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It is a characteristic of wisdom not to do desperate things.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU
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Introduction

The Climate Crisis Is Personal


The environmental anguish of the Earth has entered our lives as a radical transformation of human identity. The needs of the planet and the needs of the person have become one, and together they have begun to act upon the central institutions of our society with a force that is profoundly subversive, but which carries within it the promise of cultural renewal.

—THEODORE ROSZAK1



I’M LEADING A WORKSHOP. AT THE VERY START I invite participants to take part in a brief exercise. I have two props, two small inflatable balls. One is a standard blue globe showing the continents and the oceans, and the other is a bright red flaming ball of the same size. I say that the blue globe represents Earth with all of its beauty and diversity, and all that we love and care about. The flaming globe represents all of the things that we are concerned about, the weight of all of the problems and uncertainties we are carrying. Several attendees take turns coming up to the front of the room. I have them hold the globes in their hands and invite them to share what they are thinking and feeling. They look down at the globes and consider, and they speak of what they are afraid of or angry about, what they cherish, their dreams and their sadness. One person slumps their shoulders as if the globes are truly heavy. Another becomes tearful as they consider the future of their children. Another hugs the blue globe to their breast as if to protect it. Another holds the globes up boldly and describes the positive vision they are working toward.

Each day you open your eyes to the world. But rarely do you have an opportunity to stop, take a breath, and gather your thoughts and feelings about the momentous events you are taking part in.

I’ve facilitated the two-globes exercise in classrooms, at public meetings, in therapy sessions, at businesses, on outdoor trips, and around the world—in the United States, New Zealand, South Korea, and Brazil. It works even when we don’t share a common language. People get what I intend when I hold up the globes. Many times they line up, excited for a chance to share their story. It is especially poignant when children take up the globes in their small hands and tell their stories, and it’s inspiring to know they are among adults who care and who are listening.

Today, out-of-control climate breakdown is the greatest public health threat humans face in the twenty-first century, or certainly a force multiplier for other threats. We’re experiencing twin emergencies of a magnitude we have never seen. The first are physical harms to life caused by fire, heat, storms, and flooding. The other is a mental health crisis directly resulting from disasters, their indirect ripple effects, and the emotional toll of anxiety, loss, and depression. Anguish about a despoiled environment is not new, nor is a sense of life’s precarity, but the stakes feel a lot higher now. And it’s harder to escape.

Back in 2007, I was the lone clinical psychologist serving on the newly minted American Psychological Association’s Task Force on Global Climate Change. My role was to sort out the psychological impacts of climate change. I realized that the impact of vicarious suffering could be severe. Of course, anyone in the direct path of the unnatural disasters caused by climate breakdown like unprecedented fire or floods would experience trauma. But people reading about it, worrying about it, anticipating it, would also be traumatized. Back in 2009, this was all discussed in a future tense, as speculative. But that future, one that we foresaw nearly two decades ago, has caught up to us.

When I published the groundbreaking paper “The Psychological Impacts of Global Climate Change” in American Psychologist, I predicted a perfect storm brewing for a mental health crisis of global proportions.2 And here we are. This book gathers in one place all I have learned about coping since then; it is a program you can use to know yourself better, feel better, and be better at taking action that is appropriate and meaningful to you. The idea that we can thrive emotionally in these times is so revolutionary that it can be life-changing.

The term “eco-anxiety” is not new. It was first used in relation to people’s worries about endocrine-disrupting chemicals in our food chain and how this affected human fertility. As evidence for rapid warming of the planet became clear and climate disasters mounted, “eco-anxiety” became synonymous with “climate anxiety.”

Feeling anxious and apprehensive about the state of the planet is a normal and healthy emotion that manifests in your mind and body. Anxiety serves a specific role in your survival and functioning. It is a signal to investigate a potential threat.

Unfortunately, continuing crises and lack of a concerted international response keeps people trapped in a cycle of new threats and disasters. Moreover, the anxiety-provoking nature of all scientific reports and garish news has itself become a major health problem. You absorb the stress in your body and have to fend for yourself.

But you are not alone.

This book is a user’s guide for coping with the mental health stresses of global climate change and other environmental issues. It is not a catalogue of the extreme weather disasters that await you, a road map to post-fossil-fuel energy transition, or a survey of the many actions you take in your daily life to be a good ecological citizen of Earth. Those topics are important, and many books have been written about them that offer much that is valuable and useful. This book is different. It is about coping and possibly thriving in the face of climate change from a psychological perspective.

You have a responsibility to cope with environmental anxiety because you have a responsibility to show up in your life and, ideally, be the best person you can. That includes evaluating ecological threats, taking action as you can, and otherwise letting go of the fear.

EXPANDING YOUR CAPACITY

To survive climate anxiety requires you to expand your capacity to take in more: more knowledge, more experience, more feelings, more kinds of relationships. The key lesson is that you need to expand in two ways—for the bad things and the good things. In his 2019 book The Uninhabitable Earth, journalist David Wallace-Wells writes: “It is worse, much worse, than you think.”3 I agree. Opening yourself to climate change and the plight of the natural world is opening yourself to wounds and threats that sometimes you’d rather not know about. No matter what issue, if you dig in honestly you’re likely to find it more complicated, more dire, more tragic, more unjust than you anticipated. But the truth is, while the situation is worse than you know, it is also better than you realize. If you dig in, again honestly, you will find objectively good things. The vast majority of people around the world care about nature and want to take action on issues like climate breakdown. In whatever place you choose to explore, you will find good people, with positive values, making inspiring and creative efforts. To echo Rachel Carson, if you take time to contemplate the beauty of nature, you will experience times of connection, love, and awe, and a “sense of wonder so indestructible that it would last throughout life.”4

Expanding your capacity is not easy, but I’ll show you ways to do it. Opening yourself to the pain of ecological crises—with expert guidance and tools—also opens you to learning more about what’s important to you, what you value, and how you express your relationship to the natural world, of which you are a part. It also connects you with inspiring efforts of people like yourself, all around the world, who are creating positive change. In a way, this book takes up the challenge that ecological truth-tellers like Wallace-Wells pose. Okay, it’s worse than we think, worse than we know. But there are ways to be healthy and live fully with this knowledge. Despite the dire circumstances of the era we live in, there is a future and a path forward for personal growth. I do believe that we can cope and flourish in these times. Projects like the podcast I founded with my colleague Panu Pihkala, a Finnish climate emotions researcher, Climate Change and Happiness, tap into the positive changes happening all around us in direct response to the climate crisis. The advice I give to my clients and students is “Prepare to be blindsided, and remain open to the possibility that you will positively be surprised.”

