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Editorial 
Tony Wainwright & Annie Mitchell 

THIS IS a special special issue, for several reasons. It is the second on the climate and ecolog-
ical emergency in Clinical Psychology Forum in just over a year; very rarely is a theme repeated 
so quickly, indicating that the urgency really has hit home. In last year’s editorial we said: 

‘There is no more urgent call in the world today than coming together with our fellow citizens 
to tackle the climate and ecological crisis’. For this issue we wanted to encourage our coming 
together by inviting contributions from a wider range of backgrounds than is usual in clinical 
psychology circles. Others are also coming together – for example the San Paolo Declaration 
on Planetary Health is being signed by many organisations https://www.planetaryhealthalliance.
org/sao-paulo-declaration – our profession should sign up too. We hope it will be of interest and 
relevance far beyond the usual readership. We wanted contributors to speak from their hearts 
and souls as well as their minds, recognising the existential demands of the moment. They have 
done so with passion, humanity and scholarship. We prepare for publication at a pivotal time, 
a tipping point in human affairs, towards the start of what should be the most significant talks in 
human history, but which can only be significant if real action follows. The warnings, as leaders 
of international world gather in Glasgow for the United Nations’ 26th Conference of the Parties 
(COP26), to negotiate commitments that will shape our world for generations to come, could 
not be starker. Climate scientists, in the latest (Sixth) Assessment Report for the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) are shouting from the rooftops. The sober 2021 climate 
change risk assessment from the authoritative source Chatham House concluded ‘The risks are 
compounding and without immediate action the impacts will be devastating.’ It is now way beyond 
doubt that human induced climate change is harming human health and wellbeing globally, espe-
cially affecting those with least access to power and resources, and who have not themselves caused 
the damage. But none of us is safe from trouble. The traumas, and resulting psychological and 
physical sufferings of extreme weather events, wildfires, floods, sea level rises, ocean acidification, 
pollution, forced migration and homelessness, habitation and species loss and much more, are 
catastrophic, along with the fears for the future faced by our children and young people. Glob-
ally a billion children are said to be at extremely high risk of harm caused by the climate crisis. 
A recent international survey of 10,000 children & young people demonstrated the extent to 
which their climate anxiety and distress are significantly related to the perception of inadequate 
government action, with associated feelings of betrayal and abandonment.  

As clinical psychologists we recognise, along with other health professionals, that the climate 
crisis is a public health crisis. An extraordinary and unprecedented joint editorial in August 
2021, published in over 200 biomedical journals from every continent across the world, called for 
emergency action to limit global temperature increases, restore biodiversity and protect health. 
A report from South Africa in September 2021, by community and clinical psychologist Garret 
Barnwell, showed that climate change harms are already negatively impacting peoples’ psycholog-
ical wellbeing and these effects will only accelerate in the future, placing today’s young people and 
future generations in harm’s way. We concur with Barnwell’s conclusion. Governments’ choice to 
‘not adequately avert the mental health impacts of climate change contributes to the psychological 
experience of institutional betrayal and secondary trauma for current and future generations.’ 

The threat and betrayal are not limited to humans, but cruelly extend to the ‘more-than-human’ 
species with whom we share this fragile and beautiful planet and to whom we are entrusted stew-

https://shop.bps.org.uk/clinical-psychology-forum-no-332-august-2020
https://www.planetaryhealthalliance.org/sao-paulo-declaration
https://www.planetaryhealthalliance.org/sao-paulo-declaration
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/2021-09/2021-09-14-climate-change-risk-assessment-quiggin-et-al.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/reports/climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3918955
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2021/09/210906091017.htm
https://cer.org.za/news/climate-change-will-have-profound-adverse-mental-health-implications-for-those-living-in-south-africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Abram
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ardship. Scientists warn that there is more harm still to come, locked in by changes that are already 
in train, and with further tipping points ahead. Yet they also say that with concerted effort and 
cooperation, and wise leadership, it is not too late to buffer and prevent the very worst outcomes 
by keeping carbon in the ground and doing all we can in other ways to limit warming to below 
1.5 degrees. Our Code of Ethics and Conduct underlines our shared moral and ethical professional 
duty to join with others to protect our collective health. 

The articles in this edition are rich and complex, with many inter-weaving strands. There is far 
more in each piece that we can prefigure, but we have grouped them into themes that stand out to 
us: power, relationship with nature, education and learning, and making change happen, together. 

Power
Throughout, we consider humans in community. Unequal access to power, resources and influ-
ence shapes how we can live. What does this mean for the social, political, psychological and 
behaviour changes needed for a healthier climate in a global context? 

 ■ David Uzzell focuses on the conditions that significantly determine peoples’ capacity to act. He 
emphasises that we need social and structural change, taking account of the environmental, 
familial and cultural context in which people live their lives.

 ■ Drawing on his personal experience and historical perspectives of trauma in Northern Ireland 
Dave Rogers explores the narratives that wed us to environmentally harmful behaviours, 
climate silence and inactivity; and shows how stories of belongingness and acceptance can 
cultivate change.

 ■ Derek Indoe widens our gaze to the psychological perspective of Indigenous peoples of Brazil, 
the violations of their human rights and genocide; touching on what western and Brazilian 
Indigenous people can learn from one another.

 ■ As professionals, our capacity for action is constrained by the powers of regulation. Health 
professionals arrested at Extinction Rebellion events, and convicted for non-violent civil diso-
bedience, face possible prosecution for misconduct by their regulatory bodies. Philip Cox 
urges practitioner psychologists to self-organise to change the Fitness to Practice process and 
support our regulatory body, the Health and Care Professions Council, to become a leader 
regarding the climate emergency.

 ■ Climate activist and psychiatrist, Kirsten Shukla, calls for change towards sustainable practice 
in our mental health systems, to match the broader social change that is needed for a climate 
healthy world. She argues that de-prescribing can restore power imbalances, and that the 
Power Threat Meaning Framework can help us work with the social and political in mind. 

Relationship with nature
Humans are embedded in the natural world: our responsibility is to live in harmony with other 
species, without assuming that we are entitled to control and exploit. Alongside COP26 there is 
another COP – COP15 https://www.cbd.int/meetings/COP-15 that is the convention on Biodiver-
sity. Read the documents as they show how much needs to be done here too.

 ■ Ellie Stirling speaks from the front-line of nature conservation, explaining how the climate 
and ecological emergencies are inter-linked. She argues for a new relationship between 
humans and nature: one of respect and relinquishing control. She suggests that as applied 
psychologists we can help support environmental scientists with effective communication, 
helping us see through false hope, so that we can equip ourselves for effective thought and 
action.

 ■ In a wonderfully personal piece, Alison Robertson tells of her career as a clinical psychologist 
interested in applied behaviour analysis with a regular commute to the Outer Hebrides and 

https://www.bps.org.uk/news-and-policy/bps-code-ethics-and-conduct
https://www.cbd.int/meetings/COP-15
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becoming a climate champion for the Division of Clinical Psychology: recognising the impor-
tance of meeting people where they are and ensuring that potential changes connect with what 
really matters to them.  

 ■ We have much to learn with and from other professions. Rebekah Sullivan, as a veterinary 
surgeon, and someone who herself has used mental health services, conveys the solace of 
nature for herself and her children. Her article educates us about the contributions and rele-
vance of the One Health movement, constructively framing our inter-dependencies.

Education and learning
We know that health professionals experience considerable barriers in engaging with the climate 
crisis. Lack of time and lack of knowledge are among these barriers. Good education and learning 
should help us to shift our priorities and skills towards active engagement.  

 ■ Alice Walker and Lealah Hewitt-Johns provide stories of how four clinical psychology 
programmes have incorporated teaching about the climate and ecological emergency. They 
recognise that there is so much more to be done, and that the Group of Trainers in Clinical 
Psychology is now taking steps to incorporate this learning into curriculum developments. 

 ■ Ella Mann writes as a young person still in education herself. She draws on a wide range of 
inspirational ideas to help adults and teachers act on our responsibilities to protect the inter-
ests of future generations, urging psychologists to help change our collective narrative of the 
future through compassion and creativity.  

 ■ Joe Rehling reports on his qualitative research exploring people’s views on whether, and if 
so how, psychologists might help with climate related distress. He concludes that any support 
we offer must be rooted in knowledge and real concern, delivered in a way that respects the 
reality and depth of the problem. Of course, we cannot aspire to this unless our education 
and training properly address the reality and complexity of the climate and ecological crisis. 

Making change happen
Addressing the climate crisis requires urgent and transformational change at all levels: cultural, 
social, personal and spiritual. As psychologists, surely everything we already do is about helping 
people make change happen for themselves and for others, so that in the face of changing events 
and circumstances we may help one another survive and thrive as well as is possible. We have much 
to offer, and to learn, from traditional wisdoms beyond western understandings and with those 
who are already acting to address climate change.

 ■ Alice Walker shares her reflective account of engaging with climate research for her doctoral 
thesis. She highlights the importance of the changing landscape within the profession of 
clinical psychology towards active climate engagement, the vital importance of a professional 
network of support and camaraderie, and the necessity of widening our work to include public 
health. 

 ■ The range of work on climate change undertaken by members of the British Psychological 
Society is outlined by Tony Wainwright, who identifies the need for a system, not (yet) in place, 
to join up our efforts. He sets the scene personally and professionally, considering feedback 
loops, tipping points, and the need to bring new ways of applying psychological ideas from 
diverse backgrounds and places as we face the future.

 ■ Rebecca Johnson describes a creative project by Extinction Rebellion Psychologists, using the 
metaphor of childbirth as a way of communicating strong feelings and uncertainties about the 
potential birth of a new era at COP26. The intention is to engage the reader at an emotional 
level, with the hope that this will disrupt our tendency to intellectualise the challenge of the 
climate and ecological emergency.

 ■ In a strong piece akin to a prose poem, Khadija Rouf says that how our leaders think, act, 

(https:/www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(21)00053-X/fulltext
(https:/www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(21)00053-X/fulltext


6 Clinical Psychology Forum 346 – October 2021

Tony Wainwright & Annie Mitchell

and feel will determine our fates. Global heating, which is already harming millions, and 
threatens to harm billions more through famine, fires and starvation, is a safeguarding 
issue. 

 ■ Community psychologists Carl Harris and Sally Zlotovitz return to themes of power and 
the role of psychologists in the final article, exploring community action and resilience in 
emergencies. They recently acted as co-chairs of the British Psychological Society’s (BPS) 
Community Action & Resilience (CAR) working group, set up in response to Covid-19, 
and draw on lessons learnt there that can transfer to climate action. They illuminate 
the critical community psychology approach of working in partnership with others for 
systemic, economic and structural transformation, with examples that amplify marginal-
ised voices. 

We know, as evidenced in the ongoing pandemic, and at other times of crisis and catastrophe, 
that humans have great capacities for kindness, altruism, creativity and capacity to change as so 
well described in Carl and Sally’s paper. We also see that over-extraction of limited resources, 
valuing of profit over people, and willful blindness all threaten to make life no longer worth living 
for future generations. We must face the facts, engage with the uncertainties, communicate in 
ways that balance alarm-raising with optimistic determination, and play our part in preventing 
and mitigating the worst of the damage. As members of a profession which legitimately claims 
to understand processes of human change, prevention and mitigation of distress, we must offer 
constructive engagement, and do all we can to help in this emergency. It is heartening to read the 
statement from the BPS Steering Group on the Climate and Environmental Crisis and from the 
BPS Division of Counselling Psychology and from the Association of Clinical Psychologists UK that 
support our profession taking urgent action in support of COP26 aims.

Putting together a special edition – any edition – is a matter of team work. This one could not 
have come together without such dedicated contributors and nor without, behind the scenes, the 
commitment and encouragement of fantastic Managing Editor Nicki Dennis and her colleagues.

Tony Wainwright & Annie Mitchell

https://www.bps.org.uk/coronavirus-resources/community-action
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Page%20-%20Files/BPC%20CEC%20Steering%20Group%20-COP26%20Statement.pdf
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Member%20Networks/Divisions/DCoP/Division%20of%20Counselling%20Psychology%20-%20COP26%20Statement%20of%20Support.pdf
https://acpuk.org.uk/how-our-future-rests-on-cop26/
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DCP UK Chair’s update
Roman Raczka

Climate emergency

AS we approach the COP26 summit, 
scheduled to take place in November in 
Glasgow, the impact of climate change 

across our communities is foremost in our 
thinking. Across the globe communities 
are already experiencing the health effects 
of more severe storms, floods, air pollution, 
wildfires and droughts, whilst food insecuri-
ties, extinction events, loss of habitats and an 
unprecedented loss of biodiversity are dras-
tically changing people’s lives. The climate 
emergency is also a worldwide mental health 
emergency.

The science of climate change is well estab-
lished:

 ■ Climate change is real and human activi-
ties are the main cause. 

 ■ The concentration of greenhouse gases in 
the earth’s atmosphere is directly linked to 
the average global temperature on Earth. 

 ■ The concentration has been rising steadily, 
and mean global temperatures along with 
it, since the time of the Industrial Revolu-
tion. 

 ■ The most abundant greenhouse gas, 
accounting for about two-thirds of green-
house gases, carbon dioxide (CO2), is 
largely the product of burning fossil fuels. 

 ■ Methane, the primary component of 
natural gas, is responsible for more than 
25 per cent of the warming we are experi-
encing today. It is a powerful pollutant with 
a global warming potential over 80 times 
greater than CO2 during the 20 years after 
it is released into the atmosphere.

In the UK, the main climate-related health 
threats are summer heat waves and droughts, 
flooding, the interaction between air pollut-
ants, pollen and higher temperatures and 

increases in vector borne diseases. This disrup-
tion to life posed by the climate and ecological 
emergencies presents a significant threat to 
our health in the UK. 

Our mental health is connected to, and 
dependent upon, the health of our natural 
world. Climate change has a wide range of 
potentially damaging effects on the mental 
health and wellbeing of people. Various 
research studies have shown that:

 ■ There is a relationship between increased 
temperature and number of suicides.

 ■ There is evidence of severe distress 
following extreme weather events.

 ■ People with mental health conditions are 
more vulnerable to the effects of climate 
change on physical as well as mental health.

 ■ Climate change exacerbates mental distress 
(especially amongst younger people) even 
for those not directly affected, for example 
eco-anxiety.

 ■ Flooding, which is associated with anxiety, 
depression and PTSD in survivors, and due 
to climate change floods are increasing in 
frequency and severity in the UK. 

 ■ Groups already affected by social inequal-
ities, including people with mental health 
conditions, people with disabilities and 
people living in areas of high deprivation, 
marginalised groups including refugees 
and homeless people and people from 
Black and Minority Ethnic communities 
are less likely to have access to support and 
resources to mitigate against the emotional 
impacts of climate change and are at 
a higher risk of negative mental health and 
wellbeing outcomes.
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Our DCP Climate Emergency champion 
is Alison Robertson supported by clinical and 
community psychologists and longstanding 
climate activists Annie Mitchell and Tony 
Wainwright. They have highlighted a number 
of important climate campaign initiatives 
including:

 ■ the Sao Paulo Declaration on Planetary 
Health

 ■ the petition already signed by over 3000 
people calling for psychologically informed 
leadership at COP26, which Carl Harris 
will be carrying on his forthcoming cycle 
ride to Glasgow.

We are currently in the process of bidding 
for the next BPS Policy Campaign. The DCP, 
together with the Divisions of Occupational 
and Health Psychology have developed a cross 
divisional campaign based on the intersection 
between three urgent priorities:

 ■ Recovering from the impacts of the 
pandemic and learning to live with Covid-19

 ■ Addressing the global threat of climate 
crisis

 ■ Improving wellbeing and quality of life for 
all

Our campaign proposal is Emerging Stronger: 
Living Well, Protecting our Planet.

Our goal is to adopt ways of living and 
working differently for the benefit of people, 
organisations and our planet. We aim to 
achieve this by:

 ■ collaborating across all domains of 
psychology to create positive impact on 
policy and practice 

 ■ taking a lead in influencing change at all 
levels – individual, organisational, commu-
nity, and national

The global pandemic has had widespread 
impacts on people and communities. Although 
the full extent will be unknown for some time, 
there is real scope now for positive change and 
recovery as we transition from pandemic to 
endemic – to living and working with Covid-19.

There has been loss and tragedy, but also 
an opportunity to take stock of what really 

matters. Changes resulting from the pandemic 
can be a stimulus to address climate change. 
We have learned that significant environ-
mental benefits can be achieved by altering 
how we live, work, and engage with commu-
nity led action. Through remote working and 
travelling less, the air we breathe has become 
cleaner, we have connected and helped one 
another; and lived more simply.

We believe that everyone has the right to 
live well. By living well, we mean maximising 
wellbeing and human potential; individually 
and collectively, in the workplace, the commu-
nity, our nations, and globally. However, in the 
UK today, the reality is very different for many, 
due to inequality and disadvantage, combined 
with increased stress and uncertainty during 
the pandemic, and in relation to climate 
breakdown. 

At the core of this campaign is the ambition 
that psychologists from different backgrounds 
will come together, as we did during the BPS 
Covid-19 response, and work collaboratively 
with Experts by Experience and other stake-
holders to deliver environmentally informed 
guidance and support, so that we can emerge 
stronger and live well, while protecting our 
planet now, and for future generations.

Our campaign proposal has been short-
listed as one of the top three and a decision 
will be taken at the BPS senate meeting in 
November.

The BPS Division of Counselling Psychology 
have issued a statement, to coincide with 
COP26, highlighting that the environment 
has a critical impact on people’s physical and 
psychological wellbeing and they have joined 
other allied professions in supporting the 
delegates attending this very important event.

In the DCP we must join the voices of those 
who are calling for urgent action and support 
the declaration of a climate and ecological 
emergency to ensure we all take collective 
responsibility to avert a health and mental 
health catastrophe. I am delighted that this 
edition of Clinical Psychology Forum is a Special 
Edition on Climate Emergency and will be 
available to everyone free of charge. There 
are a number of excellent papers providing 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jyC7uXyt8o8PqoEJG44GMBjaTSjuqvUs/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jyC7uXyt8o8PqoEJG44GMBjaTSjuqvUs/view
https://www.change.org/p/cop-2021-politicians-psychologists-psychotherapists-calling-for-immediate-climate-action-d1840716-f9ab-419a-80cf-875ef41f56fe?recruiter=59012695&recruited_by_id=fb87f3b0-c6bc-0130-8ff2-3c764e049b10&utm_source=share_petition&utm_medium=copylink&utm_campaign=petition_dashboard
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Member%20Networks/Divisions/DCoP/Division%20of%20Counselling%20Psychology%20-%20COP26%20Statement%20of%20Support.pdf
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a wealth of insight into the impact of climate 
change and the urgency to address the climate 
emergency.

Prevention and public health update 
from Tony Wainwright and Richard 
Pemberton 
The Prevention and Public Heath Task and 
Finish Group have continued to meet regu-
larly with the interim co-Chairs Tony Wain-
wright and Richard Pemberton. A number of 
positive developments have been reported by 
the Group including the following headlines:

 ■ The Group has been considering the 
impact of climate change and the conse-
quent impact on public health.

 ■ The Group will be producing a special 
issue of Clinical Psychology Forum in the 
New Year on prevention and public health 
which will focus on those areas that have 
not been covered in previous issues with 
the Covid workstreams. 

 ■ The co-Chairs have attended the DCP 
England chairs meeting and plan also 
to meet with the DCP Faculty chairs to 
explore joint actions.

 ■ The Group will be presenting at the Group 
of Trainers in Clinical Psychology (GTiCP) 
annual conference in November.

 ■ The Group has recently recruited a new 
member of the committee representing 
Scotland and are actively seeking Welsh 
and Northern Ireland representation.

 ■ The Group has highlighted that Health 
Education England has included preven-
tion in a recent letter to all England Clin-
ical Doctorate Programmes as an area that 
needs to be included.

 ■ The group are exploring the development 
of demonstration projects in different 
parts of the UK and considering how these 
could funded.

 ■ A conceptual paper that gives an account 
of the key principles in prevention and the 
related models has been prepared and is 
being finalised.

 ■ As part of the workplan the Group intend 
to join up with the work on antiracist 
practice, poverty and post-Covid lessons 

to consider how these key themes may be 
joined up.

DCP Leadership & Management 
Faculty update from Amra Rao 
& Patrick Roycroft
Embracing leadership in a new context:
The DCP Leadership & Management Faculty 
will have its 20th anniversary in 2022. Amra Rao 
& Patrick Roycroft have recently taken up 
the co-chair position and will be setting out 
a programme to consider:

 ■ what kind of leadership is needed within 
the new contexts

 ■ what we can learn from our journey so far
 ■ how we have led as a profession at a number 

of levels
 ■ how to further build upon our strengths
 ■ consider what could be better
 ■ what can help to embrace new challenges. 

As the pandemic recedes, the strongest 
organisations are likely to be those which 
foster critical thinking, creativity, team work, 
co-production, resilience and a sensitivity to 
context. This will include leading in a network 
with attention to inclusion, transparency,  fair-
ness and social responsibility. 

The Leadership & Management Faculty 
will be setting out a series of events in 2022 to 
support our professional leadership network. 

Professional Practice updates from 
Professor Tony Lavender DCP Workforce 
and Training Lead and Practice Board 
Representative
HCPC
The BPS Practice Board has established an 
HCPC Working Group to address the issues 
that have arisen over the years about the 
working of HCPC for practitioner psycholo-
gists. The BPS used to have regular meetings 
with HCPC and the intention is to re-establish 
this contact. 

The group was previously chaired by Kath-
erine Carpenter who has needed to give up 
the role because of her responsibilities as the 
newly elected BPS President. Tony Lavender 
has agreed to take up the role of chair. We 
have collated the issues that we have noticed 
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and that have been drawn to our attention by 
members (thanks to members who submitted 
points) and we will be developing plans in 
relation to those issues. 

Issues raised have included:
 ■ who should be the regulator, 
 ■ communication from HCPC about 

re-registering, the misuse and evasion of 
titles,

 ■ the approval processes for international 
colleagues, 

 ■ the relationship between BPS and HCPC 
accreditation processes,

 ■ Fitness to Practice Standards and processes.

National Assessors update
Eric Karas has been in the role of Interim 
Chief National Assessor for the appointment 
to Consultant Posts and has, with the help of 
Hannah Farndon, successfully relaunched the 
Scheme. The role of the National Assessor is to 
advise employers on whether applicants meet 
the standards for appointment to the role of 
Applied Consultant Psychologists at Band 8C 
and above. We advise that national assessors 
are used for all consultant level appointments,  
An assessor can be identified by contacting 
the BPS Practice Team on: nationalassessors@
bps.org.uk

Guidelines on the appointment of 
consultant psychologists can be accessed here.

It was always planned that Eric would stand 
down after the relaunch of the scheme and so 
we have sent a request to all Lead and National 
Assessors to apply for the Chief Assessor role. 
The advert request only went to the Leads 
and National Assessors because the Chief 

role requires someone with a good level of 
knowledge about the Scheme. We are all very 
pleased and grateful for the energy, ingenuity 
and thoughtfulness Eric has put into the role.

Event update
Fully Human: Soul, Psyche, Skin. Exploring 
Race in Psychology
Booking is now open for our special two-day 
DCP workshop on 2nd and 3rd December, 
studying the way that society separates us on 
the basis of race, class, gender, ability, language 
or accent, and creates a system that places 
more value on some people over others.

We will explore the lived experience of 
these forces of separation and judgement, and 
the dynamics of privilege of power.

This is going to be an active learning 
event that will allow attendees to bring their 
thoughts, feelings and experiences to share in 
our contained learning space.

In recognition  of the importance of the 
‘Fully Human: Soul Psyche Skin’ Group Rela-
tions workshop to explore experiences of 
‘Race’ in psychology, the Division of Clinical 
Psychology have offered a significant finan-
cial subsidy to reduce the attendance costs 
to a very affordable  rate to ensure as many 
people as possible will be able to attend and 
explore these issues.

We want to put these issues at the front and 
centre of our thinking, and we hope you’ll join 
us. You can register for the conference now.

Dr Roman Raczka
DCP-UK Chair

mailto:nationalassessors@bps.org.uk
mailto:nationalassessors@bps.org.uk
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Page%20-%20Files/The%20Appointment%20of%20Consultant%20Psychologists%20-%20Guidance%20on%20Using%20National%20Assessors.pdf
https://www.bps.org.uk/events/fully-human-soul-psyche-skin-exploring-race-psychology
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Integrating the individual and the collective 
for a transformational response to the 
climate emergency1

David Uzzell

This paper argues that only by integrating the individual into the social and collective context in which people 
live may help us to move towards an essential transformational approach to bringing about change in society 
to address the climate emergency.

The climate emergency and psychology

1 Keynote paper presented at the BPS Division of Counselling Psychology Annual Conference, 17 July, 2021

IT IS important to be clear about the 
different kinds of impacts that climate 
change is having so we can identify more 

precisely where psychologists may positively 
intervene. Climate change will have at least 
three effects where psychologists can inter-
vene, a distinction that few psychologists make:
1. Primary physical effect on people (e.g. 

flooding, drought) – this is where most 
psychology research has been undertaken. 
Although temperature increases over time 

may be gradual, the effects on the planet 
may not be. There could be sudden tipping 
points and accelerated change. Further-
more, the impacts are not independent of 
each other; there can be interaction effects 
which intensify the problems.

2. Secondary impacts (e.g. crop failure, 
famine, migration, conflict). There is less 
work in this area by psychologists and one 
has to look at partially analogous situations 
perhaps caused by other circumstances, 
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e.g. the effect of high temperatures on 
urban violence (Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 
2019; Plante et al., 2017); health and 
psychological effects (Patz & Thomson, 
2018); migration (Piguet et al., 2011).

3. And then there are the negative conse-
quences caused by the measures and inter-
ventions employed by governments and 
industry to both mitigate and adapt to 1) 
and 2) e.g. the effect on work and jobs. 
Again, there is relatively little research and 
much of this will not have been done in the 
context of climate change.

Psychologists know how to change 
behaviours
Most of the work to date on psychology and 
climate change has focused on ‘behaviour 
change’. Psychologists know a great deal 
about changing behaviours dating back to 
Kurt Lewin (Lewin, 1947) and earlier. The 
breadth of areas is illustrated through the 
BPS Behaviour Change Briefings (BPS, 2017) 
published over the last few years. What we 
as psychologists know is well summarised in 
a number of recent reviews (Ivanova et al., 
2020; Nielsen et al., 2021; van Valkengoed & 
Steg, 2019; Whitmarsh et al., 2021). But the 
case I want to make in this paper is that the 
problem of climate change is not simply one 
of changing behaviours. And it is certainly 
not about ‘corrective behaviours’ as was advo-
cated in the Draft Resolution at the Interna-
tional Summit on Psychology and Global Health 
in 2019, as if a short sharp intervention is all 
that’s needed. 

Research on behaviour change, for me, 
comes with a health warning. Firstly, much 
of the work of psychologists on behaviour 
change is individualistic. By framing the issue 
of climate change as a problem caused by 
individuals through their excessive, inap-
propriate and thoughtless consumption, we 
not only restrict our understanding of the 
potential causes of the challenges we face, 
but we also close down many of the options 
for taking action. This is reflected in the title 
of many government and academic reports 
which individualise the problem as being one 

of consumer consumption, e.g. ‘I Will If You 
Will’ (Sustainable Development Commission 
Roundtable, 2006), ‘Mindspace’ (Dolan et al., 
2010), ‘Kick the Habit (United Nations Envi-
ronment Programme, 2008).

But this leads to a contradiction. Too often 
climate change is discussed as a global issue, 
i.e. we talk of global environmental change, 
global temperatures, global warming. This 
encourages people to feel powerless, because 
how can they influence global processes? As 
Naomi Klein wrote ‘We’re all in a different stage of 
paralysis with this thing that we know is the biggest 
issue on earth.’ (Klein, 2015). Where precisely 
is ‘the global’? Someone else’s global is our 
local. We have undertaken a series over many 
years (Uzzell, 2000; Räthzel & Uzzell, 2009) in 
which we asked people in different parts of the 
world (e.g. UK, Australia, Slovakia, Ireland; 
with adults and children; with members of the 
public and even environmentally informed 
groups) about the seriousness of a range of  
environmental problems. In all cases respond-
ents said that environmental problems were 
more serious the farther away they were 
from them. We also found that feelings of 
responsibility were inverse to their percep-
tion of the distal seriousness of the problem. 
This research has been repeated by other 
researchers (Gifford et al., 2009; Schultz 
et al., 2014) with the same results. Times, 
however, have changed. People are now more 
aware of climate change. Climate change 
is now a climate emergency; it is very real 
and apparent on their own doorsteps, e.g. 
the recent flooding in Germany, and fires 
in California and Greece. But has this led 
to an increase in feelings of responsibility? 
We cannot assume that people are aware that 
there is a link between what they regard as 
global environmental problems and local 
practices and lifestyles. Some people may be 
trying to live more sustainably, such as those 
able to afford higher priced ecological food 
and use solar panels and heat pumps. But they 
are still those with larger footprints because of 
their lifestyle. 

A second issue is that many psychological 
approaches are linear. This is most typically 

https://www.psychologyandglobalhealth.org
https://www.psychologyandglobalhealth.org
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represented by research for the policy levers 
that seek to bring about change, which have 
been termed ‘carrots, sticks and sermons’ 
(Collins et al., 2003) (i.e. incentives, regu-
lations and education and awareness-raising 
interventions). Knowledge and positive atti-
tudes are important, but in themselves they are 
typically not sufficient to encourage behaviour 
change. Changing attitudes has been seen as 
the route to changing behaviours. But as we 
know the relationship between attitudes and 
behaviours is weak, and even where it is seen 
to be effective it takes time.

Social approaches
In recent years, attention has turned to slightly 
more sophisticated social approaches such as 
using social norms and peer-group pressures 
and theories of identity in community persua-
sion exercises. Although still focused on the indi-
vidual, they set the individual in a social context. 
For example, this has involved using informal, 
real-life social networks such as neighbours by 
means of motivating the visible behaviours of 
‘adopters’ or others to engage in publicly observ-
able sustainable practices, such as recycling 
(McKenzie-Mohr, 2000; Nigbur et al., 2010). 

While creating identities which are asso-
ciated with pro-environmental actions can 
encourage change, it is important not to forget 
that identities can be a barrier, especially when 
they are threatened. This is a quote from 
a European trade unionist we interviewed 
about proposed transport legislation to reduce 
diesel trucks on our roads: 

‘Because, for example, the social problem of (...) 
road transport. ... it’s not easy, because the position 
of the driver is a real position in society. When you 
are a driver, it’s the same thing as when you are 
a miner: you do not have a high qualification but 
you have a real job – and you have real recognition. 
(...) You have a real identification. Because when 
you are a (...) young boy, you play with – a car, 
and you hope to become a driver. (...) It’s not 
a technical problem. We know the technical problem 
perfectly well now. (...) It’s to change the social 
image and to change the population.’  

As Julio argues, for many people, their 
identities are intimately tied to their work and 
professions. Reducing carbon emissions is not 
simply a technical issue – we must acknowl-
edge the social issues around the occupation 
of driving. Threatening particular industrial 
sectors such as transport with carbon-reducing 
legislation, will threaten jobs which in turn 
may threaten identities (Uzzell, 2010). When 
people’s identities are threatened they are 
likely to resist; and this could be a significant 
barrier to change (Murtagh et al., 2014). 
Replacing carbon jobs with green jobs needs 
to facilitate the emergence of positive identi-
ties associated with those jobs.

Prisoners of the conditions in which we 
live and the identities we are sold
Regardless of our personal attitudes and 
values, many of the decisions and actions we 
take are locked into the infrastructure of our 
daily lives. Relatively little account is taken 
in research of the structural factors in society 
that can have a significant influence on the 
opportunities, competencies, abilities and will-
ingness of people to take action, and the envi-
ronmental, familial and cultural context in 
which people live their lives. 

 ■ For example, if urban planners approve 
the development of out-of-town shop-
ping malls and superstores, which in turn 
encourage people to buy groceries for two 
or more weeks at a time, which in turn 
requires them to use their cars because 
they cannot carry their shopping home on 
public transport (if there is public trans-
port), this immediately challenges both 
their good intentions and attitudes, as well 
as environmentally progressive transport 
policies to reduce carbon emissions and 
energy consumption.

 ■ Manufacturers not only create products, 
but they also attempt to construct our iden-
tities through the products we desire and 
purchase. The decision to drive a 4x4/
SUV vehicle is more often governed by 
the status, image and identity that such 
vehicles supposedly confer upon the driver, 
rather than the capacity of the vehicle to 
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meet the driver’s practical transport needs 
(Gatersleben, 2007; Soper, 2008).

 ■ Encouraging someone to walk rather than 
drive the three kilometres to work does 
not make sense if they have to multi-task 
like take children to school and en route, 
do some shopping, pick up a colleague and 
then go to work. 

Clearly psychologists know how to change 
behaviours under certain conditions, but the 
theories, their assumptions behind the model 
of the person, and the general failure to recog-
nise the structural and cultural constraints 
and conditions in which people live will mean 
that scaling up change to the level required 
will be impossible. Given the changes needed 
to address climate change, it may be more 
effective to work not on the behaviours them-
selves but on the social, economic and envi-
ronmental conditions that govern and drive 
people’s behaviours and the societal context 
in which people live their lives. This would 
almost certainly have a greater impact.

Behaviour change and social practices
But there is another problem with the focus 
on behaviour in this context. I find it difficult 
to see or understand ‘a behaviour’ outside the 
framework of larger social practices (Shove, 
2010). Behaviours are simply the visible mani-
festations of socially embedded phenomena 
or social practices – or what is referred to as 
Performance (i.e. the observable behaviour of 
individuals). What we call behaviours are liter-
ally the tip of the iceberg. 

In Elizabeth Shove’s formulation of social 
practices, social practices are created through 
the conjunction of socially constructed and 
shared meanings and images, knowledge and 
skills, and material infrastructures (Shove et 
al., 2012; Spurling et al., 2013). This is Practice 
as Entity (Figure 1). 

And it is Practice as Entity underlying Practice 
as Performance that is the crucial driver for what 
people do in their everyday lives. Attitudes 
and behaviours interact as part of a myriad 
of interactions between shared meanings and 
images, knowledge and skills, and material 
infrastructures. Thus, focusing on a behaviour 
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ignores its social, societal, place and histor-
ical context. Expressed in ways more familiar 
to psychologists, attitudes and behaviours 
which we are so intent on changing, may not 
account for the major part of the variance in 
explaining action. Is it then not surprising that 
many behavioural interventions have limited 
effects, and when they do have an effect, it is 
probably because they are starting to address 
the practices as entities rather than practices as 
performance? (Spurling et al., 2013).

For example, people do not use energy. 
People do things which involve materials, 
competences and have meanings, that is, 
engage in practices which result in the use of 
energy. Shove’s example of showering is a classic 
example (Shove, 2003). We don’t shower to 
use energy but to get clean. But understand-
ings of cleanliness have changed over time:

 ■ In medieval times it was it was believed 
in many parts of Europe that water could 
carry disease into the body through the 
pores in the skin – so they just washed 
hands, parts of the face, and rinsed their 
mouths. Washing one’s entire face was 
believed to cause catarrh and weaken the 
eyesight. 

 ■ The Church thought bathing was too sexu-
ally arousing, and therefore should be 
discouraged. 

 ■ In the 19th century bathing was a moral 
issue (e.g. cleanliness is next to Godliness) 
and spoke to one’s social position.

 ■ In the first half of the 20th century domestic 
bathing was regulated by available time, 
facilities and the weekly routine. With no 
instant hot water time had to be set aside 
on the day or half day one wasn’t working, 
to heat the water, fill and then empty the 
bathtub. And then there was a pecking 
order for having a bath. 

 ■ Now some people shower three or four 
times a day (on getting up; after cycling to 
work; after a lunchtime run; after cycling 
home; before going out in the evening or 
going to bed.

Our desire to shower is not driven by a desire 
to use energy or water. What has changed 

over the years has been our understanding 
of cleanliness and what it means to feel fresh, 
and the consequential implications of this for 
the use of energy and water. In extreme cases, 
the shower has become another room. The 
following text is taken from an advertisement 
for a ‘multifunction computerized massage 
steam room with built in heater pump, two 
hand-held showers, waterproof LCD TV, MP3 
compatible input, 6 acupuncture massage jets, 
6 adjustable water jets, 8 small water jets, radio, 
alarm and more.’ In the text accompanying 
this advertisement, the manufacturer seeks to 
encourage and justify not a behaviour but 
a complex, set of multidimensional practices 
comprising meanings and images, knowledge 
and skills, and material infrastructures: 

‘After a hectic schedule at work or coming to 
home from harsh sun, most of us want to relax 
under a shower. Today, bathrooms are not just 
meant to take bath and cleanse yourself but it is 
now considered as a place to relax your nerves 
and mind. Hence utmost importance is given 
by house owners to make their bathrooms as 
luxurious as possible. Now you can introduce 
more elegance to your bathroom by setting springy 
steam shower.’

