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This fifth collection of the “Hotspots 
in Psychology” format is devoted 
again to systematic reviews and me-
ta-analyses in research-active fields 
that have generated a considerable 
number of primary studies. It features 
methodological advances in the area 
of research synthesis methods, in-
cluding an exploration of using Twitter 
to identify hotspot topics in psycholo-
gy and to make early predictions 
about trends as well as the presenta-
tion of a publication format facilitat-
ing reproducibility and a method of 
cumulative meta-analytic evidence 
synthesis called community- 
augmented meta-analyses (CAMA).

Further meta-analyses explore di-
verse areas, sometimes with big 
data samples. These include: the 
exploration of the factorial struc-
ture and measurement invariance 
between English and translated 
versions of a well-established psy-
chometric instrument (the Positive 
and Negative Affect Schedule); an 
individual-participant meta-analysis 
of 221 representative samples from 
the European Social Survey (ESS) 
looking at what day of the week influ-
ences subjective well-being ratings; 
an exploration of the role of low 
self-esteem in the development of 
pathological eating; and the applica-
tion of the theory of planned behav-
ior to analyze gender differences in 
the motivation to start a business.

Meta-analyses and methodo-
logical advances in research 
synthesis methods from the 
field of psychology

Michael Bošnjak / Nadine Wedderhoff / Holger Steinmetz (Editors)

Hotspots in Psychology 2021 
Zeitschrift für Psychologie, vol. 229/1
2021, iv / 88 pp., large format
US $49.00 / € 34.95
ISBN 978-0-88937-585-7
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Editorial
Psychology and the Environmental Crisis

Tony W. Wainwright1, Margarida Gaspar de Matos2, and Katariina Salmela-Aro3

1 Department of Psychology, University of Exeter, United Kingdom
2 ISAMB (Environmental Health Institute), University of Lisbon, Portugal
3 Department of Educational Sciences, University of Helsinki, Finland

This special issue was planned in what seems like a dif-
ferent world. There was ongoing global action on the
climate and environmental emergency and in November
2019 the community of psychology joined together at the
“International Summit on Psychology and Global Health:
A leader in climate action” to issue the Lisbon Declaration
which stated (https://www.psychologyandglobalhealth.
org):

“We, representatives of national and international
psychological organizations in attendance at the Lis-
bon Inaugural International Summit on Psychology’s
Contributions to Global Health, are committed to
ongoing collaboration in the application of psycholog-
ical science to jointly advance progress on critical glo-
bal issues, including the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (https://sdgs.un.org/goals).

Our commitment of professional, scientific, educa-
tional, cultural, and applied resources will be directed
to advancing those issues and Goals for which psy-
chology offers the greatest contribution.

Our initial efforts will be focused on Sustainable
Development Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat
climate change and its impacts.”

Since then, the Global Psychology Alliance has been set up
that has the Climate and Environmental crisis as one of its
key policy objectives (https://www.apa.org/international/
networks/global-psychology-alliance#).

Many other statements have echoed this concern and
calls to action. For example, the medical journal The
Lancet’s position is that climate change is the biggest global
health threat of the 21st century (Watts et al., 2021; https://
www.lancetcountdown.org). UNICEF says much the same:
“climate change is the most significant intergenerational
challenge facing the world today” (https://www.unicef.
org.uk/what-we-do/children-and-climate-change/).

Failure to take substantive action would be an act of
injustice to all children according to the American Academy

of Pediatrics (https://pediatrics.aappublications.org/con-
tent/136/5/992).

The Paris Agreement also is clear “Climate change repre-
sents an urgent and potentially irreversible threat to human
societies and the planet” (https://unfccc.int/process-and-
meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement) and
there are many others too numerous to mention.

Climate change will impact all of us, but children and
young people are more vulnerable due to their immaturity,
dependency, and exposure to interacting risk factors result-
ing in possible impacts on multiple aspects of psychosocial
development (Evans, 2019; Sanson et al., 2019).

The idea of a special issue caught the mood of the times
among psychologists who were increasingly engaged with
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
and the UN Climate Change Conference (COP26) process
(https://ukcop26.org). The publication of the Special
Report on Global Warming of 1.5 �C (https://www.ipcc.
ch/sr15/), that included psychologists and social science
experts among its lead authors, outlined the need for a
far-reaching transformation of how we live so that we have
a global pathway to limit warming to levels not considered
dangerous. This report, considered cautious by some, was
rejected by some major oil-producing nations and showed
how far we have to go to reach a global consensus on nec-
essary action.

And then the Pandemic arrived and quite reasonably
everyone’s attention became focussed on how to prevent
the spread of the virus and how to mitigate the conse-
quences. There are many lessons to be learned here. One
striking one concerns the relationship between technical
preparedness and effectiveness. The Global Health Security
Index 2019 (https://www.ghsindex.org) ranked the USA
(1st) and the UK (2nd) out of 195 countries. However,
neither country has done well, and both experienced high
levels of fatalities associated with COVID-19. Why have
they done less well than expected? Many commentators
attribute it to politics and the psychology of how the popu-
lation relates to the state. In a very powerful lecture about

�2021 Hogrefe Publishing European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 155–158
https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000455
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our experience of the Pandemic to the British Psychological
Society Annual Conference 2020, social psychologist
Stephen Reicher said (https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=yCAvIv2x7Ys):

“What is happening leads us to reconceptualise one
of the basic questions in psychology: the relationship
between the collective and the individual and
between the individual and the State.”

This is at the heart of how we need to think about the future
in our relationship with the natural world as there is no get-
ting away from the fact that we are all in this together.
Unless we come together and foster global collaboration
and tackle the public health and ecosystem challenges there
is no doubt about the consequences: they will be very sev-
ere indeed. It is in this light that we have organized the nine
papers of this special issue on the climate and environmen-
tal crisis around three themes:
� Leadership and social change.
� Health impacts destabilizing our climate and

ecosystems.
� Learning from the COVID-19 pandemic.

Leadership and Social Change

Three papers focus on leadership and social change, build-
ing on group-based processes grounded in the dynamics of
social identity theories.

The first paper by Jolanda and colleagues (2021),
“Responding to Climate Change Disaster: The case of the
2019/2020 bushfires in Australia” sets the scene for the
whole special issue by developing this theme, as Australia
witnessed record-breaking wildfires that had major impacts
on people and ecosystems. They examine how psychologi-
cal ideas can help us better understand the leadership we
need as we will increasing face global public health chal-
lenges, Their conclusions firmly locate an understanding
of social identity and leadership as key ingredients in build-
ing trust between the authorities and the population which
is necessary for effectively addressing the climate and envi-
ronmental crisis.

This is followed by two papers from Germany. Maxie
Schulte’s contribution (2021) entitled “We, the change:
Outlining research lines of how psychology can contribute
to the understanding of societal transition processes” where
she makes the case that we need to focus on the psychology
of social change and that the social identity model of collec-
tive action is a helpful framework.

Hannah Wallis and co-authors (2021) follow this up with
their paper “Empowering people to act for a better life of

all: Psychology’s contributions to a social science for sus-
tainability” giving a broad account of how social science
needs to bring its evidence and research effort to the task
of helping people realize how they need to act, and how,
as noted above, we either all float together or we all sink
together. They suggest the concept “solidarity-based quality
of life” as an appropriate umbrella term for the positive
implications of acting towards transformation to sustainable
development. The paper demonstrates that psychological
research can contribute to the mitigation of the socio-ecolo-
gical crisis and give insights into how this can be fruitful for
further developing psychology as a society-relevant
discipline.

Health Impacts and Interventions

Four papers then focus on the health impacts and possible
interventions in the context of climate change.

Harriet Thompson from the UK (2021) takes on the
important issue of assessing the health impacts, both phys-
ical and psychological, of climate and ecological disruption
in her paper “Climate ‘psychopathology’: The intersection
of mental and physical health in the climate emergency.”
From the literature, we know some things already about
the impact so far. These include a relationship between
increasing temperatures, and the suicide rate. People who
have existing mental health problems are particularly vul-
nerable when hit by extreme weather events, and the pro-
vision of care generally can be profoundly affected as we
have seen from the COVID-19 Pandemic. Finally, we are
seeing some evidence of increasing levels of distress among
young people, associated with concerns about their future
when seeing media reports of the impending climate and
environmental changes.1 This paper focuses on the direct,
indirect, and psychosocial impacts that are outlined above.
The conclusions from the research literature, are that these
impacts are very substantial, particularly in those areas di-
rectly affected by climate change-related extreme weather
events, and show every indication of becoming worse.

It is in this context that Niels Peter Rygaard from Den-
mark writes about the inspiring work he and his colleagues
have been undertaking to help children who live with
caregivers who are not their parents. In his paper (2021),
“Climate Change, Migration, Urbanization, and the Mental
Health of Children at Risk in the European Union – A Dis-
cussion of the Need for Large Scale Interventions” he
shows the links between the environmental changes we
have been witnessing, the number of families on the move
because of conflicts, often about resources, and the needs
of children and young people.

