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Abstract: As environmental issues become more complex, so do our emotional responses to them.
Paul Robbins and Sarah A. Moore offer the term “ecological anxiety” to frame scholarly discourse
around a fearful response to the “negative normative influence of humans on the earth” and the
“inherent influence of normative human values within one’s own science”. This comprehensive
literature review unpacks the implications of “eco anxiety” within. The eco anxiety framework is
relatively new, with minimal consensus on symptomatic criteria. To appropriately reflect the thoughts,
emotions, and experiences of adolescents and young adults, this literature review encourages more
accessible climate communication for the sake of the public and science community. Furthermore,
more avenues of research are needed to study the term eco anxiety to fit a global context extending
beyond Western understanding.
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1. Introduction

What is “eco anxiety”? The academic definition of eco anxiety within the context of
the Anthropocene is provided by historians of geography and environment Paul Robbins
and Sarah A. Moore. Their provocative article, “Ecological Anxiety Disorder: Diagnosing
the Politics of the Anthropocene”, presents the first scholarly investigation of the term
“eco anxiety” in the context of the Anthropocene. The Anthropocene is best described as
the geological epoch characterized by anthropogenic influence on the Earth, humans, and
nonhuman life (p. 25, [1]). Eco anxiety, as defined by Robbins and Moore, is “either a fearful
response to: (1) the negative normative influence of humans on the earth (anthrophobia), or
(2) the inherent influence of normative human values within one’s own science (autopho-
bia)” [2]. Robbins and Moore identify broad cultural concerns about climate change and the
Anthropocene as a geological era, which is also politically defined in the context of anthro-
and autophobia. Their definition successfully frames an awareness of eco anxiety within
the Anthropocene from an academic perspective, yet “eco anxiety” is a relatively new term
to young people that actually feel it with minimal consensus on how it is experienced.

This literature review compiles research regarding emotions towards climate, specifi-
cally eco anxiety, over the last decade to better comprehend the history and purpose of the
said term within academic contexts. In conclusion, this study found that current research
focuses on Western understanding and does not find conclusive results regarding symp-
tomatic consensus as a disorder. In fact, recent research suggests that there is no strong
correlation between eco anxiety and anxiety as a disorder (p. 7, [3]). In addition, most
research outlined in this study was conducted using the survey methodology. The scientific
literature that explores ecological anxiety does not include first-hand accounts in articu-
lating the nuances of eco anxiety (pp. 25-50, [1]). This study calls for additional, diverse
research methodologies to better understand the term “eco anxiety” as it is experienced by
adolescents and young adults.
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2. Historiography

While Robbins and Moore defined eco anxiety within the Anthropocene in 2013,
anxiety and ecological distress were discussed within academic settings as early as 2007 [4].
Glenn Albrecht has the most cited definition of eco anxiety from 2011 [5]. However, it was
not until 2017, when Clayton et al. published “Mental Health and Our Changing Climate:
Impacts, Implications, and Guidance”, that the scientific community began to discuss the
actual definition of this term at large. It was clear that the general public, especially youths
as the affected group in question, are also beginning to speak out about anxieties related
to ecology, but more poignantly, climate change. Greta Thurnberg began her activism,
Fridays for Future or School Strike for Climate, in 2018 [6]. This sparked global awareness,
specifically among younger generations, regarding the climate, with Thurnberg publicly
discussing her own emotions related to our changing planet [7].

With research continuing to discuss the nuances of eco anxiety (such as climate anxiety),
the 2020s brought accessible literature for the general public to manage or cope with eco
anxiety [8-10]. Eco anxiety, along with other terms such as eco grief [11] is becoming
increasingly popular in research and mainstream media. Most research has exploded
within the last decade, particularly in the last five years, so the study of eco anxiety, climate,
and mental health is novel, with long-term understandings yet to be fully realized. The
continual monitoring of the use of this term in scientific research is necessary as it relates to
the communication of the said term to the general public and most impacted groups.

3. Methodology

All researched materials come from the past ten years across various disciplines, with
specific attention to peer-reviewed, published studies from academic journals. This study
acknowledges how research has prioritized Western perspectives with oral accounts and
other forms of communication beyond the written word, lacking in the methodology of
this study. Key terms used across search engines to find specific research studies include
the following:

Eco anxiety and ecological anxiety;
Climate anxiety.