Do we really believe that a person who might 
consider buying one of these showers is likely 
to be influenced by a behaviour change 
programme encouraging saving energy or 
water? Do we really believe that the Theory 
of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1985), which 
was for some 30 years the principal theo-
retical approach informing research on 
changing environmental behaviours  provides 
an explanatory account of showering in these 
circumstances (see Ogden, 2014 for an excel-
lent critique)? What showering means and 
by extension, its implications for the use of 
energy is clearly not simply a question of atti-
tudes and behavioural intention.

From behaviour change to societal 
transformation
Over the last 10 years I have come to three 
conclusions in my work:
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 ■ Behaviour change is necessary but not in 
itself sufficient to address the climate emer-
gency. 

 ■ Climate change is a collective problem and 
requires a collective response. I have tried 
to make the case for the importance of 
seeing climate change in a social and soci-
etal context.

 ■ We need to move from behaviour change 
to social transformation. Social transforma-
tion  means restructuring of all aspects of 
our personal and social lives; from politics 
to the economy; from the way we think 
to the way we live. It is a root and branch 
challenge to:

 ● the way we produce and consume, 
 ● the way we relate to nature and the 

life support systems upon which our 
continued existence depends and 

 ● how we can transition to a low-carbon 
economy and society in a just, fair, 
caring, and participatory way.

Gains not sacrifice: Creating a culture 
of hope and possibilities in the 
‘spaciousness of uncertainty’
As Naomi Klein (2015) argues, many people 
have become climate deniers because the 
problem seems overwhelming and paralysing; 
they feel disempowered. Too often we are told 
that the solutions to climate change involve 
giving things up. It’s a negative message, and 
negative messages are much more likely to 
fail. We know from psychological research that 
people regret a loss more than value a gain 
(Kahneman & Tversky, 1984). Too often, 
behaviour change campaigns give the impres-
sion that putting the environment ‘first’ means 
putting the self ‘second’. In other words, envi-
ronmental benefits at the collective level will 
necessitate a sacrifice in an individual’s living 
standards, their happiness and their image of 
the ‘good life’, or as Juliet Schor expresses it, 
it’s ‘a paradigm of sacrifice’ (Schor, 2010).  

The beginning of action is hope, a hope 
and anticipation that what you can do is worth-
while, can make a difference and will end 
up being better than what we have now, as 
expressed by Naomi Klein:

‘If we can chart a path to post-carbon economy, it 
will involve gaining a lot of other things. We can 
have a higher quality of life, more liveable cities, 
greater equality, heal historical wounds. It can 
be exciting…We need a vision that doesn’t just 
take on board the catastrophe that is and will be 
climate change, but it requires a vision in which 
we collectively use the crisis to leap somewhere 
that seems, frankly, better than where we are 
right now’ (Klein, 2015).

Hope is not just taking the naïve view that all 
will be well so let’s just look on the bright side, 
like the closing scene of Monty Python’s Life of 
Brian. Rather, the world should be seen as one 
of creative possibilities that invites us to act. 
Rebecca Solnit talks about, ‘in the spaciousness 
of uncertainty [there] is room to act. When you 
recognize uncertainty, you recognize that you may 
be able to influence the outcomes – you alone or you 
in concert with a few dozen or several million others’ 
(Solnit, 2016). 

So, what does hope look like?
Psychology is most effective when it works 

with other disciplines. As C. Wright Mills 
wrote, ‘No social study that does not come back to 
the problems of biography, of history and their inter-
sections within a society has completed its intellectual 
journey’ (Mills, 2000). I have found it useful 
to draw on a life history methodology which 
provides a path into precisely what Mills is 
calling for, an understanding of the relation-
ship between history, biography and society. 
It enables us to get away from behaviours 
and understand actions in their psychological, 
familial, societal, historical and place context. 
So over the last ten or more years I have been 
undertaking life history interviews, drawing 
on the work of Alessandro Portelli (Portelli, 
1997). 

A life history approach asks people to tell 
us their life story, to walk forward in time from 
their earliest years and tell us how their life 
has changed over the lifespan. What were the 
family, community, national or even global 
influences and forces which led to changes in 
their relations, their work, how they travelled, 
what they consumed, and so on? What were 
the key moments of change, the fractures in 
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their lives when practices and habits changed?  
Their practices emerge naturally out of the 
accounts of their formation, and the ongoing 
progression of their lives. 

I have been working on a three-year project 
in environmental labour studies, examining 
the role of individuals in transforming organi-
sations. These individuals are leading regional, 
national and international trade unionists who 
have a responsibility for the environment/
climate change brief in their unions. We 
have been interested in how they, personally, 
came to see the importance of the relation-
ship between work and the environment and 
how this intersected with the socialist views 
many of them held (Räthzel et al., 2015). This 
was achieved by investigating how individual 
life-histories, organisational histories and soci-
etal histories intersect to create change. I want 
to finish this paper with a life history account 
of one such unionist – an exceptional person 
who, I think, gives us some clues as to how we 
overcome the ‘…paralysis with this thing that we 
know is the biggest issue on earth.’  

Mike Cooley’s Story
We interviewed Mike Cooley for just under 
five hours (Uzzell, 2021). It is impossible 
here to capture the richness of his story, but 
I will make some summary points about his 
formation. Mike was born and grew up in 
Tuam, in the west of Ireland. He talked about 
the rigidity, conservatism and intolerance of 
intellectual criticism found in traditional Irish 
catholic education. He grew up in a household 
where his mother wrote poetry about the 
countryside. His father ‘loved the countryside 
as well’ and had a small garage and serviced 
motorcycles and bicycles. In the Second World 
War it was difficult to get bikes and he would 
make them up from recycled metal. About 
that Mike said, ‘And that was extraordinary to 
watch and behold, you know, something coming 
in, a pile of what appeared to be rubbish, and the 
next thing there was somebody cycling on it down 
the road!’ As a consequence, Mike experienced 
‘… a tension between my artistic interests, if I might 
put them like that, and my engineering interest.’ 
Years later, along with his engagement with the 

countryside, this would have a profound influ-
ence on his view of the relationship between 
sustainability, production processes, products 
and creativity. 

Mike Cooley came to Britain and in his 
mid-twenties worked at Lucas Aerospace. He 
chaired the local branch of the Technical, 
Administrative and Supervisory Section (TASS; 
now absorbed into Unite the Union), a union 
for engineering draftsmen and allied tech-
nicians. Lucas Aerospace in the early 1970s 
was one of Europe’s largest designers and 
manufacturers of aircraft systems and equip-
ment. It produced combat aircraft and the 
Sting Ray missile system for NATO, as well as 
a small element producing medical technol-
ogies. It had been supported by the Labour 
Government who wanted a highly profitable 
aerospace company to compete with other 
European manufacturers and Lockheed in the 
US for the lucrative aeronautical and arms 
business. The management were required 
to rationalise the 17-factory operation into 
a more integrated and streamlined company; 
it was proposed to close some factories and 
make thousands of workers redundant.

At the time of the dispute, Mike Cooley, 
with others, formed the Lucas Aerospace 
Combine Shop Stewards Committee which 
comprised blue- and white-collar unionists; it 
was very rare for such unions to work together. 
This committee set about developing the 
Lucas Plan. This plan proposed that instead 
of making thousands redundant, Lucas should 
transform production from military weapons 
into ‘socially useful products’ (a phrase one 
associates with William Morris (Morris, 1883) 
and his pamphlet ‘Useful work versus useless 
toil’). In Mike’s words:

‘[We] realised that there was a lot of knowledge 
on the shop floor and elsewhere which is not 
articulated verbally, or even in the written form 
– it’s people describing and giving of their intel-
ligence through what they do and how they do it, 
rather than the way they talk and so on about it.’

‘So what they [the Combine Committee] did was 
survey the physical assets, what the plants had 
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in terms of tools and machines… and what 
skills they had. And they did a sort of Doomsday 
Book detailed assessment of all the assets… ’Cos 
the shop stewards on site, they know everybody. 
They’re the sort of people that wander round the 
factory as of right – they can very rapidly build 
up a picture of the company. And they did a sort 
of audit of the company.’

‘And then they sent a super-suggestion scheme 
around all the factories, invited everyone to put 
in proposals. Has anyone got any pet projects 
which they’d thought of, which they wanted? 
And all the little old grey-haired engineers from 
Burnley came forward with, you know, a little 
box file with lots of yellow documents: “Well, 
I did this when I was 25”. Hundreds of ideas 
came out. I mean, some of them were crazy; but 
some of them were not crazy. Some of the younger 
ones were obviously up to speed. I mean, some 
of these workers were top-end of the aerospace 
high-tech front -these were people as advanced 
technically as you’d get anywhere!’

From this, the Combine produced a plan. The 
plan took a year to put together. It comprised 
six volumes of around 200 pages each, and 
included designs for 150 proposed items for 
manufacture, market analysis and proposals 
for employee training and restructuring the 
firm’s work organisation. Workers sat along-
side designers and engineers to construct 
not only an alternative production plan but 
also an alternative future for themselves. The 
product ideas included heat pumps which 
were efficient in saving waste heat; solar cells 
and fuel cells; a road-rail public transporta-
tion vehicle which would be lightweight using 
pneumatic tyres on rails; electric vehicles; 
a combined internal combustion engine/
battery powered car which could give up to 
50 per cent fuel savings while reducing toxic 
emissions; braking systems; undersea explora-
tion technology; remote control (telecheric) 
devices for people with disabilities (Räthzel et 
al., 2010; Wainwright & Elliot, 1982). 

Despite the fact that the plan was described 
by the Financial Times as ‘one of the most radical 
alternative plans ever drawn up by workers 

for their company’, the Lucas management 
rejected out of hand the proposals, indicating 
they would not diversify from aerospace work, 
even though the plan demonstrated that these 
social-useful products would be profitable; it 
was seen as an infringement on their given 
right to run the business. As a consequence, 
2000 workers were made redundant, including 
targeting the leaders of the Combine Shop 
Stewards Committee. 

Forty years later the urgency of the need 
to profoundly transform our economy has led 
to a New Lucas Plan Group being established 
to promote these ideas (The New Lucas Plan 
Working Group, 2020). Last year, workers in 
an Airbus factory used their skills to produce 
ventilator components in response to the 
Covid-19 crisis (Wainwright, 2020).

Mike Cooley and the Lucas Aerospace 
Combine Shop Stewards Committee sought 
to address what was for them an existential 
challenge by occupying the ‘spaciousness of 
uncertainty’ and seeking to ensure that workers 
were involved in planning, designing, and 
implementing their future, and the future of 
production – not just for themselves but for 
society as a whole. They demonstrated: 

 ■ collective action has the potential to 
produce the kind of radical transforma-
tions that we need now; 

 ■ transformational change comes from 
seeing links between different areas of our 
lives; 

 ■ when you put change in people’s hands, 
and provide, encourage and nurture the 
right conditions it provides them with 
hope and energy.

What came across from talking to Mike was 
his boundless faith in the ingenuity of human 
beings to solve the social and environmental 
problems we face. He argued that you cannot 
be dogmatic and drive change from above, 
especially where solutions are likely to put 
people out of work. It requires a participatory 
process from the ground up, drawing on the 
creative imagination, skills and craftsmanship 
of workers. Mike talked about how this partic-
ipatory approach not only generated more 
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ideas, but enhanced workers’ sense of self 
efficacy, self-esteem and comradeship. He said, 
‘And people came in and they were pouring out 
ideas! I mean, they were full of ideas. Because it 
was amenable, the context in which it was being 
discussed. It was their own mates who’d made this 
road-rail vehicle, so it kind of belongs to us’. He 
thought these ideas would ‘endure’ not just 
in terms of the Lucas organisation, ‘… but as 
a way of viewing the world, and viewing change, 
and viewing our relationship with technology.’ 

Mike Cooley’s story is not to abandon the 
individual in psychology but to understand 
the individual in their social context, which 
becomes an essential part of a transformational 
change process, and where history and society 
come together.

Concluding comments
In this paper I have tried to get beyond the 
narrow confines of discussing climate change 
in terms of behaviour change, as I think 
psychology has much more to offer. Psychology 
is not just about answering the questions which 
governments want answered to satisfy their 
agendas, interests, donors and preferred ways 
of dealing with problems. Psychology should 
be asking challenging questions coming out 
of a critical analysis of people – environment 
– society relationships. And out of those ques-
tions may come policies and strategies that will 
enable individuals, communities, and societies 
not only to resist, change, adapt, endure and 
survive, but also to find their own solutions 
for a better way of life and to flourish, … and 
to hope (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
A question we might all address is how do we 
as psychologists encourage and provide hope 
for a transformational change of the kind that 
is required? 

People live in a social and environmental 
context, and these conditions are no less rele-
vant for the attention of psychologists. If we 
want to see changes in people’s lifestyles and 
consumption, how can we provide people 
with the necessary psychological resources to 
enable them to change the conditions that 
lead to environmentally damaging actions, and 
thereby change themselves as well? Instead of 

telling people what they should do to solve the 
climate crisis, how can psychology contribute 
to enabling people to find and realise their 
own solutions?

If psychologists are to play a role in change, 
drawing on their research and taking advo-
cacy roles which are evidence-based, then we 
need to think about the different kinds of 
knowledges we collect and how they can be 
used. We must get beyond the idea that only 
psychologists who carry out experiments and 
talk numbers are of use to policy makers, 
practitioners and society in bringing about 
change. I have been discussing the different 
ways psychologists tackle the investigation of 
climate change and how the results of their 
work might feed into policy and implemen-
tation so that not only governments, but indi-
viduals and communities can bring about real 
change. But underlying much of what I have 
written is another important point: how we 
tackle climate change is strongly influenced by 
how we talk about climate change. 

Elif Shafak, the Turkish novelist, political 
scientist, and women and minority rights’ advo-
cate, wrote an opinion piece in the Guardian 
in 2020 on ‘othering’ and prejudice, which 
is no less relevant in respect of how we bring 
about change and transformation globally in 
addressing the climate emergency. Elif Shafak 
wrote:

Data and factual information are crucial, but 
not enough to bring down the walls of numb-
ness and indifference, to help us empathise with 
people outside our tribes. We need emotional 
connections. But more than that, just as we need 
sisterhood against patriarchy, we need storyhood 
against bigotry. East or west, when we relate to 
others we do so through stories. (Shafak, 2020)

As psychologists we hear people’s stories every 
day – powerful stories. I can’t help but feel that 
we have in our grasp the emotional connec-
tions to which Elif Shafak refers. Stories can be 
meaningful, moving, and can change minds 
and provide hope, whether we are talking 
about mitigation or adaptation to the climate 
crisis as it unfolds and destroys our communi-
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ties and our homes. Instead of devising behav-
iour change strategies, we should be talking 
to people about how they are bringing about 
change in their lives already, and explore with 
them how to support, broaden and generalise 
these changes.

Talk and stories are important, especially to 
counselling and clinical psychologists, particu-
larly when it comes to helping clients who are 
anxious about climate change, whether this is 
in relation to the direct effects, the secondary 
consequences or the measures taken to miti-
gate and adapt. Psychologists have an impor-
tant role to play in each of these areas. We 

need to think about the way we talk about the 
climate emergency – because it effects not 
only the way we frame our understandings, 
positions and policies, but it can also affect how 
we can act and how we think we can act.

David Uzzell
Professor Emeritus in Environmental Psychology
School of Psychology
University of Surrey
Guildford, GU2 7XH, UK
d.uzzell@surrey.ac.uk
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Climate psychology and the Northern Irish 
experience
Dave Rogers

The IPCC (2017) suggest that climate communicators should tell a human story, connect with their audiences 
through points of local interest, and ‘lead with what you know’. Using personal experience and historical 
perspectives of trauma in Northern Ireland, this article explores the narratives that wed us to environmentally 
harmful behaviours, climate silence and inactivity; and the stories of belongingness and acceptance we can 
foster to cultivate change. 

1989

WHEN I was 11, I became President of 
the three-man Drumlar Park Bonfire 
Committee. Thus began a halcyon 

summer of hacking down trees, hunting for 
abandoned tyres and scrounging combus-
tible bric-a-brac from the neighbours. Ours 
was a Halloween bonfire, harking back to the 
ancient Celtic festival of Samhain when evil 
spirits were warded off with purifying fire.

The bonfire was built on a barren patch of 
wasteland overlooked by our little cul-de-sac. 
Hopped up on Fighting Fantasy gamebooks, 
Stephen King and traumatic underage view-
ings of Nightmare on Elm Street, I assured 

Rory, our vice-president, that the wasteland 
was built upon an ancient graveyard. The 
pathetic fallacy reinforced our conviction that 
evil spirits haunted this godforsaken patch of 
scrub and stunted sycamore. A holy pyre was 
the only thing standing between Drumlar Park 
and undead invasion. 

A cast of real-life villains fanned the flames 
of these fancies. Grim-faced council workers 
stopped to warn us we were breaking the law. 
Tyres, the lifeblood of any fire, were not forth-
coming from our stingy contacts in used car 
dealerships, so all we had was an anaemic 
bundle of twigs and a sofa. The Killymuckers, 
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our arch-enemies from the nearby estate of 
Kilmacormick, threatened raids and prema-
ture light-ups. Former President ‘Puddin’’ 
Morris, now a manly 16, had to chase a few of 
these twisted firestarters off the premises. All 
that was missing was a visit from Pennywise the 
dancing clown.  

Then the tide turned. On a walk home 
from school down the old railway path, Rory 
and I hit the motherlode. We found 40 old 
tyres in the ditch, rubbery manna rained down 
upon us by Hephaestus. In 20 trips we rolled 
them over to our wasteland, fattened up our 
emaciated bonfire and waited for Halloween 
night. On the night itself, our parents joined 
the three members of the committee, doused 
bulrushes plucked from a nearby pond in 
petrol, and burned the whole damn thing to 
the ground. 

That bonfire year went down in legend (for 
me at least). But it was 25 years later before 
I learnt the shocking truth of what lay beneath 
our endeavours.  

Communicating climate change
Whether your adversaries are ghosts, Guys or 
Jacobites, bonfires are an irresistible meta-
phor for climate change. In 1989, to fit in 
with my new neighbourhood I was wastefully 
burning resources in pursuit of an intangible 
but critically important cultural identity. With 
a good enough story behind us, one that ties 
us to a shared purpose and positions us as the 
hero, we will pursue all kinds of destructive 
– and constructive – behaviours. That’s what 
makes moving to a plant-based diet or flying 
less so difficult; eating meat and holidaying 
abroad are stories associated with belonging-
ness, comfort, fun and the good life. 

The environmental campaigner George 
Marshall (2016) has researched the most 
effective ways of communicating the urgency 
of climate activism. Like any other social 
phenomena, our understanding of this field is 
shaped by socially constructed narratives. The 
stories that catch fire are the ones that chime 
with who we are, our values and our identity. 
Marshall advises that the best stories allow the 
hearer to envisage themselves and their family 

as part of the struggle, and that the best stories 
inspire a sense of togetherness and resilience 
in the face of adversity. Trust in the messenger 
trumps the message. 

When communicating climate change to 
communities that are apathetic or threatened 
by the need to change, we must begin with 
a sense of respect and validation. Marshall 
(Rosen, 2020) describes talking to oil workers 
in America and the descendants of coal miners 
in Wales, acknowledging the positive facets 
of fossil fuels in creating our society, before 
turning to the difficult necessity of moving on 
to alternatives. I suspect I’m preaching to the 
converted on this occasion, but for future refer-
ence I’ve used this piece as a thought experi-
ment to tap into my own history as a polluter, 
as well as my early memories of growing 
control over my environment and belonging-
ness. I’m guessing this is a shared experience, 
because whether it’s a small country affair, or 
the massive tottering mega-structures resem-
bling Finn McCool’s Jenga night, some section 
of the Northern Irish collective unconscious 
equates community spirit to burning stuff. As 
belongingness, understanding and self-efficacy 
are key targets for inspiring climate change 
interventions (Brick, 2021), we need to 
harness some of this excitement and public 
spirit inherent to 11 July and Halloween cele-
brations.  

There’s also the matter of free associa-
tion and the royal road to new perspectives. 
There are two points in my personal story 
that resonate for me. The first is the Coun-
cil’s ineffective and lukewarm warnings, their 
foreshadowing of government’s dangerously 
half-hearted attempts to regulate and bring 
us to net zero emissions. The second is the 
powerful role that culture, social identity and 
story-telling play in determining our behav-
iours. There was no way the Council’s threats 
were going to overcome my allegiance to our 
righteous fellowship.

What does a psychologist have to say in 
the face of such competing truths? Our job, 
like a non-judgmental librarian, is to help 
our clients and the society around us become 
better, broader storytellers, and open up to 

https://climateoutreach.org/media/how-to-communicate-climate-change-george-marshall/
https://climateoutreach.org/media/how-to-communicate-climate-change-george-marshall/
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competing narratives. To do this we first have 
to empathise with and understand what makes 
some behaviours and narratives so compelling, 
while others remain unspeakable.

The Northern Irish perspective
On 17 July 2021, the little town of Ballywatti-
cock experienced the highest temperature ever 
recorded in Northern Ireland (31.2 degrees).  
Its brief notoriety was soon subsumed by news 
of COVID, like the tip of an iceberg making 
a brief glimpse before the Titanic. Why do 
these alarm bells not spark off more discussion 
and action about climate change? 

According to a 2011 World Mental Health 
survey (Koenen, 2011), Northern Ireland had 
the highest levels of PTSD out of all coun-
tries surveyed. In Ehlers and Clark’s model of 
PTSD (2000) the self-defeating attempt to not 
think about trauma memories, the oxygen of 
non-publicity, is a central component of the 
vicious circle of re-experiencing and distress. 
After Northern Ireland’s 800 years of conflict, 
a famine that killed off one-sixth of the popu-
lation, the uncovering of clerical and institu-
tional abuse, continuing community divisions 
and a year of Covid, no wonder history is 
a nightmare we are trying to repress. 

Now we are in the unique position of 
avoiding a trauma that hasn’t quite happened 
yet (notwithstanding the devastating present 
day effects of climate change). Marshall (2016) 
discusses ‘climate silence’ and the embarrassed 
void that descends on polite conversations 
when the crisis is raised. Similarities abound 
to the cognitive dissonance that leaves flagrant 
human rights abuses unaddressed. Marshall 
contends that social, peer-to-peer conversa-
tions are key to breaking the silence, normal-
ising climate conversations, and promoting 
ameliorative action. 

Isolation, inactivity and a perceived lack 
of self-efficacy are anathema to the belong-
ingness and sense of control we need to 
inspire in curtailing climate change (Brick, 
2021). Self-silencing for fear of recrimina-
tion doesn’t just prevent ameliorative action, 
but fosters isolation and exacerbates climate 
anxiety (Clayton, 2020). Studies into trans-

generational trauma (Fitzgerald, 2017) in 
Northern Ireland point to a parallel ‘culture 
of silence’, where discussion of controversial 
social and political issues has become taboo 
after decades of treading on eggshells. The 
Nobel Laureate Seamus Heaney (1975) 
captured this aspect of the national mood in 
his poem ‘Whatever You Say, Say Nothing’.

‘Northern reticence, the tight gag of place
And times: yes, yes. Of the “wee six” I sing
Where to be saved you only must save face
And whatever you say, you say nothing.
Smoke-signals are loud-mouthed compared with us’

Like the residents of Pet Sematary, silence 
and repressed emotions don’t stay buried. 
Tribal warfare and famine are seared into our 
consciousness, seared into our schoolbooks, 
seared into our walls and murals. No wonder 
we need conflagrations twice a year – all that 
searing energy needs to be burnt off some-
where. Or as Van der Kolk (1994) explains 
in his seminal work on the visceral effects of 
trauma and repression, ‘The Body Keeps the 
Score’. The body politic keeps the score as 
well, with suspicion and distrust endemic in 
our political system and a barrier to mean-
ingful change. In a mass act of political and 
legislative avoidance, the Stormont Executive 
shut down between 2017 and 2020. Fire was 
once again at the root of all evil, with the 
tinderbox lit by a scandal concerning misman-
agement of a renewable energy scheme (wood 
pellets) that cost the public purse £500 million. 
The renewable energy sector in NI became 
a tainted political football and has never really 
recovered from the ‘cash for ash’ scandal.

Given the above obstacles and competition 
from other national distractions, the Stormont 
Executive has been slow to meet its environ-
mental responsibilities. Under the Climate 
Change Act of 2008, devolved governments 
must prepare an Adaptation Programme for 
dealing with climate change. NI’s first climate 
change bill was brought before Stormont 
earlier this year, with the intention of setting 
a legally-binding target of net zero emissions 
by 2045. Hot on its heels comes a less stringent 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6034513/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6034513/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0005796799001230
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0005796799001230
https://climateoutreach.org/naming-challenging-breaking-climate-silence/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/351027091_Motivation_and_climate_change_A_review
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/351027091_Motivation_and_climate_change_A_review
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32623280/
https://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/psy/files/Filetoupload,784073,en.pdf
https://www.qub.ac.uk/schools/psy/files/Filetoupload,784073,en.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3109/10673229409017088
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.3109/10673229409017088
https://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2021/06/01/news/rhi-scandal-had-knock-on-effect-on-renewable-energy-schemes--2340274/
https://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2021/06/01/news/rhi-scandal-had-knock-on-effect-on-renewable-energy-schemes--2340274/
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bill, sponsored by Edwin Poots, minister for 
the environment (and erstwhile First Minister 
for three weeks in June). This bill aims for at 
least 82 per cent reductions by 2050 , and one 
wonders how much further the ‘at least’ will 
water things down. I’m reminded of my indif-
ferent reactions to the Council’s limp warn-
ings in 1989.  

Silence and deference sustained sectari-
anism and institutional abuse for decades in  
this country. But amidst the suffocation of 
trauma there remain sources of inspiration. 
Many survivors have had the personal courage 
to tell their stories, normalise talking about 
trauma and abuse, and spark off national 
conversations. People like Gordon Wilson, who 
spoke with unimpeachable moral authority 
about the need for reconciliation and forgive-
ness after his daughter Marie was killed in 
the Enniskillen Poppy Day bombing of 1987. 
Or the many survivors of abuse who have 
lifted their voices to speak to the police or 
the Historical Institutional Abuse enquiry. At 
great personal cost they have taken our society 
forward, forcing the state, paramilitaries, the 
Church and other powerful organisations 
to change their ways through non-violent 
dialogue and unflinching honesty. To some 
extent they have wrenched all of us out of 
denial. 

Recommendations for action
Positive changes take hard work and sacrifices 
but can happen when enough people speak 
up. What can psychologists do to promote 
a similar societal shift, to enable leaders to find 
their voices, and to protect against the growing 
mental health consequences of climate change? 
The BPS exhorts us to promote social, organ-
isational and individual change in the face of 
the climate crisis, having included this in its 
Code of Ethics and Conduct (BPS, 2018). The 
Division of Clinical Psychology (Wainwright, 
2020) elaborates on this with reference to 
the need to ignite a national conversation on 
climate change, with a focus on climate justice 
(the inherent unfairness of how the smallest 
contributors to emissions are trampled most 
heavily by those with the largest carbon foot-

prints.) Contributing to The UK Committee 
on Climate Change, Carmichael and Wain-
wright (2020) call for ambitious narratives that 
promote optimism and commitment, inspire 
public engagement and nudge public atti-
tudes towards reducing car and plane jour-
neys, plant-based diets, renewable heating 
and greener packaging. Communication and 
creating a space where people are confident 
to tell their story is our stock and trade, but it 
is imperative that we take this skill out of the 
therapy room and into our communities.

Gifford (2011) describes seven types of 
‘dragons of inaction’, psychological obstacles 
that must be overcome to inspire and facili-
tate behavioural changes that would reduce 
climate change. These include limited cogni-
tions (e.g. bias towards risks in our imme-
diate space and time), ideological worldviews 
(Social Identity Theory; Fielding, 2016) 
tells us that Ingroup/Outgroup associations 
with climate change have more impact on 
guiding action than rational debate), and 
discredence towards experts. CBT therapists 
treating depression root out and discredit 
negative beliefs about the world, the self and 
our futures, helping clients to create better 
stories about themselves and promote healthy 
behaviours. Whether lobbying civil servants 
or talking to community groups, we must find 
a way to translate this expertise into slaying the 
cognitive dragons of inaction.

Inspiration can be drawn from our commu-
nity response to Covid-19, with mutual aid 
groups held up as an example of how neigh-
bours respond with kindness and compassion. 
A preliminary analysis by LSE on mutual aid 
(O’Dwyer, 2020) found that such actions 
increase the ingroup solidarity that has been 
steadily frittered away by successive govern-
ments that champion neoliberal and austerity 
policies. Involvement in such groups creates 
a virtuous circle whereby participants display 
‘greater empowerment, self-esteem, politicisa-
tion, as well as sustained commitment’. These 
are the very qualities that will inspire individ-
uals and groups to become more active against 
climate change. 

The natural space for inspiring these 

https://www.bps.org.uk/news-and-policy/bps-responds-new-report-climate-crisis-and-impact-mental-health
https://www.bps.org.uk/blogs/division-clinical-psychology/climate-change-and-psychology
https://shop.bps.org.uk/clinical-psychology-forum-no-332-august-2020
https://shop.bps.org.uk/clinical-psychology-forum-no-332-august-2020
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254734365_The_Dragons_of_Inaction_Psychological_Barriers_That_Limit_Climate_Change_Mitigation_and_Adaptation
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/covid19-mutual-aid-solidarity/
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values is not necessarily 50 minutes per fort-
night in a therapist’s office. We can also 
enhance the menu of Social Prescription 
options open to clients before, during and 
after therapy. Clients who are not suitable 
for psychotherapy or treatment-resistant may 
thrive instead in social settings where there 
is a practical task to be achieved, and where 
their goals are met. Growing our links with 
Primary Care, the non-statutory and charity 
sector, helping people towards green jobs 
and voluntary opportunities will allow us to 
enthuse clients with meaningful, sociable, 
sustainable and intrinsically healing activities 
such as gardening and planting trees. The 
NHS has launched a Green Social Prescribing 
project to fund such initiatives but as time is 
short we should use what resources we have to 
prioritise similar projects. For NHS Psycholo-
gists, working within existing Trust initiatives 
such as Staff Wellbeing Groups and Public and 
service user co-productions allow psychologists 
to create opportunities for green initiatives.  

Teaching offers another opportunity 
for fuelling the conversation about climate 
change, and inspiring the next generation of 
psychologists to take action. Clinical training 
courses may not offer specific modules on 
climate psychology, though this would 
be a positive – and urgently needed – step 
forward given the gravity of the crisis. In the 
absence of specific modules, the far-reaching 
impact of climate change can be woven into 
every other aspect of teaching. As the effects 
of climate change are far-reaching and multi-
farious, it impinges upon every psychological 
presentation and every modality. Drawing 
on Buddhist and Hindu cosmology, Holm-
yard (2020) suggests The Net of Jewels as an 
effective model for championing ‘the funda-
mentally interconnected nature of the world’. 
Compassion Focused Therapy (Gilbert, 2009)  
a third-wave therapy growing in popularity, is 
underpinned by a similar theory of universal 
interconnectedness. 

At an organisational level, whether you 
work for a behemoth like the NHS (respon-
sible for 7 per cent of the UK’s carbon foot-
print in 2019 according to Tennison (2021)) 

or you are in private practice, there is much 
we can do through adjusting our working 
practices and influencing colleagues. We can 
encourage increased home-working and the 
promotion of remote therapies – although 
more study is needed in this field, some papers 
have shown that outcomes are equivalent to 
traditional face-to-face therapy (e.g. Efron, 
2021). We can question where our pension 
investments go towards. A growing emphasis 
on social prescribing and public health 
campaigns would reduce the footprint of tradi-
tional treatments. And we can argue the case 
for moving to low-carbon goods and services 
such as plant-based meals or green concrete. 
We can use our growing professional authority 
to write letters to MPs and contribute to the 
national conversation by clearly setting out 
the mental health costs of climate change, and 
the benefits of Green Social Prescription and 
Climate Activism.

Climate change is already here, and so 
are its mental health consequences. At time 
of writing, the IPCC’s (2021) ‘code red’ 
report was unleashed onto the media. The 
report itself was sobering enough to restore 
Father Jack to single vision. Overwhelming 
evidence shows that global heating is ‘already 
affecting many weather and climate extremes 
in every region across the globe’. This report 
underlines that the climate crisis is already 
happening, that imminent, that deep reduc-
tions in CO2 are required to achieve even 
problematic rises of between 1.5 to 2°C, and 
that we can mitigate but not reverse these 
consequences. We must prepare ourselves as 
a profession for more and more psychological 
presentations where lasting damage to psyches 
and environments has already been done. 
Fostering individual factors of resilience, social 
cohesion, and providing training in psycholog-
ical first aid (WHO, 2011) can ameliorate the 
inevitable traumas that will come with rising 
sea levels, displacement and extreme weather 
events (Chen, 2020). Taylor (2020) character-
ises different types of climate anxiety as adap-
tive and maladaptive, the former inspiring 
activism, the latter engendering passivity and 
inactivity. We must be prepared to treat such 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/personalisedcare/social-prescribing/green-social-prescribing/
https://shop.bps.org.uk/clinical-psychology-forum-no-332-august-2020
https://shop.bps.org.uk/clinical-psychology-forum-no-332-august-2020
https://www.compassionatemind.co.uk/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(20)30271-0/fulltext?rss=yes
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0887618521000323
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0887618521000323
https://www.ipcc.ch/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0887618520301110
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32992267/
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presentations, and to recognise that anxiety 
is a normal and appropriate reaction to the 
coming crisis. 

2014
The summer of 1989 passed into memory. 
But 25 years later, like the new series of Twin 
Peaks, the Drumlar Park Bonfire bobbed 
back into my consciousness in strange and 
confusing ways. Long gone from Enniskillen, 
I learnt from a friend that the site had been 
dug up for a new road, but not before workers 
discovered a subterranean site of monumental 
archaeological significance. The wasteland we 
toiled over was once a Crannog (BBC, 2012) 
– an ancient settlement built on a manmade 
island. Archaeologists uncovered a treasure 
trove of artefacts, including a chess-like 
game, drinking cups, the timber foundations 
of several houses. And, almost proving our 
graveyard conjecture correct, the 600 year old 
remains of a young woman who was possibly 
murdered (BBC, 2013).

What conclusions should I draw from this 
ending? As with watching Twin Peaks The 
Return, my emotional response was powerful at 
the time, but the underlying meaning slept from 
my grasp like a dimly-recalled dream. Were the 
stories Rory and I told about the restless dead 
true? Was there something emanating up from 
the lost civilisation below that drew us to that 

patch? Not a very psychological explanation. 
Was the broken civilisation underneath 

a foreshadowing of what lay in store for us, due 
to our rampant pointless burning? Did none 
of it have any meaning, was it just a series of 
random events, coincidences and half-baked 
stories made up by a couple of kids to while 
away a boring summer?   

Was this real-life hook a ploy to get you 
the reader, and me the writer, to the end of 
a difficult downbeat article containing gloomy 
predictions of our future? Yes, that’s the only 
part I’m sure of. If you made it this far, this 
story-telling technique might have helped to 
get you to the end. My memoir might have left 
you cold, but in writing this I was returned to 
age 11 for a while, remembering the excite-
ment and mystery of building something 
magical with friends in the teeth of adversity. In 
similar fashion, we must use every story-telling 
skill in the book to connect with and empower 
our clients, our communities and our govern-
ments, to help them compose their own stories 
of belongingness and fortitude, and to light the 
fires within and between us. 

Dr Dave Rogers, Clinical Psychologist and 
Member of the NI Branch of Psychologists for 
Social Change
daverogers101@hotmail.com 
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Luta pela vida – The struggle for life
Derek Indoe

This paper is an introduction to the psychological perspective of the Indigenous people of Brazil, the violations 
of their human rights and what they perceive as ‘genocide’. From a world perspective the murdering of the best 
curators of the Amazon forest is perversely adding to the environmental crisis and climate change. Some prefer 
gold, and beef to the natural wonder of the Amazons. Pursuing monetary gains not only devalues but destroys 
both forest and humans, causing it to produce CO2 instead of absorbing it, and a threat to the globe rather 
than mitigating disaster. The article touches on what psychology can offer to and learn from the Indigenous 
people and the need for more research. 

‘There was a time, a brilliant weather when 
the moon would transform into Naiá 
and the sun would hide so this lady would 
shine in the shadowed night she would call the 
enchanted ones protectors of the forest, river, and 
sea.

But man, son of the earth, who was shaped 
from her, enslaved to arrogance, money, a sin,  
dried up the river, slashed the earth, changed 
everything.

He frightened the animals, deceived the 
enchanted ones, dragged out the grand samaúma 
tree and the birds, driven to despair, searched for 
a dwelling but saw only open country.’

The Time of Climate by Marcia Wayna 
Kambeba translated by Tiffany Higgins (Naia is 
an Indigenous woman who fell in love with the 
moon and is part of Indigenous cosmology).
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Introduction

ONE often hears people talk about anxiety 
being a central psychological preoc-
cupation when talking about climate 

change. If this is indeed the case, we ought 
to pin that anxiety down so that the various 
psychological skills and knowledge bases can 
be applied to improve matters.

