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Abstract 
Psychological well-being is essential for promoting sustainable behaviors, yet 
awareness alone is insufficient. Economic and cognitive barriers often hinder eco-
friendly choices. This article offers a theoretical reflection, supported by academic 
literature, on the applicability of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) in fostering 
sustainable lifestyles. CBT can reduce cognitive distortions, enhance self-efficacy, 
and support value-based decisions. Techniques like mindfulness, nudging, and 
reframing all-or-nothing thinking can help bridge the intention-behavior gap. 
Schools and workplaces are key contexts for applying these strategies to promote 
lasting, environmentally responsible habits. A structured effort at social and 
educational levels is needed, but CBT provides key tools for a lasting sustainable 
mindset. 
Keywords: Cognitive behavioral therapy, mindfulness, environmental sustainability, 
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Introduction 
 
Psychological well-being is a core element in educational processes and 

in the construction of an inclusive and sustainable society. From a 
pedagogical and psychological perspective, learning plays a key role in 
motivating change to improve awareness about environmental sustainability. 
Otherwise, to improve sustainable behaviors, information is not enough: 
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people are often aware of the eco-sustainable behaviors should be, but they 
struggle to put them into practice. 

A critical aspect is represented by economical accessibility of eco-
sustainable choices, such as sustainable clothing or eco-friendly alternatives 
to disposable plastic. The so-called green gap phenomenon emphasizes that 
despite growing environmental awareness, many people struggle to translate 
their awareness into action due to economic, cultural, or psychological 
constraints.  

 
 

Sustainability and psychological well-being: the role of Cognitive 
Behavior Therapy approach 

 
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is one of the most widely practiced 

psychotherapeutic approaches worldwide, and its effectiveness has been 
demonstrated in the treatment of various disorders, including anxiety, 
depression, personality disorders, substance abuse, and insomnia (Thoma; 
Pilecki and McKay, 2015). 

CBT can be described as an integration of Cognitive Therapy (CT) and 
Behavioral Therapy (BT). While traditional behavioral therapy focused 
exclusively on the observation and modification of observable behaviors, 
cognitive therapy introduced a crucial element: cognition. This addition 
expanded the scope of intervention, as it allows for the modification of 
thought patterns that influence behavior, rather than merely altering behavior 
directly. 

The incorporation of cognition into therapy significantly enhances 
individuals' self-efficacy, as it enables them to intervene in their thought 
processes, thereby gaining greater control over their behaviors. 

In addition to these foundations, CBT has evolved further with the 
emergence of the so-called “third wave” of cognitive-behavioral therapies, 
which includes approaches such as Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 
(Hayes; Strosahl; and Wilson, 1999). Dialectical Behavior Therapy 
(Linehan, 1987) Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT), and 
Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT). These therapies integrate concepts of 
mindfulness, acceptance, and emotional regulation, broadening the scope of 
traditional CBT to address deeper psychological processes beyond just 
cognition and behavior. 

In this sense, CBT can give cognitive instrument to assess a sustainable 
lifestyle and to promote changes in behavior in the direction of more 
conscious choices. Cognitive Behavior is an evidenced-base approach 
(Lofthouse; Davies and Hodgekins, 2025). often use for psychological 

Copyright © FrancoAngeli 
This work is released under Creative Commons Attribution - Non-Commercial – 

No Derivatives License. For terms and conditions of usage please see: http://creativecommons.org



71 

diseases treatment, such as anxiety and depression, but also stress and habits 
management. So, it could also be used in environmental sustainability 
context. CBT could also be applied in treating the environmental distress 
(Doherty, 2024).  

A recent study has highlighted that concern for sustainability essentially 
depends on how much people feel in harmony with their surrounding 
environment and the value they attribute to themselves, others, plants, and 
animals (Koessler; Heinz; and Engel, 2023). In this sense, a collectivist 
mindset, which prioritizes the protection of the community over a self-
centered perspective, is more likely to lead to behaviors aimed at 
environmental sustainability. This seems to be influenced by the degree to 
which people feel interconnected with others and their level of empathy, 
particularly their ability to take another person's perspective. 

