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Climate change is a physical reality, demanding urgent political and practical solutions. 
But its inner dimension, overlooked entirely by mainstream approaches, is a crisis of 
relationship. Currently the world is failing to implement solutions of the rate, scale and 
depth required to meaningfully address climate change within a closing window of 
opportunity for mitigation and adaptation. This grave shortcoming is rooted in the same 
pathology that drives the crisis: lack of conscious connection with ourselves, with 
others and with the world we share. While the consequences of our actions wreak 
havoc within an interconnected and increasingly fragile ecosystem, we continue to think 
and behave as if we are independent, and in competition with others to meet our needs. 
The same shared mindset of separateness that drives social alienation and exploitative 
human behaviours throughout society also inhibits sustainability responses at all levels. 
Meanwhile the mental health impacts of the climate crisis drive unsustainable behaviour 
and impede positive action, contributing to a vicious cycle between mind and climate. 

In concert with a growing body of leading sustainability experts and with the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) reporting in 2021/22, this report 
calls urgently for policy attention to the neglected inner dimension of the climate crisis; 
in addressing both its root causes and leverage points for change. It examines the 
relevance of mindfulness and compassion practices in restoring the kinds of connection 
fundamental to individual and collective health at all times - and those of utmost 
importance in policy approaches to our current global sustainability crises. 

Mindfulness - a mode of awareness with particular qualities, and compassion - an 
important psychological motivation system, are innate, trainable human capacities 
foundational to healthy connection with ourselves, with others and with nature. These 
relationships form the bedrock of our behaviour towards the world, and underpin our 
agency to effect meaningful change. Both mindfulness and compassion can be cultivated 
through evidence-based practice, and increased availability of training among decision-
makers and wider populations is an enabling factor in more integrative and transformative 
sustainability responses. The insights and conclusions presented have clear implications for 
policy-making, and recommendations follow at the end of the document. 

1: Fundamentals of connection
The interdependent faculties of mind, body and heart responsible for conscious 
connection are often disrupted and deprioritised. Cultivating these relational abilities 
is a fundamental necessity in overcoming the individual and collective fragmentation, 
alienation and insensitivity that drives the climate crisis. Mindfulness and compassion 
training can support numerous aspects of inner and outer reconnection.

1.1 Mind
The mind not only perceives but assembles the reality we see, hear and feel; shaped 
always by pre-existing tendencies that direct our foundational faculties of attention and 
receptivity. Distractions and biases continually disrupt our perceptual links to the world 
around us, and the digital economy amplifies these tendencies: at a time of existential crisis 
we are sorely disconnected from reality. Mindfulness training can empower us to bring 
open awareness to what is happening around us, and to shift perspectives to connect with 
a greater range of possible understanding. 

1.2 Mind-body
At a societal scale, lack of connection with the body compounds our disregard for 
the natural world it belongs to. Depreciation of body sensation likewise limits the 

Executive Summary
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understanding available to us in addressing urgent challenges. Mindfulness practice can 
help us to reconnect with bodily intelligence. 

Conversely, without awareness and self-regulation, perceived threat can trigger bodily 
responses that shut down our ability to connect with ourselves, others and the world - a 
pervasive driver of social fragmentation. Mindful self-connection helps us to understand 
and regulate these embodied tendencies, helping us to overcome social division and 
summon the collective effort to meet our shared challenges.

1.3 Mind-body-heart
The feelings that bond us with others and that which we love are commonly considered 
the territory of heart. Whereas these qualities are undervalued by a hyper-rational culture, 
our evolutionary inheritance of social connection and collaboration is equally central to 
humanity’s flourishing, never more than in our current crisis. Indeed the cultural tendency 
to devalue feeling inhibits emotional connection with nature, and with the ecological 
consequences of exploitative behaviours. Mindfulness and compassion can both play a 
central role in re-activating heart connection.

2 Connection and the climate crisis
Chapter 2 explores particular ways in which a mindset of disconnection interacts with the 
climate crisis. Here mindful and compassionate reconnection is crucial to resilience and 
engagement amid inner and outer climate impacts - helping us address the conditions that 
have brought the crisis about, and overcome barriers to action.  

2.1 Staying with the trouble
Climate change is a painful reality to connect with, and avoidance is a common coping 
strategy. Remaining engaged in order to respond calls on robust inner resources. Compassion 
practice can strengthen this resource, and help us regulate negative emotions that impede 
action. Mindfulness teaching likewise emphasises turning towards and working through 
difficult feelings. Mindful enquiry into distress at individual and collective levels can help us 
reshape the inner and outer conditions contributing to our predicament. 

The mental health impacts of the climate crisis compound both unsustainable behaviour 
and inertia. Cultivating psychological resilience and positive emotion through 
mindfulness and compassion can help us turn a vicious circle of mind and climate into a 
regenerative spiral of individual and planetary wellbeing.

2.2 Joined-up world
The mass behaviours that drive the climate crisis are founded upon a worldview characterised 
by separateness. The same atomised view contributes to a dangerous illusion of 
powerlessness in the face of large-scale challenges. Shared worldviews govern mass behaviour 
and thus represent a deep leverage point for positive change. Practices like mindfulness and 
compassion can help us both to examine our own belief systems, and to nurture a worldview 
and mode of perception that treats the world and the people in it as profoundly connected. 
Accordingly, they can reciprocally enhance our sense of nature connection; a critical motivator 
of pro-environmental behaviour. And whereas polarisation allows vested interests to 
marginalise climate as a political issue, mindfulness and compassion practices can directly 
reduce the tendency to inhabit an ‘us-and-them’ worldview.

2.3 Intention and action
Widespread knowledge about the climate crisis has not translated into appropriate action 
at the level of leadership or sustainable behaviour on the part of mass society. Beneath 
this urgent problem lies a universal pattern of disconnection: there are important gaps 
between what we know, what we want, and what we do. First, at individual and 
societal levels, we often don’t tend to want what we know to be good for us. Outdated 
adaptive drives (and the market forces that amplify them) have shaped an extractive 
consumer culture, whose impacts are felt disproportionately by vulnerable regions and 
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communities. By questioning internalised patterns governing consumption habits, and by 
cultivating qualities like appreciation and care, mindfulness and compassion practices can 
help reorient our ‘wanting’ toward sustainability at individual and societal levels. 

Next, regardless of our best intentions, we may not always be in touch with our values. 
Cultural habits can make it particularly difficult for us to connect with ethical intentions. 
Mindfulness and compassion practices can help attune our inner compass; the innate, 
embodied discernment that supports ethical decision-making. 

Finally, even when we  know what we want, we aren’t always in control of our actions, 
thanks to involuntary impulses, entrenched habits and a sophisticated ‘autopilot’. The 
digital economy hacks and profits from these reactive tendencies, locking us into 
patterns of automatic, unsustainable behaviour. The distinction between reaction and 
considered response is a central pillar of mindfulness teaching. Practitioners learn to bring 
awareness to their impulses and habits, consciously reconnecting intention, action and 
consequence and thus helping to overcome the values-action gap that limits climate 
action at all scales. 

Conclusion
Recent IPCC reports on climate change, mitigation and adaptation are unequivocal: time 
is running out for climate solutions of the scale and depth necessary to avoid catastrophe. 
Research confirms that a critical relational dimension is missing from mainstream 
sustainability approaches: if we go on treating climate change purely as an external, 
technical challenge, solutions will continue to elude us. This report however gives cause for 
hope, revealing vast inner potential to activate outer change. Its insights are relevant 
in addressing the root causes of climate change, mitigating its impacts, and overcoming 
cognitive and emotional barriers to action. Above all the report highlights an urgent need to 
integrate external approaches with inner work, and leaders who grasp and respond to this 
need will be those best equipped to implement genuine, transformative climate action now 
and in the future. Mindfulness and compassion are among the evidence-based, trainable 
inner capacities critical to this approach, and recommendations follow as to how decision-
makers may begin integrating these into public policy for sustainability. 



8Reconnection: Meeting the Climate Crisis Inside Out

Introduction



Reconnection: Meeting the Climate Crisis Inside Out 9

Introduction

Most large-scale climate action to date has focused upon technical solutions  
to physical problems. Increasingly however, voices in the sustainability field  
warn that neglect of human inner factors driving the climate crisis leaves  
theories of change wanting; in part explaining the failure of current policies 
to deliver adequate response.2 “Inner transition” towards sustainable behaviour  
is referenced explicitly by the latest reporting from the Intergovernmental  
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), and a groundbreaking research review highlights 
the need to integrate external solutions with internal approaches.3 In related 
work, influential scholars and practitioners have begun to identify a worldview of 
disconnection - a cultural narrative that treats individuals as separate from one 
another and from the natural world - as the common thread of our interrelated  
socio-ecological crises.4

Connection is inescapable. We embodied human beings are fundamentally embedded 
in a complex web of interdependency. We have always been totally dependent upon 
each other and our environment for survival - and now that we have become a global 
civilisation, our actions have global consequences. What we too often lack in terms of 
connection relates to its conscious or inner dimension - an understanding and a feeling 
of connection, and the beliefs, values and choices associated with them. Accordingly, 
alongside related factors such as fear, denial and disempowerment, the crises that we 
currently face are rooted in a failure to acknowledge the wholeness of our world and 
act as if we are part of it. Our every assault on our environment is founded upon a false 
idea of separation: from the assumption that we can harm ’the planet’ without harming 
ourselves to the mistaken belief that it is possible to throw anything away. What we must 
understand together with the direst urgency is that there is no away; there is no truly 
separate other. We require widespread ways to reconnect with an experience of here  
and of us.

Environmental destruction is literally senseless: it reflects our collective failure to 
feel the harm we create. Implicated in this sensory failure is an internal rift. We are 
disconnected not only from our environment but also from ourselves. All too commonly 
we are unconscious of our emotions, our bodies, and our deeper sense of what is most 
important, with innumerable causes from denial and trauma to digital distractions and 
endemic busyness. Furthermore, disconnection from self, from others and from 
nature reinforce each other.5 For instance, poor body awareness reduces our ability to 
understand and empathise with the emotions of others.6

“Mindfulness and compassion are key to 
reconnecting with yourself and with others. In an 
age of divisive politics and constant distraction, 
they are a vital antidote to hate narratives and 
us-versus-them mindsets. They help us to stay 
connected with the wider whole and the longer 
term, and act as if these mattered.”
– Heather Grabbe, Director of the Open Society European Policy Institute and Professor of  
Political Science  



Reconnection: Meeting the Climate Crisis Inside Out 10

This report explores the role of mindfulness and compassion in strengthening the 
cognitive and emotional foundations of connection. These innate and trainable 
capacities have potential to become powerful enablers of inner and outer reconnection, 
fostering greater resilience and engagement, and activating more decisive responses to our 
global sustainability crises.7 

Key definitions: Mindfulness and Compassion
Mindfulness is a natural capacity that enables people to pay attention intentionally 
to present-moment experience, inside themselves and in their environment, with an 
attitude of openness, allowing, curiosity and care.

Compassion is an inner motivational system that combines the capacity to engage 
with and feel moved by suffering, with a will to help.8 Like mindfulness, compassion 
can be cultivated through evidence-based practice.

We draw upon the emerging evidence base linking inner and outer transformation to 
sustainability, and broader academic literature on the pro-environmental and prosocial impact 
of mindfulness and compassion training, as well as the 10,000+ peer-reviewed articles that 
document the wider benefits of these interventions to individuals’ health, functioning, and 
relationships.9 In addition the report is based on 25 in-depth interviews that we conducted with 
national and transnational politicians and other policymakers, an online survey among leading 
experts working on inner aspects of the climate crisis and an extensive consultation process.10 

The result is a jumping-off point for a more informed and nuanced debate about how to better 
intervene on a long neglected front in the struggle towards sustainability. 

Chapter One of this report concerns fundamental aspects of human connection, and 
the ways in which mindfulness and compassion always serve and enrich our conscious 
interface with reality and each other, even in the face of great disruption. Chapter Two 
explores the particular ways in which disconnection contributes to our most urgent global 
crisis. We discuss the many interactions between mindfulness, compassion, human 
connection and sustainability, and argue that by restoring conscious connection we 
increase not only personal resilience amid adversity, but also our chances of addressing  
the root causes of the crisis, and mobilising change. 

Some clarifications
Advocacy of inner work in a social change context requires familiar caveats – particularly when the work 
in question is so gradual as cultivating mindfulness and compassion, and the context so urgent as climate 
change. When “the world is on fire”, transformational approaches are hard to sell. But as we shall explore, 
they can help us to move more quickly and effectively in the longer term. 

Importantly, we don’t claim that current practical and policy approaches to climate change are wrong. The 
interventions outlined here are not offered as an alternative solution, but to activate more integrated approaches. 
Indeed, from policy negotiation and implementation to public debate and community resilience, we no longer have 
time to treat inner capacities as if they were not part of the real world. Research shows that approaches that link 
systems change with behavioural, cultural, and psychological considerations can lead to the most lasting impact.11

While we don’t suggest that mindfulness and compassion are sufficient on their own to effect radical 
change, we argue that these innate human capacities are fundamental to conscious connection: at all 
times, and particularly in delivering more robust climate action. Not all interventions are equal however, 
and the outcomes we describe are usually associated with significant time investment in high quality, 
evidence-based training (see Box 4). For instance, mindfulness research demonstrates brain and behaviour 
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changes from interventions of just a few minutes or hours,12 but studies suggest that lasting impacts on pro-
environmental behaviours take longer.13 

Similarly, change at collective, organisational and systems levels requires more time and investment 
in research and policy. While thousands of trials demonstrate the effectiveness of mindfulness and 
compassion interventions in a clinical context, studies that examine direct causation of prosocial outcomes 
are at an early stage. For instance, while positive relationships between mindfulness and sustainable 
consumption can be demonstrated, it cannot yet be assumed that current forms of mindfulness training lead 
directly and causally to sustainable consumption behaviour. However, evidence suggests that mindfulness 
can create preconditions for such changes.14

Finally, to whom are these recommendations directed? The ‘we’ that appears throughout takes multiple, 
interlocking forms that a given reader may or may not own - we who are implicated in driving climate 
change; we who feel its impacts; we who are empowered in large ways and small to alter its course. We 
who hold power and we who hold power to account. Certainly, these practices may currently be inaccessible 
to many people - not least those most vulnerable to climate impacts - and ‘we’ aren’t suggesting that ‘you’ 
meditate to feel better about the devastation that others have created. While it wouldn’t make sense to 
exclude any person or group from a call to connection in a time of crisis, we hope that this report resonates 
particularly with decision-makers – as well as the practitioners and advocates taking inner capacity-building 
into the world of climate action.

