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1  In these articles I use the terms climate change and global warming interchangeably 
2  http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2013/jan/27/nicholas-stern-climate-change-davos
3  http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/may/29/carbon-emissions-nuclearpower
4  Figures released from the Global Carbon Project; New Scientist; 8th Dec. 2012; p. 11
5  http://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/poll.aspx?oItemId=2552
6  http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/interactive/2011/jan/31/climate-change-poll

I N T R O D U C T I O N

“Everybody talks about the weather but nobody does anything about it” MARK TWAIN

Climate change1 is an issue which has been rumbling away in the background for well over 30 years. It 
hit the global consciousness with force in 2006/2007 with the release of Al Gore’s film An Inconvenient 
Truth, and the IPPC and Stern reports. The issue then effectively disappeared from the mainstream media 
airwaves, to be replaced by the financial crash and global recession. 

The Stern review pointed to a 75% chance that global temperatures would rise by between two and three 
degrees above the long-term average. In an interview at the World Economic Forum in Davos in January 
2013, Lord Stern said: “Looking back, I underestimated the risks. The planet and the atmosphere seem to 
be absorbing less carbon than we expected, and emissions are rising pretty strongly. Some of the effects 
are coming through more quickly than we thought then.”

He now believes we are “on track for something like four “. Had he known the way the situation would 
evolve, he says, “I think I would have been a bit more blunt. I would have been much more strong about 
the risks of a four- or five-degree rise.” 2

The following statistics give an indication of where we stand at present:

 the International Energy Agency.3 

 and Antarctica is melting much faster that predicted and global sea level has already risen by about 
 20 centimetres.4

 people believed climate change was a reality; only 10% believed global warming is caused by natural 

 that it is endangering the whole of life on Earth.5

 or current threat, with just 14% saying it poses no threat at all; the survey found that 68% of 
 respondents believed that humans cause climate change.6
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7 Irish people consider climate change much less of a priority 
 (38%) for the EU than some of our neighbours such as Sweden (70%), Denmark (67%) or Austria 
 (62%). Ireland ranks in the lower half of EU countries for this question, with the EU average being 
 44%. Respondents were also asked whether they thought that the EU is indispensable in tackling global 
 problems such as climate change. The answers showed that fewer people in Ireland than in any other 
 EU country thought so - just 47% of Irish people agreed that EU action was key, while the EU average 
 was 75%, with many countries scoring even higher. And the survey showed that there had been a sharp 
 increase in the number of Irish people putting economic growth above protection of the environment. 
 More than 60% of Irish people answered “Yes” when asked whether “Economic growth must be a 
 priority for Ireland, even if it affects the environment.” This compares with 44% for the same question 
 in Spring 2008.

 Environmental Protection Agency. Energy, residential, industry and commercial emissions showed 
 the biggest decreases. Agriculture remained the single biggest contributor to overall emissions, making 
 up 32% of the total. Reasons for the 2011 reduction include mild winter weather, the recession and 
 consequent drop in cement production, the increase in the use of wind energy, and changes in vehicle 
 taxation to encourage the use of lower emissions vehicles. EPA Director General, Dara Lynott welcomed 
 the news, but said recession-induced reductions do not mean environmental pressures are being 
 managed in a sustainable way.8

 including agriculture, transport, buildings and waste by 10% on 2005 levels over the period 2013-2020. 
 It is up to national governments to implement policies and measures to limit emissions from these  
 sectors. Richer countries, measured in terms of GDP per capita, took on higher targets and Ireland 
 is at the top of the table with an obligation to cut its emissions by 20% over the period. Just two other 
 countries, Denmark and Luxembourg, have a 20% obligation. In a report published at the beginning of 
 2013, the EPA confirmed that Ireland will miss its targets within five years. Buying carbon credits to 
 cover the resulting shortfall will cost anywhere between ¤50m and ¤300m, depending on what further 
 steps the country takes to cut its emissions in the relevant sectors. Environment Minister, Phil Hogan, 
 published a draft climate bill at the end of February 2013, setting out some ways that the country may 
 go about cutting its emissions. But the absence of any emissions targets from the bill was criticised by 
 environmental groups. EU countries have not yet agreed overall decarbonisation targets for beyond 2020 

 has already signed an 80% target into law.

Yet, if you were an alien fresh from another planet, walking the streets of Bantry, watching what’s going 
on, listening to the news, reading the papers and chatting in the local pub, you would certainly know 
that there’s a problem with jobs and the economy, you would probably hear people giving out about the 
government and the bankers, but you would be very unlikely to pick up any mention of global warming 
or climate change. You might hear people complaining about the awful wet weather, and where have 
our summers gone, or high energy prices, but there’d be no mention of greenhouse emissions, carbon 
footprint or sea level rises. A few years ago, maybe, but not now.

So why the silence?

10  climate change has emerged as a phenomenon which poses challenges 
on an unprecedented scale. But it is not a problem waiting for a solution. It is an environmental, cultural 
and political phenomenon which is reshaping the way we think about ourselves, our societies and 
humanity’s place on Earth. 
And it is an intangible, un-situated risk. Risk perceptions are socially constructed, with different groups 

7  http://ec.europa.eu/ireland/press_office/news_of_the_day/eurobarometer-report-ireland_en.htm
8  http://www.rte.ie/news/2012/1012/341329-environment-emissions/

http://www.thejournal.ie/shortfall-in-greenhouse-gas-emissions-target-may-cost-ireland-e300m-818053-Mar2013/
10  M. Hulme (2009)  Why we Disagree about Climate Change 2
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prone to take notice of, fear and amplify some risks, while ignoring, discounting or attenuating others 
How the risks are perceived by the public will also depend on the particular contexts that people find 
themselves in: their personal experience of climatic danger; the way their affective and analytical 
reasonings operate; their placement of trust in experts; their values and world-views. Therefore, we cannot 
simply expect scientific experts to conduct and communicate climate risk assessments and that individuals 
and social groups will consequently act to reduce those risks. 

The authors of Positive Energy (2007)11 say it is not possible to claim that a majority of the public believes 
that tackling climate change is a more urgent priority than other issues. And they don’t think it is possible 
to claim that most people are fully aware of how they are contributing to the problem – with many unaware 
of the impact of domestic energy use, or of what practical steps they can take to mitigate it. And even 
more importantly, it remains impossible to claim that a large majority of the public feels responsible to act 
or is empowered to do so. The burden of responsibility is still frequently assigned to governments, industry 
and other countries, while far too many people still say that there is little meaningful action on climate 
change that they can take themselves.

12 a threshold has been crossed; most political leaders are now well 
aware of the hazards posed by climate change and the need to respond to them. Yet this is just the first 
wave. The second wave must involve “embedding it in our institutions and in the everyday concerns of 
citizens.” Here, he says, there is a great deal of work to be done - to be able to mitigate climate change, 
members of the public have to be on board, and most at the moment are not. 

And Giddens states that “we have no politics of climate change”. We do not have a developed analysis of 
the political innovations that have to be made if our aspirations to limit global warming are to become real, 
which is a “strange and indefensible absence”. The politics of climate change has to cope with what he 
calls Giddens’s Paradox,13 which goes as follows:

“Since the dangers posed by global warming aren’t tangible, immediate or visible in the course of day-to-
day life, however awesome they appear, many will sit on their hands and do nothing of a concrete nature 
about them. Yet waiting until they become visible and acute before being stirred to serious action will, by 
definition, be too late.”

Giddens claims that this paradox affects almost every aspect of current reactions to climate change. It is 
the reason why, for many citizens, climate change is a back-of-the-mind issue rather than a front-of-the-
mind one. Attitude surveys show that most of the public accept that global warming is a major threat; yet 
only a few are willing to alter their lives in any significant way as a result. He claims that among elites, 
climate change lends itself to gestural politics – grandiose-sounding plans largely empty of content.

        * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

years, both of us had been active on various environmental campaigns and we felt it was high time that we 
walked our talk – enough whining, more action. We wanted to reduce our carbon footprint and then show 
people how we did it.

Together with our young son Luke, we now live in a comfortable straw bale home, overlooking Bantry 
Bay, powered by a wind generator, solar panels, a micro-hydro turbine, and a wood-burning stove, and we 
produce a lot of our own food. 

Since moving here, we have both been involved in a number of local initiatives aimed at encouraging the 

11  S. Retallack, T. Lawrence, & M. Lockwood (2007)  Positive Energy; p. 53
12 A. Giddens (2009); The Politics of Climate Change; p. 4
13  Ibid; p. 2
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use of alternative energy and the cutting of greenhouse gases, including the setting up of the West Cork 
Energy Trust (a Warmer Homes Scheme providing home insulation and advice to the disadvantaged) and, 

a Green Party candidate in the 2007 General Election. In the early years, we organised a number of open 
days on our farm, and our building project was described in various newspaper articles.

In 2006, Luke, then only three years old, and I, featured at the very end of the peak oil documentary “A 
Crude Awakening” - just the two of us in our woolly jumpers, hoeing the herb garden and bringing in the 
goats, our wind generator blowing gently behind our Hobbit-like straw bale retreat, amber sun setting 
over the pastoral landscape. After scenes of global devastation and prophesies of impending doom and 
destruction, I think we were meant to be a symbol of hope - possibly even one of the solutions. Gawd help 
us, we weren’t even hoeing the vegetable patch…..

That is when I began to wonder if all was well in my world. 

change hearts and minds and to encourage others to lower their own carbon footprints didn’t help. This is 
when I started to doubt whether our kind of campaigning was really up to the job of saving the planet. 
And our failures seem to be reflected elsewhere. While most people seem to know more about global 
warming, and, by and large, they understand the problem, they appreciate that changes need to be made, 
and, when asked, they say they are willing to do more and go further, their actual behaviour lags well behind 
intentions - a large gap exists between rhetoric and action. Most people prefer to tweak the margins of 
their lifestyles and do not perceive a need for a fundamental shift in behaviour. And they do not seem to be 
internalising the issue, but rather are mentally re-directing it to other people, places and times.

In 2007, I set out on a journey of discovery, to try and understand this reaction (or lack of), and to answer 
the question “Why don’t they get it? 

The quest involved a lot of reading, watching and listening, which, over time, led to much soul searching and 
a great stretching of the mind. The question gradually turned around and became “Why don’t we get it?” 

My mission eventually led to this series of 21 articles which look at human behaviour and how it might 
relate to climate change, and ask if environmental and climate campaigners have got it wrong by not taking 
the vagaries of the human mind into account.

As you will see from the bibliography, I have read, and continue to read, a lot of books about the issue.  
Inevitably, before launching into each volume, I leaf through the final chapter. I do this in the vain hope that 
the author’s last words will include the silver bullet - the magic solution that will solve all our climate woes. 
Of course, I never get what I want, and readers of these articles, may also feel a tad deflated and a little let 
down, as I too am unable to provide the panacea to our ills. 

After all, the problem is large and unless someone comes up with an incredible invention that sucks 
carbon out of the atmosphere without costing the earth, we have to admit that there is probably no 
easy way out and no simple solution.  The world’s response will continue to be clumsy and convoluted. 
However this doesn’t mean that we, on the ground, shouldn’t continue to do our bit. We just need to do it 
better - to take stock of our approach, understand how human behaviour works, evaluate what’s effective 
and what isn’t, and be open to any changes that may need to be made along the way. Sounds easy.....

Hopefully the following articles will help in the process, and if nothing else will raise questions, give food for 
thought and provide a basis for future discussion, both within the environmental movement and beyond. 
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1  Irish Times 8th April; 2009
2  J. Sachs (2008) Commmon Wealth; p. 324/5

wa k e  u p  C a l l  f o r  t h e 
e n v i r o n m e n ta l  m o v e m e n t ?

1

my parents were “green” and “organic” well before anyone knew what these terms really meant. they 

were founder members of the Irish Organic Movement and the Cork Environmental Alliance, they played 

an active role in campaigns against chemical companies and incineration, my mother was a committee 

member of the local branch of An Taisce, my father planted trees all over our small farm. admittedly there 

were some anomalies - we had a dump in a disused quarry on our land and Dad serviced cigarette vending 

machines - both of which paid our way through college.....

nevertheless, my sister and i were raised on organic vegetables and environmental rhetoric, and in turn, 

we are both doing the same to our kids - it’s a cultural thing, a bit like politics or religion. When my father 

was dying in the wonderful marymount hospice in cork in late 2011, he was visited by a gentle counsellor, 

and asked if he would like some spiritual support - “No thank you, I’m an environmentalist,” was the reply.

here in ireland, our fledgling environmental movement emerged in the 1970s, spurred on by the scramble 

to catch up with the economic development of our european neighbours, a lax system of planning, a 

culture of clientalism and corporatism, and concerns about pollution. initially, this took the form of small 

local groups objecting to the siting of chemical/industrial plants, or other intrusive development, in their 

area. national campaigns then began to emerge around issues such as nuclear arms and nuclear energy, 

habitat and wildlife conservation, waste, incineration, genetic engineering and climate change. 

over the years, both in ireland and elsewhere, the environmental movement has played a critical role in 

highlighting potential threats. as Frank mcDonald1 states: “It is quite remarkable how few early warnings 

about risks to human health or the environment over the years turned out to be unfounded. Whether the 

dangers came from X-rays, DDT, tobacco smoking, asbestos, lead in petrol or chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), 

early warners were proved right, often after decades of denial by vested interests.” 

Jeffrey Sachs2 says that “no part of the modern world has played as constructive a role in the challenges 

of poverty, disease, hunger, and the environment as the NGO sector. The scope of NGO activity, if defined 

broadly, is absolutely immense.” and environmental groups throughout ireland have played and continue 

to play a vital role in ensuring stricter regulation and monitoring of processes and emissions, and the 

implementation of relevant eu Directives. they also serve a key function in alerting politicians and the 

public to potential and existing problems, acting as both a watchdog and an advocate for cleaner, greener, 

more sustainable policy decisions. 
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however, local environmental protests in ireland have sometimes caused the polarisation of communities 

- those “for” and “against”, and have often been unsuccessful in stopping proposed developments. 

and the movement as a whole has failed to win over the trade unions or any part of the organised labour 

movement. it is often at loggerheads with the farming lobby and is still largely seen as serving the needs 

of the middle classes. national campaigns and organisations continue to find it difficult to raise funding and 

to increase their membership base. a sizeable proportion of irish people see the environmental movement 

as pushing anti-capitalist, anti-big business, anti-development agendas. many think we’re against progress. 

and let’s face it, we’re not exactly flavour of the month as people try to ride the recession.

environmentalism is a broad church, made up of individuals of varying shades of green. 

We range from deep ecologists who believe that nature is sacred, to the pragmatists who want existing 

institutions to become more sustainable. We have differing degrees of unease about involvement in 

the political system, the power of corporations, the notion of economic growth, and the promotion of 

consumer lifestyles. most of us are a tad radical, whether overtly or covertly. and some of us are not so 

sure about technology, preferring more home-spun, resilient approaches. What we do have in common, 

though, is a real concern about the future of our world. and we have a continuing and important role 

to play in lobbying governments and calling them to account, in highlighting scientific developments, in 

bringing new ideas to the table and in bearing witness to situations as they evolve. 

but when it comes to global warming and behaviour change, are we having much effect? Worse still, are 

we hogging the issue? 

is it time for a bit of collective soul-searching?

the Death of environmentalism
in 2004, two american environmental strategists, ted nordhaus and michael Shellenberger, caused 

controversy when they wrote an essay called The Death of Environmentalism. they argued that the politics 

that dealt with acid rain and smog can’t deal with climate change, and that environmentalism must die so 

that something new can be born. in 2007, they followed this with a book titled Break Through, which they 

say delivers on their promise to articulate a new politics for a new century, one focused not on complaints 

and ecological limits but on aspirations and human possibility - the “politics of possibility” as opposed to the 

“politics of limits”. they say that the way to get insecure americans to embrace an expansive, generous, 

and progressive politics is not to tell them they are weak, but rather to point out all the ways in which they 

are strong.

central to their argument is that the last two decades have shown that the environmental agenda has 

failed to be particularly powerful politically. in 2003, the authors conducted a poll of voters in pennsylvania3 

- one of the battleground states that determine who is elected president -- and asked the open-ended 

question “What is the most important concern facing your community?” Just 2% named the environment. 

not a single person named global warming. 

according to nordhaus and Shellenberger, most environmentalists are rationalistic. like other liberals, 

they tend to believe that they have arrived at their values and worldview through a rational and controlled 

process. “In the stories they tell about their movement’s birth and in the politics they make for its future, 

environmental leaders steadfastly ignore the central role that evolving values play in shaping society and 

politics.” and no single word better describes the ethics of environmentalism than sacrifice.

3  T. Nordhaus & M Schellenberger (2007) Break Through; p.33
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they say that environmentalism is not the solution to the crisis of global warming. instead, that the crisis is 

driving environmentalism to evolve into something else, which proposes a vision of human power, growth 

and development. overcoming global warming, “demands unleashing human power, creating a new 

economy, and remaking nature as we prepare for the future. And to accomplish all of that, the right models 

come not from raw sewage, acid rain, or the ozone hole, but instead from the very thing environmentalists 

have long imagined to be the driver of pollution in the first place: economic development.4” 

“We may achieve some greenhouse gas emission reductions by lowering our overall consumption, but the 

largest reductions will come from energy efficiency and shifting to cleaner energy sources - strategies that 

don’t require drastic changes in the way we live our lives. What’s needed, in short, is not so much less as 

different consumption.5”  

“A new politics requires a new mood, one appropriate for the world we hope to create. It should be a 

mood of gratitude, joy and pride, not sadness, fear and regret. A politics of overcoming will trigger feelings 

of joy rather than sadness, control rather than fatalism, and gratitude rather than resentment. If we are 

grateful to be alive, then we must also be grateful that our ancestors overcame. It is thanks to them, and 

the world they made, that we live.6”

Jonathon porritt7 echoes the theme; “I would argue that we can now talk with some justification of the 

demise of conventional environmentalism in the face of 20 years of unreconstructed, neo-conservative 

economic liberalisation.” the appeal of environmentalism is “too narrow, too technical, too anti-business, 

too depressing, often too dowdy, and too “heard it all before””. unless environmentalism can reposition 

itself within the more progressive and radical frame that sustainable development provides - a frame that 

allows the inevitable (the need for change) to be made desirable - then a continuing decline in influence 

seems the most likely outcome. 

in the report Painting the Town Green, Stephen hounsham8 asks: “If the green movement has not 

succeeded in selling the environment beyond a specific sector of society, where have we gone wrong?” 

he makes the following points:

the common response of environmentalists to the over-use of resources has been to preach a more 

frugal lifestyle, but even a top salesman couldn’t really sell sacrifice, other than perhaps to people like 

ourselves for whom sacrifice provides some degree of satisfaction, comfort even. less is hardly ever 

seen as more and directly or indirectly trying to sell a green lifestyle as giving up everything nice and 

living in a cave with the light switched off is doomed to fail.

the green movement has also busied itself pumping out information, assuming that information on 

its own leads to awareness of threats and problems, concern and finally action. but it rarely does. 

unfortunately, most if not all the lifestyle decisions that we seek to influence are not determined 

mainly by rational consideration of the facts, but by emotions, habits, personal preferences, fashions, 

social norms, personal morals and values, peer pressure and other intangibles.

and we, the “ethical seekers” who comprise most of the membership of campaigning organisations, 

make the classic mistake of conceiving and expressing messages in our own terms, and then aiming 

them at the wider public. We tend to assume everyone is like us, with the same thirst for scary 

details of environmental threats, the same triggers for concern, and the same compelling urge to do 

something about it before we go to bed at night. Yet, the propositions don’t make sense to these 

audiences and they often fail. our campaigns and public education programmes usually assume 

one size fits all and they don’t recognise that people are different with different triggers - “too 

many materials end up being written by green people, very often about green people and therefore 

inevitably for green people.”

1

2

3

4  T Nordhaus & M Schellenberger (2007) Break Through; p. 113
5  Ibid; p. 126
6  Ibid; p. 153
7  J  Porritt (2007) Capitalism as if the World Matters; p. 51
8  S  Hounsham (2006) Painting the Town Green - how to persuade people to buy environmentallly friendly; p. 5 3
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Climate Change as an environmental issue
“I don’t give a f -  - k about the environment” - response from a member of the public when asked about 

his attitude to climate change.

if environmentalists and the green party seem to be the only people who are vocal about the issues of 

climate change and energy security, how is this interpreted by the wider public? Does this make it easy 

for the message to be simply dismissed as the “green agenda”? and do people just assume that the 

problems are only to do with “the environment” and not anything to do with themselves?

as nordhaus and Shellenberger put it, “why is a human-made phenomenon like global warming – which 

may kill hundreds of millions of human beings over the next century - considered “environmental”? 

Why are poverty and war not considered environmental problems while global warming is? What are the 

implications of framing global warming as an environmental problem and handing off the responsibility for 

dealing with it to environmentalists?” 

anthony giddens9 says that there are big problems with the fact that “going green” has become more 

or less synonymous with efforts to limit climate change. according to him, the green movement has its 

origins in the hostile emotions that industrialism aroused among the early conservationists. and then, 

in the 1970’s and 80’s the greens defined themselves in opposition to orthodox politics. Just what is, 

and what is not, valuable in green political thinking has to be sorted out. it isn’t possible to endorse any 

approach which tries in some sense to “return to nature”. “Conservation may be a defensible value, but it 

has nothing intrinsically to do with combating global warming, and it may even hamper efforts.” 

giddens acknowledges that ngos are not only pressure groups, but also play a significant role in co-

ordinating scientific information and bringing it to the notice of decision-makers and the public. For 

instance, the two workshops set up in the late 1980s which led to the emergence of the ipcc were 

organised by ngos. ngos continue to be closely involved in the setting up of climate change policy in 

many countries, including ireland, where they are trying to prompt governments to act, and are pushing for 

these actions to be far-reaching.

however, he states that “we must create a positive model of a low-carbon future - and, moreover, one that 

connects with ordinary, everyday life in the present.” there is no such model at the moment and we have 

to work towards it. “It won’t be a green vision, but one driven by political, social and economic thinking. It 

can’t be a utopia, but utopian strands will be involved, since they supply ideals to be striven for. A mixture 

of the idealistic and the hard-headed is required….. The prize is huge. There is another world waiting for 

us out there if we can find our way to it. It is one where not only climate change has been held at bay, but 

where oil has lost its capacity to determine the shape of world politics.” 10

9 A  Giddens (2009); The Politics of Climate Change; p. 6
10  Ibid; p. 11/12
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1  S. Retallack et al (2007) Positive Energy; p. 84-5
2  Greenwald (1969); Petty and Cacioppo (1981)
3  Halpern et al (2004)
4  Jackson (2005)

2

As a small time environmentalist and general campaigner, I have always thought that spreading information 

was more than half the battle. If people know the facts, then, of course, they’ll do something about it. So, I 

was a great fan of the leaflet, the flier, the pamphlet, the report and, where possible, the documentary film. 

In 1997, I co-authored a book called Campaigns and How to Win Them - give it to people straight, no holes 

barred, then set up a group, organise a petition, lobby the politicians, call public meetings, have our say in 

the media, make a few banners, and bring our message to the streets. 

And if people don’t respond favourably, it has to be because they don’t know enough, so out with another 

round of leaflets, press releases and public talks. And if that fails, well, what can you do, are they stupid? 

If only things were so simple.

According to Simon Retallack et al1, it is now widely accepted that the “information in, action out” 

approach, which has been the basis of pro-environmental strategies for NGOs and government agencies 

since the early 1970s, simply does not work. Fostering awareness of a problem, the threat it represents, 

its causes and what can be done about it will not necessarily lead to the desired response. 

They refer to evidence2 which suggests that attitudes and behaviour can change without any assimilation 

of new knowledge or persuasive messages, and that learning and behaviour can occur without any 

change in attitudes at all. In some cases, a change in behaviour precedes and is responsible for the 

attitude change.

And a campaign that aims to change attitudes can backfire. Research3 suggests that when people’s actions 

and attitudes clash, a desire for consistency can lead them, not to change their behaviour, but to reject 

the attitude itself.  Also, the incentives to re-adjust long-term goals rather than change a lifelong habit may 

be particularly strong when the rewards from the habitual behaviour are high.4  There is also a danger that 

flooding people with information on an issue over which they feel little control can leave them feeling afraid 

but helpless. Denial, avoidance, distancing, and apathy can set in, or the person can deflect the problem by 

refusing to accept any personal responsibility, or by blaming others.

ARE THEY ALL STUPID? 
I N F O R M AT I O N  D O E S  N O T  N E C E S S A R I LY  L E A D  T O  A C T I O N
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In response to the energy crisis of the 1970s, Scott Geller and his colleagues studied 

the impact that intensive workshops have upon residential energy conservation. In these 

workshops, participants were exposed to three hours of educational material in a variety of 

formats (slide shows, lectures, etc). All of the material had been designed to impress upon 

participants that it is possible to reduce home energy use significantly. Geller measured the 

impact of the sessions by testing participants’ attitudes and beliefs prior to, and following, 

them. Upon completing a workshop, attendees indicated greater awareness of energy 

issues, more appreciation for what could be done in their homes to reduce energy use, and 

a willingness to implement the changes that were advocated in the workshop. 

But, despite these changes in awareness and attitudes, behaviour did not subsequently 

alter. In follow-up visits to the homes of forty workshop participants, only one had followed 

through on the recommendation to lower the hot water thermostat. Two participants had put 

insulating blankets around their hot water heaters, but they had done so prior to attending 

the workshop. In fact, the only difference between the forty workshop participants and an 

equal number of non-participants was in the installation of low-flow shower heads. Eight of 

the forty participants had installed them, while two of the non-participants had. However, 

the installation of the low-flow shower heads was not due to education alone. Each of the 

workshop participants had been given a free low-flow shower head to install!5

In 1978, an Act passed by the United States Congress introduced the Residential 

Conservation Service (RCS). The RCS mandated that major gas and electricity utilities in 

the United States provide homeowners with on-site assessments in order to enhance 

energy efficiency. In addition, homeowners had access to interest-free or low-cost loans 

and a listing of local contractors and suppliers. In total, 5.6% of eligible households 

requested that an RCS assessor evaluate their home. Of those who had their home 

evaluated, 50% took steps to enhance the energy efficiency of their dwelling, compared 

with 30% for non-participants (the non-participants were households who were on 

the waiting list to have their homes assessed). In general, the actions taken were 

inexpensive and did not involve a contractor. Frequent energy efficiency actions included 

caulking, weather stripping, installing clock thermostats, turning down the hot water and 

installing a hot water heater blanket. These actions reduced energy use per household 

by between 2% and 3%. Given that millions of dollars were spent on the RCS and 

that it is possible to reduce residential energy use by more than 50%, an initiative 

that produces annual savings of 2-3% cannot be seen as successful. The programme 

failed because it didn’t pay adequate attention to the human side of promoting more 

sustainable energy use. It was assumed that retro-fitting would happen if people were 

told they would save money. This approach ignored the rich mixture of cultural practices, 

social interactions, and human feelings that influence the behaviour of individuals, social 

groups and institutions.6 

5  D. McKenzie-Mohr & W. Smith (1999) Fosterng Sustainable Behaviour; p. 9/10
6  Ibid; p. 12/13
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7  S Moser & L Dilling (Eds.) (2007) Creating a Climate for Change
8  S Moser & L Dilling (Eds.) (2007) Creating a Climate for Change; p 242
9  Flinger (1994)
10  S Moser & L Dilling (Eds.) (2007) Creating a Climate for Change; p 246
11  S Moser & L Dilling (Eds.) (2007) Creating a Climate for Change; p 246
12  S Moser & L Dilling ((Eds.) 2007) Creating a Climate for Change; p 254
13  D McKenzie-Mohr & W Smith (1999) Fostering Sustainable Behaviour; p.8-11
14   www.cfa.harvard.edu/~wsoon/ArmstrongGreenSoon08-Anatomy-d/  
      Kellsterdtetal08KnowledgeGWvsApathypdf

A number of contributors to the book Creating a Climate for Change,7 agree that information on its own 

is not enough and that the gap between “knowing” and “doing” should not be underestimated.  Neither 

high levels of education, nor knowledge about environmental impacts of personal actions, guarantee 

environmentally responsible behaviour. 

According to John Tribbia,8 merely obtaining information can have a counterintuitive effect. Studies9 have 

shown that individuals can view “getting more information” about a problem as having “acted on it”. He 

says that only the most internally motivated can be expected to change behaviours if environmentally 

friendly alternatives are not provided, or are so inconvenient and costly that people leading full, busy, and 

complex lives cannot enact them.10 

Sharon Dunwoody
 

11  refers to research which demonstrated that the best predictor of behaviour change is 

not seeing a public service announcement on late-night television but talking to someone. 

Laurie Michaelis12 says that messages directed at individuals in isolation have little effect. External support 

is important from peer groups, social norms and institutions, and enabling infrastructure. The most 

effective strategies are those that engage people in groups, and that give them opportunities to develop 

their understanding and their narratives about their consumption, in dialogue. 

Civic participation in identifying solutions increases the likelihood that people will accept decisions that 

are made, that they will find the solutions valuable, and actually implement the new rules. People need to 

identify themselves as part of the process.

Doug McKenzie-Mohr and William Smith13 say that information alone can sometimes change behaviour 

if the problem is immediate and the required response is clear and doable, as has been seen in the area 

of health promotion. For instance, the widespread distribution of information about heart disease has 

significantly altered the number of men getting regular checkups. 

However, this does not mean that this works for other issues. Many programmes to foster sustainable 

behaviour rely on large-scale information campaigns; media advertising, information stands and workshops, 

brochures, fliers and newsletters, which are aimed at increasing knowledge and changing attitudes. The 

authors stress that numerous studies document that such education on its own often has little or no effect.

A US study carried out by Paul M. Kellstedt, Sammy Zahran, and Arnold Vedlitz in 200814 concluded 

that the more informed respondents feel less personally responsible for global warming, and also show 

less concern for global warming. This may have something to do with the media’s framing of the global 

warming issue as an unsettled controversy. Referring to films like Al Gore’s The Inconvenient Truth, the 

authors say that their research refutes the underlying assumption that providing information about global 

warming - in effect, taking the scientific consensus and popularizing it - will lead to increased public 

concern about the risks of global warming.

They also find that confidence in scientists has unexpected effects: respondents with high confidence in 

scientists feel less responsible for global warming, and also show less concern for global warming, as they 

feel that the scientists will sort it!
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1  G. Vince; We’re Doomed but it’s not all Bad; New Scientist; 24 Jan 2009; p. 30/1
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over the past few years, i have trawled through a range of publications with such cheery titles as The Last 

Generation, Notes from a Catastrophe, Collapse, The Revenge of GAIA , Hell and High Water, The End of 

Oil, The End of Food, The End of Nature, Ireland’s Burning, Heat, The Long Emergency, The Last Oil Shock, 

The Party’s Over, and Requiem for a Species. and i am left wondering - who on earth reads these books?

a number of summers ago, a young american visitor and i headed over to a neighbouring town to attend 

events commemorating the irish Famine. the first was a power point presentation on the topic of climate 

change and future famines. in a small upstairs room, we were served a relentless vision of starvation, 

drought, burning forests, melting ice-packs, disease, pestilence and whatever else our imaginations could 

add. and unfortunately for us, time restrictions didn’t allow for any questions or chill-out time, so out we fell 

onto the street, reeling from the impact..... 

though tempted to go off and have a stiff drink, as planned, we joined a walking tour of the town, guided 

by an expert in famine history. all fine - it was easy to be detached - the famine was so long ago. only....the 

last place we stopped at was the spot where Daniel o’connell had apparently held a rally to a rapturous and 

enthusiastic crowd. our guide told us that it was the eve of the famine and no one had had a clue what was 

ahead of them. Sound familiar? our mood was now fully chastened, but the outing not over. We had promised 

we would attend the screening of The Age Of Stupid, which was taking place that evening in a nearby village, 

so, grabbing a sandwich en route, we headed off and were soon settling down in the cinemobile, relieved to 

be getting some light relief (reports had been encouraging). but no, the opening scene said it all, a devastated 

landscape, grey tortured survivors and a raging sea. there was to be little hope after all.

We’re DoomeD
in a 2009 interview in new Scientist,1 James lovelock, creator of the gaia theory said he is an “optimistic 

pessimist” and he thinks it is wrong to assume we’ll survive 2°c of warming as there are already too many 

people on earth. “At 4°C we could not survive with even one-tenth of our current population. The reason 

is we would not find enough food, unless we synthesised it. Because of this, the cull during this century is 

going to be huge - up to 90 per cent. The number of people remaining at the end of the century will probably 

be a billion or less. It has happened before: between the ice ages there were bottlenecks when there were 

only 2000 people left. It’s happening again.” and he doesn’t think we can react fast enough, or are clever 

enough to handle what’s coming.

the enD is nigh 
n e g at i v e  m e S S a g e S  D o n ’ t  W o r k
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in The Revenge of Gaia, published in 2006, lovelock,2 points out that even if we stopped immediately 

“all further seizing of Gaia’s land and water for food and fuel production and stopped poisoning the air”, 

it would take earth more than a thousand years to recover from the damage we have already done. 

and in his most recent book, lovelock3 says his pessimism is justified because of the difference between 

the forecasts of the ipcc and what observers find in the real world, for instance, the melting and thinning 

of ice floating on the arctic ocean has been far more rapid than the gloomiest of model forecasts. he says 

he has little confidence in the smooth rising curve of temperature that modellers predict for the next ninety 

years. and most of all he is pessimistic because business and governments both appear to be accepting 

uncritically a belief that climate change is easily and profitably reversible. 

interestingly, in early 2012, James lovelock admitted to mSnbc in an interview reported around the 

world with somewhat mocking headlines along the lines of “Doom-monger recants”, that he had been 

“extrapolating too far” in reaching his conclusions and had made a “mistake” in claiming to know with 

such certainty what will happen to the climate.

but lovelock is relaxed about how this reversal might be perceived. he says being allowed to change your 

mind and follow the evidence is one of the liberating marvels of being an independent scientist, something 

he has revelled in since leaving nasa, his last full-time employer, in the late 1960s!4

clive hamilton5 says that almost every advance in climate science has painted a more disturbing picture 

of the future. “The reluctant conclusion of the most eminent climate scientists is that the world is now on 

a path to a very unpleasant future and it is too late to stop it. Behind the facade of scientific detachment, 

the climate scientists themselves now evince a mood of barely suppressed panic. No one is willing to say 

publicly what the climate science is telling us: that we can no longer prevent global warming that will this 

century bring about a radically transformed world that is much more hostile to the survival and flourishing 

of life. As I will show, this is no longer an expectation of what might happen if we do not act soon; this will 

happen, even if the most optimistic assessment of how the world might respond to the climate disruption 

is validated.” 

but, when we say we “must warn people of the impending collapse”, “the impacts will be catastrophic”, 

and my favourite, “millions will die”, are we right? Do such negative messages really work? after all, as 

nordhaus & Shellenberger  point out , martin luther king didn’t stir people to action by proclaiming “I have 

a nightmare” 6. 

Fear FaCtor
proponents of negative messages will argue that fear is a natural emotion evoked by a perceived threat. 

our evolutionary responses of fight, flight or freeze act to control either the external danger or the internal 

experience of fear. Without fear there would be no reaction.

and, as martin lindstrom shows7, companies are quick to prey on public panic around such issues as 

food contamination, “killer” viruses or even growing old. Fear is a powerful persuader, which is why the 

marketing world uses scare tactics to sell us everything from antidepressants to condoms, dental floss to 

detergents, burglar alarms to mobile phones, bottled water to anti-bacterial spray. have you noticed how 

2  J. Lovelock (2006) The Revenge of Gaia; p. 6
3  J. Lovelock (2009) The Vanishing Face of Gaia - A Final Warning; p. 4/5
4  http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2012/jun/15/james-lovelock-interview-gaia-theory
5  Clive Hamilton (2010); Requiem for a Species; Preface 
6  T. Nordhaus & M. Schellenberger (2005) The End of Environmentalism; p 31 www.thebreakthrough.org
7  M. Lindstrom (2012) Brandwashed; Chapter 2 
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quickly we welcomed antibacterial hand sanitizers into our lives? containers of the soaps and hand gels 

can now be found in public places across the globe, thanks to the bird and swine flu epidemics. 

according to Dan gardner8, fear is a fantastic marketing tool which is why we can’t open a newspaper or 

turn on the television without seeing it at work. Fear sells and it makes money. the more fear, the better 

the sales. politicians talk up threats as do activists and ngos, who know they are only as influential as 

their media profile is big and that the surest way to boost that profile is to tell the scary stories that “draw 

reporters like vultures to corpses”. 

but our responses to fear are most often immediate, gut induced and not always rational or expedient.

after the September 11 attack in new York, americans were terrified of flying and took to the roads 

instead. politicians wondered what the mass exodus of people from planes to cars would do to the airline 

industry, so they put together a bailout package. but no one talked about the surge in car travel. no 

politician mentioned that, statistically, air travel is safer than driving, so much so that the most dangerous 

part of a typical commercial flight is the drive to the airport. 

it turned out that the shift from planes to cars in america lasted one year. then, traffic patterns went 

back to normal. in 2006, gerd gigerenzer, a psychologist at the max planck institute in berlin, published 

a paper comparing the number of travel fatalities for the five years prior to the September 11 attacks and 

five years after. he found that fatalities on american roads soared after September 2001, and settled 

back to normal levels in September 2002. With this data, gigerenzer was able to calculate that 1,595 

people died in car crashes as a direct result of the switch from cars to planes - more than half the total 

killed in ground Zero, and six times higher than the total number of people on board the doomed flights 

of September 11. Yet almost nobody noticed except the families of the dead.9 

So, while fear is a powerful motivator, it may not always induce sensible reactions. but what is going on 

if, as seems to be the case with global warming, people don’t react at all, despite being presented with 

a range of fear-inducing, gut wrenchingly negative messages? how come when they are being told that 

inaction spells disaster, people continue as normal?

it would appear that fearful messages only work in certain circumstances, and that they can even be 

counterproductive if used inappropriately.

moser & Dilling10 say that threat information causes persistent attitude change and constructive 
responses only when people:

•	 feel	personally	vulnerable	to	the	risk

•	 have	useful	and	very	specific	information	about	precautionary	actions

•	 positively	appraise	their	own	ability	to	carry	out	the	action

•	 feel	the	suggested	action	will	effectively	solve	the	problem	

•	 believe	the	cost	associated	with	taking	precautionary	action	is	low	or	acceptable

•	 view	the	consequence	for	not	taking	the	action	as	unappealing

•	 tend	to	consciously	and	carefully	process	threat	information.

and therein lies the rub. You can’t touch, feel, smell or hear climate change. it is elusive and intangible, 

uncertain and unpredictable, and one large step removed from people’s day to day lives. its causes are 

convoluted, complicated, and much argued over, the local impact unclear.

8   D. Gardner (2008) Risk; p. 15                   
9   Ibid; p. 3/4
10  S. Moser & L. Dilling (Eds.) (2007) Creating a Climate for Change; p 70/71
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climate change is seen as a costly global problem which will affect future generations; if the worst comes 

to the worst, its impact will be widespread and catastrophic and no simple actions by individuals will have 

any effect; and anyway even the science is questioned, albeit by a small minority.

no wonder people freeze.

hoW We reaCt to Fear
When trying to work out what is going on, it’s reasonable to expect that when most people hear about the 

havoc that could be created by climate change their initial reaction will be one of fear. it is how we react to 

that fear that matters.

according to moser & Dilling, if a person’s reaction only aims to control the fear or pain without reducing 

the danger, such a response is deemed maladaptive. Such avoidant behaviours on the individual or 

collective scale include the following:

•	 the	denial	of	the	existence	of	the	threat

•	 a	belief	that	the	problem	won’t	happen	here	or	to	us

•	 the	projection	of	responsibility	or	blame	onto	someone	else

•	 wishful	thinking	or	rationalisation	that	the	problem	will	go	away	on	its	own,	that	it	is	less	severe	than		
 believed, or that silver-bullet solutions will be found

•	 a	traditionalist	refusal	to	do	anything	different	-“we’ve always done it this way”

•	 the	uncertainty	trap		-	“we don’t yet know enough to act”

other maladaptive responses to fear and frustration can include apathy, or reactance and counterproductive 

behaviours that may in fact increase one’s objective risk to external danger. Survey studies have found for 

example, that one common response to information about the threats of climate change is a desire to buy 

an Suv as a means of protecting against unpleasant or unpredictable weather.

and if threat information is unspecific, uncertain, perceived as manipulative, or if it comes from little-

trusted sources, it may not even evoke fear, but instead a feeling of anger or resentment.

according to mcKenzie-mohr and smith,11 in response to a threat, people have two broad 
coping strategies: 

problem-focused coping - taking direct action to alleviate the threat (in relation to global warming, 
using alternative transportation, increasing the energy efficiency of home, etc). 

emotion-focused coping - ignoring the issue, changing the topic whenever it is raised in 
conversation, denying that there is anything that can or needs to be done, etc

Whether someone uses problem-focused coping or emotion-focused coping appears to be determined by 

their perception of how much power they have to right the problem. if we perceive that we have a significant 

amount of control, we are likely to use problem-focused coping and if we perceive that we have very little, 

we are likely to use emotion-focused coping. Further research the authors have conducted suggests that, 

regarding global issues, our perception of how much control we have is largely determined by our sense of 

community. if we feel that in concert with others we can have an impact, we are likely to act. if, however, we 

feel little common purpose, we are likely to perceive that there is little we can do personally.

11  D. McKenzie-Mohr & W. Smith (1999) Fostering Sustainable Behaviour; p. 91/92
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nordhaus and shellenberger12 say that the more scared people become about social instability 
and death, the less likely we are to change the way we think. they say that psychological 
research shows that:

•		 presenting	frightening	disaster	scenarios	provokes	fatalism,	paralysis	and/or	individualistic	thoughts	of	
 adaptation, not empowerment, hope, creativity and collective action

•		 we	uniformly	describe	ourselves	as	happier	when	we	are	exercising	control	over	our	lives	and	feel	
 discouraged and depressed when we lose control

•		 we	respond	more	strongly	to	threats	that	we	have	a	mental	image	of	and	to	threats	that	involve	
 immediate changes in our perceptions of the world

•		 we	are	less	likely	to	acknowledge	a	threat	that	makes	us	feel	guilty,	than	one	that	does	not

•		 we	are	less	likely	to	acknowledge	a	threat	or	take	it	very	seriously	if	addressing	the	threat	is	tied	to	
 actions that we perceive as unpalatable - such as radically downgrading one’s quality of life. 

in 1998, ted brader, a political scientist at the university of michigan, devised a series of experiments 

to see who is influenced by the emotional appeals in political campaign ads in the uS.13 he recruited 

286 volunteers through community service announcements and flyers, in eleven communities in 

massachusetts. at the time, a primary election race was under way with two leading candidates vying to 

be the Democratic nominee for governor. brader created four ads for one of the candidates using scripts 

he wrote, along with video clips and music taken from past ads. the first featured a voice-over that was 

“enthusiastic” and positive but the images and music were bland; the second ad used the same voice-

over but the words were matched with soaring music and images of sunny skies and laughing children. a 

third ad featured a fearful script about crime and drugs, but again it used bland pictures and music, unlike 

the fourth ad, which had the same script but paired it with ominous music and harsh images of guns, 

criminals and drugs. the idea was to separate the effects of negative and positive information from those 

of negative and positive emotion. 

the subjects were shown a half hour news show, with commercial breaks which included one of the 

ads. When the screening ended, participants answered a series of written questions about the newscast, 

the commercials and the upcoming elections. the results were interesting. people who saw the juiced-

up version of the enthusiastic ad were more likely to say they would volunteer for a campaign, vote in 

the primary election, and vote in the general election than were those who saw the bland version of the 

same ad. note this was the result of a single casual viewing of one short ad. Fear seemed to be much 

less influential, however, as there was little difference between the answers of those who saw the fear 

drenched ad and those who saw the neutral version. the effect of the emotional “enthusiasm” ad was 

universal – it influenced everybody, whether they knew anything about politics or not. but the effect of 

the fear based ad was divided. it did not boost the rate at which those who knew less about politics said 

they would get involved. but it did significantly influence those who knew more - making them much more 

likely to say they would volunteer and vote.

their conclusion - it isn’t the less informed who are likely to be influenced by fear-driven advertising. it is 
the more informed, those who have already made up their mind. 

in an article on the big think website,14 matthew c. nisbett points to research which suggests that many 

political leaders, environmentalists, and scientists - by focusing narrowly on the risks of climate change - 

may unintentionally trigger disbelief, scepticism, or decreased concern among audiences. 

12  T. Nordhaus & Shellenberger (2007) Break Through p. 222
13  D. Gardner (2008) Risk; p. 146/7
14  http://bigthink.com/ideas/24991
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15  http://willer.berkley.edu/FeinbergWiller2011.pdf

in surveys since 2007, fewer people report concern over climate change, less report that they accept that 

human activities are causing climate change, and a growing number of americans say that they believe 

that the news media exaggerate the problem. 

While many claim that this shift in public opinion is due to the impact of the climate sceptics, nisbett 

maintains that a de-sensitization among segments of the public to climate change fear appeals is a very 

likely cause.

interestingly, in his article he refers to a study carried out by matthew Feinberg and robb Willer, from the 

Department of Sociology in uc berkeley,15 which suggests that the tendency towards “belief in a just 

world” also serves as a psychological filter on fear based messages about climate change. the just world 

phenomenon is particularly prevalent in the uS. people who have a strong belief in a just world tend to 

view society as being ordered by hard work and individual merit.  Future rewards await those who strive 

for them, and punishment awaits those who slacken or break rules. 

according to a news release about the research, 97 uc berkeley students were ranked according to 

their political attitudes, scepticism about global warming and level of belief in whether the world is just or 

unjust. rated on a “just world scale,” which measures people’s belief in a just world for themselves and 

others, participants were asked how much they agree with such statements as “I believe that, by and 

large, people get what they deserve,” and “I am confident that justice always prevails over injustice.”

next, participants read a news article about global warming, which started out with factual data provided 

by the united nations intergovernmental panel of climate change. half the participants received articles 

that ended with warnings about the apocalyptic consequences of global warming, and the other half 

read ones that concluded with positive messages focused on potential solutions, such as technological 

innovations that could reduce carbon emissions.

results showed that those who read the positive messages were more open to believing in the existence 

of global warming and had more faith in science’s ability to solve the problem. moreover, those who 

scored high on the just world scale were less sceptical about global warming when exposed to the positive 

message. by contrast, those exposed to doomsday messages became more sceptical, particularly those 

who scored high on the just world scale.

in a second experiment, involving forty five volunteers recruited from thirty u.S. cities via craigslist, 

researchers looked specifically at whether increasing one’s belief in a just world would increase his or her 

skepticism about global warming.

half the volunteers were asked to unscramble sentences such as “prevails justice always” so they would 

be more likely to take a just world view when doing the research exercises. they then showed them a 

video featuring innocent children being put in harm’s way to illustrate the threat of global warming to 

future generations.

those who had been primed for a just world view responded to the video with heightened scepticism and 

less willingness to change their lifestyles to reduce their carbon footprint.
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Climate porn 
in 2006, the uk institute for public policy research (ippr)16, coined the term climate porn to describe the 

alarmist language widely used to discuss climate change, which, they say  offers a terrifying, and perhaps 

secretly thrilling, spectacle, but ultimately makes the issue appear unreal and distances the public from the 

problem. having looked thorough more than six hundred articles and ninety tv, radio and press ads, news 

clips and websites over three months, their research concluded that the alarmist language widely used to 

discuss climate change is likely to be having a counter-productive effect. 

the “we’re all going to die” approach which refers to climate change as awesome, terrible, immense and 

beyond human control, excludes the possibility of real action - ‘The problem is just too big for us to take on’. 

according to Simon retallack of the ippr, climate change messages fall into two categories: the first 

provides the apocalyptic vision of catastrophe, the second focuses on small actions everyone can take to 

counter climate change, urging people to “follow 10 top tips” and “start saving energy and money today 

with simple measures”. the language is one of ease and domesticity, seen in reference to kettles, tvs and 

light switches. the problem with this is that it easily lapses into “wallpaper” - the domestic, the routine, 

the boring and the too-easily ignorable.

and when the two approaches, the apocalyptic and the mundane, are put side-by-side as they often 

are - “20 things you can do to save the planet from destruction” - you can forgive people for thinking 

“why bother?”

retallack says we should spend less time trying to convince people that climate change is real, instead 

treating the argument as having been won and the facts as so taken for granted that they need not be 

disputed. if the problem is discussed, we should steer well clear of using inflated or extreme language and 

giving the impression that we are all doomed. above all, he says, we need to place the solutions upfront 

and inject communications about them with the energy they currently lack. 

two climate change ads produced by the uk government in 200917 were banned by the advertising 

Standards authority (aSa) for exaggerating the potential harm. the adverts, commissioned by ed miliband, 

the then energy secretary, used popular nursery rhymes to suggest that britain faced an inevitable increase 

in storms, floods and heat waves unless greenhouse gas emissions are brought under control. one 

depicted three men floating in a bathtub over a flooded british landscape, and the text read: “Rub a dub 

dub, three men in a tub - a necessary course of action due to flash flooding caused by climate change.” 

the other showed two children peering into a stone well amid an arid, post-climate-change landscape. it 

read: “Jack and Jill went up the hill to fetch a pail of water. There was none as extreme weather due to 

climate change had caused a drought.”

the aSa ruled that the claims made in the newspaper adverts were not supported by solid science and 

told the Department of energy and climate change that they should not be published again.

it also referred the accompanying television commercial to the broadcast regulator, ofcom, for potentially 

breaching a prohibition on political advertising. ofcom decided that the ad had sailed close to the wind, but 

that it was not “political”

To	view	the	ad,	see	http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QD2WTK94c1U	

16  http://www.ippr.org.uk/pressrelease/?id+2240
 http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2006/aug/03/theproblemwithclimateporn
17  http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-1258712/Jack-Jill-hyped-risks-global-warming-government-adverts-children.html
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18  M.  Gaffney (20110) Flourishing
19  Ibid.; p. 235
20  Elaine Fox (2012) Rainy Brain, Sunny Brain

Flourishing
clinical psychologist maureen gaffney,18 says that a sobering body of evidence is now showing that 

negative emotions and the patterns of thoughts and behaviour they trigger, are far more powerful, 

contaminating and contagious, and their long term effects considerably more troublesome, than was 

once suspected. but she concedes that we shouldn’t eliminate all negativity from our lives. unless 

we feel fear, we can’t protect ourselves from harm; unless we feel anger we won’t fight injustice or 

protect what we value. Without the capacity for longing and sadness, we can’t know the power of love. 

but there is a balance and that balance is astonishingly precise. moreover, the positive-negative ratio 

in the way we feel, think and behave is what determines whether we flourish or languish in life, and 

also whether our relationships, and the organisations we work in, flourish. When we achieve the right 

ratio, it initiates an upwards virtuous spiral. When the ratio is wrong, we are tipped into a downward 

vicious cycle. this is when we become depressed, when relationships begin to flounder, and when 

organisations become dysfunctional.

the magic ratio is 5:1. For people, communities and organisations to function normally we need to have 

3 parts of positivity to 1 part of negativity; this is the minimum platform. For everyone to flourish, to be at 

their best and most productive, and to be able to respond to challenges, the ratio has to be ramped up to 5 

parts positivity to 1 part negativity. 

and setting out positively to create a particular state of mind is much more likely to succeed than setting 

out to eliminate a negative state of mind. So, we need to actively build the positive, and actively contain 

(not eliminate) the negative.

after all, the rewards are great. being in a positive mood makes you:19

•	 A	more	constructive	thinker

•	 Better	at	creating	an	atmosphere	of	generosity,	cooperation	and	trust

•	 Better	able	to	develop	and	maintain	high-quality	interpersonal	relationships	

•	 More	creative	at	resolving	conflicts	when	they	arise

psychologist and neuroscientist, elaine Fox20 states that psychological science has established a simple 

truth: how we view the world and how we interact with it change how the world responds to us. our way 

of being, our take on things, the attitude we bring to life, our affective mindset, colours our world, affecting 

our health, our wealth, and our general well-being. Whether we are optimistic and turn to the bright side of 

life, or pessimistic and turn to the dark, can define who we are and how other people see or hear us.

according to Fox, optimism has a lot to do with accepting the world as it is, acknowledging that both good 

and bad have their place, and the trick is to not allow notions of evil or negativity to overwhelm us. the 

trait of pessimism is almost the polar opposite. the mind of the dispositional pessimist becomes infused 

with negativity, and every setback is taken as further evidence that the world is against them. pessimists 

are convinced that their problems are beyond their control and will never go away. Such feelings of 

powerlessness frequently lead to an enduring passivity and lack of motivation, which are key components 

of pessimism and its darker cousin, depression.

optimists, on the other hand, feel that they have some control over what happens to them; tackling 

problems as temporary hitches, rather than as ongoing difficulties. they have a natural tendency to accept 

the world as it is but believe that the way you deal with things determine who you are.

the traits of optimism and pessimism are not fixed entities. the brain, after all, is elastic. having 

concentrated a lot on negativity and pessimism, neuroscience and psychology are now trying to 
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understand the mechanism underlying the resilience and optimism of our sunny brain. one factor that has 

emerged repeatedly from many different area of research is that feelings of being in control are crucial. if 

we have a real sense that we control our destiny, this not only helps us bounce back from setbacks but 

also maximises our well being and enjoyment of life. if we believe we have even a small degree of control 

over a difficult situation, it becomes far easier to deal with.

Vision 
“I have a dream today!

I have a dream that one day every valley shall be exalted, and every hill and mountain shall 
be made low, the rough places will be made plain, and the crooked places will be made 
straight and the glory of the Lord shall be revealed and all flesh shall see it together.

This is our hope, and this is the faith that I go back to the South with.

With this faith, we will be able to hew out of the mountain of despair a stone of hope. 
With this faith, we will be able to transform the jangling discords of our nation into a 
beautiful symphony of brotherhood. With this faith, we will be able to work together, to 
pray together, to struggle together, to go to jail together

MARTIN LuTHER KING JR.

according to nordhaus & Shellenberger,21 we need a vision and a plan that makes people feel more 

in control of their future and better able to address the climate crisis. We need a story that offers 

immediate, perceptible impacts that can be observed and directly addressed in the present, not in the 

future. and we need a definition of global warming that is easy to represent by a mental image, which 

communicates a perceptible and immediate change in the environment and does not make people feel 

guilty. We need a solution that is not perceived to require tremendous, arduous sacrifice and which gives 

people a sense of control.

this vision requires a new mood appropriate for the world we hope to create. it should be a mood of 

gratitude, joy and pride, not one of sadness, fear and regret. it should trigger feelings of joy rather then 

sadness, control rather then fatalism, and gratitude rather than resentment. if we are grateful to be alive, 

then we must be grateful that our ancestors overcame, and we must know that thanks to what they have 

given us, we too will do the right thing.

Stephen hounsham22 says we need to start looking at things in a different way. this means taking people 

from where they are, rather then where we’d like them to be. it means trying to touch people’s emotions 

and inspiring them, rather then starting an argument with them. it means focusing on the positive with 

messages of “we can do this” and “something better is on the way”, rather than nicholas humphrey’s 

“the world’s going to end. I thought you’d like to know.” 

We have to stop using shock or guilt tactics and to avoid the temptation to exaggerate or go beyond 

science. the presumption must be that we will get through all this, and that there is light at the end of the 

tunnel and that it is daylight, rather than the train hurtling towards us. our motto should be to reassure and 

offer a way through.

21  T. Nordhaus & M Shellenberger (2007) Break Through
22  S. Hounsham (2006) Painting the Town Green; p. 7
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We need to agree a vision of the future and make sure it isn’t hopelessly unobtainable. this has to be 

presented as an exciting new way of looking at things and marketed as something better. We should 

turn from defence to attack by moving away from “defending” the environment through the reduction of 

damage and exploitation to “attacking” on its behalf through promoting a positive vision of a better way of 

doing things. in this way we can be associated with solutions rather than problems. our message must be 

“something better is on the way.” 

and according to richard Florida,23 creativity is the driving force for change. creativity is a virtually limitless 

resource. it is multi-faceted and multi-dimensional. each of us has creative potential that we love to 

exercise and that can be turned to valuable ends. Furthermore, creativity is the great leveller. it cannot be 

handed down or “owned” in the traditional sense. it is a precious asset not to be squandered trivially, and 

a powerful force to be harnessed and directed with careful consideration of all its possible consequences.

it is our commitment to creativity in its varied dimensions that forms the underlying spirit of our age. and 

the task of building a truly creative society is not a game of solitaire. this game, we play as a team.

smile or Die
“Realism - to the point of defensive pessimism – is a prerequisite not only for human 
survival but for all animal species” 24

the views of barbara ehrenreich add a note of caution to this chapter and should remind us to avoid being 

too happy-clappy.