1https://www.bps.org.uk/news-and-policy/bps-responds-new-report-climate-crisis-and-impact-mental-health

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 155–158 �2021 Hogrefe Publishing
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The next two papers develops a conceptual model of how
such interventions as described in Niels Peter Rygaard’s
paper, can fit with a global perspective and how the various
domains of practice in psychology can benefit from interdis-
ciplinary practice when tackling global health challenges.

In Osvaldo Santos and colleagues (2021; including one of
the co-editors) paper from Portugal “Health behaviors and
planetary health: a multi-level environmental health
approach,” they show how among the various domains of
psychology practice, there are two, in particular, Environ-
mental Psychology and Health Psychology that have been
on convergent tracks and should now work much more clo-
sely together to tackle the systemic, global health effects.

Jennifer Inauen from Switzerland and her colleagues
(2021) continue “Environmental issues are health Issues:
Making a case and setting agenda for environmental health
psychology” close this section with a paper complementary
to Osvaldo Santos’ taking the perspective of Public Health
and Environmental Health. They review the literature on
how psychology more broadly than Health Psychology
can contribute to the development of a new domain of prac-
tice they call “Environmental Health Psychology.”

These climate and health papers, lead us to the last topic,
addressing what we can learn from the Pandemic.

Learning From the COVID-19 Pandemic

Thalia Maglioglou and Sharon Coen from the UK (2021)
take us on an intellectually challenging journey about how
we make sense of our world. In “The construction of a
hegemonic social representation: Climate crisis and the role
of COVID-19 In defining survival,” they propose that social
representation theory be revisited, with insights from polit-
ical philosophy and social theory that can provide a heuris-
tically helpful framework to understand the tensions arising
from the global threats of climate change and the COVID-
19 pandemic. While it is difficult to summarise this complex
area, essentially the framework explores how meaning is
constructed – what is true and what is false, what unques-
tioned assumptions underly policy decisions, and how these
frames of meaning can be changed during times of extreme
social upheaval – as we are living through with COVID-19.
In their paper they discuss in particular how people view the
meaning of survival during the Pandemic – is it about them
and us, or is it about everyone in this together and the
implications of such widely held views.

Finally, Stuart Whomsley (2021), also from the UK, dis-
cusses five areas where psychologists have roles in address-
ing climate change and its effects on the planet and the
lives of people. His title, “Five roles for psychologists in
addressing climate change, and how they are informed by
responses to the COVID-19 outbreak” provides a guide to

some of the key parallels from which we can build in plan-
ning future engagement with public health challenges that
we are inevitably going to face. The COVID-19 outbreak
gave a stark warning of how ecosystems connect, and that
we humans can no longer pretend that we are somehow
separate.

The five roles are:
(1) Changing human behaviors that are causing climate

change (2) Increasing human connection with nature in
positive ways to heal both the planet and humans (3) Advis-
ing and assisting on what leadership and good governance
to protect the planet. (4) Providing support and psycholog-
ical interventions for those affected by climate change.
(5) Preparing for bad outcomes and helping adaptation
and survival if this occurs.

Conclusion

As mentioned above, this special issue is published shortly
before COP26, the major United Nations conference which
is being held in Glasgow, Scotland in November 2021, that
agrees on the undertakings that governments agree for the
coming years to address climate change. The aim is to limit
the heating effect of human activity to 1.5 �C or less below
pre-industrial levels. Psychologists played an important role
in setting out the roadmap that is needed to achieve this,
which will involve major social change. The papers in this
special issue we hope will be a contribution to developing
this work and in a small way support the global effort to
mitigate and adapt to the climate and environmental crisis.
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Editorial
Introduction to “Psychology and the

Environmental Crisis”

A Collection of Previously Published Papers

Tony W. Wainwright1, Margarida Gaspar de Matos2, and Katariina Salmela-Aro3

1 Department of Psychology, University of Exeter, United Kingdom
2 ISAMB (Environmental Health Institute), University of Lisbon, Portugal
3 Department of Educational Sciences, University of Helsinki, Finland

Over the years, European Psychologist has published papers
on environmental psychology and topics related to climate
change and psychology. In recent times this topic has risen
up the agenda and is now center stage in political and
professional arenas. The European Federation of Psycholo-
gists’ Associations (EFPA) is planning to have psychology
and climate change as on to their fields of action for their
2021–2023 mandate.1 The special issue of European Psy-
chologist published at the same time as this Compendium
was prompted by this upsurge in interest and urgency.

The first paper related to environmental concerns in the
European Psychologist, that was published over 20 years ago,
Levy-Leboyer et al. (1996), explored the way people in dif-
ferent countries across Europe related to the environment,
recognizing that the nature of the environmental challenges
is global, so approaches in one country or community would
not be effective everywhere, echoing the recent work of the
psychologist George Marshall.2 An important point they
made at the time, is that attitudes toward risk vary and
that these attitudes can be important determinants of pro-
environmental action.

Five papers that include Florian Kaiser as the author
(Brugger et al., 2011; Kaiser, 2014; Kaiser et al., 1999,
2008; Otto et al., 2014) again span the past 20 years and
develop the themes of an engagement or lack of engage-
ment with climate and environmental action, linking this
to psychological science in a variety of ways. The papers
cover both conservation efforts addressing biodiversity loss,
as well as other aspects of environmental action. Kaiser
(2014) introduces a special section of the European Psy-
chologist from which some of these papers are drawn,

and summarizes lessons learned over the previous decades
and the importance of interdisciplinary work in this area.

Finally, an appeal from 2003 is a call for action and is as
relevant today as it was then (Schmuck & Vlek, 2003).
Entitling the article “Psychologists can do much to support
sustainable development,” the authors encourage their
colleagues with the following words:

“Psychologists can help analyze and mitigate the big-
gest sustainability problems: population growth,
resource-intensive consumption, and harmful tech-
nologies – if their research is well-tuned to other envi-
ronmental sciences, if the incentive structure for this
work is improved, and if more attention is paid to the
collective side of human behavior.” (p. 66)

We welcome this compendium to go alongside the special
issue, providing as it does, a context for the current work
and the way the discipline has tackled these issues over
the years. All contributions listed below are freely available
at https://econtent.com for a period of 2 years, starting with
the online publication of this special issue.
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Special Issue: Psychology and the Environmental Crisis
Original Articles and Reviews

Responding to Climate Change
Disaster
The Case of the 2019/2020 Bushfires in Australia

Jolanda Jetten , Kelly S. Fielding, Charlie R. Crimston, Frank Mols, and S. Alexander Haslam

School of Psychology, The University of Queensland, St. Lucia, QLD, Australia

Abstract: Climate change-induced disasters (e.g., bushfires, droughts, and flooding) occur more frequently and with greater intensity than in
previous decades. Disasters can at times fuel social change but that is not guaranteed. To understand whether disasters lead to status quo
maintenance or social change, we propose a model (Social Identity Model of Post-Disaster Action; SIMPDA) which focuses on the role of
leadership in the aftermath of a disaster. Looking specifically at climate change-related disasters, we propose that intragroup and intergroup
dynamics in both the pre-disaster as well as the post-disaster context affect whether leadership (a) has the potential to mobilize social
identity resources to enable social change, or else (b) fails to capitalize on emerging social identity resources in ways that ultimately maintain
the status quo. Given the importance of urgent climate change action, we predict that status quo maintenance is associated with post-
disaster paralysis. In contrast, social change that is set in train by capitalizing on social identity-based resources holds the promise of greater
post-disaster learning and enhanced disaster preparedness when it is focused on addressing the challenges brought about by climate change.
We apply this model to understand responses to the 2019/2020 bushfires in Australia. Our analysis suggests that while an emerging sense of
shared identity centered on acting to tackle climate change provides a window of opportunity for securing increased disaster preparedness,
this opportunity risks being missed due to, among other things, the absence of leaders able and willing to engage in constructive identity-
based leadership.

Keywords: climate change, disaster preparedness, social identity approach, leadership

At the time of writing, Australia is at the end of the worst
bushfire season on record and, understandably, emotions
are running high. This is not just because the nation is expe-
riencing exhaustion from battling unprecedented fires
across many states, and sadness and despair about the
destruction of the environment, natural habitat, family
homes, communities and livelihoods, and the loss of many
animals. There is also widespread anger and frustration
about what is being perceived as a lack of political will to
address the key factor that has caused such a fierce bushfire
season: climate change. While it is clear that the future-
proofing of Australia against the catastrophic impact of
bushfires requires urgent policy change on a large scale,
commentators are concerned that the Australian Federal
Government will only embark on incremental policy
change or, worse, none at all (Delaney, 2020; Wallace,
2020). This begs the question of what it is that leads disas-
ters to either (a) become a trigger for social change (e.g.,
ambitious climate change policy targets) or else, (b) to
become a missed opportunity that ultimately serves to
maintain the status quo. Given the importance of urgent
action to tackle climate change, and, given the cost of not

taking action (Irwin, 2019), answers to this question are
more pressing than ever before.

