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Abstract. For human society to thrive amidst our changing environmental realities, we must alter our 
behavior. Individual change, while important, is unreliable due to cognitive and social barriers. An 
important nexus for the required transformation is at the collective level. Rather than encouraging 
individuals to engage in personal climate-friendly behavior, our efforts must focus on individuals changing 
their social networks, engaging in political change, and transforming the organizations in their community, 
such as corporations, NGOs, boards, and governments. Formal and informal leaders make daily decisions 
which influence the organizational structures that propel large-scale human behavior change. This scale of 
change is more in line with the scope needed to successfully persist into the future on this planet. 

1 Introduction 
Whe it ces t Ciate Chage the eviret is 
t the prbe hua behavir is Ad psychgy 
has a re i uderstadig hw we ca ae rea 
prgress t redirect it 

Scietists with cear isight it the causes ad 
csequeces f athrpgeic prbes such as 
ciate chage isist that pepe ust chage ad 
whie that is true 1 the chaege is that pepe d t 
ust chage” There are rea psychgica ad 
physica barriers that get i the way particuary whe 
it ces t a verwheig gba crisis such as 
ciate chage Etis 2 wrdview 34 cutura 
idetity 5 ad scia pressures 6 are ust a few 
exapes f psychgica factrs that ipact t y 
hw we react t ciate chage but as hw we 
perceive it i the first pace Eve after we have ade a 
decisi t act uerus extera cstraits eep 
pepe fr succeedig t chage their behavirs i 
the face f arge atura ad huabuit systes 7  

Wrdwide there is a grudswe f ccer ad 
acti t address Ciate Chage  Eve i the Uited 
States where ciate septicis is a sigificat 
pitica wedge the arity f cities beieve ciate 
chage is ccurrig (73%)8 beieve it is hua
caused (62%)8 are wrried abut its ipact (69%)8 
ad beieve that re acti shud be tae t dea 
with it 9  Thus a critica ass f idividuas 
particuary yuth 10 are aready egagig r are 
pised t egage i ciatefriedy behavir 

Yet whe ecuragig pepe t tae acti t 
reduce their paetary ipact we ted t as the t 
chage their persa behavirs such as reducig 
sigeccupacy drivig icreasig recycig 

purchasig eergy efficiet bubs ad brigig 
reusabe shppig bags t the stre  This apprach is 
prbeatic  ay eves Fr e it ges agaist 
atura hua tedecies eve uder the best f 
circustaces hua beigs strugge t ve fr 
wedge t acti Secd idividua effrts t 
chage behavir require resistig r verridig 
erus cpex systes Third actig withi the 
sphere f persa behavir whie ecessary creates 
iited sw chage We discuss each i tur bew 

2 Changing personal sphere behaviors 
 

2.1 Translating knowledge to behavior 

wedge des t easiy trasate t acti 11 
Huas whie cever ad evutiariy successfu 
face certai iitatis bth cgitive ad scia 12 
that prevet agie ad apprpriate respse t a crisis 
such as ciate chage  

ust ie ay ther eber f a ecsyste hua 
beigs are cstaty respdig t ifrati fr 
their eviret Cues fr the wrd arud us 
steadiy shape ur actis – we grab a raicat i 
respse t rai r cse the widw t shut ut the 
eighbr’s usic The cues we receive fr ciate 
chage have t triggered a iediate respse 
Ciate chage which is a arud us ad aready 
happeig ffers ur seses y diffuse sigas i ur 
daiy ives Except fr the sa but grwig uber f 
pepe wh have directy experieced a ciatefueed 
evet the wrst csequeces f ciate chage fee 
distat i space ad tie ad its cectis t 
everyday experiece are cpex ad uderstadabe 
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y whe trasated fr sciece The sw ciatic 
chages recrded by scietists ver the previus 100 
years ted t be a dry ad cgitive set f evets rather 
tha a persa ad etiay arrig experiece 
Withut a strg sesry siga ad withut a 
etia respse we are uiey t fee ved t 
acti 13    

