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Greetings to the Group! 
(In the Room and Online)



Being “Congruent”
Opening Exercise: 

https://helpfulprofessor.com/congruence-psychology/



Today’s Outline
Morning 

• How to Think and Feel, Ground Rules


• Case Studies 


• Environmental Identity and Values


• Nature Connections


Afternoon 

• Exercises


• Eco-Distress and Therapy


• Flourishing: Nature Activities, Relationships, Arts, and Spirituality 


• Values-based Action and Overcoming Barriers



Engaging with Eco Issues in Therapy

	Assess	your	environmental	identity,	beliefs	and	
experiences	(including	sources	of	trauma	and	resilience)	
		
Adapt	your	existing	therapeutic	orientation	and	skill	set	

Apply	this	into	counseling	and	healthcare	efforts	with	
diverse	individuals



About Thomas



Climate Change and Happiness Podcast

with Panu Pihkala


www.climatechangeandhappiness.com



Some Ground Rules

• First Do No Harm


• Ecological Issues (and Stay on Task)


• Honor Emotions (and stories)


• Meaning (The Climate Elephant) 


• Environmental Problems = Justice 
Problems



Facilitation Tips

• Sequence Concepts and Challenge Level 


• Offer Choice (Motivation Interviewing)


• Name the Shadow (Carbon Footprint, Privilege)


• Co-Regulation, Transference, and Commonality


• Set your Emotional Compass (Gratitude, Patience, 
Awareness, Presence, Compassion, Curiosity)



Ethics and Eco & Climate Therapy

• Beneficence and Nonmaleficence (First Do No Harm)


• Emerging areas  (Take reasonable steps to ensure the competence of 
their work and to protect clients/patients and others from harm.”


• “In emergencies (may provide such services… until the emergency has 
ended or appropriate services are available.”


• Conflict of Interest (personal, professional, political)



More on Ethics 

Enhancing human development throughout the life span 


Honoring diversity and embracing a multicultural approach 


Promoting social justice


Safeguarding the counselor–client relationship


Practicing in a competent and ethical manner 

https://www.counseling.org/resources/aca-code-of-ethics.pdf



“Setting a Frame”
Eco & Climate Therapy



Agnes, age 17
• Sunrise Movement 


• Keeling Curve


• “Youth Washing”


• “Gov-splaining”

“Will you make a deal with me?”



The Keeling Curve



“Validate, Elevate, Create…”

Validate Concerns

Elevate Them  
in Importance

Get Creative 
About Them

Create 
Educate 
Delegate 
Moderate 
Meditate 

Etc.



“You don’t have to solve a 
problem in order to cope with it.”



“We hurt where we care”



“We have Issues and issues.” 

Deeper Insights



Overwhelmed is 
Normal



Despair is fatigue in disguise. 



Having a Growth Mindset



How to Feel …



Roman
• Glaciologist who studied in Antarctica


• Example of scientists, conservationists, 
and others who are overwhelmed at the 
scope of the issue, or depressed about a 
possible legacy of failure 

• Unsure about career direction


• Feeling out of place, despondent at home


• Making life plans with fiancee



Developing a Feelings Vocabulary 
for Eco and Climate



“How to Feel” About Climate and 
Environmental Issues?

• What do I feel? (Expression) 

• What do I want to feel? (Regulation)  

• What should I feel? (Wisdom, 
Growth)



You	don’t	need	to	be	a	climate	expert.	  

When in doubt, stay with expression. 
Validation has value. 



Reclaiming our Nervous System



Marcus

• Director at a City Office of Urban Planning 
and Sustainability 


• Addressing heat stress and living conditions 
in marginalized neighborhoods


• New to counseling, recommended by his 
spouse


• Fatigue, Tension at home 


• Health concerns, history of cardiac disease 
and Diabetes in family



Expanding the Frame:  
Eco Stress And the Summer of 2020 



The “Upside Down Pyramid” 



The “Upside Down Pyramid” Image

My Resources

All the Issues and Challenges 

Weighing on Me

Perception of Inadequate Resources, 

Stress, Anxiety, Despair

Portland, Summer 2020



2. Focus on the Foundation

Issues and 

Challenges

Re-Build	the	Foundation	of	my	Life	and	Health	

1. Cognitive 

Reframe



Daily	Activities	and	Practices	

Issues and 

Challenges

Diet
Exercise

Relationships Community
Work

Spirituality
Outdoors PlayFamily ArtsRest

What are the “bricks” 

in your foundation? 

_____

Build Energy



Daily	Activities	and	Practices	

Issues and 

Challenges

Diet
Exercise

Relationships Community
Work

Spirituality
Outdoors PlayFamily ArtsRest

What are the “bricks” 

in your foundation? 

_____

What to Keep? 


What to Remove? 


What to Add? 

