The Healing Forest Analogy


Created by Don Coyhis of the Wellbriety Movement, it teaches that we must heal the environment (the forest), not just the individual (the tree)

Depression is often treated as a problem that exists only inside an individual, but the “Healing Forest” analogy shows that recovery depends on more than fixing one person. In this analogy, a depressed or addicted person is like a sick tree in a forest. If many trees are unhealthy, the problem cannot be explained by weakness in each tree alone. The deeper issue is the forest itself: the soil may be poisoned, the air may be polluted, and the environment may not support growth. In the same way, depression is not only a set of symptoms such as sadness, isolation, and exhaustion. These symptoms are like wilting leaves, visible signs of deeper damage.

The analogy also explains why healing must address root causes. Toxic soil represents experiences such as trauma, loss of purpose, chronic stress, and a lack of safe social support. Medicine, counselling, or time away from daily pressures can help a person regain strength, just as a sick tree may recover in a clean nursery. However, the nursery trap reminds us that recovery may not last if the person is returned to the same harmful conditions. If someone goes back to isolation, unsafe relationships, or an environment that offers no meaning or support, depression can return. This does not mean treatment is useless; rather, it means treatment must be paired with changes in the person’s surroundings.

Healing from depression, then, requires both personal care and community repair. Individuals need tools such as therapy, medication when appropriate, rest, and self-understanding, but they also need safer relationships, meaningful purpose, and supportive communities. A sick tree can become healthy, but it needs healthy soil to keep growing. Likewise, people are more likely to recover when their environments help them feel connected, valued, and secure. The “Healing Forest” analogy argues that lasting healing is not simply about treating symptoms; it is about changing the conditions that caused those symptoms to grow.

