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Abstract
1.	 The ecological crisis, characterized by various interconnected environmental 

problems, has emerged as a significant source of anxiety, commonly known as 
‘eco-anxiety’. This psychological distress stemming from ecological threats carries 
profound implications for human and nonhuman well-being. Research suggests 
that while a strong connection with nature can increase eco-anxiety, cultivating 
and sustaining this connection can also serve as a coping mechanism to mitigate 
its negative effects.

2.	 This study investigates the interplay between eco-anxiety, nature connection and 
well-being, providing a framework for understanding how they interact amid the 
ecological crisis. The data were collected through an online panel survey in 2022, 
targeting the Finnish population aged 18 to 65 (n = 1013). Covariance-based 
structural equation modelling (CB-SEM) was employed to test three hypotheses 
regarding the relationship between these constructs.

3.	 The analysis confirmed all hypotheses. First, eco-anxiety was negatively related 
to well-being, indicating that ecological threats contribute to psychological 
distress. Second, a positive association was found between eco-anxiety and 
nature connection, suggesting that individuals experiencing eco-anxiety possess 
a deeper sense of interconnectedness with the natural world. Third, a positive 
relationship was established between nature connection and well-being, 
highlighting that a robust connection with nature enhances overall well-being.

4.	 Additionally, a statistically significant positive indirect relationship was identified 
between eco-anxiety and well-being, indicating that a deeper connection with 
nature can mitigate the negative effects of eco-anxiety.

5.	 Synthesis and applications. This study furthers the understanding of the complex 
interconnections between eco-anxiety, nature connection and well-being. The 
study also advances the understanding of eco-anxiety not only as a psychological 
burden but also as a potential catalyst for fostering environmental awareness 
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

The ecological crisis poses significant challenges for life on Earth 
(Díaz et al., 2019; Larson et al., 2022; Mikusiński et al., 2023). This 
calls for a re-evaluation of what constitutes a good life, as human 
activities, especially the overexploitation of natural resources, are 
major contributors to the crisis (Amel et al., 2017; Dasgupta, 2021; 
Díaz et  al.,  2019; IPBES,  2019). The philosophical enquiry into 
the ‘good life’ has a long history, dating back to Aristotle (Keyes & 
Annas, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2001). The current ecological crisis has 
intensified concerns about human well-being and ecological sus-
tainability, emphasizing our moral responsibility towards nature 
and future generations (Dasgupta, 2021; Díaz et al., 2019). Recent 
discussions have also introduced the concept of planetary well-
being, recognizing the moral value of both human and nonhuman 
well-being (Elo et al., 2024). Consequently, the crisis raises funda-
mental questions about the essence of a good life, encompassing 
the well-being of both humans and the rest of nature (Benessaiah & 
Chan, 2023; Pihkala & Doherty, 2024).

The ecological crisis has also become a major source of anx-
iety, referred to as ‘eco-anxiety’ (Hogg et  al.,  2024; Kurth & 
Pihkala, 2022; Passmore et al., 2023; Pihkala, 2020a). Eco-anxiety 
encompasses a wider scope than the distress experienced in re-
sponse to localized environmental changes and extends beyond 
‘climate anxiety’, which pertains to anxiety related to human-
induced climate change (Hogg et  al.,  2021, 2023; Passmore 
et  al.,  2023; Pihkala,  2020a). Eco-anxiety can be conceptualized 
as a multidimensional construct encompassing a range of dis-
tressing psychological emotions related to various interconnected 
ecological problems, including pollution, ecological degrada-
tion, climate change and biodiversity loss (Passmore et al., 2023; 
Pihkala, 2020a).

Scholars are increasingly examining the range of emotions peo-
ple experience in response to ecological problems and their poten-
tial benefits for human and nonhuman well-being (e.g. Brosch & 
Sauter, 2023). While eco-anxiety is often linked with difficult emo-
tions such as eco-grief, eco-anger, feelings of powerlessness and 
eco-guilt, it can also intertwine with expectation, motivation and a 
sense of hope (e.g. Pihkala, 2020b). There is growing scholarship on 
various forms of coping and emotion regulation, which shape the 
impacts of eco-emotions. Many kinds of coping skills are needed, 

including problem-focussed coping, emotion-focussed coping and 
meaning-focussed coping (e.g. Ojala et al., 2021).

Scholars assert that eco-anxiety can fundamentally be consid-
ered as an adaptive response to the planet's increasing degradation 
(Pihkala, 2020a). Thus, depending on how it manifests, it can impact 
individuals' well-being and behaviour in various ways (e.g. Hogg 
et al., 2023). Eco-anxiety can paralyse, but it can also spur reflec-
tion and action, leading to heightened levels of pro-environmental 
attitudes and behaviours (e.g. Ogunbode et  al.,  2022; Schwartz 
et al., 2023; Verplanken et al., 2020). This emotional response may 
also reflect one's moral character, meaning morally admirable eco-
logical conscientiousness, and contribute to environmental stew-
ardship and agency while enhancing individual and environmental 
well-being (Kurth & Pihkala, 2022). Some scholars refer to this adap-
tive dimension, linked with motivation, as ‘practical eco-anxiety’ 
(Kurth & Pihkala, 2022; Pihkala, 2020a).

