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Editorial 
Tony Wainwright & Annie Mitchell

THIS special issue will have particular rele-
vance for clinical psychologists because 
the climate and environmental crisis is 

having, and will have, enormous impacts on 
peoples’ wellbeing both nationally and glob-
ally. As we write this, many of us are just 
emerging from our homes, in the context 
of the massive personal and social change, 
triggered by Covid-19’s undeniable, deadly 
and swift threat to human life. Yet much 
deeper and more complex systemic change is 
demanded if we, within the animal and plant 
world in which we are inter-dependent, are 
to avert the worst of the underlying slow and 
severe impacts of anthropogenic climate and 
ecological breakdown. 

The Covid-19 crisis shows that when scien-
tists make predictions, they are likely to be 
right, at least in broad terms. Climate scien-
tists have predicted the harms of excessive 
carbon emissions for decades and we now 
feel and see the damage, in extreme weather 
events, species loss, ecological breakdown and 
ensuing health harm. If we are to limit global 
heating to a level at which flourishing life may 
be sustained it is said that we humans must 
collectively change our minds, engaging with 
a psychological challenge about what matters 
more: people or extractive profit? As clinical 
psychologists we know that effective engage-
ment with science on which these predictions 
are based demands partnership, transparency 
and public involvement, so that we can be sure 
that our scientific knowledge is applied in ways 
that are consistent with our ethical principles.  

The loving, mutual-aid responses to 
Covid-19 show that people in community often 
do care much more about one another than 
about narrow selfish gain, and will take signif-
icant action towards a shared purpose. We 
know that our health inextricably depends 
upon the health of others, and that there is 

joy in helping others. This realisation must 
transfer to our political life, education and 
planning for decades to come. Existential and 
ethical concerns about love, death, meaning, 
leadership, truth and justice have come to 
the fore in public debate. So what part may 
academic and practitioner psychology play in 
sustaining our collective priorities and actions 
towards a healthy future that mitigates climate 
harm and adapts fairly to the damage already 
caused?

In this special issue we recognise that 
disruption of the climate is having global 
health and psychological impacts and needs 
to be addressed with the urgency we have 
seen with the Covid-19 crisis – with personal, 
social, economic and political dimensions. 
Complex intersecting inequalities underpin 
our current unsustainable and unjust world 
order, including the West’s colonial past and 
the suppression of indigenous knowledge.

We invited articles from practitioners and 
academics from across different domains of 
practice to explore climate implications for 
personal, social and professional change in 
psychology and beyond. We are hugely grateful 
to our contributors who have stretched their 
thinking to accommodate our request to 
contribute in personal as well as intellectually 
informed ways, and we know that there is very 
much more to be said, written and explored 
from many other perspectives that space has 
not allowed here. 

We start this special issue with two contribu-
tions with an international focus: Garret Barn-
well and colleagues share lessons from South 
Africa through the prism of power, threat 
and meaning, and Harriet Ingle expands on 
psychology, mental health and social justice. 
James Randall then reminds us that throwing 
even very small pebbles creates new ripples. 
We next hear from a Division beyond clinical: 
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Jan Maskell, from the Division of Occupa-
tional Psychology. Next, a paper from early 
career psychologists Joe Rehling and Emily 
Sigston explore how we can and must develop 
better understandings of the connection 
between psychological practice, learning and 
the climate crisis.

Kaaren Knight and Katy Woodward Coates 
expand on how we may draw on our psycho-
logical practitioner identities, knowledge 
and skills in becoming climate activists; and 
Lucy Holmyard introduces the idea of incor-
porating planetary wellbeing into clinical 
training. Maya Gimalova from the Division of 
Counselling Psychology writes about putting 
together online materials on the climate crisis. 
Policy, activism, identity and storytelling form 
the final section with Nick Hartley talking 
about his experience of standing as a Green 
Party candidate for Parliament. Nick Wood 
celebrates the value of storytelling in deep-
ening our awareness of the climate, its impacts 
and our responsibilities across cultures. We 
then have a summary of the report by Richard 
Carmichael on Behaviour Change, Public 
Engagement and Net Zero.

Whatever we psychologists may want to 
offer, if we are to be of much use in the world 
we must engage beyond our own professional 
and organisational horizons. We are there-
fore grateful that two experts with experience 
in climate change organisations accepted our 

invitation to tell us what they want and need 
from psychology, and so we end with their 
words: Rachel Huxley, from the megacity 
network C40 Cities, which helps cities to 
collaborate effectively, share knowledge and 
drive sustainable action on climate change, 
and Fran Lambrick, from the international 
campaign group Not1More, which supports 
frontline environmental defenders and inves-
tigates root causes of environmental conflict. 

We hope our readers appreciate the varied 
thinking of all our contributors as much as 
we have done, and that this edition stimu-
lates further action and partnership across 
divisions within and beyond the disciplines of 
psychology. There is no more urgent call in 
our world today than coming together with 
our fellow citizens to tackle the climate and 
environmental emergency. 

Finally a huge thank you to Ben Donner, 
as this is his final edition, for all the support 
he has given us. Without his commitment 
this special issue would not have got off the 
ground.

Guest Editors, 

Tony Wainwright and Annie Mitchell, 
Division of Clinical Psychology, South West 
Branch
T.W.Wainwright@exeter.ac.uk
anniemitchellhome@yahoo.co.uk
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Clinical Psychologists as Leaders 
(CPL) – Mentoring scheme 
What is the CPL Programme?

The DCP Leadership & Management Faculty CPL programme 
brings together a variety of work streams aimed at supporting the 
leadership development of clinical psychologists across the career 
span. The two main components of CPL are: 

 • Leadership development through mentorship project – CPL-M

 • Leadership training and supporting leadership development 
through workshops, events, specialist groups and local networks.

What’s available to me through CPL right now?

 • Mentoring from DCP colleagues

 • Self-directed learning activities

 • List of upcoming BPS and Faculty events related to leadership

 • Reading materials and webpages

 • Links to NHS-specific leadership resources, including courses 
on leadership and development relevant to clinical psychologists

How can I find out more and sign up?

Visit the following webpage to complete a sign up questionnaire: 
bps.org.uk/dcp-cpl

Your feedback is important to help us in further developing the 
CPL programme and our webpage.

If you are not a member of the DCP, but are interested in 
accessing our exciting mentoring project, then please visit the 
DCP website to find out more about becoming a member:  
www.bps.org.uk/dcp
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News item

In and out of Covid:  
From summer to school 

Virtual Schwartz Round: Tuesday 25 August: 17:15 sign in, for 17:30–18:30  

We are grateful that Dorset Health Care Univer-
sity NHS Foundation Trust psychology service 
has offered to expand their Point of Care 
Schwartz Round virtual sessions, to provide 
a series of three Rounds for all  psycholo-
gists (including trainees, CAPs, assistants 
and psychological therapists) in the south-
west. These are tough times for ourselves, our 
families, communities and world, as well as in 
our psychology professional roles. We want to 
share camaraderie as we navigate through the 
uncertainties and suffering that we experience 
and witness.  The Rounds will be modelled 
on Teamtime, a new model of virtual team 
support (developed by the Point of Care Foun-
dation), similar to Schwartz Rounds, to provide 
a safe virtual space. Trained Schwartz facilita-
tors from the DCP Southwest Committee will 
manage the sessions:

 ■ Each session lasts one hour. 
 ■ Participants call into the Microsoft Teams 

webinar platform, using a given link, to join 
a ‘gathering’ – with a 15 minute joining 
time before we start (bring a cuppa!).  

 ■ The session opens with an introduction 
from the facilitators explaining the aims 
and objectives and reiterating ground 
rules, including confidentiality. 

 ■ This is followed by two pre-prepared 
reflective stories, and then participants are 
invited to join in and share reflections: 
connecting and sharing, rather than 
problem-solving or teaching. 

 ■ The session is drawn to a close, at the end 
of the hour, by the facilitators.

 ■ We request feedback via a simple link.
 ■ We debrief, process the feedback and plan 

the next session accordingly. 

We know from research into Schwartz Rounds 
that sharing stories and reflecting in a protected 
space can help normalise emotions, promote 
connectedness with colleagues, and create 
a culture of openness. We hope these sessions 
will bring us together as SW psychologists, 
wherever we work.

To take part, contact Laila Jamil    
ljamile7@gmail.com  who will send you a link to 
join the meeting;  you will need to download 
the free Microsoft Teams app. Please note that 
due to Laila’s other roles there may be some 
delay before she is able to send the link to you. 
Places are limited to 30, and will be allocated 
on a first come, first served basis.

The second round will take place  on 
Tuesday 25 August. Please log in at 17:15. The 
round commences at 17:30 and ends at 18:30.

The final round will take place on Tuesday 
6 October. Suggested themes at this stage 
include: Moving into flu season/Concerns 
around a 2nd Wave and Reflecting on 6 months 
of Covid. We welcome further suggestions. 

If you would like to contribute in any 
way, or are willing to be  a  future panel-
list, please contact Annie Mitchell on   
anniemitchellhome@yahoo.co.uk or Meherzin 
Das on  MEHERZIN.DAS@nhs.net, we would 
really like to hear from you.

mailto:ljamile7@gmail.com
mailto:anniemitchellhome@yahoo.co.uk
mailto:MEHERZIN.DAS@nhs.net
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Critical reflections from South Africa: Using 
the Power Threat Meaning Framework to 
place climate-related distress in its  
socio-political context
Garret Barnwell, Louise Stroud & Mark Watson

This paper applies the Power Threat Meaning Framework (PTMF) to a case study on climate-related distress 
in South Africa. In doing so, the paper critiques the current conceptualisation of climate anxieties for its 
potential medicalisation and dehistorisation, and illustrates the importance of asymmetrical power dynamics 
and climate-related distress.

THE GLOBAL climate crisis is challenging 
psychotherapeutic practice (Bednarek, 
2019; Bendell, 2019). Dreams are satu-

rated with images of flooding and fears of 
ecological collapse present as despair as we 
seek to cope with this existential moment 
that we find ourselves in (Bednarek, 2019; 
Berstein, 2006; Hoggett, 2019; Orange, 2016). 
As clinical psychologists, we are pulled into 
new terrain in which we have to make deci-
sions about what we attribute these features to. 
Psychology’s proficiency in working with this 
type of distress is an evolving process where 
knowledge is created through continuous 
theorising, conducting of analytic studies, 
and the accumulation of clinical experience 
(Norman, 2000). This process of framing 
impacts what kind of support is prioritised for 
people experiencing distress and, conversely, 
what is left unaddressed within communities. 

Postcolonial trauma theory has demon-
strated that diagnostic definitions are influ-
enced by conceptual biases, which lead to 
exclusionary diagnostic frameworks (Craps, 
2013; Ward, 2015). Continuous Traumatic 
Stress, for instance, was introduced into liter-
ature by Straker (1987) and the Sanctuaries 
Counselling Team to describe the chronic 
experiences of persecution, high intensity of 
violence and traumas that people living under 

the apartheid regime in South Africa. Straker 
and the team developed the concept of 
Continuous Traumatic Stress after they found 
that a standard post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) diagnosis could not account for cumu-
lative traumatic features (Eagle & Kaminer, 
2013). Similarly, PTSD did not accommodate 
intergenerational histories of oppression, 
colonialism and or structural racism, whose 
traumatic processes were later conceptual-
ised as oppression-based trauma, postcolonial 
trauma and insidious trauma (Craps, 2013; 
Ward, 2015). As the climate anxieties, i.e. 
‘eco-anxiety’ and ‘climate anxiety,’ come to 
the fore, it is worth exploring how well these 
terms serve diverse global contexts.

Climate change is having an ever-increasing 
health impact on those living in low-income 
and middle-income countries in the Global 
South, a review by Butler and Hanigan (2019) 
concludes. Climate-adaption is a priority for 
Sub-Saharan Africa (Negev et al., 2019) as the 
crisis is altering vector-borne disease patterns, 
increasing rates of undernutrition and exac-
erbating the existing disease burden (Butler 
& Hanigan, 2019). Political and social deter-
minants – for example, conflict, water scarcity 
and deepening poverty – compound already 
fragile states (Butler & Hanigan, 2019; Schef-
fran, 2019). Furthermore, the climate crisis is  
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inextricably linked to large-scale land conver-
sions for the industrial purposes (Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change, 2019). Around 
three-quarters of the Earth’s surface have been 
completely transformed through industrialisa-
tion and, today, communities mainly living in 
the Global South are at the coalface of this issue 
(Díaz, et al., 2020; Gómez-Barris, 2017; Reid 
Ross, 2014). The climate crises are not only 
a characteristic of a changing climate, but of 
deep-rooted social-political challenges (Satgar, 
2019). Thus, this paper draws on vignettes 
from South Africa to provide examples of social 
challenges that underpin climate-associated 
psychological distress, thereby, highlighting 
the importance of an alternative conceptual 
framework, such as the Power Threat Meaning 
Framework (PTMF), in effectively conceptual-
ising climate-change related distress.

Power Threat Meaning Framework  
The PTMF is a constructive alternative to func-
tional diagnosis (Johnstone & Boyle, 2018). 
This alternative model focuses on how people 
respond and adapt to their social and rela-
tional contexts. Johnstone and Boyle (2018, 
p.8) explain: ‘Humans are fundamentally 
social beings whose experiences of distress and 
troubled or troubling behaviour are insep-
arable from their material, social, environ-
mental, socio-economic, and cultural contexts.’  
Thus, the PTMF permits the recognition of 
patterns that are derived from the analysis of 
how power operates in a person’s life, what 
kind of threats are posed by this relationship 
to power and threat, and how people make 
meaning of their circumstances (Johnstone & 
Boyle, 2018). This conceptual approach then 
allows for the exploration of psychological or 
social adaptations to power and threats. In 
this case study, the PTMF has been used to 
illustrate the constraints of the climate anxie-
ties, demonstrating how historically power and 
threats are inextricably interconnected with 
interpretations of additional environmental 
distress, such as climate change. What will be 
demonstrated is that the psychological distress 
that arises from environmental degradation is 
not only about the changing climate, but the 

historical power relations in which this change 
is taking place. In discussing the nature of this 
socially-rooted distress, non-medical ways of 
addressing environmental distress can be iden-
tified. In doing so, the PTMF offers an adapt-
able alternative approach for practitioners 
as compared to more popularised terms for 
the climate anxieties, which themselves raise 
concerns that need to be examined.

Popularisation of climate anxieties 
The importance of having an alternative concep-
tual framework can be shown by highlighting 
the limitations of narrow terms in specific 
contexts. Climate anxieties are popular terms, 
such as ‘eco-anxiety’ and ‘climate anxiety,’ 
that have recently been created to name the 
psychological distress people experience in 
relationship to the climate crisis (Bednarek, 
2020). They have been useful ‘buzzwords’ to 
communicate specific distress related to climate 
change, Bednarek (2020) explains. However, 
they are hardly global. Google Trends is a useful 
tool to assess the popularity of search terms 
and analyse ‘human behavior toward health 
topics,’ (Mavragani et al., 2019). Google Trends 
has been used to illustrate the limited use of 
‘climate anxiety’ in the Global South. The 
search term ‘climate anxiety’ was compared 
to the search term ‘climate change’ in Google 
Trends using filter ‘worldwide’ from January 
2004 (the earliest date possible for the data-
base) to 20 April 2020 to compare the global 
distribution of searched terms. Data presented 
reflects the location in which the terms were 
most popular during the specific time period. 
Darker regions represent where the term was 
popular while lighter areas represent countries 
in which the term was less popular. Countries 
or territories in grey indicates that there is not 
enough data from minimal searches (Google 
Trends, 2020). When ‘climate anxiety’ is 
searched we see its unequal geographic distri-
bution compared to ‘climate change,’ which 
is more widely searched. Figure 1 illustrates 
the distribution of the search term ‘climate 
anxiety,’ while Figure 2 illustrates the distribu-
tion of the search term ‘climate change.’

‘Climate anxiety’ is predominantly searched 
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in the United States of America, Canada, 
England and Australia compared to ‘Climate 
change,’ which is more widely distributed across 
the Global South, including Latin America, 
Africa, Asia, Oceana and Caribbean. Language 

is a variable, where non-English speaking 
countries would probably search terms in 
their own language. However, the distribution 
of ‘climate anxiety’ as a search term demon-
strates its limited global reach. The restricted  

Figure 1: Global Distribution of ‘Climate Anxiety.’ Data source: Google Trends (https://www.google.com/trends)

Figure 2: Global Distribution of ‘Climate Change.’ Data source: Google Trends (https://www.google.com/trends)
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distribution of ‘climate anxiety’ as a search term 
raises multiple questions, including how well 
the phrase ‘climate anxiety’ accurately reflects 
the challenges and distress experienced in the 
Global South in relation to environmental 
justice issues. Johnstone and Boyle (2018, p.8) 
explain: ‘Patterns in emotional and behavioural 
difficulties will always reflect prevailing social 
and cultural discourses, norms and expecta-
tions, including accepted conceptualisations of 
personhood.’ This ambivalence is compounded 
by the individualised framing.

Climate anxieties’ problematic framing  
Climate anxieties are also presented to the 
world from a particular cultural perspective. 
Psychologists from the Global South have ques-
tioned the biomedicalisation of social justice 
issues within the North American context 
(Martín-Baró, 1994). Their concerns are 
confirmed in the American Psychology Associ-
ation’s (APA) (2017, p.68) creeping definition 
of climate anxieties as: ‘a chronic fear of the 
environmental doom,’ which has raised discon-
tent from peers whose work centres around 
the psychology of the climate crisis (Bednarek, 
2019; Buzzell et al., 2020). If climate anxiety 
becomes medicalised, we decontextualise 
psychological distress from social struggles. 
However, anecdotally, as a psychologist stud-
ying distress related to environmental degrada-
tion, APA’s definition of climate anxieties does 
not reflect those in the field who rather view 
this form of psychological distress as a rational 
response to an immediate threat. 

Climate anxieties have also been framed as 
distress that arises from becoming more aware of 
the impending threat. This psychological process 
has been termed the ‘waking up syndrome,’ 
which the authors explain can lead to multiple 
presentations of psychological distress (Edwards 
& Buzzell, 2009). Edward and Buzzell (2009, 
p.125) explain: ‘The moment we realise, even 
briefly, that we’ve entered a dangerous new world 
that no longer agrees with what we’ve always 
believed, our genetic wiring kicks in, and our 
physiological and emotional threat responses can 
take many forms.’ Here, it is worth adding some 
nuance. Not everyone who experiences distress 

is necessarily awakening to environmental degra-
dation, but climate crises rather compounds 
existing social and environmental psychological 
threats that have their roots in broader social 
injustices, e.g. racial segregation under the apart-
heid regime in South Africa for instance. Gross 
inequality along racial lines is a daily reminder 
that normality never existed. This statement does 
not suggest that people around the world are 
not becoming more aware of climate crisis, but 
rather that for some, the climate crises may be an 
additional threat to years of unavoidable psycho-
logical adversity. Thus, the ‘waking up syndrome’ 
is a powerful concept and addresses dominant 
issues that contribute to solving the climate 
crises, but more nuance is needed for countries 
such as South Africa. These two examples illus-
trate the importance of socio-political context in 
how climate-related distress is framed.

Case vignette
Psychological distress is inextricably inter-
linked to both social oppression and ecological 
distress (Fisher, 2013). A brief vignette from the 
platinum mining town of Rustenburg, South 
Africa has been offered to highlight the impor-
tance of an adaptable framework that acknowl-
edges that role of power in relation to climate 
change-related distress. The case study exam-
ines the psychological distress associated with 
the climate change and the extractive industry 
in Rustenburg. Here, psychological distress is 
interconnected to oppressive characteristics 
within the environment, which creates chal-
lenges for communities facing environmental 
threats, such as climate change (Barnwell et 
al., 2020). Ten members (7 male, 3 female) 
of the community were interviewed as part of 
this case study, four of which also participated 
in a focus group. The average age of partici-
pants was 58. Semi-structured interviews were 
used. Nine participants’ home language was 
Setswana, while one was Sepedi speaking. The 
PTMF has been used in this case to highlight 
the complexity of climate-related distress. The 
main perceived environmental threats, exam-
ples of asymmetrical power dynamics and what 
bearing this has on psychological distress will 
be discussed.
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Findings
Participants perceived climate change to 
be inextricably linked to a number of other 
environmental threats in Rustenburg. Figure 
3 presents some of the environmental threats 
identified by participants. 

Several of the environmental threats were 
perceived by participants to be associated with 
the social ecological changes that have taken 
place since the proliferation of the platinum 
mining in the area. Today, climate change 
poses an additional threat in that it is expected 
to exacerbate these threats, e.g. water scarcity, 
for instance. In South Africa, climate change 
is creating drier conditions, more sporadic 
weather events, and water scarcity is a central 
issue (Niekerk et al., 2019). Concerns about 
water scarcity are coupled with participants’ 
appraisals of Rustenburg as having poor water 
infrastructure and suspected water contam-
ination. The threat of climate change can 
therefore not be decoupled from other envi-
ronmental threats, such as mining, which 
participants perceived to be in competition 
with the community over the use of water. 
As a trauma-informed framework, the PTMF 
is useful in describing the interrelationship 
between psychological threats, including envi-
ronmental threats. Moreover, the PTMF is 
helpful in this context in that it can illustrate 

the sense of controllability of power relation-
ships over psychological adversities (Johnstone 
& Boyle, 2018). Figure 4 provides examples of 
power relationships, which have an influence 
over the response to the threat.

Participants described that power is largely 
unequal in Rustenburg. Authorities are 
perceived by participants to use asymmetrical 
power to ensure the continued accumulation 
of mineral wealth, which is not uncommon 
in extractive settings (Bookchin, 1971). 
Asymmetrical power relationships and domi-
nant discourses interact with the developing 
climate crises. One particular discourse is that 
communities do not benefit from mining. For 
instance, one participant explained: ‘Every 
mine [has] a community cost. These costs are 
all the time carried by the community.’ This 
discourse is rooted in lived experiences of 
asymmetrical relationships that exist between 
participants and their environment. For 
instance, a lack of public participation and 
poor regulatory enforcement (e.g. mines not 
adhering to environmental obligations) are 
examples that reflects unequal legal power. 
This inequality in power is again found in 
participants’ perceptions of poor social service 
delivery – e.g. waste removal and access to 
water – this, they noted, was despite being 
surrounded by mineral wealth.

Some of these challenges are also perceived 

Figure 3: Examples of Environmental Threats
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by participants to be rooted in racial envi-
ronmental injustices, e.g. that industries 
mostly located in predominantly low-income 
black communities. A participant described 
how psychological distress is connected to 
today’s social system: ‘The mine is violent, the 
government is violent, the system is violent. You 
don’t have peace of mind in the commu-nity 
[if] you are continuously in a fight for survival, 
which doesn’t come easy.’ In this setting, 
psychological distress emerges from the inter-
action between environmental threats and 
power relations that are interpreted as being 
unequal and, as highlighted, violent. Climate 
change, therefore, is not a single event, but 
an additional event to a range of cumula-
tive psychological adversities. Communities 
adapting to the climate crisis do so within 
existing relationships with state and corporate 
actors that are already saturated with feelings 
of mistrust. Through their socio-political anal-
ysis, communities have organised themselves 
to advocate for better enforcement of envi-
ronmental standards, increase public partici-
pation and protest service delivery. These are 
all examples of social agency and adaptations 
to psychological threats. Through these adap-
tations, communities are addressing both 
power and discourses that pose challenges. 
Psychological distress in this setting is then 

a relational socio-political process rooted in 
a particular history.

Discussion 
South Africa is a specific example and its 
dramatic political history and protracted 
inequality is not comparable to most countries. 
Furthermore, Rustenburg’s mining context is 
unique. Moreover, the sample size (N = 10) 
from which the vignette originates is small 
and therefore not generalisable. However, the 
socio-political complexity of mining and other 
extractive contexts highlight limitations to 
popularised terms, such as climate anxieties 
that medicalises, depoliticises and dehistor-
icises psychological distress. In contrast, the 
PTMF shows potential to be used to under-
stand some of these underlying mechanisms 
such as asymmetrical power relationships that 
are central to psychological distress associated 
with climate change in many Global South 
communities. 

