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Climate and environmental activists may be at a disproportionate risk of experiencing 
mental health struggles given their close engagement with climate and ecological justice 
issues. Literature on supporting activists in their emotional experiences is scarce. This 
study explored the under-researched yet prevalent experience of eco-grief within 
climate activism. Three contemporary grief models were reviewed for their applicability 
to eco-grief. Using the method of intuitive inquiry, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with eight therapeutic practitioners who provide mindfulness, therapeutic 
listening and other wellbeing support to climate activists. Interviews explored how 
to support environmental activists in their lived experience of eco-grief, and nurture 
individual and collective wellbeing. A Thematic Content Analysis generated eight 
core themes, highlighting the importance of and practices for emotional processing, 
proposing a more embodied approach to activism. The findings position eco-grief as a 
transpersonal phenomenon. Implications, suggestions for a prototype eco-grief model, 
and future research are discussed.

Keywords:  eco-grief, climate-anxiety, transpersonal grief, climate activism, 
solastalgia, embodiment, The Work That Reconnects

Global impacts of human-induced climate and ecological crises (CEC) raise concerns about the 
effects on mental and physical wellbeing (Clayton, 2020). Psychological distress in response to the 
CEC expresses through various emotions, including anger, anxiety, frustration, despair and grief 
(Coffey et al., 2021). Common psychotherapeutic approaches to eco-emotions encourage joining 
environmental groups, connecting to like-minded people, adopting pro-ecological behaviours 
(Ojala et al., 2021), and coping through action (Pihkala, 2019). However, this advice becomes
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redundant for climate activists already involved in action but struggling emotionally. 
Only few authors (e.g., Pihkala, 2019) acknowledge the disproportionate risk for climate 
activists to experience mental health challenges given their closeness to the issues. My 
personal experiences and observations within climate justice movements resonate with 
the nurturing elements of feeling part of a community, a sense of agency and hope (Hinz, 
2021) but simultaneously, experiencing (a) increased eco-emotions resulting from the 
deepened awareness of intersectionalities and constant engagement with CEC issues, (b) 
burnout and dysregulation caused by the perceived urgency to act, and (c) direct actions 
becoming means to avoid emotional processing (Pihkala, 2019).

Literature prominently refers to eco-emotions as “eco-anxiety” (Pihkala, 2020), which 
diminishes emotional nuances by merging anxiety with experiences like climate 
and ecological grief (eco-grief; Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018). Despite conflations with eco-
anxiety and Albrecht’s (2019) concept of solastalgia, eco-grief has been established as 
phenomenologically distinct (Comtesse et al., 2021). The present study focused on the 
under-researched yet highly prevalent experience of eco-grief within climate activism. 
Longitudinal research in farmer and Indigenous communities defined eco-grief as “grief 
felt in relation to experienced or anticipated ecological losses, including the loss of 
species, ecosystems and meaningful landscapes due to acute or chronic environmental 
change” (Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018, p. 275). The term ‘eco’-grief will be adopted over ‘climate’-
grief to encapsulate a broader spectrum of ecological losses (Hogg et al., 2023) beyond 
anthropogenic climate change (Clayton et al., 2017).

Grief Models
To better understand grieving processes, three contemporary grief models were 
considered regarding their applicability to eco-grief.

In summary, Kübler-Ross’s (1969) 5-stages model involves non-linear grieving processes 
through five separate but recurring stages: Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression, 
and Acceptance (DABDA). Running (2007) outlined similar trajectories for individuals 
transitioning from climate denial towards CEC awareness, but there seems to be no 
research applying the DABDA model to eco-grief post awareness.

Worden’s (2018) 4-stages model illustrates ongoing processes of grieving, which 
resonate with eco-grief persisting as CECs unfold. Individuals transition between four 
tasks: (1) Accepting the reality of loss, (2) experiencing the pain of grief, (3) adjusting to 
new environments and changes, and (4) reinvesting in the new reality while finding an 
enduring connection to what has been lost. Again, literature mostly evaluates the model 
regarding grieving responses from projection and denial (Randall, 2009), neglecting 
those grieving due to ecological awareness.

Pihkala’s (2022) pioneering work on eco-anxiety presented a new heuristic Process 
Model of Eco-anxiety and Ecological Grief, the first to include eco-grief and coping 
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elements. Albeit not directly addressing activists, it appears inclusive by outlining three 
necessary coping dimensions to foster healthy adjustments in climate-aware individuals: 
(a) action through active engagements like protesting, (b) distancing to create space 
between oneself and the CEC, and (c) grieving by actively encountering emotions to build 
resilience. Bias towards action could aggravate mental health difficulties by diminishing 
individuals’ resources and lead to burnout (Ray, 2020). A balanced engagement in these 
dimensions is key for effective long-term coping and to prevent loneliness, resurfacing 
anxieties and/or depression.

Nonetheless, present grief models and rare academic accounts on activists’ eco-
grief still lack guidance on how to healthily grieve and engage with emotions, beyond 
recognising its importance. Therefore, this research explored the question: How can 
therapeutic practitioners support environmental activists in their lived experience of 
eco-grief, and nurture individual and collective wellbeing? Wellbeing was understood 
multidimensionally as a sense of purpose, healthy functioning, and overall satisfaction, 
encompassing emotional, physical, psychosocial, and spiritual wellbeing (Jarden & 
Roache, 2023).

Method

This study employed intuitive inquiry, a transpersonal qualitative research method 
which follows five hermeneutic cycles (Anderson, 2011; Anderson & Braud, 2011). Cycle 
One engages creative processes and imaginal dialogues to identify the research topic and 
audience. During this stage, I consulted nature as a source of inspiration through mindful 
walks, meditation, and recorded thoughts, insights, sensations, intuitions, and internal 
conflicts in a research journal. Cycle Two reviewed existing literature, bracketed own 
experiences, and constituted my pre-understandings of the topic resulting in the first data 
set of 12 preliminary interpretative lenses (see Table 2 below). Cycle Three comprised data 
collection through interviews and analysis, summarising “the ‘voices’ of the participants” 
(Anderson, 2011, p. 253). Results were depicted as final interpretative lenses in Cycle Four. 
Cycle Five integrated findings by reviewing literature and revisiting grief models in relation 
to data insights to highlight potential outcomes, future research, and allow for inductive 
theory building. Personal transformations through the research were creatively synthesised 
through journaling and working artistically with clay and paint (see Results), providing 
efficacy validity (Anderson & Braud, 2011). 

