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Grieving environmental scientists need support
Rates of environmental destruction are greater today than at any previous point in human history (1). This loss
of valued species, ecosystems, and landscapes triggers strong grief responses in people with an emotional
attachment to nature (2). However, environmental scientists are presented with few opportunities to address
this grief professionally.
Environmental scientists tend to respond to degradation of the natural world by ignoring, suppressing, or
denying the resulting painful emotions while at work (3). The risks that this entails are profound. Emotional
trauma can substantially compromise self-awareness, imagination, and the ability to think coherently (4). As
Charles Darwin put it, one “who remains passive when overwhelmed with grief loses [the] best chance of
recovering elasticity of mind” (5).
Academic institutes must allow environmental scientists to grieve well and thus emerge stronger from
traumatic experiences to discover new insights about our rapidly changing world. Much can be learned from
other professions in which distressing circumstances are commonplace, such as healthcare, disaster relief, law
enforcement, and the military. In these fields, well-defined organizational structures and active strategies exist
for employees to anticipate and manage their emotional distress (6). Effective systems can facilitate healthy
grieving processes, enhance psychological recovery, and reduce the risk of long-term mental health impacts,
potentially leading to better practice, decision-making, and resilience in future periods of trauma (7–10).
Improved psychosocial working environments for scientists might include systematic training of employees,
early-intervention debriefing after disturbing events, social support from colleagues and managers, and
therapeutic counseling.
The pervasive illusion that scientists must be dispassionate observers is dangerously misguided. Rather, grief
and post-traumatic recovery can strengthen resolve and inspire scientific creativity. To understand and find
solutions for our increasingly damaged natural ecosystems, environmental scientists must be allowed to cry and
be supported as they move forward.
Timothy A. C. Gordon1*, Andrew N. Radford2, Stephen D. Simpson1
1

Department of Biosciences, University of Exeter Hatherly Laboratories, Exeter, EX4 4PS, UK.
School of Biological Sciences, University of Bristol, 24 Tyndall Avenue, Bristol, BS8 1TQ, UK.
*Corresponding author. Email: tg333@exeter.ac.uk

2

REFERENCES AND NOTES

1. G. Ceballos, P. R. Ehrlich, R. Dirzo, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 114, E6089 (2017).
2. A. Cunsolo, N. Ellis, Nat. Clim. Change 8, 275 (2018).
3. L. Head, T. Harada, Emotion Space Soc. 24, 34 (2017).
4. M. A. Hazen, Acad. Manag. Perspect. 22, 78 (2008).
5. C. Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (John Murray, London, 1872).
6. M. Skogstad et al., Occupational Med. 63, 175 (2013).
7. M. M. Steenkamp et al., JAMA 314, 489 (2015).
8. S. Joyce et al., Psych. Med. 46, 683 (2016).
9. M. J. Guimmarra et al., Clin. Psych. Rev. 62, 11 (2018).
10. K. M. Iverson et al., J. Consult. Clin. Psych. 79, 193 (2011).
10.1126/science.aaz2422

sciencemag.org

SCIENCE

VOL. xxx • galley printed 26 November, 2019 • • For Issue Date: ???? 1

