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6.5.3 Plants

Plants have been used for centuries in various cultures for their calming and therapeutic
effects, often associated with their biological make up (e.g. essential oils) rather than their
aesthetic and tactile features. Their physical presence in healing environments, such as
hospitals, rehabilitation centres, and long-term care facilities, meditation spaces, and wellness
centres, enhances relaxation, reduces stress, enhances patient recovery and improves overall
well-being. Research suggests that exposure to plants can improve mental health, reduce
stress, and enhance physiological well-being.

We have already touched on the use of plants when looking at colour (Section 6.1), in respect
of them bringing the balancing and harmonising benefits of the colour green and also
bringing comfort through their connection to nature.

The concept of “healing gardens” or “biophilic design”, is rooted in the idea that exposure to
nature — in this case in the form of indoor plants, gardens, moss walls or preserved gardens
— can positively influence physical and psychological health. We have already looked at
biophilic design under water features (Section 6.5.2.4). Research across disciplines, including
environmental psychology, medicine, and horticultural therapy, supports the notion that plants
contribute to a healing environment in multiple ways.

6.5.3.1. Psychological benefits of plants

e Stress reduction One of the most well-documented effects of plants in healing
environments is their ability to reduce stress and anxiety. Engaging with plants—be
it through viewing, touching, or caring for them—can lead to significant reductions in
physiological stress markers. Ulrich’s (1984) ground breaking study found that
surgical patients with views of nature (trees and greenery) from their hospital
windows experienced shorter postoperative stays, required fewer pain medications,
and had fewer negative nurse evaluations compared to patients with views of brick
walls™ This study laid the foundation for further research into the psychological
benefits of nature in healthcare settings.

There are a number of explanations for plants having these effects:

> Attention Restoration Theory (ART) suggests that natural environments help
restore cognitive function by providing a respite from directed attention
fatigue?.

TUlrich, R. S. (1984) "View Through a Window May Influence Recovery from Surgery", Science, 224(4647), pp.420-421.
2 Kaplan, R., & Kaplan, S. (1989) The Experience of Nature: A Psychological Perspective , Cambridge University Press.
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> Stress Reduction Theory (SRT) theorises that exposure to nature triggers

parasympathetic nervous system responses, lowering cortisol levels and
reducing physiological stress markers?.

A study found that patients in hospital rooms with plants reported significantly lower
levels of stress, pain, and fatigue compared to those in rooms without plants®.
Similarly, another study demonstrated that exposure to plants in hospital settings
reduced anxiety in patients awaiting surgery®.

A study highlighted that patients in dental clinics experienced lower skin
conductance levels, indicative of reduced stress, when surrounded by indoor plants®.
Similarly, incorporating plants into physiotherapy clinics has been shown to alleviate
anxiety and enhance the therapeutic alliance between clinicians and patients’.

e Enhanced mood and reduced depression Plants contribute to positive emotional
experiences. Research suggests that people prefer environments with greenery, as
that evokes feelings of peace and contentment. The biophilia hypothesis, which
theorises that humans have an innate connection to nature, supports the idea that
plants enhance psychological well-being®.

Patients in long-term care facilities and psychiatric hospitals often experience
improved mood when exposed to greenery. A study found that dementia patients in
facilities with garden access exhibited fewer aggressive behaviours and improved
sleep patterns®. Other studies found therapeutic gardens increased social
interaction among patients in Alzheimer’s care units'® and that exposure to plants

3 Ulrich, R. S. (1983) "Aesthetic and Affective Response to Natural Environment" in Human Behavior and Environment:
Advances in Theory and Research (Vol. 6, pp.85-125). New York: Plenum Press.

4 Park, S. H., & Mattson, R. H. (2089) "Effects of Flowering and Foliage Plants in Hospital Rooms on Patients Recovering from
Abdominal Surgery" HortTechnology, 19(2), pp.223-228.

5 Dijkstra, K., et al. (2008) "Stress-Reducing Effects of Indoor Plants in the Built Healthcare Environment" Journal of
Environmental Psychology, 28(1), pp.79-86.

6 Elsadek, M., Xie, J., & Jie, G. (2023) “The Impact of Indoor Plants on Patient Recovery: Physiological and Psychological
Effects in Dental Clinics” HortScience, 58(11), pp.1376-1382. Retrieved May 27, 2025, from
https://doi.org/18.21273/HORTSCI17326-23 .

