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Overview

Many organisations are searching to address the climate crisis and wider ecological breakdown

through reducing carbon emissions, realigning mission and values to meet green objectives, and

encouraging pro-environmental behaviour change among employees. At the same time,

organisations need to better understand and support the increasing health impacts of this crisis on

employees, including how it might lead to poor mental health and burnout. This paper identifies four

clear risks of eco-anxiety at work and how it can contribute to burnout. More knowledge is needed about

the prevalence and outcomes of eco-anxiety at work, and how this may be mitigated by sufficient

climate action at an organisational level. While an understandable and even adaptive response to the

threat of climate change and inaction of leaders; employees may desire appropriate resources to

navigate these difficult emotions and protect their wellbeing while enabling  constructive eco-action.

action.
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Background

Scientists have raised the alert about climate change and ecological breakdown for decades, with the

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (About the IPCC, n.d.) established in 1988 to provide

updates on the science of climate change to governments. Ecological breakdown has taken far longer

to become a pressing issue in public consciousness (National Geographic, 2019), limiting progress

towards the behaviour change and activism needed to address this greatest problem of our times.

The climate crisis is “the defining issue of our time; it must be the first

priority of every government and multilateral organization. And yet

climate action is being put on the back burner – despite overwhelming

public support around the world.” (UN, 2022).

However, as the crisis deepens, a wider awareness is being impelled. Climate change is starting to

impact populations which have previously been protected from direct consequences, including

through record temperatures, droughts and floods  across UK, Europe and North America in 2022.

Organisations are increasingly under pressure to meet both global and local  political,  regulatory and

ethical imperatives to reduce carbon emissions and ‘green’ their practices. News coverage of

ecological breakdown has increased, with some news outlets making an express commitment to

editorial coverage, including the Guardian, which promised in its 2019 climate pledge to “use

language that recognises the severity of the crisis we’re in”.

This public awareness arising from these changes is necessary for action, but is unsurprisingly linked

to emotions including fear, grief and anxiety. Feeling anxious about the environment appears to be

universal, with studies from different regions of the world finding evidence of mental health impacts

of unsupported climate distress (Hogg et al., 2021), particularly so among younger generations

(Haaland, 2019), women, the elderly and youth (Ojala, et al., 2021). For some populations,

particularly indigenous populations and countries and communities who have contributed the least

to the problem, worry about the climate is not caused by distant concerns but by the direct

destruction of lives and livelihoods through climate and ecological breakdown – which means that

symptoms of distress may be much greater (Ojala, et al., 2021), although such groups are relatively

under-researched. People who work in climate-related fields have been found to experience high

levels of distress,  including burnout (EOS, 2019).

Several terms have been used to describe the emotions caused by environmental breakdown. These

include solastalgia (Albrecht, et al. 2007), which describes the distress caused by environmental

change directly connected to one’s homeland, and ecological grief, focused on feelings of loss

occasioned by environmental breakdown (Ojala, et al., 2021).

What is eco-anxiety?

Eco-anxiety is a term used to describe the emotional and psychological impact of having an

awareness of, witnessing or engaging with climate  and ecological breakdown. Many other terms are

developing to describe the range of strong emotions that the climate crisis elicits, such as climate

anxiety, eco-distress, and ecological grief (Lawrance & Thompson et al , May 2022). Such feelings are

found to be increasing in general populations (Rao & Powell, 2021).
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Eco-anxiety is “the chronic fear of environmental cataclysm that comes

from observing the seemingly irrevocable impact of climate change and

the associated concern for one’s future and that of next generations.”

(American Psychological Association, 2017)

The term encompasses anxiety about the climate along with anxiety about other forms of

environmental breakdown (‘climate anxiety’ is a related term that focuses more specifically on

climate change).