“The IPCC conclusions haven’t 
changed in 15 years. ‘There is 
climate change. Humans are 
causing it. It has great impacts. 
We have policy instruments to 
solve it at a reasonable cost.’ 
Why is it not happening? Why 
is making changes so difficult? 
The IPCC and European 
Commision are now trying more 
to understand that... how can 
these elements of inner qualities 
and capacities be included?”
– Bas Eickhout, Member of the European Parliament and deputy chairman of 
the Greens–European Free Alliance, co-author of the 2007 IPCC report
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B O X  1 :  E X P L O R E  F U R T H E R

Building on previous work: lessons 
from COP and research

This report and related research builds on a programme of work conducted over 
several years, demonstrating that both scholars and policymakers increasingly 
see human inner qualities and capacities as vital in supporting sustainability and 
addressing climate change.15 The urgent need to consider the inner dimension of 
sustainability is likewise reflected in the 2022 IPCC report.16

At the most recent UNFCCC Conferences of the Parties (COP25 & 26), researchers 
investigated decision-makers’ views about the inner qualities and mindsets that 
can support negotiating and activating climate action. A related study included 
large-scale surveys and semi-structured interviews with COP attendees; both 
negotiators and observers.17 Participants demonstrated compelling agreement 
regarding the need to address mindsets to support new ways of communicating 
and collaborating. The results show furthermore that such change requires 
improved relational qualities and modes of knowing, being and acting.  

These outcomes were confirmed in 2020-21 by the first systematic review 
of academic literature that analysed how the links between inner and outer 
transformation to support climate action are portrayed and understood in current 
research.18 Based on these findings, the review proposes an integrated model of 
inner-outer transformation that shows how clusters of transformative inner qualities 
and capacities are related to worldviews, beliefs and values that delineate our 
relationships with ourselves, others, and the world.19 These in turn influence our 
agency to support change at individual, collective and systems levels.

The review also highlights a potential role for mindfulness and compassion in this 
context - so long as they are not applied in an instrumentalised way, stripped of 
ecological and social awareness. Evidence shows that mindfulness and compassion 
are linked to all clusters of transformative qualities identified in the model of inner-
outer transformation. The authors recommend that it is now crucial to explore 
if, and how, related approaches can best be oriented toward sustainability and 
mainstreamed into current institutional and policy structures. This report is an 
important first step in this direction. 
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Fundamentals of Connection
“We need to approach the climate crisis from a 
position of consciousness, and of conscience, as 
well as science. I think that’s where mindfulness 
and compassion can be absolutely key. They can 
make that connection between the mind, body 
and heart - in an evidence-based way.”
– Chris Ruane, Member of the British Parliament for 20 years and founder of the UK All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on Mindfulness

Humans possess the capacity for deep conscious connection with ourselves, with others and with 
nature. But the qualities that serve these relationships are often de-prioritised, underdeveloped 
and neglected. This chapter establishes the role of mindfulness and compassion in mediating 
fundamental aspects of connection, and how these faculties can be trained in the service of better 
relationship. In doing so it addresses separately what is inseparable. Whereas we distinguish 
for the purpose of discussion domains of mind, body and heart, ongoing developments in 
social cognitive neuroscience support understanding of conscious beings as intraconnected20 - a 
perspective central to many wisdom traditions.21 We discuss the ways in which cultivation of 
mindfulness and compassion can support these spheres of connection - healing the relationship 
between estranged inner capacities and allowing them to function and flourish together.   

We turn first to mind, the principal medium of conscious interface with the world. Fed by outer 
stimuli, the mind not only perceives but assembles the world we see, hear and feel; shaped by 
pre-existing tendencies that direct our faculties of attention and receptivity. We discuss the 
distractions and biases that disrupt perceptual links to reality, together with opportunities for 
training the mind to reinforce connection. In a world designed for attentional hijack, mindfulness 
practice can restore us to some power over the content of our minds. It helps us to relate to 
experience just as it is - remaining connected to unfamiliar or challenging information and 
shifting perspective to connect with a greater range of possible understanding. 

A culture of disembodiment underpins our exploitation of the world we are part of. Next therefore, 
we explore the importance of mindfulness to body connection; cultivating respect for bodily 
sensation as an arena of knowledge and broadening the scope of understanding available to 
us in relating to and addressing our collective challenges. We acknowledge the ways in which 
neurophysiological systems can both support and interfere with connection to others and the 
world, and outline the role of mindful self-connection in re-establishing agency in these conditions.

Finally, we address the domain of connection popularly associated with the heart - that of 
relational bonds and empathic feelings. Endemic disconnection and lack of care for others 
and the environment belies the highly evolved human capacities for care and collaboration 
that are critical in collective response to the climate crisis. We discuss the central role of 
mindfulness and compassion practices in strengthening such fundamental aspects of 
social connection.

While links to the current crisis appear where appropriate throughout Chapter 1, we also intend 
these three dimensions of conscious connection to be understood as foundational to what 
follows. While mind-body-heart risks sounding like a trite slogan, these are deeply serious 
considerations. Encompassed within these domains are all the faculties we have available to 
understand ourselves, relate to others, connect with nature and act effectively. 
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1.1
Fundamentals of 
Connection: Mind
“There are many changes to make over 
the next 10 years, and each of us will 
take different steps along the way, but 
all of us start the transformation in one 
place: our mindset.”
– Christiana Figueres, Former Executive Secretary of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 2010-2016.
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1.1.1 Reclaiming Attention
“We’re swamped with so much information, so 
cultivating attention is key - the ability to focus on 
and retain information so as to really discern what 
is important.” 
– Anne Louise Friedrichsen, Wellbeing Advisor at the Directorate-General for Human Resources and 
Security, European Commission

Attention is the foundation of our perceptual connection with the world. If we want to know 
what’s happening - let alone actively solve a problem - a basic condition is that we pay 
attention.22 However, our attentional hierarchy is ill-adapted to our modern world, and even 
worse to addressing a long-term, slow-moving and uncertain threat such as the climate 
crisis.23 Evolution has tuned our drives to prioritise information relevant to immediate 
survival objectives in a prehistoric landscape: grabbing what tastes good, evading threat, 
finding a mate. The distracting power of these basic drives has troubled us since the dawn 
of civilisation, with much social philosophy devoted to liberating attention in the service of 
‘higher’ thought and feeling.24 

In the current internet era, connecting with what matters involves not only mastering these 
primal adaptive drives, but also resisting the global political and economic powers that 
‘hack’ and amplify them for their own purposes.25 At the moment of our greatest peril, we 
have never been more distracted from what is happening around us. Media subvert our 
relationship with the world by optimising news to capture attention, ratcheting up anxiety 
and threat perception.26 At our first sign of boredom or discomfort, we are conditioned 
to reach for a device that blots it all out with apps designed to turn attention into profit. 
Smartphone use corrodes interpersonal connection27 - researchers describe as ‘absent-
presence’ the phenomenon of people sharing space while ignoring each other.28 It also 
radically disrupts our capacity for uninterrupted presence in nature.29 Digital technology 
use is negatively correlated with nature connectedness: a cornerstone of sustainable 
behaviours.30 This escalating social and environmental alienation is implicated in the 
climate crisis, not least because strong relationships are critical in shifting attitudes and 
behaviour, and fomenting collective action.31

Curbing the excesses of the attention economy requires structural change - but at the 
same time we may also empower ourselves to remain present with the world. Indeed 
this kind of self-emancipation may be a prerequisite of systemic change in the current era; 
restoring the awareness of circumstances that underpins individual and collective agency. 
Mindfulness practice can facilitate such empowerment, because it includes a particular 
kind of attention training. Through repeated exercises, including formal meditation and 
behavioural practises, we can train the ‘muscle’ of the mind to notice when it has strayed 
from its chosen object and to return there. Practitioners learn to attend to attention itself, 
getting to know its habitual patterns and how they may serve or undermine intentions.32 
Mindfulness training has been shown to protect against proactively distracting stimuli33 
and to enhance self-control.34 In other words, practitioners of mindfulness are learning to 
reclaim their attention for their own purposes. From this foundation it becomes possible to 
redistribute awareness in ways that better meet our needs as individuals, as groups and as 
a global living system.
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B O X  2 :  E X P L O R E  F U R T H E R

The Evidence for Mindfulness Training

The number of academic studies examining the effect of mindfulness on sustainability has increased 
dramatically over the last 5-10 years and these build upon an already extensive evidence base. A 2021 review 
identified nearly 17,000 academic publications (approximately 15,000 articles and 2,000 reviews) referring to 
mindfulness in the title, abstract, or keywords.

Mindfulness has been found to positively affect a wide range of outcomes across health, wellbeing, 
performance and relationships. The highest quality of evidence comes so far from clinical studies 
addressing common mental health concerns such as depression, anxiety, stress, over-eating and addiction 
along with managing long-term physical conditions such as chronic pain and cancer.35 Outcomes for 
Mindfulness-Based Interventions tend to be comparable to other evidence-based treatment, with 
evidence of superiority for tackling depression and smoking.36 Recent meta-analyses also found positive 
effects on:

•	 Wellbeing and non-clinical mental health,37 including via digital apps and websites.38

•	 Workplace well-being, compassion, and job satisfaction, reduction in occupational stress, burnout, 
mental distress, and somatic complaints.39 

•	 Cognitive performance, such as attention, memory and self-control.40

•	 Prosocial behaviour,41 compassionate helping and reduced prejudice and retaliation.42

•	 Physiological indices of stress including immune system response,43 and blood pressure.44

•	 Length of telomeres45 (structures found at the ends of our chromosomes, erosion of which is 
associated with ageing).

Evidence in non-clinical areas is currently less robust and positive effects may be over-reported, with  
most research at an early stage or limited by methodological weakness such as small sample sizes or  
lack of active controls.46

What neuroscience tells us 
The neuroscience of mindfulness training has attracted popular attention since 2005, when Harvard 
researcher Sarah Lazar first published findings that meditation can change the structure of the brain, 
thickening areas of the cortex that help control attention and emotions. While research is still nascent 
and caution is required, this early message that “mindfulness can literally change your brain”47 is a helpful 
counterpoint to a popular assumption that as adults we are ‘stuck’ with the mind as it is. Studies show that 
practice impacts the neural correlates of capacities important to adult development.

Research suggests that mindfulness-based interventions may increase activity and efficiency in brain areas 
and networks underlying attention and body awareness. Studies show reduced activity and volume in brain 
areas involved in stress and anxiety experiences, particularly the amygdala. 

The majority of scientific evidence for mindfulness relates to eight-week courses. However, research has 
also investigated the effects of shorter mindfulness training and one-off sessions. For example, one study 
found reductions in pain and associated brain changes after only four training sessions.48 The findings 
showed significant decreases in pain intensity and unpleasantness. These decreases were observed during 
mindfulness practice and were associated with increased activation in attention regulation areas as well as 
reduced activity in areas linked to pain perception.

Other studies used brief mindfulness practices over a longer period (for example, at least ten minutes per 
day on at least five days per week for 16 weeks) and found improvements in brain functioning associated 
with attention processing. Another linked increases in brain activity with improved attention processing 
after only three hours of mindfulness training over five days.
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“We are so focussed on digital 
stimuli that as a counterforce 
we have a growing need to 
look inside, and also to look 
to real and physical things 
such as nature. There is this 
growing fear that we are 
being alienated from our 
physical reality.” 
– Yoko Alender, Member of the Estonian Parliament and chair of its Environment Committee.
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1.1.2 Increasing Receptivity
“The land is the real teacher. All we need as 
students is mindfulness. Paying attention is a form 
of reciprocity with the living world, receiving the 
gifts with open eyes and open heart.” 
– Robin Wall Kimmerer, Professor of Environmental and Forest Biology, Director of the Centre for Native 
Peoples and the Environment at the State University of New York

Commonly we assume that perceptual connection with the world is straightforward 
and rational: that we collect information and then base our beliefs on the evidence 
of our senses. We think that we perceive the world ‘as it is’. But in fact we more often 
see it as we think it is (See Fig 1.).  The mind imposes prior knowledge automatically: 
classifying not only objects but also complex experiences within existing models of the 
world.49 These frameworks of ideas are not an error to be corrected -  they are essential 
for navigating life in an environment that contains far too much information to process 
directly.50 However, such cognitive shortcuts also entail some level of disconnect 
between perception and reality.

F I G U R E  1

The influence of existing beliefs on perception is often demonstrated using 
ambiguous images like the one below. Belief about the object predisposes 
perception in favour of one interpretation or another, with context conditioning 
which is dominant. In a study using the example illustrated here, participants were 
more likely to spot a rabbit first during the Easter period - but in Autumn, seeing a 
duck was more common. 51
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Over time our internal models become less accurate and useful if they are not updated with 
new information. However, a common aspect of cognition leads us to reject information 
that contradicts them.52 This bias towards existing beliefs and judgements can seriously 
limit our ability to notice new threats and possibilities, reducing our capacity to respond 
skilfully to a changing world. At a global scale, it has contributed to a 50-year delay in 
meaningful action on the science of climate change. Stuck in old mindsets, we remain 
disconnected from the urgent realities of a changing planet.

The capacity for mindfulness can counteract this change-blindness - in fact, one school of 
thought even defines mindfulness as consciously looking for what is new and different, and 
questioning preconceived ideas.53 The search for new information in an object or situation 
is an act of continual reconnection; a conscious step beyond assumptions in an effort to 
perceive reality as it arises. 

The attitudes of mind that characterise mindful awareness include openness, allowing, 
curiosity and kindness. Here, to be ‘open’ is to put aside preconceptions as far as possible, 
the better to receive experience as it arises rather than imposing knowledge upon it. 
‘Allowing’ refers to non-resistance to current experience, whatever its content. To be 
‘curious’ is to develop an appetite for finding out through inquiry. Finally, ‘kind’ awareness 
welcomes its object with an attitude of care. Practising each of these interrelated qualities 
amplifies the others, holding wide the ‘bandwidth’ of perception and enhancing our 
receptivity to whatever is arising. 

This practised receptivity and challenging of existing mindsets is foundational in 
questioning current, unsustainable habits and inviting curiosity into different possible ways of life.54 
The principle of ‘allowing’ is sometimes misconstrued as antithetical to seeking change - however, 
denial of current reality is a poor foundation for a constructive response. Comprehending 
things as they are is a crucial first step in responding appropriately to our circumstances. 