Sample
Using purposive sampling (Creswell, 2012), eight participants (6=female, 2=male) aged 
42-67 (M=58.6) were recruited via group callouts across environmental activism networks 
and a subsequent email screening. Participants needed to show theoretical and experiential 
understandings of eco-grief and offer some form of therapeutic working with activists, such 
as providing therapy, The Work That Reconnects (TWTR, Macy & Brown, 2014), sharing 
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circles, and mindfulness. To reduce relational bias, only individuals not connected to the 
researcher were included. Current engagement in activism was perceived beneficial but not 
mandatory. Table 1 illustrates a non-exhaustive list of participants’ therapeutic offerings and 
engagement in activism groups.

Note: TWTR - The Work That Reconnects (Macy & Brown, 2014); XR – Extinction Rebellion (2019a), climate activism group.

Procedures
Ethical approval was obtained from Alef Trust Research Ethics Panel. Participants took part 
in single semi-structured interviews guided by 12 open-ended questions, allowing for depth 
and flexibility (Creswell, 2012). Questions explored topics including: (a) how participants 
supported activists in experiencing eco-grief, (b) what tools, practices and frameworks 
therapeutic practitioners employed and how these were responded to by activists, (c) what 
role (if any) the body plays in processing eco-grief, (d) possible emotional risks encountered 
in activism, (e) possible challenges in grieving for ongoing ecological loss, (f) possible 

Table 1
Participant Demographics

67

65

64

49

63

62

57

42

Samuel

Elena

Silas

Lucy

Jade

Heather

Skyla

Alissa

AgePseudonym

Male

Female

Male

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Gender

White British

White British

White British

White British

White British

White British

White Dutch

White British

Ethnicity

Retired digital 
consultant

Creative facilitator

Psychotherapist, 
Mindfulness 

teacher

PhD researcher 
(Psychology,  

eco-emotions)

Therapeutic 
coach, 

Psychotherapist

Educational 
psychologist

Environmental 
facilitator

Clinical 
psychologist

Occupation Activism engagement

Mindfulness facilitator; TWTR facilitator; XR 
Regenerative Cultures; Turning the Tides; XR 

Buddhists

XR Healthy Teams; XR Regenerative Cultures; 
Deep Adaptation facilitator; Climate Cafe 

facilitator

Mindfulness facilitator; Deep Adaptation 
facilitator; Dharma Action Network for 
Climate Engagement; XR Buddhists; XR 

Regenerative Cultures; Climate Cafe 
facilitator

Climate Outreach Now; Rising Tide; TWTR 
facilitator

Thinking environment practitioner; 
Climate Psychology Alliance; Climate Cafe 

facilitator; Resilience to Resist (Just Stop Oil); 
Mindfulness, movement and breathwork 

facilitator; TWTR facilitator

Climate Cafe facilitator; Mindfulness 
facilitator

TWTR facilitator; Permaculture teacher; XR 
Regenerative Cultures

XR Regenerative Cultures; TWTR facilitator; 
Grief ritual facilitator; Permaculture teacher



Lückemeier: Supporting climate activists with eco-grief 21

meanings of eco-grief (e.g. encounter of death through loss, spiritual notions), (g) what 
would constitute a healthier approach to eco-grieving and activism at large. Interviews were 
held and recorded on Zoom, lasting a standard length of 30-60 minutes (Creswell & Poth, 
2016). Each interview commenced with a short guided meditation, inviting connection to 
each other, Earth, and body awareness.

Analysis
Transcription was carried out using automatic and edited Zoom transcription, repeated 
listening and re-watching of recordings. Using Anderson’s (2007) Thematic Content 
Analysis in Cycle Four identified thematic contents and meaning units by colour-coding 
transcripts, creating rich descriptive summary reports of the data. Mind-maps and cutting 
out and visually regrouping participant quotes into themes captured the “low hovering 
over the data” process (Anderson, 2007, p. 1).

 Results

Cycle Three’s data analysis resulted in eight core themes with subsequent sub-themes.

1. Acknowledgement of Eco-grief
All participants stressed the need to acknowledge eco-grief. Elena explained “acting from 
unacknowledged feelings [...] can be dangerous,” by impacting wellbeing and decision-
making (e.g. greater risk-taking during actions). Heather underlined “it’s okay to create 
that time to really feel that sadness”. Providing non-judgmental spaces to express emotions, 
Elena said “coming to climate cafes or listening circles [...] is a relief”. Jade explained “being 
witnessed and being listened to is a therapeutic act”. 

2. Community
The “importance of community, of connectedness with each other” (Silas) to “acknowledge 
that these feelings are shared” (Elena) was a central theme. Jade perceived a “sense of 
isolation that they’re alone with their grief until they join XR [Extinction Rebellion] or JSO 
[Just Stop Oil]”. Skyla valued “having people around to anchor, to steady you, that you can 
reflect things with, so that you don’t get caught up”.

2.1 Self-care
Skyla cited the XR “regenerative action cycle” for individual and collective care. Silas regarded:
	 We need to be the change we want to see [...] Someone who is in a state of stress and 
	 neglecting themselves is not a very good caretaker, for the planet or anything else. 
	 They’re out of touch, at a heart level.