The cveieces f ur der ives siiary 
but ur respse t the grwig ecgica crises we 
are creatig Where des ur fd ce fr ur 
water ur heat ad pwer Fr st pepe i the 
gba rth we are rarey frced t thi abut the 
surces r csequeces f eetig ur daiy eeds 
This eaves us igrat ad cfused abut ur 
iterdepedecies ad bid t the daages beig 
de t resurces we deped up 14 Despite beig 
deepy ebedded i ature fr st f hua histry 
severa hudred years f phisphica ad scietific 
thught have created bth a physica ad a etia 
separati betwee huas ad the rest f ature 15 
f curse we are 100% depedet up paetary 
resurces t y fr ur idividua eeds but as t 
ru ur cstructed ecies (see Fig 1) 16 Yet 
because we d t perceive these depedecies directy 
i ur day t day ives issues that threate hua 
webeig such as ciate chage aquifer depeti 
r species ss d t attract ur iediate atteti  

 

Fig 1 ested depedecies de f sustaiabiity ipies 
sciety ad ecy are depedet  the eviret 

I additi t a sese f separati der wester 
sciece ad cuture ecurage wrdviews that reect r 
igre these huapaet iterdepedecies 17 
Wrdviews are a set f beiefs abut hw the wrd 
wrs they devep ver tie ad experiece 
Wester idustria wrdviews cae it beig i a 
era whe paetary resurces seeed iexhaustibe ad 
there were fewer pepe  the earth The beief that 
cea air ad water ad a stabe ciate are edess has 
t caught up with the evireta reaities that we 
are w facig (see Fig 2)  

ur scia wrds as pay a re i ur respse t 
ciate chage ad ther frs f evireta 
daage Hua beigs are scia creatures ur 
species survived because we cperated with ad 
depeded up thers Evuti has thus hed ur 
awareess f scia sigas We ucsciusy see 
reassurace that we are accepted by thers we cfr 
ur behavir t grup expectatis ad we discard 
behavirs that draw disapprva f thers 618 
Ufrtuatey i ay cuities the r 

ctiues t be a csuerdrive wastegeeratig 
C2itesive ifestye Eve thse ebers f the 
cuity wh are ucfrtabe with the scia ad 
evireta ipicatis f this r ay fee 
ucfrtabe pey questiig it fr fear f 
ffedig frieds eighbrs faiy ebers  

 

Fig 2 Cparis f assuptis based  tw wrdviews 

I fact the data shw that a arity f pepe are 
ccered abut the ipact f their ifestyes ad st 
are wiig t ae persa effrts because f that 
ccer 19 A further barrier t acti ay be their 
fase percepti that they are ae i their ccer 
they are uaware that thers share their beiefs ad 
their wiigess t act This istae percepti f 
beig the y e is caed puraistic igrace ad 
i the US it appears t perpetuate the status qu f t 
deaig with ciate chage 20 

2.2 Working against systems 

Eve if e verces these perceptua etia 
beiefdrive ad scia barriers behavir chage ay 
t esue I ay cases idividua acti is sipy 
 atch fr the arge systes we have buit fr 
eergy trasprtati ad agricuture 21 We buid 
i pipeies ad the as pepe t cserve We 
desig carcetric rads ad the expect pepe t wa 
ad bie ag the We subsidie gba 
cuture crps ad the as idividuas t eat ca 
at a higher fiacia cst Chagig behavir is hard 
uder eve i supprtive circustaces it is especiay 
difficut whe yu ust wr agaist giat systes 
ad ifrastructure that reder yur actis csty 
dagerus ipssibe r eaigess 22  

Wrig agaist arge systes is cgitivey 
puishig as we Behavig i a ecgicay 
cpatibe way requires cscius itetis ad 
deiberate actis bth f which use extesive 
cgitive resurces The uderyig chaege is that 
we geeray attept t reserve ur effrtfu thiig 
fr eergecies — se researchers have actuay 
caed us cgitive isers” Wheever we have t 
 harder fr a aterative r cduct a bacgrud 
ivestigati fr a chice we wat t ae it quicy 
beces verwheig ad exhaustig  
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2.3 The limited impact of private sphere action 