As a trauma-informed approach, the 
PTMF may assist in developing psycholo-
gy’s knowledge of climate-related distress, 
complementing ongoing processes of 
conceptualisation, such as the more recent 
traumatic-focused theorising (Woodbury, 
2019). Woodbury (2019) theorises that climate 
change not only has the potential of creating 

Figure 4: Examples of Asymmetrical Power



Critical reflections from South Africa: Using the PTMF to place climate-related distress in its socio-political context

Clinical Psychology Forum 332 – August 2020 13

trauma, but is a traumatic process in itself, 
which can trigger past traumas, i.e. personal, 
collective and intergenerational. Applying the 
PTMF to this work acknowledges narratives 
of power and dominant discourses, which has 
been illustrated to be important for contextual-
ising climate-related psychological distress. As 
has been explained, environmental threats are 
interconnected to these relationships to power 
and their discourses. Climate change does not 
stand as an isolated threat but is experienced in 
relationship to other socio-political processes. 
In the vignette of Rustenburg, climate change 
is an additional threat that compounds cumu-
lative stressors, such as continued racial 
inequality, environmental degradation and 
participatory injustices. Trauma is not hierar-
chical, and it is difficult to uncouple the threat 
of climate change from other cumulative 
threats. Therefore, in framing climate-related 
distress, the socio-political reality should be 
emphasised as a contributing factor. Applying 
the phrase ‘climate anxiety’ to this context 
would de-politicise the nature of distress that 
is rooted in asymmetrical power dynamics.  
At the extreme, applying climate anxiety to 
socio-political issues may be negligent as it 
under-appreciates the social struggles that 
psychological distress is rooted in, absolving 
states and corporate actors of responsibility 
and at worst, gaslighting community struggles, 
i.e. the manipulation of outcomes by making 
individuals question their own sanity, with 
the possibilities of deferring urgent action. 
This being said, Johnson and Boyle (2018, 
p.8) explain, ‘Theories and judgements about 
identifying, explaining and intervening in 
mental distress and troubling behaviour are 
not interest – or value-free.’ Interestingly, the 
APA (2017) does not recommend any environ-
mental justice action for those who experience 
climate anxieties, which is in stark contrast 
to well-established non-clinical group inter-
ventions, such as the Work That Reconnects, 
a group methodology that works through 
climate-related distress and promotes activism 
(Macy & Brown, 1998). Craps (2013, p.28) 
explains: ‘by narrowly focusing on the level 
of the individual psyche, one tends to leave 

unquestioned the conditions that enabled 
the traumatic abuse, such a political oppres-
sion, radical oppression or economic domi-
nation.’ Macy and Brown (1998) rather see 
opportunities in empowering people through 
group processes that support community 
actions on climate change. Communities 
around the world are directly confronting 
extractive industries, governments and poli-
ticians to address the determinants of envi-
ronmental injustices. In Kenya, for instance, 
campaigns call for ‘deCOALinisation’ drawing 
a direct link to colonial extractive histories 
(De-COALanize, 2017), while in South Africa, 
communities such as Xolobeni in the Eastern 
Cape have litigated against the extractive 
industry winning the right for communities to 
say no to new mining operations (High Court 
of South Africa, Gauteng Division, Pretoria, 
2018). This paper suggests that the PTMF may 
be adaptable to such political arenas.

Conclusion
The paper has drawn attention to the limita-
tions of fixed and popular terms, i.e climate 
anxieties, in contextually and accurately 
describing climate-related psychological 
distress. The PTMF has been applied to a case 
study on climate-related distress in Rustenburg, 
South Africa. In doing so, the vignette high-
lights the importance of power relationships 
to environmental distress, of which climate 
change has been shown to be an additional 
threat to multiple other stressors. Communi-
ties’ adaptations to these threats, including 
the climate crisis, involve addressing unequal 
socio-political relationships. The PTMF there-
fore assists practitioners in moving beyond 
an individualistic or medicalised conceptual-
isation of climate-related distress to one that 
is social ecological. Further research on the 
application of the PTMF in diverse settings is 
recommended. Lastly, climate-related psycho-
logical distress appears to be interconnected 
with unequal relationships to power, particu-
larly socio-political, suggesting potential areas 
for intervention to support those who expe-
rience multiple and historical environmental 
and social injustices.  
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Perspectives on climate justice for psychology
Harriet E. Ingle 

This article presents an overview of the health and mental health impacts of climate change, reflecting on these 
through the lens of climate justice, and presenting a call to action for psychologists to further this area of enquiry. 

THERE is a robust evidence base of liter-
ature which provides details on the 
different and interactive ways in which 

climate change affects physical health. For 
example, climate change affects the social and 
environmental determinants of good health, 
including clean air, access to safe drinking 
water and sufficient food, as well as secure 
shelter (WHO, 2018). Climate change directly 
affects health in three primary ways, namely; 
through altered transmission of infections 
(such as vector-borne diseases like malaria and 
dengue fever), as well as diarrhoeal illnesses; 
through emergencies such as floods and 
cyclones, drought, and via airborne dispersion 
of hazardous materials; as well as through new, 
emerging environmental challenges, such as 
heat stress, altered ultraviolet radiation expo-
sure, pollens, and air pollution (WHO, 2018). 
The image presented in Figure 1, produced 
by the Center for Disease Control, illustrates 
some of the multitude of ways in which climate 
change interacts with the environment to 
produce deleterious outcomes for health. 

The ongoing Covid-19 pandemic provides 
one stark example of the increasingly volatile 
and dangerous way in which increases in world 
trade and travel, evolving novel pathogens, 
population explosion, decreased biodiversity, 
habitat loss, and climate change all combine 
to produce disastrous planetary health conse-
quences (see literature on ‘One Health’, e.g. 
Bonilla-Aldana et al., 2020).

The mental health impacts of climate 
change are less well characterised. New 
words are cropping up regularly seeking to 
capture some of these experiences, such as; 
eco-phobia, solastalgia, eco-anxiety, environ-

mental grief, eco-paralysis and eco-overwhelm 
(Albrecht et al., 2007; Gifford & Gifford, 2016; 
Kevorkian, 2004; Sobel, 1996). The pervasive-
ness of these new terms offers a clue to the 
apparent commonality of these issues, but – as 
yet – very little is known about these ‘disor-
ders’. They may not be ‘disorders’ at all, but 
rather adaptive responses to an increasingly 
threatening and hostile environment.

Despite the paucity of evidence on psycho-
logical impacts of climate change: three 
classes of impact on mental health have been 
proposed, namely; direct (the acute or trau-
matic effects of being involved in a disaster 
event), indirect (threats to wellbeing due to 
observed impacts, living in a constant state 
of uncertainty, and chronic concern), and 
psychosocial impacts (the social and commu-
nity impacts of lost homes, livelihoods, and 
cultural identity) (e.g. Doherty & Clayton, 
2011). Regardless of the class of impact, what 
is known is that those with pre-existing mental 
health disorders (of which there are currently 
an estimated 970 million worldwide) are the 
most vulnerable to the mental health impacts 
of climate change. The poor often bear the 
greatest burden of mental health disorders 
due to the increased risk of having a mental 
health disorder in addition to inadequate 
access to treatment and other health inequal-
ities. The disproportional risk to those with 
existing vulnerabilities highlights an issue of 
justice. In the context of climate change, the 
field of ‘climate justice’ seeks to identify and 
untangle issues of injustice, elaborated further 
below.
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Climate justice
The concept of climate justice highlights 
the ‘double inequality’ of climate change, 
in which there is an inverse distribution of 
responsibility and risk (Barrett, 2013, p.1819; 
Sovacool, 2013). Developed states are respon-
sible, and yet are forecast to confront only 
moderate effects; whereas the least developed 
states are not responsible for the activity which 
has caused climate change, and yet experi-
ence the most significant threats to liveli-
hoods, assets, and security (e.g. Barrett, 2013). 
Climate justice therefore brings to the fore 
the ethical issues and fundamental inequali-
ties which the most marginalised populations, 
groups, and individuals experience as a result 
of climate change: highlighting the dispro-
portionate impacts of climate change on the 
most vulnerable and marginalised populations 

worldwide (Jafry et al., 2019). Sensitivity and 
exposure to physical events brought about by 
climate change is influenced by manifestations 
of poverty and underdevelopment; whereby 
limited or poor-quality education, governance, 
and health infrastructures serve to magnify 
adverse consequences (Barrett, 2013). In fact, 
even in the most prosperous nations, it is these 
communities which are consistently the first 
– and worst – hit (Shepard & Corbin-Mark, 
2009). A striking example can be seen from 
the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, which hit 
New Orleans in 2005. The impacts were devas-
tating but highly uneven; disproportionately 
affecting the poorest and most vulnerable. 
The direct mental health impacts associated 
with this disaster will mirror this effect; with 
those that were affected the worst by the devas-
tation suffering the most severe and traumatic 

Figure 1: Impact of Climate Change on Human Health (reproduced with permission from the Center for 
Disease Control)
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psychological consequences, a clear issue of 
climate justice.

Health and mental health through the 
lens of climate justice
Climate change ‘threatens to undo the last 
50 years’ of development, global health, and 
poverty reduction: we are at risk of a new 
era of ‘climate apartheid’, where the rich 
buy their way out of rising heat and hunger 
(‘World faces “climate apartheid” risk, 120 
more million in poverty: UN expert’, 2019). 
Estimates suggest that around 20 million 
people are already displaced every year by 
‘natural disasters’, global warming, and climate 
change: with more than 85 per cent from low 
and middle-income countries (Brisman et al., 
2018).

The burning of fossil fuels is the main driver 
of climate change, and this in itself produces 
air pollution which kills 7 million people 
annually (‘Air pollution’, 2020). Air pollution 
and the health consequences associated with 
it present one of many striking examples of 
a direct climate-related hazard disproportion-
ately affecting those least responsible for it. 
For example, the air pollution caused by the 
wildfires in Australia during late 2019 and early 
2020 (wildfires made more likely as a result of 
climate change), disproportionately affected 
the poor, the elderly, children, and those 
whose livelihoods involved working outdoors. 
Individuals with fewer resources are inher-
ently less able to adapt to reduce their risk of 
exposure or harm, for example: top-quality air 
conditioners and protective equipment like 
face masks are not accessible to everyone, thus 
those who can’t afford these measures are 
forced to live with the exposure and the risks it 
poses to health. The traumatic mental health 
impacts of such devastating wildfires and the 
insidious impacts of the resulting smoke are 
likely to be severe and long-lasting; with many 
forced to take shelter on beaches and on boats 
when escape routes from their homes were 
blocked (‘Ten impacts of the Australian bush-
fires’, 2020).

A study from the UK found that the 
communities that have access to the fewest 

cars tend to suffer from the highest levels of 
air pollution, whereas those areas in which 
car ownership is greatest enjoy the cleanest 
air (Mitchell & Dorling, 2003). Pollution 
is most concentrated in areas where young 
children and their parents are more likely 
to live, and least concentrated in areas to 
which the elderly tend to migrate. Those 
communities that are most polluted (and 
which also emit the least pollution) tend to 
be amongst the most economically deprived 
in Britain (Mitchell & Dorling, 2003). A link 
has been found between air pollution and 
certain mental health disorders, indicating 
a further source of health inequality likely 
to be suffered by the most vulnerable world-
wide. For example, an increase in ambient fine 
particulate matter has been demonstrated to 
be associated with anxiety symptoms as well as 
depressive symptoms, even after adjusting for 
socioeconomic measures (Pun et al., 2017). 
Similarly, air pollution has been linked to 
potentially elevated risks of cognitive decline 
and stroke (e.g. Buoli et al., 2018).

It is those least equipped to adapt and miti-
gate against such hazards who will suffer the 
most severe mental health impacts. Indirect 
mental health impacts (associated with the 
effects of living in a state of constant existen-
tial concern, threat, and dread) are likely to be 
felt most by those who live at the ‘front line’ of 
climate impacts. For example; individuals who 
live in the most polluted areas who suffer the 
worst effects of the ever-decreasing air quality; 
communities based on vulnerable shorelines 
where rising sea-levels are a constant threat; 
and those whose livelihoods rely on industries 
most sensitive to climate impacts, including 
farming and fishing industries. ‘Eco-anxiety’ 
as a term to capture the kind of chronic envi-
ronmental worrying which many experience 
as an indirect effect of climate change seems 
insufficient to capture the true nature of the 
concern. A more salient descriptor is required 
to adequately reflect the severity and existen-
tial nature of this experience for many. 

Reflecting further on air pollution, the 
most man-made of hazards (inherently and 
inextricably linked to climate change); recent 
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studies have suggested that air pollution could 
additionally be a risk factor for mortality as 
a result of the Covid-19 pandemic; whereby the 
majority of the pre-existing conditions which 
increase the risk of death for infected patients 
are the same diseases affected by long-term 
exposure to air pollution (including asthma, 
decreased lung function, and increased 
respiratory symptoms like coughing) (Wu 
et al., 2020). Air pollution is thus not only 
accelerating climate change; it is manifesting 
health and mental health problems for many 
millions, and it represents a striking issue of 
climate and environmental justice: further 
mirrored by the potentially increased risk of 
mortality in the context of the ongoing global 
Covid-19 pandemic.  

Issues of climate justice through the lens of 
climate change impacts on mental health are 
perhaps (at present) most strikingly evident 
when examining the psychosocial impacts. 
These impacts, relating to the community and 
social impacts of climate change, are often the 
result of lost livelihoods as well as conflicts over 
increasingly scarce resources (Albrecht et al., 
2007; Costello et al., 2009; Doherty & Clayton, 
2011; Page & Howard, 2010). Psychosocial 
mental health impacts resulting from climate 
change are complex and wide-ranging, and 
detailed review of these is beyond the scope of 
this article (see Doherty & Clayton, 2011 for 
elaborative information). However, examining 
one of the many such impacts felt by commu-
nities worldwide – loss of cultural identity – it 
is clear to see how issues of climate justice are 
inherent. 

For example, communities living in the 
Pacific island nations, such as Tuvalu and the 
Marshall Islands, are facing a stark choice; 
become climate migrants and relocate, or 
stay and face certain destruction of harbours, 
gardens, homes, livelihoods and sacred sites 
as a result of sea level rise (Constable, 2016). 
The issue of migration for these individuals 
is fraught with political and social tensions. 
Pacific Rim countries including Australia, New 
Zealand and the USA would be the most likely 
candidates for the island nationals to relo-
cate to, however these countries have strict 

migration eligibility criteria (often requiring 
proof of language abilities and income), 
and the number of accompanying depend-
ants is also likely to be restricted (Constable, 
2016). Cultural identity loss as a result of 
forced climate migration could almost seem 
a secondary issue to the challenges facing these 
individuals, despite the fact that identity is so 
intrinsically linked to locality for many island 
communities such as these (Hofmann, 2014). 
The arresting term ‘culturecide’, posited by 
one author to capture the (cultural) geno-
cidal dimension of climate change faced by 
such nations as the Pacific Islands, sufficiently 
captures the brutality of this issue (Hofmann, 
2014). Mental health outcomes often appear 
worse for migrants, displaced populations, 
and refugees when compared with native-born 
individuals (Zimmerman et al., 2011). Psycho-
logical impacts resulting from the kind of 
cultural bereavement that would be experi-
enced when the very land that a community 
has been displaced from disappears beneath 
the sea can only be imagined, but will surely 
be severe.

Perspectives on climate justice for 
psychology
Climate change is a planetary health issue, 
but evidently the negative impacts are not 
evenly distributed. Incorporating climate 
justice in to clinical practice would involve 
developing a nuanced understanding of how 
individuals, communities, and nations adapt 
to the health impacts of climate change, and 
how climate impacts are likely to affect well-
being across the lifespan through direct, indi-
rect, and psychosocial channels. There are 
many questions which need to be addressed 
in order to adequately protect health over 
the coming decades. It will be necessary for 
all health care providers, not least the profes-
sion of psychology, to explore ways to mitigate 
climate change impacts and adapt to newly 
exposed vulnerabilities resulting from these 
impacts (Travers et al., 2019). New measures 
will likely be required to be developed to 
test for climate-related psychological distress, 
as existing tools may not adequately capture 
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these experiences in this ever-evolving global 
landscape of change. The Covid-19 pandemic, 
once again, provides a stark example of how 
rapidly normality can be overturned, and of 
how the most vulnerable members of society 
are always the first and worst affected by disas-
ters of any kind, be them economic, health, or 
climate-related. 

Research is urgently required to charac-
terise the mental health ‘disorders’ currently 
associated with climate change (including 
eco-anxiety, a problematic moniker in 
itself). Without adequate understanding of 
these experiences we are at risk of creating 
a large-scale victim mentality (exacerbated 
by alarmist media reporting), which in turn 
will have consequences for how motivated 
and engaged individuals feel able to be with 
pro-climate behaviours. Climate justice high-
lights rights, responsibilities, and procedures: 
namely, the right for all to be protected from 

climate change (including removing threats to 
civil, political and security rights), the responsi-
bility for high-income nations most responsible 
for the emissions which have driven climate 
change to respond to harm caused in low and 
middle-income countries, and to rollout rele-
vant procedures that will adequately attend 
to the various and wide-ranging threats which 
climate change brings (Travers et al., 2019). 
The profession of psychology thus has a huge 
responsibility within this arena, one which 
potentially impacts the motivations, wellbeing, 
and health of generations. 

Dr Harriet E. Ingle, Climate Psychologist, The 
Centre for Climate Justice, Glasgow Caledo-
nian University
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Skimming the surface, but reaching 
relational depths: Pebbles in palms as 
counter-practice to climate inaction
James Randall 

In what ways can clinical psychology engage in addressing climate change? This is a question that has puzzled 
me, but perhaps because the task itself seems so insurmountable. When overcome with the will to do everything, 
it is too easy (and understandable) to fall into inaction. Arguably, to call it ‘insurmountable’ gives permission 
to that inaction; to be let-off the hook, so to speak. This paper is an imperfect invitation – through my rambling, 
I would hope that you might be able to forage a thing or two, or even develop a new relationship to the overlooked 
majesty of the mundane [sic] pebble.  

IT IS through my own series of personal and 
political partnerships during my training 
journey, that I embarked upon a more 

relational and community-focused journey. 
Perhaps there was something in the context 
of the times, for we faced an unrelenting cycle 
of heartbreak during our training journey. 
From a bubble-busting general election and 
EU referendum, to Trumpion conquest of the 
United States, to the humanitarian calling of 
an ever-unfolding refugee crisis, all within the 
ever-cutting context of a  damning and  inhu-
mane  Governmental policy of austerity.  It 
couldn’t get any worse, we thought. Unnerv-
ingly, socio-political recipes for despair  seem-
ingly persist like that exasperating wasp that 
just won’t go away. I often get into an emotive 
surge of action – doing everything all at once 
to escape the sting. Most of the time, achieving 
nothing at all; all whilst still getting stung 
over and over again, anyway. This drive to 
do everything, whether guided by heart or 
mind, is a drive so important, it ought not 
be confused as misguided... its ineffectiveness 
is just the cost of being one mere mortal in 
a swirl of wasps – the sting is all but inevitable 
(though reader, your ingenuity when it comes 
to escaping such a sting is most welcome, so 
please do read on…). 

In response to those austere and damaging 

times, a small group of us like-minded souls 
conjured up ‘Pebbles in Palms’ (Morgan et 
al., 2019) – a motif of sustaining ourselves 
and one another in challenging times. Even, 
within a swirl of wasps, could we come to the 
hope of doing something? In danger here of 
confusing metaphors, allow me to invite you to 
envision that swirl of wasps was above a pool of 
water. My friends and I came to view this pool 
of water to represent many layers of society - 
reminiscent  of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 
Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) – 
you could observe the reflections of the indi-
vidual, the community, the institutions and 
organisations, the society, the physical and 
socio-material environments, to the much 
more abstract domains of discourse, knowl-
edge, power, and so on. What our connecting 
of spirits enabled us to do, was to consider 
the possibilities held within the pebbles in our 
palms. In this sense, we connected our hopes, 
passions and drive, into the symbol of the 
pebble (though in a true transitional object 
kind of way, I’ve ended up carrying a literal 
pebble in my pocket for most days since). For 
we could view each pebble, no matter how 
small, as an action and commitment to seeking 
change, in some way, shape or form. 

We were driven by ‘an underlying ethos 
of social justice, equality and solidarity… 
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[in order to] address adversities beyond the 
individual in order to support, facilitate and 
advocate for oppressed and subjugated groups 
within and beyond the remit of the “estab-
lished order” of things (Morgan, et al. 2019, 
p.1). By dropping, skimming, placing together, 
holding, or even picking our pebbles; we could 
achieve something: so we don’t have to do 
‘everything’ (phew!) – and perhaps with 
that in mind, further opportunities can be 
unearthed. On occasion, there may even be 
a calling for the justifiable lobbing of a pebble. 
As such, our pebbles stand for the potential 
and various actions we can commit ourselves 
to, as a collective, and as individuals aligned 
in values, hope and principles. What can we 
do with all these pebbles, then? I begin through 
an illustration in Figure 2 below, and then 
explore some initial and imperfect wanderings 
[sic] thereafter. 

Thinking about all of this, in order to make 
all of this much, much clearer (and to perhaps 
invite some somethings that are much, much 
greener), I would like to expand the action of 

these pebbles in reflection of what they have 
come to stand for and ultimately, be used for. 
Indeed, by finding the many different ways, 
and the many different contexts and rela-
tionships in which we could engage with our 
pebbles, fostered the potential for opening 
up the possibilities of change for others, and 
somewhat enigmatically, opening the door 
for further collective action and sustained 
commitment. ‘This is without necessarily fore-
seeing what may come after’ (Morgan et al., 
2019, p.3), and as such, speaks to the chal-
lenge of addressing the impending crises of 
‘tomorrow’ [sic], that some may wilfully close 
their eyes to. As such, it may well just be our 
calling, eyes closed or not, to open our palms 
to change.

Dropping: pebbles as personal actions
When we drop our pebbles, we are ‘holding 
onto the idea that doing something at one 
level could lead to ripples of change at other 
levels’ (Oliver et al., 2019, p.172). It may well 
be that we reduce our meat intake or even 
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become vegetarian or vegan, to take personal 
responsibility for the significant contribution 
of the livestock industry to the climate crisis. 
Possible ripples from such action include 
motivating yourself to expand such choices 

to non-dietary products, or to inspire friends 
and family to join, or that a community 
group is able to continue with that one extra 
contributor, or that your supermarket begins 
to reflect the higher uptake of non-animal 

I invite you to take a look at the climate crisis wasp. 

Now close your eyes. 

They’re still there, I’m afraid…buzzing around, probably getting a sting in 
or two.

As the climate crisis isn’t going anywhere, there’s a good few of these about 
and unless we start to do something, we are going to continue to get stung. 
Repeatedly, I’m afraid.

I wonder, then, whether I could invite you to no longer postpone that 
awesome potential of yours, and perhaps you could join us, and pick up 
a pebble or two?   
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products – contributing to more ethical means 
of sourcing products, and so on. Likewise, 
your pebble may be in writing to your MP or 
in sharing that Extinction Rebellion video on 
Facebook that somehow breaches the bounda-
ries of your ‘nimby’ uncle – who moves beyond 
simply ‘HS2 is too close’, to understanding 
the significant and detrimental impact the 
current route of construction is having on 
native and endangered species. The potentials 
are endless, and your pebbles numerous…

Skimming: pebbles that purposely seek to 
reach the wider community
There may be times when we can look forward, 
anticipate and plan out a series of ‘drops’ 
through skimming our pebbles across the hori-
zons. The ripples from these various points of 
direct impact are, one would hope, testament 
to the applied vision of our committed and 
conscientious action. Skimming might reflect 
conducting a literature review on the merging 
worlds of environmentalism and therapies that 
seek to synthesize the evidence, and through 
publication (the splash!), to broadcast an invita-
tion to research more – as if laying out the next 
steps for the reader to envision and engage (e.g. 
Cooley et al., 2020). Or do I instruct my MP to 
represent my concerns, with a view to then 
sharing my thoughts through their platform in 
an All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG), and 
in doing so, that APPG includes my suggestions 
in their report to the Government, who are 
scheduled to review this submission, and so on. 

I suspect there is an art to skimming. I never 
was any good at it as a kid and I’d always end 
up with the blop! of my pebbles dropping on its 
first point. Perhaps that is where persistence 
comes into the mix; to try, try, and try again. 
Nevertheless, when my pebbles did make 
contact with that shore – it could still make 
an impact, it sure did still create some ripples. 
So my intention to act, my intention for that 
series of actions, will never be in vain…

Placing together: pebbles that are 
dropped in partnership with others
When we’re dropping or skimming our pebbles, 
it could be as individuals acting in-line with 

our shared values and common, collec-
tive goals with one another. As such, this 
wouldn’t necessarily be in direct contact or 
active participation with others – though 
always with the mind and hearts of others 
within consideration. It might be that we can 
achieve very different things in actual partner-
ship and collaboration with others – perhaps 
our pebbles are themselves co-produced in 
origin? This may well be where like-minded 
psychologists come together; they communi-
cate and gather up ideas about the potential 
dropping of pebbles in a truly collective and 
partnered way – a purposeful but powerful 
placing of our pebbles. In placing pebbles in 
partnership, it may become clear that only 
a few people are ever needed to cause some 
fruitful disruption. Examples of such efforts 
may include local campaigns to improve public 
transport links, or simply to draw local coun-
cils’ attention to strategy and decision-making 
that is sodden with consequences for the 
climate crisis. In more purposeful placements 
of pebbles, clinical psychologists may form 
networks and strategically place themselves 
within activist groups such as Extinction Rebel-
lion (e.g. twitter @XRPsychologists), or place 
the climate crisis high on the agenda of groups 
such as Psychologists for Social Change. 

Ultimately, the placing of our pebbles in 
partnership with others captures something 
about the potential for positive social change 
through the particularly well-placed pebble. 
Just one small, yet planned and partnered 
action can succeed in disrupting the damaging 
stings of powerful others.

Lobbing: pebbles that look to disrupt 
environmentally destructive ways of being
On other occasions, consistent inaction may 
lead one to the necessity of lobbing one’s pebble 
with metaphorical intent. We may well ask 
ourselves whether we can root out the persis-
tent stings of societal inaction, or worse, 
harmful perpetuations. In this sense, some 
may be driven to the more direct approach 
of peaceful and non-violent confrontation – 
direct protestation of climate inaction. We may 
find ourselves causing disruptions within cities 
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during rush hour – which on the one hand 
can draw a spotlight from afar (e.g. media), 
but also and possibly more effectively, impact 
on the profiteering from climate damaging 
practices by industries that privilege capital 
over climate security. Such methods can be 
effective in highlighting of, and dismantle-
ment of, disingenuous spins of marketing and 
the hegemony of more neoliberal practices 
that arguably pretend to care. 