B O X  3 :  E X P L O R E  F U R T H E R

Mindfulness courses and types of practice

Although many ‘self-help’ books and apps are now available, some with an emerging evidence base of 
their own, most research into mindfulness has tested in-person teaching. A typical mindfulness course 
includes weekly sessions over 6-12 weeks and increasingly involves aspects of compassion training.  
Mindfulness courses include formal and informal practice instruction, education content and teacher-led 
‘inquiry’ into participant experiences to facilitate embodied learning. Informal practice is the cultivation of 
moment-to-moment mindfulness in daily activities.

The components of mindfulness courses vary depending on their context and desired outcomes, but 
those that adhere closely to academic evidence usually share core elements.55 Most peer-reviewed 
research papers on mindfulness concern the eight-week Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) 
course developed in the late 1970s by Jon Kabat-Zinn, and its many adaptations like Mindfulness-Based 
Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), Mindfulness-Based Pain Management (MBPM) or Mindfulness-Based Relapse 
Prevention (MBRP). 

Some leading pioneers in the field have developed a framework for defining Mindfulness-Based Interventions 
(MBIs) wherein fixed characteristics (the warp) can be interwoven with novel elements depending on its 
application (the weft).56 Others eschew this approach and have established new curricula from first principles, 
although few of these courses are as yet supported by empirical research. Since 2017, mindfulness approaches 
have increasingly been integrated in education for sustainability, showing positive initial results.57
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“One of the reasons that we’re 
in this crisis is that people 
don’t even have the time, or 
perhaps the courage, to feel 
what we’re doing to nature 
and the climate and our 
planetary home. Unless one 
can make that connection 
then, in a sense, it’s hard to 
find the resourcefulness to try 
to change things, and you’re 
part of the problem.”
– Caroline Lucas, Member of the British Parliament, former UK Green Party leader and Member of the 
European Parliament 
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1.1.3 Perspective-Taking and 
Cognitive Flexibility

“Mindfulness can help improve mutual 
understanding by creating space for considering 
any serious, intractable or complex situation, both 
logically and emotionally.”
– Scott Brison, former Member of the Canadian Parliament and President of the Canadian  
Treasury Board

Connecting with a multifaceted and changing world and meeting its challenges in their 
ambiguity and complexity requires us to step repeatedly beyond a fixed point of view: to 
grasp reality from different perspectives. Inability to shift perspective leaves us disconnected 
from countless possible ways of understanding and contributes among other things to 
climate change denial, rigidity in negotiation, and inadequate problem-solving.58 Along with 
the personality trait of openness, perspective-taking is associated with sustainable attitudes.59

Mindfulness practice has been shown to develop cognitive flexibility: the mental ability to 
switch between concepts, and to comprehend multiple concepts simultaneously which is 
necessary to integrate and to move between different perspectives.60 Studies indicate that 
the practice is specifically helpful in developing  greater flexibility in perspective-taking.61 
Participant feedback from mindfulness interventions often references an increased ability 
to gain perspective, and numerous studies on mindful leadership suggest that mindfulness 
helps leaders develop alertness to multiple perspectives.62 Certain studies define 
mindfulness in terms of the ability to view objects and situations from multiple points of view, 
and to shift perspectives depending on context.63 By contrast, they define ‘mindlessness’ as a 
state in which the individual adheres to a single perspective and acts automatically. 

The effectiveness of mindfulness in many of its health applications hangs upon the 
improved capacity to gain perspective on mental processes.64 For example, in treating 
difficult experiences as objects of awareness and curiosity, practitioners avoid becoming 
absorbed or over-identified with their content: the origin of the well-known expression “I 
am not my thoughts”. This is the development of ‘meta-cognitive awareness’, also known as 
de-centering. Reducing identification with thoughts and interrupting the related tendency 
to believe them as the truth (“thoughts are not facts”) allows us in turn to take our own 
perspectives on the world less personally, and admit challenges to our point of view with less 
friction. Thus mindfulness can facilitate interpersonal connection and cooperation in spaces 
where differing views have led previously to impasse - indeed, politicians have stated that 
mindfulness training helps them to “disagree better”.65 Better perspective-taking, cognitive 
flexibility and active de-centring have clear implications for the high-stakes negotiation and 
complex collective decision-making necessitated by global climate governance.

“Mindfulness is not something you do in half an hour a week and then 
forget about. It’s something that you are constantly practising. It changes 
your outlook on things... It helps you to be calm, to think in the moment, 
to consider the challenges that you face from different angles.” 

- Tim Loughton MP, Member of the British Parliament and Co-Chair of the  
All-Party Parliamentary Group on Mindfulness
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B O X  4 :  K E Y  I S S U E

The importance of ‘social mindfulness’

The term ‘mindfulness’ is now used to describe all kinds of practices, many of which would more 
accurately be described as simple attention training or relaxation exercises. Short or shallow interventions 
may have many important short-term, individual benefits, but are unlikely to deliver the prosocial and 
sustainability benefits we describe in this document. 

It is likely, however, that high-quality training programmes that cultivate mindfulness over longer 
periods are a strong net-positive for society. For example, a recent meta-analysis has found that trials of 
mindfulness training show improvements in pro-sociality, even where course material contains no explicit 
pro-social components.66 This effect is likely due in part to the pedagogy and teacher-training of quality 
mindfulness-based programmes, which are explicitly geared towards building an ethical context for 
learning. This ethical component tends to be transmitted implicitly however - partly to avoid interventions 
being seen as ideological.67

We cannot assume just because mindfulness training seems to be socially and ecologically beneficial on 
balance, that this is true for all people or in all circumstances. Furthermore, existing benefits should not 
prevent the possibility that training design could evolve to become more reliably transformative.  

A recent study found that a brief ‘mindfulness induction’ led those with an existing interconnected 
worldview to act more prosocially in an experimental task, but the induction influenced those with  
an individualistic worldview to respond less prosocially.68 Crucially, the trial also found that when 
participants were primed towards an individualistic self-view this led to less prosocial responses,  
while the priming of an interconnected self-view led to more prosociality.69 Although the outcomes of 
these very short inductions are not comparable with full mindfulness courses and on-going regular 
practice, they do highlight the importance of how course content is framed. Do participants aim simply 
to regulate stress, attention or sleep, or do they intend to become a better friend, collaborator, leader or 
contributor to their community?

There is some evidence that the intention behind meditation practice develops naturally over time: 
from self-regulation, to self-exploration to self-liberation or ‘compassionate service’.70 However, scope 
undoubtedly exists for a more explicitly prosocial approach to introductory mindfulness training, which 
could expand its focus beyond individual wellbeing to wider societal and planetary wellbeing.

Mainstream mindfulness courses have tended to emphasise the individual - partly because research 
outcomes are easier to capture at an individual level, and partly because public policy organisations and 
research funders are largely structured with a focus on individual suffering. Courses include a combination 
of mindfulness practices, didactic education and teacher-led group inquiry, supporting participants to 
‘turn towards’ distress with curiosity, and develop insight into its sources, mechanisms and relief. This 
same process of mindful inquiry can also be applied through a cultural and collective lens, supporting 
participants to develop a more complex and systemic understanding of how and why distress and 
human flourishing arise - and of their own role in this process. Indeed, early pioneers of secular-scientific 
mindfulness training intended this more systemic orientation, however over time research has focused the 
field toward individual outcomes.71

This renewed consideration of social context and broadening the aims of practice has been described as 
‘social mindfulness’ - and the innovations that target sustainable attitudes and behaviours could further 
be termed ‘ecological mindfulness’. Currently these are the strands of innovation most promising in terms 
of the benefits outlined in this report - see for example Box 10. As we shall discuss in Section 1.3.2, these 
formats may necessitate practices that explicitly cultivate prosocial affect - like care and compassion. 
The emerging field of social mindfulness furthermore understands practises as contingent upon existing 
societal structures. Teachers increasingly recognise that content and delivery must be grounded in cultural 
context in order to be appropriate to diverse groups.
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1.2
Fundamentals  
of Connection:  
Mind-Body
“The borders to awareness are 
emotional and embodied, and at 
this point in time we urgently need 
practices that cultivate the ability to  
be deeply aware.”
 – Liam Kavanagh, author, cognitive scientist and co-founder of Life Itself Labs
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1.2.1	 Embodiment

Conscious connection is not solely the territory of the mind as commonly conceived. Indeed 
humanity’s problem of disconnection stems in part from a conceptual separation of mind 
and body in the history of Western thought. Although many ancient wisdom traditions have 
long situated consciousness in both the mind and the body, body sensation is an arena of 
perception often devalued within contemporary thinking-dominated culture. Habitually we 
treat our bodies as “vehicles that carry our heads from meeting to meeting”.72 However, this rich 
source of information is more than just a side-show. Body sensation is an essential component 
of cognition - and thus our cultural disembodiment has profoundly negative implications for 
our relationship with the world. Endemic disconnection from our bodies has likewise limited 
our awareness of ourselves as embedded creatures that exist interdependently with our 
environment,73 ultimately leading to exploitative and extractive attitudes and behaviour (see 
also Section 2.2). This schism even creeps into sustainability narratives; exemplified by the 
notion of saving ‘the planet’, as if this was something separate from ourselves.74 Resulting 
approaches to problem-solving can risk prioritising abstract concepts over tangible realities.

At the cutting edge of neuro- and cognitive sciences, our historical mind-body dualism is 
undergoing a correction. Increasingly it is shown that thoughts and feelings arise dependent 
on the interaction between brain, body, and our physical and social environments.75  
Reasearch has found that body awareness is important for self-regulation, wellbeing, 
emotional intelligence and decision-making, and studies suggest that it is a precondition for 
social perspective-taking and empathy.76 Importantly, neuroscience has found that we refer 
to our own felt experience to understand the experiences of others.77 For example, when we 
listen to a friend describe a distressing event, we are also monitoring signals from our own 
body that help us to understand the emotions at play and discern an appropriate response. 

Awareness of the body is an explicit foundation of mindfulness in all of its applications. 
Conversely mindfulness meditation can help us to observe and gain insight into the complex 
interactions between different bodily senses and mental experiences, leading to a more 
integrated sense of embodiment.78 Contemporary evidence-based mindfulness training 
programmes like Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and Mindfulness-Based 
Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) emphasise the importance of developing intimacy with a felt 
sense of the body and, along with attention regulation, this forms a core learning objective.79 
Accordingly, mindfulness is associated with greater self-reported body awareness,80 and 
research shows that the brain regions related to body awareness show greater activation 
and may increase in volume following training.81 As well as foundational breathing practices, 
exercises like the ’body scan’ and ’mindful movement’ like gentle yoga and walking can 
help participants to tune in to important patterns of feeling, often neglected or repressed 
for a lifetime. As such they support not only self-knowledge and self-regulation, but also 
the discernment that we need to navigate throughout life - never more than in the current 
crisis. The embodied cognition mindfulness practice supports is foundational to an engaged 
understanding of ecological destruction - and appropriate response.

“Suppress what is difficult and stress is still happening in the body, 
physiologically. It’s still affecting people, impacting wellbeing 
and decision-making, they’re just not aware of it. Practising 
mindfulness can help us notice and interpret the subtle signals. To 
see more clearly what is actually going on, and face the reality 
of the situation with all the accompanying emotions.”

– Nadine Andrews, Climate Psychology Alliance member and Principal Social 
Researcher for the Scottish Government
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1.2.2 Managing Threat Response

The neurophysiological (brain-body) system is always operating in one of several modes, 
which dictate conditions in the mind and body in preparation for different types of 
interaction. As such they powerfully affect the social connections that underpin cooperation 
on shared challenges such as climate change - and understanding how to manage them 
can help unlock negotiation and collaboration in this urgent context. For example, in the 
so-called ‘approach state’, we ‘rest and digest’ or move towards pleasant stimuli such 
as food or friends. Described by scientists as the ‘social engagement system’, this mode 
is foundational to connection with others.82 It is likewise important for approaching inner 
experience with openness and curiosity, and for nature connectedness. It requires a sense 
of trust and safety to come online. By contrast, the states that evolved to trigger reaction 
to threatening situations are known as the ’fight-flight’ and ’freeze-faint’ modes.83 Both 
were key to survival in prehistoric times, but are ill-adapted to many perceived threat 
situations in modern life: mechanisms that once assisted us in escaping predators can 
now be triggered by an email from the boss. Fight-flight mode elevates stress hormones, 
heart rate, breathing rate and sweating84 and is associated with disordered thinking and 
perceptual narrowing.85

Neurophysiological states exert a powerful influence upon our relationships because we 
respond reflexively to cues in the words, voices and body language of others. Our nervous 
systems interact, threat breeding threat and safety breeding safety. This subtle feedback 
loop comprises a kind of ‘social field’ or atmosphere.86 It might be imagined by comparing 
the idea of entering a room filled with friends to one full of strangers. How differently is the 
body held; the voice projected? Reaction to perceived threat limits our ability to empathise, 
connect with others and develop generative relationships, and engages a range of defence 
mechanisms like denial, distortion and disengagement.87 Over time, fight-flight and freeze-
faint modes leave us more prone to extremist views and othering dynamics,88 fragmenting 
social and political groups (Section 2.2.3) and shrinking the space for collective action on 
shared problems - above all, climate change. 