Jade recognised risks of purely putting “energies into supporting other activists rather than 
looking at my own needs, which is quite common particularly in our job. We do it, because 
we’re [...] the wounded healer”. 
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3. Honouring Pain
All participants noted TWTR as helpful for “gradually increasing that capacity to hold degrees 
of heartbreak” (Lucy). Alissa said “[i]f we really touch down deeply into the despair that we’re 
feeling, it actually allows a [...] shift”. When “opened up regularly, [activists] can normally be 
with that pain in a different way, or something comes through. Something gets remade” (Lucy). 

3.1 Compassion
 Participants taught gratitude to create connection and recognise compassion underpinning 
eco-grief. Samuel said we are “putting our hearts out to all those around us”. Jade concurred 
“if we’re feeling grief, then that’s a sign of loss and compassion. And that’s a real act of love 
for the world”. She believed:
	 This grief is telling you something is deeply wrong, and that’s because you care deeply. 
	 You feel the pain of the world [...] Let’s honour that. Let’s take it. Let’s thank it for  
	 keeping us alive to what’s going on.

3.2 Ritual
Participants offered grief rituals to create a “sacred space” (Alissa), using the Truth Mandala 
(Kelly & Macy, 2021), meditations, and mutual witnessing. Silas shared his ritual:
	 Every morning I place a stone for the lost species on that day or on the previous day, 
	 which is somewhere between 500 and 1000 species lost. I place a stone, and I say a 
	 prayer. And I bow. And then, when the table is full, I count them up [and] paint on 
	 one of the big stones, and I place that in the middle.

4. Embodiment
4.1 Urgency vs. Being
Lucy highlighted “balancing what brings agency to the urgency, and sometimes that is about 
spaciousness. And even though that seems very counterintuitive, that spaciousness [brings] 
attention to the forms of action we choose to take”. Skyla recited “that saying: ‘In an emergency, 
slow down’”. Elena recalled “even just me doing the regenerative stuff, I was going at it!” 
believing “there is a danger in just doing more and more”.  Jade recounted: “[I] flung myself 
into XR, which [...] I now realise was a manic defence”. Heather noticed activists get “so busy 
doing that they weren’t always taking time to stop and think” or attend wellbeing offers.
 
4.2 Mind-Body
All participants facilitated body awareness to “get people from the head into their heart” 
(Skyla). Samuel encourages movement in sharing circles, inviting “not just doing it with 
words, which is great, but with our bodies. That’s a whole different way of acknowledging. So 
you sort of physically step into the circle”. Jade teaches “shak[ing] to release the embodied 
trauma”. Elena uses the RAIN-meditation: “Recognise the feeling [...] Allow the feeling to 
just be [...] Investigate it internally in the body [...] Nurture yourself”.

4.3 Presence
When activists are “busy worrying about the future, [they’re] not here” (Skyla). Elena 
declared: “be with [eco-grief] rather than trying to [...] push it away”. Alissa advocated for 
finding “meaning, beauty and joy in the present”.
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4.4 Regenerative Cultures
All participants mentioned Regenerative Cultures, which model how “we look after ourselves and 
work in community, so that everyone is taken care of” (Skyla). This offers “space for our emotions 
and connection with others, and gratitude and appreciation of nature” (Alissa). Participants 
deplored regenerative practices often becoming “a fringe activity” (Silas). Skyla noted:
	 You can’t just stop at the action and start again. You actually then need to take care  
	 of yourself. Stop, relax. Look after your emotions. Do some reflection. Have your story 
	 heard [...] give some closure before you start another cycle. 

5. Active Hope
Participants referenced the Six Ethical Maxims (Schenck & Churchill, 2021), TWTR and Active 
Hope (Macy & Johnstone, 2012) as vital resources to “integrate that this is the situation, [...] 
some things about it aren’t, can’t, or won’t be changed” (Alissa) and envisage “the possibility 
of the world being a different place” (Elena). Skyla proposed: “Get on with creating what we 
want to see instead of putting all our energy in being scared”. Active hope yields a positive 
“narrative about why it’s gonna help” (Alissa).

6. Interconnectedness
Participants stated eco-grief “feels like it’s part of something bigger” (Heather) where “it’s not 
just me. And it’s not just you. It’s not just humans. It’s within, between and beyond” (Lucy). 
Silas conceived “grief at a kind of a planetary scale or grief for species, [...] grief for future 
generations is [...] beyond the individual ego boundary”. 

6.1 Nature Connection
Silas described eco-grief as a direct “experience of connection with the Earth”. Skyla 
encouraged “connection with a green being” during protest. Alissa facilitates deep ecology 
exercises like “speaking from the point of view of another species”. Dressed up as blackbirds, 
Elena facilitated a “tuning into nature, and [...] thinking about blackbirds, bringing them into 
us”. Jade illustrated eco-grief as “hearing the world crying. If we are feeling that distress, we 
are in tune with the world around us where this is dying. We are not separate from nature, 
[...] we’re nature defending itself”.

7. Safety
Challenging feelings might arise with grieving. Alissa suggested: “Do practices that aren’t too 
threatening or challenging to start with”. Samuel emphasised “creating that container or that 
safe space where people can support each other”. For Silas, “titrating it is important, so just 
feeling it for a little while, and then calming the body in some way through meditation”. Jade 
teaches regulation during actions, otherwise “people put themselves more at risk than was 
actually within the plan”. 

8. Language
Alissa determined: “It’s really problematic that we take pain, grief, sadness, fear, anger, 
rage, and we pick anxiety. [...] Anxiety is the one emotion we’ve most linked up with the 
word disorder”. Participants preferred terminologies like “eco-grief” (Lucy) and “pain for the 
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world” (Jade). TWTR uses language which “connects with the heart and emotions and body 
more than maybe a more scientific language would” (Alissa).

Based on the data, Cycle Four transformed the preliminary lenses into final interpretative 
lenses, displayed as seed, change, and new lenses (Table 2). Seed lenses were rudimentarily 
present during Cycle Two but crystallised through the research. Change lenses evolved 
previous understandings. New lenses highlight newly emerged findings (Esbjörn, 2003).