The lobbing of one’s pebble is a cautious 
path to take, as individuals navigate their way 
around the legislative contexts of the countries 
they find themselves in, often participating 
within the margins of the norm, but not quite 
off of the page. It is this disruption that neces-
sitates the collective conscientiousness, vision 
and drive – to change the practice and, in 
doing so, change the landscapes of our times. 

Picking your pebbles: choosing the 
actions that are within reach
With passion comes drive and often deter-
mination, and, in this sense, that pull to do 
everything. Beyond the reality that attempting 
to do everything yourself is a recipe for exhaus-
tion at the best, burnout at worst; it is imper-
ative to be mindful of one another in mind, 
body, and spirit. As such, some wise folk may 
‘think big, act small’, ‘pick their battles’ wisely, 
and utilise counter-practices to despair to keep 
on going (Morgan et al., 2019). It is not neces-
sarily always about ‘doing more’, but instead, 
about doing more of the ‘right’ thing. Whether 
that right thing is the most ethical thing or just 
the most achievable, ‘better’ thing, with being 
human ourselves, picking your pebbles with this 
perspective in mind is an important message 
in order to sustain ourselves moving forwards. 
Indeed, ‘the enormity of the challenge of 
bringing about radical change in embedded 
aspects of our culture and society can over-
whelm us and we sometimes need to “think 
small”, do what we can at any one moment, 
and seek out allies’ (Holmes, 2013, p.255).

This is particularly relevant when we 
consider the climate crises and what actions 
we shall take, as there are very real environ-
mental, social and psychological consequences 

of inaction – a stagnating pool holds no ripples 
of hope, only reflecting the emotional pain of 
knowing what catastrophic hurt is yet to come. 
We must then pick our pebbles wisely and 
kindly, for this is not an issue to address from 
afar – we are within it, most likely complicit, 
and the pain of that is important to feel, in 
order to move us. After all, the sting leaves 
a pain – but arguably it is perhaps through 
the persistence to feel that pain and still take 
collective action, that we continue to motivate 
and sustain our efforts in addressing such 
causes overtime (Selvanathan & Jetten, 2020) 
– despite the stings, and probability of more 
stings, we can and will return. 

In short, perhaps you can fight the system 
tomorrow, if today is too painful to face going 
outside. Perhaps the right pebble for you 
today is one that connects you to the values 
and justice-doing of like-minded others, who 
found the resources around them to face 
necessary action today. 

Holding your pebble: Reflecting on the 
ripples of our shared values, personal 
commitments, and the legacy of others
Sometimes we might find ourselves unsure on 
where we may be best placed to act. We may, 
as alluded to above, find that the weight of 
collective action can push heavily down on the 
shoulders of one mere individual. However, in 
holding our pebbles, we can embody the collec-
tive, hold onto the broader values and spirits 
of our movements, and not be weighted down 
as much – for we are not alone in this cause. 

Pebbles may symbolise and carry the 
courage of those acting today, they may carry 
the messages of those who inspire us to put 
our principles into action, they may help us to 
hold onto hope as we transition from places of 
safety and security, to territories of uncertainty, 
threat and resistance. For holding onto hope 
in these times of persistent denial, spin, prop-
aganda, and ‘fake news’, the experience of it 
all really does feel like it is all stuck on repeat 
– like the chasing sting of those darn wasps. 

For me, having a pebble in my pocket 
has provided me with the voice of absent 
friends when I have experienced a resistance 
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to practising in line with my ethics – I can 
influence change, that I can’t give up, that I am 
indeed ‘shouldered up’ (Reynolds, 2011). In 
some ways similar then, the holding of pebbles 
can symbolise and contain us through aggra-
vatingly eco-defiant or damaging practices by 
companies, those engraved within policies 
or legislation, and the counter-intuitive and 
global shifts towards Nationalism (Temple, 
2020). At another period of my life, a pebble 
provided me with a way to communicate my 
care for someone facing the re-traumatising 
toxicity of some of our ‘public-serving’ insti-
tutions. In some ways similar then, holding 
onto my pebble when supporting young 
people to share their experiences and support 
one another in addressing their shared 
‘eco-anxiety’ through collective solidarity, 
perhaps my pebble can sustain my hopes 
that the ripples they make will reach far and 
wide, and for them, that that guy called James 
witnesses their pain, shares their solidarity, 
and will act with their future in mind.

Perhaps though, if I hold onto my pebble 
with the collective spirit and heart in mind, I can 
sustain myself within the chaos – dare I say, even 
tolerate a sting or two whilst I’m in it… But I’ll be 
holding more than a pebble in my palm, I’ll be 
holding onto the courage of the collective and 
that might just contain me for now. 

Witnessing the power of pebbles: the 
ripples of our histories-in-progress
We find ourselves in dangerously certain 
times: climate change is happening and 
the calling for a community-orientated clin-
ical psychology really ought to be the echo 
of yesterday. This inevitably embeds an 
environmental-conscientiousness at the core 
of clinical psychology practices – the inter-
generational legacy is a cost too dear for us to 
postpone any longer.

There is a history that comes with this 
Pebbles in Palms metaphor, a series of relation-
ships, commitments and practices. Through 
facing adversities in the past and experiencing 
the despair that takes us nowhere, we found 
our way out in the end – together (Morgan et al., 
2019). This is the legacy of the pebbles. The 

power of witnessing one’s history, one’s legacy, 
in addressing the societal stings of unrelenting 
challenges, is perhaps core to even further 
progress. To speak to our past, we can open 
up the possibilities of the future. We may 
explore the ways in which we personally have 
overcome pain and suffering in the past, and 
the struggles in which we faced in doing so. 
We may also unearth the ways in which our 
families or our communities have overcome 
social and political struggles in the past, the 
ways in which they mitigated the risks in doing 
so, and ultimately the ends they achieved 
through collective action. To ask about and 
retell our histories is to connect to our culture 
and co-create a commitment with those who 
find their ways to our words and acts. 

In this paper then, I hope to have continued 
the legacy of pebbles in palms (Morgan et al., 
2019), a heartfelt and continued collabora-
tion that conjures up a great deal of hope, 
a smidgen of grit to resist and persist, to reach 
out and connect, and the humility of heart 
to keep a relational-rooted self-care in mind. 
In doing so, we sometimes have to pause, but 
through our relationships we may still witness 
the change enacted by those who share our 
values – those who act in solidarity with us 
and those already marginalised or excluded 
in society, but ultimately most impacted by 
climate catastrophe. 

With the pebbles dropped by others, we 
can replenish ourselves through the ripples of 
their actions and feel aligned on shared and 
common grounds. Not only is it through our 
own climate participation, but it is through 
the participation of those around us, that our 
collective voice and actions can emerge as 
possibilities. To witness the actions of powerful 
others aligned with us in principle and their 
practice, and to see the persistence of those 
who, despite being on the margins of power, 
persist anyhow – speaks to the heart of the 
pebbles in palms metaphor (Morgan et al., 2019). 

N.B. No wasps were hurt in the writing of this 
paper.
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Oliver, Amy Lyons and Jessica Saffer, for us all 
continuing to help shape a clinical psychology 
that cares. 

James Randall, 
Clinical Psychologist
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How can occupational psychology  
help organisations improve their 
environmental sustainability?
Jan Maskell

OCCUPATIONAL psychology is 
concerned with the performance of 
people at work and with how individ-

uals, and organisations behave and function. 
In the context of a climate emergency, occu-
pational psychology has a role in assisting 
organisations to develop their environmental 
sustainability policies, implement a range of 
actions to help to reduce their carbon foot-
prints, and encourage pro-environmental 
behaviour change at work. Occupational 
psychologists, through their expertise in 
developing leadership and leaders; examining 
motivation, norms and values; managing 
change and engagement; offering meaningful 
models, theories and practical methods, can 
help organisations to achieve sustainable 
development.

Occupational psychology professionals are 
equipped with a range of practices, based on 
research and theory, to enable organisations 
to achieve the integration of sustainability into 
the core business, for it to become an inherent 
part of all decision making from strategic to 
operational levels, rather than an ‘add-on’.  
They understand the psychology of engage-
ment – be that with employees, customers, 
consumers, and suppliers. As practitioners, 
they consider ideas about working collabora-
tively, applying these to working with internal 
and external stakeholders. 

How can organisations make a 
difference?
Given the scale of the problem of climate 
change, organisations contribute hugely to 
our current changing climate through their 
activities, energy and resource use, travel, 

consumption and investment. A recent study 
(Independent, 2017) showed that just 100 
companies are responsible for more than 70 
per cent of greenhouse gas emissions over 
the past 30 years, so resolute change there 
could bring about remarkable improvements. 
However, all organisations have a responsibility 
to reduce the carbon footprint of their activi-
ties. In the words of Greta Thunberg (2019) 
‘No One is too small to make a difference’. Small 
and medium sized enterprises (SMEs), which 
represent about 90 per cent of businesses 
and more than 50 per cent of employment 
worldwide, play a significant role in ensuring 
economic growth, innovation and job creation 
across the globe and are key to the sustain-
ability of cities and regions. They are within 
larger companies’ supply chains – which 
are becoming increasingly concerned about 
reducing carbon footprints beyond their own 
operations (Carbon Trust, n.d.).

Averting a planetary and humanitarian 
crisis is reason enough to act with urgency, 
but there is also a business case for doing so. 
Climate change is challenging, altering the 
foundation of our economic system. Good 
governance should be fundamentally linked to 
this issue. Leaders have a responsibility to their 
investors, customers, employees and broader 
society. Visionary leaders are needed to act as 
champions of climate change action. Organisa-
tions increasingly see that acting responsibly is 
not only good for society but can deliver bene-
fits in terms of staff recruitment and reten-
tion; managing risk in supply chains; driving 
innovation and productivity; and opening up 
new markets. It can also lead to new oper-
ating models such as those associated with the 
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sharing and circular economy (Hamari et al., 
2016; Ellen Macarthur Foundation, n.d.). 

Organisations should be concerned with 
achieving sustainable development to ‘…meet 
the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs’, 
World Commission on the Environment and 
Development, 1987. Concern with the present 
and the future must be fundamental for an 
organisation to survive – so there must be 
a longer-term view of the importance of, and 
challenges to, successfully implementing envi-
ronmental sustainability. For an organisation, 
policy change may be the fastest way to achieve 
this, but not the only way and not always the 
most effective way. Organisations should also 
be concerned with actions that eliminate or 
mitigate the impacts of climate change, or 
enable the organisation to adapt.

What prevents organisations taking 
action? Psychological obstacles to change 
There are psychological barriers that hinder 
behaviours which would facilitate mitigation, 
adaptation, and environmental sustaina-
bility. Gifford (2011) offers an explanation of 
psychological obstacles that impede an indi-
vidual’s actions. Gifford’s seven dragon genera 
and 36 species help to explain why people 
agree that climate change and environmental 
sustainability are important problems, yet do 
not take enough action to effectively deal with 
those problems. Many of these barriers are also 
transferable to organisations as reasons for not 
taking action on climate change. This is hardly 
surprising as organisations are composed of 
individuals who hold these beliefs.

So, many individuals, and as a result their 
organisations, are hindered by elements 
of these seven categories of psychological 
barriers: 

 ■ limited cognition about the problem
 ■ ideological worldviews that tend to 

preclude pro-environmental attitudes and 
behaviour

 ■ comparisons with key people
 ■ sunk costs and behavioural momentum
 ■ discredence toward experts and authorities
 ■ perceived risks of change

 ■ limited behaviour – positive but inade-
quate behaviour change

Exploring some of the species Gifford iden-
tified within these genera shows why some 
organisations may still be slow in taking 
action in this climate emergency. Within the 
genus of Limited Cognition dragons there 
are several possible reasons for organisations 
not acting:

Ignorance. Surprisingly, there are still 
a few people unaware that climate change 
is a problem. More serious is that there 
are many who are quite aware but have 
no knowledge of what to do about it. This 
could be caused by mixed media messages, 
lack of individual research, or perhaps 
simply a lack of technical knowledge about 
what is and is not effective.

Uncertainty. When we are uncertain about 
something we hesitate: hesitation is inac-
tion, e.g. if we are not sure how to act we 
can procrastinate.

Environmental numbness. There are two 
ways this can show. Firstly, it can mean 
screening out the distant aspects of 
climate change with which we cannot 
immediately identify, or have no imme-
diate impact. Secondly, when we receive 
frequent messages about climate change, 
we can habituate to the message rather 
than actively listening to it.

Spatial discounting. This happens when 
individuals presume that climate change 
or environmental problems are worse in 
other places than their own, so they do not 
need to take responsibility now as it does 
not apply to them.

Temporal discounting. This happens when 
people presume that climate change or 
environmental problems will take place so 
far in the future that they have no obliga-
tion to act now.
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Optimism bias. Normally optimism is 
a good thing, but if people assume that 
they are less at risk than they actually are, 
and assume that all will be well, then they 
do not need to act.

(A lack of) Perceived behavioural control. 
This is when people or organisations 
believe they are not able to do anything 
helpful about climate change.

(A lack of) Self-efficacy. When people 
believe what they are able to do about 
climate change will not matter.

When time is money. If people think that 
the time they are spending on something is 
about money, they tend to act less sustain-
ably. In a recent survey (Carbon Trust, 
n.d.) lack of time and money was cited as 
the number one barrier for SMEs to act on 
improving energy efficiency.

In the Ideologies dragons the following species 
may be relevant to organisations:

Worldviews. A strong belief in 
free-enterprise capitalism tends to include 
the belief in exploitation of the natural 
world for as much as one desires. 

Techno-salvation. The belief that tech-
nology can, by itself, reverse the effects of 
climate change. Overconfidence in tech-
nology can lead to inaction.

The Social Comparison dragons explain the 
tendency to be influenced by organisations 
that are admired:

Perceived inequity. When people or organ-
isations believe that others will not take 
steps to reduce their use of carbon or help 
the environment, they are less likely to do 
so themselves.

Authority rules. If your boss or organisa-
tion requires you to fly or engage in other 
carbon-negative behaviour you are likely 

to agree because of their authority over 
you.

Sunk costs dragons are investment choices 
(not necessarily monetary) that limit alterna-
tives, specifically climate-friendly choices:

Financial investments. If an organisa-
tion has invested in new equipment, for 
instance, it is less likely to consider envi-
ronmental reasons for other actions. This 
monetary choice applies all the way to up 
to making important investments in fossil 
fuels.

Behavioural momentum. Organisational 
habits can be difficult to change, e.g. travel 
habits can have strong negative effects on 
the climate and environment.

Conflicting goals and aspirations. Organ-
isations can have multiple goals, often 
worthwhile in themselves, but they can 
conflict with the goal of not harming the 
environment.

The Limited Behaviour dragons show why 
organisations try to do something to limit 
greenhouse gases or help the environment 
but sometimes these efforts fall short:

Tokenism. Less effective solutions are 
sometimes chosen because they are the 
easiest to implement, e.g. recycling rather 
than more impactful actions. 

The rebound effect. The rebound effect is 
when a positive environmental behaviour 
is followed by one that cancels it out. For 
instance, people with fuel-efficient vehicles 
sometimes drive more than those without 
them, to the point where the net damage 
is greater. (Also called the Jevons Paradox 
[Alcott, 2008] or the Khazzoom-Brookes 
postulate [Saunders, 1992]).
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Challenging organisational barriers to 
inaction 

Norms and in-groups
Leaders and managers have an obligation to 
lead by example. What they do and say will be 
seen as what is valued in an organisation. For 
many employees this behaviour will be what 
they see as the norm. As well as leading by 
example, leaders must be aware of the social 
norms (Brandon et al., 2018) that exist and 
that they can influence. Leaders and managers 
can lead the way through the examples they set 
in terms of their behaviour and also through 
making sustainability core to their organisa-
tional strategy.

In most organisational sustainability inter-
ventions, exemplifying desired changes is 
important for two main reasons. Firstly, the 
actions of leaders and managers send implicit 
messages about behaviours they condone. If 
the organisation’s leaders are not displaying 
behaviours it is encouraging in others, this 
will act against people’s desire for reciprocity 
and fairness while inviting charges of hypoc-
risy. Secondly, organisational policy should not 
give mixed messages about whether certain 
types of behaviour are encouraged or not. Just 
as individuals seek consistency, the behaviour 
of the organisation’s leaders and representa-
tives needs to be consistent with policy.

Making sustainable behaviour the social 
default involves understanding and influ-
encing the social norms. Social norms are 
the implicit social rules that govern behaviour 
within an organisation. Social norms differ 
depending on the group of people, organ-
isation, or culture. What is considered fully 
normal, even admirable, in one group or 
organisation may be met with disapproval in 
another, e.g. workplaces where casual dress is 
normal contrasts with offices where suits are 
worn. According to Cialdini (2004), people 
are constantly looking for social proof to guide 
their own behaviour.

Social norms create opportunities for 
change; for one thing, they are dynamic and 
constantly shifting – just consider how views 
on single use plastic have started to change 

recently. The goal for those of us who want 
to bring about a more sustainable society is to 
make sustainable behaviours normal, accept-
able, and something people aspire to. We can 
do this by giving people and other organi-
sations the evidence, and social proof, that 
sustainable behaviour is acceptable and desir-
able. 

The Social Comparison dragons demon-
strate our inclination to be influenced by 
others we admire:

Social comparison. Organisations compare 
their actions with those of others to deter-
mine the ‘correct’ behaviour, even when 
that behaviour is harmful for the envi-
ronment. This can also offer positive role 
models of behaviour.

Social norms and networks. Norms can 
help to predict behaviour, e.g. energy effi-
ciency through using injunctive norms 
(Allcott, 2011). 

According to Social Identity Theory (Tajfel 
et al., 1979), we could categorise organisa-
tions in a number of ways, e.g. public sector, 
private sector, not-for-profit; size by number 
of employees or turnover. Then we consider 
whether our organisation is within that cate-
gory, e.g. my university is ‘redbrick’. After cate-
gorising our organisation as part of a specific 
group, and identifying with that group, we 
then tend to compare our organisation with 
others in our group and the out-group. If our 
self-esteem is to be maintained, our group 
needs to compare favourably with other 
groups. If other organisations we consider to 
be an influential part of our in-group are 
engaged in sustainability actions, then not 
only should we do so (social comparison) but 
we will also consider what out-group organisa-
tions are doing (social identity).

Diffusion of innovation 
Rogers’ (2003) categories of adopters of inno-
vative ideas (see Figure 1) applies to individ-
uals and organisations: organisations are both 
the aggregate of individuals and their own 
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system with procedures and norms. Innova-
tions that match the organisation’s existing 
system require fewer related changes and are 
more likely to be adopted. Innovations inten-
tionally spread, e.g. by political mandate or 
directive, are also likely to diffuse quickly.

Table 1 suggests some of the things that 
could be taken to challenge dragons of inac-
tion, depending on where the organisation is 
in its level of innovation adoption of environ-
mental sustainability actions.

Understanding and appreciating some of 
the issues around inaction and what could be 
done to challenge this can help to tackle the 

carbon emissions that organisations generate 
through their activities, their energy use, their 
buildings, travel, consumption and investment.

Jan Maskell, 
Associate Lecturer University of Lancaster

Correspondence
Email: jnmskll@gmail.com

Figure 1: Diffusion of Innovations

Adoption of Innovation Level Suggested Activity to Improve Environmental Sustainability 

Innovators Act as role models

Demonstrate the benefits 

Early Adopters Act as opinion leaders

Communicate with other in-groups

Offer rewards

Early Majority Social comparison

Set goals 

Late Majority Offer incentives

Use nudges 

Laggards Mandate: political, legal, organisational

Punishment

Use nudges

Table 1: Adoption of Innovation Level and Suggested Actions
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Disrupted attachments to cherished places: 
Global experiences of ‘solastalgia’ and their 
clinical implications
Joe Rehling & Emily Sigston

This paper offers a narrative review of global experiences of solastalgia (or feelings of grief around local 
environmental change), while exploring the concept’s social and psychological dynamics. The paper ends with 
a discussion on solastalgia’s implications for clinical psychology.

THE mental health impacts of climate 
change are significant and wide-ranging. 
Many of these impacts will be of a familiar 

quality to mental health professionals – for 
instance in trauma responses to natural disas-
ters; low mood in the context of losses of homes 
and livelihoods; and anxiety from imagined 
future scenarios. From this perspective, there 
may be nothing qualitatively different about 
the challenges posed. It will be more trauma, 
more depression, more anxiety; but nothing 
beyond the scope of mainstream psychological 
models and psychiatric diagnoses. 

Where climate change may present a more 
novel challenge, however, and inspire forms 
of distress less easily compatible with main-
stream psychological and psychiatric frame-
works, is in its softer or more subtle effects. 
These can be contrasted to the devastation of 
having one’s house destroyed, of fearing for 
one’s life, or even of financial hardship, and 
refer instead to a sense of unease, perhaps 
barely tangible, in a context of change to the 
once familiar, and in a loss of old meanings 
and old pleasures to new environments and 
social realities. This sense of unease has been 
termed ‘solastalgia’, referring, etymologically, 
to pain arising from a reduced ability to draw 
‘solace’ from one’s surroundings (Albrecht et 
al., 2007). 

This paper offers a narrative review on 
solastalgic responses to global climate 
change, from the Australian Wheatbelt and 

a desertifying Ghana, to the woodlands and 
ice-sheets of North America. It thus seeks 
to portray the very personal impacts of this 
global phenomenon, and to in so doing offer 
a window into a different quality of mental 
health problem presented by climate change. 
The paper ends with a discussion on how 
psychological services might best intervene to 
support someone presenting with solastalgia.  

Solastalgia 
A series of papers from rural Australia, written 
in the context of increasingly chronic drought, 
have offered insight into some of the factors 
underpinning solastagic responses to climate 
change. Of particular note are the experi-
ences of farmers in the Australian Wheatbelt 
(Ellis & Albrecht, 2017), for whom the lack of 
separation between work and home life, and 
the entanglement of both with environmental 
conditions, has left no chance of respite from 
drying and wind-eroded landscapes. Aside 
from concerns around the profitability of their 
businesses, Wheatbelt farmers are described 
as experiencing an existential reaction to 
environmental changes: having put so much 
of themselves into the design and mainte-
nance of their farms, to see them degrade is 
like seeing a part of themselves dying. Similar 
narratives from rural Australia have been 
reported by Anderson (2009), Polain and 
colleagues (2011), and Sartore and colleagues 
(2008), with predominant themes pertaining 
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to a sense of personal failure in the context of 
diminishing agricultural productivity, and to 
something resembling a visceral disgust in the 
face of drying (dying) landscapes.   

This link between the health of the land 
and the health of its people is also described 
in Rigby and colleagues’ (2011) analysis of the 
effects of drought on Australia’s aboriginal 
communities (‘if the land’s sick, we’re sick’). 
Here, feelings of grief came in a context 
not only of altered landscapes and losses of 
wildlife, but in an attendant decline of tradi-
tional cultural practices (for instance hunting 
and foraging). Thus, for this sample, climate 
change was described as contributing to 
a perceived loss of community identity: for 
many, it seemed unclear what it could even 
mean to be Aboriginal, without their cher-
ished connection to the land. This loss of iden-
tity was in turn described as both cause and 
effect of a wider social drift, characterised by 
a vicious circle of outward migration, dimin-
ishing economic opportunity, and increases 
in drug and alcohol misuse – viewed as acts of 
despair which brought shame on, and further 
challenged, the Aboriginal sense of iden-
tity. In this way, solastalgia can be viewed as 
a clearly social, as well as environmental, expe-
rience, emerging where effects of changing 
landscapes and seasonal patterns meet more 
existential concerns as to the meaning of self 
and society in an increasingly unrecognisable 
world.

This dynamic is further explored in a series 
of papers from Inuit communities in Canada 
(Durkalec et al., 2015; MacDonald et al., 2013; 
MacDonald et al., 2015; Willox et al., 2012; 
Willox et al., 2013; Willox et al., 2013b). All 
samples report a similar story. Where before 
communities prided themselves on an ability 
to anticipate and make use of the changing 
seasons, conditions recently have been less 
predictable, resulting in a loss of self-esteem 
for those with previously prized wisdom, 
and in a whole community described by one 
resident as ‘shifting’ and ‘not knowing what 
they’re supposed to be doing’ (Willox et 
al., 2013b, p.20). Most significantly, warmer 
conditions have resulted in reduced access 

to sea-ice, meaning a disruption to normal 
activities (whether in hunting, foraging, or 
visiting friends) and the loss of ‘healing’ time 
on the land. As with the Aboriginal sample, 
this was described as raising questions of what 
it could mean to be Inuit, in a world where 
traditional expertise has become increasingly 
redundant, and traditional activities increas-
ingly impracticable. Again, this challenge to 
community identity appears entangled with 
a more general perception of social drift, with 
experiences of chronic boredom leading to 
an increase in alcohol and substance misuse, 
and socio-economic decline both fuelled by 
and fuelling increasing outward migration. 
Also described among many of the Inuit 
samples was a general feeling of grief for the 
loss of their ‘proper’ winter and, as with the 
Australian farmers, a sense in which the loss 
of cherished landscapes was the loss of a part 
of the self (Willox et al., 2012; Willox et al., 
2013). In this way, the solastalgia of the Inuit 
samples can be viewed as arising from their 
feeling of being not only ‘from this place’ but 
also ‘of this place’ (Willox et al., 2012, p.541). 
The land’s suffering is theirs. 