A significant branch of mindfulness training specifically addresses maladaptive threat 
responses and a robust body of evidence demonstrates its effectiveness.89 Mindfulness 
can help us to notice when threat response is activated and engage in behaviours and 
exercises that foster the approach state. Whereas fight-flight mode conditions certain 
thinking patterns, breathing rates and body postures, the interaction also works in the 
opposite direction - for example, deliberate slow and deep breathing reduces activation.90 
The qualities of mindful attention introduced in Section 1.1.2 - openness, allowing, curiosity 
and care - are also inherent elements of the approach state and contribute to its activation. 
Developing these qualities means more than just acquiring tools to manage a triggered 
threat response: it reduces the likelihood of being triggered in the first place. Accordingly, 
neuroscientists have found that the brain region most implicated in fight-flight mode, 
reduces both in size and activity following mindfulness training.91  

Real systemic conditions contribute to threat perception throughout society, and we do not 
suggest that individuals are responsible for absorbing the effects of toxic culture - or that 
they should practice to ignore threats to safety and wellbeing. However, the ability to shift 
these systemic conditions itself depends upon our inner capacities. The self-connection 
and self-regulation that help us to manage threat response also underpin the wider 
connection that we need to collaborate and co-create change.
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“We risk a ‘breakdown loop’, 
where the state of the world 
creates negative states of 
mind leading to antisocial 
citizenship behaviours, which 
worsen the state of the world 
or prevent us from acting 
to improve it…we need to 
reverse that cycle and create 
a ‘breakthrough loop.’” 
– Alex Evans, author, founder of A Larger Us, former Campaign Director at Avaaz.
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1.2.3 Addressing Trauma
“When I was 15, there was a shooting in my 
school. I was nearly killed, and my friend was 
killed. I was very traumatised, of course. I had 
a lot of anger. But it was the reason I got into 
politics…. I used mindfulness, meditation and 
connection to nature to heal my trauma. I had 
to go into deep layers of my life to survive it and 
engage with the world again.” 
– Alviina Alametsä, Member of the European Parliament serving on the Committee on Foreign Affairs 

Activating threat response mode may be unavoidable, or even beneficial, during highly 
stressful or genuinely dangerous events. When a stressful experience falls within an 
individual’s range of ability to process and integrate it - like perhaps, going into hospital  
for a planned operation - the body regulates itself afterwards, returning to a sense of safety 
and security. However, if an experience is “too much, too soon or too fast“ relative to an 
individual’s psycho-social resources - for example, a serious accident, disaster or assault - 
the mind becomes overwhelmed, does not integrate the experience, and therefore does 
not send signals of safety that would return the nervous system to its baseline state.92 
Instead the mind-body system becomes stuck at some level of continual threat perception, 
leading to a dysregulated nervous system and a dominant fight-flight or freeze-faint mode 
that is easily triggered. Dysregulation can exhibit as excessive busyness and exertion, or 
sometimes a dissociative, depressed shutdown.93

Depending on severity and compounding factors, the impact of dysregulation falls on 
a continuum between chronic or traumatic stress and complex Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD). Whether diagnosed as chronic stress or trauma, experts consider typical 
defence mechanisms to include psychological fragmentation, and disassociation or 
’splitting’, which manifests as a numbing or compartmentalisation of the psycho-social 
world.94 Our coping mechanism disconnects us from parts of our own inner lives, from 
other people and the world around us. As we have discussed, this fragmentation is both a 
driver of unsustainable behaviour and a barrier to the kind of social solidarity and collective 
understanding needed to act meaningfully on climate change. 

In recent years there has been a movement to recognise the ‘trauma of everyday life’, 
acknowledging the significant psychological injuries from family or school life that most 
people carry throughout adulthood.95 However individual experience can not fully account 
for the nervous system dysregulation that we commonly carry. Research suggests that 
individuals and communities also carry collective trauma that is passed on behaviourally, 
such as ‘intergenerational’ trauma resulting from historic conflict, displacement, poverty, 
racism and oppression, interrelated with patterns of domestic abuse and violence.96 To 
this we may add ‘eco-trauma’ - the dysregulation resulting from the continual threat of 
ecological and societal collapse.97 Emerging research extends the definition of trauma to 
include this kind of chronic, collective threat exposure.98 Beyond individual health, this 
psychological burden has severe implications for social connection and our response to 
collective challenges, making us more likely to antagonise and to retreat from one another.99
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Current therapeutic approaches to trauma focus upon rebuilding an individual’s sense of 
connection and personal agency, as well as working consciously with the body to ‘reset’ 
the nervous system’s normal cycles.100 Mindfulness and compassion support all of these 
mechanisms.101 Self-compassion practice can also help people recover from trauma and 
reduce PTSD symptoms, in part by addressing associated self-judgement and shame.102 
Furthermore, studies suggest that both mindfulness and self-compassion practices 
aid ‘post-traumatic growth’, through which people become more capable and resilient 
after experiencing great adversity.103 Accordingly, in recent years, mindfulness-informed 
interventions such as Dialectical Behaviour Therapy (DBT) have been deployed to tackle 
PTSD.104 Recognising the prevalence of nervous system dysregulation in the general 
population there has been a movement to make all mindfulness training more ‘trauma-
informed’, adapting standard teaching protocols to identify everyday trauma and handle it 
more safely.105

B O X  5 :  K E Y  I S S U E 

Is mindfulness practice for everyone?

Mindfulness is best understood as a natural human capacity, and many people are 
helped by cultivating it in a multitude of ways. However, it would be misleading to 
claim therefore that mindfulness training programmes are a panacea. Every person 
faces a unique set of circumstances and challenges and accordingly research has 
shown from the outset that the effectiveness of mindfulness practice differs with 
the individual. While many people will find a training programme helpful, others 
will not.

Occasionally, participants report unusual or unexpected experiences. For 
instance, reconnecting consciously with the body may bring encounters with 
feelings or memories that have been suppressed in the past as part of a coping 
mechanism.106 This could prompt a variety of reactions, from curiosity at one end 
of the scale, to concern or distress at the other. A legacy of trauma in the nervous 
system may necessitate great care in tuning into sensation. This is one reason why 
self-compassion, or compassion for the body itself, can also be a crucial skill that 
facilitates reconnection.107

Further research is needed to better understand the origins and frequency of difficult 
experiences arising in mindfulness practice and how best to respond to them. This 
might ask, for example,  under what circumstances it is appropriate to continue 
with mindfulness meditation, to change the type of practice, or to pause or stop 
altogether. Teachers should be alert to these experiences, and quality teacher-
training organisations have established protocols for how best to manage them.

No psychological intervention is without risk. As with exercise and 
pharmaceuticals, those working in the field of mindfulness must develop an 
understanding of how to deploy practices skilfully so as to reduce the chance 
of harm. Clinical interventions working with severe symptoms and other 
vulnerabilities have found that adverse experiences occur in 0-10% of participants, 
and are no more common in interventions than control groups.108 However many 
studies have not monitored harm in any way and, when they do, its relationship 
to mindfulness practices is not always clear. Appropriately then, this has become 
a major theme in the on-going work and research of leading mindfulness training 
organisations in recent years.109
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1.3
Fundamentals  
of Connection:  
Mind-Body-Heart
“Love is the opening for regeneration. 
If we want to heal global warming, let’s 
go to where love resides already: the 
human heart.”
– Paul Hawken, author of Drawdown: The Most Comprehensive Plan Ever 
Proposed to Reverse Global Warming and Regeneration: Ending the Climate 
Crisis in One Generation
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1.3.1	 Emotional Intelligence
“The biggest deficit that we have in our  
society and in the world right now is an 
empathy deficit.”  
– Former US President Barack Obama 

The Western Enlightenment thinking that separates mind from body, and thinking from 
feeling, tends to place less value on human social and emotional capacities than upon 
reasoning abilities such as IQ. This imbalance reflects in part a tendency to imagine 
humanity’s success as a species in terms of competition; overlooking our equally potent 
ability to connect and collaborate (see also Section 2.2.1).110 A pseudo-Darwinian narrative 
of ’survival of the fittest’ informed a culture of aggressive individualism throughout the 
20th Century, shaping not only exploitative attitudes to other species, but a competitive, 
fragmented social model.111 However, a re-balancing of this story is underway. Scientists 
now understand human evolutionary success to be founded also upon shared meaning-
making and cultural transmission, and the trend across time to extend the care and pro-
sociality initially evolved for our closest kin to those ever more distant from us.112 These 
relational abilities have made us the most collaborative species on the planet. Through 
cultural evolution, increasingly complex ideas have enabled us to connect in ever greater 
numbers and increasing specialisation - what sociobiologists call “ultrasociality”.113   

Enabling these collaborative tendencies is a highly developed composite faculty often 
described as Emotional Intelligence (EI or EQ). EQ includes empathy - the capacity 
to pick up on and share the feelings of another - but it is more broadly defined as the 
ability to perceive, process and manage one’s own emotions and those of others.114 As 
such it encompasses a range of social and relational skills such as perspective-taking 
and understanding others’ motives.115 EQ underpins self-awareness, self-control and 
productive relationships.116 It is also associated with a broad range of skills like decision-
making, academic achievement and job performance.117 Without EQ we are cut off from the 
emotional signals within and around us. The cultural tendency to deprioritise EQ likewise 
depresses emotional connection with nature, and with the ecological consequences of 
exploitative behaviours.

A culture preoccupied with rationality and IQ is reflected in an education system that 
leaves our capacity for connection with self, others and nature sorely underdeveloped.118 
EQ can however be cultivated and learned throughout life, and Social and Emotional 
Learning (SEL) programmes are now commonplace in schools. Approaches to foster EQ 
generally include mindfulness components, and mindfulness training itself has been found 
to boost many aspects of emotional intelligence, including emotional clarity, emotion 
regulation, and empathy in both adults and children.119 Mindfulness also facilitates better 
listening, communication and conflict resolution.120 Accordingly, qualitative feedback 
from participants in mindfulness-based programmes points to positive effects upon 
interpersonal relationships.121
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“Logic and reason are prized above 
all else as the things that are reliable. 
But actually, if you miss out people’s 
ability to feel and their emotional 
aspects, you’re asking people to 
solve some of the most complex 
problems that have ever been faced 
using only half of their abilities to 
do so. Evolution equipped us with 
these things - they are essential to 
how we function as human beings, 
as social animals. We have found 
that bringing that dimension back in 
increases people’s problem-solving, it 
strengthens the relationships between 
groups, it makes them feel more 
empowered, they’re more willing to 
do things, change things, be bolder. 
So those inner parts of the human 
are very important dimensions for 
addressing climate change.” 
– Morag Watson, climate change policy expert and co-founder of the Sustainability 
Leadership Network
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1.3.2 Compassion
“Compassion has an enormously practical 
application in the world. It is an entry point  
to action on all types of social and  
environmental issues.”
– Tom Rivett-Carnac, political lobbyist for the UNFCCC and co-author of The Future We Choose: 
Surviving the Climate Crisis

Central to humanity’s adaptive prosociality is the innate capacity for compassion. 
Compassion’s profound evolutionary value has been to connect us with others and to impel 
social action - it helped us to survive and thrive as hunter-gatherers, contributes to the glue 
that holds more complex societies together, and has been a driving inspiration for countless 
reformers and visionary leaders.122 At the current time it is crucial in energising appropriate 
response to environmental destruction and the suffering of those worst affected.  

Like mindfulness, compassion is considered a ’compound construct’, combining a number 
of tendencies, skills and qualities.123 Scientists call it a ‘motivational system’ because it’s not 
just a feeling but a complex component of psychology that shapes thoughts, physiological 
responses, intentions and ultimately behaviour. Definitions vary but most feature two basic 
processes: turning attention towards suffering, and feeling motivated to do something 
about it. Compassion shares with empathy the elements of understanding, resonance and 
desire to connect, however the two states are functionally and neurologically distinct.124 
While empathy – the sharing of another’s emotion – can be distressing and contribute to 
burnout, compassion is a nourishing quality. Thus having compassion supports us to stay 
connected to the suffering of others rather than recoiling or shutting down.* Some experts 
suggest that compassion can manifest in different ways, contrasting a receptive and tender 
form with a ‘fierce’ form that is more proactive and robust - the spirit of a “momma bear” 
protecting her young, or the “caring force” associated with civil rights movements.125

*While within caring 
and humanitarian 
work it has become 
common to talk about 
‘compassion fatigue’, 
a more accurate term 
might be empathic 
burnout. In contrast to 
compassion which can 
be a nourishing quality, 
sharing the distress of 
others for prolonged 
periods can lead to 
emotional exhaustion. 
The complex factors 
contributing to this 
condition often 
include undermining 
of the healthy working 
conditions that allow 
compassion to arise, 
and a lack of emphasis 
on self-care.126 

Crucially, like mindfulness, our innate capacity for compassion can be developed through 
teaching and practise. Cultivating compassion has historically been an indispensable 
aspect of contemplative traditions. Today, a burgeoning range of interventions such 
as Compassion- Focussed Therapy, Mindful Self-Compassion and Mindfulness-Based 
Compassionate Living has been tailored for a secular context and subjected to rigorous 
randomised-controlled trials and meta-analyses.127 These courses tend to introduce 
mindfulness as a necessary foundation and then go on to develop compassion through 
exercises that help us connect to the shared human condition, cultivate an attitude of care, 
and foster the intention to act appropriately in the face of distress. Exercises often focus 
inwards toward the self first, then include others and humanity as a whole. This approach 
is like exercising a muscle; gradually increasing the “weight” of the exercise as compassion 
grows stronger, widening the circle of identity, care and connection.

Compassion-based interventions are empirically linked to increases in health and 
wellbeing, prosocial behaviour, deeper feelings of intimacy and stronger pro-
environmental values and behaviours, along with reduced aggressiveness, antisocial 
behaviour and in-group/out-group differentiations.128  Recent research has also found that 
care and compassion elements are vital to many of the prosocial benefits of mindfulness 
courses described in this report.129 While courses usually treat these elements as implicit 
qualities to be transmitted or embodied by the teacher, this finding suggests that care and 
compassion should be taught explicitly wherever possible. 
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Compassion for others and self-compassion are not significantly correlated in cross-
sectional studies.130 People often demonstrate one without the other and may need 
therefore to cultivate both in order to balance the desire to help others with the personal 
resource and resilience required to do so. As discussed further in Section 2.1.1, self-
compassion helps us to acknowledge our own suffering without being overwhelmed 
and to manage difficult feelings like shame and guilt, which can trigger psychological 
defence mechanisms and impede positive engagement.131 As climate tragedies worsen, 
development of both capacities is vital in helping us turn towards other human and 
non-human beings in their vulnerability and distress. Compassion is an antithesis to the 
fragmentation that both feeds the climate crisis and depresses collective response.

B O X  6 :  E X P L O R E  F U R T H E R

Compassion Training Courses

Evidence-based mindfulness courses have evolved over more than 40 years 
and tend to use Jon Kabat-Zinn’s MBSR curriculum as a key reference point. By 
contrast, compassion-based training is a much newer area of innovation, without 
an obvious original course for the field to cohere around.

However, at least six empirically supported compassion-based interventions 
have been subject to rigorous testing through randomized controlled trials 
(RCTs).132 Programmes vary in length but, like in-person mindfulness training, a 
typical compassion-based course includes weekly group sessions over a 6-12 
week period and an element of daily home practice. Although the components of 
courses vary depending on their context, most include elements of mindfulness 
practice, prosocial affect meditations, exercises involving imagery, and education 
on the meaning and mechanisms of compassion and/or self-compassion.

