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A Burgeoning Ecopsychological
Recovery Movement

Susan M. Koger

Willamette University, Salem, Oregon.

Abstract
Contemporary individualism, materialism, and unsustainable con-

sumption reflect a cultural addiction. Like those who overuse or abuse

various substances, many people are trapped by short-term conve-

niences and escapes from emotional pain provided via ‘‘thing-a-

holism’’ (Clinebell, 1996) and techno-addiction (Glendinning, 1995),

rather than focusing on the myriad long-term benefits associated with

more sustainable practices. Regrettably, much of the messaging de-

signed to promote change only serves to reinforce habitual and un-

sustainable behavior patterns. Various spiritually based initiatives

emphasizing mindfulness, interconnectedness, community, and belief

in something greater than one’s self are described as representing an

emerging ‘‘recovery movement’’ that holds promise for responding to

the ‘‘Long Emergency’’ (Kunstler, 2005), the topic of this special

issue. Key Words: Addiction—Environmental anxiety/eco-anxiety—

Climate change—Positive psychology—Spirituality.

I
n his classic treatise on the potential for a nuclear holocaust,

Lifton (1982) wrote the following about the crisis of his time

(modifications in brackets to relate to our current ecological

emergency):

We live now in a special realm of absurdity; we are haunted by

something we can neither see nor imagine. We are afraid of

something we call [climate change], and at the same time are re-

moved from, and have little awareness of that threat.. There is a

kind of structural layer to our absurdity; the obvious one [humans],

poised to exterminate [themselves] and the rest of the world in the

process. Then there is a second layer that is more or less existential;

it is the way that we all live—with the sense that we can be anni-

hilated in a moment, along with everything we’ve known and loved

and experienced in our existence, while at the same time we carry on

our everyday activities, business as usual.. There’s a certain psy-

chological stance that moves toward resignation: ‘‘Well, if it hap-

pens, it happens.’’ Or, in [a] more elaborate kind of rationalization:

‘‘What’s so special about humankind? Many other species have

come and gone; maybe this is our turn..’’ Our situation is desperate

and at the same time, hopeful. Desperate because of the danger,

hopeful because something is really happening in this country and

elsewhere. There is the beginning of a change, a shift in awareness.

(pp. 619–620)

Overconsumption, particularly by citizens of the United States,

is the basis of most if not all contemporary environmental chal-

lenges (e.g., Kitzes et al., 2008) that comprise the ‘‘Long Emergency’’

(Kunstler, 2005) being considered in this special issue of Ecopsy-

chology. Our consumer culture and its underlying economic im-

perative reflects an addiction (e.g., Guo et al., 2011; LaChance,

2006) by which people numb out [i.e., ‘‘psychic numbing’’ (Lifton,

1982)] or attempt to mitigate their personal insecurities and anxi-

eties through products purported to correct their various flaws,

attract friends or mates, or otherwise improve their lives (Kanner &

Gomes, 1995). The predicted catastrophic consequences, including

a dangerously changed climate, represent the proverbial ‘‘elephant

in the living room,’’ of which most people are at least somewhat

aware but are actively or passively ignoring, denying, or suppres-

sing as they perpetuate the status quo via ‘‘pathological material-

ism’’ (Clinebell, 1996) and compulsive use of various forms of

technology (‘‘techno-addiction,’’ Glendinning, 1995).

As in any addiction, the fixes obtained by shopping, eating (in-

cluding heavily processed and packaged ‘‘junk’’ food), binging on

electronic pastimes, or other consumptive behaviors provide a brief

respite from emotional pain, along with a burst of dopamine within

the brain’s reward system (Small, 2009). Yet the emotional hunger

and associated cravings are never far behind. In fact, materialism is
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associated with reduced well-being, including anxiety, depression,

and substance use/abuse (Brown & Kasser, 2005; Kasser, 2002), but

nonetheless continues to drive acquisitiveness (Otero-López et al.,

2011). There is little scientific doubt that we as a species are soon to

‘‘hit bottom,’’ if we haven’t already. The forecasts concerning cli-

mate change, pollution, and other products of the industrial growth

society are terrifying, and the most vulnerable populations, in-

cluding island and indigenous nations, minorities, the poor, and

other species of life are already suffering and will continue to bear

the brunt of the impacts.

