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Abstract
Climate change poses an existential threat to today’s 
and future generations. Within this context, important 
debates are taking place about the risk of individualising 
and de-contextualising both climate-related distress 
and denial. Seeking to re-centre context and power, we 
tentatively share our thoughts on how the Power Threat 
Meaning Framework (PTMF) might provide a useful lens 
to understand different responses to climate change. 
The paper draws on existing research, theory and 
experiences to elaborate on the domains of the PTMF, 
which include Power, Threat, Meaning, Threat Responses 
and Strengths. We focus on ideological and ecological 
power, with the latter proposed as a new aspect of 
power to be considered for future iterations of the PTMF. 
We illustrate how the different domains of the PTMF can 
be brought together to generate meta-narratives by 
offering a climate trauma pattern. We hope this article 
will be of use to activists, academics and professionals 
in supporting non-pathologising understandings of 
different reactions to climate breakdown while also 
suggesting ways to move forward.

Introduction
There can be no reasonable doubt we are in the midst 
of a climate crisis. The rate of ecosystemic decline is 
unprecedented and without radical action we face 
the prospect of societal collapse and mass extinction 
on a global scale (Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES), 2018; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), 2021). This recognition has led to growing 
concern about the ‘mental health’ consequences of 
climate breakdown (e.g., Augustinavicius et al., 2021; 
Lawrence et al., 2021; Van Susteren & Al-Delaimy, 
2020). Consequently, there have been important 
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conversations about the categorisation of climate-related distress, and the risks of 
terms such as ‘climate anxiety’ and denial being used in ways that individualise and 
decontextualise responses to climate breakdown (e.g., Adams, 2021; Barnwell, Stroud, 
& Watson, 2020; Pihkala, 2020; Woodbury, Buzzell & Chalquist, 2020). These concerns 
are situated within a wider critique of medicalised understandings of distress that 
pathologise emotions and other responses, obscuring connections to various forms 
of social injustice (e.g., Boyle, 2013; Dillon, 2019; Fernando, 2017). Conversely, some 
professionals have argued that increased anxiety and grief about climate breakdown 
should not be interpreted as an indication of ‘mental ill-health’ but instead 
recognised as an understandable reaction to the dire situation humanity is facing 
(e.g., Association of Clinical Psychologists-UK (ACP-UK), 2021; Adams, 2021; Hickman, 
2020; Royal College of Psychiatrists (RCPsych), 2021). 

Woodbury (2019) has advanced a compelling argument for regarding what he terms 
‘climate trauma’ as a new form of ‘cultural trauma’ or ‘collective trauma’; that is, a 
trauma affecting a whole community that permanently alters group consciousness, 
memories and future identity (Alexander, 2012). Drawing parallels with trauma-
informed theory, Woodbury observes that the ‘unprecedented, almost inconceivable’ 
stressors on the entire biosphere can overwhelm an individual’s abilities to adapt, 
while also overwhelming the systems, relationships and ways of life that provide a 
sense of control and purpose. This perspective allows for the consideration of non-
pathologising understandings of presentations that might be labelled as ‘climate 
anxiety’ or similar, whilst also supporting understandings of reactions such as 
individual and collective denial (Nikendei, 2020). Accordingly, in this article, we use the 
term ‘climate trauma’ to describe the unparalleled collective threats posed by climate 
breakdown, not to imply that ‘climate trauma’ is a distinct condition that individuals 
might ‘have’.

There is a need for frameworks to support non-pathologising understandings of varied 
responses to climate trauma as the climate and ecological emergencies accelerate. In 
our view, the Power Threat Meaning Framework (PTMF, Johnstone & Boyle, 2018) has 
the potential to offer such a perspective. Barnwell et al. (2020) drew on the PTMF in 
their study with residents of a South African mining town and concluded that it had 
utility in describing the complexity of responses to climate change by centring power 
and enabling the foregrounding of intersecting social justice issues.  In this article, we 
share our thoughts on how the PTMF can offer a flexible framework, to support sense-
making of a range of responses to climate trauma; those associated with inaction as 
well as distress. We additionally share our thoughts on how the PTMF’s analysis of 
power may be enhanced through consideration of ‘ecological power’.
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Positionality
All the authors are white, financially secure mental health professionals who 
acknowledge benefiting from privileges rooted in colonialism. Throughout the paper, 
we refer to ‘the Global South’ to highlight global climate injustice and observe that the 
Framework and much of our thinking is shaped by our education within European and 
Northern American continents, regardless of where in the world we live. We recognise 
that our use of ‘Global South’ risks homogenising most of Earth’s diverse communities. 
However, in this article we use the term to spotlight global climate injustices that are 
disproportionately experienced in the Global South (Barnwell & Wood, 2022). Our 
reflections cannot come close to capturing the range of different operations of power 
and responses encountered by humans across the globe. We do not advocate for 
the universalisation of the Framework across cultures, nor is this the position of the 
PTMF core team itself. Instead, we offer our reflections on the PTMF as an optional 
perspective among many. 