We start this article by introducing a Social Identity
Model of Post-Disaster Action (SIMPDA) which theorizes
about when and why leaders’ behavior can promote greater
post-disaster preparedness or, alternatively, lead to post-
disaster paralysis. Here we follow public policy scholarship
and argue that in the aftermath of a disaster, there is a crit-
ical window of opportunity for change. We describe the fac-
tors that determine whether the post-disaster response
leads to status quo maintenance or social change. We will
argue that one key reason why disasters serve as turning
points or critical junctures is that the experience of disaster
unites the public and is associated with the rapid emer-
gence of shared identity around the need to prevent future
disasters. We highlight the critical role of leaders in then
determining whether this shared identity is mobilized or
squandered. While we developed SIMPDA to explain
responses to a wide range of disasters, here we focus in par-
ticular on environmental disaster responses. Specifically, we
apply SIMPDA to understand responses to the 2019/2020
bushfires in Australia and we focus on the type of

�2021 Hogrefe Publishing European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 161–171
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leadership that is required to capitalize on the potential for
change in the aftermath of climate change-induced
disasters.1

Before outlining our model, we need to articulate some
of the assumptions that underpin it. First, we emphasize
the need to explore responses to environmental disasters
not at the individual level but at the collective level. That
is, given that environmental disasters typically affect collec-
tives such as communities, and given that people’s apprai-
sal of the disaster and responses to it are shaped by
collective-level responses, we need to develop theorizing
that helps us to understand the collective dimension of such
appraisals and responses (see also Fritsche et al., 2018). In
this regard, we see the Social Identity Approach – SIA, com-
prised of social identity theory (SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1979)
and self-categorization theory (SCT; Turner et al., 1987) –

as the ideal theoretical framework to allow for an integrated
analysis of the collective-level dynamics that shape such
collective appraisals and responses. This is because the
SIA provides explicit theorizing about how individual-level
psychological processes are affected and informed by the
broader socio-structural context (e.g., economic and politi-
cal factors affecting status relations between groups). More
specifically, the SIA provides a powerful framework for
exploring the relationships between individual and group
behavior – including behavior related to environmental
crises and challenges (e.g., Fielding & Hornsey, 2016;
Hornsey & Fielding, 2020; Seyranian, 2014; Seyranian
et al., 2015; see also the Social Identity Model of Pro-
Environmental Action, SIMPEA, Fritsche et al., 2018).
The novelty of this thinking is apparent when comparing
the social identity approach to current approaches to disas-
ter response. To date, research into such responses has
been informed largely by models that focus on the abilities
and capacities of individuals as individuals to cope with and
respond to disasters (for a similar critique, see Becker &
Reusser, 2016). However, while these analyses may explain
some aspects of people’s responses to disasters, they are
limited by the fact that they offer individualistic analyses
of what, we argue, are primarily group-based processes
grounded in the dynamics of social identity.

Second, and related to the first assumption, because peo-
ple’s sense of self is in important ways defined by the com-
munities, regions, and nations they belong to (providing
them with social identities; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), environ-
mental disasters entail not only changes to personal identi-
ties, but also social identity change. So while disasters
clearly disrupt and destroy individuals’ lives, they are also
disturbing and disruptive at a collective level because they

precipitate a change in the shared sense of “who we are
now” and “who we will be in the future.” Furthermore, in
addition to individual-level concerns about material dam-
age and safety, those who are affected are likely to be
equally concerned about the impact on their community
(e.g., on its future and, potentially, its very existence).

Moreover, at this collective level, there are important
intragroup and intergroup dynamics at play that shape the
way disasters are appraised and hence responded to.
Indeed, as we outline below, emerging intergroup dynamics
following disasters have the capacity to create political
tensions, and these in turn have the potential to undermine
societal cohesion. For example, there can be competing
explanations of the causes of the disaster (e.g., as the result
of climate change or natural causes) and therefore of how
to reduce the risk of future disasters. At other times, disas-
ters bring people from different political persuasions
together in ways that override and dampen previous inter-
group tensions. Against this backdrop, leaders typically
have a critical role to play. In particular, as we will outline
below, to the extent that they can read the changing inter-
group and intragroup dynamics accurately and are able and
motivated to position themselves as an effective channel for
the mobilization of collective-level identity resources, they
can play an important role in preventing intergroup tensions
and unifying different groups in ways that facilitate action
that enhances future disaster preparedness.

In sum, our theorizing builds on the understanding of dis-
asters as initiating collective-level social identity change
that a leader may (choose to) harness or forfeit to promote
effective social change. Leaders may either fail or succeed
in enhancing disaster preparedness depending on whether
they amplify intergroup divisions or whether they build
on an emerging sense of shared identity and unity, forging
positive change to reduce the likelihood of future disasters.
The model we present below outlines processes that are
likely to be key in predicting post-disaster vulnerability.

Social Identity Model of
Post-Disaster Action (SIMPDA)

History shows that some disasters paved the way for struc-
tural social change while others reinforced the status quo.
For example, the 1930s Great Depression paved the way
for large-scale banking reforms and Roosevelt’s “New
Deal”, but the 2008 bank bailouts and subsequent quanti-
tative easing enabled investment banks to continue with

1 The United Nations (2004) defines disasters as: “[a] serious disruption of the functioning of a community or a society causing widespread
human, material, economic or environmental losses which exceed the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own
resources”.
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business as usual. To understand whether crises and disas-
ters lead to social change or to status quo maintenance, we
propose a model that identifies the multiple ways in which
leaders can mobilize public sentiment in the aftermath of a
disaster. These processes are captured in the Social Identity
Model of Post-Disaster Action (SIMPDA) presented in
Figure 1. SIMPDA proposes that there are three key phases
that help predict whether environmental disasters lead to
an enhanced post-disaster state of preparedness or a post-
disaster state of paralysis: (a) the pre-disaster context,
(b) the critical period immediately following an environ-
mental disaster, and (c) the post-disaster context. We will
discuss processes in these phases in turn. We will then
use the model to understand and explain responses to the
Australian bushfire context in 2019/2020.

Phase 1: The Pre-Disaster Context

Building on work by Becker and Reusser (2016), we pro-
pose that two features, in particular, are important in the
pre-disaster context: pre-disaster vulnerability and environ-
mental hazards. Pre-disaster vulnerability is a key predictor
of whether there will be a disaster in the first place (Becker
& Reusser, 2016). For example, an earthquake has the
potential to cause widespread material damage and loss
of life, but it is less likely to precipitate a disaster if the
affected region has effectively reduced its vulnerability

through legislation and action to earthquake-proof
buildings.

In the Australian context, there are at least three inter-
connected, partly sequential, reasons to conclude that
Australia was poorly prepared for the 2019/2020 bushfires.
Specifically, (a) the highly politicized context fuelled
unhelpful “us” versus “them” dynamics which allowed
for (b) climate change inaction on the part of the Australian
Federal Government, and which in turn led to (c) disaster
response unpreparedness. We will unpack these processes
in turn.

First, while there is broad political consensus about the
need for swift political action to address climate change
impacts by many North European politicians (ensuring
bi-partisan support for climate change action), a similar polit-
ical consensus has not been reached in Australia. Arguably
as a result of Australia’s vested interest in the coal and fossil
fuel industry, here the issue of climate change is highly
politicized in ways that give rise to clashes between those
politicians who prioritize economic growth and those who
demand urgent climate change action (Hornsey & Fielding,
2020). As a result, toxic “us” versus “them” dynamics are a
prevailing feature of climate-related public discourse.

Second, this “us” versus “them” dynamic has provided
fertile ground for inaction on climate change by the Federal
Government. The Liberal-National Coalition (an alliance
between center-right and right-wing political parties) has
been in government since 2013 and has been led by Prime

Figure 1. A Social Identity Model of Post-Disaster Action (SIMPDA).
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Minister Scott Morrison (leader of the Liberal Party) since
2018. Even though there are only a handful of individuals
in the government who question the existence of climate
change outright, it has been argued that the Federal
Government’s stance can at best be described as not seeing
climate change as a central issue (Grattan, 2019). In this
regard, it has been suggested that the main reasons for cli-
mate change inaction are economic: Australia is the world’s
third-largest exporter of fossil fuels and the largest coal
exporter (Kilvert, 2019). As a result, limited resources have
been made available either to reduce emissions, or to move
to clean energy production, or to understand the impending
impacts of climate change on Australian society. Indeed, in
a recent report by the Australian Climate Council, the Fed-
eral Government’s inaction was summarized as follows:

“The period 2013–2019 is characterized by slashing
climate science funding, cutting effective climate
change programs, rejecting the expert advice of
national and international bodies, senior ministers
publicly making misleading claims, a lack of credible
climate policy, and consistently covering up poor
performance.” (Climate Council, 2019)

Third, as a result of the Federal Government’s climate
change inaction, Australia was largely underprepared for
the extreme 2019/2020 fire season. However, this was
not because the Federal Government was unaware of
impending problems. Indeed, in April 2019, a group of for-
mer Australian fire services chiefs had warned the Federal
Government that Australia was not ready for the upcoming
fire season. However, their overtures were met with politi-
cal inertia and inaction (Grattan, 2019), and this in turn
severely reduced the fire-fighters’ capacity to effectively
combat and control the extensive bushfires when these
eventuated.