The experience of disrupted attachment 
to a cherished place is also described by 
Oakes and colleagues (2016) in the context 
of Alaskan forest dieback. Here, warmer 
average conditions have resulted in reduced 
snowpack, leaving the shallow roots of the 
forest’s yellow-cedar trees uninsulated against 
sudden drops in temperature. This has 
resulted in 200,000 hectares of dying trees, 
in an area which traditionally fulfils a range 
of recreational as well as spiritual functions. 
For many, the dying forest was described in 
terms of irreplaceable loss. This was particu-
larly the case for locals (and especially those 
with ancestral ties to the area), who derived 
from the forest a sense of spiritual wellbeing 
and connection to their heritage. One inter-
viewee described a cultural kinship with the 
forest that ‘goes back 10,000 years’, while 
another commented that ‘We are who we are 
because of the trees’ (Oakes et al., 2016, p.8). 
As with the Inuit’s thinning ice sheets and 
Australia’s drying farmlands, the loss of Alas-
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ka’s yellow-cedar trees was thus experienced 
as a loss of cultural and personal identity. 
Particularly harrowing in the Alaskan context 
has been the way in which yellow-cedar 
trees remain standing long after death, as a 
‘looking-glass to [human] sin’ (Oakes et al., 
2016, p.6), and a monument to the discord 
between how things are and how they ought 
to be. This reaction, as arising from a direct 
aesthetic appraisal, may be viewed as analogous 
to the visceral disgust expressed by Australian 
farmers in the face of desiccating landscapes. 
It is also a reaction that, for many Alaskans, 
was depicted as entwined with a sense of help-
lessness pertaining to the global cause of this 
local phenomenon. 

A combination of economic and climate 
variables make large parts of Africa, particu-
larly in east and sub-Saharan regions, espe-
cially vulnerable to climate change. Already 
drought-prone areas can ill-afford an incre-
mental shift towards warmer temperatures 
and less rainfall, and where drought inter-
sects with poverty, the result is humanitarian 
crisis (Carty, 2017). In these circumstances, 
talk of solastalgia might well misjudge the 
urgency of the problem. Without significant 
aid and opportunities for managed migration, 
millions of people will die.  

In areas of Africa less acutely threatened, 
however, familiar trends to those identified 
in Australia and North America can be identi-
fied. A paper from Ghana, detailing the expe-
riences of rural-urban migrants and those left 
behind in the villages, is illustrative (Tschakert 
et al., 2013). Here, climate change was noted 
as precipitating a loss of beauty and greenery 
in left-behind rural areas, with degraded 
savannah and bush-fields also diminishing 
the productivity of subsistence lifestyles. With 
outward-migration an increasingly attractive 
alternative, rural Ghanaian communities, as 
with the Aboriginal and Inuit samples, are 
described as having entered a social as well 
as an environmental decline. Where before 
there were social connections, now, increas-
ingly, there are ‘hollow homes’ (Tschakert et 
al., 2013, p.18). This trend was described as 
contributing to wider perceptions of incon-

gruity by those left behind in rural Ghana. 
Just as dead yellow-cedar trees were felt to 
stand, in Alaska, as a monument to the discord 
between now and then, so were rural Ghana-
ians described as regarding their degrading 
savannah, dried-out water sources and hollow 
homes as embodiments of their alienation 
from a once cherished place. Tschakert and 
colleagues (2013, p.22) use the term ‘prox-
imate outsidedness’ to refer to this sense of 
living alongside environments that one now 
feels detached from and which, because of 
their proximity, serve as a constant reminder 
of the community’s loss. 

Summary and clinical implications  
The above narrative review has explored 
psychological responses to local climate 
change in some of the world’s most extreme, 
and also diverse, environments. These 
responses were mutually identifiable. Specifi-
cally, people were found to experience disgust 
in response to dying landscapes, unease at 
the perception of more general physical 
incongruities, and loss for one’s personal and 
community identity. Underlying all of these 
interrelated experiences are feelings of grief 
about disrupted attachments to cherished 
places, a feeling of ‘homesickness for a home 
not left’ (Tschakert et al., 2013, p.20). This is 
solastalgia.

In the UK, experiences of solastalgia 
might be expected to be less common. The 
climate’s more temperate starting point means 
that the UK’s natural landscapes, for the most 
part and for now, remain within their windows 
of tolerance (notwithstanding instances of 
flooding). Beyond this, it might be thought 
that already urbanised populations have 
become sufficiently disconnected from nature 
for notions of ‘home’ to suffer too adversely 
from environmental change. This might not 
last for long, however. For instance, one report 
has highlighted the decline in British wild-
life over the past few decades, with 15 per 
cent of species now threatened with extinc-
tion (National Biodiversity Network, 2019). 
Housing and infrastructure projects, mean-
while, are incrementally converting green 
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space – even ancient woodlands in the case of 
HS2 (Woodland Trust, 2019) – into concrete 
and metal. Increasing average temperatures 
and decreasing rainfall also offer a more subtle 
conversion – from green and rolling hills to 
something, in summer months, almost Medi-
terranean. There is a risk in all this that tipping 
points will be reached, and that, without signif-
icant conservational efforts, what remains of 
the UK’s natural world – the interrelation-
ships between climate and biosphere – may 
enter a death spiral. Even the UK’s urbanised 
populations, in these circumstances, might be 
expected to feel the ache of solastalgia. In 
rural areas, where environmental incongrui-
ties have the potential to be starker and more 
immediate, any such experiences seem likely 
to be deeper and more widespread.   

The prospect of a rise in experiences of 
solastalgia, across the UK, raises two questions 
for mental health services. Firstly, will people 
come? And secondly, how do we respond if 
they do? In regard to the first question, it 
should be said that solastalgia possibly never 
will – and probably never should – merit the 
status of a psychiatric diagnosis like depression 
or anxiety. Indeed, for many, it may consti-
tute the kind of background noise that, while 
causing distress, rarely motivates engagement 
with professional help. This is, perhaps, ‘not 
what therapy is for’. It may be, however, that 
conversations with people seeking help for, 
on the face of things, low mood or anxiety, 
will reveal increasing levels of underlying 
solastalgia, as the climate crisis unfolds. In 
these cases, use of the concept may enrich 
psychological formulations, in a mould anal-
ogous to disrupted interpersonal attachment. 
Beyond this, increasing awareness of the 
concept of solastalgia may be expected to lead 
to increasing incidence of the experience of 
solastalgia. This thought ties in with Hacking’s 
(Khalidi, 2009) concept of interactive kinds, 
according to which ‘looping effects’ are held 
to operate between labels and the labelled. 
In the case of solastalgia, it could be that 
the idea that one is experiencing solastalgia 
itself leads to an increased embodiment of and 
preoccupation with solastalgia, and ultimately 

to heightened levels of distress and a greater 
probability of seeking help.

But how, then, should we help? In the first 
instance, and especially with those for whom 
solastalgia appears to be operating as a ‘distal’ 
(Hagan & Smail, 1997) and perhaps hidden 
influence on distress, helping the person to 
identify and articulate their experiences will 
be important. This is, in all psychological inter-
ventions, arguably the therapeutic moment: 
the moment when a person apprehends the 
source of the problem and turns their atten-
tion to what can be done. The question of what 
can be done, though, in the context of a global 
crisis before which people may legitimately feel 
helpless, is certainly a difficult one. There may, 
realistically, be a role for distress-management 
in all this, a time when recalibrating expecta-
tions and finding new meanings will be the 
only options on offer. Indeed, for many of 
the samples studied above, it seems that this 
moment may have already arrived. Local envi-
ronments have become a source of despair, 
and engaging with them only hammers home 
the intractability of this global crisis.  

In more moderate climates, however, there 
is still time. Here, from a therapeutic perspec-
tive, it is tempting to offer the conclusion that 
the goods of personal wellbeing and environ-
mental conservation may be simultaneously 
pursued through active engagement with the 
natural world. This is an argument that clin-
ical psychology should make. By co-facilitating 
and researching the clinical effectiveness of 
eco-projects, clinical psychology may, as per 
community psychology principles, not only 
help to alleviate distress, but also to reduce it at 
source. As far as solastalgia and the decline of 
the natural world is concerned, restoration may 
closely follow prevention, in being the best cure.             

Joe Rehling, Trainee Clinical Psychologist, 
University of Essex
Emily Sigston, Assistant Psychologist

Correspondence
Joe Rehling
Email: jr18520@essex.ac.uk



Disrupted attachments to cherished places: Global experiences of ‘solastalgia’ and their clinical implications

Clinical Psychology Forum 332 – August 2020 39

References 
Albrecht, G., Sartore, G.M., Connor, L. et al. (2007). 

Solastalgia: The distress caused by environmental 
change. Australasian psychiatry, 15(sup1), S95–S98.

Anderson, D. (2009). Enduring drought then coping 
with climate change: Lived experience and local 
resolve in rural mental health. Rural Society, 19(4), 
340–352.

Carty, T. (2017). A Climate in crisis: How climate change is 
making drought and humanitarian disaster worse in East 
Africa. Retrieved from Oxfam website: https://www.
oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/mb-climat
e-crisis-east-africa-drought-270417-en.pdf. 

Durkalec, A., Furgal, C., Skinner, M.W. & Sheldon, 
T. (2015). Climate change influences on environ-
ment as a determinant of Indigenous health: Rela-
tionships to place, sea ice, and health in an Inuit 
community. Social Science & Medicine, 136, 17–26.

Ellis, N.R. & Albrecht, G.A. (2017). Climate change 
threats to family farmers’ sense of place and mental 
wellbeing: A case study from the Western Australian 
Wheatbelt. Social Science & Medicine, 175, 161-168.

Hagan, T., & Smail, D. (1997). Power-mapping – I. 
Background and basic methodology.  Journal of 
Community & Applied Social Psychology, 7(4), 257-267.

Khalidi, M. A. (2009). Interactive kinds.  The British 
Journal for the Philosophy of Science, 61(2), 335–360.

MacDonald, J.P., Harper, S.L., Willox, A.C., Edge, V.L., 
& Government, R.I.C. (2013). A necessary voice: 
Climate change and lived experiences of youth in 
Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, Canada. Global Environmental 
Change, 23(1), 360–371.

MacDonald, J.P., Willox, A.C., Ford, J.D., Shiwak, I., 
Wood, M., Government, R.I.C. & IMHACC Team. 
(2015). Protective factors for mental health and 
well-being in a changing climate: Perspectives from 
Inuit youth in Nunatsiavut, Labrador. Social Science 
& Medicine, 141, 133–141.

Oakes, L.E., Ardoin, N.M., & Lambin, E.F. (2016). 
‘I know, therefore I adapt?’ Complexities of indi-
vidual adaptation to climate-induced forest dieback 
in Alaska. Ecology and Society, 21(2).

Polain, J.D., Berry, H.L. & Hoskin, J.O. (2011). Rapid 
change, climate adversity and the next ‘big dry’: 
Older farmers’ mental health. Australian Journal of 
Rural Health, 19(5), 239–243.

Rigby, C.W., Rosen, A., Berry, H.L. & Hart, C.R. 
(2011). If the land’s sick, we’re sick: The impact 
of prolonged drought on the social and emotional 
well-being of Aboriginal communities in rural 
New South Wales.  Australian Journal of Rural 
Health, 19(5), 249–254.

Sartore, G.M., Kelly, B., Stain, H., Albrecht, G. & 
Higginbotham, N. (2008). Control, uncertainty, 
and expectations for the future: a qualitative study 
of the impact of drought on a rural Australian 
community. Rural and Remote Health, 8 (950). 
Published online at www.rrh.org.au/journal/
article/950. 

Tschakert, P., Tutu, R. & Alcaro, A. (2013). Embodied 
experiences of environmental and climatic changes 
in landscapes of everyday life in Ghana.  Emotion, 
Space and Society, 7, 13–25.

National Biodiversity Network (2019). State of 
nature – A summary for the UK. Retrieved 
from: https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalas-
se t s/ images/campaigning -and-pos i t ions/
let-nature-sing/birdsong-takeover/pdf/sonr/
rspb_state-of-nature_summary-report_uk.pdf. 

Willox, A.C., Harper, S.L., Ford, J.D., Landman, K., 
Houle, K. & Edge, V.L. (2012). ‘From this place 
and of this place:’ Climate change, sense of place, 
and health in Nunatsiavut, Canada. Social Science & 
Medicine, 75(3), 538–547.

Willox, A.C., Harper, S.L., Ford, J.D. et al. (2013). 
Climate change and mental health: an explor-
atory case study from Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, 
Canada. Climatic Change, 121(2), 255–270.

Willox, A.C., Harper, S.L., Edge, V.L. et al. (2013b). 
The land enriches the soul: On climatic and 
environmental change, affect, and emotional 
health and well-being in Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, 
Canada. Emotion, Space and Society, 6, 14–24.

Woodland Trust (2020). HS2 rail link. Woodland Trust. 
Retrieved from: https://www.woodlandtrust.org.
uk/protecting-trees-and-woods/campaign-with-us/
hs2-rail-link/. 

https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/mb-climate-crisis-east-africa-drought-270417-en.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/mb-climate-crisis-east-africa-drought-270417-en.pdf
https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/mb-climate-crisis-east-africa-drought-270417-en.pdf
http://www.rrh.org.au/journal/article/950
http://www.rrh.org.au/journal/article/950
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/images/campaigning-and-positions/let-nature-sing/birdsong-takeover/pdf/sonr/rspb_state-of-nature_summary-report_uk.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/images/campaigning-and-positions/let-nature-sing/birdsong-takeover/pdf/sonr/rspb_state-of-nature_summary-report_uk.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/images/campaigning-and-positions/let-nature-sing/birdsong-takeover/pdf/sonr/rspb_state-of-nature_summary-report_uk.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/images/campaigning-and-positions/let-nature-sing/birdsong-takeover/pdf/sonr/rspb_state-of-nature_summary-report_uk.pdf
https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/protecting-trees-and-woods/campaign-with-us/hs2-rail-link/
https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/protecting-trees-and-woods/campaign-with-us/hs2-rail-link/
https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/protecting-trees-and-woods/campaign-with-us/hs2-rail-link/


40 Clinical Psychology Forum 332 – August 2020

Climate activism as a clinical psychologist
Kaaren Knight

In this article, I reflect on my own journey to openly identifying as both a clinical psychologist and a climate 
activist. In doing so, I hope to make this combination seem more accessible to others, and to encourage those of 
you reading this to explore this combination of identities in your own lives.  

MY FIRST step into climate activism 
occurred beyond my own awareness, 
with the transition into parenthood.  

The arrival of my first daughter in 2008 
expanded my sense of the future: suddenly 
my idea of ‘future’ included not only my 
life span, but also hers. It extended further 
when my second daughter was born and 
I read a newspaper article about how, due to 
advances in medical science, children born 
that year had a 33 per cent chance of living to 
be 100; suddenly I was interested in what the 
world would look like in 2111.

In 2012, I read Storms of My Grandchildren by 
James Hansen. This was something of a wake-up 
call: on finishing the book I understood what 
rising carbon dioxide levels meant for the 
stability of the climate system, and what an 
unstable system would mean for our planet. 
With this new knowledge the world looked 
different, and things that had appeared to be 
constants (e.g. food in the supermarkets) no 
longer felt that way.  I became aware of how 
much of my life was built on unsustainable 
practices, and how far this would need to 
change to secure a safe climate for all. I learned 
that there was an extremely limited timeframe 
available to make the necessary shifts; Hansen 
spoke of the need for immediate changes to 
turn the trajectory of emissions around. None-
theless, his analysis seemed to offer us time, 
and although I was inspired to act, it did not 
cause me to panic. For those coming to the 
realisation of the seriousness of the situation 
now, at a time where there is significantly more 
evidence that this is an immediate crisis, it can 
be a huge shock and trigger a complex and 

potentially significant reaction of grief, anxiety 
and despair (Moser & Dilling, 2004).  

From knowledge to concern
The expectation of negative outcomes for the 
environment has been identified as a primary 
driver for environmental activism in multiple 
studies (Stern et al., 1999; Lubell et al., 2007).  
In other words, individuals first need to under-
stand the impact of rising carbon dioxide 
levels on our climate and eco-systems before 
they are compelled to take any level of action 
to mitigate the threat.  

Yet even with the knowledge of our 
collective situation in respect of the climate, 
structural and psychological barriers exist in 
tandem to prevent us from engaging with its 
reality and the risk it poses to our way of life. 
In his 2011 paper, Gifford identifies the 29 
‘Dragons of Inaction’: his term for the psycho-
logical processes that interfere with our ability 
to engage with climate breakdown. These 
range from our limited cognition (e.g. our 
focus on the immediate, and optimism bias) 
to ideologies (e.g. worldviews that clash with 
climate change mitigation, such as a belief in 
capitalism) to sunk costs (e.g. financial invest-
ment; behavioural momentum). Furthermore, 
our tendency to compare ourselves to others 
can be a positive or negative force in the adop-
tion of climate mitigation behaviours; being 
part of a community that values the natural 
world and behaviours that sustain it can be 
a potential force for progress, as we are likely 
to fall in line with the norms of that commu-
nity. For most of us, however, membership of 
multiple communities with differing norms 
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can make determining our position on climate 
mitigation a complex process.

A study by Leiserowitz (2005) found that 
level of perceived climate threat is closely 
related to cultural values; for egalitarians, 
the threat to the health and safety of others 
enhances climate concern, whereas for indi-
vidualists, the perceived threat to individual 
freedoms from government policies attenu-
ates climate concern and generates doubt and 
disbelief about climate change itself. It might 
be argued that psychologists are, by definition, 
concerned for the wellbeing of others, and 
as such may be more likely to respond with 
concern to our awareness of climate break-
down. Indeed, this is evidenced by the signif-
icant proportion of practitioner psychologists 
who signed the 2019 open letter entitled 
‘Practitioner psychologists and the trauma of 
climate change: An open letter demanding 
immediate and effective action’.

From concern to action
In the case of the climate crisis, there is validity 
in the argument that concern is not enough; 
that what is needed is far reaching action by 
both organisations and individuals. It has been 
suggested that citizen activism is the most effi-
cacious method of achieving emission reduc-
tions, given that governments are unlikely to 
enact carbon limits without public pressure, 
and that individual conservation alone is inca-
pable of producing sufficient emission reduc-
tions (Ockwell et al., 2009). How can we better 
understand what motivates us to take steps 
into action, and how can we be encouraged to 
take these steps?

Roser-Renouf et al. (2014) propose 
a two-stage information processing model of 
climate activism. They used models to explain 
involvement with climate activism highlight 
efficacy perceptions as the additional key 
driver for the small percentage of individuals 
who go on to become activists (Roser-Renouf, 
2014). These models are grounded in social 
cognitive theory and argue that climate 
activism is driven by an expectation of nega-
tive climate change outcomes, coupled with 
a belief in humanity’s collective potential to 

reduce the threat, and specifically whether 
their own actions will have an impact.  

Being a psychologist is closely associated 
with a belief in self-efficacy: one’s own, others’ 
and collective efficacy. After all, why work to 
support people to make changes if we do not 
believe change to be possible?  Why reflect 
on systems if we do not believe we can influ-
ence them? As such, being a psychologist may 
be well suited to climate activism. Belief in 
the possibility of change is palpable among 
climate activists and is much needed if we 
are to communicate positive messages about 
a different kind of future.    

‘Clinical Psychology’ as activist
There are a multitude of roles psychologists 
might take in addressing the global emergency 
posed by climate change. Contributing to the 
discussions about how to communicate about 
the crisis (van der Linden et al., 2015), how 
to encourage behaviour change (Carmichael, 
2019), the risk posed to our mental health 
(Palinkas & Wong, 2020) and the huge issue 
of climate justice (Ingle, 2020) are all ways 
in which psychologists can and are making 
significant contributions to this area. However, 
broadly speaking, clinical psychology as 
a profession has not been vocal in speaking 
out about the risks posed by climate break-
down.  

In recent years there has been a shift 
within psychology from historically avoiding 
involvement in political activism to a greater 
level of participation. It is true that public 
activism of any sort can pose a dilemma for 
psychologists. Assumptions about our role, 
such as the concept of neutrality, lead many to 
believe that they have a professional obligation 
to remain neutral; this is rooted in Freudian 
theory and practice which postulated that 
therapists remain a ‘blank slate’ in order to 
enable the process of transference. However, 
in recent years these ideas have been called 
into question in the light of human rights 
abuses such as torture, whereby ethics demand 
that we go beyond individual therapy to ask 
questions about how and why such things 
can happen, and that we have a responsibility 
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to act to prevent such abuses and promote 
human rights. There is a strong argument 
that keeping silent in response to injustice 
allows the status quo to exist and is there-
fore a deeply political position. The field of 
community psychology has sought to explore 
the theory and practice of efforts to tackle 
health inequalities and other social injustices, 
often assuming a consensus around values of 
equality, acceptance and human rights.  

Nonetheless, in my experience, and 
perhaps particularly in relation to climate 
breakdown, there remains an echo of the 
historical avoidance of activism within the 
profession. For example, I was interested to 
note that, in a 2018 special thematic section 
in the Journal of Social and Political Psychology 
entitled ‘Rethinking Health and Social Justice 
Activism in Changing Times’ there was very 
little mention of climate activism. This might 
be due to the decades of active manipulation 
of climate change research by lobbyists, which 
has left us with a sense of ambiguity; unsure 
whether our involvement is warranted. It is 
also the case that until recently, links between 
climate breakdown and health, inequality and 
global justice were not widely acknowledged.  
As these links become increasingly a part 
of the narrative, I hope that the psychology 
community recognises the need to speak 
truth to power in this crucial area; it was 
certainly encouraging to see the climate crisis 
explicitly mentioned in the election manifesto 
produced by Psychologists for Social Change 
last year. Recent changes to the BPS Code 
of Ethics (2018) also explicitly highlight the 
threats posed by climate change and global 
conflicts, and remind us of our collective duty 
for the welfare of human and non-human 
beings, both within the societies in which 
psychologists live and work, and beyond.  
Arguably, once psychologists understand the 
devastating impacts of climate breakdown, we 
cannot remain neutral when those in power 
are failing in their duty to protect life.  

Becoming a psychologist-activist
In common with many of my activist colleagues, 
once I learned about the risks posed by climate 

breakdown, I experienced an almost immediate 
urge to step into activism. This was not entirely 
altruistic: activism provided a mechanism for 
managing my anxiety about what I now saw as 
a short-term threat to the world I knew. In the 
first instance, I kept my career as a psychologist 
separate from my activism. I joined a local 
climate action group and focused on commu-
nicating about climate change via information 
events such as film screenings and school assem-
blies, as well as demanding action by speaking 
to my MP and attending marches. Stepping up 
to co-author and coordinate the practitioner 
psychologists open letter in 2019 was my first 
experience of publicly owning both my profes-
sional identity and my activist identity.

When I first began to speak openly about 
my involvement in climate activism, I was 
struck by how often people said to me ‘But you 
look so normal’! This type of comment beau-
tifully illustrates recent research by Bashir and 
colleagues highlighting the ‘image problem’ 
that exists in relation to both feminist and 
environmental campaigners, which shows 
that involvement in environmental and femi-
nist campaigning conjures up a picture of 
an eccentric, militant and unwashed person.  
They argue that this commonly held stereo-
type of an activist is partly responsible for the 
sluggishness of social change. Large sections 
of the public agree with activists’ messages 
but are put off by not wanting to affiliate 
themselves with the kind of person they think 
makes one an activist. With this in mind, 
I have come to believe that it is important 
for me to publicly declare my involvement 
with climate activism, and to invite discussion 
and exploration of the ways in which being 
a psychologist impacts on this increasingly 
important part of my life. This belief is how 
I have found myself writing this article and 
speaking at events such as the recent DCP 
conference; it seems my psychologist-activist 
identity is now fully formed! Furthermore, 
highlighting the number of psychologists who 
are seriously concerned about this issue is 
crucial in encouraging the British Psycholog-
ical Society to state a clear position in support 
of climate action; disappointingly (and unlike 
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the very vocal British Medical Association), 
this is something they have yet to do. 

There is an increasing number of clinical 
psychologists across the country identifying 
with the term climate activist. Many have been 
working within their communities beyond 
their professional identity. Others have been 
bringing the voices of psychologists to the world 
of climate activism by contributing their knowl-
edge and expertise to grassroots movements, 
such as Extinction Rebellion (XR).  The recently 
formed XR Psychology group is beginning to 
take shape and to take its place within the 
Connecting Communities network of XR. I find 

the work of colleagues in this arena both moving 
and encouraging; activism brings a new commu-
nity to my professional life and has become 
the source of many inspiring relationships and 
conversations. A snapshot of colleagues involved 
in climate activism is below, in the hope that 
more of you will be inspired to join the crowd.

