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ow that green issues are more mainstream than mung
bean, it's becoming harder for people to ignore the
obvious - scientists agree we need urgent action to
curb climate change. The trouble is, this action requires us to
change habits, to break out of our moulds and rethink our daily
routines. With climate change being such a far-reaching global
issue, the overwhelming nature of the problem makes it easier for
some people to stick their heads in the sand. This type of denial
has the scientists wondering if people need their heads read.
Last year, the American Psychological Association did just that.
When their international taskforce looked into the links between
psychology and climate change, the resulting report delivered
enough evidence to keep the human collective in therapy for years.
To date it's been scientists, not psychologists, who have led the
climate change debate. Although environmental psychologists
have been quietly working behind the scenes for decades, they're
now going public about how their work can help. They say if we
really want to change human behaviour on climate change, then
it's imperative we understand how the mind works.
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"Part of the problem comes back to people, so psychologists
should have something to contribute," says Joe Reser, an
environmental psychologist at Brisbane's Griffith University and
member of the APAs international climate change taskforce.
As anyone struggling to change their own eco-habits knows,
the mind is a powerful beast. According to psychology, the
barriers your brain puts in the way of climate change actions are
wide and varied. For starters, there's numbness, apathy and guilt;
our belief we're too small to make a difference; mistrust (of science
and government); and our general reluctance to change our habits.
Part of the problem is the volume of information on offer. "The
reality is, these are complex issues that are hard to get your head
around. We're overloaded with information, yet we're still having
trouble making these messages meaningful," Reser says.

to the
Natalie Isaacs, co-founder of Australia's Climate Coolers initiative,
is honest when describing her own journey to environmental
awareness. Even her husband, an expert on the subject, failed for

a number of years to get the message across. "He couldn't believe
he couldn't get through to me. Until a few years ago I didn't even
recycle. [The message] kept bouncing off because I would think,
'I'm just one person, what can I do?'" she admits.
Turns out, Isaacs' apathy and feelings of insignificance are not
an unusual response to heavy environmental issues.
"Many of our mental and emotional responses to climate
change are defence mechanisms. We need a certain amount of
fear in the message, because the threat has to be real. But when
an issue produces too high a degree of anxiety with no strategy
for a real solution, people almost don't think about it because it's
too painful. They just put it out of their minds," says Reser.
Isaacs says her personal turning point was threefold.
"Around 2006, there was a huge shift in social awareness about
climate change. You couldn't open a magazine without hearing
about it. Then, my husband got me to read a draft of his book on
the subject, and I started to interact with the material. But really,
it wasn't until the day I changed a light bulb I had my real epiphany.
Suddenly it became personal. I realised climate change was about
me, my loved ones and friends. I truly got it, deep inside," she says.
Chair of marketing at Deakin University, Michael Polonsky,
says our attraction to simple solutions is proving challenging for
those who want to publicise eco-principles to enact real change.
"We are seeing some ads now that are trying to untangle all the
information out there. But people need measures that are
meaningful. Energy ratings are a nice simple way of telling you
something, but they still don't tell you the production cycle of
your washing machine, or whether it's better to buy broccoli
or green beans. We are asking people to think about things
they have never considered."

Personal connection
In the meantime, it may be up to individuals to tap into the
personal connection that is key to behavioural change.
"The mind needs to have strong emotional feelings about
something, or it has little reality for us. People talk about
thinking globally and acting locally, but we also need people
to respond personally," says Reser.
It does appear that many of those people having their 'aha
moment' have been directly touched by environmental issues.
Any environment writer worth their salt will have spoken to
countless mothers who started eco-businesses after the birth of
their first child; and as Isaacs herself discovered, her own light
bulb moment was both literal and metaphorical.
Pro-surfer turned environmentalist Dave Rastovich is another
whose eco-awareness was switched on through a personal tie.
"As a surfer I live by the swells, the winds and the ocean
currents. I'm aware of what's happening outside, and of the
balance you need in the environment to have a good life. When
I learned about seven years ago that the dolphins were in
»