The second pre-disaster factor, environmental hazards,
relates to the extent to which it is likely that natural disas-
ters will occur in a particular area. In the context of bush-
fires in Australia, historically, these have posed a serious
environmental hazard in large parts of the country. The
ferocity and number of bushfires in the fire season are
determined by the physical environment relating to dry-
ness, temperature, and amount of fuel (i.e., combustible
material) on the ground. Even though Australia is one of
the most fire-prone countries in the world, there is now
widespread agreement that climate change has worsened
bushfire conditions by causing prolonged and more regular
droughts and record high temperatures (Delaney, 2020).
Together, these conditions have increased the length of
the fire season across large parts of the country, further lim-
iting opportunities to engage safely in back-burning (i.e.,
burning to reduce the amount of fuel for a potential fire).

In combination, pre-disaster vulnerability and environ-
mental hazards determine not only the likelihood that a
disaster will occur but also the extent to which a disaster will
have widespread destructive consequences. In addition, the
pre-disaster context needs to be evaluated and appraised in
the context of the post-disaster response. Ideally, the
pre-disaster preparedness should facilitate an adaptive
post-disaster response.

Applying this analysis to the bushfire preparedness of
Australia, it is noteworthy that the Productivity Commission
in Australia warned the Federal Government as early as
2014 that bushfire prevention was not only largely over-
looked but also severely under-resourced (Stanley, 2019).
In their report, the commission stated that the Federal
Government’s natural disaster funding arrangements were
“prone to cost-shifting, ad-hoc responses, and short-term
political opportunism.” More particularly, the commission
noted that the government tended to “overinvest in post-
disaster reconstruction and underinvest in mitigation that
would limit the impact of natural disasters in the first
place.” This statement issued 5 years before the 2019/
2020 catastrophic Australian bushfires, leads us to con-
clude that poor pre-disaster preparedness significantly
affected post-disaster vulnerability in this instance.

Phase 2: The Critical Period Following a
Disaster

Following a disaster, there is typically a window of time
when the status quo might be changed. Such periods have
also been called “critical junctures” which are typically rel-
atively short periods of time during which “there is a sub-
stantially heightened probability that agent’s choices will
affect the choices of interest” (Capoccia & Kelemen,
2007, p. 348). That is, constraints that normally restrict
political action are pushed to the background and this has
at least two consequences: first, “agents face a broader than
the typical range of feasible options” and, second, “their
choices from among these options are likely to have a sig-
nificant impact on subsequent outcomes” (Capoccia &
Kelemen, 2007, p. 348).

The 2019/2020 bushfires can be seen to have presented
just such a critical juncture for Australia and the Federal
Government. At this point, under-preparedness for bush-
fires and the force and scale of the bushfire season in
2019/2020 created the conditions for disaster on an
unprecedented scale. By mid-January 2020, according to
the Australian Department of Home Affairs, its toll was esti-
mated at 12.6 million hectares burnt (Werner & Lyons,
2020). Furthermore, according to the Center for Disaster
Philanthropy, at least 3,500 homes and thousands of other
buildings were lost, 34 people were killed, an estimated
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1 billion animals killed and several endangered species
were driven to extinction (see https://disasterphilanthropy.
org/disaster/2019-australian-wildfires). In addition, air
quality was at hazardous levels for prolonged periods of
time for a large part of the East Coast of Australia
(Borchers-Arriagada et al., 2020; Yu et al., 2020). Accord-
ing to the Copernicus Atmosphere Monitoring Service, an
estimated 434 million tonnes of CO2 was emitted into the
atmosphere (see Werner & Lyons, 2020).

The idea of crises of this scale providing a “window of
opportunity” for governments to engage in significant
policy change is of course not new and has been discussed
extensively in the public policy literature. A well-known
strand within public policy analysis is Historical Institution-
alism, which argues that significant policy change is unlikely
under normal conditions, because ideas, norms, and prac-
tices become subject to “path-dependency” and become
“institutionalized” (Pierson & Skocpol, 2002; Thelen,
1999). According to this analysis, the scope for policy
change is greater during critical junctures as here leaders
and policy-makers are presented with a temporary window
of opportunity in which to introduce more radical change.

Downs (1972) argued that windows of opportunity are
often rather short because public attention rarely remains
focused on a particular domestic policy issue for very long.
Nevertheless, Kingdon (1995) argued that in this very short
window of opportunity there will be scope for significant
policy change when three “streams” coincide, namely
(a) the “problem stream” (issue salience), (b) the “policy
stream” (available policy options), and (c) the “political
stream” (public mood). According to Kingdon, it is only
when these streams align that policy entrepreneurs have
an opportunity to “pounce” and propose radical policy
changes. The unprecedented bushfires in Australia appear
to be a close fit to these conditions being met: there was
a pressing issue (large-scale bushfires), there were policy
options (e.g., a tax on carbon, cold burning by Indigenous
bushrangers, an emissions trading scheme), and, more
importantly, the public mood shifted toward favoring cli-
mate change action over inaction.

Indeed, the ferocity and scale of the bushfires led to a
context where the discussion in media started to focus on
the relationship between climate change and bushfires.
Admittedly, explicit support for climate change action
among the public was always relatively high in Australia.
Before the bushfires, 78% of Australians supported reduc-
ing fossil fuel use and 64% supported raising taxes to
achieve that goal (Jackman et al., 2019). Moreover, there
did not appear to be much disagreement in the Australian
electorate on the importance of climate change action as
a function of political preference. That is, while 98% of
Greens voters supported reductions in fossil fuels and
88% supported taxes to achieve this, enthusiasm was nearly

as high in center-left Labour voters (88% and 79%, respec-
tively) and still quite high among center-right Liberal-
National voters (62% and 48%, respectively; Jackman
et al., 2019). Yet despite the widespread support for climate
change action among the public, this consensus was not
mirrored in the will of Australia’s political leaders. Here dis-
agreement closely followed political party lines: while the
agenda of the Greens was to support ambitious climate
change action, the governing Liberal-National Coalition
was (and remains) unwilling to support initiatives that move
Australia from an economy that is fossil fuel-dependent to
one that develops its renewable energy potential (see Field-
ing et al., 2012, for evidence of political polarisation on cli-
mate change among politicians in Australia). Indicative of
this, in December 2019, Australia was ranked worst in
terms of climate change policy, and sixth-worst overall,
out of 57 countries assessed on the Climate Change Perfor-
mance Index (Delaney, 2020).

Arguably, the 2019/2020 bushfires substantially shifted
public opinion to even further support for the importance
of swift and strong action. Indeed, the tide seems to be
turning with public opinion becoming more concerned
about bushfires and climate change. A post-disaster poll
in January 2020 (Biddle et al., 2020) showed that a vast
majority of Australians (nearly 80%) felt touched in some
way by the fires and 53.6% were anxious or worried about
the fires. In terms of climate change attitudes, compared to
2008 polling, there was a significant increase in concern for
the loss of native vegetation, animal species, or biodiver-
sity (up 13 percentage points), and drought and drying
(up 9 percentage points). This poll also showed that after
the bushfire disaster, there was a large increase in the pro-
portion of people who believe global warming or climate
change will impact their lives. Nearly three-quarters
(72.3%) of respondents said global warming was a very seri-
ous or fairly serious threat (an increase from 56% in 2008).
Moreover, support for new coal mines had declined sharply
post-disaster (from 71.8% in June 2019 to 57.5% in January
2020). It was also clear from this poll that confidence in the
Federal Government declined over the disaster period.
Confidence had dropped by 10.9 percentage points from
38.2% in October 2019 (pre-disaster) to 27.3% by January
2020 (post-disaster). This might indicate that while, at pre-
sent, the political forces (and its leadership) may promote
status quo maintenance at the expense of social change
(Wallace, 2020), the demands of an ever-growing con-
cerned and anxious general public might shift the balance
of power on this issue in the near future.

Other opinion poll data show that climate change action
(and the current inaction) is rapidly becoming a major
concern among the Australian electorate (https://www.
roymorgan.com). Specifically, among a representative
sample of 1,054 Australians, environmental concern was
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spontaneously mentioned by 41% as the most important
issue in October 2019 (at the start of the disastrous bushfire
season and when the prolonged negative impact of the
drought was making headline news), up by 17 percentage
points since June 2019. In October 2019, only 22% cited
economic issues as the most important problem facing
Australia today, down 12% compared to June 2019. This
was the first time since February 2011 (when the Australian
state of Queensland was hit by widespread and severe
flooding) that environmental issues were seen as more
important than economic problems.

In the context of public opinion shifting toward a prefer-
ence for action over inaction on climate change, there was,
therefore, a window of opportunity whereby a political push
for climate change action would be widely supported. This
was a critical juncture at which departure from the previous
policy not only became possible but was widely supported –

and in some quarters demanded – by the general public. In
the remainder of this paper, we focus on identifying ways in
which leaders can react to such opportunities, and how
these reactions may facilitate or constrain policy change
and future disaster preparedness. We focus in particular
on political leadership and define leadership as the process
of influencing people in a way that motivates them to con-
tribute to the achievement of group goals (Haslam et al.,
2015). In this context, the paramount goal is to protect
communities and society at large from disasters such as
bushfires.

