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ACT and Climate Distress

Abstract

Climate distress describes a complex array of emotional responses to climate change,
which may include anxiety, despair, anger, and grief. This paper presents a conceptual analysis of
how Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is relevant to supporting those with climate
distress. ACT aims to increase psychological flexibility, comprising an open and aware orientation
to one’s experiences, and an engaged approach to living, guided by personal values. We discuss
the pertinence of each of these processes for adapting to the challenging reality of climate
change. By embracing climate distress as a natural human experience and promoting value-
guided action, ACT offers a promising approach that brings co-benefits to individuals and wider

society.

Word count: 3,334

Keywords: Psychological flexibility, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, Nature
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Key Learning Aims:

1. Understand the concept of climate distress and its various emotional responses.

2. Explore the relevance of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) in addressing
climate distress and promoting psychological well-being.

3. Examine the importance of psychological flexibility in coping with climate change.

4. Analyse the role of ACT in embracing climate distress as a natural human experience.

5. Investigate how ACT can encourage pro-environmental behaviours and climate change

mitigation efforts.

1 Background

Climate distress encapsulates an array of emotional responses to human-caused
environmental change and its effects. Emotional experiences can include anxiety (Clayton, 2020),
anger (Stanley et al. 2021), and grief (Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018). In the UK, Whitmarsh et al. (2022)
found 4% of a large sample of adults (n = 1,332) reported moderate/severe levels of climate
anxiety (comprising cognitive-emotional and functional impairment; Clayton & Karazsia, 2020).
Rates of “climate worry” were far higher, with 46.2% of participants reported being “very” or
“extremely” worried about climate change (Whitmarsh et al., 2022). A survey of adults in Tuvalu
reported that a majority experienced “extreme” distress in relation to climate change in at least
one way: sadness, worry/anxiety, anger, or poor health, both in relation to local observations of
climate change and abstract knowledge of climate change (Gibson et al. 2020). A majority of those

reporting climate distress also experienced impaired functioning as a result (Gibson et al., 2020).
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Research has also found high rates of climate worry and functional impairment in young people

internationally (Hickman et al., 2021).

Working therapeutically with climate distress presents a dilemma. On the one hand,
climate distress is associated with lower well-being and impaired functioning in some respects
(Ogunbode et al., 2022), and clinicians have an ethical responsibility to support those
experiencing distress. On the other hand, climate distress is associated with higher rates of pro-
environmental behaviours (Whitmarsh et al., 2022; Ogunbode et al., 2022). Hence, while
mitigating the emotional distress related to climate concerns could improve individual well-being,
it could also dampen the motivation to engage in behaviours that contribute to societal efforts to

combat climate change.

This paper presents the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy model (ACT; Hayes et al.,
2012), which we argue presents a solution to this dilemma. ACT does not focus on the elimination
of psychological distress, but rather on the development of a new relationship with one’s
experiences in a way that enhances value-guided action. We posit that ACT shows promise as a
framework for conceptualising climate distress as an understandable human experience. Central
to ACT’s philosophy is that suffering arises in part from threats to one’s core values: “you hurt

where you care, and you care where you hurt” (Hayes, 2019, p. 24).

2 Acceptance and Commitment Therapy

ACT (Hayes et al., 2012) is considered a third-wave cognitive-behavioural therapy, which

helps people to enhance wellbeing through pursuing value-based activities in the presence of
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aversive experiences. Meta-analyses support its efficacy for enhancing subjective wellbeing
(Stenhoff et al., 2020), positive outcomes for a range of physical and mental health presentations
(e.g.,see Gloster et al. [2020] for a review of 20 meta-analyses), and positive outcomes for anxiety
and depression via self-help (French et al., 2017). ACT does not attempt to reduce pain or
suffering directly, but rather helps individuals to live a life in accordance with their values. There
is evidence that ACT reduces “valued living discrepancy”, i.e., the disparity between how
important a behaviour is to a person and their frequency of performing that behaviour (Wesebe

etal., 2017, p. 63).

