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Could Behavioural Science
Save The Planet?

Did you know

That 62% of all future emissions
require human behaviour change?

We are [mostly] all aware that climate change is an issue we must address.
Urgently. Humanity is NOT on track to meet our climate commitments. What
most people don't know, or are perhaps not considering, is a need to change
our behaviour and reduce human demand for high-carbon infrastructure,
development, systems, and products. It's a big ask, but one we must insist
on. It means changes to our lives as we know it, to cut emissions quickly and
sharply to secure a safer, sustainable world.

What sort of changes are needed?




Telecommuting

Attend virtual conferences + meetings
Vacation locally/regionally

Combine business and leisure trips

Take public transport to work
Walk/cycle short distances

Subscribe to bike sharing service

Buy a bicycle/scooter
Walk/cycle short distances

Subscribe to bike sharing service

Default business meetings to virtual
Create home-office

Upgrade home internet
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What we buy

Fewer
purchases/
more durable
items

Buy re-fillable products
Purchase products in bulk

Opt-out of multiple shipments
for online purchase

Invest in higher quality,
longer-lasting textiles

Buy used items

Repurpose old funiture

Purchase used clothing
Share clothing with friends

Rent specialised outfits

Purchase digital-only media
subscriptions

Opt-in to paperless billing

Use cloth instead of paper towel/
napkins
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What we eat

s"Stainable —— Purchase locally produced products
( diet Cook meals using locally produced products
unspecifi
P f'ed) L Buy seasonal fruits and vegetables

—— Take food inventory before shopping

—+——— Store leftovers in air-tight containers

L Freeze portions of prepared food

— Cook own food

Bring food to work

L Find non-alcoholic beverage options

3 — Use in-home or backyard composter

Food waste : : :

manageme“t —+——— Separate organic from inorganic waste
L Buy compostable bags for organic food
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The barriers:
Why aren’t
people taking

action?

So, if everyone knows about
climate change (and its devastating
impact), why aren't we doing more
and changing our behaviour? Most
people say they care, say they'll
take some of these actions, even
say they'll pay more for sustainable
products...then they don't. We

call this the say-do gap. But this

is not a reason to not invest in
these actions or put in place the
infrastructure that makes it fun,
easy and popular to take these
actions - our formula for success.

Do you want
to know
more?
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There are a whole host of reasons why we
may not be doing “our bit" Firstly, we tend
to see the "“sustainable swaps” that we are
encouraged to engage in (e.g., having a
“Meat-Free Monday” every week) as a loss,
rather than a gain, focusing on what we
are missing out on, rather than celebrating
something new we are trying.

Secondly, we don't tend to get much
feedback when taking positive action, which
may lead us to question why we bothered

in the first place, or whether our actions
actually make any difference in the grand
scheme of things. This creates a false sense
of security, a trap that we may fall into if we
can't see the devastating effects of climate
change playing out in front of us at this very
moment in time. In fact, we may dismiss it
altogether, because we don't consider it an
imminent threat to us and our way of life.

It isn't the case that people need to be
better informed about the dangers of
climate change to take action. People are
just resistant to changing their behaviour

or may not know how to implement lasting
and impactful change, which makes the task
even more difficult.



Other things
in the way of
action include:

Price: Can | afford this?

e Shame: Is it embarrassing?
e Availability: Can | find it?

e Habits: Do | have to

change what | do now and
what do | have to sacrifice?
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Here are five behavioural
science concepts that
can help to explain why
people are struggling to
adopt climate-friendly
behaviours.

Defaults. 4 ‘
We look for clues and cues in our environment —~
as to what is a “normal” way to behave. For ~
example, if you're ordering a hot drink and
the barista hands you it in a plastic cup, you
are unlikely to question it. Fortunately, many
drinks outlets have now taken action in this
themselves, switching up the default option
to a recyclable cup, or providing incentives
for bringing your own reusable receptacle
(which are another powerful driver of human
behaviour!).

Psychological reactance.

