
Welcome!  You made it.
Tuesday, September 8th | 6:00 – 7:30 PM

Staying Strong While Everything Falls Apart: 
Navigating Grief and Hope About the Environment



About BASG

The Boston Area Sustainability Group (BASG) brings 
sustainability-minded professionals together to share, 

to learn, to make connections, and to further our 
collective body of work.

Join the Boston Area Sustainability Group online:

www.basg.org
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Where we’re at…
• Speed of climate change vs. speed of 

research or speed of decision-making
• Politicization/polarization/political 

stalemate and lack of federal 
leadership when urgency would be 
needed
• Lack of policy guidance/mandate and 

funding and/or access to funding
• Backdrop of existing workforce 

challenges, now magnified by COVID-
19 and economic down-turn
• Sharp rise in awareness of systemic 

racist legacies, environmental justice 
movement, public polarization
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California 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020….

And this….
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It’s Going to Get a lot Harder Yet!

• “Pathways limiting global warming to 1.5°C 
with no or limited overshoot would require 
rapid and far-reaching transitions in energy, 
land, urban and infrastructure (including 
transport and buildings), and industrial systems 
(high confidence). These systems transitions 
are unprecedented in terms of scale…”
• “Increasing investment in physical and social 

infrastructure is a key enabling condition to 
enhance the resilience and the adaptive 
capacities of societies. … (high confidence)”



Source: CDC (2014)

And secondary & 
tertiary mental 
health issues:
• Aggression
• PTSD
• Substance 

abuse
• Physical and 

sexual 
violence

• Increasing 
incidents of 
A(C)Es

Compounding 
pre-existing 
stressors:
• Racism
• Poverty/low-

income
• Other medical 

conditions
• Age
• Inadequate 

infrastructure
• Social isolation
• Etc.

Growing Acknowledgement of Mental Health Threats



Photo: (t) Common Dreams; (b) California Environmental Justice Alliance

Photo: Paradise Elementary School destroyed by the Camp Fire; 
Josh Edelson, AFP/Getty Images 

For Directly Affected & 
Frontline Communities

Health impacts associated with climate-related changes 
in exposure to extreme events include death, injury, or 
illness; exacerbation of underlying medical conditions; 
and adverse effects on mental health [High Confidence]. 

US Climate Change & Health Assessment
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“NEWS: Hurricane Sandy 'storm of a lifetime' (CNN 
Report) 10/26/12”





Sea Ice Conditions Report 

“What will happen to you 
[in the lower 48] is already 
happening to us here 
in Alaska.”

Rick Thoman
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Oklahoma Tornado Recovery



Lack of food 
Lack of security 
Lack of shelter 
Lack of water 
Loss of possessions 
Disruption to normal activities 
Loss of livelihood 
Reduced capacity of usual support 

services 
Anxiety and hopelessness 
Disillusionment and resentment 
Feeling of loss and bereavement 
Feelings of guilt 
Need for greater emotional support Ph

ot
o:

 In
te

rn
at

io
na

l M
ed

ica
l C

or
ps

 (2
01

7)
 

Assistance Needs in Aftermath of 
Hurricane Maria in Dominica
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Who Takes Care of Those 
Who Take Care of Us?
• Psycho-social resilience for

• Planners

• Emergency responders

• Resilience/sustainability officials

• Educators

• Extension agents

• Community leaders on the 
frontlines…



The Challenge

A world of…

• Rapid and constant change, great 
uncertainty, surprises

• More frequent traumatic disruptions 

• Increasingly transformative change 

USA Today



A Growing Concern

§ Daily exposure to information about 
how climate change is altering what we 
love and depend on
§ Landscapes, places
§ People
§ Economies
§ Other species

§ Overwhelming grief and anxiety

§ Growing stress experienced by practitioners; 
acknowledged for first responders, activists

§ Research on occupational health risks limited, 
but growing
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For Climate Scientists

“I don’t know of a single 
scientist that’s not having 
an emotional reaction to 
what is being lost.  It’s 
gotten to be so 
depressing that I’m not 
sure I’m going to go back 
to this particular site 
again because I just know 
I’m going to see more 
and more of it dead, and 
bleached, and covered 
with brown algae.” 
– Camille Parmesan, 
Ph.D.

100s of letters from scientists, see: isthishowyoufeel.com @ITHYF_LettersPhoto: Gary Braasch

http://www.isthishowyoufeel.com/


The Emotional Labor of Climate Scientists

See: Emotion, Space & Society (2017), Vol. 24 (August): 34-41
doi: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1755458617301251?via%3Dihub

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1755458617301251?via=ihub


For Adaptation Experts

See trailer at: https://www.sffilm.org/artist-development/find-a-project/once-you-know

“I live in a day-to-day, practical 
denial of climate change, because it 
is unbearable. To know what I know -
is unbearable.”

-- Susi Moser, Ph.D.