At the heart of ACT is psychological flexibility, which is “the process of contacting the
present moment fully as a conscious human being and persisting or changing behavior in the
service of chosen values” (Hayes, 2006, p. 9). It is hypothesised that the beneficial effects of ACT
are mediated by psychological flexibility, and this has received empirical support; for example, Lin
et al. (2018) found changes in psychological flexibility mediated the positive effects of an online
ACT intervention for chronic pain. Twohig et al. (2015) also demonstrated a mediatory role for
psychological flexibility in obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD) severity in response to an ACT

intervention for OCD.

ACT proposes that there are features of the human mind that impede psychological
flexibility, drawing on relational frame theory (RFT; Barnes-Holmes & Roche, 2001). RFT is a
behavioural account of human language and its relation to thoughts and behaviours, and posits
that humans develop relational frames, i.e., stimulus associations that become increasingly
generalised through a process of deriving relationships between stimuli that have not been

4
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learned through direct experience. Relational frames have three features: mutual entailment,
combinatorial entailment, and transformation of stimulus functions (Gross & Fox, 2009). For
example, learning that an oak tree in the park is equivalent to the word “tree” leads to the
derivation of the reciprocal relationship that the word “tree” also entails the oak that one sees
(mutual entailment). Learning that a pine tree in the park is also equivalent to the word “tree”
combines with the first derived relationship to entail a coordinative relationship between a pine
and an oak (combinatorial entailment). Finally, if one learns that squirrels are to be found in pine
trees, knowing the relation between oak and pine trees may lead one to look for squirrels in oak

trees also (transformation of stimulus functions).

Through the process of developing relational frames, humans develop extended networks
of stimulus relationships, which allows for complex and sophisticated thought and behaviour. RFT
proposes that this fundamental feature of human cognition also paves the way to suffering, as
this form of learning leads to internal processes, such as thoughts, being seen as tantamount to
factual representations of external realities (“cognitive fusion”; Hayes et al., 1999). In this way
“Words and thoughts acquire power” (Torneke, 2010, p.218) and can start to impede contextually
flexible and adaptive behavioural choices. This can lead to attachment to the conceptualised self
(“self-as-content”, e.g., what kind of person one believes oneself to be) (Harris, 2019) and
experiential avoidance, which is the unwillingness to make room for aversive inner experiences

and the attempt to avoid or rid oneself of them (Chawla & Ostafin, 2007).

ACT focuses on the development of six core processes that enhance psychological

flexibility and can be seen as ways of addressing the self-limiting aspects of human language and
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behaviour. These core processes have been sub-categorised into three underlying clusters,
representing different orientations toward one’s experience of the world: “open”, “aware”, and
“engaged” (Hayes et al., 2011; Levin et al., 2020). In this paper, we argue that these core processes
of psychological flexibility represent optimal stances that will be important for emotional

adaptation to the realities of the climate and ecological crisis, whilst supporting people to engage

with valued actions in support of climate change mitigation.

ACT is a flexible model that allows the integration of insights from a variety of disciplines
within psychology and other fields. Due to its focus on values, ACT can draw on insights from
social and environmental psychology, such as the cross-cultural importance of values (Schwartz,
2012) and their role in shaping sustainable behaviour (Stern et al., 1999). Furthermore,
sociological insights into the collective denial of climate and ecological decline (Norgaard, 2011)
are relevant to the contention in ACT that experiential avoidance is pivotal to understanding

maladaptive human behaviour (Hayes et al., 2012).

The emphasis ACT places on embracing all experiences and distancing from a
conceptualised “self” arguably facilitates willingness to be open to grief in the face of
environmental decline (Weller, 2015). A less conceptualised self may also facilitate a more flexible
and expansive understanding of one’s identity (cf. transpersonal psychology), for example, as a
broader part of nature (“connectedness to nature”) (Mayer & Frantz, 2004). Moreover, ACT
endorses accepting even painful experiences, which resonates with insights from health
geography, namely that emotional ties to place can bring about solace and sorrow (Cunsolo et al.,

2020), and environmental philosophy’s revelations that perturbations in these connections with
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nature can bring forth an array of “Earth emotions” (Albrecht, 2019). These authors will be

referred to throughout the paper.

