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Abstract

The psychology of the human-nature nexus remains largely understudied, hindering efforts to effectively address envi-
ronmental issues such as climate change. To address this gap, there is a need for a theory that explains the ecopsy-
choanalytic processes that impact shallow relationships between people and the biosphere, as well as their perceptions
about climate change. This article reports the findings of a grounded theory analysis that explored how insecure,
ambivalent, and avoidant attachments shape the relationship of three groups of people (Disconnected, Uncommitted,
and Pleasure Seeker) with the biosphere and how this relationship has influenced their perceptions about climate
change. The study expands the reach of psychoanalytic theory to contribute toward the understanding of the ecological
crisis and provides insights into how interventions could be tailored to address shallow ecological relationships.
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Introduction

Climate change is a wicked prob-
lem because of the conscious and
unconscious processes that impact
the relationship between individu-
als and the natural environment
(Dodds, 2021). Understanding the
nuanced psychology of individuals
in relation to the environmental
crisis (Leiserowitz et al., 2021)
addresses the lacuna of why sus-
tainable behaviors (such as hav-
ing one fewer child, living car-free,
avoiding airplane travel, and eating a
plant-based diet) that would reduce
an individual’s impact on the bio-
sphere (those parts of the earth that
support life) (Wynes & Nicholas,
2017) are not being adopted more

broadly (Ertz & Sarigöllü, 2019;
Rampedi & Ifegbesan, 2022).

Psychoanalytic theory is well poised
to explain the impact of unconscious
processes on shallow human-nature
relationships (Allured, 2019; Rust,
2008). For example, psychoanalyti-
cally, material possessions become
extensions of achievement and self
(Dodds, 2011), and overconsump-
tion is a consequence of problematic
early attachments (Bigda-Peyton,
2004). However, a deeper exposition
of how these relationships emerge
is largely missing from environ-
mental and climate change literature.
It is with this gap in mind that this
study aimed to develop type theory
through a psychoanalytic frame-

work to explain the psychological
processes that impact shallow eco-
logical relationships with the bio-
sphere and their impact on climate
change perceptions.

Shallow Ecological Relationships

There are two strands in the con-
temporary environmental move-
ment, namely a deep and a shallow
ecology (Naess, 1973). Deep ecology
is a philosophy that views nature as
having intrinsic value, independent
of its value to humans (Roszak,
1992). It is egalitarian, viewing
nature as not belonging exclusively
to humans and viewing humans as
a part of the natural world (Naess,
1973; Steiner & Lucht, 2023). Deep
ecology argues that all life systems are
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interconnected (Frantz et al., 2005),
and that ecological consciousness is
essential for a healthy planet (Schroll,
2007). Shallow ecology is character-
ized by a mechanistic and anthro-
pocentric view in which the world is
perceived dualistically, environmen-
tal issues are seen to impact humans
only, and there is a focus on ex-
ploitation for economic growth
(McGeeney, 2016). As a result,
technological optimism is preserved,
as is the perpetuation of human
privilege at the expense of the
biosphere (Naess, 1973). These rela-
tionships with the natural environ-
ment, as well as the environmental
crisis, are a matter of the psyche
(Baker, 2013) and require further
exploration.

Ecopsychoanalysis

Ecopsychoanalysis expands our
understanding of the environmental
crisis by applying psychoanalytic
theory to ecological attachment. It
provides insight into human’s rela-
tionships with nature in terms of
unconscious processes that prevent
or promote engagement with envi-
ronmental issues (Randall, 2005).
There are a number of factors that
prevent ecological engagement and
attachment, including apathy
(Lertzman, 2009), omnipotence
(Mishan, 1996), fantasies (Randall,
2005), defensive strategies (Dodds,
2011), and relational barriers (Win-
ter, 2000). Insecure, avoidant, and
ambivalent attachments to nature
serve as defenses against depen-
dence and vulnerability (Dodds,
2011; Mishan, 1996;). Three shallow
psycho-ecological relationships were
identified by Dodds (2011). The
first is that the environmental crisis
is perceived as hopeless and infor-
mation is repressed to reduce anxi-
ety. These individuals seek control
through power over nature in an
attempt to avoid feeling vulnerable

by the thought that nature is indif-
ferent (Jordan, 2009). The second is
characterized by denial and difficulty
acknowledging that the crisis is an-
thropogenic (Dodds, 2011). Splitting
is used as a defense in which in-
tellectualization of the crisis is de-
tached from emotional involvement,
often through shifting responsibility
(Dodds, 2011) or disavowal (Feuvre,
2012). The third is characterized by
an irrational evaluation of risk and
reaction formation in which atten-
tion gives expression to the opposite
of what is required to address the
crisis (Dodds, 2011). The individual
perceives autonomy, separateness,
and independence from nature with
the view that nature exists for human
pleasure (Dodds, 2011).

These relationships with nature are
tied up with early affective relation-
ships (Jordan, 2009). Object relations
theory maintains that ecological
attachment patterns are based on a
template of the infant-mother rela-
tionship (Dodds, 2011). Humans
remain in a schizoid position in
relation to the environmental crisis,
trying to deal with difficult emotions
(Jordan, 2009). There is a range of
psychic negotiations that takes place
as the individual tries to deal with
unconscious anxieties (Lertzman,
2009) through projecting (Hoggett,
2011), denying, splitting from dep-
endency on the Earth (Feuvre, 2012;
Mishan, 1996), or dissociating
(Bodnar, 2008). Nature becomes “the
bad other” (Bigda-Peyton, 2004) to
reduce psychic pain and to allow the
continuance of destructive behavior
often expressed as apathy (Lertzman,
2009). People may employ different
strategies and barriers to avoid psy-
chic pain although these strategies
generally keep individuals discon-
nected from themselves, others, and
nature (Winter, 2000). On the other
hand the depressive position relates

to authentic and responsible enga-
gement between the individual and
nature, self, and the external world
(Lertzman, 2009).

Individual Types to Understand
Relationships

Psychological types serve as a way of
understanding and distinguishing
between individuals (Doty & Glick,
1994; McKinney, 1969). Types have
the potential to explain what drives
an individual and their environ-
mental beliefs (Bernstein & Szuster,
2018;MacDonald et al., 2019; Po�skus
& �Zukauskien_e, 2017). Types iden-
tify common characteristics among
individuals and therefore reduce
complexity in the empirical realm
by using the min-max rule to con-
struct a minimum number of types,
where each demonstrates a maxi-
mum amount of homogeneity (Doty
& Glick, 1994).

