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Abstract 

The nature connectedness research suggests that (re)creating human-nature 

connections can address both escalating ecological issues and rising mental health 

concerns by fostering (ecological) self-realization. Given that the nature connectedness 

literature oversimplifies experience of ecological self, however, there remains a need to 

explore lived ecological self experience, and how this experience influences mental 

health and environmental behaviour. 

In this exploratory interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), I sought to flesh 

out the nature connectedness research by investigating ecological self experience among 

a small group of gifted adults (n=8) who measure relatively high in nature connectedness. 

Three research questions guided the study. The project’s primary research question was: 

How do gifted adults experience ecological self? Two secondary, theory-driven sub-

questions refined the project further:  

1. How does experience of ecological self influence mental health? 

2. How does experience of ecological self influence environmental behaviour? 

Analysis of data collected via two semi-structured interviews held with each 

participant reveal that while ecological self experiences might often enhance mental 

health, nature experiences can also be intense, distressing, and/or ambivalent, and 

environmental concerns can precipitate anguish and anger. Findings also illustrate how 

experience of ecological self can be inconsistent: conceptions of the human-nature 

relationship varied, and experience of ecological self seemed to oscillate along with 

diurnal and seasonal cycles and appeared to evolve over the lifespan. Finally, results 

demonstrate that while ecological self experience may motivate pro-environmental 
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behaviour, movement from experience to action is not automatic. Findings show how a 

variety of intra- and interpersonal factors can hinder pro-ecological engagement.  

Taken together, study results nuance the nature connectedness literature by 

illustrating the complexity of ecological self experience. While (re)creating human-nature 

connections can be considered one approach to addressing escalating ecological issues 

and rising mental health concerns, findings from this project suggest that the back-to-

nature strategy is not a cure-all. 

 

 Keywords: ecological self, nature connectedness, mental health, environmental 

behaviour, gifted adults 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  1 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Exploring the ecological self is part of the transforming process required to heal 

ourselves in the world (Devall, 1988, p. 42). 

 

If the environmental crisis signifies a crippled state of consciousness as much as it 

does damaged habitat, then that is perhaps where we should begin (Shepard, 1973, 

p. xvi). 

 

The title of this dissertation is Exploring the Ecological Self: An Interpretive 

Phenomenological Analysis with Gifted Adults. I begin this introductory chapter by 

situating the study within the field of ecopsychology before presenting the problem the 

study addressed, the questions it sought to answer, and the methods it employed. Next, I 

describe the personal stance I took toward the project and articulate the project’s 

significance. I then provide definitions for several key study terms (i.e., ecological self, 

environmental behaviour, gifted adults, mental health, and nature—terms that the reader 

may wish to reference as they read this and further chapters). I conclude this introductory 

chapter with a short summary and an outline of subsequent dissertation chapters.  

Overview of the Issues: Psychology Needs Ecology, Ecology Needs Psychology 

We live on a planet that is deteriorating ecologically and inhabited by a people 

who are psychologically troubled (L. R. Brown, 1995, p. xiv). 

 

Celebrated environmentalist Lester R. Brown penned the above words twenty-

four years ago—and they still ring true. According to World Wildlife Fund’s (2016, 

2018) recent Living Planet Reports, human activity has caused global populations of fish, 

birds, mammals, amphibians and reptiles to decline by 60 per cent between 1970 and 

2014—a number that may reach 70 per cent by this decade’s end. Concurrent with 

escalating ecological issues, mental health concerns continue to rise with “significant 

impacts on health and major social, human rights and economic consequences in all 
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countries of the world” (World Health Organization, 2019, para. 1). Experts estimate that, 

globally, the annual direct and indirect costs associated with mental health issues are 2.5 

trillion United States dollars—a number that is expected to double by 2030 (Trautmann, 

Rehm, & Wittchen, 2016). 

Ecological issues and mental health concerns are often considered to be discrete 

and studied separately in Westernized societies (Roszak, Gomes, & Kanner, 1995). To 

illustrate, the health of ‘outer’ ecology (e.g., plants and animals) is usually monitored by 

ecologists and environmental scientists, while the health of ‘inner’ psychology (e.g., 

thoughts and feelings) is typically analyzed by psychologists and psychotherapists 

(Abram, 2013; Kahn Jr. & Hasbach, 2012a). Ecopsychologists—individuals who study 

the relationship between humans and nature through ecological and psychological 

principles—question this dichotomy between ‘inner’ psychology and ‘outer’ ecology. 

They maintain that ecological health and psychological health are mutually dependent 

(e.g., Buzzell & Chalquist, 2009; Jordan & Hinds, 2016; Roszak, 1992; Roszak et al., 

1995). As Fisher (2013) noted,  

Ecopsychologists argue that genuine sanity is grounded in the reality of the 

natural world; that the ecological crisis signifies a pathological break from this 

reality; and that the route out of our crisis must therefore involve, among other 

things, a psychological reconciliation with the living earth. (p. xiii) 

Ecopsychologists regularly draw on the concept of ecological self to explain 

reciprocity between planet and psyche (e.g., Kahn Jr. & Hasbach, 2012a; Merritt, 2012; 

Roszak et al., 1995; Winter, 1996). Ecological self can be defined as “a wide, expansive, 

or field-like sense of self, which ultimately includes all life-forms, ecosystems and the 
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Earth itself” (Bragg, 1996, p. 95). Ecopsychologists assert that by affiliating with 

nature—cognitively, emotionally, spiritually, and experientially—an individual’s sense of 

self can expand to include nature (Macy & Brown, 2014; Roszak et al., 1995). They call 

this ecological self formation process self-realization (Naess, 2008). Ecopsychologists 

submit that self-realization promotes both ecological health and psychological health. For 

example, Naess (2008) claimed that “the meaning of life, and the joy we experience in 

living, is enhanced through increased self-realization” (p. 82), and through ecological self 

formation, caring for nature becomes self-care, while harming nature becomes self-harm 

(Fox, 1990). 

Ecopsychologists and others assert that today many people are estranged1 from 

nature (Glendinning, 1994; Ives et al., 2017; Soga & Gaston, 2016; Vakoch & Castrillón, 

2014). These individuals claim that widespread human-nature alienation degrades both 

ecological health and psychological health. For example, Shepard (1982) argued that 

estrangement from nature arrests human psychological development by inhibiting the 

self-realization process. This stunted growth leaves a psychological void, a space that 

                                                           
1 Throughout this dissertation, I use the word ‘estranged’ (and its synonyms) when 

referring to the state of the human-nature relationship amongst many Westernized people. 

The word ‘estranged’ suggests that there is both distance and discord between humans 

and nature: Many modern-day humans are cognitively, emotionally, spiritually, and/or 

experientially distanced from nature while concurrently compelled to dominate and 

exploit the wider natural world. Rather than ‘estranged,’ the word ‘disconnected’ is often 

used in the literature. This latter term is problematic. Humans cannot be disconnected 

from nature. Humans are necessarily intertwined with the more-than-human world: “Our 

human bodies contain stardust and are the ‘home’ for literally billions of other beings. 

We exist because of the entanglement of all beings” (Mitten, 2017, p. 275). The idea that 

humans can be disconnected from nature is rooted in a modern, Westernized, dualistic 

worldview. As Mcphie (2019) noted, “to believe there is a natural environment that is 

transcendent and separate from an unnatural environment (or to believe that an 

unnatural environment even exists) is a romanticized, Cartesian and anthropocentric 

assumption” (p. 125). 
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many people try to addictively fill through compulsive consumption—thereby further 

devouring the “fabric of life that sustains us” (Robinson, 2009, p. 29). 

Testing Ecopsychological Theory: The Nature Connectedness Research 

Ecopsychological ideas have been empirically tested over the past two decades. 

For example, environmental psychologists have operationalized the ecological self and 

linked their constructs with measures for mental health and pro-environmental behavior 

(Mayer & Frantz, 2004; Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2009). This area of investigation is 

often referred to as the nature connectedness research (Tam, 2013). 

The nature connectedness literature supports ecopsychological theory. For 

example, several studies link nature connectedness with a variety of pro-environmental 

behaviours such as using less energy and water, purchasing and consuming fair-trade and 

organic products, working to preserve natural landscapes, and supporting pro-

environmental organizations (e.g., Beery & Wolf-Watz, 2014; Forstmann & Sagioglou, 

2017; Gosling & Williams, 2010; M. Richardson, Cormack, McRobert, & Underhill, 

2016). Frantz and Mayer (2014) concluded their review of the nature connectedness-

environmental behaviour literature by stating that nature connectedness “is an important 

predictor of environmentally responsible behaviour” (p. 85).  

Several other studies link nature connectedness with mental health—findings that  

further buttress ecopsychological ideas. For example, nature connectedness has been 

correlated with measures of emotional well-being, psychological well-being, and social 

well-being (e.g., Capaldi, Passmore, Nisbet, Zelenski, & Dopko, 2015; Cervinka, 

Röderer, & Hefler, 2012; Cleary, Fielding, Bell, Murray, & Roiko, 2017; Howell, Dopko, 

Passmore, & Buro, 2011). Capaldi, Dopko, and Zelenski’s (2014) review of the nature 
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connectedness-mental health literature (which included data from 8,523 separate 

participants) showed that compared to those who are less nature connected, individuals 

who score higher on measures of nature connectedness tend to experience more positive 

affect, vitality, and life satisfaction. 

Back-to-Nature 

Inspired in part by ecopsychological ideas and the nature connectedness literature, 

several organizations have developed back-to-nature initiatives to address human-nature 

estrangement (e.g., Animas Valley Institute, 2019; Children & Nature Network, 2019; 

David Suzuki Foundation, 2019; The Wildlife Trusts, 2019). While these back-to-nature 

initiatives are diverse, the impetus undergirding each of them seems to be similar:  

(re)connecting humans with nature—cognitively, emotionally, spiritually, and 

experientially—will catalyze self-realization, and this, in turn, will boost ecological 

health and psychological health. 

Problem Statement 

While compelling, the nature connectedness literature oversimplifies lived 

experience of ecological self and how this experience influences mental health and pro-

environmental behaviour. For example, though the nature connectedness research 

correlates ecological self measures with mental health and pro-environmental behaviour 

variables—nature experiences can be distressing (Milligan & Bingley, 2007), the self-

realization process can be painful (Drengson, 2008), and individuals who have an 

intimate relationship with nature can behave in environmentally destructive ways (Bragg, 

1996). Further, the nature connectedness literature misses the milieu of each person’s 
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ecological self experience (Beery & Wolf-Watz, 2014) and frequently overlooks the 

fluidity of human identity (Clayton, 2012). 

Study Purpose 

In this study, I sought to flesh out the nature connectedness literature by 

investigating lived experience of ecological self and how this experience influences 

mental health and environmental behaviour. I accomplished this by exploring how a 

small group of gifted adults—individuals who experience their lifeworlds in a heightened 

manner—that measure relatively high in nature connectedness experience ecological self.  

Three research questions guided this dissertation. The project’s primary research 

question was: How do gifted adults experience ecological self? Two secondary, theory-

driven sub-questions refined the project further (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009):  

1. How does experience of ecological self influence mental health? 

2. How does experience of ecological self influence environmental behaviour? 

Study Methods 

I adopted interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) as this study’s qualitative 

methodological framework (Smith et al., 2009). Using IPA facilitated a 

phenomenological and psychological exploration of each participant’s ecological self 

experience, while producing results capable of informing the wider body of nature 

connectedness literature (Smith, 1996; Smith & Osborn, 2008). 

I recruited to this project eight (n=8) adults who self-identify as gifted and 

measure relatively high in nature connectedness. I collected data by conducting two, one-

on-one, approximately one-hour-long semi-structured interviews with each participant. I 

analyzed collected data by following the six data analysis steps outlined in Smith et al. 
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(2009). I adopted Lucy Yardley’s (2015) four broad evaluative criteria in this study to 

ensure research rigour. More details about this study’s methodology and methods are 

found in Chapter 3: Methods.  

Positionality Statement 

The planetary is personal, the personal planetary (Glendinning, 1994, p. xii). 

 

I am talking from my own perspective, my own felt experience. . . . Nonetheless, 

the human-nature relation includes all of us; I am not just talking about myself 

(Fisher, 2013, p. 47). 

 

I played an active interpretive role in this IPA study (see Chapter 3: Methods). It 

is important, therefore, that I describe myself so that the reader can appreciate how my 

personal experiences, values, and position(s) may have influenced the project (Patton, 

2015; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). For, as Malterud (2001) rightly recognized, “A 

researcher's background and position will affect what they choose to investigate, the 

angle of investigation, the methods judged most adequate for this purpose, the findings 

considered most appropriate, and the framing and communication of conclusions” (p. 

483).2  

I am a thirty-five-year-old white male Canadian doctoral researcher. I am a 

Registered Psychotherapist in private practice (specializing in serving gifted adults). I am 

an Adjunct Professor of Geography and Environmental Studies. I identify as an 

environmentalist. I identify as an ecopsychologist. I identify as gifted.  

                                                           
2 I kept a reflexive journal throughout the course of this project to help me track my 

positionality’s potential influence on various phases of the study. I refer the reader to 

Chapter 3: Methods for more details about this reflexive journal and how I employed it. 
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It seems I have always felt closely connected to, and been fascinated with, 

nature.3 My parents recall how, as a toddler, I was often content to sit outdoors in my 

stroller, quietly observing the beauty of the natural world around me. In middle 

childhood, I remember building (illegal!) tree forts with friends in a small stand of 

scraggly Manitoba maples just outside the confines of our housing complex. While these 

group construction projects were fun, my most meaningful memories were visiting the 

forts on my own. I recall feeling so safe and secure in those trees—supported by their 

strong limbs and enveloped in their foliage. Later, during my teenage years, I held down 

a part-time job at a local family-run greenhouse that cultivated cut flowers and potted 

plants. This greenhouse was a second home to me. I flourished there, like the plants I was 

tending.  

My relationship with nature is not always pleasant, however. In fact, sometimes 

my intimate relationship with nature causes me suffering. For example, a few years ago 

now, several hundred-year-old ash trees had to be felled in my neighbourhood park. 

Despite knowing that these trees had to be removed for safety reasons (the emerald ash 

borer has decimated ash trees throughout North America leaving them prone to topple), I 

was initially devastated by their loss. I felt like I was losing relatives. At these difficult 

times, I wish I did not feel so nature connected. At least then I would not be subject to 

such suffering.   

While I deeply care for nature and seek to support her in several ways, I know that 

some of my behaviours are still environmentally-degrading. For example, my partner and 

                                                           
3 See Windhorst (2016) for a personal narrative autoethnography about how my 

ecological self experience has evolved over my lifetime. 
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I do most of our family grocery shopping at a chain grocery store, a corporate giant that 

has a questionable environmental record and is also a car-ride away. We reluctantly 

choose to shop at this corporate giant even though we live but three short blocks from 

The Mustard Seed—a co-operative grocery store that carries mostly local and/or organic 

food stuffs and is firmly committed to social and ecological sustainability. My partner 

and I both know that shopping at The Mustard Seed is more environmentally-friendly; 

however, it would also be substantially more expensive. So, we continue to shop most at 

the chain grocery store—feeling coerced to do so by the constraints of our current 

economic landscape.  

I felt compelled to complete this present project partially because my own 

experience of ecological self is not entirely congruent with the nature connectedness 

research. For example, as illustrated in the previous paragraphs, though I am nourished 

deeply by my relationship with nature, my connection with nature also, at times, causes 

me suffering. Moreover, although I consider myself an environmentalist, my behaviour is 

still (all too often) environmentally destructive. Although ecopsychological ideas 

resonate deeply with me, and I find the nature connectedness research compelling, both 

literatures seem to oversimplify my lived ecological self experience. Approaching this 

study, I wondered, will other adults who identify as gifted and feel closely connected 

with nature experience ecological self like I do? Or, will each gifted adult’s experience of 

ecological self be utterly unique?  

Study Significance 

 There are several reasons why it was important to conduct this study. First, this 

project makes meaningful scholarly contributions. For example, study results flesh out 
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the nature connectedness literature by showing how ecological self experience can vary 

across individuals, space, and time. Study findings also show more clearly how 

ecological self experience influences both mental health and environmental behaviour. 

Overall, study results enrich scholars’ current ecological self understanding(s).  

Study results may also be significant to giftedness researchers. Rinn and Bishop 

(2015) noted in their review of the gifted adult literature that there remains “a dearth of 

research on…what giftedness means or looks like during adulthood” (p. 213). 

Investigating how gifted adults experience ecological self sheds more light on this 

understudied population—illuminating further how gifted adults “think, feel, and 

experience” the world (Grant & Piechowski, 1999, p. 8).  

 This project’s results may also be practically significant. As noted at the 

beginning of this chapter, ecological issues and mental health problems are widespread. 

Though I explored ecological self experience in this study among a small group of 

individuals that experience their lifeworlds in a heightened manner4, findings are also 

applicable to the wider human-nature relationship. For, as interpretive phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) researchers Smith et al. (2009) noted, though “the specifics are 

unique . . . they are hung on what is shared and communal” (p. 38). Specifically, the 

results of this study can help practitioners in both mental health and back-to-nature fields 

more effectively address their respective concerns. For example, recognizing the variety 

with which ecological self can be experienced, back-to-nature organizations may be able 

to use study findings to inform the development of more targeted nature (re)connection 

                                                           
4 See the next subsection of this chapter for the definition for gifted adults that I 

employed in this study. 
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initiatives. Similarly, ecotherapists (mental health professionals who regularly 

incorporate nature in their psychotherapeutic practice) may be able to use study findings 

to tailor their interventions to diverse clientele.  

Definitions 

In the following subsections, I provide definitions for several key terms that I use 

throughout this dissertation. These key terms (listed in alphabetical order) are: ecological 

self, environmental behaviour, gifted adults, mental health, and nature. 

Ecological Self 

 In this project I built on Elizabeth Bragg’s definition for ecological self. Bragg 

(1996) defined ecological self as, “a wide, expansive, or field-like sense of self, which 

ultimately includes all life-forms, ecosystems and the Earth itself” (p. 95). I modified 

Bragg’s conception slightly for this project, by adding that ecological self ultimately 

extends beyond the Earth to include the cosmos or universe (Fox, 1990; Strumse, 2007). 

There are four primary components to ecological self experience: cognitions, 

emotions, spiritual experiences, and physical behaviours. The cognitive aspect of 

ecological self experience includes perceptions of being “similar, related to, or identical 

with other life-forms” (Bragg, 1996, p. 95). The emotional facet of ecological self 

experience includes feelings of emotional resonance with other life-forms (Naess, 1989). 

The spiritual aspect of ecological self experience involves cognitions and emotions that 

are broader, more universal, or cosmic in scope (Fox, 1990). Finally, the physical 

behaviour facet of ecological self experience includes “physical reactions of defending or 

nurturing other beings as if they were one’s own self” (Bragg, 1996, p. 96).  
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Environmental Behaviour 

 I defined environmental behaviour in this project as all types of behaviour that 

alter the availability of materials or energy from the environment or change the structure 

or dynamics of ecosystems or the biosphere (Stern, 2000). Pro-environmental behaviour 

is a sub-type of environmental behaviour.5 Pro-environmental behaviour “refers to 

behaviour that harms the environment as little as possible, or even benefits the 

environment” (Steg & Vlek, 2009). I concur with Larson, Stedman, Cooper, and Decker, 

(2015) who delineate four main pro-environmental behaviour domains: 

1. Conservation lifestyle (private sphere behaviours, like purchasing 

environmentally-friendly products and recycling). 

2. Social environmentalism (public sphere interpersonal behaviours like 

educating others about environmental issues or participating in local 

environmental groups). 

3. Land stewardship (public and private land habitat enhancement or 

improvement behaviours). 

4. Environmental citizenship (public sphere environmental activist activities, like 

voting for/promoting pro-environmental policies, donating money to 

conservation causes). 

                                                           
5 Other common synonyms for ‘pro-environmental behaviour’ used in the literature 

include: ‘responsible environmental behaviour’ (Cottrell, 2003), ‘environmentally 

responsible behaviour’ (Thøgersen, 2006), ‘ecological behaviour’ (Kaiser, Ranney, 

Hartig, & Bowler, 1999), ‘conservation behaviour’ (Gosling & Williams, 2010), 

‘environmentally supportive behaviour’ (Huddart-Kennedy, Beckley, McFarlane, & 

Nadeau, 2009), and ‘environmentally significant behaviour’ (Stern, 2000). 
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Gifted Adults 

There is no universally accepted definition for giftedness (Worrell, Subotnik, 

Olszewski-Kubilius, & Dixson, 2019). Although the gifted label is most often attached to 

adults who perform exceptionally and achieve distinction (Fiedler, 2015), this approach 

to adult giftedness overlooks the way that gifted adults think, feel, and experience the 

world. Silverman (2017) noted that in gifted individuals, “cognitive complexity, 

emotional sensitivity, heightened imagination, and magnified sensations combine to 

create: ‘a different quality of experiencing: vivid, absorbing, penetrating, encompassing, 

complex, commanding—a way of being quiveringly alive’ (Piechowski, 1992, p. 181)” 

(p. 21). In this project, I adopted the notion that gifted adults are not necessarily 

outstanding achievers (but very well may be so). Gifted adults are individuals who—due 

to their accentuated awareness, sensitivity, and intensity—experience their lifeworlds in a 

heightened manner (Gatto-Walden, 2017; Jacobsen, 1999b; Prober, 2016; Roeper, 1982). 

Mental Health 

Mental health is often understood as the absence of mental illness (Vaillant, 

2012). More recently, there has been a push to define mental health more holistically: 

“Today, we recognize that good mental health is not just the absence of mental illness. 

Nor is it absolute—some people are more mentally healthy than others, whether you are 

mentally ill or not” (Perth District Health Unit, 2019, para. 2). 

I adopted Corey Keyes (2005) two continua model for mental health in this study. 

Keyes’ model suggests the mental health and mental illness constitute separate correlated 

unipolar dimensions. According to the two continua model, mental health consists of 

three distinct types of well-being: emotional well-being, psychological well-being, and 
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social well-being (Westerhof & Keyes, 2010). Emotional well-being includes feeling 

happy and being interested in, and satisfied with, life; psychological well-being 

encompasses self acceptance, personal growth, purpose in life, environmental mastery, 

autonomy, and positive relations with others; and, finally, social well-being refers to 

social acceptance, social growth, social contribution, social coherence and social 

integration (Keyes, 2014). 

Nature 

As Soper (1995) noted,  

 

‘Nature,’ . . . is one of the most complex words in the [English] language. Yet, as 

with many other problematic terms, its complexity is concealed by the ease and 

regularity with which we put it to use in a wide variety of contexts. It is at once 

both very familiar and extremely elusive: an idea which we employ with such 

ease and regularity that it seems as though we ourselves are privileged with some 

‘natural’ access to its intelligibility; but also an idea which most of us know, in 

some sense, to be so various and comprehensive in its use as to defy our powers 

of definition. (p. 1) 

Hartig, Mitchell, de Vries, and Frumkin (2014) suggested that people typically 

think of nature as physical features and processes of nonhuman origin—things like plants, 

animals, soil, water, and weather. However, the word ‘nature’ is socially constructed 

(Thomashow, 1995); its meaning “changes across time, space, and the individual engaged 

in the defining” (Bratman, Hamilton, & Daily, 2012, p. 120). I did not adopt a strict 

definition for nature in this study. Each research participant came to this project with a 

unique conception of nature that  shaped their study contributions. 
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Chapter Summary and Dissertation Overview 

 In this first chapter, I situated the study, introduced the problem the project 

addressed and the questions it sought to answer, provided a brief overview of the research 

methodology and methods the study adopted, outlined my personal stance toward the 

project, demonstrated the study’s significance, and provided definitions for several key 

study terms.  

Four more chapters make up this dissertation. In Chapter 2, I present a review of 

literature related to this dissertation’s primary and secondary research questions. 

Specifically, I introduce ecopsychology and describe the ecological self in detail. I also 

outline and critique the nature connectedness literature, introduce and describe the gifted 

adult group, and, finally, present an argument for exploring gifted adults’ experience of 

ecological self.  

In Chapter 3, I present the methodology I adopted and the methods I employed in 

this project. Specifically, I outline the methodological framework that guided the study 

(interpretive phenomenological analysis, IPA), describe how I selected and recruited 

participants, illustrate how I collected and analyzed data, and finally, demonstrate how I 

ensured project quality. 

 I present project findings in Chapter 4. I grouped research results—which consist 

primarily of excerpts from participant interviews interwoven with my analytic 

reflections—within four superordinate themes, namely: Integral Ecologies of Self, Space: 

Human-nature (Non)binaries, Time: Rhythms & (R)evolutions, and, Sustaining Ecologies 

of Self. In line with IPA, I present project findings in Chapter 4 sequentially by 

superordinate theme and sub-theme. 
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 Finally, in Chapter 5, I discuss this study’s results. Specifically, I summarize key 

project findings, illustrate how these results support, extend, and complicate existing 

ecological self understandings, discuss some of this project’s implications and 

limitations, and, finally, provide several suggestions for future ecological self 

investigations. I conclude Chapter 5 with an overall summary of the project.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I present a review of literature related to this dissertation’s primary 

and secondary research questions. To reiterate, this dissertation’s primary research 

question is: How do gifted adults experience ecological self? Two secondary theory-

driven sub-questions refined the project further (Smith et al., 2009):  

1. How does experience of ecological self influence mental health? 

2. How does experience of ecological self influence environmental behaviour? 

I begin this chapter by situating the study within the field of ecopsychology.  I 

then introduce and provide a detailed description for ecological self, a concept central to 

ecopsychological theory. Next, I present empirical evidence that supports a link between 

ecological self measures and pro-environmental behaviour and mental health variables 

(the nature connectedness literature). I then highlight several limitations of the nature 

connectedness research and argue that future ecological self investigations integrate 

methodologies and methods capable of capturing the complexity of lived experience. 

Finally, I introduce and describe the gifted adult group and present several arguments for 

exploring how gifted adults—individuals who experience their lifeworlds in a heightened 

manner—experience ecological self. I conclude the chapter with a short summary of its 

contents. 

Ecopsychology: A Theoretical Frame 

Humans are tuned for relationship. . . . This landscape of shadowed voices, these 

feathered bodies and antlers and tumbling streams—these breathing shapes are 

our family, the beings with whom we suffer and struggle and celebrate. For the 

largest part of our species existence, humans have negotiated relationships with 

every aspect of our sensuous surroundings. . . . And from all of these relationships 

our collective sensibilities were nourished. . . . The simple premise . . . is that we 

are human only in contact, and conviviality, with what is not human. (Abram, 

1996, p. xi) 
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Psychological issues and ecological concerns are often considered distinct and 

studied separately in Westernized societies: the mind is the internal realm analyzed by 

psychologists and psychiatrists, while the environment is the external domain examined 

by biologists and ecologists (Roszak et al., 1995). In his book The Voice of the Earth: An 

Exploration of Ecopsychology cultural historian Theodore Roszak (1992) challenged this 

dichotomy.6 Weaving together insights from psychology, cosmology, and ecology, 

Roszak demonstrated how separating the personal from the planetary is problematic. He 

argued that ecological and psychological welfare are mutually dependent: the health of 

both requires an intimate human-nature relationship.7 Interest in ecopsychology has 

steadily grown over the past twenty-seven years, with several articles, books, and edited 

volumes expanding on these early insights (e.g., Abram, 1996, 2010; Buzzell & 

Chalquist, 2009; Fisher, 2013; Glendinning, 1994; Jordan & Hinds, 2016; Kahn Jr. & 

Hasbach, 2012a; Merritt, 2012; Parry, 2016; Roszak et al., 1995; Sewall, 1999; Totton, 

2011; Vakoch & Castrillón, 2014; West, 2007; Winter, 1996).  

                                                           
6 While Roszak is credited with coining and popularizing the term ‘ecopsychology’ in 

The Voice of the Earth, several other terms describing similar ideas (ideas that Roszak 

drew on while writing The Voice of the Earth) existed prior. For example, Robert 

Greenway coined the term ‘psychoecology’ in 1963 and was teaching courses on the 

topic at Sonoma State University throughout the 1960’s. And, Warwick Fox coined the 

term ‘transpersonal ecology’ in 1990. Over time, many of these alternative terms and 

ideas were subsumed under ecopsychology (Fox, 1990; Greenway, 1999; Schroll, 1994). 
7 Roszak and other ecopsychologists regularly draw on the wisdom of indigenous peoples 

(ethnic groups who are the original settlers of a given region) to illustrate how human-

nature relationships can be more intimate and reciprocal (e.g., Roszak et al., 1995). 

Though an in-depth discussion is beyond the scope of this dissertation, ecopsychologists 

have been criticized for extracting indigenous people’s insights while concurrently 

reproducing and reinforcing settler colonialism. Jones and Segal (2018) recently called 

the ecopsychology community to “begin to address settler colonialism in various practice 

contexts and geographies and to promote liberatory and life-serving practices for humans 

and the more-than-human world” (p. 134). There is much work to do. 
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Ecopsychologists draw on a variety of theories to support their proposal that 

psychological health and ecological health are linked. For example, ecopsychological 

writers often cite E.O. Wilson’s (1984) biophilia hypothesis (Kahn Jr. & Hasbach, 2012a; 

Roszak et al., 1995). The biophilia hypothesis maintains that collective evolutionary 

history has left humans with an innate psychological need to connect with other living 

things and life-like processes (Wilson, 1984).8 Kellert (1993) put it differently, “The 

biophilia hypothesis proclaims a human dependence on nature that extends far beyond the 

simple issues of material and physical sustenance to encompass as well the human 

craving for aesthetic, intellectual, cognitive, and even spiritual meaning and satisfaction” 

(p. 20). Wilson and colleagues also suggest biophilia may lie behind acts of planetary 

protection: if a person recognizes their innate need for nature, acting on nature’s behalf 

should come naturally (Orr, 2004; Roszak, 1995; Wilson, 1984). 

Exploring the Ecological Self 

 In addition to the biophilia hypothesis, ecopsychologists often reference 

ecological self to explain human-nature reciprocity (Roszak et al., 1995). The term 

ecological self was coined by deep ecology founder Arne Naess in 1985. Naess was 

criticized9 for defining the term vaguely: “The ecological self of a person is that with 

which he identifies” (Naess, 1989, 2008, p. 83). Elizabeth Bragg (1996) developed a 

more detailed description for ecological self. She defined ecological self as “a wide, 

                                                           
8 In their recent papers, both Baxter and Pelletier (2018) and Hurly and Walker (2019) 

come to the same conclusion: existing research supports the (biophilia) hypothesis that 

humans have a basic psychological need for nature. That said, the biophilia hypothesis 

has its critics (e.g., Mcphie, 2019). 
9 As Naess noted: “People are frustrated that I can write an entire book upon an intuition 

that is ‘nowhere defined or explained’. It is tantalizing for our culture, this seeming lack 

of explanation” (as cited in Rothenberg, 1989, p. 8). 



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  20 

expansive, or field-like sense of self, which ultimately includes all life-forms, ecosystems 

and the Earth itself” (Bragg, 1996, p. 95). Bragg’s description can be extended by 

drawing on the wider body of deep ecology literature: ecological self ultimately extends 

beyond the Earth to include the entire universe or cosmos (Fox, 1990; Strumse, 2007). 

 Ecological self experience consists of four primary elements: cognitions, 

emotions, spiritual experiences, and physical behaviours (Bragg, 1996).  

Cognitions. The cognitive component of ecological self experience includes 

perceptions of being “similar, related to, or identical with other life-forms” (Bragg, 1996, 

p. 95). Naess clarified that such cognitions do not “transform self and other into an 

indistinct mass” (as cited in Diehm, 2003, p. 36), however, there remains a tension 

between similarity and difference, individuality and collectivity (see Valera, 2018). As 

Devall (1995) noted, “We can carefully demonstrate that identification with the wider 

circle does not mean we lose our individuation. All identification is relative. We maintain 

a relative ontological individuation while understanding our functional unity and 

relationship” (p. 120).10 

                                                           
10 Similarly, Macy (2007b) stated that:  

We don’t have to surrender our individuality to experience the world as an 

extended self. . . . The liver, leg, and lung that are ‘mine’ are highly distinct from 

each other, thank goodness, and each has a distinctive role to play. The larger 

‘selfness’ we discover . . . is not an undifferentiated unity. As in all living 

systems, intelligence depends on the integrative play of diversity. Diversity is a 

source of resilience (p. 28).  

I intentionally highlight this tension between similarity and difference in ecological self 

experience, for deep ecologists have been criticized for pushing an “indistinguishability 

thesis” (Plumwood, 1991, p. 13)—seeking to erase all difference between self and 

other(s). (Eco)feminists and others have argued that such erasure of individual difference 

can be dangerous: 

If I see myself as [entirely] 'indistinct' from you, or you as not having your own 

being that is not merged with mine, then I cannot preserve a real sense of your 

well-being as opposed to mine. Care and understanding require the sort of 
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Emotions. The emotional component of ecological self experience involves 

feeling an emotional resonance with other life-forms (Bragg, 1996). Naess (2008) 

illustrated the interrelatedness of emotional and cognitive aspects of ecological self 

experience: 

 My standard example has to do with a nonhuman being I met forty years ago. I 

looked through an old-fashioned microscope at the dramatic meeting of two drops 

of different chemicals. A flea jumped from a lemming strolling along the table 

and landed in the middle of the acid chemicals. To save it was impossible. It took 

many minutes for the flea to die. Its movements were dreadfully expressive. What 

I felt was, naturally, a painful compassion and empathy. But empathy was not 

basic. What was basic was the process of identification, that ‘I see myself in the 

flea’. If I was alienated from the flea, not seeing anything resembling myself, the 

death struggle would have left me indifferent. (p. 83) 

Naess suggests in the above quotation that his empathy for the flea’s suffering resulted 

from his prior identification with the flea. Put differently, Naess argues that because his 

identity included the flea (an ecological self cognition), he experienced compassion 

empathy for the flea’s painful predicament as if the pain was his own (an ecological self 

emotion). Macy (2013) suggested that the identification process can also proceed in the 

opposing direction: identification may start with a feeling response (an ecological self 

emotion) which then precipitates an expansion of identity (an ecological self cognition):  

                                                           

distance that is needed in order not to see the other as a projection of self, or self 

as a continuation of the other. (Grimshaw, 1986, p. 183) 
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 Once we stop denying the crises of our time and ourselves experience the depth of 

our own response to the pain of our world—whether it is the burning of the 

Amazon rainforest, the famines of Africa, or the homeless in our own cities—the 

grief or anger or fear we experience cannot be reduced to concerns for our own 

individual skin. (p. 149) 

As Wang (2016) noted, “Because of compassion for others, the boundaries between the 

self and others dissolve” (p. 1259).  

Spiritual experiences. Fox (1990) highlighted and described spiritual aspects of 

ecological self experience in his book, Toward a Transpersonal Ecology: Developing 

New Foundations for Environmentalism. While spiritual facets of ecological self 

experience include both cognitive and emotional elements, these spiritual encounters are 

broader, more universal, or cosmic in scope (Bragg, 1996; Fox, 1990; Prentice, 2006). 

John Seed (1988) captured one form of this broader ecological self experience: 

As your memory improves, as the implications of evolution and ecology are 

internalized . . . there is an identification with all life. Then follows the realization 

that ‘life’ and ‘lifeless’ is [sic] a human construct. Every atom in this body existed 

before organic life emerged 4000 million years ago. Remember our childhood as 

minerals, as lava, as rocks? Rocks contain the potentiality to weave themselves 

into such stuff as this. We are the rocks dancing. (p. 36) 

Wilber (2001) suggested that the “most fascinating aspect of such awesome and 

illuminating experiences . . . is that the individual comes to feel, beyond any shadow of a 

doubt, that he or she is fundamentally one with the entire universe” (p. 2). 
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Physical behaviours. Spontaneous pro-environmental behaviour is the fourth and 

final primary facet of ecological self experience. Spontaneous pro-environmental 

behaviour includes “physical reactions of defending or nurturing other beings as if they 

were one’s own self” (Bragg, 1996, p. 96). Cognitive identification and emotional 

resonance with nature drive compassionate pro-environmental action. Naess (2008) 

argued that, from an ecological self perspective, caring for nature is self-care, while 

harming nature is self-harm. Naess believed that if more people lived from an ecological 

sense of self, environmental ethics and environmental activism would no longer be 

necessary. Drawing on Immanuel Kant’s notion of ‘beautiful action,’ Naess stated that “if 

reality is experienced by . . . ecological self, our behaviour naturally and beautifully 

follows norms of strict environmental ethics” (Naess, 2008, p. 93). Put differently, 

“When people act from ecological self, they do not have to try to make environmentally 

responsible choices. Instead, choices are naturally less intrusive, more sensitive, and less 

toxic because people appreciate the larger context (Koger & Winter, 2011, p. 305).  

(Ecological) Self-realization  

Ecopsychologists and others argue that ecological self formation is a natural 

outcome of healthy human development (e.g., Kellert, 2002; Myers, 1998; Orr, 2004; 

Plotkin, 2008). Naess (1989) proposed human psychological growth involves a 

movement from a narrow ego-based11 identity, through a sense of self defined by human 

                                                           
11 Plotkin (2008) describes the ego as that fragment of the human psyche that provides an 

individual with a sense of personal boundaries. In Westernized cultures, this boundary 

tends to be set at the skin (‘I’ am located within my skin; everything outside my skin is 

‘other’(Hathaway & Boff, 2009; Totton, 2011). Developmental psychologists argue that 

ego-formation is an essential part of healthy childhood development (Austrian, 2008b). 

Ecopsychologists agree; however, they argue that once a healthy ego is formed, further 

human maturation requires ego-widening and ecological self formation. As Barrows 
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social relationships, to an eventual identification with other life forms, landscapes, 

ecosystems, and, ultimately, all of nature (Hathaway, Cole, & Poland, 2019). As Naess 

(2008) noted, “Human nature is such that, with sufficient comprehensive maturity, we 

cannot help but identify ourselves with all living beings, beautiful and ugly, big or small, 

sentient or not” (p. 81). Naess (1989) called this human maturation process self-

realization.  