Nature connection refers to individuals' subjective sense 
of their interconnectedness with the natural world (Mayer & 
Frantz, 2004; Nisbet et al., 2011; Pritchard et al., 2020). Research 
identifies a complex relationship between eco-anxiety and nature 
connection, where higher levels of nature connection can lead 
to increased eco-anxiety due to stronger emotional responses to 
ecological threats (e.g. Clayton & Karazsia, 2020; Lutz et al., 2023; 
Whitmarsh et al., 2022; Wullenkord et al., 2024). However, a strong 
connection with nature may also serve as a coping mechanism, 
helping individuals manage the various emotions associated with 
eco-anxiety (e.g. Baudon & Jachens, 2021; Passmore et al., 2023; 
Pihkala,  2020b). Scholars advocate for enhancing nature con-
nection as a crucial response to the ecological crisis, emphasiz-
ing its benefits for well-being and pro-environmental behaviours 
(Barrable et  al.,  2024; Chawla,  2020; Mikusiński et  al.,  2023). 
While much of the research has focussed on the relationship be-
tween nature connection and climate anxiety (e.g. Whitmarsh 
et al., 2022; Wullenkord et al., 2024), there remains a paucity of 
research investigating the broader phenomenon of eco-anxiety in 
relation to nature connection and their implications for a good life 
(Pihkala & Doherty, 2024).

This study examines eco-anxiety and its various manifestations, 
emphasizing how nature connection is associated with eco-anxiety 
and well-being. By investigating the interplay between eco-anxiety, 
nature connection and well-being, this study advances the currently 

and engaging individuals in environmental stewardship and agency, sometimes 
called ‘practical eco-anxiety’. This holds significant implications for environmental 
education, psychology and policy development: with constructive coping skills, 
people can practice environmental responsibility and cherish a strong nature 
connection.

K E Y W O R D S
coping, eco-anxiety, ecological crisis, environmental psychology, flourishing, good life, nature 
connection, well-being
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limited understanding of their association while filling gaps in exist-
ing literature. Our main research question is as follows: How does 
nature connection relate to eco-anxiety and well-being? The follow-
ing sections are structured around the theoretical framework and 
study hypotheses, addressing this interplay.

1.1  |  Human well-being: The hedonic and 
eudaimonic approaches

The concept of well-being originated from two Western philosophi-
cal perspectives: hedonism and eudaimonism (Keyes & Annas, 2009; 
Ryan & Deci,  2001). Psychologists have built on these philoso-
phies to develop scientific measures for well-being: hedonic (HWB) 
and eudaimonic (EWB) well-being (Huta & Ryan,  2010; Huta & 
Waterman, 2014). HWB focusses on the pleasantness of one's ex-
periences, emphasizing the pursuit of pleasure and fulfilling desires 
(Diener et al., 1999; Kahneman et al., 1999). HWB is often defined by 
happiness, life satisfaction, pleasure and enjoyment (Diener, 2009; 
Huta & Ryan,  2010). Subjective well-being (SWB), synonymous 
with happiness, includes an affective component—characterized by 
positive affect and the absence of negative affect—and a cognitive 
component: life satisfaction (Diener et  al.,  1999). Life satisfaction 
represents an evaluative perspective on well-being, focussing on 
one's overall satisfaction with life (VanderWeele et al., 2020).

EWB emphasizes psychological functioning, meaningfulness 
and self-realization, focussing on optimal living and the develop-
ment of one's full potential (Huta & Ryan, 2010; Ryff & Singer, 2008; 
Waterman,  2008). Pursuing EWB often necessitates engaging in 
challenging activities which, despite potential difficulties, are linked 
to greater long-term happiness, life satisfaction and a deeper sense 
of meaning in life (Huta & Ryan,  2010). Theories of EWB identify 
multiple psychological elements and have been operationalized 
through over 45 different measures and 63 constructs, including 
meaning, purpose and optimism (Martela & Sheldon, 2019).

Despite the contrast between these approaches, HWB and 
EWB positively correlate and influence one another, suggesting 
they are not mutually exclusive but overlapping (Huta & Ryan, 2010; 
Waterman,  2008). Individuals with elevated levels of hedonic and 
eudaimonic motives typically experience the highest levels of well-
being, known as human flourishing (Huta & Ryan,  2010; Huta & 
Waterman, 2014).