Eco-anxiety has also been noted to be empirically and theoretically distinct from general anxiety

(Hogg, et al., 2021). Studies of general anxiety are often clinically focused, for instance looking at

mental health outcomes. Eco-anxiety is considered to be a rational, even necessary reaction to

ecological crises, rather than a clinical disorder. Nonetheless, it can act as an on-going stressor and

has been associated with a number of negative mental health consequences, including insomnia

(Ogunbode, et al, 2021) and more generalised depression and anxiety (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020).

Although eco-anxiety might be the cause of impaired wellbeing, it may also act as a spur to practical

action. Moreover, studies have found that it is possible to experience eco-anxiety without

experiencing clinical and subclinical anxiety (Pikhala, 2018). People may worry and feel anxious about

the environment for many different reasons. Fears for children and grandchildren, and factors such

as political orientation, are among the factors found to be associated with eco-anxiety (Ojala et al.,

2021). Much of the research to date on eco-anxiety has been done with young people, and indicates

that such emotional and psychological responses to the climate crisis are widely prevalent. In a

survey of 10,000 16-25 year olds,  45% said that their feelings about climate change negatively

affected their daily lives. A further survey found that feelings of distress were higher for climate

change than Covid-19, particularly for young people not generally anxious (Lawrance 2022).

59% of young people globally are very or extremely worried, and more

than half report feeling sad, anxious, angry, powerless, helpless, and guilty

with regards to the climate crisis  (Hickman 2021).

Many different interventions have been used to support people with eco-anxiety. Baudon and

Jachens’ (2021) review of interventions for eco-anxiety grouped interventions into themes, finding

interventions that were designed to help individuals with eco-anxiety to: grow resilience and support

inner learning; improve self-care and connect with nature; foster social connection (by encouraging a

person experiencing eco-anxiety to join networks and groups); and take positive action, (whether

individually or collectively). These findings, which focus on support for eco-anxiety in a clinical

setting, might also provide a starting point for an approach within organisations.

Eco-anxiety ought to be a priority for organisations for similar reasons

that other forms of poor mental health of workers should be prioritised:

because unsupported, eco-anxiety has the capacity to limit the happiness,

engagement, general health and productivity of workers, and might lead

to burnout.
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Workers in many organisational settings are likely to be experiencing deep fear and anxiety about

ecological breakdown, based on confronting reality. These people are more likely to have pro-social

and pro-environmental values, and these concerns come from a place of caring that should be

acknowledged and supported. Many of these workers will overwhelmingly support action, including

by their employer. Organisations, like governments and multilaterals, must make climate their first

priority – and this means supporting the mental health of workers, ensuring that, instead of being

driven to poor mental health and burnout, they are fully supported, with the organisation leading by

example and creating and acting on net zero commitments at all levels. Climate concerned

employees can be partners in designing these policies and contributing to positive action.

Organisations need to be   proactive in ensuring supportive resources and practices are in place, and

ensuring the work environment is protective of wellbeing. For organisations to act appropriately, we

need to know much more about the role of eco-anxiety in organisational life, including prevalence,

outcomes, and appropriate organisational interventions.

What can organisations do to help employees cope, reduce eco-anxiety and enhance wellbeing?

We suggest five key recommendations for organisations:

1. Take responsibility as an organisation for more further climate action

Nearly half of employees report that employer inactivity is a contributor to their mental

wellbeing, and therefore it is imperative for organisations, and leaders within organisations,

to take responsibility and both set and deliver on ambitious targets for environmental and

sustainability goals. The organisation leading by example as part of an overall strategic plan is

recommended to begin to address the causes of eco-anxiety in employees. The goals may be

towards lowering energy usage and emissions, but will also be towards embedding

sustainability within workplace policies, processes and practices, along with ‘greening’ of the

workplace such as living walls, plants on desks and access to green spaces.  Creating

opportunities for nature based activities for the whole organisation (ideas include gardening,

planting trees, picking up plastic) can also  increase connection within the whole organisation

and help to reduce eco-anxiety.