Just focusing on anxiety is to take a very 
limited perspective rather than scope the 
dimensions in which psychology can be 
applied. Twose & Cohrs (2015) reviewing the 
literature of human rights and psychology 
draw attention to the interconnection 
between peace and human rights which they 
term Social Psychological Peace Research. In 
so doing, they draw attention to the centrality 
of issues such as trauma, structural and direct 
violence as well as harmonious relationships 
between individuals and groups and political 
and economic systems that are equitable. The 
authors argue for multiple levels of analysis, 
incorporating the micro, macro and meso 
levels with a practical outcome in real life 
contexts. In that their position is driven by 
values with committed action they mirror 
the perspective taken of psychological flexi-
bility seen in the third wave development of 
Cognitive Behavioural therapy (CBT) namely 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 
(ACT). As psychologists we need to decolo-
nise research, practice, and training by not 
just looking through a Western lens but also 
through varied cultural lenses. Whilst in no 
way decrying the great inheritance Greek and 
Roman culture gave to the world, one may 
sympathise with the view expressed by Jessica 
Frazier (2021) ‘Contemporary philosophy has 
made immense progress, but it has sometimes 
found itself hitting the same dead-ends, using 
the same ill-defined ideas historically rooted 
in Greek thought.’ Thankfully psychology has 
come a long way from Greek mythology and 
moved into an evidence-based paradigm with 
changes in our understanding of so many 
concepts such as responsibility, freedom, and 
what it means to be a human being. Attitudes 
and behaviour, endorsement and commit-
ment to human rights, are often seen not to go 

hand in hand. Self-transcendent values such as 
equality, social justice, loyalty and helpfulness 
predict attitudes and behaviours supportive of 
human rights. So too the psychological sense 
of a global community adds power to change 
human behaviour in a way that just focusing 
on equality cannot deliver. What we really 
need to do is relook at history both in terms 
of the expert witness by experience and the 
different perspectives of the many.

We may have left the European Union 
through a process labelled Brexit but that does 
not exempt us from abiding by the lessons 
of the Second World War and near annihila-
tion. This same war began in Europe, was the 
setting for so much abuse of human rights and 
then gave rise to not only a new consciousness 
of what it means to be a human being with 
rights, but also societies adhering to conven-
tions and laws on human rights which affect 
each and every one of us from birth until 
death. The 30 articles of the UN Declaration 
of Human Rights make it clear that every 
human being is born with human rights, is 
a bearer of those rights and does not earn or 
work for those rights. The state has a duty to 
protect those rights either in a positive way by 
promoting them in its laws, and institutions 
or in a negative way by preventing anyone 
abusing an individual’s rights.  

As reported in Human Rights Watch World 
report for the events in Brazil 2020 there are 
many issues in Brazil that demand a combined 
psychological and human rights lens to bring 
about change. Police conduct, children’s rights, 
sexual orientation and gender identity, women 
and children’s rights, freedom of expression, 
disability rights, military era abuses, migrants, 
refugees, and asylum seekers all command 
attention. One intertwined set of issues above 
all others is that of the environment, land 
reform, climate change and the rights of the 
Indigenous peoples. 

In a country, where roughly 1 per cent 
of landowners control almost 50 per cent 
of the land in rural Brazil, the movement 
for land reform continues to be a source 
of conflict and violence for both the Indig-

https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/brazil
https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/country-chapters/brazil
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enous people and non-Indigenous poor. 
This inequality is seen in the Congress and 
Senate, where representation is not matched 
by population. Thus, a place such as Roraima 
is represented by a deputy for every 51,000 
inhabitants while Sao Paulo is represented by 
one for every 58,500 inhabitants. The  rural-
istas, many of whom are large landowners 
or businessmen, number  around 40 per 
cent of deputies and senators. The  bancada 
ruralista  has been notorious for its efforts 
to undermine environmental protections 
and Indigenous and labour rights in Brazil. 
Implementing a comprehensive land reform 
programme would alleviate poverty, empower 
rural workers, and help ensure all Brazilians 
full and equal access to the civil, economic, 
and social rights envisioned by the 30 articles 
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
Why does inequality matter? The poorest have 
unequal access to essential services such as 
education, healthcare, sanitation, and clean 
water and are denied the opportunity to reach 
their full capabilities. Furthermore, they lack 
access to information systems and political 
power. This is readily apparent in Brazil where 
even today the landed elite have prevented 
any real reform of rural relations.

In understanding a nation, just like an indi-
vidual, we need to take a thorough history to 
enable us to understand the presenting prob-
lems. The 2000 tribes or 11 million Indigenous 
people that were in Brazil, when the Portugese 
arrived, were on first contact wiped out to 
the tune of 90 per cent through flu, measles 
and smallpox brought to them by Europeans 
along with slavery on the rubber and sugar 
plantations. Since then and currently, the 
Indigenous people see what they call ‘geno-
cide’ taking place again. An Indigenous friend 
talks about four periods of history – from 
the Portugese era to 1910, when they were 
given some protection of their land, seen as 
an extension of the people. This was brought 
about by the establishment of the Servico de 
Proteceao aos Indios (SPI) or the Service for 
the Protection of the Indians mainly through 
the work of Marechal Candido Rondon, 
an officer in the Brazilian army, originally 

assigned to bring telegraph communications 
into the Amazon. When accompanying Theo-
dore Roosevelt, as he explored and mapped 
the Amazon, Rondon discovered how badly the 
settlers were treating the Indigenous people. 
He began raising awareness of the need for 
professionals working with the Indigenous 
people to respect rather than denigrate them. 
Success was limited. From 1910 until 1957 
a different phase began, looking at bringing 
the Indigenous people into mainstream 
Brazilian life. The SPI, however, encouraged 
rather than prevented cattle ranching, and 
agribusiness in the pursuit of wealth. There 
was no recognition of the rights of the Indig-
enous people to lands and resources – only 
the destruction of some 98 Indigenous tribes 
by 1967. Even in 1970 when the Villas Boas 
brothers discovered and caught on camera 
the Panara tribe also known as the Gigantes, 
the land question was causing death, conflict 
and destruction in Brazil, with farmers from 
the South of Brazil coming north and putting 
smallpox on blankets to kill off the Indigenous 
people. It is to the credit of the Villas Boas 
brothers, that living and working with the 
Indigenous people, they facilitated Govern-
ment recognition of the first Indian reserve, 
the Xingu National Park. By the 1950s the 
population had dropped to such a low that 
the eminent senator and anthropologist Darcy 
Ribeiro predicted there would be none left 
by the year 1980. In 1967, a report by Jader 
Figueiredo catalogued the murders, and land 
grab from and enslavement of the Indigenous 
people (Watts, J., 2017). His report brought 
about the disbanding of the Indian Protec-
tion Service (SPI) to be replaced by FUNAI 
(Fundacao Nacional ao Indio). A military 
dictatorship lasted from 1964 until 1985 in 
Brazil, during which many violations of human 
rights took place, for which the perpetrators 
have still not been made accountable. When 
the Amazon was opened up for development 
by the military in the 1960s, 70s and 80s, a new 
wave of hydro-electric dams, cattle ranching, 
mines and roads meant tens of thousands of 
Indigenous people lost their lands and lives. 
Dozens of tribes disappeared forever. In 1988, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Villas-Bôas_brothers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Villas-Bôas_brothers
https://www.survivalinternational.org/tribes/Brazilian
https://www.survivalinternational.org/tribes/Brazilian
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a new constitution was finally drawn up, in 
which Indigenous rights were recognised 
although the Indigenous do not even today 
enjoy the collective landownership rights they 
are entitled to under international law.

Indigenous friends in Brazil also made me 
aware of the following perspectives. Firstly, 
they made me aware that they have perspec-
tives different to Europeans.

The Indigenous people do not need new 
laws but for others to respect the laws that are 
in place in Brazil. They are not requesting 
their rights but telling the Brazilian state to 
respect the people, nature and the biodiver-
sity of Brazil. The Indigenous people, like all 
human beings, have rights, feelings and needs 
and look to the State to respect those rights 
–  the right to food, and their lands and not 
the destruction of the forests such as those 
in the Amazons and the Pantanal. There are 
many tribes – some 305 tribes – throughout 
Brazil and it would be wrong to lump them all 
together. They inhabit, develop and defend 
different ecosystems and recognise that they 
are part of nature and that nature is alive 
and gives them life. Thus, in the South of 
Brazil manioc/cassava, endangered species of 
trees, have all been destroyed in the name 
of progress (or greed, power and violence) 
by others: These foods have been replaced 
by a monoculture leading to the Indigenous 
people of the regions being deprived of the 
food that they had had for years as part of their 
heritage. For them this also means malnutri-
tion. The difference between the food that 
the Indigenous people used to rely on, and 
the food that invading farmers replaced that 
food with, is seen vividly in the deaths of many 
from cold in the winter months, when they 
no longer had the food, which used to keep 
them warm. 

The UN produced the Declaration of the 
Human Rights of Indigenous people with its 
46 articles to which the Brazilian state has 
added its signature. The current administra-
tion does not respect those rights and no one, 
it seems, has the power to correct the state 
of Brazil, even though the Brazilian constitu-
tion also protects the rights of the Indigenous 

people. Injustice and deceit show themselves 
in other ways – in the way the State has not 
and does not consult, as it should, according 
to the 1988 Constitution, with the Indigenous 
people. Translations in the various languages 
of the Indigenous people are not part of any 
dialogue – as stated no talking is taking place, 
anyhow, let alone in the language of the Indig-
enous people – and as seen on worldwide TV, 
when the Indigenous people protest, there 
is no dialogue, only tear gas. This is not just 
a Brazilian issue but one the world should 
address. The invasion of Indigenous lands by 
miners, gold seekers and farmers is destabi-
lising the world ecosystem and biodiversity, 
creating danger not just for the Indigenous 
people but the whole world. 

The current government is trouncing the 
rights of those who have voluntarily isolated 
themselves in line with the Constitution. As 
we go to press the government is trying to 
change the chapter in the Constitution, that 
deals with Indigenous rights, namely articles 
231 and 232, which recognise that the Indig-
enous people were there 11,000 years before 
Brazil was created. In other ways, the work of 
two organisations set up to defend and help 
the Indigenous people, namely FUNAI and 
IBAMA (Instituto Brasileiro do Meio Ambiente 
e dos Recursos Naturais Renováveis/Brazilian 
Institute of the Environment and Renewable 
Natural Resources) is being undermined. The 
former is supposed to look after the inter-
ests of the Indigenous people, the latter the 
interests of the environment. Attempts are 
being made to give these organisations exec-
utive decision-making power to be flexible on 
the use of natural resources, especially those 
on Indigenous lands. This means allowing 
illegal mining, logging and land grabbing, 
and changing article 231. A more detailed 
account of Bill 490/2007, 191/2020 dealing 
with Threats to Demarcation and protection 
of Indigenous lands, along with Bill 3729/2004 
relating to environmental licensing and Bill 
2633/20 and 510/2021 on Land grabbing can 
be seen online.

As regards Covid-19 which the current 
President described as ‘a little flu,’ the govern-

https://www.iwgia.org/en/news/4335-launch-of-the-indigenous-world-2021.html
https://www.iwgia.org/en/news/4335-launch-of-the-indigenous-world-2021.html
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/un-declaration-rights-Indigenous-peoples-1%20.
https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/un-declaration-rights-Indigenous-peoples-1%20.
https://www.socioambiental.org/en
https://www.socioambiental.org/en
https://amazonwatch.org/news
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ment has violated the rights of the Indigenous 
people in the way it has not only done little 
to protect their health but put their lives in 
danger with practices such as denying them 
vaccines outside their lands and delaying 
vaccines becoming available to them on their 
lands. In comparison with the 6 per cent of 
the general population affected by Covid-19, 
11 per cent of the Indigenous population 
have been affected. For statistics about Indig-
enous people’s deaths from Covid-19 and 
how the Indigenous people plan to stop the 
anti-indigenous agenda. 

Indigenous history and heritage are 
dependent on oral transmission and 
communal rituals. The deaths of hundreds 
of Indigenous elders, especially among the 
Xingu, has been an attack on the culture and 
identity of the Indigenous people. Rituals are 
especially important to Indigenous people, no 
more so than when dealing with death. These 
have not been respected but over-ridden. 

Suicide and other mental health difficulties 
are increasing among the young Indigenous 
people. The disturbance of identity from the 
non-demarcation, loss and invasion of land, 
along with prejudice shown to them and their 
culture are some of the precipitating factors. 
The suicide rate among Indigenous people is 
three times higher than the country’s average. 

That said, an Indigenous website shows 
what the Kaingang tribe are doing what they 
can to retain their identity. They do this by 
promoting indigenous art, and handicrafts, 
and other projects such as work with women 
whose husbands having lost a sense of who 
they are, and their former roles, have turned 
to alcohol consumption. Projects addressing 
alcohol abuse and working with the homeless 
on the streets of cities such as Porto Velho are 
in their infancy.

Criminal networks, connected with traf-
ficking and drugs, but also those whose 
concern is not climate change, but illegal 
mining, logging and land grabbing continue 
to kill both the Indigenous people and others 
who defend the forest. From 2015 to 2019 
more than 200 people have been killed 
because of land and resources in the Amazon 

and illegal logging according to the Pastoral 
Land Commission. Over 1700 defenders have 
been killed since 2000 alone, with only about 
10 per cent of the killers brought to justice. 
A strikingly disproportionate 30 to 40 per cent 
are Indigenous people, the rest are the land-
less in movements such as the Movimento 
dos Trabalhadores Sem Terra/Workers Move-
ment of those without land/MST and the 
Movimento de Camponeses de Corumbiara 
/Movement of Corumbiara Rural Workers/ 
MCC). A prominent event in the land agrarian 
reform, separate from the Indigenous people, 
but related, was that of the massacre at Corum-
biara of landless people who had occupied 
land to which they had entitlement.

Notable defenders of the forest are…
Chico Mendes, 
Adelino Ramos 
Sister Dorothy Stang

…who were killed because they too got in the 
way of vested interests.   

Individuals or small groups covet the resources 
of the Amazon for short term profit, regard-
less of the environmental consequence or 
local peoples’ rights. One cannot ignore the 
information provided by organisations such 
as XR who draw attention to the extent to 
which JP Morgan Chase, Black Rock, Citi-
grop, Deutsche Bank, Goldman Sachs, HSBC, 
Tesco’s McDonalds invest in oil, gas, and agri-
business which entails deforestation. A more 
detailed look at the extent of this investment 
can be seen online.

Another look at the Human Rights Watch 
report for events in Brazil in 2020 would not 
be so concerning if one could see that those 
who govern Brazil were not in denial and the 
source of so much destruction and encourage-
ment of destruction. 

In formulating what contribution 
psychology can make to positively devel-
oping the human rights of the Indigenous 
people one can take a number of perspec-
tives. Trauma, child development, dealing with 
violence, arson, risk management, disaster 
management, communication and misinfor-

https://apiboficial.org/?lang=en
https://news.mongabay.com/2021/07/indigenous-communities-in-brazil-reinvent-grief-in-the-time-of-covid/
https://www.brasildefato.com.br/2018/09/24/taxa-de-suicidios-entre-indigenas-e-tres-vezes-superior-a-media-do-pais
https://institutokaingang.org.br/publicacao-15-anos/
https://institutokaingang.org.br/publicacao-15-anos/
https://cimi.org.br/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/relatorio-violencia-contra-os-povos-indigenas-brasil-2019-cimi.pdf
https://cimi.org.br/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/relatorio-violencia-contra-os-povos-indigenas-brasil-2019-cimi.pdf
https://theconversation.com/more-than-1-700-activists-have-been-killed-this-century-defending-the-environment-120352
https://theconversation.com/more-than-1-700-activists-have-been-killed-this-century-defending-the-environment-120352
https://thetricontinental.org/dossier-27-land/
https://thetricontinental.org/dossier-27-land/
http://www.ub.edu/geocrit/sn/sn119-41.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/dec/20/brazil-salutes-chico-mendes-25-years-after-murder
https://news.mongabay.com/2011/06/rash-of-murders-threatens-to-silence-environmental-and-social-activism-in-brazil/
http://www.synod.va/content/sinodoamazonico/en/witnesses/sister-dorothy-stang.html
https://amazonwatch.org/news
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mation, group decision making and dialogue, 
resilience, spirituality, values and committed 
action are but a few of the areas that psycholo-
gists can both learn from and contribute to the 
life of Indigenous Brazilians, climate change, 
and indeed a more equal Brazilian Society. For 
any change to be effective, however, whether 
we talk of sustainability, mitigation or accom-
modation of our behaviour, we all have to 
‘nourish the ecology of the heart’ to borrow 
a phrase from Pope Francis, author of Querida 
Amazonia (2020). What is clear is that more 
research both qualitative, case studies, and 
quantitative studies need to be undertaken 
in relation to the mental health and oppres-

sion of the Indigenous people and what they 
understand by the concepts in the first lines of 
this paragraph.  
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The HCPC should support climate change 
activists, not question their fitness to 
practise
Philip Cox

Scientist-practitioner psychologists arrested at Extinction Rebellion events for non-violent civil disobedience, 
face prosecution for misconduct by the HCPC. Psychologists can self-organise to change the Fitness to Practise 
process and support the HCPC to become a leader regarding the climate emergency. 

THE Paris Agreement (UN: United Nations 
Climate Change, 2015) aims to limit global 
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius, compared 

to pre-industrial levels. A key part of the Paris 
Agreement is the need for climate change 
education, training, public awareness, public 
participation and public access to informa-
tion  (UN, 2015, Article 12). The UK govern-
ment has pledged to cut emissions to net zero 
by 2050 and to keep temperature rises below 
1.5°C. The government spokesperson for the 
UN climate conference COP26 in Glasgow 
2021 acknowledges, the “science is clear…
we have to be changing our carbon emissions 
right now so that we can stop the temperature 

increase by 2030” (Courea, 2021). The current 
trend may reach a catastrophic 3°C by the end 
of the century (Shuckburgh, 2021). The highly 
credible UN weather service advises the world is 
now likely to hit the watershed 1.5°C rise within 
the next five years (UN, 2021). The climate 
emergency is now: the time to act is now, while 
there is still time to avert a climate breakdown 
and social collapse of our own making.

Non-violent civil disobedience: the right 
to protest (or not)
The right to protest is enshrined in Article 11 
of the European Convention for the Protec-
tion of Human Rights (Council of Europe, 
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1953). In action, Article 11 means we have 
the right to come together and peacefully 
express our views in marches and demonstra-
tions. Non-violent civil disobedience is an act 
of peacefully and intentionally breaking a law 
or refusing to cooperate with the government, 
or those acting as agents of the government. 
Hallam (2019, p.54), the co-founder of the 
climate movement Extinction Rebellion (XR) 
argues that to address the climate emergency, 
“Our job is to bring about change in an 
ordered nonviolent way through civil disobe-
dience”. Hallam (2019, p.39) further argues, 
“Once we have a thousand or two thousand 
people taking part, it is very difficult to stop the 
momentum.” Health professionals who have 
engaged in non-violent civil disobedience such 
as XR events to highlight their concerns about 
the climate emergency have also contributed 
to our understanding of ‘eco-anxiety’, which 
refers to persistent worries about the future 
of Earth and the life it shelters (XR Massa-
chusetts, 2021). This paper argues that if our 
government and professional representatives 
will not openly support climate change activ-
ists, mass non-violent civil disobedience is our 
only realistic option to effect change before we 
soon reach an irreversible climate watershed. 

The professional registration bodies
Different registration bodies manage their 
Registrant members being arrested for 
non-violent civil disobedience in different 
ways. The British Association of Counsellors 
and Psychotherapists (BACP, 2021) states that 
in peaceful protests, being arrested would not 
necessarily bring the profession into disrepute, 
or lead to withdrawal of membership. The 
United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy’s 
(UKCP, 2021) position statement confirms if 
you participate in any peaceful protests and 
are charged with a criminal offence, UKCP 
would only consider matters that call into 
question your suitability to be on its register. 
The HCPC (2018), which is the focus of this 
paper, publishes ‘Standards of conduct, perfor-
mance and ethics’ which underpin its deci-
sions regarding the character of professionals, 
and their suitability to be on its professional 

register. Members must self-report breaching 
the HCPC’s (2018) Standards, and “must not 
get involved in any behaviour or activity which 
is likely to damage the public’s confidence in 
you or your profession” (HCPC Defence Barris-
ters, u.d.). However, the HCPC’s approach to 
regulatory issues introduces highly subjective 
views concerning the character of its members. 
Further, bringing the profession into disre-
pute is such a “nebulous and highly politi-
cised concept” (Glyde, 2016) that we must 
question, who do the professional regulatory 
bodies serve?

The HCPC’s Fitness to Practise process
Established through an Act of Parliament, 
the HCPC states that it serves to protect 
the public and maintain confidence in the 
professions it regulates, and confidence 
in itself as a regulator. This is achieved by 
setting professional standards, such as for 
scientist-practitioner psychologists, and acting 
if someone on its register falls below its stand-
ards (HCPC, 2020). 

Two core standards are: You must keep 
up to date with and follow the law, our guid-
ance and other requirements relevant to your 
practice (Standard 3.4: HCPC, 2018, p.7); 
and regarding Fitness to Practise (FtP), Regis-
trants ‘must behave with honesty and integ-
rity and make sure that your behaviour does 
not damage the public’s confidence in your 
profession’ (Standard 9.1: HCPC, 2018, p.9). 
The purpose of the HCPC’s FtP process is to 
identify Registrants who may be unfit to prac-
tise and, where necessary, take steps to restrict 
their ability to practise. Standard 9.5 states: 
‘You must tell us as soon as possible if: you 
accept a caution from the police or if you 
have been charged with, or found guilty of, 
a criminal offence’ (HCPC, 2018, p.10). In 
the case below, the Registrant self-reported 
their arrest and conviction for non-violent civil 
disobedience at an XR event. 

Self-reporting arrest to the HCPC                                                                                            
Dr Jones, who asked not to be anonymised to 
show solidarity with other health professionals 
facing disciplinary procedures for non-violent 
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civil disobedience, did not dispute the fact of 
the HCPC’s allegation (Jones, 2020). However, 
Dr Jones did dispute that her non-violent civil 
disobedience constituted misconduct and that 
it impaired her FtP. In a circular reasoning, 
the HCPC alleged: ‘as a registered Psycholo-
gist your fitness to practise is impaired by 
reason of misconduct in that: you received 
a conditional discharge for failing to comply 
with a condition imposed by a senior police 
officer under section 14 of the Public Order 
Act 1986, contrary to Section 14(5) and (9) 
of the Public Order Act 1986; this constitutes 
misconduct; and by reason of your misconduct 
your fitness to practise is impaired’. 

In her defence, Dr Jones submitted to the 
HCPC investigating committee: 

‘For at least the last 12 years I have been aware 
of the danger of climate heating breaching 
tipping points in natural systems triggering 
feedback loops which set off irreversible cata-
strophic climate change. Unfortunately, actions 
like political campaigning have had little success 
in changing the systemic factors that perpetuate 
the crisis. I attended several talks by XR [and]  
observed rather than participated in any civil 
disobedience, to experience for myself that the 
movement was effective, ethical, and non-violent 
as it purported to be. Then I attended an XR 
event and people were calm and respectful, 
sitting peacefully, at times singing songs, holding 
community meetings – and I took my turn to be 
arrested for sitting in the road. I entered a plea 
of not guilty based on 3 defences: the legality of 
the Section 14 imposed; the communication to 
me from the arresting officer; and the defence of 
necessity i.e. that I acted to prevent immediate 
severe harm or threat to life.

The imposition of a Section 14 notice for ‘severe 
disruption to the community’ is ultimately 
a socio-political value judgement made by the 
Police. Many other events, such as sporting 
events, state or royal occasions and road 
works are sanctioned by state powers, despite 
causing as much or more disruption. The fact 
of a criminal conviction under this act should 
not necessarily or automatically be assumed to 

amount to immoral or unethical behaviour, and 
may indicate quite the opposite. I was aware that 
the actions I planned to take could not result in 
a custodial sentence and was therefore certain 
that there was no way that my participation in 
civil disobedience could affect my responsibilities 
and obligations to my clinical clients and create 
any disruption to therapy. The HCPC should 
support climate change activists, not question 
our fitness to practise’.

The investigating Panel considered several 
mitigating factors: that the alleged miscon-
duct related to a single incident outside the 
Registrants’ professional practice; the Regis-
trant clearly holds strong personal opinions 
about the issues that led to Dr Jones diso-
beying an order from the police; and the 
Police summary confirmed there were no 
aggravating factors during Dr Jones’ arrest, 
detention and charging. Further, Dr Jones was 
on annual leave when she was arrested and 
had given due consideration to the impact 
on her clients. The Panel noted that Dr Jones 
provided information that 1000 practitioner 
psychologists and 1000 doctors have signed 
open letters to warn of the risk of widespread 
trauma associated with climate breakdown. 
The Panel accepted that Dr Jones’ actions are 
not regarded as deplorable by a large number 
of her colleagues and do not bring the profes-
sion into disrepute; indeed, she appears to 
have a great deal of positive support from 
many psychologists’. The HCPC found Dr 
Jones had no case to answer.

The HCPC’s philosophy and conduct
I suggest the philosophical foundation under-
pinning the HCPC’s climate change FtP cases 
and its actions, are currently inconsistent. The 
Professional Standards Authority (PSA) is in 
effect the regulators regulator, and conducts 
annual audits of the HCPC. The PSA’s (2021) 
most recent performance review of the HCPC 
found that it is currently only meeting one 
of the five Standards of Good Regulation 
regarding its own practise. In particular, only 
limited progress has been made in addressing 
the PSA’s longstanding concerns regarding 



Clinical Psychology Forum 346 – October 2021 39

The HCPC should support climate change activists, not question their fitness to practise

the HCPC’s management and investiga-
tion of complaint cases, the consistency and 
quality of completed investigations and its 
decision-making processes. Over many years, 
the PSA (2020, p.4) has concluded that in 
some cases, the HCPC’s impaired FtP, “had the 
potential to undermine public protection and 
public confidence in the HCPC.” This paper 
is concerned about the HCPC’s suitability 
to adjudicate upon the character and FtP of 
others when its own reputation and FtP are 
impaired. 

In a parallel to the climate emergency, just 
as our planet has limited resources that we 
must use appropriately, the HCPC acknowl-
edges it must manage its register within the 
resources available to it. The HCPC identi-
fies and prioritises all case by serious risk and 
seeks interim orders where appropriate. Only 
“the most serious cases are referred to formal 
hearings in front of fitness to practise panels” 
(PSA, 2021, p.2). The PSA (2021) suggests the 
HCPC’s approach to risk assessments is not 
ensuring that information is fully and prop-
erly assessed in order to prioritise serious cases 
and/or progress cases as quickly as possible. To 
resolve this, the HCPC has identified the need 
to move from the existing reactive model of 
regulation to one aimed at preventing prob-
lems (downstream) with Registrants’ profes-
sional practise (PSA, 2021, p.7). Part of this 
is the development of a Professionalism and 
Prevention Framework to build on its upstream 
approach to regulation. I suggest three key 
points are: i. there is an inconsistency in 
progressing non-violent climate activism cases 
to full Panel hearings, which by the HCPC’s own 
definition must “suggest serious risk” (PSA, 
2021, p.2), while simultaneously failing 
the standard of ‘risk assessments potentially 
requiring interim orders’ (PSA, 2021, p.26); 
ii. the waste of resources and personal cost to 
Registrant’s of pursuing climate activism cases, 
which increasingly seem to end with no case to 
answer; iii. while an investigating committee 
based on paper submissions adjudicated Dr 
Jones’ case, while other similar cases are still 
being managed differently (upstream).

Differential management of climate 
change FtP cases
In my past role as Complaints Lead for the 
Psychotherapy and Counselling Union, I am 
aware of other HCPC FtP cases involving 
professionals arrested at the same or other 
XR events for non-violent civil disobedience. 
These Registrants are charged with exactly 
the same allegation as Dr Jones, who at 
a stage before a full hearing was found to 
have no case to answer, yet are having their 
cases progressed to full in-person Panel hear-
ings. One could argue that as Dr Jones was 
convicted of a criminal offence it is reason-
able to investigate the circumstances of that 
offence. One could further argue that the 
HCPC took into account multiple mitigating 
factors that led to ‘no case to answer’, which 
shows its FtP process is working. However, 
although Dr Jones challenged the allegations 
and climate change policy, she did not chal-
lenge the HCPC’s right to bring her before 
a full disciplinary Panel. In contrast, while 
most or all of the above mitigating factors 
apply to the other cases, in my experience, 
where a Registrant seeks to challenge the 
HCPC’s authority to adjudge members for 
non-violent civil disobedience, those Regis-
trant’s seem at greater risk of a more punitive 
disciplinary process. While I acknowledge this 
may not be the HCPC’s intention, the HCPC 
could address the inconsistency downstream 
by changing its FtP policy, and its ethical and 
conduct codes.

The point is for the HCPC to hear that 
how the Registrant responds to the process 
rather than the content of the allegations, 
may impact how their FtP case is progressed. 
I suggest this resonates with the PSA’s (2021) 
concerns regarding the HCPC’s management 
and investigation of cases and its inconsistent 
decision-making processes. More pointedly, it 
seems reasonable to question the need for 
FtP processes where the facts of cases are so 
similar that to sanction one person yet not 
another amounts to a misuse of resources; 
and a misuse of the FtP process. Additionally, 
I suggest such decisions create a new group 
of marginalised people; Registrants who must 
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appear before a full disciplinary Panel only to 
be found to have no case to answer. Further, 
I suggest that if the public were to learn of 
the PSA’s (2021) longstanding concerns about 
the HCPC’s FtP process, how near we are to 
facing a climate catastrophe and that those 
who engage in XR related non-violent civil 
disobedience risk being punitively treated, 
there might be a question of who is actu-
ally bringing the profession into disrepute. 
I suggest such differences indicate the pres-
ence of eco-anxiety.

Eco anxiety
The term ‘eco-anxiety’ acknowledges that 
concerns about climate change often involve 
symptoms beyond those of anxiety alone. 
Uncertainty, unpredictability, and uncontrol-
lability are important factors in eco-anxiety; 
we are unable to fully accept and work with 
eco-anxiety without considering the existential 
threat to all life on Earth (Panu, 2020). Such 
issues are the grist for the mill in psycholog-
ical and psychotherapeutic work. The psycho-
logical thread that arguably links the limited 
action by the general public towards the 
climate emergency, with the reluctance and 
fear of repercussions for professionals who 
wish to engage with non-violent civil disobedi-
ence, forms the vicious circle between anxiety, 
denial and the FtP process. Weintrobe (2013) 
elegantly articulates how the process impacts 
us all on multiple levels: from the planetary, 
to governmental/organisational, and to the 
individual: some people and organisations try 
to escape fear and anxiety into denial, but 
deep down there remains dissonance related 
to the internal conflicts between knowing and 
trying not to know at the same time. The 
PSA (2017, p.2) names the dissonance: “the 
HCPC would not be protecting the public 
by creating a climate of fear among its regis-
trants.” As scientist-practitioner psychologists, 
we are trained to work with anxiety, denial, 
repressed fears and existential issues and are 
well-positioned to support the HCPC to work 
through such conflicts and serve the public, 
which includes psychologists.  

Supporting the HCPC to support climate 
change activists
As psychologists and psychotherapists, we 
can appreciate that all organisations have 
their own idiosyncratic cultures, and the 
HCPC acknowledges the desire to change its 
internal FtP culture. It is seeking to under-
stand the external experiences of Registrants 
involved in FtP processes (PSA, 2021), which 
this paper aims to support. Eco-anxiety can 
breed personal, inter-personal and organisa-
tional denial, which can become ‘embedded 
within cultures, and powerful groups play an 
important part in fostering cultures of anxiety 
disavowal’ (Weintrobe, 2013, p.39). Dr Jones 
highlighted how the imposition of a Section 
14 notice for ‘severe disruption to the commu-
nity’ was ultimately a socio-political value 
judgement made by the Police, and subse-
quently the HCPC, through its decision to 
investigate her activism. Such political value 
judgments are typically implemented top-down 
by governments and can be resisted bottom-up 
by people, for instance through an influen-
tial group such as the Association of Clinical 
Psychologists (ACP UK, 2021). The ACP can 
act as a bridge between the two pole positions 
in order to bring people together. Historically, 
‘when around 3.5% of the population partici-
pates in non-violent civil disobedience, change 
is inevitable’ (Figueres, & Rivett-Carnc, 2020, 
p.158). The HCPC has 25,926 registered prac-
titioner psychologists (HCPC, May, 2021b) 
and ACP UK (2021) has over 1,200 members. 
The ACP’s (2021) position statement confirms 
that to condemn non-violent climate action 
amounts to complicity in environmental 
harm. As an active socially conscious organi-
sation, ACP can bring together the thousand 
or two thousand voices needed to create the 
momentum to help the HCPC support direct 
non-violent climate change action. 

Concluding with a call to action
The HCPC should support climate change 
activists, not question their fitness to prac-
tise: indeed, climate change activism is an 
ethical imperative to protect the public. 
‘Silence [and inaction are] the real crimes 
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against humanity [and the environment]’ 
(Mandelstam, 1989, p.43) – this is my call to 
action. The climate change data tells us the 
time for action is now. The climate emer-
gency is moving up the political agenda and 
with COP26, the media and public responses 
are rapidly gaining momentum and creating 
pressure. Scientist-practitioner psychologists 
are well-positioned to work with the psycho-
logical roots of the climate crisis, the trauma 
of eco-anxiety and the politics within and 
beyond the therapy room (Weintrobe, 2021).  
As a group, we scientist-practitioner psycholo-
gists have the numbers, skills and knowl-
edge to shape discussions around policies, 
how resources are used, FtP processes and 
non-violent civil disobedience. Working with 
the HCPC, psychologists can help it to meet 
the needs highlighted in the Paris Agreement 
regarding education, training, public aware-
ness, public participation and public access 
to information concerning climate change. 
A collaborative approach, if the HCPC is 
open to acceptance that non-violent climate 
change action in itself does not breach any 
moral, ethical or conduct code, could help the 
HCPC position itself as the professional regu-
latory leader at the forefront of addressing 
the climate emergency. To that end and for 
the HCPC to support climate change activists 
rather than question their fitness to practise, 
please visit here and add your name to the 
growing number of voices calling for regula-
tory change to support climate change activists 
who engage with non-violent civil disobedi-
ence to protect us all. 

Dr Philip Cox (D.Psych, CPsychol, EuroPsy, 
AFBPsS) HCPC reg, BACP (Snr Accred)
BPsS Psychotherapy Section Chair
BPsS Mentoring Service Steering Group 
member
BPsS Register of Applied Psychology Practice 
Supervisors (RAPPS)
Psychotherapy & Counselling Union 
complaints support
drphilipcox1@gmail.com

Dr Philip Cox (PsychD) is a Chartered 
Psychologist with over 25 years of clinical 
experience in Primary care, Secondary care 
and specialist services. Phil’s research publi-
cations, conference presentations and work-
shops focus on unintended harm within 
psychotherapy, and how to support people 
deemed to have misjudged the delicate 
balance between good and seemingly less 
helpful practice. As a past Psychotherapy & 
Counselling Union executive committee 
member, he founded the union’s complaints 
support work and remains part of the volun-
tary members-supporting-members network. 
Phil is a passionate advocate for social activism 
and supporting marginalised groups, which 
includes psychologists and psychothera-
pists who experience practise difficulties. 
Phil’s philosophy is that by supporting thera-
pists we support clients.
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From practicing sustainably to becoming an 
activist psychiatrist
Kirsten Shukla

This account of the author’s development as a climate activist psychiatrist includes reflection on how psychiatry 
is contributing to the crisis and how both prescribing less and moving away from the medical model can be 
helpful responses to the crisis. It calls for psychiatrists to critically review their practise and mobilise for collective 
action on the climate and ecological crisis. 

How my clinical practise as a child and 
adolescent psychiatrist has changed  
in the context of the climate and 
ecological crisis

I HAVE always been very interested in envi-
ronmental issues, nature, holistic medicine, 
prevention, and well, humans as part of 

nature. My own profession however, psychi-
atry, has become less holistic and increas-
ingly biological over the 20+ years that I have 
been a practicing clinician. This is very much 
since the neoliberal model got its grip on our 
society and political and economic structures.  

Biological psychiatry has become mainstream. 
I once said to somebody when they asked me 
about psychiatry: what was once called the 
bio-psycho-social model has now become the 
bio-bio-bio model!

Whilst psychiatry became more medical-
ised and biological, I myself became more 
interested in sustainable psychiatry and mini-
mising waste in my practice. It was clear to 
me that to fully appreciate social and environ-
mental determinants of health, wasteful and 
unnecessary activities like overprescribing had 
to be addressed first. I heard about the ‘too 

https://www.choosingwisely.org/
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much medicine campaign’, through an edito-
rial in the British Medical Journal (Goodlee, 
2013). The campaign looks at the many 
drivers for overdiagnosis and overtreatment 
in medicine. Then in 2015, I was very pleased 
to find out that my own professional body, 
the Royal College of Psychiatry (RCPsych) 
had created a post for a sustainability fellow 
in psychiatry. Soon after, the first ‘sustaina-
bility summit in psychiatry’ took place and 
sustainability had finally found its way into 
the specialty.