Table 2
Preliminary and Final Interpretative Lenses

1. Eco-grief can deepen mental health struggles if not 
engaged with.

2. Eco-grief is a complex, multi-layered experience 
accompanied by vast emotions expressing mentally 
and physically.

3. Eco-grief involves continuously fluctuating, non-
linear processes that require conscious work.

4. Eco-grief can be passive or active, the latter allows 
for emotional integration and transformation.

5. Through experienced/anticipated loss, eco-grief 
alludes to fears around death.

6. Eco-grief is a direct reflection of our
interconnectedness with nature/Earth.

7. Taking environmental action can be inspired by, 
hindered by, or used for avoiding eco-grief.

8. Slowing down and feeling rather than suppressing 
eco-grief creates alternative ways of ‘being’ as 
opposed to capitalist ways of ‘doing’.

9. Eco-grief is a natural, healthy response to our lived 
reality. Its expression needs to be normalised, not 
pathologised.

10. There needs to be balance between current doom-
and-gloom perspectives (initiating hopelessness and 
despair), naive optimism and forced positivity (causing 
denial of eco-grief).

Preliminary Lenses

Confirmed

Confirmed

Insignificant support

Seed Lenses

6. Eco-grief directly reflects our interconnectedness 
with nature/Earth. Through our kinship, we experience 
love for and pain of the Earth.

7-8. Urgency to act creates mindsets of fixing and 
‘doing’ (head-space). Activists need to slow down and 
‘be’ (heart-space). Presencing and feeling emotions 
can help sustain actions and mental health.

Change Lenses

9. Eco-grief is a natural, healthy response to our lived 
reality but is frequently misunderstood, medicalised 
and silenced. Language helps connect and resignify 
meaning to counteract promoting fear, pathologising 
experiences, and separating us from others and the 
natural world.

10. We co-create desirable futures by embodying 
changes we want to see, bringing balance, beauty and 
meaning into the present.

Interpretative lenses
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Creative Synthesis
The research allowed me to reframe my eco-grief as an expression of love and 
interconnectedness which added experiential nuances of the data and slowed down my 
own driven approach to activism. Through empathic resonance with participants’ stories, 
I enacted parts of the data by creating my own eco-grief ritual, involving clay sculpting and 
designing my own eco-grief altar (Figure 1). Painting a circular art work in varying shades of 
grey (Figure 2) was inspired by Silas’ statement:
	 Grief can worry some people. They connect it with depression, which it actually isn’t. 
	 Or they connect sadness with depression, which it actually isn’t. Depression is more 
	 like a grey non-feeling. It’s an empty greyness. Whereas sadness and grief are very 
	 alive. It feels [participant emphasis].

Participant references to sharing circles, activism circles, TWTR spirals, the regenerative action 
cycle etc., formed symbolic patterns (Esbjörn-Hargens & Anderson, 2006) of circles and cycles, 
furthered by intuitive inquiry’s cyclic structure and the theme interconnectedness indicating our life 
cycle (Stevenson, 1999). These cycles resemble eco-centric models which view our interrelationships 
as reciprocal, addressing the wellbeing needs of the whole while opposing prevalent hierarchies of 
individualistic egocentricity, with humans at the top of the pyramid (Davis, 2010).

11. Through active engagement with eco-grief, we 
can individually and collectively cultivate hope and 
appreciate the wonders of life.

12. We need to build resilient communities to engage 
with and process individual (private) and collective 
(public) eco-grief.

Preliminary Lenses

11. Regularly engaging with eco-grief brings acceptance 
to our lived reality, allows acting based on what is 
possible, and provides new ways of being actively/
radically hopeful in a troubled world.

12. Building regenerative communities/cultures which 
embed practices to look after ourselves normalises 
eco-grief, creating connection to ourselves, others, and 
nature.

New Lenses

13. Acknowledging eco-grief transforms our pain for 
the world to act with greater integrity.

14. Eco-grief reflects love, care and compassion for 
the Earth. Gratitude allows to experience eco-grief as 
more meaningful. 

15. Actions require meaningful narratives to feel 
energising and sustain wellbeing. 

16. Gradually increasing our capacity to be present 
with eco-grief cultivates inner spaciousness for feelings 
that otherwise feel too overwhelming.

17. We are embodied beings; working with our body 
and integrative practices is vital for holistic wellbeing. 

18. Rituals establish sacred, safe containers to process 
eco-grief individually and collectively.

Interpretative lenses

Table 2 (Continued)
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Figure 1
Clay Figure and Altar

Figure 2
Eco-grief Process Painting
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Discussion

Participants highlighted that activists’ emotional investments are often dismissed, criticised, 
or publicly opposed. Stigmatising and socially devaluing grief reduces the perceived right to 
grieve or ask for support (Doka, 2008; Thompson & Doka, 2017). This positions eco-grief 
as disenfranchised grief, i.e., perceived as invalid, problematic or a mental health “issue” 
(Ágoston et al., 2022; van den Bosch, 2020). Non-acknowledgment of loss, exclusions of the 
griever, and unrecognised relationships (such as interrelationships with nature) reinforce 
disenfranchisement and internalisations while preventing meaningful, healthy grieving 
(Doka, 1989; Lysack, 2009). This underlines the importance of acknowledgment.

Participants introduced various practices to support grieving, all-encompassing multiple 
research themes. For example, Climate Cafés provide individual and community-care, 
language, and safety through facilitation and acknowledgment of eco-grief (De Jong et al., 
2025). Participants spoke to the merit of self-care, but prioritised community-care. Grief 
research unanimously values social support for integrating grieving experiences (Turner 
& Stauffer, 2023). Critiques on over-emphasising self-care caution it becoming a pipeline 
to isolation by erasing community-care and promoting consumerism (Hicks Peterson & 
Khouri, 2024). While self-care was integral to Pihkala’s (2022) Process Model, balancing it 
with action and grieving appeared key for emotional wellbeing. Self-care bears complexities, 
worries over selfishness or capitalist ploys could lead activists to de-prioritise looking after 
themselves. Yet, their ambitious drive towards efficient action at the cost of taking time for 
self, community, and nature can create tunnel-visions resembling capitalist approaches to 
work. Activism operating from this level of urgency does not model aspirations of creating 
system change but may somewhat reinforce the systems criticised. What if integrating 
active care-taking of self and others could become an act of resistance and embody a more 
sustainable form of activism?