2. Encourage and champion individual & team climate action

Evidence suggests that individual and collective action on climate change may support good

mental health and reduce climate-related psychological distress and anxiety.  Climate actions

can provide individuals with a greater sense of agency and control, increasing feelings of

meaning and empowerment. As an organisation it is important to widely communicate the

climate action initiatives you are taking as a company, signposting to ways that employees

can get involved and ensuring there are clear examples of role modelling.  Leaders at all

levels have a crucial role to play in acting as role models in terms of pro-environmental

behaviour, in empowering others to act and in building trust. Adding climate action to team

wellbeing objectives.

Regularly measure and assess the risk of burnout and eco anxiety to make sure there is low

risk of burnout and employees have the right energy to take climate action.

Softer Success® recommends using a business wellbeing assessment such as 'A Walk Through

The Forest' the  90 second diagnostic test which scientifically identifies &  mitigates the risks

of burnout & eco anxiety in your organisation
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3. Create a ‘sustainable’ space to reflect

Enabling spaces for individuals to reflect and share experiences and thoughts about climate

change have been shown to help people build resilience and empowerment and strengthen

supportive networks. Examples include a guided journal intervention, Climate Cafes and the

Good Grief Network 10 step programme.

4. Bring nature into the workplace

This may be a general focus on sustainability in workplace policies, processes and practices,

along with ‘greening’ of the workplace such as living walls, plants on desks and access to

green spaces.  It will also be about creating opportunities for nature based activities for the

whole organisation (ideas include gardening, planting trees, picking up plastic) which can

increase connection within the whole organisation and help to reduce eco-anxiety.

5. Foster hope

There are many climate disaster stories but it is important to showcase the positive stories

and change that is happening as well. For example, Softer Success® highlights the positive

climate actions in their moral resilience and eco action masterclass. Research shows it is

possible to have high climate anxiety and also high wellbeing. Protective factors appear to be

feelings of hope, anger and meaningfulness – which can allow climate emotional responses

to be translated into action while protecting wellbeing. ‘Meaning-focussed coping’ is a

mechanism for climate coping that includes putting trust in powerful societal actors, and

aligning action with values. This can induce positive emotions that help people to

constructively cope with distress and anxiety. Such ‘meaning-focussed coping’ strategies may

help employees to constructively cope with and act on climate change. Active Hope focuses

on generating hope through taking action and  looks at helping to achieve the future one

desires.

.

What more do we need to know about eco-anxiety at work?

Research about eco-anxiety in general work populations is very limited. In terms of the workplace,

research has been concentrated on individuals in climate-related roles, (such as scientists or

environmental activists), many of whom have carried the burden of anxiety and activism for decades,

while the world around them has appeared to be oblivious. Some scientists face tangible evidence of

ecological breakdown in their daily work, and are forced to daily report bad news, or face the

frustration of inaction despite their efforts leading to anxiety, grief and exhaustion (EOS, 2021).

Persisting within a career of environmental activism may lead to burnout for many without proactive

coping strategies (Driscoll, 2020) There are efforts underway regarding the specific psychological

support needed for those working on the environmental frontline, for instance through Adaptive

Mind (2019), which has supported individuals active in climate work to meet the “challenges of a

rapidly, continually, sometimes traumatically and profoundly changing world”.

The extent to which the eco-anxiety and grief of people working in climate-related job roles

translates to workers in non-climate-related roles is less clear.
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We have identified four clear risks of eco-anxiety at work:

1. Eco-anxiety can contribute to poor mental health and burnout at work

Poor mental health at work is common, with many adults of working age reporting common mental

health disorders such as stress, anxiety and depression and outcomes including sickness absence,

increased turnover and reduced productivity (Deloitte, 2022). There is a need to understand to what

extent emotions about environmental breakdown impact upon work wellbeing, which would enable

organisations to better tailor preventive strategies and supportive provision.