1.2  |  Eco-anxiety and well-being

Research on eco-anxiety and well-being reveals a complex rela-
tionship, influenced by varying definitions and measurement ap-
proaches (e.g. Pihkala,  2020a; van Valkengoed et  al.,  2023). Some 
studies define eco-anxiety as stronger anxiety states, while others 
use the term to encompass a broader spectrum of anxiety and worry 
responses (Hogg et al., 2023). Some scholars equate climate anxiety 
with eco-anxiety, while others make a distinction between the two 

(Pihkala, 2020a). Additionally, various measures have been employed, 
including the Climate Anxiety Scale (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020) and 
Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale (Hogg et al., 2021).

Most studies suggest that eco-anxiety negatively impacts men-
tal well-being (e.g. Ogunbode et  al.,  2022; Schwartz et  al.,  2023; 
Stanley et al., 2021). According to Boluda-Verdu et al.'s (2022) sys-
tematic literature review, eco-anxiety is linked to symptoms of de-
pression, anxiety, stress, insomnia and higher psychological distress 
(Ogunbode et  al.,  2022; Reyes et  al.,  2021; Schwartz et  al.,  2023; 
Searle & Gow, 2010; Stanley et al., 2021).

Research has also presented mixed results. Reyes et  al.  (2021) 
found that increased climate anxiety leads to lower mental well-
being and higher psychological distress, but not necessarily lower 
psychological well-being. Similarly, Lutz et al. (2023) reported varied 
associations between eco-anxiety and well-being, with some indices 
showing positive, negative and null effects. Although their findings 
indicate that higher levels of eco-anxiety are associated with poorer 
mental well-being, these associations tended to be weak (Berry & 
Peel, 2015). Additionally, some negative eco-anxiety effects may be 
mitigated by well-being benefits derived from pro-environmental 
behaviours (Lutz et  al.,  2023; Schwartz et  al.,  2023). However, as 
environmental problems worsen, individuals may experience more 
severe symptoms of eco-anxiety and mental well-being challenges 
(e.g. Passmore et al., 2023). Therefore, we suggest:

H1. Eco-anxiety negatively relates to well-being.

1.3  |  Eco-anxiety and nature connection

Nature connection refers to individuals' subjective sense of their 
interconnectedness with the natural world (Mayer & Frantz, 2004; 
Nisbet et  al.,  2011; Pritchard et  al.,  2020). The theoretical back-
ground of nature connection is rooted in Wilson's  (1986) biophilia 
hypothesis, which states that humans possess an innate need to con-
nect with nature, resulting in multiple well-being benefits such as 
improved cognitive functioning and positive affect.

The ongoing environmental degradation, biodiversity loss and 
species extinction have raised concerns regarding the potential de-
cline of individuals' innate biophilia (Mikusiński et al., 2023; Nisbet 
et al., 2009; Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013). A good life is contingent upon 
individuals' evaluation of and interconnectedness with the natural 
world. Recognizing our connection with nature makes our lives more 
meaningful, promotes ecological sustainability and enhances the 
well-being of future generations (Chawla, 2020; Larson et al., 2022; 
Mikusiński et al., 2023; Passmore et al., 2023; Pritchard et al., 2020).

Studies indicate that individuals with a strong emotional or cog-
nitive connection with nature are more aware of the ecological crisis 
and its effects on the natural world (e.g. Jalin et  al.,  2024; Mayer 
& Frantz, 2004; Nisbet et al., 2009; Reese et al., 2023; Wullenkord 
et al., 2024). Most studies have focussed on the relationship between 
nature connection and climate anxiety, overlooking the broader eco-
anxiety (Passmore et al., 2023; Pihkala, 2020a).
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Studies show that nature connection is positively associated 
with climate anxiety (Whitmarsh et  al.,  2022), climate worry (Lutz 
et  al.,  2023), impairment (Wullenkord et  al.,  2024), symptoms of 
stress and depression (Dean et al., 2018), and negative emotions in 
response to climate change (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020). These find-
ings suggest that individuals who perceive themselves as part of na-
ture often experience stronger emotional responses to the climate 
crisis. However, some studies report no significant relationship be-
tween nature connection and climate anxiety (e.g. Reese et al., 2023), 
while others suggest that nature connection may enhance well-being 
more in those less concerned about climate change (e.g. Whelan 
et al., 2022).

Research has also produced mixed results. Some studies indicate 
that biospheric concern correlates with both ecological stress and 
coping (Helm et  al., 2018). Others suggest that a connection with 
nature can generate eco-anxiety while serving as a coping mech-
anism (Baudon & Jachens, 2021; Chawla, 2020). By drawing upon 
a comprehensive literature review, Pihkala  (2020b) concludes that 
cultivating and sustaining a strong nature connection may serve as 
a coping mechanism, helping individuals navigate and harness the 
adaptive potential of various emotions associated with eco-anxiety. 
Similarly, Passmore et al. (2023) argue that enhancing one's connec-
tion with nature is vital for coping with eco-anxiety and address-
ing environmental concerns, noting that disconnection from nature 
contributes to environmental distress. Reconnecting with the natu-
ral world is therefore considered essential for effectively address-
ing these concerns (Barrable et al., 2024; Chawla, 2020; Mikusiński 
et al., 2023). Therefore, we suggest:

H2. Eco-anxiety positively relates to nature 
connection.