In 2017, one of my young patients died by 
violent suicide just weeks after I had prescribed 
the antidepressant Fluoxetine for him. This 
drove me to start deeply researching the link 
between antidepressants and suicide, and 
follow the critique of prescribing in psychi-
atry more closely. One article in particular, 
written by Joanna Moncrieff (2018), caught 
my eye: ‘Antidepressants are not antidepres-
sants – an alternative approach to drug action 
and implications for the use of antidepres-
sants’. Moncrieff argued that the ‘conven-
tional disease-centred understanding of drug 
action regards antidepressants as targeting an 
underlying brain process, but an alternative 
“drug-centred” view suggests they are psycho-
active substances that modify normal mental 
states and behaviour’.

Additionally, the work of James Davies 
(2013), another important voice criticising 
the ‘medical model in psychiatry’, has 
hugely influenced my own practice and led 
me to seek alternatives to prescribing. The 
Power Threat Meaning Framework (PTMF) 
offers yet another view on psychiatry and an 
alternative to psychiatric classification and 
diagnosis (Johnstone & Boyle, 2018). Chal-
lenging psychiatric classification and diag-
nosis is important due to the way these almost 
always result in the prescribing of psycho-
tropic medication, and because the person 
within the socio-political context may become 
lost. The PTMF is based on the assumption 
that ‘what may be called psychiatric symp-
toms are understandable responses to often 
very adverse environments and that these 
responses, both evolved and socially influ-

enced, serve protective functions and demon-
strate human capacity for meaning making 
and agency’.

Seventeen per cent of adults have been 
prescribed antidepressants between 2017–
2018, and Covid-19 has led to record levels 
of antidepressant use. Whilst a recent review 
concluded that ‘based on current evidence, 
antidepressants seem to offer more harms 
than benefits’ (Jakobsen & Gluud, 2020), 
pharmaceuticals have also been identified as 
polluting our rivers (Ford & Herrera, 2018) 
and increasing the carbon footprint of the 
National Health Service substantially. Monsell 
et al. (2021) have in a recent paper, published 
in the BJPsych Bulletin, pointed out that psychi-
atry ‘should routinely work with general prac-
titioners to reduce pharmaceutical waste, 
polypharmacy and overprescribing’.

Moving actively away from overprescribing 
and towards deprescribing has made my  
practice significantly more sustainable. 
Furthermore, it allows me to pay close 
attention to factors that play a role in 
a patient’s presentation, other than the biolog-
ical ones that have dominated the psychiatric 
discourse for so long. Whilst I still prescribe 
medication, I will always try to explore the 
young person’s and family’s beliefs around 
medication first. It is surprising how many 
of patient’s family members have either tried 
or still take a variety of drugs; citalopram, 
quetiapine and gabapentin just to name 
a few. Most of the parents of the children 
and young people I work with have a belief 
system around taking medication and have 
often been prescribed antidepressants them-
selves. By substantially reducing the amount 
of prescribed psychotropics, I believe we can 
reduce harm to patients and to the environ-
ment. We can also restore power imbalances 
and de-medicalise the distress young people 
experience and see their distress as a response 
to the many threats and problems they are 
faced with, living in today’s world. We can 
then start working with the social and political 
in mind.

The climate and ecological crisis demand 
from all of us that we do less: we have to 

https://www.choosingwisely.org/
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drastically reduce consumption and wasteful 
prescribing. We must understand that the 
system we live in and our economy is ruining 
the planet and is making us sick at the same 
time. It is time for us psychiatrists to challenge 
our practice and move away from predomi-
nantly being prescribers of medication. And, 
faced with the climate and ecological emer-
gencies and the resulting impact on mental 
health, we need to become political actors too.

How I became a climate activist
I remember when I first thought I should 
become a climate activist. It was after I heard 
another climate activist speak. She was part of 
a group called ‘mothers rise up’ and I heard 
her speech at a London protest in the spring 
of 2019. She said that she had long not dared 
to speak out, but now, knowing about the 
climate crisis and the inaction of those in 
power, she did not care any longer. She did 
not care whether what she had to say was 
wrong, or whether it was not appropriate or 
embarrassing, she just had to say it. And she 
was furious and sad and passionate whilst she 
said all of what she had to say. I knew then that 
I also did not care any longer. 

In the autumn of 2018, I had heard about 
the latest IPCC report whilst watching the BBC 
10 o’clock news. Although I was not interested 
in climate at that time and only listened with 
one ear, the news seemed somehow discon-
certing and left me with a profound sense 
of unease. Then a few months later, I heard 
a shattering talk by Professor Schellnhuber, ex 
director of the Potsdam Climate Institute and 
former IPCC author, about how deep a crisis 
we were already in. Despite all my life having 
been an environmentalist and concerned 
about all things natural, I had not been able 
to make a conscious link between the extreme 
heat of the summer of 2018, all the scattered 
pieces of information that came through as 
part of the mainstream media news, some 
wildfire in Greece that summer, droughts and 
conflict in other regions of the planet, and the 
climate crisis. Things needed a long time to 
settle in and be processed. One night, early in 
2019, I suddenly understood it all and I feared 

for my children’s future. I suddenly knew that 
people in power were letting us down. All this 
happened on their watch, and yes, nobody did 
anything about it and nobody really cared. 
This is what I remember as my ‘climate awak-
ening’ and I know others have felt the same. In 
the future we will have more, and more, and 
more of us feeling like this. 

So, in early 2019, I made the transition 
from passive environmentalist to climate 
activist. I have been part of Extinction Rebel-
lion, both in my local group and with Doctors 
for Extinction Rebellion. I have talked at 
events and schools about health and climate 
change and attended the autumn 2019 
rebellion. Here, a few activist psychiatrists 
met, and we joined together to form ‘Psych 
Declares’. ‘Psych Declares’ lobbied the Royal 
College of Psychiatrists (RCPsych) to divest 
from fossil fuels and then went on to engage 
the college in other campaigns to do with 
the climate and environmental crisis. These 
were initiated by groups like Medact, the 
UK Health Alliance on Climate Change and 
the World Health Organization (WHO). The 
RCPsych eventually published their position 
statement on the climate and ecological 
crisis and declared an emergency in May 
2021. The groundwork for this had already 
been laid by the RCPsych’s Sustainability 
Committee which had met since 2016, which 
was after the sustainability summit mentioned 
above. Psych Declares was represented at the 
RCPsych International Conference in June 
2021. Our talk was very political and about 
being arrested with Extinction Rebellion and 
fighting the Crime, Police and Sentencing 
Bill. I don’t know who is managing the 
RCPSych twitter account, but we were all 
pleasantly surprised by a lot of our slides 
being tweeted by RCPSych.

https://neweconomics.org/2020/10/the-new-economics-zine-2
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Here are examples: Apart from being part of Psych Declares, 
I also work within the Royal College of 
Psychiatry’s  Child and Adolescent Facul-
ty’s Eco-CAMHS group. This group has 
recently built an international alliance with 
other actors around the globe. We submitted 
a proposal for a symposium at COP26 titled 
‘This hurts’. The title had been given by 
the youth advocates within the alliance and 
it reflects very well how young people are 
feeling, living at these times of crisis. Unfortu-
nately, the symposium has not been accepted, 
but the alliance will remain active. As a Child 
and Adolescent Psychiatrist, I strongly feel that 
we need to listen to the voices of the young. 
Because not being heard, and the climate and 
ecological crisis worsening without adequate 
action by those in power, is a betrayal and 
needs to be called what it is: a form of child 
abuse.

To make this movement work, we need all 
actors on board. To quote the #AllForClimate 
campaign: ‘Too many have been waiting too 
long for others to solve the problem. But all 
actors in society have important roles to play 
in the transition ahead. In order to get there 
in time, all of us, individuals and organisa-
tions, need to become activists now’. I agree 
with this statement. We need everyone to tran-
sition from being passively concerned about 
the climate to becoming climate activists.  
Along the way, let’s remind ourselves of our 
purpose with this quote by Mahatma Gandhi: 
‘Whatever you do might be insignificant, but it 
is very important that you do it’.

Dr Kirsten Shukla, Consultant Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatrist working at Oxford 
Health NHS Trust. Member of the Royal 
College of Psychiatrists. 
Email: Kirsten.shukla@btinternet.com
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The ecological collapse and what we can do 
about it 
Elspeth Stirling

Earth’s atmosphere and surface ecosystems are in a state of collapse. Changes are faster and larger than 
expected. Individual behaviour change is not enough. Policy will need to take account of psychological science 
to be effective. 

I WANT to describe for you what it’s like in 
the trenches on the front line of natural 
environment conservation – as seen through 

the lens of a clinical psychologist. I want to 
describe to you issues I see that are impeding 
the effective action and the mass change in 
human behaviour that will need to happen 
if we are to stop short of destroying the life 
support fabric of earth, that we call nature. 
Most of all I want you to know your applied 
psychology skills and insights have never been 
more needed – and now is not the time to 
wait to be asked. My suggestions for where 
applied psychologists could make urgent valu-
able contributions:

 ■ to support climate and ecosystems systems 
scientists, and to explain science, and so 
enable people to see through false hope so 
they are better able to equip themselves for 
effective thought and action 

 ■ to support policy makers to propagate the 
right mnemes about the twin ecological 
and climate emergency just as we have 
propagated effective mnemes about the 
viral pandemic and smoking behaviour 
(Flannery, 2010).

Biodiversity on earth is in trouble, escalating 
numbers of species have been lost and brought 
to the brink of disappearance, including plants 

Image by Giuditta Migiani
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and animals (from invertebrates through 
to vertebrates) due to the encroachment of 
industrialised human activities. We’ve been 
slow to realise that nature is not an infinite 
commodity. So we have displaced, extermi-
nated, engineered, managed and extracted – 
with ever bigger machines – from the natural 
environment on a scale not seen on earth until 
the rise of organised agriculture and imperi-
alism (Flannery, 2010). 

When we look outside it’s green but 
there’s nothing much living there; almost 
total ecological collapse has crept up on us, 
as each generation’s baseline is progressively 
eroded, a phenomenon recognised as shifting 
baselines (Jepson & Blythe, 2020). In a world 
replete with visual technology we have failed 
to notice our own mother earth dying slowly.

How are the ecological and climate 
emergencies linked?
Climate is the term for the earth’s outer 
layer of dynamic assemblies of systems – 
earth’s atmosphere – and how these interact 
with the surface. Biodiversity is the 
earth’s surface layer of dynamic assemblies of 
communities of organisms that are found on 
or close to the surface, on land and in water, 
and how these interact with the outer layer 
that we call atmosphere creating a dynamic 
web of self-regulating systems of communica-
tion and control connections that keep life on 
earth in equilibrium. To interfere with any one 
of these connections has ramifications for the 
functionality of the rest of the self-regulating 
systems that are our life support systems on 
earth, known as the Gaia principle (Lovelock, 
2016). 

For decades reports based on robust 
scientific data have charted sharp declines 
across the board in species and biodiversity 
(IPBES-IPCC, 2021, 24 June; State of Nature 
Report 2020) individuals have expressed 
distress and helplessness (Climate Psychology 
Alliance), governments have declared a state 
of emergency, yet action plans for effective 
response remain largely absent (Dasgupta, 
2021).

Scientists are now recording ‘non-linear 

changes’ – by which they mean positive 
feedback loops that are set in train when 
terrestrial and marine systems react to the 
changed behaviour of atmospheric systems. 
The de-stabilisation of earth’s atmospheric, 
terrestrial and marine ecosystems is undoubt-
edly accelerating, and changes are larger than 
had been predicted (IPCC report 2021, 9th 
August). 

The albedo effect is an example. The Arctic 
ice shelf is melting faster than the climate 
models expected. But they hadn’t taken into 
account the extinction of the megafauna 
(giant herbivores such as woolly mammoths 
and bison whose disappearance aligns with the 
dispersal of homo sapiens around the planet). 
Snow and ice reflect heat away keeping the 
ground cooler; however, the snag of snow is 
that it traps air providing an insulating layer 
trapping heat in the ground. Now that the 
climate is warming, wetter conditions bring 
snow earlier in winter and – without the tram-
pling of the megafauna – the insulation effect 
is magnified trapping heat in the ground. In 
addition, with the extinction of herbivores the 
Arctic lost vegetation ecosystems that prevent 
greenhouse gas emissions and trap carbon 
(Macias-Fauria et al., 2020). 

How did we get into this mess? 
For long the relationship between 
humans and nature has been one of 
control
Humans were seen as separate from nature 
and nature seen as an infinitely exploitable 
commodity to be managed, poisoned, burned, 
slashed, drained, extracted and displaced to 
suit our needs – on occasion, one species at 
a time is given attention to be ‘saved’ if the 
species is deemed of value.  

The outcome has been that those ‘pesky’ 
species including larger predators, insects and 
invertebrates that have little obvious value or 
meaning to humans have been deliberately 
or carelessly dispatched – in what some have 
called ‘a War on Wildlife’ – while less threat-
ening, ‘iconic’ species that fit more tidily into the 
human-engineered landscape are granted condi-
tional permission to be hosted on ‘our’ land.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tim_Flannery
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4782538
https://www.theoxfordblue.co.uk/2020/09/10/wwf-state-of-nature-report-2020-what-you-need-to-know/
https://www.theoxfordblue.co.uk/2020/09/10/wwf-state-of-nature-report-2020-what-you-need-to-know/
https://www.climatepsychologyalliance.org/events/500-climate-cafe-jan
https://www.climatepsychologyalliance.org/events/500-climate-cafe-jan
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/962785/The_Economics_of_Biodiversity_The_Dasgupta_Review_Full_Report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/962785/The_Economics_of_Biodiversity_The_Dasgupta_Review_Full_Report.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2019.0122
https://www.onekind.scot/language-matters-guest-blog-by-charlie-moores-war-on-wildlife/
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Traditional conservation sees the relation-
ship between humans and nature as being 
one of control. Human interventions are 
applied to protect a selected range of habi-
tats and species where species are considered 
single entities – the Noah’s Ark approach 
as some have described it. Despite successes 
in protecting some species pools and main-
taining a degree of connectivity of habitats we 
nonetheless are left with a largely sterilised 
natural world – that has depleted resilience 
to combat the impacts of the fires, floods, 
droughts and violent atmospheric events that 
we will increasingly experience. The UK is one 
of the most nature depleted countries in the 
world (WWF, 2020).

Ecologists now see snags in focusing on 
species individually including:
(a) Some degree of human intervention is 

required in perpetuity to maintain the 
desired outcome (examples include 
repeated culling of foxes to maintain 
a high population of designated bird 
species, repeated programmes of trap-
ping un-neutered cats of the domestic 
species to maintain a local pool of wild-
cats, and repeated culling of mountain 
hares as a means to reduce tick numbers).

(b) The well-worn conventional approach of 
killing predators to ‘save’ a designated suite 
of preferred species removes key compo-
nents from essential ecosystem processes, 
undermining the life support systems on 
which human life depends. Essentially this 
approach is the application of farming 
and game-keeping methods to artifi-
cially boost numbers of a preferred single 
species beyond the level that the habitat 
can support naturally and overlooks the 
fact that predator species have key roles in 
habitat creation and maintenance. 

(c) Once the desired species reaches a ‘less 
threatened’ status it loses legally protected 
status and is open to the factors that led 
to its ‘highly vulnerable’ status in the 
first place (the pine marten, for example, 
has recovered and even extended into its 
natural ranges in some places, resulting 
in calls for controls over numbers). 

(d) The introduction of ‘net biodiver-
sity gain’ in the development plan-
ning process potentially can result in 
‘biodiversity trading’ similar to ‘carbon 
trading’. There is a ‘red list’ of endan-
gered animal and plant species that are 
afforded legal protection against being 
killed, disturbed, taken or traded. In 
2021 representatives of England, Scot-
land and Wales and the Joint Nature 
Conservation Council proposed changes 
that would mean only the most critically 
endangered species would be eligible for 
the list, enabling developers to ignore 
red squirrels, hedgehogs, amphibians 
and allowing legal persecution of adders, 
pine martens and mountain hares. Large 
numbers of grasses would be introduced, 
allowing the ‘biodiversity net gain’ box 
on development planning applications 
to be ticked with less cost and effort. At 
a time when leaving space for nature to 
do its work is recognised as the key to 
keeping the planet’s life support process 
switched on, protecting a truncated list 
of a few remnant terminally wounded 
species seems close to ecological insanity.

A new relationship between humans and 
nature – of respect and relinquishing control 
needs to be forged. We became so skilled at 
extracting earth’s natural resources to meet 
our desires that we overlooked the fact that 
earth’s resources are finite. In a new rela-
tionship we see the natural world as our life 
support system. When humans stand back and 
leave space natural systems regenerate most 
effectively (Tree, 2020) – necessary if we are 
to build back resilience into the natural world 
and equip our home earth to better absorb the 
changes ahead. 

The ecosystems approach focuses on (a) 
restoring the damage we have done to ecosys-
tems and (b) re-assembling the components of 
habitats, and the species that inhabited them, 
that historically maintained equilibrium in 
earth’s systems. Rather than manipulate indi-
vidual species the approach aims to re-set the 
conditions that enable ecosystem processes to 

https://www.wwf.org.uk/future-of-UK-nature
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/qqr-7/
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/qqr-7/
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emerge and reassemble webs of self-sustaining 
ecological interactions. For example, through 
the ecosystems approach we see a river and its 
basin as a living entity (Rose & Ulin, 2021); 
we focus on providing the conditions in which 
vertebrates, invertebrates, diverse vegeta-
tion, climate, soil and nutrients interact and 
reach a state of equilibrium without repeated 
human intervention. The scientists’ goal is 
the river’s health as a self-sustaining state, 
leading to resilience in the face of flood, fire 
and drought, and improving the experience 
humans will have in future as temperature 
rises further (Jepson & Blythe, 2020).  

What can we do and dilemmas we’ll face
1. It is top priority to get applied psychology 

in on the thinking about the change 
that’s needed in human behaviour in the 
face of the twin ecological and climate 
crises. The international panel of scientists 
(IPCC, 2021) is unequivocal in concluding 
that change is bigger and faster than had 
previously been understood. As in the 
pandemic the desired outcomes are:

(a) a clear message couched in terms of what 
people are expected to do, explicitly 
based on credible scientific data, building 
trust with openness and truth and support 
to enable people to carry out the necessary 
behaviours – includes policy and path-
ways of practical support – may be basic 
stuff to applied/clinical psychologists but 
not to all, including some academics and 
a lot of policymakers. This is not media 
training it just requires simplicity and 
clarity.

(b) the language to manage doubts and fears 
constructively, in particular to frame fear 
as the most powerful primal motivator, 
keeping us safe and alive by equipping us 
to take effective action and achieve diffi-
cult goals.

(c) the actions individuals can take are impor-
tant but not sufficient in this emergency, 
policy will be necessary to build pathways.

2. When we come across pop psychology 
and pop science it is important to counter 
misconceptions with facts based on robust 
science. For example, contrary to much 
folk wisdom ‘positive thinking’ and ‘hope’ 
are not effective motivators (Kappes & 
Oettingen, 2011) whereas self-doubt 
and anxiety are powerful tools for ener-
gising effective action and achieving goals 
(Harris, 2009; Jensen, 2021). 
Visualising a cool room will not help you 
survive over-heating. You can hope for nature 
to bounce back – or you can do something about 
it.  
 Once the tobacco giants poured 
funding into research into every factor 
that could be linked to cancer other than 
smoking, delaying change and allowing 
deaths to continue. Again, more recently, 
research funding into Bovine TB, a disease 
of cattle, was steered to investigate badgers, 
delaying the introduction of cattle meas-
ures (DEFRA, 2021), failing to stem cattle 
deaths from Bovine TB (DEFRA 2020 
response to the strategy review by Godfray, 
2018) and interfering with the balance 
and behaviour of wildlife in the extirpated 
areas of England, known as ‘perturbation’ 
(Ham et al., 2019).
 The inappropriate use of opinion 
questionnaires is not uncommon in 
conservation particularly where vested 
interests want to promote culling or other-
wise controlling a contentious species such 
as badgers, ravens or eagles, allowing the 
data to be inappropriately used as a proxy 
for hard data. 
 Opinion questionnaires about 
whether people think a vaccine contains 
poison might reveal interesting beliefs but 
are not a proxy for hard data about the 
effectiveness of vaccination in protecting 
health. 
 Badgers are framed in the UK in 
an extremely negative way that is unre-
lated to the behaviour of the species and 
badgers suffer high levels of persecution. 
This framing is not universal and can be 
changed. In contrast the same animal in 

https://www.nationalobserver.com/2021/02/24/news/quebecs-magpie-river-first-in-canada-granted-legal-personhood?fbclid=IwAR0c7Gpax2o3tlun58DigwFjg082OQDN8UykUADiSIblh0HnwsjWjSI6o-c
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2011.02.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2011.02.003
http://thehappinesstrap.com/upimages/ACT_Made_Simple_Introduction_and_first_two_chapters.pdf
https://derrickjensen.org/2006/05/beyond-hope/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-sets-out-next-phase-of-strategy-to-combat-bovine-tuberculosis-in-england
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/870414/bovine-tb-strategy-review-government-response.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/870414/bovine-tb-strategy-review-government-response.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/870414/bovine-tb-strategy-review-government-response.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/1365-2664.13512
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the Netherlands has more confrontation 
with humans (collisions with vehicles, 
damage to crops) but media framings are 
not negative and persecution is increas-
ingly rare (Runhaar et al., 2015).

3. Motivated ignorance
This is the concept that when the antic-
ipated costs of acquiring knowledge 
outweigh the benefits of possessing it, igno-
rance is rational. Any one of us may avoid 
knowledge if we suspect it may cost us 
effort to understand it or to fit it with our 
pre-existing cognitive constructs (Williams, 
2021). 
 Motivated ignorance has been used 
to help understand the phenomenon of 
individuals not being responsive to serious 
alarm messages, such as news about the 
nature and climate crises. It’s considered 
a potential threat to the capacity of the 
democratic process to enable the necessary 
changes in human behaviour and expecta-
tions.

4. Political psychology links the rise of the 
populist leader with their ability to conjure 
the support of those who are discom-
forted by new experiences and complexity 
– groups who will react strongly to resist 
perceived threats to their tribal values of 
sameness and simplicity of order. If the 
world is ‘too complex for a large portion 
of the population to navigate without 
experiencing exhaustion or alarm’ it is 
suggested that policies requiring changes 
in behaviour should ensure simplicity of 
information and make goals relevant to 
those ‘home’ values of nativism and protec-
tionism. (Stenner, 2020)  

5. The sustainability game and the technology 
dilemma
The label ‘sustainable’ is now used to 
describe large swathes of human activity 
including those that continue to deplete 
earth’s natural resources. The promise is 
that human behaviour can continue as 
before just fuelled by ‘green energy’ or 

neutralised by trading on a biodiversity 
market.
 If I fill my car with fiercely damaging 
petrochemicals I see a sign boasting I am 
now driving carbon neutral – surely not! 
 Tobacco giants once told us that their 
products could be made safe. Carbon and 
biodiversity trading similarly offers people 
false hope. 
 Jensen (2006) suggests 

‘hope is what keeps us chained to the system…   
that is causing the destruction of the earth. 
When we realize the degree of agency we actually 
do have, we no longer have to hope at all. When 
hope dies, action begins.’

Psychologists’ call to action for 
policymakers  
Construct clear action messages 
The ecological emergency is a serious threat and will 
make life conditions for humans on earth unbearable 
in many areas and challenging in the rest. 
We all need to actively stand back and leave nature 
space.
Let nature manage itself – it’s not a lot to ask is it?

Nudge is not the right approach to behaviour 
shift in an emergency
The right approach is openness, a sense of urgency, 
and support to people to enable them to make the 
necessary shift in habits. 
It is not enough to leave it to individuals and 
companies to change.  
People acquire a sense of positive agency when they 
learn how to manage their own disabling thoughts 
and replace them with facts testing and effective 
responses.

Switch around the message 
Those people who find that the messages of 
climate and ecological science are too high 
arousal and overwhelming – switch to low arousal 
messages that embody the values of those people.
It’s those who are dragging their heels about change 
who are the doom and gloom merchants. 
Cutting carbon emissions will protect our land, 
homes, communities and people. ‘Elites’ will be 
accountable – like everyone else.

https://doi.org/10.1111/1365-2664.13512
https://rdcu.be/ctZjW
https://rdcu.be/ctZjW
https://rdcu.be/ctZjW
https://www.hopenothate.org.uk/2020/11/01/authoritarianism/
https://derrickjensen.org/2006/05/beyond-hope/
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Psychologists’ call to action
Don’t wait to be asked, go out and offer your 
psychology insights and knowledge.  

Dr Elspeth Stirling
Clinical Psychologist, AFBPsS, Faculty for the 
Psychology of Older People, author
Trustee Secretary, Scottish Badgers SCIO 
Scottish Charity 034297, environmental 
campaigner
secretary@scottishbadgers.org.uk
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DCP Climate Change Champion – Changing 
our behaviour
Alison Robertson

Fàs a ghrunnd – airreir an uachdaraìn. (The yield of the ground will depend on the landlord).
Tha ‘n seillein fo dhion, thig gaillionn is sìan. (When the bees hide away, the summer is over).

(Nicolson, A. Ed. 2018)

Life and commuting to work on the Outer Hebrides has prompted greater reflection on sustainable travel and 
renewables. DCP Climate Change Champion reflects on what makes behaviour change more likely and what 
more should be done.

AS I cooked my vegetable curry this 
evening (late July), and took my grey 
water out to water the plant containers 

at the front door, I listened to the news which, 
somewhat unusually, had a big focus on 
climate change. It seemed to be prompted 
by extreme weather events around the world, 
and I heard about a few. Life is often calmer 
without all those dramatic images of doom 
and disaster, and thus I choose to use radio 
for my news. The Guardian has reported that 

for various reasons, temperate islands will be 
the most resilient when climate change hits 
harder, and New Zealand is top of the chart.  
Despite the fact it is dull and cool here on the 
Isle of Lewis this week, it has been remarkably 
dry, and I am hearing that in several parts of 
Scotland including Orkney’s islands, water is 
being delivered by tanker. I wondered if this 
might be due to the doubled population in 
northern parts, with all you folk from further 
south enjoying this novel opportunity to have 
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to come here for your summer holidays? But 
I was wrong. According to the man from Scot-
tish Water, it is the gardening –  ‘Please utilise 
water from your paddling pools for the plants 
in the garden’, he requested. Thank good-
ness I happened to plant lots of sedums and 
begonia this year, simply because I expected 
to be away more often back in my mainland 
home, and thus containers would be aban-
doned for a month at a time without watering. 
A friend told me he was mountaineering 
last week – it was 35C and he had to unzip 
his sleeping bag whilst sleeping at over 1000 
metres above Aviemore. But what ‘first world’ 
worries these are!

This article is neither very scientific, nor 
theoretical, although I can never resist applying 
behavioural approaches to thinking about 
change. I have recently somehow become the 
DCP Committee Climate Change Champion, 
despite being uneducated about the science of 
it all, and disinclined towards radical activism.  
I am aware however that the place I am living 
has a heavy emphasis on sustainable crofting 
lifestyles, renewables and that the Scottish 
Government has a performance framework 
which aspires to support the United Nations 
Sustainable Development approach. Legisla-
tion about climate change targets in Scotland 
emphasises a ‘just transition’ to ensure that 
these are not policies which are easy for the 
rich at the cost of the poor, nor that thousands 
of oil industry employees will all fall unem-
ployed.  

Liaising with Tony Wainwright and Annie 
Mitchell, who have been so tenacious in getting 
this more centrally onto our agenda, has 
prompted me towards some really interesting 
reading. I have become more conscious of the 
need to think hard about our ‘messaging’, 
engagement with others, and the impor-
tance of meeting people where they are and 
in ensuring potential changes are consistent 
with what is important to them. I guess all of 
these ideas apply to any community activism or 
policy change.

In the same way that I worry about my 
activity levels to maintain my health, and about 
eating too much cake, I reflect on whether 

what I am doing to reduce my impact on 
the planet is enough. I spend a lot of time 
thinking about behaviour change and how 
I can make various changes myself. I have 
noticed many things which have increased 
consumption across the period of my career 
in clinical psychology, which are reflective of 
the unhelpful ‘growth’ economy, and which 
we will probably have to correct through some 
form of human co-operation, in order to 
re-establish a sustainable balance in nature. 
I noticed that electric windows in cars arrived 
at the same time as people all started going 
to gyms – this made little sense to me, saving 
our arm muscles only to have to drive some-
where to build them up again; and more 
recently I have eventually worked out that 
coffee from a pot, with manually whisked milk 
is just as good as the cappuccino produced 
by a big machine using disposable pods, and 
the benefits of using my own cup instead of 
a disposable one (especially when every tenth 
cup was free for those of us with such a ‘Keep 
Cup’). I am still waiting for the report on the 
impact of hair dye on the planet – in 50 years 
we have shifted from 7 per cent to 75 per cent 
of women dying their hair with the impact 
on water systems, and possibly health. The 
introduction of computers took decades to 
start saving us paper – to start with it resulted 
in us printing out far more. But we may soon 
become as skilled at using Sharepoint and the 
like, as we are at Teams and Zoom. The 5Rs 
acronym seems useful:  Refuse- Reduce- Reuse- 
Recycle- and Repair.

Today I watched a Ted Talk by Kate 
Rayworth – and read about the factors that 
make temperate islands the most resilient.  
We should be planning for sustainable resil-
ience, with slack in the system, not endless 
last minute, lean efficiency. What I find inter-
esting is that many of the changes I should 
be making are actually things I used to do.  
A Scottish Government report noted that 
despite the reduction in travel and increase 
in outdoor activity brought by lockdown, 
people’s circumstances and work resulted in 
reverting to previous behaviour after lock-
down finished. Their concerns about the envi-
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ronment were not what effected the changes, 
it was having more time and being prevented 
from going to work. So when we are younger 
with fewer responsibilities we may have the 
time to use active travel or public transport 
(if our local environment even makes it avail-
able).  

Behaviour analysis and change
For the last four years I have been working in 
Stornoway in a career adventure which has 
involved a weekly commute of 241 miles each 
way, taking in the odd hillwalk on route. My 
previous daily 20 mile commute by car may 
have equated to more carbon, as I have been 
able to do a fair bit of that Hebridean travel by 
bus and ferry. It was just a question of packing 
up a bag with picnic, magazines, podcasts and 
some BPS publications to read and the miles 
flew in. Often there was someone interesting 
sitting next to me. As time has gone by there is 
often somebody I know.

But it has been the pandemic that has 
halved my commuting travel now to monthly, 
and travel to other meetings to zero, and the 
question is: should I and we keep it like this, 
or stop commuting altogether? As with other 
behaviour change there is a context – my 
own personal history and experiences, as well 
as my immediate internal and external envi-
ronments, which exert influence; there are 
antecedents; there are consequences and all of 
these make a difference. Many people tell me 
they cannot go by bus in case they get travel 
sick – well I used to say that about ferries, but 
when motivation is high enough, the mode 
of transport is comfortable and pleasant, and 
there is a little flexibility for times when the 
internal or external environment is stormy, 
there has never been a problem at all. Except 
for the winter when weather causes cancella-
tions and I used to fly. But this last year, the 
flights dwindled and I found I had to use the 
ferry the vast majority of the time, and it was 
actually quite manageable. So the context and 
antecedents had changed, and thus I had to 
change my behaviour and thus challenged 
my negative thinking. In the same way, when 
I was thirty I used to look at my boss and 

wonder how on earth he ran up hills: it was 
surely something I could never do. But in later 
decades that has proved to be wrong, given the 
right context, social connectedness, internal 
and external environments, prompts, support 
and rewards, and a set of cognitions which are 
about taking delight in playfulness rather than 
achieving top speeds or winning anything.  

Considering sustainable services in the 
Outer Hebrides
On moving to NHS Western Isles in 2017 
I found far greater availability of VC meetings 
and a Chief Exec who was very clear that he was 
not prepared to resource travel to the mainland 
when a VC would suffice. Of course the NHS 
was years behind business. We quickly realised 
here that the shortage of psychology, and the 
travel challenges for patients between islands 
meant investment in remote therapy was likely 
to be a winner and, against my political incli-
nations, we commissioned a private remotely 
run service which has been pretty well received. 
We then started to dabble with using the NHS 
Scotland remote clinical interface, ‘Near Me’ 
to meet patients ourselves. The pandemic of 
course has fast forwarded remote working for 
us all. No more wonderful views of the Uists 
from the Logan air flight with its free Tunnocks 
caramel wafers. But my DNA rates halved and 
my travel claims have totally disappeared.

Another thing which has really made me 
try to understand renewables and circular 
economy better is the presence of community 
land ownership, community trusts and wholly 
community owned wind turbines. Some commu-
nities here managed to borrow money and fund 
their own turbines, retaining the whole income 
for the local community rather than agreeing 
to a small annual ‘contribution’ from an elec-
tricity company. This represents local empow-
erment and a great incentive, and generates 
huge amount for small communities and it is 
used for all sorts of things from community mini 
buses, to days out for older folk, free driving 
lessons for 17 year olds, and grants for those 
heading off to higher education. My own local 
Point and Sandwick Community Trust was 
making £2.3 million a year profit from three 



Clinical Psychology Forum 346 – October 2021 57

DCP Climate Change Champion – Changing our behaviour

turbines. In 2014 a report showed 71 per cent 
of residents in the Western Isles were living in 
fuel poverty. Along with high fuel bills and low 
energy efficiency, the high population of older 
people, and many low-income families were 
combined to create difficulties for residents in 
this remote location so highly dependent on 
warmth and power. Thus one project (£360,000) 
focused on partnership with an energy efficiency 
organisation and most residents received energy 
advice and free light bulbs saving £100 a year. 
Another partnership project funded employ-
ment of a woodland advisor and the planting 
of 100,000 trees across the Outer Hebrides 
(£345,000). Apparently, the UK has one of the 
lowest densities of trees in Europe, and the Isle 
of Lewis certainly has even less, but this project 
has been a huge success, providing diversifi-
cation for crofters and others. Each of these 
projects has also provided a full-time job for 
someone. Another funded a local Paths group to 
extend the local coastal path (£63,000). Another 
significant sum contributed to funding the local 
hospice for several years. An independent report 
(Ian Johnston, Aquaterra, 2021) has found 
Scotland’s community-owned wind farms have 
provided, on average, 34 times more benefit 
payments to local communities than privately 
owned wind farms. This is a great example of 
local ownership and local benefit – the circular 
economy.  

However, the debate now in our northern 
islands is about whether to go for larger wind 
farms on land and sea, whether to try to retain 
the power generated locally or continue to be 
linked to the income from the national grid, 
and how best to work with multi-nationals 
who are awarded licenses for off-shore wind 
farms in or on the waters to the west. Just like 
the pandemic, people are often split between 
prioritising longer term wellbeing versus 
immediate jobs and economy, and of course 
ideally they should go together. Which is why 
local ownership in an economic as well as 
a psychological sense is important.  

What more can be done?
So all this makes me reflect on what more 
I could be doing beyond voting Green, wearing 

second hand clothes and eating mainly veg.  
My kids certainly don’t display much climate 
anxiety, and possibly, just like many of us, are 
not prepared to give up everything they enjoy. 
They see the responsibility lying with us. So 
in terms of what we know about behaviour 
change, what would it take for that to happen.  
I can keep talking to colleagues and friends 
and family but have a belief that psychology 
as a discipline must have more to offer. I can 
stop flying altogether especially as I have more 
time. How else could I make my personal envi-
ronment more conducive to doing more of 
the right things? What are the barriers? What 
are the rewards – probably spending time 
connecting with more like-minded people, 
feeling better for my children and the rest of 
our biodiversity, and possibly saving money 
which could be spent on other experiences? 
How can I make more time for campaigning? 
How can I communicate in ways which do not 
feel like nagging?

What is DCP doing?
You can tell that being a ‘champion’ does not 
equate to being an expert. But we do now 
have climate change on the agenda. We have 
heard from Tony and Annie that the BPS is 
going forward to develop an effective agenda 
in this area, and we have climate change built 
into a collaborative DCP proposal for Senate 
priorities on the themes of ‘emerging stronger: 
living well, protecting our planet’. We have 
organised a few events to encourage debate, 
greater understanding and hopefully action 
for change. We have also developed a Top 
Ten Tips for Clinical Psychologists and hope 
those prove useful to clinical psychologists. 
The challenge for psychologists is to ensure we 
become involved in actions and not just words.