What the research tells us 
Meta-analyses of compassion-based interventions have found positive effects 
on participants’ levels of compassion and self-compassion, mental health 
and emotion regulation, and interpersonal and social relationships.133 Like 
mindfulness, the studies examining compassion training have so far tended to 
focus on individual benefits. However, a meta-analysis of studies examining 
compassion and similar ‘loving kindness’ meditations found robust increases 
in observable (e.g. facial expressions, real-world helping behaviour) and self-
reported prosocial outcomes.134 There is also increasing interest in evolving 
compassion courses to better target prosocial behaviours through a more 
relational approach.135 Particularly when combined with sustainability education 
and a firm foundation of mindfulness practice, these innovations have great 
promise in strengthening the ability of individuals to recognise the suffering of 
others and of the natural world, develop the will to alleviate it and act accordingly.

“Compassion goes with mindfulness, because once we become aware 
of what’s happening inside of us - all the feelings, the fears, the negative 
or manipulative thoughts - we need to have compassion for ourselves 
too. In short, mindfulness can help you become more compassionate, 
and compassion is necessary to stay mindful. If I don’t balance the two, 
something is missing.” 

– Laureline Simon, Former UNFCCC Programme Officer & Founder of One Resilient Earth
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2
Connection and 
the Climate 
Crisis
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Connection and the Climate Crisis
“It’s much easier to just talk about infrastructure and 
technical stuff. To really get people to understand the 
psychology is harder because they’re not exempt, 
they would also have to look at themselves.” 
– Nadine Andrews, Climate Psychology Alliance member and Principal Social Researcher for the 
Scottish Government

This chapter addresses the functions of mindful and compassionate connection that are 
crucial in the particular context of the climate crisis; both in mitigating climate change 
and its felt impacts, and addressing the wider societal conditions that have brought 
it about. In reality these are never wholly separate propositions: human and planetary 
health are interlinked.136 The neglected psychological impacts of the climate crisis tend 
to drive unsustainable behaviours that worsen the situation, both in terms of exploitative 
consumerism and in degrading our capacities for mutuality and collaboration when we 
need them most. However, by intervening in these mechanisms, it is possible to reverse 
these vicious cycles, with inner and outer conditions reinforcing each other in ways that 
are wholesome and generative.137 Practices such as mindfulness and compassion do not 
merely soothe the inner symptoms of individuals beset by crisis, but support us to engage 
together in the difficult work of transforming unsustainable  societal structures. In turn, 
healthier systemic conditions allow people to grow and flourish.

The chapter inquires first into perseverance, and the role of mindfulness and compassion 
in helping us to remain engaged at individual and collective levels with planetary disaster. 
We explore the implications of turning towards distress rather than shutting down, and 
developing the resilience necessary to cope in situations of profound difficulty. Connection 
with the crisis necessitates not only the management of negative impacts, but also the 
nourishment of positive emotion - and we discuss the relevance of mindfulness and 
compassion practices to gratitude, hope and ‘positive emotional resonance’.

Next, we explore the ways that the concept of (dis)connection pervades the mental models 
of self, others and world that drive the climate crisis and condition our responses to it. We 
examine the function of worldview – the inner lens through which we see the world and 
our identity within it; of nature connection – the extent to which people feel identified 
with the emergent phenomena of life; and of polarisation – escalating perception of 
others as inherently different and dangerous. Tracing the roots of the climate crisis through 
a culturally entrenched story of separateness, we ask how mindfulness, compassion and 
immersion in nature can support a more interconnected and survivable paradigm for the 
21st Century.

Finally we turn to the unreliable mechanisms of intentional action, in acknowledgement 
that even radically enhanced engagement with and understanding of the climate crisis 
may not be sufficient to galvanise response. At the best of times, humanity’s capacity for 
action in our individual and collective best interest is disrupted by forces both outside 
and within us. We explore the ways in which mindfulness and compassion can help us to 
realign intention with what the world needs, stay in touch with what matters to us most, 
and reconnect the disrupted circuitry of intention and action. In doing so they can help us to 
step out of undesirable behaviour patterns, supporting us to act consciously and creatively 
in the face of our greatest crisis. 
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2.1
Staying with 
the Trouble
“Mindfulness helps me to stay present 
to the most distressing aspects of my 
experience. To stay open-minded, 
accepting and flexible, rather than 
getting lost in anxiety… oscillating 
between past and future while the 
current possibilities for meaningful 
thinking, feeling and acting  
are inaccessible.” 
– Stephen Fitzpatrick, Director of Sustainability Communications, Culture and 
Wellbeing at Urgentem climate risk management
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2.1.1 Turning Towards the Difficult

Climate change is a deeply uncomfortable reality to face. It calls upon us to dwell in stressful 
uncertainty, to witness the degradation of the natural world and to face the prospect of loss, 
deaths and the collapse of social order. We are not well adapted to cope with instability 
and threat of this magnitude, and responses range from outright denial and unrealistic 
optimism, to emotional repression and ‘doomerism’.138 Research clearly points to avoidance 
as a common defence strategy.139 Besides inhibiting positive and timely engagement with the 
crisis, avoidance is no recipe for a healthy life - leading rather to chronic stress, depression, 
physical health problems and ultimately, greater anxiety.140 Regardless of whether we feel 
directly threatened by the crisis, reckoning with the suffering of those in more vulnerable 
regions is painful and can similarly trigger avoidance. To stay with the trouble that we witness 
in order to respond requires depths of intention - and of personal and social resource.

The capacity for compassion is critical in facilitating engagement with the distressing 
truth of our current crisis. As discussed in Section 2.3.2, compassion includes both a 
willingness to turn towards suffering and also a sense of equanimity that enables one to do 
so sustainably. Cultivating this capacity, where we might otherwise experience empathic 
distress, reduces the likelihood that we will burn out or shut down. Some environmental 
activist groups emphasise the importance of inner activism - promoting e.g. forgiveness 
and compassion as an explicit component of their strategy. Recent campaigns have sought 
to avoid blaming messages while modelling the uncomfortable admission that “we are all 
part of the problem” as a basis for positive change.141 

“Compassion brings forgiveness for 
oneself and others, to allow action from 
love rather than anger or hatred” 
– Yanai Postelnik, Buddhist teacher and climate activist

Mindfulness teaching similarly emphasises the importance of ‘turning towards’ difficult 
experience. By treating discomfort as an object of enquiry, practitioners create a relationship 
of psychological distance from experiences that might otherwise be overwhelming. 
Becoming less identified with feelings paradoxically allows us to remain more connected 
with them. The possibility of feeling “comfortable with discomfort” radically expands 
our capacity for connecting with undesirable realities, as well as new and challenging 
information.142  For instance, mindfulness training has been shown to reduce the sunk-cost 
bias - the tendency to continue investing resources in a failing endeavour, to avoid the pain 

“Mindfulness has the potential not only to inspire 
us to protect the natural world, but also to equip 
us with the strength that we undoubtedly need to 
confront the true scale of the environmental crisis 
we face.” 
– Caroline Lucas, Member of the British Parliament, former UK Green Party leader and Member of the 
European Parliament 



Reconnection: Meeting the Climate Crisis Inside Out 39

of admitting that the initial investment is lost.143 Instead, willingness to feel difficult emotions 
supports engagement with the problem and better decision-making.

The practice of reconnecting with difficulty is included in common training such as MBSR 
and MBCT, not only to increase tolerance, but also to generate insight and agency around 
the sources and mechanisms of distress. For example, MBCT encourages examination of 
ruminative thought and its relationship with depression, so as to intervene in relapse patterns.144 

Importantly, a new wave of social mindfulness interventions treats distress not only as 
internal but as a collective phenomenon, promoting both insight into the pathologies 
reflected in public structures and institutions, and the will and capacity to reshape these to 
better meet societal needs (see Box 4).145

B O X  7 :  C A S E  S T U D Y

Joanna Macy and The Work 
That Reconnects

Mainstream sustainability discourse has only recently begun to recognise the 
inner dimension of the climate crisis, characterised by disconnection. However, 
some practitioners and  pioneers have spent decades exploring this issue 
and developing interventions that can help participants develop a sense of 
interconnection.146 Chief amongst these is Joanna Macy, a scholar of systems 
theory, who in the 1970’s began to develop a visionary approach to social change 
based upon deep understanding of interdependencies.147  

According to Macy, experiencing our interconnection allows us to develop 
awareness of our ‘deep ecology’ and realise the potential we have to make a 
difference in the world, which in turn engages us in appropriate behavioural 
response to the realities we face.148 She developed these ideas into a programme 
called The Work That Reconnects, popularised through books including Coming Back 
to Life and Active Hope. Based on this work, experiential workshops and courses 
have been delivered to many thousands of people for several decades.149 The 
programme’s four stages resonate with many of the principles in this report. 
Participants engage in mindfulness- and compassion- informed practices to 
resource themselves before turning towards the fear and pain associated with 
global realities, developing the ability to ‘see with new eyes’ the interconnection 
of all phenomena before mobilising practical applications through relevant action.  

Empirical testing of the programme is still in its early stages, but pilot studies 
have shown it to be engaging and popular.150 More recently the meditation-based 
six week programme Integrated Action  has further integrated mindfulness and 
compassion-based approaches with Macy’s frameworks.
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2.1.2 Psychological Resilience
“The first ability that we should cultivate to support 
climate action is the ability to connect… to our 
own bodies, to others, to nature around us…  But 
what emotions then come can be unpredictable, 
so the second ability would be to feel them 
without shutting down or recreating the distance” 
– Laureline Simon, Former UNFCC Programme Officer and Founder of One Resilient Earth.

As ecological awareness grows, so do climate-grief, eco-anxiety and related depression, 
especially amongst the young.151 Of all the inner dimensions of the climate crisis, it is 
the impact upon citizens’ mental health that policy makers are most likely aware of.152 
Difficult emotions like grief and anxiety are often appropriate and potentially motivating 
responses to the climate crisis - conducive to “honouring our pain for the world” as 
described by Joanna Macy (see Box 7)153. However, without sufficient psychological 
resilience, social support and a sense of progress towards climate goals they can become 
deeply distressing, paralysing and counter-productive. A vicious cycle can emerge in 
which climate change impacts mental health, which in turn increases unsustainable 
behaviours and reduces civic engagement, limiting climate action and worsening future 
impacts.154 For instance, chronic stress leads to reduced prosociality, in turn promoting 
both overconsumption and social isolation. 

Psychological resilience is therefore a crucial concept for understanding climate impacts 
and potential solutions. While superficially, the idea might suggest ’a stiff upper lip’ or 
‘bouncing back’ from adversity, real resilience specifically entails a creative and adaptive 
response to change, rather than resisting or ignoring it.155 Resilience is important at a 
population level to interrupt the vicious cycle between mind and climate change, and 
support societal adaptation in the face of worsening climate disruption.156 It is also crucial 
for professionals and activists engaged with climate issues on a daily basis. Enacting 
connection and care whilst grappling with social structures shaped by disconnection and 
“uncare” can be painful and exhausting. Indeed, this is a particular challenge reported in 
support groups for climate workers and youth activists.

Mindfulness and self-compassion practices are known to increase resilience.157 They help 
to regulate difficult emotions like fear, anger and sadness and integrate them healthily.158 
Mindfulness in particular supports the inner stability that permits engagement with 
turbulent conditions. For example, improved ability to sense potential overwhelm allows 
one to redirect attention to self-care and self-soothing elements of practice,  
before potentially turning towards difficult concepts once again when sufficiently steady 
and restored. 

Self-compassion can support practitioners to stay connected with the content of their 
internal world, rather than living in flight from difficult thoughts and emotions - particularly 
helping to regulate guilt, shame and self-criticism.159 Although shame can be a powerful 
driver of change when held with care and forgiveness, painful self-judgement can have 
the opposite effect, entrenching unhelpful views and behaviour.160 Training emphasises 
self-acceptance, explicitly including personal weaknesses, and the acknowledgement of 
negative experiences. 
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The reduction of anxiety, stress  and depression are among the most consistent 
mindfulness research findings over the last 40 years.161 Mindfulness has also been shown 
to increase ‘cognitive resilience’ by protecting mental functions from degradation, 
depletion, or failure in the face of substantial stressors.162 In particular, mindfulness can 
protect and enhance ‘working memory’,163 the brain system that stores and manipulates 
information in complex cognitive tasks like decision-making, communicating and guiding 
behaviour. High stress depletes working memory, leading to distraction, poor mood, 
psychological disorders, and performance errors.164  As well as facilitating continued 
connection through resilience therefore, mindfulness practice has the potential to  
contribute to a necessary cognitive foundation for effective and sustainable climate 
action and help mitigate burnout.165

“Mindfulness makes me a 
better politician by helping 
me not get carried away by 
all the emotions, stress and 
egoic behaviour of politics. 
By taking a bit more distance 
and seeing how relative these 
things are, you can better 
connect with people and 
have better success.”
– Petra De Sutter, Deputy Prime Minister of Belgium
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2.1.3 Positive emotion and 
engagement

 “Living and working under the weight of the 
climate emergency depletes people, inside  
as well as out. If we’re not going to burn out,  
we need to stay connected with those elements 
like joy, hope and nature that keep restoring  
our energy for the work.”  
– Katie White OBE, Executive Director Advocacy and Campaigns, WWF

Coping amid the realities of climate change entails more than the management of difficult 
emotions. The inner nourishment that fosters resilience comes from connection with 
a complementary sphere of positive feeling that encompasses, among other things, 
gratitude, hope and love. Activating our rich resource of positive affect is crucial not only 
in mitigating overwhelm but in finding the motivation to engage with the hard work and 
sacrifice called upon by the crisis.