Identifying types and their psycho-
logical composition acknowledges
the role that human multidimen-
sionality plays in addressing the
environmental challenges (Doty &
Glick, 1994). Research identifies
the difference between types related
to the biosphere (Bernstein &
Szuster, 2018; de Groot & van den
Born, 2003), climate change (Hall
et al., 2018; Leiserowitz et al., 2009;
Poortinga & Darnton, 2016), and
behavior (Department for Environ-
ment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2008;
MacDonald et al., 2019), but these
approaches are incomplete (Ingulli
& Lindbloom, 2013). They lack psy-
choanalytical interpretations, were
conducted only in developed coun-
tries, used limited variables and sin-
gular methods, and typically exclude
environmental affect and individ-
ual narratives. These studies fail to
interpret types as complex entities
that can build theory to add depth
to nuanced environmental advocacy
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approaches (Cowling, 2021; Kwan
et al., 2019). There is a need for a
deeper exploration of shallow eco-
logical relationships to better
understand how to address them.
Furthermore, there is a need for a
deeper empirical investigation to
complement the theoretical psy-
choanalytic frameworks suggested
by psychoanalysts such as Dodds
(2011).

The research question posed in this
study is: What type theory can ex-
plain three shallow ecological rela-
tionships with the biosphere and
climate change perceptions from a
psychoanalytic perspective?

Methods

Procedure and Participants

Ethical clearance (number H15/
11/15) was granted by the Human
Research Ethics Committee (non-
medical) of The University of
Witwatersrand. Confidentiality and
anonymity were guaranteed to
participants.

The study is part of a larger quan-
titative project (N5 721). Cluster
analysis identified six types using cog-
nitive, affective, behavioral, and in-
trinsic constructs (Marais-Potgieter &
Thatcher, 2020). The six types were
characterized as either having a
shallow ecological relationship or
deep ecological relationship with the
biosphere. For the qualitative com-
ponent a mixture of purposive and
maximal variation sampling was
used. Purposive samplingwas used to
obtain a sample representation of a
type. Participants were drawn from
the original pool of participants in
the quantitative project and were
invited to participate based on their
willingness, availability, and their
type. The researcher applied the
principle of maximal variation

within each type (Teddlie & Yu,
2007). In total, 21 in-depth inter-
views were conducted with the three
types (Disconnected, Uncommitted,
Pleasure Seeker) of individuals who
were determined to have a shallow
ecological relationship with the bio-
sphere (Marais-Potgieter & Thatch-
er, 2020) to explore the deeper

psychological processes involved in
their relationship. Table 1 describes
the three types and shows the par-
ticipant demographics within each
type.

The interviews were on average an
hour in length and conducted at a
time and place convenient for both

Table 1. Participant Demographics Per Type

Disconnected
The Disconnected type was quantitatively described as: poorly connected

to nature, lacking in an environmental worldview, apathetic, and living in a state
of perceived survival.

Participant City Race Gender Age

CL1P1 Cape Town White Male 18-25

CL1P2 Cape Town Mixed Male 46-55

CL1P3 Cape Town Black Male 18-25

CL1P4 Durban Black Female 26-35

CL1P5 Johannesburg Black Female 18-25

CL1P6 Johannesburg White Male 36-45

CL1P7 Johannesburg Indian Female 18-25

Uncommitted
The Uncommitted type was quantitatively described as: having moderate concern
about the natural environment, concern about animal exploitation and extinction,

and a reduced sense of personal accountability, which they expressed.

CL2P1 Cape Town Mixed Female 36-45

CL2P2 Cape Town Indian Female 46-55

CL2P3 Cape Town Refuse Male 18-25

CL2P4 Durban Indian Female 26-35

CL2P5 Durban White Male 46-55

CL2P6 Johannesburg Black Male 26-35

CL2P7 Johannesburg Black Female 26-35

CL2P8 Johannesburg Black Female 26-35

Pleasure Seeker
The Pleasure Seeker type was quantitatively identified as having: a weak affective
relationship with the biosphere, a low environmental worldview, lack of concern

about environmental issues, and the perception that individuals were not responsible
for environmental issues.

CL6P1 Cape Town Mixed Female 26-35

CL6P2 Cape Town White Male 26-35

CL6P3 Durban White Female 46-55

CL6P4 Durban Refuse Male 18-25

CL6P5 Johannesburg Mixed Male 26-35

CL6P6 Johannesburg Black Female 26-35
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participant and researcher. Themain
questions explored the participant’s
life, identity, relationship with na-
ture, and climate change percep-
tions. The outcomes of the grounded
theory fieldwork include a reflexive
fieldwork journal in which the
researcher reflected on emerging
categories (White, 2008), type
maps (theoretical sensitization), and
anonymized verbatim transcripts
loaded into ATLAS.ti, a computer-
aided qualitative data analysis soft-
ware (Friese, 2016).

Analysis

This study used grounded theory
analysis (GT) (Strauss & Corbin,
1998) to explain the shallow human-
nature nexus and climate change
perceptions. The individual partici-
pants who comprise the types were
treated as the cycles of interviews for
grounded theory (GT) wherein each
interview with a type built on the
previous interview with the same
type of individual.

Grounded Theory Analysis

Coding took place in cycles. In open
coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998)
every line was coded in a process
that fragments stories. Axial cod-
ing identified key categories that
emerged. This rearranged the data
into a new coherent whole, a single
category at a time, at the center of
analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).
Lastly, selective coding aimed for
theoretical saturation and the incor-
poration of variability (Bohm, 2004).
Saturation involved bringing the
fractured story back together to
describe a coherent analytical theory
(Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin,
1998). The process included going
back to the raw data and sampling for
varied cases to create variation in a
category (to form dimensions of
categories) and analytic density

(Charmaz, 2006). Analysis also in-
cluded constant comparison (Hall-
berg, 2006), analytic memoing, and
theoretical sampling for saturation
(Saldaña, 2009). Table 2 shows the
code frequencies per coding cycle.

Validation of GT Findings

Two processes of validation were
followed: auditing and member
checking (Creswell & Miller, 2000).
Auditing was done by a neutral third
party experienced in GT. The auditor
checked the trustworthiness of the GT
process and theory (Bowen, 2009).
Member checking verified results and
interpretations with study participants
(Onwuegbuzie & Daniel, 2003).

Self-Reflection

According to GT, research positions
must be stated in a self-reflective
way to ensure an awareness of, and
to account for, biases, assumptions,
and worldviews while collecting,
interpreting, and analyzing data
(Charmaz, 2006). Research concep-
tualization and execution were
influenced by the primary research-
er’s experiences and interests, which
served as a pathway to uncover
underlying psychological processes
that influence the complexity of
human-nature relationships.Thepri-
mary researcher focused on obtain-
ing “thick descriptions” during the
interviews (Ponterotto, 2006). The
data analysis process was laborious
and challenging as the researcher
reflected on her own relationship
with nature and attempted to take

an objective view while coding the
transcripts. She was also aware of her
own cultural background and how
that, at times, contrasted with how
various individuals relate to nature.

Grounded Theory Results

The Disconnected Type

The Disconnected type consists of
individuals who feel removed from
the world and feel a need to protect
themselves. Two categories emerged
for this type: abandonment, which
underlies their reaction to life
experiences and consequences, and
detachment, which underlies their
relationship with nature and climate
change perceptions. Figure 1 shows
the codes and categories for the
Disconnected type.