Naess (2008) claimed that—in addition to precipitating pro-environmental 

behaviour—self-realization also provides emotional and psychological benefits: 

The meaning of life, and the joy we experience in living, is enhanced through 

increased self-realization, that is, through the fulfillment of potentials that each of 

us has. . . . Part of the joy stems from the consciousness of our intimate relation to 

something bigger than our ego, something that has endured through millions of 

years and is worthy of continued life for millions of years. (pp. 82-93)  

Humans experience new dimensions of life satisfaction as their identities widen: “By 

identifying with greater wholes, we partake in the creation and maintenance of this 

whole. We thereby share in its greatness” (Naess, 1989, p. 173). 

Modern-day Human-nature Estrangement 

While self-realization is natural, it is not guaranteed: “If the conditions of 

maturation are bad, the process of identification is inhibited and egotisms of various sorts 

stiffen into permanent traits” (Naess, 1989, p. 86). Put differently, under certain 

circumstances, self-realization can be stunted. 

                                                           

(1995) notes, “The process of maturing as a human involves a gradual broadening of 

one’s identification” (p. 108). 
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Ecopsychologists and others argue that ecological self formation requires a variety 

of experiential elements (e.g., Clayton et al., 2017; Kahn Jr., 1997, 2001; Orr, 2004; 

Prévot, Clayton, & Mathevet, 2016). For example, S. Harper (1995) highlighted the 

importance of wilderness experiences; Drengson (2008) stressed the significance of 

nature-based “meditations, ceremonies, celebrations, rituals, and other practices” (p. 40); 

Devall (1988) drew attention to the value of bioregional familiarity and environmental 

activism engagement; Abram (1996, 2010) noted the importance of regular, intimate 

nature encounters; and, finally, many have stressed the significance of positive childhood 

nature experiences to future ecological self formation (e.g., Chawla, 2015; Kahn Jr. & 

Kellert, 2002; Pelo, 2014; Rosa, Profice, & Collado, 2018; Sobel, 2008; Thomashow, 

1995; Ward Thompson, Aspinall, & Montarzino, 2008; Windhorst & Williams, 2015a). 

Naess (1989) maintained that Westernized societies rarely provide people with the 

experiential elements self-realization requires. Ecopsychologists and others agree with 

Naess’ contention. They assert many people today are cognitively, emotionally, 

spiritually, and experientially distanced from nature (e.g., Ives et al., 2017; Macy, 2007a; 

Plotkin, 2008, 2013; Roszak, 1992; Roszak et al., 1995; Shepard, 1982; Soga & Gaston, 

2016; Vakoch & Castrillón, 2014; Vaughn-Lee, 2013).12  

                                                           
12 Not all present-day people are estranged from nature (Gray, 1995; Milfont & Schultz, 

2016). For example, many indigenous peoples still live in close, reciprocal relationship 

with the natural world and are aware, “of the intimate, spiritual connection of the self 

with all of nature and a reverential recognition of the sacredness and sentience of life” (P. 

R. White, 2011, p. 42). Fisher (2013) importantly noted that “ecopsychology is a product 

of the modern or Western mind” (p. 5). 
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Ecopsychologists commonly blame several historical and contemporary cultural 

shifts for widespread human-nature distancing in current-day Westernized societies.13 For 

example, Shepard (1982) argued the human-nature relationship began unravelling 

approximately 10,000 years ago with the onset of the agricultural revolution (see also 

Diamond, 2002). As Harding (2009) noted,  

Agriculturalists developed a fearful attitude to undomesticated nature because 

their crops were continuously susceptible to pests, floods, droughts, and other 

natural misfortunes, and because these early farmers had to expend a great deal of 

effort to prevent wild vegetation from taking over their fields and pastures. (p. 28)  

Another significant shift in the human-nature relationship is thought to have occurred in 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe when several influential thinkers (e.g., Galileo 

Galilei, John Locke, Francis Bacon, René Descartes, Isaac Newton) divided reality neatly 

between subject and object, mind and matter, brain and body (Harding, 2009; Roszak, 

1992; Sewall, 1999). This psychic shift—coupled with an anthropocentric Judeo-

Christian worldview—is thought to have helped fuel the industrial and technological 

revolutions: No longer was the natural world a community of subjects in which to belong, 

it was a collection of objects to measure, master, and manipulate (M. Berman, 1984; 

Berry, 1999; White Jr., 1967).14 Ecopsychologists and others suggest the human-nature 

                                                           
13 See Zylstra, Knight, Esler, and Le Grange (2014) for a comprehensive overview of the 

multiple historical and contemporary factors that are thought to have contributed to 

widespread psychological and physical human-nature disconnect. 
14 Ecofeminists argue that the move toward domination and exploitation of nature went 

hand-in-hand with a shift toward domination and exploitation of women (King, 1983; Liu 

et al., 2019; Shiva, 2002). As Roszak (1992) noted, “The traditional imagery of Mother 

Earth and Dame Nature is far from a mere poetic simile. It embodies an age-old 

association between women and the natural world that has transformed both into alien 

and contemptible targets of male domination” (p. 235). While an in-depth discussion is 
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relationship is even further strained today: most people now live within city limits 

(United Nations General Assembly, 2016) and spend the majority of their time indoors 

(MacKerron & Mourato, 2013).  

Ecopsychologists and others allege that widespread contemporary human-nature 

estrangement degrades both ecological and psychological health (e.g., Roszak et al., 

1995; Soga & Gaston, 2016). For example, Shepard (1982) stated that humanity’s 

estrangement from nature results in ontogenetic crippling—an emotional and spiritual 

stunting of the human psyche. Others argue that this arrested development leaves an inner 

void that humans try to fill through compulsive consumption, thereby devouring more 

and more of the “fabric of life that sustains us” (Kanner & Gomes, 1995; Robinson, 2009, 

p. 29; Roszak, 1992; Shepard, 1982). Put differently, “disconnection from . . . ecological 

self leads to overconsumption, a form of narcissism in which people overidentify with the 

small personal self that tries to meet unmet spiritual and intrinsic needs through extrinsic 

material goods” (Koger & Winter, 2011, p. 304). Plotkin (2008) put it bluntly. He posits 

that humanity’s estrangement from nature has produced a psychologically and 

ecologically destructive ‘patho-adolescent’ society:  

In current Western and Westernized societies . . . many people of adult age suffer 

a variety of adolescent psychopathologies—incapacitating social insecurity, 

                                                           

beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is important to note that ecopsychologists have 

been criticized for not being sufficiently socially radical, for example, by not adequately 

recognizing the “complex ways in which naturism (domination of nature), sexism, 

racism, and classism interlock” (Fisher, 2013, p. 19). Fisher (2013) noted that although 

the “ecofeminist literature is widely held to be an important source for the development 

of ecopsychology (ecofeminism anthologies appear on all the ecopsychology 

bibliographies), the more demanding political claims made by ecofeminists . . . have 

simply not been taken up by ecopsychologists” (p. 19). 
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identity confusion, extremely low self-esteem, few or no social skills, narcissism, 

relentless greed, arrested moral development, recurrent physical violence, 

materialistic obsessions, little or no capacity for intimacy or empathy, substance 

addictions, and emotional numbness. (p. 9)15 

Re-membering Ecological Self 

In recent years, several organizations (e.g., Animas Valley Institute, 2019; 

Children & Nature Network, 2019; David Suzuki Foundation, 2019; The Wildlife Trusts, 

2019) have sought to address human-nature estrangement by developing back-to-nature 

initiatives. For example, American journalist Richard Louv and colleagues launched the 

Children & Nature Network in 2006. The network’s mission is to “connect all children, 

their families and communities to nature through innovative ideas, evidence-based 

resources and tools, broad-based collaboration and support of grassroots leadership” 

(Children & Nature Network, 2019, para. 2) so that children—and natural places—can 

thrive. While all these back-to-nature initiatives are diverse, the motivation undergirding 

all of them is similar: (re)connecting humans with nature—cognitively, emotionally, 

spiritually, and experientially—will catalyze self-realization, and this, in turn, will boost 

both psychological and ecological health. 

Empirical Ecopsychological Evidence: The Nature Connectedness Literature 

Environmental psychologists have empirically tested ecopsychological ideas over 

the past two decades. For example, researchers have operationalized the ecological self 

                                                           
15 Several of the psychopathological characteristics described by Plotkin overlap with the 

symptoms of disordered attachment. As Mitten (2017) noted, people with an “attachment 

disorder generally lack impulse control, may be violent, and tend towards addictions. In 

this same way many humans may have an attachment disorder with nature and as a 

culture exhibit symptoms of attachment disorder” (p. 175).  
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and linked their constructs with several indicators for environmental behaviour and 

mental health. 

Nature Connectedness Scales 

A variety of scales have been developed to measure ecological self (see 

Cartwright & Mitten, 2018 for a recent and helpful overview of these tools). For example, 

there is Kals, Schumacher, and Montada’s (1999) Emotional Affinity Toward Nature 

(EATN) scale, Schultz’ (2002) Inclusion of Nature in Self (INS) scale (which has been 

expanded by Martin and Czellar, 2016), Clayton and Opotow’s (2003) Environmental 

Identity (EID) scale, Mayer and Frantz’ (2004) Connectedness to Nature Scale (CNS), 

Dutcher, Finley, Luloff, and Johnson’s (2007) Connectivity with Nature (CWN) scale, 

Nisbet, Zelenski, and Murphy’s (2009) Nature Relatedness (NR) scale, and Walton and 

Jones’ (2018) Ecological Identity Scale (EIS). 

Each scale used to measure ecological self is unique. For example, while the 

single-item Inclusion of Nature in Self (INS) scale stresses the cognitive component of 

ecological self, the sixteen-item Emotional Affinity Toward Nature (EATN) scale and the 

fourteen-item Connectedness to Nature Scale (CNS) stress the emotional aspect of 

ecological self (albeit in different ways), and the twenty-one-item Nature Relatedness 

(NR) scale attempts to capture the cognitive, emotional, spiritual, and experiential facets 

of ecological self. While each scale is different, Tam (2013) demonstrated that all 

ecological self measures converge on a single psychological construct: nature 

connectedness—defined by Nisbet (2013) as the cognitive, affective, and physical 

associations a person has with the natural world.  
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The Connectedness to Nature Scale (CNS) is an ecological self measure that 

environmental psychologists commonly employ (Cartwright & Mitten, 2018). The CNS 

consists of fourteen statements intended to measure an individual’s affective, experiential 

connection to nature (Mayer & Frantz, 2004). A seven-item version of the CNS (the 

CNS-7) has also recently been developed (Pasca, Aragonés, & Coello, 2017). On the full 

fourteen-item CNS, individuals are asked to respond to each statement on a five-point 

Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Respondents 

are instructed to answer each statement based on how they usually feel. Individuals who 

score higher on the CNS are considered to be more nature connected than those who 

score lower. The CNS’ fourteen statements are:  

1. I often feel a sense of oneness with the natural world around me. 

2. I think of the natural world as a community to which I belong. 

3. I recognize and appreciate the intelligence of other living organisms. 

4. I often feel disconnected from nature. [this statement is reverse scored]. 

5. When I think of my life, I imagine myself to be part of a larger cyclical 

process of living.  

6. I often feel a kinship with animals and plants. 

7. I feel as though I belong to the Earth as equally as it belongs to me. 

8. I have a deep understanding of how my actions affect the natural world. 

9. I often feel part of the web of life. 

10. I feel that all inhabitants of Earth, human, and nonhuman, share a common 

‘life force’. 



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW  31 

11. Like a tree can be part of a forest, I feel embedded within the broader natural 

world. 

12. When I think of my place on Earth, I consider myself to be a top member of a 

hierarchy that exists in nature. [this statement is reverse scored]. 

13. I often feel like I am only a small part of the natural world around me, and that 

I am no more important than the grass on the ground or the birds in the trees. 

14. My personal welfare is independent of the welfare of the natural world [this 

statement is reverse scored] (Mayer & Frantz, 2004, p. 513). 

Nature Connectedness and Environmental Behaviour 

 Several studies link nature connectedness with a variety of pro-environmental 

attitudes and behaviours, findings that support ecopsychological theory; Remember, from 

an ecological self perspective, caring for nature is self-care, while harming nature is self-

harm (e.g., Beery & Wolf-Watz, 2014; Forstmann & Sagioglou, 2017; Geng, Xu, Ye, 

Zhou, & Zhou, 2015; Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2011; Otto & Pensini, 2017; M. 

Richardson et al., 2016; Rosa et al., 2018; Schultz, 2001; Whitburn, Linklater, & Milfont, 

2018). For example, Kals et al. (1999) demonstrated in a sample of 281 adults that nature 

connectedness predicts a willingness to engage in pro-environmental behaviours, such as 

taking public transit and petitioning for environmental protection. In a sample of 102 

university students, Mayer and Frantz (2004) showed that nature connectedness correlates 

significantly, moderately, and positively with twenty-four self-reported pro-

environmental behaviours (e.g., turning off lights in vacant rooms and refraining from 

using disposable beverage containers). Nisbet et al. (2009) demonstrated that, in a sample 

of 176 university students, nature connectedness predicts pro-environmental behaviours 
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such as buying organic and fair-trade products and belonging to environmental 

organizations. And, finally, Gosling and Williams (2010) showed in a study of 141 

Australian farmers that their land stewardship behaviours increased with nature 

connectedness. Existing studies link nature connectedness with behaviours from each of 

the four domains of pro-environmental behaviour introduced earlier, namely: 

conservation lifestyle, social environmentalism, land stewardship, and environmental 

citizenship (Larson et al., 2015). 

 Frantz and Mayer’s (2014) review of the nature connectedness-environmental 

behaviour literature concluded by stating that nature connectedness “is an important 

predictor of environmentally responsible behaviour” (p. 85), a relationship that “holds 

across multiple measures of connectedness to nature and across multiple demographic 

groups (age, ethnicity, socio-economic status, and political orientation; Frantz & Mayer, 

2014, p. 87). 

Nature Connectedness and Mental Health 

 In addition to its association with pro-environmental behaviour, nature 

connectedness has also been linked with a variety of mental health measures—findings 

that, once again, support ecopsychological ideas (e.g., Cervinka et al., 2012; Cleary et al., 

2017; Fretwell & Greig, 2019; Mayer, Frantz, Bruehlman-Senecal, & Dolliver, 2008; 

McMahan, 2018; Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013; Olivos & Clayton, 2017; M. Richardson et 

al., 2016; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Zelenski & Nisbet, 2012). For example, Mayer 

and Frantz (2004) demonstrated that nature connectedness correlates significantly, 

positively, and moderately with a measure of subjective well-being in a sample of 135 

adults. Howell et al. (2011) showed that measures of emotional well-being, psychological 
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well-being, and social well-being all correlated significantly, positively, and moderately 

with nature connectedness in a sample of 275 university students. And, in two separate 

studies—one that included 184 university students, and one that included 145 business 

professionals—Nisbet et al. (2011) demonstrated that nature connectedness was 

significantly and positively associated with measures of positive affect, personal growth, 

and purpose in life. 

 A meta-analysis of twenty-one studies (which included data from 8,523 unique 

participants) that investigated the nature connectedness-mental health relationship 

concluded that individuals who score higher on measures of nature connectedness tend to 

experience more positive affect, vitality, and life satisfaction compared with those who 

are less nature connected (Capaldi et al., 2014).  

The mental health-nature connectedness link in commonly explained in two ways 

in the literature (e.g., Capaldi et al., 2014; Cleary et al., 2017; Dean et al., 2018; Nisbet et 

al., 2009). First, individuals who measure higher in nature connectedness tend to spend 

more time in nature. A growing body of research demonstrates that engaging in different 

ways with various forms of nature can promote mental health for diverse populations 

(e.g., Bratman et al., 2012; Frumkin et al., 2017). A second reason commonly given for 

the mental health-nature connectedness link is that individuals who feel more connected 

tend to experience better mental health. This second explanation is rooted in the idea that 

humans are relational creatures, and, as per the biophilia hypothesis and ecopsychological 

theory, a person’s relational needs extend to other living things and to life-like processes.  

Integrating Lived Experience 

Acquaintance with particulars is the beginning of all knowledge—scientific or 

otherwise. . . . Starting too soon with analysis and classification, we run the risk of 
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tearing life . . . into fragments and beginning with false cleavages that 

misrepresent the salient organization and natural integrations in personal life. 

(Galton as cited in Smith et al., 2009, p. 31) 

 

While the nature connectedness research is compelling, it oversimplifies lived 

experience of ecological self and how this experience influences mental health and pro-

environmental behaviour. Among other things, the nature connectedness literature and 

the back-to-nature endeavours it inspires seem to suggest that psychological issues and 

ecological concerns can be solved by (re)connecting people with nature—cognitively, 

emotionally, spiritually, and experientially—enlivening their biophilic instincts, and 

realizing their ecological selves. For several reasons, I think this argument is problematic. 

The following five subsections of this chapter critique the nature connectedness literature 

and demonstrate a need for a more integrated research approach capable of capturing the 

complexity of lived ecological self experience. 

Correlation, Not Causation 

As noted earlier, the nature connectedness literature lends support to 

ecopsychological theory. Research results demonstrate many times over that individuals 

who score higher on a variety of ecological self measures also tend to score higher on a 

wide number of mental health and pro-environmental behaviour scales (e.g., Capaldi et 

al., 2014; Frantz & Mayer, 2014).  

While these findings are persuasive, they are also problematic. One limitation of 

the nature connectedness research is that it is correlational—and, correlation does not 
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imply causation.16 Correlational research is only capable of demonstrating statistical 

associations among variables. Although two variables (e.g., one scale measuring nature 

connectedness and one scale measuring life satisfaction) may be significantly and 

positively correlated, this does not prove that one variable is causing the other. For 

example, a confounding variable may be responsible for the alleged link. Further, even if 

correlational research happens to correctly capture a causative relationship between 

variables (e.g., there is not a third variable influencing the association), it provides no 

information as to what direction this causation might move. For example, is nature 

connectedness causing life satisfaction? Or, might life satisfaction be causing nature 

connectedness? Or, might the relationship be bi-directional?  

Dean et al. (2018) recently demonstrated how confounding variables may be 

influencing the ecological self-mental health relationship. Employing Nisbet et al.’s 

(2009) Nature Relatedness Scale (which consists of three sub-scales: NR Self, NR 

Perspective, and NR Experience), Dean et al. (2018) surveyed 1538 people to test the 

relationship between nature connectedness and various measures of mental and physical 

health. Study results showed that after controlling for potential confounding socio-

demographic (e.g., educational attainment, personal annual income, hours per week 

worked) and health-related (e.g., exercise habits, body mass index, perceptions of social 

cohesion) variables, only NR Experience (a person’s attraction to and physical familiarity 

                                                           
16 Nature connectedness researchers are aware of the correlational limitations of their 

work. For example, in their meta-analysis that investigated the nature connectedness-

mental health link, Capaldi et al. (2014) stated: “It should be noted that correlation does 

not equal causation. Higher nature connectedness may cause increased happiness, higher 

happiness may cause increased nature connectedness, or a third variable might be leading 

to changes in both variables” (p. 11). 
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with nature) remained associated with reduced ill mental and physical health. Conversely, 

NR Self (a person’s identification and connection with nature) and NR Perspective (a 

person’s pro-environmental conservation attitudes, world view, and sense of agency 

related to nature, including the impacts of humans on nature) were “associated with 

increased depression, anxiety or stress” (Dean et al., p. 1). Though caution should be 

taken in drawing any conclusions from a single study, Dean et al.’s (2018) results suggest 

that the ecological self-mental health link may not be as straightforward as the nature 

connectedness literature seems to suggest. 

Ecological Self and Suffering 

It turns out that the relationship between mental health and ecological self 

experience is quite complex. For example, existing research shows that not all people at 

all times consider all natural features to be promoting of mental health (e.g., Clayton et 

al., 2017; Herzog & Kutzli, 2002; Hurly & Walker, 2019; R. Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; 

Kellert, 2014; Koole & van den Berg, 2005; Mcphie, 2019; van den Berg & ter Heijne, 

2005). Such individual differences in nature perceptions and experience are well 

illustrated by Milligan and Bingley’s (2007) qualitative study that explored how sixteen 

young people experienced rural and wooded landscapes. Results showed that while most 

participants experienced the woodlands as calming and restorative, others found the 

encounter anxiety-provoking. Follow-up interviews with participants revealed that an 

individual’s nature experience was influenced by several factors—particularly the quality 

of their childhood nature experiences. 
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Milligan and Bingley’s (2007) results are echoed and extended by Jorgensen and 

Tylecote (2007). They found that though urban woodland “is said to be the repository of 

numerous wholesome meanings,” (p. 444) it 

May be regarded as a dangerous place, particularly for women, elderly people and 

members of ethnic groups, who may feel themselves to be vulnerable and liable to 

be victims of physical or sexual assault, or robbery, or mischief from gangs of 

young people. . . . There is evidence that some people invest these environments 

with good and bad meanings simultaneously. [In one local survey] a quarter of 

those who identified green and woodland spaces as their favourite places in the 

locality also said that they would feel unsafe if they were alone in them. . . . It 

seems likely that this ambivalence is widespread. (p. 444)17  

These kinds of findings lend support to Curtis’ (2010) contention: Although evolutionary 

history may have produced biophilic tendencies, people are “also influenced by their 

lifetime experiences and environment and by contemporary influences of their social 

group” (p. 40).  

 The relationship between ecological self and mental health is further complicated 

by the ambivalent emotions accompanying self-realization. Though the nature 

connectedness literature frequently links ecological self and mental health measures—the 

self-realization process can also produce pain. As Naess (1989) stated, 

                                                           
17 West (2007) highlighted other aspects of the, 

Rich and ambivalent experience of nature in much modern Western thought: 

nature is mindless, indifferent to the life and death of individual humans, stupidly 

fertile, a force we can exploit and harness to our own ends or one that will defeat 

us. But nature is also hopeful, renewing, improvisational; even when we pave or 

poison the earth, it finds a way to recover. (p. 33)  
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Increasing maturity activates more of the personality in relation to more of the 

milieu. It results in acting more consistently from oneself as a whole. This is 

experienced as most meaningful and desirable, even if sometimes rather painful 

[emphasis added]. (p. 86)  

As a person’s sense of self expands, they identify and empathize with the suffering of 

other planetary beings: “The more we feel nature as our self, the more we can feel its 

suffering” (Devall, 1995, p. 115). As Boyd (2002) noted, this “compassion hurts. When 

you feel connected to everything, you also feel responsible for everything. And you 

cannot turn away. Your destiny is bound with the destinies of others” (p. 56). Drengson 

(2008) suggested that for many modern people living out of narrow insecure egos, self-

realization may require “painful self-examination and self-criticism, therapy, and 

extended healing and support” (p. 38). In other words, while cultivating ecological self 

can enhance mental health, the process is not necessarily always pleasant. 

Ecological Self-Harm 

The link between pro-environmental behaviour and ecological self is also more 

complicated than the nature connectedness research seems to suggest. Though Frantz and 

Mayer (2014) argued that “the deep motivation that comes from a sense of ‘we-ness’ 

[with nature] is one of the few psychological forces strong enough to compete with the 

prevailing counterforces required to engage in environmentally-responsible behavior” (p. 

86), Bragg (1996) posited that it is psychologically naïve to think that ecological self 

automatically precipitates spontaneous pro-environmental actions. Bragg pointed to the 

prevalence of self-abuse and neglect in Western society (Vaughn, Salas-Wright, DeLisi, 

& Larson, 2015), instances that are increasing—especially among adolescents and young 
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adults (Kerr, Muehlenkamp, & Turner, 2010). Bragg (1996) intimated that in addition to 

abusing their own bodies, many Westerners may also be prone to harming their wider 

ecological selves. Milton (2002) concurred: “Given the number of people who abuse their 

own bodies with alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs, there is little reason to suppose they 

might feel protective toward other beings, even if they were to identify with them” (p. 

75). Naess (2008), too, hinted that the relationship between ecological self and 

spontaneous pro-environmental behaviour is not necessarily straightforward:  

If your self in the wide sense embraces another being, you need no moral 

exhortation to show care. Surely you care for yourself without feeling any moral 

pressure to do it—provided you have not succumbed to a neurosis of some kind, 

developing self-destructive tendencies, or hating yourself. (p. 91) 

The complexity of the relationship between ecological self and pro-environmental 

behavior is well-illustrated in my own lived experience. While I identify as an 

environmentalist and always measure relatively high on nature connectedness measures, 

there are certain domains of my life (and, likely, more) where I do not always act in the 

most pro-environmental manner. For example, as I mentioned in my positionality 

statement in Chapter 1, my partner and I do much of our family’s grocery shopping at the 

local chain grocery store (that has a poor environmental record) even though we live 

three short blocks from The Mustard Seed, a co-operative grocery store that carries 

mostly local and/or organic items and is committed to social and ecological sustainability. 

In this area of my life, I am consciously choosing to harm aspects of my ecological self to 

ease short term financial pressure.  
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The wider body of environmental behaviour literature illustrates how factors other 

than a feeling of ‘we-ness’ with nature can influence pro-environmental behaviour (e.g, 

Ertz, Karakas, & Sarigöllü, 2016; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2010; Schmitt, Mackay, 

Droogendyk, & Payne, 2018; Stern, 2000). For example, Klöckner (2013) identified 

several behavioural influences while developing his comprehensive pro-environmental 

behaviour model. He included a person’s: ascription of responsibility, attitudes, 

awareness of consequences, ecological worldview, habits, intentions, perceived 

behavioural control (locus of control), personal norms, self-transcendence values, and 

social norms. Consequently, though the nature connectedness literature shows that 

ecological self measures predict pro-environmental behaviour variables, a person’s 

environmental actions can also be influenced by a variety of shifting and interacting 

factors. 

Ecological Self Idiosyncrasy  

 A fourth issue with the nature connectedness literature is how it abstracts 

ecological self. In real life, each person’s experience of ecological self is situated: “Our 

relation to the natural world takes place in a place” (Kanner & Gomes, 1995; Snyder, 

2010, p. 42; Valera, 2018). To illustrate, Naess’ deepest ecological self experiences 

occurred at Tvergastein on Mt. Hallingskarvet in Norway—a place that he connected at a 

young age and the natural setting where he felt most at home throughout his lifespan: “At 

Tvergastein I have the experience that Tvergastein does not belong to me but I belong to 

it” (Naess as cited in Diehm, 2003, p. 39). Devall (1995) suggested that people are likely 

to identify more readily with familiar landscapes “than with remote or abstract ones. The 

more we know a specific place intimately—know its moods, seasons, changes, aspects, 
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native creatures—the more we know our ecological selves” (p. 110). Research shows that 

Naess’ experience is not unique and Devall’s intuition may be correct: People tend to 

connect with nature in favourite,18 familiar, natural places—not some “generalized, or 

non-specific ‘nature’” (Beery, 2014, p. 198; Beery, Jönsson, & Elmberg, 2015; Jung, 

2002; Korpela, Hartig, Kaiser, & Fuhrer, 2001; Korpela, Ylén, Tyrväinen, & 

Silvennoinen, 2010; Windhorst & Williams, 2015b).  

In addition to connecting with particular places in nature, individuals are also 

often concerned about specific natural places and/or ecological issues (Brügger, Morton, 

& Dessai, 2016; Klaniecki, Leventon, & Abson, 2018; Thomashow, 1995). For example, 

John Seed—the founder and director of the Rainforest Information Centre in Australia—

has dedicated his efforts over the past forty years to preserving tracts of rainforest in his 

homeland with which he intimately identifies: “I am part of the rainforest protecting 

itself. I am that part of the rainforest recently emerged into human thinking” (as cited in 

Macy, 2007b, p. 150). And, I (i.e., Eric) am especially concerned about human-induced 

global climate change and its present and future impact on people and the planet. I have 

dedicated much time and effort to raising awareness about climate change threats while 

concurrently working to confront climate change denial (denial which, despite 

widespread scientific consensus about the real threats posed by human-caused climate 

change, still runs rampant in the Westernized world).  

                                                           
18 In this dissertation I alternate between using the terms ‘favourite’ (which is regularly 

used in the literature) and ‘preferred’ when referring to a person’s partiality for certain 

natural settings or places. It is important to note that the word ‘favourite’ includes a 

Western cultural bias denoting hierarchical thinking (D. Mitten, personal communication, 

July 19, 2019). My use of ‘favourite’ in participant facing documents and during 

interviews (see Chapter 3: Methods) may have unintentionally promoted such 

hierarchical thinking.  
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The preceding paragraphs illustrate ecological self idiosyncrasy: experience of 

ecological self cannot be accurately abstracted beyond the individual (as the nature 

connectedness research necessarily does; Ives et al., 2017). Recognizing that the nature 

connectedness research is abstracting due to its rootedness in a philosophical framework 

that neglects “the human domain of perceptions, values, and representations,” Beery and 

Wolf-Watz (2014) have called researchers to “replace the elusive concept of nature with 

the relational concept of place [emphasis added], i.e. a context specific experience with 

the more than human world” (pp. 203-204). Zylstra et al. (2018) went further, 

maintaining that to fully comprehend diverse human-nature relations, a more integrated 

research approach is needed—one that can appreciate the varied ontological and 

epistemological “terrains which we all inhabit and inevitably move between” (p. 5). More 

on this need for more holistic research follows shortly in subsection, Integration.  

Ecological Self Instability 

Finally, a fifth issue with the nature connectedness research is that it frequently 

ignores the fluidity of human identity.19 Much of the nature connectedness literature 

conceptualizes ecological self as a stable psychological trait—a personality characteristic 

that remains steady across time and situation (Andrews, 2018; Capaldi et al., 2014; 

Nisbet et al., 2009). This assertion, however, conflicts with Naess’ idea of self-realization 

(a lifetime process of identity-widening) as well as the findings of several nature 

                                                           
19 Walton and Jones (2018) noted that, 

           In contrast to the notion of connectedness, identity is often used to refer to        

           meanings attached to the self that locate and embed individuals within webs of      

           social relationships based on shared personal characteristics, roles, and group  

           memberships. . . . However, connectedness and identity are often used in similar  

           ways to capture related phenomena . . . what distinguishes them from each other is   

           open to debate. (pp. 658-659) 
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connectedness studies (e.g., Nisbet et al., 2011; Richardson et al., 2016). For example, 

Richardson and Sheffield (2017) demonstrated that a short-term nature-based intervention 

can lead to sustained increases in nature connectedness. In their study, Richardson and 

Sheffield (2017) divided participants into two groups: one group (the ‘nature’ group; 

n=50) was instructed to note three good things in nature for five days, while the control 

group (n=42) was instructed to note three factual things for five days. Post-intervention 

results showed that the ‘nature’ group reported significant increases in nature 

connectedness compared to the control group—and these gains were maintained for (at 

least) two months post-intervention. Richardson and Sheffield (2017) concluded their 

study by stating that “the simple intervention of noting three good things in nature each 

day can deliver sustained increases in nature connectedness required in order to enhance 

well-being and sustainable behaviour towards the natural world” (p. 14).  

 Andrews (2018) recently highlighted how the nature connectedness research 

overlooks the “nuances and unconscious processes of subjective experience” (p. 61). 

Drawing on interviews conducted with six sustainability managers as well as her 

experience as a mindfulness and nature connection teacher and practitioner, Andrews 

(2018) demonstrated how “felt sense of [nature] connectedness can vary widely in quality 

moment‐to-moment” (p. 61) and may be influenced by the particular cognitive frame20 a 

person brings to a nature encounter. Macy (2013) went further, contending that ecological 

self is an invokable identity, a  

                                                           
20 Andrews (2018) described cognitive frames as, “bundles of strongly linked concepts 

and associated emotions and values, learnt through experience and stored in 

memory. . . . These cognitive structures serve as ‘frames of reference' for interpreting 

new information and experiences” (p. 63). 
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Metaphoric construct, useful for what it allows us to perceive and how it helps us 

to behave. It is dynamic and situational, a perspective we can choose to adopt 

according to context and need. Note the words: we can choose. Because it’s a 

metaphor and not a rigid category, choices can be made to identify at different 

moments, with different dimensions or aspects of our systemically interrelated 

existence. (p. 155) 

More broadly, the notion that human identity is static also clashes with the wider 

body of identity research (e.g., Brenner, Serpe, & Stryker, 2014; Carter, 2015; Devine-

Wright & Clayton, 2010; Stets & Burke, 2000). For example, Clayton (2012) noted:  

Identity is fundamentally a way of defining, describing, and locating oneself. 

There are many possible definitions that can be generated, and most theorists 

would agree that people have multiple identities, which can vary in salience and 

significance over a lifetime and across different social contexts [emphasis added]. 

(p. 2) 

To illustrate, I currently have several selves that I regularly identify with. For example: I 

am a husband, I am a father, I am an environmentalist, I am a psychotherapist, I am an 

educator, I am a PhD student—and this list could go on (and on). I attach to and live out 

of each of these identities to various degrees depending on my social and physical 

contexts. For example, when I’m at home with my family, I tend to embrace my father 

and husband identities; when I’m teaching, I tend to embrace my educator identity; and, 

when I’m in nature, I tend to embrace my ecological self (or identity). The strength with 

which I attach to an identity is variable. For example, when I walk through a local urban 

park with my family, my attachment to, and experience of, my ecological self is weak. 
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Conversely, when I am alone in my favourite natural place, I strongly identify with 

intimate facets of my ecological self.  

Integrating Lived Experience 

The preceding five subsections of this chapter illustrate how the nature 

connectedness literature oversimplifies ecological self experience. The arguments and 

examples provided demonstrate that the nature connectedness research is (only) 

correlational (Capaldi et al., 2014), that nature experiences can be distressing (van den 

Berg & ter Heijne, 2005), that the self-realization process can be painful (Drengson, 

2008), that being nature-connected does not guarantee pro-environmental behaviour 

(Bragg, 1996), that each person’s ecological self experience is situated (Kanner & 

Gomes, 1995), and that a person’s sense of self is not static, but changeable—varying 

across space and time (Clayton, 2012).  

In their recent multi-disciplinary review of the human-nature connection (HNC) 

literature, Ives et al. (2017) stated: “To address the challenge of connecting humanity 

with nature, future HNC scholarship must pursue cross-fertilization of methods and 

approaches” (p. 106). Ives et al. (2017) found in their review that most HNC studies are 

siloed in one of three areas—HNC as mind (dominated by the use of psychometric 

scales), HNC as experience (characterized by observations and qualitative analysis), or 

HNC as place (emphasizing place attachment and reserve visitation)—which, they argue, 

necessarily limits understanding of complex human-nature connections. Ives et al.’s 

(2017) call for integration echoes Zylstra et al.’s (2018) mentioned earlier (in subsection 

Ecological Self Idiosyncrasy): namely, a more holistic research approach is required to 

comprehend the complexity of diverse human-nature relations. One way that the 
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quantitative nature connectedness literature can be enhanced is by integrating insights 

from studies employing qualitative methodologies and methods (Patton, 2015; Zylstra et 

al., 2018). As Fisher (2013) noted, qualitative research approaches “reveal aspects of the 

world and mode of experience that are not visible to the modern [quantitative] scientific 

persona” (p. 32). Qualitative inquiry’s attention to detail and difference can help flesh out 

the nature connectedness literature and provide researchers with a better understanding of 

how different people, in different spaces, at different times, experience ecological self—

and how this experience influences mental health and environmental behaviour. 

The primary research question guiding this study is: How do gifted adults 

experience ecological self? This exploratory stance toward lived experience fits well 

within a phenomenological philosophical framework (Finlay, 2009). Phenomenological 

inquiry “allows for investigating human experience at a fundamental level, seeking the 

essence of lived experience as it is for . . . individuals” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 

213). Castrillón (2014; see also Fisher, 2013) argued that phenomenological approaches 

are particularly well-suited to ecopsychological inquiry:  

Phenomenology, by its very nature, is pointed in the direction of ecological 

inquiry. Via its singular focus on experience, phenomenology is inevitably led to 

examine the relationship between the experiencing organism . . . and the earth it is 

implicated in. . . . Phenomenology . . . reveals dimensions of our experience of 

nature that are often obfuscated by other theoretical models or the conjoined 

processes of abstraction and distancing that are characteristics of our 

contemporary manner of relating with the wild. (p. 2) 
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More details about the qualitative research approach that I adopted in this study can be 

found in Chapter 3: Methods. 

How Do Gifted Adults Experience Ecological Self? 

In this section, I introduce and describe the gifted adult group and then present an 

argument for exploring ecological self experience among gifted adults. 

What is Giftedness and Who are Gifted Adults?  

Many gifted adults describe their nervous systems in terms of a built-in antenna 

device that seems to reach as high as radar and as deep as sonar. Some report 

experiences of being tremendously absorbent, taking in life experiences through 

their pores like a sponge. (Jacobsen, 1999b, p. 12) 

 

There is no universally accepted definition for giftedness (Worrell et al., 2019). In 

adults, the gifted label is most often attached to individuals who perform exceptionally 

and attain distinction (Gatto-Walden, 2017; Silverman, 2013). This decision reflects early 

definitions of giftedness that stress the enhanced productivity and performance of gifted 

persons (e.g., Gagne, 1985; Marland Jr., 1972; Sternberg, 1985; Tannenbaum, 1983).  

Jacobsen (1999b) criticized this ‘external’ approach to giftedness. She claimed 

that it ignores gifted adults’ inner life—the unique way that “the gifted think, feel, and 

experience” the world (Grant & Piechowski, 1999, p. 8). A substantive research body 

backs Jacobsen’s perspective: giftedness seems to be much more than can be outwardly 

observed or demonstrated (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009b; Lovecky, 1986; Mendaglio, 

2012; Neihart, Pfeiffer, & Cross, 2015; Rinn & Bishop, 2015; Shavinina, 2009; Tolan, 

1994; Webb, 2013; Wellisch & Brown, 2013). 

Several giftedness definitions try to capture the gifted experience. For example, 

Roeper (1982) described giftedness as a “greater awareness, a greater sensitivity, and a 

greater ability to transform perceptions into intellectual and emotional experiences” (p. 
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21). Similarly, the Columbus Group conceptualized giftedness as, “asynchronous 

development21 in which advanced cognitive abilities and heightened intensity combine to 

create inner experiences and awareness that are . . . different from the norm” (as cited in 

Silverman, 1993, p. 3). 