You don’t need to solve climate change, or other environmental problems, in order to cope with them. But you can and should do your own personal work to show up and be your best self during the crisis, find ways to adapt to the changes you must endure, and then put your energy toward mitigating the problem and preventing needless suffering on the part of yourself and people and places you value, and on the part of other people and beings, now and in the future.

You will grow. You will learn that what we call “climate change” or the “biodiversity crisis” is a complex net of realities, intractable issues, and local emergencies that cannot be solved in any simple, linear way. Can you engage with them? Yes. Can you improve on the component problems? Yes. Do we collectively have the ability to make the world more just and sustainable for humans and for wild species? Yes. Can you learn to cope, survive, and even thrive in this era? Yes! That is the radical thesis of this book.

I will show you how to reframe eco-anxiety so it works for you, not against you. I personally return to these methods again and again even as I coach others around the world to do the same.

THE PROCESS OF THE BOOK

In this book, I will share with you the program that I use for both clients and therapists alike to orient themselves in the truth of our current climate crisis, to be able to manage their own reactions to it, and plan for a future of positive personal growth. In expressing your feelings, you can actually shape them, and make goals for how you want to feel. I’m going to teach you how to do this and, in so doing, liberate your ability to thrive and feel happiness—in nature as it is, even damaged; in your relationships, however fraught; and within your community, which is likely polarized. The therapeutic program I practice and teach is designed to find positive solutions. It really is possible to feel legitimately happy. It is possible to feel reconnected to the people and places you love. It is possible to feel energized and excited about change—in yourself and in the world.

It has been said that “the purpose of psychology is to give us a completely different idea of the things we know best.”5 And in this book I will focus on the fundamentals of your mental health: how you think, how you feel, how you manage stress, how you create your identity and sense of self, how you dream, how you communicate and create healthy relationships, how you take action on your values, how you can change and grow as a person—and how you can ultimately let go, accept your mortality, and see your wild and precious life in a transcendent way. What’s unique is that I talk about these things in the context of some of the defining environmental issues of our time.

In Part One, to tackle global-scale issues we start small, with basic coping skills: how to think, how to feel, how to manage stress, and how to take a clear-eyed look at how climate and environmental issues actually affect you, by imagining your own personal IPCC—“Individual Problems with Climate Change”—report.

Then in Part Two I help you think about your identity and the core values you hold about nature, and how this manifests in your family and culture. This creates a solid and healthy base for coping.

From there, in Part Three I will teach you skills drawn from therapy to deal with troubling issues that threaten your coping, like eco-anxiety and despair and grief about the destruction of the natural world. This includes how to handle politics and propaganda that inflame eco-anxiety, and how to acknowledge the land where you live, whether it be healthy or degraded.

In Part Four I’ll help you reclaim happiness in an ethical way that fits with your values. We will envision what well-being and flourishing would look like for you. This might be in the realms of nature and the outdoors. It includes your relationships and “eco-friends.” You’ll learn ways to find solace and inspiration in creativity and the arts. We’ll step back and consider the importance of religion and spirituality in your coping, identity, and thriving. This includes ways to transcend your own small self and experience your being within a larger sweep of nature and generations.

Then in Part Five, we move into action—your unique style, not anyone else’s; the options you have; how to troubleshoot when things don’t work; and what to do when disaster arrives at your door. What comes next? Being a “master of two worlds”—being better able to hold and balance the world you strive for with the world you have been given.

The process I outline in this book is in reality a coping cycle, a program that you can use now and return to again and again in your life. It is also a set of insights and tools to share with your family, group, organization, or community. In the coming years, you’ll find that when you’re in the midst of challenges or have embarked on a project or important life goal, you can remind yourself to be conscious of how you think, how you feel, how you manage the inevitable stress, and of your identity and core values. That brings you back to the beginning of the coping cycle.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

You can use this book yourself as a private growth experience. In many ways the book mimics the arc of a counseling or therapy experience: listening, caring for you, believing in you, and giving you the opportunity for self-exploration. The reflection you’ll do and skills you learn will build on themselves and take on larger and more meaning later.

You can also work through the book with a group, and I encourage you to share the process with others. There is a universality to the topics in these chapters. They’re doorways to conversation, mutual validation, and the diverse ways environmental identity manifests.

After learning the tools I offer, many people find that the hard things—the eco-anxiety, the environmental grief, and the feeling of “why bother?”—shrink to what they should be: healthy and normal emotions that guide us and that are entirely appropriate for our times. This may be your experience. Some people need more help: Their distress, despair, or trauma requires major efforts at healing, or they are enduring a crisis that makes thriving and growth impossible at the moment. That’s why ecotherapy and disaster mental health approaches are also covered in this book.

ABOUT ME

I’m what is known as a climate psychologist (technically, I’m a clinical psychologist and mental health therapist with a specialization in environmental psychology, a rare combination). The connection between nature and mental health, and unavoidably the problem of climate breakdown, has been the focus of my work for decades.

People often ask, “How did you find your way into this work?” I sometimes joke it’s the other way around: Climate change found me. It wasn’t my goal, but in some ways I have been cross-training myself for this precise moment my whole adult life. I came to clinical psychology after early experiences as a professional fisherman in Alaska, a river guide in the Grand Canyon, a Greenpeace advocate, and a counselor on a therapeutic wagon train traveling the American West with inner-city teens. As a grad student, I studied health psychology while treating anxiety and depression in cardiac rehabilitation patients, and I trained in mindfulness meditation and behavioral medicine. All of this comes together in my approach to ecological issues in psychology today.

I’m not a passive bystander. I am a parent. I grew up in a place prone to extreme winters and now live where drought and wildfire are yearly threats. The journey of climate coping is my journey too. I have had to grapple with nights made sleepless by catastrophic visions, and sit with frustration and anger while we deplete our fresh water and exhaust the bounty of our forests and oceans at an exponential rate. I have learned that loving the Earth will break your heart. I’m still adjusting to the loss of the Holocene era (and taking for granted that climate, places, and seasons will always be there). I’m also a widower. My wife was a youthful victim of metastatic breast cancer, diagnosed at age thirty-five, in otherwise vibrant health, and her untimely death raises questions about the ecological risks we face. I completed this book as a single parent helping my teenage daughter through her high school routine. I know what it’s like to grieve while also worrying about my child’s well-being.