Sc
re

en
sh

ot
 o

f “
O

nc
e 

Yo
u 

Kn
ow

”

https://www.sffilm.org/artist-development/find-a-project/once-you-know


Adaptation Professionals 
at the National Adaptation Forum 2019

How can we know this 
and do nothing?

How do we help each other grieve
so we can move forward with 
Revolutionary 
Action?

Will you 
forgive 
us?

Photos: Susi Moser of Photo Project at NAF4



For “Boundary Practitioners” and 
Other “Climate First Responders”

“I used to love 
falling asleep to the 
sound of rain. Now, 
it keeps me up at 
night with a sense 
of dread – will the 
homes in Tijuana 
hold up? How 
badly will it flood? 
How much trash 
and sediment will 
we need to clear 
out of the basins?”  
– Kristen Goodrich,  
Tijuana River NERR
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Email Exchange with 
an Extension Professional

• After reading an article about the growing suicide rate among US fire fighters 
(see: LA Times, March 1, 2019; https://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-
ln-firefighter-suicides-20190302-story.html) 

“When people call 911 they want someone there who’s going to be brave and 
heroic and handle the situation” [original quote from article]

“When people call Sea Grant they want someone there who’s going to be clear-
eyed and objective and handle the situation...“ [redux]

“It’s chronic, repeated exposure to everyone’s worst day…” 
[original quote from article]

“It’s chronic, repeated exposure to everyone’s raw and unfiltered 
existential dread…” [redux]

https://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-firefighter-suicides-20190302-story.html


No one (in our field) has been trained to deal with this!
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How about you?



In Our Study of Adaptation Professionals

Preliminary results, please do not cite or share without authors’ permission n=122

Burn-out Crisis in US
23% of employees feel burned out very often or always
44% feel burned out sometimes

(Gallup Poll 2019, n=7,500)



In Our Study of 
Adaptation Professionals (cont.)

Preliminary study results, please do not cite or share without authors’ permission
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I am emotionally  exhausted
from the topics I address

through my work.

The work I do is not enough to
address climate change.

I am determined to succeed in
my work because of what I

know about climate change and
potential impacts.

Every day

A few times a week

Every week

A few times a month

Monthly

A few times a year

Never

n=126 n=125 n=120
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Climate Change Among Adaptation Professionals



The Adaptive Mind Project

Developing 
Resources to 
Support 
Resilience 
Professionals
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Educational -------- Preventative -------- Crisis Assistance & Short-term Counseling ------ Psychiatric Intervention



Our Vision

Climate resilience professionals and 
community leaders everywhere working on the 
frontlines of climate change have the 
psychological skills, capacities, and peer and 
institutional support to effectively and 
compassionately face the challenges of a 
rapidly, continually, sometimes traumatically 
and profoundly changing world. 
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Demand 
outpacing project 
funding:

Some 
Initial 
Resources



Susi Moser, Ph.D.
Email: promundi@susannemoser.com

Web: www.susannemoser.com

LinkedIn:

https://www.linkedin.com/in/susanne-moser-
ph-d-8686943a/

Thank you!

Contact for follow-up

mailto:promundi@susannemoser.com
http://www.susannemoser.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/susanne-moser-ph-d-8686943a/


What have you lost—or do you fear losing—to 
climate change?

As you contemplate this loss, what feelings come up
for you?

Questions



As you contemplate the climate crisis, what gives you 
hope,  courage or joy?

Questions



http://revfredsmall.com/https://www.massipl.org/

https://workthatreconnects.org/resources/about/

Coming Back to Life, by Joanna Macy & Molly 

BrownSacred Instructions, by Sherri Mitchell

Resources

http://revfredsmall.com/https:/www.massipl.org/
https://workthatreconnects.org/resources/about/
https://workthatreconnects.org/resource/coming-back-to-life-the-updated-guide/
https://workthatreconnects.org/resource/coming-back-to-life-the-updated-guide/
https://sacredinstructions.life/books/


Susanne Moser: promundi@susannemoser.com

Fred Small: fsmall@massipl.org

Rabiah Nur: rabiah_sol@hotmail.com

Contact Info

mailto:promundi@susannemoser.com
mailto:fsmall@massipl.org


www.basg.org

Share a future event by 
posting to our calendar.

Invite us at:
sustyboston@gmail.com

Announcements

mailto:sustyboston@gmail.com


OCTOBER 6
A Burning Question: Are Oil & Gas Companies Really Evolving?
Our speakers will be 
• Dr. Peter C. Frumhoff, Director of Science & Policy and Chief Climate Scientist, Union of 

Concerned Scientists
• Kathy Mulvey, Accountability Campaign Director and Advocate for the Climate & Energy Team, 

Union of Concerned Scientists
• Damali Vidot, Former Chelsea City Council Member & President, Community Advocate and 

Candidate for 2nd Suffolk 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/a-burning-question-are-oil-gas-companies-really-evolving-tickets-107731315264

Join Us Next Month!