 

ehrenreich rails at the “positive thinking” industry, which she says is “a quintessential American 

activity, associated in our minds with both individual and national success” which is “driven by a terrible 

insecurity.” She says that americans have been working hard for decades to school themselves in the 

techniques of positive thinking, and these include the reflexive capacity for dismissing bad news.

by insisting that we concentrate on happy outcomes rather than on lurking hazards, positive thinking 

contradicts one of our most fundamental instincts, one that we share not only with other primates and 

mammals but with reptiles, insects and fish. the rationale of the positive thinkers has been that the world 

is not, as or at least no longer is, the dangerous place we imagined it to be.

but ehrenreich does not think the alternative to positive thinking is despair. in her view, negative thinking 

can be just as delusional as the positive kind. Depressed people project their misery onto the world, 

imagining worst outcomes from every endeavour, and they then feed their misery on to these distorted 

expectations. in both cases, there is an inability to separate emotion from perception. You accept the 

illusion over reality, either because it feels good or, in the depressive’s case, because it reinforces familiar, 

downwardly spiralling neural pathways. the alternative to both is to try to get outside of ourselves and see 

things as they are, or as uncoloured as possible by our own feelings and fantasies, and to understand that 

the world is full of both danger and opportunity.

the threats we face are real - global warming, peak oil, forests are falling, deserts are advancing, the supply 

of animal species is declining, seas are rising and there are fewer fish to eat. but they can be vanquished 

only by “shaking off self-absorption and taking action in the world”, and by having a good time trying.

23  R. Florida (2002) The Rise of the Creative Class; Preface
24  Barbara Ehrenreich (2009); Smile or Die; p. 200
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When campaigning on climate change, we environmentalists believe our message should be heard by 

all. after all, the problem will affect everyone. We get the seriousness of the situation, so why shouldn’t 

you?  and then, only the usual suspects turn up to our workshops, the same faithful journalists cover our 

press releases, and the tabloid newspapers continue to avoid us like the plague. as for the politicians, 

are they all thick?

We forget that you can’t treat people as a homogeneous group. not everyone is like us. Sadly, there is no 

one size that fits all.

at a very basic level, we need to understand that very often, people who are struggling, whether under 

financial, physical or emotional pressure, often just don’t have time or energy left over to help save the 

world. they won’t be turning up to our demonstrations, or writing to their local tD’s. even if they know 

they have every reason to be concerned, they may not have the oomph to take a stand. and who can 

blame them? the stresses of looking after young children, of caring for elderly or disabled relatives or 

dealing with ill health, or unemployment can be immense. We therefore cannot presume that parents 

of young children will be more concerned about climate change because they are worried about their 

children’s future. nor can we take for granted that people who were recently flooded will be out waving 

climate chaos banners, or that farmers with sodden crops will sign our petition.

on a deeper psychological level, people may not respond to our message because they see the world in 

a different way. they may have a different mindset or be motivated in distinct ways. they may have an 

alternative view on life. 

hierarChy of needs
in 1943, uS psychologist, abraham maslow, published a paper called A Theory of Human Motivation, 

which mapped out a pyramid of human needs. at the bottom of this hierarchy are the basic requirements, 

and as people move upwards their needs become increasingly psychological and social.  maslow was 

what planet are you on? 
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particularly interested in the top level of self-actualization, which he saw as a process of growing and 

achieving individual potential. he also believed that these needs resemble instincts and play a major role in 

motivating behaviour. 

the theory suggests that our most basic requirements must be met before we can aspire to attaining the 

secondary or higher level needs. So, if you live in poverty, your main aim is to get food, shelter, and the 

necessities for life, and to feel safe and secure – and you may not have much time left over to worry about 

climate change. once these basic needs are met, people are more motivated to acquire “outer-directed” 

social needs, such as love, belongingness and esteem and self respect, both for themselves and others. 

maslow proposed that people then look for “inner-directed”, growth related, self actualisation needs, 

which lead to an emphasis on morality, creativity, spontaneity, problem solving, and a lack of prejudice. this 

theory may explain why environmental and social justice issues are of more concern to the middle classes. 

Motivational groups
the authors of Positive Energy1  refer to a well established segmentation model, which, drawing on 

maslow’s theory, identifies three broad motivational groups covering the general population. each group 

has its own emotional needs and very different attitudes towards risk.

pioneers - the inner-directed or pioneers of change are strongly motivated by ethical concerns and 

stimulated by new ideas and ways of doing things. they seek meaning in life and new truths and 

look ahead to new horizons. they like change, discovery and the unknown, and are not worried 

about status. they often become activists (that’s us) and their action mode is DiY. pioneers make 

up 35% of the uK population. this group is expected to grow over the next forty years as people 

satisfy their outer directed needs.

prospectors - the outer directed status seekers who place a high value on success and wealth. 

they scale things up, become managers and follow fashion. they like earning and spending money 

and see the world as a big opportunity. they tend to be ambitious and position and power are 

important to them. in the past 25 years, this has been the largest and the fastest-growing group, 

most strongly represented by middle-income women and teenagers. prospectors make up 44% of 

the uK population.

settlers - the security and sustenance driven people, who are more concerned with their home-

base, tradition and belonging. they tend to look backwards, to yesteryear (which was better) 

and dislike change, or anything new or different, as this threatens their identity and their sense 

of belonging, security and safety. Financial security is of high importance, and money is spent 

cautiously. they don’t like challenging authority, and are open to messages from people in authority. 

Settlers make up 21% of the british population. 

1  S Retallack, T awrence & M Lockwood (2007) Positive Energy; p. 142
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alternative perCeptions of reality
in the first chapter of Clumsy Solutions for a Complex World,2  the authors, marco verweij & michael 

thompson, ask a number of questions: if we continue to accumulate greenhouse gases, will catastrophic 

consequences occur?; Does climate change put the future of the world at risk?; can only a radical 

reallocation of global wealth and power rescue us?; or should people chill out as technological progress 

will see us through in the end?

they argue that people understand a phenomenon like global warming, and indeed almost any major social 

and political problem, in different ways which are derived from alternative perceptions of reality. these 

alternative ways of understanding the world justify, represent, and emerge from different approaches to 

organising social relations. therefore, successful solutions to pressing social ills must be creative, flexible 

and above all “clumsy”. 

using the framework of cultural theory of risk proposed by mary Douglas and aaron Wildavsky,3 the 

authors claim that there are four primary ways of organising, perceiving, and justifying social relations, or, 

more simply put, “ways of life”- egalitarianism, hierarchy, individualism, and  fatalism. 

these different forms of association tend to produce alternative ways of perceiving nature and human 

nature, which then determine the policy prescriptions that follow. they also reflect the different views 

people have on the relationship between the individual and society, and they offer a rich insight into how, 

and why, people perceive risks in different ways.

cultural theory assumes that the four organisational principles are constantly interacting – forever merging, 

splitting and recombining – in unpredictable ways, at every level of social organisation. this can result in an 

endlessly changing, infinitely varied, and complex social world. 

egalitarianism - nature is seen as fragile and intricately interconnected, and man is essentially 

caring (until corrupted by coercive hierarchical institutions); we must all tread lightly on the earth; 

equal distribution is important; voluntary simplicity is the only solution to our environmental 

problems and the precautionary principle must be enforced; group oriented; people are equal, 

joined together through voluntary associations and few governing rules; the climate system is in 

a precarious and delicate state of balance and the slightest disturbance by humans can trigger a 

collapse; risks are frightening and may spiral out of control.

hierarchy - the world is controllable and nature is tolerant, if treated with care within limits; man 

is malleable, deeply flawed but redeemable by firm, long-lasting and trustworthy institutions; 

group oriented; fair distribution is ensured through a strong social structure of rank, role and need, 

governed by rules; the climate system is to a certain degree uncontrollable, but can be resilient if 

suitably managed by certified experts; greater knowledge is required to manage the risks.

individualism - nature is benign and resilient, able to recover from exploitation; man is essentially 

self-seeking and unconnected; trial and error (unfettered markets) is the way to go; outcomes are a 

personal responsibility; not group oriented although co-operation is valued if it is seen to be in one’s 

best interests; little emphasis on conventions or rules; any risks introduced by climate change are 

viewed as manageable and despite the impact of humans, the earth’s climate will re-establish itself 

at a tolerable level.

2  (Eds.) Marco Verweij & Micheal Thompson (2006) Clumsy Solutions for a Complex World
3  Mary Douglas & Aaron Wildavsky (1982); Risk and Culture

3

1

2

3

a
r

t
iC

l
e

 4
  p

a
g

e



fatalism - nature is a lottery; man is fickle and untrustworthy; fairness is not to be found in this life; 

there is no possibility of effecting change for the better; outcomes are a function of chance; not 

group-oriented; see themselves as isolated individuals within a stratified and rule-bound society; 

climate change is seen as fundamentally unpredictable, influenced by a multiplicity of factors, of 

which humans are but one; climate has always presented risks to humanity and will continue to do 

so in the future, so why bother?

differing world views
political and social viewpoints on how society should be organised can also provide frames within which 

people see and respond to issues such as climate change.

two opposing ideologies particularly evident in the united States are those presented by conservatives 

and liberals. 

Conservatives - generally believe in individual freedom, tradition, moral values and a society with 

small government. their political demands usually include low taxes, minimal welfare provisions 

and particularly in the uS the right to carry guns and an aversion to free healthcare. they are most 

likely to vote republican. conservatives believe that the role of government should be to provide 

people the freedom necessary to pursue their own goals. they are more likely to be sceptical of 

climate change.

liberals - generally believe in liberty, equality and a benign but active state. they support free and 

fair elections, civil liberties, human rights and freedom of the press and the welfare state. liberals 

usually rail against corruption and the power of large corporations and wealthy social and political 

elites. they are most likely to vote for the Democrats. liberals believe the role of government 

should be to ensure that no one is in need. they are more likely to accept climate change.
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the trouble with mindsets, personality groupings and different ideologies is that issues are not seen on 

their merits, but rather they get filtered through each person’s belief system, and appropriately tweaked 

along the way. 

So the message is seen in different ways by different people. not only that, the message may also be 

seen in a different way because the messenger is perceived to have certain beliefs or world views, or to 

be a certain kind of person.

in general, environmentalists fall into the liberal camp and climate sceptics are quite likely to be 

conservative. and it would appear that we drive many conservatives like guardian journalist, brendan 

o’neill, mad.

“Liberty - true liberty - requires that people see themselves as self-respecting, self-determining subjects, 

capable of making free choices and pursuing the “good life” as they see fit. Today, by contrast, we are 

warned that we are toxic, loaded, dangerous specimens, who must always restrain our instincts and aspire 

to austerity. This is not conducive to a culture of liberty; indeed, it represents a dangerous historic shift, 

from the Enlightenment era of free citizenship to a new dark age where individuals are depicted as meek 

in the face of more powerful, unpredictable forces: the gods of the sea, sky and ozone layer. And of the 

individuals who say” to hell with environmentalism” and continue living the way they want to? Apparently 

in the words of the Ecologist, they have a disordered “psychology”; they are victims of “self-deception and 

mass denial.” Some greens openly admit they are on the side of illiberalism. George Monbiot describes 

environmentalism as “a campaign not for more freedom but for less.” Environmentalism is instinctively 

and relentlessly illiberal, and it is doing more to inculcate people with fear, self-loathing and a religious-style 

sense of meekness than any piece of anti-terror ever could, If you believe in freedom, you must reject it.” 4 

Steven milloy founder and publisher of JunkScience.com and a columnist for Foxnews.com is also incensed: 

“The environmental movement has cultivated a warm and fuzzy public image, but behind the smiley-face 

rhetoric of “sustainability” and “conservation” lies a dark agenda. The Greens aim to regulate your behaviour, 

downsize your lifestyle, and invade the most intimate aspects of your personal life…... Whether they’re 

demanding that you turn down your thermostat, stop driving your car, or engage in some other senseless act 

of self-denial, the Greens are envisioning a grim future for you marked by endless privation.” 5

and our home-grown Kevin myers says, “I don’t like the Greens at all. I see so much of the old Catholic 

Church in the Greens. There’s a kind of wild dogmatism which makes me nervous. It does not mean you 

are virtuous, just because you believe in the environment. It does not raise you above mob instincts. I see 

the potential in the Greens for all sorts of nasty kinds of totalitarian possibilities.” 6

lest you still think it’s possible to treat people as a homogenous group, check out malcolm gladwell’s talk 

on spaghetti sauce!  http://www.ted.com/talks/malcolm_gladwell_on_spaghetti_sauce.html

4  B O Neill Greens are the Enemies of Liberty; The Guardian: 15 July 2008
5  S Milloy (2009) Green Hell: How Environmentalistst Plan to ruin your life and 
 What you can do to stop them; inside flap
6  P Cunningham (2008) Ireland’s Burning; p. 68
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i was a child of the 1960’s and 70’s and, from day one, we were schooled in the art of using less – partly 

because we never had much money, but also because of the times and my parents’ environmental beliefs. 

i never knew not to turn the lights off, or to let the hot (or cold for that matter) tap running. the car was for 

functional trips only - where possible we cycled. Surprising though it may be today, i have never lived in 

a house with a clothes drier or a dish-washing machine. So when someone asked me recently how i can 

possibly live without them, i was bemused - sure it’s easy, was all i could say. She said that there was no 

way that she could ever give hers up.

messages about climate change or oil depletion are often accompanied by recommendations that we 

cut back, or cut out high energy activities, driving, flying or indiscriminate shopping. but what has to be 

remembered is that most of us dislike sacrifice and we hate losses. 

roughly speaking, losing something makes us twice as miserable as gaining the same thing makes us 

happy. therefore, losses have more than twice the psychological impact as equivalent gains. 

The endowmenT effeCT 
the endowment effect is a term coined in 1980 by uS behavioral economist, richard thaler, to describe 

the hypothesis that people value something more, once their property right to it has been established. in 

other words, people place a higher value on objects they own relative to objects they do not.

the effect kicks in when something is given to you - it is now yours. ownership creates satisfaction. after 

only a few minutes, giving it up will entail a loss. 

in an experiment by Kahneman, Knetch and thaler1 half the students in a class were given coffee mugs 

with the insignia of their home university embossed on it. the students who did not get a mug were 

asked to examine their neighbour’s mugs. the mug owners were then invited to sell their mugs, and the 

non-owners were asked to buy them. each had to answer the question “at each of the following prices, 

indicate whether you would be willing to give up your mug/buy a mug.” the results showed that those 
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with mugs demanded roughly twice as much to give up their mugs as others were willing to pay to get 

one. thousands of mugs have been used in dozens of replications of this experiment, but the results are 

nearly always the same. once i have a mug i don’t want to give it up. but if i don’t have one, i don’t feel 

such an urgent need to buy one. in another experiment, half the students were given coffee mugs and the 

other half got chocolate bars. the mugs and the chocolate cost the same, and in pre-tests students were 

as likely to choose one as the other. Yet, when they were offered the chance to switch from a mug to a bar 

of chocolate, or vice versa, only one in ten switched!

interestingly, when it is explained to subjects that their behaviour is “irrational”, they tend to strongly 

disagree. they are not making simple mistakes, which when pointed out, they instantly correct. people will 

gladly defend their instinct to value what is already theirs. 

another study2 compared the way in which the endowment effect influences people to make car-buying 

decisions, under two conditions. in one, they were offered the car loaded with options, and their task was 

to eliminate the options they didn’t want. in the second, they were offered the car devoid of options, and 

their task was to add the ones they wanted. people in the first condition ended up with many more options 

than people in the second. because losses hurt more than gains satisfy, people judging, say, a $400 

stereo upgrade that is part of the car’s endowment may decide that giving it up (a loss) will hurt more than 

its $400 price. in contrast, when the upgrade is not part of the car’s endowment, they may decide that 

choosing it (a gain) won’t produce $400 worth of good feeling. So the endowment effect is operating even 

before people actually close the deal on their new car.

loss aversion 
loss aversion has been proposed as an explanation for the endowment effect - people are more 

motivated by avoiding a loss than acquiring a similar gain. this, of course, affects how we make 

decisions in risky situations.

psychologists, Daniel Kahneman and amos tversky, worked together to develop prospect theory, which 

aims to explain irrational economic choices and is considered one of the seminal works of behavioural 

economics. in 2002, after tversky’s death, Kahneman was subsequently awarded the nobel prize in 

economics science.

consider the question: would you bet €10 on the flip of a coin if you stood to win €20? You’ve got a 50% 

chance of losing €10 and a 50% chance of winning €20, which seems like a good bet to take. Yet studies 

show that people tend not to take it. 

before Kahneman and tversky (1979) published their research, risky decisions were usually analysed 

by thinking about the total wealth involved. when you look at the bet in this context it makes sense to 

gamble - it’s obvious you’ve got more to gain than you have to lose - but most people keep their hands 

in their pockets.

Kahneman and tversky have shown that in fact people think about small gambles in terms of losses, gains 

and neutral outcomes. it is actually the changes in wealth on which people base their decision-making 

calculations. it also turns out that at low levels of risk, such as this coin flip situation, people are more 

averse to the loss of €10 than they are attracted by the chance of winning the €20. Studies have shown 

2  Barry Schwartz (2004); The Parodox of Choice; p. 72
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that people actually need the chance of winning €30 before they’ll consider risking their own €10. 

now imagine the following two options: you have an 85% chance of losing €1,000 along with a 15% 

chance of losing nothing, or you have a 100% chance of losing €800. according to logic you should choose 

the sure loss of £800, but most people don’t. when the potential for loss is there, suddenly, people prefer 

to gamble and take a risk. Yet, when there’s the potential for gains, people are more risk averse.

Following on from this, Kahneman and tversky realized that people behave in different ways depending on 

how the risky situation is framed and whether the risk is presented in terms of losses or gains. they posed 

the following classic examples.

Imagine your country is preparing for the outbreak of a disease expected to kill 600 people. If program A 

is adopted, exactly 200 people will be saved. If program B is adopted there is a 1/3 probability that 600 

people will be saved and a 2/3 probability that no people will be saved.

because the risk is presented in terms of gains, 72% of people chose option a  which is, in fact, worse!

Imagine your country is preparing for the outbreak of a disease expected to kill 600 people. If program A is 

adopted, exactly 400 people will die. If program B is adopted there is a 1/3 probability that no one will die 

and a 2/3 probability that 600 people will die.

this time the same problem is presented in terms of losses. now 78% of people choose b – they 

suddenly prefer to take a risk, despite the fact that both situations are, mathematically, identical.

sTaTus Quo bias
Status quo bias - a term coined by william Samuelson and richard Zeckhauser (1988), is also connected 

to loss aversion - it is assumed that the loss of the status quo option looms larger than the gain of an 

alternative option. as a general rule, people are conservative because they do not want to lose the gains 

they have already made. as a result, they may view attempts to get ahead as potentially risky. in several 

studies, when presented with basically identical situations, subjects tend to choose the decision which is 

least likely to cause a loss.

this cognitive bias obviously plays a very important role in decision making, causing people to make the 

choice which is least likely to cause a change. the status quo bias can also play a role in daily routines; many 

people eat the same thing for breakfast day after day, sit in the same seat in class, or walk to work in exactly 

the same pattern, without variation. the inability to be flexible can cause people to become stressed or upset 

when a situation forces them to make a choice, and it may close their eyes to potential opportunities. 

while loss aversion operates as a kind of cognitive nudge pushing us not to make changes, even when 

they are in our interest, it is not the only reason for inaction.

another cause can be lack of attention or lethargy – we adopt the “yeah whatever” heuristic. For instance, 

a surprising number of us don’t switch tv or radio channels. Despite many other available choices, we 

keep watching or listening to the one we’re on. we fall victim to the automatic renewal of magazine 

subscriptions. those in charge of circulation know that if people have to make a phone call to cancel the 

likelihood of renewal is much higher than if we have to do something to indicate that we actually want to 

continue receiving the magazine. 
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3  Richard Thaler & Cass Sunstein (2008); Nudge; p. 43-4 
4  http://americandreamcoalition-org.adblog.org/transit/sunkcosteffect.pdf
5  Arkes and Blumer (1985)

in an experiment carried out by brian wansink,3 patrons of a chicago cinema were given a free bucket 

of stale popcorn (popped 5 days earlier, so that it actually squeaked when eaten!). people were not 

specifically informed of its staleness, but they didn’t like the popcorn. as one person said “It was like 

eating Styrofoam packing peanuts”. half of the moviegoers received a big bucket of popcorn and half 

received a medium-sized bucket. on average, recipients of the big bucket ate about 53% more popcorn, 

even though they didn’t really like it. when asked if they might have eaten more because of the size of 

their bucket, most denied the possibility, “Things like that don’t trick me.”

in another experiment, people sat down to a large bowl of campbell’s tomato soup and were told to eat 

as much as they wanted. unbeknownst to them, the soup bowls were designed to refill themselves (with 

empty bottoms connected to machinery beneath the table). no matter how much soup subjects ate, the 

bowl never emptied. many people just kept eating, not paying attention to the fact that they were really 

eating a great deal of soup, until the experiment was (mercifully) ended. large plates and large packages 

mean more eating. it plays its part when people are asked to switch to low carbon activities.

in economics, the status quo bias explains why many people make very conservative financial choices, 

such as keeping their deposits at one bank even when they are offered a better rate of interest by a bank 

which is essentially identical in all other respects. the status quo bias can also play a role in the world 

of marketing, as companies have learned to their chagrin when they radically redesign packaging or 

ingredients of popular products. while the status quo bias can provide a certain amount of self-protection 

by encouraging people to make safer choices, it can also become crippling, by preventing someone from 

making more adventurous choices. like other cognitive biases, this bias can be so subtle that people aren’t 

aware of it, making it hard to break out of set patterns. it plays its part when people are asked to switch to 

low carbon activities.

sunk CosTs 
humans have a psychological need to persevere and succeed even if there appear to be insurmountable 

obstacles. and the more time, effort and money you invest in the endeavour, the harder it is to pull out 

of it, even if it becomes obvious that the outcome will not be good. while it may appear to the objective 

observer that there is no point in throwing good money after bad, that is often just what we do because 

we are not able to respond rationally. we want to see our efforts pay off, and the more we have invested 

the more we want results. and we believe that if we work hard there should be some reward. before we 

know it, we have reached the point of no return.

in a paper by hal r. arkes and peter ayton,4 the authors say that there is no evidence that lower animals 

or young children exhibit this behaviour. they contend that a major contributor to the sunk cost effect is 

people’s desire not to appear wasteful. they quote the following experiment: 5

Assume that you have spent $100 on a ticket for a weekend ski trip to Michigan. Several weeks later you 

buy a $50 ticket for a weekend ski trip to Wisconsin. You think you will enjoy the Wisconsin ski trip more 

than the Michigan ski trip. As you are putting your just purchased Wisconsin ski trip ticket in your wallet 

you notice that the Michigan ski trip and the Wisconsin ski trip are for the same weekend.

It’s too late to sell either ticket, and you cannot return either one. You must use one ticket and not the 

other. Which ski trip will you go on? 
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over half of the participants who were asked this question said that they would rather go on the ski trip 

they would enjoy less - the michigan trip! this is contrary to the maxim that one should decide on the basis 

of incremental costs and benefits. apparently, many participants thought that they should go on the less 

desirable trip because to go on the less expensive wisconsin trip would “waste” twice as much money.

arkes and ayton also refer to tversky and Kahneman’s (1981) “lost ticket scenario.” 

Imagine that you have decided to see a play where admission is $10 per ticket. As you enter the theatre 

you discover that you have lost a $10 bill. Would you still pay $10 for a ticket for the play?

88% of the participants said they would. 12% said they wouldn’t.

Now imagine that you have decided to see a play and paid the admission price of $10 per ticket. As you 

enter the theatre you discover that you have lost the ticket. The seat was not marked and the ticket cannot 

be recovered. Would you pay $10 for another ticket?

this time, just 46% of the participants said they would and 54% said they wouldn’t!

So, if we lose the money, we are likely to buy another ticket because we don’t see the two amounts as 

being linked. however, if the money had already been assigned to the ticket, we cannot separate this prior 

loss from the current decision about whether or not to spend another $10.  as a result, the ticket seems 

too costly ($20), and it is less likely to be purchased.

You can see why it’s so hard for people to give up their gas guzzling Suv...
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1  Judith Rich Harris (1998/9); The Nurture Assumption-why children turn out the way they do
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“A child’s goal is not to become a successful adult, any more than a prisoner’s goal is 
to become a successful guard. A child’s goal is to become a successful child”.

JudiTH RicH HARRis

i was once one of those awful women who look at their friends’ children and wonder why on earth they 

don’t bring them up better. then i had my own son. i had thought childrearing was all about setting a good 

example, providing love, encouragement and support, imposing boundaries, and if push comes to shove, 

inflicting the necessary controlled punishment. how innocent i was.

While our son is of course the best thing since sliced bread, i now realise that there are three forces involved 

in most of our interactions - his parents’ will, his will and then the will of his friends and school mates. 

and Quentin and i are often battling against how he sees himself in relation to this peer group - no-one 

else has to do that...i’m the only one who doesn’t have a.....everyone else is going......

in 1994, Judith rich harris was a psychology textbook writer, with no doctorate or academic affiliation, 

working from her home in suburban new Jersey. because of a lupus-like illness, she didn’t have the 

strength to leave the house. however, she had plenty of time to think. her breakthrough idea came when 

she read a paper on how teenagers rebel against being teenagers and the restrictions put on them by 

adults. the theory was that they break the rules because they want to be like adults. harris felt the author 

had got it backwards – adolescents aren’t trying to be like other adults, they are trying to be like other 

adolescents. children identify with and learn from each other. 

rich harris began to write her book, The Nurture Assumption.1 in it she proposed the theory of group 

socialisation, whereby culture is transmitted by way of the children’s peer group.

group soCialisation
the central thesis of rich harris’ thesis is that, in the formation of an adult, genes and peers matter 

more than parents. She says that, apart from passing on their genes, parents have little influence over 

their children, except to choose their child’s peer group. it is this peer group that shapes us. this of 

peer pressure  
c u lt u r a l  a n d  S o c i a l  i n f l u e n c e S
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course appears simplistic and her theory certainly ruffled feathers. the idea ran counter to the engrained 

psychological and psychotherapeutic theories of the age and is still controversial in child development circles.

nevertheless, rich harris has a point which reverberates far beyond the area of child psychology. 

She insists that if we assume that the group is the natural environment of the child, we see things 

differently. during childhood, children learn to behave the way people of their age and sex are expected to 

behave in their social category. they adapt their behaviour to fit in with the others and where necessary 

they disguise their differentness. 

according to rich harris, personality has an inborn and an environmental component. the inborn 

part is with you wherever you go; it influences, to some extent, your behaviour in every context. the 

environmental component is specific to the context in which you acquired it. it includes not only the way 

you learned to behave in those contexts, but also the feelings you associate with them. if your parents 

make you feel worthless, those feelings of worthlessness are associated with the social contexts in which 

your parents did that to you. the feelings of worthlessness will be associated with outside-the-home 

contexts only if the people you encountered outside your home also made you feel like that.

this is why when you go home, the old self can re-appear the moment you walk through the door and hear 

your mother say “is that you, dear?” - the dignified successful women and men are soon back bickering 

and whining away at the family dinner table.

a child identifies itself with the psychological or reference group, the group to which, at a given moment 

in time, they want to belong. they learn what is expected from them within the relevant group, and most 

of all they try to fit in. that is why immigrant children tend to speak the language of their host country with 

local accents, not the broken accents of their parents. 

modern children are provided with a ready-made group of people “like me” -  their classmates. 

they interact with their families only when they are at home. they see their schoolfriends as being 

psychologically significant for them, the group to which they relate subjectively, the one for which they 

“take their rules, standards and beliefs about appropriate conduct and attitudes.” 

children who are unpopular with their peers tend to have low-self esteem, and rich harris thinks the 

feelings of insecurity can last a lifetime. You have been tried by a jury of your peers and you have been 

found wanting. You never quite get over that.

as children get older they have more freedom to choose the company they keep – the characteristics they 

start out with can become exaggerated. a bright child is more apt to join a clique of academic achievers, a 

not-so-bright child a different kind of clique. the influence of his companions motivates the bright child to 

do well in school and as a consequence he may become still brighter.

as an interesting example, rich harris refers to immigrants who come to the uS from another country. 

they often move to areas populated by others of the same national background - the  chinatowns or 

italian, Jewish or irish neighbourhoods, or in the midwest Swedish, norwegian or german districts. the 

children of immigrants who grow up in such areas are surrounded by peers who come from similar homes 

- homes in which english might not be spoken, in which chopsticks might be used instead of spoons and 

forks. in such areas, children blend their cultures – they acquire american ways with a foreign flavour. they 

speak english with an accent.

but immigrant culture is lost as soon as the family moves to a neighbourhood where they are no longer 

surrounded by people of the same national background. When the immigrants’ child joins a peer group of 
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ordinary, non-ethnic americans, the parents’ culture is lost very quickly. the last aspects of the old culture 

to disappear are those that are done at home, such as cooking. children tend not to learn how to cook in 

the presence of their peers.

Kids learn to become code-switchers. at home they speak chinese and eat with chopsticks, with their 

friends its english and a knife and fork. the code switching child toggles between her two cultures as 

she passes through the door of her home. click. click. but the two cultures are not equal. the children of 

immigrants bring the culture of their peers home to their parents: they do not, as a rule, bring the culture of 

their parents to their peers.

research has shown that the best predictor of whether a teenager will become a smoker is whether 

her friends smoke, not whether her parents smoke. Smoking is more likely to be a signal of adolescent 

solidarity - a way to demonstrate your allegiance to a particular peer group within the high school, to show 

your disdain for other groups (the goodie-goodies, the nerds), and to prove that you don’t give a damn 

about adult concerns and rules.

rich harris says that anti-smoking ads are very tricky.2 the best bet would be an ad campaign that gets 

across the idea that the promotion of smoking is a plot against teenagers by adults - by the fat cats of the 

tobacco industry. Show a covey of sleazy tobacco executives cackling gleefully each time a teenager buys 

a pack of cigarettes. Show them dreaming up ads designed to sell their products to the gullible teen - ads 

depicting smoking as cool and smokers as sexy. Show smoking as something they want us to do, not as 

something we want to do.

incidentally, Judith rich harris advises that the one way of rescuing a kid who is heading for trouble is to 

get him out of the neighbourhood and away from his delinquent peers. 

group socialisation theory can be expanded to include adults and our need to fit in with the social norms of 

our peer group, our community and wider society. and this desire to fit in and to keep up with the Jones 

plays its part in determining people’s responses to climate change.“Are my friends still driving suVs?” 

“How cool is it to be seen on a bike?” Are we the kind of people who drive electric cars?”

soCial norms
Social norms are complicated rules that dictate which actions are permissible. although we may be able 

to articulate the underlying tenets, they operate automatically and often unconsciously. Some norms may 

need to be enforced, with sanctions being applied when people cross the line. others become internalised 

and individuals abide by them of their own accord.  those who stick to the norms are rewarded by being 

thought well of, and punished by being thought badly of, whether or not those attitudes are intentionally 

expressed. and you know this because you bask in the good opinions or smart under the bad opinions - 

without anyone having to say or do anything. 

When we violate social norms, or observe someone else in violation, our brains respond with a range of 

emotions, designed to register the violation, to make us feel guilty, and to redress the imbalances caused. 

if we comply with the social norms we receive increased esteem, trust and, most importantly, cooperation. 

Some norms are seen as being crucial to society and we must adhere to them. for example, in the West, 

we all wear clothes and bury or cremate our dead. these were labelled “mores”, by the nineteenth 

century american sociologist William graham Sumner. 

2  Judith Rich Harris (1998/9); The Nurture Assumption; p. 283
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other social norms should be complied with, which means that there is social pressure on the individual 

to conform but there is some room for discretion. for instance, we dress our children in clean clothes 

and organise funerals to mark someone’s passing. Sumner called these behaviours “folk-ways”. he 

argued that values in folkways and mores are inherently non-rational, and yet powerful, in influencing 

thought and behaviour.

and then there are the norms that allow quite a bit of flexibility. in the West, women may wear dresses, 

skirts or trousers, the length of which is up to them, unless of course they stray too far up the leg. funeral 

and wedding ceremonies may now be organised in a variety of settings. 

 

social norms can be split into two groups:

Descriptive norms - which teach us how most people around us behave - we buy the right car and 

keep up with fashions.

injunctive norms - which alert us to what is sanctioned or frowned upon -  it is wrong to ignore traffic 

lights, or to throw litter on the ground; driving a hummer is no longer cool (as demonstrated in the 

last episode of er, when one of the characters abashedly admitted that her hire car was a hummer - 

“it was the only vehicle they had available”)

people need social proof, we look to others around us, including strangers for guidance on how to behave, 

and we look for cues in surroundings.  that is why canned laughter is used in sit-coms, to signal that a joke 

is funny.

if people perceive that there are no social “rules”, or that nobody cares, or no-one is “watching”, then 

their behaviour may reflect this lack of social support or boundaries. 

in the 1960s, Stanford university’s philip Zimbardo3  and his team left two seemingly abandoned 

cars on roadsides, one in wealthy palo alto, california and the other in the less salubrious bronx. in 

the bronx, within ten minutes, looters started by taking out the battery. over the next 48 hours, the 

researchers recorded 23 separate destructive acts by individuals or groups, who either took something 

from the abandoned vehicle or did something to wreck it. virtually all the acts occurred in broad daylight. 

Surprisingly, only one of these episodes involved adolescents. the rest were by adults, many well-dressed 

and driving by in cars, people who might qualify as at least lower-middle class. these might be the very 

same citizens who would, under other circumstances, have been mistaken for mature, responsible citizens 

demanding more law and order in their community. 

the car in the “neighbour-watched” palo alto remained untouched and when the researchers were 

removing it after five days, a complaint was made to the police that an abandoned car was being stolen!

this field study was the precursor to what later became known in 1982 as the “broken Windows theory” 

of crime devised by political scientist James Q. Wilson and criminologist george Kelling and which has 

since been used successfully in new York - their simple solution to crime control was to restore order to 

urban disorder by making it clear what was not acceptable in the community, starting at ground level - by 

removing abandoned cars, painting out graffiti and fixing broken windows.

norms of social responsibility and altruism are of particular interest, as the worst effects of climate change 

and unstable energy prices are being, and will continue to be, felt by those living in poverty, especially in 

the developing world. 

1
2

3  http://www.lucifereffect.com/about_content_anon.htm
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according to marc hauser,4 all societies have at least two norms of altruistic behaviour: we should help 

people who can’t help themselves - social responsibility, and return favours to those who have given in the 

past - reciprocity.

Social scientists suggest that these norms are learned, instilled by personal and third party observations. 

helping others and returning favours brings praise and good feelings, while abstaining and reneging brings 

criticism and bad feelings. 

an article in new Scientist by Kate douglas,5 confirms this. She says that fear of being punished is not the 

only thing that keeps our inner egoists in check. often we are virtuous simply because it feels right. 

our conscience weighs up the pros and cons - we learn the complex social rules of our particular culture 

and they become linked in our brains with emotions such as pride and honour, shame and guilt, giving 

them moral significance - vice becomes associated with negative emotions, virtue with positive ones. 

the pleasure we get from performing a good deed is probably induced by a cocktail of neurochemicals but 

one, oxytocin, normally associated with bonding and love, appears to be especially important.

paul Zak at claremont graduate university in california discovered the link between oxytocin and morality 

almost a decade ago. his experiments show that people with more oxytocin are more generous and caring 

and that our oxytocin level increases when someone puts trust in us. he describes oxytocin as the “key to 

moral behaviour”.

the fact that people adapt to the values of their culture makes morality a moveable feast. and the reverse 

is also true, the right cultural context brings out the good in us. according to binghamton university 

academic david Sloan Wilson, and co-founder of the evolution institute,6 there’s no point in trying to make 

individuals more prosocial, you need to increase the prosocialty of the entire neighbourhood.

and don’t underestimate the power of social norms. according to lori b. anderson,7 weight gain in one 

person may be influenced by the weight of people in his or her social network, either directly or indirectly - 

the relative obesity effect, social network effect, or peer effect.

using data from a 2007 survey of american high school students, she concludes that a society with a 

strong trend toward obesity will experience increases in the social norm. individuals then perceive their 

weight as lower, due to the changing norm. they also change their weight goals causing changes in eating 

behaviour - which can mean eating more unhealthy foods and a resulting spiral effect. the changing norms 

exacerbate the trend in obesity by causing individuals to perceive themselves as thinner and giving them 

less of a desire to lose weight.

have a looK at theSe: 

the cost of social norms - dan ariely  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiqtbpKjf6Q
male restroom etiquette   http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izo1mCaVymw

4  Marc d. Hauser (2006); Moral Minds; p.289
5  Homo Virtuous?; Kate douglas; New scientist; 10th Nov. 2012; p.42-45 
6  see http://evolution-institute.org/
7  The Trend in Obesity: The Effect of social Norms on Perceived Weight and Weight Goal ; 2009 
 http://www2.binghamton.edu/economics/graduate/documents/prospectus-by-l-anderson.pdf

5

a
r

t
iC

l
e

 6
  p

a
g

e



Who gets out first if a ship is sinKing? 

interestingly, society is constantly evolving, and new social norms emerge, sometimes without us even 

realising it - to the point that we believe they were always there!

We all think that it is a time-honoured tradition that if a ship is sinking, all efforts are made to ensure that 

women and children are taken off first. and most of us assume that this is a sea-faring practice that has 

gone on for centuries. not so, says mikael elinder, an economist at uppsala university in Sweden.8 chivalry 

at sea is just a myth!

elinder and his team trawled through a list of over 100 major maritime disasters spanning three centuries, 

looking for survival rates of men and women. they ended up with data on 18 shipwrecks, involving 15,000 

passengers, which showed that the survival rate for men was basically double that for women. on the 

little data they had on children, it was clear that they had even worse survival prospects, just 15%. they 

could also clearly see that the crew were more likely to survive than passengers, with 61% survival rate 

as compared to 37% of male passengers. on average, the captain was more likely to survive than the 

passengers. it really was every man for himself.

elinder believes that what happened on the heavily studied titanic, confirmed the myth. another 

researcher, lucy delap of cambridge university, argues that the myth was then spread by british elites to 

prevent women obtaining suffrage - look at the titanic, there is no reason to give women the vote because 

men, even when facing death, will put the interests of women first.

it has been claimed that the “women and children first” policy is just a british phenomenon, but elinder 

found a lower survival rate for women on british ships than on ships of other nations! 

status
Social status is the prestige attached to one’s position in society, or to a rank you hold within a certain 

group, such as the family or workplace.

achieved social status is earned by one’s own achievements, whereas ascribed status can be inherited 

at birth.

people differ from one another in social status. those with higher status have greater power, money, and 

access to interested partners. due to the fitness-enhancing benefits of having higher-status, the drive for 

high status, and the emotions, traits, and behaviours that facilitate that drive, run deep in our veins.

according to the evolutionary psychologist, geoffrey miller,9 all human brains have a deep and abiding 

interest in two sets of evolutionary goals: attaining higher social and sexual status and striving for better 

survival and parental prospects. So, we display our desirable traits and our social status to attract a mate, 

through so called “positional goods” - buying a flash car, wearing the latest fashions, building a fancy 

house. the more flashy and conspicuous the material good, the more it advertises availability and potency 

- hence the sports car!

a high position within a social hierarchy in evolutionary terms corresponds to improved access to financial, 

physical, sexual, social and informational resources, which in turn will help protect our individual long-term 

interests and those of our children.10

8  New scientist; 4th Aug. 2012; p. 27 
9  Geoffrey Miller (2009) spent-sex, evolution and consumer behaviour
10  s. Retallack, T. Lawrence & M. Lockwood (2007) Positive Energy; p. 121
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one of the most powerful emotions attached to social status is pride. this pride can be either hubristic 

or authentic.11

hubristic pride is fuelled by arrogance and deceit and is associated with anti-social behaviours, rocky 

relationships, low levels of conscientiousness and high levels of disagreableness, neuroticism, narcissism, 

and poor mental health outcomes. but people in this category can have social status and influence within 

their group (as seen in the rte tv series love/hate).

on the other hand, authentic pride is fuelled by the emotional rush of accomplishment, confidence, 

and success, and is associated with prosocial and achievement-oriented behaviours, extraversion, 

agreeableness, conscientiousness, satisfying interpersonal relationships, and positive mental health. 

authentic pride is also associated with genuine self-esteem, and people who have this draw inspiration 

from others and want to be emulated by them. 

the author alain de botton12 describes status as a “worry, so pernicious as to be capable of ruining 

extended stretches of our lives, that we are in danger of failing to conform to the ideals of success laid 

down by our society and that we may as a result be stripped of dignity and respect; a worry that we are 

currently occupying too modest a rung or are about to fall to a lower one.” 

his thesis states that the hunger for status, like all appetites, can have its uses, spurring us to do justice 

to our talents, encouraging excellence, restraining us from harmful eccentricities and cementing members 

of a society around a common value system. but, like all appetites, its excesses can cause status anxiety, 

which can be deadly and never-ending.

he points out that, despite being blessed with riches and possibilities far outstripping those imaginable 

by our ancestors, we have shown a remarkable capacity to feel that both who we are, and what we 

have, is not enough. a sharp decline in actual deprivation may paradoxically, have been accompanied by a 

continuing and even increased sense of deprivation and a fear of it. 

Status now rarely depends on an unchangeable identity handed down through the generations. instead, 

it hangs on one’s own performance. and if you fail, you feel like a failure and others can treat you 

accordingly. the only way to be the best is to have the best. 

“Keeping up with the Jones” is a term we throw around at will, but let’s face it, even we environmentalists 

like to keep up our images - to such an extent that it is quite possible to spot us on the street, especially 

in small rural areas like bantry, where we stick out like a sore thumb (hint, we dress down to go into town 

and everyone else dresses up) - we watch each other, we know if someone breaks ranks and uses a 

non-ecological washing powder, we check to see that each other’s toilet paper is recycled and, moreover, 

chlorine-free, we pride ourselves on our dirty, veggie growing, finger nails. it’s just that our status triggers 

are different, and, we believe, more virtuous as they “don’t cost the earth”.

uK School-KidS talK about Social StatuS 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gmmD10o8Cn4&feature=related

11  http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/beautiful-minds/201008/two-routes-social-status
12  A.  de Botton (2004)  status Anxiety; p. 5 
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the sobering story of easter islanD13 

easter island is one of the most remote, inhabited places on earth. only 150 square miles in area, it lies in 

the pacific ocean, 2,000 miles off the west coast of South america. When the europeans first discovered 

the island in the early 1700’s they found a primitive society of about 3,000 people living in squalid reed 

huts or caves, engaged in almost perpetual warfare and resorting to cannibalism in a desperate attempt to 

supplement their meagre food supplies. the island was barren and treeless.

What amazed the early visitors was that, amongst all the squalor and barbarism, there was evidence 

of a once flourishing and advanced society. Scattered across the island were over 600 massive stone 

statues, some as high as forty feet, and weighing over 50 tons. many of the statues had been toppled and 

damaged, while others remained half-constructed in a quarry. Who could have been responsible for such 

a socially and technologically complex task as carving, transporting and erecting the statues? easter island 

became a “mystery” for many to try and solve.

the general conclusion is that the first settlers arrived in the fifth century. as the population grew, closely 

related households formed clans, each headed by a chief who was able to direct activities and organise 

food redistribution and other essentials. the easter islanders engaged in elaborate rituals and monument 

construction. each settlement had its own burial and worship site, where the clan members erected 

between one and fifteen of the huge stone statues that survive today. these elaborate statues were 

carved by peasants in the quarry, and then transported across the island. lacking any draught animals they 

had to rely on human power to drag the statues using tree trunks as rollers. over time the number of clan 

groups would have increased and the competition between them to build statues intensified. 

at the time of the initial settlement, easter island had a dense vegetation cover with extensive wooded 

areas. the trees were cut down to provide clearings for agriculture, fuel for heating and cooking, 

construction material for household goods, pole and thatch houses and canoes for fishing. and the most 

demanding requirement of all was to facilitate the movement of these large and heavy ceremonial statues. 

by 1600, the island was almost completely deforested and statue erection was brought to an abrupt halt, 

leaving many stranded at the quarry. 

from 1500 onwards, the shortage of trees was forcing many people to abandon house building and forcing 

them to live in caves or flimsy reed huts. they became stranded as they could no longer construct canoes, 

and even fishing had become more difficult as they could no longer make nets out of the paper mulberry 

tree. the removal of the forests caused soil erosion which affected crop yields. the society collapsed 

into conflict, slavery and cannibalism. and one of the main aims of warfare was to destroy the statues of 

opposing clans. 

Yet at the very time when the limitations of the island must have become starkly apparent the competition 

between the clans for the available timber seems to have intensified as more and more statues were 

carved and moved across the island in an attempt to secure prestige and status. the fact that so many 

were left unfinished or stranded near the quarry suggests that no account was taken of how few trees 

were left on the island. 

13  c.  Ponting (1991) The Green History of the World; p. 1-7
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soCial Desirabil ity
in the summer of 2008, i carried out an ad-hoc survey on the streets of four towns in West cork, asking a 

random 60 people a number of questions about climate change and energy. by the end of the process, i 

was fairly sure that quite a few of the respondents had given me the answers they figured i wanted to hear, 

and that bothered me. refreshingly, a small few barked back words like “bullshit” and “hoax” - at least i 

knew where we stood there. i puzzled over whether it was good or bad that people felt they had to give the 

“right” answer - surely it wasn’t great if they just went home and carried on with the “wrong” actions? 

the term “social desirability” is often used to characterize answers to survey questions that conform to 

current norms, rather than to what people truly feel.

howard Schuman et al14 have studied race in the uS and they say that racial attitudes may represent little 

more than the superficial verbalization of socially approved norms. and they ask a similar question to me - 

if it has become less acceptable to express negative attitudes toward black people, then are white people 

saying what they actually feel, or are they reporting what they think they should be feeling, especially in 

the interview situation? 

and there is evidence to show that at least some responses to attitude questions do appear to vary 

depending on the nature of the interview. attitudes shift in relation to the degree of privacy provided to 

respondents, with some white attitudes becoming more negative toward blacks when the survey setting 

is more private. the assumptions that respondents make about an interviewer’s attitudes also appear to 

influence how they describe their own attitudes. 

however, the authors go on to say that the issue is more complex than this line of thinking suggests. they 

suggest it would be naive to think that the transformation of white racial attitudes over the last half century 

has occurred simply because a great many americans have each altered their personal views. but the fact 

cannot be ignored that in the 1940s, segregation, discrimination, and openly verbalized prejudice toward 

minorities of all kinds were entirely acceptable throughout much of the united States. today very few people 

would express open support for any of these. norms calling for equal treatment regardless of race are now 

highly salient in america, not only in much of the legal structure, but in more intangible ways as well. 

So, we shouldn’t underestimate the power of social norms. if someone gives a different answer because 

he or she is in the presence of an interviewer, this probably means they feel that their real attitude is not 

acceptable to the interviewer. the same social pressure to state views other than your own is also likely to 

occur in other social situations.

the authors question the degree to which norms are “internalized” and become personal attitudes, so that 

they operate even when interviewers or other observers are not present. there is good reason to think that 

this varies greatly across individuals, with some having made the norm an integral part of their personality 

and thus attempting to live in accord with it all of the time. for others, the norm functions more as an 

external constraint, shaping their behaviour to the extent that they feel observed by those assumed to 

uphold the norm. but even the latter people see the norm as meaningful, as, at least it influences the way 

they act in certain public situations.

norms do not exist in thin air, and in the absence of legal or other coercion they must receive some 

support from personal attitudes. Just as many attitudes are shaped by social norms, so individual attitudes 

support social norms by being called forth when there is a violation of the norm.

So, i can rest assured, saying something you don’t mean can be better than saying what you really mean! 

Whether consciously, or unconsciously the survey respondents were picking up on an emerging social 

norm. these people are on the first rung of the ladder, which is good news for those of us who are a few 

rungs further up.

14  Excerpt from  Racial Attitudes in America: Trends and interpretations  
 http://www.publicopinionpros.norc.org/inprint/2005/july/schuman.asp 
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peer pressure anD authority
obedience to authority is a fundamental aspect of human nature, a characteristic that we see early in 

life, as children are exposed to their parents’ rules. however, when people respond to hierarchy they can 

absolve themselves of responsibility for their actions - “i was ordered to do it”. the unpalatable truth is 

that the most horrible acts can then be committed by perfectly normal people. in the right circumstances 

under certain situational pressures, most of us, and perhaps all of us, might be led to commit atrocities. 

stanley milgram’s experiment

in the early 1960s, the social psychologist Stanley milgram conducted a classic study of authority, bringing 

to light how systems outside of our moral faculty can impose significant constraints on what we do.15 how 

do we decide between two competing actions when one conflicts with our conscience and intuitions about 

what is morally right, and the other conflicts with the requests of an authority figure? ultimately, one action 

loses and the other wins.

milgram’s studies involved a trained middle-aged actor, the experimenter, and genuine subjects selected 

from people living in new haven, connecticut. although rigged beforehand, the experimenter appeared to 

randomly assign each subject to either the role of teacher or student. the genuine subjects always drew 

the teacher role. prior to the experiment the experimenter brought the teacher into a room and explained 

that the main goal was to explore how punishment influences a person’s capacity to learn. the learner 

memorised a list of paired words, such as blue-box, nice-day, and was then brought to another room, 

strapped into a chair, and attached to electrodes leading to a machine - in the experiment there was no 

shock, but the actor responded as if there was. both were then informed that electric shock would be 

used to assess its effectiveness in learning. the teacher was brought into the next room and introduced to 

the dial with clockwise increments, starting at “Slight Shock” and ending a few increments after “danger: 

Severe Shock”, indicated by XXX. if the learner answered correctly the teacher was to move onto the 

next question. otherwise, the teacher pressed the button, and for each following incorrect answer, the 

experimenter instructed the teacher to give an increasingly sharper shock.

based on a preliminary assessment of what people actually said they would do under the circumstances, 

milgram expected subjects to stop delivering shocks at a moderate level of pain, stopping around 9 on a 

dial that went up to 30. the actual response was extraordinary. With either some or no prodding from the 

experimenter (“please continue” or “the experiment requires that you continue”), subjects continued shocking 

the learner to an average maximum intensity of around 20-25, equivalent to an extreme intensity shock. 

Some teachers refused to continue at an early stage, despite urging from the experimenter. but milgram 

was amazed to find those who questioned authority were in the minority. 65% of the teachers were willing 

to progress to the maximum voltage level. 

Some participants demonstrated a range of negative emotions about continuing, pleading with the 

learner to be more careful, laughing nervously and acting strangely. Some thought they had killed him. 

nevertheless, participants continued to obey, doing what they were told. 

With voice feedback (i.e. screams of pain) from the learner, milgram only observed a negligible change in 

the level of shock given. Subjects willingly zapped the learner in the face of such feedback as “let me out 

of here…agonised scream…my heart’s bothering me. You have no right to hold me here.”

bringing the learner into the same room as the subject, in full view and in close proximity, caused only a 

20% increase in disobedience. this suggests that when the victim is in full view, the teacher’s empathy 

15  Marc d. Hauser (2006); Moral Minds; p. 138-141 
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rises closer to the surface, which is more likely to influence action, especially disobedience in the face of 

authority. despite this, even when the subjects could see the learner squirming and hear him screaming, 

most went up the level 20 (“intense Shock”) on the shock meter. an extraordinary 30% of subjects went 

up the highest level of shock (30 on the dial; 450 volts and a label of XXX), even though the learner no 

longer responded verbally and was virtually listless.

milgram reflected that, despite subjects learning from childhood that it is a fundamental breach of moral 

conduct to hurt another person against his will, almost half of the subjects abandoned this tenet in 

following the instructions of an authority who had no special powers to enforce his commands. to disobey 

would bring no fine or punishment, and it was clear from the remarks and behaviour of many of the 

participants that in punishing the victims they were often acting against their own values. 

milgram’s experiments capture a core element of human nature. breaking with authority is hard. to break 

with rules imposed from on high is to inhibit a typical or habitual pattern of action. the experiments also 

show that obedience to authority is universal, but the degree to which authority rules varies between 

cultures. other labs across the globe replicated his exact design, including in germany, italy, Spain, austria, 

australia and Jordan. Subjects in all these countries were willing to send high levels of shock to their 

learners, but there was considerable variation among the countries. 85% of german subjects were willing 

to send shocks at the highest level, whereas in the uS and australia, the proportions dropped to 65% 

and 40% respectively.16 Which goes to show that culture can alter the gain on the rule of authority or the 

obedience of a culture’s members, but the capacity to rule and follow are evolved capacities of the mind, 

shared with our primate relatives and numerous other species. 

one interesting exception to the rule that we obey authority is that we will defy authority if peers signal 

us to. according to tina rosenberg,17 one of the variations milgram tried included two other confederates 

supposedly administering shocks alongside the real subject. When the confederates pretended to 

have had enough and refused to administer the shocks, only four of the forty participants continued to 

administer shocks up to the maximum level. milgram carried out at least nineteen variations on the basic 

experiment, testing such things as whether people were more likely to defy the authority figure if they 

were physically closer to the victim, if they were in a less fancy setting, or if they were women. the most 

defiance was produced by variation 17 - the revolt of the peer group. the peer group’s creation of a social 

norm of human kindness was the most effective way to encourage defiance to an immoral order.

16  Hauser; p. 141
17  Tina Rosenberg (2011); Join the club; p.32
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1  http://thesituationist.wordpress.com/2008/04/14/lee-ross-on-naive-realism-and-conflict-resolution/
2  Carol Tavris &Elliot Aronson (2008); Mistakes were Made (but not by me); p. 42/3
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Whether we admit it or not, we environmentalists do come across a bit “holier than thou”. 

and the truth is we can be quite painful as, more often than not, we believe we are right.

Such saintliness can evoke a knee-jerk response. i was once put in my place while on a personal crusade to get 

people to drive more slowly on our local road - one person retorted “Who do you think you are anyway, with 

your fancy electric car?” (polite abbreviation of what was actually said..). 

When, in the early days after our move to West cork, Quentin and i showed our almost self-sufficient house 

and farm to family and friends, we often got the response pointing out our achilles heel, “So, I see you have 

three cars”.

While i’m not questioning the science behind climate change or the impact of man-made emissions, i do 

wonder if we environmentalists are sometimes too purist, and too certain of our own views, especially when it 

comes to communicating with the public. are we guilty of naïve realism and groupthink and is it time for us to 

think outside the box?

naïve Realism
naïve realism is a term coined by social psychologist, lee ross, to explain the inescapable conviction we have 

that we perceive objects and events clearly “as they really are”. We assume that other reasonable people 

see things the same way as we do. if they disagree with us, they are obviously not seeing clearly. ross 

characterized naïve realism as a dangerous but unavoidable conviction about perception and reality. the danger 

of naïve realism is that while humans can recognise that other people and their opinions have been shaped and 

influenced by their life experiences and particular dogmas, we are far less adept at recognizing the influence our 

own experiences and dogmas have on ourselves and our opinions. We fail to recognize the bias in ourselves 

that we are so good in picking out in others.1

according to carol tavris,2 naïve realism presupposes two things: that people who are open-minded and 

fair ought to agree with a reasonable opinion, and that any opinion i hold must be reasonable - if it weren’t i 

wouldn’t hold it. therefore, if i could just get my opponents to sit down and listen to me, so that i can tell them 

i  am/we aRe Right 
p o l a r i S at i o n
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how things really are, they will agree with me. and if they don’t, it must be because they are biased (or 

there is something wrong with them). We take our own involvement in an issue as a source of accuracy 

and enlightenment - “I’ve felt strongly about climate change for years; therefore I know what I’m talking 

about” - but we regard such personal feelings on the part of others who hold different views as a source of 

bias “she can’t possibly be impartial about climate change because she’s felt strongly about it for years.”

looking isn’t the same as seeing! the invisible gorilla experiment was carried out by uS psychologist, 

Daniel Simons, who says we see what we expect to see, what we are looking for, and are blind to the 

unexpected. there are absolute limits to how much we can take in at a given time.

http://www.theinvisiblegorilla.com/videos.html

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=utKt8YF7dgQ&feature=related

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9il_D3Xt9w0

ConFiRmation bias
once a belief is in place, we screen what we see and hear in a biased way that ensures our beliefs are 

“proven” correct. We embrace information that supports that view while ignoring, rejecting or harshly 

scrutinising information that casts doubt on it. once a belief is established our brains will seek to confirm 

it. Seeking to confirm our beliefs comes naturally while it feels strange and counterintuitive to look for 

evidence that contradicts them.

the term confirmation bias was coined by the english psychologist peter Wason, who conducted a series 

of experiments in the 1960s to demonstrate that people are indeed biased towards confirming their 

existing beliefs. he challenged subjects to work out a rule applying to a list of three numbers he gave 

them, say 2-4-6. the subjects had to construct other sets of three numbers to test whether their rule was 

correct. the experimenter told them whether or not their guess fit the rule. most participants presumed 

that the rule involved a sequence of even numbers, so they proposed, 8-10-12; 12-16-20, etc. the 

experimenters’ feedback was all positive, so the students presumed they had cracked it. only, they were 

wrong. the rule was simply increasing numbers. once the subjects formed their hypothesis, they tried 

only number sequences that proved it. they did not try to test their own rule!