One work-specific risk is burnout, a work-based phenomenon, conceptualised as arising from chronic

workplace stress that has not been successfully managed (WHO, 2019), which can result in an

individual becoming chronically depleted. Emotionally demanding work conditions where there is an

imbalance between effort and reward are strongly associated with burnout. Where there is a

misalignment of values at work (Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001) and a sense of organisational

injustice (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004) burnout may be more prevalent: this might have a salience in

relation to misaligned personal and organisational environmental values. Burnout is sometimes

conceptualised as a sequential process, beginning with emotional contagion, and culminating in a

loss of personal accomplishment (Maslach & Leiter, 2016). Other research has conceptualised the

burnout process as a downward spiral, where an interacting set of pressures lead to an accelerating

loss of energy and emotional resources (Demerouti, Bakker & Bulters, 2004). Timely preventive

support may help to prevent the downward spiral of burnout (Hobfoll et al., 2018).

There are reports of burnout among climate professionals (EOS, 2021) and activists (Driscoll, 2020)

who face the daily practical and emotional challenges of confronting climate change. Theoretically,

eco-anxiety and climate anxiety at work might lead to ‘interacting pressures’/a downward spiral, with

factors including experience of ecological breakdown, cognitive symptoms of climate anxiety, and an

employee’s experience of an unsupportive or non-values aligned organisation leading to a burnout

process. On the other hand, the organisation might serve to arrest burnout by intervening

supportively and constructively to take climate action and support emotional and psychological

coping strategies in living through the climate crisis.

2. People ‘bringing’ eco-anxiety to work

At a population level, evidence suggests that certain characteristics make it more likely that people

will experience eco-anxiety. More research is needed to understand how this translates to work

settings, and what this means in terms of sectoral exposure to eco-anxiety and organisational

strategies, including wellbeing strategies.

For instance, progressive political values have also been positively associated with eco-anxiety (Ojala

et al., 2021). People with such values might be concentrated in certain job roles or organisations,

requiring targeted support in these contexts.

It is likely that there will be crossover between groups who are especially exposed to eco-anxiety, and

who face other forms of disadvantage in a work context, raising the risk of intersecting and

compounding challenges. People with pre-existing mental health problems have been shown to be at

higher risk of mental health impacts from climate change (Lawrance, et al., 2021), and if this is found

to translate to work settings, it might impact the provision of work strategies and resources to

support inclusion and to combat mental health stigma.

People who have been exposed to the direct impacts of ecological breakdown are more likely to

experience mental health impacts, including anxiety, depression and PTSD (Lawrance, et al., 2021).
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Some organisations will have operations in territories where direct impacts are widespread. Other

organisations will employ workers who have been forced to migrate due to climate change impacts,

or who have families and other loved ones living in severely affected countries and regions.

Organisations need to understand the challenges their workers face and provide targeted support.

There is also a well-documented high concentration of eco-anxiety among young people (Hickman et

al. 2021), an age group which has also been shown to have been particularly impacted by mental

health challenges in the COVID-19 pandemic, translating into a work context (Health Foundation,

2021). A 2022 BUPA survey has indicated that two thirds of young people (aged 18-22 years old) are

anxious about the environment and want their employers to act on environmental issues, a third

would not work for an organisation whose environmental credentials were poor, and 43%

respondents say that employer inaction negatively impacts their mental wellbeing. Given that this

population represents the incoming workforce, there is an urgent need to understand the

prerogatives of younger workers and meet their mental health needs.

43% respondents say that employer inaction negatively

impacts their mental wellbeing.

3. Eco-anxiety is exacerbated or managed within specific work roles and the conditions of

work

Occupational research on eco-emotions has hitherto concentrated on impacts on the ‘climate

frontline’. Environmental researchers and conservationists have been found to be impacted by

eco-emotions, including anxiety, trauma and burnout (e.g. Pikhala, 2020); and humanitarian activists

(whose work may often include an environmental component) have been found to be at high risk of

burnout (Cardozo et al., 2012).