Kaaren Knight, 
Associate Psychologist at Conatus Child 
Psychology

Correspondence
Email: kaaren@conatus.co.uk

Alice Walker, Trainee Clinical Psychologist,  
Plymouth University
Despite a long-standing love and concern for 
the natural world, I never saw myself as an 
‘activist’. However, once I started my clinical 
training and linking up with my local Psycholo-
gists for Social Change group, I started to 
realise activism comes in all shapes and sizes. 

The more I came to understand the barriers 
to climate action, the more I saw a need for 
opportunities to be able to express the grief, 
despair and anger that accompany the awareness 
of what we as a species have been doing to our 
planet. Having some experience of facilitating 
groups, this felt like something I could try and 

do something about. With support from others 
I have set up Plymouth Community Climate 
Conversations, which we hold once every other 
month. It’s a space to talk openly with others 
about emotional responses to the climate and 
ecological crisis. Acknowledging these difficult 
emotions can open up new understandings of 
how we can make a difference and help us 
realise we’re not alone in our concern for the 
future of Earth and all its inhabitants. 

For more info I’m happy to be contacted at 
communityclimateconversations@gmail.com.  

Dr Miles Thompson, HCPC Registered  
Clinical Psychologist and Senior Lecturer  
at UWE Bristol
For me, being active on any issue is a personal 
choice. Simply a mix of values, commitment 
and opportunity balanced against the costs 
of doing so. I’ve been toying with the tension 
between the personal and the professional 
since my first piece of published research back 
in 2007 (http://doi.org/10.1002/casp.878).  
I’m involved in the Bristol and Bath branch of 
Psychologists for Social Change and through 
that group got in touch with Extinction Rebel-
lion (XR) Connecting Communities back in 
2019 to see if our branch could offer help 
locally. XR Connecting Communities help 

build groups around common factors such as 
profession, skills or faith; there were already 
XR groups for Doctors, Lawyers, Farmers 
and others, so it was natural to try to build 
XR Psychologists. I have taken on the role of 
External Coordinator for XR Psychologists: 
we have had a lot of interest in the group and 
are in the process of establishing additional 
roles and beginning to think about actions. It 
is true that there are often personal/profes-
sional tensions, but if you are looking to bring 
about certain types of change it is probably 
necessary to embrace these.    

mailto:communityclimateconversations@gmail.com
http://doi.org/10.1002/casp.878
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Connecting to the ecological and climate crisis
Katy Woodward Coates

This article is a reflective account of the author’s developing engagement with the climate crisis, from initial 
awareness to first steps into activism. The author also highlights social justice issues in light of the crisis, and 
asks what role clinical psychologists have in understanding different responses to the climate crisis.

‘I wish it need not have happened in my time,’ said Frodo. ‘So do I,’ said Gandalf, ‘and so do all who live 
to see such times. But that is not for them to decide. All we have to decide is what to do with the time that 
is given us.’ (JRR Tolkien, Fellowship of the Ring)

IN THIS personal reflection, I hope to 
describe my journey in engaging with 
the climate crisis. I would like to empha-

sise the emotional impact this process has 
had on me, and what I have found helpful. 
As a clinical psychologist I have always been 
concerned with injustices in society and the 
impact of these on people’s wellbeing. My 
work has put me in touch with people who 
suffer as a result of oppressive social forces, 
such as refugees fleeing persecution, those 
who experience discrimination, and people 
suffering from the impact of social inequality. 
I now see the climate emergency as one of the 
biggest threats we face, in terms of reinforcing 
existing inequalities and injustices. 

For a number of years, I have had a sense 
that there was something very wrong about 
where we were heading as a global society: an 
increasing appetite for consumption, growing 
wealth inequalities and little regard to the 
plastic waste piling up around us. There were 
also more news stories about hurricanes, 
flooding and fires, not to mention the reoccur-
ring images of melting icecaps and struggling 
polar bears. At this point my connection to the 
climate crisis was only skin deep – it caused 
a mild discomfort which I could quickly bat 
away. The author Jenny Offill captured this 
state of mind accurately when she used Stanley 
Cohen’s (2001) expression ‘twilight knowing’ 
which she describes as ‘a state hovering 
between denial and knowledge’ (Offill, 2020). 

Moving from this ‘twilight knowing’ to 

a deeper awareness of the climate crisis can be 
a shocking and upsetting process, as everything 
you have ever held dear is likely to be funda-
mentally threatened. Leslie Davenport (2017) 
in her book about emotional resilience and 
climate change describes how adaptive stress 
responses, such as fight, flight or freeze are 
likely to be elicited in the face of climate 
engagement. You do not have to read much 
about the climate crisis before learning about 
the potential human consequences of climate 
breakdown, such as; mass migration, famine, 
economic and social collapse. The shift from 
images of polar bears on icecaps, to images 
of social collapse and its consequences, was 
a profound moment in my emotional connec-
tion with the climate crisis. I had intrusive 
thoughts about my children being harmed, 
and was reminded of the stories Refugee 
people had told me about their trauma of 
living in conflict zones. In conversations with 
other people engaged in the climate crisis, 
I learnt that they too found themselves enter-
taining similar terrifying scenarios, resulting 
in fight or flight responses. These included 
thoughts of escaping harm by going off-grid, 
or thinking about how they would defend 
themselves and their family from marauding 
mobs in a society that has collapsed. 

I later learnt that social collapse may not 
look like I thought it did; that is, it is unlikely 
to look like it does in dystopian films with 
small groups of savages wandering the streets. 
Jonathan Neale in the Ecologist writes about 



46 Clinical Psychology Forum 332 – August 2020

Katy Woodward Coates

‘green inequality’ in thinking about social 
collapse. He says ‘when climate breakdown comes 
for you, where you live, it will not come in the form of 
a few wandering hairy bikers. It will come with tanks 
on the street and the military or the fascists taking 
power.’ (2019). He does not fear his grandchil-
dren dying, so much as what they will have to 
watch and what they will have to do in order 
to survive. 

In addition to threat and fear, I noticed 
a sense of loss: loss of the future that I had 
previously taken for granted. I also felt rage, 
despair and a sense of loneliness – or possibly 
envy – that the majority of people are 
seemingly oblivious of the unfolding crisis. 
Contrasting with such negative feelings, I have 
also observed a sense of profound gratitude 
and awe for what I have, and for the natural 
world. Latterly, I have also felt a sense of posi-
tivity about what society could look like if we 
were able to create a more just and sustainable 
world. 

Letting the suffering in
The eco-philosopher and activist, Joanna 
Macy, points out that the root meaning of 
the word ‘apathy’ is a refusal to suffer (2012). 
I now recognise that initially I refused to 
engage with the climate crisis. I had witnessed 
someone close to me start to educate them-
selves about the issue, and I could see the 
emotional impact it was having on them, and 
I refused to suffer. In writing about climate 
denial, the Climate Psychology Alliance say 
‘denial is not ignorance, and to deny some-
thing we must first have seen it as real’ 
(2019). For me I had seen something that 
overwhelmed me. I am reminded of a phrase 
that captured the interest of a young environ-
mental activist, Clover Hogan (2019); ‘that it 
was not the climate crisis that is the biggest 
threat to humanity, but people’s helplessness 
in the face of it’. Hogan founded ‘Force of 
Nature’ a movement that helps young people 
overcome feelings of powerlessness and realise 
their potential. 

We know, as psychologists, that the suppres-
sion of emotions can lead to a whole host of 
psychological issues which can include despair 

and inaction. Joanna Macy, Susie Orbach and 
other therapists writing about the ecological 
and climate crisis advocate the need to stay 
with these difficult feelings and share them 
with others. Susie Orbach (2019) compared 
this to her experience of the feminist move-
ment, where the process of sharing and 
talking allowed truths to enter in and to be 
held. I quickly sought out like-minded peers 
from my personal and professional life to be 
able to engage in this process. It was through 
the work of Joanna Macy and others that I was 
able to develop a greater sense of meaning 
and direction. Macy’s (2014) guide The Work 
that Reconnects encourages people to connect 
with the suffering and grief elicited by climate 
breakdown, and to see that from this connec-
tion comes the wisdom to move forward. For 
me, Joanna Macy’s concept of ‘Active Hope’ 
(2012) has been the most helpful tool in 
thinking about how to move forward. Active 
Hope is about becoming an active participant 
in bringing about what we hope for, instead 
of feeling passively hopeful that something 
will be done, or despairing that nothing can 
be done. 

Becoming active
After letting the suffering in, then came 
action. Climate activism has allowed me to 
connect with like-minded people, an expe-
rience I found very galvanising. My first step 
towards ‘Active Hope’ was to host an informal 
event for friends, neighbours and colleagues 
who care about these issues. From this gath-
ering emerged an idea to coordinate an 
action to raise awareness of the harm caused 
by air pollution. We laid out 200 pairs of shoes 
in the city centre to represent 200 deaths 
caused by air pollution every year in our city. 
We decided to do this under the banner of 
Extinction Rebellion. I later contributed to 
the programme of talks based at the Health 
Hub coordinated by the Extinction Rebellion 
Doctors in October 2019 in London. The talks 
explored the current and the potential impact 
of the climate and ecological crisis on global 
health and ways in which the profession can 
respond.
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Being an activist-psychologist was not 
a giant leap for me. Previously I worked for 
a human rights charity supporting Refugee 
people who had survived torture. My super-
visors, Nimisha Patel and Aruna Mahtani 
(see Patel & Mahtani, 2007 for a summary) 
impressed upon me the importance of 
adopting a human rights framework. I learnt 
valuable lessons about the inherent dangers of 
only focusing on the individual’s psychological 
response to their experience rather than label-
ling the gross human rights abuses that have 
resulted in such distress. My experience of 
working with survivors of torture was pivotal in 
challenging assumptions about the role of the 
psychologist, such as the concept of neutrality.  
My clinical experience taught me that it is 
impossible to be neutral in the face of human 
rights abuses such as torture, and that we 
need to go beyond individual therapy to ask 
questions about how and why such things can 
happen. Furthermore, my work highlighted 
that we have a responsibility to act to prevent 
torture and promote human rights. 

In regards to the climate crisis I also feel 
that we cannot be neutral when those in 
power are failing in their duty to protect 
life, and that we have a responsibility to act 
to defend life. This sentiment is also echoed 
by Richard Horton, the editor of the Lancet, 
who recently stated that ‘all professionals have 
a duty and obligation to engage in all kinds of 
non-violent social protest to address the climate 
emergency’ (2019).

My place of work has allowed me to talk 
openly about the climate crisis. The Trust 
I work for was the first in the world to declare 
a Climate Emergency. There are many initia-
tives within the Trust to promote sustainability, 
and we are working to create opportunities 
for staff to reflect on the emotional impact 
of climate change. I have also found being 
part of the group Extinction Rebellion (XR) 
Psychologists extremely helpful in thinking 
about actions, education and conversations 
about the climate and ecological crisis. This 
is a UK-wide community group for psycholo-
gists who align with Extinction Rebel-
lion’s principles and values.  

Social justice
In terms of action, I believe that the fight for 
climate justice goes hand in hand with the 
fight for social justice and equality. We already 
know that the families and communities who 
will be most affected by climate breakdown are 
those in the global south who have contrib-
uted least to climate change. This brings to 
mind my work with Refugees who have fled 
persecution and who face a hostile immigra-
tion process in the UK. Standing up for the 
rights of refugees feels even more important 
in the face of a future where the lives of people 
in the global south may not be seen as worth 
saving. As May McKeith, an activist for Migrant 
Justice advocates, we cannot ignore the funda-
mental links between the climate crisis and the 
hostile environment that many migrants and 
refugees experience, because; ‘both have the 
same root: a system based on structural racism and 
historical and ongoing colonisation, which benefits 
a small elite at the expense of black and brown 
people’ (McKeith, 2019). 

Whilst working with refugees and survi-
vors of torture, I also learnt, uncomfortably at 
times, the importance of reflecting on my own 
eurocentricity, racism and political position; 
I recognise that movements like Extinction 
Rebellion are largely white and middle class 
and have been criticised for not reaching out 
to diverse communities. Questions need to 
be asked about how inclusive climate activism 
is in its culture, for example, for people 
from marginalised and discriminated against 
groups, the risks of protesting and arrest are 
likely to be more severe due to the institution-
alised racism found in law enforcement.  

Understanding responses to the climate 
crisis
I became interested in how I may have 
appeared to others having being involved in 
activism albeit in a small way. My observa-
tions were that people accepted the reality 
of the climate crisis but did not always think 
activism was part of the solution. There 
have been a number of studies looking at 
the public’s engagement with the climate 
crisis (Gifford, 2011; Lorenzoni, 2007) which 
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show that most of the public recognise that 
climate change and sustainability are prob-
lems, but as a result of certain psychological 
and social barriers, this recognition does not 
translate into personal engagement or behav-
iour change. Understanding these psycholog-
ical barriers is important but as Schmitt et 
al. (2019) argue, there is a danger that just 
studying the psychological barriers ignores the 
impact of the social-structural context. This 
is particularly in relation to the ways unequal 
distributions of power have allowed elites to 
block climate action, in part by using their 
power to influence societal beliefs and norms. 

So how can we talk to others about the 
climate crisis? Emma Young in her recent 
article for the BPS Research Digest looked at 
research in this area and concluded, that as 
‘we are all different there is no one type of activism 
or activist will appeal to everyone’ (Young, 2020). 
As a clinical psychologist I am interested in 
how to reach out to people, how to listen, and 
how to talk so people can hear. As a CAT prac-
titioner I think that CAT’s dialogical approach 
could be helpful here to further explore the 
narratives around the climate crisis.  

In terms of understanding differing indi-
vidual responses to the climate crisis I end 

by mentioning a fascinating article written 
by Andrew Boyd which beautifully describes 
12 characters in terms of their response to 
the climate crisis (‘Twelve Characters in Search 
of an Apocalypse’, 2017). The characters 
include a prepping survivalist, a hedonist and 
someone who is motivated by their own legacy. 
Of Boyd’s 12 characters, there was one who 
I felt a particular resonance with. They ask, 
‘do we dedicate ourselves to an impossible cause? 
Or do we pull back and look after our own? The 
choice – once you’ve sat quietly with this question – 
is clear. You must dedicate yourself to an impossible 
cause…Because solidarity is a form of tenderness. 
Because the simple act of caring for the world is itself 
a victory. We must take a stand – not because it will 
lead to anything, but because it is the right thing to 
do. We never know what can or can’t be done; only 
what must be done. I dedicate myself to an impossible 
cause’. 

Dr Katy Woodward Coates is a Consultant 
Clinical Psychologist at Newcastle Hospitals 
NHS Foundation Trust. 
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Postscript
I would like to reflect on the recent Covid-19 
pandemic. For me, there are to be a number 
of links between this, and the climate crisis. 
Firstly, I recognise some of my own responses 
to the climate crisis, in the collective response 
to the pandemic, in terms of feelings of threat, 
uncertainty and loss, followed by a sharing 
of distress and an emerging sense of grati-
tude. I also recognise how ‘Active Hope’ may 
have manifested itself in the determination 
of people to stay at home to protect others, 
and the large number of NHS volunteers 
recruited. On a more negative note, similar 
to the climate crisis, the Covid-19 crisis has 
revealed vast inequalities, for example, the 
negative impact of social isolation is much 

greater in poorer, socially and environmen-
tally deprived groups. 

Of note, one thing the Covid-19 crisis has 
done, is to show how quickly and effectively 
society can adjust, in ways we could not have 
imagined, in order to put the health of the 
nation first, and ahead of profit. For many 
climate activists this is encouraging. However, 
I am also reminded of Neale’s reflections 
on social collapse, and the idea, that in any 
crisis, political extremism and inequality can 
dominate. We, as individuals and as clinical 
psychologists, must have a role in campaigning 
for a fairer more sustainable future in response 
to both the current pandemic and the climate 
crisis.  
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Seeing ‘Indra’s Net of Jewels’: Expanding 
systems thinking in clinical training to 
incorporate planetary wellbeing
Lucy Holmyard

This article aims to illuminate the fundamental inter-relationship between wellbeing of person and wellbeing 
of planet. It goes on to examine why and how the systems ‘lens’ in clinical psychology training could be 
meaningfully expanded to include a planetary health layer.    

Setting the Anthropo(scene)

‘There is an endless net of threads throughout 
the universe...
At every crossing of the threads there is an indi-
vidual.
And every individual is a crystal bead.
And every crystal bead reflects 

Not only the light from every other crystal in 
the net
But also every other reflection
Throughout the entire universe.’

– Anne Adams, Indra’s Net of Jewels from 
Rig Veda
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Anne Adams’ words about ‘Indra’s Net’ 
capture the fundamentally interconnected 
nature of the world. Those who take a planetary 
health perspective have long argued that human 
health and wellbeing cannot be un-coupled 
from the health of the earth’s natural systems. 
(Prescott & Logan, 2018). We rely on the health 
of the planet for our most basic needs: water, 
air and food (Seltenrich, 2018). However, 
industrial human activity and consumption 
has made our planet ‘sick’ and many are now 
using the word ‘anthropocene’ to capture the 
reality that all of the earth’s systems from the 
deep oceans to the upper atmosphere have 
been affected by human activity (Carey, 2016). 
In exploiting the earth’s resources, we damage 
our physical, social and psychological health 
(American Psychological Association, 2017). 
Consequently, the ecological crisis has been 
recognised as the biggest global health threat 
humanity has ever faced (US Global Change 
Research Program, 2016).

Despite the interconnection between 
ecological, social and psychological systems 
(APA, 2017), work linking these has hith-
erto existed only on the fringes of clinical 
psychology (CP), in areas such as ecopsy-
chology, ecotherapy, climate psychology 
and deep ecology. However, with increasing 
recognition of links between psychology and 
the ecological crisis, many are arguing that 
psychology has an invaluable contribution to 
make (APA, 2014; Swim et al., 2011; Clayton 
et al., 2015). The British Psychological Society 
(BPS) Chief Executive, Sarb Bajwa, released 
this statement last year: ‘climate change is 
one of the defining issues of our time, and 
psychologists can offer a great deal when it 
comes to understanding what interventions 
are likely to be effective’ (BPS, 2019). However, 
arguably, in order to ‘offer’ our skills, ecolog-
ical understandings must become core to our 
training, integrated with that of others. This 
fits with wider calls for ecological breakdown 
to be central in the training of all health 
professionals (Schwertle et al., 2018). 

Illuminating the connections in the ‘Net’: 
Links between human wellbeing and 
planetary wellbeing 

Emotional distress and the ecological crisis
At first glance it might be difficult to see the 
connections between ecological breakdown 
and CP. Surely our role is to help those in 
distress, not to spend time worrying about 
issues of climate and environment, which 
should be left to climate scientists and poli-
ticians? But what if the two were connected: 
human wellbeing and the wellbeing of the 
planet? 

The American Psychological Association 
(APA) has outlined how the unfolding ecolog-
ical crisis will continue its significant effect 
on psychological wellbeing in complex and 
multi-layered ways (APA, 2017). These include 
direct acute trauma and distress related to an 
increase in extreme weather events, along-
side the strong and complex human emotions 
in relation to the crisis: including grief, 
despair, anger, powerlessness, hopelessness, 
uncertainty and fear (APA, 2017; Andrews & 
Hoggett, 2019). 

More gradual effects of the ecological crisis 
include air pollution, sea level rise, deserti-
fication and soil degradation, all leading to 
decreased access to basic resources such as 
food, water and clean air (Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, 2019). Connec-
tions between lack of access to basic resources, 
compromised health and higher levels of 
distress in the face of ecological breakdown 
are clearly outlined by the APA (APA, 2017). 
Decreased access to basic resources will 
continue to drive conflict and forced migra-
tion (Environmental Justice Foundation, 
2017), which have been consistently linked 
to high levels of distress (Environment Justice 
Foundation, 2017; Porter & Haslam, 2005). 

Society, economics, politics and pressured 
systems
How can we expect CPs and trainees to devote 
time to new learning, understanding and 
acting on links between planetary wellbeing 
and human wellbeing, when we are already 
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working in highly pressured systems (Gilbert, 
2015)? Is it not over-ambitious to add the 
extra burden of grappling with the ecolog-
ical crisis? To examine this, we need to think 
about how the pressures in service systems 
are connected to the socio-political landscape, 
which in turn are connected to pressures on 
planetary systems.

Most of the world’s powerful Western 
nations operate under a capitalist economic 
system. It could be argued that capitalism 
presents several ecological problems. Firstly, 
via growth, in that the system is predicated on 
the accumulation of capital. Secondly, tech-
nology often serves as a tool which results in 
the expansion of the system; thirdly, consump-
tion is focused on the capital accumulation 
of commodities which neglect the ‘use-value’ 
or usefulness of an object and focus on the 
‘exchange-value’ (Jones, 2011). Generally 
speaking, a period of stagnation like what we 
have currently, results in a reorientation of 
investment towards real estate and financial 
services, away from more useful spending like 
welfare and infrastructure, and produces an 
increase in permanent unemployment.

Capitalism is currently served by 
a neoliberal political ideology emphasising 
the role of the free market, which re-defines 
‘citizens’ as ‘consumers’, promotes compe-
tition, individualism and supports ideas 
such as austerity. Austerity being part of this 
‘laissez-faire’ ideology where the state’s role 
is seen as being limited to the protection of 
private property rights. Ultimately, economic 
growth, technology and consumerism rely 
on ever increasing consumption of natural 
resources, driving us towards ecological 
catastrophe (Zink, 2019). 

There is a disconnect between infinite 
growth demanded by the neo-liberal capital-
ists and finite planetary resources (Scharmer 
& Kaeufer, 2013). However, this system is not 
only harmful to planetary systems but soci-
etal systems too, fueling social disconnec-
tion, rising inequality and poverty (Monbiot, 
2016; Scharmer & Kaeufer, 2013; Wilkinson 
& Pickett, 2010). It has been known for many 
years that poverty and social inequality under-

mine health and wellbeing, with the WHO 
(1995) stating that ‘the world’s most ruth-
less killer and the greatest cause of suffering 
on earth is extreme poverty’ (p.1). Within 
the current system, the ecological crisis will 
continue to unfold in a way that exacerbates 
inequalities, disproportionately affecting 
people with disabilities, immigrant commu-
nities, women, indigenous populations and 
people from lower socio-economic back-
grounds (Godfrey & Torres, 2016). 

Causes of the huge pressures in the mental 
health system in the UK are no doubt complex 
and multi-layered (Gilbert, 2015). Psycholo-
gists for Social Change (PSC) draw attention 
to the connection between austerity measures 
and increases in poverty, psychological distress 
and numbers of people visiting their General 
Practitioner (GP) for mental health reasons 
(Psychologists Against Austerity, 2015). Addi-
tionally, many argue that the neo-liberal 
atmosphere of individualism and competi-
tiveness fuels distress and mental ill-health 
(James, 2008). 

In summary, the economic and political 
drivers which harm our planet also fuel social 
inequality and threaten human wellbeing. 
As economist Kate Raworth argues, human 
wellbeing requires a balance between each 
person having the basic ‘social foundation’ to 
lead a life of ‘dignity and opportunity’, whilst 
also working within the earth’s planetary 
boundaries (Raworth, 2017). Unfortunately, 
currently we are vastly over-shooting the 
earth’s boundaries, whilst many lack the basic 
resources that make up the ‘social foundation’ 
(Raworth, 2017). 

Working ethically and looking to the future
As expressed by Laszloffy (2019): ‘Context 
shapes reality, hence if our context is sick, in 
this case our ecological context, then we too 
will be sick.’ (p.27). The disastrous effects of 
ecological breakdown for human wellbeing 
point to an ethical imperative for psychologist 
involvement (Swim et al., 2011). Indeed, our 
code of ethics (BPS, 2018) guides us accord-
ingly: psychologists should ‘consider the 
impacts of the broader environment – living 
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or other’ (p.5) and ‘respect the welfare of 
human, non-humans and the living world’ 
(p.7). In recognising the impact of wider 
systems on wellbeing, it has been argued 
that future CPs must be prepared to work 
at the ‘macro’ level, leading and influencing 
systems in public health and policy (Gale, 
2018). Systems thinking already represents 
a core part of CP training, highlighted in the 
‘Standards for the Accreditation of Doctoral 
Programmes in Clinical Psychology’ (BPS, 
2019), which states that training needs to 
equip trainees with the ‘skills, knowledge and 
values to work effectively with systems relevant 
to clients’ (p.9). Given the complex intercon-
nections between human distress and services 
within the socio-political and wider ecolog-
ical landscape, there is a strong argument for 
setting our systems thinking within a planetary 
context, to help equip the CPs of the future 
to work more preventatively and effectively 
in public health and policy. By widening our 
‘macro lens’, we can engage with the ecolog-
ical interconnections upon which our human 
wellbeing and survival depend.

Using a planetary health ‘lens’ 
One way of expanding the ‘lens’ in training 
could be to use a planetary health frame-
work. ‘Planetary health’ speaks to the 
inter-relationship between the wellbeing of 
person and the wellbeing of place, at all levels 
(Prescott & Logan, 2018) and has been applied 
in other health professions (Johnston et al., 
2005; Whitmee et al., 2015). From a planetary 
health perspective all levels of the system are 
interconnected, which opens opportunities to 
learn and act at different levels, whilst always 
influencing the whole. As articulated by Pres-
cott and Logan (2018):

the planetary health movement…underscores 
that when individuals walk into a therapeutic 
setting, they are a unique living representa-
tion of that larger, external ecosystem. The indi-
vidual…is at once influenced by the health of 
planetary systems, and is an ‘influencer’ of those 
very systems (p.103). 