Dan ariely3 and his colleagues carried out a series of experiments to determine whether people’s 

expectations influence their views of subsequent events. one involved budweiser beer and an “mit 

brew” which contained a secret ingredient – two drops of balsamic vinegar for each ounce of beer. 

participants were asked to sample each beer, and then to say which they preferred. When given no 

information about the provenance of the two beers, most subjects chose the vinegar-laced mit brew. 

however, when they were given prior knowledge that the second sample was in fact doctored with 

balsamic vinegar, their noses wrinkled and the beer was rejected after just a sip. ariely concluded that if 

you tell people up front that something might be distasteful, the odds are that they will end up agreeing 

with you, not because their experience tells them so, but because of their expectations.

check thiS out: the kiSSing teSt  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gyd-5eoid28

3  Dan Ariely (2008); Predictably Irrational; p. 157-9
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4  Cass Sunstein (2009); Going to Extremes; p. 3-4

gRoup polaRisation
research has proven that groups usually come to conclusions that are more extreme than the average view of 

the individuals who make up the group. in part, this strange foible stems from our tendency to judge ourselves 

by comparison with others. inevitably, most people in the group will discover that they do not hold the most 

extreme opinion, which suggests they are less correct, less virtuous, than others and so they become more 

extreme. group polarisation can also occur purely through the force of numbers. 

cass Sunstein4 says that group polarisation is the typical pattern with deliberating groups. it is not limited to 

particular periods, nations or cultures. he gives the following examples:

•	 White	people	who	tend	to	show	significant	racial	prejudice	will	show	more	racial	prejudice	after	

 speaking with one another. by contrast, white people who tend to show little racial prejudice will show 

 less prejudice after speaking together

•	 Feminism	becomes	more	attractive	to	women	after	they	talk	to	one	another	-	at	least	if	the	women	

 who are talking begin with an inclination in favour of feminism

•	 Those	who	approve	of	an	ongoing	war	effort,	and	think	that	the	war	is	going	well,	become	still	more	

 enthusiastic about that effort, and still more optimistic, after they talk together

•	 If	investors	begin	with	the	belief	that	it	is	always	best	to	invest	in	real	estate,	their	eagerness	to	invest	

 will grow as a result of discussions with one another 

coming together as a group means that the members exchange new information with each other; they 

corroborate and thereby strengthen any tentative views, ensuring that people become more confident that 

they are correct; and because members compare themselves socially to each other and want to be perceived 

favourably by other group members, they will adjust their views in the direction of the dominant position. 

political extremism is often a product of group polarisation.

gRoupthinK
the phenomenon of groupthink, a term coined by social psychologist irving Janis (1972), occurs when a group 

makes faulty decisions because group pressures lead to a deterioration of mental efficiency, reality testing, and 

moral judgment.  a group is especially vulnerable to groupthink when its members are similar in background, when 

the group is insulated from outside opinions, and when there are no clear rules for decision making. a lack of a 

tradition of impartial leadership can also mean that leaders will not encourage open enquiry and critical evaluation.

groupthink occurs when groups are highly cohesive and when they are under considerable pressure to make a 

quality decision. When pressures for unanimity seem overwhelming, members are less motivated to realistically 

appraise the alternative courses of action available to them. these group pressures lead to carelessness and 

irrational thinking since groups experiencing groupthink fail to consider all alternatives and seek to maintain 

unanimity. Decisions shaped by groupthink have low probability of achieving successful outcomes.
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gRoup ConFoRmitY

humans are essentially tribal. this leads us to have a deep need to “belong”. conforming to group norms 

is a signal to the other members that “i am like you. i am following your rules. i am not a threat”.  this 

signals that you are reliable and predictable, and it helps to increase your status with others. groups use 

peer pressure to encourage conformity, and because of natural desires to be liked and to belong to a 

group, many go along with group decisions, even if they are suspect or wrong.

We are social animals and what others think matters deeply to us. but even when the other people in the 

group are strangers, even when we are anonymous, even when dissenting will cost us nothing, we want 

to agree with the group.

in the 1950s, Solomon asch had people sit together in groups and answer questions that supposedly 

tested visual perception. only one person was the actual subject of the experiment. all the others were 

instructed, in the later stages, to give answers that were clearly wrong. in total, the group gave incorrect 

answers twelve times. three-quarters of asch’s test subjects abandoned their own judgement and went 

with the group at least once. overall, people conformed to an obviously false group consensus one third of 

the time. and the answer is instantly clear and inarguably true!

asch’s experiment  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tYih4mkcfJa
elevator psychology: candid camera   http://www.thatvideosite.com/v/5397 

soCial CasCaDes
the phenomenon of group polarisation and conformity is closely related to the widespread occurrence of 

social cascades, whereby many social groups, of all sizes, seem to move quickly in the direction of one or 

another set of beliefs or actions. according to cass Sunstein,5 social cascades come in two varieties:

informational - people follow the lead of those that come before them. Say one person gives a 

judgement on a particular subject, the next person may not entirely agree, but is influenced by the 

previous speaker’s argument and says something similar, the third person may have information 

to the contrary but if he does not volunteer this, then he is in a cascade. people who are in the 

cascade do not disclose the information that they privately hold.

Reputational - people think they know what is right, or is likely to be right, but they nonetheless 

go along with the crowd to maintain the good opinion of others, and not to appear to be ignorant 

or stupid. You do not want to face the hostility of the others or threaten your reputation as a good 

group member. even if someone down the line gives an alternative opinion he will more than likely 

not be heard, which will deter others from speaking out. 

if you lack a great deal of private information, you may well rely on information provided by the statements 

or actions of others. 

For	example,	if	Joan	doesn’t	know	whether	abandoned	toxic	waste	dumps	are	hazardous,	she	may	become	

fearful if mary seems to think that fear is justified. if Joan and mary both believe that fear is justified carl may 

end up thinking so too, at least if he lacks reliable independent information to the contrary. if Joan, mary, and 

carl believe that abandoned waste dumps are hazardous, Don will have to have a good deal of confidence to 

reject their shared conclusion. 

5  S Moser & L Dilling (Eds.) (2007) Creating a Climate for Change

1

2

4

a
R

t
iC

l
e

 7
  p

a
g

e



So information travels, and it often becomes entrenched, even if it is entirely wrong. the view, widespread in many 

african-american communities, that white doctors are responsible for the spread of aiDS among african-americans, 

is a recent illustration. often, cascades of this kind are quite local, and take different forms in different communities. 

hence, one group may end up believing something and another, the exact opposite, because of rapid transmission 

of information within one group but not the other 

robert Shiller,6 a behavioural economist at Yale university, talks about the social contagion of boom thinking. 

he argues that the ultimate cause of the global financial crisis is the psychology of the real estate bubble, the 

misguided idea that the market could sustain the unprecedented rate of expansion that began in the late 1990s, 

and the reactions of millions of homeowners who wanted to cash in on rising property values. Shiller says that 

understanding such a social contagion is a lot like understanding a disease epidemic - by the time the housing 

bubble finally burst, we had all been infected. When an optimistic view of the market prevails, it is because the 

infection rate is higher than the removal rate. eventually, public knowledge is subject to a kind of escalation or spiral, 

in which everyone seems to think that the optimistic view is correct. as the media endorses that view, people come 

to believe that we are in a “new era” and feedback loops help to bring ever increasing prices. people suppress their 

doubts in light of what everyone else thinks. group polarisation leads people to greater confidence in a relatively 

extreme belief. 

ConspiRaCY theoRies
conspiracy theories in general tend to spread from one person to another through a cascade-like process. David 

aaronovitch,7 defines a conspiracy theory as the attribution of deliberate agency to something that is more likely to be 

accidental or unintended and as the attribution of secret action to one party that might far more reasonably be explained 

as the less covert and less complicated action of another. So, a conspiracy theory is the unnecessary assumption of 

conspiracy when other actions are more probable. it is, for example, far more likely that men did actually land on the 

moon in 1969, than that thousands of people were enlisted to fabricate a deception that they didn’t.

cass Sunstein8 points out that conspiracy theories often arise after a shocking event. most people have no personal 

or direct knowledge of the causes or reasons for the event, so rumours and speculation are inevitable, and some of 

them are likely to point to some sort of plot. the conspiracy theories may simultaneously relieve strong emotions 

arising from the event, and, for those who believe them, will also offer an explanation of why they feel as they do. 

in addition, people are motivated to accept accounts that fit in with their pre-existing beliefs, and which they see 

are accepted by people they trust. this gives them a sense of group solidarity, a feeling of safety in numbers. When 

people are especially angry or fearful, they may be more likely to focus on particular sorts of rumours and to spread 

them to others. and when rumours trigger intense feelings they are far more likely to be circulated.

according to aaronovitch,9 conspiracy theories originate and are largely circulated among the educated and the 

middle class. it has typically been the professors, the university students, the artists, the managers, the journalists 

and the civil servants who have concocted and disseminated the conspiracies. and he goes on to say that very 

often, these theories take root among the casualties of political, social or economic change, and that there is 

something of a pattern in which overarching theories are formulated by the politically defeated and taken up by the 

socially defeated!

6  S Moser & L Dilling (Eds.) (2007) Creating a Climate for Change; p 242
7  David Aaronovitch (2009, 2010); Voodoo Histories; p. 5
8  Cass Sunstein (2009); Going to Extremes; p. 107 - 14
9  Cass Sunstein (2009); Going to Extremes; p. 325
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the FilteR bubble
there is definitely a theory somewhere which says that we environmentalists need to get out more. a lot of 

us eat, drink and sleep with each other and our on-line activities don’t exactly move us out of our comfort zone. 

eli pariser10 is concerned about the information universe, the “filter bubble”, within which most of us, unwittingly, 

now	live	on-line.	Thanks	to	the	efforts	of	Google	and	social	networking	sites	like	Facebook,	and	IT	companies	like	

apple and microsoft, we have entered the new era of personalisation, where our likes and dislikes can be passed 

on to advertisers, and what we read is tailored to suit us, even down to the websites that come up on an internet 

search. thanks to this, we mainly receive news that is pleasant, familiar and which confirms our beliefs. and 

because this is being done without our permission and, until recently in my case, without our knowledge, we don’t 

know what is being hidden from us. in pariser’s opinion this is not good as such filtering leaves less room for “the 

unexpected encounters that spark creativity, innovation and the democratic exchange of ideas”.

10  Eli Parisier; The Filter Bubble - Waht the INternet is Hiding from you; 2011
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in the late 1990’s, another ardent campaigner and i, dressed in black leggings and sweat shirts, climbed up 

butt bridge close to the Department of the environment in Dublin and tied a banner onto the iron girding. 

We thought our action was fairly tame - we did it in the hope of getting some media interest for the launch 

of a new campaign highlighting concerns over gmos. Within minutes the commuter train whose tracks 

ran over the bridge had been stopped and all hell broke loose. the police and fire brigade arrived and 

after some fairly provocative haranguing we were escorted down the firemen’s ladder and whisked off 

in a paddy wagon. the swift reaction surprised us, as on greenpeace actions in the past the guards had 

treated us with kid gloves, allowing us to conduct our protest and rarely making arrests. When we met the 

arresting officer a few days later in court, i asked him why the rough approach? he answered that they 

didn’t know who we were, “You could have been anyone”.

From this i concluded that if we had been wearing our greenpeace t-shirts they would have been secure 

in the knowledge that we weren’t going to blow up the trainline. they could trust greenpeace but not two 

scruffy looking women crawling under a bridge.

Whether we like it or not appearances and reputation do matter, especially if we are  communicating 

messages that no-one wants to hear.

TrusT 

a little girl and her father were crossing a bridge.
the father was kind of scared so he asked his little daughter: 
“ Sweetheart, please hold my hand so that you don’t fall into the river.” the little girl said:
“ no, Dad. You hold my hand.” 
“ What’s the difference?” asked the puzzled father. 
“ there’s a big difference,” replied the little girl. 
“ if i hold your hand and something happens to me, chances are that 
 i may let your hand go. but if you hold my hand, i know for sure that 
 no matter what happens, you will never let my hand go”1

trust is a reliance on the integrity, strength, ability and surety of a person or thing.

You Can relY on Me  
t r u S t  a n D  S t e r e o t Y p e S
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the whole world runs on trust. We trust that other drivers on the road won’t hit us, we trust that the 

people we pass on the street won’t rob us, that the bank where we deposited our savings will give them 

back to us, that the farmer who produces our food won’t poison us, that the courts will punish the guilty 

and free the innocent. at times, our faith can be tested – here in ireland banks, politicians and even food 

producers (horse meat, anyone?) have all failed us in the not too distant past. however, for our society to 

function we have to pick ourselves up, give out viscerally, fight for better standards and then get on with 

the business of trusting again. 

it is in our collective interest to trust, and to try to be trustworthy and cooperative. 

according to Dan gardner,2 researchers have found that when the people or institutions handling a risk are 

trusted, public concern declines. it matters a great deal whether the person telling you not to worry is your 

family doctor or a tobacco company spokesperson. trust is difficult to build and easily lost. in most modern 

countries, political scientists have found a long-term decline in public trust of various authorities (especially 

politicians). gardner says that the danger here is that we will “collectively cross the line separating 

scepticism from cynicism”. 

the edelman trust barometer is an annual survey carried out in 20 countries amongst college educated 

people in the top 25% income bracket.  in a cursory search of the web i came across the following 

interesting statistics:

the 2008 irish edelman trust barometer ranked the characteristics increasing trust in someone sharing 

information about a company as follows: 

2  D. Gardner (2008) Risk; p.109/10 2
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0%     10%      20%     30%     40%      50%     60%

Shares common interest with you - 59%

Holds similar political beliefs - 40%

Is the same profession as you - 33%

Is from your local community - 25%

Is the same age as you - 23%

Is the same nationality as you - 17%

Is the same gender as you - 6%

Is the same religion as you - 5%



46% of respondents said that they held government most responsible for solving global warming; 6% 

said ngo’s and 5% said business 

ngo’s remained the world’s most trusted institution.

0%     10%      20%     30%     40%      50%     60%

Stock of industry analyst reports – 58% down from 59% in 2008

Conversations with your friends or peers – 43% down from 53% in 2008

Articles in business magazines – 42% down from 67% in 2008

News coverage on the radio – 41% down from 59% in 2008

TV news coverage – 33% down from 57% in 2008

Articles in newspapers – 31% down from 55% in 2008

Our trust in traditional information sources had waned:
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0%     10%      20%     30%     40%      50%     60%

NGOs – 57% down from 59% in 2008 (48% in 2007)

Business – 41% down from 47% in 2008 (50% in 2007)

Media – 35% down from 43% in 2008 (37% in 2007)

Government – 31% down from 35% in 2008   (37% in 2007)

using a 9-point scale, interviewees were asked to rate how much they trusted each of four institutions. 

the 2009 irish results were as follows:



in the edelman trust barometer released in January 2013,3  we irish have ranked experts and our peers as 

being the most trustworthy sources and spokespeople. 

the full list is as follows (in brackets are the global averages):

From the above, we can deduce that more than half of the irish population trusts the word of people like 

themselves, which presumably includes their friends and others within their social group. interestingly, it 

does not necessarily include the people within their community, maybe that’s because communities are so 

fluid and mixed these days, or it could be because communities are not the safe havens we think they are.

So, bearing this in mind, who should be telling more than 50% of irish people about climate change? 

probably not us environmentalists, most of whom are blow-ins, if West cork is anything to go by, who 

hang around with each other (and i do realize that West cork may not be a template for the rest of the 

country, but you get my drift).

according to Susan moser and lisa Dilling, new information, however credible, does not easily persuade 

individuals to act in new ways unless it comes from a trusted source. generally, personally familiar sources 

are more trusted than more distant and less familiar sources and those coming from similar circumstances 

are believed to understand one’s situation better than those coming from very different backgrounds. 

often, it takes observing the actions by a neighbour, a friend, or a competing firm to spur action.4  

3  http://www.edelman.ie/index.php/insights/trust-barometer/
4  S. Moser & L. Dilling (Eds.) (2007)  Creating a Climate for Change; p. 13

0%   10%    20%   30%   40%    50%   60%   70%

Academic or expert – 74% (69%)

Technical expert in the company – 60% (67%)

A person like yourself – 54% (61%)

Financial or industry analyst – 46% (51%)

NGO representative – 54% (51%)

Regular employee – 54% (50%)

CEO – 36% (43%)

Government Official or regulator – 25% (36%)
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Can people TrusT environMenTalisTs? 
environmentalists usually think and live outside of the box. in fact we are quite proud of the fact that we 

don’t follow the herd, that we’re free-thinkers. We are often fiercely independent, opinionated and strong-

willed. When we have something to say we like to think we are the centre of attention, but are we? our 

pioneering, egalitarian mindsets set us apart from others, and being independent thinkers, we often look 

different too. Some of us wear our identities like a badge. We’re not exactly your average role model.

our son came home from school recently with the question, “What’s a hippie?” it struck me, by the way 

he asked, that the question did not come from an uninformed or non-judgemental place, so what could i 

say except “It’s a thing a leggie hangs off”.

We owe a debt of gratitude to hippies. they were involved in the early days of the environmental, anti-war, 

women’s rights, and anti-racist movements. on the environmental front, hippies established and supported 

such organizations as greenpeace, earth First!, Friends of the earth and were at the forefront of the anti-

nuclear lobby.

and this historical link with the hippie movement of the 1960s has never quite gone away. While many 

of us have since cleaned up our act and can scrub up well if required, deep down there’s still a bit of the 

free-living, free-wheeling radical in most of us. and we still display the link. While i never saw myself as 

a hippie, in my greenpeace days and beyond, i did have five small plaits at the side of my hair, i drove a 

volkswagon beetle, then a little beat-up mini and i’ve always had a penchant for wearing bright leggings.

ben elton5 introduces us to a great character - the norwegian green god, Jurgen thor, who comes to save 

the world. “Jurgen Thor was almost too good to be true. From his great mane of shaggy golden hair to his 

enormous sixteen-hole, tan leathered Timberland workboots he was more god than man. His gimlet-sharp 

clear grey eyes could puncture a politician across a hundred-metre conference room…..Jurgen was huge. 

It was as if when the Almighty was making him He (or She) had always intended to make two, perhaps 

even three, environmental activists, but had decided to save time by making one big one. Muscles coiled 

like serpents about his colossal frame. His chest was a giant’s chest, the nipples were in different time 

zones: this was a chest that exerted its own gravitational pull.”

From my time in greenpeace, i can appreciate the description.

however, in relation to our effectiveness as message bearers, the stereotypical link between 

environmentalist and wild, rugged vagabond isn’t exactly helpful. Whether consciously or not, many people 

still associate us with pot smoking freeloaders trying to save the world; feckless, dirty, long-haired rockers; 

flower-power dreamers in Jesus sandals; communal living idealists espousing peace and love; back to the 

landers living up mountains (that’s me) and/or granola eating vegetarians. We have quite an image problem.

early in January 2013, a caller to rte radio’s liveline programme was describing her approach to rubbish; 

“I recycle my stuff - we’re not eco-green or anything - you know, we’re just a normal family.”

sTereoTYpes
professor of psychology and behavioural economics at Duke university and author, Dan ariely,6 says that 

a stereotype is a way of categorising information in the hope of predicting experiences. that way the brain 

doesn’t have to start from scratch. it must build on what it has seen before. While stereotypes are not 

necessarily malicious, by giving us specific expectations about members of a group, they can unfavourably 

5  Ben Elton (1993); This Other Eden; p. 77/8
6 Dan Ariely (2008/9) Predictably Irrational-The hidden forces that shape our decisions; p 168-171
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influence both our perceptions and our behaviour. research on stereotypes shows not only that we react 

differently when we have a stereotype of someone, but also that stereotyped people themselves react 

differently when they are aware of the label others put on them.

ariely refers to research carried out in 1997 by margaret Shih, todd pittinsky and nalini ambady, which 

focused on the stereotype that asian-americans are especially gifted in maths and science, and the 

stereotypes that females are weak in mathematics. a number of asian-american female undergraduates 

were given questionnaires to fill out – one half were primed with questions about their gender (relating 

to things like co-ed dorms), while the others were asked questions about their race (referring to the 

languages they knew, their family’s history in the uS, etc). they were then all asked to take an objective 

maths test. the performance of the two groups differed in a way that matched the stereotypes of both 

women and asian-americans. those who had been reminded that they were women performed worse 

than those who had been reminded that they were asian-american!

but while we ponder whether or not our image is causing us problems, the marketing industry may just 

be one step ahead of us - using the trust factor to their own advantage.

in october 2011, martin lindstrom and his team,7 inspired by the 2010 hollywood movie The Joneses, 

(a family who move into a high income suburb to secretly and successfully promote products to their 

neighbours) conducted a similar real life social experiment with the help of a successful, well heeled, 

good looking californian family. the morgensons - eric, a successful compassionate, funny, sports 

obsessed Dad; gina, a sophisticated trend setter, politically and environmentally aware, charming and 

popular mum and their three sporty handsome teenage boys - were carefully selected by professional 

hollywood casting directors. hidden cameras and microphones were installed throughout their house 

and each family member was asked to recommend certain products to their friends. and it didn’t take 

much persuasion;

gina took her friends shoe shopping. two hours later, she has subtly managed to convince five of her 

friends to buy multiple pairs of boots, heels and flats in her “favourite” shoe shop. on another occasion, 

she held a champagne brunch for a dozen or so of her friends, and served a branded sparkling wine 

from australia “Isn’t it yummy?” she asked, repeatedly dropping the brand name into the conversation. 

before long, her friends were all talking about how yummy it was and chalking it up as a to-buy item. 

She showed people the beautiful brand jewelry she was wearing and explained how the company had 

created one of the charms in honour of breast cancer awareness month. three of her friends turned up 

at a beach party two weeks later wearing the coveted trinkets. next gina sang the praises of her new 

brand of natural beauty products and gave a sample gift bag to each of her friends. She then popped 

open a few bottles of a special branded californian wine, from a napa winery “known for their fantastic 

reds”. and along the way she showed them her exquisite new bag. before long, a number of her 

friends went out and bought the same bag, and some switched to her recommended natural cosmetics. 

Some even bought the wine in bulk.

gina’s success rate and the power of her word of mouth recommendations surprised even lindstrom 

and his team. however, it appears that such guerilla marketing works better with women than men.

the brand preferences of her husband, eric, were not taken quite so seriously by his male friends. their 

reactions were more skeptical and challenging.  What makes you the expert? , one of his mates visibly 

bristled when eric suggested he should use a certain brand of barbecue marinade! lindstrom concluded 

7  Martin Lindstrom (2012) Brandwashed-tricks companies use to manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy; p.229-246
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that many men experience these kinds of suggestions as an assault on their authority - as if eric was 

implying he knew better. however, eric had more success when he was recommending a product that 

was aspirational and that signaled money, power and success, like a new car or state of the art grill or 

an expensive bottle of wine. but such a word of mouth recommendation could only come from another 

male whose opinion the other guys respected. the guys also seemed to be more influenced by their 

friend’s food and dietary choices than the women.

the teens, who exuded an aura of confidence, were seriously influential, even across age and gender 

differences. one of the tasks lindstrom gave to the family was to increase awareness within their 

circle of friends of the crucial importance of going green, and to try and persuade them to buy more 

environmentally friendly products. after the boys brought their new greenSmart bags and lunch boxes 

made from recycled materials to school, a number of their classmates were impressed enough to get 

their own.

in the 60 days following the morgenson’s ecological mission, research showed that the number of green 

activities their friends were involved in increased by 31%. and the influence seemed to stick.

lindstrom believes that peer pressure is the only way to make people go green and maybe he’s right.  

but the message must come from people we admire and respect, people we aspire to be like and 

therefore who we trust.

When the experiment was revealed to the morgenson’s neighbours and friends, all of them were 

astonished as none of them had suspected it was a set up. they had respected and trusted this family 

so much that they adopted their recommendations without doubting their motives. For some it was 

even subconscious, they didn’t even remember being encouraged to make the switch. Surprisingly, 

none of them felt duped or questioned where the reality show was unethical or wrong. and as far as we 

know their friendships with the morgenson’s haven’t been affected.

according to martin lindstrom, companies will soon be employing their own stealth marketers working 

from within households, possibly in a neighbourhood near you, so beware! 

For more see: http://www.martinlindstrom.com/brandwashed/video-morgensons.php
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1  http://nerosciencemarketing.com/blog/articles/pretty-women-impatient.htm
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Climate change is intangible you can’t touch, hear or feel it; although some of its effects are playing out 
right now, it is mostly described as being something that will happen in the future; its impact will be global 
and many say disastrous; while most experts say that it is caused by human activities, a vocal minority 
disagree and other people declare it isn’t happening at all; and no-one can predict exactly how it will affect 
you, me and our families.

The human mind has evolved to prioritise the present over the future; to worry about the known over the 
unknown; uncertainty puts us off; we can be unrealistically optimistic; and if something is too hard to take 
we are quick to slip into denial.

Is it any wonder that people don’t seem to be taking the risks of climate change seriously?

DISCOUNTING THE FUTURE 
Evolutionary theory suggests that the long arm of selection would have favoured beings that valued 
immediacy over those who preferred to wait.  Hunter gatherers had to collect resources and reproduce 
quickly before they died. Those who put off the opportunity to eat, might come back and find their food had 
been stolen, or they might have been eaten themselves in the meantime. So, people lived in the present.

And the trait continues today. We place greater emphasis on costs or benefits in the near future or from 
the recent past. We find it hard to give the same level of reality to events that have yet to take place as we 
do to those near to the present. Thus a small reward now will normally be taken in preference to a much 
larger one later on.

This obviously has implications for climate change policy. Climate change is not seen as a tangible threat, 
as it is perceived that the negative effects won’t be felt for a long time.

Worryingly, in a study carried out in Canada, by evolutionary psychologists, Margo Wilson and Martin Daly,1 it 
was shown that men discounted the future more after considering the appeal of pictures of pretty women. 
This did not happen to men who were shown pictures of less attractive women! Should we learn something 
from this?

?WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?
R I S K  P E R C E P T I O N  A N D  D E N I A L
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AVAILABIL ITY AND PROXIMITY
The availability concept is a mental shortcut that involves basing judgements on information and examples 
that immediately spring to mind. 

The term was coined in 1973, by psychologists Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman who proposed that 
people may use an availability heuristic to judge the frequency and probability of events. This heuristic is 
based on the idea that when asked to decide whether something is likely to happen, and its frequency, we 
base our judgement on how easy it is to think of relevant examples, or on how readily we can imagine the 
outcome. Thus, vivid and easily imagined causes of death, for example, tornadoes, often receive inflated 
estimates of probability, and less-vivid causes such as asthma attacks receive low estimates, even if they 
occur with a far greater frequency. So too, recent events have a greater impact on our behaviour, and on 
our fears, than earlier ones. 
“If you can think of it, it must be important”

And people are more likely to take a potential problem seriously if they have already experienced its 
negative effects. For instance, if you have personally experienced a serious earthquake you’re more likely 
to believe that an earthquake is likely than if you only read about it in a magazine. 

It appears that people’s thinking can also follow a proximity (or closeness) heuristic; that is, a tendency 
to judge probabilities by monitoring the spatial, temporal, or conceptual distance to a target. If a person 
trips and falls, there’s a good chance it was caused by something at his or her feet. We keep children at a 
distance from bonfires, fireworks, traffic, cliffs, and the water’s edge because proximity to risk sources is 
held to be dangerous, whereas distance is believed to offer protection and safety.

Barry Schwartz2 cites a study which asked respondents to estimate the number of deaths per year that occur 
as a result of forty different misfortunes - various diseases, car accidents, natural disasters, electrocutions 
and homicides. The researchers then compared people’s answers to the actual death rates. The respondents 
judged accidents of all types to cause as many deaths as diseases of all types, when, in fact, disease causes 
sixteen times more deaths than accidents. Death by homicide was thought to be as frequent as death from 
stroke, when in fact, eleven times more people die of strokes than from homicides. In general, dramatic, 
vivid causes of death were overestimated whereas more mundane causes were underestimated. 

The authors of the study then looked at two newspapers, published on opposite sides of the USA and they 
counted the number of stories involving various causes of death. The frequency of newspaper coverage 
and the respondents’ estimates of the frequency of death were almost perfectly linked. People mistook 
the existence of newspaper stories about homicides, accidents, or fires, vivid and easily available to 
memory, as a sign of the frequency of the events these stories told, whereby dramatically miscalculating 
the various risks we face in life.

Dan Gardner3 poses another example – our reaction to radon. Radon is a naturally occurring radioactive gas 
that can cause lung cancer if it pools indoors at high concentrations, which it does in regions scientists can 
identify with a fair degree of precision. It kills an estimated forty one thousand people a year between the 
US and the EU. Public health agencies routinely run awareness campaigns about the danger but journalists 
and environmentalists have seldom shown much interest, and the public has only a vague notion of what 
the stuff actually is.

2  How we assess Risk by P Slovic, B Fischoff & S Lichtensteing); Barry Schwartz (2004); The Paradox of Choice; p. 59/60
3  Dan Gardner (2009) Risk; p. 81
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4  http://centres.exeter.ac.uk/cee/prometheus/Morton,Rabinovich,Marshall,Bretshneider.pdf
5  Neil Weinstein (1983, 1984)
6  http;//scholar.google.com/citations?view_op=view_   
 citation&hl=en&user=UnUY1OcAAAAJ&citation_for_view=UnUY1OAAAAJ:dgkVwhDp10C

In Ireland, a 2005 report from the Radiological Protection Institute estimated that radon alone causes 
approximately 13% of all lung cancers, which averages out at one hundred and ninety five deaths annually. 
The 1997 Building Regulations specify that all new houses built since July 1998 must be fitted with an 
inactive radon sump and those built in High Radon areas must also install a radon barrier. But this is not a 
complete guarantee that the dwelling is radon free, so it is advised that all householders have a radon test. 
How many of us have done this?

UNCERTAINTY ABOUT THE FUTURE
People are generally averse to uncertainty. 

They are, therefore, reluctant to take action in response to information that smacks of vagueness. 

The effect of uncertainty on individual behaviour is thought to be driven by a range of processes.4

 current behaviour and may provide a convenient justification for self-interested actions - “if I don’t know 
 what will happen in the future, why should I take action now?” 

 inadequate, or a mistake - “best to do nothing, let’s wait and see what happens”.

Interestingly, John Maynard Keynes thought of uncertainty as being a very dominant impulse in human 
behavior. When the future is uncertain, he believed that a lot of saving would be directed towards gaining 
security in the present, rather than building wealth in the future. Classical economic theory would suggest 
that people save so that they can invest for the future. Keynes thought of saving more in terms of 
hoarding, and he felt the propensity to hoard would normally be stronger than the inducement to invest.5

UNREALISTIC OPTIMISM 
Unrealistic optimism is a form of defensive response whereby people think that good things are more likely 
to happen to them than to their peers, and that bad things are less likely to happen to them than to others. 
It characterises most people in most social categories. 

When we overestimate our personal immunity from harm, we fail to take sensible preventive steps.  
Apparently, we are unrealistically optimistic about things even when the stakes are high. 

In an experiment to test the theory, health psychologist Neil Weinstein (1983, 1984) asked subjects to 
examine a list of health problems and to state, compared to other people of their sex and age group, what 
they thought were their chances of contracting the illness. The results of the study showed that most 
subjects believed that they were less likely to succumb.6
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Weinstein described four cognitive factors that contribute to unrealistic optimism 

 

Weinstein argued that individuals show selective focus. We ignore our own risk-increasing behaviour, 
focusing primarily on our risk-reducing conduct. And we’re egocentric, and so ignore the risk-reducing 
activities of others. 

In the US, about 50% of marriages end in divorce, which is a statistic most people have heard. But around 
the time of the ceremony, almost all couples believe that there is approximately a zero percent chance that 
their marriage will end in divorce - even those who have already been divorced before!

A similar reaction applies to entrepreneurs starting new businesses, where the failure rate is at least 50%. 
In one survey of people starting new enterprises, typically small companies such as contracting firms, 
restaurants, and salons, respondents were asked two questions:
(a) What do you think is the chance of success for a typical business like yours? 
(b) What is your chance of success? 
The most common answers to these questions were 50% and 90%, respectively, and many said 100% to 
the second question.7

DENIAL
Denial is a defence mechanism which is used when a person is faced with a fact that is too uncomfortable 
to accept and so they reject it, insisting that it is not true, despite what may be overwhelming evidence 
to the contrary. It is an unconscious defence mechanism for coping with the fear, guilt, anxiety, shame, 
disappointment, and other strong emotions aroused by reality.  

Denial is embedded in everyday life - think of all the common expressions and phrases we use: turning a 
blind eye; burying your head in the sand; ignorance is bliss; living a lie; conspiracy of silence; economical 
with the truth; averting your gaze; ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies; she looked the other way; 
don’t wash your dirty linen in public; it didn’t happen on my watch.

Stanley Cohen8 talks about three types of denial:

Literal, factual, blatant denial - the fact or knowledge of the fact is denied

Interpretative denial - the raw facts are given a different meaning from what seems apparent to 
others; population exchange not ethnic cleansing; oral sex is inappropriate behaviour not a sex act.

Implicatory denial - there is no attempt to deny either the facts or their conventional interpretation. 
Instead, the psychological, political or moral implications that conventionally follow are denied; It’s got 
nothing to do with me; I don’t care; not my problem; doesn’t bother me.

Denial can involve: 

7  Richard Thaler & Cass Sunstein (2008); Nudge; p. 32
8  Stanley Cohen (2001); States of Denial; p. 7-9 
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Denial can be individual, personal, psychological and private, or shared, social, collective and organised.
 
It is not a stable psychological condition. Unless psychotically cut off from reality, no-one is a total denier or non-
denier, or either “in denial” or “out of denial” permanently. People give different accounts to themselves and others 
and elements of partial denial and partial acknowledgement are always present – depending on the circumstances, 
denial and acceptance can flicker on and off like a light bulb. 

So let’s face it, we’re all in denial about something. 

We usually think of denial as being a negative response to a situation. But, denial is not always bad. At times, it is 
almost essential for normal functioning – some switching off is necessary to get through the day. And we have to 
have a way of dealing with a constant torrent of bad news stories, and information overload.

For my part, the fact that, after reading all these books about the shocking implications of climate change, I can still 
trot around as if nothing was wrong, must mean that I am definitely in denial of......climate change.

Denial can sometimes aid recovery as shown in a series of studies carried out in London on women diagnosed 
with early stage breast cancer. Those who faced their situation with a fighting spirit, and optimism, and those who 
effectively denied their cancer, refusing to discuss the subject and showing no emotional distress fared much 
better than those who stoically accepted their fate, or those who felt overwhelmed, hopeless, and defeated. In a 
follow-up study fifteen years later, 45% of the women from the first two groups were alive as opposed to 12% of 
the third group.9

COGNITIVE DISSONANCE
In 1957, Stanford psychologist, Leon Festinger developed the theory of cognitive dissonance, which is closely 
connected to the theory of denial. Cognitive dissonance describes the tension between what we think and what we 
do. Festinger believed that humans have an inner drive to hold all our attitudes and beliefs in harmony and to avoid 
disharmony, or dissonance.

The social psychologist Carol Tavris,10 says that cognitive dissonance occurs whenever a person holds two 
cognitions  - ideas, attitudes, beliefs, or opinions - that are psychologically inconsistent, such as “smoking is a dumb 
thing to do because it could kill me” and “I smoke two packs a day”. Dissonance produces mental discomfort, 
ranging from minor pangs to deep anguish, so people don’t rest easy until they find a way of reducing it. The most 
direct way for a smoker to reduce dissonance is by quitting. But, if she has tried to quit and failed, now she must 
reduce dissonance by convincing herself that smoking isn’t really so harmful, or that smoking is worth the risk 
because it helps her relax, or prevents her from gaining weight.

Most behaviourists were convinced that people’s actions were determined by reward and punishment. You don’t 
stay in a boring job without pay, and you won’t cross the road if there is a car coming. 
But because humans have the ability to think, dissonance theory demonstrates that our behaviour transcends the 
effects of rewards and punishments and often contradicts them. 

For instance, if you go through a great deal of pain, discomfort, effort or embarrassment to get something, you will 
be happier with it than if it came to you more easily. So, if we gave up a family holiday and disappointed the kids, 
in order to buy a shining new SUV, and oil prices continued to rise, I’ll still defend my choice of vehicle, finding all 
sorts of ways to justify why I bought it - it’s safer, more comfortable and reliable. The cognition that I am a sensible, 
competent person is dissonant with the cognition that I went through a painful procedure to achieve something that 
may in the long run turn out to be disastrous for the family finances. I will only speak highly of the benefits, ignoring 
the downside. 

9  Stanley Cohen (2001); States of Denial; p. 55
10  Carol Tavris (2008); Mistakes Were Made (but not by me); p.13 
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Dissonance theory also exploded the self-flattering idea that we humans process information logically. On 
the contrary, if the new information is consonant with our beliefs, we think it is well founded and useful 
“just what I always said”, but if the new information is dissonant, then we consider it biased or foolish 
“what a dumb argument”. So powerful is the need for consonance that when people are forced to look at 
disconfirming evidence, they will find a way to criticise, distort, or dismiss it so that they can maintain or 
even strengthen their existing belief. This mental contortion is also called the confirmation bias. Reading 
information that goes against your point of view can make you all the more convinced that you are right; 
you find in it all sorts of minor flaws, which you then magnify into major reasons why you should not be 
convinced by it. And the confirmation bias even ensures that the absence of evidence is also evidence 
which proves your case - the fact that I can’t prove he took the sweets, just shows how devious he is!

Neuroscientists have shown that these biases in thinking are built into the very way the brain processes 
information. The reasoning areas of the brain virtually shuts down when participants were confronted with 
dissonant information, and the emotion circuits of the brain light up happily when consonance is restored. 

CULTURAL DENIAL
Stanley Cohen11 acknowledges that whole societies can slip into collective modes of denial. Without 
being told what to think, or being punished for knowing the wrong things, societies arrive at unwritten 
agreements about what can be publicly remembered and acknowledged. This is often reflected in mass 
media coverage of the issue. 

An entire language of denial can be constructed in order to avoid thinking about the unthinkable.

Such macro-denial at the societal level occurred in Ireland around the sexual abuse of children by members 
of the Catholic clergy. People couldn’t acknowledge it was happening because of the belief that the church 
could do no wrong, the important position it held in Irish society, and because of a fear of challenging 
the papal authority. Despite some children’s complaints, they were not believed and the wall of silence 
remained.  Little was done until, gradually, victims began to speak out publically, and they were supported 
by self-help groups and professionals. 

And it is happening again with climate change.

US sociologist Kari Marie Norgaard12 spent part of 2000 and 2001 living in a rural community in western 
Norway, interviewing the local people and drawing on ethnographic data in an effort to try and understand 
why, when climate change is the most significant environmental issue of our time, so few Western nations 
are taking action. 

The unusually warm autumn and winter of 2000 had brought severe flooding across the region. And by 
January, the winter had been listed as the second warmest in the past one hundred and thirty years. As 
a result, the local ski area did not open until late December, and only then with the aid of 100% artificial 
snow – an unprecedented event with dramatic effects on everyday recreation activities, such as skiing, 
skating, ice fishing,  and on the local economy. 

In Norway at the time, there was widespread public support for the environmental movement, as well 
as public awareness and belief in the phenomenon of climate change. While the unusual weather was 
widely linked to global warming by both the media and members of the public, and despite the clear social 
and economic impacts on the community, Norgaard was struck by how no social action was taken by 
the people to cut back on their greenhouse emissions. They were clearly aware of the problem and its 
impacts, and they were directly experiencing unusually warm winter temperatures and very low snowfall, 

11  Stanley Cohen (2001);States of Denial; p.10/11
12  Kari Marie Norgaard (2011): Living in Denial - Climate Change, Emotions and Everyday Life
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yet they carried on about their business as if it didn’t exist. Residents didn’t write letters to their local newspaper, 
they didn’t pressure their politicians, or cut down on their use of fossil fuels. Global warming did not appear to be 
a common topic of either political or private conversation, unless Norgaard brought it up, which often killed a good 
conversation.  She found that, for the highly educated and politically savvy residents of the area, climate change was 
common knowledge, unimaginable, and unmentionable.

Kari Norgaard attributes this lack of response to the phenomenon of socially organised denial, by which information 
about climate science is known in the abstract but disconnected from political, social and private life, and she sees 
this as emblematic of how citizens of industrialised countries are also responding - you know, but you don’t want to 
know - we live in one way and we think in another.

She says the residents are conflicted by personal feelings of concern, powerlessness, and guilt, and the larger 
cultural norms of the society which expect emotional toughness and control. There is also conflict between the 
country’s national image as being rugged, nature loving, environmentally aware and humanitarian, and the fact that 
Norway ranks third amongst the world’s largest oil exporters, and is the world’s second biggest gas exporter. Today, 
there are fifty one active oil and gas fields on the Norwegian continental shelf, and even after thirty five years of 
production the Norwegian Petroleum Directorate believes that Ekofisk still has the largest reserves. In total, nearly 
40% of the discovered marketable oil resources on the Norwegian shelf have not yet been extracted. In addition, there 
are probably many undiscovered fields. Oil and gas comprise 47% of the total Norwegian export market.
As of 2008, the oil and gas industry accounted for 26.6% of the Norwegian carbon dioxide emissions. Under the 
Kyoto Protocol, Norway promised to limit its greenhouse emissions to a maximum of 1% above 1990 levels. 
However, at the time of Norgaard’s research in 2001, total carbon dioxide emissions had increased by 20% from 
1990 levels.13

Norgaard concludes that, for Norwegians, thinking about climate change is difficult because it raises troubling 
feelings that go against a series of cultural norms. And these norms are in turn embedded in the particular social 
context and economic circumstances in which people live. 

A nation’s willingness to contribute to reductions in greenhouse gas emissions is inversely related to both their own 
emissions and national wealth. Rather than the public failing to act because of a lack of information, they are actively 
resisting on a collective level to respond to the available information, and to integrate the knowledge into everyday 
life or to transform it into social action. This is cognitive dissonance in action – being a good person in this part of 
Norway means contributing to society, holding a strong belief in equality and humanitarianism, and not being wasteful 
and ostentatious. But they are a rich country, making much of their wealth from an industry responsible for creating 
greenhouse emissions.

DENIAL OF RISK
The European nation threatened most by sea-level rise, the Netherlands, ranks at the very bottom of the level of 
concern regarding climate change in ACNielson’s 2007 global study of nations. And in 2006, Sammy Zahran and co-
authors found that, in the US, respondents living within a mile of the nearest coastline at negative relative elevation 
to the coast are less, not more likely to support government led climate initiatives.14

Lorraine Whitmarsh15 explored whether relevant experiences of flooding and air pollution influence individuals’ 
knowledge, attitudes, risk perception and behavioural responses to climate change. Perhaps surprisingly, interviews 
and a survey conducted in the south of England, indicated that  flood victims differ very little from other participants 
in their understanding of, and responses to, climate change, but that experience of air pollution does significantly 

13  Kari Marie Norgaard (2011): Living in Denial - Climate Change, Emotions and Everyday Life; p. 71
14  Ibid; p. 76
15  Are flood victims more concerned about climate change than other people? The role of direct experience in risk 
 perception and behavioural responses; Lorraine Whitmarsh; Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, 
 Cardiff University; 2007
 http//www.cf.ac.uk.psych/home2/papers/whitmarsh/Whitmarsh%20J%20of%20Risk%20Research%202008.pdf 7
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affect perceptions of, and behavioural responses to, climate change. Air pollution victims are no more likely 
to cite pollution as a cause of climate change than non-victims, but they do have higher pro-environmental 
values. Respondents with these values are significantly more likely to consider climate change a salient 
risk and to take action in response to it. Therefore, the relationship between air pollution experience and 
responses to climate change may be indirect and mediated by environmental values. 

Contrary to expectations, the research found that flood victims differ very little from other participants in 
their understanding of, and response to, climate change. This was clear from both the interview data and 
survey responses. Although flood victims are more likely to feel that climate change is an issue of personal 
importance, they are no more knowledgeable, concerned or active in relation to climate change than 
people without flooding experience. Even flood victims who cited climate change as an issue of personal 
importance in the survey were no more likely than other people to attribute this to increased flooding from 
climate change. Furthermore, flood victims are no more likely to mention flooding as a consequence of 
climate change than other groups. When asked what actions they were taking out of concern for climate 
change, nobody explicitly mentioned strategies to adapt to those changes.

THE BERNIE MADOFF PONZI SCHEME 16 - denial in action

In the US, Bernie Madoff was a financial king. He had helped to create NASDAQ, and became its chairman. 
He set up one of Wall Street’s most successful broker-dealers. He was a generous and prominent New 
York philanthropist, and was well connected within social and financial circles. He was an upstanding 
member of the Jewish community, a political donor (mainly to Democratic candidates), and a great man. 
He was charming. People trusted him. Their money was safe in his hands.

At the end of 2008, Madoff was arrested and charged with running the world’s largest Ponzi scheme, which 
defrauded people, including many of Madoff’s friends, of an estimated fifty to sixty billion dollars. He was 
accused of running an “affinity scam”, which largely preyed on people in the Jewish community like himself. 
Madoff joined all the right Jewish country clubs and gave to the right Jewish charities, which allowed him to 
fleece some very deep pockets.

Investigators found evidence that he was also taking money from well over three hundred and thirty nine 
funds in over forty countries, including Ireland. When the financial crash happened, his investors rushed 
to get their money back, but of course it no longer existed. Madoff’s scheme lasted for twenty years, a 
remarkable feat considering most pyramid schemes collapse after a year.

Yet, Bernie Madoff was a very rich man. By 2008, he and his wife were worth just under one billion dollars. 
He was apparently making so much money from his broker dealership that there was no reason for him to 
cheat. If he needed more, he could have sold the business and retired. And he wasn’t a compulsive thief, 
neither did he have any gambling or other addictive habits. So why did he put everything he owned and 
loved at risk?

In an interview in June 2009, after he was sentenced to one hundred and fifty years in a US jail, Bernie 
Madoff claimed he had started the racket almost by accident - a liberal interpretation of the truth. He had, in 
fact, drifted into the pyramid scheme to cover his inability to admit that he had screwed up. Years before, he 
had promised his investors that he would grow their money through stock picking and market timing. When 
things went pear-shaped, he could not admit defeat. Instead, he set up a new scheme to sort out the losses. 
This is not too surprising, as other financial rogues like Nick Leeson have fallen for similar reasons - you keep 

16  Harry Markopolos (2010); No One Would Listen - a true financial thriller
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digging to get out of the hole. What is interesting in this case is how Bernie Madoff so blatantly brought so many of his 
close associates and friends down with him. 

His Ponzi scheme was simple. Money from new investors was used to pay existing clients who wanted to pull out, 
and Madoff created false trading reports. People were so excited with the consistency of their financial returns that 
they roped in their friends and relatives, who passed the good news on to their social circle, and so on and on. There 
was always fresh money to call on. Existing investors were told that the fund was thriving. If anyone wanted to 
withdraw the profits, they were welcome to do so. And they all trusted Bernie Madoff.

The real shocker about this case is that back in 1999, an unknown number cruncher, called Harry Markopolis looked 
at Madoff’s strategy and worked out that the numbers didn’t add up. For the next ten years, Markopolis and his 
investigative team tried desperately to warn the government, Wall Street and the financial press about Madoff and 
his crooked scheme. He brought his concerns to the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), the independent 
and non political agency which was set up by President Franklin Roosevelt to regulate the securities industry, on five 
different occasions. But no-one wanted to listen. Markopolis reckons many of the people involved in the banks and 
other financial institutions smelled a rat, but they chose to turn a blind eye. And he says that the SEC ignored his 
submissions more out of incompetence than complicity. They couldn’t believe it was happening.

Madoff, for his part, in that interview in 2009, said that he was astonished that he hadn’t been found out by the SEC, 
calling its investigators idiots, assholes and blowhards.....

??
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1  G Hardin (1968) The Tragedy of the Commons; Science www.garretthardingsociety.org
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THE TRAGEDY OF THE COMMONS   GARRETT HARDIN; 1968

“Picture a pasture open to all. It is to be expected that each herdsman will try to 
keep as many cattle as possible on the commons. Such an arrangement may work 
reasonably satisfactorily for centuries because tribal wars, poaching, and disease 
keep the numbers of both man and beast well below the carrying capacity of the 
land. Finally, however, comes the day of reckoning, that is, the day when the long-
desired goal of social stability becomes a reality. At this point, the inherent logic of the 
commons remorselessly generates tragedy. 

As a rational being, each herdsman seeks to maximize his gain. Explicitly or implicitly, 
more or less consciously, he asks, “What is the utility to me of adding one more animal 
to my herd?” This utility has one negative and one positive component. 

The positive component is a function of the increment of one animal. Since the 
herdsman receives all the proceeds from the sale of the additional animal, the 
positive utility is nearly +1. 

The negative component is a function of the additional overgrazing created by 
one more animal. Since, however, the effects of overgrazing are shared by all the 
herdsmen, the negative utility for any particular decision-making herdsman is only a 
fraction of -1. 

Adding together the component partial utilities, the rational herdsman concludes that 
the only sensible course for him to pursue is to add another animal to his herd. And 
another, and another.... But this is the conclusion reached by each and every rational 
herdsman sharing a commons. Therein is the tragedy. Each man is locked into a 
system that compels him to increase his herd without limit - in a world that is limited. 
Ruin is the destination toward which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest 
in a society that believes in the freedom of the commons. Freedom in a commons 
brings ruin to all.”1

THEY’LL SORT IT
T H E  D I F F U S I O N  O F  R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y
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In the above excerpt, Garrett Hardin makes the point that even if the land becomes overgrazed, people 
will continue to put their animals on the damaged fields and even add to their herd. And the reasoning: 
individuals see no point in making a sacrifice if others continue to use a common asset. Even if everyone is 
aware of the risk of abuse, the mix of selfishness, competitiveness and unregulated exploitation eventually 
makes the land unusable for all. 

Environmentalists often use this parable to demonstrate the dilemma posed by climate change, and our 
overuse of energy and natural resources - Why should I make sacrifices if no one else does? 

There are a number of psychological factors which lie behind our battle between our individual needs and 
the greater good.

THE BYSTANDER EFFECT
The principle of the bystander effect is quite simple. Whenever there are other people around we have a 
ready excuse for holding back and waiting to see what they will do. “After all,” we reckon, “why should 
I be the person to become involved? Maybe I am misjudging what is going on. Maybe someone else is 
about to sort it.” So, when people are in a group, responsibility for acting is diffused. We assume that 
someone else will help out, or that, because no-one else is acting, the apparent problem isn’t actually a 
problem.

The Kitty Genovese case is often cited as an example of the bystander effect in action. In 1964, in  New 
York City, Kitty was savagely attacked on the street just before reaching home. She was brutalised over a 
period of 40 minutes, during which time she attempted to reach her apartment. Apparently, her screams 
and calls for help were heard by at least thirty eight neighbours who saw or heard her struggle. But no-one 
came to help or even phoned the police. The attacker was spooked by witnesses twice, but after he went 
away, each time, Kitty was left alone. He then returned to rape and kill her in the doorway just next to her 
apartment. Witnesses were able to give full accounts of what happened afterwards.

In 1968, in order to demonstrate why people did nothing in cases like this, US researchers Bibb Latane  
and John Darley staged emergencies of one kind or another in different situations, and then watched 
what happened. They invited students to participate in a market research survey. In one of them, the 
students went to an office, where they were met by a young woman who told them to sit down and gave 
them a questionnaire to fill out. She then went into an adjacent room separated from the office only by 
a curtain. After a few minutes, the students heard noises, suggesting that she had climbed on a chair to 
get something from a high shelf, and the chair had fallen over. She cried out: “Oh, my God, my foot…” “ I 
….I….can’t move it….Oh my ankle. I…..can’t…can’t…get….this thing off…. me.” The moaning and crying 
went on for about another minute. Of those students who were alone in the adjoining room filling out the 
market research survey, 70% offered to help. When another person who appeared to be another student 
completing the survey - but was in fact a stooge - was also present, and that person did not respond to the 
calls, only 7% offered to help. Even when two genuine students were together in the room, the proportion 
offering to help was much lower than when there was only one student. 

In another experiment they had a student alone in a room stage an epileptic fit. When there was just one 
person next door, listening, that person rushed to the student’s aid 85% of the time. But when subjects 
thought that there were four others also overhearing the seizure, they came to the student’s aid only 31% 
of the time.
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2    Stanley Cohen (2001); States of Denial; p. 147
3  Ibid; p. 263-5

In his book, States of Denial, Stanley Cohen,2 points out that, in both South Africa and Israel, pockets 
of bystanders with liberal values survived the reality around them by retreating into private life. They 
conformed outwardly, but in their psychic space their oppositional thoughts remained intact. So, 
to maintain this inner/outer split you cut yourself off from the unpalatable facts of life around you 
by not watching the news or reading newspapers, not talking politics with your family and friends, 
immersing yourself in barbecues, picnics and other social and sporting activities. This is more than 
trying not to be upset by bad news. The people subscribe to universal values, they are uneasy about 
what they know is happening - but they are reluctant to be too outspoken or to “get involved”. 

According to Cohen, the bystanders do not see the world much beyond their own boundaries, 
and so, being less conscious of others’ needs, they distance themselves from the demands of 
wider relationships.  Studies of why some people helped and sheltered Jews during the Second 
World War in Europe,3 have shown that they were more likely to attach themselves to others, to 
assume responsibility for them, and to act inclusively towards a wide range of people. Whereas 
dissociation, detachment, and exclusiveness are the hallmarks of “constricted” persons (the 
passive bystanders,) the rescuers displayed involvement, commitment, care and responsibility.  By 
contrast, the “extensivity” of these people meant caring for others beyond immediate family and 
community, feeling part of a common humanity, being sensitive to moral violations, and even seeking 
out opportunities to help. They find it difficult to refrain from action.  Already inclined to include 
outsiders in their sphere of concern, they find no reason to exclude them in an emergency. Yet they 
see themselves as being no different to others - “anyone would have done the same thing in my 
place”. This absence of a sense of virtue is the most constant theme. People said they were acting 
with “common-sense” human decency; they did not see themselves as doing anything special; the 
situation gave them no choice; they were helping because this was the obvious thing to do and it 
fitted with the routine morality they had learned and practiced in their communities and families. 

Cohen says that their altruism resulted from a particular cognitive outlook – a sense of self as part 
of a common humanity rather then tied to specific interests of family, community or country. The 
recognition of who you are was more important than allegiance to any abstract moral or political 
agenda; you helped whoever you could when you were asked - it was not a question of reasoning, as 
the people felt they had no choice. It was a recognition that they were a certain type of person, and 
that this meant they had to act in a certain way. This recognition fits nearly all activists the author has 
known. Nothing explains its biographical origins, or why some people rather than others have this 
“instinctive extensivity”. And, he says, at the sociological level, we don’t know whether this state is 
fostered more by some political cultures than others or, at the psychological level, why it appears in 
only a particular minority within the same culture. 