Phase 3: The Post-Disaster Context

The critical juncture of a disaster offers a greater latitude
for leaders to push for particular agendas. In particular,
there is good evidence that in the aftermath of a disaster,
political leaders are given a greater mandate than before
to implement policy to enhance post-disaster preparedness
and future-proof an affected region or country against sim-
ilar future threats (Demiroz & Kapucu, 2012). This is espe-
cially likely to be the case when the disaster brings into
sharp focus the pre-disaster vulnerability of a region and
the extent to which the severity of environmental hazards
had previously been underestimated.

This appetite for change flows from the fact that disasters
demand attention (Downs, 1972), are associated with media
attention, and open up a public discussion on whether
maintenance of the status quo in terms of policy helps to
prevent future disasters. As a result, after a disaster, the
constraints that normally determine policy and political
decision-making are typically relaxed because the public
is asking questions about what went wrong and how similar
disasters might be averted, or minimized, in the future. It
has been suggested that disasters are therefore often a
great opportunity for leaders to push for dramatic policy

reform because the public is more accepting of the need
for a radical departure from current ways of thinking to
enhance post-disaster preparedness. For instance, the for-
mer Prime Minister of Australia, John Howard, capitalized
on the public outcry following the 1996 Port Arthur
massacre to legislate for tighter gun control. Likewise, after
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 Roosevelt was
able to move swiftly to mobilize public support for
America’s entry into World War II. Yet, despite the fact that
critical periods provide important opportunities for leaders
to change course and to drastically break with past policies,
it is also clear that this is not the norm. One does not have
to look far to find examples where disasters (natural or
otherwise) either led to incremental change or to no change
at all (e.g., the 2012 Sandy Hook school shooting in
Connecticut, USA; Daley & Millane, 2020).

Aside from a willingness to act, what determines whether
leaders are able to push for social change to enhance the
post-disaster state of preparedness? The public policy liter-
ature on crises and windows of opportunities is helpful inso-
far as it identifies the conditions under which policy
entrepreneurs are most likely to succeed. This literature
also provides a wealth of knowledge about factors that
may deter potential policy entrepreneurs from seizing the
moment (e.g., over-dependence on industry partners and
party donors). However, what is less well understood is
why certain leaders decide to take risks and strive for policy
change, while others prefer to “muddle through” and avoid
risky policy implementation. It may be tempting to attribute
an action or lack thereof to the idiosyncratic attributes of
the leader in question and certainly much previous research
has focused on the individual-level skills possessed by com-
petent leaders in the aftermath of a disaster (e.g., decisive-
ness, flexibility, strategic planning ability; see Demiroz &
Kapucu, 2012). Here, though, we take a different approach.

In line with the reasoning that disasters affect collectives
and that emerging intra- and intergroup collective-level
processes need to be understood to predict the post-disaster
response, we focus on the role of capitalizing on these col-
lective processes (see Figure 1). Perhaps most important for
effective policy entrepreneurship is the extent to which
leaders have a capacity to instill and harness a shared sense
of belonging and shared fate (Haslam et al., 2011). Most
particularly, we propose that leadership involves managing
emerging social identities (i.e., the shared sense of “we” and
“us” within members of a given group or community).
Leaders that effectively implement social change are not
only those that are able to read the emerging identity
dynamics accurately but are also those who are able to
mobilize and effectively channel these post-disaster group
dynamics in ways that align policy changes with the wishes
of the general public. Often, these wishes are not clearly
developed and a leader’s role lies in constructing a
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compelling identity narrative that people can rally around
and which brings them together. More specifically, this
entails leaders being entrepreneurs of identity who develop
and shape a particular sense of “us-ness” (Haslam et al.,
2011; Reicher et al., 2005; Steffens et al., 2014). In this
sense, leaders have an important role to play in defining
what Tajfel referred to as cognitive alternatives to the status
quo (Tajfel, 1978). These not only identify new possibilities
for the future but also provide followers with an apprecia-
tion of how they might be achieved. Together, then, identity
entrepreneurship and a sense of cognitive alternatives pro-
vide groups with a sense of new goals for which they can
collectively strive (e.g., being better prepared for future
environmental hazards).

To be able to do this, though, a number of preconditions
need to be met. Above all else, it has been argued that for
leaders to mobilize followers’ support they need to be per-
ceived as “one of us” (identity prototypicality; Haslam
et al., 2011; Hogg, 2001; Jetten et al., 2002; Reicher
et al., 2005; Steffens et al., 2014; Turner & Haslam,
2001). In line with this point, leaders generally prove better
able to mobilize support for change that builds upon emer-
gent consensus when they can forge and then be seen to
represent, superordinate identities that bridge intergroup
divides (Mols, 2012; Platow et al., 2009). For example, after
the Port Arthur massacre in which 35 people died at the
hands of a lone gunman, former Australian Prime Minister
John Howard was able to turn the politically divisive debate
about gun control into one that focused on the shared pub-
lic outcry in ways that united all political parties (including
political parties on the right). This also led to legislation
imposing strict national licensing requirements for gun
owners and the banning of semi-automatic rifles and shot-
guns in Australia.

However, positioning oneself as the prototypical leader of
an inclusive ingroup is only one of the preconditions for
being able to implement policy change (Duck & Fielding,
2003; Ellemers et al., 2004; Haslam et al., 2011; Reicher
et al., 2005). As Prime Minister John Howard noted in
the aftermath of the Port Arthur massacre: “Heavens
above, what’s the point of having a huge majority if you
can’t do something with it” (cited in Blenkin, 2019). Lead-
ership is thus also very much associated with action. In par-
ticular, it involves mobilizing public support that emerges
from perceptions of a shared identity in the aftermath of
a disaster to lock groups into material changes that help to
realize their goal of enhancing the post-disaster state of
preparedness. In this context, leaders’ actions need not only
“craft a sense of us” (identity entrepreneurship) but also
need to be understood as “doing it for us” (identity
advancement) and “embedding a sense of us” (identity
impresarioship; Steffens et al., 2014). So as well as marshal-
ing an emergent sense of shared social identity, leaders

need to leverage this as a platform for structural change
(e.g., in policy and practice) that turns collective aspirations
into group members’ lived reality. In this way, social
identity theorizing suggests that effective post-disaster
leadership (like all other forms of leadership) is a multi-
dimensional process that centers on leaders’ capacity to
create, advance, represent, and embed a shared sense of
social identity for group members (Haslam et al., 2011;
Reicher et al., 2005; Steffens et al., 2014; Van Dick et al.,
2018).

The Post-Disaster Context of the
2019/2020 Australian Bushfires

Applying this reasoning to the post-disaster Australian
bushfires context, we can ask whether the Federal Govern-
ment’s leadership in the critical period after the fires led to
social change or maintenance of the status quo. Although it
is too early to provide a definitive answer to that question,
commentators and policy experts (e.g., Delaney, 2020;
Wallace, 2020) suggest that the government appears more
likely to maintain the status quo than to seize the moment
of national unity on the importance of acting on climate
change. Rather than go down the social change pathway
that has the potential to enhance the post-disaster state of
preparedness, it thus seems more likely to go down the path
of a post-disaster state of paralysis.

An inspection of media commentary also suggests that
leadership, and in particular, the leadership of the Federal
Government and its Prime Minister Scott Morrison is piv-
otal to understanding the post-disaster response. In line
with social identity theorizing, there are a number of devel-
opments that suggest that the Prime Minister (either inten-
tionally or by choice) has not been able to position himself
as prototypical of emerging public opinion in the aftermath
of the bushfire disaster. This has been consequential. While
Scott Morrison enjoyed popularity as a Prime Minister in
the months leading up to the bushfires (and was elected
with a majority to continue as a Prime Minister in May
2019), his popularity dropped drastically during and after
the bushfires. Specifically, on a scale from 1 to 10, his rating
declined from 5.25 in June 2019 to 3.92 in January 2020
(Biddle et al., 2020).

There are a few factors that contributed to the Prime
Minister no longer being seen as representative or prototyp-
ical of the Australian general public. First, at a personal
level, he came to be regarded as lacking empathy and as
being unable to connect emotionally with bushfire victims
in ways that suggested he was not “one of us.” Reasons
for this included a poorly timed overseas holiday (at the
peak of the devastation caused by the bushfires) and
clumsy interactions with bushfire victims (which made
him seem out of touch and uncaring; Williamson, 2020).
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Second, during and in the immediate aftermath of the
bushfire disaster, the government’s loyalty seemed to con-
tinue to lie with the fossil fuel industry rather than with the
victims of the bushfires (Grattan, 2019). This further
enhanced the perception that the government’s priorities
were not aligned with those of the general public. This cre-
ated a new “us” (the concerned public) versus “them” (the
Australian government) dynamic which in turn undermined
the Prime Minister’s capacity for influence (in ways pre-
dicted by social identity theorizing; Turner, 1991).