The framework is not prescriptive and 
lends itself to being used flexibly for explo-
ration in training. Leffers and colleagues 
propose a planetary health framework for 
nursing training and practice (Leffers et al., 
2017), which might serve as a useful starting 
point for application in CP training. The 
framework outlines six interconnected levels 
of learning and influence: individual, family, 
community, national, international and plan-
etary (see Figure 1), with social, cultural, 
economic, political and environmental factors 
influencing each layer and determining levels 
of vulnerability and wellbeing.

The climate change component of this 
model includes three response strategies, 
‘mitigation’, ‘adaptation’ and ‘resilience’ 
(Leffers et al., 2017). ‘Mitigation’ refers to 
efforts designed to reduce strain on planetary 
systems. As trainee CPs, this might involve 
thinking about how psychological factors can 
help or hinder mitigatory behaviours at each 
layer of the system. For example, Andrews and 
Hoggett (2019) discuss how the way in which 
we respond to the emotional processes around 
the ecological crisis can determine whether 
our behaviour is adaptive or maladaptive. 
‘Adaptation’ refers to planning and looking 
ahead to think about how people, commu-
nities and systems can prepare for ecological 
break-down in a way that minimises suffering. 
Governmental adaptation plans typically focus 
on physical infrastructure, whilst overlooking 
psycho-social impacts of ecological breakdown 
(Baussan & Kelly, 2016). Therefore, it will be 
important to equip trainees with the knowl-
edge, skills and understanding to feed psycho-
logical perspectives into ‘adaptation’ plans at 
different levels of the system. ‘Resilience’ in 
this context means co-creating systems and 
communities in which people can not only 
survive, but ‘thrive’ in the face of ecological 
break-down. ‘Resilience’ in learning and prac-
tice could be at the level of the individual (us 
and our patients), by identifying particular 
vulnerabilities and working through feelings 
such as grief or despair (APA, 2017). Resil-
ience at a systems level could involve exploring 
how psychological wellbeing can be best 
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served by services and communities in the 
face of ecological breakdown, with particular 
attention to social-inequalities and vulnerable 
groups (APA, 2017). 

A ‘thread’ running through all aspects of 
training
Schwerdtle and colleagues argue that ecolog-
ical perspectives should not be confined to 
specific teaching sessions, but rather consid-
ered and integrated throughout the training 
of health professionals (Schwerdtle et al., 
2018). Arguably, because of the multi-layered 
nature of the planetary health perspective, 
there is opportunity for it to be woven into 
training at many levels. For example, plane-
tary health might be taken into account when 
formulating with individuals or families, when 
thinking about work with teams and service 
systems and when thinking about the role of 
CP in influencing policy that promotes human 
wellbeing and planetary wellbeing. Addition-
ally, this learning could be engaged with across 

the academic, research and clinical strands. 
For example, a planetary health ‘layer’ could 
be considered within existing assessments 
such as Problem-Based-Learning (PBL) activ-
ities and clinical practice reports. There have 
also been calls to widen the research ‘lens’ in 
psychology to include research exploring links 
between ecological breakdown and human 
wellbeing (Hoggett, 2019). Therefore, there is 
opportunity for planetary health to be woven 
into service evaluation and major research 
projects. And finally, there is a valuable oppor-
tunity for trainees to bring a planetary health 
perspective to clinical contexts, in direct thera-
peutic work and formulation, and in work with 
systems and teams.

Opening to learning from others 
CPs have much to learn from others who 
have already been doing this work, or whom 
offer other perspectives in thinking about the 
interrelationship between human wellbeing, 
societal wellbeing and planetary wellbeing.

Figure 1: Visual representation of a planetary health framework adapted from Leffers, Levy, Nicholas, & 
Sweeney, (2017).
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Prescott and Logan (2018), draw attention to 
the risk of colonisation of planetary health. 
They highlight the value of indigenous wisdom, 
which has recognised the interrelationship 
between human beings and the earth’s natural 
systems long before western academic models 
were conceptualised. As Rust (Rust, 2008) 
points out, in the west we have typically had 
an embattled, controlling relationship with 
nature and we can learn from indigenous 
communities who often live a ‘richly sophisti-
cated communion of community, land, culture 
and spirit’ (p.4). Furthermore, intra- and 
inter-disciplinary collaborations are needed to 
address the global challenge of the ecological 
crisis and related social concerns (Koger & 
Scott, 2016). Working together in this area 
offers a rich opportunity to step outside of our 
professional ‘silo’ and cross-fertilise learning 
across disciplines and cultures. 

Final comments and conclusion 
In summary, as we work to prevent ecological 
breakdown, there is growing recognition of the 
links between planetary wellbeing and human 
physical, social and psychological wellbeing 
(APA, 2017). In order for CPs to be fully active 
and conversant in these interconnections, 

ecological wellbeing must be represented in 
clinical training, especially as the profession 
moves increasingly into influence at policy and 
public mental health levels. Given the intercon-
nected nature of planetary wellbeing, politics, 
service landscapes, social and individual well-
being, it makes sense for ecological thinking 
to be woven into training in a multi-layered 
way, rather than relying on isolated teaching 
sessions (Schwerdtle et al., 2018). We need 
to expand the systems ‘lens’ we look through 
to illuminate the role of ecological systems 
and understand where different levels of influ-
ence might lie. Weaving Indra’s net of jewels 
could increase the richness of CP training and 
the depth of what we offer, appreciating the 
importance of indigenous wisdom, heritage 
and history and opening up new opportunities 
for cross-disciplinary learning.   

Lucy Holmyard,
Trainee Clinical Psychologist, University of 
Exeter
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Report on the Division of Counselling 
Psychology work towards addressing the 
climate emergency 
Maya Gimalova

This article outlines some of the work being carried out by the Division of Counselling Psychology on the climate 
emergency and my own doctoral research. 

CLIMATE CHANGE and environmental 
degradation has become an undeniable 
reality. It is a multi-dimensional phenom-

enon affecting our collective experience and 
the personal lives of people who present in 
therapy. Psychologists and other scientists have 
long reported that changes in the climate have 
negative effects on human’s health (McMichael 
& Haines, 1997; Page & Howard, 2010; Patz et 
al., 2000). Many have outlined physical inju-
ries associated with extreme weather conditions 
(Costello et al., 2009; Frumkin et al., 2008). It 
has also been shown that mental injuries such as 
somatic disorders (Leon, 2004), post-traumatic 
stress disorder (Galea et al., 2005) and depres-
sion (Marshall et al., 2007) might be caused by 
direct exposure to powerful weather events. 
Similarly, long-lasting changes in landscapes 
and global temperatures have important 
psychological implications (Doherty & Clayton, 
2011), inflicting feelings of solastalgia, fear, 
helplessness, eco-anxiety (Albrecht et al., 2007; 
Nobel, 2007). It is becoming more evident that 
experiences of unusual weather events and 
uncertainty about the future are associated with 
mental health outcomes. However, people are 
still underestimating the connection between 
the declining state of nature and our psycho-
logical wellbeing. 

The work of the Division of Counselling 
Psychology
Professor Martin Milton and I (trainee Coun-
selling Psychologist) decided to undertake 

some climate-related work. In 2019 we wrote 
a call for action amongst counselling psycholo-
gists (Gimalova & Milton, 2019) and in the 
latter part of 2019 the Executive of the Divi-
sion of Counselling Psychology (DCoP) asked 
Professor Milton to head a working group 
on climate change. This working group had 
several tasks including developing a statement 
about psychology and climate change and 
a reference library, and also a stand at the 
annual conference in 2020. 

I drew up the reference library based on 
the work I am undertaking on my doctorate 
and this is now on this link on the Division 
of Counselling Psychology section of the BPS 
website.

It is envisaged as a resource for those who 
want to better understand the literature. The 
reference library includes research papers, 
books, reports, journal articles and podcasts. 
While not an exhaustive collection, each 
section provides up to ten references and 
provides an overview of useful climate-related 
information that will be useful in training and 
for general interest. 

My doctoral research 
I chose to do my doctoral research on coun-
selling psychology and climate change. I am 
exploring ‘how young climate activists experience 
continual exposure to information about climate 
change?’ because the younger generation is 
the one who will pay the price if the duty 
of today’s society, to minimise the effects of 

https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Member%20Networks/Divisions/DCoP/Climate%20Change%20-%20Useful%20Reading.pdf
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climate change, is neglected. They risk inher-
iting a ‘damaged’ Earth. This realisation is 
why young people are becoming increas-
ingly involved in protest movements around 
the world. They are also being continuously 
exposed to climate change information and 
become fearful that their future might be 
at risk due to environmental degradation 
(Burke et al., 2018; Stevenson & Peterson, 
2015). It is believed that the increased climate 
change knowledge leads to climate change 
concern and encourages proactive responses 
(Stevenson et al., 2014). However, some 
research reports that climate change concern 
might also lead to distressing feelings, such as 
despair or hopelessness (Ojala, 2012; McKinley, 
2008). My study focuses on exploring young 
climate activists’ experience of being exposed 
to information about climate change. Such 

exploration might help psychologists better 
understand this phenomenon and to facilitate 
changes in the way they support young climate 
activists. 

It can be acknowledged that climate 
change has strong links with mental health. 
It is a crucial time to anticipate the poten-
tial mental health burden and for all applied 
psychologists to reflect and realise the part 
that they have to play in it – but to do so 
we need to understand the fundamental link 
between humans and nature. 

Maya Gimalova, trainee Counselling Psycholo-
gist at Regent’s University London.
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From sitting in the therapy room to 
standing for Parliament:  
Reflections on a climate election
Nick Hartley

Are clinical psychologists well placed to enter party politics? Systemic causes of distress from the climate crisis 
to poverty and inequality require us to go beyond the therapy room and take political action. I reflect on my 
experience of standing for the Green Party in 2019’s General Election and explore whether taking part in this 
process is an effective way to work towards the common good and increase the chances of our government taking 
the action on the climate that is required.

I AM WRITING this at the time of the 
Covid-19 outbreak. This crisis is forcing all 
of us to re-assess our roles, values and poli-

tics. As we all continue to process the pain and 
losses caused by the virus itself and the impli-
cations it is having on our social and economic 
circumstances, I am heartened by the rise in 
community organising that is responding to 
people’s needs.

The experience of joining in with my 
local Mutual Aid group (covidmutualaid.org) 
has provided an antidote to some of the less 
edifying aspects of our political system. I hope 
this article will show how psychologists can, 
in a personal and professional capacity, work 
towards social change and climate action both 
within our communities and through the party 
political system to bring about the fairer and 
more sustainable world which we all need to 
thrive.

Psychologists as politicians
‘The role of psychologist…begins to shade 
into that of politician, and what the impli-
cations of this might be is not clear’ (Smail, 
2005). In his 2005 book, Power, Interest and 
Psychology, David Smail advocated for clinical 
psychologists to become involved with tack-
ling the socio-political causes of psycholog-
ical distress. Smail outlines a social materialist 
understanding of distress. If we recognise that 

many of the causes of distress are felt through 
the impress of distal powers (economic, polit-
ical, cultural and ideological) then to take 
action only at the level of ideality (beliefs, 
ideas, wishes, decisions) does little to help 
change our financial, social and environ-
mental security. 

In September 2008, I was working as an 
assistant psychologist in Lanarkshire when the 
global financial crisis began to dominate the 
news. Training as a clinical psychologist in 
Leeds between 2010 and 2013 and then going 
on to work in Newcastle upon Tyne across 
physical health and mental health services, 
it became clear that the austerity policies 
implemented by the government of the day in 
response to this crisis were having a significant 
impact on the growing number of people 
who needed access to psychological therapies 
(Cummins, 2018).

Psychologists Against Austerity (PAA 2015, 
psychagainstausterity.files.wordpress.com)have 
reviewed the evidence of how cuts, privatisa-
tion and divisive language has led to insecurity, 
powerlessness, shame, fear and isolation. Along 
with the North East group of PAA, I was keen 
to explore how we as clinical psychologists can 
act on the political stage to address these issues.

My views are informed by the evidence 
base, however this has its limitations when it 
comes to taking political action. I’m reminded 
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of Kierkegaard’s ‘leap of faith’ (1846, see 
2009). He wrote of how thinking upon issues 
and studying the facts will only get us so far.  
A leap to action, based on our own judgement, 
must be taken. He was talking about religion, 
but there is a similar leap of faith that has to be 
made in politics. Reading and reflecting on the 
evidence base won’t tell us what our principles 
are. We interpret the facts, and then we choose 
our action. Even if we attempt a politically 
neutral stance, described as ‘silence in the face 
of oppression’ by Rahim and Cooke (2020), 
this is still a form of leap. I recognise my own 
leap as a choice and a value judgement.

Acting on values
My burgeoning interest in Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy (see contextualscience.
org) has helped me be more open and reflec-
tive on my political position. It was an ACT 
workshop in 2015 that first led me to become 
active with a political party, The Green Party, 
based on how its policies and philosophy fit 
with my values. I took the committed action 
to contact my local party, and I soon found 
myself taking many more actions.

The choice I made here was personal, and 
although my training as a clinical psychologist 
informed my choice, attracted by the 2015 
manifesto’s ability to formulate and make links 
between the economic, environmental and 
democratic challenges that we face, I am very 
aware that we as a profession are a broad 
church with a wide range of political views.

There have been ongoing debates in The 
Psychologist magazine (see letters column 
March 2020 issue) and on social media about 
how there is a gap between the science and 
practice of clinical psychology and the policy 
recommendations that psychologists are 
making. Of course there is, it’s that leap again. 
My hope is that through our education in 
understanding how attribution errors, group 
dynamics, social identity and power impacts 
on all of our thinking and behaviour, that clin-
ical psychologist skills both as a scientist and 
a reflective practitioner can inform our role 
as activists. More importantly, it can enable 
us to better amplify the voices of those who 

are most affected by aspects of our current 
socio-political situation so that together we can 
advocate social change. Of course, what our 
training doesn’t do is always make us right in 
what we say and do.

Joining with others
It’s the relationships that has made joining 
in with politics so rewarding and nourishing.  
The politics we are often presented with in 
the media is oppositional and point scoring, 
a confusing display of smoke and mirrors that 
leaves us as people feeling powerless and disil-
lusioned. The politics that I have felt part of 
has kept me involved because I’ve seen the care 
and compassion from the people I’ve worked 
with, heard the responses from people I’ve met, 
and felt that we are moving along together.

At their best, party meetings have 
reminded me of a well-functioning multidisci-
plinary team. There is an opportunity to hear 
from a wide range of people from varied back-
grounds. Unlike the MDT, there is no need for 
a qualification to enter this experience.

Acknowledging the role of power
We cannot be effective in bringing about 
change if this political MDT doesn’t lead to 
action that can bring about change in our 
society. By being part of a political party, you 
are part of an organisation of people that seek 
to take power in an election.

To stand for election brings you into contact 
with the privileges of power as well as feelings of 
powerlessness. Standing for election becomes 
about getting your message out. Drawing on 
the psychology of marketing, whilst trying 
desperately not to lose sight of the ‘why’ you 
are doing this. In a First Past the Post electoral 
system, where the main parties have business 
and union funders, standing for a smaller party 
means it is hard to have your core message 
heard never mind communicate nuance and 
carve the time out to listen and reflect.

Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone (2012) 
write in their book looking at the psychological 
challenges we face in the climate crisis, Active 
Hope, about the difference between ‘power 
over’ and ‘power through’. Taking ‘power 
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over’ is what our political system expects, but 
for many of us entering the world of politics, 
we do so because we want to do what we can 
to help our communities resolve the chal-
lenges they face and provide the conditions 
for ‘power through’. Similar dilemmas face us 
in our roles as therapists (see Proctor, 2002).

Making sense of the bigger picture
Another dilemma, similar to that which 
we experience in therapy, is the tension 
between listening and intervening. Politicians 
stand for something and need to connect 
people’s experiences to what they see as being 
the best way forward for society so that people 
can in turn make an informed choice as voters. 
As psychologists, just as with everyone who has 
the privilege of hearing voices from across 
their communities, we are well placed to ask 
how we do this in a transparent way, working 
with our communities to work out if our poli-
cies match their needs and expectations.

Politics is about looking for patterns 
and trying to make changes to improve our 
communities as a whole. No matter what 
model or framework you use, our psycholog-
ical formulation skills can be helpful here.  
How do we connect the impact of the destruc-
tion of natural habitats on our ecosystems and 
species loss (nbn.org.uk/stateofnature2019), 
the rise in carbon emissions on climate change 
(ipcc.ch/sr15/), and of financialisation and 
hyperindividualism on eroding social capital 
(Monbiot, 2017). How do we start to draw 
connections between our distress and the 
precarious nature of our economy and envi-
ronment?

The pandemic in 2020 is showing us just 
how interconnected we all are. Unless we 
make the case for policies that vastly reduce 
our greenhouse gas emissions, recognise the 
limitations of our planetary resources and the 
need to protect our ecosystems, and ensure 
that all species – including all humans – have 
a decent standard of life then we will continue 
to move towards a more precarious situation 
where we are forced to compete for dwindling 
resources and find ourselves responding more 
and more out of a need for self-preservation.

We must also be careful to acknowledge 
our own uncertainty about what to do next.  
When we are therapists, our formulations 
are only ever hypotheses. We should be very 
careful to know our limitations. The Covid-19 
pandemic has also cast a critical light on how 
psychological science can contribute to harm 
as well as to health (Ritchie, 2020).

Does it make any difference?
How do we know we’re doing any good? The 
most memorable moments of the General 
Election campaign for me was the conver-
sations I had with people across Newcastle.  
It’s interesting just how many people wanted 
to talk and share their stories. From those 
feeling let down by our public sector, to those 
concerned about the impact of the climate 
and ecological breakdown on their chil-
dren’s future to those who spoke up about 
loneliness, punitive landlords, their experi-
ences of our welfare system and of the discrim-
ination and prejudice that continues to harm 
so many in our society.

We hear these stories in our clinical prac-
tice too, and so often it seems that it’s being 
heard that is most appreciated by our clients, 
in the hope that together we can help them 
move forward to something new. Often in 
psychological work we simply cannot know 
whether what we are offering in the moment 
is actually leading to beneficial outcomes. The 
leap returns.

As scientist-practitioners we know that whilst 
the evidence is our guide, we must continue to 
contribute to this evidence base by evaluating 
the impact of our actions. One problem in 
standing for election is that the natural metric 
is about number of votes won rather than the 
impact we have for our communities.

Thanks to groups like the Climate 
Psychology Alliance (climatepsychologyal-
liance.org), Psychologists for Social Change 
(psychchange.org) and the many areas of 
activism on climate change sprouting amongst 
psychologists as evidenced by this edition of 
the Forum, there are now many opportunities 
for us to take a step towards our values on this 
issue. 

http://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
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David Smail (2005) warned against placing 
too much emphasis on what he called the 
magical voluntarism of individual therapy, i.e. 
helping someone see their situation differ-
ently will not relieve them of the oppressive 
practices that we see wreaking such damage 
on society and the environment. Although 
writing warmly of psychological therapy as 
a place in which we can encourage, support 
and clarify, his work is keenly aware that it 
is system change and not individual change 
that will ultimately give us some relief from 
distress. This is also a message at the heart of 
the campaign on the climate crisis.

Uncomfortable steps forward
The tension of standing for elected office 
whilst standing alongside our communities, 
attempting to have power-through whilst 
being pulled into a system of power-over, was 
at times very uncomfortable. These were anxi-
eties about my ability to speak out, doubts 
connected to the privileges that I have, and 
concerns about whether this is the best use of 
time and resources to achieve change. There 
remain times where I consider moving away 
from political activism due to this discomfort.  
I found it uncomfortable to write this article, 
as I know there will be disagreement amongst 
colleagues about how open we can be in our 
political stance.

Macey and Johnson’s (2012) definition of 

Active Hope kept me focused here on what 
matters. Active Hope is described as ‘becoming 
active participants in bringing about what we 
hope for’ whilst remembering that it can’t ‘be 
discovered in an armchair or without risk’.  
I’m taking my leap in the way that I can best 
find based on what I see as being most impor-
tant. I am encouraged and influenced by the 
many and varied ways other clinical psycholo-
gists take action on their priorities.

I do look back at the election and think 
about how I could have done so much more to 
shift the focus from winning votes to working 
with the community. However, it also helps 
not to fall into a magical voluntarism of my 
own. To stand for Parliament is to join in with 
a system that in itself is broken.

The progress we have seen in race and 
gender equality, LGBTQIA+ rights, safe-
guarding processes, and environmental 
and worker’s protections have shown that, 
although there is still a long way to go, hope 
for change is not without foundation. It is for 
us all to make our own interpretations on how 
best to take the next step.

Dr Nick Hartley
Clinical Psychologist, Newcastle upon Tyne
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‘Slanted Truths’: Fictional alternatives to 
save our futures 
Nick Wood

The current escalation of climate catastrophes, as represented at the macro-level, via fires, tornadoes and floods or, 
at the micro-level, via plagues, pestilence and pandemics (Covid-19 the latest in a long historical line), are signs of 
a world becoming increasingly hard to inhabit (Klein, 2019). However, the human behaviours behind so much of our 
climate crises is very hard to shift, and it is current, co-ordinated (and both local and global) remedial action that is 
required, in order to address such a huge and ‘wicked’ problem (Marshall, 2014). How, then, do we grab the climate 
‘nettle’? In this article, I propose that thinking of new and alternative near-future worlds can help us focus on what we 
want and how we can get there. Such fictional projections have sometimes been called ‘science fiction’ (Sayler, 2019).  

1 Greta Thunberg, speaking at the United Nations Climate Action Summit on September 23, 2019.

HISTORICALLY, climate change has 
been driven by the (colonial origins) 
industrial capitalism of the West/Global 

North, aided and abetted more recently, by 
rapid Chinese (neo-colonial) development 
and expansion for resources (Nixon, 2011; 
Voskoboynik, 2018). It was Thunberg1 (2019) 
who laid down the gauntlet around capital-
ism’s enduring ‘fairy tales of eternal economic 
growth,’ i.e. excessive consumption (primarily 
by ‘the richest one percent’) will lead to 
resource exhaustion and human catastrophe. 
Our current future, if nothing changes, looks bleak 
indeed. 

One critical resource currently being depleted 
is global fresh water (Subramaniam, 2018). 

On gathering droughts – and who drinks?
In a desiccating world, who gets to drink?
In early 2018 I returned to Cape Town, South 
Africa, to help my ageing parents drill a water 
well in their back garden, to hold the escalating 
crisis at bay, from the rapidly approaching 
DAY ZERO. This was the predicted apoca-
lyptic moment (April 12, 2018) when Cape 
Town would become the first major world 
city – of approximately 4 million people, many 
in informal settlements without services – to 
run out of water, after a sustained drought 
over preceding years. Level 5 water restrictions 
were already in place and mass migration and 
political chaos at unprecedented levels, were 
expected.   

Public domain images of Cape Town’s Theewaterskloof Dam, image (left: 2014 to right; 2018).
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But then, thankfully, the rains came. 
Saved, in the end, by nature, but for how long?
But, as the world burns, from the Arctic to 

the Amazon to the east coast of Australia, it is 
quite clear that the days of reckoning for our 
planet are right here, right now (Klein, 2019). 

But what can we do, as psychologists, prac-
titioners of the ‘mind’? 

The climate battle for mind:
Why is there still so much human inertia, given 
overwhelming climate crisis evidence, and what 
can we as a profession do about this? 
Firstly, like the battle fought over tobacco 
and cancer, there has been massive financial 
investment from vested interests to contest or 
obfuscate the science around global warming. 
Sowing the seeds of doubt are one way of 
sapping motivation for change (Lawrence et 
al., 2019). Disinformation and creating ‘alter-
native facts’ to support climate scepticism, as 
well as the rise of anti-science conspiracy theo-
ries, such as 5G ‘causing’ Covid-19, fosters 
the development of growing populist beliefs 
such as ‘science is just an excuse to be stupid’ 
(Glorfield, 2018). There is money to be made, 
in the denial of science. And, in the absence 
of touchstones for truth, people are far more 
easily manipulated.  

Studies in attitude formation has also shown 
that pre-existing assumptions and beliefs shape 
attitudes far more actively (and rigidly) than 
later rational discussion (Maio et al., 2019). 
Political and religious affiliations and ‘us-them’ 
reasoning ring-fences the scope for reasonable 
attitude change. As Marshall (2014) has stated, 
people mainly argue from pre-existing ideolog-
ical positions and cherry pick ‘facts’ to bolster 
their pre-existing opinions or positions (via 
confirmation bias). It is only as the evidence 
becomes inescapable may (some) action ensue, 
which is by then, of course, far too late.  

Morton (2020) continues, arguing the end 
of the world is already happening – and many 
are still mostly in denial about it. For facing 
the traumatic loss unravelling in the Sixth 
Mass Extinction (Kolbert, 2014) is too threat-
ening and painful – the Climate Psychology 
Alliance are a not-for profit who offer therapy 

to help process climate grief, loss, despair and 
rage, and then help to foster activism. There is 
a role for us here too.

But how else can we confront ‘denial’, 
given psychological ‘defences’ serve a purpose? 
Two poets hold succinct keys, I believe. As TS 
Eliot (1941) said in Four Quartets, ‘human kind 
cannot bear very much reality.’ Yet Emily Dick-
inson (1951) maintained ‘Tell all the truth, 
but tell it slant.’