Some inconsistencies are well known. There are people who, in the public realm, are altruistic and 
deeply compassionate about humanitarian causes, but in their private lives are neglectful parents, 
narcissistic friends and indifferent to all others’ needs. And then there are others, like the Nazi 
doctors, who were so loving to their children and dogs, who were caring parents, selfless friends, 
sensitive and rooted in their own community - yet they were utterly indifferent to appeals from 
outside their immediate circle. 
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OUR SENSE OF FAIRNESS
Anyone who has children is well used to seeing little (and sometimes not so little) faces pucker, followed 
by a pained “it’s not FAIR” response to whatever “injustice” has just been metered out. This can be 
quickly followed by “EVERYone has got one”, or “he got MORE than me”.

Humans judge fairness in a relative way, usually in comparison with peers or social equals. The only 
problem is that my definition of fair is very likely to be different to your definition. Therefore, for any social 
group to work, shared rules of fairness have to be laid out objectively. 

According to Peter Singer,4 our willingness to help the poor can be reduced if we think that we would be 
doing more than our fair share. The person considering giving a substantial portion of his or her disposable 
income can’t help but be aware that others, including those with a lot more disposable income, are not.

Similarly, Giddens5  talks about the sense people have that others are free-riding. This can arise in any area 
of social or economic life in which collective outcomes hinge on decisions taken by individuals, “we are 
too small to make a difference”, “we shouldn’t take action until bigger countries do”. People who don’t 
contribute are free-riding, since they benefit from doing nothing. This is very relevant to climate change.

The “Ultimatum Game” puts fairness to the test and is one of the best known and most tried experiments in 
behavioural economics. The rules are simple. Two people, unknown to each other, are paired up. One person, 
the proposer, is given a sum of money, say - €10, and has to decide, on his own, how to divide it between 
them both. He then makes a take-it-or-leave-it offer to the other person. The responder can then either 
accept or reject the offer. If he accepts the money both players pocket their respective amounts. If he rejects 
it both players walk away empty handed. You would think that the responder would accept any amount, 
because what they will get is better than nothing, and that the proposer would recognise this and make a 
lowball offer. But, no, this rarely happens. Instead, what are seen as mean offers, anything below €2, are 
routinely rejected, and even more interestingly, the proposers anticipate this and rarely make many low offers 
in the first place. The most common offer in the ultimate game is, in fact, the fairest of them all, €5.

The experiment has been carried out across the developed world, and the results are remarkably uniform, 
despite cultural differences. And increasing the stakes (with reason) doesn’t seem to make much difference. 

The conclusion that has been come to is that, in an ideal world, everyone should end up with what they 
deserve, and, seeing as only luck decides who become the proposer and the responder, people feel that 
the spoils should be fairly equal. In an interesting version of the test, when the proposers “earned” their 
role as a result of a test, they offered less and not a single offer was rejected! 

Human behaviours are often explained as being hard-wired in our DNA evolutionary leftovers of life on the 
savannah or during the Stone Age. But a study carried out by Joe Henrich, an evolutionary psychologist 
from the University of British Columbia suggests that, rather than being rooted in our DNA, fairness toward 
strangers evolved recently, and is embedded in culture rather than biology.

To study this dynamic, Henrich’s team asked 2,100 people from fifteen small scale societies, including 
hunter-gatherers, marine foragers, nomadic herders, and pastoralists, to play three variations of a game 
designed to measure their innate sense of fairness. Subjects played each game anonymously and for 
potential payoffs equivalent to one or two days’ salary. In contrast to ultimatum games played by college 
students in industrial societies, the most common offer ranged from 15 to 50 percent. Responders 
either never rejected low offers or rejected them as often as 50 to 80 percent of the time – which goes 
to show that there is no clear-set point for what constitutes a fair offer in this game – it depends on the 
cultural norms of the society in which one lives.6 

4  Peter Singer (2009) The Life You Can Save; p.55
5  A Giddens (2009) The Politics of Climate Change; p. 101
6  Marc D Hauser (2006) Moral Minds; p. 83-4 
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THE IDENTIF IABLE VICTIM 

“If I look at the mass I will never act. If I look at the one, I will.” MOTHER THERESA 

An individual in need tugs at our emotions. We will do far more to rescue an identifiable victim than we will to save a 
statistical life. 

The story of “Baby Jessica”7  is a good example of this. In late 1987, in Texas, eighteen-month old Jessica McClure 
spent 58 hours trapped in a well, and Americans responded with sympathy, a tremendous rescue effort, and money. 
The McClures received over $700,000 in donations for “Baby Jessica” in the months after her rescue, and a popular 
television film was subsequently made. Apparently, the level of worldwide media coverage the incident received 
was only rivaled by the death of Princess Diana ten years later.

At the time, there was no question but that everything possible should and would be done to rescue the child; cost 
was no object. 

The identifiable victim effect can also be the precursor to a shift in public attitudes and even policy changes. 
The story of Ryan White the young haemophiliac from Indiana, who contracted HIV in 1984 demonstrates this.8 
Following his death, the US congress passed the Ryan White Care Act, which funded the largest set of services for 
people living with the AIDS in the country. It is clear that Ryan’s moving, meritorious six-year struggle with AIDS did 
more to alter peoples’ attitude about the disease than any amount of statistical or medical arguments.

The following causes of the identifiable victim effect are outlined in a study by Karen E. Jenni and George 
Loewenstein of Carnegie Mellon University.9

Vividness: The stories are usually very emotional, we see visual images of the people or follow the event unfolding 
in real time, without the emotional distance provided by historical perspective.

Certainty and uncertainty: Identifiable deaths are usually certain to occur if action is not taken, whereas statistical 
deaths are probabilistic. We are more likely to place disproportionate weight on outcomes that are certain relative to 
those that are uncertain but likely. And a certain loss is seen as worse than an uncertain loss with the same value. 

Proportion of the reference group that can be saved: In general people are more concerned about risks that are 
concentrated within a known geographic region or population than about those that are dispersed. 

Immediacy: Identifiable victims are actual people who are likely to die if help is not given, and we meet them after a 
risk producing event. We feel responsible for helping then, because if we do not they could die. Whereas, the decision 
on whether or not to respond to a statistical risk is usually made before the risk producing even has occurred.

Development charities have long cottoned onto the identifiable victim effect, which is why their fund-raising letters 
include such engaging personal testimonies from people they have helped to overcome hunger or poverty.

The effects of climate change are not so clear cut and it is therefore a lot harder to pinpoint 
identifiable victims.

One attempt to do this is to focus on island nations that are sinking due to sea level rises. Unfortunately, the story 
hasn’t yet ignited the world media.

7  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jessica_McClure 
8  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ryan_White 
9  Explaining the Identifiable Victim Effect, by Karen E Jenni and George Loewenstein
 http://www.andrew.cmu.edu/user/g120/GeorgeLoewenstein/Papers_files/pdf/identifiable-victim.pdf
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THE EFFECT OF MONEY

“Men do not desire to be rich, but to be richer than other men.” JOHN STUART MILL

It would appear that as societies began to use money, the need to rely on family and friends  diminished, 
and people were able to become more self-sufficient. In this way, money has enhanced individualism but 
seems to have diminished communal motivations. 

According to Margaret Heffernan,10 our desire to see ourselves as virtuous ensures that we value money 
because it appears to be the external proof of goodness. We live in societies in which mutual support 
and co-operation is essential, but money erodes the relationships we need to lead productive, fulfilling 
and genuinely happy lives. When money becomes the dominant motivator, it doesn’t co-operate with, or 
amplify, our bonds with others; it disengages us from them. The further removed we become from our 
neighbours, the more trapped we are in our self-sufficiency, the easier it is to treat people as things, to turn 
a blind eye to the human costs of toxic cultures and to make immoral decisions.

Having money doesn’t make us more generous either, as anyone who has spent time shaking a charity 
collection box on the street well knows. In several countries, most noticeably Britain, there is an inverse 
correlation between the level of donations and wealth: the richest give relatively little. In the UK, only 
about 30% of households contribute to charity, and a majority of these donations involve little cost or 
commitment. In the US, almost 50% of all charitable donations go to the individual’s church, a contribution 
that could be seen as selfish given that the churchgoers get back personal returns on their gifts.11

In a study carried out by the University of Minnesota marketing professor, Kathleen Vohs and her colleagues,12  
it was discovered that people, unconsciously primed with images of money, were not only likely to be more 
self-reliant, but they also turned out to be less helpful to others. Participants were asked to rearrange sets 
of words to form sentences. One group was given neutral words which made up sentences like “it’s cold 
outside”, while the others had to construct phrases that related to money, such as “high paying salary”. 
When the unscrambling tasks were finished, subjects were asked to arrange twelve discs into a square and 
the experimenter left the room, saying they could come to him if they needed help. The people who first 
worked on the “salary” task struggled with the puzzle for about five and a half minutes before asking for 
help, while the others who had worked on the neutral task looked for assistance after just three minutes. 
Thinking about money had made the first group more self-reliant. In further stages of the experiment, these 
participants were also less willing to help the experimenter to enter data, less willing to assist another subject 
who seemed confused and less likely to help a stranger who had dropped a box of pencils.

Two studies of day care centres in Israel conducted by Aldo Rustichini of the University of Minnesota and 
Uri Gneezy of the University of Chicago,13 published in 2000 and 2005, found that when day-care facilities 
instituted a fine on parents who collected their children later than a specified time, this led to more parents 
turning up late rather than fewer. The fine, the authors argued, was interpreted as a “price” for lateness which 
some parents were prepared to pay. And the number of late-arriving parents did not go down when the fee 
was removed. The researchers concluded that it is dangerous to bring money into the picture, because once a 
social contract has been turned into a financial-economic one, it is very difficult to change it back.

An experiment carried out online with adults from around the United States by Cassie Mogilner of the 
University of Pennsylvania,14 suggests that people who are made to think about time have a different 
approach to life than people who think about money. They plan to spend more of their time with the people 
in their lives while people who think about money fill their schedules with work.

Mogilner concluded that, although focusing on money motivates people to work more, passing the hours 
working does not generally make one happy. Spending time with loved ones does, and thinking about time 
might motivate people to pursue these social connections. 

10  Margaret Heffernan (20011); Wilful Blindness: p. 257 
11  Marc D Hauser (2006); Moral Minds; p. 288
12  Dan Ariely (2008); Predictably Irrational; p. 74-5
13  http://www.cbc.ca/news/background/science/mind-money.html
14  http://psychcentral.com/news/2010/10/08/thoughts-of-time-or-money-influence-behavior/19369.html
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Ori and Rom Brafman,15 described how Swiss townspeople were fairly willing to have a nuclear waste depository 
built near their town. Perhaps out of a feeling of social obligation or national pride, 50.8% of the townspeople 
agreed to such a facility being built. This wasn’t quite as high as the government had hoped for, so they added 
some incentives to help swing more votes their way. They decided to offer a compensation of 5,000 francs to each 
resident for agreeing to have the facility built near their town. 

Once money was introduced into the equation, people moved the decision out of the social norm into the business 
norm. And from a business perspective, you’d want a lot more than 5,000 francs to live next to a nuclear waste 
deposit. So the percentage of townspeople willing to have the facility built next to their town dropped to only 
24.6%! Even after the government offered to double or triple the amount of money given to each resident, it had 
little effect on the vote.  

Daniel Keltner at the University of California, Berkeley16 first started to contemplate the link between wealth and 
empathy after being struck by the profound self-interest and social disconnect shown by Wall Street bankers, while 
at the same time recalling the generosity of his neighbours growing up in a poor area. People going through tough 
times need the help of others to see them through and so become sensitive to the feelings of those around them – 
people are dependent on each other. In contrast, those with more money can pay their way out of a situation and so 
can afford to pay less attention to others. Keltner and a colleague, Michael Kraus, designed a series of experiments 
to test whether people from different social background really do interact differently. In one study, they divided 100 
volunteers into pairs, and filmed each pair meeting and getting to know each other for 5 minutes. To avoid any bias, 
two independent observers viewed the resulting videos and rated each participant’s actions during the exchange, by 
counting how often they showed signs of interest such as nodding, laughter and eye contact, compared with more 
detached behaviours such as doodling.

As expected, the poorer subjects were more likely to use warmer and more expressive body language and gestures 
that signal engagement, while the richer participants were more stand-offish, some even going to their phones to 
check the time, or fiddling with their backpack to make sure it was in order!

To find out if wealth can influence empathy, the researchers first asked 200 university employees, from all levels, 
to rate the emotions expressed in 20 photographs of human faces - a standard test of emotional intelligence. As 
predicted, those with more prestigious jobs were consistently worse on the task.

In another experiment, participants were divided into pairs and asked to carry out mock interviews, with one person 
asking the questions and the other answering. Afterwards they were asked to rate their own feelings, such as 
excitement, hope or worry. They also had to estimate the scores of their partners. Again, the students from poorer 
background were better at guessing their partner’s feelings than those from wealthier backgrounds.

Interestingly, Keltner and Kraus found that these differences were fluid, changing with the participant’s perception of 
their position with a group. When asked to imagine a conversation with someone they deemed to be higher up the 
social ladder, the wealthier participants became immediately better at reading emotions. The team concluded that these 
are probably automatic reactions that lead us to become more vigilant and mindful of others when we feel subordinate. 

Keltner’s latest study has found that richer people are more likely to commit an offense while driving, eat sweets 
intended for children(!), or cheat to increase the chance of winning a prize. 

(Health warning: these experiments were carried out on students, which may not be a very representative sample).

Hazel Rose Markus of Stanford University in California, studies the effects of culture on behaviour. She has also 
found that social and financial success can make people less caring. She suggests that the difference may arise 
from the sheer range of opportunities afforded by wealth – the rich spend more time considering how to spend their 
fortune than worrying about the needs of others. Their life is centred on their own needs, interests and choices, 
which makes them less caring.

15  Ori & Rom Brafman (2009) Sway-The irresistible pull of irrational behaviour;p.132-5
 http://psychcentral.com/blog/archives/2008/07/09/money-can-change-your-behavior-toward-others/
16   New Scientist; 21st April 2012; p. 52-55
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Judith Levine17 describes the year when she (and her compliant partner) decided not to buy anything 
other than food, toilet paper and other basics. Living in Vermont, she is is a regular cross country skier. 
On one occasion, she ends up at the sports centre with her skies but without her wax kit, and is thus 
“locked in a windowless cell of anxiety”. She is worried about having to beg a few swipes of wax from 
the guy at the desk; “Can I borrow...” “May I have....” “You see my partner drove away with ...” 
“I’m doing this project and ....”

She devises various strategies, composes and rehearses appropriate lines. She doesn’t want to sound 
too demanding, but neither does she want to come across as nonchalant. A note of apology might be 
appropriate, but abjectness is over the top. She admits that she basically wants to ask for help in such a 
way as to prevent anyone from noticing she is asking. 

And she frets that it is putting the guy out, he is an employee of a business after all and she is a customer - 
it’s unfair to break the rules.

In the end, she asked the lanky young man behind the desk if she could borrow a little blue wax, just a few 
swipes. “Borrow it?” he asked with a smile, “You can have it”, and then proceeded to wax her skies himself. 

Judith Levine mulls over this experience and admits that she likes to feel independent, and that the 
marketplace frees her from relationship, releases her from needing other people. As long as you’ve got a 
credit card in your pocket, you can go it alone - call it a form of consumer confidence.

Levine reckons that she needs to cultivate the skill of asking for help, she needs some non-consumer 
confidence.

GUILT-TRIPPING DOESN’T WORK
At a dinner party a while ago, we were talking about high energy prices, and one guest made the comment 
that it was okay for me and Quentin, because we had solar panels, we didn’t have to deal with such high 
electricity bills. I, of course, ever the evangelist, responded that they should get solar panels too, to which 
the reply was “It’s easy for you to talk, we don’t have that kind of money”. To which I replied, “Well, we 
chose to spend our money on solar panels, not expensive holidays. Why don’t you forgo this year’s trip to 
Portugal?” Which of course raised hackles and Quentin had to tactfully intervene! 

Guilt is the emotional response to a self-perceived shortfall with respect to one’s own standards of 
conduct, and people who feel guilty are motivated to make amends or feel a moral responsibility to behave 
differently. However, according to the American Psychological Association’s report,18  attempts to shame 
individuals into adopting pro-environmental behaviours can be ineffective particularly when they lead to 
rationalizations of behaviour and rejection, resentment, and annoyance at such perceived manipulations. 
Research in other areas, as well as recent research on reactions to “guilt appeals”, indicates that it 
is important to make distinctions between messages that lead to feelings of guilt, versus those that 
cause shame, with the former resulting from reflections on one’s behaviour and the latter resulting from 
reflections on personal characteristics.

Dilling & Moser19  say that we like to think that people who feel guilty want to make amends or feel a 
moral responsibility to behave differently. Explicit guilt appeals can indeed evoke such feelings, but do 
not necessarily persuade or induce behaviour change, because individuals just feel resentful or annoyed 
with overt manipulation. Take someone’s reaction to the criticism that they fly a lot. The almost invariably 
resentful reaction is frequently followed with justifications for why they have to do so – people will 
maintain their sense of self and identity before changing an environmentally damaging behaviour, unless 
the new behaviour is consistent with who they want to be in the world.  

17  Judith Levine (2006)  Not Buying It- my year without shopping; p.43-6
18  Psychology and Global Climate Change: addressing a Multi-faceted Phenomenon and Set of Challenges  
 http://www.apa.org/science/about/publications/climate-change.aspx
19  S. Moser & L. Dilling (Eds.) (2007)  Creating a Climate for Change;  p.71
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1  David J Linden (2011) Pleasure-How our brains make junk food, exercise, marijuanana, generosity and  
 gambling feel so good; p. 3/4

1 1

We’re all prone to the power of habit and its close cousin - addiction. Some suggest that the western 
world is addicted to oil (or was it George Bush who said that?), that men are addicted to gadgets, that 
women are addicted to shopping, that children are addicted to video games – and that our day to day 
existence relies heavily on our repetitious behaviour. If the activities cause greenhouse emissions then this 
is a problem for the planet.

Changing habits and addictions can be very difficult, particularly if they have gone on for a long time. And 
let’s face it, most repetitive behaviours initially give us pleasure. Neuroscientist David Linden1  argues that 
evolution has hardwired us to catch a pleasure buzz from a wide variety of experiences, including illicit 
vices like drugs, or socially sanctioned ritual and social practices like exercise, shopping, eating, orgasm, 
prayer and playing Internet games. Brain imaging studies show that giving to charity, paying taxes (!), and 
receiving information about future events all activate the same neural pleasure circuit that is engaged by 
heroin, orgasm, fatty foods or a new pair of shoes.

And behind the struggle to change is usually the lure of temptation. 

DON’T EAT THE MARSHMALLOW YET
Some psychologists believe that we all come into the world with certain traits which determine just how 
easy it is for us to delay gratification - this is borne out by what is commonly called the “Marshmallow 
Test”.1 This experiment was carried out in the 1960s in Stanford University by Walter Mischel. 653 children 
were offered a treat, a marshmallow, and were asked not to eat it until the researcher returned in fifteen 
minutes. On his return, they could eat it and would also get a second one. Only 30% of the kids were 
able to withstand the temptation. Mischel tracked his subjects into adulthood and has found a correlation 
between those who held off in the experiment and those who did well academically. The marshmallow 
gobblers ended up with a higher incidence of weight problems and substance abuse. The achievers were 
blessed with the ability to delay gratification and to think long-term.

THE FOLLOWING LINKS ARE WORTH A LOOK;

http://www.ted.com/talks/joachim_de_posada_says_don_t_eat_the_marshmallow_yet.html
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/05/18/090518fa_fact_lehrer?currentPage=2

OLD HABITS DIE HARD
A D D I C T I O N  A N D  H A B I T S
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2    Martin J Linden (2012); Brandwashed-Tricks companies use to manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy; p. 55
3  http://www.time.com/time/interactive/0,31813,1640235,00.html

All may not be lost. In an effort to find out if smart phones were truly addictive, marketing guru Martin 
Lindstrom conducted an fMRI study with the help of Mindsign, a neuromarketing firm based in San Diego.2 
They enlisted eight males and eight females between the ages of 18 and 25. Researchers presented both 
audio and video versions of a ringing and vibrating iPhone to the young people and checked what areas of the 
brain were activated. The classic signs of addiction were not demonstrated, but surprisingly, there was a flurry 
of activation in the brain’s insula - which is connected to feelings of love and compassion. The relationship may 
not be addiction as such but it is true love!

ADDICTION
Addictions refer to stuck patterns of behaviour that can be difficult to change even when we know we are 
causing harm to ourselves and to others. Stopping an addictive behaviour requires more than conscious 
rational decision. Deeply ingrained habits can be hard to shift and temporary gains can be easily lost 
through relapse. When someone is dependent on something, the idea of stopping use, or even reducing it, 
is threatening. In dependent use, someone may either block out information that suggests their favoured 
substance is harmful, or they may continue using it, even when they know it could be killing them.

Addictive substances or actions increase the amount of a chemical called dopamine in the brain which 
results in feelings of pleasure. The brain remembers the pleasure and wants to experience more, and 
more, which ultimately leads to compulsion.

Recent research shows that addiction involves many of the same brain circuits that govern learning and 
memory, such as transcription factors which oversee long-term memories. All perceived rewards increase 
the concentration of transcription factors. So, repeatedly taking addictive substances can change the brain 
cells and strengthen the memory of the pleasurable effects. Even after transcription factor levels return to 
normal, addicts may remain hypersensitive to the substance or addictive activity and the cues that predict 
its presence. This increases the risk of relapse long after they have given up their addiction.

When we think of the word addiction, alcohol, smoking, drugs or gambling usually come to mind, but 
addictive behaviour can also relate to sex, eating, shopping, computer games and work.
According to Time Science,3 sixteen million Americans suffer from a sex addiction, one in twenty 
Americans is a compulsive shopper, and four million adults are addicted to food. 

All addictions have two aspects in common: 

Firstly, the addictive behaviour is ultimately maladaptive or counter-productive to the individual. So 
instead of helping the person adapt to situations or overcome problems, it tends to undermine 
these abilities.

Secondly, the behaviour is persistent. When someone is addicted, they will continue to engage in the 
addictive behaviour, despite it causing them trouble.

Because the media, in particular, have portrayed addicts as hopeless, unhappy people whose lives are 
falling apart, many people with addictions do not believe they are addicted as long as they are enjoying 
themselves, and are holding their lives together.

1
2
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Often people’s addictions become ingrained in their lifestyle, to the point where they never or rarely feel 
withdrawal symptoms. Or they may not recognize their withdrawal symptoms for what they are, putting 
them down to aging, working too hard, or just to having a good time. People can go for years without 
realizing how dependent they are on their addiction. 

The biggest problem is the addicted person’s failure to recognize the harm their actions are doing to  
themselves and to others. They may be in denial about the negative aspects, choosing to ignore the 
effects on their health, life patterns and relationships. Or they may blame outside circumstances or other 
people in their lives for their difficulties.

The harm caused is particularly difficult to recognize when the addiction is the person’s main way of coping 
with the other problems they have. Sometimes other problems are directly related to the addiction, for 
example, health crises, or indirectly, such as relationship troubles.

Some people who get addicted to substances or activities are very aware of their addictions, and even the 
harm caused by it, but they continue the behaviour anyway. This can be because they don’t feel they can 
cope without their fix, because they are avoiding dealing with some other issue that the addiction distracts 
them from, or because they do not know, or have forgotten, how to enjoy life in any other way.

The harm of addiction may only be recognized when the addict goes through a crisis. This can happen 
when the substance or behaviour is taken away completely, and the person goes into withdrawal and 
cannot cope. Or the crisis can occur as a consequence of the addiction, such as a serious illness, a partner 
leaving, or loss of a job.

According to an article in New Scientist by Samantha Murphy,4 historically, not all addictions have been 
seen as equal. Alcohol and drug addiction have long been accepted, and as food, sex and gambling 
addictions came along the world reluctantly accepted them. But when people were asked to accept 
video game, shopping and work addictions, the response was markedly less sympathetic, with age old 
references being again made to weak characters, and lack of self control. 

In the mid 1990’s a line was drawn between behavioural addictions like gambling and chemical addictions 
like alcoholism, smoking and drug use. More recently, addiction researchers have turned to neuroscience 
to understand the mechanisms underlying different addictions. But the more they have tried to separate 
substance from behavioural addiction the more similarities they have found.

The brains of people with addiction look similar whether the addiction is substance or behaviourally based. 
Under fMRI scanning the same reward centres are activated. And the physical symptoms, including 
withdrawal are also the same.

Rodent studies even show that it is possible to swap one addiction for another, a phenomenon called 
“addiction transfer”. And this can play out in real life situations where a person might overcomes a food 
addiction and turn to pills instead. It would appear that some people are simply addicted to addiction. 
Researchers now think that the long held notion of the “addictive personality” can be linked to a genetic 
predisposition. But it is generally agreed that manifestation of the addiction is down to circumstances. 

Oniomania is the psychiatric term for compulsive shopping, or shopping addiction. People with oniomania 
shop on impulse, initially for pleasure, and then as a way of coping, and find it difficult to control their 
spending or shopping behaviours. This is perhaps the most socially reinforced of the behavioral addictions, 
and therefore most people don’t even see that they are affected.

4  Addictive Personality; Samantha Murphy; New Scientist; 8th Sept. 2012; p. 37-9
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Martin Lindstom says that a true addiction can be defined as “a persistent, uncontrolled reliance on either a 
behaviour or a substance, whether it’s alcohol, a particular food such as chocolate, prescription pills, smoking, 
gambling, shopping or ever sex.” 5

According to Lindstrom, brand addiction, and its slightly less severe cousin, brand obsession, are subsets 
of shopping addiction, and he finds them alarmingly common. A former senior executive at Philip Morris 
identified two stages on the road to being hooked – the first is the “routine stage”, when certain brands or 
products are used as part of the daily habits and rituals. The second stage is known as the “dream stage” 
when we buy things, not because we need them but because we have allowed emotional signals about them 
to penetrate our brains. We move into the dream stage when we are relaxed, when we have let our guard 
down. Then through habit we move back into the routine stage bringing our new found longing with us.6

Self confessed compulsive spender, Alexis Hall7 wrote a book about how she painfully dug herself out from 
under a shopping debt of over £31,000. This lump sum stretched across four credit cards and two loans, 
both of which were taken out to clear the credit cards. The debt did not include her half of the couple’s 
mortgage or the amount of money her partner gave her over the years to help solve the problem. Most 
of Alexis’ purchases were clothes, many of which remained unworn at the bottom of her cupboards. She 
even managed to buy some items twice, forgetting that they were already languishing in her wardrobe. 
“It’s all about the purchase. That exquisite moment when the object of your desire suddenly becomes 
yours”, she says.

Professor Francisca Lopez Torrecillas at the University of Granada8  says, in principle, and as long as the 
hobby is performed under control, collecting things is good from the psychological point of view, as it helps 
in developing perseverance, order, patience and memory (Phew, because I have recently become a vintage 
tea set collector of all things...long story). 

However, collecting can also become an obsession, especially among the vulnerable - individuals with low 
self-esteem, poor social skills and difficulty in facing problems (yikes).

In recent years, she says there has been a very significant increase in cases where uncontrolled collecting 
has caused obsessive-compulsive disorder and shopping addiction.

Torrecillas also states that certain attitudes such as the need for control, perfectionism, meticulousness 
and extreme order are very frequent traits in people who enjoy collecting, but they are also closely related 
to psychological disorders (Hmm....)

In November 2008, a Wal-Mart employee was trampled to death in a stampede of shoppers trying to get 
into a Wal-Mart sale blitz in one of their New York outlets.

Apparently the crowd had been building all night. By 3.30am the police had to be called as tension 
mounted prior to the 5.00am opening time. By 4.55am the police could no longer hold back the throng 
of more than 2,000 people. Employees inside the building tried to push back, but suddenly, the doors 
shattered and the crazed mob surged though in a blind mob to get to the bargains. A 34 year old worker, 
Jdimytai Damour, was thrown back onto the floor and literally trampled to death.

Shoppers who had seen the stampede said they were shocked. One said the crowd had acted like 
“savages.” Shoppers behaved badly even as the store was being cleared, they recalled.9

5    Martin J Linden (2012); Brandwashed-Tricks companies use to manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy; p. 56
6    Ibid; p.60
7  Alexis Hall (2008); In the Red- the diary of a recovering shopaholic; p. xi
8  http://www.upi/Health_News?2011/03/16/Collecting-can-become-obsession-adiction/UPI-59301300299887/
9  http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/29/business/29walmart.html?hp 4
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OVERCOMING ADDICTION
The Twelve Step Programme is renowned as a trusted method of curing addictions to drugs and alcohol 
(Alcoholics Anonymous). As summarized by the American Psychological Association, the process involves: 

admitting that one cannot control one’s addiction or compulsion 

Empowerment and self-determination are said to be important to recovery, including having control over 
one’s actions. Developing a sense of meaning and overall purpose is said to be important for sustaining the 
recovery process. This may involve developing a social or work role. It may also involve renewing, finding 
or developing a guiding philosophy religion, politics or culture. 

Being able to move on can also involve having to cope with feelings of loss, which may include despair 
and anger. When an individual is ready, this can lead to a process of grieving. It may require accepting past 
suffering and lost opportunities or lost time.

HABITS

A habit is a routine behaviour carried out on a regular basis. Habits are recurrent and often unconscious and 
they are acquired through frequent repetition. You do them without even thinking, like putting on a seat 
belt, tying your shoes, biting your nails. Habits are learned, not instinctive and they seem to occur without 
the explicit intention of the person. The habit almost takes on a life of its own.

The line separating habits from addictions is not very clear. Many researchers say that, while addiction 
is complicated and still poorly understood, many of the behaviours associated with it are driven by habit. 
Some substances like drugs and alcohol can cause physical dependencies. However, many of the lingering 
urges, still present months after you have given up the drug, relate more to the memory of taking that first 
morning puff and the rush it then gave you. You are missing the behavioural habit.10

In their study on habits, David T. Neal et al,11 note that approximately 45% of our everyday behaviours tend 
to be repeated in the same location on a daily basis. These are not decisions, but habits. Without habits, 
people would be doomed to plan, consciously guide, and monitor every action, from making that first cup 
of coffee in the morning to getting dressed and driving to work. 

Habits drive consumer choices, they influence social processes, become shared between individuals and 
within groups and communities.

Our habits help us cope with risk because risk is everywhere. You could choke on your toast, trip down the 
stairs, fall over the cat, or get mown down by a truck. We need an “off” switch so as to get through the 
day. However, as with everything the unconscious mind does, it cannot account for science and statistics. 

10    Duhigg, Charles (2012) The Power or Habit - Why we do what we do and how to change; p. 69
11    Habits - a Repeat Performance, by David T Neal, Wendy Wood and Jeffrey M Quinn
  http://dornsife.usc.edu.wnedywood/research/documents/Neal.Wood.Quinn.2006.pdf
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If you’ve smoked cigarettes every hour, every day, for years, without thinking and without suffering any 
apparent harm, the cigarette in your hand won’t feel particularly threatening. The same process can explain 
why some people don’t think it is risky to drive without seat belts, or cycle a bicycle without a helmet, or 
drive a gas guzzling SUV. 

The mechanisms of habitual control pose a particular challenge for changing behaviour. Many habits, 
like driving and eating, are extremely resistant to permanent change. Public health campaigns and other 
informational interventions are designed to change beliefs. However, as we know, changing minds does 
not necessarily change habits.

Gregory R. Maio et al,12 say that habits can lead to “tunnel vision”. When they develop, an individual is less 
motivated to attend to, and acquire new information, particularly information that is not consistent with 
the habit - so habits tend to resist information-based interventions. They also say that habitual behaviour 
seems less guided by attitudes and intentions than behaviour that is conducted in a more deliberative and 
thoughtful fashion. When a particular behaviour is repeated over and over again, the original reasons and 
arguments why that behaviour was adopted in the first place may vanish over time. 

OVERCOMING A HABIT
Charles Duhigg13  points out that habits are powerful. They can emerge sub-consciously, without our 
permission. They can creep up on us - an action gets repeated, turns into a pattern which becomes a 
routine. Habits can cause our brains to cling to them, to the exclusion of all else.

Once the behaviour becomes a habit, the brain no longer fully participates in decision making. It stops 
working so hard or diverts its attention to other things. So, unless you consciously fight a habit, and find 
new routines, the pattern will continue to unfold automatically. 

Duhigg talks about the habit loop, whereby a cue causes a routine, which results in a reward. A habit not 
only relies on a cue, but the cue must also trigger a craving for the reward to come. Cravings are what 
drive habits, which of course is grist to the mill of the advertisers. All they need to do is work out how to 
spark the craving which drives us towards their product.

Charles Duhigg outlines what he calls the Golden Rule of habit change.14 To change a habit you must keep 
the old cue, deliver the old reward, but insert a new routine. Duhigg also says that for the Golden Rule to 
work you must also have a belief that it will work. In the AA movement, they talk about trusting in a higher 
power, a god outside of yourself. 

12   Social Psychological Factors in Lifestyle Change and Their Relevance to Policy
 http://www.cf.ac.uk/psych/home2/papers/maio/Maio%20et%20al.%20SIPR%202007.pdf 
13   Duhigg Charles (2012) The Power of Habit - Why we do what we do and how to change 
14   Ibid. ; Chapter 3 6
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Lisa Allen started smoking and drinking when she was 16 years old and had always struggled with obesity. 
When she was 30, her husband left her for another woman. After four months of crying, binge eating, 
sleeplessness, anger and depression, she escaped to Cairo. On her first morning there, she awoke jet-
lagged and exhausted and reached for a cigarette. It wasn’t until she smelt the burning plastic that she 
realised that she was trying to light her pen. Suddenly, her world came crashing down and she knew she 
had to do something. She needed a goal, something to work towards. So she decided that day that she 
would come back to Egypt and trek through the desert. She hadn’t a clue what she was letting herself in 
for, but she made the commitment and then gave herself one year to prepare. As part of the plan she had 
to stop smoking.

That one small shift in perception and then the commitment to go trekking led to her giving up a 
longstanding smoking habit. This then touched off a series of changes which transformed her life. Over the 
next six months, she replaced smoking with jogging, and this in turn changed how and what she ate, how 
she worked and spent her money, the hours of sleep she got. She started running races, then a marathon, 
and she travelled the Egyptian desert. She also went back to college, bought a new house, got a job and 
became engaged.

Her total physical and mental transformation became part of a scientific study looking at how people 
overcome their addictive and destructive habits. The scientists concluded that Lisa’s seismic shift was 
not caused by the divorce, her initial trip to Cairo or the desert trek. Her transformation began when she 
decided to change one bad habit - smoking. By focusing on one pattern or “keystone habit”, Lisa then 
taught herself to re-program other damaging routines in her life. When researchers examined images of 
her brain, they discovered that one set of neurological patterns - her old habits - had been overridden by 
new patterns. They could still see the neural activity of the old behaviours, but these impulses had been 
pushed aside by new urges. As Lisa’s habits changed so did her brain.15

15   Duhigg Charles (2012) The Power of Habit - Why we do what we do and how to change; Prologue
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1  Quoted by Jonathon Haidt (2012) The Righteous Mind-why good people are divided by politics and religion
2  Margarett Beckett, British Roreign Secretary; Un Security Concil; 2007; 
 quoted by M Hulme (2009) Why we Disagree about Climate Chante; p. 285
3  A Giddens (2009) The Politics of Climate Change; p. 229

1 2

“I have striven not to laugh at human actions, not to weep at them, not to hate them, 
but to understand them.” BARUCH SPINOZA, TRACTATUS POLITICUS, 1676 1

“Climate change can bring us together, if we have the wisdom to prevent it from 
driving us apart” MARGARET BECKETT 2

“In spite of the divisions and power struggles that exist, coping with climate change 
could be a springboard for creating a more cooperative world” ANTHONY GIDDENS 3 

Climate scepticism is a broad term used to describe the belief that climate change is not happening, 
or, if it is occurring, that human activities are not the cause. There is generally no love lost between 
environmentalists and climate sceptics. 

Environmentalists fear that the extreme views of the sceptics are convincing people to reject global warming 
and to do nothing about it. But perhaps, in part, we’re looking at an example of chicken and egg syndrome - 
maybe people’s inability to get their head around climate change, its implications and what to do, is causing 
some scepticism, rather than the other way round? Or if people are reluctant or confused by the issues, then 
they may be drawn to what the sceptics say – after all, their message is much nicer than ours! 

Either way, head to head rows, which often descend into verbal fist-fighting, on radio or TV between both 
sides don’t seem to be cutting the mustard. There are no winners when the public just switches out or 
switches off. Such heated arguments just lead one to wonder if it’s better not to mention the words 
climate change at all.....

ARE WE THAT DIFFERENT?
While my blood can still boil listening to a hardened sceptic argue his case, I’m mindful of the fact that 
in the late 1990’s, I was part of a movement that in its own way was sceptial too. And many of the 
arguments we make against climate sceptics today were probably made against us back then.

FACT OR FICTION
C L I M AT E  S C E P T I C I S M
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4  http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2007/
5    http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn23014-what-leaked-ipcc-report-really-says-on-climate-change.html

As part of the, now defunked, Genetic Concern campaign against genetic engineering, my colleagues and 
I felt we were underdogs fighting an industrial machine. We had a few fervent scientists supporting our 
case, but, let’s face it, they were on the margins of the scientific establishment. Today, climate sceptics 
believe they are up against a bureaucratic behemoth, and on their side they have a raggle-taggle mix of 
equally concerned scientific voices.

In general, climate sceptics don’t trust government, and they believe that because climate science is 
largely funded by government it must be unsound. We, on the other hand, didn’t trust industry, and the 
fact that biotech companies were funding GMO research made us believe it was tainted. Our scientists 
were few in number, and usually not working directly in the area, but we believed that industry controlled 
the research and therefore wouldn’t employ dissenting voices, or release any negative results. The climate 
sceptics feel that government funded climate science bodies won’t support or publish any of their studies.

In relation to climate change, we see the sceptics as being backed by big bad industry, they see us as 
being in the pocket of big bad government.

We used to hate when the media gave more coverage to the pro-GMO lobby, feeling that fairness and a need 
for balance dictates that minority views should be heard. Now we hate the way climate sceptics get so much 
coverage, and we bemoan the fact that they are such a minority group, seemingly getting equal air time!!

SCIENTIF IC CONSENSUS
Climate sceptics often say that there is no scientific consensus on global warming. However, this is 
not true. 

The International Panel for Climate Change is a scientific, intergovernmental body set up under the 
auspices of the UN in 1988. It is claimed that over 2,500 scientists from all over the world contribute 
to the work of the IPCC as authors, contributors and reviewers and that industry has no involvement. 
Governments participate in plenary Sessions where main decisions about the IPCC work programme are 
taken and reports are accepted, adopted and approved. They also participate in the review of IPCC Reports 
(which, some worry, waters down the results).

The Nobel Peace Prize 2007 was awarded jointly to Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and 
Al Gore “for their efforts to build up and disseminate greater knowledge about man-made climate change, 
and to lay the foundations for the measures that are needed to counteract such change” 4 

The IPCC’s 2007 Report declared that the warming of the world’s climate is now “unequivocal”, a claim 
based upon extensive observations of increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, the 
widespread melting of snow and ice, and rising global average sea levels. And the IPCC scientists agree 
that such global warming is caused by human activities. Its next report is due to be published, section 
by section, from September 2013 onwards. A draft has been leaked online and, while it rows back a bit 
on predictions relating to drought and tropical storms and the cooling effect of air pollution, it’s overall 
message is sobering. The report says that the Arctic, which experienced record low levels of ice in 
September 2012, may see ice-free summers by 2100 (many climatologists feel this is too optimistic and 
expect ice-free seasons before 2050), and predicts greater sea-level rise that in 2007. Their conclusion 
is that it is “very likely” that the past three decades have all been warmer than any time in the past 800 
years; that we could see almost 9 °C of warming by 2300; and that “a large fraction of climate change is 
largely irreversible on human timescales”.5
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The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)   is a scientific body under the auspices of the United 
Nations (UN) and is the leading international body for the assessment of climate change and is the IPCC.  

It was established by the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and the World Meteorological 
Organization (WMO) in 1988 to provide the world with a clear scientific view on the current state of 
knowledge in climate change and its potential environmental and socio-economic impacts. In the same 
year, the UN General Assembly endorsed the action by WMO and UNEP in jointly establishing the IPCC.  
The IPCC reviews and assesses the most recent scientific, technical and socio-economic information 
produced worldwide relevant to the understanding of climate change. It does not conduct any research nor 
does it monitor climate related data or parameters.  

Scientists from all over the world contribute to the work of the IPCC on a voluntary basis. Review is 
an essential part of the IPCC process, to ensure an objective and complete assessment of current 
information. IPCC aims to reflect a range of views and expertise. The Secretariat coordinates all the 
IPCC work and liaises with Governments. It is supported by WMO and UNEP and hosted at WMO 
headquarters in Geneva.  

The IPCC is an intergovernmental body. It is open to all member countries of the United Nations (UN) 
and WMO. Currently 195 countries have joined. Governments participate in the review process and the 
plenary Sessions, where main decisions about the IPCC work programme are taken and reports are 
accepted, adopted and approved. The IPCC Bureau Members, including the Chair, are also elected during 
the plenary Sessions.  

In legitimate scientific circles, it is very difficult to find evidence of disagreement over the fundamentals 
of global warming. Naomi Oreskes,7  from the University of California, conducted a study of more than 
900 articles on climate change, published in refereed journals between 1993 and 2003. Of these, 75% 
endorsed the view that anthropogenic (man-made) emissions were responsible for at least some of the 
observed warming of the past 50 years. The remaining 25%, which dealt with questions of methodology 
or climate history, took no position on current conditions. Not a single article disputed the premise that 
anthropogenic warming is under way. She concludes that “the mass media have paid a great deal of 
attention to a handful of dissenters in a manner that is greatly disproportionate with their representation 
in the scientific community. The number of climate scientists who actively do research in the field but 
disagree with the consensus position is evidently very small.” 

At the end of 2012, the geochemist James Lawrence Powell,8 who was appointed by Ronald Reagan to 
the US National Board for Science and Technology, trawled through scientific articles searching for  the 
keywords “global warming” or “global climate change”. He felt that if there was disagreement among 
scientists, based not on opinion but on hard evidence, it would be found in the peer-reviewed literature. 
Going way back to January 1st, 1991, and right up to November 2012, Powell’s search turned up a total 
of 13,950 articles. Of these, just 24 – 0.17% or one in 581 – clearly rejected global warming or endorsed a 
cause other than carbon dioxide emissions for the observed warming of 0.8 degrees since the beginning of 
the industrial era.

From this study, Powell concludes the following:

 Those who do cite the rejecting articles do not themselves reject human-caused global warming

7   J DiMento & P Doughman (eds.) (‘07) Climate Change - what it means for us, our children and our grandchildren; p. 74
8     http://www.jamespowell.org  AND  http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/sciencetoday/2013/00117/1224328940445.html
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 agree among themselves. 

 Earth to warm.

The BBC has an interesting take on things. In a 2007 report on safeguarding impartiality,9 the BBC Trust 
made the following statement:

“There may be now a broad scientific consensus that climate change is definitely happening, and that it 
is at least predominantly man-made. But the second part of that consensus still has some intelligent and 
articulate opponents, even if a small minority.

The BBC has held a high-level seminar with some of the best scientific experts, and has come to the 
view that the weight of evidence no longer justifies equal space being given to the opponents of the 
consensus. But these dissenters (or even sceptics) will still be heard, as they should, because it is not the 
BBC’s role to close down this debate. They cannot be simply dismissed as ‘flat-earthers’ or ‘deniers’, who 
‘should not be given a platform’ by the BBC. Impartiality always requires a breadth of view: for as long 
as minority opinions are coherently and honestly expressed, the BBC must give them appropriate space. 
‘Bias by elimination’ is even more offensive today than it was in 1926. The BBC has many public purposes 
of both ambition and merit – but joining campaigns to save the planet is not one of them. The BBC’s best 
contribution is to increase public awareness of the issues and possible solutions through impartial and 
accurate programming. Acceptance of a basic scientific consensus only sharpens the need for hawk-eyed 
scrutiny of the arguments surrounding both causation and solution. It remains important that programme-
makers relish the full range of debate that such a central and absorbing subject offers, scientifically, 
politically and ethically, and avoid being misrepresented as standard-bearers. The wagon wheel remains a 
model shape. But the trundle of the bandwagon is not a model sound”. 

MORE THAN SCIENCE
But maybe there are so few dissenting scientific papers, because scepticism about climate change is really 
about a lot more than just science. 

Climatologist, Mike Hulme10  says that climate change has emerged as a phenomenon which poses 
challenges on an unprecedented scale. It is an environmental, cultural and political phenomenon which 
is reshaping the way we think about ourselves, our societies and humanity’s place on Earth. It is an 
intangible, un-situated risk. And risk perceptions are socially constructed, with different groups prone to 
take notice of, fear and amplify some risks, while ignoring, discounting or attenuating others. How the risks 
are perceived by the public will also depend on the particular contexts that people find themselves in - their 
personal experience of climatic danger; who they trust; their way of thinking; their values and world-views.
Therefore, he says, we cannot simply expect scientific experts to conduct and communicate climate risk 
assessments and that individuals and social groups will consequently act to reduce those risks.

9    From Seesaw to Wagon Wheel - Safeguarding impartiality in the 21st century; BBC Trust; 2007; p. 40
   http;//ww.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/impartiality_21century/report.pdf
10  M Hulme (2009) Why we Disagree about Slimat Change - Understanding controversy, inaction and opportunity
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Adam Corner, research associate in the School of Psychology at Cardiff University,11 writing for the 
Guardian’s Environment Blog, extends this line of reasoning. He points out that several decades of social 
psychology have shown that on any number of topics, people squeeze new evidence through powerful 
social and cultural filters. Pouring facts into this filter system does not necessarily produce consensus – 
and it can even cause attitudes to polarise.

The arguments are not really about the science, they are disputes about personal values, regulation, 
economic growth or the acceptable level of government intervention in our lives. Climate change just 
happens to cut to the heart of these red hot issues – and so it is used as a vehicle for thrashing out ancient 
disputes. The fact that so many US Republicans dispute climate change illustrates this.

So, there is no point in turning up the volume on the science.

Instead, Corner suggests that our methods for engaging the public need to move away from the one-way 
dissemination of information, and towards more participatory approaches. If people deliberate more with each 
other about climate change, then the reasons for disagreement may come to the surface. If these reasons are 
based on values, cultural world-views or ideology, then it makes sense to get these disagreements out into 
the open rather than obscuring them by fighting political battles using the language of science.

GENETIC ROOTS
As we have seen in article 4, conservatives generally believe in individual freedom, tradition, moral values 
and a society with small government. They are more likely to be sceptical of climate change.

Whereas, liberals generally believe in liberty, equality and a benign but active state. They are more likely to 
accept climate change.

There is a growing interest amongst political scientists that political ideology may have biological or genetic 
roots. Of course this line of argument is controversial and causes much hackle-raising. 
Detractors say that such research diminishes the role of reason in political debate. Many have also 
criticised the research for being too simplistic and reducing the complexities of political opinion to just 
two sides. The fact that most of the researchers are themselves liberal evokes claims of possible bias and 
distortion. However, it is worth mentioning here.

Jesse Graham & Sarah Estes12 give an overview of the research, much of which involves snooping around 
aspects of people’s lives. They say that when researchers went looking, they found that the 
conservatives’ rooms were more orderly and had more objects relating to order like stamps, calendars, 
cleaning products. Liberals’ rooms were messier, with more objects related to open-mindedness, such as 
travel books, art supplies, and diverse music collections.

The researchers concluded that these outward traits were a manifestation of inward traits, specifically 
openness and conscientiousness, two of the “big five” dimensions of personality that are known to have 
a strong genetic basis. They believed that, in general, liberals are more open-minded, creative, curious, and 
novelty seeking, while conservatives are more orderly, conventional and better organised.

11   http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/blog/2010/nov/23/climate-change-sceptism-not-about-science
12 Jesse Graham & Estes; Political Instincts; New Scientist; 3rd Nov. 2012; p. 41-43

5

A
R

T
IC

L
E

 1
2

  P
A

G
E



13 New Scientist; 3rd March 2012; p. 30/1 
 AND Jonathon Haidt; The Righteous Mind-why-good people are divided by politics and religion; Allen Lane; 2012
14  http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/blog/2021/may/04/heartland-institute-global-warming-murder

And different ideologies affect your social preferences. As a rule, conservatives are more likely than 
liberals to prefer white people, straight people and high status groups. Liberals are more comfortable with 
members of ethnic and sexual minorities and they also prefer high status groups, although not to such 
an extent as the conservatives. And, in psychological tests that measure unconscious attitudes, these 
preferences operate outside of conscious control. 

Stable ideological differences have also been found in moral judgements. Liberals are more morally 
offended by suffering and inequality, while conservatives are more morally offended by betrayals of the 
in-group, disrespect for authority and tradition, and signs of sexual or spiritual impurity. 

Again these differences seem to have biological roots, and have been linked to anatomical differences in 
the size of various brain structures. 

Differences have also been found at the level of cognition and perception. Conservatives are more likely 
to want to turn uncertainties into certainties and ambiguity into clarity, while liberals have a higher need for 
cognition itself, enjoying deliberation and mental challenges. 

Conservatives are more likely to report seeing the world as a dangerous place, and are more sensitive to 
disgust cues and the “yuck” factor.

Liberals were better able to control their impulses and showed more activity in the anterior cingulated 
cortex, an area of the brain associated with cognitive control and self-regulation. Conservatives have more 
grey matter in the right amygdala, an area associated with threat response and intense emotions.

In an interview in New Scientist,13 psychologist and author, Jonathan Haidt, points out that politicians 
like Newt Gingrich are very skilled at manipulating moral sentiments. From an understanding of “visceral 
morality” Gingrich devised a list of words Republicans should use when talking about Democrats, including 
“dirty”, “sleazy” and “cheating”. When you talk about a “dirty idea that will bring us down into the 
gutter”, the words are very powerful. Haidt says that Democrats are much less skilled at pushing buttons; 
they talk about programmes like social security and Medicare, but it is not clear what their core moral 
values are.

The Heartland Institute, a Chicago based think tank notorious for promoting climate scepticism, knows 
how to use visceral morality. On 4th May 2012, they launched a billboard campaign.  The posters pointed 
out that some of the world’s most notorious criminals say that they “still believe in global warming” – and 
asked viewers if they do, too. Those featured included the Unabomber,Ted Kaczynski; the mass murderer, 
Charles Manson and Cuba’s Fidel Castro (Osama bin Laden and hostage-taker James J. Lee were due to 
appear on future posters). 

According to Heartland’s press release,14 these rogues and villains were chosen “because they made 
public statements about how man-made global warming is a crisis and how mankind must take immediate 
and drastic actions to stop it”. 

And the justification for this? - “Because what these murderers and madmen have said differs very little 
from what spokespersons for the United Nations, journalists for the “mainstream” media, and liberal 
politicians say about global warming.....Still believing in man-made global warming – after all the scientific 
discoveries and revelations that point against this theory – is more than a little nutty. In fact, some really 
crazy people use it to justify immoral and frightening behaviour....... The people who still believe in man-
made global warming are mostly on the radical fringe of society. This is why the most prominent advocates 
of global warming aren’t scientists. They are murderers, tyrants, and madmen.” 

Within 24 hours the ad campaign had been shelved, due to criticism from all quarters! 
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Jonathan Haidt argues that the key to the partisan nature of US politics today is to understand the concept 
of “righteousness”. He believes our minds evolved to be moralistic, and that the ability to create moral 
matrices and punish, shame and ostracise was in fact a great breakthrough for our species. We can 
cooperate because of our righteous minds. 

Morality binds people into groups. On the negative side it can give us tribalism, genocide and war. But 
it also gives us heroism, altruism and sainthood. But dividing into teams doesn’t necessarily mean 
denigrating others. Studies have found that groups increase in-group love far more than they increase 
out-group hostility. Dividing into groups increases social capital and trust. But when it crosses the line from 
“we disagree with you “ to “you are evil” then people begin to believe the ends justify the means and all 
hell breaks loose. If you think you are fighting Satan then it’s okay to break the rules.

The solution, he believes, is for people to stop demonising each other and to become interested in 
listening to, and understanding, the other side. He believes that the Tea Party is driven in large part 
by concerns about fairness, not fairness as equality of outcomes, but fairness as karma – good deeds 
will lead to good outcomes and bad deeds will lead to suffering. Many conservatives believe that the 
Democratic party just wants to absolve people from moral responsibility - You’re pregnant? Don’t worry 
have an abortion; addicted to drugs? Here’s methadone. The Tea Partiers don’t hate all government, just 
government that subverts moral responsibility. They are perfectly happy with social security, as it’s fair; you 
pay in and you get out.

Each side sees truths about how to run a good society which the other side can’t see, so we need 
everyone’s insights. You can’t have just one team running the show.

Perhaps, this also applies to the climate sceptics and climate acceptors. We need to get off our high 
horses, learn to understand each other more, and try to find some common ground. 

Carol Dweck of Stanford University and others,15 led a series of studies showing that people are more 
likely to harbour negative attitudes towards other groups when we believe them to be incapable of change. 
Their studies with Israelis and Palestinians demonstrate that people can be induced to see the other side 
as more flexible, which not only leads to more positive attitudes towards one another, but also makes 
individuals more willing to compromise for peace. 

SCEPTICISM HAS ITS PLACE
In November 2009, a server at the Climatic Research Unit (CRU) at the University of East Anglia, was 
hacked by an external attacker. The story was first broken by climate change critics on their blogs, who 
argued that the e-mails showed that global warming was a scientific conspiracy, and they alleged that 
scientists manipulated climate data and attempted to suppress critics. The CRU rejected this and said that 
the emails had been taken out of context and merely reflected an honest exchange of ideas.16 

A year after “Climategate”, Professor of Climate Change at the University of East Anglia, Mike Hulme, 
wrote an article in The Guardian.17 He maintained that, largely thanks to the e-mail hacking controversy, the 
climate debate has shifted in a number of significant ways:

15   New Scientist; 22nd Sept. 2012 to see the study http://www.sciencemag.org/content/333/6050/1767.abstract
16  http://wwwen.wikipedia.org/wiki/Climatic_Research_Unit_email_controversy 
17 The Year Climate Science was Defined 
 http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2010/nov/15/year-climate-science-was-redifined 7
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There has been an opening up and re-analysis of some of the core observational datasets which underpin 
the detection of climate change trends. The Met Office is leading a thorough international re-analysis of 
150 years of land and marine temperature data. Calls for greater transparency around scientific analysis 
have boosted the embryonic project of the Climate Code Foundation and its efforts to make all climate 
computer code open-source.

The Inter-Academy Council review has recommended some significance changes in the way the IPCC 
assesses knowledge, in particular how it documents areas of both agreement and disagreement in 
the underlying science. And the Royal Society, reflecting this new mood, has issued a new guide to 
climate change science which separates “aspects of wide agreement”, “aspects of continuing debate” 
and “aspects not well understood”. The objective of these reflexive responses in science has been to 
demonstrate transparency and rebuild trust.

There has been a re-framing of climate change. The simple linear frame of “here’s the consensus 
science, now let’s make climate policy” has lost out to the more ambiguous frame: “What combination 
of contested political values, diverse human ideals and emergent scientific evidence can drive climate 
policy?” The events of the past year have finally buried the notion that scientific predictions about future 
climate change can be certain or precise enough to force global policy-making. Those who have long 
favoured a linear connection between climate science and climate policy – including environmentalists, 
contrarians and some scientists and politicians – have been forced to rethink. It is clearer today that the 
battle lines around climate change have to be drawn using the language of politics, values and ethics rather 
than the one-dimensional language of scientific consensus or lack thereof.

There has been a fragmentation of climate policy-making and people have lost faith in the multilateral 
process of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

Instead, Hulme says, there is a new pragmatism in the air, which has resulted in:

 may occur, rather than relying exclusively on the UN process

And he says that these three changes reflect much larger cultural and political struggles regarding knowledge 
and power in the contemporary world: the challenges to the norms of science coming from deep social and 
digital connectivity; the struggle to establish the appropriate cultural authority for science; and the struggles 
to bring democratic accountability to emergent international and global forms of governance. The shifts we 
are seeing around climate change are therefore symptomatic of these wider struggles.

