of others at a distance. These other people
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only came out when the weather was nice but I appreciated the place in all of its different moods!
Especially in winter. The cold steely-blue surface of the ocean and the muted grey sky
dramatically playing with what little light there is. I’d sit on the shore until I was too cold to stay
any longer, watch the harlequin ducks dive for food and scan the bobbing kelp heads, waiting for
a seal or sea lion to appear. The driftwood is constantly deposited by the waves, the wood wet
and slippery. The landscape speaks to endurance of hardship, of survival through the harsh cold,
and paradoxically this made me feel at peace and hopeful. By contrast, the summer is so bright
and full of sparkles reflecting joyfully on the water. The weather was warm, sometimes too
warm, but humans seemed to love coming to the beach at that time of year. The tides were lower
in summer, revealing intertidal creatures and giving access to rocky outcroppings that were cut
off in winter. It was peaceful, bright and idyllic. It made me feel kind of tired, as though it’s a
good, safe time to rest.
Recognizing this jealousy and the slightly indignant feeling in regards to other visitors, I
challenged myself to contemplate other emotions the place evoked. For instance, I miss it when
I’m not there, feel a little sad when I have to leave. When I come back I feel like I’m visiting
someone familiar, I feel such a sense of relief and joy when I lay my eyes on the landscape each
time. I need this place, every day and I feel the most myself here. It was starting to seem like my
attachment to Holland Point Park was akin to that of another person, just like a good friend. No
matter what else was going on, it was there, ready to take me in and let me sit for as long as I
wanted. I love all the little details I’ve learned and I know there’s always a new side to discover
and to love. And then of course, I worry about the place too! I worry that people are leaving
cigarette butts or litter, or are removing all the shells, or feeding bread to birds. I respect this
place for what it is, and I most certainly never want to see it harmed. Taking care of a place – I
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hesitate to use the word ‘steward’, because you wouldn’t say that about another person – then
feels like such a natural extension of the relationship, something that inevitably follows when
you love a place. Sometimes, I took rope and balloon strings and food wrappers from the beach
(though fortunately these were rare), always refrained from collecting shells or rocks, and was
careful when I climbed over the rocks, lest I crushed a creature underfoot. If you love someone,
you want them to be happy, and I think a place is no different.
Thinking about a place as a potential friend helps me to understand why I failed to form
such connections with other places before. For instance, I never felt these sorts of things about
Beacon Hill Park, even though I visited most days, and mindfully observed the park through a
full cycle of the seasons. I gleaned a great deal of information and enjoyed my visits, but Holland
Point Park is different, there’s a much stronger emotional connection for me. I won’t form deep
relationships with everyone I meet, nor should I expect this of places. Contact with nature isn’t
enough to form connections, compatibility is important too, I think.
Mindful observation of nearby nature has helped me to deepen and reveal previously
undiscovered dimensions of my personal understanding of nature. For me, this included the
perception that nature is everywhere, an experiential understanding of the interconnections that
create the vast web of life, and an awe-inspiring appreciation of ambient nature. I also place
more value on nearby nature, with the knowledge that repetitive observations of the same species
and locations can have dramatic impacts on the way we relate to individuals and places. At the
end of this journey, I am grateful for these experiences, and for the places and beings that were a
part of these discoveries.
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November 14, 2019.
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Chapter 7: Conclusions and Recommendations
In this thesis I have explored my own experience of mindful observation of nearby nature
and in so doing, developed a more fulsome understanding my relationship to nature. In this
concluding chapter, I will briefly explore policies and urban planning recommendations that I
would suggest to help facilitate the practice of mindfulness in nearby nature. Finally, I will
discuss the potential for teaching mindfulness in relation to nearby nature as a part of
environmental education.
As I’ve described, particularly in Chapter 4, many of my observations have taken place
while cycling or walking. The slower pace of these modes of transportation makes it possible to
notice small details and individual plants and animals in a way that is much more difficult to do
while in a vehicle. Being exposed to the elements also makes it easier to experience ambient
nature by feeling the temperature, wind, sun, rain, or snow on your face and skin. However,
access to safe walking and cycling infrastructure is critical for this to be possible. If vehicles are
the only option for transportation, we lose one of the best opportunities for day-to-day
experiences with nearby nature. It’s also far more difficult to pay attention to the passing foliage
when you are focusing all of your attention on sharing the road with fast-moving vehicles.
Similarly, trails that allow travel alongside trees, plants, and wildlife, rather than lanes of traffic,
may also facilitate better nature observation and interaction opportunities. City planners who
take these factors into account when developing their active transportation plans provide an
opportunity to increase citizens’ connection to nature, which acts as a co-benefit alongside
outcomes such as carbon pollution reduction and positive health impacts.
Similarly, it almost goes without saying that parks, gardens, and protected natural areas
within urban environments are crucial parts of nearby nature. Many authors have reported on the
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benefits of green space on physical and mental health outcomes (Amano, Butt, & Peh, 2018;
McCormick, 2017; Tzoulas et al., 2007). Others have studied specific aspects of nearby nature
which might facilitate connection to nature. One such example is Church (2018), whose research
suggests that multiple scales and types of nature should be included in urban settings to better
facilitate connection to nature. While one can develop the skill to be more cognizant of tiny
pieces of nature wherever they can, parks are still essential – I’ve described at length my
relationship with two such parks in this thesis.
There is a risk we might be underestimating urban natural areas and parks as pretty little
places that don’t do much to protect “real” nature – but they actually could have a huge impact in
shifting our perceptions, if we pay attention. A study by Nisbet and Zelenski (2011) even
suggests that while there are clear affective benefits to spending time in nearby urban nature,
people often underestimate the impact that such nature can have on one’s happiness. We should
be careful not to underestimate the importance of nearby nature simply because such spaces
aren’t ‘wild’ or adhere to any particular standard of scale or ecological significance.
Finally, it should be evident from the discussion thus far that mindful observation of
nearby nature has great potential as a tool in environmental education. I’ve described at length
my accidental development of a mindful observation technique based on seasonal changes, but
there may be many ways to apply careful and repeated observation of nearby nature in different
programs or activities for both adults and children. For instance, participants could find and
observe three things in nearby nature that catch their attention every day, or choose to study a
single tree throughout the year, or carefully track the sunrise or sunset on a daily basis.
There are so many possibilities, however the key is purposeful, repeated observation, as
this reveals the dynamic and connected nature of each species, individuals, and place. There are
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many advantages to the technique as well, such as the fact that it can be practiced without the
need for specialized equipment or extensive travel, which can often be challenges for those
administrating outdoor education programs, especially in urban settings. Being able to notice the
nature one encounters every day and to organize one’s observations into meaningful patterns is
in itself an extremely valuable skill to develop.
Our worldviews, ecological identities, our relationships to places, and our actions are all
tangled together, influencing and building on each other. Mindfulness, particularly in nearby
nature, is a powerful, accessible tool that is connected to and can influence all of these things,
broadening our definitions of nature, deepening our relationships with places and other species,
and potentially changing the way we think about our place in the world. Sometimes, it may seem
overwhelming and impossible to facilitate the paradigms shifts that could leverage deep systemic
change. It is somehow fitting that one effective technique for doing so means slowing down and
noticing the smallest details of the nature that was right next to us all along.
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