1.4  |  Nature connection and well-being

Recent meta-analyses show that nature connection is positively asso-
ciated with HWB and EWB (Capaldi et al., 2014; Pritchard et al., 2020). 
However, studies have produced mixed findings as different aspects 
of well-being relate to nature connection differently (e.g. Capaldi 
et  al.,  2014; Howell et  al.,  2013). Challenges in comparing findings 
may also arise from the use of diverse well-being measures (Pritchard 
et al., 2020). Additionally, variations in the conceptualization and meas-
urement of nature connection—including the Inclusion of Nature with 
Self (Schultz, 2001), Connectedness to Nature (Mayer & Frantz, 2004) 
and Nature Relatedness (Nisbet et al., 2009)—can lead to discrepan-
cies. However, these measures are highly correlated and can be viewed 
as indicators of the same underlying construct (Tam, 2013).

Studies indicate that a strong connection with nature enhances 
individuals' sense of meaning and purpose in life (Howell et al., 2013; 
Nisbet et al., 2011). As nature connection entails a sense of mean-
ingful engagement in something beyond oneself, studies imply that 
its impact on EWB may be stronger than on HWB (e.g. Capaldi 
et al., 2014; Howell et al., 2011). Pritchard et al.  (2020) found that 

a stronger nature connection leads to higher levels of personal 
growth. Furthermore, nature connection is positively associated 
with psychological and social well-being, highlighting its role in 
enhancing individuals' flourishing in both personal and social life 
(Howell et al., 2011; Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013).

Individuals with a strong nature connection also tend to re-
port higher levels of happiness and a greater sense of aliveness 
and energy (Mayer & Frantz, 2004; Nisbet et al., 2009; Zelenski & 
Nisbet, 2014). However, studies have produced mixed findings re-
garding the relationship between nature connection and life satis-
faction. While Mayer and Frantz (2004) demonstrated a significant 
association between the two, other studies found no association 
(Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013; Zelenski & Nisbet, 2014), except for Nisbet 
et al. (2011) who reported a positive association after controlling for 
other environmental attitudes. Therefore, we suggest:

H3. Nature connection positively relates to 
well-being.

1.5  |  The current study

Based on the theoretical framework, we derived a research model 
that combines eco-anxiety, nature connection and well-being 
(Figure 1). We postulate that eco-anxiety has a negative direct asso-
ciation with well-being (H1−). We also propose that eco-anxiety has a 
positive direct association with nature connection (H2+). Moreover, 
we hypothesize that nature connection has a positive direct associa-
tion with well-being (H3+). However, our model acknowledges the 
adaptive dimension of eco-anxiety, which can coexist with expecta-
tion, motivation and a sense of hope (Pihkala, 2020b) and contrib-
ute to environmental stewardship, agency and overall well-being 
(Kurth & Pihkala,  2022). Therefore, eco-anxiety may also be posi-
tively associated with well-being through its relationship with nature 
connection.

2  |  MATERIAL S AND METHODS

2.1  |  Study setting

The study examines Finland, a wealthy North European country 
characterized by a large land area and a sparse population of 5.6 
million, mostly living in urban areas. Finland is renowned for its rich 

F I G U R E  1  Theoretical framework and hypotheses.
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woodlands, widely used for forestry. Despite the utilitarian attitudes 
towards nature, Finland possesses a strong nature connection 
and outdoor culture (Koistinen et  al.,  2021). Finland has a long 
history of environmental education, leading to heightened levels 
of environmental consciousness but also environmental worry and 
anxiety. Since fall 2017, public discussions on eco-anxiety have 
emerged, raising awareness of this phenomenon. Surveys indicate 
that many Finns, especially younger individuals, experience eco-
anxiety. A national survey revealed that over a third of young Finns 
suffer from climate anxiety, with 4 to 10 per cent experiencing 
severe psychosomatic symptoms (Hyry, 2019).

2.2  |  Sample

The data were collected through an online panel survey conducted 
in 2022, targeting the Finnish population aged 18 to 65 years. A 
total of 1013 responses were obtained through stratified ran-
dom sampling, with respondents evenly divided between two age 
groups: 18 to 24 years and 25 to 65 years. Additionally, the sample 
was balanced by gender, with half identifying as female and half 
as male (Table 1). However, the survey did not incorporate non-
binary gender options.