Abandonment Category

The codes used that form this cate-
gory describe a person’s desire to
belong, but an experience of rejec-
tion, which causes them to feel vul-
nerable and isolated from the world.
To deal with the experiences and
consequences of abandonment, they
described seeking stability and secu-
rity from religion. The codes used
for this category were: abandoning
experiences, vulnerability, isolation,
and religion as safety.

Abandoning experiences. Participants
described a range of abandoning
experiences, including maternal,
paternal, familial, and societal. Aban-
donment was traumatic because the

Table 2. Code Frequency Per Coding Phase

Open Coding Axial Coding Selective Coding Saturation

Codes Codes Codes Categories

Disconnected 1630 26 9 2

Uncommitted 1798 29 11 3

Pleasure Seeker 1199 27 14 4
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individual’s sense of safety was de-
stroyed. CL1P1 described how being
abandoned by his mother at the age of
six months impacted him in adult re-
lationships: “It affected me in such a
way that I don’t trust anybody now. I
don’t trust people, I can’t. It feels like
they are there for a short space of time
and then I have to move out.” CL1P4
detailed her abandonment by her fa-
ther who left for another family, and
how that impacted her life with her
sister and mother: “My friend was my
sister to the point that I cannot make
friends, as an adult, because we were
those very scary [sic] kids. Mymother,
every time, would be beating us.”

Vulnerability. Individuals’ abandon-
ment experiences made them feel
vulnerable in the world. CLP6 de-
scribed feeling scared of being alone:
“I fear most ending up alone. I don’t
want to not have anybody when I’m
older. I don’t know why it scares me
so much.” Due to their feelings of
vulnerability these individuals felt
that they had to do whatever was
needed in order to survive. This
was reflected in young women like
CL1P5, who had relations with older
married men: “I’d say 99 percent of
the men have girlfriends outside their

marriages.” Being vulnerable meant
that they had to depend on others to
survive throughout their life. For
CL1P1, this meant he had to depend
on his uncle to pay his school fees:
“I had an uncle that worked in
mining, actually (my grandmother)
forced him to send me to this pri-
mary school.” Feelings and experi-
ences of vulnerability created a
chasm between them and the world.

Isolation. Feeling isolated was a
consequence of abandonment and
was associated with feeling vulnera-
ble. CL1P1 felt isolated from his
extended family because “they emo-
tionally blackmailed” him for finan-
cial support. CL1P2 felt isolated
because he was not able to talk to
others about challenges: “I carry the
world on my shoulders.” Isolation
was also a protective strategy that was
expressed socially: “I like to keep
things to myself.” (CLP5) and emo-
tionally: “I know my personality and
that’s probably what’s coming
through. I probably got this emo-
tional block or something.” (CL1P3).
Isolation was also anticipatory: “I
mean we are going to lose more
things. Yes. no, in the world we are
going to lose more things” (CL1P7).

Religion as safety. Religion emerged
strongly for individuals in this type as
it provided them with a sense of
safety in the context of feeling vul-
nerable and isolated. “Whenever I
feel it’s too much, I think this is what
kept me sane. In spite of everything
happening, I just talk to God, and I
believe in that [finding support in
God]” (CL1P4). Religion reduced the
experience of isolation: “I think God
is my center. It’s a very big part of
me” (CL1P6). As a consequence, re-
ligion was a filter through which to
process future threats of abandon-
ment, isolation, or vulnerability.
Natural disasters were normalized
because of their perceived represen-
tation in biblical texts: “From a reli-
gious aspect, it’s [natural disasters] a
sign of doomsday, of judgment day”
(CL1P2).

Detachment Category

Individuals in the Disconnected type
were detached from certain aspects of
life as a defense mechanism against
their experienced abandonment,
vulnerability, and isolation. The
codes used to form this category are:
focus on self, interpersonal hesitancy,
detached from nature, detached

Figure 1. The Disconnected categories and their codes
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from climate change, denial, and
displacement.

Focus on self. Individuals in the
Disconnected type were focused on
self-preservation and self-enhance-
ment. CL1P2 described making
himself the priority: “If it’s beneficial
to me, then I will implement it. If it’s
not beneficial for me, I won’t im-
plement it” (CL1P2). As such, envi-
ronmental issues were perceived
from the perspective of how it would
impact them personally: “It could kill
me, if it kills” (CL1P7) without con-
sideration for broader impacts. This
type mentioned the importance of
success, aspirations, wealth, and the
need for status. CLP2 emphasized his
own importance: “We were basically
hand-picked to do this,” and for
CL1P it was important to note that he
was a self-described “overachiever.”

Interpersonal hesitancy. Individuals
in the Disconnected type described
being hesitant about opening up
socially. CL1P4 said that she tended
to be reserved when first meeting
people and that she preferred “to
keep things to myself.” CL1P1 de-
scribed feeling vulnerable around
strangers: “I am not so good at
meeting new people,” contrasted
with: “In my workspace I can, I love
meeting new people, but in my per-
sonal space I don’t.” CL1P6 ex-
plained that she did not feel a sense of
belonging interpersonally: “Some-
times, I am [a] bit too much for
people.” Due to the abandonment
experienced and the consequences
described, the desire to feel safe su-
perseded the desire to belong for this
type.

Detached from nature. A pattern of
detachment continued for the Dis-
connected in their relationship with
nature as they described anthro-
pocentrism and apathy. Their de-
tachment suggests damaged object

relations where nature was perceived
as having value only in as much as
it benefits humans: “For me, what
I think about nature is God provided
us with all these things tomake use of
them.We believed God provided this
for us to use” (CL1P4). The detach-
ment from nature meant the indi-
viduals in this type perceived
humans to be omnipotent: “We are
the supreme of nature. We control
everything that could happen in na-
ture and we can decide if we want to
do away with nature” (CL1P1). They
lacked empathy for nature and pro-
tecting nature was for personal gain:
“. you are using nature to your
advantage but in a way, you are
taking care of it, you are taking care
of the tree for a tree to give you fruit”
(CL1P3).

Detached from climate change. For
the individuals in this group, their
detachment from nature was ref-
lected in their attitudes about climate
change. The Disconnected felt that
climate change was an inconve-
nience, too far into the future, and
that it was not their problem. CL1P1
expressed inconvenience related to
changing behavior: “You could just
go green and try and use more e-
mails and phone calls, but we don’t
want to.” Temporal discounting was
expressed by CL1P3, as climate
change was not perceived to be an
immediate threat and therefore did
not require action: “I don’t suppose it
would impactme toomuch to see it, I
will notice it, I mean there has [sic]
been tornadoes in Johannesburg, for
that I am a bit wary, I mean I don’t
want tornadoes.”