While the enhanced awareness, sensitivity, and intensity of gifted individuals may 

propel them toward eminence, the movement from inner experience to outer 

accomplishment is not guaranteed (Jacobsen, 1999b; Streznewski, 1999). For example, 

external factors can powerfully shape how giftedness manifests. Gifted individuals from 

several groups—females, people of colour, non-English speakers, and those from lower 

socioeconomic status, for example (Silverman, 2013)—are often never given a chance to 

develop their gifts. Moreover, it is common for gifted individuals to struggle internally 

with self-doubt and low self-esteem due to their sense of feeling different (Jacobsen, 

1999b; Tolan, 1994), believing that they are “too sensitive, too curious, and too deeply 

concerned about matters that others do not deem important” (Fiedler, 2012, p. 24). 

In this project, I adopted the notion that gifted adults are not necessarily 

outstanding achievers (but very well may be so). Gifted adults are individuals who—due 

to their enhanced awareness, sensitivity, and intensity—experience their lifeworlds in a 

heightened manner (Gatto-Walden, 2017; Jacobsen, 1999b; Prober, 2016; Roeper, 1982). 

Psychological characteristics common to gifted adults. While gifted adults are 

a diverse group (Gross, 2009), they tend to share a number of psychological 

                                                           
21 Silverman (2013) suggested that asynchrony is “the complexity of the individual’s 

thought process; the intensity of sensation, emotion, and imagination; and the 

extraordinary awareness that results from this fusion. Asynchrony also involves uneven 

development” (p. 43). 
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characteristics (Silverman, 2013). Much current understanding of giftedness psychology 

stems from the work of Polish psychiatrist and psychologist Kazimierz Dabrowski 

(1967/2015). Dabrowski spent his career studying the artistically and intellectually gifted 

and was captivated by their personality development. Dabrowski believed that the 

heightened intensities and sensitivities of gifted individuals were not pathological (though 

these propensities can easily be interpreted as such): they were, in fact, raw ingredients 

necessary for advanced personality growth (Dabrowski, 1972, 1967/2015). 

Dabrowski (1967/2015) developed his theory of personality development from his 

observations of the gifted. He called his notion the theory of positive disintegration 

(TPD). According to the TPD, personality develops through a series of positive 

disintegrations. Positive disintegrations are painful times when a person experiences 

intense inner conflict between their lower, more egocentric self and their higher (and 

larger), more humane self. During a positive disintegration, an individual’s lower self 

disintegrates and their personality (re)forms closer to a higher, more altruistic ideal 

(Dabrowski, 1967/2015). The TPD conceptualizes personality development as a lifelong 

“process of inner transformation” where “individuals move toward becoming more 

compassionate, responsible, and more fully in the process of self-realization” (Daniels & 

Piechowski, 2009a, p. 26). 

Dabrowski argued that advanced personality development requires a minimum 

amount of developmental potential. Developmental potential consists of three primary 

components common to gifted persons: 

1. Talents, specific abilities, and high general intelligence; 

2. Overexcitabilities; and, 
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3. The third factor: “a capacity for self-directed emotional growth, self-

determination, and autonomy” (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009c, p. 8). 

The concept of overexcitabilities is central to understanding gifted adult 

experience and deserves further discussion. Overexcitability is a translation from 

‘nadpobudliwość,’ a Polish word meaning ‘superstimulability’—the capacity for a 

stronger neurological response (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009c). Dabrowski grouped 

overexcitabilities (OEs) into five main categories: psychomotor, sensual, imaginational, 

intellectual, and emotional. Each OE category is briefly described below to give readers a 

sense of how OEs can affect gifted adults (adapted from Daniels & Piechowski, 2009; 

Mendaglio, 2008; Silverman, 2013; Webb, 2013): 

▪ Psychomotor OE: characterized by stronger physical responses to stimulation. 

Individuals with psychomotor OE often love movement and possess surplus 

physical energy. Psychomotor OE might manifest as rapid speech, a love for 

intense physical activity, and a compulsion to act. Feeling restless is common to 

people with psychomotor OE and they can have difficulty thinking clearly without 

moving in some manner. Psychomotor OE can be misdiagnosed as attention 

deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). 

▪ Sensual OE: marked by heightened and refined senses—seeing, hearing, smelling, 

tasting, and touching. Those with sensual OE often love or hate certain textures, 

tastes, aromas, sounds, music, etc. People with sensual OE are often 

environmentally fussy: things must be just right. Sensual OE may also lead to 

overindulgence (e.g., overeating and overspending). 
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▪ Imaginational OE: expressed through “vivid imagery, inventiveness, dramatic 

perception, poetic inclinations, love of fantasy, humour, creative imagination and 

low tolerance for boredom” (Silverman, 2013, p. 140). People with imaginational 

OE are often visionaries, individuals capable of picturing a better future. 

Imaginational OE may also lead a person to express their emotional tension 

through imagery. 

▪ Intellectual OE: characterized well by Webb (2013):  

Individuals with . . . [intellectual] overexcitability have incredibly active 

minds that endeavour to solve problems and to gain knowledge, and their 

search for understanding and truth may exceed their search for academic 

achievement. . . . They are persistent questioners and often feel stimulated 

and exhilarated when they learn new ideas. (p. 45) 

Individuals with intellectual OE love to analyze and theorize, are adept at 

metacognition, are keenly introspective, and are independent of mind.  

▪ Emotional OE: the OE most commonly reported by gifted individuals (Falk & 

Miller, 2009). Emotional OE is multifaceted and manifests as intensified feelings 

and emotions (both positive and negative), attachments (e.g., to people, places, 

animals, and objects), emotional expressions (e.g., tense stomach, blushing, 

flushing), and affective expressions (e.g., from shame to inhibition to enthusiasm 

to ecstasy). People with emotional OE often also have well-differentiated feelings 

toward self (e.g., ability to dialogue inwardly, self-understand, and self-judge) and 

profound empathetic ability: the ability to identify with others’ feelings and lived 

experience. 
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A Case for Exploring Gifted Adults’ Experience of Ecological Self 

There are several reasons why it is valuable to investigate the experience of 

ecological self in gifted adults. First, gifted adults are understudied (Rinn & Bishop, 

2015). Even though several books (e.g., Daniels & Piechowski, 2009b; Fiedler, 2015; 

Freeman, 2010; Gatto-Walden, 2017; Jacobsen, 1999a; Prober, 2016; Silverman, 2013; 

Streznewski, 1999; Webb, 2013) and articles (e.g., Lovecky, 1986; Matta, Gritti, & Lang, 

2019; Perrone-McGovern, Boo, & Vannatter, 2012; Roeper, 1995; Tolan, 1994; Willings, 

1985) published over the past few decades draw attention to gifted adults and their 

characteristics, there yet remains “a dearth of research on…what giftedness means or 

looks like during adulthood” (Rinn & Bishop, 2015, p. 213). Investigating how gifted 

adults experience ecological self sheds additional light on this understudied population—

illuminating further the ways that gifted adults “think, feel, and experience” the world 

(Grant & Piechowski, 1999, p. 8). 

The heightened awareness, sensitivity, and intensity of gifted adults are a second 

reason to explore their ecological self experience. Approaching this project, I wondered: 

How might participants’ psychomotor, sensual, intellectual, imaginational, and emotional 

overexcitabilities (OEs) impact their ecological self experience and how they describe it? 

Will their “built in antenna device” (Jacobsen, 1999a, p. 12) lead them to identify most 

strongly with parts of nature—like gifted young adult Andrew’s intense affection for 

trees:  

Growing up in a very rural and wooded area, I have always felt a close connection 

with nature but a heightened awareness of trees specifically. I have been brought 

to tears numerous times when I’ve seen trees cut down or even if they have been 
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overly trimmed. It’s similar to the feeling of loss I have experienced with the 

death of loved ones. (Prober, 2016, p. 286) 

Or, will some participants more often experience a broader nature connection, “a sense of 

unity with the cosmos, an experience of a universal sharing of self” (Lovecky, 1986, p. 

573). Will their heightened awareness, sensitivity, and intensity provide refined insights 

into the human-nature relationship? For example, will OEs allow participants to closely 

track changes in ecological self experience across time and space?  

A third reason to investigate the experience of ecological self in this population 

are the mental health needs of gifted adults (Fiedler, 2012; Jacobsen, 1999b; Prober, 

2016; Streznewski, 1999; Tolan, 1994; Webb, 2013). Overexcitabilities (OEs) can 

predispose gifted adults to a variety of common mental health concerns, such as mood 

and anxiety disorders (Daniels & Piechowski, 2009b; Karpinski, Kinase Kolb, Tetreault, 

& Borowski, 2017). To illustrate, while emotional OE endows gifted adults with 

profound feeling, depth, and empathic ability, such emotional intensity can lead to stress 

and anxiety (Prober, 2016). Further, while intellectual OE fosters advanced problem-

solving ability and metacognitive insight, turning off the rapid processing off can be 

difficult. This can lead to exhaustion and burnout (Webb, 2013). Experience of ecological 

self can potentially be a potent remedy for the overexcited psyche. According to attention 

restoration theory (ART), connecting with nature in various forms fosters psychological 

relaxation and restoration (Hartig et al., 2014; R. Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). For example, 

when feeling overwhelmed or depleted, a gifted adult can seek out a favourite natural 

place (Korpela, Ylén, Tyrväinen, & Silvennoinen, 2010) in which to relax and recuperate. 

Before I began this project, I speculated: Will their experience of ecological self always 
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benefit the mental health of participants? Or will nature connection at times cause distress 

and despair due to the pain of observing environmental destruction (Cunsolo & Ellis, 

2018)? Perhaps there will be variability to mental health effects among individuals and 

across time and space?  

A fourth reason to investigate experience of ecological self in gifted adults is their 

often heightened moral concern (Dabrowski, 2015; Lovecky, 1986; Prober, 2016; Roeper 

& Silverman, 2009; Streznewski, 1999). According to the theory of positive 

disintegration (TPD), a gifted adult is likely to have experienced positive disintegrations, 

difficult times when their ego centric self breaks down and reforms closer to a more 

ethical ideal (Dabrowski, 1967/2015). Positive disintegrations are thought to propel a 

person to act more justly, compassionately, and responsibly in all areas of their life 

(Daniels & Piechowski, 2009a). Further, Roeper and Silverman (2009) noted that 

Gifted individuals have the intellectual capacity to understand the intricacies of an 

interdependent world. . . . they can envision ‘what would happen if’ . . . we 

polluted all the lakes and rivers, cut down all the trees, lost all the polar 

bears. . . . Greater cognitive complexity and greater awareness make [the] 

gifted . . . more likely to take on the weight of the world, to feel personally 

responsible for leaving this world a better place than they found it. (p. 257) 

Approaching this project, I wondered: How would their sense of moral responsibility 

influence the environmental attitudes and behaviour of participants? With what 

environmental issues will participants concern themselves? Why? Will participants’ 

environmental attitudes and behaviour be consistent across time and space? How will 

their ethical sensitivity to the complexity of environmental issues impact mental health?  
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 Finally, while exploring experience of ecological self among gifted adults in this 

study provides a window into the lives of a small number of individuals who experience 

their lifeworlds in a heightened manner, project findings are also relevant to the wider 

human-nature relationship. After all, as Schleiermacher (1998) recognized, “everyone 

carries a minimum of everyone else within themself” (pp. 92–93). Interpretive 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) researchers Smith et al. (2009) elucidate: 

Delving deeper into the particular [e.g., a unique individual’s lived ecological self 

experience] also takes us closer to the universal. . . . At the deepest level we share 

a great deal with a person whose personal circumstances may, at face value, seem 

entirely separate from our own. Thus in some ways the detail of the individual 

also brings us closer to significant aspects of the general. (pp. 31–32)  

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, I provided a review of literature related to this dissertation’s 

primary research question (How do gifted adults experience ecological self?) and its 

secondary research questions (How does experience of ecological self influence mental 

health? How does experience of ecological self influence environmental behaviour?).  

I began this chapter with an introduction to ecopsychology and an in-depth 

description of ecological self. Next, I presented the nature connectedness literature that 

links ecological self measures to pro-environmental behaviour and mental health 

variables. I then drew attention to the limitations of the nature connectedness literature 

and argued that future ecological self investigations integrate qualitative research 

approaches. I concluded the chapter by describing gifted adults and presenting a case for 
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exploring gifted adults’ experience of ecological self—a task I accomplish in subsequent 

chapters. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

In this chapter, I present the methodology I adopted and the methods I employed 

in this dissertation. I start this chapter by reiterating this project’s purpose and the specific 

research questions it addressed. Next, I describe the methodological framework I adopted 

for the project. I then present the specific methods I employed in this study including how 

I selected and recruited participants and how I collected and analyzed data. Finally, I 

discuss the relevant ethical considerations and how I ensured research quality. I conclude 

the chapter with a short summary of its contents. 

Project Purpose 

The purpose of this dissertation was to answer one primary research question and 

two secondary research questions. The primary research question that guided this 

dissertation was: How do gifted adults experience ecological self? Two second-tier, 

theory-driven sub-questions (Smith et al., 2009) further refined the study:  

1. How does experience of ecological self influence mental health? 

2. How does experience of ecological self influence environmental behaviour?  

Methodological Framework 

Savin-Baden and Major (2013) defined qualitative research as inquiry “aimed at 

investigating the way in which people make sense of their ideas and experiences” (p. 11). 

A qualitative design was appropriate for this study because it sought to explore how 

individuals make sense of their experiences and ideas. As noted above, the primary 

research question that guided this project was: How do gifted adults experience 

ecological self? This exploratory stance toward lived experience aligns with the 

qualitative research paradigm and fits particularly well within a phenomenological 
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philosophical framework (Finlay, 2009; Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 2015). 

Phenomenological ideas informed this study’s methodological framework. 

Wertz (2005) described phenomenological philosophy as “a low-hovering, in-

dwelling, meditative philosophy that glories in . . . person-world relations and accords 

lived experience, with all its indeterminacy and ambiguity, primacy over the known” (p. 

175). Congruent with phenomenological philosophy, this dissertation’s purpose was to 

get back to “the things themselves” (Husserl, 1901/2001, p. 178) by suspending 

preconceived and abstracted ideas of ecological self (the nature connectedness research) 

and directly exploring directly  lived ecological self experience—“with all its 

indeterminacy and ambiguity” (Wertz, 2005, p. 175). Ecopsychology is also consistent 

with phenomenological philosophy (Abram, 1996, 2014; Fisher, 2013; Vakoch & 

Castrillón, 2014). As Castrillón (2014) noted,  

It is quite common to find ecopsychologists speaking through phenomenological 

terms or citing phenomenology as a sister-approach that allows us to open up to 

the experience of nature or allows ‘nature’ to speak to us via a different and more 

genuine or authentic register. Ecological, and by extension, ecopsychological 

thought and phenomenology are ‘natural’ allies, as it were. (p. 1) 

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 

I adopted interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) as this study’s 

methodological framework (Smith et al., 2009). IPA is a nascent, yet rapidly growing 

approach to qualitative inquiry that originated in the field of health psychology in the 

mid-1990’s (Allan & Eatough, 2016; Smith, 2011). Psychologist Jonathan A. Smith 

created IPA because he felt there was a need for a psychologically informed qualitative 
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research method that could capture lived experience and perspectives while producing 

results that can still inform (and flesh out) mainstream psychology—a field dominated by 

quantitative research approaches (Smith, 1996; Smith & Osborn, 2008). Interpretive 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) was suitable for this project because it facilitated a 

phenomenological and psychological exploration of each gifted adult’s unique experience 

of ecological self, while still producing results capable of informing the quantitative 

nature connectedness literature.  

Theoretically, there are three primary ideas that inform IPA: phenomenology, 

hermeneutics, and idiography. Each of these concepts and how each influenced this 

study, is discussed separately. 

Phenomenology. The roots of phenomenology lie in the ideas of twentieth-

century philosopher Edmund Husserl (van Manen, 2014). Husserl (1859-1938) developed 

phenomenology as a way of exploring a person’s lifeworld as they experience it (Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013). Husserl’s goal was to get at the essential core structures of a 

given experience (Smith et al., 2009). This could be accomplished, Husserl argued, 

because an individual can bracket-off or transcend their assumptions and directly 

perceive the universal essence of a phenomenon (Larkin & Thompson, 2012).  

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), one of Husserl’s students, took the 

phenomenological project further. Skeptical of Husserl’s notion of bracketing, Heidegger 

insisted that it is impossible for an individual to stand outside experience and observe it 

objectively (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). For Heidegger, everyone is inextricably 

entwined in the world of things, people, relationships, language, and time (van Manen, 
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2014). A person’s perceptions of their experiences, therefore, are always situated and 

contextual (Larkin & Thompson, 2012).  

French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961) embraced Heidegger’s 

contextual approach to phenomenology but took it in a different direction. Merleau-Ponty 

stressed the embodied nature of human experience in particular (Merleau-Ponty, 1968). 

According to Merleau-Ponty (1962), the body shapes the fundamental character of an 

individual’s knowing about the world: 

My body is not only an object among all other objects, a nexus of sensible 

qualities among all others, but an object which is sensitive to all the rest, which 

reverberates to all sounds, vibrates to all colours, and provides words with their 

primordial significance through the way in which it receives them. (p. 236) 

Husserl’s, Heidegger’s, and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological thought each 

shaped this study. Husserl’s ideas focused the project on the lifeworlds of gifted adults—

specifically, each participant’s experience of the ecological self phenomenon. 

Heidegger’s phenomenology highlighted that each participant’s experience of ecological 

self is uniquely situated, being influenced by such things as time, space, social context, 

and language (Smith et al., 2009). Finally, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology drew 

attention to the centrality of the body in understanding how gifted adults experience 

ecological self. These insights were vital to this ecopsychological study because,  

To acknowledge the life of the body, and to affirm our solidarity with this 

physical form, is to acknowledge our existence as one of the earth’s animals, and 

so to remember and rejuvenate the organic basis of our thoughts and our 

intelligence. (Abram, 1996, p. 47) 
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Hermeneutics. A second theoretical underpinning of IPA is hermeneutics. 

Hermeneutics is “a method and theory for interpreting text and meaning” (Allan & 

Eatough, 2016, p. 409). IPA often draws from the hermeneutical ideas of Martin 

Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and Friedrich Schleiermacher (Smith et al., 2009).  

As mentioned earlier, Martin Heidegger stressed that all phenomenology is 

interpretive, or hermeneutic (van Manen, 2014). Heidegger’s hermeneutical ideas extend 

also to researchers: A researcher’s positionality influences her understanding of how 

participants interpret their experiences (Smith et al., 2009). Heidegger also argued that 

interpretation can be done at different levels, shallow and deep: “Phenomenology is 

concerned in part with examining something which may be latent, or disguised, as it 

emerges into the light. But it is also interested in examining the manifest thing as it 

appears at the surface” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 24).  

Hans-George Gadamer (1900-2002) extended Heidegger’s thought. Gadamer 

argued that the preconceptions or fore-structures (i.e., her or his positionality) influencing 

how a researcher interprets may only become apparent during the act of interpretation 

(Gadamer, 2013). According to Gadamer, “the phenomenon, the thing itself, influences 

the interpretation which in turn can influence the fore-structures, which can then itself 

influence the interpretation” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 26). In this way, a researcher’s 

positionality becomes apparent during, and can shift throughout, a research project. 

Finally, among other things, Friedrich Schleiermacher’s (1768-1834) ideas stress 

that a researcher offers a perspective on a text (e.g., an interview transcript) that the 

author (e.g., a research participant) cannot (Smith et al., 2009). The researcher’s unique 
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perspective is informed, for example, by their positionality, understandings of relevant 

literature, and gleanings from the larger data set. 

Heidegger’s, Gadamer’s, and Schleiermacher’s hermeneutical ideas each 

influenced this study. Heidegger’s thought prompted me to the importance of interpreting 

data at different levels and how all study findings are necessarily influenced by both 

participant and researcher positionalities. Gadamer reminded me that my preconceptions 

would not necessarily reveal themselves until I engaged study data, and that these fore-

structures could shift throughout the project’s duration.22 Finally, Schleiermacher stressed 

that my standpoint is different from that of my participants. My perspectives are shaped 

by my positionality, the understandings I garnered from other contributors, and the 

ecopsychology and nature connectedness literatures.  

Idiography. Idiography is a third theoretical underpinning of IPA. Idiography is a 

concern for the particular. An idiographic approach “highlights the . . . detail, context, 

and texture of lived experience” (Allan & Eatough, 2016, p. 409). Smith et al. (2009) 

suggested that idiography influences IPA in two primary ways. First, IPA is idiographic 

in its commitment to understanding how particular people, in particular contexts, 

experience and make sense of particular phenomena. Second, IPA is idiographic in that it 

is focused on a detailed description and analysis of each participant account. Smith et al. 

(2009) were careful to note that while these particularities “are unique . . . they are hung 

on what is shared and communal” (p. 38). In this way, an idiographic analysis can shed 

                                                           
22 My keeping of a reflexive journal throughout the research process helped me track my 

positionality and its potential influence on various phases of the study. See the 

Participants, Data Collection, Data Analysis and Research Rigour sections in this chapter 

for more details about my reflexive journal and how I used it at different project stages. I 

also refer the reader to my positionality statement in Chapter 1: Introduction. 
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light on existing nomothetic research (e.g., the nature connectedness research) despite its 

contextual nature. After all, as Schleiermacher (1998) recognized, “everyone carries a 

minimum of everyone else within themself” (pp. 92–93). 

Idiography influenced this study in two principal ways. First, a small sample of 

participants was purposively selected in order that the unique account of each contributor 

could be described and analyzed in depth. Second, although commonalties amongst 

participants were highlighted (during superordinate theme development), findings also 

captured the distinct voices and variations of each contributor’s account (see Chapter 4: 

Findings). 

Participants 

 In this section, I describe the participants I recruited to the project and provide 

rationale for my decision-making. Specifically, I outline how many participants I 

recruited, present the inclusion criteria that I used during participant selection, describe 

how I went about the recruitment process, and provide a description of recruited 

participants.  

As noted in earlier footnotes, I kept a reflexive journal throughout this project. A 

reflexive journal is a type of diary in which a researcher makes regular entries during a 

research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These entries can track study logistics, capture 

methodological decisions and the reasons for them, and/or be used by a researcher to 

reflect on how their positionality (e.g., their social standing, values, beliefs, and interests) 

might be influencing a project (Clancy, 2013; Patton, 2015). During participant 

recruitment, I used my reflexive journal primarily to document recruitment activities and 
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decisions (e.g., whom did I recruit, from where, and why) and record personal reflections 

on the recruitment process.  

Sample Size 

Smith et al. (2009) advise researchers conducting an IPA study to recruit a small, 

relatively homogenous participant sample (remember IPA’s idiographic focus). They also 

stress the importance of recruiting contributors who will find the project’s research 

question(s) meaningful. While hesitant to be prescriptive, Smith et al. (2009) typically 

recommend a sample size of three (n=3) for master’s-level IPA studies (Allan & Eatough, 

2016). As my project was at the doctoral level, it seemed reasonable to include a larger 

participant sample. I recruited eight (n=8) to the study.  

Sample Selection 

I selected participants for this study using criterion sampling. Criterion sampling 

is a type of purposive sampling where all participants included in a study must meet a list 

of specific criteria (Patton, 2015). I used criterion sampling in this study to ensure that the 

participant sample was relatively homogenous (Smith et al., 2009) and that the primary 

research question (i.e., how do gifted adults experience ecological self?) was meaningful 

to contributors. All eight participants I recruited to this study met the following inclusion 

criteria: 

1. were over the age of 25; 

2. scored four-out-of-seven or higher on Schultz's (2002) Inclusion of Nature in 

Self (INS) Scale (a single-item graphical questionnaire designed to measure 

the extent to which individuals include nature as part of their identity; see 

Figure 1 below); and, 
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3. self-identified as gifted. 

In addition to these three inclusion criteria, I also recruited an equal number of 

male and female participants to the project. While gender does not necessarily influence 

nature connectedness measures (Di Fabio & Rosen, 2019), women do tend to “express 

greater environmental concern and engage in more environmentally oriented behaviors 

than men in many North American and European countries” (Strapko, Hempel, MacIlroy, 

& Smith, 2016, p. 1015). It was valuable for this project to explore how gender might 

affect experience of ecological self among gifted adults, and, how gender differences 

relate to environmental behaviour and mental health.  

I recruited individuals over the age of twenty-five as this study is focused on 

studying gifted adults. While eighteen is often considered the age of majority, the late 

teens and early twenties can be considered periods of emerging adulthood—a time when 

“young people develop autonomy and a sense of self before moving into early adulthood” 

(Rinn & Bishop, 2015, p. 214).  

I recruited contributors who scored four-out-of-seven or higher on the INS Scale 

(Schultz, 2002) to ensure that the research questions were meaningful to them. The INS 

Scale (see Figure 1) is a single-item graphical scale used to measure the extent to which 

an individual includes nature as part of her or his identity. The scale contains a series of 

seven overlapping circles, with scores ranging from one to seven. The least overlapping 

circles are given a score of 1 (representing an individual who views themself as separate 

from nature) and the most overlapping circles are given a score of 7 (representing an 

individual who views themself as the same as nature). While there are a variety of scales 

that can be used to measure the human-nature relationship (see Chapter 2: Literature 
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Review), I chose the INS because it can be completed quickly and is easy to score 

(Cartwright, 2016; Cartwright & Mitten, 2018). 

Figure 1 - The Inclusion of Nature in Self Scale (INS, Schultz, 2002).  

 

 

I originally intended to set the INS Scale threshold higher, to five-out-of-seven or higher. 

During recruitment, however, it proved necessary to lower the threshold to four-out-of-

seven or higher to meet my recruitment quota (specifically, to ensure I recruited four 

participants who identified as male).  

Finally, I recruited gifted individuals because I was interested in exploring how 

gifted adults experience ecological self. I allowed participants to self-identify as gifted 

because there is no universally accepted definition for giftedness (Worrell et al., 2019). 

Further, there are a variety of reasons a person may consider themself gifted, such as: 

possessing social and emotional markers common in the gifted population, having been 

previously identified in school, and sharing characteristics with their identified gifted 

children (Dietrich, 2015; Fiedler, 2012; Jacobsen, 1999b; Rinn & Bishop, 2015).  

Recruitment Strategy 

I recruited participants to this project by sending recruitment emails to 

gatekeepers at various organizations/groups with which gifted adults may be affiliated. I 
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contacted the following giftedness organizations/groups (organizations/groups are listed 

alphabetically): 

▪ Educators for the Gifted Organization; 

▪ Gifted Development Centre; 

▪ InterGifted; 

▪ SENG (Supporting Emotional Needs of the Gifted); and, 

▪ The Association for Bright Children of Ontario. 

In addition to the gifted organizations/groups I also contacted several 

environmental organizations/groups. My intention in contacting environmental 

organizations/groups was to recruit ecologically inclined gifted adults who may not 

associate themselves with formal gifted organizations/groups. I contacted the following 

environmental organizations/groups (organizations/groups are listed alphabetically): 

▪ Canadian Ecopsychology Network 

▪ Environmental Studies Association of Canada 

▪ Foundation for Deep Ecology 

▪ International Community for Ecopsychology 

▪ Pacifica Graduate Institute 

▪ Schumacher College 

I asked gatekeepers from each organization to share recruitment emails with 

members/contacts of their respective groups. The recruitment email invited potential 

participants (who were over the age of 25 and self-identified as gifted) to contact me via 

email if they were interested in participating in the study. Generally, gatekeepers from 

giftedness organizations/groups were more responsive to my recruitment efforts than 
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gatekeepers from environmental organizations/groups. See Appendix C for a copy of the 

email recruitment script I used when contacting gatekeepers. 

When I received an email of interest from a potential participant, I sent a reply 

email to them. In this reply email I asked them to confirm their age and gender identity, 

complete an electronic version of the INS Scale, and return these three items to me via 

email. See Appendix D for a copy of the email recruitment script I used when contacting 

participants directly. Individuals who confirmed they were over age 25 and returned a 

completed INS Scale on which they score relatively high (four-out-of-seven or higher) 

were eligible to participate in the study.  

I recruited participants on a first-come, first-served basis. My original intention 

was to recruit the first two men and first two women who responded from gifted 

groups/organizations and the first two men and first two women who responded from 

environmental groups/organizations. I was only able to successfully recruit one 

participant (Chloe; see Table 1) from environmental organizations/groups, however.  

Selected participants were sent an email with a formal letter of invitation/consent 

attached. Selected participants were instructed to read the formal letter of invitation and 

return a signed consent form if they were committed to contributing to the study. All 

eight selected participants returned signed consent forms to me. See Appendix E for a 

copy of the formal letter of invitation/consent form. Each participant was assigned a 

pseudonym (see Table 1) to protect their identity in study reports.  

Description of Recruited Participants 

See Table 1 for a description of the eight recruited participants. Seven of the eight 

recruited participants were in their thirties and one (Simon) was in his early fifties. Four 
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participants identified as female and four identified as male. That said, Sarah noted that 

while she typically identifies as female, this is not always the case. Three participants—

Marissa, Simon, and Matias—expressed that they had difficulty selecting only one option 

on the Inclusion of Nature in Self (INS) Scale. These three participants stated that their 

identification with nature varies from day to day. Generally, female participants scored 

higher on the INS Scale than males. At the time of data collection, all participants lived in 

urban areas. Five out of eight participants current place of residence was Ontario, 

Canada.  
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Table 1 - Description of Research Participants 

Participant 

Pseudonym  
Age Gender 

Score on 

INS 

Scale1 

Location of 

Current 

Residence 

What does Giftedness Mean to You? Additional Notes 

Sarah 38 

Female 

(most 

often)  

6 

Northern 

Ontario, 

Canada  

Not just IQ; complex, fast processing; need for 

stimulation/boredom intolerance; over-

responsibility (linked with stress); need for 

independence 

Mother; lawyer; struggles with 

stress 

Chloe 31 Female 7 

Southern 

Ontario, 

Canada 

Not just academic; cultivatable ability; emotional 

intensity; anxiety; deeper connection to earth  

Outdoor recreation student; 

attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder, anxiety, depression, 

seasonal affective symptoms 

Marissa 36 Female 

Varies 5-

7; most 

days 6 

Southern 

Ontario, 

Canada 

Heightened awareness, sensitivity to energy in self 

and environment; intensity; trauma sensitivity 

Freelance writer and editor; 

obsessive-compulsive disorder, 

eating disorder, seasonal 

affective symptoms 

Edith 38 Female 7 
Västergötland, 

Sweden 

Not just IQ; overexcitability; cultivatable 

extraordinary potential, power; meta-thinking; self-

transcendence; need for self-care and support  

Mother; quality controller at 

translation bureau 

Simon 52 Male 

Varies 1-

7; most 

days 4 

Flemish 

Brabant, 

Belgium 

Not just IQ; love of learning; boredom intolerance; 

difficulty with authority  

Father; science research writer; 

anxiety disorder, seasonal 

affective disorder symptoms 

Nathan 38 Male 5 

Southern 

Ontario, 

Canada 

Unique intellectual ability (seeing nuances, layers); 

need for stimulation (can be overly intellectual, 

disembodied); emotional sensitivity and intensity 

Father; engineer 

Ben 34 Male 4 

Southern 

Ontario, 

Canada 

Connection with inner genius (flow states, peak 

experiences); cultivatable power; heightened 

awareness, emotions (both positive and negative); 

need for independence 

Outdoor educator; previous 

depression, seasonal affective 

symptoms 

Matias 34 Male 

Varies 4-

7; most 

days 4 

State of 

Mexico, 

Mexico 

Not just intellectual; expanded awareness; complex 

thinking; heightened intensity and sensitivity 

(intuitions, emotions, sensations) 

Entrepreneur; seasonal 

affective symptoms 

1 See Figure 1. 



CHAPTER 3: METHODS  71 

 
Data Collection 

Interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) is suited to data collection methods 

that offer a detailed, first-person account of participant experience (Eatough & Smith, 

2017). While first-person accounts can be captured and collected in a variety of ways, 

IPA researchers most commonly employ semi-structured interviews (Allan & Eatough, 

2016). Semi-structured interviews are a type of interview where the interviewer prepares 

a preset guide containing questions to be asked during the interview (similar to structured 

interviews), but strays from the guide from time to time in response to interviewee 

comments and reactions (similar to unstructured interviews) (Patton, 2015). I used semi-

structured interviews to collect data in this dissertation.  

I asked participants to participate in two, one-on-one, semi-structured interviews 

in this study. The purpose of conducting two interviews was that it allowed me to explore 

each participant’s experience of ecological self in more detail than I could via a single 

interview (Eatough & Smith, 2017; Smith et al., 2009). I prepared two separate interview 

guides for the project: one for first interviews and one for second interviews. Each 

interview guide consisted of approximately ten open-ended questions intended to guide 

interview conversation (Smith et al., 2009). The questions in each guide moved from the 

more general to the more specific, from the more superficial to the more disclosing 

(Smith et al., 2009). Second interviews with participants were enhanced through photo-

elicitation (D. Harper, 2002) and/or object-elicitation (Willig, 2016). More details about 

how photo-elicitation and object-elicitation were employed in second interviews can be 

found in the section, Second Interview. Prior to meeting with participants for first 

interviews, I honed my interview skills by conducting mock interviews with peers. Their 
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mock interview feedback provided me with the opportunity to streamline interview 

guides and helped me feel more comfortable about interacting with participants. 

During the data collection phase, I made minor modifications to both the first and 

the second interview guides. These minor modifications consisted of adding a question or 

two to an interview guide or slightly rewording existing interview guide questions. For 

example, as I conducted early first and second interviews, I gauged areas for exploration 

during subsequent first and second interviews (e.g., I noticed in several early interviews 

that participants tended to describe their ecological self experiences quite superficially 

and that additional questions/prompts assisted them in delving deeper into their 

lifeworlds). In addition, prior to conducting a second interview with a participant, I 

completed a preliminary analysis of their first interview transcript (this preliminary 

analysis was completed separately from the more formal six-step IPA procedure 

described below in section, Data Analysis). Specifically, I read (and re-read) a 

participant’s first interview transcript and made brief initial notes on it. Most of these 

preliminary notes were descriptive and helped me see more clearly how a participant 

made sense of their ecological self experiences (the double hermeneutic). This 

preliminary analysis of a participant’s first interview transcript allowed me to make 

minor modifications to the interview guide used with them during second interviews to 

ensure that ample data was captured. Minor modifications to second interview guides 

included slightly rewording existing interview guide questions or adding an additional 

question or two to an interview guide. For example, with several participants I explored 

in second interviews negative ecological self experiences; I asked participants questions 

like: Have you ever had a negative nature experience? Can you describe what that/those 
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negative nature experience(s) was/were like for you? A copy of the interview guide used 

in first interviews can be found in Appendix A. A copy of the interview guide used in 

second interviews can be found in Appendix B. 

Each contributor was invited to select the venue where their interviews were held. 

This was done to facilitate their comfort (I ensured that all selected venues were ethically 

appropriate; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). Chloe’s and Nathan’s interviews were 

conducted in person. Chloe’s interviews were conducted out-of-doors on a university 

campus in Southern Ontario. Nathan’s interviews were conducted in my office. All other 

interviews were conducted over the telephone or via Skype (which is encrypted).  

I made use of my reflexive journal throughout the data collection project phase. I 

employed my reflexive journal primarily to help me remain mindful of how my social 

position (e.g., being a white, male, doctoral researcher—potential positions of power) 

might influence interview outcomes. By consulting my reflexive journal prior to meeting 

with each participant, I had the opportunity to mitigate my positionality’s influence. To 

illustrate, making use of my reflexive journal reminded me of the importance of 

demonstrating sensitivity and empathy toward a participant (through active listening, for 

example) to assist in building rapport. Hopefully this rapport-building help them feel 

comfortable sharing his or her ecological self experiences with me.  

First Interview 

I began to explore a participant’s experience of ecological self in the first 

interview. I started each first interview by initiating small talk and demonstrating active 

listening as a means of building rapport (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). For example, I 

often started first interviews by chatting about the weather. Participants frequently 
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responded to my comments with their own weather reflections—and further dialogue 

often ensued. When an interviewee seemed comfortable (e.g., they were displaying 

positive affect, conversation was fluent), I proceeded to ask them research-related 

questions. Research-related questions were designed to capture various facets of 

ecological self experience (i.e., cognitive, affective, spiritual, physical) while also 

attempting to uncover how ecological self experience might influence mental health and 

environmental behaviour. Examples of questions that I asked during first interviews 

included: 

▪ What does giftedness mean to you? 

▪ How would you describe your connection with nature? What thoughts and 

feelings do you experience when you reflect on your connection with nature? 

▪ How does your connection with nature vary over time (e.g., over your 

lifespan, over the time of year, over the time of day)? 

▪ How does your connection with nature vary over space (e.g., when at home, 

when at work, when in a natural setting, when in an urban setting)? 

A copy of the full interview guide used in first interviews can be found in Appendix A. 

First interviews were conducted between September 26, 2017 and October 25, 2017. First 

interviews ranged in length from forty-eight minutes to eighty-seven minutes. 

Second Interview 

In the second interview, I explored each participant’s connection with one of their 

preferred natural places. In this way, from the first interview to the second, there was a 

move from the more general (abstract cognitive, affective, spiritual, and physical 

ecological self experience) to the more specific (experience of a specific natural place) 
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(Smith et al., 2009). Each participant’s second interview was held about one month after 

their first interview. This time gap between first and second interviews provided me with 

the opportunity to complete a preliminary analysis (see above) of a participant’s first 

interview transcript prior to conducting their second interview. 

I used photo-elicitation (Harper, 2002) and/or object elicitation (Willig, 2016) in 

the second interview to investigate each contributor’s connection to her or his favourite 

natural place. In photo-elicitation, photographs are inserted into an interview to facilitate 

conversation. The idea here is that by including images in an interview, deeper elements 

of human consciousness can be tapped than can be through talking alone (Harper, 2002). 

It is worth noting that Loeffler (2004) successfully employed photo-elicitation to explore 

the meanings that fourteen college-aged participants made of nature experiences. With 

object-elicitation (Willig, 2016) some type of object is used to facilitate conversation. 