The online panellists were voluntary participants, who opted 
to engage with the survey in accordance with their personal 
preferences and interests. Data collection was conducted by an 
independent Finnish polling company, adhering to the regula-
tions established by both European Union and Finnish legisla-
tion. Written informed consent was provided by all participants. 
The study was evaluated by the JYU Human Sciences Ethics 
Committee (Ref: 1332/13.00.04.00/2024). Ethics approval was 
deemed unnecessary, as the study does not fall under the pur-
view of the Finnish Advisory Board on Research Integrity (TENK) 

guidelines and does not constitute research within the meaning of 
the Medical Research Act.

2.3  |  Measures

2.3.1  |  Controls

Studies identify age, gender and educational background as key 
predictors of climate or eco-anxiety; especially younger individuals, 
females, and those with higher education tend to report higher lev-
els of climate or eco-anxiety (e.g. Clayton & Karazsia, 2020; Reese 
et al., 2023; Searle & Gow, 2010; Verplanken et al., 2020; Wullenkord 
et al., 2024). Thus, we controlled the research model for the effects 
of age, gender and educational background.

2.3.2  |  Well-being

Well-being was measured in accordance with the recommenda-
tions by VanderWeele et al.  (2020). Hedonic well-being (positive 
affect) and evaluative well-being (life satisfaction) are measured 
using a single item (‘In general, I usually feel happy’ and ‘Overall, 
I am satisfied with my life these days’). Eudaimonic well-being en-
compasses a set of two items measuring meaning and purpose in 
life (‘I feel that the things I do in my life are worthwhile’ and ‘I have 
a sense of direction and purpose in life’) and another set of two 
items measuring optimism (‘Overall, I expect more good things to 
happen to me than bad’ and ‘If something can go wrong for me, it 
will’ [reverse coded]). Participants indicated how much they agreed 
with each statement on a scale from 1 (‘Strongly disagree’) to 10 
(‘Strongly agree’) for consistency with the others. Higher mean 
scores for each dimension indicate a higher level of well-being.

2.3.3  |  Eco-anxiety

Eco-anxiety was measured using the Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale 
(HEAS; Hogg et  al.,  2021), which is designed to capture a 
broad range of symptoms associated with eco-anxiety and has 
demonstrated distinct associations with well-being and pro-
environmental behaviours (Hogg et  al.,  2024). HEAS encom-
passes four dimensions: affective symptoms (four items: e.g. 
‘Feeling nervous, anxious, or on edge’), rumination (three items: 
e.g. ‘Unable to stop thinking about losses to the environment’), 
behavioural symptoms (three items: e.g. ‘Difficulty sleeping’) and 
personal impact anxiety (three items: e.g. ‘Feeling anxious about 
the impact of your personal behaviors on the earth’). Participants 
indicated how often they experienced each feature of eco-anxiety 
when thinking about environmental problems, such as climate 
change, biodiversity loss, and ocean pollution, on a scale from 1 
(‘Not at all’) to 5 (‘Daily’). Higher mean scores for each dimension 
indicate a greater average of frequency.

TA B L E  1  Sample characteristics.

n %

Gender

Male 481 47.5

Female 532 52.5

Age

18–21 291 28.7

22–24 211 20.8

25–34 120 11.9

35–49 166 16.4

50–65 225 22.2

Education

Primary education 123 12.1

Vocational education 250 24.7

Upper secondary education 255 25.2

Bachelor's degree or higher education 385 38.0
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2.3.4  |  Nature connection

Nature connection was measured using the short-form version of 
the Nature Relatedness Scale (NR-6; Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013). NR-6 
is like other environmental attitude measures in predicting and as-
sessing pro-environmental attitudes and behaviours, yet it diverges 
by predicting various well-being indicators at the trait and tempo-
rary state levels (Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013; Zelenski & Nisbet, 2014). 
NR-6 comprises six items from two subscales: self-identification 
with nature (‘self-identity’) and contact with nature (‘experience’). 
Four items assess self-identity: ‘I always think about how my actions 
affect the environment’, ‘My connection to nature and the environ-
ment is a part of my spirituality’, ‘My relationship to nature is an 
important part of who I am’ and ‘I feel very connected to all living 
things and the earth’. Two other items assess experience: ‘My ideal 
vacation spot would be a remote wilderness area’ and ‘I take notice 
of wildlife wherever I am’. Participants indicated how much they 
agreed with each statement on a scale from 1 (‘Strongly disagree’) to 
5 (‘Strongly agree’). The NR-6 score is calculated by averaging all six 
items, with higher scores indicating a stronger nature relatedness.

2.4  |  Data analysis

To test the research model and hypotheses, CB-SEM with the maxi-
mum likelihood estimation method based on confirmatory factor analy-
sis (CFA) was employed using the Lavaan 0.6–17 package for the R 4.3.3 
software. Our empirical investigation aimed to test the entire structure 
of the research model, for which CB-SEM is a suitable method.