Interestingly, Ipsos MORI’s last poll of British attitudes to climate change, in January 2010,18 at the height 
of “Climategate” found 91% of British people believed climate change was a reality; only 10% believed 
global warming is caused by natural forces; 87% believed people will become more concerned about 
climate change in the future; and 49% that it is endangering the whole of life on Earth

Similarly, a Guardian/ICM poll in January 201119  found 83% agreed that climate change poses an imminent 
or current threat with just 14% saying it poses no threat at all; the survey found 68% believed humans 
cause climate change.

18  http://www.ipssos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/poll.aspx?oltemid=2552
19  http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment.interactive/2011/jan/31/climate-change-poll
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WHAT’S THE WORST THAT COULD HAPPEN?
Science teacher, Greg Craven20  reckons that people are sick of the global warming shouting match, and 
he can see why they find it easier to just let the two sides have a go at each other and wait for the dust 
to clear. In an online video called The Most Terrifying Video You’ll Ever See (which has since had over 10.5 
million hits) he offered a suggestion on how to cut through the shouting and draw your own conclusion in 
the debate, without needing to decide which side to believe.  It centres on a simple little 2-by-2 “decision 
grid” and asks which mistake would you rather risk: the possible harm to the economy that sceptics 
embrace or the possible upheaval the activists warn us about? Which is the more acceptable risk: the risk 
of taking action or not taking action?

See U-Tube clip here http://www.gregcraven.org/ 

20   Greg Craven; (2009) What’s the Worst that Could Happen? - a rational response to the climate change debate; 
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1  The Theory of the Leisure Class; http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/1902veblen00.asp
2    S. Zuboff & J. Maxmin (2002) The Support Economy - Why Corporations are Failing Individuals 
 and the Next Episode of Capitalism; p. 37-42

1 3

We have always been consumers in a literal sense, but we have not always lived in a consumer society. 

consumerism is not about gathering resources for survival - consuming to live. rather it is a behaviour in 

itself which serves other less rational needs - living to consume. 

conspicuous consumption is a term coined by the economist and sociologist thorstein veblen in 1899,1 to 

describe the behaviour of the nouveau riche, a class that  began accumulating wealth during the industrial 

revolution. the term now broadly applies to people and households with expendable incomes who spend 

money in order to attain or maintain social status - they pay for goods and services so as to display their 

income or wealth, rather than for the inherent usefulness of the purchases.

before the twentieth century, only the wealthy could be big spenders. now, with mass production and 

cheap goods, the majority of people in developed economies can splash their cash around.

and we can safely say that mass consumerism plays a major part in how we use earth’s resources and in 

our production of greenhouse gases. 

The Rise of The individual
many would say that consumerism feeds off the needs of the individual. it’s all about you, what you, the 

customer, want - the right look, the new look, the perfect accessory, the colour to suit your mood, the car 

to reflect your image, the beer for your particular taste.... all because you’re worth it!

the rise in consumerism has its roots in the rise of the individual.

according to Shoshana Zuboff  & James maxmin,2 the shift from community to individual identity has been 

a long time coming. People in ancient societies, whose consciousness was fixed by myth, ritual and social 

precedent, thought of pleasure and all emotions as being located in things outside of themselves, not in 

their subjective experience. 

the Protestant reformation in the 16th century, had a critical role in relocating emotions inside people’s 

minds, rather than outside in the world. Protestantism insisted on personal meaning, which replaced 

the external symbols and institutional authority of the church. inspired by the philosophers of the 

enlightenment, the French and american revolutions were then turning points in the movement towards 

leT’s shop! 
t h e  r i S e  o F  c o n S u m e r i S m
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individual political rights. literacy was another powerful force in the rise of subjectivity as it gave people 

a way to privately manipulate language and its meanings. by the mid-eighteenth century, the novel had 

become a hugely important form of self-expression, especially for women. 

changes in family life also contributed to a greater subjective sense of oneself. up to then, the traditional 

family had been deeply enmeshed within the community. there were few boundaries between what 

people today think of as public and private life. if you did wrong, the townsfolk, not your family would 

punish you. Penalties could range from a day in the stocks to being burnt at the stake, or if you were lucky 

just the madding crowd jeering outside your house for a night or two.

by the 18th century, people were slowly beginning to move away from such strong conformity 

to communal norms and they began to place more importance on their own feelings and intimate 

relationships. there emerged a growing belief in romantic love and the desire to choose your own marital 

partner. as infant mortality declined, women began to regard their babies as unique creatures requiring 

nurture, safety, love and comfort. mothers began to put their children’s welfare ahead of other obligations. 

and people began to rely on family members for emotional, not just material support. the family became 

more of a closed circle, which drew them further away from the community and into the emotional shelter 

of the home. homes were reorganised into family and public rooms (in ireland, we had “the parlour” or as 

David mcWilliams puts it “The Good Room”). all of this led to what became known as “private life”.

While the looking glass had been an aristocratic luxury, by the 19th century, mirrors were appearing in 

more ordinary homes and people began to reflect on their own images. Portraiture, accentuated by the 

invention of photography, became popular.

People moved away from the strict rules around the transmission of family names and began to give 

their children their own unique names. they began to appreciate having animals as pets, and learned to 

see them as sentient beings in their own right. tombstones began to be carved with individual epitaphs. 

and there emerged a new interest in the body, in its internal organs and their function, in personal health, 

hygiene and grooming. 

as a result, people began to live longer. this enabled them to become more attached to each other as 

special irreplaceable individuals, particularly within the family context, and death became an occasion 

for more profound grief. the development of rubber in the mid 1800’s led to the production and use of 

condoms, and the invention of the cap and diaphragm. now, people could more reliably limit their family 

size, and focus on quality not quantity of care (although it took a while for this to catch on in ireland!).

by the end of the 19th century, the human psyche itself became the focus for debate and inquiry.

With this new capacity for subjectivity, people could imagine pleasure and begin to dream about how 

they would like life to be. the consumption of goods began to be seen as a way of satisfying needs, 

which played such a huge role in the economic explosion of the mid-eighteenth century and which fuelled 

subsequent waves of economic growth and technological development. but as we all know, purchases do 

not satisfy long-term desires, so a new and restless dynamic was established.

the rise of the city and the factory culture meant that people who had once made their own household 

objects and tools now had to buy mass-produced ones. and, whereas in the past, people had been born 

into a certain class which meant that status and privilege were defined by where you stood in the pecking 

order, now, the certainties of traditional life had been replaced by the tempting pleasures of new goods and 

by a standard of living supposedly available to all. appearance and manners took on a new importance as 

the way to establish a family’s social position. as men moved their businesses out of their homes, and into 

the cities, the family home became a haven of gentility, requiring much care, attention and adornment. and 

new modes of transport and different work patterns and opportunities now meant that people could move 

around more in pursuit of a better life. 

the era of individual consumption was born. 
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3   Andrew Benett & Ann O’Reilly (2010) Consumed-rethinking business in the era of mindful spending;  p.6
4     Rachel Botsman & Roo Rogers (2010/11) 
 What’s Mine Is Yours-how collaborative consumption is changing the way we live; p. 46 

The ConneCTion beTween ConsumeRism 
and peaCe
but lest we think that consumerism is all bad, we need to appreciate what it has spared us from. in the 

early part of the past century, civil unrest, riots, and revolutions were commonplace throughout the world. 

many countries established dictatorships to curb the forces but the united States and some european 

capitalist democracies took another more passive path.

in the late 1920’s uS President herbert hoover was one of the first politicians to promote the message 

that producing and consuming should be the great driving forces of national life. he told an audience 

of advertisers and public relations men, “You have taken over the job of creating desire and have 

transformed people into constantly moving happiness machines, machines which have become the key 

to economic progress.” 3 

in other words, the steady production and consumption of goods and services would spur ceaseless 

economic growth, which would usher in universal prosperity and eternal joy, and prevent revolt.

apparently, when Franklin D. roosevelt was asked what book he could give the Soviets to teach them 

about the advantages of american society, he pointed to the Sears catalogue.

but consumerism is possible only when enough people are able to buy enough things beyond their basic 

needs. henry Ford was one of the first to understand the importance of creating an “ever-widening circle 

of buying”. in 1914, he took the revolutionary step of nearly doubling his worker’s pay to five dollars a day, 

and reducing daily working hours from nine to eight - so that they would have the cash and the time to go 

out and buy his cars.

it took a while for his philosophy to catch on, but catch on it certainly did. 

however,  just as mass consumerism was taking off in the 1930s, the founder of the cereal giant, Kellogg’s, 

W.K. Kellogg, saw the consumption treadmill people were on, and the effect it was having on their leisure 

time and their families and communities, and he tried to call halt. Just at the start of the great Depression 

he cut his fifteen hundred employees’ workday by two hours, from the traditional eight hour shift to just 

six hours. he reckoned that this would allow three hundred more people onto his payroll, and allow all 

workers to have more free time. he was keen that this free time would be spent on worthy pursuits other 

then shopping. but, so that no-one would be drastically out of pocket, he raised the hourly rate so that the 

existing workforce only took a slight pay cut, and he promised production bonuses for hard work. 

Kellogg’s workers embraced the extra two hours with gusto. more time was spent with family and friends 

and in leisure pursuits. the shorter workdays influenced employees to work harder and overhead costs, 

labour costs, and the number of work-related accidents decreased.

When World War ii ended, however, Kellogg’s managers abandoned the six-hour shift and began with the 

rest of the nation to define progress as more work for more people. losing sight of the original dream, 

management argued that work should remain the centre of life, providing identity, meaning, and purpose. 

and this was against their workers’ better judgement. in a company poll in 1946, 77% of men and 87% of 

women said they would choose a thirty hour week even if it meant lower wages.4 

During the 1930s and the great Depression, the classical economic thinking was that free markets would 

automatically provide full employment, as long as workers were flexible in their wage demands. that was 

until the british economist John maynard Keynes spearheaded a revolution in economic thinking. 
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5  Lisbeth Cohen (2003)  A Consumers’ Republic-the politics of mass consumption in postwar America; p. 56 
6  Ibid; p. 14
7  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marshall_Plan
8  Lisbeth Cohen (2003)  A Consumers’ Republic-the politics of mass consumption in postwar America; p. 22

Keynes argued that private investment and self-regulating markets alone could not fix a stagnant market. 

rather, the government would have to play an important role in raising the level of production and 

employment, and fuelling aggregate demand, through strategies such as job programmes, public works 

and progressive tax policies.  he argued that governments should not worry about balancing the books, as 

deficit spending is often necessary to fuel sufficient consumer demand. and in case the american new 

Dealers were not completely on board, Keynes and his followers contended that the survival of world 

democracy over communism and fascism relied on america’s ability to revive capitalism. moreover, within 

the uS, Keynesianism was thought to encourage greater economic equality, and hence more peaceful 

democracy, as dynamic consumer demand depended on a wide distribution of purchasing power.

in 1941, on the cusp of their involvement in the Second World War, President roosevelt promised the 

american public that his policies were designed to secure their “Four Freedoms”, including “freedom 

from want” and “the enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and constantly rising 

standard of living” 5  

by the early 1950s, the uS economy had begun to recover and soon developed into a prosperous boom, 

which paved a path of consumerism for the rest of the world to aspire to. consumer spending was given 

a substantial boost by the implementation of the gi bill, which rewarded over sixteen million servicemen 

and women with unemployment pay while looking for a job, tuition and subsistence allowances for further 

education or training, and loans to purchase homes or farms or to start a business – enter suburbia, 

wealthy teenagers (by 1959, their spending had reached an extraordinary $10 billion6), the television, and 

the rise of easy credit.

under the marshall Plan7 - set up in 1948, after World War 2, to help curb the spread of communism - the 

united States gave substantial financial support to help rebuild european democracies. this meant that by 

the late 1950s the people of europe also finally began to enjoy prosperity.

The fRee maRkeT
While Keynes himself died in 1946, his legacy remained. Keynesian policies were adopted by almost the 

entire developed world and similar measures for a mixed economy were used by many developing nations.

however, by the mid-1950s, the erstwhile Keynesian milton Friedman began to break ranks and emerge 

as a formidable critic of Keynes and his principles. he and other economists were pessimistic about the 

ability of governments to regulate the business cycle with fiscal policy. Friedman was keen that a tight 

rein be held on the supply of money so as to curb inflation. he supported free market economies, with no 

government monopolies, no subsidies, or burdensome regulations, and supply-side economics with lower 

taxes, so as to give people an incentive to work and then spend. he felt that there was a “natural” rate of 

unemployment. above all, he promoted deregulation and privatisation.

and so, while it appeared that big government and social liberalism were firmly entrenched in the 1950s the 

balance began to shift towards private power in the swinging sixties.8 the 1970s slowdown caused by the 

oil crisis only set the stage for the hyperconsumerist mania that exploded in its wake. 

by the 1980s, President ronald reagan, with his own brand of supply-side and trickle-down reaganomics, 

had entered the world stage. Straight out of Friedman’s book, he concentrated on cutting taxes, reducing 

government spending and regulation and controlling the supply of money to curb inflation. he hiked up 
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9  http://www.concordesst.com/returntoflight/relaunch.html
10  Andrew Benett & Ann O’Reilly (2010) Consumed-rethinking business in the era of mindful spending; p. 5

defence spending and cut taxes on fuel. reagan presented his economic proposals as merely a return to the 

free-enterprise principles that had been de rigeur before the great Depression. consumer spending soared. 

on this side of the pond, we had the uK Prime minister, margaret thatcher who peddled her own brand 

of thatcherism - small government, free markets, and privatisation. thatcher prided herself on creating a 

libertarian movement, focusing on the individual, commenting that “there is no such thing as society”.

through most of the 20th century, ireland, a small island on the periphery of europe, seemed to lurch from 

one economic crisis to another, and emigration remained our national safety valve. however, we too joined 

the party. thanks in no small part to eu grants, we hiccupped our way onto the celtic tiger gravy train – 

and along with most of the developed West welcomed in free trade, globalisation, cheap oil and the deluge 

of inexpensive goods from low cost economies. Despite the widening gap between rich and the poor, 

most of us were able to jump on the global shopping trolley.

economic growth, employment and shopping have become inextricably linked in the developed world. and 

lest we forget, when things go wrong, we’re reminded to keep right on spending.

in november 2001, after the bombing of the twin towers, life in new York returned to normal with the 

arrival of a group of celebrities, including Sting, on the briefly re-introduced concorde. they were greeted 

in Kennedy airport by mayor giuliani, who told passengers that “the bonds which have always bound 

together London and New York have been cemented even more following the disastrous events of 

September”. as guests left the plane, he invited them to “spend, spend, spend”.9

in 2006, when governments were desperate to stimulate consumption in order to stave off massive 

economic contractions, President george W. bush rallied the american nation with a call to action at a 

news conference:

“As we work with Congress in the coming year to chart a new course in Iraq and strengthen our military 

to meet the challenges of the twenty-first century, we must also work together to achieve important goals 

for the American people here at home. This work begins with keeping our economy growing .... and I 

encourage you all to go shopping more.” 10

faCToRs ConTRibuTing To The Rise in 
ConsumpTion
no major social or political change happens on its own. the shift is often a result of an interlocking web of 

developments occurring over a period of time. the rise in consumption is no different.

marKeting
consumerism as we know it would never have taken off without modern marketing. much of the thinking 

and practice that still drives the industry can be attributed to the “father of Pr”, austrian edward bernays, 

who was born in vienna in 1891 and then moved to new York with his family. bernays’ parents had 

interesting connections - his mother was Sigmund Freud’s sister and his father was the brother of Freud’s 

wife. therefore, it is no surprise that bernays was influenced by Freud’s theories, and became one of the 

first to attempt to manipulate public opinion by appealing to, and attempting to influence, the unconscious 

and all its untapped potential.`
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11  http://www.sourcewatch.org/index.php?title=Edward_Bernays 
12  As above
13  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brand

in his 1928 book Propaganda, he coined the term “engineering consent” - “If we understand the 

mechanism and motives of the group mind,” he wrote, “is it not possible to control and regiment the 

masses according to our will without their knowing about it? The recent practice of propaganda has proved 

that it is possible, at least up to a certain point and within certain limits.” 11

bernays was known for popularising the technique of manipulating public opinion through the use of “third 

party authorities”, with or without their co-operation. in order to promote sales of bacon, for example, he 

conducted a survey of physicians and reported their recommendation that people eat heavy breakfasts, 

touting bacon and eggs as just such a heavy meal. he also favoured the use of endorsements by opinion 

leaders, celebrities or “experts”.12

For an interesting insight into the man, read the following interview with him by Stuart ewen, author of Pr! 

a Social history of Spin, a number of years before his death in 1995 (at the ripe old age of 104)

http://home.bway.net/drstu/chapter.html  

branDing anD l iFeStYle ShoPPing

the word brand derives from an old norse word meaning “to burn” and refers to the practice of producers 

burning their mark (or brand) onto their products. the italians were among the first to use brands, in the 

form of watermarks on paper in the 1200s. as anyone who knows their wild west movies, cattle were 

branded, literally, in the new World.

mass-marketed brands originated in the 19th century with the advent of packaged goods. industrialization 

moved the production of many household items, such as soap, from local communities to centralized 

factories. the manufacturers quickly learned that generic packaging couldn’t compete with locally 

produced, named and recognised products. they needed to show that the public could place as much trust 

in the non-local product. So they branded their products, giving them an identity with which the customer 

could become familiar. memorable names likes Pears Soap, campbell soup, coca-cola, Juicy Fruit gum, 

aunt Jemima, and Quaker oats entered the american consciousness.13

by the early twentieth century, branding was sufficiently far along for companies to engage in “trademark 

advertising”, complete with slogans, mascots, and jingles. by the 1940s, professionals had come to 

recognise that consumers did not merely recognise brand messages – they actually developed a personal 

relationship with brands, connecting with them on a deeper emotional level. through the formative 

years of tv, branding was relatively naive in its approach – “brand X is good for you because it contains 

ingredient Y”, “most mums prefer Z”. 

in the 1950s and 1960s, brands like tide, Kraft and lipton excelled in marketing activities, setting the 

benchmarks for all brands today. this marked the start of the era where “winning” was determined by 

understanding the consumer better than your competitors and getting the total “brand mix” right. the 

brand mix is more than the logo, or the price of a product, it’s also the packaging, the promotions, and the 

advertising, which together sells the lifestyle dream to the consumer.

the DiDerot eFFect
the Diderot effect shows how buying one thing can spawn a series of purchases. it is named after the 

French philosopher Denis Diderot (1713–84), who wrote an essay entitled “regrets on Parting with my old 

Dressing gown: or a Warning to those Who have more taste than money”. Diderot recounts receiving 
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14   Thomas L. Friedman (2006) The World is Flat-the globalised world in the twenty-first century; p.154

a new dressing gown as a gift from a friend and how it compelled him to redecorate his entire study. the 

new dressing gown made everything in the room look old and shabby by comparison and item by item 

everything was replaced to match his dressing gown. Diderot feels this unnecessary process would never 

have started if his friend hadn’t given him the new dressing gown - a gift he now regrets. 

established consumption patterns, undisturbed, mean that we are quite happy as we are. however, 

the purchase of a new item - say, a chair or a rug - can set off a chain reaction of new purchases to 

complement it - the new chair makes the old sofa look shabby, so you get a new sofa, then that shows 

up the walls, so you get new wallpaper, and of course the faded curtains have to be replaced, then 

before you know it the kitchen next door is being remodelled!  or you buy a new dress and that means 

you need new shoes to match and what about a nice cardigan to keep the chill away, then maybe some 

colour co-ordinated jewellery, perhaps a classy bag........

the Digital age anD JuSt- in-t ime SuPPlY 

the development of computers and digital information networks has paved the way for just-in-time delivery 

strategies. businesses can get goods closer to the time they need them, rather than having to stockpile 

large quantities in expensive warehouses. Supply can be matched to demand, less of the product goes 

to waste, and new designs and styles can be introduced at the drop of a hat. this of course, hooks in 

us gullible consumers as we are tempted by an ever-evolving range of products. and those of us who 

are tempted by the good value of major chains, but dread the thought that we might turn up to the next 

cocktail party wearing the same outfit as our best friend, can rest assured. these retailers hold no stock 

in warehouses or in-store stock rooms, their style turnover is rapid, so your fancy dress isn’t on the racks 

long enough for others to buy.

the Spanish fashion retailer, Zara, spear headed the art of just in time production. they spend heavily 

on sophisticated technology which facilitates all store managers to monitor rapidly changing customer 

preferences and fickle tastes, and then send the data directly to a central planning office. this allows Zara 

to make last minute design decisions incorporating up to date results from its stores, and results in a new 

product moving from the design stage to the shop floor in no more than 30 days. apparently, immediately 

after the 9-11 attack the company realised that their customers were in a sombre mood, and within a few 

weeks had stocked their shelves with new products that were predominantly black.14

but as supply chains have become so immediate, companies have become more dependent on fast, 

energy intensive transportation, and they are extremely vulnerable to supply disruptions, which can occur 

as a result of a catastrophe like the Japanese earthquake. having no warehouse means that there is no 

back-up product to cover the time lag.

the creDit  carD

the invention of the credit card introduced a whole new dimension to shopping. no longer do we have to 

scrimp and save for that coveted sofa or trip abroad. immediate credit at the flick of a card, or the entry of 

a pin number, combined with the stay at home luxury of internet shopping is much too hard to turn down. 

“Put it on my card” we say, with gay abandon.

at the beginning of the twentieth century, most people had to pay cash for products and services. Some 

stores provided their own credit accounts, and over time customers were able to access them by using 

an in-store card, but there was no credit facility that could also be used in other outlets. So, people had to 

bring dozens of these cards with them to do a day’s shopping. 
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15  Andrew Benett & Ann O’Reilly (2010) Consumed-rethinking business in the era of mindful spending; p. 17
16  Ibid p. 27
17  Lawrence B Glickman(Ed.) (1999) Consumer Society In American History: A Reader; p.298

in 1949, Frank X. mcnamara, head of the uS hamilton credit corporation had the breakthrough idea of 

needing only one credit card. he went out for a meal with alfred bloomingdale, his long-time friend and 

grandson of the founder of the bloomingdale store, and ralph Sneider, mcnamara’s lawyer. 

at the end of the evening, mcnamara reached into his pocket for his money so that he could pay, but was 

shocked to discover that he had forgotten his wallet. to his embarrassment, he then had to call his wife 

and ask her to bring over some cash. mcnamara vowed never to let this happen again. So, he roped in 

bloomingdale and Sneider and the three set up the Diners club, marketing it to salespeople who needed 

to wine and dine customers. the club was to be a middleman. instead of individual companies offering 

credit to their own customers (whom they would bill later), the Diners club was going to offer credit to 

individuals on behalf of a range of companies (then bill the customers and pay the companies), and charge 

each side accordingly. the first Diners club credit cards were given out in 1950 to two hundred people, 

mostly friends and acquaintances of mcnamara and accepted by fourteen restaurants in new York

by the end of 1950, 20,000 diners were using the card. eight years later, american express launched its 

debut card, followed in the same year by bank of america’s bankamericard (precursor to viSa), and the 

rest, as they say, is history.15

home oWnerShiP

in his memoirs, herbert hoover, President of the uS from 1929 to 1933, wrote that “a primary right of 

every American family is the right to build a new house of its heart’s desire at least once. Moreover there 

is the instinct to own one’s own house with one’s arrangement of gadgets, rooms and surroundings”. 

under hoover’s leadership, the uS Dept. of commerce churned out an array of public relations materials 

selling the idea of home ownership.16

in 1959, vice President nixon articulated the essence of american superiority to Soviet Premier nikita 

Khrushchev by describing the consumer-oriented suburban home which was available to american of all 

classes. “Let us start with some of the things in this exhibit,” he began, “You will see a house, a car, a 

television set - each the newest and most modern of its type we produce. But can only the rich in the 

United States afford such things? If this were the case, we would have to include in our definition of rich 

the millions of America’s wage earners”.17  

While home ownership isn’t essential to consumerism, as not all consumers own homes, its importance 

cannot be underrated. buying a home means you have now become a responsible member of the 

community, you have “settled down” and how you maintain it reflects the type of person you are. buying 

the actual house is only the first step, you have to get the right furniture, and decor, then there’s the 

garden, and the kids’ play area, the conservatory and the deck.....

mass home ownership went hand in hand with the emergence of the suburbs - separate residential 

communities within commuting distance of a city. the ‘burbs originated in the late nineteenth century 

with the emergence of the railways, and later expanded when henry Ford and the mass produced motor 

car came along. the suburban population in north america exploded after the Second World War, when 

veterans returned home and were financially incentivised to start a settled life. of course, the move 

to suburbia meant that people had more space, a back and front yard, and a commute to work and the 

supermarket. they needed one or two cars to get about, more furniture to fill the space, a lawnmower 

to trim the lawn, garden furniture, new kitchen appliances and soon a tv for each kid’s room. enter the 

shopping centre and easy living.

if you have time, watch “in the Suburbs”, produced by Redbook Magazine for Young Adults, made in 1957 

to attract advertising space.  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qfk5y5C82tk
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the ShiPPing container

Some say that we have to thank standardised shipping containers for the rapid spread of globalisation and 

the ready availability of cheap goods from all over the world.

the container was the brainchild of malcolm P. mclean, a self-made man from north carolina. Fresh out 

of high school, he began work at a petrol station close to his home. in 1934, at the age of 21, he had saved 

up enough money to buy his first second-hand truck. Within weeks, he was on the road,  transporting 

empty tobacco barrels and farm produce throughout the South, and, before long, he had roped in the 

services of his brother and sister. by mid century the mclean trucking company was one of the largest 

trucking businesses in the uS. 

the idea of moving lorries on ships emerged during the Second World War, and in the early 1950’s mclean 

began to think about how this could be done commercially to transport goods up and down the coast of 

the uS. he bought some old military tankers with the intention of loading them up with his trucks, but soon 

realised that this would be a very inefficient use of the space. his business head was keen to transport 

goods for the cheapest price possible. So, with the help of an engineer, he devised a way of just carrying a 

modular container that could be lifted off the back of the lorry by crane, stacked neatly on the ship’s deck, 

and then loaded back onto a truck at the other end. costs were slashed, efficiency and reliability improved, 

little time was lost loading and off-loading, and insurance expenditure was reduced. 

though he had no experience in the shipping industry, mclean sold his 75% interest in mclean trucking in 

1955 and became the owner and president of Pan-atlantic, which he renamed Sealand industries. mclean 

was insistent that his vision of overall industry growth would only succeed if standardisation was achieved. 

his container designs were awarded patent protection, but mclean chose to make these patents available 

for use by others.

but, it took a while for the container idea to catch on. the industry was slow to change its systems and 

dockside unions resisted. While the labour savings were a boon for employers and port authorities, they 

were obviously a huge threat to the workers. 

however, by 1970, the containerisation trend began to take off, with container use increasing by more than 

20% a year. and the average size of container ships just grew and grew: vessels could each hold up to 

1,800 units in the 1970s; by 1980, the number had jumped to 3,000 and by 1990, to 4,200, bringing costs 

down even further. Since then, ships have more than doubled in size - megaships are now being designed 

that can carry up to 8,000 containers.18 

SelF Storage unitS

more space increases our tendency to buy stuff, and more storage space means that we can stash 

away the old to make way for the new. the new storage industry has assisted us in this human foible. 

in 1964, russ Williams, a texas oil-man and avid fisherman, who was always looking for space to store 

his boats and equipment, came up with the idea of renting out mini-warehouses called the A-1 U-Store-

It U-Lock-It U-Carry-The-Key. they were built side by side with block partitions and panel garage doors, 

and measured just one hundred feet by thirty feet in size. the idea caught on so fast that it was hard to 

keep up with demand. Williams continued building these facilities until he eventually owned 2,500 in the 

uS. today, there are more than 53,000 personal storage facilities, more than seven times the number 

of Starbucks in the uS. Self-storage is now a $22 billion a year industry in the uS, which is more than 

hollywood box office sales.19 

18   Amanda Little (2009) Power Trip-from oil wells to solar cells-our ride to the renewable future; p. 197
 The Truck Driver who Reinvented Shipping http://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/5026.html
19    Rachel Botsman & Roo Rogers (2010/11) 
 What’s Mine Is Yours-how collaborative consumption is changing the way we live; p. 13
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20   Andrew Benett & Ann O’Reilly (2010) Consumed-rethinking business in the era of mindful spending; p. 29
21   http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2005/07/selfstorage_nation.html
22   John Naish (2008) Enough- breaking free from the world of more; p. 93-4
23   http://www.elephant.ie/blog/898

one in ten uS households now rents a self-storage unit, an increase of 75% since 1995. this despite the 

fact that the size of the average uS house has more than doubled since the 1950s and now stands at 

around 2,300 square feet, up from 1,660 as recently as 1973.20 

but as consumption has grown, so too has the average size of the american house. the national 

association of homebuilders reports that the average american house went from 1,660 square feet in 

1973 to 2,400 square feet in 2004. tom vanderbilt of Slate asks “houses got bigger, average family sizes 

got smaller, and yet we still need to tack on a billion-plus square feet to store our stuff?” 21 

the entire uK self-storage industry made £310 million in 2005 and is growing by up to 40% each year. the 

average briton now accumulates more than a ton of unwanted possessions and a quarter have to give up a 

room in their house to store it. american self-storage space occupies 3 times the area of manhattan island 

- more than 40,000 depots and the industry makes more money than the nation’s movie theatres or its 

music business. - a third of american units are rented by people earning less than £15,000 a year - classic 

grab and stash behaviour. according to chief stock market strategist for the bank of america corp., Joseph 

Quinlan, such squirreling is a critical prop to global growth, because people will only keep buying as long as 

they have somewhere to hoard their purchases.22  

and we’re catching up fast here in ireland if a quick internet search, or a ramble around the outskirts of our 

major cities proves anything. according to a blog produced by the self storage company elephant in may 

2011,23 ireland has 22 self-storage facilities in the country, and, despite the grinding recession, only one 

company had gone bust by then.
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1  http://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/104475
2  John Naish (2008) Enough- breaking free from the world of more
3  Annie Leonard (2010) The Story of Stuff-how our obsession with stuff is thrashing the planet, our communities, 
 and our health-and a vision for change

1 4

“Economics are the method. The object is to change the heart and soul.” 

MArgArET ThATchEr 1

as we have seen, where once consumption was synonymous with poor management and wastefulness, 

over the course of the industrial revolution, buying things became associated with productive social activity 

in a market economy. to keep the wheels of industry going and to maintain people’s jobs, particularly 

during recessionary times, governments now encourage us to take any money we might have from under 

the mattress and spend it generously. buying is not only essential to keep manufacturers, distributors and 

salespeople in business, it is also co-dependent on the activities of marketing and advertising machines – 

products are marketed and advertised so that we will buy them, our spending then funds more marketing 

and advertising. and in the process, what we really want, or what others want us to want, seems to 

become more important than what we really need or what the planet can sustain.

and in a world of plenty, there seems to be no limit to what we can purchase, which fits our neolithic 

brains very well. our evolutionary origins tilt us towards valuing the present more than the future, 

responding to immediate rather than deferred gains. When times and circumstances were good, we 

gathered resources and reproduced.  if we put off opportunities to eat, we couldn’t be sure the food would 

still be there later on, especially if the prospects for the future were uncertain. So if what we want is 

available, we should get it now. remember the celtic tiger?

as a committed environmentalist, i felt it was my duty to set an example and help lead everyone into a 

more sustainable future - by growing our own food, eating our animals, knitting jumpers, weaving rugs and 

even making our soap and face cream and then telling everyone about it.

that was then and this is now. Quentin and i are worn out, our neighbours are still shopping, and the 

message from the struggling local shops is, please shop more. Somewhere along the way, i relented (have 

i sold out?) and now have a nice stash of fashion boots (too many to admit to), and a bulging wardrobe of 

clothes. and i don’t fret so much about driving long distances and we buy our son plastic football shirts...i 

also dye my hair (that one took a lot of soul-searching), and we use paper towels (quite a revelation to see 

how they tackle greasy pans) and the odd pack of tissues.

the question is - are we right to simply assume that people just need to be encouraged, cajoled or 

harangued into shopping less? are books like Enough 2  or The Story of Stuff 3 (and annie leonard’s 

shop Till We Drop  
W h y  W e  c o n S u m e
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4  http://www.storyofstuff.org/ 
5  geoffrey Miller (2009) Spent-sex, evolution and consumer behaviour
6    S. retallack, T. Lawrence & M. Lockwood (2007) Positive Energy; p. 121 
7   Blatant Benevolence and conspicuous consumption: When romantic Motives Elicit Strategic costly Signals”
  in geoffrey Miller (2009) Spent-sex, evolution and consumer behaviour; p. 106/9

popular internet films4) changing the consumption habits of the masses? Do ethical experiments like 

those described in the following books (all very enjoyable reads for us environmentalists) influence other 

people’s behaviour? 

A Life Stripped Bare-my year trying to live ethically by journalist leo hickman 

Not Buying It - my year without shopping by Judith levine

Plenty-eating locally on the 100 mile diet by alisa Smith & J.b. mackinnon

crap at the Environment-a year in the life of one man trying to save the planet by comedian mark Watson

A Year Without “Made in china”-one family’s true life adventure in the global economy by Sara bongiorni

Animal, Vegetable, Miracle-our year of seasonal eating by author barbara Kingsolver.

notwithstanding the fact that shopping, and consuming in general, is the bedrock of our capitalist system, 

and an increasing number of people now wonder if the whole ballpark needs to be changed (but that is 

a whole other story), do the benefits of shopping far outweigh any possible future planetry downside? in 

other words, are we wasting our breath? 

it’s time to understand why we shop, and to look from the inside out rather than the outside in.

shopping anD evoluTion
evolutionary psychologist, geoffrey miller,5 believes that all human brains have a deep and abiding interest 

in two sets of evolutionary goals: attaining higher social and sexual status and striving for better survival 

and parental prospects. 

as we have seen in article 6, our minds evolved not purely as survival machines, but also as courtship 

machines. therefore, we want to display certain physical traits such as health, fertility and beauty; 

personality traits such as conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness to novelty; and cognitive traits 

such as general intelligence. 

and we consume and buy products in an effort to highlight these virtues, and subconsciously, to attract 

respect, love and support from friends, family and allies and to bring us status when others see that we own 

them. We may be semi-aware of our efforts to show off but we are blind to our deeper biological yearnings. 

consumer culture theory posits that people don’t just buy things that match their own identities, they buy to 

create and display who and what they are, with a view to impressing others, fitting in and finding a mate. So-

called “positional goods”, like the sports car, can help rank us socially and help attract potential partners. 

the 2007 report; Positive Energy, echoes this, saying that our motivation to beat competition, and to attract 

a mate, leads us to adopt display behaviours, and to establish social status, since a high position within a 

social hierarchy in evolutionary terms corresponds to improved access to financial, physical, sexual, social 

and informational resources, which in turn will help protect our individual long-term interests and those of 

our children.6

vladas griskevicius, Josh tybur et al carried out a series of four experiments to see how people’s 

consumption  decisions might shift as the potential mating benefits of costly signalling became more 

salient.7 college students were randomly assigned to one of two conditions - “mating” or “non mating”. 
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8   Pew research center, 2006
9       S. Moser & L. Dilling (Eds.) (2007) creating a climate for change; p. 251-3 

the mating subjects looked at three photos of attractive people of the opposite sex on a computer 

screen. they then picked which one they thought was most desirable, and spent a few more minutes 

writing about an ideal first date with that person. the non mating subjects looked at a street scene photo 

and spent the same amount of time writing about the ideal weather for walking around and looking at 

the buildings it featured. then, all the subjects were asked to imagine that they had a modest windfall 

of money (such as a lottery win of a few thousand dollars), and to choose which of several conspicuous 

luxuries they would want to buy (such as a new watch, european holiday, or a new car) as opposed to 

saving money in a bank account. they were then asked to imagine that they had some extra time available 

per week, and were asked to choose how many hours they would spend volunteering (such as working 

in a homeless shelter or helping at a children’s hospital). the results were dramatic: men in the mating 

condition said they would spend more money than men in the non-mating condition. but there was no 

mating effect on women’s consumption decisions. on the other hand, women in the mating condition said 

they would spend much more time volunteering than women in the non-mating condition. but there was 

no mating effect on men’s volunteering.

over the course of their experiments, the authors were able to show that inducing mating goals in men 

increased their willingness to spend on conspicuous luxuries but not on basic necessities. in women, 

mating goals boosted public - but not private - helping. although mating motivation did not generally 

inspire helping in men, it did induce more helpfulness in contexts in which they could display heroism or 

dominance. conversely, although mating motivation did not lead women to conspicuously consume, it did 

lead women to spend more publicly on helpful causes. 

So, whether we’re all out to find a mate or not, it would appear that most of us are driven in some way 

by pressures to live up to, or improve our perceived social status, the prestige attached to our position in 

society, or to a rank we hold within a certain group, such as the family, workplace or community. 

as we have seen from the chapter on peer-pressure, most of us are also bound by the social and cultural 

norms of our “group”. Status and social norms are inextricably linked. 

cultures can also affect consumption by influencing perceptions of what is a necessity versus a luxury. 

this boundary can shift over time. For instance, in 1996, 32% of people in the u.S. thought that a 

microwave was a necessity, whereas in 2006, 68% believed this.8 these perceived needs vary across 

different demographic groups. in particular, the more income a person has the more likely he or she 

will view the items examined in the survey (clothes dryers, home and car air-conditioning, microwaves, 

television sets, etc.) as necessities.

culture can also create real needs. products that were once luxuries, such as cars, have become 

necessities for many people because human settlements have developed in ways that make it very 

difficult to engage in necessary activities, such as getting food and employment, without a car.

laurie Michaelis9 says that consumption means different things to different people, and can be 
explained in a wide variety of ways; 

•	 Much	of	our	consumption	is	shaped	by	habits,	norms	and	routines

•	 Our	consumption	choices	help	us	to	divide	the	world	into	what	is	“allowed”,	“good”	and	“desirable”,	

 and what is not. 

•	 It	may	also	be	the	key	to	social	participation	and	acceptance,	sense	of	belonging,	and	role	definition

•	 Consumption	can	be	a	displacement	activity	-	used	to	avoid	experiencing	negative	feelings	or	a	lack	

 of purpose in life. it can be part of fantasy, dreaming, desire and the pursuit of happiness, and can help 

 to symbolise our pursuit of the perfect life
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10  “going green to be Seen” in www.psychologytoday.com/blog/sex-murder-and-the-meaning-life/201002/want-show-
   your-wealth-and-status-buy-hybrid 
11  www.psychologytoday.com/blog/sex-murder-and-the-meaning-life/201002/want-show-your-wealth-and-status-buy-hybrid

•	 Consumption	can	play	a	role	in	political	and	social	discourse	-	forming	an	expression	of	our	individual	

 and collective values, ethics and worldviews

•	 And	it	can	be	a	way	of	establishing	and	expressing	our	individual	and	collective	identities	–	our	

 understandings of who we are and our purpose in life.

michaelis points out that one of the strongest messages emerging from research is that consumption 

and lifestyles are shaped more by people collectively than individually. consumers often feel they have no 

choice, that they are “locked in” to their consumption patterns. 

research carried out by vladas griskevicius, Josh tybur, and bram van den bergh10 in 2010, explored the 

evolutionary psychology of status and environmentalism.

in their first experiment, the researchers asked participants to imagine they were out shopping for a car, 

a household cleaner, and a dishwasher. For each of the three products, people were asked to choose 

between the more luxurious non-green option and an equivalently priced, but less high-performing, green 

option. For example, they chose between two versions of the honda accord, both costing $30,000 - one 

was a hybrid with less luxury, power, and comfort, the other was a high performance feature-rich eX-l 

model with a sporty v6 engine.

before making their choice, some of the subjects had been primed to think about status by imagining 

they’d just arrived for their first day at a high-powered job, where they’d been immediately impressed by 

the upscale lobby and well-appointed offices. When they meet their new boss, he introduces them to two 

other new employees. he informs them that there was a lot of competition for this job, and that in a year, 

one of them will move up into a fancy office, but the other would likely be out looking for a new job. in the 

control conditions, participants either read no story or imagined they’d been searching their house for a lost 

concert ticket, which they found just before they had to leave.

the results showed that thinking about status led people to be more eager to purchase environmentally 

friendly products. Why? the authors proposed competitive altruism theory - that conspicuous displays of 

altruism often function to build reputations which makes people more desirable as group members.

vladas griskevicius et al also carried out another piece of research and found that people who are  thinking 

about status do not purchase green products if no one else is going to know about it. When purchasing 

light bulbs over the internet, for example, they selfishly choose the better features of the non-green option 

- when other people will know about their decisions, they go green.

Furthermore, people thinking about status did not prefer a green product if it was less expensive. that 

is, status motives led people to make a rather economically irrational decision, at least from a superficial 

perspective. When people are thinking about status, they in fact want to spend more - to demonstrate not 

only that they are environmentally conscious, but also that they can afford to be environmentally conscious.

that last finding might explain two economically unexpected events in the uS in recent years. When tax 

credits for prius cars (which have been heavily associated with hollywood celebrity use) expired in late 

2006, economic experts expected to see sales drop. but they didn’t, in fact they went up by 79%. and it 

might also explain another event that bewildered the experts: When lexus introduced a new sedan that 

cost over $100,000, it seemed somewhat irrational to power it with a penny-pinching hybrid engine. yet 

lexus was unable to keep up with the demand for the conspicuously environmental lexus lS600h, which 

exceeded sales projections by 300%.11
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12  Driven to Extremes: Fear of crime and the rise of the sport utility vehicle in the United States 
 http://webster.unh.edu/~jyz6/lauer_suv.pdf
13   Martin Lindstrom (2012) Brandwashed-tricks companies use to manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy; p.10-15

people may buy products for reasons we don’t expect.

Josh lauer looks at the Suv craze in the uS12 and asks why did military ruggedness and off-road capability 

- rather than refined urbanity or daring speed or superior agility, for example - become prized automotive 

attributes during the 1980s? 

he suggests that the Suv has to be seen in the context of fear of crime and risk management, and that 

the notions of safety and space these vehicles offer, are not just about road safety and interior cargo space, 

but also about personal safety, and social space, including the ability to traverse the most inhospitable 

terrain to get away from the hazards of modern civilization.  lack of trust in the police force or its ability to 

control crime has lead to what the theorists call “the individualization of social risk” - people take their own 

measures to ensure their family’s personal safety.

the Suv is a large, intimidating vehicle that occupies high ground and is heavily fortified. it’s popularity 

reflects underlying american attitudes toward crime, random violence, and the importance of defended 

personal space.  For similar reasons, despite its image as a macho, masculine vehicle, growing numbers of 

women also opted for Suvs over cars. 

shopping anD inDusTry
We also shop because companies do all they can to make us. branding expert martin lindstrom13  explains 

the tactics used by big brands to hook in potential customers.

get them young

apparently, most of our adult tastes and preferences for things like food, drink, clothes, shoes, cosmetics 

or anything else are actually rooted in our early childhood. lindstrom reckons that, thanks in no small part 

to the tricks of his trade, brand preferences can be set in stone from as early as four or five years of age. 

the indoctrination can even begin in the womb.

a few years ago, executives at a major chain of asian shopping centres realised that pregnant women 

in their hormonal and emotional state, are fair game for “priming”. the nervous anticipation of bringing 

another life into the world means they highly vulnerable to suggestion. So the company experimented with 

the unconscious power of smells and sounds. before long, the mums to be were smelling baby powder 

wherever clothing was sold and the fragrance of cherry in the food and beverage areas. Soothing music 

from the era when those women were born (so as to evoke happy childhood memories) was drifting 

through the air waves. the executives were hoping this would boost sales among pregnant mothers, 

which it did. but the unexpected result was that a year or so into the sensory experiment, the company 

received letters from mothers saying that the shopping centre had had a spellbinding effect on their 

babies. the newborns were visibly calmer when they entered the shopping complex. after some analysis, 

the executives concluded that the babies had imbibed the pleasant scents and sounds while still cocooned 

in the safety of the womb. What a bonus, a new generation of potential shoppers had been born.
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14   http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2010/12/101201095559.htm
15   http://archpedi.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=570266#qundefined
16   http://www.medpagetoday.com/upload/2007/8/7/792.pdf
17  Martin Lindstrom (2012) Brandwashed-tricks companies use to manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy; p. 19

it would seem that pregnant mothers are also fair game for food manufacturers. research carried out 

by Josephine todrank, phD, shows that a pregnant mother’s diet not only sensitizes the foetus to those 

smells and flavours, but physically changes the brain, whereby directly impacting what the infant eats and 

drinks in the future.14 in the uS, food companies are onto that, supplying paediatricians and doctors, and 

consequently their pregnant patients, with tasty treats. 

according to a study carried out in minnesota and Washington State in 2007,15 40% of 3 month old  babies 

regularly watched television, DvDs, or videos (and don’t let us think that this figure might be any different 

in ireland). by 24 months, this proportion rose to 90%. the median age at which regular media exposure 

was introduced was 9 months. among those who watched, the average viewing time per day rose from 

1 hour per day for children younger than 12 months to more than 1.5 hours per day by 24 months. With 

all this media exposure and its accompanying advertising, product placement and branding, it is hardly 

surprising that ronald mcDonald and his golden arches have become so recognised by children the world 

over, even babies as young as 18 months. 

in a study by robinson et al in 2007,16 63 children of pre-school age were asked to taste five pairs of 

identical foods; hamburgers, chicken nuggets, chips, milk and carrots. the first of each pair was wrapped 

in plain logo free packaging; the second was in a mcDonald’s wrapper. the children rated the tastes of the 

foods and drinks higher if they believed they were from mcDonald’s - even the carrots!

according to Juliet Schor,17 children who can recognise logos by the age of 18 months not only grow up to 

prefer these brands but grow up believing the brands correspond to their own personal qualities, to who 

they think they are. children as young as three can feel social pressure to use the brands their friends like - 

that way they will be liked and they’ll fit in. Which of course, as i know only too well, causes massive rows 

at home.

and brands are always one step ahead of regulators. to circumvent rules on advertising junk food on tv, 

companies are now reeling the children in through their on-line games. as kids play or share these games 

with their friends they unwittingly become underground ambassadors for the product.

companies target children because the younger they connect to a brand the more likely they are to stick 

with it. children’s successful pester power tactics then bring in their parents. 

conversely, the habits and preferences of the parents can also rub off on the children, so it’s a win-win 

situation - top down and bottom up.

peDDle panic anD paranoia
as we saw in chapter 3, fear of something immediate and tangible raises our adrenaline and creates a 

primal fight or flight response. Fear is contagious and fear sells. marketers and advertisers know that fear 

is a powerful persuader, and they aren’t afraid to exploit it. 

Despite the fact that neither swine flu nor SarS can be prevented by the use of antibacterial cleansing 

gels (they are mainly spread through droplets in the air), we have been driven into an antibacterial mania. 

companies have worked extremely hard to make us believe that their product is the only sure-fire way to 

stave off grave and deadly disease. they have released an onslaught of new products, and redoubled their 

efforts to stress the importance of hygiene in staving off disease.

even food companies have got in on the act. a few months after the first cases of swine flu hit, Kellogg’s 

introduced a new variant of rice Krispies and cocoa Krispies loaded with “antioxidants and nutrients that 
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18  Martin Lindstrom (2012) Brandwashed-tricks companies use to manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy; p. 31
19  http://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2007/11/071127101909.htm
20  http://www.dailymail.co.uk/sciencetech/article-1246219/Why-men-really-feel-guilt-women.html
21  Martin Lindstrom (2012) Brandwashed-tricks companies use to manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy; p.62

help the body’s immune system”. the company denied there was a connection with the ‘flu scare, but 

they nevertheless bowed to public pressure and withdrew the antioxidant enriched cereal.18

companies are aware of people’s foibles. researchers at the university of bath found that the fear of 

failure drives consumers far more than the promise of success – the promise of success tends to paralyse 

us, while the fear of failure spurs us on. the study found that the most powerful persuader of all was 

giving consumers a glimpse of some future “feared self”.19 

advertisers prey on our fears of our worst selves by activating insecurities that we didn’t even know we 

had - smelly armpits anyone?

they feed on our fears of loneliness, sexual inadequacy, not looking good, being overweight, of being 

different or left out, or even, in the case of women, of being attacked.

in research carried out by the university of the basque country,20 it was proven that women worried 

far more than men about hurting other people (surprised, anyone?). men, by contrast, were more 

self-centred, with their most guilt-inducing experiences simply involving eating or drinking too much, 

rather than directly affecting someone else. other scenarios which left women feeling gutted included 

forgetting a friend’s birthday, reneging on a promise to help someone you love and not stepping in to 

stop someone from being bullied.

marketers and advertisers are on to that too.

FeeD oFF our cravingS

companies know about our cravings, though they might be loath to admit it. craving is why we are drawn 

to that packet of crisps or chocolate bar at midnight, why we wait till the child is in school to woolf into the 

ice-cream. While cravings seem to come from nowhere, in reality they are often triggered by some physical 

or emotional cue, often deliberately placed before us by a cunning advertiser. apparently, coca-cola has 

worked out just how many bubbles they need to put in their print ads to awaken our taste buds.21 the snap 

of a can opening or the sizzle of those sausages are not put into a commercial for nothing.

Sell SeX
and then there’s sex in advertising. in general, women tend to be more easily persuaded by ads that are 

more romantic than sexual, with an emphasis on love, commitment and relationship. men are titillated 

by sexual innuendo and near naked women draped over cars, but the jury is out on whether this actually 

results in sales. What is far more likely is that images of scantily clad, well proportioned people, whether 

male or female, remind us of who we want to be or to be with - whereby feeding our hopes and dreams.

vanity S iz ing
What about vanity sizing in women’s (and apparently men’s) clothing? there is a clear reason why i no 

longer know what size i am. i can try on a dress in one shop and it says i am a 10, then size 12 in the 

next shop fits me, and lo and behold, i have recently discovered that i am now a size 8 (i might be a bit 

on the shrivelled side, but i was never and certainly am not that). apparently, over the past few decades, 

companies have worked out that people feel better and buy more when they fit into a smaller size, so 
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22  http://yourlife.usatoday.com/your-look/story/2011/06/Brands-use-vanity-sizing-to-boost-self-esteem/48743476/1
23   Martin Lindstrom (2012) Brandwashed-tricks companies use to manipulate our minds and persuade us to buy; p.129

designers now add extra inches to the waistline without changing the number on the tag. Standardized 

size charts exist but are disregarded. there is really no such thing as a brand that runs “true to size”.22

peer preSSure
as we know, humans really are like sheep - we don’t want to stand out from the flock. this herd instinct 

means that we instinctively look to the behaviour of others to inform the decisions we make - 

keeping up with the Jones and responding to peer pressure informs how we decorate our house, the type 

or brands of clothes we wear, the car we drive, where we go on holidays.

and this is grist to the mill of marketing executives, particularly when it comes to targeting kids. the 

dreaded christmas list is where the results are most felt at home  - i want this, so and so is getting 

that, I saw it on The Late Late Toy Show, and the inevitable - you’re so meeean, everyone else has one. 

companies even go so far as to limit production of a favoured toy so that a shortage will create pent-up 

demand - the demand ricochets onto e-bay  where the toy is then sold at exorbitant prices and parents go 

broke or the kids are gutted.

Facebook has capitalised on young people’s need to belong by encouraging users to “like” their favourite 

music, books, films, brands, tv shows, etc , and to unwittingly engage in guerrilla marketing. 

companies like nike are renowned for feeding off peer pressure, by, for example, giving pairs of their 

latest trainers to cool kids in ghetto areas, with the knowledge that before long their pals will want to wear 

them too (even if they cost a fortune).

noStalgia marKeting
nostalgia marketing is making a comeback, now that many of us are cash-strapped and stuck at home.

apparently our brains are wired to recall our past experiences as having been far better and more pleasurable 

than we actually experienced them at the time - the rose tinted glasses effect. this can help us to erase 

unpleasant memories, which is of great importance to women who want to have more than one child!

our parents are forever telling us that life in their day was much better, safer and happier. anyone, like me, 

who has delved into their family history and looks at the lives of women in yesteryear, knows this is not 

true. but, regardless, we will say the same things to our children and so will they to theirs. 

Studies have shown that we are so determined to remember the past favourably that we even make up 

some of our happy memories (unconsciously, of course), and even knowing that a memory simply can’t be 

true doesn’t make it any less meaningful or enjoyable.23

our brains like to live in the past, we like to think we are younger than we are. and clever companies know 

that the older we get the more intense our longing for the past becomes, and they also know that the 

films, music, clothes, trends, food we enjoyed in our young and carefree days remain with us all our lives. 

and as we move out of our twenties our willingness to try new experiences wanes. and thinking back 

can cheer us up. hence nostalgia marketing booms during recessions and hard times. it did well during 

the upheaval of the Second World War. it is doing well now as we face recession, bank collapses, job 

shortages, and climate extremes.  note the success of shows like mad men and Downton abbey, listen 

out for golden oldies being played on the radio, and look at how sales of rice pudding, angel’s Delight and 

Jammie Dodger’s have shot up.
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Sell Fame
these days, it’s nearly impossible to surf the web, open a magazine, or watch television without seeing 

someone famous selling something, whether it’s perfume, cars, phones, face cream, jewellery, clothing or 

even crisps. . 

using celebrities for promotion is hardly new. but over the last decade, corporate brands have increasingly 

turned to hollywood celebrities, musicians and sports stars to sell their products. celebrities showed up in 

nearly 14% of ads in the uS in 2007, and they appeared in 24% of the ads in india and 45% in taiwan!24

  

and these film stars, aging sports heroes, reality show contestants, chat show hosts, former business 

people, weather presenters and even “experts” (there is no limit to who can now become famous) are 

likely to continue peddling products, because the simple fact is that it works - if consumers believe that 

their hero uses the product, they want it too - they want a piece of a lifestyle they can’t have, they want to 

hope and to dream.

the rise in the use of celebrities is partly due to the emergence of magazine articles, web sites, blogs and 

tweets that give blow-by blow accounts of the mundane, routine activities of stars around the clock. an 

insatiable public keen to gawk at celebrities, is also watching what they wear, who they wear it for, what 

they eat, who they eat it with. before long, the public is wearing and eating the same things. a trend has 

been set.

according to barry Schwartz,25 people today are faced with too many choices - decision paralysis can set in 

and people are befuddled. in the past there weren’t too many options. in a world of scarcity, people asked, 

“should i take it or leave it?” but distinguishing between good and bad is far easier than distinguishing 

good from better and best. enter the celebrities again. With consumers facing so many choices on the 

shelves, a friendly nudge from their superhero could make the difference between whether a shopper’s 

hand picks up one product or moves on to the next.

tap our brainS
advertisers and marketing companies are now using neuroscience, the study of the brain and nervous 

system, to test the effectiveness of their marketing strategies and to help them to hit us with pinpoint-

targeted information. by probing our brains, neuromarketing promises to tell manufacturers which 

particular stimuli actually lead people to pick one product over another. in 2008 in the uS, there were 90 

neuromarketing  consultancies working for  major corporations such as procter & gamble, gm, coca-cola 

and motorola.26 

Subliminal eXpoSure
thanks to worldwide bans on tobacco advertising many cigarette companies now channel a large 

percentage of their marketing budget into subliminal brand exposure. philip morris, for example, pays bar 

owners to fill their venues with colour schemes, specially designed furniture, ashtrays, suggestive tiles 

designed in shapes similar to the marlboro logo, and other subtle symbols, that when combined convey 

the essence of marlboro and the iconic marlboro man. marlboro also markets rugged, collectible outdoor 

cowboy clothing, including gloves, watches, caps, scarves, boots, jackets and jeans. the Dunhill store in 

london sells leather goods, timepieces, menswear, accessories and even a fragrance meant to underscore 

the luxurious image of the brand. in malaysia, benson & hedges has even sponsored brand-themed coffee 

shops selling products emblazoned with the cigarette’s gold logo.