Research was selected if it included one of the following topics:

Eco anxiety/ecological anxiety related to adolescents and young adults;
Climate anxiety related to adolescents and young adults;
Definitions and understandings of the term eco anxiety.

This study acknowledges the ultimate broad search conditions but justifies the said
broad conditions given the limited time the term “eco anxiety” has been discussed in
academic contexts. To clarify, eco anxiety and climate anxiety are two terms with different
definitions. Eco or ecological anxiety refers to anxiety concerning one’s ecology, while
climate anxiety refers to anxiety concerning anthropogenic climate change. However, these
terms tend to be used interchangeably outside academic contexts (p. 2, [3]). Thus, this
study included the term “climate anxiety” as it relates to the term “eco anxiety”. This study
acknowledges that not every study, article, or journal that explores the term “eco anxiety”
has been included in favor of comprehensive studies that have already compiled relevant
information related to this term.

4. Results
4.1. Eco Anxiety: Defining the Term

Just as generalized anxiety is a multifaceted term, so too is “eco anxiety”. As a result,
there is significant debate regarding its classification as a disorder, thus calling its definition
into question within the scientific community (p. 2, [3]). Eco anxiety fundamentally refers
to a reaction to ecological issues, which can showcase itself as “practical” anxiety (p. 3, [12]).
As Panu Pihkala states in his research, eco anxiety is “practical” because it forces those
affected to consider the best course of action (p. 3, [12]). On the other hand, those who
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suffer from eco anxiety may be negatively coping through dysfunctional and paralyzing
mechanisms (p. 2, [13]). Ultimately this is because eco anxiety, as Panu Pihkala and Charlie
Kurth best describe it, is a moral emotion that indicates a person’s moral philosophy
where complexities may lead a person to cope through adaptive or maladaptive measures
(p. 10, [14]). The adaptive function can encourage people to act with a future-orientated
approach that prepares them for the crisis, while a maladaptive form can be triggered by
an overwhelming response that prevents action (pp. 2-3, [13]).

Eco Anxiety and Climate Anxiety

Similar to eco anxiety, young people are also more likely to experience climate anxiety
(p- 2, [13]). According to the APA, as of 2019, 57% of teenagers in the United States were
afraid of climate change [15]. Eco anxiety may be felt as a more generalized experience
related to one’s environment or one’s understanding of ecology, while climate anxiety refers
to one’s experience and perception of climate change. As previously mentioned, young
people often conflate the two. Those who feel climate and/or eco anxiousness, but more
generally climate emotions, are not experiencing it within a vacuum. The psychological
and emotional impacts of climate change are unevenly distributed among individuals and
communities (p. 13, [16]). The experience of injustice due to socio-economic, cultural, and
geographic backgrounds negatively impacts a person’s or community’s emotional response
to climate and environmental issues (p. 13, [16]). Regardless of the nuances of eco and
climate anxiety, the following adaptive strategies remain the same: “support and enhance
[specifically highly vulnerable climate populations such as indigenous and those of the
Global South] community attempts to overcome challenges and connect with the interest
in activism as a form of ‘pro environmental behavior™” (p. 16, [16]).

4.2. How Adolescents and Young Adults Experience Eco Anxiety

As Maria Ojala states, there are three ways most young people have taken to cope
with eco anxiety: de-emphasizing, emotion-focused, and problem-focused strategies
(p- 13, [17]). De-emphasizing includes minimizing ecological issues as a means of denying
certain adaptation realities that elicit negative emotions due to perceived personal impli-
cations (p. 12, [17]). Emotion-focused coping entails emotionally distancing or avoiding
the issue but may also include seeking social support to actually discuss one’s emotions
(pp. 12-13, [17]). Finally, problem-focused coping involves seeking information regard-
ing actionable steps one may take to tackle the issue (e.g., eating less meat, protesting,
etc.) (p. 13, [17]). These are the three categories of coping that young people have used to
manage their eco anxiety.

