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Birdwatching can improve mental health and
foster a sense of well-being
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The mental health benefits of being in nature have long been
acknowledged, whether through activities like listening to birdsong or
taking a walk in the park.

While birdwatchers are often portrayed as boring, it turns out that
twitchers have been onto something all along. A study published in 2024
shows that even half an hour of bird watching could make us happier,
healthier and help foster a deeper connection with nature.

We already know that listening to birds throughout the day positively
impacts our well-being. Even hearing birds indoors, through an open
window can boost our emotional state, albeit in the short-term.

The study suggests that not only can birdwatching offer even more
benefits than just listening to birdsong, it's more effective at increasing
well-being and reducing stress than going on a nature walk.

So why is birdwatching so good for us?

Biophilia could be a big part of it. Biophilia is the belief that humans
have an affinity with nature—some would argue that we should see
ourselves as part of nature—so being in natural surroundings makes us
feel well. But biodiversity could play a role too. Research suggests that
biodiversity is a natural medicine for humans that can help reduce stress
and encourage physical activity.

My research, though, focuses on positive psychology and nature. I
explore which resources are fundamental to improving well-being and
help people go beyond feeling "good enough" mentally to
flourishing—the highest level of well-being. My research, then, could
help explain why birdwatching is so beneficial for mental health.
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https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/tips-for-everyday-living/nature-and-mental-health/ideas-to-try-in-nature/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/whos-the-most-boring-birdwatching-bean-counters-take-prize-for-tedium-zml2s3vp7
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272494424000793
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-022-20207-6
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/emotional+state/
https://philpapers.org/rec/KELTBH
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/natural+surroundings/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5204155/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0160412021000441
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1037/1089-2680.9.2.103
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Twitching with happiness

Birdwatching can boost positive emotions—the foundation of well-
being. Research shows that conscious experiences of emotions affect
well-being more positively. For example, a study asked participants to
either count how many birds they had seen, or rate their joy upon seeing
each bird species—both groups reported well-being boosts. However, the
joyful group experienced the most remarkable improvement, suggesting
that participants' awareness of positive emotions while birdwatching may
have boosted the activity's benefits.

But birding can be awesome as well as joyful. Research suggests that
experiencing awe of nature can be transformational for human well-
being. "Noticing" is an essential aspect of awe. Noticing means that our
full attention is on the birds rather than ourselves. Being in nature and
noticing wildlife, then, requires us to immerse ourselves in the activity,
which can improve mental and physical health.

The birds and the bees

Unlike the "boring birder" stereotype so popular in TV and film,
birdwatching is not a dull, passive activity. It is an engaging pursuit that
captivates the mind. Recently, my colleague and I conducted research on
the impact of bees on the mental health of beekeepers and their families.

We found parallels between beekeepers and birdwatchers: both
experienced a deep engagement and profound sense of tranquility
through hours of observing their subject. Like birdwatchers, beekeepers
can become so absorbed in their observations that they lose track of time
and surroundings, enveloped entirely in the hive's dynamics. This
immersion triggers a psychological flow crucial for overall mental well-
being.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/positive+emotions/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11252-023-01334-y
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9441896/
https://dl.acm.org/doi/abs/10.1145/3411764.3445329?casa_token=1cJjqAVEiu8AAAAA:SUK5SNaOKvTq0mOhSItkn0WQq-RjY7pRDUWTy6fXal8s6c6bCC6caqWudo2GGLTfwWrz_fJaCeM
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10018061/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/17456916221094856
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1354408/full
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Psychological flow is a state of deep absorption in an activity. It's
characterized by intense concentration, a seamless sense of involvement
and a feeling of mastery. This mental state is not only a sign of enhanced
performance, but also a key to overall well-being. It's often compared to
being "in the zone," a state where we feel our best and perform at our
peak.

One of the reasons that birdwatching is so good for us is that it can
produce this experience of psychological flow. Twitchers become fully
engrossed in identifying bird species, deciphering their behaviors, and
observing their actions. This flow state emerges organically, fueled by
curiosity, heightened concentration and sustained engagement. After
being "in the flow" birdwatchers can experience a rush of endorphins
and a profound sense of satisfaction and well-being.

Get a buzz

Our study found a strong bond between beekeepers and their bees,
similar to "positivity resonance"—a deep emotional and physiological
connection with another living entity, often resulting in feelings of joy
and satisfaction.

This resonance, we found, significantly bolsters beekeepers' happiness
and overall well-being, fostering a profound sense of harmony in the
beekeeper and a sense of unity with the bees. Observing birds could
promote a similar experience for birdwatchers.

Recent research on the beekeepers and birdwatchers, then, confirms the
power of nature-centered therapies for improving mental health. So,
grab your binoculars and step into nature for a twitching session and a
well-being boost. Embrace the journey and savor every moment.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7033418/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/bird+species/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1354408/full
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8750237/
https://time.com/6231886/birdwatching-mental-health/

MedicalZpress

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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