However, in today’s workplace, many other roles (from environmental investment strategists to

sustainability managers) are in operation, but the impact of eco-anxiety and other eco-emotions on

these roles has not yet been investigated. In the transition to a lower carbon economy, many more

green jobs must be created (International Labour Organization, n.d.). To protect the ‘green

workforce’ we need a much better understanding of how eco-anxiety and other emotions might be

provoked within these roles, and then how it can best be supported. It might also be the case that,

regardless of role, individuals working in specific sectors or organisations with a high level of focus on

climate experience a level of eco-anxiety that is related to increased awareness, which again needs to

be appropriately supported and directed towards positive action.

Conversely, we need a better understanding of eco-anxiety and other negative mental health impacts

on people who are required to work within work environments that are antithetical to environmental

values. Organisational inaction on climate has been reported as a factor worsening mental health in

young people (BUPA, 2022); perceived inaction and betrayal by leaders has also been shown to

negatively impact on mental health (Hickman et al., 2021)

A body of research has investigated person-organisation values fit in terms of generational

differences (e.g. Cennamo & Gardner, 2008) and outcomes such as turnover intention and mental

health (Chu, 2014). Specific research on environmental person-organisation values might uncover to

what extent this relates to eco-anxiety and other mental health outcomes among a work population

who care deeply about the environment, but are confronted by a workplace that appears not to

share their values.
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4. The need for support for those who experience eco-anxiety at work

There is a growing understanding of the occupational conditions and forms of secondary support

that can prevent or address poor mental health in a work context. However the extent to which

these resources meet the needs of workers who are experiencing anxiety, grief, and other

challenging emotions about the climate crisis and ecological breakdown is unclear, especially as

these can be chronic stressors but should not be pathologized and can occur even in people who

don't otherwise experience anxiety.

With these emotions likely to rise as the climate crisis deepens, it will be essential to uncover what

employees want, and what evidence suggests is likely to help. Existing evidence about interventions

for eco-anxiety outside of occupational settings might provide a starting point (Baudon & Jachens,

2021), and could be utilised to enrich current workplace wellbeing offerings.

A body of research indicates that, while challenging emotions must be fully acknowledged and

supported (Baudon & Jachens, 2021) eco-anxiety can be constructively managed through

appropriately coping strategies and positive action (and, from another perspective, is a necessary

imperative for climate action), while noting the need to also protect from climate action burnout.

Opportunities for collective action have been found to attenuate anxiety (Schwartz et al., 2022) and

research has highlighted a need for approaches that bolster a sense of competency and allow people

to think creatively about individual and collective actions (Godsmark, 2020), all of which an

organisation might support.

Further research is needed to explore factors in the organisational climate that enable people to take

positive action on climate, and to feel supported to participate in a collective endeavour. These

factors could include corporate-level green behaviour (Suganthi et al., 2019), engaged co-workers or

organisational pro-environmental norms (Mouro & Duarte, 2021).

Leadership style is likely to be of importance: there is evidence that trust in societal actors can help

to prevent climate anxiety, in cases where there is proportionate and visible climate leadership (Ojala

et al., 2021; IPCC 2022). In the context of work, transformational leadership has been theorised and

studied in relation to wellbeing and in relation to improvements in organisational environmental

performance, such as green innovation (Singh, et al,. 2020). Such strands of research might be

brought together, so that organisations can gain a better understanding of how leaders might protect

wellbeing while acknowledging and furthering positive action on climate.

Conclusion

We have identified four clear risks of eco-anxiety at work, demonstrating how it contributes to

burnout in a business setting and therefore not only losses to wellbeing but also productivity. Nearly

half of employees report that employer inactivity is a contributor to their mental wellbeing, and

therefore it is imperative for organisations, and leaders within organisations,  to take the first step

towards addressing eco-anxiety by both setting and delivering on ambitious targets for

environmental and sustainability goals. Doing so will support wellbeing, help to prevent burnout  and

increase individual and collective positive action towards addressing the climate crisis.

It is important to address eco anxiety before it leads to burnout so that employees have the right

energy to take climate action.
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