Build Energy



Getting “Upside Down”

My Resources

All the Issues and Challenges 

Weighing on Me

Perception of Inadequate Resources, 

Stress, Anxiety, Despair



Brief Meditation 



Creating your Own IPCC* Report

*Individual Problems with Climate Change



Reed
• Reed is a teacher in Texas who experienced 

the climate related natural disaster of 
Hurricane Harvey


• Family in Oil Industry


• Loves the Gulf lifestyle but is considering 
relocating from the coast with his family


• “Teaching When the World is on Fire” 



Mental Health Impacts of Climate Change 



Climate Weather

Direct & Acute Impacts
  Extreme Weather  
  Heat, Drought, Floods
  Landscape Changes
  Impaired Place Attachment
  Mental Health Issues
  Psychological Trauma



Indirect Impacts
  Anxiety & Worry
  Depression & Despair 
  Grief & Mourning
  Unconscious Defenses
  Numbness & Apathy 
  Vicarious Psychological 
   Trauma 



Changing and contested views of climate change
Media images and social narratives
Perceptions of risk and vulnerability 

Mediators

Psychosocial Impacts
  Chronic Disaster Adjustment
  Heat-related Violence
  Intergroup Conflict
  Displacement & Migration
  Reactions to Impact Disparities
  Decreased Access 
   to Thriving Ecosystems

Moderators
Sources of 
Vulnerability & 
Resilience, 
Time Scale



Classes of Psychological Impacts
Doherty, T. J. & Clayton, S. (2011). The Psychological Impacts of Global Climate Change. American Psychologist, 66, 255-276
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Classes of Climate Change Impacts

Doherty, T. J. & Clayton, S. (2011). The Psychological Impacts of Global Climate Change. American Psychologist, 66, 255-276



Disasters



Societal Ripple Effects  



Emotional Impacts like “Eco-Anxiety”
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Classes of Climate Change Impacts

Doherty, T. J. & Clayton, S. (2011). The Psychological Impacts of Global Climate Change. American Psychologist, 66, 255-276

Impacts are now closer in 
space and time,  

with multiple simultaneous 
impacts



Practicing Discussing Climate Impacts

Impact Experiences?

Impact Severity?

Priority Issues to Address?

Direct Experience  
of Disasters

Indirect Disaster  
Effects 

Emotional Impacts



Assessing Climate Impacts:  
4 Key Questions

What is your understanding of Climate - Weather? (In general and in your region) 

Impacts you have experienced?  (Disaster, Societal, Emotional …)

How do you understand understand impacts? What are the Lenses 
and Filters through which you view information?  (Blind Spots?)

What are your Risk Factors and Protective Factors?



Discussing Climate Impacts  
— Social, Economic 

Impact Experiences?

Impact Severity?

Priority Issues to Address?

Direct Experience  
of Disasters

Indirect Disaster  
Effects 

Emotional Impacts



Discussing Climate Impacts  
— Disaster Focused

Impact Experiences?

Impact Severity?

Priority Issues to Address?

Direct Experience  
of Disasters

Indirect Disaster  
Effects 

Emotional Impacts



Discussing Climate Impacts — Primarily 
emotional without personal disaster experience

Impact Experiences?

Impact Severity?

Priority Issues to Address?

Direct Experience  
of Disasters

Indirect Disaster  
Effects 

Emotional Impacts



What is your understanding of Climate - Weather? (In general and in your region) 

Impacts you have experienced?  (Disaster, Societal, Emotional …)

How do you understand understand impacts? What are the Lenses 
and Filters through which you view information?  (Blind Spots?)

What are your Risk Factors and Protective Factors?

Assessing Climate Impacts:  
4 Key Questions



Environmental

Identity 



Wildlife Biologist Parks Canada


Administrator and Director Seeking Next 
Chapter


Environmental Identity


Enjoyed Eco-timeline Exercise 


Career Transition / New Life Stage


Seeking “Beginners Mind”


Jann



To Find Eco and Climate Tools 
you often have to look outside of 

Therapy



Conservation Psychology

• A subfield of psychology that seeks to understand 
the attitudes and behavior of individuals and 
groups toward the natural environment so as to 
promote their use of environmentally sustainable 
practices. 


• Although related to environmental psychology, 
conservation psychology is distinct in its 
orientation toward protecting ecosystems and 
preserving resources while ensuring quality of life 
for humans and other species.

https://dictionary.apa.org/conservation-psychologyhttps://www.wise-geek.com/what-is-conservation-psychology.htm

https://dictionary.apa.org/environmental-psychology


Environmental Identity

•		Environmental Identity (EID): 
one’s self concept, values, and 
affiliations in relation to nature 
and other species 

• An important sub-identity 
analogous to gender, sexual and 
other forms of social identity 
recognized in psychotherapy 

• Foundational construct for eco-
counseling and therapy.