The Power Threat Meaning Framework
The PTMF core author group of psychologists and survivors were part of a larger 
group of around 40 people, approximately a third of whom had accessed psychiatric 
services (Boyle & Johnstone, 2020). Freely available via the British Psychological 
Society (https://www.bps.org.uk/power-threat-meaning-framework), the PTMF was 
developed to provide an alternative to the empirically flawed diagnostic system that 
dominates western mental health care provision. A primary aim of the PTMF is to 
restore the links between distress and all forms of social injustice that are played out at 
personal, familial, and societal levels. Threat responses, often regarded as ‘symptoms’ 
in diagnostic approaches, are reframed as means of protecting against, resisting or 
surviving threats posed by the negative operations of power. The forms that threat 
responses take are mediated by several factors. These include the meaning a person 
ascribes to their experiences (shaped through various operations of power), as well 
as the strengths and power resources a person has available to them. Although it is 
impossible to fully separate the interlinked elements of power, threat, meaning, threat 
responses and strengths, we now consider each domain separately for illustrative 
purposes. We then present an initial attempt to draw the various aspects together into 
what is described as a ‘pattern’ in PTMF terminology. 

Power
‘What has happened to you?’ (How is Power operating in your life?)

The Framework foregrounds power in making sense of suffering and the various 
ways people respond to a range of adversities. Acknowledging that ‘power’ is a 
complex and contested concept in the social sciences, the PTMF draws upon the 



P I N S  [ P s y c h o l o g y  i n  S o c i e t y ]   6 3   •   2 0 2 2  |  8 6

work of writers such as Foucault (1991), Bourdieu (2011) and Smail (2005) to offer 
a conceptualisation that regards power as relational, acting through individuals 
and societal structures, and differentially affecting the abilities of individuals and 
communities to meet their needs (Boyle, 2022). Table 1 on the following page offers 
one possible taxonomy of the many overlapping forms of power, and considers some 
of the ways power differentials might operate in relation to climate trauma. Although 
presented as distinct, these forms of power intersect, compounding the impact of 
climate trauma with other injustices such as racism (Williams, 2021), class oppression 
(Porter et al., 2020) and gender inequality (McKinney & Fulkerson, 2015). Below, we 
give additional attention to ideological power because this is understood as enabling 
asynchronous power relationships. We then introduce the notion of ecological power 
for consideration in future iterations of the PTMF.

Ideological Power
Ideological power is perhaps the least obvious but most influential form of power, 
operating to shape meanings, beliefs, and agendas at all levels, often in ways that 
benefit those who are already privileged. It is transmitted through media, the versions 
of history that are taught, the messages given by politicians or powerful others, and 
the ideas about un/healthy ways of responding to adversity that may be perpetuated 
by mental health professionals. Ideological power can result in people accepting 
inequalities as ‘the way things are meant to be’. This includes ontological assumptions 
about the nature of the world (e.g., one pathway for humanity to progress, ‘modernity’) 
and epistemic assumptions (i.e., which kinds of knowledge are deemed valuable and 
which are not; Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). For example, in neoliberal societies in which 
economic profit is prioritised at the expense of welfare and public services, poor and 
wealthy alike may internalise modernity’s meritocratic discourses such they accept 
material inequality: Those who are wealthy become regarded as worthy, whilst hard 
work is viewed as the way out of poverty (Boyle, 2022). Those who do not measure up 
to neoliberal values of competition, materialism and individualism – predominantly 
racialised, ableist, patriarchal, heteronormative and eurocentric standards  – may be 
marginalised and considered inferior. This categorisation has its roots in colonialism 
and its legacies, termed coloniality, that continues privileging ‘whiteness’ while 
misappropriating, exploiting or alienating other ways of being and thinking (e.g. 
Mignolo, 2021; Patel, 2021).