Like photo-elicitation, the idea behind object-elicitation is that including meaning-laden 

objects will facilitate “research participants’ communication about aspects of their 

experience that may be difficult to tap into through conversation alone” (Willig, 2016, p. 

1). I invited each contributor to bring to the second interview either photographs or 

objects (or photographs of objects) that they believed capture their connection with their 

chosen favourite natural place. These photographs or objects were referenced during the 

second interview to facilitate and deepen conversation. Participants were asked to provide 

digital copies of their photographs, or digital photographs of their objects, to me prior to 

the second interview. Only Chloe chose to bring an object to her second interview (her 

‘beloved’ Nalgene bottle, as she described it). All other participants brought multiple 

photographs of favourite natural place(s). 
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I started each second interview by initiating small talk and demonstrating active 

listening as a means of renewing rapport (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). For example, I 

often started second interviews by asking participants how they were doing. This question 

seemed to foster relational comfort and promote conversational flow. When an 

interviewee seemed comfortable (they were displaying positive affect, conversation was 

fluent), I proceeded with asking research-related questions. Examples of questions that I 

asked during the second interview included: 

▪ Can you tell me a little bit about this picture (or object)?  

▪ Why did you select this picture (or object)? 

▪ Can you describe the thoughts and feelings you experience while reflecting on 

this favourite natural place? 

▪ How does your connection with this natural place vary over time (e.g., over 

your lifespan, over the time of year, over the time of day)? 

A copy of the full interview guide used in second interviews can be found in Appendix B.  

Second interviews were conducted between October 23, 2017 and November 29, 2017. In 

general, second interviews were shorter than first interviews. Second interviews ranged in 

length from twenty-five minutes to seventy-five minutes. 

Audio-Recording and Transcription 

I digitally audio-recorded all interviews (permission to record was garnered via 

informed consent, see Appendix E) and then transcribed each interview verbatim. Smith 

et al. (2009) note that because IPA aims “to interpret the meaning and content of a 

participant’s account, it does not require a particularly detailed transcription of the 

prosaic aspects of the recordings” (p. 74). For this reason, I did not transcribe the exact 
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length of pauses and all non-verbal utterances in interview transcription. Transcripts were 

subjected to data analysis in the next phase of the project.  

Data Analysis23  

Analyzing data in interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) studies is an 

inductive and iterative process (Smith et al., 2009). IPA data analysis is inductive in that 

it begins with the analyst immersing themself in data details “to discover important 

patterns, themes, and interrelationships” (as opposed to a deductive data analysis 

approach that starts with preconceived theories and/or testable hypotheses; Patton, 2015, 

p. 47). IPA data analysis is iterative in that it is “systematic, repetitive, and recursive” 

(Bassett, 2012, p. 504). Smith et al. (2009) provided six general steps to IPA data 

analysis, septs that I followed in this study:  

1. Reading and re-reading; 

2. Initial noting; 

3. Developing initial themes; 

4. Searching for connections across emergent themes; 

5. Moving to the next case; and,  

6. Looking for patterns across cases.  

I completed steps one through four of data analysis (see above) separately on each 

individual participant’s data prior to moving to cross-case analysis in step six. I describe 

each of these six steps and what they entailed in separate subsections below. It is 

important to mention that while I followed the above six steps, I continued to analyze 

                                                           
23 This formal data analysis stage was conducted separately from the preliminary data 

analysis completed on participants’ first interview transcripts during data collection (see 

Data Collection for more details about this preliminary analysis). 
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data while I was writing-up study findings (remembering IPA data analysis’ iterative 

nature; Smith et al., 2009). For example, I often revisited participants’ transcripts and 

photographs as I was writing Chapter 4: Findings to further illuminate the meaning I was 

making of their experience of ecological self.  

 I employed my reflexive journal during all six data analysis steps. During data 

analysis, I used my reflexive journal primarily to bracket my preconceptions (e.g., my 

positionality, other participants’ perspectives, etc.) and record personal reflections on the 

data analysis process. For example, when moving from one participant’s data to another’s 

(see step five below), I consulted my reflexive journal to help me keep participant 

accounts separate. In addition, I frequently used my reflexive journal to process difficult 

emotions that arose during the data analysis process. Smith et al. (2009) were not 

kidding: IPA data analysis is “intense and . . . demanding” (p. 80). 

Step 1: Reading and Re-Reading 

I began the first data analysis stage by immersing myself in an individual 

participant’s data. I accomplished this by reading and re-reading an individual 

participant’s first and second interview transcripts and listening again to the audio-

recordings of our two interviews together. I also reflected on the digital photographs that 

the participant provided to me: What are the most salient features of this object and/or 

natural place for this participant?  

The purpose of this first stage of analysis was to enter an individual participant’s 

experience as fully as possible with the intention that her or his experience and ideas 

(rather than my preconceptions or another contributor’s insights) become the sole focus 

of subsequent data analysis. In practice, I ensured that I set aside blocks of uninterrupted 
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time (i.e., time when I was not engaging in other activities or with other people; these 

blocks were typically two or three hours in length) so that I could deeply engage with an 

individual participant’s transcripts and photographs. 

This first data analysis stage was challenging. I found that I needed to take 

frequent breaks (every fifteen minutes or so) while I was reading through a participant’s 

transcripts to stay focused on her or his accounts. I also often caught myself jumping to 

an interpretation of a participant’s account. It took discipline to hold back my 

preconceptions (my reflexive journal was helpful for this purpose) and give voice to 

participant data.  

Step 2: Initial Noting 

The aim of the second stage of data analysis was to produce a comprehensive and 

detailed set of exploratory comments or notes on an individual participant’s first and 

second interview transcripts. I made three primary types of comments: descriptive 

comments, linguistic comments, and conceptual comments (Smith et al., 2009). The 

initial set of notes were descriptive and stayed close to participant’s explicit meaning: 

what mattered to them and what meanings did they make of their experience of 

ecological self? It is worth noting that most initial notes were descriptive comments. The 

second set of notes were linguistic—concerned with a participant’s use of language. My 

linguistic comments made notes of things like pronoun use, pauses, laughter, functional 

aspects of language, repetition, tone, and metaphor (Smith et al., 2009). Linguistic 

comments allowed me to further explicate a participant’s meanings. The third set of notes 

were conceptual or interpretive (rather than just descriptive). With conceptual comments, 

I moved away from a participant’s explicit claims to my own more interrogative 
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interpretations (Allan & Eatough, 2016). In developing conceptual comments, I would 

read a participant’s transcript through different lenses (e.g., ecopsychological, giftedness, 

etc.) and make comments based on the observations I made while situated within each 

viewpoint. My conceptual comments were informed by my positionality and knowledge 

of relevant research (e.g., the ecopsychological and nature connectedness literature). I 

refer the reader to Chapter 1: Introduction for my positionality statement. 

For illustration purposes, what follows (Table 2) is an annotated transcript extract 

from my first interview with Marissa (left column = transcript extract; right column = my 

comments). Descriptive comments are in regular text. Linguistic comments are in italics. 

Conceptual comments are underlined. 

Table 2 - Annotated Extract from Marissa’s First Interview 

Transcript Extract Initial Notes 

Marissa: It feels like, and I think this will 

make sense to you when you need to interact 

with the world that doesn’t always get you or 

isn’t always sensitive to you, and you’re just 

sort of holding. You’re holding in, holding on, 

holding up. And, I think for me, and I’m the 

oldest of four kids. And, yeah, while my dad 

was being abusive, and my mom had to work 

three jobs in order to raise us. I was sort of the 

little parent in that situation. Which is why I’m 

consciously choosing not to have children now 

in my life? I’m like, that’s enough! I babysat 

like, my entire neighbourhood! And, my mom 

had a home daycare. So, I feel like, since I was 

like 8 or 9, I grew up with a child on my hip. 

And, I’m like, been there, done that, don’t want 

to do it again. And, I’m also scared because I 

think, I know how intense the world can feel to 

me. And, I’m like, oh my gosh, could I deal 

with a child? You know? How sensitive would 

my child be? Yeah, I think a lot of fear in that 

too. 

 

But yeah, being by the river and feeling that 

relaxation. Um, it is almost where I can stop 

holding and I can let it go and just be. And, I 

don’t have to hold for anybody or anything and, 

doesn’t get you’ – is this giftedness related?  

world as misunderstanding and insensitive; 

again, giftedness related? 

Interesting language use: holding (in, on, up)—
so much holding and tension 

because of difficult childhood? 

oldest of four kids 

abusive father, hard-working mother 

 

little parent 

consciously choosing not to have children due to 

demanding childhood  

 

mom had home daycare 

scared about having kids because the world can 

feel so intense to her; giftedness? 

 

 

can I deal with a child on top of my own 

intensity? 

fear about sensitivity of potential child 

maybe nature as home/family rather than human; 

like Arne Naess? 

 

being by river = relaxation = letting go 

can stop holding in nature 

use of ‘holding’ again 
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Transcript Extract Initial Notes 

you know, I can just be who I am meant to be. 

And, instead of me always—I think this is key 

too—it feels like so often each day I give my 

energy to people, either through tuning in to 

their energy and sort of helping them to 

negotiate that. Or, physically in service to 

somebody. That kind of being on. And, I think, 

being by the river. It’s almost like the river or 

the land fills me up. I can get some of that 

energy back in the best way possible. 

 

what does she mean by ‘be who I am meant to 

be’? 

 

always giving energy to other humans  

 

helping others negotiate their energy 

physical service to others 

 

being by the river and land fills her up 

energetically 

the best way possible? 

 

Use of ‘energy’ is interesting: giving energy to 
other humans, receiving energy from and 

fueling-up in nature 

 

Table 2 illustrates the descriptive nature of many of my initial notes (see regular text in 

column two). My descriptive comments stayed close to participant meanings. Table 2 

also illustrates the more interpretive or abstracted nature of my conceptual comments (see 

underlined text in column two). 

Step 3: Developing Initial Themes 

In the third stage of data analysis, I developed a list of initial themes that reflected 

the descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual notes made on an individual participant’s 

transcripts during stage two. As Smith et al. (2009) noted,  

The main task of turning notes into themes involves an attempt to produce a 

concise and pithy statement of what was important in the various comments 

attached to a piece of interview transcript. Themes are usually expressed as 

phrases which speak to the psychological essence of the piece and contain enough 

particularity to be grounded and enough abstraction to be conceptual. (p. 92)  

The goal of this third data analysis stage was to reduce the large volume of data (the 

initial notes and interview text) to a list of themes that reflect a participant’s words and 
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thoughts as well as my interpretation of them—“a synergistic process of description and 

interpretation” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 92). For illustration purposes, the next table (Table 

3) lists the initial themes I developed after analyzing Sarah’s first and second interview 

transcripts and photographs. 

Table 3 - Initial Themes from Sarah’s Transcripts and Photographs 

Sarah’s Initial Themes 

▪ open water surrounded by greenery 

▪ water energy, not place attachment 

▪ water as energy encounter 

▪ always been drawn to nature 

▪ wants to retire near water 

▪ plans her life around water accessibility 

▪ bare feet on ground 

▪ strong sense of personal responsibility 

▪ nature as feminine 

▪ no nature = poor mental health? 

▪ stress struggles 

▪ difficult to describe experience in words 

▪ relaxing 

▪ mood-lifting 

▪ intensity vs. simplicity 

▪ release or letting go 

▪ calmness 

▪ grounding 

▪ surrender 

▪ balance 

▪ processing 

▪ clarity 

▪ foundational need 

▪ always connected, but not always conscious 

of connection 

▪ perspective-shifting 

▪ problem-solving 

▪ imagination helpful but immersion and 

physical connection necessary 

▪ distraction vs. immersion 

▪ the necessity of regular visits 

▪ nature proximity valued 

▪ walking and movement important 

▪ technology as safety 

▪ tension between spirituality and religion 

▪ escape alone into nature 

▪ solitude necessary for deep release 

▪ human environments juxtaposed with 

natural environment 

▪ fear in city, not nature 

▪ away from city (busyness, expectations, 

danger) 

▪ human impacts on landscape negative 

▪ accessibility vs. ‘naturalness’ 

▪ oasis in city 

▪ different energies; bigger is better 

▪ city life gets in the way of nature 

▪ gypsy blood 

▪ cold urticaria 

▪ winter suffering 

▪ letting go and release in evening 

▪ sunset closure 

▪ animal energy in the evening 

▪ more drawn to nature in summer 

▪ local ecological issues  

▪ ecological issues that affect her and loved 

ones are paramount 

▪ concerned about local air pollution 

(daughter’s health) 

▪ concerned about water pollution (personal 

connection) 

▪ anger at humans is her predominant 

emotion 

▪ sadness about loss of nature 

▪ resonance with human’s and nature’s 

suffering 
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Sarah’s Initial Themes 

▪ family nature excursions valued, but less 

restorative 

▪ personal development linked to ecological 

self formation 

▪ self-reflection in nature 

▪ childhood love of water 

▪ adolescent disconnection and lack of identity 

▪ other-oriented until age 34 

▪ nature, particularly water, incredibly 

important after 34  

▪ inner nature (needs, values, goals) and outer 

nature (water) 

▪ scary not necessarily negative 

▪ frustration with human’s behaviour 

▪ private sphere action important 

▪ focus on public sphere activism through 

work (volunteer legal) 

▪ activism in grad school 

▪ fighting for humans and nature 

▪ anger at limited local recycling program 

▪ mind vs. heart 

▪ money vs. health 

▪ privilege guilt 

▪ local action to cope 

▪ meaning and purpose in activism 

▪ willing to risk self, but family comes first 

 

The reduction in data volume from step two to step three was significant. For example, 

Sarah’s seventy-nine initial themes listed in Table 3 resulted from analysis of 11,981 

words of interview text and many hundreds of initial descriptive, linguistic, and 

conceptual comments. 

Though initial noting was time-consuming, I experienced initial theme 

development to be more arduous. Condensing initial notes into initial themes was 

challenging. I had to: ensure that all initial themes remained rooted in a participant’s 

account, carefully choose initial theme phrases that were succinct yet captured participant 

meaning, and, throughout the process, strive to balance description and interpretation. 

Step 4: Searching for Connections across Emergent Themes 

In the fourth stage of data analysis, I endeavored to find patterns and connections 

across an individual participant’s initial themes that emerged during stage three: How do 

these themes fit together? How can these themes best be organized? This process of 

finding patterns and connections resulted in some of the initial themes being discarded, 

some being combined or merged, and some being grouped within supra-ordinate themes 
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through methods like abstraction and subsumption (Smith et al., 2009). For example, 

several of Sarah’s initial themes (see Table 3 above) seemed synonymous: ‘relaxing,’ 

‘release or letting go,’ ‘calmness,’ ‘grounding,’ ‘surrender.’ I merged these similar initial 

themes into a single theme that I felt captured their essence: ‘relaxation’. Further, I 

eventually placed ‘relaxation’ within the superordinate theme ‘essential ecologies of self.’ 

‘Essential ecologies of self’ captured common features of Sarah’s embodied ecological 

self experiences. 

Effectively, in this fourth data analysis step, I looked for ways to draw together 

initial themes while producing a table that allowed me to point out the most interesting 

and important aspects of an individual participant’s account (Smith et al., 2009). For 

illustration purposes, Sarah’s initial themes (see Table 3) were originally organized 

within the following four superordinate themes:  

1. Essential ecologies of self – captured salient features of Sarah’s embodied 

ecological self experiences. 

2. Human-nature separation – captured how Sarah often juxtaposed humans and 

nature in her accounts. 

3. Rhythms, seasons, and (r)evolutions – captured how Sarah’s ecological self 

experiences varied with time (daily, seasonally, lifetime). 

4. Sustaining ecologies of self – captured how Sarah’s ecological self experience 

relate to her environmental concerns and behaviour. 

I found step four to be the most interesting and fulfilling of the first four data analysis 

steps. I enjoyed searching for connections across emergent themes, boiling the data down, 

and (re)organizing findings into superordinate themes.   
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Step 5: Moving to the Next Case 

I moved on to analyzing another participant’s first and second interview 

transcripts and photographs in the fifth stage of analysis. Guided by the idiographic 

commitment of IPA, I tried to treat the new account (and all subsequent accounts) as 

novel and separate from the previous. One way that I sought to achieve separation was by 

taking breaks between analyzing the data of different participants. At a minimum, I took 

a day off before I moved from analyzing one participant’s account to another’s. I also 

used my reflexive journal to assist me in bracketing cases. That said, it is important to 

note that I could not fully bracket my previous experience. My previous analyses (as well 

as my positionality) surely influenced subsequent analysis to some degree (Gadamer, 

2013; Smith et al., 2009). I again refer the reader to Chapter 1: Introduction for my 

detailed statement about my positionality. 

Step 6: Looking for Patterns across Cases 

Finally, after analyzing all eight participants first and second interview transcripts 

and photographs, I looked for patterns across cases in stage six. During this last stage of 

data analysis, I asked questions like, “What connections are there across cases? How does 

a theme in one case help illuminate a different case? Which themes are most potent?” 

(Smith et al., 2009, p. 101). As I went about looking for patterns across cases, I strove to 

highlight each participant’s idiosyncrasy while illustrating instances of shared higher-

order structures among all participants.  
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Completing stage six helped me to produce a master table of themes consisting of 

four superordinate themes and ten sub-themes (see Figure 2 for a condensed version of 

this master table). Figure 2 informed the development of Chapter 4: Findings. Among the 

participants, all four superordinate themes and ten sub-themes recurred. That said, as the 

reader of Chapter 4: Findings will appreciate, different participants manifested each sub-

theme uniquely.  

 

In general, things really came together in step six of data analysis. I was excited to 

discover that there is a great deal of both commonality and diversity among participant 

accounts. That said, my excitement was tempered by the realization that I now had a large 

table of data that needed to be organized into a coherent narrative.   

1. Integral 
Ecologies of Self

1.1 Essential 
Ecologies of 

Self

1.2 
Relaxation & 
Restoration

1.3 
Ambivalent 
Ecologies of 

Self

2. Space: 
Human-Nature 
(Non)binaries

2.1 Into the 
Wild, Alone?

2.2 Metaphor: 
Bridging the 

Binary

3. Time: 
Rhythms & 

(R)evolutions

3.1 Rhythms

3.2 
(R)evolutions

4. Sustaining 
Ecologies of Self

4.1 Countless 
Concerns

4.2 Anguish 
& Anger

4.3 Serving 
Ecologies of 

Self

Figure 2 - Superordinate Themes and Sub-themes 
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Ethics 

Prior to initiating data collection, I obtained ethics approval from Brock 

University’s Social Science Research Ethics Board (SREB). I received ethics approval 

from SREB on September 1, 2017. 

Research Rigour 

Qualitative research can be evaluated in a variety of ways (Patton, 2015; Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013; Smith, 2011). I adopted Lucy Yardley’s (2000) four broad 

evaluative criteria to assess the quality of this project. Yardley’s four evaluative criteria 

are:  

1. Sensitivity to context; 

2. Commitment and rigour; 

3. Transparency and coherence; and, 

4. Impact and importance.  

Yardley (2000) stressed that her four evaluative criteria are “not in the form of 

rigid rules or prescriptions.…The way in which a particular investigation will fulfill these 

criteria will vary widely” (p. 219). In the following four subsections of this chapter, I 

describe Yardley’s four evaluative criteria and how I satisfied each in this dissertation.  

Criterion 1: Sensitivity to Context 

Yardley (2000) provided a variety of ways that a qualitative study can 

demonstrate sensitivity to context. For example, she stated that good qualitative research 

exhibits sensitivity to the following: relevant theoretical and empirical literature, the 

unique perspectives of each participant, and potential ethical concerns (Yardley, 2015). I 

demonstrated sensitivity to context in this study in a variety of ways: 
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▪ Situating the study within an appropriate body of literature. I conducted a 

comprehensive literature review of relevant theoretical (e.g., ecopsychology and 

IPA) and empirical (e.g.., nature connectedness) literature prior to initiating data 

collection (see Chapter 2: Literature Review).  

▪ Remaining sensitive to relational dynamics with participants. I carefully 

prepared for each participant interview and tried to be mindful of how my social 

position (e.g., being a white, male, doctoral researcher) might influence interview 

outcomes. Writing a reflexive journal helped me with this process (see Data 

Collection).  

▪ Immersing myself in participant accounts during data analysis. As described 

in this chapter (see Data Analysis), IPA lends itself to a deep description and 

analysis of collected data. I carefully followed Smith et al.’s (2009) stringent 

guidelines. 

▪ Ensuring the final report demonstrates sensitivity to raw data. I ensured that 

all interpretive claims I made in Chapter 4: Findings stayed close to raw material 

collected from participants. For example, I supported all claims I made with 

verbatim extracts from participant interviews. Specifically, and in line with 

Smith’s (2011) IPA guidelines, I ensured that each sub-theme was supported by 

extracts from at least three participant transcripts (Smith, 2011).  

Criterion 2: Commitment and Rigour 

The concept of commitment includes prolonged engagement with the study topic, 

development of competence in methods employed, and immersion in collected data 

(Yardley, 2000). I demonstrated commitment in this proposed study by completing a 
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comprehensive literature review related to this project’s topic (see Chapter 2: Literature 

Review), further honing my interview skills through mock interviews with peer feedback, 

and, by immersing myself in participant transcripts during data analysis (as per IPA, 

Smith et al., 2009). My commitment is further demonstrated through my previous 

experience with both the study topic and qualitative methods (Windhorst, 2016, 2017; 

Windhorst & Williams, 2015b, 2015a, 2016) 

Yardley (2000) argued that a study demonstrates rigour by including an 

appropriate participant sample and through thorough data analysis. I demonstrated rigour 

in this study by adhering to IPA guidelines concerning participant sample selection (e.g., 

I recruited a homogenous participant sample, all of whom found this project’s research 

questions meaningful—see Participants). I also demonstrated rigour in this study by 

following closely Smith et al.’s (2009) guidelines concerning data analysis and write-up. 

In particular, I ensured that data analysis in this study was “sufficiently interpretive, 

moving beyond a simple description of what is there to an interpretation of what it 

means” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 181). To illustrate, the reader will see in Chapter 4: 

Findings that I interweave raw interview excerpts with my analytic commentary on 

participant accounts (illustrating IPA’s double hermeneutic—my making meaning of 

participants’ meaning-making; Smith et al., 2009). 

Criterion 3: Transparency and Coherence 

Transparency refers to how clearly the steps taken in a research project are 

described in the study write-up (Smith et al., 2009). I ensured transparency in this study 

by carefully describing my positionality (see Chapter 1: Introduction), how I selected and 

recruited participants, how I constructed interview schedules, how I conducted 
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interviews, and by the specific steps I took during data analysis (this chapter’s contents). I 

also kept a reflexive journal throughout the research process. The primary purpose of 

keeping a reflexive journal was to promote transparency (e.g., how did participant 

recruitment go? What challenges came up during data analysis?) and to ensure that my 

positionality was not detrimental to the research project (Clancy, 2013; Gough, 2017; 

Savin-Baden & Major, 2013). I refer the reader to Participants, Data Collection, and Data 

Analysis sections of this chapter for a detailed description of how I used my reflexive 

journal at various data analysis stages.  

Coherence refers to how well a research study hangs together. For example, does 

the study present a clear and reasonable argument? (Smith et al., 2009). Coherence also 

refers to the degree of fit between the research completed and the underlying theoretical 

assumptions of the methodology adopted (Yardley, 2000). I demonstrated coherence in 

this study by ensuring the study hung together logically and that the final report reflected 

IPA—and not another qualitative or phenomenological research method. I also 

demonstrated coherence by clearly illustrating why IPA was a suitable research 

methodology for this project (see Methodological Framework section of this chapter). 

Criterion 4: Impact and Importance 

Yardley (2000) suggested that, 

The decisive criterion by which any piece of research must be judged is, arguably, 

its impact and utility. It is not sufficient to develop a sensitive, thorough and 

plausible analysis, if the ideas propounded by the researcher have no influence on 

the beliefs of anyone else. (p. 223) 
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This study was—and will be—both impactful and important. First, this study was 

significant for research participants by providing them with the opportunity to give voice 

to their ecological self experience. For example, by reflecting on their preferred natural 

place, several participants shared that they felt compelled to connect more deeply with 

nature. A large body of evidence suggests that connecting with nature boosts health in a 

variety of ways (e.g., Hartig et al., 2014). Second, it is my hope that study results will be 

academically impactful and important because findings enrich existing nomothetic 

literature (the nature connectedness research) by capturing lived experience of ecological 

self. Finally, study results will hopefully be practically significant. For example, 

recognizing the varied ways that ecological self can be experienced, back-to-nature 

organizations can use study findings to inform the development of more targeted back-to-

nature initiatives. Similarly, ecotherapists (mental health professionals who regularly 

incorporate nature in their psychotherapeutic practice) can use study findings to tailor 

their interventions to clientele with diverse life experiences (see Chapter 5: Discussion 

for further implication details).  

I will ensure research results are disseminated to maximize their impact. I will 

circulate research results in at least three different ways. First, I will share findings with 

participants and other interested parties directly via a summary report. Second, I will 

publish study findings in journals and present project results at conferences. Finally, I 

will develop a media-rich project website to ensure that the public can easily access study 

findings. 
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented and described the research methodology I adopted 

(interpretive phenomenological analysis), the specific research methods I employed (how 

I selected and recruited participants; how I collected data; how I analyzed data), and, 

finally, how I ensured research rigour in this project. I present project findings next, in 

Chapter 4: Results. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

I present study results in this chapter. To remind the reader, the primary research 

question that guided this dissertation was: How do gifted adults experience ecological 

self? Two second-tier, theory-driven sub-questions (Smith et al., 2009) further refined the 

study:  

1. How does experience of ecological self influence mental health? 

2. How does experience of ecological self influence environmental behaviour?  

As noted in the previous chapter (Chapter 3: Methods), I grouped research 

findings within four superordinate themes and ten sub-themes during interpretive 

phenomenological analysis (IPA, Smith et al., 2009). All four superordinate themes and 

ten sub-themes recurred uniquely in each participant account. See Figure 3 for a master 

table of themes. I refer the reader to the Chapter 3: Methods for a full description of data 

analysis procedures.  

 

1. Integral 
Ecologies of Self

1.1 Essential 
Ecologies of 

Self

1.2 
Relaxation & 
Restoration

1.3 
Ambivalent 
Ecologies of 

Self

2. Space: 
Human-Nature 
(Non)binaries

2.1 Into the 
Wild, Alone?

2.2 Metaphor: 
Bridging the 

Binary

3. Time: 
Rhythms & 

(R)evolutions

3.1 Rhythms

3.2 
(R)evolutions

4. Sustaining 
Ecologies of Self

4.1 Countless 
Concerns

4.2 Anguish 
& Anger

4.3 Serving 
Ecologies of 

Self

Figure 3 - Superordinate Themes and Sub-themes 
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In keeping with IPA, I present findings in this chapter sequentially by 

superordinate theme and sub-theme (first I discuss 1. Integral Ecologies of Self and its 

sub-themes, then 2. Space: Human-Nature (Non)binaries and its sub-themes, etc.). I 

illustrated each sub-theme with interview excerpts from at least three participants (Smith, 

2011) and strove to balance all eight voices within each superordinate theme (Smith et 

al., 2009). The excerpts were selected primarily for their ability to capture the range of 

participant experience (remember IPA’s idiographic focus; Smith et al., 2009). I 

interwove interview excerpts with my analytic reflections. The reader might consider 

interview excerpts to be the ‘P’ (phenomenology) of IPA and my analytic comments the 

‘I’ (interpretation; Smith et al., 2009).24 I conclude this chapter with a short summary of 

its contents. 

 

1. Integral Ecologies of Self 

 The first superordinate theme captures how participants frequently portrayed 

ecological self experiences as being essential to their well-being (sub-theme 1.1). Most 

often, participants characterized these experiences as relaxing and restorative (sub-theme 

1.2). However, participants also shared ecological self experiences that were intense, 

distressing and/or ambivalent (sub-theme 1.3). 

                                                           
24 My analytic comments are one way that I ensured that this study was “sufficiently 

interpretive, moving beyond a simple description of what is there to an interpretation of 

what it means” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 181). 

Transcript notation used in this chapter: 

 

 . . .   material omitted 

[nature] explanatory material added by Eric 
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1.1 Essential Ecologies of Self 

Each participant expressed that ecological self experiences are essential to their 

well-being. Sarah, who regularly struggles with stress, shared that physically connecting 

with nature—particularly large bodies of water surrounded by greenery—is vital (see 

Figure 4):  

Sarah: It [connecting with nature] 

allows me to get to a place where I can 

do other things to lift my mood . . . If I 

find myself to be depressed or 

struggling in any way, that’s the 

foundational step that I need to take to 

start getting healthy again.  

Sarah stated that she regularly seeks out 

opportunities to physically connect with 

water’s energy:  

Eric: What is the experience of that 

energy like? 

Sarah: It’s bigger than me. Does that make sense? Um, most of my life I am, at 

best, the equal part of what’s going on. And, most of the time, I’m the person that 

people are turning to lead things . . . to take control. And, when I’m there [in 

nature], I don’t have to do that. I don’t have that when I’m floating on Lake 

Superior. When she decides I’m going somewhere—I’m going. It’s not up to me. 

Figure 4 – Sarah shared that she has 

always been drawn to water. She enjoys 

connecting with water’s energy. [Photo 

credit: Anonymous in the North] 
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It is interesting that Sarah refers to Lake Superior as a ‘she’ in the above excerpt. Sarah’s 

water energy encounters seem to help her surrender to a feminine force larger than her 

everyday self. Does Sarah’s stress dissolve with water at the helm?  

In her two interviews, Chloe compared her nature connection to an ‘anchor’ and a 

‘lifeline’. Chloe, who struggles with ADHD, anxiety, and depression, shared that she 

considers canoe trips to pristine areas in Northern Ontario, Canada, to be essential for 

staying emotionally grounded. When asked if she could survive without these 

experiences, Chloe responded: 

I think . . . in a physical way, maybe. But, I think mentally and emotionally and 

spiritually—like, I would just suffer. I think I would just deteriorate . . . You feel it 

on the inside. It’s like a part of your soul just 

rots away. 

Chloe’s shift from future-tense to present-tense near the 

end of the above account is curious. The tense-shift 

may be because my two interviews with Chloe were 

held in the fall, a season during which she shared that 

she struggles to keep her nature connection kindled 

because the canoe-tripping season is winding down. 

Chloe’s favourite water bottle—that she nearly always 

carries—encourages her to recall meaningful nature 

memories (see Figure 5):  

Chloe: There’s a lot of memories that I have 

with it [the water bottle] I can look at that 

Figure 5 - Chloe’s favourite 

water bottle symbolizes her 

nature connection. [Photo 

credit: January] 



CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS  97 

bottle, and yep, it was in the canoe. I remember seeing it on the portage trail in 

my tent. I remember . . . the times that I’ve sat at the Lake . . . and pumped out 

water.   

Simon, like Chloe, also struggles with mental illness—an anxiety disorder he has 

wrestled with throughout adulthood. Simon described regular outings to an extensive 

local forest and annual vacations to a favourite area in the Swiss Alps as essential anti-

anxiety medicine: 

Simon: [Nature’s] essential . . . I have a long-standing anxiety disorder . . . I 

talked . . . about taking medication. But, even more important is this lightness I 

feel and this getting energy through being out in nature. This really helps me. 

And, I think if I did not have that—if I was confined to a room or confined to a 

city—I would take much more medication. 

Simon juxtaposes human environments and natural environments in the above excerpt. 

For Simon, human settings feel confining while natural places are light and energizing. 

Later, Simon shared that being 

drawn to expansive natural spaces 

(see Figure 6) may be, in part, the 

opportunity they afford for long-

distance trail-running and trail-

walking: 

Simon: Last time I talked 

more about being in nature. 

But, this is not really what 

Figure 6 - Simon is drawn to expansive natural 

areas. During long trail walks and runs, he enters 

a meditative state—realizing his interconnection 

with his surroundings. [Photo credit: Jan 

Provoost] 
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attracts nature for me. It’s really these long stretches of rhythmic moving that 

goes so very well with me. 

Finally, Nathan stated in his first interview that connecting with natural cycles is 

‘fundamental’ to his happiness: 

Nathan: [Nature’s] fundamental to my well-being . . . One of the keys to my 

happiness is to be deeply connected to the seasons and the cycles of the earth . . . I 

need my fingers in the earth. I need to be participating in the cycles of the 

earth . . . It’s like a sense of belonging as part of a greater whole. 

In our two interviews together, Nathan several times shared that he struggles to get out of 

his thoughts and into embodied experience (a propensity he links to his giftedness): he 

finds it grounding to be physically connected to nature. Nathan regularly nourishes his 

nature need through urban gardening: 

Nathan: Gardening is the microcosm for all of nature . . . It’s a manifestation of 

nature that I’m connecting with on a daily basis in a very intimate way . . . And, I 

guess, all these little connections in the cycles and watching them is a familiar 

and nourishing thing.  

Nathan implies in these excerpts that having ‘his fingers in the earth’ as a gardener is 

nourishing, in part, because it helps him realize his relationship with the wider natural 

world. Put differently, connecting physically with his garden seems to open Nathan to a 

more expansive ecological self experience.  

1.2 Relaxation & Restoration 

Most often participants described ecological self experiences as relaxing and 

restorative. Edith shared her love for going on long walks in her favourite natural setting, 
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the Gothenburg Botanical Garden—a place she has frequented since infancy (see Figure 

7). When I asked Edith to describe her garden walking experience, she responded:  

This is good for me. This 

is . . . relief . . . My head 

needs this, and I’m in my 

head a lot . . . It’s like the 

peace-making thing. You 

know, like . . . the procedure 

necessary for peace. Like, the 

gathering and the smoking of 

the peace pipe. Not just the 

result, but the process. 

Edith’s ‘smoking of the peace pipe’ metaphor links her relaxation process with religious 

ritual. Is Edith’s peace-making procedure a sort of sacred ceremony for her? Later, Edith 

shared that movement is integral to her relaxation process: 

Edith: I walk through the botanic gardens. It’s not . . . a place where I just sit 

down and smell the flowers . . . That’s the nature part of it, it’s not a painting. 

Eric: So, the movement is important to you? Like, your own physical movement, 

but also the movement of that place? 

Edith: Yes. Yes, Yes. 

Edith’s comments resonate with Sarah’s, Chloe’s, Simon’s and Nathan’s. While each of 

their accounts is unique, all stress the importance of regular, embodied, ecological self 

encounters.  

Figure 7 - Edith’s peace-making process is 

walking through the Gothenburg Botanical 

Garden. [Photo credit: Miriam van der Valk] 
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Like Chloe, Marissa shared that she has a favourite natural place: a local river she 

discovered as a teen. Marissa finds running her river’s trails therapeutic: 

Marissa: The river trails are like my magic place. It’s where I go to heal. And, 

when I’m there and there’s no one else around—it’s just me and the critters and 

the trees—I’m able to soulfully, with my whole entire being, just exhale. 

Marissa’s use of the word ‘magic’ hints that she believes something supernatural is 

involved in her healing process. Later, I invited Marissa to describe her river-trail 

‘exhale’ in more depth:  

 Eric: And, is that exhale, is it kind of like a letting go—a release? 

Marissa: Yes . . . It is almost where I can stop holding and I can let it go and just 

be. And, I don’t have to hold for anybody or anything . . . I can just be who I am 

meant to be . . . It feels like so often each day I give my energy to people, either 

through tuning into their energy and sort of helping them to negotiate that, or, 

[being] physically in service to somebody . . . And, I think, being by the river—it’s 

almost like the river or the land fills me up. I can get some of that energy back in 

the best way possible. 

It is interesting that Marissa, Simon, and Sarah all describe ecological self experiences in 

terms of energy: Sarah shared how water’s energy helps her surrender, Simon stated that 

he gets ‘energy through being out in nature,’ and Marissa described how she can both 

‘stop holding’ and ‘let . . . go’ in nature while simultaneously getting ‘energy back in the 

best way possible.’  
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Ben, a self-confessed nature-obsessed outdoor educator, shared his yearning to 

know nature deeply—particularly the ecology surrounding the school that employs him. 

Ben’s ecological self experiences in his sit spot25 promote peace (see Figure 8): 

Ben: Other things in life sort of 

drop away and I just become 

present. It [nature] gives me a 

time of . . . I want to say 

otherworldliness, that leads to a 

sort of calm. But, that’s not the 

right word at all. I want to say 

immanence, instead . . . Like, it 

[nature] creates this escape into 

what’s really real. 

Here Ben could be describing a potent mindfulness experience. His use of the words 

‘otherworldliness’ and ‘immanence’ also connote spiritual associations. Ben’s sit spot 

experiences provide him with an escape to another realm, one that seems ‘more real.’  

Finally, Matias shared that he has been drawn to nature since he was a boy. In his 

youth, Matias nourished his need for nature through regular visits to his grandfather’s 

farm, and then, as a young adult, through spiritual experiences facilitated by a Columbian 

shaman. Ecological self experiences soothe Matias: 

                                                           
25 A sit spot is a place in nature a person repeatedly visits to connect, observe and study 

the natural world. A sit spot can serve to anchor a person’s relationship with nature. Sit 

spots are commonly used in outdoor education.  

Figure 8 - Ben’s sit spot, located on the 

grounds of his outdoor school. He described 

this place as being an ambassador for the 

wider natural world.  

[Photo credit: byron murray] 
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Calmness. That is the main feeling that I experience. When I think about nature, I 

tend to see this view of green fields with trees and not so many people and 

movement and noise. And, when I think of cities, I think of all these things 

moving—so that overwhelms me a lot. So, maybe, it is about nature having less 

moving things and less stimuli. Maybe that is what causes me to feel more calm.  

In the above excerpt, Matias juxtaposes relaxing natural settings with stimulating city 

settings. Matias hypothesizes that being away from stressful urban stimuli is what 

produces nature’s calm. Unlike Edith, Marissa, and Ben, Matias expressed that he is not 

drawn to a specific place in nature 

(see Figure 9):  

No, no, it doesn’t matter 

[where I go in nature]. I 

have felt the same in 

Columbia, in Cancun, 

Mexico, in USA, in Peru, 

in Argentina . . . Green is 

the same for me, 

everywhere.  