Environmental Identity Time Line

• Draw a simple time line from  
your birth to the present 

• Identity significant nature 
experiences, memories, favored 
places, losses or traumas, 
contact with other species, family 
activities, mentors, the arts, world 
events…



First place you remember? 

First animal relationship? 

“Nature” w/ family, friends? 

1st “Camping” or Outdoors Living? 

First time seeing Milky Way? 

First time gardening, hunting or fishing?  

First contact with “the wild?” (place, animals, 
weather)? 

First sense of competence or discovery? 

Key role models, teachers, mentors?  

Peak experiences (joy, transcendence, epiphany)? 

Tragedy, trauma, loss?  

Rites of Passage (formal or informal)?  

Books, movies or art?  

Professional or community roles?  

Travel  

Parenting & child-rearing? 

Other: ___________________



Eco Time Line

Birth Present 

Key Experiences and Milestones

Losses

Fears, Difficulties 

Outdoor Experiences
TravelLearning

Childhood

Ecological Awareness 

Arts

Mentors

Pets & Other Animals

Social Class



Detailed  
Eco Time Line /  

Place Map   



Building on Environmental Identity: 
Lessons from the Life Experiences of 

Activists



Salience: Increased awareness of 
environmental issues and threats


Empowerment: Identification as 
an actor, placement in a 
leadership role


Practical Knowledge: Ability, 
experience, networks & resources


Lessons from the Life Experiences of Activists:  
Synergy between Awareness, Empowerment and Know-how 

Awareness

Empowerment 

Practical Knowledge
Kempton, W., & Holland (2003) Identity and Sustained Environmental Practice. In S. Clayton & S. Opotow, Identity and the Natural Environment:  

The Psychological Significance of Nature (317-341). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.



Salience: Increased awareness of 
environmental issues and threats


Empowerment: Identification as 
an actor, placement in a 
leadership role


Practical Knowledge: Ability, 
networks & resources


Lessons from the Life Experiences of Activists:  
Synergy between Awareness, Empowerment and Know-how 

Salience  
(Awareness)

Empowerment 

Practical Knowledge
Kempton, W., & Holland (2003) Identity and Sustained Environmental Practice. In S. Clayton & S. Opotow, Identity and the Natural Environment:  

The Psychological Significance of Nature (317-341). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Being Part of a 
Collective



Environmental Values



Sally and Martin

• Sally (Salvatore) and his husband Martin


• Issues with household and finances


• Debates about recycling and sustainability


• Education on environmental values exercise 
revealed the deeper split


• And revealed a way forward for both 
partners to play to their strengths



Basic Values That Drive  
Environmental Concerns

Biocentric Altruistic Egoistic

Schultz,	P.	W.	(2000).	Empathizing	With	Nature:	The	Effects	of	PerspecTve	Taking	on	Concern	for	Environmental	Issues	Journal	of	Social	Issues,	56,	391–406



Nuanced Values about Animals and Nature

Beauty Primary interest in aesthetic appreciation of nature, and the physical 
attractiveness and appeal of animals, in particular charismatic species

Mastery Primary interest in the mastery and control of nature and animals

Scientific Primary' interest in the systematic study of nature, and interrelationships 
between species and natural habitats

Relationship Primary interest and strong affection for specific places, trees, plants 
and individual animals such as pets

Moral Primary concern for the right and wrong treatment of natural resources 
and animals / opposition to overexploitation or cruelty

Experience Primary focus on the direct experience of and contact with nature and 
wildlife (e.g., through outdoor recreation)

Fear Primary orientation on avoidance of natural settings and animals due to 
indifference, dislike, or fear

Symbolic Primary interest in the human tendency to use nature, places and 
animal imagery in language and thought

Utilitarian Primary interest in the practical value of natural resources, or in the 
subordination of animals for the practical benefit of people. 

Adapted from Kellert, S. (1996). The Value of Life. Washington, DC: Island Press.

Other Important  
Values: 

Spiritual

Ecological


Health / Wellbeing

Basic Survival 


Regional / Cultural

_________

_________


etc. 




Age and  
Attitudes 



Why Values?



Values and Coping:  
Keel Metaphor



Values Guide our Voluntary Behaviors



Eco-Couples Issues 
Washington Post 14 Feb 2023

The study also found that many couples 
were unable to accurately pinpoint their 
partner’s beliefs and behaviors on climate 
change, which Goldberg said may be 
because people assume their partner has 
the same view as them, or because they 
don’t talk openly about it.  