3  |  RESULTS

3.1  |  Common method bias

To reduce the common method bias (CMB), we changed the ques-
tionnaire items and tried to minimize item ambiguity. The stand-
ardized root mean square residual (SRMR) (0.05) indicates no 
unestimated covariance (e.g. residual covariance with indicators) in 
the data. Therefore, CMB is unlikely to interfere with our results.

3.2  |  The assessment of measurement model

The measurement model intended to measure the following three 
constructs: eco-anxiety, nature connection and well-being. The va-
lidity of the measurement model and the unidimensionality of the 
constructed scales were tested with confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA). The results of the reliability and validity of the measurement 
scales show that all the factor loadings were equal to or greater than 
0.63 (Table 2).

The items were also found to converge on their assigned fac-
tors as the average variance extracted (AVE) values exceeded the 

threshold value of 0.5. Furthermore, the composite reliabilities for 
all the factors ranged from 0.85 to 0.95, indicating good internal reli-
ability (Bagozzi & Yi, 2012). We also tested the measurement model 
for discriminant validity using Fornell and Lacker's AVE method 
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981) and Bagozzi's method (Bagozzi, 1991). The 
correlations between the constructs were smaller than 0.6; thus, the 
square roots of the AVEs showed acceptable discriminant validity 
because the square roots of the AVE of each construct were bigger 
than any construct correlation (Table 3).

3.3  |  The structural model

Table 4 shows the results of the hypothesis testing. The model fit 
was assessed through several indices, which indicated a good fit 

TA B L E  2  Results from CFA.

Construct Item
Factor 
loading

Well-being In general, I usually feel happy 0.86

I have a sense of direction and purpose 
in life

0.81

Overall, I am satisfied with my life these 
days

0.78

Overall, I expect more good things to 
happen to me than bad

0.77

I feel that the things I do in my life are 
worthwhile

0.74

Eco-anxiety Unable to stop thinking about losses to 
the environment

0.85

Unable to stop thinking about future 
climate change and other global 
environmental problems

0.83

Feeling anxious about your personal 
responsibility to help address 
environmental problems

0.83

Unable to stop thinking about past 
events related to climate change

0.82

Feeling anxious that your personal 
behaviors will do little to help fix the 
problem

0.82

Feeling afraid 0.81

Feeling anxious about the impact of 
your personal behaviors on the earth

0.80

Feeling nervous, anxious or on edge 0.80

Not being able to stop or control 
worrying

0.78

Nature 
connection

My relationship to nature is an 
important part of who I am

0.85

My connection to nature and the 
environment is a part of my spirituality

0.81

I feel very connected to all living things 
and the earth

0.76

I take notice of wildlife wherever I am 0.63
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despite the high chi-square value (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003). 
The values of the Tucker–Lewis Index (TLI), Relative Fit Index (RFI) 
and Comparative Fit Index (CFI) were above 0.9 and ranged from 0.91 
to 0.94; the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) was 
0.06, and the Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR) was 
0.05—all indicating a sufficient fit for the model. The Discrepancy 
Divided by Degree of Freedom (CMIN/DF) was 4.68—below the 
threshold value of 5. The conceptual model accounted for 32% 
of the variance in nature connection and 11.6% of the variance in 
well-being.

The results supported all the hypotheses. In accordance with 
the first hypothesis (H1), eco-anxiety negatively related to well-
being (β = −0.39, p < 0.001). Eco-anxiety positively related to nature 
connection (β = 0.58, p < 0.001), providing support for the second 
hypothesis (H2). Finally, nature connection positively related to 
well-being (β = 0.53, p < 0.001), supporting the third hypothesis 
(H3).

We also examined the mediating effect to reveal whether an 
indirect path exists between eco-anxiety and well-being through 
nature connection. The indirect effect of eco-anxiety through na-
ture connection to well-being was statistically significant, with an 
estimated value of 0.30 (p < 0.001). The standardized indirect effect 
was 0.16. The total effect of eco-anxiety on well-being, including 
direct and indirect effects, was not statistically significant, with an 
estimated value of −0.09 (p = 0.20). The standardized total effect 
was −0.05. These results suggest that while the direct effect of eco-
anxiety on well-being was negative, the indirect path through nature 
connection positively contributes to the overall relationship, leading 
to a non-significant total effect.

Of the control variables, the age group (0 = 18–24; 1 => 25) 
had no significant association with well-being. Women were less 
likely to experience high levels of well-being, while education level 
(bachelor's degree or higher) was associated with higher well-being. 
Despite some control variables having a significant link to the final 
outcome of the model, their effect did not influence the associations 
with the constructs examined in the model.

4  |  DISCUSSION

This study furthers the understanding of the complex interconnec-
tions between eco-anxiety, nature connection and well-being. As 
individuals increasingly confront the realities of environmental deg-
radation, understanding their emotional responses becomes essen-
tial for fostering resilience and promoting ecological sustainability. 
This study is among the first to investigate the interplay between 
eco-anxiety, nature connection and well-being, offering detailed in-
terpretations of these interconnected constructs and filling gaps in 
the existing literature. In the following sections, we discuss the main 
results, their theoretical and practical implications, and suggest di-
rections for future research.