I have a specific viewpoint and lived experience as a white, educated psychologist from North America, born in the late twentieth century and writing in the early twenty-first century. I’m shaped by my culture and privileges but grappling with questions I believe are universal for many readers in many places and times.

In other words, no matter who you are, we have much in common. We are all walking this new climate change path together. It is the road all of us privileged with being alive right now must take.

I draw on some approaches in health care that aren’t typically applied in relation to eco and climate impacts. For example, I am guided by the harm reduction approach used in public health and addiction treatment: Even if the problem cannot be removed, the goal is to reduce the health damage as much as possible.6 In the short term, we cannot change the basic realities of the eco and climate threats we face. But we can get better at being more resilient to them and limiting their damage.

I am influenced by the concept of palliative care, an approach to healthcare aimed at optimizing people’s quality of life and alleviating or reducing suffering for those with serious, complex, or terminal illnesses. From a palliative care perspective, aid and comfort can be provided at any point in the process of injury and illness. There is no giving up and no need to, even if there’s no solution or “cure” for the ailment.

Drawing from science advocacy, I adopt the stance of an honest broker.7 I am not going to tell you what to think, or feel, or do. The readers of this book are diverse, and the eco and climate situation will keep changing. I will, however, share many options for how you might think, how you might develop your emotional intelligence, and how you can find a path for action that is fitting and authentic for you now and can be adapted as you learn and grow.

My focus is on post-doom, what to do after you have your ecological wake-up—when you realize you’re still very much alive and have some time and opportunity to make a difference in your own life, for others, or for what eco-philosopher David Abram calls the “more-than-human-world.”8 You won’t find preachy, gloomy, data-heavy, desperate, and finger-pointing “us and them” language in this book. The feelings we are going for are compassion, forgiveness, love, and creativity. The mindset is an invitation to growth, mindfulness, humor (as appropriate), acceptance, commitment, and self-transcendence.

THE CHARACTERS

Through the various chapters, I’ll introduce you to people who want to feel better but don’t know how to begin, facing tough questions about how to protect their family, where to live, and how to find integrity in their careers and lives. If you see yourself in these characters, that is not surprising. While they are composites, they are populated with living details from real people I have worked with.

You’ll meet a nursing mother up all night doomscrolling on her phone, worrying about how to protect the child she brought into the world; an urban city planner worried about his blood pressure as he works to protect the African American community; a teen activist feeling isolated from peers who are tired of listening to her sounding the alarm; a glaciologist struggling to cope back in suburbia after witnessing the collapsing ice sheets; an elder environmentalist depressed about what he fears is a legacy of failure; a mental health counselor who feels ill-equipped to help clients in despair over the environmental crisis; a wildlife veterinarian studying “forever chemicals” and coping with summer depression; a political organizer who hides her discomfort with going out into nature; a promising twentysomething who wonders what it was like when people believed in a future; partners estranged over how to show their nature values and deal with issues like plastic products and recycling; a young woman struggling to grieve the loss of her family’s cherished woodland to catastrophic wildfire. You and I will walk the path with them to learn from their struggles, witness their growth, and gather insights for your own life.

As I worked on these pages, I found solace and inspiration in the stories of others who have wrestled similarly in the past—for example, Henry David Thoreau, who wrote in the 1840s, another time of rapid technological change, environmental concerns, and struggles for justice. For Thoreau, the disruptive new technology was a commercial telegraph that suddenly created a hunger for the latest national and international news. “What news!” he observed. “How much more important to know what that is which was never old!”9

This book is meant for readers who have a pressing need for a path through eco-anxiety to environmental identity and their proper rights and duties in relation to themselves and the Earth. If the chapter titles sound timeless—“Thinking,” “Feeling,” “Values,” “Nature,” “Family,” “Despair,” “Happiness,” “Art,” “Spirit,” “Duty”—it’s because they are. This work is meant to be sustainable for you, for the long haul. Wherever you are, please accept such portions as apply to you. Echoing Thoreau, I trust that none will stretch the seams in putting on the coat, for it may do good service to those whom it fits.

So it is with respect to Earth, to the many people and ideas I draw from, and to your one and precious life that we begin.




Part One

Coping



MANY PEOPLE ASSUME THEIR OPTIONS AND ABILITIES TO take on environmental problems are limited. Given the scope of the issues, happiness and thriving can seem out of reach. But when you focus on curiosity and creativity, let go of the need for mastery or perfection, and develop a willingness to try new things, you can create your own version of coping and thriving in an era of climate change. Coping is not just about feeling better. Having effective emotional coping skills makes it more likely you’ll learn the lessons you need to address the problems you face.

The theme of Part One is “Open mind, open heart, open breath, open hands.” The chapters in this part mirror the process I use in my first meetings with people experiencing anxiety and despair related to climate issues and other environmental stresses. In these chapters, I’ll show you how to approach these difficulties with a growth mindset. I’ll help you expand your emotional capacity to bear the situation and increase your psychological flexibility so that you can respond to stress without being overwhelmed. This will prepare you to take a brave, honest look at how climate and environmental threats actually impact you, so you can plan and act accordingly. Once you get some breathing room (literally and symbolically), I’ll help you look at your environmental identity and values in a deeper way.






Chapter 1

Thinking




“Letting something in” is too passive; what I’m talking about is fitting a hyperobject into your heart without it breaking.

—DANIEL SHERRELL1



THE GLOBAL CRISES THAT FILL THE HEADLINES ARE so complex and massive that they can completely overwhelm you. The threats are insidious, seeming to come at you from all directions, along with disagreement about the problems and solutions. Old language becomes insufficient. We need new categories like “unnatural disasters” and new feelings words like “solastalgia” (the sense of loss about disappearing nature).2

Dealing with complex problems like climate change reminds me of the parable of the blind people and the elephant, but on a global scale. In the story, one blind person touches the trunk of the elephant and declares that the animal is a curving tree branch. Then another blind person pats the elephant’s side and says it’s like a wall. The blind person by the leg perceives the elephant to be a tall pillar; another pulls on the tail and declares that the animal is like a rope. Our understanding of the elephant of climate change is similar: One person sees a scientific problem to solve, another a matter of economics; another sees injustice and political dysfunction. Another sees growth opportunities in green energy, while another sees the need for a new Earth-based spirituality. Amid the crisis, life seems to go on as before.

