
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

What is “Deep Nature Connection”? 

Paul Astin 
December 2013 

The methodologies, theories, and engaged routines that lead one to develop Deep Nature 
Connection are among the most important and relevant practices for generating healthy 
outcomes in our youth and our communities. Many people today are disconnected from 
nature and suffer a quiet emotional and psychological discontent as a result. There is 
considerable evidence for a generalized, cultural malaise caused by widespread alienation 
from the living breathing earth that birthed us and that raised our ancestors. Establishing a 
connection to nature, and fostering what is known as “Deep Nature Connection,” can be 
achieved through a set of practices known as Core Routines. The healing proposed through 
Deep Nature Connection has implications for individuals, communities, and culture in its 
entirely. 

The topic of our disconnect from nature has been approached from many fields. 
Ecopsychologists examine human thinking and behavior to explain our consistent disregard 
for environmental collapse. Evolutionary Psychologists are considering what in our long 
tenure as hunter-gatherers might shed light on our relationship to earth. David Abram, in his 
book The Spell of the Sensuous, describes how the human mind is intimately linked to terrain 
and weather, and how the earth itself is a ‘great mind’ of which we are all an active part. The 
biologist E.O. Wilson was the first to speak of humankind’s innate love of living things and 
life-like systems in his groundbreaking book Biophilia. Wilson’s theories spawned entire 
academic disciplines. The late Paul Shepard, a renowned human ecologist, wrote a landmark 
book Nature and Madness, which described how the advent of agriculture 12,000 years ago 
led to a form of ‘madness’ in culture that expresses itself as institutionalized hostility towards 
nature. Bill Plotkin, a pioneer in nature immersion therapy, uses the vision quest to help 
people discover their inborn gifts, what he calls their true purpose in this life.  In 2008, 
Richard Louv wrote the bestselling book Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from 
Nature-Deficit Disorder. His work galvanized public awareness about the importance of the 
natural world in a child’s healthy development. Thanks in part to these contributions, a large 
body of scientific research -quietly conducted over the past 25 years and showing nature’s 
link to mental health- has begun to enter mainstream public discourse. 

With this growing evidence for the importance of nature in human development, it is 
important to consider what kind of nature exposure, or nature engagement can begin the 
process of healing ourselves and our planet. Many people believe that simply getting into 
nature is enough, but there is more to the process than simple exposure. Jon Young, long-
time wilderness expert and co-author of the book Coyote’s Guide to Connecting with Nature, 
outlines specific practices that will awaken our innate, empathetic connection to nature. 

Nearly everyone has had the experience of staring into a fire. This is a relevant example that 
touches on our human genetic disposition. The dance of flames is captivating and 
mesmerizing. Fire gazing is an ancient human practice, something we have done for close to 
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