Denial and displacement. Individ-
uals in the Disconnected type denied
the seriousness of climate change.
CL1P3 expressed a lack of concern:
“I don’t really worry about, I see
climate change, but it’s not a worry.
I think I am probably like most

people just blind and that it is just
happening.” This type used their re-
ligious lens to justify their denial.
Climate change was deferred to
God’s plan, proximity, or just not as a
concern: “I believe that it is not about
what man is doing to the planet but
maybe it is just about God’s plan
because nobody can really explain
the creation thing” (CL1P1). CL1P2
suggested that climate change was
planned by the creator: “I’m looking
at it from a religious perspective that,
maybe, it’s God’s way of cleansing
the Earth.”As such, religion was used
tomake sense of climate change rather
than science: “Umm, I don’t believe it
in a scientific perspective. I believe it
in the religious perspective” (CL1P5).

The Uncommitted Type

Individuals in the Uncommitted
type watch the world rather than
participate in it. The categories that
emerged are: observer, human-
nature ambiguity, and climate
change contrasts. Figure 2 shows
the codes and categories for the
Uncommitted type.

Observer Category

Those in this category struggle with
assimilating with the world. The
codes that formed this category are:
distancing, resilience, contemplative,
importance of knowledge, and world
defined through close relationships.

Distancing. Individuals in the
Uncommitted type created distance
between themselves and the world,
which served to help them make
sense of situations and of them-
selves. They preferred to think,
reflect, observe, and look at the world
through (for some technological)
“glasses,” and focused on “the bigger
picture.” This type described an ob-
servational way of relating to the
world: “Umm, a person just reflect-
ing on life, you know, taking a step
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back and thinking things through”
(CL2P3). This distancing was expe-
rienced as an altered reality: “I see the
world, particularly through my little
artsy sunglasses, . and sometimes,
maybe not too realistically” (CL2P6).
Observing, rather than participating,
was a coping mechanism: “I think
I see the bigger picture sometimes.
I think sometimes I couldn’t be
bothered with silly little things that I
think are immaterial. But inside
surely, these things are eating away at
us? I think we need some way of
exorcising the strange, unsettling
things that are happening in the
world” (CL2P4).

Resilience. Individuals in the Un-
committed type described how their
ability to distance from the world
made them inwardly resilient (being
realistic, determined, confident, au-
thentic) and resilient in the face of
challenges (having a miscarriage,
mother being diagnosed with cancer,
or not knowing a father). They de-
scribed emotional strength: “I think I
can take in a lot without just crying
over little things” (CL2P8). CL2P5

described being resolute: “I’ve been
through a lot of things in my life as
well but I’m still here, and I’m still
pushing forward and, also persever-
ing to get to the places I think I need
to be.” Their resilience made them
confident in their decisions: “if I
want to do something, I want to do it.
I don’t want to be insecure of my
options. I have this massive thing
against façade-ism, I can’t take it”
(CL2P4). They built resilience
through dealing with difficulties: “If
there’s one thing about me, if there’s
a problem, I want it to be solved,
now” (CL2P2).

Contemplative. Those in the Un-
committed type used contemplation
as a strategy for distancing and
building resilience. They described
taking time alone as an opportunity
to contemplate: “For me, I think
being on the road, when I listen to
music, I get time to zone out. Because
I’m alone, I can actually think”
(CL2P2). Being contemplative cre-
ated distance in social situations: “I
rather think before I speak than just
blurt things out” (CL2P4). The pro-

cess of contemplation was about ex-
ploration and curiosity: “I’ve always
over-thought things, have been a bit
of an over-analyst, and that kind of
thing,” and “because of the curious
nature that I have, and the under-
standing of things” (CL2P6). The
contemplative approach of this type
made them agile and able to observe
different perspectives: “I think that’s
a big thing with coming from a reli-
gious aspect [referring to other peo-
ple], people can be quite judgmental I
think, or they can be very black and
white. I just sort of look beyond that”
(CL2P8).

Importance of knowledge. The Un-
committed placed a high value on
obtaining and dispensing knowl-
edge, and having an education as a
social norm. Individuals in this type
shared the educational achievements
of their family members (sister an
industrial psychologist, father a doc-
torate in education), and their own
educational pathways (master’s de-
gree in education, studying full-time,
studying engineering). Knowledge
provided them with the permission

Figure 2. The Uncommitted categories and their codes
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to contemplate: “Knowledge (was
said to be the most important thing).
Because of the curious nature that
I have and the understanding of
things” (CL2P6). Education held
generational value: “My parents val-
ued education a lot,” she noted fur-
ther, “so the ambition also stems
from my mom in the sense that my
mom always complained about how
she never got the opportunity to
work, to study” (CL2P5). They per-
ceived themselves as educators: “So,
for me it would be a matter of edu-
cating people about the environment
itself. We don’t have much knowl-
edge about that” (CL2P2).

World defined through close relation-
ships. Social norms were important
to the people in the Uncommitted
type. They valued a sense of be-
longing and conformed to gain ac-
ceptance. They expressed processes
of being accepted and being accept-
ing, being connected, and caring
about others. It was important for
them to gain approval from others:
“Don’t reject me. Like, I can literally
cry,” (CL2P2) and “My core being I
would say, . I like to do right by
others more than anything” (CL2P3).
As such, those in this type placed a
high value on relationships: “I value
relationships. I don’t think a person
can actually live and go through their
life without relationships” (CL2P1).
Fitting in was a priority for them:
“Not being in the spotlight. So, I
prefer, like if I excel at something, and
I do well at something, I don’t like to
be praised for it” (CL2P6).

Human-Nature Ambiguity
Category

The Uncommitted type has a human-
centered view of nature—nature is
seen as human nature (characteristics
of humankind), nature as environ-
ment, nature as intangible, and ob-
servant of nature. The codes are:

nature as a blurred concept, relation-
ship with animals blurred, knowledge
preserves nature, paralyzed by con-
formity, and nature dissolved tensions.

Nature as a blurred concept. Un-
committed type individuals des-
cribed an obscured self-nature
relationship that indicated relational
challenges. They found it difficult to
relate to nature: “I’m not sure how to
relate with nature on a personal level,”
(CL2P6) “you can’t see it, or you can’t
touch it,” (CL2P1) and “a thing with
which we live” (CL2P6). Because of
this relational challenge, it was easier
for them to view nature as human
constructed. Therefore, manicured or
built spaces were perceived as nature:
“I’ve always had this thing that I
couldn’t understand where you draw
the line between something being
natural, and synthesized? I couldn’t
understand that, because it’s a very
blurred line,” (CL2P6) and “normal
park, a suburban park is what I would
consider nature” (CL2P7).