24   http://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/22/business/media/22celeb.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
25   Barry Schwartz(2004); The Paradox of choice-why more is less-how the culture of abundance robs us of satisfaction; p. 128
26   John Naish (2008) Enough- breaking free from the world of more; p.20 9

a
r

T
iC

l
e

 1
4

  p
a

g
e



27   M. Lindstrom (2008) Buy.ology-how everything we believe about why we buy is wrong;  p.12

in 2004, martin lindstrom,27 the global branding expert began a three year study, using fmri and SSt 

technology comprising multiple experiments with over 2,000 subjects from the uS, germany, england, 

Japan and china, to reveal the “hidden truths behind how branding and marketing messages work on the 

human brain, how our truest selves react to stimuli at a level far deeper than conscious thought, and how 

our unconscious minds control behaviour.” 

one experiment, using twenty smokers in the uK, was to put subliminal tobacco ads to the test, looking at 

whether or not the information which the brain has summoned from beneath our level of consciousness, 

necessarily informs our behaviour. are smokers affected by imagery that lies beneath their level of 

consciousness? can cigarette cravings be triggered by images tied to a brand of cigarette but not explicitly 

linked to smoking?

all subjects were asked to refrain from smoking for two hours prior to the test. First, they were shown 

subliminal images that had no overt connection to cigarette brands, like western-style scenery, including 

iconic cowboys, beautiful sunsets and arid deserts. next, to establish a comparison, they were shown 

explicit advertising images associated with cigarette commercials before such advertising was banned (but 

which are still prevalent online and through viral marketing), such as marlboro man and Joe camel on his 

motorbike, as well as marlboro and camel logos and clearly marked packs.

not surprisingly, when the smokers viewed the actual cigarette packs, the fmri scans revealed a 

pronounced response in their nucleus accumbens, associated with reward, craving and addiction. When 

the smokers were exposed to the non-explicit images, over a period of less than 5 seconds, there was 

an almost immediate activity in the craving  regions of their brains as well. and this activity was more 

intense than when the smokers viewed the overt images. the logo-free images associated with cigarettes 

triggered more cravings among smokers than the logos or cigarette packs themselves, a result that was 

consistent for both camel and marlboro smokers.

one explanation about why the subliminal advertising worked is that, as the smokers’ weren’t consciously 

aware that they were viewing an advertising message, they let their guard down. another is down to the 

choice and care taken by the companies to associate their product with innocent appealing images. in 

1997, prior to the advertising ban in the uK, Silk cut began to position its logo against a backdrop of purple 

silk in every ad it ran. after the ban, the company simply created billboards showcasing logo-free swathes 

of purple silk. Shortly after, research revealed that 98% of consumers identified those billboards as having 

something to do with Silk cut.

another experiment, again with twenty smokers in the uK, lindstrom aimed to assess why, despite 

graphic health warnings on packets, people still continue to smoke. most of the smokers, when asked, 

said yes, warning labels worked. this could be because they thought it was the right answer, or what the 

researchers wanted to hear, or that they felt guilty because they knew the negative effects of smoking on 

their health. yet the results from the fmri were quite different: 

Warning labels on the sides, fronts and backs of cigarette packets had no effect on suppressing the 

smokers’ cravings at all. once the results were analysed further, cigarette warnings  - whether they 

informed smokers they were at risk of contracting emphysema, heart disease, or a host of other chronic 

conditions - had in fact stimulated an area of the smokers’ brains called the nucleus accumbens,  otherwise 

known as the “craving spot”. this region is a chain-link of specialised neurons that lights up when the body 

desires something - whether it is alcohol, drugs, tobacco, sex, or gambling. When stimulated, the nucleus 

accumbens requires higher and higher doses to get its fix.
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28  ronan Kelly; The curious Ear; podcast available on www.rte.ie

in short, the fmri findings showed that cigarette warning labels not only failed to deter smoking, but 

by activating the nucleus accumbens, it appeared they actually encouraged smokers to light up. and 

lindstrom couldn’t but conclude that those same cigarette warning labels intended to curb smoking, 

reduce cancer, and save lives had instead become a killer marketing tool for the tobacco industry.

in another test, lindstrom’s team showed a group of american volunteers one of the antismoking tv 

ads  - opening with a group of people sitting around chatting and smoking, having a great time, except, 

instead of smoke, thick greenish globules of fat are pouring out of the tips of their cigarettes, splattering 

over the ashtrays, across the table, onto the floor. like with the warning labels, viewing this ad stimulated 

the smokers’ craving spots. rather than being put off by the gruesome images, the mirror neurons of their 

brains latched onto the convivial atmosphere and the socialising and they just craved a smoke!

The sTory of nauru anD exCessive 
ConsuMpTion 28

nauru is the world’s smallest republic, consisting of one island of about 8 square miles, about halfway 

between Fiji and australia, with a population of approximately 10,000 people.

in 1888, the island was colonised by germany. at the turn of the century, it was discovered that 70% of 

nauru was rich with phosphate, used in fertilizer, as a result of centuries’ worth of bird droppings. the 

pacific phosphate corporation was established and the export of guano began. after the end of World War 

i, the germans handed the island over to australia who, along with britain and new zealand managed the 

island in a league of nations trusteeship. the phosphate extraction and export developed under the british 

phosphate corporation. 

the island won its independence in 1968. the british phosphate corporation was nationalized, becoming 

the nauru phosphate corporation with profits filtering through to the population, transforming their 

standard of living. in the 1970s and 1980s, nauru had the distinction of being the world’s richest per capita 

country, and during its heyday, earned the name, “the Kuwait of the pacific”.

the government bought property (mostly hotels) in los angeles, honolulu, london, auckland, Sydney and 

melbourne. the country established its own national airline, air nauru, which transported people all over 

the pacific. the islanders bought vcrs, ate western food and drove new cars on the 22km long ring road 

which circles the island. nauruans became the most obese people in the world, with a 90% obesity rate 

and high levels of diabetes, heart disease and renal failure.

unfortunately, nauru is a small island and phosphate is a finite resource and the process of strip-mining 

left the land barren and infertile. the government put aside a percentage of the earnings into the 

nauru phosphate royalties trust so that the island would remain prosperous once the phosphate was 

exhausted. however, the public sector expanded, with nearly 1,500 employees on the government payroll 

out of a population of 10,000 and the government spent extravagantly. to keep the budgets in balance, 

they borrowed heavily. the trust itself, whose value at one point reached auS$1.3 billion was badly 

mismanaged - auS$4 million was spent on the production of a musical on the life of leonardo Davinci 

which closed after a disastrous week’s run in london.

the mining went into decline in the early 1990s and ceased operations in 2002. the trust was by that 

stage insolvent. the government defaulted on its debts and was forced to sell its properties. air nauru’s 

planes were repossessed by creditors in 2005 cutting the island off from the rest of the world for a year 

until the taiwanese offered a plane in exchange for diplomatic recognition.
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the government tried to turn nauru into an offshore banking centre but was blacklisted by the united 

States for money laundering. they also became involved in passport scandals. then from 2001 to 2007 

nauru was used by the australian government to detain asylum seekers. 

the nauruans blew about a billion dollars. the island’s per capita income is now lower than that of many 

african countries. 90% of the workforce is unemployed, most of the remainder work for the government. 

nauru now relies on aid from australia and new zealand. 80% of the island has been destroyed by strip 

mining and few tourists visit. the lush interior of the island is now uninhabitable, it’s a haunting landscape 

of coral spires, lined with dust and rubbish, and so the islanders live in slum-like conditions in a narrow 

band at the perimeter. their cars are rusted wrecks. there are daily power cuts, and communications are 

intermittent. 

as one of the islanders put it “It was an easy life - spending money freely, we  stopped caring about the 

future, we didn’t expect that life would end up like this, hard and very difficult….I can’t say what the future 

holds…whatever the Lord provides.” 
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1  Carlo Gebler (1988) Driving through Cuba: an east-west journey; p.38/9
2  Daniel Miller (2008) The Comfort of Things
3  Richard Wilkinson & Kate Pickett (2009) The Spirit Level-why more equal societies almost always do better; p.9/10

1 5

as we know, in liberal democracies the right for people to own private property is a given. the capitalist 

system encourages people to make money and then to spread it around by buying things, contracting 

for services, and paying taxes. in primal tribal society personal property was largely absent - collective 

ownership was the order of the day, and it seemed to work. but that was then and this is now. the world 

has changed in so many ways, that it’s almost impossible to imagine how we could ever go back to the 

communal lives of our tribal past. the genie is well out of the bottle and most of us in the West would hate 

giving up our privacy and independence, and our ability to have and to buy what we want when we want it.

after his cuban expedition in the late 1980s, carlo gebler1  concluded that, “despite socialism, the 

Cuban people have remained the sons and daughters of Adam. Years of indoctrination have eliminated 

neither the desire for goods nor the willingness to resort to devious means to obtain them. There is an 

enormous currency black market in Cuba, far bigger than anything I’d experienced when I had travelled 

in Eastern Europe.”

and he quotes marge, a uS citizen who had lived in cuba since the early Sixties: “Under capitalism, the 

worker is insecure about his job but once he’s earned his money, he can buy whatever he wants, provided 

he’s earned enough. In Cuba, it’s the reverse. Everyone, more or less, has a job and everyone has some 

money. The worker’s anxiety instead is channelled into consumption, into getting hold of scarce goods.”

the anthropologist Daniel miller2  says that we should not undermine the importance of our “things”. What 

we have around us matters and can reflect who we are, how others see us, and how we see ourselves. 

miller visited an ordinary street in london and studied thirty households. his book reveals the aspirations 

and frustrations, the tragedies and accomplishments that are played out behind the doors and focuses on 

the things that matter to these people, which quite often turn out to be material possessions – their house, 

the dog, their music, even their christmas decorations. these are the means by which people express who 

they have become. their relationships to their objects turn out to be central to their relationships with other 

people - children, lovers, brothers and friends. 

While this may well be true, here in the developed West, being able to buy things does not necessarily 

always make us happy.

according to richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, in The Spirit Level,3 whether we look at health, happiness, 

or other measures of wellbeing, there is a consistent picture. in poorer countries, economic development 

continues to be very important for wellbeing. here, increases in material living standards result in 

substantial improvements both in objective measures such as life expectancy, and in subjective ones 

We’re stuffed   
o v e r c o m i n g  c o n S u m P t i o n

o   t o o    m u c h
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4  Richard Layard (2006) Happines s- lessons from a new science; p. 3
5  Oliver James (2007) Affluenza – how to be successful and stay saner
6  T. Kasser (2002) The High Price of Materialism
7  Judith Levine (2006) Not Buying It; p. 93
8   Tipping Point or Turning Point; p. 35  http://www.ipsos-mori.com/DownloadPublication/1174_sri_tipping_point_or_turning_ 
 point_climate_change.pdf

like happiness. but as countries become affluent and developed, further rises in income and living standards 

count for less and less. if you are hungry, a loaf of bread is everything, but when you are full, more loaves don’t 

particularly help you and may become a burden as they become stale.

as economist richard layard puts it,4 “there is a paradox at the heart of our lives. Most people want more income 

and strive for it. Yet as Western societies have got richer, their people have become no happier.” he says the 

evidence shows that, on average, people are no more content today than they were fifty years ago, despite the 

fact that during this time incomes have doubled. We have been able to buy more food, clothes, and cars. We live in 

bigger, warmer houses and we go on annual holidays to the sun. Yet, studies show that we are no more fulfilled. 

once subsistence income is guaranteed, it’s hard to make people happier.

Psychologist and journalist, oliver James5 talks about “affluenza” which he says is a “contagious middle class 

virus”, a “set of values which increase our vulnerability to emotional distress and involves placing a high value on 

acquiring money and possessions, looking good in the eyes of others and wanting to be famous”. the affluenza 

virus is making us miserable, increasing our susceptibility to emotional distresses such as depression, anxiety, 

substance abuse and personality disorder.

tim Kasser6  makes the point that shopping can become a treadmill. the desire to have more and more material 

goods can lead to an ever more frantic pace of life. not only must we work harder, but once we have the goods 

we need to maintain, upgrade, replace, insure and constantly manage them - which can take our energy away 

from other areas of life, like spending time with family, learning new things, enjoying a hobby, or just relaxing

our consumer culture also tells us that we can buy our way to self-esteem and love and that we will feel better 

about ourselves if we collect symbols of worth, and keep up with fashion. Kasser suggests that it is because our 

psychological insecurities are so easily connected with the promise of self-esteem, through buying, that the fires 

of consumption are hotly fuelled. 

according to Judith levine,7 shopping “defeats, or at least circumvents, boredom, but not only because it fills 

idle time. Consumption is an exercise in hope – hope for more happiness, more beauty, more status, more fun. 

This sort of hope requires little negotiation; its fulfilment is relatively simple, even if temporary.” 

the Consumer 
consumers are by no means a homogenous bunch when it comes to ethical or carbon saving behaviours. 

in the 2007 iPSoS mori report,8 the authors provide a basic segmentation analysis which highlights the 

following four consumer groups:

•	 engaged consumers  sometimes called deep greens, pioneers or “highs” - who are very engaged 

 with the issues and proactively seek out alternatives and new behaviours

•	 aspirational consumers  otherwise known as light greens or “mediums” - who are interested but   

 passive and look to adopt behaviours established by the pioneers on an ad hoc or “pick and mix” basis

•	 basic engagement consumers  often referred to as “lows” - who, akin to dipping a toe in the water,   

 do some things but are constrained from doing more

•	 disengaged consumers  who actively resist or are constrained from undertaking environmental behaviours
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9   A Framework for Pro-Environmental Behaviours  http://www.defra.gov.uk/publications/files/pb13574-behaviours-report-080110.pdf

in 2008, the Department for environment, Food and rural affairs (DeFra) in britain produced a report,9 which set 

out a framework for DeFra’s work on pro-environmental behaviour. it concentrated primarily on behaviours which 

will have an impact on carbon savings and therefore link to climate change mitigation. they include the following 

model which divides the public into seven clusters, each representing a percentage of the population, and sharing 

a distinct set of attitudes and beliefs towards the environment, environmental issues and people’s behaviour. 

•	 positive greens (18%)  “I think it’s important that I do as much as I can to limit my impact on the 

 environment”. most of the members of this group came from well-off backgrounds

•	 Waste watchers (12%)  “Waste not, want not - that’s important, you should live life thinking about what you 

 are doing and using”. thrift is important to this group, which was made up mostly from people of an older 

 age. the thriftiness was not especially inspired by environmental goals

•	 Concerned consumers (14%)  “I think I do more than a lot of people. Still, going away is important, I’d find 

 that hard to give up….well, I wouldn’t, so carbon off-setting would make me feel better”

•	 Cautious participants (14%)  “I do a couple of things to help the environment. I’d really like to do more, well 

 as long as I saw others were”

•	 sideline supporters (14%)  “I think climate change is a big problem for us. I know I don’t think much about 

 how much water or electricity I use, and I forget to turn things off. I’d like to do a bit more.”

•	 stalled starters (10%) “I don’t know much about climate change. I can’t afford a car so I use public t

 ransport.. I’d like a car though.”. most are from non-affluent backgrounds

•	 honestly disengaged (18%)  “Maybe there’ll be an environmental disaster, maybe not. Makes no difference 

 to me, I’m just living life the way I want to.”
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10  Over The Top; Fred Pearce; New Scientist;  16th June 2012; p. 38-43
11   Andrew Benett & Ann O’Reilly (2010)Consumed-rethinking business in the era of mindful spending; Inside Flap
 http://www.thenewconsumer.com/
 http://www.thenewconsumer.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/Time-Magazine-QA-on-Consumed.pdf

the DeFra report argues that policy directed at changing behaviour should be multi-faceted and should aim to 

“enable” and “engage” the people in each of the groups. in the least interested categories the emphasis should 

be on “exemplifying” and demonstrating the importance of behaviour change.

the british retailer, marks & Spencer reckons that british consumers can be divided into three groups: 10% are 

passionately green and will go out of their way to find suitable purchases; 25% are totally disinterested; and 65% 

are willing to care if they can find easy ways to make a difference.

but these categorisations were identified prior to the global economic crash and all that has followed in its wake. 

there is no doubt that people are now consuming less than before, even those who have not lost their jobs or 

their savings. and if ireland is anything to go by, there is a noticeable change in attitude towards cost-cutting 

behaviours and frugality. now it is acceptable, and even trendy, to say you bought something “on sale”, or in the 

second-hand shop, or better still, that you made it yourself. one suspects that some people say this, even if the 

item was bought new at full price!

So do we need to stop haranguing and surf the wave?

Fred Pearce10  points out that we’re all a pretty pessimistic bunch, and have been for years. 

in 1798 society was doomed, said english scholar robert malthus, who predicted that unchecked growth in 

human numbers would condemn our species to a “perpetual struggle for room and food”, and to an unbreakable 

cycle of squalor, famine and disease. 

nearly two centuries later, in 1968, biologist Paul ehrlich stated that we had exceeded the planet’s “carrying 

capacity” and the world would go hungry.

Pearce says the mood hasn’t changed much, only the focus has shifted from how to feed ourselves to our 

insatiable appetite for energy and raw material, and the greenhouse gases we pump into the atmosphere. Soon, 

the argument goes, we will pass the point of no return, if we haven’t done so already.

but he points out, “there are those who see things differently, who see a pattern emerging in the industrialised 

world which shows that people in the US are driving less; Europeans are using less energy; water use is down in 

countries such as the US and the UK; so is calorie consumption in the UK”.

is  a Change on the Way?
in 2009, after the global economic crash, uS marketing professionals, andrew benett and ann o’reilly launched 

a study on the “new consumer”11 and what they saw as the escalating dissatisfaction over hyperconsumerism in 

seven markets (brazil, china, France, Japan, the netherlands, the uK and the uS).  

their study showed that:

•	 A	significant	majority	are	deeply	worried	about	our	consumption-obsessed	society.	They	believe	people	
 have become both physically and mentally lazy, and that we have lost sight of what truly matters

•	 Two-thirds	believe	they	would	be	better	off	if	they	lived	more	simply,	and	a	quarter	say	they	would	be	
 happier if they owned fewer things

•	 Half	of	Americans	surveyed	get	a	sense	of	satisfaction	from	reducing	their	purchases	during	the	
 downturn, and three-quarters feel good about cutting back on the amount of waste they create

•	 A	majority	of	Americans	have	no	intention	of	going	back	to	their	old	shopping	patterns,	even	when	the	
 economy rebounds.
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12  Andrew Benett & Ann O’Reilly (2010)Consumed-rethinking business in the era of mindful spending; p. 116
13  Malcolm Gladwell (2000) The Tipping Point- how little things can make a big difference
14  Rachel Botsman & Roo Rogers (2010/11) What’s Mine Is Yours-how collaborative consumption is changing the way we live
 http://www.collaborativeconsumption.com/buzz-and-press/
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zpv6aGTcCl8
 http://www.guardian.co.uk/money/2011/jun/14/collaborative-consumption
15   http://www.good.is/post/dublin-s-bike-sharing-system-might-be-the-most-successful-in-the-world/

Some observers argue that any current trends towards downsizing and sustainable shopping are no more than 

temporary aberrations brought on by the downturn. benett and o’reilly strongly disagree with this. they feel 

the changes are permanent, and state that they had already been reporting signs of a major shift in values 

well before the economy crashed. they say that many people in developed markets have been burned out 

and turned off by their own vulgar habits for quite some time. the recession simply served to exacerbate 

these feelings and provide the added impetus to turn doubts into actions and vague resolutions into concrete 

change. and they reckon that people are getting unexpected pleasure hits from cutting back and making more 

considered consumption choices - reconsidering everything from their personal definitions of value to the purity 

of product ingredients, from environmental impacts to provenance, from design and packaging preferences to 

brand integrity. 

the new consumer movement they are seeing points to an emerging set of pleasures that are not tied into 

“instant everything” - pleasures that promise real delights without the instability and insubstantiality of the old 

ways. they are rooted in 3 basic trends - embracing substance (from mindless consumption to something more 

meaningful and sustainable, rightsizing (aiming to consume neither too much or too little, but to find a harmonious 

balance)  and growing up (re-embracing personal responsibility, and accountability to the wide community)12

in their study, benett and o’reilly identify a group which they call Prosumers, who make up about 15 - 20% of 

any market. these, they say,  are  the most influential consumers – they embrace innovation, new challenges 

and experiences; they are early adopters of novel technologies, they have a keen interest in gadgets; they readily 

transport new attitudes, ideas and behaviours; they expect top-notch customer service and ongoing access to 

information; they are marketing savvy, plugged into multiple media sources; they seek to maximise control over 

their lives through the smart use of information and communications; and they are consulted by their peers for 

opinions and advice. What prosumers are doing today, mainstream consumers are likely to be doing six to eighteen 

months from now. they are the ones to watch.

malcolm gladwell13 talks about the importance of Salesmen in any social change. Salesmen have the skills 

to persuade us when we are unconvinced of what we are hearing. as people, they have charisma, charm, 

energy and enthusiasm. Persuasion works in subtle, hidden and unspoken ways. Salespeople have powerful 

negotiation skills. they tend to have an indefinable trait that goes beyond what they say, which makes others 

want to agree with them.

they are the ones to target.

Collaborative Consumption
in 2011, rachel botsman and roo rogers14  introduced the term collaborative consumption. over the past 

couple of years, they say they have noticed that, at dinner parties, instead of bragging about their new Prius, 

friends are boasting how they have given up their wheels altogether by joining the car sharing service Zipcar. 

more and more of their friends are selling stuff on ebay and cragslist; swapping books, DvDs and games 

on sites like Swap and ourSwaps, and giving away unwanted items on Freecycle and reuseit. bike sharing 

schemes like the ones in Dublin and Paris are proving to be a resounding success (despite dire predictions, only 

two bikes were pilfered in the first six months of Dublinbike’s operation and none were vandalised)15
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16   Rachel Botsman & Roo Rogers(2010/11) 
  What’s Mine Is Yours-how collaborative consumption is changing the way we live; p. xvii
17   Ibid; P. 75

every day, 3 million Flickr images are uploaded; 700,000 new members join Facebook; 50 million people 

tweet and 900,000 blogs are posted.

according to botsman and rogers, collaboration has become the buzzword with economists, 

philosophers, business analysts, trend spotters, marketers and entrepreneurs. and this collaboration may 

be local and face-to-face or it may use the internet to connect, combine, form groups and find someone 

or something to create “many to many” peer-to-peer interactions. this sharing and collaboration, the 

bartering, lending, renting, gifting and swapping, are happening in ways, and at a scale never before 

possible, thanks to new technologies.

the authors say that collaborative consumption is not a niche trend, or a reactionary blip to the 2008 crash. 

rather it is a movement that is driven by consumer motivations that extend far deeper than simple cost 

savings and the habits had started to stick and spread before the recession. economic necessity has just 

made people more open to joining up.  and the figures are impressive. Freecycle - a worldwide online 

registry that circulates free items for reuse and recycling - has more than 5.7 million members across 

eighty five countries. u-exchange, one of the most successful swap sites, saw a 70% increase in new 

members in 2008, and the membership of the trading Swap grew tenfold in 2009 over the previous year. 

on thredup, a clothing exchange for children’s clothes, approx. twelve thousand items were exchanged 

within eight days of its launch in april 2010. landshare, a site that connects gardenless would-be growers 

with unused spare land, has more than 55,000 members of the uK. couchsurfing, a global website that 

connects travellers with locals in more than 235 countries and territories, is currently the most visited 

“hospitality service” on the internet.16

this convergence of social networks, a renewed belief in the importance of community, pressing 

environmental concerns and cost consciousness are moving us away from top-heavy, centralised and 

controlled forms of consumerism towards one of sharing, aggregation, openness and cooperation.

and botsman and rogers stress that collaborative consumption has the benefit of being in the user’s self-

interest, without emphasising guilt or personal sacrifice. When a new behaviour yields strong rewards, it is 

more likely to stick.

Collaborative Consumption relies on four underlying principles 17 

Critical mass  there needs to be enough momentum in a system to make it self-sustaining,  choice 

and convenience, and a core group of loyal and frequent users. 

the power of idling capacity tools, cars, appliances, spend most their time in the shed, garage or 

cupboard. this unused potential is a resource to be tapped.

belief in the commons by providing value to the community, we enable our own social value to 

expand in return. We need to give to get. 

trust between strangers when personal relationships and social capital return to the centre of the 

exchanges, peer-to-peer trust is relatively easy to create and manage, and most of the time the trust is 

strengthened not broken.

1
2
3
4
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 William McDonough & Michael Braungart(2002) Cradle to Cradle- remaking the way we make things
19  Ibid; p. 84

Cradle to Cradle
William mcDonough and michael braungart18 have come up with an interesting concept which they call 

“cradle to cradle”. they don’t think we need to tackle how much people are buying, but they say instead 

that we need to look at what they are buying.

the pair, who have worked for the mayor of chicago and companies like herman miller, the Ford company, 

and the Steelcase corporation, espouse working with nature’s laws. 

they believe that in the long run, humans do not have to produce any waste. all products could be made 

from materials that are either biodegradable or completely recyclable. to illustrate their point, their book 

Cradle to Cradle is printed on a synthetic type of paper, made from plastic resins and inorganic fillers. 

this material is not only waterproof, extremely durable and (in many localities) recyclable by conventional 

means, it is also a prototype for a book which is a “technical nutrient” -  a product that can be broken down 

and circulated infinitely in industrial cycles - made and remade as “paper” or other products. they say 

that such a book has the potential to be upcycled: dissolved and remade as a polymer of high quality and 

usefulness (it is fairly heavy though).

“cradle to grave” designs dominate manufacturing. according to the authors, more than 90% of materials 

extracted to make durable goods in the uS become waste almost immediately. Sometimes the product 

itself scarcely lasts longer. it is often cheaper to buy a replacement for even the most expensive appliance 

than to find someone to repair it. many products are designed to last only a certain period so that we will 

have to then go out and buy another one.

and recycling, according to mcDonough and braungart isn’t the answer. they call most recycling  

“downcycling” - the quality of the material is reduced over time. and downcycling can also increase 

pollution and waste energy. Furnaces that recycle secondary steel for building materials are now a large 

source of dioxin emissions. 

and regulation may not be the answer, either. the authors assert that in a world where designs are 

unintelligent and destructive, regulations can reduce immediate negative effects. but ultimately, they are 

signals of design failure, and should be seen as licenses to harm. 

Similarly, eco-efficiency is not a strategy for success over the long term, as it involves working within, and 

merely slowing down, the same system that caused the problem in the first place. 

mcDonough and braungart propose an eco-effective approach where products are designed from the 

outset to be safely and effectively recycled, reused or composted. taking an eco-effective approach might 

“result in an innovation so extreme that it resembles nothing we know, or it might merely show us how 

to optimise a system already in place. It’s not the solution itself that is necessarily radical but the shift in 

perspective with which we begin, from the old view of nature as something to be controlled to a stance of 

engagement”.19 

the goal is zero waste, zero emissions, and zero “ecological footprint”. the new design assessment 

will create a world of abundance, not one of limits, pollution and waste. and to eliminate the concept 

of waste means to design things – products, packaging, and systems – from the very beginning on the 

understanding that waste cannot exist. under this scenario, people could indulge their hunger for new 

products as often as they wish, without guilt, and industry could encourage them to do so with impunity, 

knowing that both sides are supporting the technical metabolism in the process.
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1  Douglas Adams (1999); How to Stop Worrying and learn to Love the Internet 
 http://www.douglasadams.com/dna/19990901-00-a.html

1 6

“ Everything that’s already in the world when you’re born is just normal. 

 Anything that gets invented between then and before you turn thirty is incredibly 
 exciting and creative and with any luck you can make a career out of it.

 Anything that gets invented after you’re thirty is against the natural order of things 
 and the beginning of the end of civilisation as we know it until it’s been around for 
 about ten years when it gradually turns out to be alright really.

 Apply this list to movies, rock music, word processors and mobile phones to work 
 out how old you are”.  DougLAS ADAmS 1

i have to admit to being a bit of a luddite. if i have a choice of doing a practical job by hand or using a 

machine, i’ll choose the labour intensive option. if we have to dig a hole here on the farm, i’ll reach for 

the shovel and get cracking, while Quentin will look for a technical solution. Depending on the state of our 

mechanical equipment at the time, my method can be quicker.

i enjoy knitting, spinning, crochet, reading, gardening, and walking.  i have a mobile phone, but rarely use 

it (i blame the fact that where we live is out of range). i feel i should set up a Facebook page, but really 

don’t want to. i have tried and failed to understand the intricacies of our alternative energy systems, but 

my mind just fuzzes over at the mere mention of watts, pixels and gigabytes (which begs the question 

- am i a luddite or just an average woman?). over the years, i’ve been involved in, what some would 

call technophobic, campaigns against genetic engineering, nuclear power, emissions from chemical 

companies, incineration and high voltage electricity pylons.

on the other hand, my partner, Quentin, is a teckie whiz, whose idea of a good time is designing an 

electronic controller or tinkering with a computer. in our relationship, he’s the brain and i’m the brawn.

but the unfolding implications of climate change begun to put manners on me. 

tucked away in our rural idyll here in West cork, we could fool ourselves that the do-it-yourself philosophy 

will change the world, but looking at the scale of the challenges ahead, you just have to admit that 

technology is an essential part of the solution. accepting the potential negative effects will test the mettle 

of many of us environmentalists.

TeCkie-Fix?    
t h e  i n F l u e n c e  o F  t e c h n o l o g y 
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2  James Surowiecki (2004) The Wisdom of Crowds-why the many are smarter than the few; p. 52
3  Ibid p. 55

The power oF TeChnology
however you look at it, science and technology has had a huge impact on our western world. advances 

in public health have more than doubled the average lifespan; the invention of nuclear missiles has 

made world scale war an unattractive and suicidal option; birth control has spared women from years of 

childbearing, enabling us to take our place in the work-force, and has helped to subdue population growth in 

the west; agricultural developments have staved off mass hunger; electronics have connected humankind; 

cheap transport has brought travel to the masses; we have even made it to the moon and back. 

over the ages, inventions like the wheel, the printing press, the spinning jenny and the railroads have had 

immeasurable impacts on how society has developed and on how we now live. 

Some much hailed developments were doomed to fail, however, and have been erased from historical 

memory - remember the plank road, anyone? 

The plank road 2  - an american engineer named george geddes believed he had come up with the 

solution to the muddy/dusty rutted dirt roads which plagued early 19th century travellers, consisting of 

wooden planks laid over two lines of timber. he reckoned that a plank road would last eight years, which 

would allow enough time to gain a reasonable return on the investment via tolls. the first road was laid 

in new york in 1846, and was deemed a roaring success, so much so that plank-road fever soon set in. 

Within a decade there were 352 companies in new york and over a thousand in the uSa overall. but 

unfortunately, the whole business was built on an illusion. plank roads lasted for less than five years, 

not the eight as predicted, and companies soon realised they could not afford the maintenance. Within a 

decade it became clear that the plank road was not going to be a transportation panacea, and most were 

unceremoniously abandoned. 

on the other hand, a little invention like the standardised screw has had an untold influence on the roll out 

of mass production, the printing press has done its bit for the dissemination of information, education and 

intellectual freedom, the elevator has played its part in allowing greater concentrations of people to live in 

one place, and therefore the development of mega cities.

The standardised screw 3  - up to the 1860s, every screw had to be hand-made by a machinist. 

this limited the possibilities of mass production but also secured the machinist’s trade and way of life. 

then came the american machinist, William Sellers, prominent and respected in his field. he designed 

a standardised screw and then set out on a campaign to get america to adopt it. over the next five 

years, Sellers targeted influential users, like the pennsylvania railroad and the uS navy. Within a 

decade, the screw was on its way to becoming a national standard, which helped to lay the 

groundwork for modern manufacturing.

The printing press - by the middle of the 15th century, the printing press emerged to allow for the 

cheaper production of books, mainly thanks to the work of Johannes gutenberg, a german stonecutter 

and goldsmith. in 1452, gutenberg began his famous bible project, and two hundred copies were printed. 

by 1500, the invention had gone viral and over 2,500 european cities had acquired printing presses. books 

and pamphlets became accessible to the wider population, who were eager for information of any kind. 

printing also facilitated the dissemination of and preservation of knowledge in a standard format. the 

printing press of its time, ushered in as much of a revolution as has the internet of today.

The elevator - the elevator itself has been around for centuries - apparently archimedes built one 2,200 

years ago. however, for it to usher in the building of skyscrapers which now dot the skyline of most large 

cities, it needed a good source of power and had to become safe. the early steam engines were used 

to run industrial elevators, which were either pulled up by a rope or pushed up hydraulically. as engines 
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4  Edward Tenner (1996) Why Things Bite Back – Predicting the Problems of Progress; Preface

improved, so did the speed and power of elevators, which could haul massive amounts of coal out of 

mines or grain from boats. but it wasn’t until elisha graves otis invented the safety brake in 1853, that 

people felt they could travel long distances upwards without the fear of hurtling back down again. the 

elevator industry began and by the 1880s, allowed the path-breaking structures of 10 stories, like the new 

york tribune building and St. pancras Station in london to be built. Further into the decade, the load-

bearing steel skeleton was developed and true skyscrapers began to emerge on urban landscapes.

other break point innovations such as Watt’s steam engine, edison’s power grid and electricity delivery 

system, and Ford’s cheap and efficiently produced model t. car, and then more recently the internet, 

mobile phones, and ipods have moved society forward, sometimes surprisingly rapidly.

but at the same time, there have also been down-sides to many of our technological advances: the 

eradication of many trades and crafts; the speeding up of our pace of life; the creation of urban sprawl and 

rural decline; the pollution of our air, land, rivers and seas; the extinction of many of our wild animals and 

a decline in overall species diversity; the destruction of many of the world’s forests; the warming of our 

planet and consequent climate change.

and what of the promises - did nuclear power make electricity too cheap to meter? has the computer or 

the mobile phone given us more free time? What about the paperless office? now that we have washing 

machines, are we not just doing more washing? What are we to make of stepping from office elevators 

into our cars and driving to health clubs to use treadmills (a feature of nineteenth-century prisons) and stair-

climbing machines? how come many people in the most technologically advanced countries are suffering 

from obesity and/or depression? 

edward tenner4  makes the point that technology is not always as simple a solution as it might seem, or 

the panacea to all ills and we should beware of relying on it to solve all our problems.

technology can demand more, not less, human work to function properly. “And it introduces more subtle 

and insidious problems to replace acute ones. Nor are the acute ones ever completely eliminated; in fact, 

unless we exercise constant care and alertness, they have a way of coming back with new strength. 

We are on a treadmill that we can no longer dismount from. We cannot turn back to a wholesome past, if 

only because the past, while sometimes decorous, was far messier than we realise or perhaps can realise. 

A whole book could be written about mud, and another about dust.” 

The power oF oil
the development of technology has always occurred on the back of an energy source. For centuries, 

human strength and labour (often involving slavery) provided what was required.  the more humans 

available the more that could be built or produced. 

over 6,000 years ago, human beings began increasing their energy appetite when they first yoked the 

ox and used its power to till fields and draw water from wells. then came whale oil, coal, steam and the 

panacea to all our ills, oil and gas. 

oil is sometimes called black gold because, in relation to its volume and weight, it releases so much more 

energy than other substances, and most importantly, gives us such a bang for our buck. 
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5  T  Homer-Dixon, Thomas  The upside of Down; p.83
6  P Tertzakian (2009) The End of Energy obesity; p. 6
7   David J.C. macKay (2009) Sustainable Energy Without Hot Air   www.withouthotair.com

three large spoonfuls of crude contain about the same amount of energy as eight hours of human manual labour. 

When we fill our cars with petrol, we’re pouring into the tank the energy equivalent of about two years of 

back-breaking digging (i can feel the pain). no other fuel comes close to matching its properties. as petroleum 

geologist colin campbell, a resident of ballydehob in West cork, and founder of the association for the Study of 

peak oil (aSpo), puts it - “it’s as if each of us had a team of slaves working for next to nothing”.5 

the discovery of oil ushered in a whole raft of technological innovations, each of which has now become an 

accepted and required part of our daily lives - the car, the jumbo jet, elevators, central heating, air conditioning, 

container ships, synthetic fertilisers. We expect to be able to drive miles to work, to visit our relatives in 

australia, to wear t-shirts in winter and to live 30 floors up a skyscraper. We aren’t happy if our package doesn’t 

arrive on time or if the supermarkets aren’t stocked with fresh produce. What used to be a luxury is now a 

necessity. an increasing number of us are now used to a lifestyle which uses a lot of energy, and we’re not 

going to give it up lightly. 

peter tertzakian6 claims that the First principle of energy consumption means that the better off we are, the 

more energy we use. So the wealthier we become, the more our energy use will increase and vice versa. 

globalisation has flourished on the back of cheap energy, so now the world seems truly flat. a sales call from an 

irish phone company wings its way over from bangalore, our kids’ toys have come from a conveyor belt in china, 

and the sad little chicken breasts on the menu were once clucking around a massive factory in thailand. our 

standard of living has increased over the past 20 years, thanks largely to the availability of these low cost goods 

from countries where labour is cheap. and the manufacturing countries have also done well out of the deal, with 

money pouring in, to be spent on cars, housing, heating and air-conditioning. Furthermore, nations like china or 

india understand that an appetite for energy is the fundamental way to achieve the american Dream, a dream 

they now wish to share in themselves. regardless of the financial crisis, they want what we have, and they 

know that they need reliable, plentiful energy to get and maintain it. and who are we to say they can’t have it? 

especially if we also want to see world poverty eradicated and population growth curbed.

the accepted mainstream answer to continuing poverty levels in developing countries is economic growth and 

improved standards of living; the answer to increasing population is economic growth, education of women and 

improved standards of living. both will involve more energy use.

but burning coal and oil or, to a lesser extent, gas is a major problem for climate change. bearing this in mind, can 

new technology bring us back from the brink? 

alTernaTive energy
the uK physicist David J.c. macKay7  details exactly how much alternative energy can realistically be produced by 

britain and he then compares it to how much energy is presently used by the country’s population. the one ethical 

position he says he wishes to push is that “we should have a plan that adds up.”

macKay has established that the uK’s present lifestyle cannot be sustained on its own renewables, without the 

industrialization of country-sized areas of land and sea. So, he concludes that, if the country wants to get off 

fossil fuels and live sustainably, the options are to balance the energy budget, either by reducing demand, or by 

increasing supply, or, of course, by doing both. and he says no one should have any illusions. to achieve the goal 

of getting off fossil fuels, these reductions in demand and increases in supply must be big. “Don’t be distracted 

by the myth that every little helps. If everyone does a little, we’ll achieve only a little. We must do a lot. What’s 

required are big changes in demand and in supply.”
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8   Chris goodall (2008) Ten Technologies to Save the Planet; p. 1-5

Demand for power could be reduced by cutting down population, by changing our lifestyle, or by keeping 

our lifestyle but reducing its energy intensity through efficiency and the use of new technologies.

and macKay concludes that power supply could be increased by electrifying transport, which is more 

efficient than using fossil fuels. to supplement solar-thermal heating, most heating of air and water in 

buildings could be electrified using heat pumps, which are four times more efficient than ordinary electric 

heaters. all the green electricity could come from a mix of the following sources: from the country’s 

own renewables; perhaps from “clean coal;” perhaps from nuclear; and finally, from other countries’ 

renewables - solar power from deserts being the most plentiful option. 

(David macKay wrote this in 2009. apparently, falling costs since then may mean that solar can now be 

financially viable in the uK itself)

chris goodall8 says he doesn’t claim that the world will painlessly escape from the shackles of fossil fuel 

dependence by quickly and cheaply building a low-carbon economy, but he wants to demonstrate that 

however difficult the transition might be, the world has the tools it needs to tackle climate change and 

there are huge technological improvements to come that will reduce the price of low-carbon energy to a 

fraction of what it is today.

however, he states that most of the technologies are still in their infancy, and although their prospects 

seem bright, none will advance rapidly without large amounts of risk capital, consistent and expensive 

support from governments (and therefore also from their electorates in democratic societies) and 

continued scientific advances. 

he claims that almost all the technologies will have to go through the following phases: an expensive and 

inconvenient introduction; a troubling period in which enthusiasm wanes and improvements appear to be 

slow; gradual acceptance by sceptical purchasers; and eventually, a dawning sense that we really can do 

without the fossil fuel alternative. 

goodall lists the following obstacles to widespread adoption of the new technologies:

•	 The	existing	infrastructure	of	natural	gas	and	oil	pipelines,	storage	tanks,	electricity	distribution		

 grids, huge coal and oil fired power stations, and distribution network refineries and petrol stations has 

 been developed for the use of fossil fuels. it won’t be easy to switch away from this and create a new 

 infrastructure and distribution system.

•	 our lives are currently structured around instant and consistent access to energy. the electricity 

 service in developing countries offers nearly universal access and reliability. it is unlikely that low-

 carbon technologies will be able to match this reliability within the first few years. We will go through 

 periods when the new technologies fail, provide only intermittent supply, and cost more than their 

 fossil fuel equivalents. 

•	 Already	some	industries	are	experiencing	component	shortages.	(The	availability	of	Neodymium	is	a	

 problem for some generators and efficient motors. electric cars may be held up in the longer term 

 by shortage of minerals, such as cobalt required to make their large lithium batteries). because of these 

 bottlenecks and interruptions of supply, the transition will be slower and more uncomfortable that we 

 might have hoped for. 

•	 Micro-renewables,	such	as	on-farm	wind	turbines	are	all	very	well	in	their	own	right,	but	they	are	far	

 more expensive for each unit of carbon saved than their full-scale equivalents. there needs to be large 

 scale implementation of the technologies. We need corporations that can invest tens of billions of 

 dollars every year in huge projects in every country in the world. goodall, writing in 2008, felt this also 

 applied to solar panels - however, since then roof-based panels have become much more economical
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9   Fred Pearce; New Scientist; 26th Jan 2013; p. 26/7
10  New Scientist; 5th Jan; p. 7
11   Paul marks; You’re grounded; New Scientist; 9th Feb. 2013; p.28/9

•	 While	the	free	market	will	be	very	useful	in	deciding	which	potential	technical	innovations	offer	the	best	

 opportunities, it will probably not give us the tight integration of various complementary technologies 

 that the world needs. the energy supply in each country will need to be carefully planned by a central 

 authority, particularly as incentives are required during the formative stages.

•	 The	world	will	have	to	very	carefully	decide	how	to	allocate	land	between	the	various	competing	uses	-	

 food production; growing woody biomass for ethanol and for the fuel in combined heat and power 

 plants; taking carbon out of the atmosphere by digging charcoal, made from wood and plant matter into 

 arable soils; planting forests as carbon sinks

Fossil-Fuel loCk- in
Fred pearce9  points out that changing course is really hard. part of the problem is the vast infrastructure 

dedicated to sustaining the supply of coal, oil and gas. the problem is political in that the fossil fuel 

industry wields a lot of power, particularly in Washington. it is also commercial – heavy investments in 

fossil fuels have reaped big profits for shareholders, which leads to more investment in the profit-making 

technologies. the result is “domination by an outdated energy system that stifles alternatives”.

the alternative energy revolution is often compared to the it revolution of 30 years ago, but pearce points 

out that all it had to fight against were armies of clerks.  

another form of lock-in is more mental than physical.10 Despite destructive sea storms, the attraction of 

beachfront life and tourism means that these areas will be re-built, only to be at risk of future storms. 

unless people are forced to re-locate they will most probably choose to re-build in the same areas, and 

most houses won’t be brought to storm-proof standards as people rush to resume normal life. 

trying to move ports, industrial area or communities will be no easy task and will require new laws and 

new thinking. 

it is expected that hazard zones will not be vacated through government regulation, but when insurers and 

investors can no longer stomach the risks.  

emerging technologieS rarely behave in their early yearS

boeing decided over a decade ago to create a passenger airliner, which would emit less co2 and 

nitrogen oxide. they saw this as representing the future of air travel, using 20% less fuel than similarly 

heavy aircraft. the uS company ambitiously called the new 787 the Dreamliner and invested more than 

$20bn (£12.8bn) in it. the plane was launched in late 2011 after a three-year delay. the design included a 

lightweight plastic fuselage and an all-electric, rather than hydraulic, control system. the Dreamliner was 

the first to use only carbon-fibre-reinforced plastic, rather than the tried and trusted aluminium alloy. boeing 

chose cells based on lithium cobalt oxide, which are extremely light and powerful, but also very flammable.

“Having followed the plane’s tortured development and path to airworthiness certification....for 

more than a decade, it was clearly only a matter of time before something went wrong”, wrote new 

Scientist’s paul marks.11
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12  http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/newsbysector/transport/9856622/Regulator-questions-Boeing-Dreamliner-tests.html
13  Peter Tertzakian (2009) The End of Energy obesity; p. 99 
14  Ibid; p. 248
15   Fred Pearce;  Time to Bring in Plan b for Biofuel; New Scientist; 21 June 2008; p. 30/1

according to marks, the reason is simple - the Dreamliner probably incorporates the broadest collection of 

untested aviation technologies since the Wright Flyer lifted off the beach at Kitty hawk in 1903.

on 7th January a fire broke out in one of the batteries in an empty Dreamliner at boston’s logan airport. 

Shortly after, a battery in a second plane malfunctioned in flight, resulting in an emergency landing 

and evacuation at takamatsu airport in Japan. these battery scares led to the grounding of boeing’s 

50-plane Dreamliner.

nevertheless, boeing says that it remains confident in the 787 and has more than 800 outstanding orders 

for the jet, including from virgin atlantic and british airways.12 

peter tertzakian13 suggests that renewables merely represent a nice side dish to the overall diet, not a 

main course. We shouldn’t be looking for a “magic bullet”.

tertzakian says that for an entire society, or even a significant proportion, to undertake the mass-market 

adoption of a new energy system, it has to be convinced that what’s new is truly compelling. an energy 

system is compelling if it is flexible and versatile (can be widely used in different ways); scalable (able to 

deliver large amounts of energy); storable and transportable; deliverable (we like our energy to be there 

when and where we want it); energy dense (remember, three spoonfuls of crude oil equals eight hours of 

manual labour); power dense (an average sized boeing 747 jet engine puts out the same amount of power 

as 125 acres of solar panels); environmentally sensitive; secure (in an increasingly turbulent and uncertain 

world); sustainable (how much energy does it take to produce the energy). 

pushing oil off the table is incredibly difficult. not only does oil prove robust across nearly every criterion 

above, it is startlingly cheap for the work that it does to power our prosperity and way of life.

although tertzakian believes that renewables and alternative energy solutions will have an important role 

to play in augmenting tomorrow’s diet, he says that no technological advances within the energy industry 

will ever provide us with as much leverage for solving our energy problems as reducing consumption. he 

predicts that  technology and creativity will instead yield new break point innovations and help us to move 

away from our reliance on energy altogether. 

however, as tertzakian14 states, technological convergences must often be accompanied by social 

convergences to have truly significant impact, and the social realm is our greatest weak point, our most 

uncertain vulnerability. Will we be able to catalyse enough action on the social, political and business fronts 

to step through the doorway that new technology has opened? 

there is no doubt that any transition to renewables will not necessarily be smooth. Serious lessons have 

already been learnt from our bull-headed rush into producing biofuels from corn and other food sources, 

resulting in farmers growing crops for fuel rather than food. Farmers switched because the price was 

better. Scarcity made the price of food rise and very quickly, this resulted in food queues and riots in some 

parts of the developing world. apparently, the corn required to fill an Suv tank with bioethanol just once 

could feed someone in africa for a year.15

and the cultivation and processing of corn in particular takes a large amount of energy, resulting in 

additional greenhouse gas emissions. cultivating soya or palm oil can also add to global warming if 

rainforest is cut down, or peat bogs drained to provide the land in which to grow the crops.
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16   http://www.windpower.org/en/news/news.html#727
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now, the more sustainable plan is to create second generation biofuels made from inedible plant material that 

can be grown on unused land or from plant or organic waste such as corn straw, wood chips or the contents 

of landfill - such material will not require much cultivation. however, the manufacturing process is 50% more 

expensive, so the challenge is to find ways to cut costs.

and promises don’t always come to fruition. We have to be careful about promising the earth. many grandiose 

but unsubstantiated claims have been made over the past few years about the potential of hydrogen to 

replace fossil fuels as an energy carrier. in the uS, george bush and the large car manufacturers touted fuel 

cells as the long awaited replacement for the internal combustion engine, but the date of commercialisation 

for those automotive fuel cells keeps slipping away. 

on the other hand, in many countries, renewable energies, albeit starting from a low base, are certainly 

expanding their share of the market.

•	 By	the	end	of	2012	wind	energy	covered	more	than	30%	of	Denmark’s	electricity	consumption	and	the	

 country is thus still well on its way toward the target of 50% wind energy in 2020, and remains the 

 country in the world that has the highest share of wind energy in the electricity system 16

•	 The	contribution	of	renewable	energy	to	overall	energy	demand	In	Ireland	rose	from	2.3%	to	5.6%	

 between 1990 and 2010, and reached 6.5% in 2011. ireland’s target is to achieve 16% by 2020 under 

 eu Directive 2009/28/ec. We have a target of 40% for electricity production by 2020. in absolute 

 terms the total use of renewables nearly trebled between 2003 and 2011 (16% annual average growth) 

 to 747 ktoe, largely due to the increasing contribution from wind energy.17 as of July 2012, 14.5% of 

 ireland’s electricity was being produced by wind energy.

•	 In	April	2012,	it	was	reported	that	only	3%	of	the	UK’s	energy	was	coming	from	renewable	sources,	

 such as sun and wind, compared with a european average of 12%, despite a series of high-profile 

 government policies aimed at increasing that percentage. britain is committed to producing 15% of its 

 energy from renewable sources by 2020.18

•	 about 9% of all energy consumed in the united States in 2011 was from renewable sources, and they 

 account for about 13% of the nation’s total electricity production.While a relatively small fraction of the uS’s 

 overall energy supply in 2010, the united States was the world’s largest consumer of renewable energy from 

 geothermal, solar, wood, wind, and waste for electric power generation using some 25% of the world’s total. 

 in 2011, the distribution of u.S. renewable consumption by source was: hydropower 35%; biomass Wood 

 22%; biomass Waste 5%; biomass biofuels 21%; Wind 13%; other 4%19

•	 As	of	mid	2012,	renewables	comprised	25%	of	Germany’s	total	energy	production,	a	4%	increase	

 from the previous year. the largest renewable source was wind energy, accounting for 9.2% of all 

 energy production. Solar energy saw an increase of 47% over the previous year, coming in at 5.3% 

 of all power production. germany is the world’s largest producer of solar power, its “installed capacity” 

 representing more than a third of the world’s total.20 germany is aiming to produce 80% of its power 

 from renewable sources by 2050.

•	 China	was	responsible	for	almost	one-fifth	of	total	global	investment,	spending	$52	billion	on	

 renewable energy last year. the united States was close behind with investments of $51 billion, as 

 developers sought to benefit from government incentive programs before they expired. germany, 

 italy and india rounded out the list of the top five countries. according to china’s 12th Five-year plan 

 for economic and Social Development (2011-2015), the country will spend $473.1 billion on clean   

 energy investments over the next five years. china’s goal is to have 20 percent of its total energy   

 demand sourced from renewable energy by 2020 21

8

a
r

T
iC

l
e

 1
6

  p
a

g
e



22 Fred Pearce; Lose This or Build Eight Power Stations; New Scientist; 18 April 2009

Dilemmas For The greens
technological responses to climate change are posing new and difficult questions for the green movement.

a cursory trawl of the web will uncover some very tetchy arguments going on between prominent 

campaigners, particularly on whether nuclear power is an antidote to fossil fuels. and it’s good that these 

discussions are happening – it’s not good if they just turn into yet another fight. let’s not forget in the 

1980s, margaret thatcher reputedly won her battle against the coal miners when they began scrapping 

amongst themselves.

hard though it may be, we do need to take time to reflect on our stance on such issues as wind farms, 

nuclear power, high voltage lines, fracking, infrastructural projects for energy storage, solar parks, tidal 

barrages and the like, and to make our campaign decisions, if possible, with the bigger picture in mind. 

in an article in 2009, Fred pearce22  acknowledges the tough choices being faced by environmentalists and 

he believes the problem is one of scale. “Bigness is often an issue for greens, many of whom grew up 

reading one of the movement’s key texts: E. F. Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful. They liked biofuel while it 

was about recycling cooking fat, but not when it became growing millions of hectares of palm oil in former 

Borneo rainforest. Solar panels on roofs are good, but covering entire deserts with them is another matter. 

They like small wind turbines and even small wind farms, but get very jumpy as wind power reaches 

industrial scale. 

Small may be beautiful, but it won’t change the world. You can’t generate vast amounts of green energy 

without large-scale engineering projects, which inevitably do some damage to the natural environment.”

pearce outlines a number of contemporary examples: 

the uK government has committed $14 billion to a tidal energy project which should replace the 

equivalent of eight coal-fired power station, by building a giant 16-kilometre barrage across the 

Severn estuary on the west coast of britain. Friends of the earth said it “will wreck one of the 

most important wildlife sites”, and the royal Society for the protection of birds said the “massively 

damaging proposal cannot be justified”. on the other hand, the uK’s Sustainable Development 

commission, chaired by former Friends of the earth Director, Jonathon porritt, came out in favour 

of the barrage - saying that the enormous potential to reduce carbon emissions outweighs the 

environmental harm.

plans for 10 wind farms off the coast of Scotland received a preliminary go-ahead in 2009, but 

Scottish waters contain 45% of europe’s breeding sea birds, many living around the reefs and 

shallows favoured as wind farm sites. 

in the uS, the 130-turbine cape Wind project on nantucket Sound, off the coast of massachusetts, 

promised to be america’s first off-shore wind farm, but delays were caused largely by objections 

from local residents, including the Kennedy family, who say their view of the ocean would be spoiled. 

greenpeace organised street protests against robert Kennedy Jr., an environmental lawyer and 

opponent of the project. (the project has since been approved)

in the uK, well-known environmentalists David bellamy and James lovelock are leading the revolt against 

wind farms. and here too in ireland, resistance to the siting of some wind farms is coming from local 

residents and environmentalists and ad hoc community campaign groups. 
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23  The New Scientist; 28th Jan. 2012; p.9/10
24  The New Scientist; 17th Nov. 2012; p, 51

local groups are also campaigning against plans to construct a high voltage power line through the centre 

of ireland, required to strengthen the interconnector with northern ireland and improve our internal grid. 

and it is to link us up to a trans-european grid which will combine wind, hydro and solar energy across a 

larger jurisdiction so that, for example, when the wind isn’t blowing in ireland, we can import surplus solar 

power from Spain or wind power from Scotland. however, some environmentalists and local people are 

concerned about potential health effects caused by living close to the overhead powerlines.  

as pearce puts it, “The bottom line for greens is that these dilemmas and contradictions are the fruits of 

success. And the more successful their arguments for cutting greenhouse gas emissions are, the greater 

and more frequent will be the dilemmas. Rarely will there be a right or wrong answer. All visionaries 

imagine that once they get their way, it will be plain sailing. It rarely is.” 

FracKing

the uS has led the world in extracting gas from shale, “fracking”, but interest is now spreading elsewhere 

- a number of projects have been proposed for ireland. the british geological Survey recently estimated 

that the uK has 150 billion cubic metres of shale gas, about half of its more conventional reserves.23 

Fracking has had some bad press with the main concerns being earthquakes and the contamination of 

groundwater with gas and chemicals. and some of the worries are justified. badly managed fracking did 

contaminate water wells in Wyoming. in april 2011, blackpool was struck by a 2.3 earthquake that was 

clearly the result of fracking. people say it is difficult to obtain scientific peer reviewed research on the pros 

and cons of the new technology.

the oxford university economist, Dieter helm’s book The Carbon Crunch calls for climate crusaders to 

get behind the much hated new fossil fuel. in a review for new Scientist,24 Fred pearce says that the book 

is a powerful and heartfelt plea for hard-nosed realism. helm, no closet sceptic, but an economist with a 

distinguished pedigree on climate change, calls for climate campaigners to support shale gas as he says 

the most urgent need is to banish coal burning – and any other fuel is better. bearing in mind the urgency 

of the situation, helm feels the installation of wind turbines and solar panels in europe has caused more 

harm than good, by diverting research money, and pushing up prices and causing industries to re-locate. 

to him, the obvious answer is shale gas, which produces only half the carbon emissions of coal. thanks to 

new drilling technologies we now have huge reserves of cheap shale gas around the world and can use it 

as a bridging technology.

the uS’s dash to exploit shale gas cut its carbon emission by 1.7% in 2011. 

helm says a ban on shale gas production will only push up coal production, the worst of all possible 

outcomes.

but his stance is controversial, and there are those who will argue that shale gas will actually squeeze out 

renewables. but helm insists that this is both the cheapest and quickest way to cut emissions.

according to Fred pearce, the book suggests a worrying truth - “that the environment movement is often 

more interested in pursuing a soft-focus vision of a greener world that in actually fixing climate change”.

as someone who would hate to live near a fracking site (or a nuclear power plant for that matter), do i fall 

into the soft focus category?
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the uS mil itary

We greens may also have to accept that the driving force behind the roll-out of alternatives may not be civil 

society but the uS military. 

if the uS military were a country, it would be the 35th biggest consumer of oil in the world. its daily 

demand for nearly 45 million litres of crude is larger than Sweden’s national consumption.

this reliance on oil is a threat to the security of troops and contractors who transport the fuel to the bases. 

but it is also poses a risk to the long term existence of the military when the oil runs out.

this is why the Department of Defense has set a goal of supplying 25% of the military’s energy

from renewable sources by 2025. the navy is even more ambitious, setting a target of 50% renewable 

by 2020.25 

if the military meets its targets, it could transform the energy landscape to everyone’s benefit. the power 

of the pentagon’s procurement machine should not be under-estimated. if it decides to pump money into 

alternative energy, the sums suddenly look more appealing. and the military establishment has form. it is 

responsible for giving the internet and gpS technology the kick-starts they needed at the beginning. 