Third, the government defended its inaction on climate
change by pointing out that responsibility for fire-fighting
lay with the Australian States, rather than with the Federal
Government. Not only did this effectively remove the gov-
ernment from a leadership role in shaping the disaster
response, but it also seemed inappropriate given the
unprecedented scale of the bushfires across the country
as a whole (affecting the states of Queensland, New South
Wales, Victoria, South Australia, Tasmania, and Western
Australia, as well as the Australian Capital Territory). As a
result, the government was criticized for failing to take on
the leadership role that was clearly expected of it. That is,
there was little evidence of the government “doing it for
us” (identity advancement) or “embedding a sense of us”
(identity impresarioship) in ways that might convince the
public of its leadership credentials (Haslam et al., 2011;
Steffens et al., 2014).

Given the difficulty or unwillingness (Grattan, 2019) of
positioning himself as a prototypical leader of a new emerg-
ing shared identity (i.e., an Australia in which inaction on
climate change was no longer acceptable), the Prime Min-
ister was not able to craft, advance, and embed a sense
of shared social identity among followers. As a result,
attempts by the government to deal with the disaster on
the ground (e.g., by bringing in the army to fight fires and
committing more financial resources to fire-fighting opera-
tions) were met with little enthusiasm but rather seen as
“too little, too late” (Daley & Millane, 2020). Furthermore,
proposed policy changes by the Federal Government were
also criticized because they were not seen as stemming
from an ingroup. For example, its proposal that future bush-
fire threats might be effectively tackled through hazard
reduction (e.g., back burning to reduce the amount of ‘fuel’
in the environment) were rejected out of hand by the Rural
Fire Service Commissioner Shane Fitzsimmons as inade-
quate to reduce pre-disaster vulnerability in any significant
way (Wallace, 2020).

In the wake of the disaster, the main action by the govern-
ment involved setting up a Royal Commission to examine
the States and Territories’ preparedness and the Federal
Government’s response to the disaster. The idea was that
this should then lead to policy recommendations aimed at
enhancing the post-disaster state of preparedness. However,

this initiative was criticized on the grounds that since 1939
there have already been around 140 formal reviews and
inquiries into bushfires and fire management and most of
the recommendations of these earlier inquiries have not
been implemented (Tolhurst, 2020). As one expert noted:
“[this] raises serious questions about whether another Royal
Commission will offer anything new or compelling”
(Tolhurst, 2020). Although it cannot be said with certainty,
it seems plausible that this initiative might have been
received more warmly (and with less mistrust) if the general
public had more confidence that the Prime Minister and his
colleagues were coming from a place of wanting to swiftly
improve bushfire preparedness in the post-disaster context.

In sum, appraising these events through the lens of
SIMPDA (as set out in Figure 1), it appears that there is
widespread agreement among commentators that the
post-disaster bushfire context is one in which the status
quo has, at least for now, been largely maintained. This is
evident, for example, from the limited action on climate
change and the limited implementation of policy changes
to enhance the post-disaster state of preparedness. Further-
more, what social change has been implemented has been
described as more cosmetic than real (e.g., the Royal
Commission). While some of this can be explained by
COVID-19, the next collective-level disaster that urgently
demanded leaders’ attention, when it comes to the bushfire
response, it is probably fair to say that Australia now finds
itself – or, more accurately, has been led into – a state of post-
disaster paralysis which is unlikely to improve pre-disaster
vulnerability in the years to come. Thus, despite the magni-
tude of the disaster, this is a context where “the forces of
inertia are powerful” (Wallace, 2020).

We hope that this forecast will not unfold in this way
though and it is, therefore, important to develop a stronger
knowledge base of leadership in the immediate aftermath
of a disaster. Even though we presented empirical evidence
that supports parts of the model (e.g., Australia’s prepared-
ness in the pre-disaster phase, attitudes toward leadership
during the disaster), whether the processes identified in
SIMPDA contributed in the predicted way to Australia’s
post-disaster preparedness will only become evident in
the years to come. Both qualitative and quantitative
research will be important to shed light on whether and
how the post-disaster context (contributing to preparedness
or paralysis) feeds back into the preparedness for future
bushfire seasons. While it is important to study these pro-
cesses at a national level, there might also be value in
locally-based case studies comparing contexts where local
leadership failed or succeeded in better preparing the com-
munity for future disasters. By focusing on both successful
as well as failed leadership we should be better placed to
draw conclusions about how to futureproof Australia for
future bushfire seasons.
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Conclusion

In an attempt to understand whether disasters lead to status
quo maintenance or social change, we proposed the Social
Identity Model of Post-Disaster Action (SIMPDA) which
focuses on the role of leadership in the aftermath of a
disaster. We proposed that in the post-disaster context,
leaders are more likely to be influential in determining
the post-disaster agenda to the extent that they are (or want
to be) representative or prototypical of an emerging sense
of shared identity among the public. Being successful in
bringing about change requires leaders to position them-
selves as prototypical of a more inclusive emerging ingroup
identity (i.e., as representative of all those who are directly
or indirectly affected by the disaster) so that they are able to
capitalize on, and marshal, new-found appetite within the
community for change to enhance post-disaster prepared-
ness. However, this window of opportunity is small, and if
leaders prove unable or unwilling to climb through it by
performing the requisite acts of identity leadership, the
opportunity will quickly pass.

While we applied this model to the 2019/2020 bushfires
in Australia, we suggest that it might also provide a useful
conceptual framework to understand post-disaster
responses when communities and nations are confronted
with other types of disasters. Indeed, we would argue that
the model is potentially applicable to events such as the
ongoingCOVID-19 epidemic. In particular, there is evidence
of the relevance of social identity processes to our under-
standing of dynamics witnessed during the pre-disaster
phases, in the critical period, as well in the post-disaster
period – where identity leadership would seem to be a
critical feature of response trajectories (for a discussion,
see Jetten et al., 2020). Accordingly, we welcome further
research to test not only the specifics of SIMPDA but
also its broad utility as a framework for understanding
society-level responses to disaster.
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Special Issue: Psychology and the Environmental Crisis
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We, the Change
Outlining Research Lines of How Psychology Can
Contribute to the Understanding of Societal Transition
Processes
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2Institute for Interdisciplinary Research on Conflict and Violence, Research Institute Social Cohesion,

and Department of Social Psychology, Bielefeld University, Germany

Abstract: In the last years within sustainability research, the agreement seems to have changed about the appropriate strategies to solve the
intensifying socio-ecological crisis. While the focus used to be on “greening” individual lifestyles, it has recently shifted to the fundamental
transition of central societal production and consumption systems. This raises the question of what psychology with its traditional focus on the
individual can contribute to a better understanding and successful design of such societal transition processes. The present paper aims to
offer an outline of how such psychological research lines might look like. We use the social identity concept as a starting point and motivate it
as central for understanding the transformation of an individual into a group member who voluntarily collaborates with others to create more
sustainable socio-technical solutions for central societal needs. The three parts of our paper deliver compact descriptions of thought-
provoking research lines which developed in the last years. These research lines contribute to a better understanding of how social identities
as collective pro-environmental activists are “crafted,” through which processes such as activist identities influence the participation in
collective pro-environmental action and, ultimately, collective change. In sum, an important psychological contribution to the debate about the
“Great Transformation” could be to provide a better understanding of what motivates individuals to actively participate in transition-oriented
initiatives and how this motivation can be strengthened.

Keywords: collective pro-environmental action, social identity, social identity model of collective action, multilevel perspective

In the last decades, research in environmental psychology
has mainly focussed on psychological factors that underlie
individuals’ decisions to behave in a more or less “green”
way. Implicitly, this approach assumes that the current
socio-ecological crisis reflects the sum of billions of wrong
individual behavioral decisions. It consequently views the
solution to the crisis in scientifically-based information
campaigns and individual behavior change programs (e.g.,
Corner & Randall, 2011; Kaiser et al., 1999). The limited
success of such programs and the ongoing intensification
of the socio-ecological crisis, despite peoples’ growing envi-
ronmental awareness, have challenged the faith in the
effectiveness of this individualistic approach (e.g., Corner
& Randall, 2011; Shove, 2010). It has been argued that
the current line of thought – that the socio-ecological crisis
is mainly a problem of individual behavior – is too narrow
and leaves out relevant influence factors to mitigate the
crisis. One solution to broaden the focus of environmental
psychological research and to overcome its blind spots is

to delve more into the field of interdisciplinary sustainabil-
ity research on the origin and solution of the socio-
ecological crisis (e.g., Fischhoff, 2020).