That part wasn’t so surprising to him 
— previous research from the 
group showed that around 67 percent of 
Americans “rarely” or “never” discussed 
climate change with friends or family, even 
though around 64 percent reported being 
“very” or “somewhat” worried. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-solutions/2022/09/16/climate-change-conversation-action/?itid=lk_inline_manual_16
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-solutions/2022/09/16/climate-change-conversation-action/?itid=lk_inline_manual_16


Back to Sally and Martin



Environmental Identity in Your 
Family and Culture



“The Climate Elephant”



“The Climate Elephant”

Adopting The Blind 
Men and the Elephant 
Parable to illustrate 
our differing views on 
climate disruption and 
other ecological issues



Seeing the Elephant
Education 

Physical Sciences 

Governance 

Carbon Emissions

Technology 

Communities  

Social Sciences 

Culture / Diversity

Children  

The Arts 

Business & Profit 

Social Justice 

Jobs and Wages

Mitigation Adaptation 

Food Systems 

Other Species 

Indigenous Peoples 

Women’s Rights 

LGBTQ 

Ability 

Elders 

Spirituality 



Climate Cosmopolitanism

• Much like a cultural cosmopolitan, do 
you have ability to move between 
different climate and sustainability 
subcultures?


• Science, Policy, Business, Governing, 
Technology, Academia, NGO’s, 
Activism, Spirituality, Arts, Indigenous 
Groups, Youth … 



Rachel, age 50
Enviro Identity 

Personal Impact Report 

Values 

Life Development 
  
Logic of Appropriateness 
  
Self Education 
  
Growth Mindset



Eco-Genogram Exercise

Draw an Eco-Family Tree

Create 2 to 3 generational layers

Include main bio-relatives and other close relationships

For people in the family system: Consider key aspects of environmental identity, 
values & formative experiences. 

What trends or patterns do you see? (Be mindful of sensitive areas.)

Optional: Add pets and place details




    What age did you first learn about climate 
change?


       Front line exercise


Stages of Change

Large Group Exercises



Identity, Nature and Place



Place Visualization



Distance / Disconnection 
Spectrum of Nature 

Health Benefits   
 

Theresa



Andrew Wyeth (1948) Christina’s World



A Spectrum of “Nature” and Restorative 
Benefits

“From Nearby Nature to Wilderness”

Virtual 

Nature

Domestic 

Nature

Nearby 

Nature

Managed

 Nature

Wild 

Nature 

Doherty, T. J. & Chen, A. (2016). Improving Human Functioning: Ecotherapy and Environmental Health 
Approaches. In R. Gifford (Ed.). Research Methods in Environmental Psychology. John Wiley & Sons.



A Spectrum of “Nature” and Restorative 
Benefits

“From Nearby Nature to Wilderness”

Virtual 

Nature

Domestic 

Nature

Nearby 

Nature

Managed

 Nature

Wild 

Nature 

Address Access and 
Environmental Justice Issues



Research on Restorative Nature

• Green window views in hospitals aid 
recovery (Ulrich, 1984) —> Healing 
Gardens —> Horticultural Therapy


• Greenery in neighborhoods improve 
mood and lower stress / Outdoor green 
spaces improve ADHD issues in 
children



Transcendent Experiences In Nature

• Aesthetic Experience


• Diminutive


• Deep Flow


• Restorative-Familiar


• Restorative-Compatible

Williams & Harvey (2001) Transcendent Experience in Forest Environments. Journal of Environmental Psychology 21(3):249-260 



Words for Nature Connection  
Around the World

• Autosustentabilidad	(Spanish)	–		The	ability	to	maintain	something	sustained	
by	its	own	means,	regardless	of	external	means.		

• Buen	Vivir	(Quichua)	Attainment	of	the	"good	life"	within	a	community	that	
includes	Nature.		

• Friluftsliv	(Norwegian)-	“Free	air	life,”	a	way	of	life	that	is	spent	exploring	and	
appreciating	nature	

• Hozho	(Navaho)	loosely	translated	as	peace,	balance,	beauty	and	harmony.		
• Smulltronstralle	(Sweden)	“strawberry	patch”	a	personal	nature	retreat	place	
• Tangata	whenua	(Maori)	“people	of	the	land”	-	Humans	are	born	of	the	earth	
and	achieve	fulfillment	when	the	earth	speaks	through	the	human	community



Nature and LGBTQ+ Identity
• Non-judgment: Nature Is Welcoming


• Validation: Nature Is Queer


• Exploration: Nature Is Full of Nongendered Possibility


• Vulnerability: Nature Also Attracts Humans With 
Cissexist and Heterosexist Biases


• Representation: We Belong in Nature


• Justice: Environmental Issues Are Social Issues. 

Artman (2019) Out in Nature Queer Environmental Identity 



Meta-Coping Questions
“What do I do when being out in nature itself 
becomes a trigger for grief and stress?”

“Can you see this issue as a threshold to move 
through versus a barrier?”

“Can you have compassion for the landscape, and yourself, 
and risk re-commiting to connection?”