Some argue that the military’s involvement could also help to break down scepticism about climate change 

in the uS. however, so far, republicans are fighting any moves by the pentagon to buy any energy that 

might cost more than conventional sources. 

nuKeS?

While it looks like nuclear in the uK may have hit a wall,26  the arguments for and against, when you take 

fossil fuels and greenhouse emissions into account, are still worth reading and pondering over.

in 2009, author, journalist, and long time campaigner, george monbiot controversially declared that he 

would no longer oppose nuclear power.27

the following is an e-mail debate he had with anti-nuclear campaigner, theo Simon.

http://www.monbiot.com/2012/10/09/the-heart-of-the-matter/ 
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1 7

There is no doubt that, at dinner parties, climate change is a conversation killer whereas discussions about 
energy are much more successful (so long as they don’t get too technical) - energy is the Mom and apple 
pie end of the debate. However, when practical changes are required on the ground things can get a bit 
tricky. Deep down most of us know that we use, and waste, far too much energy, but cutting back or 
cutting out is quite a challenge – after all, we all hate losses!

Peter Tertzakian1 says that “energy obesity” - our overuse of energy - has to be tackled, and by doing so, 
we will go a long way to mitigating other serious issues, such as climate change, energy security, limits 
to prosperity and challenges to the environment (toxic emissions, deforestation, land and water use). 
He is concerned that energy policy is becoming subservient to climate change policy and claims that if 
our energy obesity can be solved from the top down, we will go a long way to alleviating all the issues. 
Seeking to solve the problem by going bottom-up from emissions, by instituting a myriad of complex 
mechanisms like caps, trades, offsets and taxes doesn’t mitigate the urgency of our prosperity and 
security issues. The formula, he says, is straightforward: reduce our energy appetite and we reduce our 
carbon footprint and a whole host of other problems too.

Anthony Giddens2 agrees and points out that most initiatives that have successfully reduced emissions 
so far have been driven by the motivation to increase energy efficiency, rather than the desire to limit 
climate change. This observation applies to whole countries as well as to regions, cities and the actions 
of individuals. It should still be the lead principle today, since greater energy efficiency ipso facto reduces 
emissions. People are able to grasp and respond to this perspective more easily than they do to climate 
change, with all its surrounding debates, arguments and complexities; it is not difficult to present energy 
efficiency in a positive light.

Tertzakian says that ending our energy obesity cannot entail curbing our pursuit of a higher standard 
of living. If we were to sufficiently ration, conserve, or cut our consumption levels, the impact on 
our economy would immediately affect living standards. Instead, we must reduce our overall energy 
consumption while still improving our quality of life, not only in the comfort of the richest nations on earth, 
but around the world, where standards of living are just beginning to rise. 

Bryan Walsh3 quotes research from the McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) which shows that we could slash 
the projected growth in the world’s energy demand by at least half, by 2020, just by taking advantage of 
existing opportunities to cut waste - simple, costless changes like turning off the lights in offices at night. 

CUT IT DOWN OR CUT IT OUT    
E N E R G Y  E F F I C I E N C Y  A N D  C O N S E R VAT I O N  
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4  Simon Retallack, Tim Lawrence & M. Lockwood (2007) Positive Energy

“There’s so much water pouring out of the bottom of the bucket that it’s insane to put more water 
into it,” says Adam Grosser, a partner with Foundation Capital, which invests heavily in energy-efficiency 
companies. 

And so it is, but.....if only life were so simple.

While the terms energy efficiency and energy conservation are liberally thrown around, when people talk 
about cutting energy demand, it’s important to note the difference between them:

Energy efficiency means that a product or activity is designed to use less energy. Your washing machine 
or freezer is more energy-efficient than those used twenty years ago - just picture the huge bulbous, 
unintentionally space heating, fridges of the 1950s (which sadly have become fashionable again). The 
Toyota Prius is more fuel efficient than an SUV, a compact fluorescent light bulb uses less electricity per 
hour than its incandescent ancestor. 

Energy conservation means not using or wasting the energy in the first place. There is quite a difference 
between screwing in a more energy efficient light bulb and turning the light off when you leave the room.
Both approaches are important but they each have their downsides. 

ENERGY CONSERVATION
Energy conservation suffers from a perception that it is all about cutting back and doing without. After all, 
no-one likes losses. 

Simon Retallack and Tim Lawrence4  say that nearly 45% of an average UK citizen’s contribution to 
CO2 comes from heating space and water alone. The remaining 13% of home energy use comes from 
refrigeration, lighting, cooking, clothes washing, dishwashing, and using consumer electronics.

They list some barriers people have to conserving energy: 

 welcoming and entertaining homes; our day-to-day habits are ingrained; conservation measures largely 
 fail to bring any personal benefit in terms of social status and emotional fulfilment, and only relatively 
 marginal cost savings for most households. 

 with social status, and its ability to shape identity; car travel is perceived to be better than alternatives 
 in terms of independence, convenience, comfort, safety and cost; lower carbon cars suffer from image 
 problems, higher upfront costs, misconceptions about performance, and for certain technologies, a lack 
 of infrastructure. 

 flying has a higher social status than other forms of travel; we want to travel further than before for 
 increasingly exotic holidays, and to take shorter but more frequent trips; flying is the most convenient 
 in terms of speed and has become more affordable; also driving and flying are cheaper than alternative 
 modes of transport. Poor planning has resulted in people being reliant on their cars.
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5  Barry Schwartz(2004); The Paradox of Choice; p. 169

 or alternative.

 things - the language is one of ease, convenience and domesticity and can easily lapse into “wallpaper” 
 and be easily ignored. Juxtaposing the apocalyptic and the mundane can beg the question, how can  
 small actions really make a difference to things happening on this epic scale

But maybe people just have to adapt?

ADAPTATION
Adaptation is a term referring to our ability to adjust to new information and experiences. Through 
adaptation, we are able to adopt new behaviours that allow us to cope with change. This is a good trait to 
have when facing future climate related difficulties or crises. However, it is not such a good attribute when 
it comes to cutting back on energy use.

Swiss biologist and psychologist, Jean Piaget, renowned for his groundbreaking work with children, 
believed that humans desire a state of cognitive balance or equilibration. When the child experiences 
cognitive conflict  - a discrepancy between what she believes the state of the world to be and what she is 
experiencing - adaptation is achieved through one of two ways: 

Assimilation - which involves incorporating new information into previously existing thought 
structures. For instance, a child encounters a Dalmatian for the first time and then realises that her 
understanding of “dogs” now includes Dalmatians. 

Accommodation - which involves the formation of new mental structures when new information 
does not fit into what you already know. For instance, a child sees a fox for the first time and learns 
that it is different from “dogs” and “cats.” So , she must create a new category for “fox”.

Assimilation and accommodation work like pendulum swings at advancing our understanding of the world 
and our competency in it.  According to Piaget, they are directed at a balance between the structure of the 
mind and our surroundings. This ideal state he calls equilibrium. 

But, just as addicts adapt to their drug, when we adapt to pleasurable experiences or things, we  often 
want more. We get used to them and then take them for granted. In the early 1990’s, people were 
delighted to have access to a mobile phone the size of a car battery (and nearly as heavy). Now kids are 
disgusted if they don’t hide snugly in the palms of their hands. What most of us do with computers hasn’t 
changed much over the years, but what we expect them to do for us has. As the novelty wears off, the 
pleasure is replaced by comfort, which for many of us becomes disappointing and is no longer enough. So 
we want more, observe the obsession with wider and wider TV screens.

In 1973, 13% of Americans thought of air-conditioning in their cars as a necessity. By 2003, 41% did. The 
climate hadn’t changed that much in the intervening years. What has changed is the standard of comfort 
we have become used to.5

Asking kids nowadays to turn off the lights is a major imposition, as they are used to having the lights on. 
Whereas I was brought up by parents, who themselves were brought up in the 1930’s and 40’s era and 
never let us forget how lucky we were to have any lights at all. 
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ENERGY EFFICIENCY
Energy efficiency is a buzz term of the noughties, it rolls off the tongue nicely and has a touchy feely ring to it. 
If we can’t stop people using all this technology, then at least let’s make sure the stuff itself uses less energy. 
Design cars that run on less, and houses that keep the heat. Give people grants so that they can insulate their 
windows, walls and ceilings. It sounds so simple.

But again, human nature is out to foil things. Energy efficiencies can be offset by phenomenons like the rebound 
effect, planned obsolescence, feature creep and Moore’s law

THE REBOUND EFFECT/JEVONS PARADOX

In 1865, the British economist, William S. Jevons6  put forward the idea that efficiency gains actually increase 
rather than stem the use of energy. In his day coal was the main source of energy. He posited that any coal that 
became available because of energy efficiencies facilitated the adoption of even more steam engines, factories, 
heated homes and a greater appetite for coal.

Jevons saw that this had three effects:

Direct re-bound effect - when consumers are offered a device like a more efficient steam engine, they 
actually buy more steam engines and run them for longer.

Indirect rebound effect - when coal is saved by using a more efficient machine, that coal is used elsewhere, 
such as in the fireplace.

Indirect economy effect - when money is saved from energy efficiencies it is spent on goods and services 
that don’t use energy directly, but require substantial energy in their manufacture or supply.
Therefore, the wealth freed up by the efficiencies means more energy consumption. 

So, this would suggest that energy efficiency is not a solution in itself. Mind-set change will also have to happen 
to ensure that these technological advances in themselves lead to an overall decrease in energy use. There is 
a danger that unless we really get the point, cheaper energy bills will mean that people will have more cash to 
spend on more electrical appliances, up-grading the car, or going on a long-haul holiday.

This is illustrated by the following examples:

 encourage electric cars, and he highlighted a target of 5%, saying this 5% switch to electric cars would then 
 offset the extra emissions from a new third runway at Heathrow.7

8 an article titled Kinsale Chamber of Tourism’s Positive Steps to Boost 
 Business focused on a well attended public meeting called by the local Chamber of Tourism to look at ways 
 the town can revitalise its tourist industry. A list of suggestions was put forward by the 87-strong audience, 
 including the following: “Encourage more businesses to leave the lights of their premises on by using low 
 energy bulbs and thereby add to the attractiveness of the streets by night.”

9 note that the increases in appliance efficiency that have already taken place 
 have been unable to offset the growth in the number of appliances, and the energy consumption associated with 
 their use in people’s homes. Between 1990 and 2004, the number of appliances used by UK households rose by 
 50%. Total energy consumption from appliances increased by 18.6% between 1990 and 2000.

1
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10  B. Lomberg (2007)  Cool It;  p. 30/31
11  New Scientist; 15th Dec. 2012; p. 28
12  Vance Packard, Vance (1960/3) The Waste Makers
13  Rachel Botsman & Roo Rogers (2010/11) What’s Mine Is Yours-how collaborative consumption is changing 
 the way we live; p.33

10 the dishwasher, washing machine and air conditioner have each cut 
 about 50% of their energy use over the past decades. The average US car has improved its mileage 
 by 67% since 1973. This should lead us to believe that we would use less and less energy. But while 
 the car’s engine gets more efficient, we get a car with air-conditioning. While our washing machine uses 
 less energy, we also buy a dishwasher. We heat each room more efficiently, but have ever more space. 
 Ingenuity still works and people constantly find ways to cut energy use, but our total energy 
 consumption increases and so do our carbon emissions. 

 can fly in air lanes with kind tailwinds, while others have to push through less favourable currents. New 
 communications satellites will enable air traffic controllers to locate aircraft that are far over the oceans, 
 remote deserts or the poles where there is no radar coverage. This will mean greater safety but it also 
 means that controllers will be able to pack planes in closer together along optimal flight paths, which 
 should cut carbon emissions.11 Who’s to say, however, that this new technology won’t just make it 
 easier for more planes to be up in the sky at the same time?

PLANNED OBSOLESCENCE
Energy efficiencies can be outweighed by planned or built-in obsolescence, which means that products, 
despite being energy efficient, don’t last long or are replaced before their useful life is over, so energy is 
wasted in manufacture.

This industrial design policy of deliberately planning or designing a product with a limited useful life, so it 
will become obsolete or non-functional after a certain period, was first developed in the 1920s and 1930s 
when mass production was in full swing. The rationale behind the strategy is to generate long-term sales 
volume by reducing the time between repeat purchases.

The phrase itself was first popularized in 1954 by Brooks Stevens, an American industrial designer. By his 
definition, planned obsolescence was “instilling in the buyer the desire to own something a little newer, a 
little better, a little sooner than is necessary.” 

Critics such as Vance Packard,12 who, in 1960, wrote The Wastemakers, claim the process wastes 
resources and exploits customers. Resources are used up making changes, often cosmetic, that are 
not of great value to the customer. Packard talked about obsolescence of function and obsolescence of 
desirability, the latter he also called psychological obsolescence, referring to marketing attempts to wear 
out a product in the owner’s mind. 

As Packard observed, it is impossible to make genuine technical innovations in established products every 
year, so their planned obsolescence must be focused on design, not functionality. Businesses quickly 
learned that consumers bought things more often if they were convinced that product novelty trumped 
product utility and reliability.

Supporters of planned obsolescence say it drives technological advances and contributes to material well-
being. In a fast-paced competitive economy relying on continual growth, market success requires that 
products are made obsolete by actively developing replacements. 

According to Colin Campbell, a sociology professor at the University of York, we suffer from “neophilia” - a 
strong affinity for novelty.13  Pre-modern societies used to be wary of the novel, whereas we are almost 
addicted to it.
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14   http://www.newyorker.com/talk/financial/2007/05/28/070528ta_talk_surowiecki
15   Why She Buys – Bridget Brennan; p.160/1

FEATURE CREEP 
Feature creep refers to the ongoing expansion or addition of new features in a product, such as in mobile 
phones or computers - so you feel you have to have the latest model to keep up with the changes. But 
extra features can go beyond the basic function of the product and so can result in over-complication rather 
than simple design. Apparently, the added extras are often not put there for the benefit of the end user. 
Some say that engineers and designers simply get carried away - wouldn’t it be great if our product did 
this? - and they find themselves competing with each other, to produce the most geeky product.

According to an article in The New Yorker,14 product returns in the U.S. cost a hundred billion dollars a year. 
A study by Elke den Ouden, of Philips Electronics, found that at least half of returned products have 
nothing wrong with them. Consumers just couldn’t figure out how to use them. You might think, then, that 
companies could avoid feature creep by just paying attention to what customers really want. But that’s 
where the trouble begins, because although consumers find overloaded gadgets unmanageable, they also 
find them attractive. It turns out that when we look at a new product in a store we tend to think that the 
more features there are, the better. It’s only once we get the product home and try to use it that we realize 
the virtues of simplicity. 

Marketing executives, Debora Viana Thompson, Rebecca W. Hamilton, and Roland T. Rust, found that 
when consumers were given a choice of three models, of varying complexity, of a digital device, more 
than 60% chose the one with the most features. Then, when the subjects were given the chance to 
customize their product, choosing from twenty-five features, they behaved like kids in a candy store. 
(Twenty features was the average.) But, when they were asked to use the digital device, so-called 
“feature fatigue” set in. They became frustrated with the plethora of options they had created, and 
ended up happier with a simpler product.

Consumer electronic products are often sold by emphasising technical descriptions that are meaningless 
to anyone other than enthusiasts, who are more likely to be male. According to US marketing executive, 
Bridget Brennan,15 women want a product to work the moment it comes out of the box. They want it to be 
intuitive and to be helpful. Women don’t have time to configure or troubleshoot technology. Women want 
to get to the action. If they’ve got a new mobile phone they want to call a friend right away, while men 
may spend hours programming the thing, downloading applications and enjoying every minute of it.

I can say aye to that...

MOORE’S LAW
The term was coined by Intel cofounder Gordon Moore. In its original formulation, the law said that 
the number of transistors on a computer chip doubles every couple of years; later this morphed into 
the observation that data density doubles every eighteen months. Today’s gluttonous tech consumers 
understand it to mean that the products will be twice as nifty next year and cost half as much.
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1  Peter Marsh & Peter Collett (1986)  Driving Passion-the psychology of the car; p.26

1 8

even those of us who “hate” cars and the damage they do, have to own up to certain preferences – in 

my case, i have a very soft spot for the original, low lying, bumpy but surprisingly roomy little mini of 

yesteryear (not of course the bastardised models of today), and the tinny but oh so sweet volkswagon 

beetle, both of which i lovingly owned whilst in the prime of my youth. now, in middle age, i am firmly 

attached to our recent purchase - the citroen electric car.

anyone with half a brain can deduce what kind of person i am......

Which goes to show, whether we like it or not, a car is far more than just a vehicle which gets us from 

a to b.

according to authors, Peter marsh and Peter collett,1 the car is “the most psychologically expressive 

object that has so far been devised”. they believe that the driver of the rusty beetle (oops, me) and 

the one in the gleaming turbo-charged Porsche (definitely not me or anyone i know) both make equally 

powerful statements about themselves. their choice of car shows them to be particular kinds of people, 

and defines them socially. We are what we drive. marsh and collett say that it is this single psychological 

principle which allows us to understand how the car has pervaded every nook and cranny of our everyday 

lives. and presumably, this is also why the environmental message of “drive less” hasn’t quite caught on.

in their infancy, cars symbolised two things; wealth and speed. because cars were expensive, their 

owners were seen as being part of the elite - wealthy daredevils, separated from the riff raff by their ability 

to pay for this risky pastime. 

before the invention of the car, the rich displayed their position in society by building stately homes, 

running large estates, wearing expensive clothes and jewellery, by owning beautifully crafted carriages 

and stables of fine horses, and then by cycling in public places. once the chain driven bicycle had spread 

to the masses, the elite needed another means through which to show off their exclusivity.  automobiles 

filled the breach and initially were used almost exclusively for recreation and pleasure, for outings to the 

countryside or trips to the theatre or opera. those who sported a new car were more interested in image 

and status than expediency.

by the turn of the century, the car was moving in to displace the horse and carriage, but early motorcars 

were not the sleek, smooth running vehicles we have today. and road surfaces were primitive. Driving 

speeds were initially slow, so the more practical form of transport was still the horse and carriage, or for 

longer distances, the train. 

Y o u ’ r e  s o  C o o l !     
t h e  P s y c h o l o g y  o f  t h e  c a r  
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2  Peter Marsh & Peter Collett (1986)  Driving Passion-the psychology of the car; p. 37-40

then, in 1908, the irish american henry ford introduced the model t with the main aim of providing a 

cheap car accessible to everyone. With it came the assembly line and mass production and before long 

car ownership had become democratic moving through the general population. standardised production 

allowed the ford company to double the wages of their workers, and to reduce the sale price of the car. 

functionality and practicality was the order of the day, and ford’s approach was reflected in his famous 

remark that he was willing to offer his customers any colour they wanted provided it was black.

therein lay the demise of the model t.

henry ford failed to understand the psychology of the car owner. he never envisaged that people would 

want to use their car (if even sub-consciously) as a vehicle for individual expression. Price and practicality 

were all very well, but if everyone had the same car, how could you show where you stood on the social 

ladder, how could you display who you really were?

in the us, people turned to general motors, headed by the dapper alfred sloan. henry ford was a nuts 

and bolts manufacturer who didn’t give a toss for art or history. sloan was an instinctive salesman who 

understood the power of outward appearances. he was interested, not in low-cost transport, but in mass-

producing automobiles that would be as beautiful as the custom made cars of the period. he and his sales 

executives decided to produce new models each year rather than update existing designs – whereby 

marking the point at which mass-produced cars became fashion items. 

harley earl was in charge of styling at gm from 1929 to 1959 – during which time he completely 

transformed the basic shape of the american car and the way that americans thought of themselves. he 

lengthened and lowered, added wraparound windscreens, rocket exhaust tail lights and enormous fins 

that made the cars look as though they would have been more at home on an air force runway than a 

residential driveway.

no need to offer real advantages in engineering – just give people an illusion, a semblance of improvement 

- produce models that simply looked different from those they were designed to replace, add a new colour, 

and then bombard the public with advertising which promised the prospect of upward mobility and which 

played on their fears of being left behind in the fashion stakes. the driver of a chevrolet could always 

aspire to a Pontiac, the Pontiac owner could always think of an oldsmobile…and so on up the ladder to the 

cadillac, which apparently at one stage was lusted after by one out of every two american men.

in the early 1920s, henry ford was producing every second car in america and gm had 25% of the 

market. by the early 1930’s the situation was totally reversed, with gm holding half the market and ford 

only a quarter.2

While we didn’t quite go for the same excesses in europe – our cars were always more demure and 

restrained – there is no doubt that we fell into the same psychological trap. Just reflect back on the irish 

celtic tiger and remember how many people rushed out to buy the latest sports car or suv (again i hasten 

to add, none of my tribe). the compulsory nct (national car test) was introduced into ireland in the year 

2000 without a whimper. We expected the hard pressed farmers of West cork to rise up in protest, but no, 

secretly everyone seemed happy to have an excuse to buy a new car.

and cars are not just about image and status. they are also about freedom - who will forget the feeling of 

independence when you first learn to drive. at last you can go places without asking parents for a lift, you 

can head off at will, come and go as you want.
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3  Bridget Brennan (2009/11) Why She Buys-the new strategy for reaching the world’s most powerful consumers; p. 3
4  Ibid; p. 15 
5  Peter Marsh & Peter Collett (1986)  Driving Passion-the psychology of the car; p. 23
6  Ibid.; p. 99

a car gives you privacy, it allows you to sing heartily despite your abilities, to eat those treats alone, to pick 

your nose if you want and for young lovers it’s a godsend. apparently, so cocooned are we in our cars we 

often forget that people can see in the windows or hear through the steel. 

We women feel safe in our cars, able to make night-time forays into unknown territories alone. the car 

gives us an illusion of physical equality.

for the young at heart (and male) the car conjures up images of speed, excitement and vitality. its potential 

deadliness gives it an air of aggression while its power and shape endow it with a sense of sexual potency.

lest we think otherwise, cars are as much an object of attachment and passion for women as for men. 

according to research in the us, women buy more than half of all new cars and trucks and influence 80% 

of all automotive purchases. if the woman doesn’t like it the couple walks out of the dealership empty 

handed.3  moreover, women make many judgements about men on the basis of the cars they drive.4

cars are cool, and they play a big part in our musical world - Cars (gary newman); Cars and Girls (Prefab 

sprout); Cars and Guitars (tori amos); Car Trouble (adam and the ants); Chasing Cars (snow Patrol); 

Daddy’s Gonna Pay For Your Crashed Car (u2); Don’t Drive My Car (status Quo); Drive my Car (the 

beatles); Driving in my Car (madness); Fast Car (tracy chapman); Get in My Car (50 cent); Used Cars 

(bruce springsteen), etc, etc.

and then there’s the brands: Little Red Corvette (Prince); Look At That Cadillac (stray cats); Mercedes 

Benz (Janis Joplin); Mustang Sally (Wilson Pickett); My Mustang Ford  (chuck berry); brand New Cadillac 

(the clash); Cadillac (the Kinks), etc, etc.

there are quite a few songs about trains and occasional references to bicycles, jet planes and ocean liners. 

few people sing about buses.  

and the allure of cars even made it through the iron curtain. Despite the fact that the soviet leaders had 

traditionally set themselves against mass car ownership, they  had long been fond of foreign cars. lenin 

was the proud owner of a rolls-royce silver ghost. stalin gratefully accepted a mercedes from hitler. 

leonid brezhnev drove around in a cadillac eldorado that richard nixon brought as a gift during his visit 

to the soviet union in 1972.  a few years later, brezhnev took special delight in parading the streets of 

moscow in a mercedes convertible presented to him by the West german leader Willie brandt – much to 

the consternation of his secret service which had trouble keeping up in their sluggish volgas.5

teenagers of the early 1960s were completely obsessed with cars. those of the late 1960s were quite 

different. for them, Dylan, vietnam, protest songs, long hair and sexual liberation were all the rage. they 

were also the first counter-car culture. it was now necessary to show that material possessions, cars 

included, were not important. What mattered instead was how people related to each other. however, 

the hippie culture was still forced to make their statement through the medium of the automobile. 

to demonstrate that you were not interested in cars you still had to drive a certain kind of car, say a 

volkswagen beetle or a beat-up old van. to make your social statement you would rather leave the 

paintwork untouched or give your car a crazy make-over. in a society dominated by the car, nobody, not 

even the members of a counter-car culture could escape.6
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7  Peter Marsh & Peter Collett (1986)  Driving Passion-the psychology of the car; p. 208/9
8  Ibid.; p.209
9  http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/profiles/sir-clive-sinclair-down-but-never-out-the-eternal-optimist-is-back-1863277.html

so what is  the future for the Car?
as oil prices continue to rise, and attitudes to gas guzzlers change, will we gravitate back to the bike or the bus?

marsh and collett refer to the attempt by mensa rated clive sinclair7  (who made his fortune, with inventions such 

as the executive, the world’s first pocket calculator and the ZX range of computers) to introduce an electric car 

in 1985 which resulted in a dramatic commercial failure.the sinclair c5 was a battery electric vehicle steered by 

handles on each side of the driver’s seat. its top speed of 15 miles per hour (24 km/h), was the fastest allowed 

in the uK without a driving licence. it sold for only £400 but sadly became an object of popular ridicule. the 

much-publicized launch was an unqualified disaster. it was held in the middle of winter and the c5’s body skated 

on the snow. the press was merciless. safety and advertising standards organizations got involved. sales and 

production nosedived, and the company was wound up in october of the same year, with an unfazed sir clive out 

of pocket some 8.6 million pounds.

the c5 was admittedly very crude, but it was cheap and was fine for local urban use and more comfortable than a 

motor cycle. it was also in keeping with the futuristic view of the car that had been championed for years, a future 

in which pollution and the privations of oil shortages would be a thing of the past. so why did it fail? marsh and 

collett, writing in the mid 1980s, dismiss as paranoia the suggestion by some people that a conspiracy between 

the large oil companies and the car manufacturers lay at the root of the problem. they reckon the c5 failed so 

dramatically because sinclair didn’t take into account the psychology of the car owner. 

electric motors and internal combustion engines have quite different inherent symbolism. the former are 

associated primarily with domestic machinery, such as refrigerators, vacuum cleaners, and home tools. it is 

not that they are women’s motors – although they have a less than masculine image – it is the air of homely 

domesticity which makes them quite unacceptable as the motive force for a car. the internal combustion engine, 

in contrast, has absolutely no associations with everyday household activity. it belongs to the automobile and has 

quite different symbolic characteristics. its mechanical action conjures up images of sexuality and power, and the 

associations are with personal freedom and escape from the humdrum of domestic life.

sinclair’s disaster was caused by his failure to recognise the imagery of electric motors. Worse still, the motor of 

the c5 was manufactured by hoover, best known for its washing machines.

“Other would-be producers of electric cars will face similar problems. The Utopian dream of the ecologists 

and planners fails to take into account the fundamental reasons why people buy cars in the first place. In the 

same way that the early automobile manufacturers were forced to put the engine at the front of the car, to 

symbolise the power of the horse which the internal combustion engine replaced, a viable electric car will have to 

communicate messages similar to those conveyed by conventionally powered vehicles. That, however, requires a 

fundamental contradiction to be overcome, and even the most persuasive of advertising copywriters will find that 

an uphill task. 8

in 2010, sir clive sinclair said he was poised to make a comeback with a new plan that could finally see his dream 

of a successful electric vehicle become a reality.9  so far no further news has surfaced on the web.
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10  http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2011/oct/21/electric-car-uk-sales-sputter
11  http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2013/jan/08/electric-car-sales-2012
12  http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/motors/2012/1017/1224325325202.html
13  http://www.irishtimes.com/blogs/motors/2012/01/20/lets-ban-electric-cars/
14  http://www.teslamotors.com/

is  there hope for the eleCtriC Car?

as of october 2011, the number of electric vehicles in the uK stood at just 1,107, a tiny chunk of the 

country’s 28.5m cars, despite a generous grant scheme.10

however, electric car sales rapidly picked up speed in 2012, with numbers almost doubling in the first nine 

months. the acceleration hugely outstripped growth in the wider car industry, which saw a sales increase 

of just 5.4% in 2012 against 2011.the cars, which are seen as crucial to meeting the government’s 

climate targets and tackling air pollution, however remain a fraction of the 1.9m conventional ones sold the 

previous year. a total of 1,419 were registered in the first three quarters under the grant scheme, up from 

786 for the same period in 2011.11

in the irish republic, the number of electric cars added to roads between 2009 and october 2012, was only 

192, one of which is ours.

the Japanese car giant, toyota, has recently renounced purely battery-powered vehicles; instead it says it 

will concentrate its vast research-and-development resources on plug-in hybrids with smaller battery packs 

that can power the car for 20km or so before a conventional engine turns on to provide power for longer 

journeys. they feel that customers are not yet willing to compromise on range and they don’t like the time 

needed to recharge the batteries. but tesla, renault and volkswagen are persevering with pure electric 

cars; they will be joined by others in the coming years, including bmW and ford (although both of those 

car makers are hedging their bets with a combination of pure electric and plug-in hybrids).12

While we green enthusiasts blame the low take-up on the high cost of electric cars, the slow roll out of 

charging points and fast chargers, people’s concerns about low mileage range and the allure of hydrogen 

fuel cells, there is no denying the fact that some people are frankly embarrassed to be seen driving the 

vehicles. in ireland, electric ireland, the state sponsored power company responsible for the installation 

of charging points around the country has a fleet of electric cars which they loan out to their staff on 

the understanding that they will drive them around the place. We were approached by one such staff 

member locally who knew that we were interested in electric cars. he asked if we wanted to drive his as 

he didn’t want to!

neil briscoe of the irish times echoes a now familiar theme. “The technology that drives electric cars is, 

essentially, the same technology that makes a food blender spin around and around. The technology that 

drives hydrogen fuel cell cars is the same technology that NASA used to power the Apollo spacecraft that 

flew to the moon and back. Which one would you rather have in your car?” 13

however, all is not lost - elon musk and the team at tesla motors14  seem to get the idea, with their cool 

model s and model X  (note the symbolic names) electric cars. the cars are not cheap, but they are classy, 

roomy, fast, high-tech and they win awards.

“The 2013 Motor Trend Car of the Year is one of the quickest American four-doors ever built. It drives like 

a sports car, eager and agile and instantly responsive. But it’s also as smoothly effortless as a Rolls-Royce, 

can carry almost as much stuff as a Chevy Equinox, and is more efficient than a Toyota Prius. Oh, and it’ll 

sashay up to the valet at a luxury hotel like a supermodel working a Paris catwalk. By any measure, the 

Tesla Model S is a truly remarkable automobile, perhaps the most accomplished all-new luxury car since 

the original Lexus LS 400. That’s why it’s our 2013 Car of the Year.
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15   Cars; New Scientist; 19th May 2012; p.34-38 
16   Peter Marsh & Peter Collett (1986)  Driving Passion-the psychology of the car; p.210

Wait. No mention of the astonishing inflection point the Model S represents - that this is the first COTY 

winner in the 64-year history of the award not powered by an internal combustion engine? Sure, the Tesla’s 

electric powertrain delivers the driving characteristics and packaging solutions that make the Model S 

stand out against many of its internal combustion engine peers. But it’s only a part of the story. At its core, 

the Tesla Model S is simply a damned good car you happen to plug in to refuel”.

motor trenD; 12th november 2012

our little citroen is not quite so eye-catching, and can look a little dumpy if viewed dispassionately, but 

boy, does it drive well. everyone loves its rapid takeoff, and silent purring, but, as far as we know, we 

haven’t yet been responsible for any copy cat sales around West cork, despite our evangelistic efforts…… 

however, our son and his pals think it is really cool, so that can only bode well for the future.

an article in new scientist15 says that there are two opinions on the future of the car. one is that in the not 

too distant future electric vehicles will take over our streets. the cost of batteries will plummet due to mass 

production, and as oil prices continue to rise running costs will be more cost effective, so that the electric 

car will become economic within a decade. the effect of falling electric vehicle costs will be reinforced by 

strengthening fuel efficiency and emissions policies in the world’s most important car markets. 

the other view concludes that electric vehicles will make little headway in the next decade as 

improvements in the efficiency of the conventional internal combustion engine will win the day. 

however, a recent survey carried out by KPmg asked 200 top executives of car companies how long they 

thought the traditional engine would continue to prevail over electric vehicles. some 70% answered 1 to 

10 years, only 18% thought 10 to 20 years.

but beware of the rebound effect. if people respond to efficiency gains from whichever engine, by using 

their cars more, any impact on the carbon footprint could be lost!

What about public transport, you ask?

Peter marsh and Peter collett make the point that cars and public transport are not really in competition 

with each other. People do not drive cars simply because trains and buses are perceived as being 

inefficient. the car is preferred primarily for its expressive function and for the spontaneity of travel that 

it provides. Public transport does not provide opportunities for self-expression and it requires forward 

planning on the part of the passenger. the car allows individuals full control of their destiny. certain 

restrictions are placed upon their behaviour through speed limits, traffic signals and so on, but within these 

constraints drivers are free to do what they please.

therefore, mass transit systems must be seen as serving a totally different function. trains, buses or their 

futuristic equivalents can never replace the car. their aim is to fill a role which the car has long vacated that 

of simply transporting people from one place to another.

“Practical necessity will inevitably result in the growth of more sophisticated public transportation systems. 

It will also undoubtedly promote the development of alternative fuels and power sources. But the car 

will remain. The driving passion will ensure the survival of the expressive function for which it is really 

designed and which it so perfectly fulfils”.16
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17   http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,998718-2,00.html 
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the toyota Prius
in the first three months of 2012, nearly a quarter of a million Priuses were sold around the world, making 

toyota’s Prius the world’s third best-selling car - coming behind the toyota corolla and ford focus, which firmly 

establishes the fact that this hybrid is not a fluke or a passing trend.17

“Hybrids allow people to feel they are doing the right thing for the planet,” says michael feinstein, a santa 

monica councilman who had just bought a Prius for his mother. 

however,18 in a marketing case study of the Prius , max Dunn and rudi halbright state that while the biggest 

product differentiation of the Prius is the fuel efficient, hybrid engine, most people don’t buy it because it is 

eco-friendly. they assert that toyota has succeeded by marketing the Prius on multiple factors including the 

potential for gas savings, appealing to those who desire the latest technology, crossing into multiple market 

segments, and keeping the car, practical , attractive and functional. if they had relied solely on the impact on the 

environment, they “would have failed to generate significant market penetration”

toyota launched its first Prius into the Japanese market in 1997, making it the first mass produced hybrid 

vehicle. When they subsequently tried to introduce this model into america and other countries, they were 

met with complaints - the interior looked cheap, and the boot was too small to fit a buggy and the back seats 

wouldn’t fold down. after making the necessary modifications, the first generation Prius for the us market was 

introduced in the year 2000. the marketing and ad campaign began two years prior to this and communicated 

not only the car’s environmental advantages but also how desirable and practical it was for regular, everyday 

transportation. People were able to pre-order the car, which created pent up demand.

apparently, the more extreme environmentalists were turned off by the high tech aspects of the car.

toyota only succeeded in selling this early model to early adopters and an audience of innovators. 15,000 were 

sold in 2001 and then 20,000 in 2002. 

the 2004 model was larger, had a more efficient drivetrain yielding improved mileage, and more luggage space. 

the marketing campaign focused more on the car’s larger size and higher power and only in passing mentioned 

its positive impact on the environment.

by 2007, it had become cool to drive a Prius with its distinctive body design and identity. this was no doubt 

assisted by the fact that toyota offered celebs discount hybrids in the hopes that their star power would help sway 

other early adopters. soon hollywood a-listers like cameron Diaz, steven speilberg and leonardo Dicaprio were 

seen driving the cars. People began to feel that driving a Prius said something about themselves. 

the toyota Prius now holds 50% of the hybrid market in the us. While other companies ask customers to choose 

between a standard engine and a more expensive hybrid version, both look identical. Dunn and halbright feel 

the toyota Prius has been successful because it has a distinctive look. they also say that you can’t design an 

inferior product and expect to make up for it by being eco-friendly. and marketing to eco-friendly and early adopter 

segments is all very well, but sales won’t take off until there is a compelling message for the mass market. 

by meeting a wide range of customer needs and creating a broad appeal, coupled with strong branding, it is 

possible to cross over and successfully sell  a product in multiple market segments.

in July 2007, the new york times published an article using data from cnW marketing research finding that 

57% of Prius buyers said their main reason for buying was that “it makes a statement about me”, while just 37% 

cited fuel economy as a prime motivator.19 shortly afterwards, Washington Post columnist robert samuelson 

coined the term “Prius politics”. the Prius, he thinks, is “a parable for the broader politics of global warming. 

Prius politics is mostly about showing off, not curbing greenhouse gas emissions. Politicians pander to “green” 

constituents who want to feel good about themselves. Grandiose goals are declared. But measures to achieve 

them are deferred - or don’t exist ”.20
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21   http://www.mnn.com/lifestyle/arts-culture/stories/has-hollywood-abandoned-the-prius-and-other-green-vehicles

a ficKle business

the 2012 oscars ceremony was light on hybrid vehicles, as fewer stars opted to arrive in eco-friendly style.

matt Petersen, ceo of global green, a company that provided hybrids to celebrities for past academy 

awards, told the hollywood reporter that times have changed. it is no longer “a novelty to offer [a Prius] 

so we decided to put our resources in other areas,” he said. “It’s not a sign of failure; I think it is a sign 

of success.”

instead of hybrids, most of the 2012 celebrities whose representatives were contacted by the industry 

newspaper planned to arrive in more luxurious style, being chauffeured in lincoln town cars or suvs. but 

that didn’t mean that all big vehicles used on oscar night were gas guzzlers: the car-service firm econation 

deployed 25 hybrid or alternative-fuel vehicles to the awards ceremony.

and this sea change didn’t mean that oscar night was hybrid-free. mercedes-benz premiered ads for its 

new s400 hybrid during the telecast, and the company reported that many celebs drove mercedes hybrids 

of clean diesel vehicles to the oscar ceremony and related parties: “Hollywood’s most notable talent who 

choose Mercedes-Benz for their green transportation include Golden Globe winner and Academy Award 

nominee Michelle Williams, Golden Globe nominees Sofia Vergara and Bryan Cranston, 2011 Academy 

Award Best Actress Winner Natalie Portman, among others including Courteney Cox, Renee Zellweger, 

Diane Kruger, Freida Pinto and Dev Patel.” 21 
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1  Everett M. Rogers (2003) Diffusion of Innovations (fifth edition); p. 12
2  Ibid.; p. 6
3 Ibid.; p. 219
4  Ibid.; Chapter 6

1 9

Many people believe that advantageous, useful technologies and social innovations will sell themselves, 
that the benefits of a new idea will be obvious to all, and that the innovation will spread rapidly far and 
wide. This is rarely the case. Most, in fact, diffuse at a disappointingly slow rate, at least in the eyes of the 
inventors, technologists and social engineers involved in creation and promotion.

DIFFUSION 
Everett Rogers defines the word innovation1 as “an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by an 
individual or other adopters”. The perceived newness of the idea for the individual determines his or her 
reaction to it. 

He defines diffusion2  as “the process in which an innovation is communicated through certain types of 
channels over time among the members of a social system”. It is a special type of communication, in that 
the messages are concerned with new ideas, which always involves some degree of uncertainty. 

Some innovations diffuse from first introduction to widespread use in a few years. For instance, some 
71% of adult Americans adopted the internet within 12 years - from 1989 to 2002.3 Another innovation like 
the wheelie case may take 30 years to gain mass acceptance. 

Rogers says that the rate of adoption of an innovation is affected by its perceived attributes, such 
as the following:4

Relative advantage - how much better is the innovation perceived to be than the idea it supercedes?

Compatability - how consistent is the innovation perceived to be with the existing values, past 
 experiences and needs of potential adopters? How compatible is it with previously adopted ideas?

Complexity - how difficult is the innovation perceived to be to understand and to use? 

Trialability - how easily can the innovation be experimented with on a limited basis before you commit 
 to adopting it? New ideas that can be trialled on the instalment plan are generally adopted more rapidly.

Observability - how visible to others are the results of an innovation? How easy is it to describe 
 to others?

G O I N G  V I R A L      
T H E  S P R E A D  O F  I N N O VAT I O N S  
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5  Everett M. Rogers (2003) Diffusion of Innovations (fifth edition); p. 349
6 Ibid.; p. 351

The rate of adoption is also affected by the nature of communication channels diffusing the innovation, 
the nature of the social system in which the innovation is diffusing and the quality and level of promotion 
of the innovation.

People who have early knowledge about something new do not necessarily become early adopters. 
Knowing about a new product is quite different from using it. Most individuals know about many 
innovations that they have not adopted; they may not regard it as being relevant to their situation or 
potentially useful. Attitudes towards an innovation frequently intervene between the knowledge and 
decisions stages in the innovation adoption process. 

One motivation for many individuals is the same old chestnut - the desire to gain social status. 
At the persuasion and decision stages a person will look for messages that reduce uncertainty about the 
innovation’s expected consequences. The person wants to know whether their thinking is on the right 
track in the opinion of their peers.

If the price of a new product decreases so dramatically during its diffusion process a rapid rate of adoption 
is encouraged.

Innovations are not viewed singularly by individuals. Instead, they may be perceived as an interrelated 
bundle of new ideas. The adoption of one new idea may trigger the adoption of others. The name and 
symbols given to the innovation often affects its perceived compatibility and therefore its rate of adoption. 
The US car, the Nova, means “no-go” in Spanish. The liqueur Irish Mist, means something quite different 
in German!

The level of complexity - the degree to which an innovation is perceived as relatively difficult to understand 
and use - also has an impact.

CRITICAL MASS
Everett Rogers talks about the concept of “critical mass”5 whereby a process becomes self-sustaining 
after some threshold point has been reached. He gives the example of a single log in a fireplace, which 
will not continue to burn by itself - a second log must be present so that each log reflects its heat onto the 
other. When the ignition point is reached, the fire takes off, and the two logs burn to ashes.

The concept of critical mass is fundamental to understanding a wide range of human behaviour because an 
individual’s actions often depend on a perception of how many other people are behaving in a particular way.

Shermesh and Tellis (2002)6 gathered data on the rate of sale of ten products in each of sixteen European 
countries. They found that a distinct takeoff (or critical mass) occurred for each of the new products in each 
country, averaging six years from introduction of the new product to its critical mass. The average time-to-
take-off for kitchen and laundry products was 7.5 years, compared to only two years for information and 
entertainment products. A new product was likely to take off in a relatively short time if that product had 
already reached critical mass in neighbouring countries.

After the social threshold is reached, the norms of the social system encourage further adoption by 
individual members of the system.

It seems likely that individuals adopt an innovation, in part on the basis of their expectations of others’ 
future adoption - they base their choice on what they expect the others to do - everyone watches while 
being watched. 
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7  Malcolm Gladwell (2000) The Tipping Point- how little things can make a big difference
8 Ibid; p. 7/8

Just as the critical mass affects the rate of adoption of an interactive innovation, it may also speed up the 
rate of discontinuance. 

Everett Rogers gives the following strategies for reaching critical mass:

1 Target highly respected individuals in a system’s hierarchy, so that they will be the early adopters. 

2 Shape people’s perceptions of the innovation, by for instance, implying that adoption is inevitable, 
 very desirable, or that critical mass has already occurred or will occur soon.

3 Introduce the innovation to intact groups in the system, whose members are likely to be 
 more innovative.

4 Give incentives for early adoption, at least until a critical mass is reached - the most direct way of doing 
 this is to give the service free to a selected group of people for a limited time.

THE TIPPING POINT
Malcolm Gladwell7 calls the point of critical mass the “tipping point”. He examines how little ideas, if 
communicated effectively through appropriate channels, can spread and have a large impact. He describes 
how innovative ideas, products or social behaviours can cross a certain threshold - the “tipping point” to 
become a ubiquitous social fad, behaviour or paradigm. The best way to understand the emergence of 
fashion trends, the ebb and flow of crime waves, the rise of teenage smoking, or the phenomena of word 
of mouth, or other mysterious changes in everyday life is to think of them as epidemics. Ideas, products, 
messages and behaviours can spread just like viruses.

Gladwell gives the fall in New York’s crime rate as an example. In 1965, there were 200,000 crimes in the 
city and from that point on, the number began to rise sharply, doubling in two years and continuing almost 
unbroken until it hit 650,000 crimes a year in the mid-1970s. It remained at that level for the next 20 years, 
before plunging downward, in 1992, as sharply as it had risen thirty years earlier. 1992 was the tipping point.8

This example has three distinguishing characteristics - Firstly, a small number of people, in a small 
number of situations in which the police or the new social forces had some impact, started behaving very 
differently, and that behaviour somehow spread to other would-be criminals in similar situations - they 
got infected with an anti-crime virus. Secondly, little changes in the system combined to have a large 
effect; the crack trade levelled off; the population got a little older; the police force got a little better. And 
thirdly, the change happened in a hurry; it didn’t build up over time; crime didn’t taper off, it plummeted 
downwards in 1992.

There is more than one way to tip an epidemic. Gladwell puts forward three agents of change; 

1  The Law of the Few, 

2  The Stickiness Factor

3  The Power of Context.

THE LAW OF THE FEW 
Social epidemics are driven by the efforts of a handful of exceptional people. These people are either 
Connectors, Mavens, or Salesmen, and often they work in concert with each other.
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9  Malcolm Gladwell (2000) The Tipping Point- how little things can make a big difference; p. 35/36
10  Malcolm Gladwell (2000) The Tipping Point- how little things can make a big difference; p. 96/7

Connectors are people with a special gift for bringing the world together, they know lots of people, they have a 
knack for making friends and acquaintances, an instinctive and natural gift for making social connections and they 
like people. They master what sociologists call the “weak tie” - a friendly, yet casual, social connection. They can 
span many different worlds as a result of some combination of curiosity, self-confidence, sociability and energy.

In the 1960s the psychologist, Stanley Milgram9  conducted an experiment to find out how human beings are 
connected. He got the names and addresses of 160 people who lived in Omaha, Nebraska, and posted each 
one a letter. In it, was the name and address of a stockbroker who worked in Boston and lived in Sharon, 
Massachusetts. Each person was asked to write their name on the letter and send it to a friend or acquaintance 
who they thought could get it closer to the stockbroker. That person then passed it on through their chosen 
person. The experiment showed that most of the letters reached the stockbroker in five to six steps (hence the 
concept of six degrees of separation). The further breakdown is fascinating. 24 letters reached the stockbroker 
at his home, and, of those, 16 were given to him by the same person. The rest of the letters came to him at 
his office, and of those the majority came through 2 other men. In all, half of the responses that came back to 
the stockbroker were delivered to him by one of these 3 men. Six degrees of separation doesn’t just mean that 
everyone is linked to everyone else in six steps. It also means that a very small number of people are linked to 
everyone else in just a few steps, and the rest of us are linked to the world through those special few. Those few 
are the Connectors.

Mavens are the people who accumulate knowledge, and they are not just passive collectors of information, they 
also want to share their information with others. Mavens, for no other reason than that they like to help, turn out 
to be very effective at getting people’s attention. Their motivation is to educate and to assist, not to twist your 
arm. They are like information brokers, sharing and trading what they know. Mavens have the knowledge and the 
social skills to start word-of-mouth epidemics.

Salesmen have the skills to persuade us when we are unconvinced of what we are hearing. As people, they have 
charisma, charm, energy and enthusiasm. Persuasion works in subtle, hidden and unspoken ways.

Mavens provide the message, connectors the social glue and salesmen then convince us to act.

THE STICKINESS FACTOR 

This means that a message makes an impact. It doesn’t go in one ear and out the other. Instead, you can’t get it 
out of your head. The elements that make epidemic ideas or messages sticky generally turn out to be small and, 
initially, may seem trivial. Relatively simple changes in the presentation and structuring of information can greatly 
increase the impact it will have.

In the 1960s, social psychologist Howard Levanthal10 wanted to see if he could persuade some college seniors 
at Yale University to get a tetanus injection. He divided them into groups and gave each group a 7-page booklet 
explaining the dangers, the importance of inoculation and the fact that the University was offering free shots. 
Some students got a “high fear” version of the booklet, describing tetanus in dramatic terms with graphic photos. 
In the “low fear” version, the language was toned down and the photos were omitted. Afterwards, all the 
students seemed to be well educated about the dangers of tetanus. When asked, those who got the high fear 
version were more likely to say that they intended to get inoculated. 

But one month later, only 3% had gone to the health centre for the injection. Levanthal re-did the experiment 
and this time included a map of the campus, with the university health building circled and the times that shots 
were available clearly listed. The vaccination rate went up by 28% - an equal number from the high-fear and the 
low-fear group. As they were senior students they must have already known where the health centre was and 
they probably didn’t even need the map. What made the difference was the subtle but significant change in 
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11  Malcolm Gladwell (2000) The Tipping Point- how little things can make a big difference; p.139

presentation. The students needed to know how to fit the tetanus stuff into their lives. The booklet shifted 
from being an abstract lesson in medical risk to being a practical and personal piece of medical advice.

THE POWER OF CONTEXT 

The key to getting people to change their behaviour sometimes lies with the smallest details of their 
immediate situation. As human beings, we are much more influenced by our surroundings than we realise.

And epidemics are sensitive to the conditions and circumstances of the times and places in which 
they occur.

Criminologists James Q. Wilson and George Kelling11  argued that crime is the inevitable result of disorder. 
If a window is broken and left unrepaired, people walking by will conclude that no one cares and no one is 
in charge. Soon, more windows will be broken and the sense of anarchy will spread. Wilson and Kelling say 
that relatively minor problems like graffiti, public disorder and aggressive begging are all invitations to more 
serious crimes. 

In the mid-1980s, Kelling was hired by the New York Transit Authority as a consultant and he urged them to 
put the Broken Window theory into practice. Which they did by hiring a new subway director, who drew up 
a new management structure and a precise set of goals and timetables aimed at cleaning the graffiti from 
the system, line by line and train by train. If a carriage came in with graffiti, it had to be removed in the 
changeover, or the train was removed from service. As more graffiti appeared, it was removed or painted 
over. The clean-up took six years, until 1990.

Then a new head of the transit police was appointed, William Bratton, and he decided to crack down 
on fare-dodging. Arrests for misdemeanours went up fivefold between 1990 and 1994. Bratton turned 
the transit police into an organisation focused on the smallest crimes, on the details of life underground. 
In 1994, when Rudolph Giuliani became Mayor, he was promoted to head of the New York City Police 
Department, and he applied the same strategies to the city as a whole. He cracked down on the “quality 
of life” crimes, car window-washers, public drunkenness and urination, litterers, and vandals. When crime 
began to fall in the city, both Giuliani and Bratton said that stemming the minor crimes caused the overall 
decrease. A build-up of these, seemingly insignificant, quality of life crimes, they said, had caused tipping 
points for more serious crime.

And according to Gladwell :

 a message or idea. Once we’re part of a group, we’re all susceptible to peer pressure and social norms 
 and a host of other kinds of influence.

 people can radically transform their behaviour or beliefs in the face of the right kind of impetus.

DIFFUSION IN PRACTICE
New innovations and ideas can often take a while to spread and take hold, as the following examples 
will testify: 
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12   Everett M. Rogers (2003) Diffusion of Innovations (fifth edition); P. 7
 Jason A. Mayberry; Scurvy and Vitamin C;  2004 http://leda.law.harvard.edu/leda/data/658/Mayberry.html 
13   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scurvy

SCURVY AND ITS CURE 12 
As we now know, scurvy is a disease resulting from a deficiency of Vitamin C. As Vitamin C cannot be 
produced internally by humans, it must be ingested through the diet. 

It is a gruesome and deadly disease and manifests usually as malaise and lethargy, followed by formation 
of spots on the skin, spongy gums, and bleeding from the mucous membranes. Spots are most abundant 
on the thighs and legs, and a person with the ailment looks pale, feels depressed, and is partially 
immobilized. As scurvy advances, there can be open wounds with lots of pus, teeth loss, jaundice, fever 
and convulsions, muscle and sensory damage and a lingering, painful death.13 Not a nice way to go.

In the early days of long sea voyages, the food aboard ships was of poor nutritional value. It was prone to 
spoilage, often inedible, and wholly void of vitamin C.  Scurvy was a far greater risk to the lives of sailors 
than were warfare and accidents. For instance, of Vasco da Gama’s crew of 160 men who sailed around 
the Cape of Good Hope in 1497, 100 died of scurvy.  

In 1601, an English sea captain, James Lancaster, conducted an experiment to evaluate the effectiveness 
of lemon juice in controlling the disease. He was in charge of four ships that left England on a voyage 
to India. He gave three teaspoonfuls of lemon juice a day to the sailors on one of the ships. These men 
remained healthy. By the halfway point in the voyage, 110 of the 278 sailors on the other three ships 
(effectively the control group) had died from scurvy. - so many so that Lancaster had to transfer men from 
his “treatment” ship to keep these other ships going.

In hindsight, these results seem so clear that you would expect the British Navy to have promptly adopted 
lemon juice as a preventative measure on all their ships. But it was not until 1747, nearly 150 years 
later, that James Lind, a British Navy physician who had heard of Lancaster’s results, carried out another 
experiment. To each of the scurvy sufferers on board the HMS Salisbury, he prescribed either two oranges 
and one lemon or one of five other supplements: a half pint of sea water, six spoonfuls of vinegar, a quart 
of cider, nutmeg or 75 drops of vitriol elixir. Those who got the citrus fruits were cured in a few days. 
Unfortunately, the supply of oranges and lemons was exhausted in six days. 

In 1748, Lind left the Navy and returned to Scotland, where he enrolled at the University of Edinburgh to 
obtain his M.D. degree. 

Surely Lind’s work provided clear evidence of the effectiveness of citrus fruits? Yet it took another 48 
years for the simple treatment and preventative measure to be introduced into the British Navy. When this 
happened in 1795, scurvy was almost immediately wiped out within the force.  However, it took another 
70 years for the British Board of Trade to adopt a similar policy in 1865, and scurvy was then eradicated in 
the merchant marine.

The large time lapse seems unbelievable to us now. Why on earth did it take so long for the British 
Navies to adopt such an approach? After all, they were quick to introduce new innovations relating to 
ships and guns. 

The main block, of course was that they didn’t know the cause was Vitamin C deficiency - the science 
for that didn’t come until 1932. Other blocks were socio-cultural. For instance, when he made his claims 
Dr. Lind had little standing in the world of naval medicine, so his experimental findings did not garner 
much attention; the British admiralty saw care for the well-being of crews as a sign of weakness; fresh 
fruit was very expensive to keep on board, whereas boiling it down to juice allowed easy storage but 
destroyed the vitamin C content (especially if boiled in copper kettles); Lind believed that scurvy had 
multiple causes, including ill-digested and putrefying food within the body, bad water, excessive work 
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14  The above paragraphs from http://www.makeuseof.com/tag/history-mobile-phones/ and 
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_mobile_phones
15  http://www.pirp.harvard.edu/pubs_pdf/kalba/kalba-p08-1.pdf

and living in a damp atmosphere, which therefore required multiple remedies; citrus juices had long been 
thought to be cold medicines, so many thought they would “obviously” be of no use in treating scurvy; 
competing remedies for scurvy were being promoted and each potential cure had its supporters; Captain 
Cook’s reports from his Pacific voyages did not provide support for the citrus fruit approach. The solution 
was not so clear cut at the time.

THE MOBILE PHONE
AT&T came up with the world’s first mobile telecommunication service in 1947, known simply as “Mobile 
Telephone Service” (MTS). By the end of the year, the innovation had spread to more than a hundred 
towns and highway paths. The service relied on an operator to connect both incoming and outgoing 
calls. The telephones were not very portable and used a half-duplex “press to speak” system where the 
caller would have to release the button to hear the other person. The same year, two Bell Labs engineers 
proposed the foundations for the modern cellular network. At the time the plans were daring, and it took 
until the 1960s for them to be implemented and even longer to come to market.