Unfortunately, the fear activated by such bad news is a potent

trigger for ‘‘relapse’’ into habitual behaviors that only exacerbate

the problems, as are messages that shame and blame the addict;

yet fear- and guilt-based appeals remain the primary modus ope-

randi of both scientists and environmentalists. Over a century ago,

Yerkes and Dodson (1908) observed that optimal performance

occurs at moderate levels of arousal or stress; people can’t solve

problems, particularly complex and challenging ones, when they

are emotionally overwhelmed (see also Weick, 1984). More re-

cently, Dickinson (2009) applied the principles of terror manage-

ment theory to climate change, noting that predictions about the

dire and rapidly approaching consequences are—paradoxically—

driving a more intense defense of the ‘‘American way of life’’ (i.e.,

cultural materialism) and attempts to enhance personal self-

esteem, including via status symbols derived from material con-

sumption. The Center for Research on Environmental Decisions

(2009) among others has made similar points about the need to

consider the emotional impacts of messages intended to persuade

people to engage in more sustainable lifestyles (see also Macy,

1995; Macy & Johnstone, 2012; Moser, 2007; Roszak, 1994).

Somehow, we need to convey the urgency of the situation and

engage and empower our audiences without overwhelming them or

sending them into despair or retail therapy.

Contingency traps (Baum, 1994) compound the problem, in that

the immediate reinforcers associated with maintaining the con-

sumptive status quo outweigh the long-term risks, which seem

largely uncertain, unpredictable, and distant in time and place ra-

ther than ‘‘for sure, now, here, and to us’’ [Gattig & Hendrickx (2007,

p. 22); see also Leiserowitz (2007), Weber (2006), and Gifford’s

(2011) description of several other ‘‘dragons of inaction’’]. This

contingency trap resembles the addict’s ‘‘self-control problem’’ of

having to give up any short-term comforts provided by using in

order to avoid health, relationship, career, and other challenges that

may or may not happen in the future, or to mitigate problems al-

ready in process.

In addition to these emotional and proximal factors are several

potent social influences; as in drug addiction (Sheff, 2013), media,

status and popularity symbols, and social norms all convey material-

ism, while there is a relative paucity of peer, adult, and organizational

role-modeling of more sustainable lifestyle choices. ‘‘Sustainability’’

may be perceived by many as unappealing asceticism, as opposed to an

opportunity to live a simpler, less stressful, spiritually grounded, and

healthier life (Elgin, 2010).

It thus seems clear that a powerful and widespread ‘‘recovery

movement’’ is urgently needed to heal our collectively self-destructive

patterns (Glendinning, 1994; LaChance, 2006), while simultaneously

fostering motivation to address the challenges and resilience to

weather the coming storms. From an ecopsychological perspective,

this includes reawakening our sense of interconnection with the

natural world through mindful contact with nonhuman nature, re-

flective rituals, and other ecotherapeutic techniques such as inten-

tionally engaging in ‘‘earth-caring actions’’ (Clinebell, 1996, p. 182;

see also Roszak et al., 1995). Healing the disconnect between one’s self

and the rest of Earth not only promotes more sustainable behavior but

also is critical for overall mental and physical well-being (Howell,

Dopko, Passmore, & Buro, 2011); in other words, ‘‘what’s good for the

planet is good for us’’ (reviewed in Scott et al., 2016).

Psychologist and environmental scientist Bob Doppelt recently

founded the International Transformational Resilience Coalition

(ITRC)1 based on the recognition that climate change poses serious

global psychological, emotional, and social impacts (see also Doherty

& Clayton, 2011). These consequences will not only impair mental

health, increasing rates of depression, anxiety, PTSD, and substance

use/abuse, but will also impede individual and group efforts to reduce

emissions and respond constructively to the various predicted

stressors. The ITRC is offering webinars, trainings, and workshops

focused on building psychosocial resilience in communities (in-

cluding through education, infrastructure, and strengthening local

support services) and at the individual level (via mindfulness, cog-

nitive skills, and values clarification).