In this context, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) offers several 
interventions that can foster perspective-taking, one of which is the chair 
technique, originally developed by Fritz Perls (1951) in Gestalt therapy. This 
method involves guiding individuals to sit in different chairs and role-play 
different perspectives, allowing them to engage in a dialogue with 
themselves or with imagined others (Pugh, 2019). By shifting positions and 
embodying different viewpoints, individuals can gain a deeper understanding 
of others’ experiences, fostering empathy and a greater sense of 
interconnectedness. Integrating such approaches into sustainability 
education or behavior change programs could enhance individuals’ ability to 
recognize the broader impact of their actions and cultivate a mindset more 
attuned to collective well-being. 
 
 
Consciousness training and change motivation 

 
One of the principal obstacles to a sustainable lifestyle transition is the 

tendency to underestimate individual impact. Many people think “There’s no 
point in me being sustainable if others aren’t. It won’t change anything.” 
CBT approach works on this kind of cognitive distortion and help people in 
many ways, identifying and challenging dysfunctional beliefs, such as 
fatalistic thinking or all-or-nothing thinking. Dichotomous thinking 
describes a rigid cognitive style that frames reality in strict terms such as 
“true or false” or “right or wrong”. This type of cognitive process can lead 
to statements like “Either I live in a perfectly sustainable way, or it’s not 
worth trying”, resulting in a sense of disengagement and lack of 
responsibility toward environmental issues.  
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Treating dichotomous thinking can lead to benefits in developing coping 
strategies (Mieda et al., 2021) to manage environmental distress, just as it 
does for other types of stress and psychological conditions. Moreover, it can 
promote the adoption of healthy habits, as has already been proven in the 
case of dietary behaviors (Alberts, 2012).  

One of the most common strategies for intervening in dichotomous 
thinking is cognitive restructuring, which helps people identify maladaptive 
thoughts, such as all-or-nothing thinking, and understand how this kind of 
thought distances them from what they truly desire (e.g., adopting a more 
sustainable lifestyle). Other techniques include the problem-solving 
approach, in which people are guided to break down a problem into smaller, 
manageable steps (e.g., “I won’t only buy second-hand clothing, but I will 
gradually stop purchasing fast fashion in large quantities”). The gray scale 
technique helps people situate themselves within a continuum of graduality 
between two opposite behaviors. 

Cognitive reconstruction could help improve self-efficacy too, that is the 
perception of being able to effectively impact reality. Studies have shown 
that higher self-efficacy is correlated with a greater likelihood of adopting 
sustainable behaviors (Bandura, 1997). 

Create concrete plan of action with little and progressive steps that could 
reduce the distance between intention and behavior. For example, consider 
using public transportation at least twice a week instead of completely giving 
up the car. 
 

 
The Acceptance and Commitment therapy in facing environment 
distress 

 
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is a psychological 

approach that includes techniques like mindfulness, behavioral change, and 
cognitive flexibility to help individuals match their actions with their values. 
At its core, it promotes the idea that psychological well-being is not achieved 
by eliminating distressing thoughts or emotions but by developing a flexible, 
values-driven approach to life, where individuals learn to accept what is 
beyond their control, commit to personally meaningful values, and take 
concrete steps toward them. ACT is applied not only to psychopathological 
conditions such as anxiety, depression, or personality disorders but also in 
other contexts, such as performance at work (Hayes et al., 2006). According 
to Hayes (2012) ACT approach can be defined by six main processes: 
1. Acceptance that is the active and aware embrace of private experiences 

without unnecessary attempts to change their frequency or form. 
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2. Cognitive defusion which refers to a positive detachment from 
maladaptive thoughts. For example, in the context of environmental 
distress, this technique could help individuals distance themselves from 
catastrophic thoughts such as “Climate change is unstoppable, and 
nothing I do will make a difference”. These and similar exercises help 
individuals see their thoughts for what they are ‒ mental events rather 
than absolute truths ‒ allowing them to respond more flexibly and 
effectively. 

3. Being present: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy encourages 
voluntary contact with the present moment through mindfulness or other 
non-contemplative techniques. Research has shown that such techniques 
reduce perceived stress (Khoury et al., 2015). 