What else is fiction, but slanted truth? 
(Morton, 2020).

The narrative imperative:  
Narrative approaches are well established 
within psychology both within research, as well 
as providing therapeutic frames and scopes for 
psychological activity (Popp-Baier, 2013).  

Research into narratives per se have also raised 
interesting findings. For example, Brockmeier 
(2013, p.7) posits: ‘narrative [is] a psychologically 
fundamental practice of meaning construction, 
a practice which cuts across the putative divide 
between fiction and nonfiction’. That is, the 
mind does not ‘mind’ whether a story is ‘real’ 
(i.e. happened in reality) or imagined (i.e. not 
yet-happened); it perceives imagined story char-
acters and situations as if real (Schiff et al., 2017, 
emphasis mine). 

The key to a successful story is to immerse 
the reader in such a way there is an implicit 
‘suspension of disbelief,’ such that the ‘real 
world’ does not intrude too much into the 
fictional world (King, 2012). The fictional 
world needs to be credible, coherent and 
engaging, i.e. ‘transports’ the reader – and, if 
so, research suggests it can then also be atti-
tudinal changing – perhaps even life altering 
(Maio et al., 2019). (As a general exemplar 
of books impacting on people’s experiences, 
including mental distress, see the emerging 
field of ‘Bibliotherapy,’ including ‘lockdown’ 
reading lists to survive Covid-19). 

But how do we story climate catastrophes?
George Marshall’s (2014) book Don’t Even 
Think About It: Why Our Brains Are Wired to Ignore 
Climate Change highlights other reasons for 
mass inertia. For a start, the climate problem 
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is both massive and ‘wicked’, in the sense that 
the scale of the problem feels both too big and 
too complicated to solve. What else can one 
do, in the face of the approaching headlights 
of a massive climate truck – just you, one small 
human – but freeze – or perhaps fiddle, while 
the world burns? 

Marshall (2014) then goes on to highlight 
the ‘narrative turn’, in terms of how we have 
long operated in the world, i.e. our sense 
making through storying our lives. This is an 
ancient and universal activity for humans and 
there are a variety of similar (but uniquely 
varying) templates in myth and story-telling 
across the world, including notions of evil and 
villainy (Manganyi, 1977). Heroes in stories 
usually have antagonists with whom to struggle 
– but, in the case of diffuse global warming, 
who are the villains? Is it us, and our lifestyles 
– or others – and if so, whom? Marshall argues 
that the lack of graspable ‘evil’ within climate 
change makes the huge, complex story even 
more ‘cloudy’ and harder to grapple with. 

But fiction can also create new experiences 
or novel ways of looking at things (Sools et 
al., 2017). Truly new experiences hinge on 
difference from the past; for as long as past 
experiences are repeated, newness cannot 
take effect – e.g. Freud’s notion of the ‘repeti-
tion compulsion’. We are often trapped by an 
inability to see what NEW things might come, 
or be possible, and end up going around and 
round in circles with our current quandaries, 
staying within frustrating – but at least familiar 
– confines. 

As Margaret Thatcher stated in her defence 
of capitalism, ‘there is no alternative’.

But, with fiction, there are always alterna-
tives. HOW can we use stories to break-out, to 
find new emergences; new ways of being?

By creating visions of desired and better 
futures.

This is science fiction, or SF.  

Building alternative futures through 
science fiction (SF): 
SF’s two main strands are science and people, 
i.e. the characters who inhabit the fiction. 
Creating SF stories involve extrapolating from 

What Is to What Might Be (Wood & Sools, 
in press.) Science fiction (SF) operates as 
a thought experiment for creating new models 
and possible paths into alternative futures, 
sometimes targeting ‘better’, or more opti-
mistic futures, where current catastrophic 
changes have been both survived and trans-
formed (Streeby, 2019; Wright, 2010).  

The relevant branch (or sub-genre) of SF 
here is ‘climate fiction’ or ‘cli-fi,’ as some 
refer to it. Exemplars are Margaret Atwood 
(of The Handmaid’s Tale fame), who wrote The 
Year of the Flood; Cormac McCarthy’s The Road; 
Kim Stanley Robinson’s New York 2140, Octavia 
Butler’s Parable of the Sower and most recently 
Anne Charnock’s Bridge 108 (Sayler, 2019). 

Some ‘cli-fi’ concentrates on science as 
‘saviour’, i.e. providing techno-fixes to prove 
human ingenuity and survival, such as heat 
dispersers in the atmosphere etc. However, 
most thoughtful SF recognises science has 
also helped dig this climate hole and is not 
an objective, disembodied force for ‘good’. 
Science is a human enterprise and as such, can 
be bought, corrupted and hijacked – a case in 
point is the recent return of ‘race science,’ as 
science (like capitalism) was also part of the 
colonial project (Saini, 2019). 

The unequal story: 
As the SF author William Gibson was reputed 
to have said, towards the end of the last 
century: ‘The Future Has Arrived – It’s Just Not 
Evenly Distributed Yet.’ So, too, the climate story, 
where the emissions of the Global North (and 
the richest) have exerted devastating impacts, 
particularly on the Global South, where 
resources to both survive and manage this 
are much less. Neo-colonial style extractions 
also persist in international corporations and 
financial systems, such that the United Nations 
News (Alston, 2019) reported: ‘World Faces 
Climate Apartheid Risk.’ 

Given this burning inequality, climate 
change and climate justice, are clearly all 
intertwined concepts. 

But where are the voices and stories from 
those most impacted, in the Global South? (Ingle 
& Jafre, 2019). As Unigwe (2019) points out, 



Nick Wood

68 Clinical Psychology Forum 332 – August 2020

conservation and climate activism within Africa 
has been operating long before Greta Thunberg, 
with Wangari Maathai and her Green Belt Move-
ment, being the most significant fore-runner in 
twentieth century Kenya (and beyond). Unigwe 
highlights multiple and current others too – but 
international Corporations, allied by degrees of 
state capture, act with increasing neo-colonial 
impunity too. Eco-activists and indigenous 
‘protectors’ have a history of being murdered, 
particularly in the global South, which is now 
reaching levels ‘akin to war zones’ (Watts, 2019). 

Survival is a desperate thing, and mouths 
need to eat and drink, first and foremost. 

So, as per my opening question, in a world 
of disappearing water, who gets to drink?

Back to Cape Town: 
Cape Town’s Day Zero was averted by several 
co-ordinated co-operative strategies designed 
to ration and share strategically what water 
was remaining, as well as the eventual arrival 
of the ‘Rain Gods’ (Alexander, 2019). Water 
usage was reined in via shortage restrictions 
and various charges, and farmers agreed to 
divert stored agricultural water for domestic 
use. Non-essential use was severely curtailed 
and those most in need (the elderly and ‘disa-
bled’) were assisted with access. 

A temporary fix to be sure, but this ongoing 
survival was facilitated by human sharing and 
co-operation, rather than technological innova-
tion. Part of my climate fiction book Water Must 
Fall (2020) is set in Cape Town where, in this new 
decade, it is now only my mother who survives 
there, from my family of origin. She is alone, in 
Covid lockdown, something I had not imagined. 

And why water must fall: 
Akin somewhat to the agenda of the Extinc-
tion Rebellion, Jem Bendell (2018) has posed 
four key questions, to consider in attempts to 
mitigate the worst of the unfolding climate 
catastrophe, and the rupture provided 
currently by Covid-19 (Panniza, 2020).  
1. Resilience: what do we most value that we 

want to keep and how? 
2. Relinquishment: what do we need to let go 

of, so as not to make matters worse? 

3. Restoration: what could we bring back to 
help us, with these difficult times? 

4. Reconciliation: with what and whom shall we 
make peace, as we awaken to our mutual 
mortality? (A very Covid question!)

These are questions I have all my central char-
acters consider in Water Must Fall, as have I. 

How about you? How can we aim not just 
for a ‘New Normal’, but a Better Normal, post 
Covid-19? 

There can be no just and good future, 
without a just system – which means oppres-
sive institutional systems and mechanisms that 
foster exploitation and damage – yet are often 
hidden and vociferously defended, such as 
white, toxic, capitalist patriarchies – need to 
be dismantled or reconstructed, for a fairer 
way of operating, that respects both life, and 
what’s left of the planet (Ingre & Jafre, 2019; 
Wright, 2010; Wall, 2019).  

For what sort of world do we want our chil-
dren/relatives/loved ones to live in? (Hall, 2015).

As for my book, Water Must Fall, there are 
enemies – the best (or worst!) kind, based on 
frightening fact, not slanted truth. The stories of 
corporate water theft (in some cases, state aided) 
have real roots and the FreeFlow company in 
my book may (perhaps) be a flimsy proxy for 
another multinational company or two, that 
I have no wish to be sued by. So, note then, this is 
a work of fiction … Any resemblance to actual persons, 
living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

So why do I write science fiction? As the 
black feminist activist Adrienne Maree Brown 
(2015) has stated, in her edited collection, 
Octavia’s Brood: ‘This is why I write science fiction 
(after spending so long in social justice work). To 
cultivate radical imagination. All organizing is 
science fiction, all efforts to bend the arc of the future 
towards justice, is science fictional behaviour. How 
we do that work really matters. We are all intercon-
nected. Denying that, we die. Surrendering to that, 
we live. Let us all live.’

To the creation and manifestation of better 
stories of the future, rather than the myth of 
eternal economic growth. 

There are always alternatives. 
Even, with work and reflection, some hope. 
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Finally, in a desiccating world, who does get 
to drink?

Read the book to find out – sorry, always an 
author’s default.

Nick Wood, 
Clinical Psychologist
Email: nick45wood@gmail.com
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Psychology and the road to Net Zero
Richard Carmichael & Tony Wainwright

In May 2019 the UK Committee on Climate Change (UKCCC) produced its plan for the UK to achieve ‘Net Zero’ 
CO2 emissions by 2050. Alongside this, the CCC appointed psychologist Dr Richard Carmichael, of Imperial 
College London, to help understand the potential for people to make choices that can contribute to reducing 
emissions and what this means for policy. The resulting report, entitled ‘Behaviour Change, Public Engagement 
and Net Zero’ (Carmichael, 2019) has been summarised here. In addition, there are some thoughts about how the 
Covid-19 pandemic may influence our ideas and plans for how we address the climate and environmental crisis.

IN MAY 2019 the UKCCC set out its plans 
for how the goal of net zero greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions could be achieved by 2050. 

It has a very broad scope, covering how the UK 
should engage internationally as well as specific 
changes that would be needed to decarbonise 
the economy. The Committee recognised that 
an area of specific challenge concerned how to 
engage the population of the UK in this enter-
prise and that public engagement was crucial 
to its success. Fundamentally people will need 
to change how they live in the coming decades 
if there is to be any chance of getting close to 
this ambition, and the report that Carmichael 
(2019) produced addresses this challenge 
and is summarised here. Since the report was 
published in October the entire world has 
undergone change on an unparalleled scale 
that has called for public engagement and 
behaviour change. This new context provides 
some potentially significant lessons for how we 
address the climate and environmental crisis; 
some of these lessons are discussed later in 
this paper. We start with a summary of Carmi-
chael (2019), followed by some reflections on 
the implications and lessons from the Coro-
navirus pandemic for behaviour change and 
public engagement. Richard’s presentation at 
the DCP Annual Conference in January 2020 
can be viewed here https://youtu.be/GPf5h-
hSB0Go 

Behaviour change, public engagement 
and net zero
Context: The IPCC Special Report (Masson- 
Delmotte et al., 2018) on the impacts of global 
warming of 1.5 degrees above pre-industrial 
levels strengthened the case for pursuing greater 
efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (see 
in particular Chapter 4 on how to strengthen the 
global response pp.313–444). 

Take home message on policy
Policy to deliver rapid societal change and 
technology adoption for net zero is uncharted 
territory. Making predictions quantifying the 
behaviour change that will result from a policy 
intervention are inherently fraught with uncer-
tainty for a variety of reasons – including feedback 
effects and the combined effect from measures 
working in concert. However, real-world change 
can occur rapidly and recommendations for 
more effective action can be made:

Policy for behavioural and societal change 
for net zero scenarios may best be informed by 
two inter-dependent strategies:
(i) Enable consumers to take specific 

concrete actions that deliver large emis-
sions reductions and 

(ii) Create a wider context that nurtures 
public engagement with action on climate 
change.

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FGPf5hhSB0Go&data=02%7C01%7CT.W.Wainwright%40exeter.ac.uk%7Cf7dd10e47bb84f51c0fe08d806e1a699%7C912a5d77fb984eeeaf321334d8f04a53%7C0%7C0%7C637266913534492964&sdata=QD8fnu3fgCkgtHJfF64fJZiMLo4Ec4gAiPWuRjIzb9E%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FGPf5hhSB0Go&data=02%7C01%7CT.W.Wainwright%40exeter.ac.uk%7Cf7dd10e47bb84f51c0fe08d806e1a699%7C912a5d77fb984eeeaf321334d8f04a53%7C0%7C0%7C637266913534492964&sdata=QD8fnu3fgCkgtHJfF64fJZiMLo4Ec4gAiPWuRjIzb9E%3D&reserved=0
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Shifts in consumer behaviours and choices 
are needed that are consistent with the scale 
of the climate challenge, build optimism 
and commitment, and give weight to new 
ambitious narratives that inspire wide public 
participation. Specific concrete actions deliv-
ering high-impact reductions in emissions are 
needed to begin building momentum. The 
largest contributions to household consump-
tion footprints come from car and plane 
mobility, animal-based foods, and heating. 
Detailed recommendations are made for 
shifts in behaviour in these areas that are both 
feasible and could deliver large reductions in 
emissions. 

These include:

Transport and heating
The ongoing decarbonisation of UK elec-
tricity presents an opportunity for switching to 
electric vehicles (EVs) and heat pumps using 
cheap off-peak electricity from renewables and 
made convenient by smart grid technologies 
and automation. Greater awareness is needed 
of the range of benefits of electricity consump-
tion that is smart and flexible (bill savings, 
system efficiency and supporting renewable 
energy).

Switching from petrol/diesel cars to EVs will 
also deliver considerable immediate co-benefits 
to health through reduced air pollution. 
Company/fleet purchases account for over 
half of new car sales and have good potential 
for growing a more affordable second-hand 
EV market. However, modal shift from cars to 
public transport, walking and cycling will be an 
important part of solutions, offering substantial 
further co-benefits for air quality, congestion, 
more active and healthy lifestyles, and safer, 
stronger communities. An integrated package 
of measures including investment across the 
whole of rail and bus networks, support for 
car clubs, e-bikes and cycling infrastructure are 
likely to deliver better benefit-to-cost ratios than 
single large infrastructure schemes. 

Aviation
Flying is a uniquely high-impact activity and is 
the quickest and cheapest way for a consumer 

to increase their carbon footprint. Low-carbon 
aviation technology is expected to remain tech-
nically unfeasible and so it is vital to explore 
how fast-rising demand can be restrained. 
Banning frequent flyer reward schemes and 
introducing an Air Miles Levy could deliver 
some reduction in frequent flying without 
raising prices for the other 85 per cent of trav-
ellers and there are signs most people would 
consider this fairer than the very generous tax 
treatment aviation currently enjoys.

Showing emissions information in all 
marketing of flights could begin to change 
acceptance of unlimited flying as unproblem-
atic and encourage more responsible air travel.

Diet
Like aviation, diet-related emissions has been 
overlooked by UK climate policy. However, 
while aviation demand is growing, a proportion 
of the public have recently shown that they 
are increasingly interested in more sustainable 
diets. 

The livestock industry is especially 
high-emitting and in countries with high 
per-capita meat consumption, like the UK, 
a shift to plant-based diets would deliver up to 
around a 73 per cent reduction in diet-related 
emissions compared to current levels, would 
require 70 to 80 per cent less farmland, and 
would also deliver large health benefits and 
NHS cost savings to society.

Shifting to more sustainable and healthier 
diets will not happen if left to the market, 
individuals, or voluntary industry initiatives 
however so a two-step approach is suggested. 

Broadening choice rather than intro-
ducing restrictions is an obvious first step and 
new regulation should require that all schools, 
hospitals and other public-sector catering 
outlets include at least one fully plant-based 
menu option that is available for everyone 
every day without special request. This would 
reduce barriers to accessing these foods and 
make plant-based eating more normal, thereby 
lowering social barriers too. 

Mandating improved nutritional labelling 
and carbon impact labelling for all food retail 
would further allow personalised feedback on 



Richard Carmichael & Tony Wainwright

72 Clinical Psychology Forum 332 – August 2020

households’ overall shopping patterns and 
comparison to a benchmark of sustainable 
healthy diets. Lower-impact foods strongly 
tend be lower in saturated fats and choles-
terol so there is an opportunity for infor-
mation on nutrition and carbon impact to 
reinforce one another. Although foods from 
livestock have much higher GHG-emissions 
than plant-based foods, huge variations exist 
between different producers of the same type 
of food. Carbon footprinting should be based 
on producer specific data in order to incen-
tivise changes in production as well as enable 
easy shifts in consumption between higher and 
lower impact brands of the same food type. 
A requirement, and support, for supermarkets 
to allow consumers to share their purchasing 
data with third party apps for this feedback 
and monitoring is also recommended. 

As well as putting in place support for 
wider choice and informed purchasing, farm 
subsidies and taxation can be revised to 
further incentivise change in food production 
practices, consumption and supply chains.

A common theme for shifting behaviours 
across both energy and food is the emerging 
importance of data and ICT (information and 
communications technology) as an impor-
tant asset and tool for enabling consumers to 
make informed decisions about technology 
adoption (EVs and heating), for providing 
consumers with product information and 
feedback on purchasing habits (diet) and for 
redesigning financial incentives for shifts in 
demand and production (diet and aviation). 
A second theme is that policies will need to 
work in combination and be introduced in the 
right order to deliver change in behaviours 
and markets, avoid negative outcomes and 
build public acceptance. 

The wider policy context for public 
engagement and behaviour change
If the public are to become engaged with the 
climate challenge and contribute to net zero 
then the wider context created by policy will 
also need to be more supportive. 

Key principles of fairness, consistency and 
leadership are all required to remove reasons 

for cynicism, apathy and rationalisation for 
inaction. Some examples are given.

To a large degree this will mean removing 
financial and other barriers which frustrate 
shifts to low-carbon household choices so that 
switching to low-carbon living is affordable, 
fair, attractive, normal and easy.

New policy to tackle poverty and 
time-poverty, and to improve wellbeing could 
also be decisive in empowering more house-
holds with both the economic and personal 
resources to participate. There are win-win 
opportunities for policies which encourage 
low-carbon choices and lifestyles while also 
enhancing wellbeing.

Feedback systems should be developed 
for building momentum across behaviour 
change, policy and industry. It will be vital to 
capture evidence – of public participation, of 
progress delivered towards emissions goals, 
and of co-benefits accrued – and to make this 
evidence visible to all stakeholders (citizens, 
MPs, business, ...) to normalise low-carbon 
behaviours and technologies, strengthen 
collective commitment and accelerate change. 
Co-benefits – for health, wellbeing, biodiver-
sity, jobs and the economy – are tangible and 
will be enjoyed on much shorter time horizons 
than the benefits from climate change mitiga-
tion and so it will be particularly important 
to monitor and raise awareness of these for 
building and sustaining public engagement.

Some further reflections: 
Not reinventing the wheel
1. The BPS could strategically put its weight 

behind targeted efforts at changing 
policy, regulatory and industry practices, 
somewhat like expert witness testimony 
and supplying relevant evidence from 
the perspective of applied psychology in 
public health. For example,  psychologists 
who work on consumer behaviour, adver-
tising and social influence could add their 
evidence-based backing to proposals to:

(a) change the marketing/advertising of 
flying and holidays so that they must 
include information on carbon emis-
sions of flights. This could promote 
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a shift in norms and more responsible 
flying among frequent flyers.

(b) the potential to shift dietary norms and 
behaviours by broadening public sector 
menus.

(c) the potential for graphical labelling 
plus personalised feedback and moni-
toring to produce changes in food 
purchases.

The assumption here is that it will be  harder 
for government to ignore  a  proposed policy 
change  the more diverse the expert opinions 
backing it (economists, psychologists, engineers, 
public health experts, business community...)

Lessons from the Pandemic
A starting point for this would be to read 
the Climate Change Committee principles for 
a resilient recovery https://www.theccc.org.
uk/2020/05/06/take-urgent-action-on-six-ke
y-principles-for-a-resilient-recovery/ :

 ■ Use climate investments to support 
economic recovery and green jobs.

 ■ Lead a shift towards positive, long-term 
behaviours.

 ■ Tackle the wider ‘resilience deficit’ on 
climate change.

 ■ Embed fairness as a core principle in 
HM Treasury’s review of the costs of net 
zero which will set out principles to guide 
decision-making during the transition to 
net zero and is due to be published in 
autumn 2020.

 ■ Ensure the recovery does not lock-in green-
house gas emissions or increased risk.

 ■ Strengthen incentives to reduce emissions 
when considering tax changes.

Richard Carmichael, Faculty of Natural 
Sciences, Centre for Environmental Policy 
Research Associate, Imperial College & Tony 
Wainwright, Senior Lecturer, University of 
Exeter
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What do sustainability professionals and 
activists want from psychology?
Rachel Huxley & Frances Lambrick

As sustainability professionals, we face an unprecedented collective challenge in helping to transform societies 
and economies so as to avert the global climate and ecological crisis. This battle starts and finishes, is won or 
lost, in our hearts and minds – and as such, the role of psychology is absolutely critical. 

HOW DO we empower people to envisage 
a different future, to believe in it, and to 
behave in such a way as to bring it about? 

We need tools to help start these conversations, 
to make the radical mainstream and relevant 
for all as part of our daily conversations. How 
can we develop these new visions and values, 
beliefs and norms in an inclusive way? How 
do we have conversations that are accessible, 
and create diverse arenas for discussion? We 
need to address this crisis collectively, other-
wise we risk that efforts will either remain at 
the margins or be imposed.

A fundamental part of this is the process 
of change – something to which, it seems, we 
are largely resistant. Yet change is coming, 
whether we like it or not. The illusion of choice 
between maintaining our current lifestyle and 
a secure future obscures the decisions we need 
to make. The real choice is between managed 
and unmanaged change: transformation will 
come, whether by design or by disaster. We 
need psychological resources to approach 
the unknown, and to balance familiar against 
unfamiliar risks. Helping people to acknowl-
edge, accept, and come to terms with the fact 
that change is coming is essential. We need 
people to be able to think about and manage 
both their daily, short-term challenges and 
global, ongoing crises of climate change. The 
question is not if we want to change, but how.

This is particularly apparent now:  the global 
coronavirus pandemic has already forced 
radical and rapid change, which suggests we 
actually can prepare for and respond to the 

climate and ecological crisis at the necessary 
speed. With attention worldwide focused on 
survival and wellbeing, there is a window for 
change right now, that psychologists can play 
a key role in facilitating. 

In order to collectively address this crisis, to 
create a new vision of the future and embrace 
change, we need to first overcome the anxiety 
and fear induced by the environmental crisis. 
The sheer enormity of the challenge often 
elicits disengagement, feelings of helplessness 
and implicit denial – if not outright climate 
denial, then denial of the scale and extent 
of the impact and the nature of the solutions 
needed. This is seen, for example, in those 
with blind faith that a technological fix is 
just around the corner, meaning we do not 
need to act now. Rather than disregarding the 
reality of the changes coming, we need tools to 
encourage acceptance and proactive, positive 
engagement. 

Over the last 18 months, Extinction Rebel-
lion has been important in making it accept-
able to grieve for environmental loss. We need 
understanding and insight to help people 
process their fear, anger, grief and anxiety. 
Emotional hurdles are often a barrier to 
people engaging in the first place, being able 
to maintain engagement, or being effective in 
creating positive change. 

An additional barrier is the notion of 
the perfectly informed and behaved climate 
activist. How do we counter the idea that 
unless you know about sustainability you 
can’t join this conversation, and that unless 
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you are perfectly sustainable you can’t have 
a valid opinion? We need to help people 
accept that this will not be perfect, and that 
we do not need to be perfect. This is about 
our future and so everyone is entitled to a say. 
There is a need to build individual and collec-
tive security to participate in choosing how to 
address the climate crisis. How can we support 
people to have collective conversations about 
the future we want – and to feel they have 
agency and voice in bringing it about?

As well as psychological insights, tools and 
techniques to bring about collective change, 
we also need help supporting the people who 
work in sustainability or who are environmental 
and climate activists.  The efforts of sustaina-
bility professionals, who are working to shift 
perceptions, values and systems to manage 
that change, is a significant cognitive burden. 
This challenge spans our professional and 
personal lives – as residents and workers; fami-
lies and communities. Psychological support 
for activists is important both individually and 
collectively, in order to maintain momentum, 
strength and resilience. It is critical to avoid 
burn out, which is endemic among sustaina-
bility activists who are constantly facing a huge 
task that can be overwhelming, and who often 
face lack of progress. Due to the magnitude of 
the challenges they have taken on, many activ-
ists may at times feel themselves to have failed. 

