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ABSTRACT

Attention Restoration Theory (ART) proposes that interaction with nature can

provide a restorative experience (Kaplan, 1995; 2001). The theoretical foundation of

ART is based on past research findings with reference to William James’s suggestions

that attention can be separated into two distinct components: directed attention and

involuntary attention (James, 1892). Prolonged focus by directed attention leads to

mental fatigue. ART suggests that spending time in nature or simply looking at natural

scenes would invoke one’s involuntary attention and replenish one’s directed attention

capacity, while viewing urban scenes would lead to the opposite result. In the present

study, we first replicated the existing findings on the effect of viewing images of

nature on attention restoration with the Attention Network Task (ANT; Fan, et al.,

2002; 2005). Secondly, we explored whether cognitive flexibility, a hallmark of

human cognition referring to the ability to pursue multiple goals or tasks



simultaneously, can benefit from interaction with nature. Finally, we measured the

neurophysiological changes in the brain during the process of viewing images of

nature versus urban scenes by EEG power spectrum analysis, and compared the

changes in N1 and P3 ERP components for ANT before and after viewing the images

of nature and urban scenes. The results of the present study showed viewing images

of nature would not only benefit attention function but also cognitive flexibility. In

addition, EEG power spectrum analysis suggested that viewing images of nature is a

restorative experience while viewing images of urban scenes increases the

participant’s level of mental fatigue. ERP analysis was not in line with our hypothesis,

and it suggests that the improvement in executive attention may not simply be related

to more readily available mental resources that have been replenished after viewing

images of nature. In conclusion, the present study provided support to ART and

extends the current findings on the benefits of viewing images of nature with

neurophysiological evidence. On the other hand, it reveals the limitations of ART and

the need for further investigation to provide a more comprehensive understanding of

the benefits of nature to human cognitive functions.
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