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Being engaged in biodiversity conservation is tough at a time
when bad news is all around us (Orr, 2004, 2007)––be it on
species extinctions (IPBES, 2019), climate change (IPCC, 2018),
or repeated political failures to address these and other sustain-
ability challenges. Much has been said about the need to act
with urgency in this “crisis discipline” (Soulé, 1985). Although
actions in the biophysical, outer world are more urgent than
ever, there is also inner work to be done by us as conservation
professionals so that we can channel our energy in productive
ways (Ives et al., 2020). In this essay, we offer our personal per-
spective on questions of grief and hope. We decided to share
this perspective because we noticed that similar questions are
increasingly on the minds of many conservation students and
professionals (Cunsolo et al., 2020; Faria, 2020; Plieninger et al.,
2021). With no imminent turning point for global sustainability
in sight, we consider it important to reflect on what might be a
viable mental and philosophical response for those engaged in
biodiversity conservation.

Terms like “ecological grief” and “eco-anxiety” are increasingly
used to describe the emotional responses of people to envi-
ronmental degradation (Cunsolo et al., 2020; Plieninger et al.,
2021; Usher et al., 2019). An analogy has been drawn to the
well-studied emotional responses of individuals who are griev-
ing and individuals given bad personal news, such as being diag-
nosed with a chronic or terminal illness (Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018).
To adapt, such individuals typically go through a series of outer
and inner changes, and many ultimately accept their situation
(Corr, 2019). Although the parallels between the literature on
people dealing with illness and loss and ecological grief are fas-
cinating, there is one critical difference: the fate of the terminally
ill and the death of a loved one are unchangeable, whereas the
fate of life on Earth as a whole is very much changeable through
collective human action. Grief, with its implication of final and
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unalterable loss, thus is an enticing concept for conservationists,
but arguably not an empowering one.

To formulate a hopeful personal vision for how to approach
conservation, we drew inspiration from the late Michael Soulé
(Crooks et al., 2020). In no way do we suggest he would have
necessarily agreed with our thoughts outlined here––we sim-
ply acknowledge with humility and respect that he inspired us,
just like he inspired countless other conservationists. We offer
the following points as conversation openers. We focus on 4
themes, namely compassion, interrelatedness, impermanence,
and the need for a strong normative basis for conservation.

First, to counter anger, blame games, and scapegoating,
which generally prevent transformative conversations, we would
be well-advised to “broaden our beam of compassion.” This
phrase and idea was eloquently presented by Michael Soulé in
a public lecture at the Australian National University in the early
2000s, in which he reflected on different life-affirming move-
ments. Whether people are active for biodiversity conservation,
animal rights, human development, or simply their own fami-
lies, many are in fact engaged in life-affirming activities of one
sort or another. The foci are just different, and thus different
outcomes are prioritized. If we recognize that at a deep level,
much of humanity engages in life-affirming activities, we are
much more able to engage in constructive and potentially trans-
formative conversations with others (Scharmer, 2018).

Second, and closely related to the first point, Michael Soulé
aptly emphasized that we are all related to all other life because
all present life on Earth has shared ancestry in the first single-
celled organisms that lived on Earth 3.5 billion years ago (Soulé,
1995 [as cited in Taylor, 2020]). Recognizing that no being exists
separately from others can be helpful to approach conserva-
tion in new and different ways. In recognition of such inevitable
“inter-being” (Thich Nhat Hanh, 2008), new avenues open up
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for interactions that cannot be had from the perspective of us
versus them. The notion of interrelatedness gives us reason to
extend our compassion to other species, but it also gives us rea-
son to extend it to other people, including those we disagree
with.

Third, we offer reflections on how to conceptualize change.
Michael Soulé reminded us that he was not concerned with
“death but the lack of births” (Soulé, 1985; Taylor, 2020).
In stating this, he emphasized the importance of maintaining
suitable ecological conditions for ongoing evolution. Implic-
itly, however, he also acknowledged the inevitability of ongoing
change––an idea that is central to Buddhist philosophy, where it
is captured by the notion of impermanence. Recognizing imper-
manence, in turn, can help one to remain emotionally healthy
at a time when much of what we are attached to (such as cer-
tain species or ecosystems) is rapidly changing or has been irre-
versibly lost. We must accept that rapid and partly irreversible
change is happening right now, not because we condone the
particular changes taking place, but because before choosing an
appropriate course of action, we must recognize that this situa-
tion is now with us (Faria, 2020; Tolle, 1999). Confronted with
this unpleasant truth, however, the last thing we need is stoic
resignation––a widespread grief response in the terminally ill
(Corr, 2019; Orr, 2004). Such resignation would amount to giv-
ing up on a better future (Orr, 2004), and surely this cannot be
the goal of our mission-oriented discipline. Rather, we should
try to cultivate authentic hope, which “requires us to … enter
the future without illusions” (Orr, 2007:1393) while remain-
ing open and fundamentally positive. How might this seemingly
impossible task be achieved?