The following sections summarise the facets of psychological flexibility proposed by ACT
and their relevance to understanding climate distress. While this paper focuses on ACT, this is not
the only therapy that can be applied in a climate and ecological context, nor the only one that can
help to build these psychological skills and behavioural engagement with valued actions. The
invitation is for readers to consider this paper as an exemplar of how climate- and ecologically-

aware therapists can adapt therapeutic models to support those experiencing climate distress.

2.1 Open

Acceptance (one of the core processes constituting an “open” stance in ACT) refers to
willingness to accept one’s inner experience without trying to change it. It can be understood in
contrast to experiential avoidance, characterised by unwillingness to accept aversive experiences
and attempting to suppress them. Experiential avoidance has been found to be ineffective as a
coping strategy, often resulting in paradoxical increases in the intrusion of difficult thoughts
(Abramowitz et al., 2001) and resulting in increasingly restrictive behaviours. Experiential
avoidance has been proposed as a “core pathological process” associated with depression,
anxiety and other difficulties (Akbari et al., 2022, p. 74). Ellis and Albrecht (2017) outlined a case
study of Western Australian farmers with a poignant quote that illustrates avoidance: “There’s
nothing [that] makes me more depressed than to see...dust lifting off the place...| get in bed and

pull the rugs over my head so | can’t seeit” (p. 276).
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Guthrie (2023) has referred to ACT as “a modality bridging the divide between the

III

existential and behavioral” (p. 215), as it is founded on the premise that experiences such as
anxiety are an inevitable part of living. The invitation in ACT is to drop futile attempts at
controlling and supressing inner experiences, and welcome aversive experiences, when doing so
allows for a richer and more meaningful life. The “control agenda”, by contrast, entails avoidance
of aversive experiences, in which people spend “ever more time and energy cordoning off anxiety-
arousing areas of existence until the space they have left to live is claustrophobic and cramped”
(Guthrie, 2023, p. 214). Attempts to control distressing climate-related emotions may play a role
in perpetuating climate distress (Guthrie, 2023). Indeed, Clayton and Karazsia’s (2020) measure

of climate anxiety includes items that reflect non-acceptance of one’s climate emotions, e.g., “I

think, ‘why do | react to climate change this way?’” (p. 4).

Experiential avoidance may lead to poor wellbeing, an ambivalent relationship with
natural spaces, and possible disengagement from pro-environmental behaviour. Weller (2015)
eloguently described the profound emotional challenge of being confronted with ecological
losses: “How can we possibly stay open to the endless assaults on the biosphere when the urge
to avert our eyes and pretend we don’t feel this pain takes over? It takes a heart of courage and
conviction, one willing to look into the center of suffering and remain present” (p. 48). Feather
and Williams (2022) provided evidence that psychological inflexibility, characterised by non-
acceptance and experiential avoidance, may exacerbate distress associated with climate change.
Avoidance can also happen at a societal level. For example, Norgaard (2011) described findings

from interviews with residents of a rural Norwegian community who were experiencing unusually
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warm temperatures; participants avoided discussing climate change, contributing to collective

denial of the issue and a social environment in which the issue remains unaddressed.

The other core process related to the “open” stance is cognitive defusion. Defusion
describes a stance toward thoughts in which they are regarded as transient internal events, as
opposed to factual accounts of the world that require a particular behavioural response. It is
common for people to report feeling hopeless, helpless, and powerless about the climate and
ecological decline (Hickman et al., 2020; Minor et al., 2019). Fusion with cognitions about the
futility of action (such as, “there’s nothing | can do”, “it’s pointless making changes”, “it’s too
late”, etc.) may trigger or perpetuate these feelings. Developing a more detached stance toward

these thoughts through cognitive defusion might open up a more flexible repertoire of actions in

relation to pro-environmental action, reducing feelings of inertia and despair.