We found a negative relationship between eco-anxiety and well-
being, confirming our first hypothesis (H1). This aligns with previ-
ous research suggesting that the emotional burden associated with 
ecological degradation can lead to psychological distress and despair 
(Ogunbode et al., 2022; Pihkala, 2020b; Schwartz et al., 2023). The 
implications of this relationship are profound, as they indicate that 
the psychological toll of environmental threats can detract from 

Construct α CR AVE
Eco-
anxiety

Well-
being

Nature 
connection

Eco-anxiety 0.95 0.95 0.67 0.82

Well-being 0.89 0.89 0.63 −0.07 0.79

Nature connection 0.85 0.85 0.59 0.51 0.18 0.77

Note: α = Cronbach's alpha; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted; construct 
correlations, square root of AVEs (on the diagonal).

TA B L E  3  Validity, reliability and 
intercorrelation.

Dependent variable
Independent 
variable β Z SD R2 Hypotheses

Well-being Eco-anxiety −0.39*** −4.91 0.08 0.30 H1: supported

Nature connection Eco-anxiety 0.58*** 15.61 0.54 0.09 H2: supported

Well-being Nature 
connection

0.53*** 6.67 0.08 H3: supported

Controls Age group 0.08ns 1.80 0.05

Gender −0.24* −2.28 0.15

Education 0.52*** 3.55 0.32

Note: ns = not significant; age in years (0 = 18–24, 1 =>25); gender (0 = male, 1 = female); education 
(0 = no higher education, 1 = higher education); model fit: χ2 (chi-square) (29) = 106.767; CMIN/
DF = 4.68; TLI = 0.93; RFI = 0.91; CFI = 0.94; RMSEA = 0.06; SRMR = 0.05.
*p < 0.05. ***p < 0.001.

TA B L E  4  Hypothesis testing.
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individuals' overall well-being, leading to increased feelings of anx-
iety, depression and hopelessness (e.g. Clayton & Karazsia, 2020).

Conversely, our study confirmed a positive relationship between 
eco-anxiety and nature connection (H2). This finding indicates that 
individuals experiencing eco-anxiety are more likely to feel a stron-
ger connection with the natural world (e.g. Jalin et al., 2024; Reese 
et  al.,  2023; Wullenkord et  al.,  2024). This relationship can be in-
terpreted through moral and ethical lenses; those more attuned to 
environmental threats may harbour and cultivate a deeper sense 
of responsibility and interconnectedness with nature (Benessaiah 
& Chan,  2023; Kurth & Pihkala,  2022; Passmore et  al.,  2023). 
Accordingly, eco-anxiety has the potential to catalyse pro-
environmental attitudes and behaviours (e.g. Ogunbode et al., 2022; 
Schwartz et al., 2023; Stanley et al., 2021) and motivate individuals 
to engage in environmental stewardship and agency. This ‘practical 
eco-anxiety’ (Kurth & Pihkala,  2022) is also societally important. 
When combined with constructive coping skills, it can enhance indi-
viduals' sense of meaning and purpose in their lives (e.g. Benessaiah 
& Chan, 2023; Pihkala & Doherty, 2024).

The positive relationship between nature connection and well-
being (H3) further corroborates existing literature positing that a 
strong connection with nature enhances psychological resilience and 
overall well-being (Capaldi et al., 2014; Howell et al., 2013; Pritchard 
et al., 2020). In the face of the ecological crisis, a strong nature con-
nection may be a protective factor against the adverse effects of 
eco-anxiety, if there is constructive coping (Passmore et al., 2023; 
Pihkala, 2020b). This finding highlights the importance of cultivat-
ing and sustaining a deep-rooted connection with the natural world 
as a means to enhance a sense of meaning and purpose, as well as 
individual flourishing (Howell et al., 2011; Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013; 
Pihkala & Doherty, 2024).

Moreover, our study revealed a statistically significant positive 
indirect relationship between eco-anxiety and well-being, mediated 
by nature connection. This suggests that while eco-anxiety may ini-
tially detract from well-being, cultivating and sustaining a connec-
tion with nature can mitigate these negative effects. This finding is 
encouraging, indicating that interventions aimed at enhancing na-
ture connection may serve as effective strategies for alleviating neg-
ative effects of eco-anxiety (e.g. Passmore et al., 2023). By fostering 
deeper connections with the natural world, individuals may not only 
cope with eco-anxiety but harness the adaptive potential of various 
emotions associated with eco-anxiety (e.g. Baudon & Jachens, 2021; 
Pihkala, 2020b).