If we are bombarded with information about
climate change and the information is delivered
in a confrontational or instructional manner, we
may rebel against the desired behaviour, as we
feel our behavioural freedoms are threatened.
Research has concluded that scientific messages
about climate change can cause reactance,
particularly among individuals who question the
existence of climate change in the first place.
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Confirmation bias.

People who are sceptical about the

existence of climate change (as described
above) may be particularly susceptible to
confirmation bias, whereby they seek out
further information to support their existing
assumptions. This could be as simple as
reading Facebook threads from others who
share conspiracy theories about climate
change, further convincing you to dismiss the
views of others, such as ignoring government
calls to take action.

Risk aversion.

We humans tend not to want to take

risks, unless of course you're Bear Grylls

or one of those very brave people who

decides to abseil down skyscrapers for

fun. When it comes to changing our

behaviours, we are understandably

wary of alternative behaviour that would

require us to leave the security of our comfort

zones. The same goes for opting for a “greener” commute,
such as walking or cycling to work. You could argue that
you're safer in your car than you would be on your rickety
second-hand bike or crossing busy roads on foot, and that it
isn't worth the risk.
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Sunk cost bias.

So, now we know why
people aren’t doing more to
fight climate change, what
can we (and behavioural
science) do to change that?

The barriers might feel too big.
But there are a number of ways
in which we could encourage
climate-friendly behaviours
according to behavioural science.
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5 ways we can encourage
climate-friendly
behaviours

Framing.

The form in which information is presented to
us can influence the decisions that we make.
For example, rather than constantly repeating
the negative impacts of climate change to the
economy and forcefully telling people to take
action (which could provoke psychological
reactance, as described earlier), making people
aware of the impacts to a particular wildlife
species (think of the bees) may evoke more
feelings of concern and motivate them to take
action.

Storyteller Bias.

Another way we could encourage people to

pay attention to the impacts of climate change
is to share stories from those who are directly
affected. For example, if we read a news article
about the poor farmer whose entire livelihood is
at risk due to climate change and feel sympathy
towards them, we are more likely to consider
changing our behaviour.
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Research has

shown that receiving
information about 20
behaviours (compared
to receiving information
about 10 or less) to
fight climate change
can make people feel
overwhelmed and less
likely to alter their
lifestyles.

Limited Choice.

We are more likely to make a decision
if our options are limited, as being
presented with too many options of
how to behave can contribute to choice
overload. For example, if we encourage
people to make a small change in one
area of their life, as opposed to listing
100 different ways in which they could
change their behaviour [sorry - we

did this above to show you the sheer
number of actions we can take], they
are more likely to feel confident in
their ability to make such a change
(also known as self-efficacy), and
consequently do so. So don't list all
these changes as it will overwhelm
people - let's pick one and try and
move people towards this one change.
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https://web.sas.upenn.edu/nobec/kline/

Social Proof.

We tend to follow or copy the actions of other
people in an attempt to reflect the “correct”
behaviour in a given situation. For example, if

every household on your street has invested
in solar panels for their roofs, you may

feel obliged to follow suit, to gain external
validation and avoid being “the odd one out.’

So, there we
have Iit.

Ten ways in which behavioural
science could inform the adoption of
“climate-friendly” behaviours. There
are many more - and some will work
with some actions and others will
fail. If you want to see an action work
and a behaviour changed, talk to us
about how you can use behavioural
science to make it happen. We have
a dedicated in-house behavioural
Insights team ready to take on any
behavioural challenge.

o\

Bookin Check out
a call now —— our academy
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https://meetings-eu1.hubspot.com/alison-howard/sustainability-30-minute-call?__hstc=&__hssc=&hsCtaTracking=82488361-f989-402d-a22c-ca46b43e07ca%7Cb532c952-1164-441f-bdff-c8c53e905364&uuid=1bce797f-2641-4c67-82ac-d92dff974633
https://social-change.co.uk/changemaker-academy
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Phone: 020 7186 1980


www.social-change.co.uk
https://twitter.com/socialchangeuk/
https://www.facebook.com/socialchangeuk
https://www.instagram.com/socialchange_uk/?__coig_restricted=1
https://www.linkedin.com/company/social-change/