7 Tostenson, D, (2024) “The Healing Power of House Plants in Physiotherapy Clinics” Sep 11, 2024, Environmental
Physiotherapy Association, extracted from https:/environmentalphysio.com/2824/89/11/the-healing-power-of-house-plants-
in-physiotherapy-clinics/ .

8 paltineanu, M., Grozea, I. & Butnariu, M. (2024) “Nature’s Remedies: Medicinal Plant Flowers and their Role in Health and
Sustainability”, Biomedical Journal of Scientific & Technical Research 56 (3) pp.48177-48181.

9 Gonzalez, M. T., et al. (2810) "Therapeutic Horticulture in Clinical Depression” Journal of Advanced Nursing, 66(9), 2882-
20813.

® Detweiler, M. B., et al. (2008) "What Is the Evidence to Support the Use of Therapeutic Gardens for the Elderly?" Psychiatry
Investigation, 5(2), pp.198-110.
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and nature reduced symptoms of depression'. A study of cancer patients found
improved emotional well-being when exposed to healing gardens'?.

Cognitive function and focus Plants not only soothe the mind but also sharpen it'3,
Research indicates that the presence of indoor plants can enhance concentration,
memory retention, and overall cognitive performance. In educational settings,
students in classrooms adorned with plants demonstrated improved attention
spans’. Similarly, in clinical environments, patients exhibited better focus and
reduced anxiety when plants were present'®.

6.5.3.2. Physiological benefits of plants

Pain management and faster recovery The presence of plants has been linked to
improved pain tolerance and faster recovery times. A study found that patients
recovering from gallbladder surgery required fewer pain killers when exposed to
plants in their rooms'®. Those patients reported 20-25% less pain medication use'’.
The researchers hypothesized that the calming effect of greenery may modulate
pain perception by reducing stress-related inflammation.

Similarly, other studies found that exposure to nature (real, or simulated such as in
art) has been shown to decrease perceived pain intensity'® and postoperative
recovery times are 8-10% shorter in patients with access to green spaces (gardens
or green views)'?.

Immune system enhancement Engagement with nature, including indoor plants,
has been linked to strengthened immune function. Practices like "forest bathing," or
shinrin-yoku, emphasize the health benefits of immersing oneself in natural
environments. Such exposure can lead to increased activity of natural killer cells,

" Beukeboom, C. J,, et al. (2012) "Stress-Reducing Effects of Real and Artificial Nature in a Hospital Waiting Room" Journal of
Alternative and Complementary Medicine, 18(4), pp.329-333.

12 Sherman, S. A., Varni, J. W., Ulrich, R. S., & Malcarne, V. L. (2005) "Post-occupancy evaluation of healing gardens in a
pediatric cancer center" Landscape and Urban Planning, 73(2-3), pp.167-183.

8 Codinha, C. (2820) “How Keeping Houseplants Alive Can Contribute to Your Mental Health” Allure, extracted from
https:/www.allure.com/story/how-to-keep-houseplants-alive?

4 Haupt, A. (2023) “Your Houseplants Have Some Powerful Health Benefits” Time extracted from
https://time.com/6258638/indoor-plants-health-benefits

5 Tostenson, D, (2024), as above.
6 Park, S.-H., & Mattson, R. H. (2004) "Effects of Flowering and Foliage Plants in Hospital Rooms on Patients Recovering from
Abdominal Surgery" HortTechnology, 14(4), pp528-535.

7 Ibid.

8 Ulrich, R. S. (1991) "Effects of interior design on wellness: Theory and recent scientific research" Journal of Health Care
Interior Design, 3(1), pp.97-189.
19 Marcus, C. C., & Barnes, M. (1999) Healing Gardens: Therapeutic Benefits and Design Recommendations. New York: Wiley.
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which play a crucial role in combating infections and cancer?®,
Even within indoor settings, the presence of plants can evoke
similar immune-boosting responses?'.

e Respiratory benefits Plants contribute to better indoor air
quality by absorbing toxins, increasing humidity, and releasing
oxygen. NASA's Clean Air Study?? identified several plants—
such as peace lilies (Spathiphyllum), snake plants (Sansevieria),
and pothos (Epipremnum aureum)—as effective in removing
volatile organic compounds (VOCs) like formaldehyde and
benzene. 23

Other studies found being with indoor plants reduced airborne
microbes?* and there was a lower incidence of dry skin and
respiratory irritation due to increased humidity2®. The latter was
a study done in Norwegian hospitals and it found that
introducing plants into workspaces reduced fatigue, headaches,
and dry throat symptoms among staff by 25%72°.