Eco-Distress



Eco-Distress: Issue Frame
• Consciousness Raising “Waking up Syndrome” 


• Disaster Victims / Trauma Survivors


• Pre-existing Mental Health Issues


• New and Prospective Parents, Grandparents


• “Climate Workers”:


• Public Health / Medical / Safety Professionals


• Social and Environmental Activists 


• Conservation Scientists, Researchers, Journalists


• Career Change / Life Transition

https://www.resilience.org/stories/2008-05-01/waking-syndrome/


Eco Distress: Developmental Frame
• Children (Developmental anxieties, temperament, 

precocious learners, negative experiences)


• Adolescent (Student, High Functioning, Other 
Identity or Developmental Stressors)


• Young Adult (Immersed in activism, forming new 
identity, separating from family)


• New or Prospective Parents (Child bearing choices, 
concerns for children, fatigue, life changes)


• Eco or Conservation Professionals (Life-work 
balance, relationships, cognitive style, fatigue / 
burnout)


• Elders (Health and mortality concerns, family 
relations, despair or failure thinking)



A Logic of Self Interest vs. A Logic of Appropriateness 

See Mitchell and Carpenter (2019) Norms for the Earth: Changing the Climate on “Climate Change”

• People act in self interest or 
reciprocity (I’ll do something if 
it’s in my best interest, or if you 
do it too) 


• Some things are always off 
limits. I will do the right thing, 
despite benefits or if others 
follow suit.



Politics and Eco-Anxiety



Fossil Fuel Industry 
“Public Relations” 

and Disinformation



Fossil Fuel Public Relations (Propaganda) 

• Knowledge of GCC risks as early as 1950’s, concerted campaign in the 
1980’s. Basic tropes: 


• Climate disruption framed as “risks” rather than a present-day emergency


• Shifting the problem to individuals with a “we are all to blame” narrative 
supported by personal carbon footprint imagery


• Rationalizing fossil fuel use as reasonable and inevitable despite evidence 
of the need for rapid decarbonization to avoid severe climate disruption



Downward Spiral:  
Psychological Challenges of Climate Change Era

 


Fossil Fuel Industry Propaganda

•  Denial / Confusion about GCC

•  Fossil Fuel Inevitability Myth

•  Personal Responsibility Myth

(-) Cognitive Scripts

•  Society is doomed

•  I am not Doing Enough 

•  I am a Bad Person

Stressors / Media

•  Mental Health Impacts

•  Personal Context

•  Media Use



Being a “Climate Hostage” 

Clinical psychologist Thomas Doherty has coined a 
term — "climate hostages" — to describe people 
who feel the urgency of the climate change crisis but 
must cope with denial of the phenomenon among 
segments of the population.

See		Amy	Westervelt	and	https://www.drillednews.com/

https://selfsustain.com/


Eco-anxiety
• Media / pop cultural term first noticed around 

2007 

• First used in association with fears about 
endocrine disrupting chemicals 

• Not a medical or diagnostic term  

• Earlier research on “Environmental Anxiety” 
looked at stress reactions related to chemical 
exposures and pesticides 

•  Eco-anxiety has grown to encompass a number 
of environmental and climate change concerns



Climate Weather

Direct & Acute Impacts
  Extreme Weather  
  Heat, Drought, Floods
  Landscape Changes
  Impaired Place Attachment
  Mental Health Issues
  Psychological Trauma



Indirect Impacts
  Anxiety & Worry
  Depression & Despair 
  Grief & Mourning
  Unconscious Defenses
  Numbness & Apathy 
  Vicarious Psychological 
   Trauma 



Changing and contested views of climate change
Media images and social narratives
Perceptions of risk and vulnerability 

Mediators

Psychosocial Impacts
  Chronic Disaster Adjustment
  Heat-related Violence
  Intergroup Conflict
  Displacement & Migration
  Reactions to Impact Disparities
  Decreased Access 
   to Thriving Ecosystems

Moderators
Sources of 
Vulnerability & 
Resilience, 
Time Scale



Classes of Climate Change Impacts

Doherty, T. J. & Clayton, S. (2011). The Psychological Impacts of Global Climate Change. American Psychologist, 66, 255-276



Challenges Defining Eco-Anxiety
A Sense of Crisis

Disinformation, Social Denial or Climate Rejection

Social and Cultural  
• Societal Level Issue 
• Political Concept 
• Form of Identity 
•Academic Topic 
•Polarized, Media 
•Goals: Political Action 
•Social Justice,  
•Liberation

Emotional / Clinical  
•Individual Level Issue 
•Normal Feeling 
•Public Health Issue 
•Goals:  
•Expression / Coping 
•Diagnosis / Treatment 

Eco-anxiety can be understood in 
multiple ways, from the perspective of 
society and culture, and in a functional 
emotional and mental health sense. 
There are also competing pulls to 
highlight the issue or to downplay or 
minimize it. 