Relationship with animals blurred.
The blurred relationship with nature,
the importance of social norms
(eating animals is justified, pigs are
dirty, and snakes associated with
evil), and intellectualization caused
ambivalent feelings for the Uncom-
mitted type when it came to ani-
mals. Their relationshipwith animals
was expressed as being aligned with
what is accepted by society, “You find
people actually breeding farm ani-
mals just to put bread on the table so
they will sell off animals so they can
pay for their expenses,” (CL2P1) and
“Eating animals is an accepted form
of living, it is not something that is
frowned upon” (CL2P8). However,
social norms contrasted with per-
sonal views that caused them ideo-
logical tension: “For me, as much as
I drink milk, I feel guilty, sometimes.
I’m taking something from some-
one,” (CL2P2) and “It’s just so hard

because like a part of me hates eating
something that was alive, but then
you also get information that hu-
mans need it to sustain themselves
and it’s okay” (CL2P5).

Knowledge preserves nature. The
importance of knowledge for the
Uncommitted type impacted their
relationship with nature. Knowledge
(rather than action) played an im-
portant part in the preservation of
nature: “I suppose in this sense the
responsibility of just preserving it all,
because I always come back to pre-
serving, because I always feel
knowledge is preserving,” and “I
suppose in some ways I try to do the
bit I can but at the same time, like for
me, I suppose knowledge is a prior-
ity” (CL2P5). However, knowledge
did not lead to behavior: “I think I
must do more because honestly I’m
not doing much for nature, and I
know I’m educated.” A strategy to
reduce guilt caused by non-action
was to educate others: “I would want
to educate Black people because I
think we as Black people don’t have
much knowledge when it comes to
nature itself,” (CL2P2) and “I’m ed-
ucating my kids about it but, I’m not
necessarily doing it” (CL2P7).

Paralyzed by conformity. Because
individuals in the Uncommitted type
value social norms and knowledge,
they struggled with taking individual
action for the benefit of the envi-
ronment. Individual behavior was
not seen asmaking a difference: “You
can change your household but, in
the greater scheme of things, does it
really make a difference?” (CL2P1).
Similarly, there was the sentiment
that responsibility should be taken by
the collective, rather than the indi-
vidual: “Everyone is responsible. I
don’t think one person can do all the
work” (CL2P3). Even though they
did not always agreewithwhat society
deemed acceptable, they described a
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sense of systemic paralysis: “I’ve heard
a lot of those arguments and I can’t
say I agree or disagree with them. It
definitely seems tome a cruel industry
(factory farming). It seems to me a
very polluting industry and it’s
something that I definitely would not
want to support, but it’s just some-
thing that due to practicality I kind of
have to” (CL2P6).

Nature dissolved tensions. The Un-
committed type did not feel con-
nected to nature, but saw it as a
means to release tensions experi-
enced by the need to conform. They
described themselves as “not having
a green thumb” or being more “in-
terested in human-made elements.”
Regardless, nature provided an op-
portunity to release the pressure of
conformity: “It’s just a place that
I could just let loose. You don’t wear
fancy clothes on the mountain,”
(CL2P6) and “It’s also a process of
just rejuvenating yourself as well and
just getting geared up again for what
is in front of you to be able to actually
tackle that” (CL2P1). Nature pro-
vided a temporary reprieve from
daily life: “Like when you want time-
out that’s where I would go. A peace
of mind, that clarity that you need to
make decisions” (CL2P3). They per-
ceived nature to benefit them: “Nature
helps restore balance; I think from na-
ture I would say it’s about balance. It’s
about balance, a balance of relation-
ships, a balance of interfaces” (CL2P1).

Climate Change Contrasts Category

The tension experienced, combined
with their blurred relationship with
the biosphere, extends to climate
change. The code used for this cate-
gory is climate change tensions.

Climate change tensions. Due to the
tensions experienced by individu-
als in the Uncommitted type, they
had contrasting ideas about climate

change. The validity of anthropo-
genic climate change was questioned;
it was seen as part of a natural cycle
or evolution. Some participants in
this type reflected back on informa-
tion received when young: “There
was a biology teacher here once, she
made me question this idea because
she said, ‘Maybe, there’s no such
thing and maybe over thousands of
years those variations in weather
patterns would happen naturally
anyway.’ I don’t know for sure if we’ve
caused it.” (CL2P4). Therewas a belief
that climate change might be natural:
“I think that it’s just evolution, not
that it (factories) also doesn’t con-
tribute” (CL2P3). Climate change was
not perceived to be due to human
activity: “I mean we’ve gone through
Ice Ages; we’ve gone through periods
of time where the world has been
insanely hot. So, like it’s something
that’s going to happen. I think it’s part
of the nature of this world” (CL2P6).

The Pleasure Seeker Type

The Pleasure Seeker type avoids
aspects of life that were not pleasur-
able. The categories that emerged for
this type are: hedonist, struggles with
the outside world, poor relationship
with nature, and apathetic toward
climate change. Figure 3 shows the
codes and categories for the Pleasure
Seeker Type.

Hedonist Category

The Pleasure Seeker type is fo-
cused on obtaining pleasure and/or
reward and described impulsivity
and struggles with social conformity.
The codes used for this category are:
search for pleasure/reward, impor-
tance of control, nonconformist, and
having a typical life.

Search for pleasure/reward. The
Pleasure Seeker type individuals
described chasing gratification. It
was about living in the moment,

being outgoing, living for themselves,
having no long-term plans, sponta-
neity, and instant reward. People of
this type described getting lost in
the pleasure of the moment: “When
I get excited, I live in the moment,”
(CL6P1) and “I just lost interest.
I really didn’t have a purpose, a di-
rection at that time because I was just
living for myself,” (CL6P2). CL6P4
discounted the future for short-term
gain: “So, I don’t have a ten-year
plan, or I don’t have a long-term goal,
or ambition.” Therefore it was a
struggle to balance reality with the
desire for pleasure “in exchange for
the money, they kind of took away
my life” (CL6P1).

Importance of control. It was
deemed important for the Pleasure
Seeker type to feel in control of sit-
uations: “Although I’m a control
freakmyself, I think I’mvery tolerant
to difference” (CL6P4). Not having
control was frustrating: “I don’t like it
when things go out of control, when
you have no say in something, and
you just have to accept something”
(CL6P3). There was a focus on seeking
situations where they could control
what they were exposed to: “Choose
what it is that youwant to indoctrinate
yourself with” (CL6P1). Lack of con-
trol triggered a fear response: “I guess
that’s what I’m scared of most, people
dictating, not people, but being dic-
tated to in terms of how things will
work, or how things will run, or being
unable to affect something” (CL6P3).
The desire for control extended to how
people perceived them, as CL6P2 ex-
plained: “I feel, even though I do
nonsenses, I must get praise.”

Nonconformist. The Pleasure See-
kers saw themselves as unique.
CL6P1 described countering the
status quo with his way of seeing the
world: “What I’m looking at doing is,
it’s kind of like a socialist system. It’s,
again, a weird idea that I have,” and
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“. it’s really about keeping things
open to interpretation.” He reflected
on having an instinctive drive toward
death that made him relate to the
world differently: “Life and death
have been in love for longer than you
have words to describe. Life sends us
countless gifts to dare and death
keeps them forever.” Not conform-
ing was an important part of their
identity: “I like to think I don’t inflict
or project the typical White guy sort
of tendencies, particularly through
things like music or dress codes and
stuff like that” (CL6P3).