In the mid 1960s, AT&T introduced a new improved service, but it was still in its infancy. In New York 
city, 2,000 customers shared 12 radio channels and on average it took 30 minutes to place a call! Other 
companies got in on the act, introducing more “portable” briefcase-sized full duplex devices. 

In 1956, Sweden introduced the world’s first fully automated mobile phone. The system allowed for 
automated connection from a rotary handset (that’s the circular dialing knob to you and me) mounted 
within a car, but required an operator to forward calls. In 1958 development began on a similar system for 
motorists in the USSR. Then in 1973, Dr Martin Cooper, a Motorola executive made the first phone call 
from a handheld mobile phone. The rest as they say is history.

The prototype handheld phone weighed 2.5 pounds and measured 9 inches long, 5 inches deep and 1.75 
inches wide. It offered a talk time of just 30 minutes and took 10 hours to re-charge.

In the 1990s, the ‘second generation’ mobile phone systems emerged, using digital instead of analog 
transmission. The first machine-generated SMS (text) message was sent in the UK on 3 December 1992 
followed in 1993 by the first person-to-person SMS sent in Finland. The 1990s also saw the advent of 
prepaid mobile phones.14 

Since then, mobile phones have, and are continuing to, spread ubiquitously across the globe. They are 
considered a common manifestation of the latest phase of globalization, along with Chinese consumer 
goods and Indian information technology services. With about 3.5 billion subscribers and users worldwide, 
mobile phones have out-diffused virtually every prior technology, including bicycles, radios, television (TV) 
sets, wallets, landline phones, and wristwatches. While usage levels differ in different countries - mobile 
penetration has been higher in Western Europe than in the United States, in China than in India, and in 
Eastern Europe than in Latin America. 

Many commentators presume that people and cultures who like to talk are more likely to use a mobile 
phone. However, a 2008 report by Kas Kalba for Harvard University,15 concludes that mobile talk time is 
largely determined by usage prices and not by communication culture. In particular, the report recognizes 
the role of prepaid technology (originally introduced in Mexico) in the diffusion of mobile communications in 
both developed and emerging markets. The report concludes that prepaid has been the most fundamental 
product innovation that the mobile communications market has experienced since the initial introduction 
of the mobile phone and its supporting cellular infrastructure. Prepaid has made mobile communications 
accessible to nonsalaried individuals, who on a worldwide basis outnumber people with automobiles and 
people with fixed salaries - the targets of the first two waves of mobile adoption.
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16  http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/05/business/05road.html?_r=0
17   New Scientist; 22/29 Dec. 2012; p. 5

THE WHEELIE CASE
16

Wheelie cases were invented over 40 years ago, yet they have only become popular in the last five years 
or so. Nowadays, if you walk through any large airport in the world, you’d be hard pressed to see anyone 
lugging their spare clothes in an old fashioned suitcase. Yet only a few years ago, most of us, particularly 
men, wouldn’t have been seen dead pulling their cases behind them. It was fine to use airport trolleys, and 
even small, fold up wheeled carts for awkward loads, but a personal wheelie? Goodness, no. That was for 
wimps. (Incidentally, the same inhibitions are still attached to personal shopping wheelies)

In 1970 as he hauled two heavy suitcases through the airport, Bernard D. Sadow, then vice-president of US 
Luggage in Massachusetts, had a eureka moment. Waiting at customs he watched a worker effortlessly 
rolling a heavy machine on a wheeled skid. 

When he returned to work he took castors off a wardrobe trunk, attached them to a big travel case and put 
a strap on the front for pulling. The case was towed flat along the ground and worked perfectly.
This invention, which he patented as “Rolling Luggage”, took a while to take off. Sadow touted his 
prototype around New York for many months. “People do not accept change well”, he commented to the 
New York Times.

Finally, Macy’s made an order and promoted the wheelies as “The Luggage that Glides” and sales picked 
up. However, the invention didn’t go viral.

Fast forward seventeen years to 1987, when Robert Plath, a Northwest Airlines pilot, and do it yourself 
enthusiast affixed two wheels and a long handle to his suitcase so it rolled upright. He sold his Rollaboard 
to fellow flight crew members. But when passengers saw them in action, as flight attendants - the early 
adopters - strode briskly through airports, they wanted one too. Within a few years, Robert Plath had left 
flying to set up Travelpro International, now a major luggage company.

As the twenty first century progresses, wheelie cases are now the norm even in Cork.

So why did it take so long for such an invention, which on the face of it seems so useful and practical? 
According to Bernard Sadow, it’s simply a macho thing. People, especially men, didn’t want to come 
across as wimps!

TOILET PAPER
17  

Paper had been circulating in China since the 2nd century, and by the 6th century people were using it 
on their behinds. But the innovation didn’t spread to the West. Here we used whatever came to hand, 
leaves, fruit skins, hemp, sheep’s wool and the wealthy deployed scraps of cloth. After the invention 
of the printing press in the 15th century people soon turned to old pages of books or other documents. 
It took until the 1850s for “toilet paper” itself to emerge, when in the US, Joseph C. Gayetty launched 
his medicated paper. This caused quite a storm - why would you pay for bum fodder? And the medical 
establishment was incensed by his claim that the paper could cure and prevent piles (Gayetty’s theory was 
that printer’s ink was poisonous and caused haemorrhoids). 

Roll on to 1980 and the launch of the Japanese Washlet with its triple-whammy of toilet comforts: a heated 
seat, a jet of warm water carefully targeted and a gust of air to dry you off. By 2009, 72% of Japanese 
households were equipped with a Washlet or equivalent device. However, it hasn’t quite taken off here yet!
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1  Michael Shiel (1984) The Quiet Revolution; p. 13

2 0

in the “electricity at the flick of a switch” world of today, we often forget that some of our rural ancestors 

made do with candle light, paraffin lamps, and hauling water from the pump, until well into the mid 1950s. 

bringing electricity to rural ireland was quite a challenge, and many obstacles were faced both practically 

and culturally. the following piece, largely derived from michael Shiel’s book The Quiet Revolution-the 

electrification of rural Ireland (o’brien Press; 1984) gives an idea of the magnitude of the task and how it 

was carried out.

“The place was Oldtown in North County Dublin. The date was 15th January 1947, a cold, windy evening 

with patches of snow. The body of the small village hall was packed with local people, while up on the 

stage sat a group of leading citizens, the parish priest and senior ESB officials. The occasion was the 

switching on for the first time of electricity under the new Rural Electrification Scheme. There was, 

however, a snag of which the audience was unaware. Severe winter storms had caused a last-minute fault 

in the supply line and even now, as the speeches commenced, a line crew was working frantically in the 

pitch darkness over a mile away to put things right.

At the back of the stage was mounted a large switch, which, when operated, should illuminate the hall and 

village with the new light. The hands of the clock now showed eight, the scheduled time for the “switch 

on”. As the Engineer-in-Charge, W.F. Roe, commenced his speech he kept one eye on a small table at the 

side. There sat a gramophone turntable, connected to the still inanimate supply line. Anxiety sharpened as 

talk time was running out. Suddenly and unobtrusively the turntable started to rotate; the pick-up dropped 

onto the record, and legend has it that a very relieved Bill Roe concluded his speech to the strains of 

“Cockles and Mussels, Alive, Alive - O!”

A blessing was invoked. The switch was thrown. The hall burst into light and Oldtown passed into the 

history books as the first village in Ireland to be electrified under the Rural Electrification Scheme.” 1

in 1880, thomas edison invented the electric filament lamp in the uS. in the same year, the Dublin electric 

light company was established and, soon after, an experimental public light was erected outside the 

offices of the Freeman’s Journal in Prince’s St. Dublin, followed by seventeen public lights in the vicinity 

of Kildare St., Dawson St. and St. Stephen’s green. in 1889, carlow became the first provincial town 

in ireland to get public electric lighting, supplied from a generator in a flour mill some four miles away. 

apparently, charles Stewart Parnell used the light as a symbol of a new and free ireland in his address to 

a large crowd. Slowly at first, but then more rapidly, electricity spread to all the principal towns in ireland, 

supplied, in some cases, by the local authority and, in others, by privately owned supply companies.

T u r n  O n  T h e  L i g h T s       
e l e c t r i F i c at i o n  c o m e S  t o  r u r a l  i r e l a n D  
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2  Tim Pat Coogan (1998)  The Irish Civil War; p. 265

by the mid 1920’s, 161 separate electricity undertakings were operating throughout the country. this type 

of development, beneficial as it was to the cities, could not form any basis for the general extension of 

electricity to the widely spread rural community. this required the development of a national alternating 

current electricity grid with adequate generating supply.

in 1925, the Shannon Scheme, which was to involve the harnessing of the fall of the Shannon river at 

ardnacrusha to generate cheap electricity for the country, was sanctioned and funded by the cosgrave 

government and built within three and a half years by the german company Siemens Schuckert. 

according to tim Pat coogan,2 “this ambitious development had been too large and costly to tempt any 

private capital in Ireland to invest in it, so in a move quite unusual at this time, it was built with public 

funding. It is not too much to say that this scheme was an important factor in aiding the economic recovery 

from the disaster of Civil War, both in the immediate employment it offered and in the subsequent 

availability of cheaper electric power throughout the Free State.” it is still in operation today.

in 1927, the electricity Supply board (eSb) was established as the country’s first state-sponsored body, 

with the aim of operating, managing and maintaining the Shannon Scheme and distributing and selling its 

output on a national scale. it also got the task, which the government regarded as being of key importance, 

of promoting and encouraging the purchase and use of electricity and of controlling, co-ordinating and 

improving its supply, distribution and sale. 

by the outbreak of World War 2, 170,000 consumers, mainly in the cities and towns, had been connected 

and were using almost double the output of the Shannon Scheme. the remainder was being generated 

by the Dublin coal-fired power station at the Pigeon house. at this stage, the 400,000 rural dwellings had 

been virtually untouched.

however, the government was under increasing pressure to do something for the farmers. in may 1939, 

Seán lemass, minister for industry and commerce, requested the eSb to prepare plans to supply rural 

areas and to make financial proposals. Despite the onset of the War and the difficulties this brought, the 

eSb delivered a comprehensive report to the Department at the end of 1942.

in november 1944, the rural electrification Scheme was launched.

in his introduction of the 1945 electricity bill in the Dail, Seán lemass stressed that a job of the magnitude 

of the proposed Scheme has never before been undertaken. it was estimated that providing supply to 69% 

of the 400,000 rural households, 280,000 in all, would be a realistic target. it was felt that 14% of rural 

homes (about 56,000) were so remote as to be outside the scope of any practical electrification scheme, 

and the rest would not be interested in being connected.  lemass assured the Dail that this would be 

carried out within the next 10 years. Quite a task, especially considering that the world had just been at 

war and materials were in short supply. 

initially, the government of the day recognised the need to provide a subsidy to the eSb to implement the 

scheme, but this was withdrawn in 1955. throughout the 30 odd years of the project, the question of the 

amount of the subsidy required and who would provide it remained a constant issue between the eSb and 

the government. as a result, a scheme which started out in 1946 to supply 69% of the rural premises in 

the State over a ten-year period, aided only by a government subsidy, finished 30 years later with 98% of 

all premises connected, but with the help of a large cross-subsidy from electricity consumers, who were 

charged both fixed and per unit rates. 

in all, the Scheme used over 1 million poles and involved the construction of 75,000 miles of new line (as 

against the total of about 2,000 miles which then existed) and the erection of 100,000 extra distribution 

transformers (as against the current 1,200). at the peak of the project there were forty separate working 

units, each having between 50 and 100 people of various disciplines involved.
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3  Michael Shiel (1984) The Quiet Revolution;  p.63
4 Ibid; p. 125
5  Ibid;  p.128

according to Shiel, the team of engineers “tackled the job with enthusiasm, and with their equally highly 

motivated crews, achieved a rate of progress in rural electrification unparalleled in any country in Western 

Europe, at a cost which justified the trust placed in them. That they and their crews also earned the 

respect and confidence of the community among which they worked is demonstrated by the fact that 

although over one million poles were erected, mostly on private land, the number of disputes and way-

leave objections which were not settled on the spot but which rose to boardroom level could be counted 

on the fingers of two hands.” by the end of 1964, supply had been extended to all 792 areas, 296,000 

consumers had been connected.3

looking back from an ireland that takes electricity and its benefits for granted, it is hard to imagine the 

transformation it brought to rural areas, and to understand the initial ambivalence and opposition the 

potential change provoked in some people.

in the 1951 census, 73% of the country’s 199,000 male farmers were over 45 years old, almost a quarter 

were unmarried. many of the farmers, particularly those outside of the dairying areas with small acreages 

and uncertain incomes remained to be convinced that rural electrification could ease their lot. not all could 

see the promised release from the many time-consuming tasks and the consequent opportunities to 

devote extra time to more productive activities. People were suspicious of the new technology, and the 

possible motives of the innovators. others were understandably worried about the risk of electrocution. 

the evening herald of 7th Feb 1953, carried a story from the annies district of Scotshouse near clones 

where an old man paid his customary weekly visit to his sister who had just been connected up. “He 

watched with fascination as she operated the new electric iron and boiled water in the new electric kettle, 

but stubbornly refused to drink the tea made from the latter, as he believed that the water was electrified. 

Willy, nilly she had to make fresh tea from water boiled in a traditional kettle on the turf fire.” 4 

to many, electricity first appeared merely as an expensive, if admittedly a greatly superior, alternative to 

the traditional oil lamp or candle. their forebears had successfully survived without it and they could see no 

great advantage in hurrying to involve themselves in this new expense. 

as well as paying a fixed rent (reminiscent of the hated ground rents), and per unit rates, householders 

also had to pay for the wiring of their premises and the installation of sockets and light fixtures, in advance 

of the connection, so the cost was substantial.

many housewives felt that bright illumination mercilessly revealed dirt, dust and cob-webs and defects 

in furniture, putting undue pressure on them. and not all husbands could see the necessity of easing the 

traditional drudgery of the farm housewife!

therefore, a large part of the Scheme’s work was to encourage the rural dwellers to accept and embrace 

the change. the structure was decentralised - with work focusing on local areas, based on traditional parish 

boundaries, similar to the gaa. a temporary office was set up in each parish as work commenced. each 

construction crew was headed by a rural area engineer - there was a strong element of crusade in the 

job. rural area organisers were also employed as the advance guard of the scheme, helping to form local 

committees for the preliminary canvass and carrying out subsequent official canvasses on which the order 

of selection was based. as well as persuading potential consumers of the benefits of electricity, this officer 

had to measure the house and assess the fixed charges, get application forms signed, serve way-leaves 

and deal with objections in the first instance, organise demonstrations of the equipment, advise on the 

selection and installation of electrical appliances and generally act as liaison officer between the eSb and 

the consumer. they also had to persuade householders who were having second thoughts not to backslide. 

usually members of the eSb staff stayed with local families. “A former Area Clerk recalled how on 

returning to his farm digs at night, when the family had gone early to bed, he would find his supper laid out 

on the kitchen table. His first duty, however, was to take a feeding bottle of milk to a piglet - the delicate 

runt of the litter - which was cosily ensconced in a canvass bag hammock beside the fire. Only when the 

bonhamh had been fed up and tucked in for the night did he commence his own supper.” 5  
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6 Michael Shiel (1984) The Quiet Revolution; p. 128

the people of blackwater, co. Wexford, must have felt that their area organiser was one of their own as they 

saw him leading the parish priest’s donkey and cart down the village street laden with a table and press to equip 

the newly opened area office.6   

the Development Division of the Scheme was hugely important, its task being to awaken interest and motivate 

the householders. the Publicity officer travelled all over the country, rapidly developing effective relations with 

the numerous voluntary and statutory bodies concerned with rural development. he was assisted by a very 

professional corps of demonstrators and lecturers, who attended agricultural shows, area demonstrations and 

local functions

The promotion of the scheme included the following activities:

•	 Area	organisers	visited	consumers	with	sales	vans	fully	equipped	to	demonstrate	larger	items	of	equipment	

 such as pumps, grain grinders, cookers and refrigerators.

•	 Free	light	bulbs	for	the	kitchen	were	distributed	-	initially	100W	bulbs,	but	these	proved	too	bright	after	the	

 dimness of the old oil lamp, so 40 or 60 watt bulbs were substituted.

•	 A	small	showroom	or	window	display	was	set	up	near	the	area	office,	where	prospective	consumers	could	

 view appliances. 

•	 High	profile	“Switch-On”	ceremonies	were	organised.

•	 A	Demonstration	week	was	held	in	the	local	hall,	with	an	exhibition	open	in	the	afternoons.	In	the	evenings	

 there was a comprehensive programme of events, including films of domestic and farmyard appliances, 

 practical electrical cooking by demonstrators (the food was then distributed to the audience), use of the 

 washing machine and drier (people were invited to bring their soiled clothes), and use of a meter to show how 

 much units each appliance used.

•	 Demonstration	vans,	equipped	so	that	they	could	be	used	for	indoor	events,	or	open-air	demonstrations	at		 	

 country shows and outside creameries, toured the country.

•	 Special	visits	were	made	by	the	demonstration	team	to	individual	customers	who	had	specific	needs.

•	 The	ESB	actively	sold	appliances,	but	they	also	facilitated	and	supported	local	retailers	of	electrical	goods.

•	 Exhibitions	were	mounted	at	the	annual	RDS	Spring	Show	and	other	agricultural	shows	around	the	country.	

 in 1957, a full-size model farmyard was built in the Show, with working models of useful electrical aids 

 to farming, and the first version of the eSb model kitchen went on display, staffed by members of the ica and 

 eSb. in 1960, a carefully designed prototype farmhouse was  exhibited, complete with kitchen, boot-room with 

 shower, wash-basin, toilet and utility room. the freezer also appeared that year. in 1961, a wash-hand basin 

 was included in the main bedroom, indicating the rise in standards.

•	 Competitions,	including	a	National	Wholemeal	Bread-making	competition,	where	bread	had	to	be	baked	in	an	

 electric oven, (the finals were held at the national Ploughing championships), the home improvement award, 

 and Know Your area citizenship competition.

•	 Events	with	Muintir	na	Tire,	Macra	na	Feirme,	Macra	na	Tuaithe	and	the	Irish	Countrywomen’s	Association.	

 in 1958, the eSb/ica mobile Farm Kitchen took to the road and worked its way up and down the country for 

 many years, turning up at local events and strategic locations

in its approval of the Scheme, the government had stressed that priority should be given to the most 

remunerative areas, with the stipulation that initially one area must be developed in each county. therefore, to 

ensure early selection, it was important that the maximum amount of householders in the region would agree 

to take supply. to encourage this, it was decided that each parish area should have its own rural electrification 

committee. the make-up of these groups varied. Sometimes, they evolved from local organisations or from an 

ad-hoc group of enthusiasts. every effort was made to avoid identifying the committee with any political party.
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it was estimated that about 80% of the total target population were farmers. the remaining 20% was 

made up of rural workers not in agriculture, town workers living in the country, government officials, 

shopkeepers, publicans, pensioners, clergy and schoolteachers. to this non-farming group the coming 

of electricity meant an opportunity, not so much to increase productivity, as to improve their amenities 

and standard of living. it was from the ranks of these non-farming rural dwellers, as well as from the 

more progressive farmers, that the instigators and organisers of the local rural electrification committees 

often emerged. 

the main function of the committee was to carry out the preliminary assessment of demand for electricity 

in the area and to submit householders signatures to the eSb, and later to help re-enthuse “backsliders” - 

householders who had signed application forms but who, when the crew arrived in the area, had changed 

their minds. in some areas, as many as one third backed out.

in many areas, the local clergy or schoolteachers were very involved in the local committees. often, local 

businesses helped by paying for newspaper advertisements.

Staff motivation was important. From small beginnings in 1947, the internal newsletter, the reo news, 

developed into a sizeable publication of about 20 pages, which was produced monthly until 1961. During 

its life, it played an important part in informing, educating and motivating the widely dispersed staff, in 

countering their sense of isolation and in building up a team spirit. its columns were open to both staff and 

management which allowed for the airing of suggestions, criticisms and feedback. crews who achieved 

a certain average work rate, or above, were listed each month, and each year the top ten crews with the 

highest output were announced, which proved popular and motivational.

as the rural electrification Scheme progressed, no opportunity was missed to promote the importance 

and convenience of having running water in the home and on the farm. the minister for agriculture, James 

Dillon, appealed, particularly, to the wives and wives-to-be of farmers to “employ the maximum diplomatic 

pressure, which connubial propriety, or the privilege of betrothal may properly allow, to persuade the head 

of the household to provide this indispensable amenity of a piped water supply.” 

but, despite this, and the availability of Departmental grants for the installation of private schemes, 

progress was painfully slow. in the year 1951/2, only 150 water pumps and pumping systems were sold to 

rural consumers. two years later, the total sales had increased by about 800, a pitifully small figure in view 

of the strong promotional effort. however, interestingly a big breakthrough happened when the first group 

water scheme was developed in co. Wicklow in 1957. costs, being shared were lower and the sense of 

doing something for the community’s benefit was a strong motivator. With the Department’s support, the 

concept of group water supplies quickly took root in the rural community. nevertheless, by 1960, while 

almost a quarter of a million homes had electricity, only about 50,000 of these had yet installed piped water 

supplies. the ica was not at all satisfied with progress, so, in 1960, they initiated a campaign for rural 

Water Supplies, which over the next few years, in addition to widely publicising the need for water on tap, 

did much to co-ordinate the efforts of all parties concerned.

in 1959, an eSb survey showed that about 106,000 or 46% of rural homes supplied with electricity had 

water on tap. by 1980, a similar survey showed that of 425,000 rural electricity consumers, 336,000 or 

79% had water on tap available through individual schemes, group schemes or the large regional schemes. 

modern ireland had arrived…..
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1  Term coined by Marco Verweij & Michael Thompson

2 1

“We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we 
  created them.” ALBERT EINSTEIN

“It is often easier to fight for a principle than to live up to it.” ADLAI STEVENSON

Climate change is a challenge on every level. One of the hardest issues for campaigners is the sense 
of urgency we feel, and the resulting frustration that so little is being done. This can take its toll on us 
personally, but it also has an effect on how we campaign - it’s a bit like dealing with a child who ignores his 
parent’s wishes (bitter experience); more often than not the parent ends up ranting and raving, which of 
course often make matters worse.

We can say that much of the answer will need to come from the top down, we can put the responsibility 
on countries like China and the US, on governments, on the fossil fuel industry, or on companies. We can 
look to big international agreements, or to geo-engineering. But we can’t escape the fact that none of 
this will happen if, we, the people, don’t push from below. After all what is government or industry but a 
merging of human beings, all of whom live in the real world, and who are influenced by the choices we 
make on the ground?

However, for campaigners and people who “get” the seriousness of the issue, it is our sense of urgency 
that makes us strive for that one quick fix, and the temptation is to re-double our efforts to ram home the 
facts and make people change their ways.

But this isn’t working. As we have seen in the preceding articles, how people respond to issues like global 
warming is not always rational or clear-cut. There are so many factors which influence decision-making 
along the way. 

Perhaps we have to accept that there is no silver bullet solution. Maybe all we can strive for are “clumsy 
solutions for a complex world”.1 Maybe we will have to have faith that things are moving on a societal 
level, and that behavioural changes seen to date are not just trends or blips that could reverse at any given 
moment.  And perhaps we will have to accept that other changes will just have to come from plain hard 
graft. In the meantime, we can learn to be better communicators and to approach the issue in a more 
effective way. 

WHERE TO FROM HERE?  
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2  http://www.time.com/time/health/article/0,8599,2085220,00.html

THE FOLLOWING IS  A SMORGASBORD OF APPROACHES 
WHICH I  CAME ACROSS DURING MY RESEARCH.

DO WE TALK ABOUT CLIMATE CHANGE AT ALL?

At this stage, after years of arguing over the issue, do the very words, “climate change” or “global 
warming”, in themselves, trigger a negative mental reaction, similar to the “yuk” factor, in people? They 
certainly seem to be a conversation killer where we live in West Cork. And if the words evoke a switch off 
response on the ground, is this replicated on the global policy-making stage?

In July 2011, New York City Mayor, Michael Bloomberg, announced that he was giving $50 million to the 
Sierra Club’s Beyond Coal initiative. Bloomberg’s money and his backing was a significant boost to the 
campaign, the goal of which is to retire one-third of the US’s more than 500 coal plants by 2020, and to 
replace dirty coal with clean energy. On their website the Sierra Club refers to coal’s contribution to carbon 
emissions and its effect on people’s health. 

Yet when journalist, Bryan Walsh,2 spoke to Mayor Bloomberg before his donation became public, climate 
change wasn’t foremost on the politician’s mind. He saw coal pollution first and foremost as a public health 
issue, one that is directly hurting Americans through higher rates of asthma and heart disease. He was 
certainly worried about the greenhouse gases those coal plants were spewing out - coal is responsible 
for about 20% of global carbon emissions - but what really motivated him were the mercury emissions, 
the particulates, the arsenic and all the other conventional poisons created by burning coal. According to 
Walsh, the Sierra Club’s Beyond Coal campaign has succeeded more by motivating individual communities 
over the local health effects of coal pollution than by appealing to the broader risks of global warming. He 
says, “if we’re smart, this approach might be the new way to attack climate change: by identifying actions 
that can provide a wealth of benefits - including on carbon emissions - rather than simply focusing on global 
warming alone”.

Climate Pragmatism-Innovation, Resilience and No Regrets, is a policy report released in 2011 by the 
Hartwell group, a collection of climate scientists, economists and policy experts, after the collapse of the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) process. 

Its introduction says that “future historians of efforts to address climate change will almost certainly look 
back on 2010 as the end of one era and the beginning of another...By the Cancun talks in late 2010, the 
emphasis of international negotiations had shifted from efforts to establish legally binding emissions limits 
to more modest agreements to invest in new energy technology, transfer technology among nations and 
support climate resilience efforts in the developing world. If efforts in this direction are redoubled, this shift 
of priorities could redeem international climate cooperation.”

And “if this new era is to be led at all, it will be led primarily by example, not global treaty.”

According to the authors, globally, almost all of the important action occurring on energy innovation and 
adoption to date has occurred for reasons other than just climate change. For instance, the only two 
countries to have significantly decarbonised their energy sectors over recent decades, Sweden and France, 
did so in response to oil shocks, not environmental fears. In 2010, the Indian government imposed a small 
fee on coal consumption, not for climate mitigation, but to fund advanced energy development to meet 
future energy needs. 
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3  http://greenlivingblog.org.uk/2011/03/01/look-beyond-social-marketing/
4 Doug McKenzie-Mohr &William Smith(1999)  Fostering Sustainable Behaviour - 
 an introduction to community-based social marketing (this book has since been updated)

The Hartwell strategy focuses on efforts to accelerate energy innovation, build resilience to extreme 
weather, and pursue no regrets pollution reduction measures -- three efforts that each have their own 
diverse justifications, independent of their benefits for climate mitigation and adaptation. 

The authors say that, as such, the report offers a framework for renewed American leadership on climate 
change the effectiveness of which, paradoxically, does not depend on any agreement about climate 
science or the risks posed by uncontrolled greenhouse gases.

Climate Pragmatism report http://thebreakthrough.org/archive/climate_pragmatism_innovation 

The Hartwell Paper http://www2.lse.ac.uk/researchAndExpertise/units/mackinder/
theHartwellPaper/Home.aspx 

SOCIAL MARKETING AND 
COMMUNITY BASED SOCIAL MARKETING

Social Marketing is a strategy which is gaining favour in behaviour change circles. In short, the approach 
is to target and segment the intended audience of a behaviour change campaign, so that each segment 
can be worked with according to their current attitudes or behaviour. All barriers need to be identified 
and the context for the behaviour understood. Social marketing has the ability to pilot behaviour-change 
programmes with a small number of people first, and emphasise the importance of monitoring progress, 
assessing feedback and evaluating outcomes.

Adam Corner, of the School of Psychology at Cardiff University is researching the psychology of 
communicating climate change, and public attitudes to emerging energy technologies. In a 2011 blog,3 he 
outlined some of his concerns about the social marketing approach, including his view that segmentation 
does nothing to increase social capital (the productive benefits of social relations), and may even damage 
it. Social capital is important for sustainable development and the effectiveness of environmental policies. 
He states that communities with higher levels of social capital are more likely to respond positively to 
pro-environmental policies and display pro-environmental behaviour, because they are already engaging in 
solving problems collectively and tend to trust each other more. Individualised messages might work well 
for individuals, but are they as powerful in the context of social interaction?

Also, splitting people into distinct segments may entrench attitudes that need to be changed in the future. 
He posits that a strategy for engaging people in preventing climate change needs to be about more than 
just social marketing. Environmental education, fostering ecological citizenship and involving people in 
social networks, rather than segmenting them as individuals, has far greater promise for the ambitious 
societal transformations needed to tackle climate change.

Doug McKenzie-Mohr is a compelling advocate for Community Based Social Marketing. As well as 
running workshops around the world, one of which I was lucky enough to attend in Dublin, he has co-
authored a guide to community based social marketing.4 McKenzie-Mohr claims that community based 
social marketing draws heavily on research in social psychology which indicates that initiatives to promote 
behaviour change are often most effective when they are carried out at the community level and involve 
direct contact with people. He agrees that the conventional form of social marketing, which often relies 
heavily on media advertising and may be effective in creating public awareness and understanding of 
sustainable issues, is limited in its ability to foster behaviour change.
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5 Doug McKenzie-Mohr &William Smith(1999)  Fostering Sustainable Behaviour; p. 46

In their book, McKenzie-Mohr and Smith say it is important to uncover the barriers and benefits to a particular 
action and they stress the role that commitment, prompts and norms play in their approach:

BARRIERS AND BENEFITS AND EVALUATION

While hunches regarding what motivates people to engage in sustainable behaviour are important, speculation is 
not enough. Neither should we presume that the barriers and benefits to one action are the same as for another 
similar action, or that if a person masters one activity that they will then automatically change other related 
aspects of their behaviour. 

As a first step in any programme, a thorough review must be carried out to identify both the barriers and benefits 
associated with the activity you wish to promote. This should include a search through available literature, 
qualitative research - including observational studies and focus groups - and a broader survey. Without such 
research, it is impossible to design an effective strategy. In the initial design stage, it is also important to build in a 
method to evaluate the impact and success rate of the initiative.

COMMITMENT

Consistency is an important character trait. Those who behave inconsistently are often perceived as being 
untrustworthy and unreliable, while those who keep their word are viewed as being honest and upright. And 
people have a strong desire to be seen as consistent by others. 

So, wherever possible, people should be asked to make a commitment public and, if possible, to make it in 
writing rather than just verbally. Commitments made together by cohesive groups are very effective. Commitment 
can also be made cost-effective by asking people who commit to trying a new behaviour to ask others to make a 
similar commitment. 

Commitments should be sought only for behaviours which people express interest in doing. It will not work if 
people feel pressured to commit.

When a researcher,5 posing as a volunteer asked Californian residents if they would allow a large, ugly obtrusive 
billboard with the wording DRIVE CAREFULLY to be placed on their front lawn, most declined. Yet 76% of 
another group of residents, who were asked the same question, agreed. The difference was that these residents 
had previously been asked to display a small 3-inch sign in their car or home windows, that said BE A SAFE 
DRIVER. This request was so innocuous that almost everyone consented. Agreeing to this first request greatly 
increased the likelihood that the residents would, then, consent to having the billboard put up on their lawn. When 
individuals agree to a small request, it often alters the way they perceive themselves. When asked later to comply 
with the larger request there is a strong internal pressure to behave consistently. Similarly, saying that you “think” 
you would volunteer for a certain voluntary organisation, vote in an election, or give blood, alters your attitudes 
and increases the likelihood that you will later act in a way that is consistent with your new attitudes.

In another study, residents, who had been identified as putting their grass clippings at the road-side for disposal, 
were assigned into 3 groups. The first group was asked to make a commitment to leave their clippings on the 
lawn, while the second was asked to do so and, also, to ask their neighbours in the third group to do the same. 
The “commitment only” request had no effect on behaviour in the first groups. However, those who were asked 
to make a commitment and then speak to their neighbours, increased not only their grass recycling but that of 
their neighbours as well. And these findings were still observable 12 months later. 

4

A
R

T
IC

L
E

 2
1

  P
A

G
E



PROMPTS

Numerous actions that promote sustainability are vulnerable to the most basic of human traits: forgetting. 
Switching off sockets, turning down the thermostat in the evening, driving in the most energy efficient 
way are actions that we are likely to forget. Prompts, in the form of visual or auditory aids (say, stickers 
beside the switch, on the dashboard), can be very effective in reminding us to engage in an action which 
we are already predisposed to do.

Prompts can be effective for encouraging both one-time and repetitive behaviours that promote 
sustainability. One-time behaviours, referring to actions that individuals engage in only once (like connecting 
a low-flow showerhead), are often easier to influence than repetitive behaviours, where people have to 
engage in an action time after time for there to be a significant effect (like composting, turning off lights). 

To be most effective, the prompt needs to be visible, and it should be self-explanatory. It should be 
presented as close in time and space as possible to the targeted behaviour.

Prompts should be used to encourage people to engage in positive behaviours, rather than to avoid 
negative actions.

NORMS

If we are to make the transition to a sustainable future, it is critical that we are able to develop a new set of 
societal norms that support such lifestyles.

Where possible, programmes to promote sustainable behaviour should attempt to communicate 
behaviours which are acceptable. For example, communicating that the vast majority of people living in 
a community strongly believe that it is important to reduce waste, and that they demonstrate this belief 
though participating in recycling programs, can be an effective way of bolstering recycling, as well as 
introducing other waste reduction programmes, such as composting and source reduction. By stressing 
the very high participation rates, clear messages are sent to others regarding the perceived importance of 
cutting down on waste. 

To be effective, the norms must also be visible and they need to be internalised by individuals. The people 
need to view the behaviour as the way they “should” behave - it is simply the “right thing to do” - despite 
the fact that it takes time and can be inconvenient. These norms are most likely to develop through direct 
contact between people, rather than through campaigns that rely upon prompts or information alone.
The norm should be noticeable. As with prompts, the norm should be made explicit at the time the 
targeted behaviour is to occur. And, where possible, they should be used to encourage people to engage in 
positive behaviours rather than to avoid environmentally harmful actions.

During the 1930’s, both American and Canadian farmers were losing a lot of topsoil from their fields. 
In response to the crisis, the US government distributed leaflets, detailing the problem and suggesting 
actions, such as planting trees as wind screens. This attempt to influence the farmers’ behaviour was 
a dismal failure. A new approach was then tried, which involved giving direct assistance in adopting 
practices that would slow erosion to a small number of farmers. This approach was much more 
successful. Neighbouring farmers observed the changes being made, discussed them with their 
neighbours and adopted similar practices once they saw the results. Consequently, these agricultural 
practices quickly spread.6  

6 Doug McKenzie-Mohr &William Smith (1999)  Fostering Sustainable Behaviour; p. 73
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FRAMING

Frames are mental structures that shape the way we see the world. They can determine the plans we 
make, how we behave, and what we see as a good or bad outcome to our actions. How people react to 
messages depends, in part, on the way in which they are stated or “framed”. Barry Schwartz7 illustrates 
this with the following example.

Imagine two gas stations at opposite corners of a busy intersection. One offers a discount for cash 
transactions and has a big sign that says:

DISCOUNT FOR PAYING CASH!

CASH - $1.45 per GALLON

CREDIT - $1.55 per GALLON

The other, imposing a surcharge for credit, has a small sign, just above the pumps, that says

Cash - $1.45 per Gallon
Credit - $1.55 per Gallon

The sign is small and doesn’t call attention to itself, because people don’t like surcharges. Beyond the 
difference in presentation, though, there is no difference in the price structure at these two gas stations. A 
discount for paying cash is, effectively, the same as a surcharge for using credit. Nonetheless, fuel-hungry 
consumers will have very different subjective responses to the two different propositions, and more than 
likely they will prefer getting the discount!

According to Thaler and Sunstein,8 framing is very important for public policy, and they invite us to consider 
the following information campaigns: 

A If you use energy conservation methods, you will save $350 per year

B If you do not use energy conservation methods you will lose $350 per year

It turns out that information campaign B, framed in terms of losses, is far more effective than campaign A - 
after all, we all hate losses!

Suppose that you are suffering from serious heart disease and your doctor proposes a gruelling operation. 
You ask about the odds. The doctor says, “Of 100 patients who have this operation, 90 are alive after five 
years.” What will you do? If you fill in the facts in a certain way, the statement will be pretty comforting, 
and you’ll probably have the operation.

But suppose the doctor frames his answer in a somewhat different way. Suppose that he says, “Of 100 
patients who have this operation, 10 are dead after 5 years.” If you’re like most people, the doctor’s 
statement will sound pretty alarming, and you might not have the operation. 

Their conclusion is that people are busy trying to cope in a complex world in which they cannot afford to 
think deeply about every choice they have to make. People adopt sensible rules of thumb that sometimes 
lead them astray. Because they are busy and have limited attention, they accept questions as posed rather 

7 B. Schwartz (2005) The Paradox of Choice; p.64
8 R. Thaler & C. Sunstein (2008) Nudge;  p.37 6
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than trying to determine whether their answers would vary under alternative formulations. Therefore, 
people are nudge-able.

Hardisty, Johnson, and Weber (2009) found that 65% of US Republicans were willing to pay a CO2 emission 
reduction fee on such purchases as airline tickets when the fee was labelled as a carbon offset, but that 
this percentage dropped to 27% when the fee was labelled as a carbon tax, a label that generated negative 
visceral reactions in this group.

The leading Republican consultant and pollster, Frank Luntz (who became familiar to us here in Ireland 
when he chaired a number of focus groups for RTE prior to our 2007 general election) wrote a memo to 
President George W. Bush in 2002 called The Environment: a Cleaner, Safer, Healthier America. In it, he 
focused in particular on casting doubts about the science:

“The scientific debate is closing [against us] but is not yet closed. There is still a window of opportunity 
to challenge the science.....Voters believe that there is no consensus about global warming within the 
scientific community. Should the public come to believe that the scientific issues are settled, their views 
about global warming will change accordingly. Therefore, you need to continue to make the lack of 
scientific certainty a primary issue in the debate, and defer to scientists and other experts in the field.” 
He goes on to say, “the most important principle in any discussion of global warming is your commitment 
to sound science.” He recommended that administration communications reframe “global-warming” 
as “climate change” since “climate change” was less alarmist. And finally, “A compelling story, even if 
factually inaccurate, can be more emotionally compelling that the dry recitation of the truth.” 

Later Luntz tried to distance himself from the Bush administration policy and says that he is not 
responsible for what the administration has done since that time. Though he now believes humans 
have contributed to global warming, he maintains that the science was in fact incomplete, and his 
recommendation sound, at the time he made it.9

DEVELOPING A STRATEGIC STORY

Mark S. Walton,10 a former senior correspondent at CNN, asks what triggers “buy-in”? He defines the term 
as an understanding, commitment and action in support of a common goal.

Companies that advertise on television are masterful at generating buy-in for their products: cars, clothes, 
investments, holidays. 

According to Walton, what is at the heart of their success is how they speak to us in strategic stories 
designed to project a positive future. To illustrate this, he asks us to think about the phrase: a perfect 
summer afternoon. For most people it conjures up a mental story with images of warm weather, bright 
sunshine, a clear blue sky, and enjoyable activities with friends and family.

We think in stories. The human mind is like our own private screening room that continually shows 
complex mental stories - images of life which are language and currency of the mind - that have the power 
to soothe, frighten or stimulate us. 

9 E. Kolbert (2006) Field Notes from a Catastrophe; p.157-163 and http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Luntz
10 http://leadercommunication.com/text%20files/BOOK%20SUMMARY%20SOUNDVIEW.pdf 7
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Today, people are deluged with information - statistics, graphs, charts and facts - so giving them more 
information will not make them notice you. The way to achieve real buy-in - getting people’s understanding, 
commitment and ultimately, their behavior - is to impact their emotions, not just their thinking. 
If our goal is to trigger buy-in from people for our product or issue, the story that is most likely to succeed 
is one that projects a positive future.

However, Walton stresses that you “can’t sugarcoat bad news and maintain your credibility”.  So there 
needs to be a balance. You’ve got to be upfront and honest with people. After acknowledging the current 
realities, the challenge of leadership is to create a bright tomorrow, to focus on what can and will be done 
to make the future better. Without denying the downside, you must communicate a brighter tomorrow, 
even if you have to create that tomorrow yourself.

SHOULD WE ENCOURAGE SMALL CHANGES?

While Quentin and I were busy spreading the word here in Bantry, many people were writing practical 
manuals, with encouraging titles such as “Climate Change Begins at Home”, “Over 500 Ways to Save the 
Planet”, “How to Reduce your Carbon Footprint”, “How can I Stop Climate Change”, “You can Save the 
Planet”. And I bought a good few of them (which made me question if they were actually reaching their 
target audience). And over time, I also began to wonder if people were buying the argument that they can 
save the planet by turning off light switches and driving less. After all, they were also being told that major 
ice sheets are melting, forests are dying, Africa’s crops are failing and the Chinese have taken up driving. 
The jury, it seems, is out on this one.

Anthonly Giddens11 says he is “hostile” to the proliferation of How-To books, saying they are “based on an 
unrealistic assumption - that everyone is willing and able to live like the small minority of “Positive Greens” 
He reckons it’s possible they may even be counterproductive, by putting off the majority from other steps 
they might take.

According to John Thøgersen,12 existing evidence does not suggest that there is a big risk that people 
think they have already done enough when they have done small and simple things for the environment. 
However, neither is there currently much reason to hope that a sustainable lifestyle will grow automatically 
from the promotion of the many small and painless steps that people can take for the environment. He 
reckons there is a need for more radical measures to realise that goal.

However, David Roberts13 comes from another direction. He quotes a response given by Al Gore to a 
question about why his film was so light on solutions:

“In the United States of America, unfortunately we still live in a bubble of unreality. And the Category 
5 denial is an enormous obstacle to any discussion of solutions. Nobody is interested in solutions if 
they don’t think there’s a problem. Given that starting point, I believe it is appropriate to have an over-
representation of factual presentations on how dangerous it is, as a predicate for opening up the audience 
to listen to what the solutions are, and how hopeful it is that we are going to solve this crisis. Over time, 
that mix will change. As the country comes to more accept the reality of the crisis, there’s going to be 
much more receptivity to a full-blown discussion of the solutions.”

11 A. Giddens (2009) The Politics of Climate Chang;  p. 106/7
12 http://www.guardian.co.uk/sustainable-business/small-painless-behaviour-change
13 Behavior Change Causes Changes in Beliefs, Not Vice Versa
 http://www.grist.org/article/2010-11-23-behavior-change-causes-changes-in-beliefs-not-vice-versa 8
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Roberts claims that Gore may have had it exactly backwards. He asks us to imagine a guy who rejected 
human-caused climate change in a poll, and then to imagine that bike riding was made convenient and 
useful enough that he started doing it. And to imagine that his neighbours started getting solar panels, to 
the point that he felt pressured to do it, and he became a power producer. Imagine he’s in the military and 
his platoon started insulating their tents and carrying solar water purifiers.

Next thing you know, he’s a guy who uses solar power and rides a bike. His behaviour has changed, so 
he’s telling a different story about himself. That new story, that new identity - the guy who rides a bike and 
uses solar power - is much more likely to incorporate climate change concern than the previous one.
According to Roberts, action rather than belief comes first. Changing people’s behaviour - in small, 
incremental, but additive ways - is the best way to open their minds to the science. Those behaviour 
changes will pull changes in consciousness in their wake.

THE SOCIAL CURE

Tina Rosenberg says that “when behaviour change experts have tried to persuade, they have often 
chosen strategies that were poorly thought out and doomed to fail, usually because they appealed to the 
strategists but not to their target audience. They failed to take into account those human foibles that can 
hold us back from acting in our own self-interest.” 14 

She points out that the typical attempt to solve a social ill focuses on giving people information, or trying 
to motivate people through fear. But these strategies tend to fail exactly when the issue becomes most 
important and emotionally fraught. The more significant and deeply rooted the behaviour, the less impact 
information has and the more people close their minds to messages that scare them. Similarly, advertising 
is effective when it pushes immediate gratification, but not when it tries to get people to quit smoking, 
follow a diet of brown rice and vegetables, or save for retirement. 

Rosenberg tells the story of people who have successfully used a different way, based on changing 
behaviour by helping people obtain what they most care about: the respect of their peers.

She outlines campaigns which have succeeded in persuading people to take action that initially appears 
psychologically difficult, unpleasant, or even dangerous. They may involve getting people to confront 
authority, tackle an addiction, avoid risky sex, or go against ingrained beliefs of proper behaviour. The 
approach does not lecture them about their long-term interest, it may not focus on anything rational at all. 
Instead, the projects go for what people want now - to belong, to be part of the in crowd, to be loved and 
admired and respected. They offer people a new and desirable club to join - a peer group so strong and 
persuasive that the individual adopts a new identity.

Rosenberg has called this the “social cure”. And for the social cure to be successful it must reach 
beyond the core audience, beyond the people who always turn up to your meetings, as they are not 
the ones at risk.

Rosenberg includes examples of where the social cure has worked - it has brought “untouchable” Indian 
women out of the shadows and into jobs as community health workers, persuaded teenagers to demand 
safe sex in South Africa and to rebel against smoking in Texas, and prompted minority students to excel in 
university subjects where even well prepared students were failing. It has helped cure TB, given soldiers 
the confidence to face enemy fire, and organised the non-violent overthrow of Serbia’s brutal dictator. 

14 Tina Rosenberg(2011) Join The Club; how peer pressure can transform the world; p.44
 Also: http://www.thedailybeast.com/newsweek/2011/03/06/the-healing-power-of-peer-pressure.html
 http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2011/sep/02/join-club-tina-rosenberg-review
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The social cure can benefit from social net working sites, but Rosenberg says it is an open question as to 
whether the Internet can substitute for human contact in being a social cure. The internet can provide the 
virtual community of the chat room, but these forums can become polarised, and the people who have an 
opposing view just drop out. For people with a choice, face to face is going to be best. People we see and 
know and care about have a more compelling pull. The relationships we create in person are simply stronger.

Rosenberg suggests campaigners learn from the world of marketing:

Branding - in the world of fast food, the first thing an advertiser would do is create a brand. Nothing 
is more standard in the commercial world, yet branding is often ignored by social activists. A brand 
creates loyalty, affinity, and consistent expectations for the experience people will have with a 
product. Campaigners may need to brand an activity or even a lifestyle.

Identity marketing – selling not the Prius but the self-image a buyer would enjoy as a Prius driver. 
Commercial identity marketing assumes people want to be rich and beautiful, but beyond the 
desire for wealth and beauty is the need for connection, recognition, respect and the admiration of 
one’s peers. 

Word of mouth - the idea that the most credible spokespeople for a brand are special, socially 
influentia, peers that people know and trust. When the recommendation comes from a trusted friend 
or influence, people feel they have circumvented a manufactured desire for something.

Experiential marketing tries to involve people in an experience, not just a purchase, even if the 
purpose is to get them to buy. After tobacco advertising was banned, companies spent their money 
on sponsoring events, especially sports and concerts that young people like. Experiential marketing 
tries to build a community, one that transmits its new norms to its members - give them acitivities to 
go to and do, people to meet and groups that revolve around the product or issue.

TEEN SMOKING

Tina Rosenberg15 says that efforts to prevent teen smoking were seen as doomed. Their failure was so 
consistent that it was common to hear experts acknowledge that they had no idea what to do, and some 
people advocated simply giving up. That was in the mid-1990s. Today the battle is a completely different 
one.  An effective new approach has brought astonishing and rapid success in the US. The problem today 
is one of political will: how to keep the effort from backsliding in the face of the tobacco industry’s political 
and financial clout.

Teens start to smoke because they want to feel rebellious, and want to be admired by their peers for being 
rebellious. Anti-smoking ads depicting gravestones, tumours, stained teeth, and a smelly puking habit rely 
on fear - smoking kills. But teenagers already know this - in fact they overestimate the dangers of smoking 
- they believe that cigarettes are even more deadly than they are. Yet they don’t think that they will die, 
they don’t feel vulnerable, death is a long way off, and besides, someone will invent a cure for cancer by 
then. Teens have heard that smoking kills far too often - they resent what it symbolises – the heavy hand 
of grownups.

The new approach seeks to provide the rebellious satisfactions teens look for in cigarettes in a healthier 
way, by offering the teens a target for their rebellion: the tobacco industry. Many of the states that are now 
enjoying the most success with their anti-smoking efforts use the social cure. Part of their campaign is to 
establish clubs for teens - not anti-smoking clubs - they do not criticise smoking or smokers. Instead they 
provide a new peer group of fellow anti-tobacco revolutionaries, gathering teenagers to tell the tobacco 
industry that teens are tired of being manipulated. The clubs intersect with an innovative media campaign 
in a way that makes both more effective. And antismoking became “cool.”

15 Tina Rosenberg (2011) Join The Club; how peer pressure can transform the world; p.50
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In South Carolina, the campaign called Rage Against the Haze, gives out information on how the tobacco 
industry is manipulating teenagers, saying that teens can make a difference, that they can be in control, 
that no one is judging them, that they can hang out and play a hot video game, that they can get an edge 
on their friends because they’ve already met Rage. Rage is about everybody having their own voice, their 
own talents. What they don’t say - cigarette smoking is addictive, smoking kills, you shouldn’t smoke.

In Florida, the state set up SWAT - Students Working Against Tobacco - groups of teenagers in every 
county who were the forerunners of Rage Against the Haze and similar anti-tobacco groups in other states. 
They trained thousands of youngsters in leadership skills and organising - the teens created “truth” ads (a 
series of TV ads focusing on industry maniputation - each ad was approved by a panel of teens and some 
featured those teens and included outrageous quotes from industry documents); they had a “truth” train 
which went from city to city, picking up kids and giving on board workshops, before they got off at the next 
stop. They organised a concert at the end of its run in Miami - with plenty of T-shirts, baseball caps,etc. 
With SWAT, “truth” began to transcend TV and become adopted by teenagers as the voice of their peers.

In 2000, after two years of the programme, studies showed that the number of high school smokers 
had dropped to 22.6%, a fall of 17.5%. By 2007, the rate was down to 14.5%. but the decline began 
to significantly slow down in 2002, when the campaign began to suffer budget cuts. Despite the 
fact that the antismoking budget was up again (due to settlement claims with the tobacco industry), 
smoking for younger teens was rising again by 2009. Apparently, this is because Florida’s Dept. of 
Health has lost interest in themes of industry manipulation, and is back onto the smoking kills/damages 
your health mantra.16

HARLEY-DAVIDSON AND EXPERIENTIAL MARKETING 17 

The campaign was designed to address the perception of a social ill, a midlife crisis, but its main purpose 
was to sell a product.

In the early 1980s the company was in deep trouble. Its reputation was suffering from the plethora of 
biker-gang movies portraying motorcycle riders as outlaws. They were being squeezed by better Japanese 
imports. In 1981, the company was sold, and quality began to improve. They shed the outlaw image by 
persuading police officers to use their bikes. In 1983, Harley started the Harley Owners Group – playing on 
the fact that the big bikes have long been known as Hogs. Today, Hog has more than a million members. 
By 2005, the average owner was forty seven, with median income of $83,000. Bike owners play a large 
role in directing the organisation, but Harley manages the process. The company organises rides for 
everything from going out to dinner to cross-country tours and charity events. By the late 1990’s, Harley 
had to tone it down a bit, the mystique of the Harley rider and its almost cultlike status was beginning 
to scare away new customers. They began to offer courses at its dealerships to teach novices to ride, 
even offering courses in group riding (it was around this time that U2’s Bono gave the much loved RTE 
presenter, Gay Byrne, a Harley-Davidson on the set of his last Late Late Show!) 

Until the world economy weakened in 2007, the company enjoyed record breaking sales. 

16 Tina Rosenberg(2011) Join The Club; how peer pressure can transform the world; p. 74
17 Ibid; p. 89 11
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INTERESTING REPORTS FOR FURTHER READING

Stephen Hounsham is the author of a report called Painting the Town Green- how to persuade people to be 
environmentally friendly.  He says that the green movement has a lot to learn in terms of how to engage 
with the public, suggesting that we sometimes tend to follow the Dad’s Army approach to changing 
lifestyles. It’s an unattractive combination of disaster prediction (Private Fraser’s “We’re all doomed!”), 
supercilious criticism (Sergeant Wilson’s “Do you really think that’s wise?”) and condemnation (Captain 
Mainwaring’s “You stupid boy!”). And what response do we often get? Yes, Warden Hodges said it: “Oi 
Napoleon! Who do you think you are?”
http://www.green-engage.co.uk/PaintingtheTownGreen.pdf

In March 2005, the UK communications company Futerra launched The Rules of the Game. These Rules 
were developed as a guide for communication which could change attitudes towards climate change. They 
formed the evidence base that underpins the ongoing UK Government campaign Tomorrow’s Climate, 
Today’s Challenge.

New Rules: New Game was subsequently written as a guide to the tactics needed to change behaviour 
and should be seen as a complementary resource to the original version and not a replacement. 

According to Futerra, we should forget trying to bridge the “value-action” gap and we must stop searching 
for the sparkly magic bridge that simply leads from values to action, or from attitudes to behaviour. 
People’s behaviours, attitudes, values and awareness are all different and linked in complicated ways - if 
they’re linked at all. 

And they say we need to beware of the impacts of cognitive dissonance, which describes the tension 
between what we think and what we do - the worst thing we can do is to confront someone with the 
difference between their attitude and their actions (“You say you care about climate change but look at the 
car you’re driving”), as this will make them more likely to change their attitude than their actions!
http://www.futerra.co.uk/downloads/RulesOfTheGame.pdf
http://www.futerra.co.uk/downloads/NewRules_NewGame.pdf

In January 2008, Jane Genovese, put together a document called Behaviour Change for Combating Climate 
Change as a guide for designing climate change behaviour change programs. It sets out what doesn’t 
work and what does work, as well as a toolkit of strategies to foster long term behaviour change (based on 
social science research). The strategies presented in this guide are not limited to climate change and can 
be applied to other behaviour change programs. 
http://learningfundamentals.com.au/wp-content/uploads/behaviour-change-for-combating-
climate-change.pdf

The Centre for Research on Environmental Decision (CRED), based at Columbia University, New York, is 
an interdisciplinary centre that “studies individual and group decision making under climate uncertainty, 
and decision making in the face of environmental risk”. They have produced a guide for scientists, 
journalists, educators, political aides and the interested public called The Psychology of Climate Change 
Communication, which details many of the biases and barriers to scientific communication and information 
processing and offers a tool to help people take positive action.
http://guide.cred.columbia.edu/guide/intro.html 
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Robert Cialdini was one of the first social psychologists to study what motivates people to take care of 
the environment. He maintains that, when made aware of a social norm, people tend to adhere to it. He 
calls this effect “social proof” and says it is a primitive instinct, more akin to peer information than peer 
pressure. He is now applying that concept to energy consumption, with promising results.
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2009/07/greening-with-envy/7498/

In their 2008 report, Communicating climate change and motivating citizen action, Susanne Moser & 
Maggie Walser focus on how civic engagement on climate change can be fostered further, and uses the 
U.S. situation as a testing ground. 
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Communicating_climate_change_motivating_citizen_action

In his report, Challenging Assumptions In The Psychology Of Climate Change, Prof. David Uzzell  
challenges the following assumptions: that everyone experiences similar barriers to acting sustainably; that 
the young are most supportive of pro-environmental actions; recycling has a positive image; children will 
change their parents’ attitudes and behaviours.
http://surrey.academia.edu/DavidUzzell/Papers/253899/Challenging_Assumptions_In_the_
Psychology_of_Climate_Change

We have already met Greg Craven in Article 12. He puts forward a different way of looking at risk, and asks 
people, what is the worst that can happen? Which mistake would you rather risk: the possible harm to the 
economy that sceptics embrace or the possible upheaval the activists warn us about? Which is the more 
acceptable risk: the risk of taking action or not taking action?
“The Most Terrifying Video You’ll Ever See”
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zORv8wwiadQ
The more evolved descendant of the above
http://www.youtube.com/user/wonderingmind42
http://www.gregcraven.org/
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