1.3 Ambivalent Ecologies of Self 

While each participant most often described ecological self experiences as 

relaxing and restorative, each also shared perceptions and experiences of nature that were 

intense, distressing, and/or ambivalent. Nathan shared several instances of being humbled 

by nature’s power:  

Figure 9 - Matias is drawn to lush, green natural 

places—wherever he can find them. He associates 

green with life and survival. [Photo credit: Matias] 
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Nathan: I remember a specific moment when I went [camping] with my 

brother . . . We were in a windstorm, and just hearing the roaring of the trees 

above us was like . . . I wasn’t scared, but I knew that . . . nature is immensely 

powerful. And, I am nothing compared to nature. It can just squash me. But, it 

was like, praise. I wanted to fall to my knees and thank somebody for letting me 

be a part of this. 

This excerpt conveys reverential wonder or fear for the natural world: this powerful 

ecological self experience is literally awe-ful. Nathan later shared that he seeks out 

intense, humbling ecological self encounters. Perhaps nature’s raw power forces Nathan 

out of his head and back down to embodied earthly life?  

 As noted in 1.1 Essential Ecologies of Self, Chloe typically finds ecological self 

experiences calming and restorative: she seeks out wilderness encounters to recharge. 

However, Chloe shared that on more than one occasion she has been crippled by a panic 

attack while canoe-tripping in the Northern Ontario wilderness: 

Chloe: When I’m in the wilderness . . . it’s more intense because there’s no other 

distractions around. When you’re here [on a university campus], it’s so easy to be 

distracted by everything—your phone, your email, other people. [In the 

wilderness] it becomes very, very real all of the sudden . . . And then, those 

feelings and those emotions can come on very strong. It’s a very raw experience. 

Chloe’s observation illustrates how contemporary urban life might numb a person to their 

emotional life. Perhaps the wilderness, lacking distraction, unblocks an individual’s 

psychological defenses and promotes (perhaps, at times, too powerful) emotional flow?  
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Marissa has also had distressing nature experiences. Marissa shared that she is 

often wary of predators while early-morning river-trail running: 

Marissa: It’s never feeling safe in nature . . . like I see coyotes and things like 

that . . . I’m aware of them and even a bit wary, but I’m not scared. And, I’m more 

just like . . . if you’re meant to attack me, then you’re going to attack me and at 

least I was injured or died doing something that I loved. It’s more just, like, the 

humans . . . I don’t want to get attacked by a man. 

Marissa’ fear is gradated in the above excerpt: she is wary, but not scared of natural 

predators, while she is acutely afraid of human male predators. This intense fear may be 

rooted in past negative experiences. Marissa shared that she (and several of her friends) 

have previously been assaulted by men in public places.  

Finally, seven of the eight participants shared that winter can be distressing. Some 

participants linked their winter discomfort to snow and ice that impede their essential 

outdoor activities. Simon expressed that he disdains snow because it obstructs his long-

distance walks and runs. And, Edith shared that she loathes winter because icy conditions 

often impede her much-needed outings to the Gothenburg Botanical Garden: 

Edith: We had a couple of winters in a row when you couldn’t walk because it 

was icy everywhere. And, I was so angry. I can’t walk! You know, what kind of 

place is this? 

The winter distress of other participants seems to be linked to cold temperature. Matias 

shared that he finds his cold sensitivity can stop him in his tracks in the winter. Sarah’s 

cold aversion is even more acute. Sarah suffers from cold urticaria, a medical disorder 

(see Figure 10): 
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Sarah: I have cold urticaria. So, I . . . can’t be outside much in the winter. It’s 

basically an allergy to 

the cold. 

Eric: Oh, really. Wow.  

Sarah: Yeah, it’s not 

fun . . . my ability to 

connect with nature in 

the wintertime is almost 

zero, because I just 

can’t be out there. So, 

in those times, I see a 

definite difference in my own well-being. 

Winter snow, ice, and cold, can impede several participants from engaging with essential 

aspects of their ecological selves. These natural obstructions are distressing—not relaxing 

and restorative   

1.4 Summary 

The first superordinate theme, Integral Ecologies of Self, illustrates how 

participants frequently portrayed ecological self experiences—particularly regular 

embodied engagements with preferred natural places—as essential to their well-being. 

Most often, participants described their nature encounters as relaxing and restorative. 

However, participants also shared ecological self experiences that were intense, 

distressing, and/or ambivalent. 

Figure 10 - Sarah suffers from cold urticaria. Trying 

to keep her water connection kindled in winter, she 

drives to a local marina to observe nature from the 

comfort of her car. [Photo credit: Anonymous in the 

North] 



CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS  106 

2. Space: Human-Nature (Non)binaries 

The second superordinate theme illustrates the instability of participants’ 

conceptions of the human-nature relationship. Though they often experience humans and 

nature as distinct and distanced (sub-theme 2.1), participants frequently blurred the 

human-nature boundary—often through use of nature-based metaphor (sub-theme 2.2). 

2.1 Into the Wild, Alone? 

Participants shared that they frequently experience humans and nature as distinct 

and distanced. For example, participants often portrayed relaxing and restorative natural 

environments (e.g., forests, mountains, wilderness) as being separate from stimulating 

and stressful human environments (e.g., urban infrastructure, noise, other people). Their 

natural place preferences (see Table 4) frequently reflected this human-nature distinction: 

They regularly described their favourite natural settings as being separate from both 

human impact and activity. 

Table 4 - Description of Participants' Preferred Natural Places 

Participant 

Pseudonym 
Description of Preferred Natural Place(s)  

Sarah 
-larger water bodies surrounded by greenery; the bigger the better (no specific 

place) 

Chloe 
-canoe-trip worthy wilderness areas—particularly familiar Northern Ontario, 

Canada, locations 

Marissa 
-a local river and its associated trail system 

-forests, in general 

Edith -the local, manicured, Gothenburg Botanical Garden 

Simon 
-a familiar trailed wilderness area in the Swiss Alps 

-a local, expansive, mature forest area 

Nathan 

-natural cycles (connecting through urban gardening) 

-wilderness camping areas 

-expansive water bodies 

Ben -the (wild)land surrounding his outdoor school 

Matias -expansive, lush, green landscapes (no specific place) 
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Sarah shared that she appreciates that one of her favourite water bodies is readily 

accessible from her urban milieu—yet feels distinct from it: 

Sarah: It’s a bit of an oasis right in the city. That’s why I like it. Um, it’s, it’s easy 

to get completely away, right? There’s no traffic there—other than foot traffic and 

the occasional bicycle. 

Sarah’s use of the word ‘oasis’ in the above excerpt clearly conveys human-nature 

distinction: for Sarah, this favoured water body is a fertile spot in an urban desert, a 

refuge removed from city stress. Later, Sarah shared a more ambivalent perspective on 

her favourite water body’s location. While its readily reachable, there can be a shadow 

side to its urban vicinity: 

Sarah: [It], unfortunately, has a bit of the underbelly of the city kind of feel to it 

on occasion . . . There’s prostitution happening on the island and there’s people 

shooting up on the island . . . It’s still a bit rough in that way. 

This ‘underbelly’ is social in origin—it results from the illicit human activity.  

 Chloe expressed clearer contempt for the urban environment than Sarah. Chloe 

grew up in Toronto—a city she disdains: 

Chloe: It [Toronto] was too big, too hurried, too city . . . Just to get into the 

wilderness, you know, to something even like this [motioning to a small nearby 

stand of trees], it feels like this great big effort. And, I don’t want to feel like I’m 

this cut off from nature. 

Chloe’s urban contempt may reflect her struggle to soothe her intense emotions in urban 

areas: 
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Chloe: My mental health suffers . . . when I’m not in the wilderness, because 

that’s my way to recharge. That’s how I go and get my energy back. I can’t do 

that being in a city. 

Here again, a participant uses the word ‘energy’ to describe ecological self experience. 

Chloe is the fourth participant to employ the adjective (together with Sarah, Simon, and 

Marissa).  

Like Chloe, Simon is drawn to larger, wilder, natural places. Simon expressed that 

he prefers to visit nature alone—a partiality that all seven other participants shared:  

Simon: So, when I go there [into nature] I feel the atmosphere clearing up. Like 

some weight is lifted. Like I’m lighter. And, especially when I’m alone. So, most of 

the times when I go into nature . . . I do it alone. I prefer to be alone.  

Simon’s use of metaphor (‘atmosphere clearing up’) is interesting: Simon’s language 

links his relaxation process to wider natural patterns. If this metaphor was extended, what 

might other humans represent? Clouds? Or, perhaps, storm systems?  

Ben also expressed that he too prefers natural settings distanced from other people 

and their activity. He feels anxious in built-up areas: 

Ben: It [the city] feels very anxious. It feels very disconnected. It feels very 

unsafe. 

Eric: Like a hostile habitat? 

Ben: Yeah, exactly. It feels very hostile. And, I recognize, when I’m in those 

places—I see the connections to those things that are destroying the places that I 

love. So, then, that feels more hostile, still. 
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Ben links his urban anxiety both to being disconnected from nature and to being 

reminded of environmental destructiveness. For Ben, being alone in nature facilitates a 

deepened ecological self experience:  

When I’m alone [in nature], I can get quieter . . . I feel like the intimacy between 

me and the land is growing and getting deeper. And, I’ll start even talking to the 

things around me . . . Like, who are you? And, I’ll spend much quieter time 

examining, like, what these leaves look like, what the fruit looks like—trying to 

figure out who this plant is. 

Solitude allows Ben to focus more intently—heightening his intimacy and engagement 

with an animate natural world.  

Though participants most often juxtaposed humans and nature, two shared that 

they strain to see a separation. Matias argued that all of reality is fundamentally one. An 

ayahuasca-induced26 spiritual experience facilitated by Columbian shaman may have 

opened his eyes to this whole: 

Matias: I feel that we [humans and nature] are a part of the same matrix, only 

that we have different forms. Different distances between our atoms makes us 

different from other objects and other things. But, I think we are part of the same 

thing. So, I don’t see nature as a different thing [from humans]. 

Matias’ scientific word choice ( ‘matrix’, ‘atoms’) in the above excerpt is interesting. 

While Matias is trying to convey reality’s fundamental oneness, his word choice suggests 

                                                           
26 Ayahuasca is plant-based hallucinogenic drink often used by indigenous Amazonian 

tribes in traditional spiritual ceremonies (McKenna, 2004). 
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separation—not wholeness. Edith, too, shared that she struggles to separate the human 

from the natural: 

Edith: The separation is the illusion. And, yeah, even if people say that they are 

those two circles that are completely separated [referring to the self and nature 

circles in the Inclusion of Nature in Self Scale], it doesn’t make it true. It’s just 

how they think it is. The task is to help people see that the separation is the 

illusion. 

Edith infers in the above excerpt that the way things appear does not necessarily reflect 

reality. Does Edith feel tasked with helping others to see the illusory human-nature 

separation? Interestingly, Edith’s favourite natural place, the Gothenburg Botanical 

Garden, is heavily manicured. However, Edith does not feel that human influence detracts 

from the garden’s naturalness:  

Edith: We are gardeners. And, I don’t think this [the botanical garden] is any less 

real or any less natural or even wild . . . because we are not unnatural beings. 

2.2 Metaphor: Bridging the Binary 

 Each participant blurred the human-nature binary through use of metaphor. Male 

participants most often employed metaphor to attribute human qualities to nature or the 

human-nature relationship. Nathan shared his belief that nature is imbued with a feminine 

life force. Nathan brought one of his favourite nature photographs to his second 

interview. His wife is figured prominently (see Figure 11):   

Nathan: I don’t know, there’s something about connecting with the feminine 

energy . . . that life force . . . maybe that’s why I feel drawn to these kinds of 
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pictures . . . If my wife 

wasn’t in that, I would be 

like, you know what? Yes, 

I’m attracted to 

that . . . But, this [having 

his wife in the photograph] 

is even better. 

Nathan is the fifth participant to 

use the word ‘energy’ to describe 

experience of ecological self. For 

Nathan, earth energy is an enticing feminine life force—an energy enhanced by his wife’s 

presence. Nathan later contrasted nature’s feminine, relational energy with his tendency 

to get stuck in disembodied abstraction, a propensity he labelled masculine.   

 Ben’s metaphors were, perhaps, even more intimate than Nathan’s: 

Ben: I don’t want to say that nature is infallible, cause it’s not. And, I don’t want 

to say that nature can’t hurt you, because it totally can. But . . . there’s this thing 

about nature which almost feels more like . . . wow, this is so weird—I would 

describe it like a loving relationship between parents and a child, in how it 

[nature] holds us and takes care of us.  

Ben is surprised—‘wow, this is so weird’—by his own metaphor. He also holds a 

tension: While nature is deeply nurturing to Ben, he also identifies nature’s fallibility. 

Later, Ben came to the realization that the human-nature relationship may be even more 

complex: 

Figure 11 - Nathan believes that nature is permeated 

by a divine, feminine energy. Pictures of his wife in 

nature capture the fullness of this feminine lifeforce. 

[Photo credit: Thomas Bernacki] 
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Ben: But, at the same time [nature is] almost like a lover, as well. That’s kind of 

odd to think about those two things together [the human-nature relationship being 

like a parent-child relationship and like a relationship between lovers], but I think 

that it can have that dualism. Maybe there is no contradiction. Maybe it’s just a 

different way of conceiving of it. 

Ben’s relationship with nature is deeper, more multifaceted than one between two 

humans. For Ben, nature seems capable of concurrently playing several distinct relational 

roles.  

 Finally, in his first interview, Matias compared being in nature to resting on his 

mother’s belly. Matias later described a soothing experience in a familiar natural place 

(see Figure 12): 

Matias: In this place I feel, 

like, protected . . . In my 

favourite places I feel 

surrounded by living beings. It 

is like being with a silent 

family. 

While male participants most 

often used metaphor to ascribe human 

characteristics to nature, female participants most frequently employed metaphor to 

attribute natural qualities to humans. Chloe shared that ‘wildness’ also lies within: 

Figure 12 – Matias compares being in his 

favourite natural places to being surrounded by 

a silent family of living beings. [Photo credit: 

Matias] 
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Chloe: Oh yeah, I’m a wild person. Yeah [laughing]. It’s me. I have a wild part 

about me. I have a wild mind. A wild sense of humour. A wild imagination. It’s 

just who I am. That’s why I partly need to be in the wilderness. 

Does Chloe see a connection between her inner wildness and her intense, sometimes 

uncontrollable, emotions? Chloe later expressed that all humans have such a wild side—a 

facet she believes often lies dormant: 

Chloe: People are wild, you know? Well, for one, people don’t always want to see 

that they’re wild, because we’re so civilized. I’m like, fuck that shit. Who are you 

trying to kid? [chuckling] We are wild beings. 

Chloe’s wild language in the above excerpt, ‘fuck that shit,’ is undomesticated. Chloe 

insinuates that civilized people often suppress their wildness. Does modern, urban life 

demand such suppression? Are experiences in the ‘outer’ wild necessary for people to 

experience and integrate the ‘inner’ wild? 

Several female participants ascribed personal growth to their experience of nature. 

Edith, who described giftedness as extraordinary potential, argued that to harness this 

potential it must be cultivated and cared for—like one does a plant:  

Edith: You have to nourish it [the potential]. It doesn’t work on its own. And, it’s 

the entelechy—the wonderful word. I just love it. So, for each acorn, you know, 

there is an oak. There is the idea of the oak. But, it won’t happen [the oak won’t 

grow] if it [the acorn] gets eaten or if you put it in the freezer, you know. So, you 

have to nourish these things.  

Where might this necessary nourishment come from? Internal psychic resources? Or 

external relational support? Maybe, both?  
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Marissa shared how an enduring tree on her river-trail running route inspired her 

healing and growth:   

Marissa: [The tree] had huge branches ripped off, um, probably by the wind. 

There was part of it that was sort of unearthed. But, it was still growing! . . . I 

remember hearing or feeling . . . these words . . . ‘I am shaped, but I am strong.’ 

And, so it’s like—yeah, shit’s going to happen to you in your life and you may get 

scars from it. But, scar tissue is . . . pliable if you work it. And, so, my body and 

the trees have figured that out. And, all of us probably have to figure out how to 

grow around injury. Do you know what I mean? Like, it may take time and a lot of 

pain and whatever—but . . . we will survive. 

Nature  communicates with Marissa, both verbally—‘I am shaped but I am strong’—and 

viscerally. For Marissa, nature seems to possess agency: Not only can nature speak, 

nature also heals and grows.  

2.3 Summary 

The second superordinate theme, Space: Human-Nature (Non)binaries, illustrates 

how participants frequently experience humans and nature as distinct and distanced. The 

idea of escaping stress-filled human environments in search of relaxing, restorative, 

solitary, ecological self encounters was prominent in all participant accounts. That said, 

they also at times drew the binary back together. Participants often blurred the human-

nature boundary through nature-based metaphor. 



CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS  115 

3. Time: Rhythms & (R)evolutions 

The third superordinate theme illustrates how ecological self experiences vary 

with time. Participants shared that their experience of ecological self oscillates with daily 

and seasonal cycles (sub-theme 3.1) and has evolved over their lifespan (sub-theme 3.2).  

3.1 Rhythms 

Each participant shared that their experience of ecological self oscillates with 

daily and seasonal periodicity. This mirroring of natural cycles further bridges the 

human-nature binary discussed in the previous superordinate theme, 2. Space: Human-

Nature (Non)binaries.  

3.1.1 Daily rhythms. Seven of eight participants stressed the importance of 

regular morning and/or evening ecological self experiences. Participants most often 

described rising and moving outward in the morning and settling and moving inward in 

the evening. Simon shared that he enjoys getting up in the early morning (see Figure 13):  

Simon: Well, I’m an early riser. 

For me the best moments of the 

day are very early in the 

morning when almost no one is 

awake . . . it’s very nice.  

Eric: Why is that?  

Simon: It has to do with the 

rhythm . . . with the way that I 

live. I’ve always been awake 

Figure 13 - Simon loves rising with the early morning. 

He craves the quietness and solitude morning often 

affords. [Photo credit: Jan Provoost] 
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fairly early. The first hours of the day in the morning . . . are maybe the best 

hours. 

Simon’s morning rhythm is linked with nature’s. His early morning preference may be, in 

part, its prospect for solitude. Later, Simon shared that he loves embarking on solo trail 

walks and runs at the break of dawn ‘when almost no one is awake.’  

Ben shared that he recently shifted his sleep schedule to accommodate regular, 

early, ecological self experiences: 

Ben: I really appreciate that [early morning] time . . . to just, like, wake up slowly 

and see everything . . . There’s, like, a subtle joy . . . a quiet joy. It’s like I see this 

coffee commercial in my mind. Like, a woman fills up her cup of coffee and looks 

out the window and just sees that dawn is coming up . . . It makes you feel good 

and wholesome. 

While Ben awakens with early morning joy, in the evening he moves inward and 

introspects: 

Ben: Right now, I’m looking out my window and I’m seeing the sun going down. 

And, I get this thing that my friend and I call ‘evening talk’ . . . ‘Evening talk’ is 

that time when we get a little bit more introspective. We get a little bit deeper. We 

get a little bit more in touch with the things that aren’t as concrete.  

Earlier in his interview (see 1.2 Relaxation & Restoration), Ben described how nature 

encounters can lead him to experience ‘otherworldliness.’ Ben intimates again that 

‘evening talk’ puts him in touch with another, less concrete, realm. He later expressed 

that as evening transitions to night, he frequently experiences enhanced mental clarity. 
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The outer world’s darkness and silence seems to produce an atmosphere conducive to 

clear, deep thinking.  

 Sarah also experiences evening as a time for inward movement—for both animals 

and humans (or human animals?): 

Sarah: Sunsets are my favourite . . . I love the movement and the energy of the 

animals, you know? Looking for their last meal and collecting their young and 

heading back [home]. And, there’s something about people turning their lights 

out . . . Ok, the day is over now. So, whatever you’ve done, you’ve done. 

Whatever’s not done, isn’t done. And, I don’t have a say in that. It’s just done. 

Sarah again employs the word ‘energy’ to depict a nature encounter, this time using the 

adjective to describe the evening behaviour of animals. As noted in 1.1 Essential 

Ecologies of Self, Sarah shared that she often struggles with stress. Regular evening 

ecological self experiences seem to help Sarah let go: 

Sarah: I think the sense of closure is huge, right? A lot of times if I don’t get 

outside in the evening and do that, I don’t end my day. 

 Finally, Nathan shared that 

evening is a time for humans to close 

up with—and separate from—the 

wider natural world (see Figure 14):  

Nathan: I think there’s a time 

to step out of 

nature . . . Things are closing 

up. And, we’re going to close 
Figure 14 - Nathan’s ecological self experience 

mirrors nature's daily rhythms. [Photo credit: 

Thomas Bernacki] 
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ourselves up . . . we’re going to tuck ourselves away to sleep. And, now the home 

is like shelter and safety . . . There’s a little bit of a cocooning as you close 

yourself off from it. 

This excerpt illustrates how nature might become less hospitable as the sun descends. In 

the evening, the home transitions into a place of protection from the darkening natural 

landscape. 

 3.1.2 Seasonal rhythms. Participants shared that their experience of ecological 

self oscillates with seasonal shifts.27 The following paragraphs provide a glimpse into  

ecological self experiences over the seasons—starting with winter. 

As mentioned in 1. Integral Ecologies of Self, most participants described winter 

as difficult: cold, snow, and ice can frequently impede essential ecological self 

engagements. Five of eight participants also shared that during winter months they 

struggle with symptoms of seasonal affective disorder. Winter’s low light seems to lead 

most participants into low mood: 

Chloe: Do you want to know the negative aspect of being in tune with nature? 

When the weather is miserable, I am miserable! It happens every year like 

clockwork . . . Around mid-to-late October—that’s when you start to notice the 

[depressive] symptoms come back. 

Chloe clearly conveys a shadow side to being tuned to nature’s seasonal rhythms. 

Winter’s dark dormancy can be deeply depressing.   

                                                           
27 At the time of data collection, all participants other than Matias (who resided in the 

State of Mexico, Mexico), lived in locations where they experience four distinct seasons. 
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Marissa shared that she frequently feels lonely and depressed during winter 

months. To soothe her symptoms, Marissa regularly engages her ecological self: 

Marissa: Because I deal with seasonal affective stuff . . . I’ll need that time by the 

river. I’ll be like [to the river]: Please, just come hold me! Especially if something 

is going rough for me at that point. 

Here Marissa again highlights nature’s agency. Her winter difficulty melts in her river’s 

warm embrace.  

Participants shared that they welcome winter’s shift to spring. Chloe expressed 

that she eagerly anticipates spring: its arrival seems to mean new life—both for nature 

and her. The seasonal transition from winter to spring, however, can be trying for Chloe: 

Chloe: I like spring. But, spring’s a miserable bastard some days . . . Some of my 

worst mental health moments have . . . come from springtime . . . I mean it’s nice 

when . . . you get to see spring actually unfolding and everything in full bloom. 

That weird transitional period, though, between winter and spring . . . just takes 

forever sometimes. 

Chloe’s emotional life seems to oscillate along with early spring’s ups-and-downs. Her 

use of metaphor in the above excerpt, ‘spring’s a miserable bastard some days,’ clearly 

conveys a shadow side to early spring’s ambivalent character.  

Unlike Chloe’s spring ambivalence, Ben’s feelings are unequivocally positive: 

Ben: In the spring—my birthday’s in March, early March—I start to feel this 

awakening. Not only tied into the fact that my birthday is coming up, but also tied 

into the fact that the earth is waking up. You can see . . . small little seedlings if 
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you look under the grass. Some trees are budding. A little bit later you see birds 

returning. So, it’s like, these things are waking up. 

It is interesting that Ben mentions the timing of his birthday in the above excerpt. There is 

a sense that Ben, along with other earthly creatures, reawakens or is reborn in the 

strengthening spring sun. 

Participants most often shared positive summer reflections. Marissa—like the 

wider natural world—is invigorated by summer’s intense heat:  

Marissa: I’m definitely a summer person . . . Even [in] the heat . . . whereas other 

runners . . . melt away . . . I find it easy to run in those conditions. It’s actually 

incredible! I’m like, why are you guys tired? What are you doing? I feel like I 

come alive in the summer! 

While Marissa loves intense summer heat, Edith 

relishes summer’s intense light. Edith savours 

the rich colours and contrasts summer light 

brings to her beloved garden (see Figure 15).  

 Like spring and summer, several research 

participants shared fond feelings for fall. Chloe 

appreciates fall’s moderation: 

Chloe: I like fall . . . it’s a good happy 

medium. Like, this is a little too hot 

[referring to the unseasonably warm 

weather during our first interview held in 

Figure 15 - Edith loves the colour and 

contrast intense summer light brings 

to the Gothenburg Botanical Garden. 

[Photo credit: Miriam van der Valk] 
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late September]. But, I can handle this . . . Some days in summer it’s just like 

sweltering. It’s too hot. I don’t even want to be outside. 

Chloe’s disdain for summer heat contrasts with Marissa’s positive reflections. While 

Marissa savours summer’s sweltering temperatures, Chloe is relieved when the sultry 

subsides.  

Ben conceptualized fall as the season when nature and humans move inward: 

Ben: As the seasons shift, how we connect with the land base changes. [In the 

fall] some animals are no longer there . . . Some plants are dead. Some are going 

through a state of dormancy . . . There’s . . . a greater sense of quiet. [It’s] more 

reflective and inward.  

Ben’s experience of nature’s seasonal shifts mirrors his experience of nature’s diurnal 

rhythms (see 3.1.1 Daily Rhythms). Ben’s experience of spring correlate with his 

morning experience, while his fall experience corresponds with his experience of 

evening.  

3.2 (R)evolutions 

In addition to fluctuating with daily and seasonal rhythms, all participants shared 

that their experience of ecological self has evolved over their lifespan. The following 

three subsections illustrate participants’ ecological self experiences from childhood, 

through adolescence, and into adulthood. 

 3.2.1 Childhood. All participants described having positive childhood nature 

experiences. Most frequently, participants described their early ecological self 

experiences as exciting. Simon fondly recounted adventurous childhood camping 

ventures in the South Belgium wilderness:   
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Simon: When I was a kid, I was in scouting. And, with the group, we did hikes in 

the Ardennes . . . It is hilly and has mountains and rivers. And, you can walk a 

whole day through them and see no people. So that was what we did in the 

groups, and without the parents . . . It was really adventurous! 

Simon shared that he is still drawn to similar expansive landscapes for long-distance 

walking and running. However, he now prefers to embark on these expeditions alone (see 

2.1 Into the Wild, Alone?).  

Ben, like Simon, shared that his childhood relationship with nature was imbued 

with excitement. Ben reflected on early shared adventures in the local landscape in his 

first interview: 

Ben: I loved going on the BMX trails with my brothers and just stopping and 

laying down in the leaves. And, like, there’s nothing more fun—and I think every 

child knows this—like, just, being covered up in leaves. Playing hide and seek. 

Climbing trees. The joy of climbing a tree. Oh my god!  

Ben seemed enthused to share his positive childhood nature encounters. Perhaps part of 

Ben’s outdoor education path is the opportunity it affords for co-creating meaningful 

early nature experiences with children? 

While all participants shared positive childhood nature experiences, two stated 

that their early ecological self experience was somewhat superficial: 

Nathan: Like, I . . . played in trees and did all that stuff and swam in lakes and all 

that. Um, I don’t know. I think I didn’t appreciate it [nature] on the level that I do 

now. My experience of it [nature] in my childhood, would have been joyful, for 

sure—but, not as rich in appreciation. It was [just] a fun place to go. 
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Nathan is nonchalant about his childhood nature encounters. Sure, nature was a fun place 

for Nathan to visit as a kid—but these early encounters seem pale in comparison with his 

richer adult ecological self experiences.  

Chloe shared that, in childhood, nature was a place for fun activity. Chloe only 

recognized nature’s importance in adulthood: 

Chloe: As I’ve grown older, I began to realize that [nature] was important to me. 

It wasn’t simply just about being an outdoorsy kind of person. It was . . . this is 

where I find my sense of inner peace and God . . . It’s a lifeline. 

Chloe suggests that in childhood her relationship with nature was tied in with a 

‘outdoorsy’ identity. Chloe now experiences a deeper, spiritual connection with nature. 

What factors might have influenced the seeming superficiality of Nathan’s and Chloe’s 

early ecological self experiences?  

 3.2.2 Adolescence. As participants entered adolescence, their relationship with 

nature seemed to become more tenuous. Participants most often described adolescence as 

a personal and/or peer-oriented period. Nature seemed to become a backdrop to 

participants’ more pressing self- and social concerns: 

Ben: [In] adolescence [nature’s] separate . . . somehow. Maybe we’re so peer-

oriented or because we’re just trying to figure out our own selves. We’re insular, 

we’re personally oriented. 

Ben suggests that a self-narrowing occurs in adolescence: facets of ecological self are 

jettisoned in favour of personal and social connections.  

Matias’s adolescent reflections were like Ben’s. For Matias, though, physical 

geography also distanced him from the wider natural world during adolescence:  



CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS  124 

Matias: [In adolescence] I left nature aside for being with . . . friends . . . I went 

to study in Bogota, in the capital of Columbia. So, there is less nature. 

Everywhere in Columbia there is a lot of nature, but in Bogota there is less. So, 

maybe, I was less focused on nature. 

It is interesting that Matias describes adolescence as the time when he ‘left nature aside’ 

for friends and the big city. Did (and, does) Matias associate nature with childishness? 

Did Matias leave part of his nature behind during adolescence, too?  

 Though participants most frequently described adolescence as a period of nature-

detachment, Marissa’s experience was exceptional. Marissa shared a profound spiritual 

experience she had during an indoor guided meditation at the age of sixteen (see Figure 

16): 

Marissa: I felt like I was floating in deep space . . . And then, all of a sudden, out 

of the blue, I literally felt this hand on my right shoulder . . . It was . . . almost a 

feeling of coming home. Like 

the most infinite kind of 

coming home. [At] that 

moment I knew that with that 

love and that protection came 

a responsibility on my part to 

both share myself and honour 

the world around me—like, 

the natural world around 

Figure 16 - Marissa's spiritual, ecological self 

experience at age sixteen continues to sustain her 

and her activism. [Photo credit: Jenn Harris] 
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me . . . When I go to the river it is almost a re-connection with that experience. 

With that space. With that relationship. 

Marissa again portrays nature as an actor in her life—this time providing her with ‘love’ 

and ‘protection’ through physical touch. This deep comfort is accompanied by a demand: 

Marissa must share herself and ‘honour the world around’ her. Marissa later expressed 

that her present-day commitment to social and environmental activism is still fueled by 

this transformative encounter, an experience she regularly re-incorporates through river-

trail runs. 

 3.2.3 Adulthood. All participants shared that their relationship with nature was 

rekindled in adulthood. For Simon, the impetus for ecological self renewal seemed to 

arise from within: 

Simon: I got this feeling that I had to go [back to nature]. It’s really this urge to 

go back to the trails and hike and be in the mountains. But my wife and my kids 

didn’t like walking. For me it was sort of crisis. I had to do something about that. 

Simon conveys acute tension in the above excerpt. While he is driven by an inner urge to 

get back to the mountains (interestingly, the landscape type he associates with positive 

childhood nature adventures), he feels constrained by familial preference.  

For other participants, the impetus to renew ecological self seemed to come 

externally. For example, friends pushed Matias to experiment with shaman-facilitated 

ayahuasca ceremonies in the Columbian wilderness in his mid-twenties: 

Matias: I saw, like, the energy of the trees. I don’t know if it was going up or 

down. Everything was . . . connected. So, you can see the connections between the 

trees and the clouds and the sky and the people—and that was really 
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amazing . . . Even now, when I remember that, I feel something in my skin and 

maybe my eyes and ears. 

Matias’ last sentence—"Even now, when I remember that, I feel something in my skin 

and maybe my eyes and ears”—conveys the intensity of his spiritual ecological self 

experience. The encounter lingers on in his body. 

 All participants shared that their adult (re)connection with nature was 

transformative. Several participants shared that their renewed nature connection was a 

catalyst for heightened self-awareness. Sarah correlated her discovery of the healing 

energy of water at age thirty-four with a period of personal discovery: 

Sarah: Up until I was thirty-four . . . I just did what I was supposed to do. I never 

really put any thought into who I was or what I wanted or what mattered or any 

of those things . . . I was just on a path. It wasn’t really my own path . . . On my 

thirty-fourth birthday, I looked at my checklist of all the things you were supposed 

to have to be successful. I realized I had checked off every single box—and I 

could just jump off a bridge. I completely hated my life. 

Sarah, who was thirty-eight at the time of data collection, later shared that her deepened 

connection to water and to self compelled her to create a life worth living. Regular visits 

to bodies of water seem to help Sarah let go, relax, and re-member what matters most 

(see 1.1 Essential Ecologies of Self).   

 Chloe’s self-awareness also seems to be enhanced by adult ecological self 

experiences. Chloe shared how a wilderness canoe trip in her late twenties propelled her 

to shift career directions and pursue a degree in outdoor recreation—a field that resonates 

deeply with her ecological self (see Figure 17):  
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Chloe: I think that 

being in 

nature . . . reconnects 

me to the important 

parts of who I 

am . . . How would I 

have this insight about 

who I was, if I wasn’t in 

nature? 

Does Chloe literally re-incorporate parts of her ‘self’ when she is in the wild? Or is she 

suggesting that being in natural places provides her with space conducive to self-

reflection?  

Other participants shared that their adult ecological self experiences inspired self-

expansion. Nathan expressed that his heart opened in his mid-twenties: 

Nathan: I became a more compassionate person. A more forgiving person. A 

person who could recognize that other people have their own story and have their 

own struggles and they need compassion too.  

Eric: So, your heart opened, and so did your experience of nature?  

Nathan: Absolutely . . . I did not have this connection with nature when I was a 

younger man. I did not. The opening of my heart was necessary. Maybe it 

happened at the same time. 

Nathan’s opening-of-heart seemed to lead to deepened relationships with fellow humans 

and the wider natural world. Nathan is unsure whether his heart-opening catalyzed his 

Figure 17 - Chloe’s poster helps keep her wilderness 

connection kindled when at home. [Photo credit: 

January] 
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reconnection with nature or if his renewed relationship with nature precipitated a more 

relational way of being. Perhaps these phenomena occurred concurrently?  

Ben’s adult ecological self experiences also seemed to widen his circles of 

compassion: 

Ben: As you move into adulthood, you participate [with nature] again. You 

develop a relationship again . . . Another thing . . . that develops is—or at least 

has for me—is the notion of tending: How do I propagate these seeds of these 

plants that I love so much? How do I encourage this thing to grow? How do I 

support this thing as it’s supported me? And, I think that that comes with a sense 

of responsibility that you only get as an adult.  

His describing nature as a ‘thing’ is striking given that he so regularly personified nature 

throughout both of his two interviews. Ben’s desire to give-back-to-nature through 

tending echoes Marissa’s account presented in sub-theme 3.2.2 Adolescence. Both Ben 

and Marissa seem to want to nurture nature, because nature has—and does—nurture 

them.  

3.3 Summary 

The third superordinate theme, Time: Rhythms & (R)evolutions, illustrates how 

the experience of ecological self varies with time. Each participant expressed that their 

ecological self experiences oscillate with daily and seasonal rhythms. In addition, all 

participants shared that their experience of ecological self has evolved over the lifecycle: 

from childhood joy and excitement, through adolescent detachment, into current-day 

transformative (re)connection. 
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4. Sustaining Ecologies of Self 

The fourth superordinate theme illustrates the ecological issues that participants 

are concerned with (sub-theme 4.1). These environmental worries can precipitate anguish 

and anger, emotions with which participants can struggle to cope (sub-theme 4.2). 

Finally, though participants shared that ecological self experiences motivate them to act 

pro-environmentally, interpersonal factors seem capable of impeding their pro-ecological 

engagement (sub-theme 4.3). 

4.1 Countless Concerns 

Each participant expressed emotional resonance with, and concern for, several 

ecological issues (see Table 5).  

Table 5 - Environmental Concerns Mentioned by Participants during Interviews  

Participant 

Pseudonym 
Environmental Concerns Mentioned 

Sarah 
-primarily local water and air quality (e.g., wetland protection, air pollution); 

-also, climate change, mining impacts; waste management. 

Chloe 

-primarily wilderness destruction 

-also, climate change, water resources, litter/waste management (especially in 

wilderness areas). 

Marissa 
-primarily de-forestation and litter/waste management 

-also, climate change. 

Edith 
-primarily waste management 

-also, water pollution and toxic chemicals 

Simon 
-primarily climate change (locally observable) and local air quality 

-also, species loss, frequency of extreme heat events. 

Nathan 
-climate change, resource overconsumption, wilderness destruction, waste 

management 

Ben 
-deforestation, resource overconsumption, water privatization, climate change, land 

development and habitat destruction 

Matias 

-primarily climate change and local dog population health 

-also, water quality, resource overconsumption, habitat destruction and waste 

management 

 

When I asked Ben if certain environmental issues concern him—he replied 

enthusiastically: 
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Ben: Everything! Um, deforestation, overconsumption by the West of life on the 

land . . . All this push for pipelines and tar sands expansion and natural gas 

extraction and water privatization . . . climate change in general. [There are] so 

many . . . things to be concerned about! 

Most participants shared that they are predominantly worried about intimate ecological 

issues:   

 Eric: Are there particular environmental issues that concern you? 

Marissa: Um, my brain just responded, everything! It’s all connected, right? But, 

I think a lot of my connection has been with forests . . . Forests for me tend to be 

where I get that big exhale . . . They’re like a big set of lungs, right? Like, I need 

that to breathe—on a spiritual level too, right? So, I think it’s kind of indicative 

that that is where a lot of my activism has been. 