4. Noticing-self: The noticing self is a transcendent and flexible sense of self 
that arises from perspective-taking and conscious awareness. Unlike the 
conceptualized self, which is based on personal narratives and self-
descriptions, the noticing self allows individuals to observe their 
experiences, thoughts, and emotions without attachment or 
overidentification. For example, someone who sees themselves as a 
“practical person who values convenience” might resist sustainable 
choices like using public transport. In this way, people could make eco-
friendly decisions, in line with sustainability values. Acceptance and 
Commitment Therapy connects behavior to intrinsic values, making 
actions meaningful in the present rather than just future goals. For 
example, someone who values environmental responsibility doesn’t just 
aim to “be sustainable” but actively lives out sustainability in daily 
choices ‒ recycling, reducing waste, or conserving energy ‒ because the 
value itself reinforces the behavior. ACT fosters this through metaphors, 
self-exploration, and experiential exercises, making values a continuous 
process rather than a distant outcome. 

5. Committed Action: Acceptance and Commitment Therapy promotes 
committed action, where behavior is continuously adjusted to align with 
personal values. Unlike impulsivity or avoidant persistence (repeating 
ineffective behaviors to escape discomfort), committed action involves 
structured, goal-oriented changes tailored to specific challenges. For 
example, in managing climate anxiety, a person might impulsively avoid 
discussions about environmental issues or persist in ineffective guilt-
driven actions. ACT instead encourages sustained, values-based 
behaviors, like consistently reducing waste or engaging in climate 
advocacy, reinforcing commitment over time (Levitt et al., 2004; Dahl et 
al., 2005).  
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6. Psychological flexibility: is the ability to be fully present, open to 
experiences without defense, and to adapt behavior in alignment with 
chosen values. It is the core goal of Acceptance and Commitment 
Therapy (ACT), integrating processes like acceptance, cognitive 
defusion, mindfulness, noticing self, values, and committed action. For 
example, in environmental sustainability, someone may avoid acting 
because of the scale of the climate crisis. In the context of sustainability, 
ACT can be a very useful way to prevent distress, frustration and 
pressure. However, it is important to consider that ACT does not aim to 
eliminate the psychological distress related to environmental issues but 
rather to foster cognitive flexibility, encouraging the development of new 
ways of interacting with one’s experience. ACT supports the ability to 
remain committed to long-term environmental goals despite uncertainty 
with psychological flexibility. 
This approach suggests that sustainable action is not about achieving a 

state of perfection but about making consistent, values-based choices even 
in the presence of difficulties. By integrating psychological flexibility with 
environmental commitment, ACT provides a framework that can enhance 
both individual well-being and collective efforts toward a more sustainable 
future. 

One of the central processes, studied by ACT, is cognitive defusion, 
which helps reduce the impact of negative thoughts by recognizing them as 
mere thoughts, rather than absolute truths. Through experiential exercises ‒ 
such as repeating a word until it loses its meaning or imagining thoughts as 
leaves floating down a stream ‒ individuals can learn to observe their 
thoughts with greater detachment, reducing their power to dictate behavior. 

ACT can also help in facing uncomfortable emotions by allowing these 
emotions to exist without letting them become barriers to meaningful action. 
This approach is deeply connected to mindfulness and present-moment 
awareness, which is the reflection on what is happening in the here and now, 
with a more grounded and responsive way of engaging with the world. 

This perspective, known as “self-as-context,” fosters a greater sense of 
psychological space, allowing for more flexible and adaptive responses to 
life’s challenges. At the heart of ACT is also the process of values 
clarification ‒ helping individuals define what truly matters to them, beyond 
fleeting emotions or external expectations. From this awareness emerges 
committed action ‒ the ability to take concrete steps toward long-term goals, 
even in the face of obstacles and discomfort. 

When it comes to environmental sustainability, being present in the 
moment can help people feel more connected to nature and make more 
thoughtful choices in everyday life. Cognitive defusion, for instance, can 
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support people in challenging limiting beliefs ‒ like thinking their actions 
don’t matter – and in making concrete changes to how they live, facing 
uncertainty, and acting in ways that are more environmentally conscious. 
Seen this way, both personal and collective change become less of a struggle 
and more of a chance to act in line with what truly matters. 
 