Interdisciplinary sustainability research (e.g., Loorbach
et al., 2017; Ockwell et al., 2009; Uzzell & Räthzel, 2009)
encourages to take into account the multiple levels that
are necessary to cope with the task of mitigating the
socio-ecological crisis. Not only individuals but national
and global politics, cultural patterns, and macroeconomics
all influence the production and consumption systems that
determine our daily life. Thus, the socio-ecological crisis is
a societal problem that results from the nature of unsustain-
able production and consumption systems and not simply
from isolated individual decisions. According to this under-
standing, people’s intention and behavioral efforts are a
product of the unsustainable systems around them (Schmitt
et al. 2019; Uzzell & Räthzel, 2009). Thus, addressing the
socio-ecological crisis requires a fundamental transition of
these central systems, for example, in the domains of
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mobility, energy, and food production (Loorbach et al.,
2017). Overcoming unsustainable production and consump-
tion systems, in other words, is a societal task, not an indi-
vidualistic one.

As a consequence of changing the conceptual focus from
the individual decision to production and consumption sys-
tems as a whole, environmental psychology is challenged to
redefine its contribution to this discourse (Wallis et al.,
2021). To integrate future research, this reflection needs a
theoretical framework with an explicit focus on societal
transformations. The next sections, therefore, present the
multilevel perspective put forward by Geels (2002, 2012,
2018) as a theoretical approach to societal transformation.

The Multilevel Perspective on
Societal Transformation as
Theoretical Framework

The multilevel perspective (MLP; Geels, 2002, 2012, 2018)
argues that social change happens through the transforma-
tion of production and consumption systems or socio-
technical systems. With this term, Geels (2002) describes
the intricate relation between technology, production
capacities, supply networks, infrastructure, maintenance
networks, legal regulation, cultural meaning, user practices,
and markets. The MLP analyses transformations of socio-
technical systems on three levels on which these processes
interact. First, the landscape level (macro-level) character-
izes exogenous developments such as changes in deeply
rooted cultural patterns, macro politics, or natural disasters.
Climate change, economic crises, political upheaval, or
natural disasters (e.g., floods or droughts) can all be concep-
tualized as exogenous developments. Second, the regime
level (meso-level) describes the present production and
consumption systems with their inherent rules, institutions,
and technologies. The regime is dynamically stable along a
predictable trajectory resulting in resistance against poten-
tially system-changing technological and social innovations,
for example, toward sustainability. Third, the niche level
(micro-level) is the “locus for radical innovations” (Geels,
2005, p. 684). The niche with its influence on markets
and regulations can promote innovations that are radically
different from the prevailing regime.

Transformation, according to the MLP, emerges from
“co-evolving” processes on the three levels (Geels, 2002):
First, niche innovations build up momentum through learn-
ing processes, price and performance improvements, and
support from influential groups. This facilitates develop-
ments at the landscape level. Second, these developments

at the landscape level exert pressure at the regime level
and open windows of opportunities for change. Third, the
destabilized regime then creates windows of opportunities
for the niche innovation to breakthrough. When processes
at the three levels align, niche innovations can have a
breakthrough in the mainstream market and start to com-
pete with existing solutions.

Seyfang and Longhurst (2016) transferred the concept of
innovations at the niche level to the context of civil society:
Networks of activists and organizations that form grassroots
movements can create radical innovations, too. According
to Seyfang and Longhurst (2016), grassroots initiatives have
the potential for sustainable innovations powerful enough
for radical sustainable transformation of societal systems.
These bottom-up innovations sustainably and efficiently
meet the demand for needs, for instance for energy produc-
tion (Ockwell et al., 2009; Rouser-Renouf et al., 2014). The
German Energiewende (energy transition) as one prominent
case in point started with niche actors that advanced
innovative technology for solar and wind power. The devel-
opment of efficient, large-scale technology (niche level) and
the socio-ecological crisis (landscape level) exerted pressure
on the current energy supplies (regime level). As a conse-
quence, new institutions were founded and regulations that
supported the transformation toward sustainable energy
production were put in place.

Connecting the Niche Level
of the MLP With Environmental
Psychological Research

From a psychological perspective, participation in innova-
tive grassroots initiatives is a prototypical example of
collective action as “[. . .] action undertaken by individuals
as psychological group members to achieve group goals in
a political context” (Van Zomeren, 2016, p. 89). Psycholog-
ical research on collective action (e.g., Schulte et al. 2020;
Van Zomeren et al., 2008) reliably established a set of
predictors for becoming a pro-environmental activist or,
in MLP terms, for actively working toward a sustainable
transformation of socio-technical systems. This research
highlighted social identity as a key concept for understand-
ing collective pro-environmental action. Social identity is
defined as the “part of an individual’s self-concept which
derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social
group (or groups) together with the emotional significance
attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1978, p. 63). As a
result, group members think of themselves in relation to
other group members. For highly identified group
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members, the “We” (social identity) guides motives and
actions more than the “I” (personal identity). Of course,
group members still make individual decisions but based
on motives and actions that are influenced by their group
membership.

Three Proposed Research Lines

Integrating social identity into the niche level of the MLP
allows us to embed environmental psychological research
into a greater societal perspective on the transformation
of socio-technical systems (Schulte et al., 2020). Thus,
understanding the motives leading individuals to identify
with and join grassroots initiatives may provide unique
research lines for transition-oriented environmental
psychology.

We, therefore, decided to focus our work on innovative
grassroots initiatives theoretically connecting environmental
psychological research with the psychological research on
group processes and social identity on the one hand (e.g.,
Stürmer & Simon, 2009; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and
social-scientific research on social movements on the other
(e.g., Klandermans, 1997). The next section investigates if
and how an integrative model from the social movement
and collective protest domains can also be applied to the
domain of collective pro-environmental action. More specif-
ically, we focus on the processes underlying the interactive
“crafting” of activist identities through group processes.
For this purpose, we outline a theoretical model to under-
stand the dynamic relationships between key concepts
within interactive group processes. Based on recent empiri-
cal findings, we discuss how group-based communication
and negotiation processes may lead to the creation of group
norms on prototypical emotions that pro-environmental
activists should experience, which beliefs they should
endorse, and how they should behave. We examine the
process of joining and being involved in collective action
in grassroots initiatives and describe how research on social
identification has changed our understanding of the
dynamic nature of these processes and the mechanisms
through which identification may influence collective
action. We show that social identity is a strong predictor
of the intention to collaborate in the organization of a
citizen-initiated cycling referendum and also find empirical
evidence that the development of such an identity is based
on outrage caused by the perceived violation of moral
principles. The last part of the paper presents our conclu-
sions from the proposed research lines also summarising
how they could hopefully inspire innovative future research
in environmental psychology.

Research Line 1: The Social Identity
Model of Collective Action as an
Integrative Framework for Collective
Pro-Environmental Action

Theoretical Perspective
Research Line 1 draws on social movement and collective
action research and transfers an integrative model to collec-
tive pro-environmental action. Collective pro-environmental
action can be defined as behaviors of individuals as
members of pro-environmental action groups facilitating
the public engagement for the sustainable transition of
socio-technical systems (Rees & Bamberg, 2014). The
question is why people should join such collective pro-
environmental action, for example, an innovative grassroots
initiative. Social movement and collective action research
have identified three constructs that reliably predict the
intention for collective action. The first and most influential
predictor for collective action is social identification. There
is strong empirical evidence that the identification with a
certain group is linked with the intention for or actual partic-
ipation in collective action on behalf of that group (Bamberg
et al., 2018; McGarty et al., 2009; Stürmer & Simon, 2004;
Van Zomeren et al., 2008). The second predictor for collec-
tive action intention is group-based moral emotions, espe-
cially outrage, reflecting a group-based appraisal of a given
situation (Stürmer & Simon, 2004; Van Zomeren et al.,
2004, 2008). For example, when a group perceives a situa-
tion as unjust, group-based emotions like anger or outrage
can motivate the group to confront this injustice. The third
predictor for participation in collective action is collective
efficacy perceptions. They can be defined as the individual’s
expectation about what the group can achieve with joint
efforts (Bandura, 1997; Mummendey et al., 1999). In other
words, when I cannot change a given societal situation
myself, together, we may be more likely to achieve the
change than one person alone.

The Social Identity Model of Collective Action (SIMCA;
Van Zomeren et al., 2008 for a review; Van Zomeren
et al., 2011) integrates the three constructs of social identity,
group-based emotions, and collective efficacy into one
framework and simultaneously clarifies the relationships
among them (see Figure 1). The SIMCA proposes a central
role for social identification as a key predictor for collective
action and the other two constructs. In this way, social iden-
tification can be seen to motivate action directly as well as
indirectly via the experience of emotions and efficacy.
Within the domain of social movement and collective
action research, the meta-analysis by Van Zomeren and
colleagues (2008) provides evidence that correlational
data fit the structure postulated by the SIMCA. However,
for the domain of collective pro-environmental action the
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respective evidence is still scarce (e.g., Bamberg et al., 2015;
Rees & Bamberg, 2014).