While Marissa mentions nature’s interconnectedness in the above excerpt, she highlights 

her close forest connection. Marissa associates forests with breathing—necessary for both 

her physical and spiritual sustenance (interestingly, the Latin root of the word ‘spiritual’ 

is spiritus, which means breath). Marissa’s connection to, and concern for, forests may 

have roots in a touchstone experience: In her mid-twenties, Marissa worked as an anti-

logging activist alongside Stolo First Nation in British Columbia, Canada: 

Marissa: That . . . experience . . . shaped me: emotionally, politically, mentally. It 

gave me strength and tested me in ways that I never expected.   

Sarah shared her acute anxiety about, and passion for, two local environmental 

issues:   
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Sarah: I think water and air are the big things that really grab me. Water, just 

because of my own connection . . . I feel an innate drive to protect water. And, my 

air—obviously its hugely important, right, like just objectively we all know that. 

Um, but my youngest daughter was born with COPD-type asthma, which I firmly 

believe is the result of being pregnant under that steel plant . . . You would never 

be able to prove it, but my heart knows that’s the case. 

Sarah’s water quality concern is unsurprising: local bodies of water are essential facets of 

her ecological self. If local water bodies are degraded, so, too, is Sarah’s for stress relief. 

Sarah’s air quality anxiety has different origins: this concern seems to spring from the 

negative impact poor air quality may have had on her young daughter’s health.  

 Matias is also most worried about a local environmental problem (see Figure 18). 

When I asked Matias if certain ecological 

issues are particularly concerning, he replied: 

The health of the animals—especially 

dogs . . . I am really concerned about 

how this population of dogs is growing 

and we are doing nothing. Dogs, here 

[in Mexico], are like an object . . . You 

just see dead dogs everywhere. That for 

me is really awful. 

In the above excerpt, Matias expresses worry 

about the health of local Mexican canines and 

lack of concern for the problem. Matias shared 

Figure 18 - Matias loves lush green 

landscapes. However, his most 

prominent environmental concern is the 

health of local canines. [Photo credit: 

Matias] 
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later that he is regularly reminded of the dire street dog dilemma. Matias empathizes 

strongly with local canine suffering: 

Matias: I am highly empathetic. When I was coming here [to our first interview], 

some guy almost hit some dogs on the street . . . I still feel the emotions. 

 Finally, Simon shared that he is predominantly concerned about two 

environmental issues: climate change and local air quality (see Figure 19): 

Simon: We have a series 

of pictures starting from 

twenty years ago of the ice 

on the mountains—the 

glaciers . . . We see this 

receding from year to year. 

And, the past two or three 

years, it’s been dramatic. 

We . . . see the size 

shrinking by 50 metres per year . . . That’s when you really feel that something is 

changing and is not going to come back easily. 

Would Simon be so worried with climate change if he did not directly witness its’ 

dramatic impact on local glaciers? Later, Simon shared his worry about local air quality: 

Simon: The air quality is very bad around here . . . My daughter, who is more 

sensitive than I am, says she can really smell that difference when we walk in the 

forest and we come towards the house . . . The air is changing . . . That’s 

Figure 19 - Simon is particularly concerned about 

climate change and local air quality. Over his 

lifespan, he has observed the steady decline of 

mountain glacial ice. [Photo credit: Jan Provoost] 
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something that keeps me awake at night—and I’m already so much awake at 

night. 

Simon’s daughter is a canary in a coal mine: her heightened sense of smell enables her to 

alert others about degraded local air quality. 

4.2 Anguish & Anger 

All participants expressed that their ecological concerns can lead them into 

anguish and anger. Marissa expressed preemptive grief for the planetary predicament 

global climate change is precipitating: 

Marissa: That sense of grief . . . How do you exist each day with that sense that 

we’re on the fucking Titanic? You know? I don’t know. And, it’s scary, right? 

And, its overwhelming . . . I’m grieving and you’re grieving, but we still need to 

exist. 

Marissa’s use of the ‘Titanic’ metaphor in the above excerpt conveys hopelessness. It is 

interesting that Marissa mentioned my grieving in the last sentence as I had not expressed 

my personal climate change concern(s). Did Marissa’s emotional sensitivity provide her 

with (accurate) insight into my psychic situation?  

 Participants’ anguish about the potential loss of their favourite natural places was 

often particularly poignant. Nathan reflected on how he might feel if a Northern Ontario 

wilderness area dear to him were to be developed: 

Nathan: It hurts. It’s like, it hits me in the soul. It hits me in the heart . . . Oh, 

God! If those places were going to be destroyed . . . I don’t know . . . I would cry. 

You know? I would cry. 
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Similarly, Ben shared that he anticipates deep anguish if his outdoor school grounds were 

ever to be sold and developed. However, Ben’s sadness is mixed with frustration and 

anger (see Figure 20):  

Ben: That’s a whole new 

sense of grief . . . I’d be very, 

very sad. I’d be incredibly 

angry . . . because I also feel 

so powerless in this culture as 

to what to do about those 

things in any meaningful, 

long-lasting, sustained way 

that will actually create 

change. I feel like the anger then shifts to just more sadness. You know? It’s just 

like, I can’t do anything with the anger, so it’s just sadness. 

While Ben’s grief is precipitated by the potential loss of his beloved outdoor school 

grounds, his frustration and anger are evoked by, and directed at, humans. It is interesting 

how Ben’s impotent anger eventually shifts to sadness: deep hopelessness is the 

inevitable result.  

 Sarah, like Ben, expressed frustration and anger about humanity’s environmental 

destructiveness. In her first interview Sarah fumed about the disregard shown by local 

industry to air quality: 

Sarah: It makes me angry! Um, largely because I think the negative impacts are 

stemming from somebody else’s desire to earn a buck . . . They [the local 

Figure 20 - Ben anticipates deep anguish and 

anger if the grounds of his outdoor school were 

ever to be sold and developed. [Photo credit: 

byron murray] 
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industry] don’t want to invest in the technology that’s going to keep the people in 

neighbourhoods healthy—even though it’s available. 

Sarah’s anger in the above excerpt is palpable. She is furious that greed-driven local 

industry prioritizes corporate profits over human and environmental health. Chloe, too, is 

distressed by ecological destructiveness: 

Chloe: I just think humans are incredibly ignorant in some ways—and, I know I 

am too . . . People take . . . things for granted and they think, you know, I’m okay, 

right? My life is fine. But, I’m like: What about the people who come after you? 

What do you think you’re introducing to your children?  

Chloe suggests that ignorance and short-sightedness can underlie environmentally 

destructive behaviour. It is easy, perhaps, for people to get so caught up in their own 

concerns that they fail to see the far-reaching ecological impact of their everyday actions. 

Interestingly, Chloe also identifies her own ignorance in the above excerpt. Like fellow 

humans, Chloe too can be ecologically imprudent. Edith went a step further than Chloe:  

Edith: I really suffer every time I take the trash out. I hate it. I hate trash. I just 

hate it so much, with all the, ah, I hate it! And, waste, every waste—waste is just 

such a sad word. It’s such a big, big sin to waste things. And, it’s usually from 

lack of consciousness. 

Not only does Edith acknowledge her fallibility, she also recognizes her culpability in the 

ecological crisis—and she suffers for it. Like Chloe, Edith also notes that ignorance or 

lack of consciousness may contribute to environmentally destructive human behaviour. 

Participants shared a variety of coping strategies that they use to manage their 

environmental anguish and anger. Matias sometimes employs avoidance:  



CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS  136 

Climate change for me is really important. But, right now, I feel really frustrated 

about that. Maybe I have decided in some way to avoid the pain . . . I don’t feel 

well when we talk about these things. It is a topic that causes me a lot of sadness. 

I don’t feel the capacity to change anything about that. 

Matias avoids thinking and talking about climate change because the topic easily 

precipitates painful emotions. Put differently, Matias sojourns suffering by cutting off 

facets of his ecological self. The source of Matias’ frustration—like Ben’s described 

earlier—seems to be his inability to effect meaningful change. Nathan, at times, also 

employs avoidance: 

Nathan: I feel it [the environmental anguish], but I can’t wallow in it—because I 

just got to self-preserve, you know? . . . We can wallow in misery and be 

all . . . romantically obsessed with tragic quests, you know, and kind of be 

miserable. Or not. So, I just use that strategy as a grown up, you know? 

It’s . . . survival. Like, we only have so many things that we can worry about, 

right? Otherwise, we’d . . . crumble. 

Nathan actively avoids wallowing in environmental despair to maintain his peace of 

mind. Put differently, Nathan feels a need to narrow his ecological self to keep from 

crumbling. It is interesting that Nathan labels self-preservation as a ‘grown-up’ response 

to environmental suffering in the above excerpt, given that he earlier described adulthood 

as the time when his heart opened to others’ plight (see 3.2 (R)evolutions).  

In addition to avoidance, several participants seem to find solace from ecological 

anguish and anger through cognitive reframing—viewing environmental problems from a 

different vantage point: 
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Marissa: No matter what it [nature] faces, it grows back, it grows around, it 

grows through, do you know what I mean? [When] humans . . . kick ourselves in 

the bucket, nature will go on. It will be a different form. There may not be as 

many species—because we’ve like obliterated most of them—but it will 

regenerate . . . So, it’s comforting to know that if, like, me as a single 

individual . . . and each of us as single people aren’t around . . . it [nature] will 

be fine. 

Intriguingly, Marissa finds comfort from her climate change grief by turning back to 

nature. Marissa’s hope seems to be rooted in nature’s resilience: while climate change 

may result in the demise of humanity, wider elements of Marissa’s ecological self 

(perhaps in different forms) will nevertheless prevail.   

Edith can also cope through cognitive reframing. Edith expressed that her love for 

the Gothenburg Botanical Garden means she must also be willing to let it go: 

Edith: How much can I ask of this place? You know, I’m so happy when I’m 

there. I’m happy when I look at the photo now and talk about it. Like . . . who am 

I? Am I going to keep it forever like a mad person? It’s not doable. 

Eric: So, there’s almost a sense of holding it lightly?  

Edith: Yes. Like, you know, true love. 

Finally, two participants stressed the importance of properly processing inevitable 

ecological loss. Ben juxtaposed what he considers proper end-of-life human care with 

proper end-of-life land care: 

Ben: I’ve already got in my mind who I would talk to organize a sort of 

ceremonial letting go or goodbye for the land . . . When I worked at hospice, 
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families would come and watch people as they died . . . That was important for 

the person that was dying, that there were people . . . with them and they 

could . . . be comforted in the process while they were dying. And, of course, this 

forest, if it’s being developed, it’s not dying—it’s being killed. But, to have that 

same . . . vigilance, that same group of people to be there to watch, to listen, and 

to feel it out . . . It wouldn’t assuage the anger or sadness, but I think it would be 

a way to confront it instead of ignoring it or just feeling helpless. Maybe this is 

one way to feel a bit more involved. And, I’ve seen that with families, too. Like, 

when people are dying, even if you just show up you can feel a little bit less 

helpless if you can be there for the person and with the person.  

Holding vigil provides Ben with sense of agency. Despite feeling intense environmental 

anguish and anger, Ben can nevertheless find some comfort in ritualizing the loss. Is the 

communal nature of holding vigil vital to its beneficial effects? Or could solitary 

mourning be just as helpful? Interestingly, Ben again blurs the human-nature binary (see 

2. Space: Human-nature (Non)binaries) through his correlating of human and nature end-

of-life care. 

4.3 Serving Ecologies of Self 

Participants shared that their experience of ecological self inspires them to behave 

pro-environmentally. Six of eight participants stated that their environmental concerns 

(see Table 5) motivate them to regularly engage in a variety of conservation lifestyle 

behaviour. Simon shared that he chooses to live car-free and eat a plant-based diet to 

reduce his ecological footprint. Edith, too, is focussed on reducing her lifestyle’s 

environmental impact:  
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Edith: We only have glass jars and things like that. No plastic. And, I also don’t 

use . . . beauty products like shampoo . . . [And] we wash [clothes] like less than 

once a week—and we have a child . . . And, then showering, I just try to not do 

these things very much. Like saving water, saving electricity. And, I make my own 

clothes. 

In addition to conservation lifestyle behaviour, most participants shared that they 

also engage in some combination of social environmentalism and environmental 

citizenship (see Table 6).  

Table 6 - Pro-environmental Behaviours Mentioned by Participants during Interviews 

Participant 

Pseudonym 
Pro-Environmental Behaviours Mentioned 

Sarah 

Conservation lifestyle behaviour: recycles 

Social environmentalism: educates/encourages children, entrepreneurial action in 

alternative waste management technology 

Environmental citizenship: ran legal action against local industry/developers in 

air and water quality cases (through work as lawyer), local political action 

Chloe 

Conservation lifestyle behaviour: recycles, picks-up litter (particularly in 

wilderness areas) 

Environmental citizenship: previously engaged in local activism and protests, 

signs environmental petitions 

Marissa 

Conservation lifestyle behaviour: reduces waste, consumes local and ethically-

sourced products, eats vegan diet, picks-up litter on local running routes 

Social environmentalism: writes and educates others about ecological issues 

(through work as writer/editor) 

Environmental citizenship: engages in local activism and protests  

Edith 

Conservation lifestyle behaviour: reduces waste (water, garbage), reuses 

materials, makes own clothing, avoids use of beauty products and harmful 

chemicals, consumes local products 

Social environmentalism: educates/encourages peers  

Simon 

Conservation lifestyle behaviour: lives car-free, eats vegetarian diet 

Social environmentalism: writes about environmental issues (through work as 

science writer), educates/encourages family 

Environmental citizenship: engaged in local legal environmental class action 

lawsuit 

Nathan 

Conservation lifestyle behaviour: lives relatively car-free, eats mostly vegetarian 

diet, recycles and composts wastes 

Social environmentalism: previously engaged in local environmental education 

and outreach  

Environmental citizenship: previously engaged in local activism and protests; 
local political action 
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Participant 

Pseudonym 
Pro-Environmental Behaviours Mentioned 

Ben 

Social environmentalism: educates others about local nature and environmental 

issues (through work as outdoor educator); runs local educational radio show about 

caring for the land base 

Environmental citizenship: regularly engages in local activism and protests (tree 

sits, anti-pipeline demonstrations) 

Matias 

Conservation lifestyle behaviour: reduces and recycles waste (at home and at 

business), drives environmentally-friendly car; picks-up litter 

Social environmentalism: educates/encourages others, adopts local homeless 

dogs 

 

Most often, participants’ social environmentalism and environmental citizenship seem to 

target local, intimate ecological issues. Sarah shared that she has provided legal counsel 

in local water and air protection court proceedings on more than one occasion (see Figure 

21):  

Sarah: I’m fighting for the people that are vulnerable, that don’t have a 

voice . . . Sometimes that’s my 

parents and sometimes that’s 

my kids and sometimes it’s 

people that I don’t even really 

know. 

Eric: Is it always just people’s 

voices, or is it also nature’s 

voice? 

Sarah: I’m trying to think that 

through . . . my initial thought was it’s always been people that were impacted. 

But, when I think about the wetland case that I did, it was a possibility that 

people’s wells could be impacted, but, that really wasn’t what drove me—it was 

Figure 21 - Sarah has provided legal counsel to 

protect local wetlands. Her concern for human 

and nature motivates her. [Photo credit: 

Anonymous in the North] 
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the idea of destroying one of the last remaining coastal wetlands [in the Great 

Lakes]. 

Sarah initially attributed her motivation to spearhead local air and water court cases to her 

worry about the negative impact that poor water and air quality can have on vulnerable 

humans—whether these individuals are familiar, or not. Sarah realizes upon deeper 

reflection, however, that her pro-ecological engagement can also be prompted by her 

concern for the health of local nature. 

Marissa’s social environmentalism and environmental citizenship also target 

local, intimate ecological issues Unlike Sarah, Marissa’s pro-environmental behaviour 

seems to be rooted in reciprocity: 

Marissa: I think for me it is very much a reciprocal thing. Like, me and the river 

or me and the land need to take care of each other . . . It’s almost like I am in 

relationship now with the greenspaces around me . . . It’s almost like I want to 

take care of them with that same urgency that I wanted to take care of all my past 

partners. 

In this excerpt, Marissa again personifies her relationship with nature (as she also does in 

3.1 Rhythms and 3.2 (R)evolutions). Marissa urgently wishes to care for nature as she 

would a romantic partner—and recognizes that nature can reciprocate that care.   

Ben’s pro-environmental actions also seem to spring from reciprocity (see also 

sub-theme 3.2 (R)evolutions). Ben shared that he wants to properly tend the local 

landscape and, through modelling, educate others how they can do the same:   

Ben: [Nature experiences] encourage me . . . to learn about the tending, to learn 

about how to be in right relationship with the land. And, as a teacher, as someone 
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who is in a place of power . . . to teach younger people, to always be mindful of 

how they move through the land and to mentor good behaviour . . . such 

as . . . caring for the places where we’re at. Not just taking—sitting down and 

actually talking to the plant, asking it for permission. If only to role model this 

sense of care and respect and reciprocity that, maybe, I’d like to see more of us 

have with the land base. 

Like Sarah, Ben most often aims his social environmentalism and environmental 

citizenship at local ecological issues. Intuitively, this local focus makes sense. 

Participants may be more aware of local environmental issues, and, likely, can engage 

local ecological problems with relative ease. Nathan offer another reason for focussing on 

the local: 

Nathan: I guess all that I can truly control is the most local stuff—the stuff that’s 

closer to home. As you get closer to home you have more ability to control it and 

maybe you feel less despairing . . . I can take action. I can be a lived example. You 

know?  

Nathan insinuates here that focussing on local ecological issues provides him with an 

internal locus of control. This sense of agency seems to help Nathan assuage his 

environmental anguish.  

While all participants seem motivated by ecological self experiences to act pro-

environmentally—movement from inspiration to action does not appear to be automatic. 

Sometimes, participants’ social context seems to stifle their pro-ecological intentions. 

Nathan shared that while he and his wife used to involve themselves in local social 

environmentalism and environmental citizenship, the birth of their children compelled 
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them to step back from environmental activism to focus on family-rearing. Marissa 

revealed that she had only recently returned to active environmental citizenship after the 

end of a time- and energy-demanding decade-long marriage. Matias expressed that his 

motivation to act pro-environmentally is sapped by his social environment (see Figure 

22): 

Matias: I am . . . frustrated because I’ve 

tried a lot of things [to help the 

environment]. And . . . I don’t know if it 

is somewhat Mexico or if it is about 

Latin America, but I think that people 

are more concerned with survival [than 

they are concerned about the 

environment]. I don’t think I can do 

much. It is not that I don’t want to be 

different, or something, it is because I 

have tried all my life and it has caused 

me a lot of [negative]emotions.  

Here, Matias’ clearly conveys his sense of 

powerlessness: his cultural context seems to 

stifle his motivation to act pro-ecologically. Matias also intimates that humans may not 

be overly concerned with environmental issues when personal survival is at stake. 

Two participants shared that the culture of coarseness within environmental 

activism can be an obstacle to their pro-environmental engagement. While Edith is 

Figure 22 - Matias blames the 

environmental disregard he observes in 

his Latin American context for 

frustrating his pro-environmental 

behaviour. [Photo credit: Matias] 
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committed to an array of private-sphere conservation lifestyle behaviours, she shies away 

from public demonstrations: 

Edith: I have a lot of friends who are going to this demonstration . . . And, I’m 

just thinking—not in a million years will I contribute to this energy. Ever. No. No. 

No.  

Eric: It’s too toxic? 

Edith: Yeah, how can it help? How can it help? That’s not how we cure things 

with more of the same. 

In the above excerpt, Edith suggests that fighting fire with fire is ineffective: ‘that’s not 

how we cure things, with more of the same.’ Nathan also finds activism culture 

distasteful:  

Nathan: I’m tired of it [activism culture]. It repels me. It’s repelling. And, like, I 

want to stay connected to it and I want to stay active in it, but being an activist is 

just too hard. 

There is a tension in the above excerpt between Nathan’s desire to actively serve 

ecological self and his negative response to activism culture. For Nathan, activism culture 

is exhausting. 

4.4 Summary 

The fourth superordinate theme, Sustaining Ecologies of Self, illustrates that 

participants are concerned with a variety of ecological issues (see Table 5). Ecological 

concerns can precipitate anguish (about ecological loss) and anger (about  environmental 

destructiveness), feelings that they can struggle to cope with. Finally, though participants 

share that ecological self experiences inspire them to pro-environmental action (see Table 
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6)—most often in the form of conservation lifestyle behaviours and public sphere actions 

aimed at local, intimate ecological concerns—interpersonal factors can stand in the way 

of their efforts.  

Chapter Summary 

 In this chapter, I have presented the research findings of this project by organizing 

them into four superordinate themes (1. Integral Ecologies of Self; 2. Space: Human-

Nature (Non)binaries; 3. Time: Rhythms & (R)evolutions; and, 4. Sustaining Ecologies 

of Self) and ten sub-themes during IPA (see Figure 2). Research results are summarized 

and discussed in detail in Chapter 5: Discussion. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION  

In this chapter, I discuss project findings. As illustrated in the previous chapter 

(Chapter 4: Findings), I organized study results into four superordinate themes and ten 

sub-themes during interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA; see Figure 23).  

 

I begin this chapter by briefly summarizing key project findings. I then relate 

these results to the nature connectedness, ecopsychology, and associated literatures—

demonstrating how study results support, extend, and complicate existing ecological self 

understandings. Next, I discuss some of this project’s practical implications: how can 

project findings be taken-up by ecotherapists and back-to-nature organizations. Finally, I 

discuss some of the limitations of this study and provide suggestions for future ecological 

self explorations. I conclude this chapter with a summary of the overall project. 

1. Integral 
Ecologies of Self

1.1 Essential 
Ecologies of 

Self

1.2 
Relaxation & 
Restoration

1.3 
Ambivalent 
Ecologies of 

Self

2. Space: 
Human-Nature 
(Non)binaries

2.1 Into the 
Wild, Alone?

2.2 Metaphor: 
Bridging the 

Binary

3. Time: 
Rhythms & 

(R)evolutions

3.1 Rhythms

3.2 
(R)evolutions

4. Sustaining 
Ecologies of Self

4.1 Countless 
Concerns

4.2 Anguish 
& Anger

4.3 Serving 
Ecologies of 

Self

Figure 23 - Superordinate Themes and Sub-themes 
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Summary of Key Study Findings 

Project findings illustrate how gifted adults experience ecological self, and how 

this experience influences mental health and environmental behaviour. Results show that 

participants’ ecological self experiences—particularly embodied engagements with 

preferred natural places—may be essential to their well-being (sub-theme 1.1), perhaps 

because these experiences foster relaxation and restoration (sub-theme 1.2). Findings 

illustrate that ecological self experiences are not necessarily pleasant, however: all study 

participants shared that they have had intense, distressing, and/or ambivalent nature 

experiences (sub-theme 1.3). Moreover, their environmental concerns (sub-theme 4.1) 

seemed capable of precipitating anguish and anger (sub-theme 4.2), emotions that 

participants could struggle to cope with.  

Study results show that experience of ecological self may be inconsistent. For 

example, though participants frequently depicted humans and nature as distinct and 

distanced (sub-theme 2.1), they at other times blurred the human-nature binary—often 

through use of nature-based metaphor (sub-theme 2.2). Further, their experience of 

ecological self also seemed to oscillate with diurnal and seasonal cycles (sub-theme 3.1) 

and appeared to evolve over their lifespans (sub-theme 3.2): generally, from childhood 

excitement, through adolescent detachment, to current-day transformative (re)connection.  

Finally, while study findings show that ecological self experiences can motivate 

pro-environmental behaviour—perhaps most often in the form of conservation lifestyle 

behaviour and public-sphere action aimed at local, intimate ecological issues—movement 

from ecological self experience to pro-environmental action does not appear to be 
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automatic. Results demonstrate how intra- and interpersonal factors might hinder a 

person’s pro-environmental engagement (part of sub-theme 4.2, sub-theme 4.3).  

Discussion 

 Study results seem to support, extend, and complicate existing ecological self 

understandings. I discuss project findings within three sections below: Ecological Self 

and Mental Health, Ecological Self Instability, and, Ecological Self and Environmental 

Behaviour. 

Ecological Self and Mental Health 

In this first section, I discuss study findings as they relate to the ecological self-

mental health link. The first two subsections (Natural Places and Mental Health and 

Nature Connectedness and Mental Health) discuss how study results support and extend 

two common explanations for the mental health-ecological self connection. In the third 

subsection (Ecological Self and Suffering), I discuss project findings that seem to 

complicate these two conventional understandings.  

Natural places and mental health. The nature connectedness literature 

commonly explains the link between ecological self and mental health in two ways. First 

is the idea that individuals who measure higher in nature connectedness are more likely to 

spend time in nature (e.g., Capaldi et al., 2015; Dean et al., 2018; Nisbet et al., 2009; 

Tam, 2013). Growing evidence demonstrates that engaging in different ways with various 

forms of nature can promote mental health for diverse populations (Bratman et al., 2012; 

Frumkin et al., 2017; Howell & Passmore, 2013; Keniger, Gaston, Irvine, & Fuller, 2013; 

Markevych et al., 2017; McMahan & Estes, 2015). This study’s findings seem to support 

this first explanation of the mental health-ecological self link. All study participants (each 
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who measured relatively high in nature connectedness) shared that they regularly spend 

time in nature and that they typically experience nature encounters as enhancing to their 

mental health.28 

While the mental health benefits of spending time in nature may be because 

participants were satisfying their biophilic needs (Kellert & Wilson, 1993) and realizing 

their ecological selves (Naess, 1989), this finding seems best explained by Rachel and 

Stephen Kaplan’s (1989) attention restoration theory (ART). According to ART, natural 

environments provide ideal settings to reduce stress and restore depleted emotional and 

cognitive resources (Ulrich, 1984; M. P. White, Pahl, Ashbullby, Herbert, & Depledge, 

2013). Specifically, ART posits that natural environments provide a sense of being away 

from daily stressors, contain elements that promote soft fascination, offer a feeling of 

extent, and usually provide a high degree of compatibility (M. G. Berman, 2017). In 

addition to boosting emotional well-being, ART also suggests that nature experience can 

boost psychological well-being by providing an ideal setting for self reflection (Kaplan & 

Kaplan, 1989).29  

The four elements of ART—being away, soft fascination, extent, and 

compatibility—can be observed in how participants experience their favourite natural 

                                                           
28 Ecotherapists (and others) often stress the importance of regularly engaging natural 

places to obtain mental health benefits (e.g., Buzzell & Chalquist, 2009). However, such 

‘use’ of nature can harm ecosystem health, for example, by reducing biodiversity (van 

Heezik & Brymer, 2018). Thus, regularly engaging natural places might be one way that 

the behaviour of nature connected individuals is (unintentionally) environmentally 

destructive. 
29 Though attentional restoration theory (ART) has been widely referenced over the past 

thirty years to explain the health benefits of natural environments, Joye and Dewitte 

(2018) recently argued that the ART framework still has “important empirical and 

conceptual shortcomings” (p. 1). Put differently, though helpful, the ART framework 

appears imperfect. 
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places. First, all participants shared that they experienced their preferred natural place(s) 

as being distinct and/or distanced from human impact and activity, thus providing them 

with a sense of being away from daily stressors (Korpela et al., 2001). Their preference 

for visiting nature alone may be because solitude heightens their sense of being away and 

specifically away from interpersonal stress (Adams & Morgan, 2018; Windhorst & 

Williams, 2015b). Coleman (2006) highlighted how “solitude opens and strengthens the 

doorways to connecting with nature” (p. 173). Being alone in nature may both have 

heightened a participant’s sense of being away from daily stress (Korpela & Staats, 2014) 

and increased their sense of nature immersion (Pretty, Rogerson, & Barton, 2017) or 

absorption (Ballew & Omoto, 2018), thus enhancing relaxation and restoration. 

Second, each participant’s favourite place contained natural features (e.g., trees 

and/or some form of water) that foster soft fascination. Soft fascination occurs when a 

person’s attention is captured effortlessly—thus restoring her or his depleted mental and 

emotional resources and freeing cognitive capacity for other tasks (Kaplan, 1995). Soft 

fascination has also been shown to facilitate self-reflection (Herzog & Strevey, 2008), 

which in turn has been linked with both emotional and psychological well-being 

(Harrington & Loffredo, 2011). Dabrowski (1967/2015) argued that self-reflection is 

critical to advanced personality development. Several study participants linked their 

personal growth in adulthood—for example, enhanced self-awareness and self-

expansion—with self-reflecting (or having their self reflected?) in natural places (Korpela 

et al., 2001). This potential relationship between nature connectedness and personality 

development also fits in well with Naess’ (2008) idea of (ecological) self-realization. 
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Third, whether it featured a large water body, an expansive forest, or a manicured 

garden, each participant’s preferred natural place provided a sense of extent (Kaplan & 

Kaplan, 1989). In other words, each place was “rich enough and coherent enough so that 

it constitutes a whole other world” (Kaplan, 1995, p. 173). Most often, participants 

described extent in spatial terms. For example, several participants juxtaposed the 

constriction they felt in human environments with the expansion they experienced in their 

preferred natural places (Adams & Morgan, 2018). Other participants expressed that their 

sense of temporal extent widened in their favourite natural place (Kaplan, 1995). For 

example, Edith shared that spending time in the Gothenburg Botanical Garden connected 

her with previous positive childhood memories, seemingly broadening her experience of 

both time and self (Macy & Brown, 2014). 

Fourth, and finally, the preferred natural places of all participants were 

compatible: what a participant wanted to do (often some form of physical activity), their 

preferred natural place facilitated. Nearly all participants stressed the importance of 

moving or exercising in nature. Pretty et al.’s (2017) decade-long research has 

demonstrated that “physical activity in the presence of nature improves health and well-

being” for “all ages, genders, ethnicities, and social classes” (p. 1). This ‘green exercise’ 

is known to produce immersive-attention. Immersive-attention likely heightened their 

relaxation and restoration processes (Pretty et al., 2017), perhaps providing participants 

with an ideal way to regulate their psychomotor, intellectual, and emotional 

overexcitabilities (OEs; Piechowski, 2014).  

While often sharing similar characteristics (e.g., being distinct and/or distanced 

from human impact and activity; containing a variety of natural elements) and seeming to 
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facilitate a similar experience (e.g., relaxation and restoration), the preferred natural place 

of each participant was also unique. Most participants appeared to be attached30 to 

(Altman & Low, 1992; Giuliani, 2003) a specific locale and/or type of landscape—places 

and environments that participants associated with previous positive (often, childhood) 

encounters. This finding supports existing research (e.g., Bell, Wheeler, & Phoenix, 

2017; Milligan & Bingley, 2007). For example, Chawla (1992) argued that an 

individual’s positive memories in a place play an important role in that person’s positive 

feelings toward, and attachment to, this same locale later in life. And, Ward Thompson, 

Aspinall, and Montarzino (2008) demonstrated a strong relationship between childhood 

visits to natural environments and being prepared to access similar settings alone as an 

adult. This result also resonates with Naess’ personal experience. Naess’ favourite natural 

place was Tvergastein on Mt. Hallingskarvet in Norway—a place that he connected with 

as a boy and where he felt most at home throughout his lifespan (Diehm, 2003; see also 

Ecological Self Instability).  

The uniqueness of preferred natural places for participants supports Beery & 

Wolf-Watz’ (2014) contention that ecological self cannot be accurately abstracted beyond 

the individual (see also Cleary et al., 2017; Klaniecki et al., 2018). Thus, while humans’ 

evolutionary history may have produced biophilic tendencies, people are “also influenced 

                                                           
30 Place attachment can be defined as an emotional bond between individuals or groups 

and a place or environment (Altman & Low, 1992). Place attachment is sometimes 

conceptualized as containing two subdomains: place identity and place dependence 

(Masterson et al., 2017). Place identity can be described as “those dimensions of self that 

define the individual’s personal identity in relation to the physical environment” 

(Proshansky, 1978, p. 155), while place dependence “conveys an instrumental connection 

between people and place, conceived and measured as the ability of a setting to facilitate 

goal achievement and to satisfy important needs” (Masterson et al., 2017, p. 2). 
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by their lifetime experiences and environment” (Curtis, 2010, p. 40) and therefore likely 

to identify most readily with familiar natural environments and places (Devall, 1995; 

Sampson, 2012). Put differently, “individuals link to natural places that are recognisable 

and individualised. . . . The contours of our minds are shaped by particular places” (Pretty 

et al., 2017, p. 8).  

Nature connectedness and mental health. A second common way that the 

mental health-ecological self link is explained in the nature connectedness literature is the 

idea that individuals who feel more connected tend to be more mentally healthy (e.g., 

Capaldi et al., 2017; Cleary et al., 2017; K. Lee, Ashton, Choi, & Zachariassen, 2015). 

Undergirding this explanation is the idea that humans are relational beings (Ryan & Deci, 

2000), and, as per the biophilia hypothesis (Kellert & Wilson, 1993), this need for 

relationship ultimately extends beyond humans to other living things and to life-like 

processes (Baxter & Pelletier, 2018; Moreton, Arena, & Tiliopoulos, 2019). Study 

findings seem to support this explanation. Participants often reported that their nature 

connection (i.e., ecological self) experiences—whether through embodied engagement, 

spiritual realization, natural rhythm resonance, or nature-based metaphor use—enhanced 

their mental health. 

Embodied engagements with their preferred natural places (fine grain nature 

connection type; Klaniecki et al., 2018) seemed to promote mental health, in part because 

these encounters provided participants with a gateway to broader, spiritual ecological self 

experiences ( coarse grain, large extent nature connection types; Klaniecki et al., 2018). 

For example, Nathan shared that working in his urban garden—literally, having his 

fingers in the earth—linked him with nature’s cycles of growth, providing him with a 
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comforting sense that he belonged to “greater wholes” (Naess, 1989, p. 173). Similarly, 

Matias’ awe-inspiring shaman-facilitated encounters in the lush, green Columbian 

wilderness opened him up to experience the entire earth as a single interdependent living 

being (like Gaia; Cashford, 2013).  

Core to the Buddhist traditions that inform many modern mindfulness conceptions 

is interdependence (Hanley, Derringer, & Hanley, 2017). Previous research links 

mindfulness—“being attentive to and aware of what is taking place in the present” (K. W. 

Brown & Ryan, 2003, p. 822)—with nature connectedness in what is thought to be a 

reciprocal, bi-directional relationship (Schutte & Malouff, 2018): spending time in nature 

may increase mindfulness (Hamann & Ivtzan, 2016), while practicing mindfulness 

meditation may increase nature connectedness (Aspy & Proeve, 2017; Nisbet, Zelenski, 

& Grandpierre, 2019). Schutte and Malouff (2018) suggest that being mindful in nature 

may help an individual to more fully engage their experience. This nature immersion or 

absorption—which, as mentioned earlier, can be heightened through solitude (Coleman, 

2006) and green exercise (Pretty et al., 2017)—may help relax ego boundaries 

(Harrington & Loffredo, 2011; P. R. White, 2011), leading one to experience nature and 

self not as separate, but interdependent—and, fundamentally, one (Hanley et al., 2017; 

Mayer & Frantz, 2004; Schultz, 2002).  

Davis and Gatersleben (2013) demonstrated that individuals who measure higher 

in nature connectedness are more likely to report having spiritual or transcendent nature 

encounters—experiences that can be divided into two primary types: deep flow 

transcendence and diminutive transcendence (K. Williams & Harvey, 2001). Deep flow 

transcendence, which is characterized by relaxation and a sense of belonging in nature, 
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tends to occur in open, familiar natural places, while diminutive transcendence—which 

tends to occur in complex or wild natural environments—is characterized by awe and 

feeling overwhelmed (Bethelmy & Corraliza, 2019; Davis & Gatersleben, 2013; van den 

Berg & ter Heijne, 2005; K. Williams & Harvey, 2001). Generally, the spiritual 

ecological self experiences of participants followed the above-mentioned pattern. For 

example, Nathan seemed to enter deep flow while working his familiar urban garden, 

while he appeared to experience diminutive transcendence while backcountry camping in 

the Northern Ontario wilderness. It is important to note that spiritual ecological self 

experiences need not occur out-of-doors (Macy & Brown, 2014). For example, Marissa’s 

adolescent spiritual ecological self experience occurred during an indoor guided 

meditation (perhaps illustrating the bi-directional nature connectedness-mindfulness 

relationship described earlier; Schutte & Malouff, 2018). As Conn (1995) pointed out: 

“Each of us has, with or without awareness, the ability to connect to the whole 

interdependent web of life on Earth at any moment and in any activity in our daily lives” 

(p. 157). 

For participants, spiritual ecological self experiences often seemed to be 

transformative, self-altering. For example, after his shaman-facilitated encounters in the 

Columbian wilderness, Matias found it difficult to perceive self and earth as separate. 

Also, Marissa’s adolescent spiritual ecological self experience seemed to permanently 

expand her self-concept. The transformative potential of spiritual ecological self 

experience is mentioned frequently in ecopsychology and related literatures (Bragg, 

1996; Caston, 2014; Fisher, 2013; Fox, 1990; Maslow, 1999; Metzner, 1999; Plotkin, 

2013; Roszak, 1992; Roszak et al., 1995; Vaughn-Lee, 2013; M. P. White et al., 2013; P. 
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R. White, 2013). These “awesome and illuminating experiences” are the telos of Naess’ 

self-realization process: to apprehend and protect a “psyche the size of the earth” 

(Hillman, 1995, p. xvii). Study findings echo these ecopsychological ideas. Not only were 

their spiritual ecological self experiences “awesome and illuminating” (Wilber, 2001, p. 

2), participants seemed often to come away from these encounters committed to serving 

ecological self (see Ecological Self and Environmental Behaviour).  