In relation to climate breakdown, ideological power enables the continued destruction 
of the planet by promoting consumerism and positioning competition between nations 
and individuals as ‘the natural order’. Discourses about the separation of humans 
from the natural world have also encouraged industrialised nations to privilege 
economic growth at the expense of degradation and destruction of Earth’s resources 
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and ecosystems (Moore, 2017). Ideologically-framed divisions into ‘developed’ (read 
‘majority white’) and ‘developing’ (read ‘predominantly Black and other racialised 
communities’) nations position non-industrial ways of life as regressive, and the myth 
of infinite economic growth is supported by the racist framing of more mutualistic 
relationships with the natural world as ‘primitive’. The narrative fictions of modernity 
continue to facilitate ecological exploitation, exclusions and silencing of those 
who are affected in the Global South (Barnwell, et al. 2021; de Sousa Santos, 2018). 
Furthermore, the legacy of racist and colonial discourses in overdeveloped nations 
encourages tolerance of the upper limit of 2°C warming, since the major impacts will be 
experienced ‘elsewhere’, by non-white ‘others’, resulting in what has been aptly termed 
‘climate apartheid’ (Bond, 2016; Rice et al., 2021). Similarly, the prospect of mass 
extinction of non-human animals, as well as ongoing abuse of such creatures through 
intense farming practices, is supported by discourses that regard non-human life as 
existing for the exploitation of humans (Foer, 2010).

While outright climate change denial has become less prominent, it has been 
replaced by more subtle attempts to shape regulations and policies (Stoddard 
et al, 2021). Although governments, corporations and the media now publicly 
acknowledge climate breakdown, this is often done in ways that dismiss the 
severity of threats or utilise ‘greenwashing’ tactics such as setting distant net zero 
targets whilst supporting continued extraction and destruction of ecosystems 
(Mann, 2021; Supran & Oresekes, 2021). Systemic change is further inhibited by 
corporation-sponsored campaigns for lifestyle changes that locate responsibility 
within individuals, deflecting attention away from the responsibilities of high-
polluting businesses and governments (Mann, 2021; Schmitt et al., 2019). At the 
same time, tactics such as referring to climate activists as ‘terrorists’ or ‘public 
nuisances’ support the invalidation of resistance and enable the use of legal and 
coercive power against protesters (Cooper & Aitchison, 2020). Extraction is justified 
by false dichotomies of ‘development’ versus ‘green’ agendas, pitting working-class 
communities against each other (Green, 2020). Many more examples of denial or 
minimisation of risks could be cited. Yet there are also emerging attempts to shift the 
ideological narrative about climate breakdown in ways that will support new, more 
sustainable ways of living in harmony with our planet (Weintrobe, 2021, part 8). 

Our analysis is supported by a recent review concluding that the vested interests of 
the fossil fuel industry, geopolitics and militarism, energy supply systems, and high 
carbon lifestyles are key factors in the failure to curb emissions over the last three 
decades (Stoddard et al., 2021). Stoddard and colleagues argued that this cluster 
of vested interests is enabled by discourses of climate delay and interdisciplinary 
research agendas. They concluded that ‘power emerged as a particularly important 
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thread to emphasize …. [and] emerged as a recurrent and important motif in all of the 
reviews … Such power has come to shape debates, control institutions, and describe 
the boundary of the paradigm within which most societies implicitly operate’ (2021: 
658). The parallels with the various forms of power suggested by the PTMF  – economic, 
material, ideological and so on  – are clear. We have drawn from their comprehensive 
list of power influences in Table 1.

A further way in which ideological power can operate to serve the vested interests of 
a minority is through diagnostic or pseudo-diagnostic labels such as ‘climate anxiety’ 
and ‘eco-grief’. Such terms individualise distress and pave the way for psychiatric 
or psychological ‘treatments’ for what should be regarded as understandable and 
perhaps necessary reactions to climate injustices (Adams, 2021; Randall, 2020b). 
As Barnwell et al. (2020: 13) phrased it: ‘applying the phrase “climate anxiety” to this 
context would de-politicise the nature of distress that is rooted in asymmetrical power 
dynamics’. A main aim of the PTMF is to make these dynamics visible.

Ecological Power
In this section, we propose the addition of another form of power, ‘ecological power’, 
to the PTMF. Psychologists and psychiatrists have long recognised that human 
development and survival is rooted in our ecological contexts (Bronfenbrenner & 
Mahoney, 1975; Meagher, 2020; Steg, van den Berg & de Groot, 2013). We suggest the 
use of the term ‘ecological power’ to refer to the degree to which our ecosystems 
support or inhibit access to shelter, food and water, as well as our safety from threats 
associated with extreme weather events and fires. A healthy ecosystem supports 
feelings of security, a sense that the planet can continue to nurture us (Baxter & 
Pelletier, 2019), and reinforces identity and purpose through connection with the 
natural world, widely recognised as beneficial for wellbeing (Adams & Savahl, 2017; 
Cooley et al., 2020; Tillmann et al., 2018).