Dr Alison Robertson, Psychological Therapies 
Training Coordinator, NHS Western Isles and 
DCP Scotland Chair 2019–2021
Alison.Robertson13@nhs.scot
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Finding solace in nature – A meander 
through the ‘One Health’ concept 
Rebekah Sullivan

This article explores a theme of solace in nature from a professional (veterinary doctor) and personal (parent, 
expert by experience and nature enthusiast) viewpoint. The concept of ‘One Health’ is introduced, with 
a subsequent exploration of what such collaborative working can mean beyond the immediate remit of psychology. 

A QUESTION I find myself oft on the 
receiving end of late, is that of ‘what 
can you find to do that relaxes you?’ 

To give some context to that statement, I am 
and always have been, a somewhat busy indi-
vidual. Boundless energy leads to constant 
planning – the next meal, excursion, project, 
the list is endless. The issue with adult life, 
I have found, is that the fast pace takes a heavy 
toll, on oneself and eventually those around 
you. Hence the question arises, how to ease 
off the accelerator, avoid exhausting oneself 
and those around you, prevent the burnout 
cycle? There are no ubiquitous concrete solu-
tions, but, as I ponder this question in my 
mind, a common ever-present thread surfaces. 

Outdoor life has always been my place of 
solace, my grounding force, my inspirational 
muse. Stuck inside for too long and I prowl 
and pace like a caged animal. Of what rele-
vance is this rambling to clinical psycholo-
gists? Nothing more or less than that I firmly 
believe that there is something, somewhere, in 
nature that strikes a chord for everyone, which 
means that sooner or later you’re guaranteed 
to come across a colleague, patient, friend 
who has benefitted from, or may appreciate 
a nudge in the direction of solace in nature.  
This issue goes to press ahead of COP 26, 
an event that is being lauded by many as 
a pivotal, potentially game changing, moment 
in the climate change debate. COP 26 Goal 
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4 is ‘Work together to deliver,’ (UK COP 26, 
2021). This article will give a personal view-
point on what such collaboration can include 
and mean for us as patients, professionals, 
people, from many walks of life.

Professionally speaking, I am by day (and 
sometimes night as the duty roster decrees) 
a vet. I set out to be a wildlife vet, determined 
to address issues of conservation. Instead, 
I spent seven years employed in ‘mixed prac-
tice’ in the UK and New Zealand, before 
settling down to working for a large equine 
charity. I loved, and still do love, veterinary 
life but found myself plagued by pervading 
concerns with the environmental devasta-
tion that surrounds us, and more generally 
widescale issues of social justice, culminating 
in a nagging sense of doubt that my chosen 
profession was failing to cater for the bigger 
picture. A childhood love of animals and the 
great outdoors had turned into an adult disil-
lusionment with the working life I was under-
taking. Professional frustrations affect many 
and in different ways and are thus frequently 
resolved in ways unique to the individual. One 
of my saving graces was delving deeper into 
the concept of One Health, a concept to be 
explored further here, with the hope of raising 
awareness of this professional ethos amongst 
clinical psychologists, highlighting the myriad 
of possibilities such thinking brings to us all, 
and demonstrating the relevance to Goal 4 of 
COP 26.

One Health is a relatively new term for an 
age-old idea. Put simply, the health of animals, 
humans and the environment are interwoven 
and interdependent. Zoonotic diseases, those 
diseases that originate in animal species and 
are transmissible to humans, are estimated to 
be responsible for 75 per cent of emerging 
human diseases (Gibbs, 2005). In the first 
decade of this century, emerging disease 
threats, including Avian Influenza and West 
Nile Virus, that demonstrated potential to 
cause global human morbidity and mortality 
and economic crises, jumpstarted the recog-
nition that interdisciplinary collaboration 
between the medical and veterinary profes-
sions was called for. The term ‘One Health’ 

was coined after an influential conference of 
the Wildlife Conservation Society in New York, 
2004 (Gibbs, 2014). At the conference, a call 
to arms for greater integration of medicine 
and ecosystem health was made, resulting in 
the development of 12 principles, becoming 
known as ‘The Manhattan Principles’ that set 
out a vision for holistic health care for the 
greater good of animal, human and environ-
mental health. Common examples of One 
Health include joint efforts by vets and medical 
general practitioners to combat antimicrobial 
resistance through public and practitioner 
education and responsible prescribing and 
targeted public health campaigns to reduce 
prevalence of rabies in affected countries. The 
Covid-19 pandemic has heightened public 
awareness of the global threat from zoonotic 
disease. The origins of Covid-19 may still be 
indeterminate but the notion that humans 
do not live in a protected bubble away from 
wildlife and animal diseases has now become 
widely understood. Professionally, a cause 
that is close to my heart and an apt illus-
tration of interconnectivity, can be found in 
the brick kiln industry. The Asian brick kiln 
industry is vast and growing, to meet demand 
of the ever-increasing urban migration. The 
industry frequently relies on low paid migrant 
workers and their working equids to do the 
labour-intensive work, whilst the kilns them-
selves significantly contribute to air pollution 
through release of particulate matter during 
operation. A paper I co-wrote with colleagues 
(Rodrigues et al., 2020) highlighted the futile 
nature of aiming to improve animal welfare in 
these kilns, without due attention to human 
welfare. Improved standards in the kilns could 
benefit the humans, animals, and local envi-
ronmental health.

The environmental aspect of One Health 
must not be overlooked. A burgeoning human 
population requires nutrition, production of 
which is all ultimately dependent on a healthy 
environment. The evidence abounds for the 
destructive impact of human activity on the 
planet with resultant effects including loss of 
biodiversity, extreme weather events, ocean 
acidification, to name but a few. A suffering 

https://www.onehealthcommission.org/en/why_one_health/what_is_one_health/
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planet is a major threat to human health 
and wellbeing, and it is imperative that 
environmental health does not take a poor 
third place of priority in the triad of One 
Health. Rabinowitz et al. (2018) acknowl-
edge this concern and make the case for the 
crucial incorporation of Planetary Health as 
a complementary approach to One Health. 
In their article, Rabinowitz and colleagues 
develop Engel’s biopsychosocial model of 
human health and illustrate a One Health 
approach that similarly looks at interactions 
of increasing complexity from the cellular to 
the population level but with humans, animals 
and ecosystems aligned side by side for consid-
eration.

The case for interdisciplinary collabora-
tion is hopefully now clear but what does 
this mean to each of us at an individual and 
group level? Whilst largescale global examples 
clearly demonstrate the authenticity of the 
One Health concept, smaller exemplars can 
be equally meaningful and often eminently 
achievable. With respect to psychology and 

mental wellbeing, there is no shortage of 
clear-cut links between environmental and 
human health. Green social prescribing was 
a term announced by the NHS in 2020 (UK 
Government, 2020), describing the inten-
tion to encourage individuals and commu-
nities to take up activities in their outdoor 
natural environments. As a person who has 
been under the care of a community mental 
health team and a self-stated outdoor enthu-
siast, such a ‘prescription’ seems ideal. Whilst 
making a recovery from Covid-19 infection 
and through the trials and tribulations of 
Long Covid, snippets of outdoor life have 
been instrumental to fighting dips in mood. 
From the early days, when I could not walk 
unassisted but was carried from a carpark to 
a local beach where I could sit and watch the 
waves and my children playing, through to 
the many evenings I have spent in my garden 
coaxing life out of a previously barren patch 
of earth to grow the odd (very odd) vegetable, 
nature has once again been my solace. I used 
to be a dedicated runner and cyclist but for 

Figure from Rabinowitz et al. (2018) – printed as Figure 2 System levels for different types of One Health 
interactions.
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now, that level of fitness is not there but I have 
found peace in occasional forays into the sea 
and delight in helping my young children to 
bob about on our paddle board.

The tenets of One Health seem crucial to 
green social prescribing. A close friend of mine 
has recently begun leading groups of individ-
uals in a monthly sea swim. The session begins 
with an open discussion for people to air any 
mental health stories that they wish to share 
and ends with a voluntary beach clean. Acts of 
volunteering, such as a beach litter pick, are 
also thought to be a key factor in enhancing 
mental wellbeing and hold the additional 
bonus of giving something back to the seaside 
ecosystem that has brought smiles to so many 
faces. In September 2021 there will be a virtual 
launch of NHS Ocean, a newly formed consor-
tium of individuals from healthcare, environ-
mental health, water, and oceanic industries, 
who aim to promote the benefits of healthy 
coastal waters to human health and wellbeing 
whilst minimising any negative impacts of the 
healthcare industries on marine ecosystems. It 
seems that interdisciplinary collaboration, the 
lynchpin of One Health and called upon in 
the goals of COP 26, is increasingly recognised 
and present.

Not everyone has easy access to coastal 
areas, nor even to a patch of land that they can 
claim as their garden. This cannot be a bar to 
connecting human health to the natural world 
and sometimes we all must think outside the 
box a little. During the last lockdown, our 
local primary school delivered a potted flower 
to every family with a child at the school. This 
simple act brought so much pleasure to the 
givers and receivers and provided many with 
a chance to nurture and watch a plant grow 
and bloom. I once knew a counsellor who had 
an array of ‘natural’ objects in her meeting 
room, from pinecones to pebbles, they were 
there to give grief-stricken individuals, who 
had no words to voice their distress, an object 
to touch and sense and connect with and thus 
begin being able to communicate with the 
person in that room. I have met with psycholo-
gists and mental health workers outdoors, in 
parks, in gardens, and been able to utilise the 

sense of the outdoor space to reduce the stress 
of the consultation.

As a parent, with two children who were 
less than keen on being laid down to sleep in 
a cot, I spent hours walking the local roads 
and lanes, through sunshine, rain, gales and 
even snow, the movement of the buggy slowly 
settling them and the outdoor environment 
calming my sleep-deprived self. Earlier this 
year, I sat with my now seven-year-old son, 
watching episode after episode of David Atten-
borough, both of us enthralled by the nature 
on our screens and I listened with pride as my 
boy regaled my husband later that evening  
with wildlife facts and tales of what we could 
all do to protect our plant. 

Understanding the role of veterinary medi-
cine in One Health rekindled my passion for my 
chosen profession and brought with it a much 
deeper understanding of the abundance of 
ways in which we can all work both within and 
outside our perceived employed roles in society. 
Solace in nature begins with the individual but is 
relevant to the whole global community that we 
find ourselves in. Whether we connect with the 
natural world on a personal or a professional 
level, in a small way or in depth, we can all 
recognise that our health, physical and mental, 
is not in silo from the rest of the world. Our 
health depends upon and is affected by the 
health of all that surrounds us, be that human, 
animal or environment. In collaborating, we 
can achieve so much and move further down 
the pathway to sustainable living. I end this 
article with a final reference to ‘One Welfare,’ 
a further term allied with this concept of inter-
connectivity between the welfare of humans, 
animals and the environment. The infographic 
below is a wonderful illustration of these links 
and, I trust, will speak to all clinical psycholo-
gists. We are all in this crazy, hectic, beautiful 
world together and together I believe we can 
work, for the good of each and everyone of us 
on this planet.

Rebekah J.E Sullivan, Veterinary Surgeon, 
BVSc Cert AVP(EM) PgCert VPS MRCVS 
rebekah.sullivan2010@gmail.com

https://www.mentalhealthswims.co.uk/
https://www.instagram.com/mentalhealthswims_lyme/
https://www.nhsocean.org/
mailto:rebekah.sullivan2010@gmail.com
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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-sites-to-test-how-connecting-people-with-nature-can-improve-mental-health
https://www.onewelfareworld.org
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In this article we bring together four stories about integrating teaching on climate change into Clinical Psychology 
Doctorate courses. We hope it provides tangible examples that may inspire others to ensure all trainees have 
opportunities to consider this critical topic during training.

Introduction

CLIMATE change is one of the greatest 
threats to human health and wellbeing 
that we face (Costello et al., 2009; Watts 

et al., 2019). Health professionals, including 
clinical psychologists, need to be aware of the 
predicted health, mental health and social 
implications and understand the ways they can 
respond in the best interests of their patients 
and the planet. Health professional education 
must, therefore, reflect the evolving under-
standing of interactions between human and 
climate systems (Schwerdtle et al., 2020).. 
Whilst other health professions are beginning 
to see sustainable health education incorpo-

rated into core curricula (e.g. Tun, 2019), 
this is absent from clinical psychology training 
requirements. The NHS Net Zero plan suggests 
that sustainable healthcare is introduced into 
the curricula for all health professionals, and 
states that all NHS staff should be supported 
to understand the links between health and 
climate change (NHS England, 2020). 

Following attendance at a public seminar 
on psychology and climate change offered by 
the Leicester Doctorate in Clinical Psychology 
(DClinPsy) course, we (AW and LH) began to 
reflect on our own experiences of bringing 
climate change teaching onto the Plymouth 
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doctoral programme, and how other training 
courses have managed to integrate climate 
change and planetary health into their 
teaching. The following contributions were 
invited from climate concerned colleagues 
known to us who had been involved in 
teaching and supervising on three different 
DClinPsy Programmes. Since drafting this 
article, a sub-group of the Group of Trainers in 
Clinical Psychology has been set up, exploring 
curriculum developments regarding the 
Climate and Ecological Emergency.  

Leicester University – Gareth Morgan
Although I have been concerned with the envi-
ronment for as long as I can remember, my 
awareness of the urgency of the climate and 
ecological crises only truly hit home in the past 
half-decade. The publication of the 2018 Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
report, Fridays for Future and events such as the 
first large Extinction Rebellion protest brought 
home the threats, I had previously considered 
distant were already resulting in the 6th mass 
extinction and that climate change threatens my 
children’s lives along with billions of others. 

Although one motivation for me switching 
to a full-time academic post in 2019 was to 
seek greater synergy between my concerns and 
work, I have been aware of my own hesitance 
in pushing for teaching on the crises. Some 
of this ambivalence related to my concerns 
about whether including material within the 
curriculum would force people to engage with 
the existential threats I was struggling with: 
training is stressful at the best of times, and 
colleagues and I have considered the risks 
of overwhelming trainees. But beyond my 
misguided paternalism, I believe some of my 
reticence related to how emotionally diffi-
cult the topic was for me. I both resented 
and valued the disconnect between my 
despair about the climate crisis and my work 
– I resented it as I recognised the impor-
tance of taking action, but valued the excuse 
that working on other roles I felt worthwhile 
enabled me to experience respite from the 
worries and grief I wrestled with after turning 
off my laptop each evening. 

It was perhaps convenient for me then 
that our curriculum was full, allowing me 
to invite external speakers to present on 
the subject as part of our ongoing Psychology 
Cultures seminars; tri-annual events concerned 
with roles clinical psychologists can take 
beyond therapy that from part of the trainees 
curriculum and are open to the public. I am 
extremely grateful to Kaaren Knight, Annie 
Mitchell and Tony Wainwright for hosting the 
event in 2020 so aptly, balancing considera-
tion of the emotional impact of the content 
with arguments concerning the importance 
of involvement by the profession. Ahead of 
the seminars, trainees engage in cross-year 
discussion groups to reflect on reactions to 
pre-session reading. Volunteers from each 
group fed back a summary of discussions 
into the beginning of the seminar, and the 
thoughtfulness, honesty and compassion of 
these reflections were valued by presenters 
and external attendees. 

Given the Leicester course has a strong 
community psychology and public health 
focus, it is worth noting that colleagues had 
previously suggested a Psychology Cultures 
event on the topic but the link to the profes-
sion had been questioned at that time. The 
invaluable work of psychologists behind initi-
atives such as the open letter (Practitioner 
Psychologists and the Trauma of Climate Change, 
2019), the special issue of Clinical Psychology 
Forum (Wainwright & Mitchell, 2020), and 
the various initiatives by networks such as the 
Climate Psychology Alliance have all contrib-
uted to a shift in professional narratives to 
support recognition of the important roles 
we have in supporting people to engage with 
the existential threats to support meaningful 
action. This shift in professional culture links 
to a renewed focus on social justice and recog-
nition that the climate and ecological crises 
are intertwined with issues of inequity and 
racism. I continue to fear for the future, but 
am encouraged by the movement within the 
profession and have since asked for space 
within teaching to focus more on this with the 
trainees. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
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Plymouth and Exeter Universities – Annie 
Mitchell and Lisa Thorne
Our early attempts at bringing climate and 
ecological awareness and action into clinical 
psychology teaching originated through our 
involvement with the training programme at 
the University of Exeter, when it was a Doctorate 
in Clinical and Community Psychology.  We 
saw attention to climate justice and sustain-
ability as integrally inter-connected with 
community psychology values, recognising the 
accumulating evidence that communities and 
individuals are healthier, safer and happier 
when social and material goods, power and 
influence are fairly shared. 

Our national conference on Chal-
lenging social inequalities: what can commu-
nity psychologists do?, with the South West 
Community Psychology Network (2004) was 
documented in a special issue of Clinical 
Psychology Forum (2005). Rural sustaina-
bility community activists Rachel Parcell and 
Steph Meadows, who had enlisted trainee 
psychologist support in setting up Greenroots 
(a support group focused on environmental 
concerns and a desire to make their council 
estate sustainable) contributed their perspec-
tives (Howard et al, 2005). They defined 
community psychology thus: “When social 
groups and organisations accept and acknowl-
edge individuals fairly, they can support, 
nurture and protect them, rather than under-
mine, incapacitate and bully them.  When 
community operates in this way it becomes 
a self- supporting system that requires less 
energy than one that is constantly tripping 
itself up as it tries to walk forwards.” 

Rachel and Steph continued their contri-
butions as “experts by experience” to commu-
nity psychology curriculum development 
for the Exeter DClinPsy programme and to 
subsequent national community psychology 
events, including introducing our national 
UK Community Psychology Conference in 
June 2010 at Plymouth University: Change 
Challenges: exploring the links between envi-
ronment, equality, sustainability and commu-
nity well-being. This conference was an early 
attempt to bring together health practitioners, 

academics and community activists to thread 
together our understandings of climate harms 
and protections, and human behaviours 
and narratives.  We believe that this event 
helped environmental awareness to flourish 
in trainees, supervisors and colleagues, who 
have gone on to further progress our under-
standings of the ways in which psychological 
public health must be underpinned by envi-
ronmental health and justice. 

But progress has been frustratingly slow: 
making the case for competence development 
in community engagement is always tricky 
in a profession that is focused on individual 
behaviour change and psychotherapeutic 
approaches. Unlike medicine, the profession 
of clinical psychology does not have a public 
health arm. So, if we are to take seriously 
our responsibilities to act preventively to 
protect our environment, we need to build 
much stronger educational allegiances with 
those who do grasp the social determinants of 
health and wellbeing, including Psychologists 
for Social Change, Medact and other health 
activist groups, and drawing on pedagogic 
approaches for sustainability in education. 
Our future depends upon it. 

Plymouth University – Lealah Hewitt-
Johns and Alice Walker
Plymouth DClinPsy training has a proud 
history of teaching critical and commu-
nity psychology, so there have always been 
a limited but stable number of days allocated 
to these topics, largely thanks to Annie Mitch-
ell’s legacy from her time on the course as clin-
ical director. However, in recent years there 
has not been any timetabled session dedicated 
to climate and planetary health.

The catalyst for introducing the climate 
crisis explicitly into teaching came from 
a coincidence of timing, when the global 
climate strike in September 2019 fell on the 
same day as scheduled community psychology 
teaching for second-year trainees. Alice, as 
a second year trainee at the time, emailed 
Lealah as the facilitator, about an intention 
to strike and what the implications would be 
of missing the teaching day. We then had 

https://www.studocu.com/en-gb/document/university-of-brighton/critical-community-psychology/community-psychology-definitions-handout/7980557
https://www.studocu.com/en-gb/document/university-of-brighton/critical-community-psychology/community-psychology-definitions-handout/7980557
http://www.psychchange.org/
http://www.psychchange.org/


Clinical Psychology Forum 346 – October 2021 67

Bringing climate change into clinical psychology teaching

a conversation about what this might mean 
for the teaching day, particularly if a number 
of trainees decided to strike. When it was 
apparent a significant proportion of the 
cohort were considering striking, we decided 
to embrace the opportunity to consider the 
links between the climate crisis, social justice 
and community psychology, and incorporate 
the protest into part of the teaching day.

The first part of the day was spent talking 
together in the classroom about links between 
climate and social justice, and some of the 
psychological defences we employ to tolerate the 
discomfort of these realities. We also discussed 
the nature of protest and activism, and what it 
meant for our professional identities. 

We used the afternoon to either partici-
pate in the protest for those who wanted to, 
and those who did not wish to protest had 
the opportunity to observe the action, which 
comprised a march and a ‘die-in’ in Plym-
outh city centre. At the end of the day we 
re-grouped in the classroom to reflect on our 
experiences of direct action and protest, using 
a ‘reflecting team’ style of discussion.

Feedback from trainees was very positive, 
some sharing that it has been their first expe-
rience of protesting, let alone a protest as 
teaching methodology. Lealah’s own interest 
in teaching activism as therapy stemmed 
from admirations of Sue Holland’s work 
on Social Action Therapy (Holland, 1991), 
Hagan and Smail’s influential power mapping 
groups (Hagan & Smail, 1997), Guy Holmes’ 
psychology in the real world groups (Holmes, 
2010) and the impact of engaging with Partic-
ipatory Action Research during her own 
training at Plymouth. These influences served 
to embolden her decision making and quieten 
initial concerns about whether it might 
‘allowed’ to take trainees off site in such a way. 
Much like Alice’s experience of asking about 
her decision to protest, Lealah found she was 
pushing at an open door with the module lead. 
We have reflected together on the dissonance 
between polite professional permission and 
essential activism – which so clearly echo the 
tensions in uniting clinical psychology with the 
urgent action needed on climate. As Holland 

said in 1991 ‘clinical psychologists are not 
noted for their militancy’ and actually ‘doing’ 
something about addressing the inequality in 
moving from reflection to action can feel risky. 

We are pleased this teaching day has been 
retained in the timetable for future years and 
hope to continue to offer a space on the 
programme to keep encouraging movement 
beyond reflection to action. 

Exeter University – Tony Wainwright
While I had been active in the environmental 
movement over the years, particularly through 
Friends of the Earth it had been difficult to 
connect my professional identity with the 
clear imperative to do something about the 
impending crisis. I discussed with some of 
the leading people in Friends of the Earth 
about psychological issues and they were very 
receptive and were thoughtful about this in 
their campaigns. The Transition Towns move-
ment was another area I was active in and Rob 
Hopkins (who completed his PhD in Plymouth 
one of a number of Southwest environmental 
innovators) had much to say about how we 
relate psychologically to transitioning to a low 
carbon economy. I also was trying to link some 
of my clinical work to community engagement 
and while working in Cornwall, but also with 
a teaching post at Exeter University I supervised 
three Plymouth clinical psychology trainees on 
a project called Community Spirit (O’Shaugh-
nessy et al., 2010) which looked at a village to 
see how it functioned and in particular how 
local services related to what was really going 
on. Part of my thinking at the time was that 
we were going to need to build much more 
effective local support systems if the cost of 
fuel was going to increase as supplies of fossil 
fuels became harder to obtain. As it happened 
fossil fuels have not become more expensive 
and with the exploitation of such things as tar 
sands, and the continuation of subsidies, they 
remain low cost. 

It was in that context that I joined the 
Exeter Clinical and Community Psychology 
Programme initially as acting programme 
director and later in a variety of other roles. 
Climate and environmental awareness had 



68 Clinical Psychology Forum 346 – October 2021

Alice Walker & Lealah Hewitt-Johns

been rooted in various curriculum themes 
including: community psychology, systemic 
teaching, and attention to our psychological 
responsibilities for ethical leadership and 
human rights.  In particular the late and 
much-lamented Steve Onyett, with whom 
I collaborated on many teaching events, was 
committed to Green activism throughout his 
life (Pilgrim, 2015), and brought a strongly 
value-based and relationship centred approach 
to helping trainees understand leadership in 
the real world, with a strong sense of respon-
sibility for creating the conditions for human 
flourishing. My own teaching on ethics has 
also been engaged in this context. 

While it was true that some elements of this 
came through in the programme, I struggled 
to find a way to gain traction in the teaching 
and the programme more generally with the 
full extent of the climate and environmental 
crisis we were facing. 

In the autumn of 2020, I co-presented with 
Annie Mitchell, a whole day of teaching for all 
3 cohorts and invited supervisors on psycho-
logical aspects of the Climate and Ecological 
Emergency. This followed a full day’s teaching 
the previous year on the Power Threat Meaning 
Framework by Lucy Johnstone (Johnstone et al., 
2018); we wanted to establish conceptual links 
with this framework along with other psycho-
logical models for understanding complex 
processes of human change. Trainees were 
tasked with noting the ways in which attention 
to power, threat and meaning may underpin 
our psychological formulations about climate 
and ecological justice, and to consider the rele-
vance of other theoretical frameworks. We tried 
to incorporate trainees’ diverse personal and 
cultural sensitivities to environmental issues. A 
“Schwartz-ish” Round, led with 3 very different 
stories about their own engagement with this 
area was given by trainees, one from each year 
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group. This enabled us to share experiences 
and values in a powerful way. 

Another presenter, Nick Sarra presented 
his work in South Sudan, an area badly affected 
by climate change (Masua et al., 2020). The 
day was both challenging and rewarding: feed-
back from trainees conveyed a wide range 
of previous knowledge, and engagement, 
relief and appreciation from those already 
committed to addressing environmental 
concerns, and a sense of unsettled challenge 
for those who had not hitherto contemplated 
the concerns we raised.  A follow up recorded 
presentation was delivered at the national 
GTiCP conference the next day online, prefig-
uring the coming remote presentations now so 
commonplace.

Concluding comments
We are hopeful that there are more examples 
beyond these four that we are not aware of and 

would welcome further sharing of such stories 
to strengthen our menu of options for climate 
integration in DClinPsy teaching. 

We are mindful of how leadership, visibility 
and vulnerability have been key themes across 
these stories and hope we can all reflect on 
the need for these qualities in developing 
the robust, sensitive and innovative training 
programmes needed to help us all survive the 
threat at hand. 

Alice Walker, Trainee Clinical Psychologist 
a.walker4@nhs.net

Lealah Hewitt-Johns, Clinical Psychologist, 
Clinical Tutor & Lecturer 
lealah.hewitt-johns@plymouth.ac.uk

With grateful thanks to Gareth Morgan, Annie 
Mitchell, Tony Wainwright, and Lisa Thorne 
for their contributions.
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The Children’s Fire – Thinking of the future
Ella Mann

An introduction to the concept of the Children’s Fire, written by a young person, and how it can encourage 
long-term thinking in decision-making, with examples of people using the idea around the world and how it 
can be relevant to your practice as psychologists.

THE IDEA of the Children’s Fire is ancient. 
It was a decision that was made by a circle 
of chiefs of a community long ago, who

promised that:

‘no law, no decision, no commitment, no action, 
nothing of any kind will be permitted to go forth 
from this council that will harm the children, 
now or ever.’ (Macartney, 2018)

At the beginning of every meeting the chiefs 
would light a fire in the centre of their circle 
to remind them of this promise. This included 
the future generations of all species, human 
and non-human, as it came from a culture 
very different to ours, which saw humans as 
part of nature, not separated from it. It came 
from the Indigenous Native American cultures 

that Western people have endlessly crushed. 
We must hold it with respect, not fetishise it, 
and think about how we can interpret it to 
be relevant to the situations in which we find 
ourselves. When held properly, it is a tool 
that can help to improve decision-making 
practices by encouraging long-term thinking. 
It does this by making young people and 
future generations impossible to ignore when 
decisions are made. I first heard of the Chil-
dren’s Fire when I was practically a child 
myself. Scrolling through YouTube, I found 
a video by Mac Macartney, who had spent 
lots of time with Indigenous Native American 
people, explaining the concept and how he 
came across it (Balerdi, 2010). I remember 
almost crying with relief and gratitude that 
there were people out there that were acknowl-
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edging the existence of my generation in their 
decisions. Mac is an international speaker and 
writer who engages people in ideas of sustain-
ability, nature identity, and the purpose of 
life in our society. He is inspired by his many 
years of mentoring by indigenous elders, from 
whom he learned about the Children’s Fire. 
In Mac’s words: ‘The Children’s Fire is just 
common sense really’ as it invites us to be the 
best we can (Macartney, 2010). In this article 
I hope to show you why it is important to 
have future generations at the centre of our 
minds when making decisions. I will explore 
three examples of people around the world 
using ideas linked to the Children’s Fire on 
a local and regional scale, and the positive 
impact this has had. I will also seek to expand 
on this idea, and how it can be interpreted in 
an imaginative and playful way. Finally, I will 
ask you to think about how you can make 
this idea relevant and useful to your work 
as psychologists. Current decision-making 
processes in the Western world are failing 
future generations. In their article ‘A Safe 
Operating Space for Humanity’, Jonah Rock-
strom and colleagues laid out nine plane-
tary boundaries that should not be crossed 
to maintain a safe environment for humans 
(Rockstrom et al., 2009). They asserted that 
crossing these thresholds could have ‘disas-
trous consequences for humanity.’ Three of 
these nine have already been over-stepped: 
rate of biodiversity loss, climate change and 
human interference with nitrogen cycles. The 
current lack of intergenerational thinking will 
also lead future generations to inherit our 
massive carbon debt. The remaining carbon 
budget for limiting global warming to the very 
necessary 1.5 degrees Celsius will be exhausted 
within this decade. This will leave future gener-
ations with a carbon debt which will need to 
be compensated for with net-negative emis-
sions (Bednar et al., 2021). What has led to 
this short term decision-making that is having 
such a damaging effect? In his book, The Good 
Ancestor: How to Think Long Term in a Short 
Term World Roman Krznaric explains that this 
is caused by the ‘six drivers of short-termism 
(Krznaric, 2020)’. These are, in summary, the 

acceleration of time since the Middle Ages, 
hijacking of attention by technology, politi-
cians’ myopic focus on the next election, spec-
ulative capitalism focused on the boom and 
bust economy, the rise of global risk and the 
pursuit of endless economic growth. The Chil-
dren’s Fire can help to combat these drivers of 
short-termism by reminding decision-makers 
of the invisible future generations they are 
affecting. Without it, there is no incentive to 
stop building up carbon debt, and creating an 
increasingly unsafe environment.

So, how can we begin to imagine what 
decision-making using the Children’s Fire 
might look like? The work being done by 
the Future Design Movement of Japan could 
be a good start. It is a wonderful example 
of long-term decision-making being used 
in grassroots decision-making. It is inspired 
by a very similar idea to the Children’s Fire, 
called the Great Law of Haudenosaunee 
(the seventh generation principle) (Grippay, 
2021). This principle, invented by the Iroquois 
Confederacy, follows the rule that any deci-
sion you make today has to be sustainable for 
seven generations in the future. It was focused 
on energy, water and natural resources, but 
also on human relationships (7 Gen Foun-
dation). The Future Design (FD) Move-
ment uses a concept called ‘social dilemma’ 
in which people either show ‘cooperative’ 
(compromise individual interest for long term 
public interest) or ‘uncooperative’ behaviour 
(compromise public interest in favour of indi-
vidual interest) (Grippay, 2021). To encourage 
people to show cooperative behaviour that 
benefits future generations, FD uses role-play 
to encourage participants to think long-term. 
Local residents meet to discuss local issues, 
and after a period of discussion are invited 
to put on ceremonial robes and discuss the 
same topics from the perspective of residents 
from 2060 (Kobayashi, 2019). This was first 
put into practice in the city of Yahaba, where 
waterworks maintenance was being discussed. 
Studies showed that where FD was used, partic-
ipants prioritised the safety of the waterworks 
system and good tasting water over reducing 
prices. Where FD wasn’t used, this was reversed 

https://voxeu.org/content/future-design-new-policymaking-system-future-generations
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(Kobayashi, 2019). Tatsuyoshi Saijo explains 
that FD activated in the participants a human 
trait called ‘futurability’, which is ‘an increase 
in happiness because of deciding and acting 
towards foregoing current benefits to enrich 
future generations’(Saijo, 2020). In interviews 
six months after the meeting in Yahaba, people 
who participated in the FD found that there 
was ‘no conflict’ between themselves as imag-
inary future people and their actual positions 
in the present (Yoshioka, 2019). Furthermore, 
participants noted that afterwards they were 
also ‘able to think naturally and effortlessly as 
people of the future’ (Saijo, 2018). This shows 
that by using ideas like the Children’s Fire, 
not only can we encourage sustainable ‘coop-
erative’ decision-making, we can also start to 
change the way people understand their place 
within their community in the day-to-day.

A similar idea to Future Design is enshrining 
intergenerational thinking in law, and showing 
how this can positively impact policy making. 
In 2019, Wales appointed the world’s first 
‘Future Generations Commissioner’, Sophie 
Howes (Balch, 2019). Sophie’s job is to repre-
sent the unborn citizens of Wales and lobby 
on their behalf. She speaks on topics such as 
decarbonisation, job creation, education, and 
nature services, and has recently been advising 
the government on investing in a green and 
equal recovery from Covid-19 (Future Gener-
ations Commissioner for Wales, 2021). Her 
most notable argument is for a Universal Basic 
Income for Wales. Howes raises the issue that 
the current welfare system in Wales is ‘failing 
and not fit for the future’, resulting in Wales 
having the highest levels of child poverty in 
the UK (Future Generations Commissioner 
for Wales, 2021 p.36). The appointing of the 
Future Generations Commissioner is part of 
a wider ‘Well-Being for Future Generations 
Act’ made in 2015. This act lays out seven 
Well-Being Goals that public bodies should aim 
to achieve, which include: A prosperous Wales, 
a resilient Wales, a healthier Wales, a more 
equal Wales, a Wales of more cohesive commu-
nities, a Wales of vibrant culture and thriving 
Welsh language, and a globally responsible 
Wales (Future Generations Commissioner of 

Wales, 2015). Due to the current dominant 
narrative, discussion on the future is often 
limited to the environment and climate emer-
gency. These Well-Being goals are a good 
example of thinking more broadly to include 
social and cultural issues. It’s unclear how 
much impact Howes’ role and the Well-Being 
Act are actually having on decision-making in 
Wales, and it will probably take many years to 
have any clear results. Unfortunately, Howes’ 
powers are limited, being more of a watchdog 
than a decision maker. She can advise and 
challenge policymakers, but she cannot 
prevent their decisions from being made 
(Balch, 2019). Her main powers are to advise, 
research and carry out reviews (Welsh Govern-
ment, 2021) which, whilst valuable, does not 
give future generations as much of a place 
at the table as one would hope. Despite this, 
the work being done in Wales to encourage 
long-term thinking is a good example of the 
Children’s Fire being interpreted to fit the 
political and social context in which we work.

I touched briefly before on the importance 
of including social issues in our discussion 
of the Children’s Fire. I would like to elab-
orate on this to argue that we must solve 
the big social issues of our time it makes it 
possible for future generations to survive their 
upcoming challenges. Cultural psychologist 
Michele Gelfand explains how environmental 
shocks can cause societies to become ‘tighter’ 
and more loyal to their own group (Oliver, 
2020). In the past this defence mechanism 
helped people to come together to overcome 
hardship, but in today’s globalised world it is 
no longer beneficial. In our current world of 
impending crises, this can result in people 
electing more authoritarian leaders and 
showing prejudice towards people outside of 
their ‘tribe’. We can see this in the increase 
of leaders with nationalist tendencies taking 
power around the world, from the US to India 
(Oliver, 2020). A United Nations report called 
the Millenium Ecosystem Assessment acknowl-
edged that the current ecological and climate 
crisis will disproportionately affect those 
vulnerable due to socio-economic differences 
see Kasperson’s chapter.

https://www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.356.aspx.pdf
https://www.millenniumassessment.org/documents/document.275.aspx.pdf
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It also explored various possible trends 
for the future, including a scenario called the 
‘fortress world’ (Oliver, 2020) in which author-
itarian systems protect the elite whilst leaving 
an impoverished majority outside. How can we 
act to prevent this, and protect future gener-
ations from authoritarianism and division? 
Christopher Ives and colleagues argue that 
outdoor community activities can increase our 
psychological connectedness to others, and 
could be the key to a sustainable society in 
all senses (Ives et al., 2018). Meditation can 
also be a useful tool in reducing our sense of 
isolated self-identity and increasing compas-
sion (Oliver, 2020). There are also groups 
finding playful and imaginative ways to tackle 
racism and xenophobia. Lonny Brooks and 
game developer Eli Kosminsky created a game 
called Afro-Rithms for the Future which aims 
to make Black and BIPOC futures central in 
our visions of the future (Institute for the 
Future, 2020). It is a safe space for commu-
nities to imagine possible worlds and rethink 
existing organisational, instituitional and 

soci-etal relationships. Racism is just one of 
many social issues that we need to work on in 
order to pass on a safe world to the next gener-
ation, but I hope these examples can show you 
how we can use creative imaginative ways to 
solve the big issues of our time.

To finish, I want to pass on the challenge 
to you. How can you use the idea of the Chil-
dren’s Fire in your work and decision-making? 
Whether that involves having a symbol in 
your meetings that can remind you of future 
generations like the Native American chiefs do 
with the Children’s Fire, or using role-play to 
imagine yourselves as those future generations. 
As psychologists, you can help to change our 
collective narrative of the future by encour-
aging people to nurture their compassion. 
The Children’s Fire calls on you to be creative 
and use your skills to ensure a better world for 
future generations.

