Birding for the Soul: Finding More Than Just the Bird

After being part of a TV interview yesterday, something I’'m truly honoured to have
experienced, | was reminded of the power of being present, and that moment of reflection
inspired today’s article.

For many birders, the journey begins simply: a field guide or app, binoculars around your
neck, and a growing list of bird names. Each tick is a small victory, a reason to keep going. But
if we stop there, we risk missing something deeper. Birding is not only about identification; it
is also about presence. When we slow down to notice the rhythm of wings, the pause
between calls, or how a bird glows in morning light, something shifts. Birding becomes less
about counting and more about being. It becomes mindfulness in motion.

Think of the dawn chorus. In the quiet before sunrise, when the world is still, the first notes
of a robin-chat or thrush ripple through the silence. If we simply listen, without scrambling
for a name, the sound becomes more than identification. It becomes an invitation to breathe,
to be still, to be here. In this space, birding turns into a kind of meditation. Birds do not ask us
to rush or solve anything. They ask only that we notice, and in noticing, we find calm.

This link between birding and wellness is real. Research shows that time spent with birds
reduces stress, improves mood, and increases focus. Some therapists even encourage “bird
diaries,” where people note feelings and moments instead of just species names.
Conservationists speak of “nature connectedness” as a measurable part of wellbeing. Birds
heal, often without us realising it.

Yet birding holds different meaning for different people, and that is part of its beauty. A lilac-
breasted roller might be a lifer to one person, a childhood memory to another, or a cultural
symbol to someone else. Identification matters because it sharpens our senses and supports
conservation, but emotion, memory, and meaning are just as important. When we embrace
all of these, birding becomes layered and human.

So how do we bird with this kind of awareness? We slow down. Sit still. Let the birds come to
us. Watch behaviour as much as plumage. Notice how a sunbird hovers and dips, how a dove
balances on a swaying branch, how a crow studies its surroundings. We listen differently too.
Not every call needs a name. Sometimes it can simply be music. And we ask new questions.
Instead of only asking, “What bird is that?” we might ask, “What does this bird make me
feel?” or “What memory does it stir?”

When birding is approached in this way, something shifts again. Birds are no longer just ticks
on a list. They become companions, teachers, reminders of life’s rhythm. They show us
patience when they make us wait, joy when they burst into song, and resilience when they
cross oceans and continents on fragile wings. In their presence, we are gently reminded of
our own place in the wider web of life.

Maybe that is the greatest gift of birding. It connects us not only to nature, but to ourselves.
It does not demand perfection or expertise, only attention. Because in the end, birding is not
just about finding the bird. It is about finding ourselves in the presence of the bird.