Ecological power also relates to a person or community’s ability to influence their 
relationship with their ecosystems (Shiva, 2020; White, 2020). These abilities will 
be interdependent with other power differentials, such as ideological power (e.g., 
whether indigenous rights to object to mining are recognised, or whether youth climate 
activists are involved and listened to in decisions about their future). Those with less 
material power, including many of those in the Global South who are already feeling 
the most acute effects of climate breakdown, will be less able to adapt to current and 
future threats (Fernandes-Jesus, Barnes, & Diniz, 2020; Rice et al., 2021; White, 2020). 
Inequality within nations owing to colonialism and its legacies means that those with 
the least ecological power will be subjected to other, related forms of oppression. Such 
individuals are less likely to have access to land to grow food, means of keeping cool 
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during extreme heat, or possibilities of rebuilding homes and livelihoods following 
natural disasters (Berry et al., 2010). 

Threat
‘How did it affect you?’ (What kind of Threats does this pose?)

Research suggests that some human needs are likely to be universal, although the 
relative importance of each would vary with individual, relational, and cultural factors 
(Johnstone & Boyle, 2018, chp 4). The negative operations of power create threats to a 
person’s abilities to meet these needs. The severe threats posed by the acute impacts 
of climate breakdown and the loss of ecological power are clearly apparent: the 
survival of the human race and millions of other species is at stake (IPCC, 2021); billions 
are already enduring acute threats associated with famine and drought (Boretti & Rosa, 
2019); and rising sea levels, desertification, wildfires, and extreme weather events 
have already resulted in major humanitarian crises (International Committee of the 
Red Cross/Crescent, 2020). According to the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR 
(2020), the numbers of people in need of humanitarian assistance are expected to 
double to around 200 million each year by 2050. Climate breakdown is contributing to 
pandemics, heat-related stress, respiratory disease, increases in allergies, malnutrition 
and the spread of vector-borne diseases such as dengue and malaria, thus amplifying 
health injustices (Rocque et al., 2021; Rouf & Wainwright, 2020; Watts et al. 2020).

Woodbury (2019) likened awareness of these threats to living with a terminal 
illness: ‘You may put it out of your mind for spells, but the grief associated with 
prospective loss comes at you in waves. Similarly, the ‘‘remembrance’’ of Climate 
Trauma is like inhabiting an inhospitable, even dystopian world. There can no longer 
be any question that life as we know it is now ending.’ (p.5). With such knowledge, 
experiences such as news reports, deviations from familiar weather patterns, being in 
nature, or children speaking about their future all can become triggers to existential 
threats (Chawla, 2020). 

Recognition of the harm a person’s lifestyle has contributed to the planet can 
present threats to self-identity within neoliberal societies in which self-worth is often 
measured against material possessions (Clegg, & Lansdall-Welfare, 2021; Timimi, 2021). 
Participation in climate activism or making ‘greener’ lifestyle changes can threaten 
positions within social hierarchies in capitalist societies. There can be further threats 
associated with one’s identity with the human race when a person recognises the 
atrocities perpetrated by our species (Andrews & Hoggett, 2019). Some individuals 
encounter threats of invalidation when concerns about climate breakdown are 
dismissed or responded to with the imposition of unwanted mental health diagnoses 
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(Clayton, 2018; Craps, 2020; Randall & Hoggett, 2019; Sanson, 2021). Many young 
people not only feel threatened by the prospect of a hotter world and ecological 
degradation, but also by a sense of being unheard, betrayed and abandoned by the 
generation above them (Hickman et al., 2021); experiences that have been referred to 
as ‘institutional betrayal’ (Smith & Freyd, 2014). 

Like the various forms of power abuse, threats rarely occur in isolation. At an individual 
level, it will be harder for people to attend to the threats posed by climate breakdown 
if, for example, they are also struggling with threats from unemployment, financial 
insecurity, discrimination, violence, and so on (Rezwana & Pain, 2021; Williams, 2021). 
This is also true at a more general level: In their study of a mining town in South Africa, 
Barnwell et al. (2020: 10) noted that climate breakdown ‘…compounds existing social 
and environmental threats that have their roots in broader social injustices, for example, 
racial segregation under the apartheid regime’. Globally, those most impacted by climate 
breakdown are people from the Global South, indigenous communities, and people on 
low incomes, categories which intersect with colonial violence (Williams, 2021). 

Meaning
‘What sense did you make of it?’ (What is the Meaning of these situations and 
experiences to you?)