Ella Mann
ellarosemann@gmail.com
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Helping people and planet: Clinical 
psychology in a time of climate change
Joe Rehling

Drawing on recent qualitative research, this paper argues that increasing access to small-group, nature-based, 
ecologically-protective activities (i.e. green prescribing) constitutes the most direct and effective way for clinical 
psychology to help planet and people in a time of climate change.

Introduction

IN autumn 2021, the world’s political leaders 
and thousands of delegates will fly to Glasgow 
for COP26, a conference self-characterised 

as uniquely urgent in the effort to keep 
global warming within liveable limits. It will, 
it says, be a chance to secure international 
agreements and mobilise global finance, to 
assess progress, motivate slackers and really 
drill down into the details of how to achieve 
a zero-carbon world. Only, we know how this 
goes now. More data, more speeches, more 
distant targets and planned interventions. And 
all the while, global greenhouse gas emissions 
climb towards a record high in 2023 (Harvey, 
2021), propelled by three trillion dollars of 

G20 fossil fuel subsidies since the Paris agree-
ment (Carrington, 2021). National and inter-
national governance is presumably not easy: 
electorates probably do in fact want cheap cars 
and holidays; fast and radical change probably 
does risk destabilising the economy and with 
it people’s lives. And yet it is difficult to escape 
the feeling that we have been profoundly 
failed over the past few decades – of course 
by the shadowy and entangled interests of 
big business and big politics, but also by wide-
spread inertia and magical thinking among 
the generally well-meaning – as the chance 
to stop catastrophe has drifted by. Now the 
effects of this failure are plain to see, and 
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still it is tempting to wonder whether the end 
of the world as we know it (and of so many, 
many little worlds) will ever be prioritised – 
or whether, between COVID and the culture 
wars, Brexit and Barnard Castle, we might just 
somehow never quite get round to it.

In recent research interviews – on psycho-
logical responses to climate change – many 
participants expressed a similar lack of hope:

‘The problem is so huge and the changes that 
need to be made are so massive that it can feel 
a little bit hopeless.’ (Katrina)

‘It feels completely hopeless. It feels completely 
hopeless. The only way to psychologically survive 
is to ignore it.’ (Natasha)

‘The news has just got bleaker. Scientists are 
just more and more, “Pretty shit, though! Really, 
it’s quite bad!’”And it’s all like, “We’ve got five 
years. We’ve got a few months. We’ve got no time. 
It’s already f**ked.”’ (Hannah)

This last quote, in particular, seems fitting 
in the month of the German floods, around 
which it was possible to detect a shift in media 
discourse – away from the usual questions of, 
first, whether this might be climate change, 
and, second, if it is, whether we ought to cut 
emissions; and towards new questions about 
a lack of preparedness and adaptation. These 
questions are probably overdue. But still their 
salience is depressing – ‘We’ve got no time. 
It’s already f**ked.’

In this paper I would like to present a few 
ideas about what clinical psychology (or clin-
ical eco-psychology) should do about climate 
change, in a world at the tipping point. These 
ideas are informed by results from the third 
aim of my research, which was to explore 
how participants felt clinical psychology or 
mental health services could support people 
in distress about climate change. This is not 
a hypothetical consideration: CAMHS services 
have already observed a groundswell in distress 
related to climate change (Watts & Campbell, 
2020), and many of my research participants 
described what felt like clinically significant-

distress. Perhaps more importantly, however, 
I feel that my participants’ ideas have wider 
implications – both for how services might 
support people in more general distress, and 
for the question of how clinical psychologists 
concerned about climate change should look 
to engage with the issue. Above all, I want 
to argue for a pursuit of overlapping clin-
ical and climate objectives through extensive 
‘green prescribing’ – and specifically through 
the facilitation of localised, small-group, 
ecologically-protective projects.

Methods
Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with 15 participants, who self-selected for the 
research on the basis of an emotional engage-
ment with climate change. Participants were 
recruited predominantly through the social 
media pages of environmentalist groups, and 
also occasionally through word-of-mouth. Data 
was analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006; 
2020) reflexive thematic analysis. Interviews 
were structured, and data analysed, with a view 
to addressing three research aims. Findings for 
two of these aims – first, to explore the experi-
ence of people’s distress about climate change 
and, second, to explore personal practices for 
alleviating this distress – will be reported in 
a separate paper. The third aim – the ques-
tion of how services could support people 
distressed by climate change – will be consid-
ered here. For this reason, not all participants 
will be quoted in the below results, though all 
were important in shaping my general line of 
thought.

It should be noted that, though the 
research sought participants distressed by 
climate change, it did not seek participants 
who had been significantly affected by climate 
change in a direct, physical way (e.g. having 
lost their home or a relative in a flood). Such 
people would presumably have had a different 
story to tell.

Results
Participants were asked for their perspective 
on how psychology services might help people 
distressed by climate change. In a few cases, 
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participants could base responses on personal 
experiences of seeking help, whether or not 
as a direct consequence of distress about 
climate change. Results will be structured here 
according to a process-content distinction, 
wherein ‘process’ refers to general concepts 
underpinning clinical support, and ‘content’ 
refers to more specific ideas about what this 
support might practically involve.

Process
Two themes were developed to capture find-
ings less about the desired content or purpose 
of support from services, than about the 
spirit in which the support would need to 
be offered. The first of these centred around 
the idea that there could not (and should 
not) be any cure or fix for distress about 
climate change, and that any such distress 
should be conceptualised not as aberrant or 
unhealthy but as the sane response to insane 
circumstances (inspiring the theme’s name, 
‘the anti-psychiatric perspective’).

‘What I’d be hesitant about, I suppose, is the 
idea that there’s a fix for being made to feel 
that way. Because I think it should be okay, 
there should be some acceptance that it’s normal 
to feel overwhelmingly anxious in the face of 
what’s happening.’ (Benjamin)

‘The saner you are, the worse it is.’ (Natasha)

In this way, participants suggested that, because 
distress about climate change is ‘logical and 
based in science’ (Katrina), mental health 
services would almost ‘have to bamboozle you 
into forgetting the seriousness of the problem 
in order for you to feel okay’ (Hannah). It 
seems possible that these sentiments reflect 
a general scepticism about the possibility 
of any psychological help for distress about 
climate change. They certainly indicate that 
any intervention – psychological or psychiatric 
– that merely dampens or distracts from the 
distress would spectacularly miss the point and 
discourage engagement.

A related theme (named ‘authenticity’) 
was developed to conceptualise the idea that 

effective psychological support would depend, 
firstly, on clinicians who were genuinely 
concerned and knowledgeable about climate 
change and, secondly, on a public who engaged 
with interventions ‘as naturally as possible’, as 
‘a meaningful part of life’ (Benjamin).

‘I think I’d probably be quite frustrated by it, 
you know, if they were like, “Oh, you feel sad. 
That’s a shame, maybe you can try this. Are you 
sleeping well?”… I guess I’d probably feel a bit 
dismissive of that… Any service that did [offer 
support] would need to respect that it is genu-
inely tragic and true.’ (Hannah)

Other participants spoke of the possibility of 
feeling ‘really angry’ (Gabrielle) if distress 
about climate change was met by a generic 
anti-anxiety or anti-depression response, and 
of the need for professionals to ‘understand 
what’s reasonable and what’s pessimistic [in 
relation to climate change]’ (Natasha), to 
prevent rational worries being misinterpreted 
as catastrophic thinking.

Bringing together the authenticity and 
anti-psychiatry themes, it can be seen that 
participants were somewhat sceptical about 
clinical psychology’s entrance into the area 
of climate change distress. It is indeed not 
clinical psychology’s usual territory, and our 
welcome may be thought contingent on 
a genuine concern for environmental issues 
and on a non-pathologising approach, which 
involves not just the diagnosis and treatment 
of distress, but the shared acknowledgement 
of an unfolding tragedy.

Content
There was some variety in participants’ ideas 
about the content or aim of support from 
services.

Some participants felt that there could 
be a role for psychology in helping people 
to manage (though not eradicate) distress 
about climate change. Catherine, for instance, 
suggested that services could offer exercises 
to help with physiological markers of anxiety, 
such as a ‘racing heart and [when you] 
can’t control your breathing’. Other partici-
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pants suggested that services could encourage 
self-care and a reasonable balance between 
engagement with climate change and other 
interests or activities:

‘Maybe keeping structure in their lives, so maybe 
encouraging them to allocate certain times of the 
week for spending time in an environment where 
they can talk about climate change.’ (Izzy)

‘I suppose talking through how to balance being 
proactive and having also time to prioritise your-
self.’ (Oscar)

Participants’ main message, however, seemed 
to be that services could best support people 
by facilitating proactive engagement with 
climate change. To this end, participants 
suggested that social or community groups 
(‘forming relationships’), work in nature 
(‘nature therapy’), and ecologically-protective 
activities (‘eco-behavioural activation’) would 
all have value. Each of these ideas will be 
considered in turn.

Forming relationships
For many participants, distress about climate 
change was partly connected to feelings of 
detachment from other people and a perceived 
societal mind-set of relative indifference. It 
followed that psychological interventions 
might help by facilitating the formation of 
relationships between likeminded people. 
Efa, for instance, suggested that community 
links to environmental groups or charities 
could provide an opportunity for people to 
‘share the burden’ of concerns about climate 
change. Other participants spoke in similar 
terms about how therapy groups (or groups 
accessed through services) could offer a place 
for connection, shared feelings, and potential 
action:

‘Being connected to other people, feeling part 
of a community of people that make you feel 
it’s okay to feel the things that you’re feeling and 
it’s not abnormal to do so.’ (Benjamin)

‘If you’re then talking singularly just to one ther-
apist about it you can still feel pretty alone in it 
all. So group therapy settings would probably be 
better.’ (Felicity)

‘I also can see a greater usage or need of maybe 
a group supporting each other and finding 
a common… common emotions and maybe 
common action, you know.’ (Annie)

‘It gives you people to talk to and it gives you an 
outlet to organise things.’ (Catherine)

Nature therapy
Virtually all participants suggested that 
psychological interventions (whether or not 
for people distressed by climate change) could 
tap into nature’s intrinsic psychological bene-
fits. Felicity reflected that ‘it is so good for the 
soul to be outside’, before riffing on the idea 
of a ‘group therapy forest’ where people could 
experience ‘just being in tune with nature, 
foraging, without there being any direct pres-
sure’. Benjamin appeared to have a similar 
idea when advocating interventions that might 
foster ‘wider connection, spending time in 
nature really meaningfully, being connected 
to it’. Significantly, Katrina positioned nature 
as not just curative but also preventative of 
mental health difficulties:

‘I know that for me being able to just escape into 
a natural space where the only thing I can hear 
is nature is far more helpful than anything I’ve 
ever received from a doctor’s surgery.’

Eco-behavioural activation
Again, virtually all participants spoke about  
how they found it personally helpful, in 
managing their own distress about climate 
change, to engage in some form of ecolog-
ically protective activity. This was described 
as beneficial both for the intrinsic satisfac-
tion of aligning action with values and for 
the instrumental sense of helping, in some 
small way, with global climate change. Accord-
ingly, many participants suggested that 
services could address distress about climate 
change by providing opportunities for ecolog-
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ically protective activity (that is, by facilitating 
‘eco-behavioural activation’):

‘When it comes to the root causes, if anything, 
going out and protesting is therapy because 
you feel like you’re doing something. Joining 
a litter-picking group or something, even if it’s a 
really small thing, if you feel productive, I feel 
like that will help more than anything else.’ 
(Catherine)

‘I think it would be helpful to go through ways 
of trying to make a difference but also without 
getting too obsessive about it.’ (Oscar)

‘I mean, it’s good to talk about your worries and 
so on in individual therapy, of course, but the 
tools [for working with distress about climate 
change] are more action-oriented, I feel like, than 
ordinary therapy.’ (Annie)

The practice of eco-behavioural activation 
was not perceived to be without complica-
tions, however, particularly when set against 
a realistic appraisal of the scale and intracta-
bility of climate change. For instance, while 
Oscar was of the view that it could be helpful 
in therapy ‘to go through ways of trying to 
make a difference’, he also emphasised that 
this would only be sustainable ‘if you feel 
like you’re achieving something’ and that ‘the 
problem is that there’s a high risk that you’re 
not’. Hannah similarly emphasised a desire to 
see ‘real results from what I’ve done’.

For another participant, Luke, it seemed 
that the solution to this problem was in local-
ising his perspective:

‘Understand that it is not your responsibility 
as an individual to solve everything. There are 
very concrete steps that can be taken that already 
exist to try to contribute towards overcoming it. 
Yes, that involves a lot of mobilisation for that to 
be effective on a global scale but that’s not your 
problem as an individual.’

This philosophy of starting small before ‘then 
try[ing] to build out’ seemed to help Luke 
reframe climate change more as a ‘challenge’ 

than a ‘never-ending doom scenario’. It also 
appeared to unlock the more general benefits 
of his personal eco-behavioural endeavours, 
including ‘reconnecting with nature’ and 
enjoying the ‘wider sense of contribution and 
fulfilling your duty’.

Summary of results
Findings suggest some scepticism about the 
role of clinical psychology in supporting 
people in distress about climate change. 
Certainly, it seems evident that any support 
would have to come from a place of knowledge 
and genuine concern about climate change, 
and be delivered in a way that respects the 
reality and depth of the problem. Beyond 
the scepticism and the caveats, however, 
the findings do also clearly recommend 
a combination of group support, time in 
nature, and ecologically-protective activity as 
a fruitful avenue for intervention. Candidates 
for such interventions are not hard to imagine, 
and might include conservation, rewilding, or 
regenerative agricultural projects. Increasing 
access to these kinds of projects, especially 
in combination with the (Luke’s) cognitive 
reframe from global problem to local solu-
tion, would be a vital step in meeting the 
mental health needs of people distressed by 
climate change.

Final implications: What we need to do
Though this research was explicitly concerned 
with the support that services might offer 
people distressed by climate change, 
the results – and specifically the idea of 
small-group, nature-based, eco-behavioural 
interventions – can also be read as providing 
broad support to the ‘green prescribing’ 
movement. Green prescribing has become the 
generic term for interventions that use time 
in nature as a therapeutic tool. Evidence for 
the approach’s effectiveness is extensive and 
growing (Korpela et al., 2016; Poulsen, 2017; 
Song et al., 2016). Indeed, it seems reasonable 
to suggest that the benefits of time in nature 
– for cognitive (Berman et al., 2008; Schertz 
& Berman, 2019) and emotional (White et al., 
2019) wellbeing – might represent the single 
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most robust set of findings in all psychology. 
The content or cause of a person’s distress 
is, from this perspective, a secondary issue.
Low mood, anxiety, a basic lack of purpose or 
connection: all would be amenable (though of 
course not in the case of every person) to the 
benefits of work with nature.

The government has already committed 
four million pounds to green prescribing 
schemes across the country (Defra Press 
Office, 2020) – small money, of course, but 
evidence that a confluence of clinical, polit-
ical and ecological interests might be within 
reach. In this hopeful context, I would like 
to propose three fairly concrete steps for 
ecologically-concerned clinical psychologists. 
I believe that these steps represent the best 
opportunity for the profession to use the power 
it does actually have, within mental health 
services, to effect meaningful change. It is 
hoped that the result will be a useful increase 
to the range of interventions available in 
services, and a tiny step (but potentially many 
tiny steps) towards an environmental salvage 
mission. The steps are obvious:
1. Shape the context: Set up or help facili-

tate a green prescribing scheme, ensuring 
that it contains an ecologically-protective 
element (i.e. that it goes beyond a walk in 
nature to incorporate work with nature).

2. Collect evidence: Assess the extent to which 

the scheme works as a clinical intervention 
or long-term support programme; synthe-
sise and publish evidence from across 
multiple comparable schemes.

3. Advocate for policy change: If the clinical 
picture is favourable, help build a case for 
ecologically-protective, green prescribing 
to be included as part of healthcare guide-
lines (meaning more money and more 
spaces for further conservation or rewil-
ding).

This proposal is inspired by my participants. 
Like Luke, I want concrete action with 
a localised focus; like Michael and Hannah, 
I want real, tangible evidence of positive 
outcomes. Like so many of my participants, 
I want to leave behind the impotence of 
waiting for divine, political intervention and 
to start ‘solving problems from below without 
permission from above’ (Brown & Jones, 
2021). I want to preserve just a single patch 
of beauty, and for many others – in chain 
reaction – to do the same, until, like bees, 
who think nothing of the global context to 
their minute exertions, we have pollinated the 
world.

Joe Rehling, Clinical Psychologist 
joseph.rehling@nhs.net
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A changing climate for trainee research
Alice Walker

A reflective account from a trainee clinical psychologist about the experience of undertaking research on clinical 
psychologists’ responses to the climate and ecological crises.

I vividly remember a conversation about 
research with a fellow trainee, which must 
have been about two years ago. Covid defi-

nitely hadn’t yet arrived and we were walking 
through the university campus after a lecture, 
chatting about the climate crisis. She said 
something like ‘oh you’re definitely going to 
end up doing your research about climate 
change’. At that stage I was thinking about 
some environment-related research, perhaps 
nature-based therapy or the mental health 
benefits of spending time in nature. My reply 
to her was along the lines of ‘I doubt it, I think 
about it so much, I don’t think I could cope 
with doing my research on it too, it would just 
be too overwhelming’. Over the next couple 
of weeks I found myself mulling over our 
conversation, and my thoughts were devel-
oping – ‘I do think about climate change a lot 

of the time. If I’m thinking about it this much 
anyway, I might as well channel those thoughts 
into something that could be useful’.

The personal meets the professional
Two years on and finishing up my research 
on how UK NHS clinical psychologists are 
engaging with the climate crisis, I now find 
myself thinking how much of my training 
journey has been tied up with the state of 
the planet and our relationship as humans 
to the more-than-human world. On the one 
hand, I’m not surprised by this at all. Having 
spent the previous 13 years focused on the 
natural environment – four studying geog-
raphy and environmental science, and nine 
working for an environmental organisation 
(as well as the years spent as a child catching 
grasshoppers, up-ending paving slabs to find 
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worms, and attempting to keep ants as pets) – 
it’s just part of who I am. On the other hand, 
I hadn’t expected my emerging psychologist 
identity to sit alongside my inner environmen-
talist quite so soon into my new career path. 
When I went back to university part-time to 
study psychology and explore some new career 
options, I had a fantasy that ‘one day’ I would 
find a job that allowed me to connect my 
passion for nature with my developing interest 
in mental health. At that stage, ‘one day’ felt 
at least 10 years in the future; I had no idea 
I would find kindred spirits so soon in the 
world of clinical psychology. My inspiration 
came in the form of the South West branch 
of Psychologists for Social Change (PSC) and 
Extinction Rebellion (XR) Psychologists; being 
relatively new to the psychology world, which 
felt so different from my previous career, I felt 
liberated to discover other people in my new 
professional sphere who had similar interests.

My research has happened during 
a significant ‘era’ in terms of how climate 
change is appearing in the public narrative, 
as well as growing recognition of the links 
between mental health and the environment. 
The emergence of Extinction Rebellion, 
Greta Thunberg’s Fridays for Future school 
strikes, NHS Trusts declaring climate emer-
gency status, and the consequences of anthro- 
pogenic climate change apparently moving 
up the political agenda, have all formed 
a back-drop to my research journey. In some 
ways I have learnt more about environmental 
issues during my psychology training than 
during my environmental career. Or perhaps 
not more, but I have started seeing things 
differently – in a way that makes me feel I have 
been incredibly naïve, and that the learning 
never stops. Much of this has been a result 
of examining my privilege, particularly in 
the context of the environmental movement 
and the narrow lens through which my white, 
middle-class self had seen ‘environmental 
issues’. My developing understanding about 
the intersections of social, environmental, and 
racial justice has been fuelled by things I have 
learned since starting training, and I know this 
work will need to be on-going.

And of course, Covid happened. I felt 
fortunate that the restrictions didn’t force me 
to change my research, and actually it opened 
up opportunities not only to speak to people 
across the country, but also to significantly 
lower the carbon footprint of the research 
by not needing to travel anywhere. The 
down- sides took longer to materialise, and 
even longer to enter into my consciousness. It 
wasn’t until I felt I was drowning in data anal- 
ysis that I realised how much had been lost in 
not meeting face-to-face with fellow trainees, 
missing the casual chats about research and 
informal peer support that always seemed 
to accompany break times on teaching days: 
those conversations that just can’t be repli- 
cated online. All of those losses added to the 
metaphorical weight of the research, and at 
times it felt very lonely.

My worries from two years ago about  
feeling overwhelmed by the topic were not 
unfounded. Moving through the research 
process, my personal connection to the 
research has felt like both a blessing and 
a curse – it has kept me motivated and inspired, 
and at times brought me into despair and 
hopelessness. I often noticed strong emotions 
after interviews linked to participants’ feel- 
ings, and I think transference during inter- 
views impacted what I was left with. In an 
early bracketing interview I noticed a curiosity 
about how the research might affect me 
based on the plethora of emotions that were 
apparent during research interviews; now the 
research has come to an end I can attest to its 
emotional impact. These feelings didn’t hit me 
until I had some space to reflect on the results 
and notice the cumulative impact of bearing 
witness to personal, emotional stories, and 
reading the seemingly endless reports in the 
literature about how dire the latest predictions 
are for the impacts of climate change. The 
bracketing process was invaluable in helping 
me notice my assumptions and blind spots, 
and in opening up avenues to explore the 
emotional impact of the research on me. It was 
not to ‘bracket off’ myself from the research, 
but rather to notice and acknowledge the ways 
in which I am part of it, and to ensure I found 
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ways to account for this and produce some-
thing credible.

A changing climate for clinical psychology
The professional landscape of clinical 
psychology has changed since I started my 
research. Our professional bodies, the British 
Psychological Society (BPS) and the Associa- 
tion of Clinical Psychologists (ACP-UK) have 
made statements about the profession and the 
climate crisis, there has been a climate crisis 
special issue of Clinical Psychology Forum 
(two including this issue), and a psychologists’ 
arm of Extinction Rebellion has been born. 
I have found myself wondering, if I was 
proposing the same research now, whether 
I would have had to work quite so hard to 
justify my proposal. I hope not, but I suspect 
I might have faced similar challenges – the 
narratives of my participants remind me how 
difficult it still is to bring climate change into 
main- stream psychology.

During my research journey I have encoun-
tered a handful of other clinical and coun-
selling trainee psychologists also undertaking 
climate and environment-related research 
projects. Linking up with other trainees 
provided a valuable network of support and 
camaraderie through some shared challenges, 
research and otherwise, in relation to training 
programmes’ attitudes and approaches 
towards supporting research relating to the 
climate crisis. Some of us struggled to find 
supervisors within our course teams, with 
a feeling that this has perhaps been due to 
a combination of staff feeling they do not 
have topic expertise, alongside having doubts 
about the relevance of the climate crisis for 
clinical psychology. We hope that as more 
psychologists wake up to the climate crisis, 
future trainees will feel supported and 
encouraged by their course teams to engage 
in climate-related research. Connecting with 
other trainees has also helped me to feel less 
alone in the research, and to have others to 
share the ups and downs of the process with. 
After being contacted by a trainee counselling 
psychologist in Ireland doing similar research 
to mine, we started having periodic Zoom 

calls to share our research progress, as well as 
having frank discussions about the emotional 
experience of the work, which was enormously 
cathartic.

The participant experience
Part of my data collection included asking 
participants for their reflections on their inter- 
view experience around 10 weeks after the 
interview. They were asked whether anything 
had changed for them in terms of climate 
action, and if so what facilitated these changes. 
The overwhelming theme in these responses 
was that the interview provided a space to think, 
with a sense that these spaces were otherwise 
absent or hard to come by in day-to-day life. 
For some this included a chance to reconnect 
with values, and for others it was an oppor-
tunity to consider links between the climate 
crisis and the role of clinical psychologists in 
more depth. For those where nothing had 
changed since the interview, the main barriers 
appeared to be the lack of space and time 
to consider climate within the pressures of 
NHS work, as well as not knowing where to 
start with taking action. The context of the 
pandemic increasing the stress of work and 
home life was apparent.

From research to practice
The process of reflecting on the relationship 
between my own clinical work and my research 
is a stark reminder about how far we still have 
to go, both professionally and societally, to 
live and work in ways that account for the 
Earth being our ultimate life support system. 
Despite the pandemic demonstrating how 
quickly changes to practice can happen, the 
desire to return to ‘business as usual’ by those 
holding the purse strings does not fill me with 
confidence that the pace of our response to 
the climate crisis will keep pace with the scale 
of change we might need to avert more signif-
icant health impacts.

It’s been an interesting process for me 
moving into the NHS after working in an organ-
isation that was all about the environ- ment. 
I remember my shock on a first-year placement 
that people I worked with didn’t appear to 
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think twice about throwing all their waste into 
the one office bin, seem- ingly oblivious to the 
concept of recycling. On some days I waited 
until everyone had left, and then took all the 
bottles and cans out of the bin to take home 
to put in my own recycling bin, then one 
day plucked up the courage to ask the office 
manager about getting some recycling provi-
sion. I couldn’t believe this was something I was 
contending with – having to persuade people 
about recycling, I felt like I’d gone back in 
time. Thinking back on this now, I notice how 
much I identify with things my research partic-
ipants told me such as being known as ‘the 
person who brings this stuff up all the time’, as 
well as my own cynicism of when the focus is on 
low-level behavioural change.

I have grown in confidence, through my 
research, to start more conversations despite 
the resistance. However, I have noticed a hint 
of personal discomfort when colleagues ask 
me what my research is about and I start 
constructing my reply. I am often, but not 
always, met with a blank stare when I talk 
about it. Knowing of, and experiencing, the 
immense pressure in the system (e.g. the 
stress so many NHS staff are under, and the 
immediacy of dealing with the pandemic) 
there are many reasons it feels difficult to 
start talking about climate change at work, let 
alone convince others that it is something we 
all need to have on our radar. I think this is 
a particular challenge given that preventative 
healthcare is often so far removed from the 
way we are able to practice. In many ways, 
Covid has cemented for me how important 
it is, as a psychologist and a human, to take 
more radical action on climate change and 
ecological degradation. Our fractured rela-
tionship with nature only adds to the risk of 
further pandemics. We also have a growing 
body of evidence of the psychological benefits 
of connecting with nature, and much to learn 
from ecopsychology, indigenous culture and 
traditional knowledge. Whether or not this 
evidence is acceptable to the ‘status quo’ of 
the clinical psychology profession is another 
matter, but one I am determined to keep in my 
sights as I enter the qualified workforce.

It was notable, yet unsurprising to me, 
that narratives did not include much talk of 
therapy in relation to climate distress, such as 
eco-anxiety. I found this interesting to think 
about when much of the reading I came across 
about mental health and climate change was 
around ‘eco’ emotions, and commentaries 
from therapists about working with these expe-
riences. This strengthened my resolve to try and 
understand how psychologists were thinking 
about these elements, given that we are trained 
to do so much more than therapy. Our poten-
tial engagement with the climate and ecological 
emergency could be so much broader than 
just thinking about the clinical encounter. 
I recognise that the reality of working as 
a clinical psychologist is often disappointingly 
limited compared to the breadth of skills we 
have been trained to use, and many psycholo-
gists do often find themselves sitting with indi-
vidual clients in the therapy room. I wonder 
if the narratives around eco-anxiety make it 
difficult for some clinical psychologists to make 
the connection between climate change and 
their work, when it is not explicitly part of the 
dialogue in their clinical interactions.

My sense is that this may be perceived as 
more salient for therapists working outside of 
the NHS, who might work more closely with 
some of the indirect psychological impacts of 
climate change. Many of the more pressing 
issues for NHS clients, particularly those who 
have suffered most as a result of social inequal- 
ities and trauma, relate to their immediate 
survival, with understandably less focus on the 
survival of future generations. This connects 
to the reactive nature of NHS services and how 
we often don’t get to see people until they are 
in crisis. Understanding that it is these clients 
who are likely to be the least able to respond 
to a changing climate, and suffer the most due 
to widening inequalities, reminds me that this 
is an ethical issue for our profession, and of 
the importance of widening our work out to 
public health.

Concluding thoughts
My research journey has been both person- 
ally and professionally challenging. Being 
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passionate about my research topic has been 
both the most difficult and the most wonderful 
part of it. Despite the low points, there have 
not been any moments of regret. This is partly 
thanks to the encouragement I have had from 
my research team and the wider community of 
climate-concerned psychologists, as well as the 
motivation I take from an ethical position as 
a global citizen and soon-to-be-qualified clin- 
ical psychologist. Undertaking this research 
has had a profound impact on the psycholo- 
gist I aspire to be, giving me hope that I can 
continue to practice, and carry out research, 
in line with my values, in service of all the 
inhabitants of planet Earth.
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Psychology and climate change:  
Past, present and future
Tony Wainwright

Working out the connection between the stability of planetary weather, other global systems and clinical psychology 
has been one of the challenges of this area of work for many, although personally I see making these connections 
as core to our professional responsibilities. Part 1 covers my learning about systems that promote stability and 
instability in geological, biological, and social contexts. Part 2 concerns how a systems approach helped me to 
connect clinical psychology with the climate and environmental challenges we face. 
Part 3 describes the work the British Psychological Society (BPS) has been undertaking and future prospects. 

Part 1 Learning about systems

I THOUGHT I would introduce this article on 
a personal level, (which some of the other 
contributors have also done), which I hope 

can help explain how I became interested and 
engaged with the climate and environment 
and in particular the role of feedback systems, 
tipping points and stable and unstable systems 
and how this connects with my way of seeing 
clinical psychology.

Biological science
Starting as an undergraduate at the Univer-
sity of London in 1965 in the Department of 
Zoology at King’s College, I was introduced to 
ideas that would now be called Earth System 
science, that were, at the time, relatively 
new. Many elements contributed to this, but 
one key idea was continental drift; that the 
Earth’s crust is slowly shifting and moving. 
This had been proposed by the German 
geophysicist Alfred Wegener in 1912, but most 
of the scientific community regarded it with 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aso/databank/entries/bowege.html
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scepticism and often derision through much 
of the 20th century. The thing that made it 
appealing but also dubious was that you could 
fit together the continents like a jigsaw puzzle 
– this seemed too simple for many observers. It 
was all finally confirmed by seismometers, and 
measurements of the changes in the magnetic 
field of the Earth recorded in the rock strata. 

The fact that the continents which 
appeared to be so static and permanent were 
in fact moving and dynamic, connected with 
volcanic activity and affecting weather systems 
globally through ocean currents and other 
interactions upended much contemporary 
thinking. One person who perhaps more than 
any other popularised this idea of how inter-
connected things are is James Lovelock, (who 
incidentally reached the grand age of 101 in 
July this year) and who developed the Gaia 
Hypothesis. Earth System Science has now 
come of age and a recent review (Steffen et 
al., 2020) provides an overview of its history 
and current relevance.

I also learned a good deal about physi-
ology and the way animals (including human 
animals) bodies worked. The notions of feed-
back systems – the notion of homeostasis 
might be familiar – that kept us alive and well 
borrowed from and enriched other fields of 
science, in particular cybernetics and nowa-
days are built into all sorts of control mech-
anisms. One of my tutors was a wonderful 
teacher (there were many), Lewis Wolpert, 
from whom I learned the amazing systems of 
developmental biology, and this was another 
example of systems thinking. 

Experimental psychology
The next step in my career was to experimental 
psychology at the University of Sussex in a new 
laboratory where I worked on the connec-
tion between the light environment that fishes 
inhabited and their visual systems. This was 
closely connected with the emerging scientific 
field of ecology, another systems approach and 
one of the key figures at Sussex at the time was 
John Maynard Smith whose work influenced 
me a good deal (although keeping up with his 
mathematics was quite a challenge) and his 

short book on mathematical ideas in biology 
and game theory were another aspect of the 
development of systems approaches (Maynard 
Smith, 1974, Maynard Smith, 1971).

Clinical psychology
So, when I trained as a clinical psychologist, 
I was drawn to any ideas that retained these 
systems and ecological approaches – commu-
nity psychology and public health being two 
key areas. I was particularly fascinated by the 
work of Gregory Bateson (Bateson, 1972) and 
the work of the strategic family therapists, Jay 
Haley in particular who drew on the work 
of the extraordinary hypnotherapist Milton 
Erikson (Haley, 2011; Erikson & Rosen, 1991). 
This group were interested in communica-
tions and how systems – for example a family 
system – worked, taking away the focus from 
the individual patient to the system in which 
they found themselves. 

Another key thinker who is now widely 
taught and included in clinical psychology 
training was Urie Bronfenbrenner and his 
well-known ‘ecological systems theory’(Bron-
fenbrenner, 1978) and while this is not often 
spelled out in the way it is taught, there is 
considerable overlap between this and envi-
ronmental psychology (of which more later). 
Bronfenbrenner again was seeing a system 
in which childhood took place and that 
neglecting this was a major flaw in individually 
focused psychological approaches. I was also 
actively engaged with the Normalization move-
ment, later known as Social Role Valorization, 
which was developed by Wolf Wolfensberger 
(Wolfensberger, 2011, Wolfensberger, 2000) 
who I knew personally and worked with in 
many of his workshops. The approach here was 
again based on seeing people as part of a social 
system, and that social systems can deliver the 
best and the worst outcomes depending on the 
value associated with the individual in ques-
tion. Having a ‘socially devalued difference’ 
could lead to very damaging consequences as 
was seen in the Nazi Euthanasia Programme 
(Wolfensberger, 1993) that I still draw on in 
my ethics teaching. 

In summary I learned that the geological, 

https://geographyandyou.com/continental-drift-the-geological-jigsaw/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000y1q0
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/gaia-hypothesis
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/earth-and-planetary-sciences/gaia-hypothesis
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/cuny-csi-ap-1/chapter/homeostasis-and-feedback-loops/
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/371/6535/1208
http://www.sussex.ac.uk/lifesci/about/jms
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the biological, the psychological and the social 
are all systems, and indeed all complex systems 
at that, with multiple feedback mechanisms. 

Part 2 
Systems, complexity theory, chaos theory 
and tipping points:
As I mentioned earlier, I had some familiarity 
with Systems Theory from cybernetics which 
as this wiki entry says treats ‘ways of behaving 
not things’. It has branched and morphed into 
a number of related areas and some of these 
bear on climate change and clinical practice. 
In particular Complexity Theory and Chaos 
Theory (Gomez, 2009) have been important 
in considering how population based inter-
ventions might be more or less effective. They 
deal with a number of critical issues which 
I have found helpful in understanding the 
climate and environmental crisis: there are 
three key points.
1. Our weather is the way we experience the 

local manifestation of a complex chaotic 
system that is maintained at a stable level 
by various feedback loops. The people 
who were key in developing models to 
understand this were Jule Charney and 
Edward Lorenz at the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology – Charney pioneered 
numerical weather prediction and Lorenz 
showed how small changes in initial condi-
tions could lead to dramatically different 
outcomes. Charney published a report 
on climate change and the role of CO2 
(Charney, 1979). Both were important in 
understanding that while we had a relatively 
stable global weather system, if we started 
to pump more energy into it, the change 
would not necessarily be linear as we were 
dealing with complexity and chaos. 

2. The complexity component of our inter-
connected world has been vividly illustrated 
by the rapid spread of the Covid-19 virus. 
It is a similar problem for us to under-
stand or indeed predict complex systems, 
as the ability to understand exponential 
growth was a major problem for the policy 
makers, although some did understand it 
and advocated for early action. As I write 

this (17 August 2021) New Zealand has had 
a single case of community transmission of 
Covid-19 and has gone immediately into 
a level 4 lockdown. That is because Jacinda 
Arden understands that things start small 
and can get very big when you have expo-
nential growth.