A key part of moving toward a sustainable 
future as a society is frontline, direct action 
efforts to halt environmental destruction. 
Frontline activists are denigrated, vilified, 
threatened and face physical and psycholog-
ical violence (Butt et al., 2019). The inter-
section of oppressions based on class, race, 
gender, and other factors creates divisions 
within the environmental movement, which if 
not understood and addressed, will threaten 
the integrity of the movement and its results. 
What are the psychological tools for inclusion 
in movement building, and for strengthening 
those who are persecuted because of their 
actions?

Frontline activists often face prolonged 
psychological suffering, which can be negatively 
reinforced as fear may cloud decision-making 

and the prolonged sense of pressing respon-
sibility makes it difficult to take time for 
self-care. Much psychological work on trauma 
and recovery is applicable to experiences of 
frontline activists, but we need a more specific 
understanding of the particular fear, anxiety 
and trauma that comes from being up against 
the State, or powerful corporations, able to 
mobilise the police, military police, bailiffs or 
private security against them. The psycholog-
ical, and often physical, repression is intense. 
At anti-fracking direct action camps such as 
Preston New Road in the UK, assaults by the 
police happened on a regular basis, including 
what became termed ‘hedging’ as it happened 
so often – being pushed into a hedge by the 
police. A protector, Katrina Lawrie explained, 
‘It had a massive effect on everybody’s mental 
health. For a long time – and I have lived here 
for nearly three years – we couldn’t walk across 
the road without being followed. The impact 
of knowing that even though you’re just 
participating in peaceful protest, you could be 
beaten or witness someone else being beaten, 
it really had an impact.’. 

Symptoms, often labelled as indicators of 
pathology: (burn out, post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) or depression), need to be 
understood, and recognised as natural and 
even healthy (albeit painful) responses to 
hurt, or to witnessing environmental harm. 
Psychologists could offer accessible educa-
tional materials and training, to communi-
cate the variety of psychological impacts and 
responses to stress and trauma, and advise 
how to understand and manage them. Front-
line environmentalist, Vorn Chanlout, from 
Cambodia stated that psychological support 
is needed due to the threats made against 
activists, and due to the personal or sensitive 
nature of the challenges faced, it’s sometimes 
not enough to speak to friends or colleagues: 
confidential counsel is important (pers. comm. 
June 18 2020). San Mala, a fellow activist, 
added that as well as being able to consult 
psychologists individually, defenders would 
benefit from case studies on the psychological 
challenges faced by activists from around the 
world (pers. comm. June 19 2020). 
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On the other hand, being part of 
a collective effort to end environmentally 
destructive developments, and particularly 
living communally on direct action camps can 
be a deeply healing, regenerative and empow-
ering experience. A direct-action protector 
defending ancient woodland near Coventry in 
2020 commented that the camps are a way of 
rewilding our own psyche – that living sustain-
ably on a camp, close to nature is expansive 
and healing as a counterweight to the centu-
ries of repression against land and environ-
mental defenders. 

Those of us working in sustainability need 
support to understand both the psycholog-
ical costs and benefits of collective action to 
protect the environment. We might experi-
ence what gets called burn-out, PTSD, stress 
or depression, but also shared purpose, align-
ment of a sustainable lifestyle, community, 
and perhaps most importantly, understanding 
oneself as part of nature. We need to acknowl-
edge this, and work to mitigate the negative 
and to value and cultivate the positive impacts. 
We need psychologists and others to empa-
thise with our efforts and recognise that they 
have lessons to learn from our experiences.  

Inherent in the process of trying to bring 
about radical transformation is a dissonance 
with mainstream society that marginalises 
and alienates environmentalists. As business 
as usual continues, the effect is a collective 
oppression and gaslighting of those who 
set themselves against the juggernaut of 
the prevailing societal norms. Activists and 
sustainability professionals who push for such 
change are portrayed as overly radical, naively 
idealistic – the unreasonable ‘other’. We are 
social creatures who do not like to go against 
the norm. Pushing the envelope toward 
rational environmental policies and practices 
is a mentally and emotionally heavy lift that 
can be isolating and often provokes a punitive 
societal response – as just one recent example, 
Greta Thunberg has been subject to demoni-
sation by many. This risk of attack is especially 
true for those already discriminated against 
and marginalised, for whom intersectionality 
means being targeted is even more likely. 

Here, the power to determine what is cred-
ible or not, what we should consider unthink-
able and what is deemed sensible, and who are 
the heroes and villains is critical. In addition, 
the power to co-opt emerging grassroots narra-
tives can undermine efforts to meaningfully 
popularise sustainable thinking. How can we 
mainstream policies and approaches that now 
appear radical, without risk of them being 
co-opted and watered down to greenwash?  

In conclusion, we need more psychology 
in the environmental and sustainability space 
generally. Partnerships between psycholo-
gists and environmentalists are important to 
research the mental health challenges around: 
the emotional load of confronting the envi-
ronmental crisis; the deep trauma and distress 
often suffered by frontline activists; and the 
strains and exhaustion of constantly pushing 
for behavioural and social changes. We need 
affordable and inclusive tools for activists and 
sustainability professionals to work effectively, 
recover and help manage the changes we need 
to make.

These tools need to be made accessible, 
ranging from facing the reality of climate 
breakdown, to a psychological ‘first aid kit’ for 
frontline defenders. It must be easier to share 
and access basic support for mental health, 
self-care, practices for avoiding burn-out, and 
understanding one’s own reactions as normal 
responses to events. At present, those working 
for sustainability face barriers to accessing 
professional support, due to financial restric-
tions, limited time, energy or space, or simply 
it not being common practice to seek help. 

Some of the challenges we face are: a sense 
of guilt or estrangement as the harbingers 
of environmental bad news; balancing our 
own psychological needs with the demands 
of the cause, which is hugely time- and energy 
demanding; and the need for wellbeing, inclu-
sivity and resilience, which are often slow to 
build, while we experience a pressing sense of 
urgency. 

For us as practitioners, this exercise has 
been an amazing chance to think about the 
needs demanded by our work. The psycho-
logical aspects of sustainability are critical, yet 
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they get much less attention than the technical 
or financial aspects. We need more focus on 
the psychology of this transition. We need the 
armour of psychological support as well as 
the tools that can help support a shift in our 
collective culture, appropriate to the magni-
tude of the changes ahead. Help us under-
stand the psychology of the future – how do 
we assist people to hold both the future they 
want and their daily needs in their decision 
making? We are working to make radical hope 
the mainstream expectation: a secure, sustain-
able future. To this end, with psychological 
support, we can transform our minds, and 
society.

Dr Rachel Huxley, Director of Knowledge 
and Learning, C40 Cities Climate Leadership 
Group and Frances Lambrick, Co-Founder 
and Director, Not1More

Correspondence
Rachel Huxley
Email: rachelhuxley@hotmail.com
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DCP UK Chair’s update
Esther Cohen-Tovée

Climate crisis

I’M VERY GRATEFUL to Editors Tony Wainwright and Annie Mitchell 
of the DCP South West Branch, and to all the contributors, for this excellent special issue of 
Clinical Psychology Forum on the global climate and environmental crisis. It comes out at a time 

when many if not all of us are re-evaluating our lives and lifestyles in the context of the Covid-19 
pandemic. The issue is rich with relevant research and personal reflections, ideas and inspiration 
for change, at the individual as well as the community/organisational level. Ultimately global 
change is crucial, and the global pandemic has shown such change is possible. But we can all play 
our part to make that change happen. While the pandemic continues to bring tragedy around the 
world, paradoxically it may also bring hope of a new understanding of our interdependencies and 
the impact behavioural changes can make.

Working in partnership with Experts by Experience
On 10 July, we held our first Experts by Experience (EbE) network webinar session, entitled, What 
matters most to us: Conversations about building compassionate communities together. The webinar was 
chaired and facilitated by Nicola Armstrong, EbE & Service User and Carer Involvement Facili-
tator at CNTW FT, and Jan Bostock, Consultant Clinical Psychologist. We had previously intended 
to hold a face-to-face two-day EbE event in Newcastle upon Tyne at the Centre for Life, which had 
to be postponed due to the pandemic. This webinar included contributions from a wide range of 
people and organisations in the North East who were potential contributors, and we are hoping 
to reschedule the full event later in the year (see below).

Following welcome and introduction from Jan and Nicola, we heard about the work of Freedom 
from Torture from Natasha Nzazi and Tammy Jaftha, and the way in which a service user empowerment 
and peer-led model enabled the co-design of a pathway to help people who have suffered in this 
terrible way. Lou Thorpe then spoke about the work of Fulfilling Lives, a voluntary sector programme 
funded in 12 areas of England including Newcastle-Gateshead in the North East, and how they work 
with EbE networks. Richy Cunningham spoke about Recovery Connections, a social enterprise which has 
formed a community with a culture of recovery, and Angela Kennedy from TEWV FT spoke about 
trauma informed practice and peer support, the dual positions of staff with lived experience, and the 
importance of an inclusive narrative and opening up leadership opportunities. Jo Hemmingfield, DCP 
England Lead, Simon Mudie, DCP Wales EbE lead, and I then spoke briefly about the commitment to 
coproduction and EbE participation in the DCP, welcoming the BPS coproduction framework which 
we are working on in partnership. We also heard about the work of the Sunderland Recovery College 
from Sagara Citta, and Anne Clark and Tony Laverty spoke about their roles with Northumberland 
Carers and Tynedale Carers Support Group, and the value of peer support for carers. Finally Suzanne 
Wilson spoke about health literacy and the CNTW library and knowledge service. Nicola and Jan 
closed the session by sharing some reflections and discussing participants’ ideas for the full event which 
we hope will take place in December. It was noted that for EbEs, the value of being part of a community 
was a key theme, and this is something the DCP can provide, as we are a community. We hope our EbE 
network does provide that sense of community for EbEs and DCP members. 

I was amazed by how much was fitted in to a relatively short time, and was inspired and moved 
by the presentations.
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BPS technical support for the webinar was provided by Mandy Hemsill, which was extremely 
helpful. The event was supported and co-convened by the DCP EbE Subcommittee. We are hoping 
to hold our postponed face to face EbE network event on 3–4 December 2020 at the Centre for 
Life, in Newcastle.

Changes among DCP network Chairs and CPF Editor
We are very sorry to share the news that Laura Golding has decided to resign from the role of Chair 
of the Group of Trainers in Clinical Psychology (GTiCP). Laura has been an excellent GTiCP Chair 
and a highly valued member of the DCP Executive and the wider DCP Representative Assembly, and 
will be missed by all of us. Thank you Laura for all your contributions since you took up the role.

Two of our Faculty Chairs have also stepped down recently; Katie Hunt (Chair of Faculty for 
Children, Young People and their Families) and Allan Skelly (Chair of the Faculty for People with 
Intellectual Disabilities). We would like to thank them for all their contributions in their roles. We 
are grateful to Helen Griffiths, who was CYPF Faculty Chair Elect, and Sophie Doswell, who was 
Chair Elect of FacPID, who have taken over as Chairs of their respective Faculties.

We also have a newly elected Chair of the Perinatal Faculty; congratulations and welcome to 
Rachel Mycroft, and thank you to former Chair Helen Sharp for all your work in the role.

Ben Donner has resigned from his role of Editor of Clinical Psychology Forum Editor, and 
this is his last edition as Editor. Ben has been our CPF Editor for over three years, and has made 
a very significant contribution during this time. Thank you for all your work for CPF and with the 
editorial group, Ben, and we wish you all the best for the future.

EDI & Anti-racism
We currently have a number of groups in which work on this agenda is being taken forward:

 ■ Minorities in Clinical Psychology Subcommittee
 ■ Pre-qualification Group
 ■ Group of Trainers in Clinical Psychology
 ■ The Racial and Social Inequalities in Health Covid workstream

The DCP Executive committee has decided to create a Task and Finish Group to help us join up, 
integrate and move forwards more quickly with our EDI and anti-racism work. A number of members 
from our DCP networks have helped with developing our draft action plan which led to the decision 
to form the group. The work of the group will be closely linked with the BPS EDI Taskforce.

The advert for Statements of Interest to join and to chair this group can be found here: 
https://www.bps.org.uk/about-us/jobs/dcp-edi-group

We hope that members will come forward from a wide range of backgrounds to contribute to 
the task and finish group so that we can move this very important and far-reaching work forwards 
in partnership. 

We also want to take action now to improve the diversity of the DCP Executive committee, 
Exec subcommittees, and DCP network groups and committees. While some of these have been 
constituted to maximise diversity (e.g. the Minorities subcommittee), others are in need of an 
increase in diversity of members. We would therefore like to co-opt new members from a wide 
range of diverse backgrounds onto DCP committees and working groups. We will offer support 
and mentorship to co-opted members if this would be helpful. 

DCP Representative Assembly and Experts by Experience Co-creation workshops
The first of our co-creation workshops took place on 24 June, facilitated by The Social Kinetic, 
who also facilitated the first phase of the BPS Member Journey Initiative. We will be sharing our 
progress very soon. We are aiming to address issues and opportunities including:

https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Member%20Networks/Divisions/DCP/DCP%20EDI%20Draft%20Action%20Plan.pdf
https://mandrillapp.com/track/click/31136955/www.bps.org.uk?p=eyJzIjoiVzVxM0VSdXhxaWdpb1I2OEJYeFA4LXd4aU4wIiwidiI6MSwicCI6IntcInVcIjozMTEzNjk1NSxcInZcIjoxLFwidXJsXCI6XCJodHRwczpcXFwvXFxcL3d3dy5icHMub3JnLnVrXFxcL2Fib3V0LXVzXFxcL2pvYnNcXFwvZGNwLWVkaS1ncm91cFwiLFwiaWRcIjpcImRiOTVjZDkxOTU0YTQ3NWQ4MjIzNjhkOGEzNGI0ZGIxXCIsXCJ1cmxfaWRzXCI6W1wiMTlkZDk1MGFiNTJhYWY5Mjc2MWQxNjU5Y2E4Y2JmN2Q3ZTk5MGZmNFwiXX0ifQ
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Issues
 ■ Addressing EDI and anti-racism in the profession of clinical psychology and in the DCP.
 ■ Developing a new & affordable model for the functioning of the DCP that will enable us to 

deliver what our members want and increase our impact.
 ■ Increasing membership at all levels/career stages, but particularly clinical psychologists from 

BAME communities, and aspirant, newly qualified and early career qualified clinical psychologists.
 ■ Integration with wider BPS balanced with autonomy for the DCP.

Opportunities
 ■ Increase our coproduction work with Experts by Experience, and spread and share this approach 

across the whole of the BPS, supported by the new framework which is in development.
 ■ Build on the excellent work we have done both as a Division and in partnership with BPS 

networks and colleagues in response to the Covid-19 pandemic.
 ■ Increase our external impact in the fields of prevention & public health, and psychological 

workforce development & service transformation, in relation to priorities in the four nations.
 ■ Continue to improve communication with, and increase engagement and involvement of 

members.

Dr Esther Cohen-Tovée
Chair, Division of Clinical Psychology
chair_dcp@bps.org.uk, Twitter: @DrEstherCT

Esther Cohen-Tovée
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Book Review
Water Must Fall
Nick Wood
Newcon Press, 2020
Reviewed by Ben Donner

The one Star Wars figure I did not have was 
Lobot, the man with a computer strapped to 
his ears. Little did I know this vision of the 
future, rather than ‘bohemians in space’ (some 
of them black), was George Lucas’s prescient 
one. Think online gaming and Zoom, as 
opposed to spaceships and Jedi Knights. How 
disappointing. Nick Wood knows this, which is 
one of the reasons why Water Must Fall is very 
good indeed.

Science Fiction is by its very nature dysto-
pian – an insight rammed home by the 
book’s airborne nanobots, neural rigs and 
the big tech version of Trump’s wall. For it 
is technology which drives the expansion of 
capitalism, a theme ‘bledy everywhere’ in this 
book and at the apex of our actual planetary 
crisis. Given how we fall over ourselves to pay 
homage to Silicon Valley’s centibillionaires, 
fiction is perhaps the only place left where ‘the 
system’ can be meaningfully critiqued.

Sticking to dystopia, the book manages 
to vividly capture a world (and feelings) 
boiling away, which again must be a nod to 
the lived experience of capitalism? However, 
the breakdown is amplified beyond purely 
economic woes towards scenes more at home 
in a nuanced Mad Max. You get a sense that 
things are going very wrong for ordinary 
people extremely fast in this ‘post-apocalyptic 
hurtling toward another apocalypse’ world.

But the world in Water Must Fall is only 
a shade from our own. Society is still there 
and familiarly racist, unequal, corporatist and 

segregated. A central theme of the book – the 
inequality at the heart of the climate crisis, 
is also utterly familiar. This comes across in 
the life affirming technology available to 
the powerful (often white) characters, with 
more basic tech – or tech focused on surveil-
lance – for the less powerful. In effect, all 
very Discipline and Punish, but also mirroring 
the unequal impact of climate change (and 
indeed capitalism), on the Global South.

The relational side was also very compel-
ling, and I particularly warmed to a black 
female character. It was actually hard not to 
warm in some way to all the people in the book 
– such is Wood’s skill as an author.

If clinical psychologists are capable of 
writing like this, then we should definitely do 
less therapy. After all, if we are serious about 
change then fiction is where it’s at. It is no 
surprise Nick Wood has earned several acco-
lades as an author already. Final verdict: buy 
it…even better…read it. Oh, and please hold 
it in mind the next time you go and vote.

 
Ben Donner
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Tony and Annie offer a few books to consider…

ALONG the way we have read a good 
many really excellent books that touch 
on the topic of this special issue and we 

have selected a few themes that we think are 
useful for psychologists to consider – and this 
is very much a personal choice. The themes 
we have chosen cover what we think are some 
of the key issues. In alphabetical order, we 
begin with Activism. There is a growing reali-
sation that we can’t stay in the clinic but must 
engage much more actively with public policy. 
Also, we need to think about linkages between 
many different issues facing the world and we 
have included three resources we have found 
very powerful. Biodiversity loss and how to 
address it is a major challenge and while there 
is some good news on some fronts (butterflies 
in the UK for example) the global picture is 
not good. Climate science is the next theme, 
and the authors cover a lot of ground. As 
psychologists we need to familiarise ourselves 
with this as it is the evidence on which we 
need to base our approach. Then how are 
we to think about communicating about the 
climate and environmental crisis. This is not 
a straightforward issue and the books we have 
chosen include some useful lessons, both how 
to and how not to do it. Our next theme 
concerns economics and numbers and how 
we make sense of transforming our global 
economic system to one that is fit for purpose. 
One of these books, Angrynomics, also connects 
very directly with our psychological responses 
to the unjust system we inhabit. We have also 
included the theme of governance and justice 
– both books include powerful advocacy for 
justice as unless we redress the global lack of 
fairness, we have no chance of addressing any 
of the climate and environmental challenges. 
Of course, we needed to include psychology 
and have two suggestions, one that reviews the 
psychological evidence; the second is more 
specifically about how to take action from 
a social perspective – social psychology and 
its associated disciplines. Then we turn to 
risk and here there is a large literature, and 

we have chosen one by David Wallis-Wells 
that provided a really clear account of what 
we are facing. However, while our focus is on 
the climate and environmental risks, there 
are others and the two other books cover the 
way we need to widen our gaze to include 
the various ‘existential’ risks coming down 
the tracks. How these play into our politics is 
a key issue and we are witnessing a genuine 
revolution in that regard. Finally, there are 
stories and the Amitav Ghosh has written 
eloquently about the need to tell stories in 
order to help us connect with what is and will 
be happening.

Activism
Although not a book, this link https://
climatereframe.co.uk/ClimateReframe_ 
Download_130720-LR.pdf is intended to give 
a platform to BAME environmentalists who 
propose both strategies and solutions for 
dealing with the climate crisis.

Extinction Rebellion, Ed. (2019). This is not 
a drill: An Extinction Rebellion handbook. London: 
Penguin Books. 

McCormack, C. (2009). The wee yellow butterfly. 
Argylle Publishing.

Porritt, J. (2020) Hope in Hell: A decade to 
confront the climate emergency. London: Simon 
& Schuster.

Wangari Maathai, The Canopy of Hope: My Life 
Campaigning for Africa, Women, and the Environ-
ment. Lantern Books, 2002. ISBN 1-59056-002-7

Biodiversity loss and how to address it
Harvell, C.D. (2019). Ocean outbreak: Confronting 
the rising tide of marine disease. Oakland, Cali-
fornia: University of California Press.
 

Higgins, P. (2010). Eradicating ecocide. London: 
Shepheard-Walwyn. 

https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fclimatereframe.co.uk%2FClimateReframe_Download_130720-LR.pdf&data=02%7C01%7CT.W.Wainwright%40exeter.ac.uk%7C986e9651684148f816d508d830c02560%7C912a5d77fb984eeeaf321334d8f04a53%7C0%7C1%7C637312949112125666&sdata=DZS9sWtf42e9cWCPNalWfHt8d63SDc5ampGgp75qO0s%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fclimatereframe.co.uk%2FClimateReframe_Download_130720-LR.pdf&data=02%7C01%7CT.W.Wainwright%40exeter.ac.uk%7C986e9651684148f816d508d830c02560%7C912a5d77fb984eeeaf321334d8f04a53%7C0%7C1%7C637312949112125666&sdata=DZS9sWtf42e9cWCPNalWfHt8d63SDc5ampGgp75qO0s%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fclimatereframe.co.uk%2FClimateReframe_Download_130720-LR.pdf&data=02%7C01%7CT.W.Wainwright%40exeter.ac.uk%7C986e9651684148f816d508d830c02560%7C912a5d77fb984eeeaf321334d8f04a53%7C0%7C1%7C637312949112125666&sdata=DZS9sWtf42e9cWCPNalWfHt8d63SDc5ampGgp75qO0s%3D&reserved=0
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Kolbert, E. (2014). The sixth extinction: An 
unnatural history. London, New York, New 
Dehli, Sydney: Bloomsbury. 

Tree, I. (2018). Wilding. Picador.

Climate Science
Archer, D. (2016). The long thaw: How humans are 
changing the next 100,000 years of Earth’s climate. 
Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University 
Press. 

Hansen, J. and Sato, M. (2011). Storms of my 
grandchildren the truth about the coming climate 
catastrophe and our last chance to save humanity. 
London, Bloomsbury.

Lovelock, J. and Tickell, C. (2007). The Revenge 
of Gaia: Earth’s Climate in Crisis and the Fate of 
Humanity. London and elsewhere: Allen Lane, 
Penguin Books. 

McGuire, B. (2012). Waking the Giant: How 
a Changing Climate Triggers Earthquakes, 
Tsunamis, and Volcanos. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Communication 
Boykoff, M.T. (2019). Creative (climate) commu-
nications: Productive pathways for science, policy 
and society. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Hulme, M. (2009). Why We Disagree About 
Climate Change: Understanding Controversy, Inac-
tion and Opportunity. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Marshall, G. (2015). Don’t even think about it: 
Why our brains are wired to ignore climate change. 
London, New York: Bloomsbury. 

Economics and numbers
Krznaric, R. (2020). The Good Ancestor. London: 
W.H. Allen. 

Lonergan, E. and Blyth, M. (2020). Angry-
nomics. Newcastle upon Tyne: Agenda 
Publishing. 

Raworth, K. (2018). Doughnut Economics. 
London: Random House. 

Rosling, H. et al. (2018). Factfulness: Ten reasons 
we’re wrong about the world – and why things are 
better than you think. London: Sceptre. 

Governance and Justice
Duyck, S. et al. (Eds.) (2020). Routledge hand-
book of human rights and climate governance. 
London and New York: Routledge.

Sze, J. (2020). Environmental justice in a moment 
of danger. Oakland, CA: University of Cali-
fornia Press. 

Psychology
Clayton, S. and Manning, C. (2018). Psychology 
and Climate Change: From Denial and Depres-
sion to Adaptation and Resilience. London and 
San Diego, Academic Press: Elsevier Science 
& Technology.

Leichenko, R. and O’Brien, K. (2019). Climate 
and society: Transforming the future. Cambridge: 
Polity Press. 

Risk
Ord, T. (2020). The Precipice: Existential Risk and 
the Future of Humanity. London, Bloomsbury. 

Susskind, J. (2020). Future politics: Living 
together in a world transformed by tech. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

Wallace-Wells, D. (2020). The uninhabitable 
earth: Life after warming. UK and worldwide: 
Penguin, Random House. 

Stories
Ghosh, A. (2017). The great derangement: 
Climate change and the unthinkable. Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press. 
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Our successful candidate 
will be a member of DCP 
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Can you lead 
an editorial 
team of clinical 
psychologists?
We’re looking for a new editor to take 
over Clinical Psychology Forum (CPF), 
the monthly publication for members 
of our Division of Clinical Psychology.

CPF covers all subjects of interest to 
clinical psychologists, and the new 
editor will have the opportunity to 
continue widening its focus and cover 
new ground.

Recent special issues have tackled 
vital issues including the climate 
crisis and race in clinical psychology, 
and we want a new editor to continue 
with this contemporary focus.

If you’re passionate about 
communicating the work that clinical 
psychologists do and the difference 
that they make, we’d love to hear 
from you.

www.bps.org.uk/dcp

INTERESTED?  

More information online about the 
role, salary and how to apply.

https://www.bps.org.uk/about-us/jobs/editor-clinical-psychology-forum
https://www.bps.org.uk/member-microsites/division-clinical-psychology/join
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