Participants and literature highlight urgency as a fundamental barrier for wellbeing 
engagement (Harms, 2022; Westwell & Bunting, 2020). Hinz’ (2021) study recorded activists’ 
exacerbated mental health struggles following prolonged stress and neglected wellbeing. 
Worden’s (1983) second grieving task concurs that suppressing grief can evoke manic 
activity, projection or busyness to avoid pain, which resonates with participants’ experiences.

Ceaseless protesting can set unrealistic expectations for individual capacity and social change 
(Goodwin et al., 2001). To maintain realistic ambitions and wellbeing, participants of this study 
advocated for cultivating active hope which recognises the inevitability of ecological loss but 
focuses energies on “saving what can still be saved” (Stuart, 2020, p. 487). The transformative 
four-step process of TWTR addresses this and combines several research findings, following a 
spiral of ‘Gratitude’, ‘Honouring our pain for the world’, changing perspectives in ‘Seeing with 
fresh eyes’, and choosing aligned actions in ‘Going forth’ (Hathaway, 2017; Macy & Johnstone, 
2012). Informed by deep ecology, systems theory and spirituality, TWTR provides restorative 
practices, language and rituals to address emotional responses to global crises (Macy & 
Brown, 2014). Research supports the present findings of rituals benefitting active mourning 
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(Thompson & Doka, 2017), collective healing, and nature connection (Lee & Kahn, 2019). 
Providing hope and practical guidance to mourning processes counteracts doom-and-gloom 
narratives that marginalise eco-grief (Randall, 2009). Such meaning restoration seems 
absent from Kübler-Ross’s DABDA-model. Applied to my eco-grieving experience following 
COP26, the model could address my sense of hopelessness (which relates to Depression in 
the DABDA model), frustration (which relates to Anger), Denial of the summit outcomes 
and Bargaining for better results, yet provides little guidance on coping. Meaning-making 
perspectives as addressed by participant data and Worden’s (1983) fourth task thus present 
a vital need for their inclusion to adopt meaning-focused coping (Ojala, 2013), particularly in 
light of ongoing ecological losses.  

Participants expressed concerns around possible trauma experienced during direct 
actions and potentially traumatic aspects of grieving for life-sustaining ecosystems and 
lost future opportunities. To help titrate eco-grief and practice release, participants offered 
movement, yoga, meditation/mindfulness, breathwork, and qigong to activists during and 
after actions. Body-awareness practices can support processing traumatic grief (Doehring, 
2019; O’Connor, 2019; Pearce & Komaromy, 2022), yet somatic aspects appear neglected 
in contemporary grief models. Neither safe emotional processing nor somatically-informed 
practices specifically for eco-grieving have previously received much literature attention. The 
present study addresses this gap, highlighting the value of psycho-somatic processing of eco-
grief. Future research could explore practices individually to assess their effectiveness.

While short-term practices provide momentary coping (Passaler, 2024), for lasting change, 
participants advocated for embodiment, i.e., making wellbeing practices an integral part of 
activism. Exemplified by XR’s Regenerative Action Cycle (RAC; Extinction Rebellion, 2019b; 
Rowe & Ormond, 2023), which merges several research themes, activists are encouraged to 
slow down, celebrate their stories (active hope), practice self- and community-care, connect 
to nature, and acknowledge present feelings and action outcomes (Extinction Rebellion, 
2019a). Participants and I observed a general neglect of this cycle across groups. The presented 
findings amplify this and why embodying a regenerative approach to activism matters for 
sustaining individual and collective mental health and wellbeing.

Transpersonal Grief
Participants valued eco-grief as grief beyond common grieving experiences centred on human 
loss by accentuating our relational bonds and interdependencies with ecological structures 
and species. This interconnectedness and reciprocity, as promoted within transpersonal 
perspectives (Davis & Canty, 2015; Roszak, 1992), repositions eco-grief as a transpersonal 
grief which marks a key finding of this study. Willox (2012) described:
	 Through this mourning-as-transformation we are open to others - human, animal, 
	 vegetal, and mineral [...]. These responses to human and other-than-human loss can 
	 leave us changed in ways we cannot previously have imagined and hold the possibility 
	 of leaving us more open to other bodies, to grief, and to our transcorporeal connections 
	 with all bodies, species, and life forms (p. 145).

Attuning to global losses and suffering, eco-grief expands the theme “community” to include Earth.
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Strengths and Limitations
The sample size was in line with traditional qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2016) 
but lacked in ethnic diversity and gender, and fails to represent voices from Indigenous and 
land-based activists, who are traditionally more connected to nature (Sangha et al., 2019) 
and intuitive practices (Anderson & Braud, 2011). Most participants reflected Buddhist 
backgrounds and practiced TWTR, causing potential biases. Intuitive inquiry is limited 
by subjective self-reports and potential researcher bias, which I tried to alleviate through 
transparently depicting my processes and presumptions about the topic (Anderson, 2011).

The data represents voices of therapeutic practitioners engaged in activism, allowing 
for direct learning from UK activism cultures. The broad definition of “therapeutic 
practitioners” limited the assessment of how eco-grief may show up in more professional 
settings, however, may provide inspiration for tools, resources and practices to integrate 
into mental health sectors.

Participants corresponded that their participation allowed reconsidering their own 
relationships with activism and eco-grief. This sympathetic resonance, an immediate 
recognition and apprehension of other lived experiences which feel reflective of one’s own, 
provides resonance validity and transferability of results to wider contexts, albeit lacking 
generalisability (Anderson & Braud, 2011). A resonance panel providing summary reports 
for participant feedback could have strengthened validity (Anderson & Braud, 2011).