In addition to supporting recovery from stress,166 positive emotions can broaden and 
build our perceptual and cognitive capabilities. During positive emotional experiences 
awareness is expanded, enabling people to connect distant ideas and act creatively, 
flexibly, and with a sense of connection to the future.167 Happiness and subjective wellbeing 
are also linked to social engagement and sustainable behaviour.168 Furthermore, evidence 
shows that positive emotions are contagious,169 and that our capacity for ‘positive 
emotional resonance’ is central to human relational bonds and collaboration. The collective 
dimension of positive emotion is critical in motivating climate action - thought leaders 
increasingly suggest that inspiring latent public engagement is best approached by 
enabling people to connect emotionally with a sense of great, shared endeavour.170

Some approaches point to gratitude as an important emotion in sustaining climate 
engagement (see Box 7). This nourishing feeling helps us to stay connected with what we 
appreciate in life, and is associated with life satisfaction.171 But experts also consider it part 
of the inner ‘care system’ activating prosocial emotions and behaviour by reminding us 
of things we care about. 172 Throughout social evolution, this ‘self-transcendent’ emotion 
helped us solve problems relating to caretaking and cooperation.173

Others emphasise ‘active hope’ or ‘stubborn optimism’, as a crucial quality for meeting 
the climate crisis.174 For example, senior policymakers have said that optimism was 
not the outcome of success in Paris but the cause of it, creating a sense of positive 
momentum that propelled negotiations. Importantly, in contrast to blind faith in a 
positive outcome, this stance is characterised by a “fierce conviction that no matter how 
difficult, we must and we can rise to the challenge”.175

Their role in activating positive emotions highlights both mindfulness and compassion 
practices as key inner components of climate action. The robust clinical evidence base for 
mindfulness training has led to its popular association with managing negative emotions.176 
However it likewise helps activate the positive feeling that can inspire engagement and 
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perseverance.177 Mindfulness is also implicated in strengthening awareness of positive 
emotions.178 Research links both mindfulness and compassion to positive affect,179 and 
compassion has been shown to foster positive feeling even in the face of significant 
distress.180 Increased positive affect also accounts for much of the impact mindfulness has 
on life satisfaction.181 

In particular, mindfulness is a factor in cultivating gratitude: even the most basic 
understanding of mindfulness tends to include the related quality of appreciation. This 
can be both an outcome of present moment awareness and a motivating factor182 - 
cultivating everyday wonder is a common gateway to practise. Accordingly, research 
links dispositional mindfulness with higher gratitude.183 In view of substantial evidence 
from positive psychology, mindfulness-based interventions increasingly include explicit 
gratitude practices. 

Meanwhile, hope-based therapeutic modalities often include meditation elements, in part 
because attention regulation and reduction in stress helps create conditions for hope to 
arise. Pilot studies have found that mindfulness training can lead to an increased sense of 
hope.184,185 In the workplace, mindfulness has been found to develop ‘psychological capital’, 
a construct that includes hope, optimism, resilience, and a sense of personal agency.186 
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2.2
Joined-up World

“The most remarkable feature of this 
historical moment on Earth, is not 
that we are on the way to destroying 
the world — we’ve actually been on 
the way for quite a while. It is that we 
are beginning to wake up, as from a 
millennia-long sleep, to a whole new 
relationship to our world, to ourselves 
and each other.” 
– Joanna Macy, author, activist and scholar of general systems theory and  
deep ecology
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2.2.1 Holistic Worldview and 
Expanded Identity
“The Anthropocene is characterised by a certain 
perceptual blindness. People are insensitive  
to the connections between their actions and 
global ecosystems.” 
– Polina Chebotareva, Connectedness: An Encyclopaedia of the Anthropocene 

In the context of climate change, most technical solutions are what sustainability scientists 
might call ‘shallow leverage points’ - places in a system where intervention is relatively 
accessible but minimally influential, akin to treating symptoms of a disease. By contrast, 
intervention at deeper leverage points may be more difficult but potentially far more 
transformative.187 At perhaps the deepest level, the human behaviours driving climate 
change are founded upon  a culturally conditioned worldview characterised by separation 
of ourselves from others and from nature.188 Our sense of fundamental independence 
both drives and validates our exploitation of the world. It also underpins the widespread 
helplessness that individuals feel regarding climate change. What can one lone person do 
in the face of such a leviathan threat? Blind to the consequences of our actions at scale we 
likewise neglect our collective power and responsibility to bring about positive change. The 
potential to address individual and collective worldviews thus represents a deep leverage 
point for climate action.189 

Our worldview may be understood as an internal map, or the lens through which we see to 
navigate life. It is usually heavily influenced by a foundational story or image that accounts 
for humanity’s place in the world, and acts as a blueprint for social norms. Entangled 
within this cultural code is our story of identity; what it means to be ‘me’ or ‘us’. Identity 
integrates aspects of both inner life and the social world. It may refer narrowly to one’s own 
mind or body, or more broadly towards larger groups - for example, a family, tribe, nation, 
civilisation, species, or all life on earth. Radical differences in cultural behaviour emerge 
depending on the connectedness inherent in worldview and identity. For example, whereas 
historically some civilizations have imagined themselves enmeshed within a harmonic 
“web of life”, others have come to picture humanity alone at the top of a pyramid of power.190 

Western history has deep roots in this prevailing story of human dominion over nature - and a 
related sense of identity as primarily located within the individual, competing with others for 
success (see also Section 1.3.1). But practices such as compassion and mindfulness can help 
us to nurture an understanding of the world as inherently connected, and identity as founded 
on relationship. The pioneering mindfulness teacher Thich Nat Han described this worldview 
as one of inter-being.191 Its importance to sustainability cannot be overemphasised: those who 
identify with others and with nature are more likely to protect their ‘expanded self’.192

For example, along with gratitude and awe, compassion is considered to be a ‘self-
transcendent emotion’: one that moves people to look beyond their own needs and desires 
to focus on others, strengthening social connection. Others use the term “self-expanding” 
to describe the way that such emotions can broaden the sense of identity beyond a narrowly 
constructed ‘self’.193 In this sense cultivating compassion not only expands the circle of care to 
include others, but subtly expands the self to include others. This insight into inter-being has 
prompted some researchers to include an aspect of wisdom in their definition of compassion.
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The cultivation of metacognition through mindfulness practice can help us to see how we are 
constructing our identity from moment to moment. If our intention is towards a wider, more 
connected view, we may choose to direct awareness towards the interdependencies that 
surround and support our life on earth. This practice is an essential element in Indigenous 
teachings and contemplative traditions and is increasingly supported by modern science, 
promoting systemic understanding of ourselves, others and world as ‘intra-connected’.194  

More generally, mindfulness is associated with a more egalitarian outlook and reduced 
perception of dominance hierarchies, and mindful curiosity is associated with less 
defensiveness when worldviews are challenged.195 Mindfulness and compassion are 
also linked with increased understanding of nature-connectedness, a less competitive 
mindset, a systems-level understanding that human activities cause climate change, and 
an associated appetite for policy changes.196 Furthermore as discussed in Section 2.3.1, 
mindfulness and compassion can be influential in activating particular sets of values. 

Worldviews do not change simply because we decide they should, and setting out to 
dismantle belief systems can have the result of strengthening them. When something so 
closely bound with our identity is challenged we often defend ourselves by doubling down.197 
Conversely, the ability to gain distance from thoughts and emotions can allow us to 
interrogate our own beliefs.198 Thus with an appropriately wide framing, social or ecological 
mindfulness interventions could support us to examine and challenge internalised cultural 
messages of separation and superiority (see Box 4).199 Perhaps more importantly, a 
committed, long-term mindfulness practice may directly support a ‘joined-up’ experience 
of the world, by habituating the holistic-intuitive mode of mind that processes perception in 
terms of the whole, and of relationships between integrated parts (see Box 8).200

“Mindfulness and compassion 
help you to understand that 
we are all connected. At the 
same time, they also help you 
to act effectively. So, at one 
level, mindfulness can be a 
tool, it gives you a bit more 
capacity to get things done 
- and then gradually might 
come this understanding of 
interdependency.” 
– Yoko Alendar, Member of the Estonian Parliament and chair of its  
Environment Committee
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B O X  8 :  E X P L O R E  F U R T H E R

Holistic-Intuitive Cognition

Cognitive scientists identify two distinct ‘modes’ of mind that are responsible for 
radically different ways of attending to the world.201 ‘Holistic-intuitive’ describes 
a primal mode of understanding in which the mind seeks out patterns in the 
environment and updates its working models of reality intuitively. This open and 
receptive mode comprehends relatedness and enables us to perceive the world as a 
coherent, connected whole. Modern humans - particularly in the West - have however 
come to be dominated by a second way of knowing based on abstract, self-contained 
mental concepts moulded by our historical privileging of logical processing.202 In this 
‘verbal-conceptual mode’, the world is boiled down to a collection of abstract rules 
and pieces; the discrete symbolic objects that serve goal-driven problem-solving. In 
this mode we process the world in inanimate “chunks”, oblivious to the whole system 
in which we act.203 We model the world as complicated, not complex - and we attend 
to dissociated parts, rather than the whole. Psychiatrist and author Iain Mcgilchrist 
proposes that this mode of mind evolved to help humans to exploit the world rather 
than understand it.204

Practising mindfulness can bring an intentional shift, or re-balancing between 
these modes of mind. Practitioners are encouraged to notice the limitations of 
‘driven doing’ (goal-focused, verbal-conceptual) mode, nurture the conditions 
for holistic-intuitive awareness, and learn to balance the two. Mindful awareness 
does not reject verbal-conceptual processing but rather includes it within a 
holistic map. Practitioners learn to integrate thinking into an intuitive, embodied 
experience of the world as interconnected and alive – a mode of understanding 
more conductive to sustainability than the reductive computational model 
elevated by Western thought in recent centuries.205

“Mindfulness has become a tool to make 
people more effective or achieve better 
mental health. But mindfulness also 
develops insight, and through insight you 
can change your mental structures and 
thereby your perception of the world. I 
think if more people get interested in the 
way that their worldview is constructed, it 
will only be good for humanity’s collective 
ability to deal with our crises.” 
- Tom Rivett-Carnac, political lobbyist for the UNFCCC and co-author of The Future We Choose: 
Surviving the Climate Crisis
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2.2.2 Resisting Polarisation
“It will take all of us working together, pushing and 
pulling each other with honesty and with respect, 
to accelerate the urgent solutions. Outrage and 
optimism both have roles to play.
As we put our muskets down, we will realise that 
more than blame or punishment, we must restore 
the depletion, in ourselves as well as in the natural 
world. Underneath the grief and the anger, we 
harbour a hunger for healing.” 
– Christiana Figueres, Former Executive Secretary of the UNFCCC and co-author of The Future We 
Choose: Surviving the Climate Crisis

Over and beyond an individualised worldview, the disconnect that we perceive between 
‘people like us’ and others is widening. Not only is public opinion diverging but we are now 
more likely than ever to distrust and dislike those with differing opinions - to exhibit ‘affective 
polarisation’.206 Research suggests that contemporary hyperpolarisation is driven by an 
interaction between social media and human confirmation bias.207 Our innate tendency to 
hear what we want to hear is amplified by personalised digital media diets, creating a ‘filter 
bubble’ that serves us information that confirms our existing beliefs, to the exclusion - even 
demonisation - of conflicting views. Society thus becomes fractured into opposing tribes, each 
wielding ‘evidence’ that their view is correct. In countries such as the US, extreme political 
polarisation is emerging as a result.208

Consequences for climate action are dire where tribal dynamics shape partisan attitudes to 
sustainability. Unfortunately, beliefs surrounding climate change are increasingly polarised, 
with camps forming along political divides - in part fuelled by vested interests’ influence 
in party politics.209 Even within climate activism, factions emerge whose escalating 
differences threaten to overcome their capacity to collaborate. Escaping these echo-
chambers of selective information is crucial in re-establishing climate action as a cause 
beyond politics, and mustering the cooperation necessary to turn the rising tide. 

Several benefits of practice already discussed point to mindfulness as a key tool in 
countering polarisation. For example, fight-flight mode can greatly escalate social 
conflict: noticing triggers and regulating threat response through mindfulness can help 
us to avoid perceiving disagreement as attack (see also section 2.3.3).210 Furthermore, 
enhanced cognitive flexibility and perspective-taking can reduce confirmation bias, while 
increased receptivity and tolerance of discomfort allows us to remain open to challenging 
information.211 While these advantages are noted as if they were separate, it’s possible to 
see how each is a dimension of a single system that supports open-mindedness. 

Studies have shown that both mindfulness practice and ‘befriending meditation’ similar 
to compassion practice directly reduce affective polarisation.212 Unsurprisingly then, 
mindfulness training is shown to encourage prosocial behaviour across group boundaries, 
enabling constructive solutions to shared problems.213
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 “A lot of environmental NGOs 
deliberately trigger people 
because that’s good for firing 
up your supporters or getting 
media hits or funding. But it 
comes at a high price: every 
time we trigger our members 
with upsetting imagery we are, in 
effect, causing a fight-flight-freeze 
reaction that then deepens 
political polarisation. And we 
cannot solve climate change if 
we’re hyperpolarised.”
– Alex Evans, author, founder of A Larger Us, former Campaign Director at Avaaz
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2.2.3 Nature Connection
“We humans tend to think of ourselves as the 
most important species on the planet. Being so 
self-centred is the main reason we destroy the 
environment. The only sustainable solution will be 
to let go of this mindset, this costly illusion that we 
are outside of nature, even the rulers of nature. 
The capacities that enable you to let go of this 
illusion, to shift mindsets, are very much promoted 
by mindfulness and meditation.”
 – Esther Ouwehand, Member of the Dutch Parliament and leader of political party PvdD

Our deep-running human story of dominance and disconnection is entrenched by 
widespread isolation from nature, both physical and emotional. Life increasingly 
mediated by urban environments and technology lacks the experience of and 
engagement with nature that fosters familiarity and identification with the living 
world. Meanwhile culture teaches us to objectify plants and animals as resources to 
be exploited. Scholars have thus begun to recognise the importance of reconnecting 
intellectually and emotionally with nature to support sustainability214 - and many 
sustainability scholars and  NGOs consider nature-connection as central to their 
evidence-based theories of change.215 

Nature connection has benefits to individual mental and physical health, and 
individuals with high nature-connectedness - a sense of close relationship with nature 
- have been found to be roughly twice as likely to exhibit pro-environmental and 
conservation behaviours.216 Furthermore, evidence shows that nature-connectedness 
stimulates caring, intrinsic values (see also Section 2.3.1) and is a stronger motivator of 
pro-environmental behaviours in children than knowledge of nature.217

Mindfulness practices align strongly with proposed pathways for enhancing nature 
connection such as sensory noticing of nature, appreciating natural beauty and 
cultivating compassion.218 Indeed an early systematic study into pathways to nature 
connection suggest that it requires not only time spent in nature but crucially also 
the particular quality of engagement with natural surroundings that mindfulness can 
support.219 The same study found that practising compassion and appreciation can 
promote deeper identification with nature, and emphasises the important role of 
emotional awareness in promoting meaningful connection.