Understanding that we can only perceive our part of the bigger picture when it comes to climate change helps us recognize that we each feel and think differently about the threats we face. Some people are being crushed under the elephant’s feet, while others are seated comfortably on the elephant’s back wondering what all the catastrophizing is about. If you’ve picked up this book, you’re likely experiencing anxiety about climate change. I see you, and I see this in my psychology practice every day. This anxiety manifests in many ways, none of them “right” or “wrong.”

Throughout this book, I’m going to show you new ways of thinking about how global climate change and other environmental issues are impacting you emotionally. I want to be clear that I’m not going to tell you what you should think or what you should feel. But I am going to teach you how to manage your thoughts and feelings, so that you have the tools to cope with and ultimately overcome the unhealthy aspects of climate anxiety.

There is a catchphrase I use in climate therapy: “Validate, elevate, create.”


• Validate. No one wants to be seen as weak or too emotional or alarmist. To work through your fears, you need the space to acknowledge that they are valid. You should not be ashamed of your sense of alarm and vulnerability.

• Elevate. I want you to know that your climate concerns are not a peripheral source of anxiety. They are central, vital, and absolutely worthy of our attention. In this book, we’ll practice putting them first.

• Create. Once your senses are no longer narrowed from threat, you will be able to activate your creative energies and curiosity to open your mind to possibilities for coping.



THE WAKING-UP SYNDROME

A sudden awareness about just how bad environmental problems are can be so completely disorienting, therapists even have a term for it: “waking-up syndrome.” I know how this feels. I’ve been knocked off balance by environmental wake-up calls many times over the years, like during my time working for Greenpeace, or my first foray into climate disaster research. In these moments, you realize the massive scope of the issues and feel a crushing sense of responsibility to make a difference. You struggle over the smallest daily decisions. And you begin to wrestle with existential questions. Should you see as much of the world as you can before it’s gone? What kind of planet are you leaving for your children to inherit?

Larysa

Larysa was a thirty-year-old mother on maternity leave from her job as a project manager at a large tech firm near Seattle, where she was known for her ability to define the scope of a project and marshal the resources to get it done. It was the COVID-19 era. In our first online session, the dark smudges under her eyes betrayed her fatigue. She had thick dark hair that was pulled neatly back, and a square face with high cheekbones that hinted at her eastern European heritage. At her back was a whiteboard that her husband, Declan, an Irish programmer originally from the suburbs of Dublin, had set up for his own work Zoom meetings.

Larysa had contacted me for therapy because she felt increasingly paralyzed by anxiety about the climate-change-related storms and disasters where she lived in the Pacific Northwest. She told me she was frequently up all night, nursing her new baby while staring into the bright light of her phone screen, scrolling through a phantasmagoria of disaster stories, each more frightening than the last. She was so worried about losing power during severe winter storms that when Declan asked her what she wanted for her birthday, she requested an emergency generator.

The get-it-done mentality that made Larysa so good at her job led her to approach her climate disaster concerns as problems to be researched and solved. But now she faced a hard-to-grasp and ever-widening problem that she couldn’t project-manage her way through.

When Larysa thought about the threats of climate change, she felt she had to take action. Ignoring the data felt like denial. All she felt like she could do was vigilantly keep up with the news. Otherwise, she told me, she felt like an “ostrich with her head in the sand.”

I’ve worked with many people like Larysa, confident in many aspects of their life but at a loss for how to deal with complex, existential issues like climate change. After listening to her story, I immediately knew that there were several things that needed to happen before she could begin to use her skills to address the issues that were troubling her. My validate-elevate-create approach suggested a path forward:


1. Larysa was isolated and needed validation by someone who took her eco-concerns as seriously as she did. Further, she needed to understand why certain issues affected her so powerfully.

2. She needed to accommodate and better understand the magnitude of systemic problems like global climate change. And she needed emotional skills to navigate them.

3. She had to find points of leverage that could make a difference: small, doable actions that would have a measurable positive effect on her mood and self-esteem and on the well-being of her family. But first she needed to get past a limiting mindset about what she could accomplish.



Larysa and I began by honoring the ostrich.

It’s actually a myth that ostriches hide their heads in the sand at the approach of danger. They either run—what do you think those long legs are for?—or camouflage themselves. And when danger arrives, an adult ostrich doesn’t hide; it strikes back with a clawed foot that delivers a kick powerful enough to kill a lion. The myth is born out of the fact that ostriches build their nests and lay their eggs in the sand, so when an ostrich mother has her head in the sand, she’s likely turning over her eggs, tending to her young. I gently suggested that Larysa, as a postpartum mom, was herself behaving like an ostrich: tending her young and working to keep them safe.

Reframing Larysa’s image of the ostrich was enormously helpful to her. I’m a parent too, and I share Larysa’s worries about climate change and the dangers posed by storms, heat, and wildfires. Researching disaster scenarios is a real parenting responsibility—a kind of tending that is necessary in the twenty-first century, and one that may allow us to respond more quickly if those scenarios come to pass. But for Larysa it became an unhealthy coping skill. Her natural obsessiveness, along with her heightened postpartum worries about how to protect her child, led her down a rabbit hole of increasingly extreme disaster preparedness (“prepper” websites). Ironically, Larysa’s screen habit made it harder to be present for her child. Each doomscrolling session left her feeling more unsafe and inadequate as a mom.

YOUR LIFE IS THE NEWS

When it came to getting creative about Larysa’s situation, the need for healthy coping skills was the first step, starting with setting boundaries about her disaster-prep research and her screen time. An immediate practice that Larysa implemented was leaving her phone in another room at night when she was nursing. This gave her some time every day when she was not being agitated by news and could be in the present moment for herself and her baby.

My standard recommendation is to take daily screen breaks to clear your head, particularly from addictive phones and devices, and I practice this myself. Taking a break from her phone habit was one way for Larysa to find space to think more clearly and find immediate relief for the anxiety she was feeling. I reassured her that in an actual emergency she could access an unprecedented amount of information within a few clicks. The key was that she, not marketing and social media algorithms, was in control of her search for information.