"Suddenly it became personal.
I realised climate change
was about me, my loved ones
and friends.
I truly got it, deep inside." ^
While the Grim Reaper ads of the late 1980s have been widely
criticised for scaring people into inaction on AIDS, Reser
believes early anti-smoking campaigns struck the balance on fear
versus action. "Anti-smoking ads were psychologically informed
and offered readily available solutions. People in the smoker's
family grew very worried, so smoking became personally very
relevant as a life-and-death issue. We need to personalise
climate change in that way," he says.
Polonksy is one of many who think the government could
overcome our reluctance to make big habit changes through
targeted hits to our wallets as a tangible incentive.
"To make people behave, you need to make things either
costless, or too expensive not to comply. When councils gave
people recycling bins and said we didn't need to bind paper
together to use them, behaviour changed. If you put a one-dollar
mandatory deposit on bottles, you make it too expensive not to
behave. I guarantee you'd see none thrown away," he says.
www.gmagazine.com.au
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FEATURE ! Mind over matter

G£eenest
Start small and simple to avoid getting
overwhelmed! Begin with saying no to
plastic bags, disposable cups and the like.

Make it personal. Find inspiration and
connections wherever you can to motivate
bigger changes in behaviour and thinking.

Changing your mind(set)
1. Make it personal, any way you can.
2. Driven by the doilar? Find financial incentives. If the next
petrol price hike pushes you onto public transport, calculate
how much money it saves and use that as a motivator.
3. Ignore the sceptics; they create distrust. Scientists are being
conservative, not alarmist, in their predictions.
4. Find ways to get instant (or as near as) results about
your positive climate change actions. Get power bills as
frequently as possible to inspire savings. Women can join the
1 Million Women campaign (www.lmillionwomen.com.au),
which gives individuals impetus and feedback on their
pledges to cut one tonne of emissions.
5. Act, even on something seemingly insignificant. Change
a light bulb or reject a plastic bag.The mind thrives on
positive feedback and your habits will be more likely
to change accordingly.
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Make a list of your decidedly un-green
habits and a promise to yourself to
change them over a set period of time.

trouble, and that the surfing industry wasn't doing much about it,
I turned my energy from myself to activism and the bigger picture."
Rastovich co-founded Surfers for Cetaceans, a non-profit that
motivates ocean-lovers to support conservation and protection of
marine environments. "At the end of the day, I base things on
personal experience," he says. "There is no greater lesson than
something I've lived, not just read about. If we want people to act
on marine environments, you only have to send them to a beach
that is dirty and unfit for swimming. Get them to smell it, feel it,
and pick up the sand. Nothing beats the reality of that experience."
Reser believes there's a missed opportunity in personalising
climate change each time the media focusses instead on sceptics
(who create distrust in the light of overwhelming evidence) or
global rather than local images.
"We see pictures of polar bears stranded on ice caps, but
looking out the window things seem OK, so we don't act. In
Australia, there are plenty of local examples where precious
environments are absolutely at risk. The Great Barrier Reef is
going to dramatically change. On the Gold Coast people are
seeing beach erosion and bushfires. These look to be the
unfolding impacts of climate change in our own environment, so
these images are very useful as change agents, because people
know and visit these places. It's real to them," he says.
Rastovich's approach of appealing to those who are already
'ocean-minded' is scientifically sound. Unfreezing bad habits
(shown by the APA as the top psychological barrier on climate
change) is far more successful in groups. As anyone who has ever
joined Weight Watchers knows, peer pressure pays. It's known as
a social contract, says Rosemary Sainty of St James Ethics Centre.
"We all have different lenses on the world. But if you can engage
people in a social contract it helps them voluntarily get onboard."
To be convinced just how well it works, one only need look at
the impact of Natalie Isaacs' change in mindset.
"Once it became personal I realised there must be millions of
women out there like me. I was right. In the first five months of
Climate Coolers' 1 Million Women campaign we had over 11,500
women commit to reducing over 80,000 tonnes of greenhouse
emissions, and we're just getting started," she says. Q
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