Meaning-making is inseparable from our sense of threat. In the PTMF, ‘meaning’ 
includes emotions and bodily reactions. Drawing upon the work of Shotter, it is 
understood as shaped and constrained by power and thus is never truly individual 
(Cromby, 2022; Johnstone & Boyle, 2018): The various conflicting messages described 
under ‘Ideological Power’ above will all act to hinder individuals and communities 
from ascribing coherent meanings to threats, and may even block the recognition 
that climate breakdown poses significant threats at all. For example, people in 
societies where neoliberal values are dominant, are exposed to heavily-promoted 
ideological assumptions which make it hard to imagine a future in which we have 
a different relationship with each other and the natural world (e.g. Raworth, 2017; 
Villanueva, 2021). As Stoddard et al. (2021) phrase it, Westerners are ‘intimately tied 
to an “epistemological monoculture” that has impoverished the collective global 
capacity to imagine and realize forms of living not dependent upon exploitation of 
people’ (675-676). Psychoanalysts have used the term ‘disavowal’ to refer to processes 
whereby people seem to acknowledge threats but carry on with life as if the threats are 
not present, negating responsibility and agency (Randall, 2020a; Tollemache, 2019). 
Such reactions could be regarded as threat responses (see below), but also could be 
understood as an effect of operations of ideological power, leading to an inability to 
construct coherent meanings due to the contradictory messages people are exposed 
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to (e.g., news headlines on the need for urgent climate action sitting next to articles 
celebrating economic growth). 

Those more able to stay connected to the threats of climate breakdown and climate 
trauma may experience meanings such as grief, fear, hopelessness, powerlessness, 
betrayal and rage (Hickman et al., 2021). Young people may experience a profound 
sense of injustice and anger at older generations as they face a future blighted by 
environmental degradation and existential threats (Sanson & Bellemo 2021; Van 
Susteren & Al-Delaimy 2020). They may feel isolated and dismissed by friends, relatives 
and peers who seem oblivious to the threats. People living in the Global South who 
resisted centuries of colonial oppression may have chronic experiences of living (and 
reliving) external intrusions, abandonment, social alienation, institutional betrayal, 
and racial aggressions (see Williams, 2021). Conversely, ideological messages that 
locate responsibility for climate breakdown with individuals (Schmitt et al., 2019) can 
result in overwhelming guilt, experienced at individual and collective levels among 
people from nations that have disproportionately exploited the Earth (Weintrobe, 
2021). Others may experience a sense of meaninglessness or purposelessness when 
forced to re-evaluate core aspects of their lives (Randall, 2020b; Woodbury, 2019). 

Within this context, labels such as ‘climate anxiety’ or ‘solastalgia’ may, unless 
used with care, serve to disconnect threat responses from threats, rendering them 
unintelligible. Instead, labelled individuals may come to develop meanings associated 
with ‘mental illness’ identities; for example, ‘defectiveness’, ‘shame’, and ‘alienation’ 
(Johnstone & Boyle, 2018: 20-222).

Threat Responses
‘What did you have to do to survive?’ (What kinds of Threat Responses are you using?)

Threat responses describe how people, families and communities attempt to survive 
threats. Many (but not all) of the threat responses listed in the PTMF are viewed as 
‘symptoms’ of ‘mental illness’ in the Global North. However, the PTMF argues that these 
ways of thinking, feeling and behaving, no matter how ‘unusual’, can be considered 
intelligible in relation to threats and their associated meanings. Threat responses 
are regarded as being on a spectrum from those that are within our control to some 
degree, even if challenging to stop (e.g. substance use, self-harm), to those we have 
very little control over due to the functioning of the autonomic nervous system (e.g. 
fight/flight/freeze responses). Given the enormity of the threats posed by climate 
breakdown and our relative powerlessness as individuals to avoid or ameliorate its 
impacts, many threat responses to climate trauma will fall at the latter end of this 
spectrum. For example, dissociation, in which intolerable emotions or memories 
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are banished from conscious experience (Johnstone & Boyle, 2018: 109-110), might 
account for some of the lack of action (Woodbury, 2019). Those more able to remain 
connected to the severity of threats may experience autonomic anxiety responses such 
as hyperarousal, nightmares and panic (Randall, 2020b).

Table 2 shows a number of possible threat responses to the climate crisis grouped by 
the function they might serve (see Johnstone & Boyle, 2018: 212-244 for other threat 
responses and functions pertinent for threats interlinked with climate trauma, e.g., social 
injustice, oppression, poverty). These are not exhaustive, and the content is informed by 
various sources (e.g. Andrews, 2017; Andrews & Hoggett, 2019; Lertzman, 2019; Randall 
& Hoggett, 2019; Tollemache, 2019; Westcott, 2019; Weintrobe, 2021). The same threat 
response can be understood as serving different functions for different individuals, 
as well as for the same person at different times. The availability of a given threat 
response will also vary depending upon a person’s or community’s power context. For 
example, the ability to pay for ethically sourced food and energy will be dependent upon 
economic power, whilst access to land to grow food for survival (ecological power) varies 
considerably. Similarly, white and class privilege can make acts of civil disobedience in 
western nations less risky, whereas environmental defenders in some Global South 
nations face murder, coercion and violence (Duncan, 2015; Le Billon & Lujala, 2020). At the 
other end of the spectrum, those who have materially benefited from current economic 
systems might be more inclined to utilise threat responses such as denial, entitlement 
and ‘othering’ to protect against threats associated with knowledge of harm to humans 
and non-human animals. 