Elsewhere, research demonstrates a mutually reinforcing relationship between 
mindfulness and nature connection: for example, contact with natural environments 
can help develop an effortless sense of presence and mindful non-evaluative attention, 
while mindfulness can allow people to engage with nature experiences more 
fully.220 Other studies indicate that connection to nature and mindfulness can work 
synergistically to enhance psychological wellbeing and pro-social values.221 This effect 
has been found in both remote, wilderness contexts and in urban settings.222 In recent 
years, nature-based mindfulness offerings have multiplied, including mindful nature 
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walks and mindful attention practices focused on ecological elements such  
as trees. These have in turn been shown to help people extend compassion to the  
wider environment.223 

While all such evidence is to be welcomed, it must be tempered by the understanding 
that disconnection from nature is a problem embedded in societal inequalities. Access 
to unpolluted green open spaces is lower among many ethnic minority and low income 
communities living in urban areas, impacting mental and physical health.224 For nature-
based mindfulness offerings to become a meaningful part of climate policy efforts, 
providing more equitable access to nature must become a key priority.

“I think what’s needed 
is to understand the 
human being as a 
holistic thing... What 
is my body, my mind 
or my feelings? They 
cannot exist without 
this whole environment 
that I subsist in. There 
is no fish without water. 
There’s no human 
without this planet. I am 
of this planet.”
- John Doyle, Sustainable Development Policy Coordinator of the European 
Commission, Information Society and Media Directorate-General



52Reconnection: Meeting the Climate Crisis Inside Out

2.3
Intention  
and Action
“IPCC reports, going back to 1990, have 
not been heeded. Where is the report 
on that? Because that’s the one we 
really need. Where is the report with 
IPCC-level rigour and authority that 
explains the gap between what we 
know and what we do at scale?” 
– Jonathan Rowson, Director of Perspectiva, former Director of the RSA’s Social 
Brain Centre
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2.3.1 Wiser Wanting 

Increasingly widespread knowledge about the climate emergency has not translated into 
sustainable behaviour and action on a mass scale.225 This pressing issue however reflects an 
enduring set of human problems: most of the time there are several weak links in the causal 
chain between what we know and what we do.226 

Firstly, at individual and societal levels we are not always inclined to want what is actually good 
for us. Much like threat response, the things that we reach for with the greatest immediacy in 
our lives are often governed by outdated adaptive triggers - for example the drive to eat all that 
we can find of a tasty food when it is available. Our consumer economy operates the same 
unexamined more-is-better principal that once drove us to lay down fat for times of scarcity.

Public awareness is growing around the deep cost of consumer culture:227 the 
environmental  ‘externalities’ that are not factored into economics or paid for by polluters 
- typically impacting vulnerable regions and communities far more severely than those of 
us who over-consume.228 Less visible perhaps is the failure of this system on its own terms. 
The satisfaction gained from consuming goods or services, described by economists as 
‘utility’, is held up as the ultimate good. However, colossal growth in economic activity 
and consumer spending in post-industrial nations over the last 70 years has not led overall 
to increased life satisfaction, or at least any gains have been offset by drag factors like 
overwork, inequality, degradation of social trust and mental health problems.229  
By prioritising spending power to the exclusion of other types of wealth, we become 
disconnected from inner sources of happiness and from a realistic sense of what - and  
how much - we materially need in order to live a satisfying and comfortable life. 

Both mindfulness and compassion practice have potential to shift this relationship with 
material appetites.230 Not only can openness and curiosity contribute to awareness 
around types of consumption and relationships such as supply chains, but connection 
to inner experience can also lead to direct insight into how distress and happiness 
arise. Practitioners may thus cultivate a more acute understanding of their needs - and 
the limits of those needs. Furthermore, rather than limiting inquiry to the individual as 
clinical applications have thus far, social mindfulness interventions explicitly address 
structural and cultural patterns in society (see Box 4).231 This ongoing wave of innovation is 
particularly important in linking personal practice to broader systemic change. 

Importantly, mindfulness and compassion training both emphasise a deliberate shift in 
intention. In the case of mindfulness, practice is inclined towards patience, acceptance 
and appreciation of the present moment. These qualities canreconnect us consciously 
with what we already have, potentially reducing the magnetism of ‘more’.232 Compassion 
practices refocus priorities around care, helping and personal relationships over self-
interest.233 As well as increasing pro-social attitudes, these qualities have been shown to 
inhibit conflicting motivators such as the competitive and individualistic mindset associated 
with unsustainable consumption.234 

Developing insight into sources of happiness and feeling the benefit of living with 
intentions like appreciation and care can, over time, lead to more lasting changes in values 
- our guiding principles or the things that matter to us most. Accordingly, studies show 
that cultivating mindfulness and compassion strengthens intrinsic values - ends that are 
inherently rewarding to pursue, such as bonds with friends and family, nature-connection, 
self-acceptance and concern for others.235 Intrinsic values are associated with increased 
happiness and more sustainable behaviour, in contrast to extrinsic values such as external 
approval, wealth and material success, which are associated with lower satisfaction (see 
also Section 2.3.3).236 Hence, mindfulness and compassion training show potential to 
support a shift to less resource-intensive lifestyles.237
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While the collective power of consumers should not be underestimated, it must be 
acknowledged that individuals are not the ultimate locus of power when it comes to 
sustainable consumption. Vast, impersonal financial systems are founded on manipulation 
and growth of consumer culture, and many powerful interests resist environmental 
protections wholesale wherever their bottom line is threatened. Nonetheless we must ask 
what are the inner conditions that maintain acceptance of these conditions at a global scale, 
and what we might do to counter mass apathy in the face of exploitation. From raising 
awareness and marshalling collective leverage to holding Government and corporations 
accountable, inner capacities like mindfulness and compassion underpin our shared agency 
to bring about transformation.238

“We have the climate crisis 
because of our inner crisis. 
Our minds are focussed on 
materialism, consumerism, 
production, economic 
growth. Inner discontent is 
reflected outside in our greed; 
endless pursuit of material 
possessions. Even if we 
don’t need them, we go on 
producing them and selling 
them and buying them and 
holding them.”  
–Satish Kumar, author, founder of Schumacher College, and Editor-in-Chief of Resurgence and 
Ecologist magazines 
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2.3.2 The Inner Compass 
“Mindfulness really enables me to stay in  
touch with what is most important to me: my  
own values.” 
– Esther Ouwehand, Member of the Dutch Parliament and leader of political party PvdD 

Research shows that values influence how we interpret and respond to facts, including 
those about climate change.239 However while values may be important to motivation, not 
all of our values are influential at all times. They tend to be temporarily ‘engaged’ by certain 
experiences or through conscious effort. Furthermore our values need not be consistent: 
rather contradictory values can inhibit one another, so that when one value set is engaged, 
another may be suppressed.240 For example, personal freedom might be important to us 
but there will be circumstances where we  instead conform to social norms because we 
also value justice and community. Intrinsic and extrinsic values are two such mutually 
inhibiting sets. Studies indicate that 75% of people consider their own behaviour to be 
led by intrinsic values, but a similar proportion believe that extrinsic values are primary for 
most other people.241 The good news, we might conclude, is that mostly we at least aspire 
to prioritise connection and care, and tend to underestimate others in this regard. I care, but 
everyone else is out for himself. On the other hand, this aspiration does not always translate 
into intrinsic motivation that is perceptible to others, signalling that we may be struggling 
at a cultural level to live in alignment with what we value. 

Powerful momentum maintains the status quo of our extrinsically dominated society. 
Cultural norms prioritising wealth and status, social priming through media and marketing, 
and the inertia of our own habits all contribute to conditions that engage extrinsic values 
and suppress the intrinsic, perpetuating unsustainable behaviour. Whatever the prevailing 
cultural current, the default is to be swept along, becoming disconnected from our own 
sense of what is most important. Knowing what really matters to us in these adverse 
conditions requires a powerful attunement to our values - the inner compass that shows 
true north amid competing influences. 

Mindfulness and compassion practices support reconnection with this inner compass 
in important ways. By habitually setting aside space for inner reflection we can come 
more closely to know our own minds and hearts, and strengthen relationship with our 
own better judgement. Mindfulness of the body is a particularly important conduit of our 
deepest values. The body supplies an endless stream of subtle signals that support our 
understanding of the world and ethical engagement with it – the nagging feeling in the 
gut, for example, that tells us we’re going along with an action that we don’t agree with. 
Reconnecting with this innate, embodied discernment can take time, but with patience 
and practise it is an invaluable source of insight. As discussed in Section 1.2.1, mindfulness 
training can rebuild this connection with the body, helping practitioners develop greater 
depths of intuition and supporting personal integrity. 

Indeed evidence shows that the mental health benefit of mindfulness results in part from 
individuals’ improved recognition of what they truly value and find meaningful.242 Certain 
mindfulness-informed interventions are founded specifically upon this quality of access to 
values. For example, Acceptance & Commitment Therapy (ACT) combats health issues by 
helping participants develop a life that feels more rich and satisfying according to their own 
standards.243 In the context of sustainability, mindfulness has also been shown to stimulate 
deeper reflection on what matters to us, and our own behaviour as consumers.244



Reconnection: Meeting the Climate Crisis Inside Out 56

“I don’t just use mindfulness to manage  
stress, but to create a connection within this  
work to something deeper. I think of  
mindfulness as something that connects me 
with the web of life on our planet; that could 
reconnect us all. Something that could help  
the planet prosper – not financially, but in terms  
of abundance for all living things. For me, it’s 
about a deep connection.”
 - Alviina Alametsä, Member of the European Parliament serving on the Committee on Foreign Affairs  

B O X  9 :

Does mindfulness support sustainable 
behaviour? 

For 20 years, researchers have investigated whether mindfulness promotes pro-
environmental behaviours (PEB), which are habits that “harm the environment as 
little as possible, or even benefit the environment”.245 

Much of this research focuses on the positive relationship between PEB and 
’trait mindfulness’, which is a person’s baseline or average level of mindfulness.246 
Studies show that those with higher levels of trait mindfulness tend to consume 
more sustainably, eat less meat, and participate more in environmental activism.247 
Individuals who follow an active mindfulness practice, such as meditation or 
other mind-body exercises, were found to perform more PEB and have a lower 
environmental impact associated with their diet.248

Given that mindfulness practice increases trait mindfulness, recent research 
has enquired into whether mindfulness training could underpin interventions 
to motivate sustainable behaviour.249 Based on related studies, researchers 
hypothesise that mindfulness-induced improvements in PEB take at least one year 
of regular practice.250 The impact of mindfulness practice on PEB is thought to arise 
mainly from intermediate changes in individuals’ self-regulation,251 pro-sociality,252 
feelings of nature-connectedness,253 materialism,254 intrinsic values,255 subjective 
well-being,256 and health-related behaviour changes.257 
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2.3.3 Intentional Response
“Between stimulus and response there is a  
space. In that space is our power to choose  
our response. In our response lies our growth  
and our freedom.” 
– Viktor Frankl, paraphrased by Stephen Covey

Values are influential in shaping our beliefs, attitudes and intentions, but they are not 
sufficient in themselves to direct our behaviour. As sustainability researchers have long 
been aware, a disconnect persists between values and behaviour; commonly described 
as the “value-action gap”. Research confirms a widespread tendency to report pro-
environmental attitudes and support for sustainability policies without prioritising 
sustainable consumption behaviours.258 

Even when we are quite clear about what it is we want, we aren’t always in control of our 
behaviour as we might imagine. Our society is built upon a model of humans as rational 
agents, acting out of choice. But neuro- and cognitive science increasingly reveal these 
assumptions to be in error (see also Section 1.1.2).259 Throughout life, intentions compete 
with involuntary impulses and entrenched habits when it comes to directing behaviour. 
They often lose - which is why we find it so difficult to change harmful patterns.260 

Beyond the sphere of sustainability, we are all too familiar with the actions that reflect 
neither our intentions nor our character. We blurt out a hurtful comment. Panic-buy toilet 
paper. This type of behaviour belongs to the category of ‘reactivity’ - impulsive functioning 
prompted by transitory emotion like anger or fear, bypassing good sense.261 Automatic 
behaviour is not limited to the heat of the moment. Studies confirm that we spend a large 
portion of our daily lives carrying out actions whilst our minds are wandering in thought - a 
state known as the ‘default mode’ and more commonly as ‘autopilot’.262 In this mode, our 
conscious experience is disconnected both from the outer world - including others and 
nature - and from our own values and intentions for change. These forces too have acquired 
a digital dimension. While some applications of digital technology may support behaviour 
change, many more make it harder, keeping us locked into the ‘dark flow’ of automatic 
behaviour through mechanisms like ‘infinite’ scrolling.263 Living on autopilot, we are 
more likely to react blindly to experience, in contrast to the creative responsiveness that 
becomes possible when we are in touch with our inner world, and can connect intention to 
conscious choice.

A central component of mindfulness training focuses upon this distinction between 
reaction and response, and upon restoring intention as the driver of our actions. 
Practitioners become familiar with the ‘mindful pause’: interrupting the flow of action to 
check in with present moment experience, and restoring awareness to interconnected 
intention, action and potential outcomes.264 Over time, they can also learn to spot habits of 
automatic thought and behaviour, and to acknowledge impulses without reacting. 

Interrupting autopilot is a proven factor in the clinical effectiveness of mindfulness-based 
interventions, and many applications relate to automatic behaviours such as automatic 
eating, aspects of alcoholism and ruminative thinking that can lead to depressive 
relapse.265  Several studies link trait mindfulness to lower levels of reactivity and 
impulsivity.266 Early research now shows that mindfulness training with a sustainability 
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focus helps practitioners to intervene in unconscious, unsustainable consumption 
routines.267 The common denominator of these proven applications is restored intention: 
mindfulness can help people to resist involuntary impulses and consciously reconnect 
behaviour with deeper motivations. 

Accordingly, mindfulness interventions have been shown to develop the tendency towards 
‘autonomous motivation’: intentionally engaging in behaviour because it is perceived 
to be consistent with our intrinsic goals.268 Behavioural evidence likewise shows that 
mindfulness-informed Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) can boost participants’ 
ability to act in values-consistent ways.269 More specifically, research now supports the 
view that mindfulness practice can help to reduce the value-action gap in the context of 
sustainable consumption.270 Such outcomes suggest promising approaches to key drivers 
of climate change. At several precarious junctions, mindfulness and compassion could 
help to strengthen critical links between knowledge of our predicament and appropriate 
response - reorienting intention towards what the world needs and fostering the inner 
conditions for appropriate, purposeful action.

B O X  1 0 :  C A S E  S T U D Y

European Union Climate Leaders 
Programme 

BEYOND is a Climate & Environmental Leadership Programme, from the Awaris 
Inner Green Deal Initiative. It aims to drive sustainability from within by supporting 
decision makers to cultivate mindfulness and compassion, develop new habits 
and collaborate with a common purpose. 