The next step was putting the sense of impending disaster into perspective in the context of the lived experience of Larysa’s daily life. The global scale of issues can be dizzying, leading to a sense of scale vertigo.3 So, an important skill is learning to look away from the headlines and focus on what is happening in the here and now. “Larysa, your life is the news,” I gently informed her. I invited her to close her eyes and take a breath. “Imagine you are reporting on your own life. Step outside your door. Use your senses. Look around. What do you see?” Her list included a modest, well-built house in a quiet neighborhood, a small garden, a healthy child, a loving spouse, friendly neighbors, supportive extended family, and an interesting job.

Yes, the house needed paint and the garden she had tended during her pregnancy had become overgrown. But when Larysa compared her climate fears with a real-time perspective, she was able to recover a feeling of present-moment safety. On that day, in that moment, she was not in immediate danger. In fact, she could recognize that a more immediate danger was her late-night doomscrolling, which affected her health and took her attention away from her child.

One of the most important turning points in my early meetings with Larysa was a comment I made in passing that for her children “there will be good days.” We can be sure that there are bad days to come in terms of climate disasters. That’s realism. But I do believe there will also be good days, when the sky is clear, the weather is gentle, and you can enjoy your life. This also is realistic. I hope that by the end of this book you will feel confident to give yourself permission to enjoy the good days you have, find meaning in your life, and take action to make good days a possibility for as many people we can.

When Larysa thought of the elephant parable, she felt relief. It was impossible for her to know what’s going on every second of the day on every front, impossible to see all parts of the climate crisis at the same time. And that was okay. Accepting that her vision was limited to what she needed to focus on as a parent was liberating. Not only is it impossible to know what’s going on every second of the day on every front, but in Larysa’s case her obsession with staying informed was harming her mental health. Letting go of her impulse to see—and, underneath, to control—the whole elephant was a kind of release. It set the stage for a fresh start.

I suggested that the next time Larysa was up late at night nursing or when her baby, Sammie, couldn’t sleep, she could take Sammie outside and look up at the sky. The storms and fires of climate change were still there in the world, and she would work to address them tomorrow, and in the months and years to come. But for now, she could enjoy the simple pleasure of sitting outdoors at night, wrapped in a blanket with her child, like many mothers before, singing soft lullabies and gazing at the stars.

Roman

I met Roman at a climate science conference. He was a compact and fit young man in a fleece vest, with quick, precise movements and intense green eyes. As a doctoral student studying glaciology, Roman had just returned from his first expedition to Antarctica, where he had studied changes in the rapidly melting Thwaites Glacier—nicknamed the “Doomsday Glacier” because its dissolution will drive catastrophic sea level rise. He asked about my name tag and wondered what a psychologist was doing at the meeting.

We met for coffee after Roman’s presentation. I asked him about his recent experience of being at the bottom of the world. I knew on an abstract level that melting polar ice caps cause sea levels to rise. But Roman allowed me to see the problem through his eyes. He asked for my laptop and navigated to a map view of Antarctica, showing Earth from the perspective of the South Pole—a view of the continent I had never actually seen. He pointed out the large, relatively stable East Antarctic Ice Sheet and the smaller, less stable West Antarctic Ice Sheet, separated by the Transantarctic Mountains.

[image: A map depicts Antarctica with shaded relief and grid lines. A bold arrow points to the western region, identifying Thwaites Glacier along the coast of West Antarctica.]
Then Roman pointed to the Thwaites, the widest glacier in the world at 74,000 square miles—roughly the size of Great Britain or the state of Florida. When viewed from a plane, it stretches as far as you can see. But the glacier is highly vulnerable as the ocean warms. As Roman explained, much of Antarctica lies under sea level, pushed down by the miles-deep ice. As the floating ice shelves protecting glaciers wear away, warmer ocean water seeps under the glaciers more quickly, undermining them from below. It is a collapse of the Thwaites and even the whole West Antarctic Ice Sheet that scientists are concerned about. The melting of the Thwaites Glacier currently contributes about 4 percent to sea level rise. If it were to collapse entirely, it would set up a chain of events that would add two feet to sea level. Roman told me that according to some data, the Thwaites could collapse within a decade. I took a sip of cappuccino and held his gaze, letting the implications hang in the air.

Upon his return home from Antarctica, Roman was haunted by what he had seen and learned. He was despondent and felt isolated when he realized that most people didn’t fully appreciate what the loss of the glaciers and ice sheets meant for the world. With so many other issues demanding people’s attention, how could he help them see what was going to happen in Antarctica? Even his fiancée, Sandra, whom he had met in college in a human geography class, and his friends, themselves scientists and academics, had a hard time making these faraway events a priority when they were focusing on other pressing issues such as wars in the Middle East and racial justice at home.

Roman had a severe case of waking-up syndrome, the sense of confusion that follows a painful epiphany or consciousness-raising about the state of nature. Now that he was awake to the potential for cataclysmic disaster, he didn’t know how it was possible to enjoy even the simplest things in life. Like many people I have met who have returned to urban society after spending time deep in nature, Roman struggled with the sounds of traffic and leaf blowers. Aside from being noisy, they only reinforced his new vantage point, from which he saw all of society as one huge threatening machine.

He began to scrutinize every decision he and Sandra made, and wrestled with the question of whether to continue with his doctoral studies. Was it ethical for him to add to greenhouse gases by taking plane flights around the globe? He also saw how months-long absences on “the Ice” took a toll on his colleagues’ relationships and families and wondered if it was something his relationship could withstand. He also worried that his social drinking was becoming a daily habit, especially given that there was a history of alcoholism in his family. He knew this wasn’t a healthy way to cope with his anxiety. Should he really be sacrificing his relationship, his health, and years of his life on this work? After all, scientists, including his own professors, had been raising concerns about the melting ice caps for years, and where had that gotten us? Did adding to the science even matter? If not, what would he do with his life?

HYPEROBJECTS AND WICKED PROBLEMS

How can we enlarge our thinking to take in topics as big as Earth and as long as history? The ability to zoom out to see the globe from a million feet (as if we were on the International Space Station) while simultaneously zooming in on our daily lives requires not just thinking but also thinking about our thinking. In other words, when dealing with meta-challenges, we need meta-cognition. What are the right thinking tools for the job?

Upon his return from Antarctica, Roman, isolated in his suburban neighborhood, was not just tortured daily by the knowledge that those noisy leaf blowers were powered by fossil fuels. He saw all the connections between the leaf blowers, the plight of the low-paid immigrant workers who were wielding them, the global economy, global heating, the collapsing ice sheets, and catastrophic sea level rise. This was pure torture.