Arguably, the notion of impermanence is a powerful source
of authentic hope that is grounded not in blind faith but in
empirically observable truth. Eventually, the present era of eco-
logical overexploitation and institutionalized injustice will come
to an end––like all other historical eras, this one, too, will not be
permanent. Taken passively, impermanence could be seen as a
justification to simply sit out the bad times and wait for things
to get better. Taken actively, however, we recognize that right
now many trends are going the wrong way, and many species
are being lost. However, if we look carefully, we also see growing
momentum for positive and transformative change. For exam-
ple, Bennett et al. (2016) documented “seeds” of change, show-
casing dozens of positive instances of new social-ecological ini-
tiatives around the world. “Imbued in [this] concept … is the
positive feedback relationship between hope, in the sense of
a pragmatic, positive, forward-looking perspective, and agency,
entraining empowerment, options for the future and collective
motivation” (Colloff et al., 2017:94). Similarly, Manfredo et al.
(2020) provided quantitative evidence of people’s values related
to wildlife changing in the western United States, in a direction
that would likely be positive for conservation. Carpenter et al.
(2019) argued that our current era is rife with examples of peo-
ple exploring options for change, which strongly supports the
argument that in historical terms, our current era is coming to
an end. Unlike the case of a terminal diagnosis, our planet’s fate
is not sealed––its illness is severe but need not be fatal. We can

all contribute to speeding its recovery and transition to a new,
more ecologically sustainable era.

Finally, and logically following from the prior point, we sug-
gest fluid conservation goals are likely to become more impor-
tant than ever. If this is indeed the case, one might ask, what,
then, should conservation be about (Backstrom et al., 2018;
Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018; Graham et al., 2014). Here, too, it helps
to revisit Michael Soulé’s original, dynamic vision for conserva-
tion biology. He proposed the following normative postulates
as a guide for conservation: diversity of organisms is good, eco-
logical complexity is good, and evolution is good (Soulé, 1985).
These postulates remain fundamentally useful (Kareiva & Mar-
vier, 2012) as a beacon for conservationists, despite rapid, unde-
niable, and partly unalterable changes taking place. “Landscape
fluidity” (Manning et al., 2009)––that is, a focus on maintain-
ing enabling conditions for the normative goals set by Soulé
(1985)––in turn, could be a more viable long-term conserva-
tion goal than traditional targets focusing on fixed ecological
conditions.

Taken together, compassion, acknowledgment of interrelat-
edness and impermanence, and a clearly articulated normative
basis for conservation that acknowledges change can help pro-
vide a vision for conservation science that can withstand much
of the bad news we so regularly receive. Such a vision sug-
gests that we should not focus on any precise state of the
world because all states must forever change. Rather, we should
note, respect, and cherish in our world the system properties
of diversity, complexity, and ongoing evolution. Together, these
describe the flowing essence of life, and this is what we ought
to conserve. From this perspective, we may be able to get past
emotional responses of anger or resignation and instead engen-
der agency and empowerment. By specifically acknowledging
diversity in our own species with compassion, we are also better
equipped to face disagreements constructively, bridge existing
divides, and thereby create common ground for a better future
(Díaz et al., 2018). Such an outlook will make conservation more
inclusive of Indigenous people, people in the Global South, and
other systematically disadvantaged members of society (Kareiva
& Marvier, 2012; Sandbrook et al., 2019; Tallis & Lubchenco,
2014).

It cannot be denied that much of what we love is being lost
(IPBES, 2019). However, there is no need to resign ourselves
to some kind of ultimate death; while countless species are for-
ever disappearing, the counter-movement for real and historical
social-ecological change is building momentum. It is up to all
of us to hasten the transformation to a new era that is more
equitable and ecologically sustainable. Although this will not be
quick or easy, at least for us, the rationale outlined here offers
a coherent basis for remaining hopeful for conservation in the
long term.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We greatly appreciate the constructive feedback of 2 anonymous
reviewers and the handling editor.

Open access funding enabled and organized by Projekt
DEAL.



1700 FISCHER AND RIECHERS

ORCID

Joern Fischer https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3187-8978
Maraja Riechers https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3916-8102

LITERATURE CITED

Backstrom, A. C., Garrard, G. E., Hobbs, R. J., & Bekessy, S. A. (2018). Grap-
pling with the social dimensions of novel ecosystems. Frontiers in Ecology and

the Environment, 16, 109–117.
Bennett, E. M., Solan, M., Biggs, R., Mcphearson, T., Norström, A. V., Olsson,

P., Pereira, L., Peterson, G. D., Raudsepp-Hearne, C., Biermann, F., Carpen-
ter, S. R., Ellis, E. C., Hichert, T., Galaz, V., Lahsen, M., Milkoreit, M., Martin
López, B., Nicholas, K. A., Preiser, R., … Xu., J. (2016). Bright spots: Seeds
of a good Anthropocene. Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, 14, 441–448.