The complexities inherent in the relationships between eco-
anxiety, nature connection and well-being underscore the broader 
theoretical implications of our study. Our study suggests a dynamic 
interplay where eco-anxiety can evoke feelings of distress but also 
motivate individuals to seek solace and a stronger connection with 
the natural world. This duality emphasizes the importance of re-
framing eco-anxiety not merely as a negative emotional response 
but as a potential driver for action and engagement with nature 
(Chawla,  2020; Kurth & Pihkala,  2022; Pihkala & Doherty,  2024). 
This reframing requires developing skills and resources that enable 

individuals to maintain their connection with nature despite diffi-
cult eco-emotions. The worst-case scenario occurs when individuals 
lose their innate connection with nature (Wilson, 1986) due to eco-
anxiety, leading to further psychological distress and disconnection 
from the natural world (e.g. Whitmarsh et al., 2022).

Scholars suggest that instead of distancing individuals from neg-
ative environmental news or natural spaces, it is important to de-
velop skills for managing difficult eco-emotions (e.g. Chawla, 2020). 
This involves focussing on coping strategies, resilience-building 
and emotion regulation as key elements in addressing eco-anxiety 
(Pihkala, 2022). By enhancing understanding of these dynamics, indi-
viduals can cultivate their emotional responses to ecological threats 
and strengthen their connection with nature, which enhances their 
well-being and promotes environmental engagement (Benessaiah & 
Chan, 2023).

The relevance of our study extends to a wide range of actors, 
including environmental educators, psychologists and policymak-
ers. Environmental educators can play a crucial role in developing 
curricula and programs that build coping skills, address eco-anxiety 
as a legitimate emotional response and promote nature connection, 
equipping individuals with the tools to navigate their emotional 
responses to ecological threats (Chawla,  2020; Pihkala,  2020b). 
Practical methods include mindfulness practices, safe spaces for 
engaging with eco-emotions and teaching meaning-focussed coping 
skills (e.g. Ojala et al., 2021).

Environmental psychologists can integrate these findings into 
therapeutic practices, helping clients transform eco-anxiety into a 
source of motivation for engagement with the natural world (Baudon 
& Jachens, 2021). Therapeutic practices that integrate nature con-
nection—such as ecotherapy—can be particularly effective in help-
ing individuals process their eco-anxiety while fostering a deeper 
connection with nature.

Policymakers can leverage this understanding to create poli-
cies that support mental well-being, ensuring community resources 
align with the needs of individuals grappling with eco-anxiety. 
Additionally, urban planning efforts that prioritize parks, gardens 
and natural areas can provide individuals with opportunities to con-
nect with nature, thereby mitigating the negative effects of eco-
anxiety. Such initiatives not only contribute to individual well-being 
but also foster resilience and a sense of collective responsibility for 
nature (Benessaiah & Chan, 2023).

Notwithstanding its contributions, our study has limitations 
that present directions for future research. First, while the sample 
size was adequate, it was derived from a singular country in the 
Global North, underscoring the need for future investigations to 
encompass a broader range of populations and contexts, partic-
ularly those from the Global South. Future research should also 
prioritize longitudinal studies to track the development of eco-
anxiety and its effects on well-being, considering cultural, socio-
economic and geographical factors. Second, our study focussed 
specifically on eco-anxiety, complicating comparisons with prior 
research that has mainly addressed climate anxiety. Future stud-
ies should differentiate between these constructs, making the 
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interconnections between eco-anxiety and nature connection 
more evident. Lastly, while our study investigated the interplay 
between eco-anxiety, nature connection and well-being, it did 
not address the various dimensions of these constructs. Future 
research should aim for a more nuanced understanding of these 
relationships to better address the emotional challenges posed by 
the ecological crisis while promoting a sustainable future for hu-
mans and the rest of nature.

5  |  CONCLUSIONS

Our study has illuminated the interplay between eco-anxiety, nature 
connection and well-being, providing a framework for understanding 
how they interact amid the ecological crisis. The ongoing ecological 
crisis underscores fundamental problems in prevailing conceptions 
of the ‘good life’, highlighting the need for more holistic and ethi-
cal approaches, such as planetary well-being (Elo et al., 2024). Eco-
anxiety is closely associated with EWB, raising critical questions 
regarding a virtuous and meaningful life. While fostering a deeper 
connection with nature has been shown to enhance happiness and 
overall well-being, it is essential to address difficult eco-emotions, 
including grief and anxiety, to sustain a profound relationship with 
the more-than-human world (Pihkala & Doherty, 2024).

The implications of our study are far-reaching, suggesting direc-
tions for future research, education initiatives, therapeutic practices 
and policy development that can help individuals not only cope with 
eco-anxiety but transform it into a source of empowerment and 
active engagement with the natural world. While eco-anxiety may 
evoke distress, it simultaneously serves as a crucial catalyst for pro-
moting awareness and engaging individuals toward environmental 
stewardship and agency. The ability to regulate eco-anxiety is an im-
portant component of a broader array of constructive coping skills.
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