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The Japanese concept of “forest bathing,” or shinrin-yoku (Z#k8), has long been
*acclaimed for its supposed health benefits. Hundreds of scientific studies suggest that it

can improve mental health and *cognitive performance, reduce blood pressure, and even

treat depression and anxiety. Yet forests can be hard to reach or, for some, completely

1i

inaccessible in a world where as many as 5 billion people might live in urban environments
by 2030.

Some scientists believe that virtual reality could offer a remedy. VR has already been
(2]

used to help distract children undergoing medical procedures, and icy virtual landscapes

have *alleviated the pain of burn victims. Could virtual forests *elicit the same *physiological
responses as real ones?

A group of scientists at the Czech University of Life Sciences — a psychologist in
collaboration with researchers in the *forestry department — has tested the hypothesis by
taking a group of 15 people into the Roztocky héj nature reserve near *Prague for
30-minute bathing sessions. They then used laser scanners to develop a virtual twin of the
same area of forest, *enhanced with audio recordings. Twenty partiiipants, including 10
who visited the real forest, spent 30 minutes in the virtual forest. Questionnaires
assessing the participants’ emotional states revealed no significant difference between the
two experiences, according to the results, published in November in Frontiers in Virtual

Reality. As Martin Hila, a forestry researcher working on the project, explained, “I was

aware that the forest was not real. However, the experience was *immersive, and it was
(4)

easy for me to forget that I was in an experimental room.”

Another group of scientists investigated virtual forest bathing in a recent paper
published in the journal Forests. This time, the scientists developed a game for the
participants to play, based on real methods of guided outdoor forest therapy. The tasks
included taking photos with a virtual camera, collecting various items, and taking part in a
simple fitness program designed to give the players a sense of adventure. The eight

people involved in the study found that their overall depression, anger, and fatigue
5]

decreased after they plaved the game.




Science is still divided on the mechanisms behind forest bathing itself. Some lend

*credence to th(e “biophilia” theory, popularized by Edward O. Wilson in the 1980s, which
6)
suggests that humans require interaction with nature because we are part of it ourselves.

Another, called “attention restoration theory,” suggests that natural environments like

forests offer people opportunities to recover from the tiring tasks of everyday life. Both
theories might also apply in virtual forests.

—Charlie Metcalfe, “Forest Bathing’ Might Work in Virtual Reality Too: Could

Electronic Forests Elicit the Same Physiological Responses as Real Ones?”

MIT Technology Review, June 26, 2023 (adapted)

Used with permission of MIT Technology Review, from “Forest bathing” might work in virtual reality
too, Charlie Metcalfe, June 26, 2023; permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc.
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When Eugenie George heard that her friend passed a financial counseling exam, at
first her heart sank. She had failed the same test weeks earlier, and sh(e ( A career,
1]

I credential, /\ the, = to, 75 needed, “\her, b advance).

“My inner child got upset,” recalled Ms. George, a financial writer and educator from
Philadelphia. But then, instead of)stﬂigg, she called her friend: “I told her I failed and
admitted I was jealous,” she said.(ZMs. George knew that being *upfront would defuse her
envy, but she was surprised when it shifted her attitude so she could share( 3I)ler friend’s
happiness, and experience her ow(flz in turn. “I congratulated her and told her she inspired
me.”

Finding pleasure in another person’s good fortune is what social scientists call
S‘;freudenfreude,” a term (inspired by the German word for “joy”) that describes the bliss
( we feel when someone else succeeds, even if it doesn’t directly involve us. Freudenfreude

is like social glue, said Catherine Chambliss, a professor of psychology at Ursinus College.
It makes relationships “more intimate and enjoyable.”

Erika Weisz, an empathy researcher and *postdoctoral fellow in psychology at
Harvard University, said the feeling closely resembles positive empathy — the ability to
experience someone else’s positive emotions. A small 2021 study examined positive
empathy’s role in daily life and found that it propelled kind acts, like helping others.
Sharing in someone else’s joy can also foster *resilience, improve life satisfaction and help
people cooperate during a conflict.

While the benefits of frendenfreude are plentiful, it doesn’t always come easily. In
*zero-sum situations, your loss might really sting, making freudenfreude feel out of reach.
If you were raised in a family that paired winning with self-worth, Dr. Chambliss said, you
might *misread someone else’s victory as a personal *shortcoming. And factors like

mental health and overall well-being can also affect your ( - participate. X someone,
(6)

N\ to, = ability, Relse’'s, ~in, b joy).

Stil}, indulging in freudenfreude is worthwhile — and there are ways to encourage

the feeling.



—Juli Fraga, “The Opposite of Schadenfreude Is Freudenfreude. Here’s How to
Cultivate It.” The New York Times, November 28, 2022 (adapted)

The Opposite of Schadenfreude Is Freudenfreude. Here’s How to
Cultivate It. by Juli Fraga © The New York Times Company
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Friends of Pando, a nonprofit, is in the ( 1 ) of creating the largest image ever
recorded of a single *aspen clone in *Utah.

All it takes is one gust of wind to wake up Pando. As the sleeping giant stirred to life,
I stopped in my tracks, barely a quarter mile into my summer afternoon hike, watching as
its *leaf-speckled branches ( 2 ) back and forth with each passing breeze.

Up (3 ) afew weeks before my three-mile *jaunt, I had never heard of Pando. It
was the middle of the Covid-19 pandemic, and like most people I was going crazy and
needed more (4 ) air than what my Salt Lake City neighborhood could provide.
(5 ) aninternet search for day hikes in southern Utah, I stumbled upon the *quaking
aspen (Populus tremuloides) located about 40 miles south of Richfield, the nearest town,
and about 200 miles from my home.

Known as the “Trembling Giant,” Pando is more than just your ( 6 ) *arbor.
Widely considered the world’s largest tree with one vast root system, the aspen clone is
also one of the largest living ( 7 ) on the planet. Spanning roughly 106 acres within
Fishlake National Forest, a sprawling patch of greenery (8 ) in the High Plateaus of
south-central Utah, Pando weighs more than 6,600 tons and contains approximately 47,000
genetically identical stems (or branches), experts say.

—]Jennifer Nalewicki, “The World’s Largest Tree Ts Ready for Its Close-Up,”

Smithsonian Magazine, November 16, 2022 (adapted)

The World's Largest Tree Is Ready.for Its Close—Up by Jennifer Nalewicki from Smithsonian
Magazine, Nov 16, 2022. Reproduced with permission of the Smithsonian Institution.
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/innovation/the—worlds—largest—tree—is—ready—for—
its—close—up—180981128/
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