 
Sustainability in Schools and Businesses: A Behavioral Approach 

 
Schools and workplaces play a crucial role in making sustainable choices 

throught CBT-based programs. It is proven that psycho-educational 
interventions on enviromental sustainability in school can make the 
difference and involes the integration of practical activities with behavioral 
strategies to reinforce new habits. For example, the pledge contract has been 
shown to increase the likelihood of maintaining a public commitment to eco-
friendly behaviors. In the same way, training for managers and business 
leaders focuses on integrating sustainability into corporate policies, 
emphasizing the role of positive reinforcement and immediate rewards in 
encouraging environmentally friendly behavior. Another optimal strategy is 
the use of the so-called “nudging”, which involves small cognitive prompts 
thtat facilitate sustainable choices without imposing them. For example, 
Garnett (2019) discovered that simply redesigning workplaces spaces to 
make vegetarian option more accesible on menu, can increase their selection 
from customers by 25%. Nudging is the deliberate modification of how 
choices are presented (by putting them in evidence, for example) to 
encourege a predicted outcome; it has been widely studied for its 
effectiveness in promoting healthy habits, including prenatal screening and 
breast screening (Hofmann & Stanak, 2018). In this context, nudging could 
help people who may find difficoulty making decision -often reffered to as 
“bad choosers”- beacome more consistent in making sustainable choices. 
Adjusting the enviroment to influence people’s decisions has been identified 
as a key strategy for promoting behaviors such as adopting a plant-based diet, 
increasing the availability of vegetarian food in restaurants, or choosing 
sustainable clothing brands. Research has also shown that nudging can 
improve engagement in mental health treatment, while highlighting the 
social benefits of sustainable choices, such as recycling, can further enhance 
their adoption. A recent study suggest that nudges are particularly effective 
for low-effort behaviors, such as opting for healthier snack instead of a 
cookie at the supermarket 
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Aligning Values with Action: A Path to Sustainable Well-Being 
 

Cognitive Behavior Therapy also works on personal values and self-
esteem, key factors for adopting long-term sustainable choices. Often, those 
who live in conditions of economic insecurity lack the cognitive resources 
and knowledge that are crucial for a long-term commitment to sustainability. 
Psychological research highlights that individuals experience greater well-
being when they actively engage in behaviors aligned with their core values, 
rather than merely endorsing them. A recent intervention, “Acting on 
Values” (AoV), demonstrated that taking concrete steps to live according to 
one’s principles enhances both hedonic and eudaimonic well-being, fostering 
greater life satisfaction and emotional resilience. (Bojanowska et al., 2022). 
This observation is particularly relevant to sustainability, as many people 
express deep concern for the environment but struggle to consistently align 
their actions with their values. Encouraging individuals to bridge this ‘value 
importance/behaviour gap’ by integrating sustainability into everyday habits 
‒ such as conscious consumption, waste reduction and advocacy ‒ could not 
only support environmental goals but also contribute to a deeper sense of 
personal fulfilment and purpose. 

Thus, the key interventions should focus on 
 A higher psychological well-being, that promotes sustainability: When 

people feel in control of their choices and less overwhelmed by stress, 
they are more likely to take care of the environment as well. 

 Self-efficacy training can enhance resilience to economic difficulties, 
helping individuals find sustainable strategies suited to their context (e.g., 
self-production, conscious consumption, circular economy). 

 Mindfulness-based approaches which can reduce impulsive consumption 
‒ one of the main causes of unsustainable purchases ‒ by enhancing the 
ability to distinguish real needs from momentary desires. 
 
 

Conclusions 
 
The adoption of sustainable choices cannot be left solely to individual 

initiative; it requires a structured effort at both educational and social levels. 
However, a cognitive-behavioral approach can be a key ally in this process, 
providing practical tools to enhance awareness, motivation, and self-efficacy 
‒ essential elements for integrating sustainability into everyday life. 

Environmental psychology interventions based on CBT in schools, 
workplaces, and public policies can facilitate the transition to a society more 
mindful of its ecological impact, ensuring that no one is left behind. As 
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studies show, when people experience greater psychological well-being, 
their choices improve as well ‒ both for themselves and for the planet. 
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