Amplifies 

Inhibits 
See Pihkala, 2020 An Analysis of Eco-Anxiety and Climate Anxiety
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•Public Health Issue 
•Goals:  
•Expression / Coping 
•Diagnosis / Treatment 

Eco-anxiety can be understood in 
multiple ways, from the perspective of 
society and culture, and in a functional 
emotional and mental health sense. 
There are also competing pulls to 
highlight the issue or to downplay or 
minimize it. 

Amplifies 

Inhibits 
See Pihkala, 2020 An Analysis of Eco-Anxiety and Climate Anxiety

1

2

3

4



Diagnosing Eco-Disorders
Basic Diagnostic Approach

Normal emotions about 
environmental stressors; 
minimal interference in daily 
functioning; efforts at coping 
and adjustment

No Diagnosis

Strong or excessive reaction to        
environmental stressors; impaired 
coping; significant interference 
with social, occupational or 
educational functioning

Consider Adjustment 
Disorder, and Subtypes

Clear diagnostic syndrome; 
Symptoms of anxiety, depression, 
obsessive compulsive, or trauma 
disorders; significant impairment; 
Presence of co-occuring disorders

Diagnose as Appropriate



Diagnostic considerations 
using ICD-10 and DSM-5 

• Adjustment Disorders 

• Disaster-related and Vicarious Trauma

• Anxiety & Depression 

• Co-Occuring Disorders

• Risk Factors, Temperament, Culture



Delphina
• Veterinary Science and Medicine Student


• Chicago, Greek Family


• Studying PFAS “Forever Chemicals” in 
the Great Lakes 


• Guilty about personal impacts


• Seasonal mood issues, high standards, 
sleep problems


• Dreads sharing concerns about having 
children with her parents



Supporting Positive and Negative 
Emotions

Despair and Empowerment  
vs.  

Broaden and Build



Macy’s “The Work that 
Reconnects”

Toggling Between  
Despair Work …



Fredrickson’s “Broaden & 
Build Theory” …and Broaden  

and Build



Cognitive Scripts Underlying 
Climate Guilt



Cognitive Scripts #1

1.  The world is beset with ecological problems and environmental injustices. 
2.  I am personally responsible to act (e.g., adopt a sustainable lifestyle, become 

politically active). 
3.  My pro-environmental actions are inadequate or non-existent (Risk factors: 

self-judgement, perfectionism). 
4.  I feel guilty and ashamed. I am a bad person. 
5.  Worsening eco-issues increase my sense of failure (Risk factor: habitual 

exposure to electronic media and news). 
6.  I try to avoid environmental problems, but each new crisis fuels a negative 

mood cycle.  
7.  I have a sense of hopelessness and burnout.



Cognitive Script #2
1. Government and industry have created systems that drive climate change 
and other environmental issues. 

2. I am embedded in these systems that I did not design and have limited 
ability to change; I can recognize and accept my limits of control. 

3. Economic policies and marketing continue to promote constant growth and 
consumerism despite evidence of climate crisis; I validate my concerns. 

4. Fossil fuel propaganda promotes a “we are all to blame” narrative about 
climate change that diverts from industry responsibility: I call these issues 
out. 

5. Just because I care about climate change, it does not mean it is my fault. 
6. I can educate myself about climate change and act according to my values. 
7. I can seek support and shared meaning with others who care about these 
issues. 



Cognitive Triad

https://www.mindmypeelings.com/blog/cbt-principles



Climate and  
Environmental Grief 

Troubled feelings about past, current, or future losses 
associated with climate change and disruptions. Losses can 
be personal or global, tangible or symbolic, concerning our 

lifestyle, our comforts, as well as places and other species  …



Randall Applies 
Worden’s Tasks 

Model to Eco-Grief

See also: Cunsolo, (2017) A. Mourning Nature: Hope at the Heart of Ecological Loss and Grief



Dual Process Models for Bereavement 
Adapted to Environmental Grief

See also Panu’s article: 

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200402-climate-grief-mourning-

loss-due-to-climate-change?ocid=ww.social.link.email

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200402-climate-grief-mourning-loss-due-to-climate-change?ocid=ww.social.link.email
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200402-climate-grief-mourning-loss-due-to-climate-change?ocid=ww.social.link.email


Grief Map

Present Losses
End of Life / Hospice 

Threats

Extinctions
Rapid Changes

Future Losses

Past Losses

What We Stand to Lose

What We Will lose
“Lost Possible Self”

Gone But Not Forgotten Memorial / Living in the Spirit of 

Dislocation / Solatalgia



Rituals of Mourning

• “Grief is a Feeling, 
Mourning is an Action”