Occasionally, participants interchanged eco-grief and eco-anxiety, highlighting their 
complex interaction but challenging distinction. Nonetheless, facilitating open discussions 
on eco-emotions appeared appropriate given grief models contain vast emotional 
responses. This bears the question whether eco-grief can or should even be researched in 
isolation from other emotions?

Future Directions
While primarily hoping to inspire therapeutic practitioners and activists to maintain wellbeing 
and foster healthy activism cultures, this study may be relevant for anyone developing ecological 
consciousness and experiencing eco-grief. Pluralistic and interdisciplinary approaches to 
researching eco-grief could inform mental health sectors as well as climate policies, especially 
the IPCC’s ‘loss and damage’ section which evaluates the CEC’s impact of present and future 
losses on communities, biodiversity and ecosystems (United Nations, n.d.).

Mixed-methods approaches could employ action research, trialling practices in activism 
settings to validate or evolve present findings. To date, empirical research in areas such as 
somatic approaches to eco-grief, Climate Cafés, TWTR, and eco-grief rituals is extremely 
scarce, providing little understanding of their effects on activist wellbeing.

The RAC combines Pihkala’s (2022) coping domains of self-care, grieving, and action, with 
Worden’s tasks of acceptance, grieving, adjustment, connection, and meaningful narratives. 
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This study adds to these domains, offering practices and language to facilitate emotional 
processing. While specific research is required, this could establish a prototype for 
expanding on contemporary models to design a grief-model specific to eco-emotions of 
climate-aware individuals.

Conclusion
This intuitive inquiry explored how therapeutic practitioners could support climate activists 
in their lived experiences of eco-grief. The findings emphasise a more regenerative and 
embodied approach to activism to sustain individual and collective wellbeing. Highlighting 
eco-grief as a disenfranchised grief spotlights the need for acknowledging, honouring and 
validating eco-grieving experiences. A range of therapeutic elements like active listening, 
somatic practices, ritual, mindfulness, nature connection, and resources (e.g., TWTR) have 
been suggested for further exploration. Central to the findings was the need for community/
collective caretaking, which participants prioritised over individualistic approaches to 
self-care given these could reinforce loneliness and disenfranchisement. Although this 
might suggest that community support and wellbeing practices are more important 
than therapeutic interventions, participants were despondent about the general lack of 
engagement in therapeutic wellbeing offers due to the urgency to act. Therefore, this study 
appeals for psychological professions to adopt climate-aware, non-pathologising approaches 
to provide safe-enough spaces to process eco-grief beyond activism settings to avoid further 
marginalisation of activists and eco-emotions. Grieving for ecosystems and life beyond human 
relations highlights the complex yet intricate links between human and planetary wellbeing, 
particularly experienced by those in close relationship to the natural world. This establishes 
eco-grief as a transpersonal grief, which marked a key finding of this study. Perhaps, this 
positions the CEC as both an ecological and spiritual/transpersonal crisis (Vaughan-Lee, 
2016), calling for a radical shift in consciousness. Eco-grief might thereby reflect a valuable 
experience in shifting current paradigms towards greater compassion, reconnection with 
nature/Earth, and inspire aligned actions for positive change.

Acknowledgements

This article is based on the final MSc dissertation research project undertaken by the author 
and supervised by Dr. Jessica Bockler, whose contributions and compassionate support are 
acknowledged with deep gratitude. The research was submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the MSc in Consciousness, Spirituality and Transpersonal Psychology. The 
programme was delivered by the Alef Trust and accredited in partnership with Liverpool 
John Moores University, UK.

References

Ágoston, C., Csaba, B., Nagy, B., Kőváry, Z., Dúll, A., Rácz, J., & Demetrovics, Z. (2022). Identifying 
types of eco-anxiety, eco-guilt, eco-grief, and eco-coping in a climate-sensitive population: 
a qualitative study. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 
19(4), 2461. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19042461 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19042461 


Lückemeier: Supporting climate activists with eco-grief 31

Albrecht, G. A. (2019). Earth emotions: New words for a new world. Cornell University Press.
Anderson, R. (2007). Thematic content analysis (TCA): Descriptive presentation of 

qualitative data. https://rosemarieanderson.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/
ThematicContentAnalysis.pdf 

Anderson, R. (2011). Intuitive inquiry: Exploring the mirroring discourse of disease. In F. J. Wertz, 
K. Charmaz, L. M. McMullen, R. Josselson, R. Anderson, & E. McSpadden, Five ways of 
doing qualitative analysis: Phenomenological psychology, grounded theory, discourse 
analysis, narrative research, and intuitive inquiry (pp. 243-278). The Guilford Press.

Anderson, R. & Braud, W. (2011). Transforming self and others through research: Transpersonal 
research methods and skills for the human sciences and humanities. SUNY Press.

Clayton, S., Manning, C., Krygsman, K., & Speiser, M. (2017). Mental health and our changing 
climate: Impacts, implications, and guidance. American Psychological Association 
and ecoAmerica.

Clayton, S. (2020). Climate anxiety: Psychological responses to climate change. Journal of Anxiety 
Disorders, 74, 102263. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102263 

Coffey, Y., Bhullar, N., Durkin, J., Islam, M. S., & Usher, K. (2021). Understanding eco-anxiety: a 
systematic scoping review of current literature and identified knowledge gaps. The Journal 
of Climate Change and Health, 3, 100047. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joclim.2021.100047 

Comtesse H., Ertl V., Hengst S. M. C., Rosner R., & Smid, G. E. (2021). Ecological grief as 
a response to environmental crisis: A mental health risk or functional response? 
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 18(2), 734.  
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18020734 

Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating quantitative 
and qualitative research. Pearson Education.

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among 
five approaches. Sage Publications.