2.2 Aware

The “aware” stance entails mindful awareness of experience, i.e., paying attention “in a
particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, p.
4). Mindfulness is a way of keeping a detached awareness of our emotions, which we would argue
is a crucial psychological stance when our surroundings increasingly bear the marks of loss and
transformation. Cunsolo et al. (2020) noted ecological grief resulting from biodiversity loss among
a Canadian Inuit population. Albrecht et al. (2007) discussed the key importance of a sense of
“place” and the threats to identity when there are evident environmental changes. These authors

proposed the term solastalgia to describe the distress arising from the inability to seek solace
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from one’s home environment due to its desolation. Climate distress can also move us out of the
present moment when it takes the form of preoccupation with future risks (Doherty & Clayton,
2011); mindfulness, with its present-moment focus, might be a particularly helpful means of
reorientating one’s attention to the here-and-now, and the manifold opportunities to act in line
with one’s values. It is of note that Whitmarsh et al. (2022) found higher levels of mindfulness to

predict lower climate anxiety in the UK.

There is evidence that contact with the sensory array in the present moment can also be
an effective way to bring people into contact with nature. Choe et al. (2020) compared
participants who underwent a mindfulness-based stress reduction programme in a natural
environment and in two non-natural environments (outdoor/indoor) and found that nature
connectedness only improved among those who attended the natural environment programme.
Cross-sectional research has also shown that connectedness to nature is associated with higher

trait mindfulness (Wolsko & Lindberg, 2013).

The “aware” stance in ACT is fostered by a reconceptualisation of the self (self-as-context
or the observer self) (Harris, 2019). Humans often over-identify with their thoughts, feelings, and
narratives of themselves, as though they were defined by these experiences. ACT, however,
illustrates another way of understanding oneself: not as thoughts and feelings, but as the
awareness in which these events arise and pass by. Research has shown that how one
conceptualises the self is highly predictive of engagement with nature. Connectedness to nature
entails seeing oneself as part of nature (Mayer & Frantz, 2004) and is associated with both self-
reported pro-environmental behaviours (such as buying organically/fair-trade; Nisbet et al., 2009)

10
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and observed behaviours (electricity consumption; Trostle, 2008). Lengieza and Swim (2021)
reported experimental evidence that an increase in nature connectedness in a natural

environment was mediated through decreased preoccupation with oneself.

2.3 Engaged

Schwartz (2012) refers to values as the things that are “important to us” (p. 3). Within
ACT, values are defined as “chosen qualities of purposive action that can never be obtained as an
object but can be instantiated moment by moment” (Hayes et al., 2006, p. 8). Clarifying one’s
values is a core process in ACT that enhances psychological flexibility, as it can help us to be
sensitive to opportunities in any given moment that allow us to act in line with what is personally
meaningful. Pursuit of a rich and meaningful life is the central aim of ACT, and the psychological
processes underlying the “open” and “aware” stances are considered ways of countering internal
obstacles to living a value-based life. Doherty et al. (2022) suggested adapting the choice point
tool (Harris, 2019) to a climate change context to help those grappling with climate emotions to
use tools to psychologically “unhook” from them. This tool can be used whenever difficult climate
emotions arise and is a means of reminding individuals to stay in contact with the present
moment and the observer self, remain open to experience, and clarify their values in order to

engage in value-consistent action.

There is a body of literature relating values to how humans interact with the natural world.
For example, biospheric values (such as being respectful toward and protective of nature) are

associated with pro-environmental behaviours (Katz-Gerro et al., 2017). The value-belief-norm

11
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theory (Stern et al., 1999) proposes that values are fundamental to pro-environmental behaviour,
as knowledge that the objects of one’s values are under threat will lead to a personal moral
obligation to act. The theory has received support for a wide-range of pro-environmental

behaviours in international samples (Van Riper & Kyle, 2014; Chen, 2015; Xu et al., 2019).

Blake (1999) described a “value-action gap”, in which environmental concern often does
not translate into pro-environmental behaviour. This gap has been acknowledged as a continuing
phenomenon in environmental research (Joshi & Rahman, 2015). ACT enhances meaningful living
by supporting individuals to bring their actions into alignment with their values (Ciarrochi et al.,
2013). Those with higher levels of climate distress have been found to endorse environmental
values more strongly (Whitmarsh et al., 2022); by supporting these individuals to live in
accordance with their values, ACT may therefore bring co-benefits to individuals and wider

society.