• ____________


• ____________


• ____________

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/11/02/camp-fire-paradise-
survivors-heal-one-year-deadly-california-blaze/4139346002/



Environmental Identity Based 
Therapies



Modularity: Add Eco ID Tools + Therapy

Therapy Technique

Environmental Identity Tool 



ACT Choice Point Example





Away Towards

Un
ho
ok
ed

Hooked

Choice		
Point

Adapted	from	Harris,	2017

Adapting	the	ACT	Choice	Point	Tool	in	a	Climate	Change	Context

Contact	with	Present	Moment	&	
Observer	Self	

Opening	to	Climate-related		
Thoughts	&	Emotions

Clarifying	Enviro.	Values	&		
Committed	Action

Situation(s),	Thoughts	&	Feelings	Related	to	Climate	Change	

Unreflective	behaviors;	Engaging	in	
excessive	exposure	to	troubling	information

Getting	Caught	up	in	Feelings	of	Anxiety	
and	Despair;	Experiential	Avoidance

Confusion	about	Enviro.	Values,		
Impulsive	or	Inhibited	Action

https://www.actmindfully.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Choice_Point_2.0_A_Brief_Overview_-_Russ_Harris_April_2017.pdf


Compassion-Focused Therapy



https://mi-psych.com.au/your-brains-3-emotion-regulation-systems/

Compassion Focused Therapy (CFT)

Three  
“Emotional Regulation Systems”



“Threat-based Drive”

 Describes Climate Coping Issues



I Practice “Environmental Identity-
based Therapy.”

For me that looks like: 

EI-CBT, EI-ACT, EI-EFT, EI-DBT…



Applying your Tx Model

• Psychodynamic


• Interpersonal


• Behavioral


• Cognitive


• Mindfulness

• Family Systems


• Transpersonal


• Feminist


• Critical / Liberation


• Psychedelic 

• Jungian


• Gestalt


• Existential /
Humanistic


• ___________


• ___________



Eco-Flourishing



Healthy Relationships During the 
Climate Relationships  

“Coming Out,” Finding your Tribe, 
Exploring the Elephant…



Nature-based Stress Reduction, 
Adventure, Outdoor Tx



Place Visualization



Attention Restoration Theory  
                

Kaplan S. (1995) The restorative benefits of nature - Toward an integrative framework. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 15, 169-182.  



Compatibility 



Escape



Soft Fascination



Extent



Place Visualization



Outdoor Therapy



Selecting Outdoor Activities
Restorative outdoor activity is a function of (1) 
resources a person has vs. (2) level of challenge, and 
(3) the meaning it has for the person. 

f: (R / C) x M

[CE Training on Out-Of-Office Experiences: www.zurinstitute.com]

http://www.zurinstitute.com


Cultural Variations:  
Shinrin Yoku (Forest Bathing)

Miyazaki, Y . (2018) Shinrin Yoku. Portland: Timber Press



Thomas’s Walking Tx Routes



Examples of Walking Clients

• 79 y.o. male “R” - long time outdoors 
person, skier, spouse w/ early dementia 


• 33 y.o. female “C” - long distance hiker, 
crisis line supervisor, work stress, 
relationship, 


• 42 y.o. male “B” - vigorous person, did 
“ecstatic dance” issues “Failure to launch,” 
$ and career issues, family shame,


• 69 y.o. male “F” - Geology prof, climate 
advocate, Quaker, likes outdoors for 
“meeting in 3D space” and to “get off my 
butt”



The Arts and Ecotherapy

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/25/t-magazine/art-climate-change.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/03/25/t-magazine/art-climate-change.html


Poem Meditation



• Adulting


• Sense of Privilege


• Exploring Consciousness


• Moving Through Despair Curve


• Action Prototypes


• Hero’s Journey and “Master of Two Worlds”

James



Spirituality



Light Green and Dark Green Religion

"It is important to distinguish between green 
religion (which posits that environmentally 
friendly behavior is a religious obligation) and 
dark green religion (in which nature is sacred, 
has intrinsic value, and is therefore due 
reverent care).”



Examples of Religious Nature Values

Stewardship — Judaism and Christianity 

Kinship / Totemic Relationships — Indigenous Beliefs 

Mysticism — Shamanism, Paganism  

Interbeing — Buddhism, Transcendentalism 

Other values: _________ — Other Traditions: ____________



Eco-Confessional Exercise

From Mitchell Thomashow (1996) Ecological Identity: Becoming a Reflective Environmentalist. MIT Press



Values-based Action and 
Engagement



Finding Your Place of Engagement  
“Front Line” Exercise



Front of the Line?