While evidence concerning their effectiveness remains equivocal

(e.g., Dodes & Dodes, 2014, vs. Lilienfeld & Arkowitz, 2011), 12-step

programs may provide an appropriate model for conceptualizing a

widespread solution (LaChance, 2006). The opportunity to publicly

share one’s experiences, feelings, and struggles can reveal patterns

and ‘‘create a new basis for integrity’’ (Glendinning, 1994, p. 147).

Through fellowship derived from sharing a common addiction and

1http://www.theresourceinnovationgroup.org/intl-tr-coalition
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a desire to overcome it, support groups can foster courage and mo-

tivation to change destructive patterns, and hope from seeing others

succeed—that is, a positive psychology emphasis (Galanter, 2007).

Enhancing affiliation with ‘‘abstaining’’ social networks while si-

multaneously avoiding those who are still ‘‘using’’ seems to be a

critical feature (Kelly et al., 2012).

Another important component of Alcoholics Anonymous (A.A.),

Narcotics Anonymous, and other 12-step programs is a spiritual

transformation, where the addict learns how to overcome his or her

self-centeredness by focusing on being of service to others, thus

finding more meaning in his or her life (Galanter, 2007; Kaskutas,

2009). As Clinebell (1996) wrote, ‘‘Healing the idolatry of things re-

quires dealing with the vacuum in spiritual meaning and value that

people try vainly to fill by compulsive consumption’’ (p. 102). Some

relevant spiritual traditions include mindfulness, feeling connected

to something larger than one’s self, and self-transcendent (vs. self-

enhancement) values related to broader societal needs, including the

ecological crisis (Clinebell, 1996). Such practices are all correlated

with sustainable lifestyles as well as higher levels of subjective

well-being and several measures of physical health (e.g., Brown &

Kasser, 2005; Ericson et al., 2014). Consequently, the requisite so-

cietal transition away from individualism and materialism need not

involve ‘‘huge sacrifices, and a trade-off between well-being and

the environment, as if they were in conflict’’ (Ericson et al., 2014, p.

74, italics theirs). In fact, one of the core tenets of ecopsychology is

that human health is entirely dependent upon ‘‘environmental’’

health (e.g., Koger & Winter, 2010; Roszak, 1992; Scott et al., 2016).

To invoke another model from the addiction literature (e.g., Di-

Clemente, 2003), I believe we are past the pre-contemplation phase;

most people understand, at least peripherally, that widespread

change is necessary and needs to begin sooner rather than later.

However, continued calls to action that provoke fear and anxiety are

unlikely to be effective. Instead, people need a positive vision and

strategies that enable them to tap into hope, purpose, and empow-

erment. The Civil Rights Movement provides an illustration of why it

is critically important to build motivation for social change from a

positive frame:

Martin Luther King Jr.’s ‘‘I Have a Dream’’ speech is famous

because it put forward an inspiring, positive vision that carried a

critique of the current moment within it. Imagine how history

would have turned out had King given an ‘‘I have a nightmare’’

speech instead! (Shellenberger & Nordhaus, 2004, p. 31)

It is encouraging that various faith-based organizations including the

Vatican are recognizing the need to respond to climate change as a

moral imperative and over-arching social justice issue (Gibson, 2015;

Rasmussen, 2012; Whitney & Whitney, 2012) and are providing some

direction for that response.2 This endeavor builds on the legacy initiated

in the 1980s by Dr. Robert Bullard (e.g., Bullard, 1987, 1993) and the

United Church of Christ (Commission for Racial Justice, United Church

of Christ, 1987), demonstrating disproportionate exposures to toxic

pollution as a form of environmental injustice. Recently, the Reverend

Robyn Hartwig conceived EcoFaith Recovery, a

faith-based leadership development effort . [that seeks] wis-

dom from the traditions of Christian faith, ecology/eco-justice,

relational organizing and 12 step recovery for the purpose of

revitalizing congregational ministries to make a lasting difference

for the healing of the world. (EcoFaith Recovery, 2015b, para. 6)

Their programs include student internships, local food-based potlucks

(Simply in Season, based on the eponymous Mennonite cookbook by

Lind & Hockman-Wert, 2015), and activism against fossil fuel depen-

dency and transport.