Typical life. Regardless of some
challenges, the Pleasure Seekers
maintained a positive view about
their lives. CL6P2 described rela-
tionship challenges: “I would some-
times go, maybe once a month, to see
my dad. We never really had that
close relationship until we were
older.” CL6P4 described family
challenges: “My one brother is
somewhat estranged from the fami-

ly.” Regardless of some typical chal-
lenges, they mostly experienced
supportive home environments: “I
lived in a very close-knit community.
Like, my uncles all live literally
like next-door—uncle, uncle, uncle,
aunty. My whole family was literally
there, so I never had to go out, or
whatever” (CL6P1). CL6P4 described a
joyful youth: “I grewup in a very loving,
generous, or spirited type family.”

Struggled with Outside World
Category

Although the Pleasure Seekers de-
scribed mostly growing up in sup-
portive home environments, they
described relational challenges when
it came to individual relationships.
The codes used for this category are:
struggled relationally, outside world
as unsafe, changing dialogues, and
emotionally blunted.

Struggled relationally. The Pleasure
Seekers mostly described positive
home environments, but when it

came to close relationships, they
struggled. CL6P2 struggled forming
a close relationship with his mother:
“I never had that very close rela-
tionship with my mother.” CL6P3
avoided getting close to his mother:
“. my gran moved in because she
got quite sick. So, now she’s come to
live with us until the end of her days,
which is taking a little bit of the
pressure off my mom’s expectancy
on me to form a solid relationship
with her.” Avoidance was used as a
process to deal with relational chal-
lenges: “There are days where I will
just be at home, and someone would
knock, and I will act as like there’s
no one at home. I will just sit and
keep quiet, and I’m living in a very
small house. So, like when you pass,
there’s a window, so I will see, okay,
someone is passing. So, when they
come and knock, I just turn down
the volume and keep my phone on
silent” (CL6P2). They were comfort-
able spending time by themselves: “I’m
mostly a bit of a loner” (CL6P5).

Figure 3. The Pleasure Seeker categories and their codes
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Outside world as unsafe. The Plea-
sure Seekers perceived the outside
world as threatening and unsafe.
CL6P1 explained: “We’ve got the
degrees you know, but the jobs are
not there, and the work isn’t there.
I’m now thinking to myself if I went
back and told my 20-year-old self,
everything I know now, I wouldn’t
have believedme. I honestlywouldn’t
have believed me!” Their experiences
reinforced perceptions of a threat-
ening world: “I had to leave school
early to go and work.” (CL6P6), and
for CL6P2 the outside world was not
the same as her home environment:
“It’s no longer that place we grew up
with our uncles taking care of us
living at home. So now, you’re even
afraid for them to touch your
daughter because you’re thinking
something might happen. So, the
world is no longer a safe place.” The
experience of the world as unsafe
reinforced their fear of not having
control: “. the first thing that comes
to mind is I fear not being able to
take care of myself when I’m old,
which everyone laughs at me about”
(CL6P4).

Changing dialogues. Relational chal-
lenges and experiencing the world
as unsafe meant that the Pleasure
Seekers developed alternative dis-
courses. CL6P3 described a passion
for buildings and creating spaces for
dialogue without speech: “I’m study-
ing architecture. There is no real in-
termingling. So, I’m using visual arts,
performance arts, and craft as ameans
of creating dialogue.” CL6P1 used
creativity to relate to the world: “I
sketch. I’m looking to move profes-
sionally into the comics direction,”
and “I went and worked for a local
community radio station as a pre-
senter . and produced my own
show.” Technology was also used as a
safe way in which to relate to the
world: “Facebook. I’m 24/7 on Face-
book. My boss said I must get a job at

Facebook. I love interacting on Face-
book” (CL6P6), and “I usually spend
about two to three hours playing
games” (CL6P5). Technology helped
them navigate the world: “. if I’m
at the mall, I love big signs because
they let me know where I am”
(CL6P1).

Emotionally blunted. The Pleasure
Seekers described having a limited
range of emotions that impacted the
way in which they could relate to
people and how people could relate
to them: “I’m the type of person that
needs to knock their head to really
understand that I feel something
because I don’t know. a lot of
people say I’m closed-off” (CL6P1).
CL6P2 described a general lack of
emotion that was heightened after
she experienced a loss: “. at work,
when I came back after my fianc�e’s
funeral and all, everybody was like
sad, and they didn’t want to sing, and
all. I knew ‘Okay, everybody is ex-
pecting me to fall down.’ When I
walked in, I was like this person they
never expected. laughing.” Emo-
tional bluntness was combined with
apathy for CL6P5: “I don’t really care
for that many things which unfor-
tunately sometimes, includes people,
and obviously that just makes it even
more difficult to relate to them,” and
“. there’s very, very little things that
I attach real value to.”

Poor Relationship with Nature
Category

The Pleasure Seeker’s relationship
with nature is characterized by a lack
of affect, physical contact, and an-
thropocentric beliefs. In order to deal
with nature in this context, they push
nature away through creating negative
associations and redefining the con-
cept of nature. The codes that emerged
for this category are: superficial rela-
tionship with nature, humans trump
nature, and pushing away.

Superficial relationship with na-
ture. Nature did not play an im-
portant role in the life of the Pleasure
Seeker. CL6P6 explained a distant
and volatile relationship with nature
through a human lens: “I’ve got a
manager who I work for, and this
morning he didn’t speak to me and I
thought, ‘What the hell did I do, to
him?’ One day, they’re nice and jolly
and the next day, they don’t want to
talk to you for some stupid reason
[describing her relationship with
nature].” They were unable to phys-
ically connect with nature: “I would
say not much [relationship with na-
ture] . as I said, I’m not the person
with the flowers and all, they all die. I
don’t really have that close relation-
ship with nature” (CL6P2), and ad-
mitted that their attempts were not
meaningful: “I try to be kind to nature,
but it’s probably at quite a superficial
level” (CL6P4). They struggled to
distinguish between what is undam-
aged nature and what is damaging to
nature. Therefore their interpretation
of something damaging to nature was
absurd: “For me, it’s like I view plastic
as natural. I know people say, ‘You
know what, it doesn’t degrade, and it
doesn’t do this, and it’s bad for the
environment,’ I’m like ‘rocks don’t
de-grade.’” (CL6P1).