Cunsolo, A., & Ellis, N. R. (2018). Ecological grief as a mental health response to climate change-related 
loss. Nature Climate Change, 8(4), 275-281. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-018-0092-2 

Davis, H. (2010). Other-centredness as a leadership attribute: From ego to eco centricity. Journal 
of Spirituality, Leadership and Management, 4(1), 43-52.

Davis, J. V., & Canty, J. M. (2015). Ecopsychology and Transpersonal Psychology. In H. L. Friedman 
& G. Hartelius (Eds.), The Wiley Blackwell Handbook of Transpersonal Psychology (pp. 
597-611). John Wiley & Sons.

De Jong, A., Harris, S., Costanian, C., & Skinner, H. (2025). Climate cafés as a space for navigating 
climate emotions: A scoping review. The Journal of Climate Change and Health, 24, 
100466. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joclim.2025.100466 

Doehring, C. (2019). Searching for wholeness amidst traumatic grief: The role of spiritual 
practices that reveal compassion in embodied, relational, and transcendent ways. Pastoral 
Psychology, 68(3), 241-259. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11089-018-0858-5

Doka, K. J. (1989). Disenfranchised grief: Recognizing and treating hidden sorrow.  
Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Doka, K. J. (2008). Disenfranchised grief in historical and cultural perspective. In M. S. Stroebe, 
R. O. Hansson, H. Schut, & W. Stroebe (Eds.), Handbook of bereavement research and 
practice: Advances in theory and intervention (pp. 223–240). American Psychological 
Association. https://doi.org/10.1037/14498-011 

https://rosemarieanderson.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/ThematicContentAnalysis.pdf
https://rosemarieanderson.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/ThematicContentAnalysis.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2020.102263  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joclim.2021.100047  
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18020734  
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41558-018-0092-2 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.joclim.2025.100466 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11089-018-0858-5 
https://doi.org/10.1037/14498-011


Consciousness, Spirituality & Transpersonal Psychology, Vol. 6, 2025 32

Esbjörn, V. C. (2003). Spirited flesh: An intuitive inquiry exploring the body in contemporary 
female mystics [Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. Institute of Transpersonal Psychology.

Esbjörn-Hargens, V., & Anderson, R. (2006). Intuitive inquiry: An exploration of embodiment 
among contemporary female mystics. In C. T. Fischer (Ed.), Qualitative research methods 
for psychologists: Introduction through empirical studies (pp. 301-330). Academic Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-012088470-4/50014-4  

Extinction Rebellion. (2019a). This is not a drill: An extinction rebellion handbook. Penguin. 
Extinction Rebellion (2019b, October 20). Post-Rebellion Blues: a practical guide to coming down 

to earth. Extinction Rebellion UK. https://extinctionrebellion.uk/2019/10/20/post-
rebellion-blues/ 

Goodwin, J., Jasper, J. M., & Polletta, F. (2001). Introduction: Why emotions matter. In J. Goodwin, 
J. M. Jasper, & F. Polletta (Eds.), Passionate politics: Emotions and social movements (pp. 
1–24). The University of Chicago Press.

Harms, A. (2022). Beyond dystopia: regenerative cultures and ethics among European climate 
activists. American Anthropologist, 124(3), 515-524. https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.13751 

Hathaway, M. D. (2017). Activating hope in the midst of crisis: Emotions, transformative learning, 
and “the work that reconnects”. Journal of Transformative Education, 15(4), 296-314. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1541344616680350 

Hicks Peterson, T., & Khouri, H. (Eds.). (2024). Practicing liberation: Transformative strategies 
for collective healing and systems change. Reflections on burnout, trauma and building 
communities of care in social justice work. North Atlantic Books.

Hinz, Y. (2021). Emotions and the social practices of environmental civil disobedience movements: 
A lived experience approach to the social practices of Extinction Rebellion [Unpublished 
Master’s thesis]. Wageningen University.

Hogg, T. L., Stanley, S. K., & O’Brien, L. V. (2023). Synthesising psychometric evidence for the 
Climate Anxiety Scale and Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 
88, 102003. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2023.102003 

Jarden, A., & Roache, A. (2023). What is wellbeing? International Journal of Environmental 
Research and Public Health, 20(6), 5006. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20065006 

Kelly, S., & Macy, J. (2021). The great turning: Reconnecting through collapse. In J. Bendall & R. 
Read (Eds.), Deep adaptation: Navigating the realities of climate chaos (pp. 197-210). 
John Wiley & Sons.

Kübler-Ross, E. (1969). On death and dying. Touchstone.
Lee, J., & Kahn, S. (Eds.). (2019). Activism and rhetoric: Theories and contexts for political 

engagement. Routledge.
Lysack, M. (2009). From environmental despair to the ecological self: Mindfulness and community 

action. In S. Hick (Ed.), Mindfulness and social work (pp. 202-218). Oxford University Press.
Macy, J., & Johnstone, C. (2012). Active hope: How to face the mess we’re in without going crazy. 

New World Library.
Macy, J., & Brown, M. Y. (2014). Coming back to life: The updated guide to The Work That 

Reconnects. New Society Publishers.
O’Connor, M. F. (2019). Grief: A brief history of research on how body, mind, and brain 

adapt. Psychosomatic medicine, 81(8), 731-738. https://doi.org/10.1097/
psy.0000000000000717 

https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-012088470-4/50014-4   
https://extinctionrebellion.uk/2019/10/20/post-rebellion-blues/  
https://extinctionrebellion.uk/2019/10/20/post-rebellion-blues/  
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.13751  
https://doi.org/10.1177/1541344616680350  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2023.102003 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20065006 
https://doi.org/10.1097/psy.0000000000000717  
https://doi.org/10.1097/psy.0000000000000717  


Lückemeier: Supporting climate activists with eco-grief 33

Ojala, M. (2013). Coping with climate change among adolescents: Implications for subjective 
well-being and environmental engagement. Sustainability, 5(5), 2191-2209.  
https://doi.org/10.3390/su5052191 

Ojala, M., Cunsolo, A., Ogunbode, C. A., & Middleton, J. (2021). Anxiety, worry, and grief in a time 
of environmental and climate crisis: A narrative review. Annual Review of Environment 
and Resources, 46(1), 35-58. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-012220-022716 

Rowe, T., & Ormond, M. (2023). Holding space for climate justice? Urgency and 
‘Regenerative Cultures’ in Extinction Rebellion Netherlands. Geoforum, 146, 103868.  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2023.103868 

Passaler, L. (2024). Heal your nervous system: The 5–Stage plan to reverse nervous system 
dysregulation. Fair Winds Press.