Most participants expressed that consciously connecting with nature’s daily and 

seasonal periodicity was enhancing to mental health (though not always, see Ecological 

Self and Suffering). Several participants described morning and evening ecological self 

experiences as being particularly important. These participants described feeling 

enlivened when arising and moving outward with the morning and comforted when 

retreating and moving inward with the evening. Kahn Jr., Ruckert, and Hasbach (2012) 

highlighted how the human brain is “built to respond to nature’s periodicity” (p. 59)—a 

relationship thought to have formed over the millions of years during which our human 

ancestors lived in tune with the “ever renewing sequence of sunrise and sunset, of 

seasonal succession, [that] constitutes a pattern of life” (Berry, 1999, p. 177). Berry 

(1999) also suggested that “dawn and sunset are the mystical moments of the diurnal 

cycle, the moments when the numinous dimension of the universe reveals itself with 

special intimacy” (p. 18). Perhaps some participants were connecting with this numinous 

dimension during their morning and evening ecological self encounters? More generally, 

Plotkin’s (2008) Wheel of Life model and Young, Haas, and McGown’s (2010) Natural 

Cycle model appear to echo participants’ natural rhythm experiences. For example, the 

Natural Cycle model connects the East (the direction associated with spring and the rising 
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sun) with excitement, renewal, and inspiration and attributes the West (the direction 

associated with fall and the setting sun) with relaxation, internalization, and letting go.31  

Participants frequently employed nature-based metaphors to describe their 

ecological self experiences. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) highlighted how metaphor is an 

effective way to conceptualize experience while making it relatable to others. Lumber, 

Richardson, and Sheffield (2017) argued that the use of symbols like metaphor can 

“enhance the experience of a connection with nature by 

expanding . . . awareness . . . leading to a deeper relationship or connectedness” (p. 4). 

How participants used metaphor appears to support Lumber et al.’s (2017) contention. 

For example, personifying nature (ascribing nature with qualities that are stereotypically 

considered human) seemed to enhance their connection to, and sense of belonging in, 

nature (see also Liu, Geng, Ye, & Zhou, 2018; Tam, Lee, & Chao, 2013). Experiencing 

this deepened relationship or connectedness with nature through metaphor may promote 

mental health (Capaldi et al., 2014; Kahn Jr. & Hasbach, 2012b; Naess, 1989).32 

Finally, it seemed insufficient for participants to only think about, or feel 

connected to, or symbolize their ecological self: All participants expressed that to 

maintain their mental health it was essential for them to regularly spend time in their 

favourite natural places. This finding highlights the centrality of embodied experience to 

the human-nature relationship (e.g., Abram, 1996; Fisher, 2013; Giusti, Svane, Raymond, 

& Beery, 2018; Morrison, 2009; Totton, 2011) and suggests that the mental health-

                                                           
31 Further discussion about participants’ experience of daily and seasonal periodicity can 

be found in subsection, Time, within Ecological Self Instability.  
32 For a more thorough nature-based metaphor discussion—specifically as it relates to the 

human-nature binary—see subsection, Space, within Ecological Self Instability. 
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ecological self link reported in the nature connectedness literature may be present 

primarily because individuals who measure higher in nature connectedness spend more 

time in relaxing and restorative natural places (Capaldi et al., 2015; Dean et al., 2018; 

Frumkin et al., 2017; Russell et al., 2013).  

The potential importance of spending time in relaxing and restorative natural 

places to obtain mental health benefits raises several questions. For example, given that 

most people now live in urban centres, how can entry to such natural places be 

facilitated? And, how can access to natural places be provided in an equitable manner 

(e.g., across geographic space, age, gender, race, socio-economic status, etc.; F. Boyd, 

White, Bell, & Burt, 2018)? And, how can natural places be protected from human 

overuse (van Heezik & Brymer, 2018)?  

Ecological self and suffering. Although study results seem to support (and 

sometimes, perhaps, extend) two common explanations for the mental health-ecological 

self link, other findings appear to complicate these two conventional understandings. In 

this subsection, I discuss results that seem to test the mental health-ecological relationship 

under two headings: Ecological Self Ambivalence and Anguish & Anger. 

Ecological self ambivalence. While the nature connectedness research suggests 

that “being connected to nature and feeling happy are . . . connected” (Capaldi et al., 

2014, p. 1), study findings demonstrate that being nature connected does not guarantee 

mental health—nor does it prevent mental illness. For example, though all participants 

scored relatively high on the INS Scale (Schultz, 2002), several expressed that they 

regularly grapple with mental health issues like stress and anxiety. In addition, more than 

half of the participants stated that they struggle to cope with one—or several—mental 
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illnesses (e.g., depressive disorders, anxiety disorders). This finding illustrates one way 

that the “actuarial and probabilistic” (Datan, Rodeheaver, & Hughes as cited in Smith et 

al., 2009, p. 30) nature connectedness research misrepresents lived experience. A 

person’s mental health is shaped by more than just their individual relationship with 

nature (which may be unstable, see Ecological Self Instability). For example, Karpinski et 

al. (2017) demonstrated that overexcitabilities (OEs) might predispose gifted individuals 

to a variety of psychological disorders (mood and anxiety disorders, attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder). In addition, the Canadian Centre for 

Occupational Health & Safety (2018) noted that  an individual’s mental health is 

influenced by a “complex interplay between many individual and environmental factors” 

(para. 2)—things like a person’s: family history of mental illness, trauma exposure 

(historical and contemporary), current life stressors, psychological coping skills, lifestyle 

and health behaviours, employment level, socio-economic status, and access to mental 

health support services.33 A participant’s mental health is likely shaped by some 

combination of the variable individual and environmental influences noted above. 

The seeming prevalence of seasonal affective disorder (SAD) among research 

participants (five of the eight participants shared that they struggle with SAD symptoms) 

illustrates one way that being nature connected might harm mental health. Seasonal 

affective disorder, a “mood disturbance with a seasonal pattern, typically occurring in the 

                                                           
33 Fisher (2013) and other more radical ecopsychological thinkers (e.g., Eisenstein, 2013; 

Shepard, 1995; Totton, 2011) argue that genuine mental health will only be possible after 

a foundational reformulation of Westernized culture’s disconnected, consumptive norms. 

Would a large-scale cultural shift from an “Industrial Growth Society” to a “Life-

Sustaining Society” (Macy & Brown, 2014, p. 5) be enough to fully alleviate pressures 

on mental health? 
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autumn and winter with remission in the spring or summer” (Kurlansik & Ibay, 2013, p. 

607), is thought to affect approximately two to six percent of the Canadian population in 

a given year with prevalence reaching ten percent in more northern latitudes (Byrne & 

Brainard, 2008; Melrose, 2015). Seasonal affective disorder prevalence among 

participants in this study seemed substantially higher: over 60% (care must be taken with 

this interpretation, however, as participants expressed that they struggle with SAD 

symptoms, not necessarily the diagnosable disorder). This finding raises the question: 

Might there be a relationship between nature connectedness and SAD? Or, between 

giftedness and SAD? I am not aware of any studies have explored these potential 

relationships. 

In addition to seasonal affective disorder, several participants shared another 

source of winter distress: cold, snow, and/or ice can impede their essential ecological self 

engagements. Hartig, Catalano, & Ong (2007)—environmental psychologists who work 

from Kaplan and Kaplan’s (1989) attention restoration theory (ART)—refer to this 

phenomenon as ‘constrained restoration.’ Restoration constraint occurs when 

“environmental conditions hinder the complete or sufficiently rapid renewal of depleted 

resources” (Hartig et al., 2007, p. 107). Thus, the winter distress experienced by some of 

the participants may be because winter weather impedes access to preferred natural 

places, thus preventing them from adequately restoring depleted cognitive and emotional 

resources (Hartig et al., 2007; Korpela & Hartig, 1996; M. P. White et al., 2013)—

resources that may be heavily taxed by participant’s overexcitabilities (OEs, Piechowski, 

2014).  
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Finally, while the nature connectedness literature posits that individuals who are 

more connected to nature spend more time reaping the mental health benefits that nature 

provides (e.g., Dean et al., 2018; Nisbet et al., 2009; Tam, 2013), findings from this study 

illustrate that individuals who are intimately nature connected can still have intense, 

distressing, and/or ambivalent nature experiences. For example, Nathan expressed that his 

spiritual ecological self experiences in the Northern Ontario wilderness were 

overwhelming; Chloe shared that she has experienced crippling panic attacks while 

canoe-tripping; and, Marissa expressed that she is afraid of being attacked by male 

predators while running her river-trails in the early morning. The potential reasons for 

participants’ intense, distressing, and/or ambivalent ecological self experiences seem 

varied. Nathan’s overwhelming wilderness encounters are likely examples of diminutive 

transcendence common in such settings (Bethelmy & Corraliza, 2019; Davis & 

Gatersleben, 2013; see Nature Connectedness and Mental Health). Chloe’s panic attacks 

may have resulted from a combination of heightened self awareness in nature (Hasbach, 

2012) and her difficulty with emotional regulation (perhaps linked to her giftedness and 

ADHD; Barkley, 2015). And, finally, Marissa’s fear of attacks by male predators is likely 

rooted in her (and her friends’) experience of assault combined with her vulnerability to 

attack while river-trail running (E. A. Richardson & Mitchell, 2010). The above findings 

add to existing research that demonstrates that a complex interplay of individual (e.g., 

age, gender, ethnicity, race, socioeconomic status, mental health state, previous 

experience) and environmental (e.g., environment type, environment location, weather, 

time of day) factors can shape a person’s nature experience (e.g., Bell, Leyshon, & 

Phoenix, 2019; Clayton et al., 2017; Hurly & Walker, 2019; Jorgensen, Hitchmough, & 
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Dunnett, 2007; Jorgensen & Tylecote, 2007; Kellert, 2014; Milligan & Bingley, 2007; E. 

A. Richardson & Mitchell, 2010).  

Anguish & anger. The mental health-ecological self link proposed in the nature 

connectedness literature seems further strained by study findings which suggest that 

participants’ environmental concerns can precipitate anguish and anger—emotions that 

participants could struggle to cope with.34 I discuss relevant findings under two headings, 

below: Anguish and Anger. 

Anguish. While the nature connectedness literature stresses the mental health 

benefits associated with a close nature connection (e.g., Capaldi et al., 2014), study 

results show how an intimate relationship with nature can also produce pain. For 

example, each participant voiced worry about multiple ecological issues (see Table 5 in 

Chapter 4: Findings). Their wide-ranging environmental concern is unsurprising: each 

participant measured relatively high in nature connectedness and likely experienced 

known threats to nature as threats to their own (ecological) selves (Frantz & Mayer, 2014; 

Naess, 2008; Roszak et al., 1995).  

Participants appeared to be most anxious about familiar environmental issues and 

it was these intimate concerns that seemed to most frequently evoke their anguish (and 

anger). For example, Sarah’s acute anxiety and anger about degradation to cherished 

local air and water was palpable. Also, Ben’s and Nathan’s pre-emptive grief over the 

potential loss of a favourite natural place was poignant. These findings support existing 

research that demonstrates how psychologically proximate environmental issues—

                                                           
34 See subsection Resistance within Ecological Self and Environmental Behaviour for a 

discussion of how psychological coping strategies may influence the environmental 

behaviour of participants. 
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ecological concerns experienced as close to the self, even if the threats are geographically 

distant—are more likely to elicit fear, pain, sadness, and anger (Brügger et al., 2016; 

Liberman, Trope, & Stephan, 2007; Scannell & Gifford, 2013; Trope & Liberman, 2010). 

Like place attachment, one avenue to psychological proximity is personal experience (A. 

R. Lee, Hon, & Won, 2018; McDonald, Chai, & Newell, 2015). Thus, for participants, 

heightened concern about intimate ecological issues may have grown out of personal 

experience with those places and/or problems. This finding again illustrates ecological 

self idiosyncrasy, the uniqueness of experience that the abstracting nature connectedness 

research necessarily overlooks (see Natural Places and Mental Health for an earlier 

discussion; Cleary et al., 2017; Klaniecki et al., 2018).  

Dean et al. (2018) recently demonstrated one reason why the nature 

connectedness research often overlooks ecological self suffering: The literature may 

regularly conflate distinct facets of human-nature relationship. Employing Nisbet et al.’s 

(2009) Nature Relatedness (NR) scale, which breaks nature connectedness into three 

facets: NR-Self, NR-Perspective, and NR-Experience, Dean et al. (2018) surveyed 1538 

people to test whether nature connectedness is associated with better physical and mental 

health. Results showed that only NR-Experience (which captures whether or not a person 

enjoys spending time in nature) is associated with better physical and mental health, 

while NR-Self (which captures a person’s self-identification with nature) and NR-

Perspective (which captures a person’s conservation worldview) were associated with 

“increased depression, anxiety or stress, after accounting for potential confounding 

factors” (Dean et al., 2018, p. 1). The results of this study suggest that while individuals 

who are intimately nature connected may reap mental and physical health benefits from 
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spending more time in nature (see Natural Places and Mental Health)—in the context of 

rampant environmental degradation (e.g., E. Gifford & Gifford, 2016), their identification 

with nature and their environmental concerns might actually harm their mental health.  

Finally, while thus far I have been interpreting environmental anxiety and anguish 

negatively, the wider ecopsychology literature suggests these emotions are both “healthy 

responses to a world in trauma” (Macy & Johnstone, 2012, p. 67) and essential aspects of 

(ecological) self-realization (e.g., Barrows, 1995; Conn, 1995; Devall, 1995; Drengson, 

2008; Macy & Brown, 2014; Naess, 1989, 2008; Plotkin, 2008). In fact, Macy (1995) 

stresses that not consciously experiencing ecological self suffering is—paradoxically, 

perhaps—pathological: it constricts a person’s emotional life and keeps them from 

“breaking through despair” and into power (p. 249). Put differently, while the 

(ecological) self-realization process can be painful, 

The extended self [also] brings into play wider resources—like a nerve cell in a 

neural net opening to the charge of the other neurons. With this extension comes a 

sense of buoyancy and resilience. From the wider web in which we take life, inner 

resources—courage, endurance, ingenuity—flow through us if we let them. They 

come like an unexpected blessing. (Macy, 2013, p. 155) 

Anger. In addition to anguish, the environmental concerns (particularly 

psychologically proximate ones) often seemed to precipitate anger for participants. Most 

frequently their anger was directed at other humans—individuals and groups that 

participants believed were at fault for harming their ecological selves. For example. Sarah 

raged at local industry for their disregard for air and water quality. And, Ben aimed his 
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anger at the whole of Western culture which he blamed for its rampant environmental 

destructiveness.  

Anger is typically considered a secondary emotion, a “response to some other, 

more basic (primary) feeling” (Pascual-Leone, Gilles, Singh, & Andreescu, 2013, p. 84) 

such as fear or sadness. Thus, the roots of anger might lie in the anguish participants feel 

over environmental loss (see Anguish above). Rather than wallow in environmental 

despair, participants could perhaps gain reprieve by projecting anger onto a guilty other—

that is, unless, like Chloe and Edith, they recognized they were implicated in the problem 

(Kleres & Wettergren, 2017). In this latter case, participants’ anger was likely directed 

inwards as guilt, resulting in further ecological anguish (Cunsolo, 2017; Macy, 1995).  

Anger is considered essential to the grieving process (Doka, 2016). Elisabeth 

Kübler-Ross’s influential grief model breaks down the grieving process into five stages 

(denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance), each of which must be worked 

through—though not necessarily in the order noted above—for a person’s wholeness to 

be restored (Doka, 2016; Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2005). Cunsolo (2017) argues that due 

to myriad environmental issues, ‘mourning nature’ or ‘ecological grief’ is continuous and 

never fully resolves, perhaps partly because Westernized societies do not provide 

appropriate collective mourning rituals (Menning, 2017; Metzner, 2009; Windle, 1995). 

Notably, Ben stressed the importance of collectively processing ecological loss. This 

holding vigil seemed to provide Ben with renewed hope and agency (Cunsolo & 

Landman, 2017b) and may have also inspired his pro-ecological engagement (see 

Ecological Self and Environmental Behaviour). As Cunsolo and Landman (2017a) noted, 
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“mourning can unite, and grief over a shared loss or something integral to one’s self can 

be a powerful political motivator and unifier” (p. 12). 

Finally, while typically considered secondary, anger can also be a primary 

emotion, “a person’s most fundamental, direct and initial reaction to a situation” 

(Pascual-Leone et al., 2013, p. 84). As a primary emotion, anger is often elicited in 

response to distress (R. Williams, 2017) and signals the need to assert oneself against a 

threat to personhood (Pascual-Leone et al., 2013). Spontaneous pro-environmental 

behaviour, “physical reactions of defending or nurturing other beings as if they were 

one’s own self” (Bragg, 1996, p. 96), can be thought of as a primary anger response to 

protect elements of one’s ecological self. But what if—as Cunsolo (2017) intimated—

contemporary threats to ecological self are continuous (see also Woodbury & Francisco, 

2019)? And, what if the sources of ecological self suffering are systemic (i.e., there is no 

specific target for ameliorative action)? For example, Ben’s rage at Western culture for 

its rampant environmental destructiveness quickly turned to anguish because he felt 

powerless to create any meaningful, long-lasting, societal change. Macy (1995) suggested 

that while Western culture’s rampant ecological imprudence elicits several emotions, 

sorrow (anguish) predominates: 

Loss, unmeasured and immeasurable, is the pivotal psychological reality of our 

time . . . There is terror at the thought of the suffering in store for our loved ones 

and others. There is rage that we live our lives under the threat of so avoidable 

and meaningless an end to the human enterprise. There is guilt; for as members of 

society we feel implicated in this catastrophe and haunted by the thought that we 
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should be able to avert it. Above all, there is sorrow. Confronting so vast and final 

a loss as this brings sadness beyond the telling. (p. 241) 

Summary. In this first section, I discussed study findings as they relate to the link 

between mental health and ecological self. In the first two subsections (Natural Places 

and Mental Health and Nature Connectedness and Mental Health), I discussed study 

results that seem to support and sometimes extend two common explanations given for 

the ecological self-mental health connection. In the third subsection, I discussed project 

findings that add complexity to these two conventional understandings (Ecological Self 

and Suffering).  

Ecological Self Instability 

 While the nature connectedness literature typically portrays ecological self as a 

stable psychological trait—a personality characteristic that remains steady over time and 

situation (e.g., Capaldi et al., 2014; Nisbet et al., 2009; Schutte & Malouff, 2018)—

findings from this study demonstrate that experience of ecological self is variable. In this 

second section, I discuss study findings that seem to challenge the notion of ecological 

self stability. First, I discuss how their conceptions of the human-nature connection were 

inconsistent (see Space), and second, how their ecological self experiences varied with 

time (see Time). 

Space. For participants, conceptions of the human-nature connection were 

inconsistent. Although all of them measured relatively high on the INS Scale (each 

participant considered nature to be part of the self), each participant regularly depicted 

humans and nature as distinct and distanced during interviews. Further, during 

recruitment (see Chapter 3: Methods), three participants expressed difficulty selecting 
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only one option on INS Scale: they felt that the closeness of their nature connection was 

variable—not static. These findings lend support to nature connectedness studies that 

capture ecological self instability (Mayer et al., 2008; Nisbet et al., 2011; M. Richardson 

et al., 2016; M. Richardson & Sheffield, 2017; Tam, 2013).  

Andrews (2018) recently illustrated how the nature connectedness research 

typically overlooks the “nuances and unconscious processes of subjective [nature] 

experience” (p. 61). Through in-depth interviews with six sustainability managers, 

Andrews (2018) showed that an individual can simultaneously hold several disparate 

cognitive frames (i.e., strongly linked ideas and associated emotions and values) about 

nature, and that each frame can facilitate a distinct nature experience. Inconsistency in 

nature connection conceptions, therefore, may be because each participant possesses 

several separate cognitive frames about the human-nature relationship that they 

consciously hold to at different times and in different spaces.35  

The instability of their human-nature conceptions may be culturally related. All 

study participants live in Westernized societies where physical and psychological nature 

disconnection are normalized (e.g., Bateson, 1979; Hernandez-Wolfe, 2018; Macy & 

Brown, 2014; Roszak, 1992; Roszak et al., 1995; Shepard, 1982; Totton, 2011). Thus, 

though each participant may periodically experience ecological self intimacy (perhaps 

most often while physically engaging a favourite natural places; see Natural Places and 

Mental Health), their everyday cultural context may concurrently counteract this 

                                                           
35 These diverse cognitive frames may have implications for mental health and 

environmental behaviour. Perhaps it is only when a person consciously experiences a 

close nature connection that they reap the associated mental well-being benefits (see 

Ecological Self and Mental Health) and is motivated to behave pro-environmentally (see 

Ecological Self and Environmental Behaviour)? 
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conscious closeness because their context stresses human-nature separation. Eisenstein 

(2013, 2018) argued that many Westernized people live between two narratives (or 

cognitive frames?): the old Story of Separation and the new Story of Interbeing. When a 

person lives from the Story of Separation, they experience human-nature separation. 

Conversely, when a person lives from the Story of Interbeing, they realize that “we are 

fundamentally unseparated from each other, from all beings, and from the universe itself” 

(Eisenstein, 2013, p. 16).  

The ecopsychology literature regularly highlights ecological self fluidity (e.g., 

Fox, 1990; Macy, 2007; Plotkin, 2008). For example, as previously mentioned, Macy 

(2013) stressed that: 

The ecological self, like any notion of selfhood, is a metaphoric construct, useful 

for what it allows us to perceive and how it helps us to behave. It is dynamic and 

situational, a perspective we can choose to adopt according to context and need. 

Note the words: we can choose. Because it’s a metaphor and not a rigid category, 

choices can be made to identify at different moments, with different dimensions 

or aspects of our systemically interrelated existence—be they dying rivers or 

stranded refugees or the planet itself. (p. 155)  

Put differently, where a person draws the boundary line between ‘me’ and ‘not me’ is not 

set in stone: the geography of the self is dynamic (Wilber, 2001). 

Participants seemed to employ a variety of strategies to close the human-nature 

gap. Some participants drew humans and nature together using their imagination. To 

illustrate, inspired by his shaman-facilitated spiritual experiences, Matias intuited that 

though the earth may appear diverse, our planet is really a single living interdependent 
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being. And, Edith was adamant that human-nature separation is illusory—the supposed 

gap is a projection of the human mind onto what is fundamentally one. Levine (1992) 

noted that imagination “is the means by which we reach out and connect with otherness” 

(p.33). Ecopsychologists frequently stress the importance of imagination in revisioning 

human-nature relations (Berry, 1999; Fisher, 2013; Plotkin, 2013; Roszak et al., 1995; 

Tucker & Swimme, 2013). For example, Haugen (2013) highlighted how imagination 

may help “contemporary Western people reopen the gates of perception to an intelligent, 

meaningful cosmos, the cosmos as experienced by ‘nature mystics’ and many traditional 

people—perhaps even our own distant ancestors” (p. 163). Totton (2011; see also Macy, 

2007; Plotkin, 2008, 2013) suggested that imagination, like other qualities of wild mind, 

is suppressed in Westernized societies because it challenges status quo subject-object 

dualism. In this way, the nature connectedness research appears to be rooted in the very 

ontology and epistemology it seems to be trying to overcome (Beery & Wolf-Watz, 2014; 

Fisher, 2013; Mcphie, 2019; Zylstra et al., 2018).  

Participants also drew humans and nature together through their use of nature-

based metaphor.36 For example, several participants—predominantly those who identified 

as male—employed metaphor to attribute human qualities (most often stereotypical 

female characteristics) to nature (e.g., nature as feminine life force, nature as lover), 

while other participants—predominantly those who identified as female—used metaphor 

to attribute nature’s qualities to humans (e.g., humans can persevere like trees, humans 

need nourishing like acorns).Metaphors “make complex domains cognitively tractable by 

                                                           
36 See Nature Connection and Mental Health for an introductory discussion on 

participants’ metaphor use. 
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allowing us to think about them using knowledge structures that are more familiar and 

accessible” (Thibodeau, Frantz, & Berretta, 2017, p. 288). For example, when Matias 

described nature as a family, he is using a more familiar knowledge structure (belonging 

to a family) to make sense of his ecological self experience, while, perhaps, more clearly 

conveying the character of that experience to me (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Wagener, 

2017). Andrews (2018) argued that “metaphors are incomplete representations of reality: 

they privilege one way of seeing and obscure others. The question is, what is being 

promoted and what is being hidden, and what are the implications?” (p. 65). For 

participants, the use of nature-based metaphor often seemed to privilege human-nature 

similarity over human-nature difference. By using metaphor to privilege human-nature 

similarity, participants may have increased their sense of nature connectedness (Lumber 

et al., 2017; Tam et al., 2013), which could have implications for their mental health and 

pro-environmental behaviour (Capaldi et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2019).  

Participants’ propensity to associate nature with women (and femininity) in their 

nature-based metaphor use supports existing theory and research: people in Westernized 

societies tend to (implicitly and explicitly) associate nature more with women (and 

femininity) than with men (and masculinity; Bigwood, 1993; Liu et al., 2019; Plumwood, 

1991; Roszak, 1992; Tam, 2014). Ecofeminists and others argue that there is a close 

connection between the “man-centred or ‘androcentric’ exploitation of nature (regarded 

as feminine) and women (regarded as natural) (Fisher, 2013, p. 19). As noted in the 

previous paragraph, participants’ tendency to associate nature with women (and 

femininity) through nature-based metaphor may have enhanced their sense of 

connectedness with nature (Lumber et al., 2017; Tam et al., 2013). According to 
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ecopsychological theory and the nature connectedness research, this heightened 

identification with nature promotes pro-environmental behaviour (and positive mental 

health). Thus, this finding may challenge the ecofeminist idea that the association 

between nature and women (and femininity) necessarily results in the mistreatment of 

both. 

More generally, language strongly influences how people perceive and think, 

what they do, and how they relate to the world (Fisher, 2013; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 

For example, Abram (1996) argued that the invention of the Greek alphabet, which, 

“effectively severed all ties between the written letters and the sensible world from which 

they were derived” (p. 111) was seminal to separating (Westernized) humans from nature 

and may have seeded the subsequent ecological crisis. Further, Albrecht (2012) noted that 

“when compared to indigenous cultures, the language of English-speaking cultures is 

impoverished of concepts that describe the psychodynamics of the human-nature 

relationship” (p. 250). Kahn Jr. et al.’s (2012) Nature Language project, which seeks to 

“discover, name, and classify the diverse and meaningful ways that people interact with 

nature” (p. 56) is meant to both preserve and generate new patterns of human-nature 

connection amongst Westernized people. Results from this study suggest that nature-

based metaphors may be an effective strategy for highlighting and deepening human-

nature relations. 

Time. In addition to the inconsistency participants showed in human-nature 

connection conceptions, their ecological self experiences also varied with time. I relate 

these shifting ecological self experiences to the nature connectedness and ecopsychology 

literatures under two headings: Daily & Seasonal Rhythms and Lifecycle (R)evolutions.  
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 Daily & Seasonal Rhythms. Ecological self experiences oscillated with daily and 

seasonal cycles.37 For example, several participants shared that they experience morning 

as outwardly enlivening and evening as inwardly comforting. In addition, most 

participants shared that their experience of each season is distinct: winter as a time of 

darkness and dormancy (and frustrated depression, see subsection Ecological Self and 

Suffering), spring as a season of new light, (re)birth and renewal, summer as a stretch of 

peak light and heat and growth, and fall as a time for inwardness and introspection. 

Finally, some participants’ spring experience seemed to correlate with their experience of 

dawn, while their fall experience seemed to correspond with their experience of dusk. 

 The nature connectedness literature pays little attention to the link with daily and 

seasonal rhythms. For example, the popular twenty-one item Nature Relatedness scale 

(Nisbet et al., 2009) does not contain any questions that seek to capture an individual’s 

relationship with diurnal and seasonal cycles. And, the frequently used fourteen-item 

Connectedness to Nature scale contains only one such item: “When I think of my life, I 

imagine myself to be part of a larger cyclical process of living” (Mayer & Frantz, 2004, 

p. 513). While the lack of focus in the nature connectedness research on daily and 

seasonal rhythms may reflect embeddedness in Western culture with its disconnection 

from nature’s cycles (Berry, 1988; Foster & Kreitzman, 2004), the absence also 

highlights a more general limitation of correlational, cross-sectional research: it has 

trouble with time (Patton, 2015).   

                                                           
37 See Nature Connectedness and Mental Health and Ecological Self and Suffering for 

further ‘time’ discussions.  
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Participants’ experiences of diurnal and seasonal cycles resonate with the insights 

of twentieth century philosopher and mystic Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) as well as 

existing nature-based psychological models (Plotkin, 2008, 2013; Steiner, 2007; Young 

et al., 2010). For example, Plotkin’s (2008) Wheel of Life model associates the South 

(the direction associated with summer and mid-day) with warmth, light, flowering and 

growth and the North (the direction associated with winter and mid-night) with cold, 

darkness, stillness, and hardship. Plotkin’s (2008) Wheel of Life and Nature-Based Map 

of the Human Psyche models and Young et al.’s (2010) Natural Cycle model are all 

inspired by the four (and seven and eight) direction traditions found within several 

ancient cultures (e.g., Native American, Chinese, Celtic, Egyptian, Australian 

Aborigine).38 That participants’ experience seems to echo ancient wisdom should not be 

surprising. For the vast majority of human history, humans lived in harmony with natural 

rhythms (Berry, 1999; Kahn Jr. et al., 2012; Sampson, 2012): “The ways we think, feel, 

perceive, imagine, and act have arisen in attunement to the rhythms of the day and the 

turning of the seasons” (Plotkin, 2013, p. 7).  

  Lifecycle (R)evolutions. In addition to fluctuating with daily and seasonal 

rhythms, all participants shared that their experience of ecological self evolved over their 

lifespan. I relate their evolving nature experiences to existing literature within the 

following three sub-headings: Childhood, Adolescence, and Adulthood.   

 Childhood. All participants reported having positive, shared (with family and/or 

friends), childhood nature experiences in a variety of natural settings. Participants most 

                                                           
38 It is worth again stating that ecopsychologists and others have been criticized for 

drawing on the wisdom of indigenous peoples while concurrently reproducing and 

reinforcing settler colonialism (Jones & Segal, 2018). 
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often described their early nature encounters as exciting. Existing literature suggests that 

while children can greet nature in myriad ways (Giusti et al., 2018), joy and excitement 

are common responses (Carson, 1998; Kellert, 2002; Plotkin, 2008). For example, in her 

seminal study The Ecology of Imagination in Childhood, Edith Cobb (1977) concluded 

that a child’s “ecological sense of . . . nature is . . . infused with joy” (p. 23). The 

importance of these childhood nature experiences to future ecological self development is 

frequently mentioned in the literature (e.g., Cobb, 1977; Evans, Otto, & Kaiser, 2018; 

Hughes, Richardson, & Lumber, 2018; Plotkin, 2008; Rosa et al., 2018; Roszak, 1992; 

Sampson, 2012; Sobel, 2008; Windhorst & Williams, 2015a), though not always (see 

Cleary, Fielding, Murray, & Roiko, 2018). For example, Carson (1998) argued that every 

child needs the companionship of at least one adult to share with them the “joy, 

excitement, and mystery of the world we live in” (p. 56). And, Chawla (2015) stressed 

that, ideally, childhood nature experiences occur in a variety of settings, from, 

“landscaping around homes, schools, and childcare centers, to linked systems of urban 

trails, greenways, parks, and ‘rough ground’ for children’s creative play” (p. 1).  

While all participants reported having positive childhood nature experiences, 

Nathan and Chloe stated that their early relationship with nature was somewhat 

superficial. Developmental psychologists and ecopsychologists maintain that childhood is 

predominantly a period for ego identity and early social identity formation (e.g., Austrian, 

2008b; Cincotta, 2008; Naess, 1989; Plotkin, 2008; Raburu, 2015; Shepard, 1982). Thus, 

while a person’s early nature experience may provide roots from which ecological self 

can grow, the conscious sense of self may not fully widen and deepen until later in the 
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lifecycle (Barrows, 1995; Drengson, 2008; Hughes, Rogerson, Barton, & Bragg, 2019; 

Plotkin, 2008).  

Adolescence. The relationship participants developed with nature became more 

tenuous as they grew out of childhood and into adolescence. For example, both Ben and 

Matias shared that during adolescence they left nature aside to focus on personal and 

social concerns. This finding supports existing developmental psychology and 

ecopsychological theory: both consider adolescence to be an period primarily dedicated 

to social identity formation (Austrian, 2008a; Erikson, 1963; Hughes et al., 2019; Plotkin, 

2008; Shepard, 1982). For example, Erik Erikson described adolescence, “as a period of 

[social] role experimentation. . . . Adolescents are concerned with how they appear to 

others. . . . Peer involvement is intense during this phase of development, as peers 

provide role models and social feedback” (Austrian, 2008a, p. 142). Similarly, Plotkin 

(2008) stated that in adolescence,  

The individual becomes the social adventurer who must learn the art of making 

his way in the world. . . . The human community grants him [sic] eligibility to 

participate in new social activities and relationships. . . . Social belonging and 

loyalty mean everything at this stage. (p. 174)  

Kaplan and Kaplan (2002) suggested that adolescence (at least in modern Westernized 

cultures) might be considered a temporary ‘time out’ from nature—a period when 

concerns about social belonging drive young adults toward populated urban 

environments.  

Adulthood. All participants shared that their relationship with nature was 

rekindled in adulthood. Several participants stated they felt pressured to revive their 
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nature connection. For example, Simon described an inward impulse that drove him 

toward ecological self renewal. And, Matias felt pushed by his friends to experiment with 

shaman-facilitated ayahuasca ceremonies in the Columbian wilderness. Roszak (1995) 

posited that “an ‘ecological unconscious’ lies at the core of the [human] psyche” (p. 14), 

and that via this ecological unconscious, a Westernized person might hear the voice of the 

earth calling out for reconciliation. Perhaps the pressure that participants felt to renew 

their ecological self was the voice of the earth—at times urging through inward impulse 

and at times speaking through intimate others? Might have  early positive nature 

experiences primed participants to recognize the pitch and tone of nature’s voice in 

adulthood (Roszak, 1992)?  

Adult ecological self experiences often seemed to be transformative (see also 

Nature Connectedness and Mental Health). Transformative experiences motivate a person 

to change or grow in some way by providing insight(s) into self and world (Mezirow, 

1991; Pugh, 2011). Several participants shared that their renewed adult nature connection 

heightened their self-awareness and promoted subsequent personal growth: Sarah 

associated her discovery of water’s healing energy at age thirty-four with a period of 

intense personal discovery that led her to significantly shift her lifestyle, and Chloe’s 

adult ecological self experiences in the Ontario wilderness seemed to enhance her self-

understanding leading her to make a meaningful vocational change. Kaplan and Kaplan 

(1989) maintained that “restorative [nature] experience is likely to include reflections on 

one’s life, on one’s priorities, and possibilities, on one’s actions and one’s goals” (p. 

197). More deeply, ecotherapist Patricia Hasbach (2012) argued that “a part of our deep 

knowing can be accessed if we are willing to move out into nature. . . . Direct experience 
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[of nature] affords heightened sensations and perceptions that connect our inner world 

with the outer landscape” (p. 128). 39 Thus, spending time in preferred relaxing and 

restorative natural places in adulthood (see Natural Places and Mental Health) may have 

provided participants with ample time to self-reflect (or to have their self reflected?), thus 

increasing their insight into the contours of their inner landscape(s).  

Several participants shared that their (re)connection with nature in adulthood 

correlated with a sense of self-expansion. For example, both Ben and Nathan expressed 

that as adults they began identifying more deeply with others’ suffering (both human and 

other-than-human)—and felt increasing responsibility for alleviating this wider woe (see 

Ecological Self and Suffering and Ecological Self and Environmental Behaviour). This 

finding supports ecopsychological theory (Naess, 1989, 2008; Roszak et al., 1995). For 

example, Barrows (1995) noted that, “the process of maturing as a human involves a 

gradual broadening of one’s identification” (p. 108): from narrow ego-based identity 

(childhood), through a sense of self defined by human social relationships (adolescence), 

to an eventual identification with other life forms, landscapes, ecosystems, and, 

ultimately, all of nature (adulthood; Naess, 1989). Plotkin (2008) posited that in healthy 

adulthood a person’s earlier childhood and adolescent identities disintegrate, and they 

become increasingly preoccupied with serving the “the evolving life of the collective” (p. 

305)—life that is increasingly inseparable from their deepened and widened self.40  

                                                           
39 As Caswell (2007) noted, “The exterior landscape and its creatures are an inseparable 

part of the interior landscape, the landscape of the spirit and the heart” (p. 609). 
40 Plotkin’s words resonate with language used by Dabrowski (1967/2015) in his theory 

of positive disintegration (TPD). The TPD conceptualizes personality development as a 

lifelong “process of inner transformation” where “individuals move toward becoming 

more compassionate, responsible, and more fully in the process of self-realization” 

(Daniels & Piechowski, 2009a, p. 26). 
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Fisher (2013) weaved together adult self-awareness with self-expansion. He 

described healthy human development as an: 

Opening out of the life process, the moving into deeper and wider contact with the 

world, the building up of a sense of common ground or of belonging with others 

(‘the widening and deepening of love’), in the process of which we ourselves 

emerge, step by step, as the unique persons we are called to be. (p. 122)  

Resonant with this study’s findings, Caston’s (2014) phenomenological exploration of 

fifteen adults transformative nature experiences illustrated how significant moments with 

nature can enhance both self-awareness (prompting, for example, changes in interests, 

career, and/or worldview) and self-expansion (prompting, for example, a more intimate 

and reciprocal relationship with nature).  

Overall, and in accord with ecopsychological theory (e.g., Naess, 1989), these 

findings (discussed within both Space and Time) suggest that nature connectedness might 

best be considered a malleable psychological trait (Damian, Spengler, Sutu, & Roberts, 

2018)—a personality characteristic that can evolve over the lifespan in response to inner 

and outer experience (Funder, 2012). However, study results also show that nature 

connectedness can exhibit state-like instability; In other words, a person’s experience of 

ecological self can also change temporarily in response to internal and/or external triggers 

(e.g., see Space and Daily & Seasonal Rhythms; Andrews, 2018; Mayer et al., 2008). 

Summary. In this second section, I discussed study findings that challenge the 

nature connectedness notion that ecological self is a static psychological trait. I first 

discussed how, for participants, conceptions of the human-nature connection were 
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inconsistent (see Space), and second, how their ecological self experiences seemed to 

oscillate with daily and seasonal cycles and evolve over their lifespans (see Time).  