Unfortunately, those who feel eco anxious do not tend to utilize problem-focused cop-
ing; in fact, those with eco anxiety are associated with having lower well-being (p. 1, [18]).
It is important that researchers do not study eco anxiety as an isolated emotional experience
since other emotions (such as eco-anger) have been linked to more adaptive responses
(p. 4, [18]). Additionally, research has shown that engaging with the physical environment
through a corporeal experience is vital to sustained behavioral change (p. 150, [19]). In other
words, for young people, coping through action requires just as much of the body as it does
the mind. Being in a physical community within one’s environment and for community
research in support of communal activism fosters adaptive climate action (p. 16, [16]). Eco
anxiety, as it is felt and managed by those who are affected, tends to be experienced in
conjunction with other emotions (p. 4, [18]), leading to lower levels of well-being (p. 4, [18])
and coping mechanisms such as de-emphasizing, emotions-focused, and problem-focused
strategies (pp. 12-13, [17]) (although problem-focused coping tends to be used the least
due to challenges with sustained behavioral change (p. 150, [19]).

5. Discussion

This literature review explores understanding the term “eco anxiety” and how it is felt
by adolescents and young adults through a decade of research. However, what much of
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the analyzed research fails to address is how eco anxiety is ultimately a Western experience
since occurrences such as climate displacement from natural disasters, war over natural
resources, and famine are realities for millions of affected people and areas (MAPA) [20].
Many people have a seemingly abstract relationship to their physical environment, meaning
they are dissociative or dismissive of their physical surroundings (p. 93, [21]). Even with
a dismissive attitude, climate trauma can be a very real disturbance with eco anxiety
as a symptom (p. 95, [21]). The experience of MAPA populations does not diminish or
invalidate the Western experience of eco anxiety, but what is most important to keep in mind
is that these experiences are inherently different. For most of the research analyzed in this
study, we utilized survey data that prioritized the white dominant form of communication:
written language (p. 3, [22]). A new era of research should prioritize understanding climate
emotions through a methodology that values all forms of communication as valid. Not
only will this support reach non-Western audiences in a more accessible way, but will
put marginalized groups at the forefront of climate action for the most sustainable future.
Researching climate mental health vulnerabilities among MAPA through under-utilized
methodologies may reveal new comprehensions of climate-related mental health otherwise
difficult to realize from survey data alone. Thus, embracing the difference between MAPA
and Western experiences of eco anxiety and other climate emotions while leaving the
opportunity to communicate the nuance of both realities through varied methodologies
is necessary. This study acknowledges that, ultimately, MAPA should be at the forefront
of global climate action to best represent their experience and better communicate issues
regarding climate and mental health to the general global population.

Most of the research analyzed in this study pointed to the benefits of community action
and communal support as a form of adaptive coping for eco anxiety. Community research
and action regarding eco anxiety and other climate emotions there requires a deeper
understanding of the connection between the said term and adaptations. Jessica Fern,
psychotherapist, public speaker, and trauma and relationship expert, describes working
with her eco anxious patients with similar methods of treating relational attachment trauma
(p- 96, [21]). This methodology addresses the inner sense of safety and security, which
is important for addressing collective trauma (p. 96, [21]). Ultimately, all humans on
this Earth exist in a traumatized collective that feels separate from one another, including
the Earth itself and the spirit [23]. Community climate work is an important way to
adaptively manage eco anxiety and other climate emotions, but addressing climate trauma
in the collective, especially unresolved trauma from previous generations, is crucial to
the reality of not only young people but all individuals (p. 97, [21]). The traumas of
previous generations can alter current generations’ expressions of DNA that manifest as
certain health issues, anxieties, PTSD, and more, which means that what an individual
feels at the level of the self may be a result of collective traumas inherited from generations
prior (p. 97, [21]). Communal climate action that is aware and actively addresses collective
traumas is crucial in addressing eco anxiety and climate-related mental health issues.
Methods of treating relational attachment trauma through communal climate mental health
support is a vital step in managing eco anxiety and climate emotions.

Eco anxiety, as felt by adolescents and young adults, represents just one element of an
emotional experience that stems from generations of collective traumas. While eco anxious
individuals are more likely to function at a maladaptive level of anxiety, this emotion is
not an isolated feeling, with other climate emotions leading to more adaptive levels and
problem-focused coping strategies (p. 4, [18]). The importance of community research and
action for eco and climate mental health is key for physical and corporeal support that aids
emotional well-being. Future acknowledgments and the deconstruction of Western and
white dominant perspectives are crucial in decolonizing research to properly represent and
include MAPA for not only diverse methodologies but also eco and climate mental health
support as accessible and sustainable for generations to come.
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