Carpenter, S. R., Folke, C., Scheffer, M., & Westley, F. R. (2019). Dancing on the
volcano: Social exploration in times of discontent. Ecology & Society, 24, 23.

Colloff, M. J. et al. (2017). An integrative research framework for enabling trans-
formative adaptation. Environmental Science & Policy, 68, 87–96.

Corr., C. A. (2019). The ‘five stages’ in coping with dying and bereavement:
Strengths, weaknesses and some alternatives. Mortality, 24, 405–417.

Crooks, et al. (2020). Reflections on Michael Soulé, a visionary for conservation
biology. Conservation Biology, 34, 1592–1597.

Cunsolo, A., Ellis, N. R. (2018). Ecological grief as a mental health response to
climate change-related loss. Nature Climate Change, 8, 275–281.

Cunsolo, A., Harper, S. L., Minor, K., Hayes, K., Williams, K. G., Howard, C.
(2020). Ecological grief and anxiety: The start of a healthy response to cli-
mate change? The Lancet Planetary Health, 4, e261–e263.

Díaz, S., Pascual, U., Stenseke, M., Martín-López, B., Watson, R. T., Molnár, Z.,
Hill, R., Chan, K. M. A., Baste, I. A., Brauman, K. A., Polasky, S., Church,
A., Lonsdale, M., Larigauderie, A., Leadley, P. W., Van Oudenhoven, A. P.
E., Van Der Plaat, F., Schröter, M., Lavorel, S., … Shirayama., Y. (2018).
Assessing nature’s contributions to people. Science, 359, 270–272.

Faria., L. R. R. (2020). Conservation optimism and reckoning with the future.
Conservation Biology, 35, 745–747.

Graham, N. A. J, Cinner, J. E., Norström, A. V., Nyström, M. (2014). Coral reefs
as novel ecosystems: Embracing new futures. Current Opinion in Environmental

Sustainability, 7, 9–14.
IPBES. (2019). Summary for policymakers of the global assessment report on biodiversity

and ecosystem services of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and

Ecosystem Services. Bonn, Germany: IPBES Secretariat.

IPCC. (2018). Global warming of 1.5◦C. Summary for policy makers. Switzerland:
IPCC.

Ives, C. D., Freeth, R., Fischer, J. (2020). Inside-out sustainability: The neglect
of inner worlds. Ambio, 49, 208–217.

Kareiva, P., Marvier, M. (2012). What is conservation science? Bioscience, 62, 962–
969.

Manfredo, M. J., Teel, T. L., Berl, R. E. W., Bruskotter, J. T., Kitayama, S. (2020).
Social value shift in favour of biodiversity conservation in the United States.
Nature Sustainability, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-020-00655-6.

Manning, A. D., Fischer, J., Felton, A., Newell, B., Steffen, W., Lindenmayer, D.
B. (2009). Landscape fluidity - A unifying perspective for understanding and
adapting to global change. Journal of Biogeography, 36, 193–199.

Orr, D. W. (2004). Hope in hard times. Conservation Biology, 18, 295–298.
Orr, D. W. (2007). Optimism and hope in a hotter time. Conservation Biology, 21,

1392–1395.
Plieninger, T., Fagerholm, N., Bieling, C. (2021). How to run a sustainability

science research group sustainably? Sustainability Science, 16, 321–328.
Sandbrook, C., Fisher, J. A., Holmes, G., Luque-Lora, R., Keane, A. (2019). The

global conservation movement is diverse but not divided. Nature Sustainabil-

ity, 2, 316–323.
Scharmer, O. (2018). The essentials of theory U. Oakland, CA: Berrett-Koehler Pub-

lishers.
Soulé, M. E. (1985). What is conservation biology? Bioscience, 35, 727–734.
Tallis, H., Lubchenco, J. (2014). Working together: A call for inclusive conserva-

tion. Nature, 515, 27–28.
Taylor, B. (2020). Michael Soulé (1936–2020) on spirituality, ethics, and conser-

vation biology. Conservation Biology, 34, 1426–1432.
Thich Nhat Hanh. (2008). The heart of Buddha’s teaching. Random House.
Tolle, E. (1999). The power of now. Navato, CA: New World Library.
Usher, K., Durkin, J., Bhullar, N. (2019). Eco-anxiety: How thinking about cli-

mate change-related environmental decline is affecting our mental health.
International Journal of Mental Health Nursing, 28, 1233–1234.

How to cite this article: Fischer J & Riechers M.
From grief to hope in conservation. Conservation Biology.
2021;35:1698–1700.
https://doi.org/10.1002/cobi.13737

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3187-8978
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3187-8978
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3916-8102
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3916-8102
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-020-00655-6
https://doi.org/10.1002/cobi.13737

	From grief to hope in conservation
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	ORCID
	LITERATURE CITED