Finally, the social desirability of threat responses will vary by culture and scripts 
(operations of ideological power) for different ‘types’ of people. For example, men in 
neoliberal societies may be influenced by hegemonic masculinity discourses that make 
it less acceptable for them to switch to a plant-based diet (Greenebaum & Dexter, 2017). 
Randall and Hoggett (2019) observed that differences in the cultures climate scientists 
and activists operated within afforded different threat responses as permissible.

Strengths
‘What are your strengths?’ (What access to Power resources do you have?)

Whilst all threat responses can be considered understandable in the context of lived 
experience, this does not imply that all should be regarded as useful or ethical; some 
can pose further threats to the person, others, and ecosystems. Because most forms 
of distress can be linked to social injustices of various kinds, the PTMF encourages 
responses that involve social action. One way of supporting this is by identifying 
strengths – the final interrelated core element of the PTMF. Strengths can include 
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the power resources accessible to individuals and communities, and the values they 
may be able to draw upon (Johnstone & Boyle, 2018, chp.6). For example, a strong 
connection with values may enable people to remain engaged in climate justice 
struggles in the face of institutional betrayal. In keeping with ideas described in 
narrative therapy (Yuen, 2009) and trauma-informed practice (Warner, 2000), seemingly 
insignificant acts of resistance (e.g. making small lifestyle changes; choosing to discuss 
climate change with clients, colleagues, family and friends; writing to politicians) can 
all make a difference. People may be able to re-discover a sense of purpose and hope 
and develop a stronger sense of spirituality and connection to the more-than-human 
world through joining with others (Bendell, 2020; Macy & Johnstone, 2012). Equally, 
meanings and values may be validated through the communal act of campaigning 
alongside others (Randall & Hoggett, 2019). Each of us will bring different skills, 
strengths and talents to this task. 

We can take heart from numerous other projects and campaigns around the world. For 
example, indigenous leaders and environmental groups have stopped the Keystone 
XL Pipeline (Estes, 2019), and Xolobeni’s Amadiba Crisis Committee won the “right to 
say no” to mining in South Africa’s high court (Centre for Applied Legal Studies, 2020). 
Climate justice movements, such as Extinction Rebellion, Fridays for the future, 350.
org, have left a profound imprint on the world’s collective conscience. Legal efforts 
to make ecocide (mass damage or destruction of ecosystems) an international crime 
are gathering pace (Independent Expert Panel for the Legal Definition of Ecocide, 
2021). Youth climate justice activists are taking governments to court, highlighting 
the impacts of climate injustices and psychological wellbeing (see Centre for 
Environmental Rights, 2021), and new sustainable economic models have been 
developed and even adopted in some places (Hickel 2020; Raworth, 2017). Today, 
renewable energy is a viable option and significant efforts have been directed to ensure 
that the world transitions from fossil fuels (Mann, 2021). Although these prospects are 
encouraging, it is important to recognise that territories that have ‘transition minerals’ 
are also subject to similar extractive practices and human rights violations (Sovacool 
et al., 2021). Thus, groups like the COP26 Coalition (nd) are important spaces to ensure 
that the “just transition” is not co-opted by the fossil fuel industry and that those most 
affected by the climate emergency are not side-lined. Similarly, platforms like the ‘Red 
Deal’ have been proposed by oppressed groups and recognise that plans such as the 
‘Green New Deal’ do not go far enough to reconcile the legacies of colonialism (Red 
Nation, 2020). 

None of the above changes the fact that broad, radical action that foregrounds 
climate justice is required to survive and build a just society. Wishful thinking has 
been identified as a maladaptive threat response given that it prevents meaningful 



P I N S  [ P s y c h o l o g y  i n  S o c i e t y ]   6 3   •   2 0 2 2  |  9 6

engagement with the crises (Andrews & Hoggett, 2019). However, drawing attention to 
liberatory histories and the resources of individuals, communities and humanity, can 
support us in remaining connected to the threats posed by climate breakdown whilst 
supporting us to act (‘Active hope’; Macy & Johnstone, 2012). 

