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Assessing and (re)connecting with
our global ocean
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Meet the Bristlemouth
- the most common fish in the ocean and the most plentiful vertebrate in the world
- Smaller than a finger
- Estimates of hundreds to trillions or quadrillions in the ocean, ~dozen per m2 of ocean
- Live at depths ~100-800m
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Biases (some recognized, some not) in what we measure, monitor and assess

https ://www .d ream stim e.com /photos-im ages/baby-sea l.h tm l
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Are the organisms we 
pay attention to really 
the ones that are most 
important to our well-
being?

50% of the oxygen in every breath 
you take is made by phytoplankton:

https ://sa ilo rs fo rthesea .o rg/ocean -w a tch -essays/sea rch ing-phytop lankton /
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Human-Nature Connectedness

• A person’s identification or bond with the non-human world
• The extent to which people include nature as part of their identity
• The degree to which humans see themselves as part of nature
• Humans who show greater nature connectedness show more pro-

environmental behaviors
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Psychological Distance
• The “othering” of nature so that people feel removed from it, rather 

than part of it.
• False sense that what happens to nature does not impact humans
• Spending time in nature can reduce psychological distance
• Related to human exceptionalism, or the idea that humans are 

separate from and “above” other non human organisms
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Mental Models of the Human-Nature 
Relationship

Human Impact on Nature

Nature’s Impact on Humans
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Coley et al. 2021. Beliefs about human-nature relationships and implications for investment
and stewardship surrounding land-water system conservation. Land 10, 1293.

11

Exceptionalism has real downstream consequences

People who were higher in exceptionalism were …
• Less willing to invest local, state, and federal tax 

dollars in river restoration,
• Less willing to volunteer time or donate money to 

support river restoration,
• Less likely to think that the river was worth restoring,
• Less likely to believe that people are ecologically 

connected to the river.

Coley et al. 2021. Beliefs about human-nature relationships and implications for investment
And stewardship surrounding land-water system conservation. Land 10, 1293.
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Students (and other people) are 
often far less connected to 
marine life than they are to 
(more familiar) life on land

- Survey by John Coley, Northeastern 
University
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So, what do we do about it?
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One of the main reasons why I became a marine biologist…..
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P

The International Space Station 
of the Ocean

Fabien Cousteau

proteusoceangroup.com
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Living as part of the ocean ecosystem for 
extended periods (“saturation diving”) and 
sharing that experience with the world
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A Cognitive Shift in 
Connection to the Ocean

Kilgallen, Turino, Jones, Truitt, Coley and Helmuth. 2025 An underview effect? Psycho-social 
Impacts of saturation diving among aquanauts. Environment and Behavior, in press.
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Thank you

https://helmuthlab.cos.northeastern.edu
@proteusoceangroup  |  proteusoceangroup.com
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