In his private existential crisis, Roman was confronting the hyperobject of climate change. “Hyperobject” is a twenty-first-century term coined by philosopher Timothy Morton to describe a thing so enormous that it defies time and space.4 Global climate change, capitalism, nanoplastics in the environment and our bloodstreams, the proposal to establish a new geological age called the Anthropocene (the era when collective human activity has become the dominant influence on Earth’s climate and the environment)—all these things are impossible to perceive in their entirety. It’s like the climate elephant. No matter how hard we try, we can’t fully get our heads around these concepts. Even if we could, it would be impossible to take an objective view because we are part of them.

People who have the opportunity to orbit Earth and look upon our planet from space commonly experience the “overview effect,” a breathtaking sense of awe and reverence when seeing Earth as a whole. But glimpsing the whole can also be a shock to our mental health. The shadow side of planetary awareness is an ominous dark ecology, another term coined by Timothy Morton for hyperobjects and the terrible truths they hold—in this case, the dark truth of planetary changes making swaths of Earth inhospitable for humans and other species is made all the darker by the knowledge that these changes are being driven by our own behavior. Being engulfed in dark ecology brings on a sense of guilt and hopelessness.

When I first began studying environmental issues, I came across a useful term: wicked problems, used for big, complex issues that defy simple cause-and-effect solutions, like poverty, violence, and disease. Wicked problems are actually a bunch of issues tangled together. Climate change and environmental crises are wicked problems not only because they are hard to navigate but also because when we tackle one part of the problem, we may make a related issue worse. (Looking ahead, I’ll help you think of wicked solutions for these problems.)

CAPITAL-I VS. LITTLE-I ISSUES

Some global issues command your attention more than others. When you have waking-up moments, you don’t always know the full scope of what you are confronting. So you begin with what you know; these are the things that stand out, or (in psychology terms) have more salience. A new mom like Larysa focuses on keeping her children and family safe. Scientists like Roman focus on their specialties: in his case, glaciers. Psychologists like me focus on the emotional fallout of the climate crisis and how to help people grapple with their anxiety and live according to their values.

A deeper, more insightful form of coping begins with the realization that we all have capital-I issues as well as little-i issues. What I call capital-I issues are the big, global-level problems we focus on, captured in slogans like “End Hunger” and “Save the Planet.” Little-i issues are our personal-level stuff, our private traumas, neuroses, and whatever psychic baggage we carry. Little-i issues also include how the big capital-I problems show up in your personal lives: guilt you feel about your carbon footprint, the insomnia you suffer from as you ponder the future of the planet that is being left for our children. The capital-I issue for Roman was the Doomsday Glacier and everything that he knew as a scientist. His little-i issues included his relationship with Sandra and his stress-related drinking. Traditionally, a therapist’s job is to focus solely on little-i issues. In climate-conscious therapy, I help people tackle both the capital-I and the little-i issues at the same time. The personal is planetary when it comes to protecting your mental health in the era of climate change.

Agnes

Agnes was seventeen when she came to see me. She had tousled sandy-colored hair and wore baggy denim jeans, scuffed Chuck Taylors, and a weathered Bob Dylan T-shirt she’d found at a thrift store. Already she was a seasoned environmentalist, participating in climate walks and protests against the expansion of the local freeway. She had been speaking to the media about climate issues since middle school.

Naturally skeptical of people over thirty, at our first session Agnes openly wondered if I was like other adults who were unable to grasp the high stakes of the “global polycrisis” (she was demonstrating her knowledge by using a newer technical term for many wicked problems occurring at the same time on a global scale). Was I like her previous therapist, who didn’t know what the Keeling Curve was (the trend of rising atmospheric carbon dioxide measured at the Mauna Loa Observatory since 1958)? Demonstrating that I knew the terms and that I could see the world as she saw it established a foundation from which I could help her deal with the feelings underneath her brave facade.

New stories of environmental injustice plunged her into depressed moods. She tried to stay busy to avoid the worst feelings. She felt left out when she couldn’t take a break from her climate mission and live in the moment with her friends and have fun. Recently she had begun to feel hopeless and burned out. To cope, some nights she binge-watched streaming shows while polishing off pints of ice cream. This made her feel even more guilty.

Young people, including Agnes, have told me of being scared and guilt-tripped from their earliest years at school, even feeling responsible for the disposable diapers they wore as babies. In addition to feeling fear and guilt, psychotherapists like Caroline Hickman have documented that many young people around the world feel betrayed by adults for not adequately addressing the climate crisis. This sense of betrayal is primarily directed at people in power who have stifled global action, but it shows up at home too. Agnes wondered how her parents could not see that if the climate crisis is a killer of humans and other animals, then their daily carbon emissions are like fingerprints on a murder weapon.

For all her climate change knowledge and precocious empowerment, Agnes was still a teen. Like many adolescents, her thinking could be concrete, idealistic, rigid, and judgmental. She was high-achieving and at times self-punishing. When I began to talk about capital-I and little-i issues with her, it helped her acknowledge that despite her outward confidence, she often felt like a privileged imposter. Despite her growing knowledge, she was still discovering the world.

BRIGHT ECOLOGY

I sat with Agnes, reflecting on how a central aspect of the waking-up syndrome for young people is their first harsh awareness of dark ecology and sense of polycrisis. When this happens, their sense of interconnection with nature tragically morphs into fear of an insidious threat. And when young people realize their daily acts are embedded in an unsustainable, seemingly planet-destroying system, opportunities for guilt and shame are omnipresent. I worried for teens like my daughter, who weren’t obviously suffering from such disillusionment as Agnes was, but still have to learn to live in a flawed and unjust system.

Now that the feelings were present in the room, how could I help Agnes be creative in her thinking? My own political and ecological awakening occurred when I was much older than she was. What would it have felt like to confront the end of the world when I was her age?

First, I validated. I told Agnes it was only natural that she would feel a mix of surprise, astonishment, affront, anger, disappointment, betrayal, and probably responsibility, guilt, and some blame as well. “And I’m sorry to say it’s worse than you think,” I told her. “You’re going to find even more wicked problems the deeper you go.”