Pearce, C., & Komaromy, C. (2022). Recovering the body in grief: Physical absence and embodied 
presence. Health, 26(4), 393-410. https://doi.org/10.1177/1363459320931914 

Pihkala, P. (2019). Climate anxiety. MIELI Mental Health Finland.
Pihkala P. (2020). Anxiety and the ecological crisis: An analysis of eco-anxiety and climate anxiety. 

Sustainability, 12(19), 7836. https://doi.org/10.3390/su12197836 
Pihkala, P. (2022). The process of eco-anxiety and ecological grief: A narrative review and a new 

proposal. Sustainability, 14(24), 16628. https://doi.org/10.3390/su142416628 
Randall, R. (2009). Loss and climate change: The cost of parallel narratives. Ecopsychology, 1(3), 

118-129. https://doi.org/10.1089/eco.2009.0034
Ray, S. J. (2020). A field guide to climate anxiety: How to keep your cool on a warming planet. 

University of California Press.
Roszak, T. (1992). The voice of the earth: Discovering the ecological ego. The Trumpeter, 9(1), 1-8.
Running, S. W. (2007). The 5 stages of climate grief. Numerical Terradynamic Simulation Group 

Publications.
Sangha, K. K., Russell-Smith, J., & Costanza, R. (2019). Mainstreaming indigenous and local 

communities’ connections with nature for policy decision-making. Global Ecology and 
Conservation, 19, e00668. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gecco.2019.e00668 

Schenck, D., & Churchill, L. R. (2021). Ethical maxims for a marginally inhabitable planet. 
Perspectives in Biology and Medicine, 64(4), 494-510. https://doi.org/10.1353/
pbm.2021.0038 

Stevenson, J. (1999). The circle of healing. Native Social Work Journal, 2(1), 8-21.
Stuart, D. (2020). Radical hope: Truth, virtue, and hope for what is left in extinction rebellion. 

Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics, 33, 487-504. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10806-020-09835-y 

Thompson, N., & Doka, K. J. (2017). Disenfranchised grief. In N. Thompson & G. R. Cox (Eds.), 
Handbook of the sociology of death, grief, and bereavement: A guide to theory and 
practice (pp. 177-190). Taylor & Francis.

Turner, R. B., & Stauffer, S. D. (2023). Disenfranchised grief: Examining social, cultural, and 
relational impacts. Taylor & Francis.

United Nations (n.d.). Loss and damage: A moral imperative to act. United Nations Climate 
Action. https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/adelle-thomas-loss-and-damage 

https://doi.org/10.3390/su5052191
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-environ-012220-022716  
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2023.103868  
https://doi.org/10.1177/1363459320931914  
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12197836 
https://doi.org/10.3390/su142416628  
https://doi.org/10.1089/eco.2009.0034 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gecco.2019.e00668  
https://doi.org/10.1353/pbm.2021.0038  
https://doi.org/10.1353/pbm.2021.0038  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-020-09835-y  
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10806-020-09835-y  
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/adelle-thomas-loss-and-damage


Consciousness, Spirituality & Transpersonal Psychology, Vol. 6, 2025 34

van den Bosch, H. J. H. H. (2020). Grieving nature in a time of climate change. An eco-feminist 
reflection on the contemporary responses towards eco-grief from a perspective of injustice 
[Unpublished Master’s thesis]. Tilburg University.

Vaughan-Lee, L. (Ed.). (2016). Spiritual ecology: The cry of the earth. The Golden Sufi Center.
Westwell, E., & Bunting, J. (2020). The regenerative culture of Extinction Rebellion: 

self-care, people care, planet care. Environmental Politics, 29(3), 546-551.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2020.1747136 

Willox, A. C. (2012). Climate change as the work of mourning. Ethics & the Environment, 17(2), 
137-164. https://doi.org/10.2979/ethicsenviro.17.2.137 

Worden, J. W. (1983). Grief counselling and grief therapy. Tavistock.
Worden, J. W. (2018). Grief counseling and grief therapy: A handbook for the mental health 

practitioner. Springer Publishing Company.

About the Author

Cheyenne Loana Lückemeier (she/her/they) is a person-centred counsellor and 
psychotherapist, with a special interest in emotional responses to ecological and cultural 
polycrises, as well as approaches in integrative somatic trauma therapy. Cheyenne has 
an MA (Hons) in Psychology, a Professional Diploma in Person-centred Counselling and 
Psychotherapy, and received her MSc (Distinction) in Consciousness, Spirituality and 
Transpersonal Psychology through the Alef Trust and Liverpool John Moores University. 
Cheyenne is a Mindfulness Now teacher with the UK College of Mindfulness Meditation. 
Through her deep passion for nature, Cheyenne is engaged in climate justice activism and 
advocates for community-building, further reflected in her work as a director of a not-
for-profit community arts organisation, which provides free events in an area of multiple 
deprivation in Glasgow, Scotland.
 

Copyright © 2025 Lückemeier. This is an open-access article licensed and distributed under the terms  
of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The use, distribution or reproduction in other  
forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication 
in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is  
permitted which does not comply with these terms. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09644016.2020.1747136  
https://doi.org/10.2979/ethicsenviro.17.2.137
https://doi.org/10.1111/phn.12572  