Whie we certaiy eed pepe t chse waig 
biig ad taig pubic trasit istead f drivig s 
i autbies these privatesphere idividuaeve 
actis are t eugh Eve if ay idividuas ae 
highipact chices ie eiiatig fyig r decidig 
t t have chidre 23 we wi t achieve the 
chages i ipact eeded t drasticay reduce 
greehuse gas eissis i the ext 12 years 24 
The pwer f the idividua t itigate evireta 
har is severey ihibited by the arger ifrastructure 
thrugh which we grw ad trasprt fd geerate 
eergy ad prduce gds t y d these systes 
c idividuas it resurceitesive behavir 
patters such as carcetric suburba ivig ad eatig 
fd prduced by idustria agricuture they as 
geerate erus daage  their w Fr exape 
a 2017 study fud that 70% f gba greehuse gas 
eissis were eitted by a grup f apprxiatey 
100 crpratis ag the ay fssi fue 
cpaies 25 Private sphere idividua chage 
cat ud that 70%  

Ather dager f ecuragig pepe t egage i 
idividuaeve acti is the sige acti bias” 13 
This is the tedecy fr pepe t egage i ust e 
sige behavir chage eve whe a arger set f 
actis are avaiabe ad advisabe It sees that taig 
ay acti at a resuts i a feeig f reief r 
accpishet that reduces the eed fr further 
chage Give this we shud priritie actis that 
have the argest ptetia fr ipact such as cective 
actis i the pubic ad the rgaiatia spheres 

 

3 Moving from individual to collective 
action  
Idividua acti is t iited t the persa sphere 
(see Figure 3)  Idividuas ca participate i cective 
effrts t pu the scia pitica ad rgaiatia 
evers which drive syste trasfrati These 
syste trasfratis wi i tur drive cective 
sustaiabe behavir i a far re efficiet way 

 
Fig 3 Taxy f idividua behavirs that have 
icreetay agified effects 

3.1 Social networks 

e ever f cective chage is a pers’s scia 
etwr Every idividua has the ptetia t be a 
de f trasfrati withi their cuity t 
de a ew behavir ffer supprt t thers ad 
share ideas ad resurces The Diffusi f Ivati 
de 26 suggests that chage ves thrugh a 
scia etwr begiig with visiary idividuas 
wiig t try sethig bd ad ew such as iig 
a cuity sar garde r participatig i a ciate 
arch Accrdig t the de ce these eary 
adpters are ticed by pii eaders a charisatic 
grup f pepe with arge etwrs f fwers” a 
tippig pit is reached ad the bd ad ew” 
behavir quicy beces aistrea f curse t 
every idividua has cectis t pwerfu pii 
eaders but they ca shift their persa scia etwr 
thrugh their w bd acti  

3.2 Political action 

Idividuas ca as fcus their actis  pitica 
chage At the st basic eve cities ca use their 
right t vte ad they ca ctact their eected 
represetatives t dead picy chage Activis is 
as a behavir chage pti but e that pushes 
ay idividua ut f their cfrt e Speaig at 
a pubic fru pubishig a pii piece r 
attedig a ray r destrati are a ways t ve 
beyd idividuaacti ad push fr picy chages 
27 Evidece suggests that pepe are re iey t 
participate i activis if they beieve the pitica 
acti is ecessary it wi ipact ther pepe ad it 
has the ptetia t chage utces 28 

3.3 Organizational behavior 

Fiay idividuas ca create systes chage by 
pushig rgaiatis t shift their picies ad 
practices As aready ted fra rgaiatis such 
as crpratis prfits bards churches ad 
gverets have a erus evireta ipact 
Fra rgaiatis particuary crpratis as 
wied pwer i deteriig evireta ad abr 
picy at a eves f gveret i ay parts f the 
wrd particuary the US 29  Whe a 
rgaiati aigs its deaigs with sustaiabiity it 
has direct psitive evireta ad scia ustice 
beefits  Whe ay rgaiatis ve tward 
sustaiabiity the picy adscape wi shift 