Humans trump nature. This type’s
poor relationship with nature means
that they were only able to relate to
nature from an anthropocentric
perspective. Therefore nature is seen
as a resource to be used: “From your
trees and all, you get your books, you
get your furniture, that’s what it gives
us” (CL6P2). They view nature not
for its own sake, but for what it could
provide them: “Farm animals are just
humans taking animals out of the
wild and reinventing them for an-
other purpose, which is production.
Nature is just an ultimate supplier of
comfort even if we don’t recognize it
or realize it” (CL6P3). Humans are
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perceived as having superior cap-
abilities: “Now, a human being is
capable of doing so much more. We
can build cities. We can build houses.
We can build forests” (CL6P1).

Pushing away. The Pleasure Seekers
were unable to relate to nature and
therefore perceived nature as some-
thing in the distance, or something
that should be in the distance. CL6P4
only spent time in nature while on a
different continent: “I don’t spend a
lot of time in nature on a day-to-day
basis, but when on my [reference to
an exotic island] trips, which is
probably five weeks of the year I’m in
[reference to an exotic island], always
at the exact same place, and that is
literally being close to the earth of
nature so perhaps that’s my little
dose I get.” Nature was perceived as
menacing: “. from the time you’re
born nature is trying to kill you. It
[nature] just throws stuff at me and
it’s like ‘let’s see what it’s going to do.’
That’s literally my relationship with
nature,” and “It doesn’t matter that
it’s a shark. It just looks violent, pu-
trid and disgusting” (CL6P1). Nature
was experienced as an irritation and
therefore further pushed away: “A lot
of people can find nature to be a
nuisance in terms of maintenance, in
terms of what they attract, back to the
bird and insect life” (CL6P3).

Apathetic Toward Climate Change
Category

The Pleasure Seekers were apathetic
toward climate change because they
had no relationship with nature. Cli-
mate change was irrelevant to their
lives, and they showed ignorance and
apathy. The codes used for this cate-
gory are: ignorance about climate
change, climate change as exaggerated,
climate change benefits humanity.

Ignorance about climate change. The
Pleasure Seekers had limited knowl-
edge and engagement with climate

change. They struggled to discuss
climate change: “What would I say
about climate change? How can I put
this one? The climate? I don’t know
how to put this one” (CL6P2), and
used the current drought as a refer-
ence point: “You can’t really say with
the drought ‘it’s this guy’s fault or it’s
that one’s fault.’ You sort of just have
to acknowledge that these things
happen” (CL6P5). They were unable
to identify the cause of climate
change: “Yes, we don’t understand
with plastic, and there’s toxic waste,
and these chemicals, and what the
things are doing within nature”
(CL6P1). As such, climate change
was seen as natural for CL6P3: “Cli-
mate change, again, I haven’t read all
the research, I haven’t done all the
studies, and things, but I mean
there’s evidence that shows it’s hap-
pened before” and “I think nature has
just had years and years and years of
doing that.” Generally they experi-
enced climate change as confusing:
“Confusion and I say that because
you read and hear so much and there
are so many different points of view”
(CL6P4).

Climate change as exaggerated. Cli-
mate change is not a topic that fea-
tured in the life of Pleasure Seekers.
For them climate change was not a
serious issue: “. some of themmake
jokes about it as in it’s like ‘Jo’burg is
going to be the only safe place left to
live, so we’re alright.’ Again, some
people take climate change more
seriously than I do” (CL6P1). They
believe that the emphasis placed on
climate change was unnecessary: “A
lot of people, I guess, it is human
nature to sort of blow the problemout
of proportion. People really drive that
death thing, what’s going to happen
to us” (CL6P3). If they thought cli-
mate change was serious, they could
see how it would impact their lives
using drought as a reference: “I al-

ways think automatically of global
warming, which has all kinds of
consequences, in terms ofwater.”The
Pleasure Seeker tended to dissociate
from the threat of climate change:
“I’mnot going to try and posture, I’m
going to be very honest and say that
I feel like climate change is a big thing
happening there, and in my little
world here I don’t know if that can
impact on it” (CL6P4).

Climate change benefits humani-
ty. To deal with negative emotions
stimulated by the broad communi-
cations about the negative impacts of
climate change, they deployed de-
fense mechanisms related to human
mastery: “. is it [climate change]
really a bad thing? But, I don’t think
it’s a bad thing” (CL6P1). They be-
lieved that humans were equipped to
live in an altered world: “We’re quite
comfortable to live in the kind of
dystopian worlds that are created in
things like the Chronicles of Riddick
[anti-hero science fiction film]”
(CL6P3 ). They positioned climate
change as having personal benefits:
“I will be glad because I hear it [a
natural disaster]; normally when it
happens, it crushes everything, so I
will be clear frommydebts” (CL6P2).
They also viewed climate change as
being emphasized due to its economic
potential, “Look, I am concerned
about it in the sense that big busi-
nesses aremaking a lot ofmoney from
going green, and people don’t kind of
see [that] this aspect of climate change
has created a new market, especially,
for the people who are propagating
climate change” (CL6P1).

Discussion and Conclusion

This study aimed to develop theory
that could explain the shallow eco-
logical relationships of three types
of individuals, using an ecopsycho-
analytic lens. Ecopsychoanalysis can
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shed light on superficial connections
with nature, which are often shaped
by early attachment experiences.
This has significant implications for
later life, as impaired object relations
can lead to a lack of concern for en-
vironmental issues. The results show
that shallow attachment patterns to
nature precipitate avoidance and
ambivalence related to issues of de-
pendency and vulnerability (Bigda-
Peyton, 2004; Dodds, 2011; Hoggett,
2011; Winter 2000).

The findings suggest that the Dis-
connected type individuals had an
insecure relationship with the bio-
sphere that reflected their insecure
relationship with the world. They
experienced abandonment, vulnera-
bility, isolation, and used religion for
safety. There emerged an association
between experiences of abandon-
ment and their relationship with
nature (see Lertzman, 2009; Randall,
2005). They were possibly in denial
about their dependency on the Earth
because of fear of further abandon-
ment when ecosystems collapse.
Their aim was to separate from any
dependencies to seek independence
to self-preserve. This finding aligns
with Lertzman’s (2009) theory on the
role that apathy plays as a mecha-
nism for protection, and Melmed’s
(2020) argument that their insecurity
is driven by their fear of continuing
loss. Their apathy potentially has
unconscious roots, acting as a form
of defense against the anxiety of
further abandonment (Lertzman,
2009). Disconnectedness of individ-
uals in this type was further ex-
pressed in the form of a focus on self,
interpersonal hesitancy, detachment
from nature and climate change, and
denial. In this context disconnect-
edness emerged as a further defense
mechanism (Feuvre, 2012) and con-
firms the role that damaged object
relations (Winter, 2000) possibly
plays in their relationship with the

biosphere. Detachment or discon-
nectedness was generalized, impact-
ing the ability of these individuals to
form meaningful human and non-
human natural relationships (Win-
ter, 2000). Based on the psychological
expressions of the Disconnected, fear
messaging will lead people in this
type to disconnect further as sug-
gested by Hornsey and Fielding
(2020). On the other hand, guided
immersive nature experiences could
aim to close the gap with nature and
climate change assisting with taking
responsibility (Duerden & Witt,
2010). Closing the gap will provide
them with an opportunity to connect
with their role in the causes of climate
change and perhaps inspire them to
reflect on their own behaviors that
might not be pro-environmental.
Targeting sustainable behaviors that
these individuals would see as within
their control and that would help
them feel like they belong to a larger
group could be effective (Gatersleben
et al., 2014).