3. Although I knew something about tipping 
points before reading his book The Tipping 
Point’ Gladwell (2019) I hadn’t understood 
it so clearly and I thoroughly recommend 
reading it. The idea here is that much 
change is not linear. An easy way to think 
about this is to imagine pushing something 
over. You can push it a bit and it will right 
itself, but pushed too much and over it 
goes. That is the tipping point. Our climate 
and environment is not governed by linear 
systems, on the contrary they are complex 
and interconnected, governed by feedback 
loops and non-linear dynamics. At Exeter 
University, Tim Lenton, who is Director of 
the Global Systems Institute has written and 
presented extensively on the risks posed by 
these tipping points or non-linear transi-
tions (Lenton et al., 2019, Lenton et al., 
2008). For us as social scientists they have 
also been looking for ‘social tipping points’ 
that is changes in social behaviour that 
might accelerate rapidly – and hopefully 
in a good way. This is what he says on the 
website ‘Just as Tipping Points are part of the 
greatest threat we face – the same logic may also 
provide the solution. At the University of Exeter, 
we have identified a variety of Positive Tipping 
Points in human societies that can propel rapid 
decarbonisation. This concept could unlock 
the stalemate – the sense that there’s nothing 
we can do about climate change.’ They are 
not the only group working on this idea 
and it takes social science into an area 
beyond individual consumer behaviour 
to systems analysis and population based 
interventions (Otto et al., 2020). There are 
campaigns to put these ideas into practice, 
for example in the Netherlands there is 
the Social Tipping Point Coalition to get 
these ideas into the Dutch climate change 
strategy. 

https://en.wikibooks.org/wiki/Systems_Theory/Cybernetics
file:///Users/anniemitchell/Dropbox/Special%20issue%20CPF%20climate%20crisis%202/Tony%20Wainwright/(Gomez,%202009)
https://mrc.ukri.org/documents/pdf/complex-interventions-guidance/
https://mrc.ukri.org/documents/pdf/complex-interventions-guidance/
https://news.mit.edu/2018/mit-chaos-and-climate-celebration-two-pioneers-modern-meteorology-0214
https://news.mit.edu/2018/mit-chaos-and-climate-celebration-two-pioneers-modern-meteorology-0214
https://www.exeter.ac.uk/research/tippingpoints/
https://www.exeter.ac.uk/research/tippingpoints/
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2021-06-02-centre-research-on-social-tipping-points-inspires-push-for-new-dutch-climate-strategy.html
https://socialtippingpointcoalitie.nl/social-tipping-point-coalition/
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Part 3 
Psychology, the BPS and the 
environment:
When we formed the BPS steering group on 
the climate and environmental crisis one of 
the tasks we set ourselves was to look at the 
history of the psychology in this field. The 
earliest example we could find was from one 
member of the steering group, David Uzzell 
who was invited to a Workshop on Social Science 
and the Response to Climatic Change by Prof Sir 
Howard Newby, Chair of the Economic and 
Social Research Council (ESRC), (Newby et al., 
1990). In David’s words he was ‘asked to provide 
a response from psychology to the economics-domi-
nated advice that was informing both government 
and the ESRC in the early stages of the. Although 
this was not a BPS event, its significance is that it 
was probably the first presentation in the UK from a 
psychologist on the subject of climate change.’

Since then, the BPS has had this topic as 
part of conferences and symposia, and here 
are a selection.

2001 BPS symposium, Centenary Confer-
ence, Glasgow on ‘Putting the car before 
the horse: Environmental perspectives on 
travel and transport behaviour’ 

2006 British Psychological Society, British 
Ecological Society and the Parlia-
mentary Office of Science and Tech-
nology (POST) Parliamentary Seminar, 
London on ‘Making Britain Green’

2009 Psychology and Climate Change Policy 
Conference organised on behalf of the 
British Psychological Society and the 
Royal Society for Arts, London

2009 Article in The Psychologist 
2010 BPS Occupational Psychology Section 

Conference, London – ‘Going Green in 
the Workplace’

2010 The Joint British Academy/British 
Psychological Society Annual Lecture, 
at the Royal Society, was on the subject 
of climate change. (David Uzzell: 
‘Psychology and Climate Change: Collective 
Solutions to a Global Problem’)

2010 Change Challenges: a conference 
exploring the links between envi-

ronment, equality, sustainability & 
community well-being. UK Commu-
nity Psychology Conference, 1st and 
2nd July 2010 University of Plymouth: 
Roland Levinski Building. Speakers 
included psychologists Nick Pidgeon, 
Stuart Capstick and poverty activist 
Cathy McCormack.

2011 BPS Welsh Branch Conference, 
Glyndŵr University, Wrexham –  
‘Sustainable Well-Being’ 

2017  BPS Division of Occupational 
Psychology, Going Green Working 
Group seminar

2017  BPS sponsored seminar, Sheffield 
‘Environmental Spillover Between Contexts’ 
Seminar

2019  European Commission Psychology Day, 
Brussels (David Uzzell, Climate change, 
Europe and Psychology role in behavioral 
change). This meeting attended by BPS 
CEO Sarb Bajwa

2020 Lisbon declaration on psychology and 
global health 

2020 Global Psychology Alliance formation
2020 Division of Counselling Psychology 

working group on climate change 
published two documents and has 
online resources

2020  Steering Group on the Climate and 
Environmental crisis established. 

This sample of the work of the Society shows 
something of the range of activities that 
have been undertaken by different sections 
and individuals, but a major problem was 
that none of it was joined up – there was 
no system! I talked about this when I wrote 
a paper in Clinical Psychology Forum entitled 
Climate Change and refocusing clinical 
psychology (Wainwright, 2009) and noted 
the lack of attention to this topic in clinical 
psychology despite there being a large body of 
evidence and practice (Matthies, 2008). There 
has never been a network within the Society 
concerned with Environmental Psychology, 
despite it being an established discipline with 
world-wide membership and expertise. The 
American Psychological Association has one as 

https://www.bps.org.uk/who-we-are/ethics-committee/cec-workstream
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-22/edition-2/roots-and-branches-environmental-psychology
https://www.bps.org.uk/division-occupational-psychology/going-green
https://www.bps.org.uk/division-occupational-psychology/going-green
https://www.psychologyandglobalhealth.org/
https://www.apa.org/international/networks/global-psychology-alliance
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Member%20Networks/Divisions/DCoP/Climate%20Change%20-%20Useful%20Reading.pdf
https://www.apadivisions.org/division-34/index?_ga=2.216779606.1907117950.1629193240-1955793180.1628074065
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does the International Association of Applied 
Psychology Division 4 and its associated Journal 
of Environmental Psychology. 

It is hoped that one of the outcomes of 
the review that the Society is currently under-
taking will lead to the establishment of a new 
network of environmental psychology that can 
get all the various strands of work supported 
and energised.

Part 4 
The future
Sadly, the evidence is clearly set out in the 
most recent IPCC report that we are destab-
lising all our planetary control systems and the 
changes are happening fast. We don’t know 
where the tipping points are, and the risks 
associated with them are considerable. The 
effects of this destablisation have been obvious 
for years if you had been paying attention, and 
now it is impossible pretty much to ignore it 
as it is all over the news. International collab-
oration, politics by any other name, is crucial 
here. It was noteworthy, that in 2019 the US 
and the UK were the best prepared nations 
to deal with a pandemic technically, yet have 
not done well. It would be generally agreed it 
was politics that played a part at least in others 
doing better than we did. We mustn’t make 
the same mistake about climate change. We 
need to engage with policy makers and poli-
ticians as well as through our workplaces and 

communities. One group that I think has 
some interesting ideas about this is Compas-
sion in Politics who have a small grant to work 
on changing the polical climate! For the BPS 
I am hopeful that we can form a section or 
division or whatever it gets called on Environ-
mental Psychology that will welcome applied 
psychologists from all areas of practice with an 
interest and commitment in this area. 

The ideas in this paper have drawn on 
authors and activists from my generation and 
earlier and these, among many others, have 
been inspiring. We are already witnessing 
new voices drawing on psychological ideas 
that look forwards to the future – bringing 
new ways of applying psychological ideas from 
diverse backgrounds and places is an exciting 
prospect. Some of these can be found in the 
other contributions to this special issue and it 
is wonderful to read them.

We need everyone from academics to activ-
ists involved. I hope anyone reading this gets 
involved too. 

Tony Wainwright is a clinical psychologist 
and the chair of the BPS steering group on 
the climate and environmental crisis. He is 
a past chair of the BPS Ethics Committee and 
a current member. He is also deputy academic 
lead on the Exeter University Doctorate in 
Clinical Psychology programme.
t.w.wainwright@exeter.ac.uk
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Transposing stories of birthing something 
new; psychologists as activists in the 
pregnant pause before COP26
Rebecca Johnson

This article describes Extinction Rebellion (XR) Psychologists’ project in which the metaphor of pregnancy 
and birth is used to articulate emotions associated with efforts to birth and subsequently sustain a new era of 
post-growth values for planetary health and habitability.

Introduction 
Mass movements and social change

EXTINCTION REBELLION (XR) was 
founded predominantly by academics 
who were influenced by their own and 

others’ study of the drivers of social change, 
in particular the work of Professor Erica 
Chenoweth (e.g. Chenoweth & Stephan 2011). 
XR is a highly organised, politically unaligned 
movement using non-violent civil disobedi-
ence in an attempt to halt mass extinction and 
minimise the risk of social collapse due to the 
Climate & Ecological Emergency (CEE). 

It is based on a holacratic, non-hierarchical, 

decentralised and efficient self-organising 
structure with unifying principles and values. 
As an emerging global movement lessons 
(‘mistakes’) have been learned along the way, 
which are absorbed into the in-built reflec-
tive cycles, leading to further iterations of the 
movement’s strategy. 

XR’s three demands are that governments 
and media tell the truth about the scale and 
causes of the crisis; that they act immediately 
to mitigate the effects of the crisis; and that 
the systems of decision making are overhauled 
and aligned with the task at hand (e.g. Citi-

https://xrpsychologists.co.uk/background-trimesters-project/
https://extinctionrebellion.uk
https://extinctionrebellion.uk
https://www.ericachenoweth.com/research/wcrw
https://www.ericachenoweth.com/research/wcrw
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holacracy
https://extinctionrebellion.uk/the-truth/about-us/
https://extinctionrebellion.uk/the-truth/the-emergency/
https://extinctionrebellion.uk/go-beyond-politics/citizens-assembly/
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zen’s Assemblies). It is a responsive, growing 
and fluid movement. 

Individuals talk about ‘awakening’ to the 
scale of the crisis, which motivates them to 
contemplate unpopular, deliberately disrup-
tive, sometimes criminal (yet non-violent) 
behaviour. XR has experienced external crit-
icism and internal tensions and splits, both of 
which it is committed to working to address in 
an ongoing, iterative process. 

Despite this more and more law abiding, 
upstanding professionals are overcoming their 
ambivalence about the movement, and find 
themselves wondering how they came to be 
considering, seriously considering, deliber-
ately provoking arrest by the police. Often 
the motivation is described as stemming from 
despair at the lack of progress using tradi-
tional methods and from the thoughts of 
looking into the eyes of the children they love 
at some point in the future and feebly saying  
‘I thought someone else would do something’. 

XR Psychologists
With a couple of notable exceptions (e.g. 
Jones, 2020), psychologists are generally reluc-
tant to deliberately provoke the machinery of 
their NHS employees and governing bodies, 
risking their jobs and professional registra-
tion. However it is clear there are multiple 
roles for psychologists in an unprecedented 
existential crisis which will result in all the 
risk factors for trauma, as well as paralysing 
emotional overwhelm in the present. In 2019–
2021 psychologists of various persuasions (e.g. 
clinical, educational, counselling, academic) 
coalesced to form XR Psychologists.  

XR Psychologists sits within the Professions 
and Skills Circle of XR Communities Groups, 
alongside doctors, farmers, plumbers, lawyers, 
and carpenters, etc. Finding similarly motivated 
psychologists has been described by group 
members as a ‘huge relief’. During the April 
2020 Rebellion a workshop was delivered by 
XR Psychologists, and the first (non-arrestable) 
action took place in September 2020, in Parlia-
ment Square, London. This was a mime-based 
performance designed to reflect the need 

1 The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is the United Nations body for assessing the science related to climate change.

to acknowledge feelings in order to become 
active in response to the crisis.

This paper describes a project that evolved 
during the second period of Covid-19 restric-
tions, (‘lockdown’) in the UK (from December 
2020–July 2021). 

The lead up to COP26
Delegates from 197 nations who signed the 
United Nations (UN) Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which 
came into force in 1994, and the more recent 
UN Paris Climate Agreement in 2015, are 
called ‘Parties to the Convention’. They will 
come to Glasgow in November 2021 to track 
progress on targets and discuss solutions to the 
global climate crisis at the delayed 26th annual 
Conference of the Parties (COP26). 

This COP feels different to the 25 gath-
erings that have preceded it. There has been 
a discernible increase in exposure in the 
media in the wake of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)1 reports 
(2018, 2021); emergent youth and social 
justice movements; the breadth and scale 
of climate protests; and the frequency and 
extremity of extreme weather and heat-related 
events (tangibly demonstrating that the crisis 
is a clear and present danger). In this liminal 
moment in (deep) time, the time to pivot our 
way of organising human life on earth into 
a sustainable model really is now. 

‘The decisions at this COP will decide the quality 
of life for every living thing on this planet for the 
next century‘ (and beyond…?)

Christiana Figueres

We therefore wanted to add our weight, to 
be supportive of the challenges that this gath-
ering of world leaders faces in bringing to 
birth something new, shared and transform-
ative. 

Taking advantage of the timeframe leading 
up to COP26, with a little over nine months 
to go, the metaphor of a human pregnancy 
arose. 

https://extinctionrebellion.uk/go-beyond-politics/citizens-assembly/
https://extinctionrebellion.uk/act-now/resources/communities/community-groups/
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Conception event
In February 2021 therefore, we held a successful 
online ‘conception’ event in collaboration 
with individuals from different walks of life 
who were concerned about the climate, whom 
we knew from our personal and professional 
networks. We tried to include a diverse range 
of voices, for example inviting project workers 
from charities such as ‘Not One More’. The 
aim was to bring together different energies 
and creative forces and ‘conceive’ of an action 
to be undertaken in the build up to COP. 

We introduced some of XR’s core prin-
ciples and values, looked at ten actions 
from ‘The Future we Choose’ (Figueres & 
Rivett-Carnac, 2020), and took inspiration 
from writers and activists such as Wangari 
Maathai, Mary Robinson, Sharon Blackie 
(2016), Greta Thunberg, Joanna Macy and 
others. We acknowledged a desire for a shift 
towards the integration of feminine leader-
ship styles with masculine leadership styles. We 
were also inspired by the scientific discovery of 
cellular level collaboration during conception, 
which debunks the myth of fastest, most pene-
trating sperm wins (Christie-Sands, 2019).

Lots of ideas were generated at the event. 
The one that gathered momentum was the 
idea of listening to each other and sharing 
human stories. A community writing project 
was envisioned, involving inviting and trans-
posing stories of conception, pregnancy 
and birth to read as if a new era, with values 
that underpin sustainable habitation and 
co-existence on earth, is being conceived and 
nurtured, rather than a human baby. 

Invitation 
Once we piloted the process of contributing 
and transforming stories we felt this project 
could be as powerful as disruptive actions 
and dramatic performances on the streets. 
We created invitations, which were shared, 
personally and on social media. We invited 
women and men to create a piece of prose 
or poetry or an image reflecting their own 
experiences, or those of someone close to 
them, of: wondering about whether to have 
a child; the decision to try or not to try; the 

process of trying to conceive; finding out 
about a confirmed pregnancy; finding out 
that conception has not taken place; loss and 
divergence from a hoped for path; changing 
emotions during pregnancy; birth and the 
early weeks of meeting the baby (if this was 
part of the experience). 

We acknowledged consciously risking that 
we may provoke difficult feelings in both our 
contributors and readers of the end stories. We 
encouraged anyone for whom the invitation 
evoked strong, powerful emotions, who felt 
they needed to, to seek out someone to support 
them, such as a trusted friend or confidante. It 
seemed important not to shy away from the fact 
that the topics of the CEE and pregnancy & 
childbirth are both emotionally powerful and 
potentially enormously challenging, as well as 
full of potential, hope, and joy.

From the beginning it was clear that the 
invitation was an action in its own right. People 
reading the invitation might feel provoked into 
thinking about the climate crisis in a different 
way. People contributing to the project and 
readers of the output could have a thought 
and emotion provoking experience.

Transposition 
So far 21 stories, poetry and pieces of art have 
been received, from 15 women and 3 men, 
from as far afield as Northwest America and 
Australia. Each contributor was sent a thank-you 
e-card and a personal message, conveying our 
enormous gratitude and respect. 

The transposition was a learning process, 
involving trial and error and trust in the ‘femi-
nine’ principles of intuition, subjectivity, flow, 
trust in the process, and a deep (embodied) 
‘knowing’. General principles were converting 
‘I’ to ‘we; transforming terminology specific to 
the context of human birth, retaining meaning 
if not words e.g. replacing ‘doctor’ with ‘scien-
tist’; ‘childless’ with ‘lone’; ‘tests’, ‘scans’, 
‘x-rays’ with ‘analysis’, ‘research papers’, ‘high 
profile reports’. 

In most cases it was necessary to change 
only a few words to reposition the context. 
Figures 1–3 show the transposed and orig-
inal versions of extracts from three illustrative 

https://not1more.org/
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contributions. For the full set of transposed 
stories visit https://xrpsychologists.co.uk/
contributions-trimesters-project/.

Once transformed the draft stories were 
shared back with each contributor, with an 
invitation for further collaboration. Prefer-
ences around attribution or anonymity were 
noted and edits suggested by the contributors 
incorporated into the final versions. 

The range of experiences shared included: 

conceiving when a parent has disability; 
life-threatening condition at birth; infertility; 
IVF; loss; unplanned pregnancy; planned 
pregnancy; current and historical pregnan-
cies; choosing not to conceive (because of the 
CEE); not being able to conceive.

The majority of contributors seemed to 
feel moved by the experience of giving of 
themselves and having their words presented 
back to them. 

My story 

Original 

At 28 I met my partner. The love 
of my life. I feel secure, safe and 
joyful with him in my life. He has 
long wanted children and often 
talks about 'our future children’.  

I could see myself having children 
with him in a different world. A 
world where clean air, water, food 
resources and a habitable biosphere 
were guaranteed. I could 
potentially be pregnant now if that 
were the case. 

Transposed 

At 28 I met my partner. The love 
of my life. I feel secure, safe and 
joyful with him in my life. He has 
long wanted to strive for a new 
world and often talks about 'our 
fair and just future’. 
I could see myself building towards 
a different world with him. A 
world where clean air, water, food 
resources and a habitable biosphere 
were guaranteed. I could 
potentially start to hope for that 
now. 

1 

001 

Figure 1: Before and after: ‘My Story’ (001) 

The clock is ticking (excerpt)

Original 
Alienated from the maternal mainstream 
Planning to be a mother, but maybe only 
an “Other” 

Taking time, time, so much time 
Months, mostly years for some 
A multitude of appointments 
Seeing one, seeing another, through the 
conveyor 
Tests, scans, x-rays 

How does one become a mother, not an 
Other? 
Drugs are prescribed  
Administered every morning 

Transposed 

Alienated from the mainstream 
Yearning to become an earth mother, 
Resisting the seduction of becoming a 
mindless “Other” 
Taking time, time, so much time 
Months, mostly years for some. 
A multitude of articles 
Reading one, reading another, through 
the conveyor 
Analysis, research papers, high profile 
reports 
How does one become an earth mother, 
not a mindless other? 
Measures are prescribed 
Discussed daily 

2 

016 

Figure 2: Before and after: ‘The Clock is Ticking’ (016) excerpt
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‘Thank you for transforming my words. It has 
been deeply moving to reread my words, almost 
overwhelming, thank you.’ (003)

‘It is really great, works so well!  Thanks for 
including it’. (013)

‘That is really lovely thank you – I really find 
it amazing this echoing between my experiences 
and what has been going on around us – and 
my unawareness of it in my early life – which 
mirrors my inability to see what was going on 
inside me – and then by turning to plural - that 
is the key – we all bring our experiences and 
once we start to understand “what’s going on” - 
thank you Marvin Gaye – we can start to heal 
– together. Love it... hope the project continues 

well and once again thanks for giving me the 
opportunity to be listened to’ (019)

‘I think that’s fantastic!! So cleverly done – 
adjusting the words but still retaining the orig-
inal meaning – it is very powerful’ (0015/16)

First trimester
We invited all contributors to another online 
event at the end of the ‘first trimester’, in May 
2021, attended by XR Psychologists, our orig-
inal collaborators and some contributors. In 
keeping with the end of the first trimester of 
a pregnancy the themes were: starting to show; 
starting to tell ‘friends and family’; thinking 
about making it public! 

Co-produced ideas for the next steps were 

Figure 3: Before and after: ‘The Dance with Hope’ (009) full story

Original 

My conception story is one of longing, 
Of yearning,  
Of turning tears into heartfelt smiles 
So we don’t drown. 

It is a story of hope. 

Every day we hold hope in our love 
Hold breath 
Until blood arrives 
Each month  

And we hold each other, 
Weeping, 
Turn backs to hope  
In the cold moonlight. 

Then, a few days pass  
And we tentatively pick up hope’s soft hand again. 

She smiles, puts on her boots, 
Knocks down doors, 
And shows me pictures of the future I want 
In the galleries of my mind.  

Gradually, I have learned to trust her, 
To take my place and yield, 
Setting things up and making space,  
Not breaking myself in ragged pursuit. 

Transposed 

My story is one of longing, 
Of yearning,  
Of turning tears into heartfelt smiles 
So we don’t drown. 

It is a story of hope. 

Every day we hold hope in our love 
Hold breath 
Until setbacks arise 
Each time  

And we hold each other, 
Weeping, 
Turn backs to hope  
In the cold moonlight. 

Then, a few days pass  
And we tentatively pick up hope’s soft hand again. 

She smiles, puts on her boots, 
Knocks down doors, 
And shows me pictures of the future I want 
In the galleries of my mind.  

Gradually, I have learned to trust her, 
To take my place and yield, 
Setting things up and making space,  
Not breaking myself in ragged pursuit. 

3 

009 The Dance with Hope 



Clinical Psychology Forum 346 – October 2021 97

Transposing stories of birthing something new; psychologists as activists in the pregnant pause before COP26

generated, including designing a banner 
for use at face to face events; compiling an 
anthology; podcasts; engaging with main-
stream media or local news channels.

Second and third trimesters
In preparation for wider sharing, once the 
contributions had been developed into 
webpages we re-connected with contributors 
to offer them a preview of their story and 
a further opportunity to revise their consent. 
The contributions were then featured via social 
media at a rate of two per week during the 
‘third trimester’ (September to November). 
Comments were invited, and at the time of 
writing audio versions were being recorded. 
The project is ongoing. 

The hope is that as COP26 approaches  
these thought provoking stories about the 
fragility of conceiving of something new, 
precarious, life-changing and potentially 
wonderful, may stir in the reader the possi-
bility of articulating similarly intense emotions 
about the necessary scale of change (hope, 
fear, loss, fragility, joy, possibility) that can 
often seem impossible to describe and totally 
overwhelming. 

Discussion/reflections
Activism, defined as the use of direct and notice-
able action to achieve a result (Cambridge 
Dictionary, 2021), can take many forms. XR 
aims to be disruptive but there are many ways 
to do this. We hope that the transformation 
and sharing of personal stories linking two 
potentially powerful topics engages the reader 
at an emotional level, and that this will disrupt 
our natural tendency to intellectualise the 
challenge that is the CEE. 

The rawness of emotion conveyed in almost 
all the stories highlights humans’ capacity 
to bear and articulate even the most intense 
emotions. The CEE poses a threat so vast 
and existential that the emotional burden of 
daring to look at it is almost intolerable. There 
have been numerous descriptions of psycho-
logical explanations for this phenomena (for 
example Marshall, 2015; Weintrobe, 2012, 
2021). 

We hoped that by transposing narratives 
relating to hopes, fears and loss around human 
birth we would in some small way contribute 
to articulating (and by so doing to process 
and move through) our paralysing emotional 
overwhelm. 

Another form of activism has been coined 
by Chalquist (2021) as ‘enchantivism’. 

‘Enchantivism describes the many ways we make 
lasting change by telling reenchanting stories 
about our relations with ourselves, each other, or 
our ailing but still-beautiful planet; sharing our 
reflections and inviting others’ on the relevance 
of these stories; and then letting the stories impel 
creative and thoughtful responses to how things 
are.’ (Chalquist, 2021, Para 10)

Lederach, cited by Knight (2020), describes 
the need for a new moral imagination from 
which the change we need must spring: 

‘The wellspring lies in our moral imagination 
which I will define as the capacity to imagine 
something rooted in the challenges of the real 
world yet capable of giving birth to that which 
does not yet exist.’ (Knight, 2020, p.9)

In understanding the power of stories to 
generate large scale change we can also draw 
on the idea that reality is constructed through 
social interaction, and can therefore surely be 
deconstructed and rebuilt anew. 

‘From a social constructionist perspective, the 
ways in which we understand the world and 
ourselves are built up through social processes, 
especially through linguistic interactions, and so 
there is nothing fixed or necessary about them; 
they are the products of particular cultural and 
historical contexts.’ (Lyons & Coyle, 2016, 
p.16)

The context of an era defined by the CEE 
demands a new operating framework for being 
human. If there is ‘nothing fixed’ about our 
understanding of the world then does the way 
to create change not also come about through 
our social processes, ‘especially our linguistic 

https://xrpsychologists.co.uk/contributions-trimesters-project/
https://chalquist.com/writings/enchantivism-transmutation-inspiration/
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interactions’; our ability to communicate 
with one another at a heart-felt, emotionally 
connected level? As if our lives depended 
upon it. Knight (2020) argues that the use of 
logic and evidence is of little use. 

‘We need to enter the realm of creativity and 
wonder.... …Poetry helps because it ‘pushes us 
to the edge of words and beyond the limits of 
boundaries’. (Knight, 2020, p.9) 

In this project we borrowed capacity to artic-
ulate our individual, personal (ideographic) 
stories to make a bridge to and drive change 
at the collective (nomothetic) experiential 
level. Perhaps this will play a small part in the 
‘shift in consciousness’; a strand of ‘The Great 
Turning’ (Macy & Johnstone, 2012), one of 
three stories of our time along with ‘Business 
as usual’ and ‘The Great Unravelling’. 

Reflections on the process  
It has been interesting to notice ways in which 
the sought for paradigm shift has manifested 
itself within the leadership of this project. 
There has been a move away from leader-
ship values that have traditionally been seen 
as ‘masculine’, such as having a plan with 
objectives and sought-after outcomes and 
a road map for getting there, towards valuing 
principles associated with ‘feminine’ energy, 
such as: intuition; collaboration; tolerating 
not knowing how the process was going to 
go; feeling our way through it; receiving and 
responding; organic evolving and emergence, 
trusting each other and the process (Conte, 
2021). 

Macy and Johnstone (2012, p.206) argue 
the question ‘through whom does this project 
want to act?’ opens us to a more collaborative 
view. Then we can ‘think of ourselves as part 
of a team recruited by a vision that wants to 
happen. This project ‘wanted to happen’. 

Conclusion and next steps
This article demonstrates some of the deep 
ways in which psychologists can play a role in 
the mass mobilisation of collective energy to 
consciously respond to the rapidly changing 
world.  

‘There is so much work to be done. Women 
are called to light the way through the dark-
ness of unconscious greed, separation, hate and 
violence. We are needed to midwife the birth of 
a new world that honors All of Life.’ (Conte, 
2021, para. 6)

From the early 2000s it was clear to anyone 
who dared to look at it properly that climate 
change was a reality not to be ignored. But 
‘daring to look properly’ must inevitably evoke 
an emotional reaction. There are many indi-
viduals, projects and groups attempting to 
engage with and support our faculty to engage 
with the psychological responses to the crisis.  
In some small way we hope to have contrib-
uted to this effort. We see this as ‘putting 
our weight behind the future we want to see’ 
(Macy & Johnstone, 2012).

We do not know what will happen next. 
Will anyone read the transposed stories? How 
might they be affected? What might be the 
ripple effects? What actions might need to 
happen through you? What might you, and 
other psychologists like you, give to the emer-
gency that you have not given before? 

Dr Rebecca Johnson
Consultant Clinical Psychologist
University Hospitals Birmingham NHS Foun-
dation Trust
rebecca.johnson@uhb.nhs.uk

http://www.sophia-leadership.com/new-index
mailto:rebecca.johnson@uhb.nhs.uk
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Code red: Climate heating is a safeguarding 
issue 
Khadija Rouf 

We are not in usual times, so this is not a usual journal article.
Climate heating is a safeguarding issue,
The most vulnerable in our societies will be most at risk from climate disaster,
But ultimately if we do not act now, then no-one escapes,
We are no longer in the abstract.

Here we are...

EIGHTEEN months of global pandemic 
is teaching us vital lessons. It teaches the 
importance of compassionate leadership; 

the importance of which lens is used to make 
decisions. We see the devastation of misinfor-
mation, the catastrophe of poor planning and 
failing to act quickly enough.

We see the importance of acting on 
good quality science and of having clear 
public communication. We see politicians at 
podiums, flanked by scientific advisors, giving 
advice and the rationale for that advice. When 
needed, that advice became law.

We see the worst and the best of humanity. 
Previous inequalities have been amplified. Priv-
ilege and panic lead to hoarding of resources 
and self-protection. 

But we also see the fruits of collective efforts, 
what happens when investment is made towards 
seeking solutions. We see compassionate activism. 
We have seen an incredible response from health, 
social care, education, and keyworkers who have 
kept our communities as connected as possible 
in such challenging times. 

As humanity navigates complicated waters, 
we now have vaccinations.    
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The best of humanity and collective effort 
is now needed to save the planet which gives us 
life. We are in Code Red (IPCC 2021). 

Mapping...
The natural response to trauma is to want to 
turn away, pretend it’s not happening, to deny. 
It is human. Psychologists often help people to 
face into the feared, the avoided. Professionals 
who are dedicated to human health and well-
being have a duty to act, enshrined in ethical 
codes.

As we stare across our maps, there is glaring 
evidence that climate disasters are happening 
more (UNDRR and CRED 2020, Oxfam 2021, 
IPCC 2021)...

Glaring evidence that these events hit the 
most vulnerable hardest (UNDRR and CRED 
2020, Oxfam 2021)...

Glaring evidence that these disasters ampli-
fying economic inequalities, with 20 million 
people a year forced from their homes due to 
climate change, and massive economic costs of 
climate damage (Oxfam 2021)...

Glaring evidence that extreme events are 
happening this summer – highly destruc-
tive flooding, fires, and heatwaves. All these 
events are linked to untold misery, destruction 
and deaths (Brimicombe, 2020; Carrington, 
2021)...

The IPPC report (2021) uses language such 
as ‘unequivocal’ to describe human influence 
on heating the atmosphere, our oceans, and 
lands. This heating is leading to dramatic dest-
abilisation and dysregulation in our weather. 
These changes are being felt everywhere, are 
happening now and are happening fast.  

How our leaders think, act, feel will deter-
mine our fates.

As yet, they have not done enough. 
The IPCC was set up in 1988 and Kyoto 

Protocol was 1997. We are realising that the 
targets are not strong enough and we have not 
acted quickly enough. We all have to act. 

The impact of inaction on mental 
health...
In 2018, a 15-year-old girl sits alone on the 
pavement outside Swedish parliament. 

What future do we hand on to our children 
and young people – our children, children 
in our wider families or our local and global 
communities?

Where are the leaders at podiums, flanked 
by scientists, saying that we are in an emergency 
now? Though the IPCC report has received 
media coverage, it has not had proportionate 
airtime and has had very little comment from 
some politicians. 

Young people’s concerns for their future 
are palpable. Eco anxiety is an understandable 
and proportionate response to concerns for 
the environment – though it is unclear how 
many people are impacted and more needs to 
be done to make it visible (Ingle & Mikulewicz, 
2019). Those who are most globally marginal-
ised and vulnerable are likely to be the worst 
impacted by climate crisis, making it an issue 
of social as well as environmental justice (Ingle 
& Mikulewicz; Rouf & Wainwright 2019).

In 2019, millions of young people go on 
strike for the climate. With no vote, they move 
to compassionate activism.

Safeguarding and safety...
It should be clear that climate crisis is 
a safeguarding issue. Formal safeguarding of 
children and vulnerable people is meant to 
protect them from harm, exploitation, and 
abuse. There is now recognition that the 
contexts exert huge influence on us all; vulner-
abilities can be amplified by our contexts. Safe-
guarding is now also widened – going further 
than the absence of harm, but striving for well-
being, issues of human rights and for health.

Health is ‘a state of complete physical, mental 
and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of 
disease or infirmity.’ WHO 2006 (p.1) and mental 
health is a ‘... state of wellbeing in which every indi-
vidual realises his or her own potential, can cope with 
the normal stresses of life, can work productively and 
fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to her or 
his community.’ (WHO, 2001)

The United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC 1989) makes 
a clear commitment to children’s rights to 
be safe; to life, survival, and development; to 
health, food, water and environment; to be 
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with their families. All these rights are threat-
ened by climate crises. Like the impacts of war, 
ravaged environments threaten harvests, bring 
disease, force people to migrate if they can, 
make orphans of children. 

The climate crisis is a children’s rights 
crisis, with approximately one billion children 
at extremely high risk of suffering the impacts 
of climate instability and crisis (UNICEF, 
2021). These impacts include increased risks 
of respiratory disease due to air pollution; 
flooding and associated waterborne diseases; 
drought; food insecurity; forced migration 
and destruction of infrastructures. These chal-
lenges and shocks can expose children, fami-
lies and the vulnerable to conflict, exploitation, 
increased risk of trafficking and human rights 
abuses.

We talk to young people about online 
safety, about drug awareness, about how to 
cross the road safely. We raise awareness of 
climate change in education, but it is not 
considered part of ‘keeping children safe’.

Don’t we also need to talk to them about 
how to protect the environment and miti-
gate against the worst impacts of climate 
crisis? How developed are emergency plans 
around flooding, freezing and wildfires? Are 
we thinking enough about the invisible killer 
of air pollution? Or taking seriously enough 
periods of heatwave? 

Locally, in our communities, are we 
talking about how to adequately prepare? For 
instance, quietly, when the heat rises, people 
die in their hundreds, sometimes in their 
thousands (Brimicombe, 2020) with the very 
young, older people and those with under-
lying health issues being most at risk. These 
stories do not often make the news... 

These questions need to be seriously 
addressed by our leaders and decision-makers 
(Wentworth, 2021). 

In the wake of the pandemic, we have 
a chance to change our society and our 
cultures – how we live, work, travel. We have 
a chance of cleaner air and clearer roads. 

We can work to prevent a worsening of 
climate change. 

We can plan and prepare better for the 

events which are here. But to work together 
on this, we have to pay attention to climate 
dysregulation and centralise it into our lives, 
because this is a ‘today’ problem. It is a ‘now’ 
problem.

The pandemic has taught us lessons about 
how society can change rapidly and be forced 
to adapt. It gives us a chance to reimagine our 
systems and it is a chance which must not be 
lost.

Trust...
One of the immediate challenges of the 
pandemic, and throughout, has been how to 
communicate, to stay connected with each 
other. Trusting relationships and connection 
are key to safety culture. It is through collec-
tive efforts that we will be able to act to prevent 
catastrophe. It is clear, compassionate lead-
ership that can catalyse the kind of efforts 
needed to act now.  

It is clear that there are vested interests 
in not changing. We also need to recognise 
these efforts to protect the status quo. They 
involve denial, delay, disguised compliance, 
gaslighting, shaming and silencing. They 
involve deliberate efforts to hide links between 
events, to confuse, to fog, to suppress those 
who speak out. To other them.

It is important to recognise these dynamics 
and to persist in lobbying for change. Because 
we cannot wait. Could safeguarding the local 
environment be on the agenda of every 
meeting? Is there a green policy in your area? 
Is nature used as part of the therapeutic offer 
to clients? What does your organisation do 
to reduce carbon, reduce single use plastics, 
reduce travel and engage the public in these 
efforts too? What are the hopeful changes 
already being made? What are the good news 
stories upon which momentum can build?...

And if we do nothing...
We risk it all. 

Abstractions on paper become lived expe-
rience. Threats to food security translate to 
starvation as plants are not pollinated, or crops 
drown or they scorch and wither.

These events cause deaths. People try to 
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escape, they are displaced. Communities frac-
ture, kids can’t go to school, older people 
cannot get away. Civil society breaks down, 
citizens are abandoned to their fates as infra-
structures are overwhelmed. 

So we have to act now.
And we need to ensure we hold hope and 

kindness, as vital elemental forces which moti-
vate compassionate activism.

The role of citizen psychologists...
We are citizens, who along with other citi-
zens can help play our part in trying to avert 
climate crisis. It should not just be left to 
children and young people to sacrifice days 
at school to get us to hear the alarms that are 
going off all around us. 

Ruiz and Bruner (2018) have written about 
the role that psychologists can play in sustained 
engagement with communities to improve the 

lives of all – their focus being on children and 
young adults in education and at college. 

We need to increase the definitions of what 
is considered as safeguarding – all commu-
nities will become vulnerable, and the most 
disadvantaged will suffer the worst...

If we say this climate crisis is a safeguarding 
issue, then we have a duty to act...

We cannot wait any longer.

Dr Khadija Rouf, Consultant Clinical Psycholo-
gist, Complex PTSD Service, Northampton-
shire NHS Foundation Trust. Current Chair 
of the Safeguarding Advisory Group, British 
Psychological Society.

The views expressed in this article are her own but 
expressed as part of her personal and professional 
duty. 
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How can our community psychology values 
and experience inform our response to the 
climate emergency?
Carl Harris & Sally Zlotowitz 

With thanks to the contributors to the BPS Covid-19 Community Action & Resilience Working Group*

WE are writing this as two community 
psychologists applying the values 
of community psychology to issues 

which confront us as both practitioners and 
citizens, in this case the climate emergency. 
Community psychology aims to understand 
individuals in their context. Bronfenbren-
ner’s model of nested systems allows us to see 
people and communities in the context of 
their wider social structures including polit-
ical processes, cultural perspectives and the 
modes of employment within which people 
recreate themselves and their relations. There 
are different ways of describing the values of 
community psychology. For instance, Orford 
(2008) refers to empowerment, liberation and 

social justice, while Kagan et al. (2011) refer 
to social justice, stewardship and community. 