Pro-environmental behaviours can be financially and socially costly, and involve varying
degrees of effort; they are markedly influenced by the availability of supportive infrastructure,
such as recycling facilities and good public transport (Steg & Vlek, 2009). In addition, there are
misinformation campaigns that generate confusion and controversy around the issue (Dunlap &
McCright, 2015), which may thwart environmental action. ACT could help individuals to allow
difficult feelings such as frustration, and to focus on the value-consistent actions available to them
within a given social and structural context. These beahviours might include private-sphere
actions focused on one’s own environmental impacts as well as public-sphere behaviours geared
toward having a wider social and political impact (Stern, 2000).

12
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The value-action gap may, however, not be entirely due to structural factors: Kennedy et
al. (2009) found that 72% of Canadians reported a discrepancy between their intended and actual
pro-environmental behaviour despite most participants reporting few situational barriers to
behaviour. One reason for this might be that individuals hold values that are contradictory or
transient. ACT can help individuals to clarify their values in a way that allows them to recognise
the rich opportunities for living in line with them, such as bringing compassion to animals and
other species through ecologically-sensitive behaviours, satisfying curiosity by learning about
nature, bringing persistence to a challenging hike up a mountain, demonstrating patience in
waiting for a seed to germinate, and bringing gratitude to an appreciation of the beauty of nature.
Indeed, there is evidence that exploring individuals’ values can have a positive impact on
behavioural outcomes, beyond mere goal-setting (e.g., improving academic performance; Chase

et al., 2013).

Being “engaged” also entails committed action: acting in line with our personal values even
when difficult thoughts and feelings arise. Although values themselves are qualities or attributes
of actions which are never achieved, “concrete goals that are values consistent can be achieved”
(Hayes et al., 2013, p. 8). Committed action often involves aiming to achieve short, medium, and
long-term value-consistent goals. A common piece of advice for clinicians working with those
experiencing climate distress is to encourage pro-environmental behaviour: individual action can
bring actions into alignment with environmental values, and collective action can provide a source
of emotional support from others (Baudon & Jachens, 2021). However, Charlson et al. (2022)

noted that environmental action can be beneficial or detrimental to mental health; it has the

13
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potential to engender hope and solidarity, as well as hopelessness and burnout. The ACT
approach encourages value-guided living in tandem with the development of psychological
processes that support acceptance of and detachment from distressing psychological experiences

that might otherwise derail pro-environmental actions.

4 Conclusion

This paper presents a conceptual analysis of ACT and psychological flexibility’s relevance
to supporting those with climate distress. We have argued that ACT could help those with climate
distress to adapt to the reality of climate and ecological decline by developing an allowing stance
toward difficult feelings, developing distance from cognitions that might impede pro-
environmental action, gaining clarity about one’s values, and building awareness of the various
present-moment opportunities for value-guided action (which, for some, might entail pro-
environmental behaviour). On a wider societal level, developing psychological flexibility might
buttress against denial of climate and ecological decline. There are broader policy implications in
terms of ACT-based initiatives to address climate change denial on the one extreme, and high
levels of climate distress that might impede effective engagement with the climate and ecological

crisis, on the other.
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Key Practice Points:

1. Recognise and validate the complex emotional responses that arise from climate distress,
such as anxiety, despair, anger, and grief, in order to support individuals coping with the

challenges of climate change.

2. Utilise Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) as an intervention for climate distress

by helping individuals develop psychological flexibility.

3. Incorporate ACT principles in practice, such as mindfulness, acceptance, and value-based
action, to foster an open and aware orientation to one's experiences and an engaged

approach to living.

4. Encourage clients to embrace climate distress as a natural, human experience by

validating their emotions and helping them connect with their personal values.

5. Support the development of pro-environmental behaviours and climate change mitigation

efforts where these behaviours align with individuals’ personal values.

16
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