Then I said, “So, here’s the creative piece. It’s also better than you think. From where I sit, there is also innovation and hope for you, Agnes, the kind that didn’t exist when I was a kid in the 1970s. Yes, my Gen X crew grew up with Earth Day, awake to humans’ poor stewardship of Earth. Growing up, my generation still didn’t understand the scope of what we faced, or the stakes. But we also didn’t understand the possibilities.”

I explained to Agnes that the flipside of dark ecology is bright ecology, a companion term I’ve coined for the amazing opportunities for growth and hope that our challenges present. I have seen with my own eyes that there are legions of individuals making the most of these opportunities in their work and lives through invention, government policy, grassroots efforts, and the arts. And Agnes agreed. The unexpected bonus of being informed and engaged with activism is that she meets creative, inspiring people around the world who share her values and, together, they celebrate small and large victories. Once you wrap your mind around the fact that things are better than you think, you can experience genuinely positive feelings—humor, joy, inspiration—along with the anger and guilt. Agnes had found a climate-conscious community that understands her and validates her concerns. It’s not the solution. But it is part of the solution. Finding and engaging with this community is vital for coping.

A GROWTH MINDSET

How you think about climate change profoundly affects how you feel and act about climate change. A growth mindset assumes that your skills and abilities are not fixed, and there is always more you can learn with time and practice.5 It’s okay to admit your own lack of knowledge and the limitations of what you understand. In contrast, a fixed mindset about eco and climate issues makes assumptions that limit your potential and ability to change and learn new things: “Climate change is too big a problem to solve. It’s too late to do anything. My actions don’t matter.” It’s easy to fall into beliefs like this, called an anchoring bias in psychology because they anchor you to a certain set of possibilities. The strongest unique predictor of intention to take climate action is whether a person believes that other people are already taking that action.6 However, you might look around and assume that avoiding talking about the crisis of climate change is the norm. Indeed, as the Yale Program on Climate Change Communication reports, we (and especially those of us in the United States) tend to underestimate the percentage of global citizens who want to see action taken on climate change.

Cultivating a growth mindset is essential to your climate coping because it invites flexibility of thought. It creates conditions for awareness, mindfulness, openness to new ideas, and the will to take action regardless of a guaranteed outcome. A growth mindset will therefore be your ally as you open up to eco-distress. The key insight for Larysa, Roman, and Agnes, and for you: You don’t have to solve the climate crisis in order to cope with it. If you have a growth mindset, the global environmental crisis can be thought of as a series of challenges that will be met over time, in your life and beyond. Your job is just to show up each day and do a good enough job being the best person you can be.

The novelist E. L. Doctorow has said: “Writing is like driving at night in the fog. You can only see as far as your headlights, but you can make the whole trip that way.”7 The same is true of our journeys through climate change: You don’t need to be able to see far into the distance as long as you can see what is directly ahead. Think of Larysa’s, Roman’s, and Agnes’s climate awakenings and discoveries not as a wall but as a doorway—even a rite of passage. In a rite of passage, not everything can be known, but everything can be felt, and that brings us to Chapter 2.




Chapter 2

Feeling



I was. . .one of those most afraid, and by pretending to be brave, so as to encourage the others, I grew brave.

—LOTTE, IN SORROWS OF YOUNG WERTHER, BY JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE



SUCCUMBING TO CLIMATE ANXIETY AND DESPAIR IS NOT inevitable. The challenge is learning to see your feelings about eco and climate issues as natural experiences to trust and learn from. The process begins with emotional awareness and expression and moves to emotional regulation (think of a pilot wrestling with the controls of a spiraling airplane to bring it back into level flight). And emotional expression and regulation are the basis for emotional intelligence about your responses to eco and climate issues. Emotional intelligence, along with a growth mindset, and the stress management skills covered in the next chapter, form the backbone of your ongoing adaptation response to the climate crisis.

To begin, I want to ask you three big questions about emotions, the same questions I pose to clients. The first is “What exactly do you feel about climate change and the other environmental issues that affect you?” The second is more radical: “What feelings do you want to have about these issues?” And the third question is more profound: “What feelings do you need to feel?” When you are stuck in a rut, it can be a very helpful ability to redirect your feelings. Yet sometimes you need to resist that urge and stay with the discomfort. That’s where the wisdom lies.

Delphina

Delphina grew up in a large Greek family in the suburbs of Chicago, near the shores of Lake Michigan. She was a high achiever pursuing a doctorate in veterinary medicine, and her family was proud of her accomplishments. Most of us think of veterinary medicine as the business of treating household pets, but today’s veterinarians study a range of important ecological issues, including food safety, animal-borne diseases like COVID-19, and wildlife protection, and Delphina was dedicated to all of them. In particular, her research led her to confront the health dangers of per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS), “forever chemicals” that accumulate in the tissues of fish like the wild walleye and yellow perch caught in the Great Lakes, and how this affected the local food chain and ultimately human health.

Delphina came to vet science out of love for aquatic animals like her namesake, the dolphin. Now she was experiencing waking-up syndrome due to her newfound awareness of the toxic legacy of the industries that her family had worked in around the Great Lakes—one that now led to warnings against eating wild fish, frogs, crayfish, and even deer from in or around contaminated areas. The more Delphina progressed in her studies, the deeper her environmental despair became.

It was mid-June when we first spoke. As a child, Delphina had always gleefully anticipated the seemingly endless carefree days of summer after the snowy Midwest winters. But she no longer trusted summertime. She associated it with a dark ecology of stifling heat, warming lakes, harmful algae blooms, oxygen-starved dead zones from agricultural runoff, and recreational boats that transported exotic invasive species. These days, she felt tortured by the heat of the long days and exhausted by the bright sun, had trouble sleeping, and had begun to feel depressed. Delphina was also dealing with some inner struggles. She was feeling increasingly certain that she did not want to have children, now and maybe ever, and had been discussing this with her partner, Gabriela. Delphina had already gone through coming out as queer to her very traditional “big fat Greek family,” who to their credit were surprisingly supportive of her. But the presence of generations of children, grandchildren, nieces, and nephews was so ingrained in her family, she dreaded sharing her reluctance to have children with them.