Narrative in the PTMF 
The PTMF core domains can be used to structure non-pathologising narratives, which 
might support individuals to make links between threat responses and operations 
of power, recognise strengths, and consider other threat responses that could be 
utilised (Boyle & Johnstone, 2020, chp. 9). The construction of personal narratives 
can be supported through reference to what are termed ‘provisional general patterns’ 
(Johnstone & Boyle, 2018, chp. 6). These are meta-narratives that can be seen as 
describing, at a broad level, how people in a particular social, cultural and historical 
context commonly attempt to survive particular constellations of power abuses. The 
PTMF describes them as patterns of embodied, meaning-based threat responses to 
the operation of power. Unlike psychiatric diagnoses, these patterns do not describe 
something that someone ‘has’, but rather are regarded as common patterns of 
responding; things people ‘do’, at various levels, to survive the negative impacts of 
power. Patterns may also support the identification of the ways in which power and 
collective action can be used to create change. Like the rest of the PTMF, the patterns 
are in an ongoing state of development and will inevitably vary across cultures. We 
suggest the addition of a pattern called ‘Responding to climate breakdown’. It might 
look something like this:

Responding to Climate Breakdown
This pattern describes the impacts of climate breakdown on individuals, families 
and communities. As with the other patterns offered in the PTMF, people may 
identify with it to varying degrees, depending on their particular circumstances. 

Climate breakdown is driven by economic models based on the exploitation of 
the natural world in the pursuit of continuing economic growth and profit, and by 
a deeply embedded worldview that underpins these assumptions and aims. The 
resulting sense of disconnection from the natural world is a core feature of modern 
westernised societies, whilst exclusion, alienation, dispossession and resistance 
are possibilities felt by those on the frontlines of extractivism (the large scale 
exploitation of natural resources for economic profit) in the former colonies. The 
enormously profitable fossil fuel, farming, military and other industries are continuing 
exploitation with little incentive to reform. At a more personal level, neoliberal 
societies have successfully inculcated values of consumerism and individualism, 
which increase inequality and encourage unsustainable lifestyles. Their counterparts 
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in the Global South continue to endure ongoing colonial extractive practices and, 
since the rise of neoliberalism, these regions of the world are also considered new 
markets for western consumerism. Climate breakdown now poses a serious threat 
to the survival of the human race and life on earth as we know it. Large parts of the 
world, especially the poorer nations, are already experiencing increased deaths, 
illness, loss of homes, habitats and livelihoods through heat, fire, floods, rising sea 
levels, environmental degradation and loss of biodiversity. As with other power 
abuses, climate injustices most impact those who are least privileged and intersect 
with other forms of discrimination, including racism and sexism that have roots in 
coloniality as a whole.

Globally, emotional responses including fear, grief, anger, helplessness, guilt and 
an overwhelming sense of responsibility, powerlessness and despair are common. 
Expressing fears can result in alienation from others, and the young in particular 
might feel abandoned and disenfranchised by older generations and those in 
power. When feelings become too overwhelming, responses may tip over into denial, 
dissociation and blaming of others. At a societal level, the growing public and political 
awareness of this crisis is often counteracted by legal, ideological and other powerful 
forces which seek to protect economic and other interests by invalidating and 
silencing debate and protest, and thwarting other human rights. Many people may 
find it difficult to connect to the threats posed by climate breakdown because they are 
responding to proximal threats associated with extreme poverty, abuse or other forms 
of oppression. Additionally, those in western neoliberal societies may be orientated 
towards threats associated with the pressure to maintain one’s place within social 
hierarchies. There is also a risk of individualising and de-politicising climate-related 
distress by applying diagnostic labels and ‘treatments.’ 

However, collective actions that move towards climate justice have been found 
to reduce despair and restore a sense of hope and empowerment, and grassroots 
activism across the globe is achieving some significant victories. There is a short 
window of time to mitigate the worst effects of climate breakdown and, particularly 
in westernised cultures, to take the opportunity to re-examine the values that have led 
to this crisis and re-discover the principles of sustainability, co-operation and social 
justice. There are many inspiring examples of people taking power back through 
collective action to serve their communities and our planet.

Concluding Remarks
We have described how the PTMF might be used to support non-pathologising 
understandings of responses to climate breakdown that centre the role of power abuses 
and social injustice and promote positive action for climate justice. We have drawn 
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upon Woodbury’s (2019) argument that climate breakdown should be regarded as a 
trauma impacting everyone, compounding effects of other forms of trauma and social 
inequality. From this perspective, we have attempted to illustrate ways in which the 
Framework might account for a range of threat responses: from those such as grief, panic 
and despair, through to denial, overcompensation, othering and entitlement, as well as 
those that enable constructive social and ecological engagement through drawing on our 
shared strengths and resources. We use this final section to consider some of the ways 
the PTMF could support engagement with climate action or other social justice issues, 
and how therapists might support people overwhelmed with distress. We conclude by 
offering ideas for research and future developments of the PTMF.