Thugh it ay see a dautig r ipssibe tas 
fr a idividua t exert ifuece up a 
rgaiati particuary a fra rgaiati such as 
a crprati it is iprtat t reeber that 
rgaiatis are scia cectives ad ie ay ther 
type f scia cective are ade up f idividua 
pepe Thugh the pwer structures ad rues f a 
rgaiati ay iit a particuar idividua’s abiity 
t fray iitiate rgaiatia chage ay 
idividua eber f a rgaiati ca have a 
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ipact thrugh their cectis t thers bth fra 
rgaiatia reatiships ad ifra scia 
reatiships Their effrts t fster chage tward 
sustaiabiity wi be ted by ad ifuece these 
cectis As rgaiatia visiaries r eary 
adpters their effrts have the ptetia t catch  ad 
ve the whe cective tward sustaiabiity re 
reaisticay ay idividua wh speas ut i the 
service f sustaiabiity dispes puraistic igrace 
ad aes it easier fr thers t spea ad act re 
pey abut their ccers  

f curse fra eaders withi a rgaiati 
have uch re pwer t successfuy ve a 
rgaiati tward evireta ad sciay 
respsibe picies uch is w abut fra 
eadership 30 ad specificay successfu eadership 
i the face f crisis 31 A particuary ptet fr f 
ifuece durig crises ad thus particuary 
apprpriate fr the agitude ad speed f chage 
eeded t dea with ur evireta chaeges is 
trasfratia eadership 32 Trasfratia 
eaders are w t ifuece pepe i ways that hep 
the refcus atteti repriritie tass ad persevere 
i the face f adversity Trasfratia eaders are 
trusted by thers because they have cear expertise yet 
they ae thers fee iprtat t Such eaders 
eergie ad epwer thers t tae  riss ad t 
verce chaeges (see Fig 4) It ay see ie a 
rare idividua wh ca pu ff this id f eadership 
but i fact trasfratia eadership sis are 
earabe particuary if we pay atteti t thse wh 
de the 33  

 
Fig 4 Cbiati f actis typica f 
trasfratia eaders 

rgaiatis prvide uique ctextua factrs i 
the fr f rs istitutia vaues picy tass 
pressure fr cstituecies ad eader ivveet 
that drive hua actis ad behavir chage 34 Fr 
istace rgaiatis reguary use a variety f ts 
t cuicate expicity ad ipicity abut grup 
rs ad expectatis Because fra rgaiatis 
directy epy uch f the wrd’s adut ppuati 
they have the capacity t ve arge ubers f 
pepe i ew directis thrugh wr rues 
reguatis ad wrpace cuture 31 
Cuicatig t ew ebers abut hw we d 
thigs arud here” heps the fit i but as heps 

the wr re effectivey 35 Whe hw we d 
thigs arud here” beces sustaiabe the cutura 
shift creates a strg ever fr rgaiatis t desig 
better prcesses prducts eergy surces ad 
services 

Organizational culture can also be influenced by 
individuals outside the organization. Organizations 
care about their reputations, and will change practices 
when pressured by enough public outcry. Individuals 
can also push organizational change by encouraging 
and supporting others - neighbors, friends, or family 
members within powerful organizations – to be part of 
a movement for change.  

4 Conclusion 
Whether the fcus is  itigatig further deterirati 
f ur ciate r adaptig t the csequeces f 
daage aready de chagig hua behavir is 
essetia We cat uderestiate the scia 
cgitive ad systeic chaeges t idividua hua 
behavir chage hwever we have a rbust set f 
psychgica ts t guide ur way frward i re 
effective ways 36 Yet the dai f chice fr 
behavir chage ust tur t the systes eve 
Idividuas ca ad ust ear de ad ecurage 
thers withi their spheres f ifuece t ae 
difficut sigificat chices that chage whe 
rgaiatis be they ifra eighbrhd grups 
r estabished crpratis ur future depeds  it 
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