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As the impacts of climate change and environmental disasters such as destructive wildfires become more
apparent, negative feelings about these challenges is increasing. Psychologists call this “eco-anxiety.”

Smoke from wildfires covering the City of Sparks, Nevada. (Adobe Stock, by gchapel.)

What is eco-anxiety?

Eco-anxiety, defined by the American Psychological Association as “a chronic fear of environmental doom’,
arises from strong feelings about the effects of climate change and the human activities that intensify it.
This anxiety can manifest in a range of emotions, including guilt, grief, and other distressing emotions. Many
people, especially those under 25, are experiencing eco-anxiety. A 2021 study found that 84% of young
people worry about climate change (Hickman et al., 2021).

As climate change intensifies, so does the risk of extreme environmental events such as frequent, intense
wildfires. When these fires threaten homes and lives, and wildfire smoke impacts air quality, it is natural

to feel anxious about the future and the planet’s well-being. The spectrum of emotions associated with
eco-anxiety range from mild concern to extreme distress. Some experience “anticipatory trauma,” fearing
terrifying or life-threatening environmental disasters. Climate change can also lead to multiple forms of
trauma, including current trauma from ongoing events, historical trauma and PTSD tied to past events, and
secondary trauma commonly known as “compassion fatigue” that occurs when someone is significantly
impacted by the trauma of others. As awareness of climate change’s consequences grows, so does anxiety,
especially when people feel guilty or powerless in facing these challenges.

Coping with eco-anxiety

Coping with eco-anxiety involves various strategies, some more effective than others. Traditional anxiety
management techniques focus on the person learning to see their fears as less threatening. These methods
often fail with eco-anxiety because the dangers of climate change are pressing and cannot be dismissed.
Common, but less helpful approaches include denial, avoidance, passive responses, and distancing which
might offer temporary relief from overwhelming emotions but are not healthy long-term solutions. Instead,
effective coping can involve acknowledging fear and distress as valid emotions and exploring ways to live
with these feelings. Coping with eco-anxiety doesn’t require us to overcome fear, but to find constructive
ways of living with it.



Strategies for coping with What is a climate café?

eco-anX|ety. A climate café is an informal, open and
Processing emotions confidential space where people can share

their emotional responses to climate change

and environmental emergencies. It's a place for
reflection and exploring thoughts and feelings,
rather than focusing on taking action. Check your
local events calendars for a climate café near you.

Learning to process your emotions is crucial for
coping with eco-anxiety. Rather than trying to dismiss
or overcome the range of emotions associated with
eco-anxiety, it is helpful to acknowledge that distress
is a natural and valid response to climate change.
Distress itself is not the issue; the challenge is figuring
out what to do with it. By exploring, understanding
and sitting with these emotions, we can avoid seeking
unhealthy coping mechanisms. Seeing a climate-
aware therapist can help with support in exploring
these feelings in a healthy way. You can also process
your emotions through art, writing or music, or by
talking with trusted friends and family.
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Collective experiences and social support

Connecting with others who share your concerns about climate change can help alleviate feelings of
isolation. Climate cafés offer spaces to express your feelings about climate change. Building a supportive
social network can make eco-anxiety feel more manageable.

Cognitive interventions and the need for trust

Activating hope and trust in yourself and others to act on climate change can help maintain a positive
outlook. Cognitive interventions focus on fostering positive emotions, such as hope, even while
acknowledging the negative aspects of climate change. For example, while some species are endangered,
others are being restored. Balancing awareness of both positive and negative developments can help
reduce eco-anxiety.

Taking action

Building a sense of agency and empowerment through activism can be a powerful way to alleviate eco-
anxiety. This might include community involvement, using alternative transportation, switching to green
energy, educating others, and supporting climate-focused organizations. While there are many ways to act, it’s
important to choose actions that suit you and your community. It's also important to be mindful of potential
negative feelings, such as disillusionment and burnout, that can arise from participating in direct action.

Preparing for wildfire

One effective way to get involved and help communities become more

- . . - LIVING
resilient to wildfires is to prepare your home and family and to work WITH EIRE
towards creating fire-adapted communities. Visit livingwithfire.org to
learn how to prepare for wildfires. The Fire Adapted Nevada Partnership
is also a great resource for learning about creating fire-adapted
communities in Nevada.

; FIRE
Scan the QR codes to the right to learn more. Visit LivingWithFire.org for ;‘ QEO:,;E.‘D
wildfire preparation tips, and forestry.nv.gov/fan for resources on building
fire-adapted communities in Nevada.




Learn more about eco-anxiety

Scan the QR code to the right to listen to Episode 12 of the Living - LIVING
With Fire Podcast. In the episode, Caitlyn Wallace, LCSW dives into E Z :g;z:_gf_

eco-anxiety, breaking down key terms and discussing insights
and strategies for coping with eco-anxiety.
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