As community psychologists we hold the 
relationship between the person and the envi-
ronment as central to our thinking. We also 
recognise that human beings and the ways 
that we think, feel and behave are histori-
cally, culturally and socially situated. And as 
critical psychologists we also recognise that 
people’s perspectives will be influenced by 
the interests which are best served by the 
maintenance of the status quo. For example, 
the impact of global heating through burning 
fossil fuels and meat production has been 
well-known for some time but these effects 
have been obscured by a range of strategies 
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set out by those who seek to maintain power 
by presenting a picture of equivocal evidence 
and creating confusion.

We are also both climate activists. Carl has 
offered psychological support to XR climate 
activists and is part of the Climate Psychology 
Alliance. Sally has long been involved in the 
climate movement through political activism, 
many years ago helping set up the youth 
section of the Green Party. 

Community Action & Resilience 
We recently acted as Co-Chairs of the British 
Psychological Society’s (BPS) Community 
Action & Resilience (CAR) working group 
– which was one of several BPS working 
groups that formed rapidly in response to 
the Covid-19 pandemic (see here for the BPS 
Covid-19 response and resources). Co-chairing 
this workstream meant that we had the oppor-
tunity to learn from community psychologists, 
social psychologists, health psychologists, 
clinical psychologists and psychologists from 
academic and applied contexts, as well as 
directly from community activists and groups. 
We consciously worked to develop ‘commu-
nity’ between the group members during the 
process and to recognise the resource implica-
tions of participation for different groups. For 
instance we recompensed an advocacy group 
for the personal digital data they had had to 
use in order to contribute to our work.  We 
co-created a hub of CAR resources that are 
relevant to psychologists and can be accessed 
via the BPS website here.

In our CAR working group statement 
(found here on the BPS website) we set out 
our intentions and hopes, which included:

‘The CAR group has been set up to develop 
the relationship between psychology and commu-
nity resilience and action during the pandemic. 
What we learn from the pandemic will stand us 
in good stead to move towards really relevant 
applied psychological practices, especially in the 
wider context of growing inequalities and the 
climate change emergency.’

Reflections on what we learnt that can be 
applied to addressing climate change

Communities responding to crises
Our work brought to life how communities 
and groups are often ‘first responders’ in emer-
gencies (see the work of Professor Stephen 
Reicher & John Drury. John was part of the 
CAR working group) (Drury et al., 2020). 
These informally established groups (e.g. 
mutual aid groups) moved more quickly than 
statutory agencies in the UK and elsewhere 
were able to provide a range of ‘services’, 
such as food delivery or medicine collection at 
a neighbourhood level. In this case, commu-
nity resilience is defined as:

‘communities and individuals harnessing local 
resources and expertise to help themselves in an 
emergency, in a way that complements the response 
of the emergency services. Community resilience 
should be understood as more than simply the 
absence of vulnerability; rather it is a process linking 
a network of adaptive capacities… to adaptation 
after a disturbance or adversity’ (BPS, 2020).

Consequently, the networks and connec-
tions of trust between different people in 
a community are essential to effective and far 
reaching responses after a crisis (Jetten et al., 
2021). For this reason, we believe there is an 
important role for community psychologists in 
supporting community resilience building as 
an active response to climate change. 

As part of our work we created a job 
description for a ‘Neighbourhood Commu-
nity Psychologist’ and some examples of how 
they might practice to facilitate community 
resilience and action. Ideas included sharing 
psychologically informed place-making and 
sense of community, designing inclusive partic-
ipatory neighbourhood democracy processes 
and supporting community-led research and 
evaluation. 

We also produced guidance on how to 
facilitate community resilience to respond to 
the consequences of Covid-19 (and can be 
found on the BPS website here). This guid-
ance could be applied to building climate 

https://www.bps.org.uk/coronavirus-resources
https://www.bps.org.uk/coronavirus-resources/community-action
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-%20Files/Community%20action%20and%20resilience%20in%20response%20to%20Covid-19.pdf
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-%20Files/Neighbourhood%20Community%20Psychologist.pdf
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-%20Files/Neighbourhood%20Community%20Psychologist.pdf
https://www.bps.org.uk/coronavirus-resources/professional/facilitating-community-resilience
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resistance. The guidance highlights the impor-
tance of communities working together to 
build collective efficacy and empowerment, 
which is crucial to creating social change. We 
learned from our social psychology colleagues 
the value of communicating an idea in 
a straightforward way and supporting people 
appropriately: so that people knew what to do 
and, particularly importantly, have the means 
necessary to do it.

This work also reminded us, however, that 
crises tend to replicate inequality, so that those 
who are marginalised are disadvantaged through 
the response to a crisis. Mutual Aid Groups 
are, for instance, most likely to appear among 
better-resourced groups and communities (Felici, 
2020). 

Communities responding to inequalities 
and unequal impacts
As part of the CAR working group, we had 
the opportunity to hear from marginalised 
groups, or those working with marginalised 
groups, and how they are responding to the 
pandemic, and trying to address inequalities 
such as digital exclusion, access to resources 
and information, access to safe spaces etc. 
We worked to amplify their voices and experi-
ences through our BPS platform, connections 
and relationships (also trying to make sure 
we weren’t simply ‘extracting’ their input and 
compensated those groups for their time and 
advocating on their behalf where we could). 
For example, the organisation Participa-
tion and Practice of Human Rights based in 
Northern Ireland jumped into action with a 
‘No One Left Behind’ campaign to prevent 
human rights abuses of marginalised commu-
nities during Covid-19. See an interview with 
their Director Dessie Donnelly in the CAR 
resource hub on the BPS website here. 

Similarly, we interviewed members of the 
VOICES network in Scotland, a British Red 
Cross advocacy group for refugees and asylum 
seekers, led by refugees and asylum seekers. 
They raised many issues about the challenges 
of Covid-19 on them, from the need for 
better, more culturally competent and acces-
sible mental health services to the struggle 

they had with lack of information and lack of 
safety (again see the full interview on the BPS 
website here). One refugee told us: 

‘If (psychologists) learn about our situation, let 
them imagine themselves without family, without 
a good house, without internet, without TV. 
They wouldn’t have a smartphone to listen to 
the first Minister every day what she’s saying.’

These lessons are relevant when we consider 
the climate crisis. The most disadvantaged 
people on the planet are already exposed to 
the impact of climate change. There are many 
groups who are fighting for their local region 
in community-based actions around the world 
but they are doing so with few protective legis-
lative frameworks and little political support 
on a global scale. These contextual factors 
make a huge difference to how easy it is for 
local actions to succeed and for people to 
express their humanity capacities.

Transforming psychological practice
In relation to this work around unequal 
impacts, we centred the following definition 
of community resilience in order to emphasise 
the social justice and inequalities orientation 
(as per the work of Professor Angie Hart and 
colleagues who coined this phrase):

‘Overcoming adversity, whilst also potentially 
changing, or even dramatically transforming, 
(aspects of) that adversity’ (Hart et al., 2016)

Whereas clinical psychology and psychiatric 
responses have a tendency to focus on miti-
gating the ‘mental health’, emotional impacts 
of, or theorised unconscious responses to, 
climate change (e.g. Coffey et al., 2021), the 
critical community psychology response should 
be about transforming the wider systemic and 
structural concerns of climate change that will 
exacerbate inequalities and lead to further dete-
rioration of both the material and psycholog-
ical experiences of marginalised communities 
(see also Adams, 2021). As critical community 
psychologists we are skeptical about the use of 
the term ‘ecoanxiety’. It is notable that it has 

https://www.bps.org.uk/coronavirus-resources/community-action/outputs
https://www.bps.org.uk/coronavirus-resources/community-action/outputs
https://www.bps.org.uk/coronavirus-resources/community-action/outputs
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been ‘allowed’ to develop as its own concept 
(outside of the usual mental health diagnostic 
system) perhaps because it derives from middle 
class concerns about climate change. Mean-
while, the equivalent environmentally induced 
stress of poverty as a term i.e. ‘poverty-anxiety’ 
has never been coined.

We believe when our psychological practice 
involves transforming adversity to promote 
collective resilience (for more examples of this 
practice see this page on the CAR resource 
hub) – then we can incorporate working 
towards economic systems change (the root 
cause of climate change) and promoting 
equity and justice. 

Incorporating critical community 
psychological practice
It is normal to feel uncertain in an unfamiliar 
situation. While it is normal to feel uncertain, 
however, we still need to find ways forward in 
responding to this situation collectively. As 
described, for some this clearly means using 
psychology, and transforming psychology, so 
that it can contribute to the human response 
required to the crisis. For others it might mean 
re-thinking their role as a psychologist and 
what they regard as the boundary between 
their personal and professional roles.

Fernandes-Jesus et al. (2020) describe three 
paths that community psychology has already 
and/or can contribute towards shaping the 
climate change agenda, which are: ‘decolo-
nising methodologies, fostering research and 
practice towards social justice, and looking at 
climate change through a lens of power.’  

In the UK community psychologists have 
focused on ecological issues, such as at the 
Plymouth Community Psychology Confer-
ence in 2010 and at community psychology 
conference in 2007 which produced The 
Birmingham Manifesto (2007). Section three 
of the manifesto refers to global warming.

‘3) Action on global warming/environment  
We believe that as psychologists we have 
a responsibility to contribute to government and 
community action to protect the environment. 

Ecological damage and climate change currently 
threaten continuing life on the planet. The imme-
diate consequences of global warming particularly 
threaten the poorest and least resourced people in the 
world (and those least responsible for the problem). 

As psychologists, we should be contributing our 
knowledge and skills to support and help to 
progress the work of environmental scientists, 
campaigners and activists in areas such as 
energy stewardship, investment in public trans-
port and encouraging sustainable consumption. 

Psychological theory and practice can help to: 
 ■ Understand and counter processes of denial 
 ■ Expose and critique powerful vested interests 
 ■ Understand processes of participation, 

persuasion and decision making 
 ■ Encourage and enable people to work together 

toward sustainable futures. 

If we are to survive and thrive, people and soci-
eties need to make change happen: as psycholo-
gists, we must play our part.’ (Birmingham 
Manifesto, 2007)

It may be, however, that only a few practi-
tioners have been able to incorporate ecolog-
ical issues into their everyday employment; 
for many it still remains voluntary and 
personal activism or projects. Critical commu-
nity psychologists, Mark Burton and Carolyn 
Kagan, with colleagues and community 
members in Manchester have been part of 
a group developing ‘steady state Manchester’ – 
an alternative economic framework called the 
‘viable economy’ that advocates for ‘degrowth’ 
and how to apply this at a city level (see Steady 
State Manchester’s publication here: Viable 
Greater Manchester: Policies for a Socially Just 
& Ecologically Safe City Region, 2021).

Although not directly referring to climate 
change, when we collectively acted as ‘Psycholo-
gists Against Austerity’ back in 2015 and now 
as Psychologists for Social Change (PSC), we 
are pushing for alternative economic systems 
that prioritise our natural world and the 
health and wellbeing of all beings. Many activ-
ists within PSC are inspired by new economic 

https://www.bps.org.uk/coronavirus-resources/community-action/community-psychology-practice
https://steadystatemanchester.net/about/
https://steadystatemanchester.files.wordpress.com/2021/03/policies-for-the-city-region-2021-v2-1.pdf
https://steadystatemanchester.files.wordpress.com/2021/03/policies-for-the-city-region-2021-v2-1.pdf
https://steadystatemanchester.files.wordpress.com/2021/03/policies-for-the-city-region-2021-v2-1.pdf
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thinkers such as the economist Kate Raworth.
Kate Raworth (2017) asks us to consider 

the limits of our resource use. She argues that 
while a certain level of resource is required to 
allow human beings to live in dignity and to 
exercise their human rights, there is a level 
of resource use which endangers all humans 
and the planet we live on. Growth cannot be 
sustained at current levels and the current 
distribution of wealth and power is detrimental 
to human and planetary wellbeing. Raworth 
has proposed a new approach called ‘doughnut 
economics’ which offers a framework to ensure 
we live healthily within planetary boundaries 
(for a short overview see this video). These 
ideas are now being trialled and applied in the 
real world through the Doughtnut Economic 
Action Lab (see here), it is important that 
psychologists learn from these approaches and 
consider how we can best support.

Economics has to be socially and environ-
mentally contextualised rather than dependent 
on economic growth and the emphasis on GDP 
as a measure of economic ‘health’. This approach 
obscures the public costs of production (such as 
carbon emissions and reductions in biodiversity). 
Western psychological notions of the individual 
as an atomised entity, an individual managing 
their resource use as a de-contextualised 
consumer, provides the model complementary 
to the economic orthodoxy. 

The Make My City Fair (MMCF) initiative 
in Birmingham, UK, is based on the under-
standing that our wellbeing is related to the 
economic and social circumstances in which we 
live and work (Bridger et al., 2020). The initia-
tive looks at how the Austerity narrative is framed 
in order to rationalise social injustice and how 
the policy and its mental health impact can 
be better communicated. We got involved as 
a Birmingham Psychologsits for Social Change 
group and as academics and practitioners. We 
worked with others to bring together members 
of different agencies to share experiences of 
austerity and thereby combat the tendency to 
withdraw into silos that austerity promotes, read 
more in The Psychologist article here. This contrib-
utes to empowerment through collectivising 
those with shared experiences.

MMCF also works with Birmingham City 
Council to support their implementation of 
the Preston Model. The Preston Model is 
a Community Wealth Building programme 
which uses local authority procurement 
processes to promote purchasing with local 
suppliers. This has benefits to the local economy 
and reduces the extraction of local resources to 
the profits of multi-national corporations. 

Both authors are now involved in working 
on Community Wealth Building initiatives as 
we believe they are part of the solution to 
address issues of ecological and social justice 
at a city level and that there is a role for 
psychologists (see Zlotowitz & Burton, 2021; 
Zlotowitz & Lloyd, 2019).

However, in parallel to economics, psychology 
needs to be reframed, or decolonised. We can 
find instructive concepts from other parts of the 
world such as Buen Vivir (Gudyanas, 2011). Buen 
Viver the notion of ‘living well’ is a useful way of 
seeing our wellbeing health as deeply connected 
to the health of the ‘more than human’ world. 
Indeed, there is also so much more to consider 
that we can’t include in this short article about 
the spiritual context of these issues, for example, 
the path of contemporary animism and ‘The 
Work that Reconnects’ by eco activist and Budh-
hist, Joanna Macy.

Addressing these issues cannot be a job 
for psychology alone. We are, after all, likely 
to be pilloried as a group of experts and need 
to reach out beyond our profession to engage 
with the wider social change required but 
perhaps we can amplify the voices of those 
who are experiencing the impact of climate 
change now as we know that their stories may 
have the biggest impact.

We are also looking forward to hearing the 
voices of our colleagues in this special issue. 
We have so much to learn from each other 
and we can achieve so much more when we 
work together.

Carl Harris, independent community 
psychologist, Birmingham UK

Sally Zlotowitz, Clinical and Community 
Psychologist

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V7JJQVKI6ho
https://doughnuteconomics.org/
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/fairs-fair
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*Contributors to the BPS Covid-19 Commu-
nity Action & Resilience Working Group
Dr Carl Harris, Clinical & Community 
Psychologist, Birmingham
Dr Rebecca Graber, Senior Lecturer in 
Psychology, University of Brighton.
Prof John Drury, Professor of Social Psychology, 
University of Sussex.
Dr Sally Zlotowitz (she/her), Community and 
Clinical Psychologist. 
Cheryl Hunter, Trainee Clinical Psychologist.
Kerry Walker, Trainee Clinical Psychologist.
Juliet Young, Trainee Clinical Psychologist.
Dr Sue Northrop, Director, Dementia Friendly 
East Lothian CIC, Community Psychologist & 
Activist.
Prof Carolyn Kagan, Professor Emerita, 
Community Social Psychology, Manchester 
Metropolitan University.

Dr Anne Douglas, Consultant Clinical Psycholo-
gist, BPS Crisis, Disaster and Trauma Section.
Dr Rachel Morley, Clinical Psychologist.
Dr Carl Walker, Course leader, MA Commu-
nity Psychology, University of Brighton.
Dr Nicola Abbott, Lecturer, Institute of Educa-
tion.
Dr Suzanne Wilson, Research Fellow in Social 
Inclusion and Community Development, 
University of Central Lancashire.
Dr Emma O’Dwyer, Senior Lecturer in Polit-
ical Psychology, Kingston University.
Sanah Ahsan (she/they), Liberation & 
Community Psychologist, Trainee Clinical 
Psychologist.

And community activists including:
Dessie Donnelly, Participation and Practice of 
Human Rights
Maggie Gordon-Walker, Mothers Uncovered
VOICES network ambassadors, British Red Cross
Fiona Sharpe, Jewish Welfare Board
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IN CPF 332 August 2020 we had a section 
called ‘Tony and Annie offer a few books 
to consider…’. We focused mainly on 

non-fiction books, and so this time we decided 
to also include fiction and other art forms, as 
stories and poetry are such powerful ways of 
communicating.

As an introduction, however, there is 
an excellent book called The Great Derange-
ment (Ghosh, 2017, P.7, Kindle Edition) in 
which a writer describes the problems in 
producing good fiction about the climate 
crisis and he surveys the contemporary 
scene. He says: 

‘I have come to recognize that the challenges that 
climate change poses for the contemporary writer, 
although specific in some respects, are also prod-
ucts of something broader and older; that they 
derive ultimately from the grid of literary forms 
and conventions that came to shape the narra-
tive imagination in precisely that period when 

the accumulation of carbon in the atmosphere 
was rewriting the destiny of the earth.’ 

Ghosh makes the case for needing a new 
‘narrative imagination’ and the series of 
lectures in his book develops this theme. As 
he notes, there have been some important 
contributions to this important goal, and we 
would like to share with you some of our 
favourites. 

Poems 
There are many wonderful poems and 
anthologies to move our imagination towards 
new narratives of engagement, care and 
protection. Here are three examples. Alice 
Oswald is a nature writer in Devon, whose 
words seem to inhabit the very being of 
earth’s creatures. Vertigo was chosen by the 
Poet Laureate, Carol Ann Duffy, as the first 
in a series of poems to illuminate the climate 
crisis in 2015. From further afield, in the US, 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/lsereviewofbooks/2017/07/20/book-review-the-great-derangement-climate-change-and-the-unthinkable-by-amitav-ghosh/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/lsereviewofbooks/2017/07/20/book-review-the-great-derangement-climate-change-and-the-unthinkable-by-amitav-ghosh/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/may/11/vertigo-by-alice-oswald
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Jordan Sanchez’s poem Recreate. Reimagine. 
Restore. was chosen to mark World Envi-
ronment Day in 2021. And closer to home 
again, we reprint in full, with her permission, 
a challenging poem by psychologist Khadija 
Rouf, in which she expresses dismay at the 
economically privileged roots of environ-
mental harm. 

Dots
These giants of men, this privileged few...
- who talk and talk, have brought us to the 
brink
- who seem impatient for change, but remain 
in stasis
- tapping their mobiles, fingering their wallets
Buying up land as though they hold dominion...
What hubris is this? Time is money
Must go faster...For blessed be the profit 
Margin and the means of production -
as long as it is cheap, underpaid or free -
Splendid! Spiffing! Capital! Consumption-
But underneath the glitter of all this, we are 
sick...
Silently, things have disconnected...
Man, paragon, casting bad seeds on the earth 
- making the soil bear what it cannot bear
- the lines between dusk and dawn have blurred
-we lose the sense of consequence, know the 
days
but lose the seasons...like lotus eaters
insensate, drifting as the constellations
of scorch...of dust – of flood – of poisoned air - 
tap their warnings...only to be heard by the 
trees...
the bees – the seas – the whales who choke 
their mournful song – The end is coming
we don’t have long... Now we are sick 
with Consumption, coughing as our leafy lungs
collapse...thirsty as the stony riverbeds crack –
drowning as the Arctic weeps, Time is running –
we must not sleep, the world is burning –
for us to hear the code that’s tapping everywhere...
to join the dots in our imaginations...the 
composition
of stars - the quintessence of all things - 
is guttering in the filth    - and we will  all fall 
down... 
These giants of men... this privileged few -

bluster and fester - whilst reality now loudly 
knocks -
Time is running... Join the dots.

…---…

…---…

…---…

Khadija Rouf 

Fiction
An interview with Mumbai-based author Prayaag 
Akbar, about his climate fiction novel Leila, 
considers differences in how climate change is 
being experienced in the global south and north, 
and how this affects fiction and publishing. He 
says ‘What good fiction can achieve is to take 
us into a world where global warming is a crisis 
of just this urgency: a global disruptor. It makes 
us believe that we are living in a world where 
our callousness towards nature has taken people 
we loved, destroyed everything we hold normal. 
While we read that book we feel those exigencies 
as urgently as if we were living them. This is what 
scientific writing or even non-fiction reportage 
cannot do.’ 

Two different novels, both unforgettable, 
bring that future world to painful life. The 
earlier book, The Road (2006) by Cormack 
McCarthy, is set in the US; more recently The 
End We Start From (2017) by Megan Hunter 
begins in London. Both books are tender 
explorations of the future after an un-named 
catastrophe. They explore, respectively the 
relationship between a father and his son, 
and a mother and her newborn child, as refu-
gees whose worlds unravel; each focuses on 
the parent’s determination for their child to 
survive. Both books are dream-like yet vividly 
realistic, and both are suffused with love, grief 
and hope. 

Bewilderment by Richard Powers (2021) is 
a fierce novel about a father and son’s search 
for strength and hope while their personal 
and global world disintegrate. The boy is 
perhaps neuro-divergent, and the father is 
angry at doctors’ attempts to put him on the 

https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/recreate-reimagine-restore-poet-jordan-sanchez-calls-greener-world
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/recreate-reimagine-restore-poet-jordan-sanchez-calls-greener-world
https://theliteraryplatform.com/stories/climate-fiction-and-the-global-south-a-conversation/
https://theliteraryplatform.com/stories/climate-fiction-and-the-global-south-a-conversation/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Road
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Road
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/may/19/end-we-start-from-megan-hunter-review
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/may/19/end-we-start-from-megan-hunter-review
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/144/1444607/bewilderment/9781785152634.html


112 Clinical Psychology Forum 346 – October 2021

Annie Mitchell & Tony Wainwright 

spectrum: ‘Oddly enough, there’s no name 
in the DSM for the compulsion to diagnose 
people.’ This book asks what childhood (and 
parenthood) are for, and what is our place in 
the universe.   

Barbara Kingsolver’s acclaimed novel 
Flight Behaviour (2013) is set in the Appala-
chian Mountains in a deeply conservative 
community. The central character, a mother 
struggling with poverty and misery, discovers 
an extraordinary flock of orange Monarch 
butterflies who have been blown off course 
by changing weather patterns. As the ecolo-
gists and eco-activists descend, she absorbs the 
enormity of what her discovery signifies about 
the future for her children and the desperate 
measures needed to sustain life. She asks, as 
well she might ‘How could this be true, …if 
no one was talking about it? People with influ-
ence. Important people made such a big deal 
over infinitely smaller losses.’ 

Songs
Songs and music can convey the stories and 
emotions associated with home, environ-
mental loss and disruption. In these haunting 
recordings, people express their pain at being 
displaced from their homes by flooding in 
the region that encompasses the Hindu Kush 
Himalayas mountain range and the Tibetan 
Plateau. This huge area is called Third Pole 
because its ice fields contain the largest reserve 
of freshwater outside the polar regions. It is 
the source of the 10 major river systems that 
provide irrigation, power and drinking water 
to over 1.9 billion people in Asia: over 24 per 
cent of the world’s population.

Plays 
This compilation of plays about climate change 
was put together in 2014. There will be many 
more now, but it shows the early burgeoning 
of cultural concern and engagement. 

Non-fiction
We don’t hear enough in the global north 
about the efforts and struggles of climate 
activists in the global south. We have a dream 
(2021) addresses that gap. It tells the stories 

of 30 young environmental activists around 
the world, collected by ‘Birdgirl’ Mya-Rose 
Craig, an inspiring young British-Bangladeshi 
naturalist, environmentalist and antiracist 
activist. In February 2020, she became the 
youngest British person to be awarded an 
honorary doctorate in science from Bristol 
University, in recognition of her five years 
of campaigning for diversity in the environ-
mental sector.

Another young activist in the Southwest, 
Grace Maddrell, has compiled stories from her 
fellow activists globally in her book Tomorrow is 
Too Late. They give a telling glimpse into the 
lives of the young people who are facing this 
challenge in such an inspiring way. From the 
website: ‘Grace Maddrell first went on school strike 
for the climate at the age of thirteen, and has since 
become a passionate activist for equality and climate 
justice. Grace was  first  inspired to tweet asking for 
contributions to what became  Tomorrow Is Too 
Late in November 2019, two months after marching 
in the September global climate justice strike.’  Read 
a review in New Scientist

The compellingly beautiful book Braiding 
Sweetgrass (2013) illuminates the inter-
linking of science and indigenous knowledge 
through Robin Wall Kimmerer’s perspective 
as a botanist and member of the Citizen Pota-
watomi Nation. She says that it is only through 
hearing the languages and voices of other 
beings (both plants and animals) that we can 
really understand the generosity of the earth, 
and learn to give our own gifts in return. 

Sharon Blackie also writes as an indige-
nous woman, in her case from Celtic roots in 
Britain. Her 2019 book If Women Rose Rooted 
is a word-of-mouth favourite that is felt to be 
life-changing by those who love her blend of 
psychology with mythology, story-telling, and 
folklore. She calls for a rewilding of femininity 
along with a rewilding of the world.  

In Angry Weather: Heat Waves, Floods, Storms 
and the New Science of Climate Change, Oxford 
climate scientist Friederike Otto (2019) 
explains attribution science (calculating the 
probabilities that specific extreme weather 
events were caused by climate change) 
through the story of Hurricane Harvey which 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flight_Behavior
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flight_Behavior
https://www.thethirdpole.net/en/culture/brahmaputra-river-songs/
https://www.thethirdpole.net/en/culture/brahmaputra-river-songs/
https://artistsandclimatechange.com/2014/11/01/creating-a-list-of-climate-change-plays/
https://www.magiccatpublishing.co.uk/products/preorder-we-have-a-dream.
https://www.magiccatpublishing.co.uk/products/preorder-we-have-a-dream.
https://theindigopress.com/grace-maddrell/
https://theindigopress.com/grace-maddrell/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg25133540-400-tomorrow-is-too-late-review-young-activists-speak-out-on-the-climate/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg25133540-400-tomorrow-is-too-late-review-young-activists-speak-out-on-the-climate/
https://milkweed.org/book/braiding-sweetgrass
https://milkweed.org/book/braiding-sweetgrass
https://www.worldofbooks.com/en-gb/books/sharon-blackie/if-women-rose-rooted/9781912836017?keyword=&gclid=CjwKCAjwmeiIBhA6EiwA-uaeFWyMrqd2qvCX-Krs_uibEir0US5OaNJNo6mxCaWLGuQvS01qYhJmzxoCFiwQAvD_BwE
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/Angry-Weather-by-Friederike-Otto-Sarah-Pybus-translator/9781771646147
https://blackwells.co.uk/bookshop/product/Angry-Weather-by-Friederike-Otto-Sarah-Pybus-translator/9781771646147
https://www.eci.ox.ac.uk/people/fotto.html
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caused deaths and mayhem in the US in 2017.    
In her powerful book Psychological Roots of 

the Climate Crisis (2021) psycho-analyst Sally 
Weintrobe describes environmental harm as 
driven by self-centred exceptionalism and enti-
tlement in those who profit from neoliberal 
capitalism. Her advice when thinking about the 
climate is: be willing to shift perspective from 
small to large scale, and from the personal to 
the political; ‘wait and see’ rather than trying 
to rush at understanding; do not avoid the diffi-
cult feelings that facing climate damage may 
bring. She also has a column in The Psychologist 
with her own recommendations. Annie’s review 
of her book is published in The Psychologist 
November 2021 issue.   

Mary Robinson, former president of 
Ireland and UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, shows how those with least 
responsibility for the problems we face are 
leading the way to change, globally and locally, 
drawing on compassion and a spirit of soli-
darity. When we come together, she says in her 
book Climate Justice (2018), we are capable of 
big things.  

Jane Davidson, in  #futuregen: Lessons from 
a Small Country (2015)  tells the inspiring story 
of how Wales became the first country in the 
world to pass an Act designed to look after the 
interests of future generations: The Well-being 
of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. She 
suggests that living more lightly can bring rich 
rewards in wellbeing and sense of purpose.  
One of the chapters, Loving, includes various 
voices for hope, including that of Welsh poet 
Owen Sheers who wonders: have we lived 
a good enough answer to the questions our 
descendants may ask? 

In Too Hot to Handle: The Democratic Challenge 
of Climate Change (2020)  Rebecca Willis (social 
scientist and expert lead for Britain’s climate 
assembly) argues that we need more democ-
racy, through forums such as citizens’ assem-
blies, to open up dialogue between citizens 
and politicians. Her approach involves much 
that resonates with clinical psychologists’ ways 
of approaching problems, including her call 
to us all to lean in and face the trouble, rather 
than look away.  

Cottongrass Summer from the Roy Dennis 
Wildlife Foundation, is a lovely book for any 
conservation lover:

‘A collection of fifty-two vibrant essays to inform, 
stimulate and inspire every nature lover. Through 
unparalleled expertise as a field naturalist, Roy 
Dennis is able to write about the natural world in 
a way that considers both the problems and progress 
in ecology and conservation. Beginning with 
cottongrass, whose snow-white blooms blow gently 
in the wind across the wetter moors and bogs ...’

Podcasts 
Planet Pod. Excellent perfectly pitched inter-
views on climate change and biodiversity, with 
innovative environmentalists, farmers, authors, 
and campaigners; presented by Amanda 
Carpenter (business sustainability consultant) 
whose genuine warmth and commitment to 
addressing the challenges facing our planet 
shines through.

Mothers of Invention. Climate change is 
seen as a man-made problem with feminist solu-
tions in this laughter and love-filled podcast. 
Hosts Mary Robinson (former Irish President) 
and Maeve Higgins (comedian-writer), along 
with producer Thimali Kodikara, celebrate 
leaders inspiring climate justice across the 
world.    

Anger and Outrage. Hosts Christiana 
Figueres, Tom Rivett-Carnac and Paul Dick-
inson describe their approach as the stubborn 
optimists’ guide to tackling the climate crisis. 
They explore the stories behind the headlines, 
question greenwash and inspire progress.  

Discovering community psychology is 
a mini-series that highlights transformational 
ideas and practices by interviewing psycholo-
gists working with others to bring about 
bottom-up sustainable social change. The 
production, by a group of determined trainees, 
mirrors community psychological ideas of 
collaboration, de-colonisation, power-sharing, 
finding allies and walking the talk.   

Shaping the Future: from Pandemic to 
Climate Change is produced by Nick Breeze, 
hosted on the Cambridge Climate Lecture 
Series website, and described as a series of 

https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/psychological-roots-of-the-climate-crisis-9781501372872/
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/psychological-roots-of-the-climate-crisis-9781501372872/
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-30/may-2017/what-read-if-you-care-about-climate-change
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-30/may-2017/what-read-if-you-care-about-climate-change
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-34/november-2021/towards-more-sustainable-world
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-34/november-2021/towards-more-sustainable-world
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-34/november-2021/towards-more-sustainable-world
https://www.worldofbooks.com/en-gb/books/mary-robinson/climate-justice/9781408888438?keyword=&gclid=CjwKCAjwmeiIBhA6EiwA-uaeFfaRzi6x0V3-DSi7scES_0cBq9RNkaPh72OrzaV7ENPffJaV3gBZ3RoC5WEQAvD_BwE
https://www.worldofbooks.com/en-gb/books/mary-robinson/climate-justice/9781408888438?keyword=&gclid=CjwKCAjwmeiIBhA6EiwA-uaeFfaRzi6x0V3-DSi7scES_0cBq9RNkaPh72OrzaV7ENPffJaV3gBZ3RoC5WEQAvD_BwE
https://janedavidson.wales/book
https://janedavidson.wales/book
https://bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/too-hot-to-handle
https://bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/too-hot-to-handle
https://www.roydennis.org/product/cottongrass-summer/
https://theplanetpod.com/
https://www.mothersofinvention.online/
https://www.outrageandoptimism.org/about-us
https://anchor.fm/discoveringcommpsych
https://climateseries.com/climate-change-podcast
https://climateseries.com/climate-change-podcast
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interviews ‘with environmental/climate change 
experts discussing the choices we collectively 
face in determining what future we will shape 
for ourselves, future generations and all other 
life within the biosphere.’. In the October 2021 
episode, Professor Kevin Anderson discusses why 
we are going to hell in a handcart: the role of 
entrenched power in maintaining the old stuck 
narrative, and the glimmer of hope through the 
vital contributions of climate activists, especially 
the youth movement, in giving space for imag-
ining, in partnership with the scientists, how 
a new progressive future might look. 

A website (just one of very many to 
choose from!)
Confronting the deadly arithmetic of compas-
sion has been set up by psychologist Paul Slovic 
and his son Scott to explain how the way we 
respond to large numbers has serious conse-
quences for how we face global challenges.

Further links, articles and inspirations 
COP15 is the convention on Biodiversity. Read 
the documents as they show how much needs 
to be done here too.

In a useful article in New Scientist an envi-
ronmental psychologist outlines five roles 
we can take as professionals and citizens in 
engaging with climate change.   

The recently launched Sao Paulo Declara-
tion for Planetary Health originated in the global 
south, with signatories from health communi-
ties and individuals from across the world. It 
pledges us to ‘dedicate our lives to the service of 
humanity, and to the protection and restoration 
of the natural systems on which humans and all 
other species who share our home depend.’.

Annie Mitchell, Clinical and Community 
Psychologist, South West Branch of Division of 
Clinical Psychology

Tony Wainwright, Clinical Psychologist, Senior 
lecturer, University of Exeter, South West 
Branch of Division of Clinical Psychology

https://open.spotify.com/episode/25odI6KCWij4GffHZC6OvF?go=1&sp_cid=217ccc10374f0680dd7f0ee9171bba24&utm_source=embed_player_p&utm_medium=desktop&dl_branch=1&nd=1
https://open.spotify.com/episode/25odI6KCWij4GffHZC6OvF?go=1&sp_cid=217ccc10374f0680dd7f0ee9171bba24&utm_source=embed_player_p&utm_medium=desktop&dl_branch=1&nd=1
https://www.arithmeticofcompassion.org/blog/2020/8/25/confronting-the-deadly-arithmetic-of-compassion
https://www.arithmeticofcompassion.org/blog/2020/8/25/confronting-the-deadly-arithmetic-of-compassion
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/more-who-die-less-we-care
https://www.cbd.int/meetings/COP-15
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2291988-the-5-roles-you-may-have-to-affect-climate-change/?fbclid=IwAR2V0lwlG-jBEMa9_M9XB-5HoQ_Gjs44m6lNQbCknpulUSKXnV5f_tu6PGY
https://www.planetaryhealthalliance.org/sao-paulo-declaration
https://www.planetaryhealthalliance.org/sao-paulo-declaration
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Do you have 
an interest in 
Communications?
Join the DCP Communications 
Subcommittee and extend your skills, 
while promoting Clinical Psychology  
with the support of a dynamic and 
supportive team. 

We’re looking for people with 
committment, energy and creativity. 
You’ll get shared learning, mentoring and 
training in engaging with the media.  
No previous experience neessary.

Communications with members: Ensure 
they know what DCP us and how they 
can participate. 

Communications with the public and 
external bodies: Share knowledge  
and influencing change. 

The intra-DCP organisational connectivity: 
Keep networks informed and 
encouraging co-working.

www.bps.org.uk/dcp

APPLICANTS SHOULD COMPLETE A 
STATEMENT OF INTEREST

For more information visit: 
www.bps.org.uk/about-us/jobs/ 
dcp-communications-subcommittee

www.bps.org.uk/dcp
www.bps.org.uk/about-us/jobs/dcp-communications-subcommittee
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17th European Congress of Psychology  
Call for Submissions
5-8 July 2022 | Ljubljana, Slovenia

The Scientific Programme Committee is inviting colleagues from around 

the world to submit their abstracts for ECP 2022.

The congress opens the space for discussion of current trends and 

cutting-edge research, as well as advances in different areas of 

psychology and across disciplines. The committee is encouraging 

submissions that approach the main theme of Psychology as a Hub 

Science from different perspectives. Authors are asked to choose a 

thematic area that best describes and most closely matches the content of 

their abstracts.

All authors are requested to read the submission guidelines before 

submitting an abstract. Abstracts accepted for presentation will be 

published in the special edition of the Slovenian online journal  

Horizons of Psychology prior to the ECP 2022. 

Submission deadline: 10 November 2021
 

www.ecp2022.eu

https://www.ecp2022.eu
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