I got to know Delphina along with several other students from around the world who served on the committee on wellness for the International Veterinary Students Association. All the vet students were witnessing the declining health of species around the world. Bidisha lived in Mumbai, India, where she was helping to prevent indigenous cattle from going extinct. Kamau was studying zoonotic (animal-borne) diseases that affect poor rural people who lack access to health care and sanitation in his home country, Nigeria. Much like Roman, the glacier researcher, they felt isolated and struggled to convey the importance of what they were seeing and learning to their friends and families. As I listened to their stories in our online meeting, my eyes landed on a framed postcard on my office wall, with a quote about validation from writer Kurt Vonnegut: “Still and all, why bother?” Here’s my answer: I feel, think, and care as much as you do about many of the things you care about, although most people do not care about them. You are not alone.

Big issues like climate change left Delphina stuck in an emotional rut. She couldn’t enjoy pleasant moments with friends and family or while out in nature on a beautiful day. She was feeling anhedonia, or lack of pleasure in typically pleasurable things: a common but underrecognized side effect of environmental despair. Anhedonia is also associated with clinical depression, and addressing her anhedonia was critical to help prevent Delphina from lapsing into a depressive disorder. (I’ll talk about coping with eco-depression later in the book.)

As with Larysa, the new mother staying up all night nursing and doomscrolling, I had immediate recommendations to help Delphina feel less desperate in the short term. To improve her overall mood, I recommended better sleep hygiene, including going to bed near sundown instead of staying up late under bright lights and staring at bright screens. I also suggested blackout drapes for better morning sleep and reducing her late afternoon iced coffee and evening wine cooler consumption, caffeine and alcohol being known sleep disrupters. To help her reconnect with some of her carefree memories of summer, I encouraged her to take moments to pay attention to simple things like the sunset, listening to birdsong, and watching clouds. I also recommended she schedule a week when she could take an old-school summer vacation, away from the news and computer screens, and take walks, have bonfires, write in her journal, and read poetry or novels—both recently lost pleasures. Then we got to work on her troubled feelings.

WE HURT WHERE WE CARE

When what you love or value is under threat, you feel it. “We hurt where we care,” as the saying goes in therapy.1 Your emotions—and the words and body language you use to express them—are the primary, immediate way you experience upsetting climate and environmental issues. In fact, strong feelings about climate and environmental issues are quite common. More than half of Americans report they feel curious, fearful, anxious, or angry about climate change, while less than a third feel optimistic. While young people are believed to experience stronger emotions about eco and climate issues than older people, the stereotype of an age gap is inaccurate. People of all ages report similar levels of concern.

From my perspective as a clinical and environmental psychologist, there are three basic psychological tasks associated with addressing environmental issues and other social problems. We must undertake these individually, as communities and as societies:


• The expressive task. Recognizing and sharing our feelings about the issues or situations, and developing emotional intelligence about our and others’ emotions.

• The descriptive task. Developing an intellectual understanding of the problem(s) through research, personal experience, data, and images.

• The prescriptive task. Deciding what to do, promoting strategies and policies for change, and following them through until the crisis is overcome.



[image: A Venn diagram depicts three overlapping circles labeled ‘expressive task’, ‘descriptive task’, and ‘prescriptive task’. Each explains roles in addressing environmental issues, with text below reading ‘addressing environmental issues, three basic tasks’.]
These tasks apply whether or not you are an expert. They occur simultaneously, and they are constantly evolving as you gather new experience.

Unfortunately, when environmental issues are addressed in the fields of economics, policy, law, and science, the spotlight is almost exclusively on the second and third tasks. Indeed, it often seems that these two are the entire focus of science and policy. There is no “how you should feel about this troubling material” section in scientific papers on climate (or in most news stories or classroom discussions of climate issues). As we have seen, if there is no recognition of or guidance for emotional expression, it will bubble up on its own, in the form of eco-anxiety or despair. Emotional expression is a needed counterbalance to the catalogue of climatic disasters people see on their social media and news feeds.

Put another way, the emotional labor of managing emotions involved in eco and climate action has been largely ignored, denied, or avoided. It’s left to journalists, activists, young people, and the public at large (including you) to fill in the missing emotional pieces.

To have an emotionally intelligent response to climate change, you need to give attention to all three tasks—expression, description, and prescription. Your emotional and gut responses are a crucial first step. But they need support and a reality check from your intellectual understanding, and an outlet through your actions. That completes the cycle. Even if you understand the problem and have opinions on what needs to change, that doesn’t necessarily mean you know how to express your feelings about it or respond to others on a feelings level. This can limit your ability to communicate and restrict access to your motivation and your coping skills.

EMOTIONS AND FEELINGS

I tell my clients that emotions are in our bodies and feelings are the language we use to express them. All sentient beings have basic emotional responses of approach or avoidance as they interact with the world around them and move toward or away from stimuli. Imagine a sea anemone in a tidepool and how it will quickly draw itself inward in response to your touch. For us humans, feelings words, in the context of our language and culture, are the doorway to recognizing and regulating our emotions. The wider your vocabulary to express your feelings, the better you’ll be able to identify, articulate, and regulate your emotions.

I see parallels between the lack of expression of feelings associated with climate change and my early work with folks recovering from heart attacks and open-heart surgery. When I was a doctoral student, I focused on health psychology and behavioral medicine, and I studied the emotional process of patients at a cardiac rehabilitation clinic in rural New Hampshire. These were stoic, hardworking people, mostly men, blue-collar, rugged individualists who reminded me of my father and uncles in Buffalo, New York, where I grew up. They were happy to talk about even the most garish of heart attack stories in all their gory detail, but when it came time to describe any fear or anxiety about their health or mortality, they clammed up. They weren’t used to self-expression and many exhibited what emotions researchers call alexithymia (lack of language for emotions). With no ready vocabulary to express their feelings, there was no emotional pathway to coping with their health problems or connecting with their concerned spouses and children. I remember one old gent joking, “Nobody knew I had a heart until I had a heart attack.” It’s important to respect that we all tend to avoid things we are not good at or don’t feel competent doing. But climate alexithymia is not helpful, and becoming better at expressing emotions is a skill anyone can learn.

Delphina knew she desperately wanted to get better at talking about her feelings but didn’t know where to start. Like the old adage goes about teaching someone to fish, I gave her and her fellow veterinary students a tool they could use in the long term: a feelings vocabulary list, which contains words for feelings, bodily sensations, and associated behaviors that flow from emotional states. For example, if you have a feeling of apathy, this might be accompanied by a bodily sense of lethargy and behaviors like isolating yourself and avoiding activities, even ones that make
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COPING WITH TROUBLING EMOTIONS
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GROUP EXERCISE: Acting Out Climate Emotions
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