The findings suggest that the Un-
committed type has an ambivalent
relationship with the biosphere.
These individuals described oscillat-
ing between avoidance, uncertainty,
and connection. They also described
seeking assimilation between them-
selves and the world (Randall, 2005).
The Uncommitted type activated
defense strategies in the form of in-
tellectualization to divest emotional
meaning from emotionally upsetting
situations (Dodds, 2011; Lertzman,
2009), which is typical of ambiva-
lence as it assists with neutralizing
negative emotions like anger or guilt
(Jordan, 2009). The Uncommitted
individuals experienced nature and
their relationship with animals as
blurred because they used knowledge
as away to preserve nature, and away
to deal with the paralysis experienced
by the need to conform. This internal
conflict extended to climate change.

The “blurred-ness” experience indi-
cated a confused self-nature rela-
tionship and indicated that they
experienced relational challenges
(Winter, 2000). Mishan (1996)
describes tension, such as this, as a
consequence of a human-centered
view of nature that makes it difficult
to move psychically to a more eco-
logical view. The tension experienced
by conformity and intellectualization
could lead to splitting and manic
defenses as discussed by Lertzman
(2009). However, Uncommitted type
individuals expressed the ability of
nature to dissolve tensions they ex-
perience in their world, suggesting a
potential move toward the depressive
position (Lertzman, 2009). This type
would not be likely to respond to calls
for activism, as discussed by Moli-
nario et al. (2020). Nuanced inter-
ventions such as feedback-signaling
consequence (Dwyer et al., 1993),
messages around community adap-
tation (Bendell, 2018), a social norms
approach (Handgraaf et al., 2013),
low-commitment active citizenship
(Stern et al., 1999), increasing access
to information (Axon, 2017), and
enabling community discussions
(Goldberg et al., 2019) could be
effective for this type.

The findings suggest that the Plea-
sure-seeker type individual exhibits
an avoidant relationship with the
biosphere characterized by a lack of
interest or concern. This type shows
narcissistic traits with a focus on
seeking pleasure and/or reward, pri-
oritizing control, and were noncon-
formist (unlike the Uncommitted
type)—they perceived themselves as
unique. Their behavioral expressions
possibly suggest a fragile sense of self
(Dodds, 2011). They expressed a lack
of self-control in seeking pleasure
and reward (often financial) that is
related to the pleasure principle
(Bigda-Peyton, 2004) and narcis-
sistic gratification (Jordan, 2009).

MARY ANN LIEBERT, INC. • Vol. 16 No. 3 • June 2023 • DOI: 10.1089/scc.2023.0036 Sustainability and Climate Change 223

Ecopsychoanalytic Perspectives
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
by

 1
02

.1
65

.8
5.

57
 f

ro
m

 w
w

w
.li

eb
er

tp
ub

.c
om

 a
t 1

0/
28

/2
4.

 F
or

 p
er

so
na

l u
se

 o
nl

y.
 



Challenges had little impact as they
adopted omnipotent fantasies about
the world. According to Hoggett
(2011) these fantasies, and the need
for control, act as a cover for a sense
of helplessness. The avoidance and
sense of helplessness was observed in
this type by how they struggled to
connect with people, experienced the
world as unsafe, were emotionally
blunted, and had to change the way
in which they relate to an unsafe
world.

The Pleasure Seekers have a super-
ficial relationship with nature, be-
lieving that humans trump nature,
they push nature away. Their lack of
affect, physical contact, and anthro-
pocentric beliefs characterizes their
relationship with nature, similar to
Jordan’s (2009) observations about
nature being seen as “the other.”
These individuals expressed reac-
tion formation (Dodds, 2011), but
through redefining nature they at-
tempted to retain their idealized
world. Their goal is to nurture their
narcissistic omnipotent fantasy of
domination over the natural world. It
is difficult for them to accept their
dependence on nature because they
do not feel a close relationship with
nature. They believe that climate
change is exaggerated, that it could
benefit humanity, but they admit to
not knowing much about it.

Their response to climate change
links with Dodd’s (2011) concept of
irrational risk appraisal. They de-
scribed an unconscious fear of death
that explains their illusion of human
mastery (Jordan, 2009) and activa-
tion of their defenses of denial and
dissociation (Dodds, 2011; Lertz-
man, 2009). These responses indicate
that individuals of this type would
not respond to interventions that are
an inconvenience or impact their
idea of a life of pleasure. Positive
incentives (Steg & Vlek, 2009) for

eco-friendly behavior, such as get-
ting money back for recycling, could
be effective in changing their be-
havior since it can be done without
having to change dominant world-
views (Yau, 2010). Sanctions that
disincentivize unsustainable behav-
iors (Axon, 2017) in the shape of
Pigouvian taxes could be considered
(Glaeser, 2014). Other interventions
could focus on alternative hedonism
(Soper, 2007).

Typically, environmental types (Flint
et al., 2013) have been considered to
be linear. Although researched in
developed countries, types failed to
adequately explain underlying and
nuanced psychological processes that
impact how types relate to nature and
climate change. This study adds to
the type literature showing how
shallow ecological relationships have
been psychoanalytically shaped and
expressed through insecure, ambiv-
alent, and avoidant attachment pro-
cesses emerging from experiences of
abandonment, tension, and narcis-
sism. This deeper and more mean-
ingful understanding informs and
adjusts the baseline for interventions
to overcome generalized messaging
(like fear messaging) designed for
developed countries, and superfici-
ality while taking the psychoanalytic
context into account when it comes
to sustainable behavior. It also clari-
fies what could be expected from
individuals and could impact how
the efficacy of interventions are
structured and measured. For ex-
ample, expecting a Pleasure Seeker to
reduce air travel or a Disconnected to
eat plant-based food is unreasonable
given their profile and associated
psychological processes (Wynes &
Nicholas, 2017).

Some limitations should be men-
tioned. This study was conducted
with a small qualitative sample and

would benefit from quantitatively
tested theoretical outcomes. The
qualitative findings are not gener-
alizable since they are exploratory in
nature and aimed at building theory.
The possibility that the researcher
who conducted the analysis inserted
herself in the interpretations must
be acknowledged, but this was, to a
certain extent, mitigated by member
checking. Future research should
look at how shallow ecological types
compare to more deep ecological
types and what that means for sus-
tainable behaviors. Research is also
needed to test different interven-
tions across the various types. It is
not feasible to classify individuals
into a type before campaigning, but
rather to design interventions to
target specific types of individuals
based on the insights from this
study.
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