Secular initiatives include the Council on the Uncertain Human

Future, which brings together scholars and artists ‘‘who might be in-

fluential in the transformation of attitudes and actions as we move

toward a future on a radically altered planet’’ (Council on the Uncertain

Human Future, 2015, para. 1). The Work that Reconnects3 and Active

Hope workshops based on Joanna Macy’s perspective (Macy & Brown,

1998; Macy & Johnstone, 2012) engage participants in a methodology

that combines mindfulness, gratitude, recognition of our intercon-

nectedness with each other and other species, and identifying one’s

individual strengths and interests to effectively engage with the Great

Turning (Korten, 2006), the emergent transition to a sustainable society.

The Transition Town Movement involves local visioning and creating a

less consumptive, more community-focused lifestyle that enables re-

jection of fossil fuel–based energy economies (Hopkins, 2008). The

Northwest Earth Institute4 has long been offering resources to help

‘‘Create your community of change.’’ Many more such efforts are

arising internationally (Hawken, 2007).

These diverse examples may reflect an emerging recovery move-

ment, where individuals are converging to share their ‘‘experience,

strength, and hope’’ (to quote one of the mottos of A.A.) as they

rethink their relationship with human and nonhuman/environmental

2For example, GreenFaith, http://www.greenfaith.org/about; Ecumenical
Ministries of Oregon, http://www.emoregon.org/global_warming.php; In-
terfaith Power & Light, http://www.interfaithpowerandlight.org
3http://workthatreconnects.org
4http://www.nwei.org
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communities. Like 12-step programs, they are grass-roots, indepen-

dent, local, and utilize social bonds to facilitate change; like other

treatment strategies for addiction such as Acceptance and Commit-

ment Therapy, Dialectical Behavior Therapy (Hayes & Levin, 2012;

Williams & Kraft, 2012), and Buddhism-based approaches (Griffin,

2004; Levine, 2014), many of these coalitions encourage mindful

awareness of underlying emotions, thoughts, values, and experiences

that contribute to (un)sustainable actions. For instance, Simply in

Season (Lind & Hockman-Wert, 2015) potlucks help ‘‘make connec-

tions between Christian faith, spirituality, and the impact our food

purchase and production choices have on ourselves, our neighbors

and all of God’s creation’’ (EcoFaith Recovery, 2015a, para. 3). As

participants pay more attention to where their food is grown and how

it is produced, they will presumably make fewer impulsive purchases

on ‘‘autopilot’’ while at the grocery store (cf. mindfulness-based re-

lapse prevention; Witkiewitz et al., 2014).

Research suggests that mindfulness contributes to proenviron-

mental behaviors (Amel et al., 2009), reduces overconsumption (De

Wit, 2008; Goleman, 2009), and shrinks ecological footprints (Brown

& Kasser, 2005), including by activating core values to increase one’s

willpower (Schmeichel & Vohs, 2009). By noticing and ‘‘sitting with’’

uncomfortable feelings, rather than reacting impulsively and com-

pulsively, materialists, like other addicts, can learn to ‘‘defuse their

triggers’’ (Sheff, 2013, p. 178). A recent boom in popular press by

prominent clinicians and researchers advertises the power of such

strategies to literally rewire our brains (neuroplasticity; Hanson,

2009; Merzenich, 2013; Siegel, 2011), likely a necessary component

of the conversion to a more sustainable society.

It remains to be seen whether we are on the verge of a ‘‘sea

change’’ in terms of public opinion and action on climate change,

resource conservation, or other aspects of our current challenges.

However, there seems to be reason for hope, as it is described by

David Orr (2011): ‘‘Hope is a verb with its sleeves rolled up. In

contrast to optimism or despair, hope requires that one actually do

something to improve the world. Authentic hope comes with an

imperative to act’’ (p. 17). Hopefully, this emerging recovery

movement will soon become as widely known as A.A., and will

enable our collective ability to respond effectively to the ‘‘Long

Emergency’’ by fostering a transition back to a healthier, life-

supporting planet.

Author’s Note
I appreciate the helpful input provided by two anonymous re-

viewers.
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