Whilst many excellent texts have already drawn attention to the primacy of 
ideological power in making sense of such reactions (e.g., Andrews, & Hoggett, 
2019; Weintrobe, 2021, Stoddard et al 2021), the individualising orientation of recent 
western psychology and psychiatry (e.g. Boyle, 2013; Clegg & Lansdall-Welfare, 
2021; Timimi, 2021) has obscured the impact of injustice, oppression and control of 
meaning. Consequently, both distress and denial have been framed as problems to 
address at the individual level through therapy or behaviour change interventions 
(Adams, 2021; Schmitt et al., 2019; Whitmarsh et al., 2021). Such individualistic 
approaches misattribute and oversimplify varied responses and fail to support the 
radical change so urgently needed through perpetuating intersecting inequalities 
(Kinouani, 2019) and consumerist ideologies that have enabled the destruction of 
our planet’s ecosystems (Weintrobe, 2021). 

The PTMF can be used to support foregrounding climate justice, by centring the 
operation of power in making sense of various responses and thinking about what 
might be useful for individuals personally whilst recognising that the real need for 
change is at political, structural, systemic and cultural levels. Development of PTMF 
narratives that centre the various operations of power has the potential to support 
individuals and communities to shift from seeking and prescribing individualised 
interventions to recognising the value of collective climate justice struggles, in the 
same way as community psychology interventions have supported people who had 
previously internalised various forms of oppression (e.g. Holland, 2011; Melluish & 
Bullmer, 1999). Indeed, we believe mental health professionals should also participate 
in climate activism, using our privilege to influence systemic change (e.g., ACP-UK, 
2020; Barnwell & Wood, 2022; Climate Psychology Alliance, nd; Knight, 2020; Psych 
Declares, nd; XR Psychologists, nd).

Of course, there is still a role for supporting individuals struggling with distress in 
relation to climate and ecological harm. Comfort, clarification and encouragement are 



9 9  |  P I N S  [ P s y c h o l o g y  i n  S o c i e t y ]   6 3   •   2 0 2 2

vital in helping to address the anguish brought about by dread, adversity and trauma 
(Smail, 2015). Empowerment through provision of safety (physical and psychological), 
respectful acknowledgement of distress, sympathetic understanding and meaning-
making may help mitigate the worst suffering for some individuals. Whilst connection 
with concerned others was identified as extremely helpful by the climate activists 
in their study, Randall and Hoggett (2019) also identified the risks of engaging in 
activism with an intensity that their participants had found unsustainable. Narrative 
construction at individual and group levels might enable people to recognise the limits 
of their personal responsibility for change, supporting them to remain engaged in 
activism in ways that pose less threat of emotional overwhelm. 

Recognition that climate breakdown and the interlinked operations of ideological 
power impact everyone can go some way to support the engagement of people who 
use threat responses such as denial or minimisation (Andrews & Hoggett, 2019; 
Woodbury, 2019). Useful guidelines have been developed to enable conversations 
about climate breakdown that do not activate unhelpful threat responses (Webster, 
& Marshall, 2019). However, given the primacy of asymmetrical power relationships 
in contextualising responses, we urgently need media, businesses and governments 
(particularly those from nations most responsible for the destruction of our planet) 
to shift discourses, emphasise the urgency of the climate and ecological crises, and 
set precedents for action (Schmitt et al., 2019; Whitmarsh et al., 2021). The Stoddard 
et al. (2021) analysis of factors preventing effective action on emissions recognises 
‘the power of ideas, to how people can thrive beyond dominant norms, and to the 
possibility of rapid cultural change in societies’ (p.659). In PTMF terms, ideological 
power can work in our favour, potentially supporting rapid shifts in meaning-making 
about humanity’s relationship with the planet, thus impacting behaviour and threat 
responses. The unhelpful dichotomy between the call for promoting systemic or 
individual change obscures the fact that they are inseparable and complementary, 
and that both are essential for a sustainable world (Adams, 2021; Schmitt et al., 
2019). Moreover, our psychological wellbeing is intertwined with the world around us, 
and pro-social action that rights social injustices can help to address these socially 
rooted psychological adversities (Gaztambide, 2019; Martín-Baró,1994). Given that 
mental health professionals have faced much criticism for pathologising ‘normal’ 
behaviour, we are perhaps well-placed to model sustainability, create coalitions across 
differences, and participate in socially relevant action in our day-to-day lives.

Future developments
While the reception of the PTMF has mainly been positive, it has also attracted criticism 
for inaccessibility and limited guidance about how it might be translated into practice 
(Johnstone et al., 2019). From our perspective, its failure to discuss climate change 
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and environmental harm is a serious omission. The utility of the Framework in this 
area could be researched through action-research approaches, for example through 
developing narratives within groups or individual interviews and evaluating the impact 
alongside participants in terms of their understandings of their responses and their 
engagement in climate activism. The PTMF is an evolving project, and we hope this 
paper offers a meaningful contribution to its further development, while showing how 
its principles may help us meet the urgent and unprecedented challenges we face in 
addressing the climate and ecological crises. 
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