Ecological Self and Environmental Behaviour 

 In line with both the nature connectedness literature and ecopsychological theory, 

study findings illustrate that the ecological self experiences can motivate pro-

environmental behaviour (Frantz & Mayer, 2014; Nisbet et al., 2009; Roszak et al., 

1995). Results also suggest, however, that movement from ecological self experience to 

pro-environmental action is not automatic. In this third and final section, I discuss 

findings which suggest that though ecological self experiences may inspire a variety of 

environmentally friendly behaviours (see Resonance & Reciprocity), intra- and 

interpersonal factors can stifle pro-environmental engagement (see Resistance). 

Resonance & Reciprocity. All participants shared that ecological self 

experiences inspire them to pro-environmental action. Most often, pro-environmental 

behaviour seemed to spring from their environmental concern(s)—particularly their 

emotional resonance with psychologically proximate (Liberman et al., 2007) ecological 

issues. To illustrate, Simon’s witness to, and worry about, ever-increasing climate change 

impacts compelled him to lead a low-carbon lifestyle. And, degradation of nearby air and 

water quality motivated Sarah to litigate local industry. The environmentally-friendly 

actions of two participants appeared to be rooted in reciprocity, however: Marissa and 

Ben wanted to nurture nature because nature nurtures them.41 These findings support 

                                                           
41 Interestingly, Delio (2013) suggested that philia (remember the biophilia hypothesis), 

“is based on mutuality, reciprocity, and cooperation—with the purpose of promoting 

overall well-being” (p. 42). 
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existing ecological self understandings. For example, drawing on Naess (1988), Conn 

(1995) noted how:  

Identification is the basis of mutuality and passionate engagement. . . . When we 

are able to experience . . . interconnectedness, we need no moral exhortation to 

adjust our behaviors . . . in the direction of ecological responsibility. . . . If we 

‘broaden and deepen’ our sense of self then the Earth flows through us and we act 

naturally to care for it. In Immanuel Kant’s terms, we then engage in ‘beautiful 

acts’ rather than ‘moral acts,’ motivated not by our moral duty to do what is right 

but rather acting out of positive inclination. (p. 164)  

Put differently, as all participants measured relatively high in nature connectedness, each 

likely felt driven to defend and nurture nature as if nature was the self (Bragg, 1996; 

Roszak et al., 1995).  

 Of the four primary types of pro-environmental behaviour (conservation lifestyle, 

social environmentalism, environmental citizenship, land stewardship; see Larson, 

Stedman, Cooper, & Decker, 2015), the ones participants most frequently reported 

engaging in was some variety of conservation lifestyle behaviour.42 Previous research 

illustrates that conservation lifestyle behaviours are common pro-environmental actions 

(Oreg & Katz-Gerro, 2006; Stern, 2000). The high prevalence of conservation lifestyle 

behaviour may be because most people can carry out these private sphere actions  with 

relative ease (Ertz et al., 2016; Mayer & Frantz, 2004). In addition, Larson et al. (2015) 

                                                           
42 Conservation lifestyle behaviour corresponds with Klaniecki et al.’s (2018) ‘fine 

grain,’ ‘small and large extent’ categories of pro-environmental behaviour. It is worth 

noting that many commonly reported private sphere lifestyle behaviours produce 

insignificant conservation impacts (Gatersleben, Steg, & Vlek, 2002; Steg & Vlek, 2009).   
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demonstrated that when individuals are asked to consider what actions are 

environmentally-friendly, conservation lifestyle behaviours are among the first to be 

mentioned. Thus, when participants in this study were asked about their pro-

environmental activity—common conservation lifestyle behaviours may have quickly 

come to mind.  

 In addition to private sphere conservation lifestyle behaviour, most participants 

shared that they also engage in social environmentalism and/or environmental citizenship. 

Participants seemed most often to aim their social environmentalism and environmental 

citizenship at local, intimate ecological issues. For example, Sarah linked her longing to 

legally defend local water to her love of water’s healing energy. And, Ben’s desire to 

educate others about the grounds surrounding his outdoor school seemed to spring from 

his love for the local landscape. Larson et al. (2015) noted that public sphere pro-

ecological actions tend to be less common than private sphere conservation lifestyle 

behaviours because public sphere activity can “require substantial effort and resource 

investment” (p. 121). Perhaps the strong sense of ‘we-ness’ (Frantz & Mayer, 2014, p. 

86) that participants felt with local, psychologically proximate problems and places 

(Brügger et al., 2016; Devine-Wright, 2013) motivated them to invest their limited 

environmental citizenship and social environmentalism reserves into these intimate 

ecological concerns (see Ecological Self and Suffering)? This explanation accords with 

existing research which demonstrates that both psychological proximity and local place 

attachment can motivate pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., Bonaiuto, Carrus, 

Martorella, & Mirilia Bonnes, 2002; Devine-Wright, 2013; Scannell & Gifford, 2013; 

Swim, Zawadzki, Cundiff, & Lord, 2014; Vaske & Kobrin, 2001), though these 
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relationships are not beyond critique (e.g., Brügger et al., 2016; Masterson et al., 2017; 

Scannell & Gifford, 2010). 

In his first interview, Nathan suggested another reason why participants might 

aim their public sphere pro-environmental efforts at local, intimate ecological concerns: 

this strategy can foster an internal locus of control—a sense that my actions have impact 

(Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2010). Macy (1995) and others (e.g., Cunsolo & Landman, 

2017a; Roszak et al., 1995) have argued that the sheer scale of the planetary predicament 

easily precipitates a sense of powerlessness capable of stifling pro-environmental action: 

What is a single individual to do in the face of such massive ecological changes? Gifford 

and Nilsson (2014) illustrated that internal locus of control is an important factor 

influencing pro-environmental behaviour (see also Estrada, Schultz, Silva-Send, & 

Boudrias, 2017; Kalamas, Cleveland, & Laroche, 2014). Further, the oft-cited theory of 

planned behaviour (TBD; Ajzen, 1985) posits that behavioural intentions shaping a 

person’s actions are anteceded by that “individual’s belief that his or her behavior will 

successfully promote desired goals” (Oreg & Katz-Gerro, 2006, p. 464). Thus, aiming 

their social environmentalism and environmental citizenship at local, intimate issues may 

have helped participants realize their personal power: Maybe I can make a meaningful, 

observable difference by focussing my public sphere efforts on immediate environmental 

issues. 

 Finally, none of the eight participants mentioned that they engaged in land 

stewardship (public and private land habitat enhancement or improvement behaviours). 

Initially, I was surprised by this result as land stewardship is a commonly reported pro-

environmental behaviour (Klaniecki et al., 2018; Larson et al., 2015). I wondered: Did 
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their urban embeddedness limit the ability of participants to engage in local land habitat 

enhancement? Or, did they simply forget to share their land stewardship engagements? 

After digging deeper, I realized that this finding may be somewhat deceiving. While no 

participants explicitly mentioned engaging in land stewardship activities, several 

participants’ pro-environmental behaviour included landscape care (e.g., Sarah’s legal 

action to protect local wetland; Ben’s tree sits to save local land from being developed). 

However, these landscape care activities seemed to fit better under the umbrella of social 

environmentalism and environmental citizenship than land stewardship.  

Resistance. Though study findings suggest that the ecological self experiences of 

gifted adults may motivate them to engage in a variety of environmentally-friendly 

behaviours, results also intimate how intra- and interpersonal factors might stifle their 

pro-environmental engagement.  

Intrapersonally, the psychological coping techniques that some participants 

employed to manage their environmental anger and anguish appeared capable of 

impeding their public sphere pro-environmental efforts. For example, Nathan shared that 

to evade unnecessary suffering he actively avoids involving himself in ecological issues 

that feel beyond his control. And, reframing her feelings about the potential loss of the 

Gothenburg Botanical Garden appeared to help Edith imagine letting her beloved garden 

go. It is almost as if their psychological coping strategies allowed participants to—at least 

temporarily (see Ecological Self Instability) and up to a point—jettison painful parts of 

their ecological self for the sake of self (ego) preservation. Put differently, their 

psychological coping strategies seemed to help participants get psychological distance 

from ecological pain (Brügger et al., 2016; Liberman et al., 2007). According to the 
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nature connectedness literature and ecopsychological theory, if an individual does not 

identify with environmental suffering, they are less likely to be driven toward nature 

protection (Bragg, 1996; Naess, 2008; Nisbet et al., 2009; Roszak et al., 1995). Thus, for 

participants, their psychological coping strategies may have impeded their pro-ecological 

action—perhaps in particular the more demanding social environmentalism and 

environmental citizenship geared at psychologically distant problems (Larson et al., 

2015). 

While disowning painful parts of the ecological self (suppressing or repressing the 

ecological unconscious; Roszak, 1992) may at first seem an effective psychological 

coping strategy, Macy (1995) argued that this technique is, in fact, incredibly costly: “It is 

when we disown our pain for the world that it becomes dysfunctional . . . the cost is 

measured in numbness and feelings of isolation and impotence” (pp. 251-252; see 

Ecological Self and Suffering). Ecopsychologists note that the numbness, isolation, and 

impotence that result from repressing the ecological unconscious actually compels 

compulsive consumption—thus leading to further destruction of the “fabric of life that 

sustains us” (Kanner & Gomes, 1995; Plotkin, 2008; Robinson, 2009, p. 29; Shepard, 

1982). Macy (1995) illustrated how unblocking one’s pain for the world can be beneficial 

(see also Anguish & Anger):  

As we let ourselves experience and move through this pain, we move through to 

its source and reach the underlying matrix of our lives. . . . We dawn to wider 

dimensions of being. In those dimensions there is still pain, but there is a lot more. 

There is wonder, even joy, as we come home to our mutual belonging—and there 

is a new kind of power” (pp. 252-253).  
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It is this sense of mutual belonging is what fuels defense or nurturance of nature (Bragg, 

1996; Roszak et al., 1995). 

In addition to intrapersonal influences, interpersonal factors were also capable of 

stifling participants’ public sphere pro-environmental engagement. For example, Marissa 

shared that an intense marriage to a non-activist compelled her to take a decade-long 

break from environmental citizenship. And, Matias expressed that the lack of ecological 

concern displayed in his current cultural context muffles his own motivation to engage 

publicly. These findings are in line with existing research which illustrates that a variety 

of interpersonal factors can (positively or negatively) influence an individual’s pro-

environmental behaviour (e.g., Ertz et al., 2016; Stern, 1999). For example, Stern (2000) 

identified several social forces that can shape an individual’s environmental action 

including “interpersonal influences (e.g., persuasion, modeling); community 

expectations; advertising; . . . and various features of the broad social, economic, and 

political context” (p. 417). Edith and Nathan also mentioned that they avoid public sphere 

environmental activism due to its coarseness: both participants depicted activism culture 

as toxic and repelling. Kleres and Wettergren (2017) noted that activist movements are 

frequently fueled by anger, fear, and guilt (they also note how these emotions can 

contribute to internal conflicts and activist burnout; Gould, 2009). Perhaps emotionally 

overexcitable (Piechowski, 2014) participants steer clear of environmental activist circles 

to avoid having to unnecessarily navigate that difficult emotional terrain.   

Finally, Tanner (1999) noted that individuals, “do not behave in a consistently 

pro-ecological manner” (p. 154). While this behavioural instability may be related to 

variations in ecological self identification (see Ecological Self Instability), the 
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unsteadiness is likely also linked to many other factors known to influence environmental 

behaviour (e.g., Ajzen, 1985; Ertz et al., 2016; Hines, Hungerford, & Tomera, 1987; 

Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2010; Stern, 2000). For example, in developing his 

comprehensive model of environmental behaviour, Klöckner (2013) identified several 

behavioural influences including ascription of responsibility, attitudes, awareness of 

consequences, ecological worldview, habits, intentions, perceived behavioural control 

(locus of control), personal norms, self-transcendence values, and social norms.43 Thus, 

while cultivating a connected sense of self (Nisbet et al., 2009)—a feeling of ‘we-ness’ 

with nature (Frantz & Mayer, 2014, p. 86)—can be considered to be “a ‘treatment’ for 

pro-environmental behaviour” (Klaniecki et al., 2018), several other shifting and 

interacting behavioural influences (Klöckner, 2013) should also be taken into 

consideration. 

Summary. In this third and last section, I discussed results which illustrate that 

though ecological self experiences may motivate a variety of environmentally-friendly 

actions—perhaps most often conservation lifestyle behaviours and public sphere actions 

aimed at local, intimate ecological issues (see Resonance & Reciprocity)—intra- and 

interpersonal factors may still stifle pro-environmental engagement (see Resistance). 

Implications 

While project findings flesh out the nature connectedness literature and provide 

giftedness researchers with greater insight into how gifted adults “think, feel, and 

                                                           
43 In developing his comprehensive model of environmental behaviour, Klöckner (2013) 

drew from three influential existing behavioural theories, namely: The theory of planned 

behaviour (Ajzen, 1985), the norm-activation-theory (Schwartz & Howard, 1981), and 

the value-belief-norm-theory (Stern, 2000). 
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experience” the world (Grant & Piechowski, 1999, p. 8), study results are also practically 

useful. And, as noted earlier, though I explored ecological self experience in this project 

among a small group of gifted adults—individuals who experience their lifeworlds in a 

heightened manner—findings are also to an extent applicable to the wider human-nature 

relationship. For, as IPA researchers Smith et al. (2009) noted: 

Delving deeper into the particular [e.g., a unique individual’s lived ecological self 

experience] also takes us closer to the universal. . . . At the deepest level we share 

a great deal with a person whose personal circumstances may, at face value, seem 

entirely separate from our own. Thus in some ways the detail of the individual 

also brings us closer to significant aspects of the general. (pp. 31–32)  

I discuss implications for ecotherapists and back-to-nature organizations in the following 

two separate subsections. 

Implications for Ecotherapists 

Ecotherapists (mental health professionals who regularly incorporate nature into 

their psychotherapy practice) may find study outcomes useful. I discuss potential 

implications in four subsections: tailoring interventions; tuning to natural rhythms; 

caution; and, eco-anxiety -anguish, and -anger.  

Tailoring interventions. Ecotherapists can use project findings to tailor their 

interventions to diverse clientele. To illustrate, study results suggest that regular 

embodied engagements with preferred natural places and/or landscapes may be of great 

benefit to a person’s emotional and psychological well-being (a finding that supports 

existing research). Ecotherapists might work with clients (perhaps during intake 

interviews) to identify accessible natural settings that clients’ experience as relaxing and 
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restorative (e.g., a special childhood place, an expansive water body, a lush greenspace, a 

favourite garden, etc.). Therapy sessions can be conducted in these places and/or 

homework assignments (Hasbach, 2012) can be geared toward these settings. This 

intervention might be particularly helpful for clients struggling with stress and anxiety 

and/or clients who could benefit from self-reflection time. 

Tuning to natural rhythms. Study results also show how consciously attuning to 

natural rhythms (daily and seasonal cycles) can influence mental health (both for good 

and for ill). Ecotherapists can converse with clients about their experience of nature’s 

periodicity: How do you experience nature’s cycles? Do you have a favourite time of 

day? Are there particular times of the year that you find difficult? Ecotherapists might 

invite their clients to keep a time diary (Buzzell, 2009) in which they can track their 

natural rhythm connection and process their experiences. In addition, nature rhythm 

attunement exercises can be incorporated into therapy sessions and/or provided to clients 

as part of homework exercises.  

Caution. Project findings should also be a caution to ecotherapists. For example, 

while potentially therapeutic, study results also illustrate that nature experiences (even for 

individuals who are intimately nature connected) can be intense, distressing, and/or 

ambivalent. It is important for ecotherapists to recognize that a complex interplay of 

individual (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, race, socioeconomic status, mental health state, 

previous experience) and environmental (e.g., environment type, environment location; 

weather; time of day) factors can shape a person’s nature experience. Ecotherapists 

should explore these interacting influences with clients during intake interviews 

(Hasbach, 2016). Such conversations may inform the development of individualized 
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nature-based interventions (see subsection tailoring interventions)—or, perhaps, intimate 

when ecotherapy is contraindicated.  

Eco-anxiety, -anguish, and -anger. Finally, study results shed light on the 

shadow side of nature connection: Experiencing environmental loss (perhaps, particularly 

for psychologically proximate places and issues) can easily precipitate anxiety, anguish, 

and anger. Therapy can be an ideal setting  to identify, name, and process these feelings 

(Edwards & Buzzell, 2009). As Rust (2009) noted, “our responses to what is happening 

to our world need airing and unpacking as much as any feelings about human 

relationships” (p. 41). In addition, ecotherapists can explore with clients how they might 

involve themselves in local, public sphere pro-environmental activity. Serving intimate 

facets of ecological self not only reciprocates nature’s care (Buzzell, 2016), it can also be 

empowering (e.g., through fostering an internal locus of control) and community-building 

(McKibbben, 2009). 

Implications for Back-to-Nature Organizations 

Back-to-nature organizations may also find project findings useful. For example, 

several of the implications for ecotherapists discussed above are also relevant to back-to-

nature organizations (e.g., the power of preferred natural places, the benefits of natural 

rhythm connection, the complexity of nature experience, etc.). Additional findings useful 

to back-to-nature organizations are discussed in three subsections: a malleable trait; 

powerful language; and, promoting pro-environmental behaviour. 

A malleable trait. Study results lend support to the notion that nature 

connectedness is a malleable psychological trait—a personality characteristic that can 

evolve over a lifetime in response to inner and outer experience. This finding might instill 
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hope within back-to-nature organizations: Their efforts to (re)create human-nature 

connections may indeed be effective. More specifically, study results show that childhood 

nature experiences may be especially important to ecological self formation (a finding 

that is in line with previous theoretical and empirical research; e.g., Orr, 2004; Rosa et al., 

2018; Roszak, 1992; Windhorst & Williams, 2015a). To optimize the effectiveness of 

back-to-nature interventions, organizations might consider gearing their campaigns to 

elementary schools and other settings where families with young children might best be 

reached. 

Powerful language. Project findings also illustrate how language can powerfully 

influence peoples’ nature perceptions and experiences. Results show that nature-based 

metaphors can create nature connection and deepen nature experience. Back-to-nature 

organizations might consider how their language use frames the human-nature 

relationship: Is our symbolism creating “positive schemas about nature and the connected 

self” (Lumber et al., 2017, p. 4)? If not, how might wording in promotional materials and 

exercises be shifted so that human-nature similarity be better stressed? Back-to-nature 

organizations may be interested in exploring Kahn Jr. et al.’s (2012) Nature Language 

Project that seeks to “discover, name, and classify the diverse and meaningful ways that 

people interact with nature” (p. 56). Back-to-nature organizations may be in an ideal 

position to help preserve and generate new patterns of human-nature connection. 

Promoting pro-environmental behaviour. Finally, while (re)creating human-

nature connections can be considered “a ‘treatment’ for pro-environmental behaviour” 

(Klaniecki et al., 2018), study results show that several other shifting and interacting 

intra- and interpersonal factors may also need to be considered (see Klöckner, 2013). 
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Back-to-nature organizations might consider how—in addition to creating human-nature 

connection(s)—they might further foster pro-environmental behaviour. For example, 

organizations can consider creating community groups where members might support 

each other in transforming ecological anguish and anger into pro-environmental action 

(Edwards & Buzzell, 2009; Macy, 1995). Moreover, back-to-nature organizations might 

consider partnering with local environmental groups to create opportunities for local 

public sphere pro-ecological engagement. This second initiative may, among other things, 

shift participants’ locus of control inwards and help move collective social norms in a 

more environmentally-friendly direction. 

Limitations and Future Work 

 There are several limitations to this project for the reader to keep in mind. First, I 

recruited to this exploratory study a small group (n=8) of gifted adults who measure 

relatively high in nature connectedness. Due to this small sample size, it is inappropriate 

to universalize study results or fully generalize study finding to the wider gifted adult 

population. For example, all study participants had a fairly intimate relationship with 

nature (each participant measured relatively high on the INS scale; Schultz, 2002). 

Individuals (gifted or otherwise) who are less nature connected may experience 

ecological self differently (Morton, van der Bles, & Haslam, 2017). My decision to lower 

the INS scale threshold to four-out-of-seven during recruitment (to ensure that I was able 

to engage four participants who identified as male) is also a potential limitation. If I had 

only recruited participants who measured six-out-of-seven or higher on the INS, I may 

have obtained different findings. In addition, like much previous research, participants in 

this study were from Westernized countries (Ives et al., 2017). Within non-Western 
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cultures, the human-nature relationship may be conceptualized and experienced 

differently (e.g., Duong & van den Born, 2019; Flint, Kunze, Muhar, Yoshida, & Penker, 

2013).  

There are also limitations associated with the data collection and data analysis 

methods that I employed in this study. For example, I collected data using semi-

structured interviews (enriched through photo- and object-elicitation; (D. Harper, 2002; 

Willig, 2016). During interviews I assumed that participants were able to accurately 

access their memories and, further, that they were honest with me about their ecological 

self experiences. However, there was no way for me to ensure that self-reported accounts 

were accurate or veracious. In addition, the data analysis procedure I employed is 

limiting. I analyzed data by following closely Smith et al.’s (2009) six-stage approach. If 

I had adopted another IPA data analysis procedure (e.g., Larkin & Thompson, 2012), 

different results might have been obtained and different conclusions reached. 

Findings from this study are also limited by me. I played an active, interpretive 

role in the project and my positionality surely influenced study results. For example, my 

situatedness as a white, male, doctoral level researcher could have affected participant 

interviews. Participants might have highlighted different experiential details if their 

interviews had been held with an alternatively positioned researcher. Moreover, my 

positionality also informed and influenced how I went about analyzing data. A differently 

positioned researcher would have brought a unique lens to collected data and this 

alternative viewpoint would have necessarily shaped their interpretive accounts. Finally, 

though I tried to clearly articulate my positionality so that readers can appreciate how my 

personal values, experiences, and position(s) influenced study design, process, and 
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outcomes (see Chapter 1: Introduction), my self-understanding is only ever partial 

(Gadamer, 2013).  

 Additional research is needed to elucidate how different people experience 

ecological self and how this experience influences mental health and environmental 

behaviour. Future work might consider exploring ecological self experience amongst 

other groups and individuals, at different life stages (childhood, adolescence, adulthood), 

situated in unique geographical and cultural contexts. As noted earlier, it might be 

valuable to compare the ecological self experience of individuals who measure higher in 

nature connectedness with those who measure lower in nature connectedness (Morton et 

al., 2017). It would also be useful for future studies to include participants from non-

Western societies to better decipher how culture might influence the human-nature 

relationship (Flint et al., 2013; Ives et al., 2017). Researchers can also consider utilizing 

alternative data collection and data analysis methods in future work. For example, 

videography (S. A. White, 2003) might better capture the complexity of lived ecological 

self experience. In addition, the inclusion of frame and metaphor analysis (Andrews, 

2018) in data analysis procedures could better highlight the influence of language on 

ecological self experience. 

Conclusion 

 Ecopsychologists argue that rampant psychological issues and escalating 

ecological concerns are linked: both have roots in widespread contemporary human-

nature estrangement. Supporting ecopsychological theory, the nature connectedness 

research seems to suggest that ecological issues and psychological concerns can be 

solved by (re)creating human-nature connections (thereby promoting peoples’ ecological 
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self-realization processes). Given that the nature connectedness literature oversimplifies 

ecological self experience, however, there remains a need to explore lived experience 

ecological self, and how this experience influences mental health and environmental 

behaviour. 

In this exploratory interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), I sought to flesh 

out the nature connectedness research by investigating how a small group of gifted adults 

(n=8) who measure relatively high in nature connectedness experience ecological self and 

how this experience influences mental health and environmental behaviour. Results show 

that while ecological self experiences might often enhance mental health, nature 

experiences can also be intense, distressing, and/or ambivalent, and environmental 

concerns can precipitate anguish and anger. Findings also illustrate how experience of 

ecological self can be inconsistent: conceptions of the human-nature relationship varied, 

and experience of ecological self seemed to oscillate along with diurnal and seasonal 

cycles and appeared to evolve over the lifespan. Finally, results demonstrate that while 

ecological self experience may motivate pro-environmental behaviour, movement from 

experience to action is not automatic. Findings show how a variety of intra- and 

interpersonal factors can hinder pro-ecological engagement.  

Overall, study results nuance the nature connectedness literature by illustrating the 

complexity of ecological self experience. While  (re)creating human-nature connection(s) 

can be considered one approach to addressing widespread psychological issues and 

ecological concerns, project findings suggest that the back-to-nature strategy is not a 

panacea. 
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Appendix A - Interview Guide for First Interviews 

Eric Windhorst, PhD Candidate 
Faculty of Applied Health Sciences – Brock University 

 
Information about these interview questions: The purpose of first interviews is to begin to 
explore participants experience of ecological self (nature connection) and how ecological self 
experience relates to mental health and environmental behaviour.  
 
These interviews will be one-to-one, semi-structured, and approximately one (1) hour in 
length. For the most part, the interviews will be open-ended (not just “yes or no” answers). 
Because of this, the exact wording of the questions listed below may change a little. 
Sometimes I will use other short questions to make sure I understand what the participant 
told me or if I need more information when I am talking with the participant, such as: “So, you 
are saying that …?), to get more information (“Please tell me more?”), or to learn what the 
participants thinks or feels about something (“Why do you think that is…?”).  
 

1. What does giftedness mean to you?  
 

2. How would you describe your connection with nature? What thoughts and 
feelings do you experience when you reflect on your connection with nature? 
 

3. Is your connection with nature part of your spirituality? 
 

4. How does your connection with nature vary over time?  
a. Over your lifespan (childhood, adolescence, adulthood)? 
b. Over the time of year? 
c. Over the time of day? 

 
5. How does your connection with nature vary over space?  

a. When at home? 
b. When at work? 
c. When in a city? 
d. When in a park or wilderness area? 

 
6. How does your connection with nature vary over context or situation?  

a. When alone? 
b. When with family? 
c. When with friends? 
d. When on vacation? 

 
7. Are there particular environmental issues that concern you?  

 
8. How do these environmental concerns effect your environmental behaviour 

(e.g., conservation lifestyle, social environmentalism, land stewardship, 
environmental citizenship)?  

 
9. How does your environmental behaviour vary over time, space, and 

context/situation? 

 
10. How does your connection with nature effect your mental well-being (e.g., 

emotional well-being, psychological well-being, social well-being)?  
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11. How does your mental well-being vary over time, space, and context/situation? 

 
12. Is there something important we forgot? Is there anything else you think I need 

to know about your connection with nature? 
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Appendix B - Interview Guide for Second Interviews 

Eric Windhorst, PhD Candidate 
Faculty of Applied Health Sciences – Brock University 

 
Information about these interview questions: The purpose of second interviews is to 
explore each participant’s connection with her or his favourite natural place. I will use photo-
elicitation (Harper, 2002) or object elicitation (Willig, 2016) in this interview. Specifically, I will 
invite each contributor to bring to the second interview one photograph or one object (or 
photograph of an object) that they believe captures their connection with their chosen 
favourite natural place. These photographs or objects will be referenced during the second 
interview to facilitate and deepen conversation 
 
These interviews will be one-to-one, semi-structured, and approximately one (1) hour in 
length. For the most part, the interviews will be open-ended (not just “yes or no” answers). 
Because of this, the exact wording of the questions listed below may change a little. 
Sometimes I will use other short questions to make sure I understand what the participant 
told me or if I need more information when I am talking with the participant, such as: “So, you 
are saying that …?), to get more information (“Please tell me more?”), or to learn what the 
participants thinks or feels about something (“Why do you think that is…?”).  
 

1. Have you ever had a negative nature experience? Can you describe what 
that/those negative nature experience(s) was/were like for you? 
 

2. Can you tell me a little bit about this picture (or object)?  
 

3. Why did you select this picture (or object)? 
 
4. What does this natural place mean to you? 
 
5. Can you describe the thoughts and feelings you experience while reflecting 

on this favourite natural place? 
 
6. How does your connection with this favourite natural place vary over time? 

a. Over your lifespan (childhood, adolescence, adulthood)? 
b. Over the time of year? 
c. Over the time of day? 

 
7. How does your connection with this favourite natural place vary over 

space? 
a. When at home? 
b. When at work? 
c. When in a city? 
d. When in your favourite natural place? 

 
8. How does your connection with this natural place vary over context or 

situation? 
a. When alone? 
b. When with family? 
c. When with friends? 
d. When on vacation? 
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9. What thoughts and feelings do you experience when you think about losing 

this favourite natural place?  
 

10. What would you be willing to do to protect this favourite natural place? 
 

11. How does your connection with this natural place influence your mental 
well-being (e.g., emotional well-being, psychological well-being, social well-
being)?  

 
12. How does your connection with this natural place compare with your 

connection to other natural places? 
 

13. Is there something important we forgot? Is there anything else you think I 

need to know about your connection with this natural place? 
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Appendix C - Email Recruitment Script for Gatekeepers 

Sent on Behalf of the Researcher by the Holder of the Participants’ Contact 
Information  

 
Eric Windhorst, BSc., MA, PhD Candidate  

Faculty of Applied Health Sciences, Brock University 
 

Study Title: Exploring the Ecological Self: A Phenomenological Inquiry into 
Gifted Adults 

_____________________________________________________ 
 
E-mail Subject line: Invitation to participate in study exploring gifted adults’ connection with 
nature 
 
Dear Members,  
 
Eric Windhorst, a PhD Student in the Faculty of Applied Health Sciences at Brock University 
(located in St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada), has contacted our group/organization asking us 
to tell our contacts about a study he is conducting. The purpose of Eric’s study is to better 
understand gifted adults’ connection with nature and how this connection relates to mental 
health and environmental behaviour.  
 
Eric is inviting you to participate in the study. Contributing to the study will involve 
participating in two, one-on-one interviews with Eric that will explore your connection with 
nature. Each of the two interviews will be approximately one hour in length. Interviews can 
be conducted in-person or via Skype (whichever is preferable to you). 
 
To participate in this study, you must be over the age of 25 and self-identify as gifted. 
 
It is expected that the risks associated with participating in this study are minimal. Eric has 
explained that you can withdraw from the study at any time. Our organization/group will not 
be notified who did or did not participate in the study. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study or getting more information about it, 
contact Eric directly via email: ew14ft@brocku.ca.  
 
This study has been reviewed and cleared by the Brock’s Social Science Research Ethics 
Board (file # 17-014). If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a participant or 
about the way the study is being conducted you may contact the Brock University Research 
Ethics Officer (905 688-5550 ext 3035, reb@brocku.ca) 
    
    
Sincerely, 

 

mailto:ew14ft@brocku.ca
mailto:reb@brocku.ca
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Appendix D - Email Recruitment Script for Potential Participants 

Eric Windhorst, BSc. MA, PhD Candidate  
Faculty of Applied Health Sciences, Brock University 

 
Study Title: Exploring the Ecological Self: A Phenomenological Inquiry into 

Gifted Adults 
 
E-mail Subject line: Invitation to participate in study exploring gifted adults’ connection with 
nature 
 
I recently received an email from you about your interest in participating in my study 
exploring gifted adults’ connection with nature.  
 
The purpose of my research study is to better understand gifted adults’ connection with 
nature and how this connection relates to mental health and environmental behaviour. I am 
completing this project as part of my PhD program in Social and Cultural Health Studies at 
Brock University (in St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada). 
 
The study is open to individuals who are over the age of 25 and self-identify as gifted. 
 
Contributing to the study will involve participating in two, one-on-one interviews with me that 
will explore your connection with nature. In the first interview, I will begin to explore your 
connection with nature. In the second interview, I will explore your connection with one of 
your favourite natural places. Each of the two interviews will be approximately one hour in 
length. Interviews can be conducted in-person or via Skype (whichever is preferable for you). 
 
It is expected that the risks associated with participating in this study are minimal. You can 
withdraw from the study at any time.  
 
I ask that you reply to this email with the following three questions completed if you 
are interested in participating in the project. Eligible participants will be contacted via 
email. 
 

1. What is your age?    
 

2. I identify my gender as…    
 

3. Please enter the number below the picture which best describes your relationship 
with the natural environment:      
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This study has been reviewed and cleared by the Brock’s Social Science Research Ethics 
Board (file # 17-014). If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a participant or 
about the way the study is being conducted you may contact the Brock University Research 
Ethics Officer (905 688-5550 ext 3035, reb@brocku.ca) 
 
I want to thank you in advance for your time and consideration.  
 
Sincerely, 
Eric Windhorst, BSc, MA, PhD (Cand.) 
Faculty of Applied Health Sciences 
Brock University, St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada 
ew14ft@brocku.ca   

 

mailto:reb@brocku.ca
mailto:ew14ft@brocku.ca
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Appendix E - Letter of Invitation and Consent 

Project Title: Exploring the Ecological Self: A Phenomenological Inquiry into Gifted 
Adults 

 
Date:  
 
Investigators:    
 
Principal Student Investigator: 
Eric Windhorst, MA, PhD (cand.) 
Faculty of Applied Health Sciences 
Brock University 
St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada 
 
(289) 680-6304 
E-mail: ew14ft@brocku.ca  
 

Faculty Supervisor: 
Dr. Mary Breunig 
School of Recreation and Leisure Studies 
Brock University 
St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada 
 
905-688-5550 x 5387 
E-mail: mbreunig@brocku.ca  

Purpose of the Study 
You are invited to take part in a research study that is exploring gifted adults’ connection with 
nature. The purpose of this study is to better understand how gifted adults’ experience their 
connection with nature and how this experience relates to mental health and environmental 
behaviour.  
 
I am conducting this research for a PhD dissertation project within the Faculty of Applied 
Health Sciences at Brock University, under the supervision of Dr. Mary Breunig. 
 
What will happen during the study? 
 
You will be invited to participate in two one-on-one interviews with Eric. Each interview will 
be about an hour in length. Interviews can be conducted in-person or via Skype, depending 
on your preference. In-person interviews will take place in a mutually agreed upon location. 
 
During the first interview, Eric will begin to explore your connection with nature. Eric will ask 
you several questions during the first interview, like: Can you describe the thoughts and 
feelings you experience when you reflect on your connection with nature? How does your 
connection with nature vary over time (e.g., over your lifespan, over the time of year, over the 
time of day)? How does your connection with nature influence your mental well-being? 
 
During the second interview, Eric will explore your connection with one of your favourite 
natural places. Eric will invite you to bring to the second interview one photograph or one 
object (or photograph of an object) that you feel captures your connection with your chosen 
favourite natural place. Eric asks that your chosen photograph or object does not contain 
human faces or human identifying features. These photographs or objects will be referred to 
during the second interview to facilitate and deepen conversation. Eric will ask you several 
questions during the second interview, like: Can you tell me a little bit about this picture (or 
object)? Why did you choose this natural place? What thoughts and feelings do you 
experience while reflecting on this natural place?  
 
Are there any risks to doing this study? 
 
The risks involved in participating in this study are minimal. Some of the questions that I ask 
you during the interview might make you feel uncomfortable (anxious, uneasy). I will provide 

mailto:ew14ft@brocku.ca
mailto:mbreunig@brocku.ca
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you with several helpful resources to minimize these risks (e.g., contact for Ontario’s Mental 
Health Helpline).  
 
You may also feel uncomfortable participating in this study if you know Eric and/or if you 
believe that you may be identified by your words/views. You do not need to answer 
questions that you do not want to answer or that make you feel uncomfortable. And you can 
withdraw (stop taking part) in this study at any time. I describe below the steps I am taking to 
protect your privacy. 
 
Are there any benefits to doing this study? 
 
There are several potential benefits to this study. First, you may benefit directly by having a 
chance to talk about your connection with nature. Many people find even talking about nature 
to be mental health promoting. Second, research results may shed new light on how gifted 
adults experience their connection with nature—expanding researchers current 
understanding of the human-nature connection. Finally, study results may be practically 
useful. For example, research findings may help ecotherapists (mental health practitioners 
who regularly incorporate nature into therapy) develop more targeted interventions.  
 
Who will know what I said or did in the study? 
 
You are participating in this study confidentially. Your name will not be associated with any of 
your interview responses or photographs. Your email address will be stored separately from 
your interview responses (your personal information will not relate to your responses).  
 
The photographs that you share with Eric may be used by him in his thesis, academic 
articles, presentations, and/or project website. If you choose to share with Eric a photograph 
of a personal natural place, your confidentiality could be compromised. 
 
Only Eric Windhorst and Mary Breunig will have access to collected research 
data/information. The information you provide will be kept in locked filing cabinets and on a 
password protected computer. All electronic data will be encrypted. Upon completion of the 
study, the data will be kept for five (5) years. Data will be destroyed after this time has 
elapsed.  
 
Please note that study results may be published in professional journals or presented at 
conferences. 
 
What if I change my mind about being in the study? 
 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you decide to be part of the study, you can 
withdraw from the study for whatever reason, even after consenting to participate. If you 
decide to withdraw, there will be no consequences to you. In cases of withdrawal, any data 
you have provided will be destroyed. If you do not want to answer some of the questions you 
do not have to, but you can still be in the study.  
 
How do I find out what was learned in this study?  
 
I expect to have this study completed by August of 2019. If requested, I can send you a 
summary of project results or a link to a dedicated project website via email. 
 
Questions about the Study 
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If you have questions or need more information about the study itself, please contact me via 
email: ew14ft@brocku.ca. 
 
This study has been reviewed by the Brock Social Science Research Ethics Board and 
received ethics clearance (file # 17-014). If you have questions or concerns about your rights 
as a participant or about the way the study is being conducted you may contact the Brock 
University Research Ethics Officer (905 688-5550 ext 3035, reb@brocku.ca) 
 
 

 
CONSENT 

 

• I have read the information presented in the information letter about a study being 
conducted by Eric Windhorst, of Brock University.   

• I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this study and to 
receive additional details I requested.   

• I understand that if I agree to participate in this study, I may withdraw from the study 
at any time.   

• I have been given a copy of this form.  

• I agree to participate in the study. 
 
 
Signature: ______________________________________ 
 
Name of Participant (Printed) ___________________________________ 
 
1. I agree that interviews can be audio recorded.  
 a) Yes 
 b) No 
 
2. Would you like to receive a summary of the study’s results (to be sent by August 2019)? 
 a) Yes 
 Please send them to this email address ________________________________  
 b) No, I do not want to receive a summary of the study’s results. 

mailto:ew14ft@brocku.ca
mailto:reb@brocku.ca
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