High	Risk,	Direct	Action,		
Civil	Disobedience

Caring	for	children		
and	elders

Growing		
Food

Fundraising

Crafting	Policy First	Aid

Design	&		
Messaging

Alliance	Building

Social		
Media

Arts	&	
Expression

Bearing		
Witness

Food	&		
Support

There Are Many Places to Stand in Relation to the “Front Line”

Teaching



Values Guide our Voluntary Behaviors



BENEFITS(

BENEFITS(

Behavior Change?  
Reduce Barriers 

Image courtesy Wesley Schultz. See Schultz, P. W. (2014). Strategies for Promoting Proenvironmental Behavior. European Psychologist, 19,  107-117



Applying “Stages of Change” Theory to   
Sustainable Behaviors

From Prochaska, J.O., DiClemente, C.C. & Norcross, J.C

ú Precontemplation  

ú Contemplation 


ú Preparation 

ú Action


ú Maintenance 


 . (1992) In search of how people change: 



The path to “green behavior”…



Getting to “Green”

8 Social background and socialization

7 External conditions (incentives and constraints)

6 Basic values

5 Environmental worldview

4 Attitudes, beliefs and personal norms about environmental 
behaviors

3 Behavior-specific knowledge

2 Behavioral commitment

1 “Environmentally-relevant behavior”

Stern, P. C. (2000). Psychology and the science of human-environment interactions. American Psychologist, 
55 523-530.



Achieving the behavior

Social background and socialization

External conditions (incentives and constraints)

Basic values

Environmental worldview

Attitudes, beliefs and personal norms about environmental 
behaviors

Behavior-specific knowledge

Behavioral commitment

Environmentally-relevant behavior



Hitting a barrier

Social background and socialization

External conditions (incentives and constraints)

Basic values

Environmental worldview

Attitudes, beliefs and personal norms about environmental behaviors

Behavior-specific knowledge?

Behavioral commitment

Environmentally-relevant behavior



Hitting a barrier

Social background and socialization

External conditions (incentives and constraints)

Basic values

Environmental worldview

Attitudes, beliefs and personal norms about environmental behaviors

Behavior-specific knowledge?
Behavioral commitment

Environmentally-relevant behavior



Points of Leverage?

8 Social background and socialization

7 External conditions (incentives and constraints)

6 Basic values

5 Environmental worldview

4 Attitudes, beliefs and personal norms about environmental 
behaviors

3 Behavior-specific knowledge

2 Behavioral commitment

1 Environmentally-relevant behavior

?



Ultimate Goal:  
Extending your Timeline



Eco Time Line

Birth 

Key Experiences and Milestones

Losses

Fears, Difficulties 

Outdoor Experiences

Travel

LearningChildhood

Ecological Awareness 

Arts

Mentors

Pets & Other Animals

Social Class

EXTENDING THE TIME LINE



Your Practice Map

Integrating Outdoors & Nature

Ecotherapy in Office and  
Traditional Settings

Advocacy & Activism
Research

Personal Acts

Climate Cafes



Engaging with Climate and Environmental 
Issues in Your Life — Three Step Process

1.	Assess	our	environmental	identities,	beliefs	and	
experiences	(including	sources	of	strength	and	
resilience	and	losses,	traumas)	
2.	Adapt	our	existing	worldviews	and	skills	to	
address	environmental	impacts	and	concerns		
3.	Apply	these	insights	into	our	diverse	efforts	on	
different	levels	of	scale	(personal,	local,	regional)



Deeper Creative Tensions

Adjustment vs Liberation

Adaptation vs Mitigation

Opening Up vs. Containment

Insight vs Action



When to NOT do Eco or Climate 
Therapy



Contraindications to Doing  Eco / Climate Therapy

• Your energy is better directed elsewhere
• Your clients or patients need other services
• It’s not the right time (in treatment process, in your career)
• Institutional barriers
• You’re still building sense of competency or urgency
• You’d prefer to connect w/ nature or address 

environmental issues in other areas of your personal or 
professional life.



I’m a “Climate Conscious 
Therapist” (or Educator, etc.) 

For me this means: _______. 



“Make Ecotherapy Mainstream”

Build Capacity for Healing


and Flourishing in 

an Era of Climate Change

Walking Therapy

 Climate Change and  
Happiness Podcast

 Mental Health Consult and  
Training Group

 Climate Psychology 
Writing

 “Mainstream  
Practice”

Mapping Thomas’s “Clinical Environmental” Psychology Practice 
 Develop Empirically-Supported  

Climate Therapy? 

 Outdoor Retreats?

 Books?

 Creative Pursuits?  Group for the Public?



Your Practice Map

Integrating Outdoors & Nature

Ecotherapy in Office and  
Traditional Settings

Advocacy & Activism
Research

Personal Acts

Climate Cafes



Dialog and Reflections



Thomas	Doherty	Psy.D.

clientcare@selfsustain.com	

503-866-1323	

www.selfsustain.com
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