6.5.3.3. Biophilic design and plants

The principles of biophilic design—integrating natural elements
into built environments—are increasingly being adopted in
hospitals. Key plant strategies include using:

e Healing gardens with walking paths and seating areas?’.
e Indoor plant installations in lobbies and patient rooms?2.

28 Field, B. (2021) “What Is Forest Bathing?” Verywellmind extracted from www.verywellmind.com/what-is-forest-bathing-
51907237

21 sifferlin, A. (2816) “The Healing Power of Nature” Time, July 14, 2016, extracted from https:/time.com/4485827/the-
healing-power-of-nature/ .

22 Wolverton, B. C., et al. (1989) Interior Landscape Plants for Indoor Air Pollution Abatement NASA.

23 peace lily image by Nika Akin, Snake plant image by Nasser alsubie, Pothos image by Luisella Planeta LOVE PEACE QO QO
all from Pixabay.

24 Orwell, R. L., Wood, R. A., Burchett, M. D., Tarran, J., & Torpy, F. (2004) "The potted-plant microcosm substantially reduces
indoor air VOC pollution: I1. Laboratory study" Water, Air, and Soil Pollution, 157(1-4), pp.193-207.

25 Fjeld, T., et al. (1998) "The Effect of Indoor Foliage Plants on Health and Discomfort Symptoms Among Office Workers"
Indoor and Built Environment, 7(4), pp.204-209.

26 Ibid.

27 Cooper Marcus, C., & Barnes, M. (1999) Healing Gardens: Therapeutic Benefits and Design Recommendations, Wiley.

28 Wood, R. A., Orwell, R. L., Tarran, J., Torpy, F., & Burchett, M. (2004) "Potted-plant/growth media interactions and capacities
for removal of volatiles from indoor air" The Journal of Horticultural Science and Biotechnology, 77(1), pp.120-129.

Section 6.5.3 | June 2025 Page 4 All Rights Reserved © Spiritualism New Zealand


https://time.com/4405827/the-healing-power-of-nature/
https://time.com/4405827/the-healing-power-of-nature/
https://pixabay.com/users/nika_akin-13521770/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=5102826
https://pixabay.com/users/nasser336633-13082420/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=5939187
https://pixabay.com/users/sweetlouise-3967705/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=3816945
https://pixabay.com/?utm_source=link-attribution&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=image&utm_content=3816945

C J T ~—
Smf'rfttitallf'snéx
swiedlnd  SPIRITUALISM NEW ZEALAND HEALING MANUAL

e Nature-based artwork and simulated natural Light to mimic outdoor
environments?°.

6.5.3.4. Practical applications in healing environments

e Hospitals and clinics Healthcare facilities increasingly incorporate plants to create
calming environments for patients and staff. Indoor gardens, potted plants, and
outdoor green spaces contribute to stress reduction and improved patient
outcomes.

e Wellness centres and spas Plants are common in wellness centres and spas,
enhancing relaxation and promoting holistic healing. The combination of greenery
and therapeutic properties contributes to a restorative experience.

6.5.3.5. Challenges and considerations

While there are proven benefits of having plants in healing environments, certain
considerations are essential to maximize their positive impact3®:

e Allergies and sensitivities: Some individuals may be allergic to specific plants or
their pollen. Choosing hypoallergenic plant species can mitigate this risk.

e Maintenance and care: Proper care is crucial to prevent issues like mold growth or
pest infestations. Regular watering, pruning, and monitoring are necessary to
maintain plant health.

e Safety: Ensuring that plants are non-toxic, especially in environments with children
or pets, is vital to prevent accidental ingestion or contact with harmful substances.

6.5.3.6. Learning for spiritual healers

The evidence supports the inclusion of plants in healing environments, fostering a holistic
approach to health and well-being. From reducing stress and pain to improving air quality and
emotional well-being, greenery can play a role in both client and healer well-being that is cost
effective. It only takes a few strategically placed pot plants.

Still, if you choose to have plants, ensure they are safe for everyone that will be around them
and ensure that someone is willing to water them regularly and repot them when required.

29 Nanda, U., et al. (2011) "The Impact of Visual Art on Patient Behavior in Hospitals" Health Environments Research & Design
Journal, 4(3), pp.64-82.

3% Taleb, M. (2824) “Science-Backed Health Benefits of Houseplants” Dr Meri's, 19/3/2024, extracted from
https:/drmeris.com/are-indoor-plants-beneficial-for-human-health/
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