100 leaders from the EU - including 40 from the European Parliament, Council and 
Commision - took part in the pilot programme, exploring both the inner dimension 
of sustainability in terms of mindfulness, compassion, values and beliefs, and 
outer aspects such as behaviour change, collaboration and workplace initiatives. 

A pilot study was conducted in 2021/22.271 According to preliminary findings, 
participants demonstrated: 

•	 significant increase in nature connectedness; 

•	 significant increase in climate agency (e.g. voting for environmental parties, 
signing petitions) and adaptation behaviour (taking measures to prepare for 
climate impacts); 

•	 clear links between compassion and pro-environmental behaviour; 

•	 increased integration of sustainability concerns into work, such as budget 
allocations, human resource allocation, internal working structures and 
stakeholder relationships; 

•	 significant increase in well-being; and 

•	 significant reduction in climate anxiety. 

The programme has received widespread recognition. The EU’s training Institute 
EUSA funded the development and launch of a new series of programmes for 
management across EU Institutions. 
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“Many of my political 
colleagues will think 
mindfulness is not really a 
natural science. But we have 
to think of it like that. We have 
to look at different ways to get 
to the next level of attitude, 
behaviour and systems 
change.”
- Bas Eickhout, Member of the European Parliament and deputy chairman of the Greens–European 
Free Alliance, co-author of 2007 IPCC report
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Conclusion
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Conclusion
This report is dedicated to anyone - policy maker, professional or private citizen - who has 
watched with alarm the clock ticking down on climate change and wondered, “what are we 
missing?” Indeed, as groundbreaking research now clearly demonstrates, a critical dimension 
of the climate crisis has been excluded from the prevalent view. Climate change is a physical 
reality demanding political and practical solutions. But the wanting, co-creating, negotiating, 
and enacting of those solutions depends wholly upon inner capacities of the human mind 
and heart that have hitherto been absent from mainstream theories of change. 

Against this background, this report makes the urgent case for more attention to, more 
research into, and more respect for individual and collective inner capacities as equal to 
material concerns in addressing climate-related systems change. In doing so it is congruent 
with the latest reporting from the IPCC, which explicitly references the role of “inner 
transformation towards sustainability.” 

Central to this inner dimension of climate response is comprehension of the damage 
wrought by a mindset of separateness - and cultivation of the human capacities that support 
radical reconnection with ourselves, with others and with nature. As such we have outlined 
the relationships of mindfulness and compassion to particular, interrelated faculties of 
connection, highlighting their foundational relevance to climate response at all levels. These 
applications are supported by theory and evidence that recommends mindfulness and 
compassion training as highly promising approaches to the neglected inner dimension of 
sustainability challenges. Where problems are considered in isolation, these approaches 
might be seen as interchangeable with other interventions - for example, prescription 
drugs are an accepted short-term alternative to working with difficult emotion through 
mindfulness practice. However, the benefit of mindfulness and compassion training in so 
many simultaneous aspects of this crisis heightens impetus for policymakers to step beyond 
restrictive silos and consider the range of benefit as an integrated whole. The widespread 
value of these inner capacities to both the individual and to society points furthermore to their 
foundational importance in human flourishing.

The inner capacities of citizens and leaders have been ignored for too long, and we must 
now start investing in them without further harmful delay. Policy recommendations follow 
therefore at the end of this report. Many insights offered here require further research, and 
further innovation is needed to propagate framing of mindfulness and compassion practices 
in a social and ecological context. However the pressing urgency of our circumstances 
dictates that we must now prioritise a whole-system approach to evidence-building and 
action in this area. To wait for meta-analyses of multiple randomised controlled trials in every 
insolated application repeats the outdated, siloed thinking that sidelines these foundational 
capacities, overlooking their value at a system level. Strong evidence for mindfulness 
and compassion training in supporting wellbeing, self-regulation, emotional intelligence, 
psychological resilience and healthy relationships is enough on its own terms to prompt 
widening of access in this time of profound disruption. However, these capacities should 
be understood not just as isolated interventions amid worsening climate impacts but as 
fundamental in addressing the root causes of climate change, and the worldviews and 
behaviours that drive it.  

We do not propose that attending to inner capacities is enough to solve the crisis – only that 
if we do not, solutions will likely continue to elude us. Beyond the essential tools of policy 
and technology, we must galvanise the public and political capacity to do the work that lies 
ahead. Whether we seek to understand the source of the problem, to shift the behaviours 
that drive it or to nurture the courage and community that we will need as stewards of an 
uncertain future, mindfulness and compassion can form an essential foundation. In nurturing 
these inner capacities we may discover the ‘beautiful coincidence’ that the pathways to 
robust climate action and to individual and collective wellbeing are one and the same.
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Policy Recommendations

1. Policy integration and mainstreaming				  
Considerations of the inner dimensions of climate change - its human cultural, 
psychological, emotional, and neurophysiological aspects - are largely absent in 
mainstream climate policy and policymaking approaches. Governments, public institutions 
and NGOs should consider the role of trainable inner capacities, such as mindfulness and 
compassion, in their development and implementation of public policy. In particular:  

•	 As per mainstreaming of other issues such as gender equality, consideration of inner 
human capacities should be incorporated into policy thinking through systematic 
integration - modifying existing processes and structures at all levels and across all 
sectors of society.

•	 Agencies working on climate action should include inner human capacities in their 
theories of change, and raise awareness about their importance within the sectors 
that they interact with. As an example, the United Nations Development Programme 
has established the Conscious Food Systems Alliance (CoFSA) to develop initiatives 
that address mindsets and promote inner capacities, including mindfulness and 
compassion, amongst those working in the global food & agriculture system, in order to 
increase its equity and sustainability.

•	 Governments should establish central expertise for mainstreaming inner dimensions 
and support trainable inner capacities by creating specialised units and positions within 
the agency responsible for overseeing cross-departmental initiatives. These units 
should support and coordinate programmes that nurture the cognitive, emotional 
and relational capacities of citizens and public sector staff in different areas of public 
life. Particular emphasis should be placed on evidence-based interventions such as 
mindfulness and compassion training, tailored to foster sustainable transformation 
across personal, collective and system levels. 

2. Education
Policymakers should encourage a more holistic perspective on the purpose of education at 
all levels; balancing knowledge and skills with the cultivation of foundational inner human 
capacities, such as mindfulness and compassion, which underpin individual and societal 
learning, flourishing and sustainability. In particular:

•	 Policymakers should support teacher education, educational processes, evaluation, 
ethos and learning environments that foster the development of the whole person, 
including inner capacities.  

•	 Sustainability education should be a right of every pupil and student, requiring targeted 
financial government support, dedicated curriculum time and integration across all 
disciplines and subject areas. Learning about ecological concerns and their important 
implications for the lives of new generations should be balanced with the development 
of the inner capacities, like mindfulness and compassion, that are required to cope with 
the emotional cost and respond appropriately.

•	 In addition to providing mindfulness and compassion training in education (usually 
one-off courses deployed to support teacher and student wellbeing), higher education 
institutions should promote the growing and promising field of mindfulness as 
education. This approach to teaching uses mindfulness as a means to bring greater 
awareness, embodiment and critical reflection across the entire learning process.
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3. Leadership development				 
Political, public and private sector institutions should routinely provide training for leaders 
that supports their understanding and cultivation of inner capacities that will underpin 
robust action in responding to climate change. In particular: 

•	 Climate leadership training should be provided to decision-makers at all levels, and 
integrated with mindfulness and compassion-informed practices so that climate change 
and other sustainability challenges are more comprehensively grasped and acted upon.

•	 Leaders and their advisors should receive basic education about how the inner and 
outer dimensions of the climate crisis interrelate, so that they can consider both in  
their organisations’ internal and external sustainability work. For example, 
understanding of human biases and common psychological defence mechanisms to 
threatening messages might help communication strategies overcome resistance to 
challenging climate information and necessary change processes amongst colleagues 
and stakeholders.

•	 Politicians in particular should receive basic education about the mechanisms of 
neurophysiological states like threat response and the prevalence of nervous system 
dysregulation across society, and their implications for issues like polarisation.

4. Equitable access to training
Governments should ensure that mainstream interventions designed to develop inner 
capacities for climate action are publicly funded and easy to access in order to avoid 
exacerbating health and social inequalities. In particular:

•	 Programmes that support citizens to cultivate inner capacities, like mindfulness and 
compassion, should be delivered in a variety of contexts and settings (e.g. health care, 
employment centres).

•	 Measures should be designed together with target populations and delivered in 
context-sensitive formats and accessible language so that they can reach a wide cross-
section of the population across the life course.

•	 In order to help offset their own impact on social and health inequality, private training 
organisations should consider providing free services and support to marginalised and 
underserved populations by including these costs in their corporate fees, appealing to 
the Corporate Social Responsibility policies of client companies.

5. Nature connection
In addition to advocating nature-based solutions and ensuring more equitable access to 
nature, governments and NGOs should provide funding for mindfulness and compassion-
informed nature connection opportunities. In particular:

•	 Local government authorities should provide citizens with accessible mindful  
nature connection opportunities, such as guided mindfulness walks, in local or  
nearby natural settings.

•	 Where feasible, education institutions should arrange for some mindfulness- and 
compassion-informed learning to take place in natural settings, particularly for 
sustainability education. 

•	 Wherever possible, leadership development programmes that cultivate inner 
capacities like mindfulness and compassion to support climate action, as described in 
Recommendation 3, should take place within natural settings, or include immersive 
time in wild nature.
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•	 Governments should increase access to nature by establishing or expanding national 
parks and the right of citizens to access public- and privately-owned green spaces, lakes 
and rivers for recreation, exercise and conscious connection. 

6. Digital technology
In addition to passing regulatory legislation, Governments should support citizens to 
develop inner capacities, such as mindfulness and compassion, that will help to protect 
them from the negative impact of products and services of ‘big tech’. Many policy 
recommendations from the Centre for Humane Technology could be informed by and 
integrated with mindfulness and compassion theory and practice. In particular, the US-
based policy institute proposes:

•	 Publicly funded programs to help people get to know themselves and their weaknesses 
better than tech does

•	 Protection for citizens’ right to “cognitive liberty”

•	 Interventions preventing and combating technology/screen addiction

•	 Draft guidelines from health authorities on fostering healthy child development 
in the context of digital technology

•	 Big Tobacco-style publicly funded awareness and literacy campaigns  
(e.g. 1990’s :truth campaign)

7. Health care and health promotion
Public health bodies and health care services should provide support for eco-anxiety, -grief, 
and -depression particularly for the young, that doesn’t unnecessarily pathologise these 
responses or resort to prescription drugs. Instead, approaches should use mindfulness and 
compassion-based practices and social support to work through difficult emotions relating 
to the climate crisis. In addition:

•	 General practitioners should be trained by sector bodies to recognise the mental health 
impacts of the climate crisis and provide clear recommendations for non-medical 
support, in addition to any necessary treatment in the short-term.

•	 Mental health practitioners within the education sector should be similarly trained to 
recognise the mental health impacts of the climate crisis and provided with clear referral 
pathways. This support should be integrated with sustainability education.

•	 Individual and community wellbeing and flourishing should become a much higher 
policy priority, reflecting the crucial link between individual and planetary health, and 
replacing economic growth as the main indicator of societal success.

8. Research
Governmental and research funding bodies should greatly increase funding for research 
into the linkages between the inner and outer dimensions of sustainability challenges, 
such as climate change, and the interaction between trainable inner capacities and pro-
environmental action across individual, collective and system levels. In particular:

•	 Research funders should urgently support investigation into the vicious cycle of climate 
change, threat response and trauma, poor mental health, worldviews of separateness 
and disengagement. They should further support the development and testing of 
methods and approaches that may interrupt and reverse this cycle, such as social 
mindfulness- and compassion-based approaches. 

https://www.humanetech.com/policy-reforms


Reconnection: Meeting the Climate Crisis Inside Out 65

•	 Researchers should draw upon recent academic reviews, evidence and models for 
inner and outer transformation as a roadmap for further enquiry. One important line 
of research and policy in this context is to investigate in more depth how internal 
qualities and leverage points relate to the United Nations 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals, and direct resources to their exploration and consideration in organisations, 
professional groups and society at large. This includes deeper inquiry into how the 
intersection of mindfulness, compassion and climate change can be best-considered in 
politics and policymaking.

•	 Researchers should challenge the assumptions of current scientific approaches to 
sustainability and climate work: how they conduct research, construct knowledge, 
and include multiple perspectives and knowledges. Integrative approaches that link 
inner and outer transformation require change to contemporary knowledge production 
systems, which are predominantly reliant on a positivist mode of thinking.

9. Innovation
Public sector, private sector and philanthropy organisations should encourage,  
commission and support innovators to create and adapt mindfulness and 
compassion interventions to foster climate action. Innovators should be aware  
of the recommendations in the Mindfulness Initiative’s Fieldbook for Mindfulness 
Innovators. In particular:

•	 Mindfulness and compassion experts and innovators should critically reflect upon and 
expand their existing work, incorporating approaches from social and sustainability 
sciences to better support climate action. 

•	 Innovation should be sensitive to the adaptation requirements for specific settings  
and cultures. Wherever possible innovators should co-create interventions with  
target populations.

•	 Any innovators working with mindfulness-based or -informed interventions should 
ensure that they have sufficient expertise on their team to safely and effectively create 
or adapt programmes.

•	 All mindfulness and compassion interventions should be trauma-informed.

•	 Innovators should commit to increasing the rigour of testing and research of their 
interventions over time, collaborating with external researchers after initial phases  
of development.

The recommendations above build on a robust body of existing work examining the role of 
mindfulness training in public policy. In 2015, The Mindfulness Initiative and UK All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on Mindfulness published the first review of mindfulness-based 
applications in the context of societal needs. The seminal Mindful Nation UK report focused 
on the policy areas of health, education, criminal justice and the workplace. Many of that 
report’s recommendations for the UK Government are still valid and transferable to other 
jurisdictions, and further inquiries and briefing papers have since added suggestions for 
policymakers and practitioners alike. The results of these more sector-specific inquiries can 
be found on the Mindfulness Initiative website. 

https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/fieldbook-for-mindfulness-innovators
https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/fieldbook-for-mindfulness-innovators
https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/mindfulness-all-party-parliamentary-group
https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/mindfulness-all-party-parliamentary-group
https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/mindful-nation-report
https://www.themindfulnessinitiative.org/
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