Empirical Evidence
For a multivariate test of the SIMCA in the context of col-
lective pro-environmental action, we generated a meta-
analytically pooled correlation matrix of the four SIMCA
constructs presented in Table 1. The pooled correlations
were calculated based on the primary correlations of the
SIMCA variables for nine studies (see Schulte et al.,
2020, Table 1). Furthermore, we included data from two
additional papers (Bongiorno et al., 2016; Van Zomeren
et al., 2019) that also reported primary correlations of
SIMCA variables for six samples (see Table A1 in Appendix
for all means, standard deviations, and primary correla-
tions). Inclusion criteria were that firstly, social identity
was assessed based on an opinion-group via the categories
“environmental movement” or “pro-environmental acti-
vists” and secondly, the dependent variable was the inten-
tion to participate or actual participation in collective pro-
environmental action. We then used the meta-analytically
pooled correlation matrix of the four SIMCA constructs pre-
sented in Table 1 as input for a meta-analytic structural
equation model (MASEM; Bamberg & Möser, 2007;

Becker, 2000; Viswesvaran & Ones, 1995). This method
allows to specify and to test multivariate path models based
on meta-analytically pooled correlation matrices.

Figure 1 presents the results of a path model estimating
the five structural relations between the four constructs
social identity, group-based emotions, collective efficacy,
and behavioral intention postulated by the SIMCA. The fit
of the specified model was very good (w2 = 0.08; df =1;
p = .78, RMSEA < .001, CFI = 1.00).

As postulated by the SIMCA, social identity was a signif-
icant predictor of group-based emotions, and collective
efficacy: Social identity explained 12% of the variance in
group-based emotions and 23% of the variance in collective
efficacy. With a path coefficient of β = .53, social identity
was also the most powerful predictor of behavioral inten-
tion. Together with social identity, group-based emotions,
and collective efficacy explained 41% of the variance in
behavioral intention.

The MASEM results support the crucial role of social
identity in predicting the intention to participate in collec-
tive pro-environmental action: Besides its strong direct
association with participation intention, social identity was
also indirectly associated with participation intention via
its association with group-based emotions (β = .34) and col-
lective efficacy (β = .48).

Lessons Learned and Implications for Potential
Interventions for Promoting Participation in Collective
Pro-Environmental Action
From our point of view, empirically supported integrative
models like the SIMCA are important for developing
research on the psychological determinants of collective
pro-environmental action. The results of the meta-analysis
show that the SIMCA can provide such an integrative model
for collective pro-environmental action and confirm that
social identity, collective efficacy, and group-based emo-
tions are relevant predictors for the domain of collective
pro-environmental action as well. Thus, all three predictors
should be addressed in future research on collective pro-
environmental action. Equally, interventions aiming to
promote participation in such actions should address
these variables. However, the present meta-analysis of the

Figure 1. Results of a MASEM testing the relationships postulated by
the SIMCA.

Table 1. Pooled correlations matrix (r back-converted correlation) under the random-effects assumption (n = 15 independent samples)

1 2 3 4

1. Social identity –

2. Group based emotion .34**
N = 2,642

–

3. Collective efficacy .48**
N = 2,756

.18*
N = 2,642

–

4. Behavioral intention .60**
N = 2,756

.36**
N = 2,642

.38**
N = 2,756

–

Note. *p < .01; **p < .001.

�2021 Hogrefe Publishing European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 172–183

M. Schulte et al., How Can Psychology Support Societal Transition Processes? 175

 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
${

co
nt

en
tR

eq
.r

eq
ue

st
U

ri
} 

- 
M

on
da

y,
 A

pr
il 

29
, 2

02
4 

12
:3

9:
06

 P
M

 -
 I

P 
A

dd
re

ss
:1

8.
19

1.
17

6.
66

 



correlational data is a snapshot of the presumably dynamic
process of becoming a pro-environmental activist. Thus,
Research Line 2 proposes to investigate the role of the
SIMCA predictors in the process of becoming an activist.

Research Line 2: The SIMCA
Constructs – Independent Determinants
or Dynamic Relationship System?

Theoretical Perspective
Our meta-analytical summary of SIMCA studies indicates a
substantive association between the constructs group-based
emotions, collective efficacy, social identification, and par-
ticipation intention for collective pro-environmental action.
What, however, is the theoretical meaning and practical
significance of these correlational associations? Graphical
representations of the SIMCA (see Figure 1) seem to
suggest that these associations are separate, independent
causal relations. From an applied perspective, such an
interpretation would suggest social identity, emotions, and
collective efficacy as separate and additive pathways to
collective pro-environmental action. This would have an
important practical implication: Researchers would have
to focus on developing interventions independently target-
ing the three constructs.

For Thomas et al. (2009), however, viewing social
identity, emotions, and collective efficacy as independent,
separate determinants of collective action is too simple
and static. For them, such a view does not take into account
the dynamic relationship between the constructs. With their
normative alignment model, Thomas et al. (2009) aim to
provide a more realistic understanding of these dynamic
relationships. The normative alignment model is based on
the idea “that the solution to creating long-term commit-
ment to social and political action lies in crafting an identity
with a relevant pattern of norms for emotion, efficacy, and
action” (p. 202). The model assumes that experiencing, for
example, moral outrage motivates a person to search social
contexts which offer the opportunity to socially validate the
correctness of this emotion. Thomas et al. (2009) further
assume that through processes of communication, negotia-
tion, and consensualization, people develop norms defining
“who we are and how we think, feel and act” that are defin-
ing an activist identity. Importantly, for the normative align-
ment to produce a long-term commitment to collective
action, the emotions and beliefs not only need to be congru-
ent with the emergent social identity but also the content
elements themselves need to be congruent with each other.
This leads to a conceptualization of normative alignment as
a dynamic system of interrelations in the context of a
salient social identity. Thus, this view implies that a shift
in one of the elements is likely to cause a reorientation in

the others, too. Put differently, to the extent to which
individuals perceive outrage, collective efficacy, and collec-
tive action to be norms of a group with which they identify,
they should simultaneously experience those emotions,
endorse those beliefs, and commit to those behaviors.

Accepting the view that a sustainable long-term commit-
ment to collective action is based on a pattern of congruent
normative alignments, leads to the question of how these
alignments are created. Postmes and colleagues’ interactive
model of identity formation (Postmes, Haslam, et al., 2005;
Postmes, Spears, et al., 2005) suggests that social identities
are created via the interplay of two psychological routes:
(1) A deductive route, whereby the identity and associated
norms are deduced from various social-structural informa-
tion about what the group and its broader social function
are; (2) an inductive route, whereby the members of the
group develop norms through a process of communication,
negotiation, and consensualization about what it means to
be an ingroup member. It follows that group norms emerge
through ingroup communication from which the group
derives and accommodates with a group prototype (Post-
mes, Haslam, et al., 2005).

Empirical Evidence
We tested two hypotheses derived from the normative
alignment model:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The successful “crafting” of a new
social identity through communication processes
should be reflected in quantitative shifts of the mean
levels of the constructs group-based outrage, collec-
tive efficacy, social identification, and participation
intention.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The crafting of a new social iden-
tity is characterized by a stronger alignment of the
identity elements.

Empirically, the latter should be reflected in stronger
empirical intercorrelations among the elements. One mem-
ber of our group (Küting, 2020) collected data during infor-
mation meetings of an activist group for recruiting new
activists organizing a local citizen-initiated cycling referen-
dum. The cycling referendum aimed to put political pres-
sure on the local government to redistribute communal
resources from car-oriented infrastructure measures to
measures improving the local cycling infrastructure. Thus,
the decision to collaborate actively in such a group repre-
sents not only a prototypical example of a transformative
political engagement but also the psychological phe-
nomenon we are interested in: The crafting of a social iden-
tity as an activist.

The three information meetings organized by the activist
group lasted about 2 hr and had a similar structure: They
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began with a video clip presenting the attractive cycling
infrastructure in the Dutch city of Groningen as a visionary
goal. Then the idea, aims, and organizational state of the
planned local cycling referendum were presented. Exam-
ples of missing or bad local cycling infrastructure were used
to illustrate the necessity of the local cycling referendum.
For increasing participants’ collective efficacy beliefs, two
successful popular bike votes (Berlin and Bamberg) were
reported in detail. Next, participants discussed the pre-
sented information within groups of up to six persons and
reported their reflections in the plenum. The meeting
ended with a presentation of working groups that were
needed for successfully organizing the local popular vote
on cycling. Participants were asked to commit themselves
to collaborate actively in one of these working groups.

Before and after the information meeting N = 56 partic-
ipants completed a short questionnaire assessing the follow-
ing SIMCA constructs: Emotional outrage (e.g., “When I
think about what the local politicians are doing to make
the city’s transportation system more people- and environ-
ment-friendly, I am outraged”), collective efficacy (e.g., “By
acting together, we citizens can achieve the goal of organiz-
ing a local citizen-initiated popular vote for cycling”), social
identification (e.g. “I identify with people who organize the
local citizen-initiated popular vote for cycling”), and partic-
ipation intention (e.g. “I intend to be actively involved in a
group organizing a local citizen-initiated popular vote for
cycling”).

After the information meetings, participants reported
significantly stronger participation intention corresponding
with a statistically significant increase in reported collective
efficacy beliefs (see Table 2). Both findings support
Hypothesis 1. We also observed a small increase in mean
social identification and a small decrease in outrage that
did not reach conventional levels of statistical signifi-
cance. After the information meetings, we also found
stronger intercorrelations of outrage and collective efficacy
with social identification as well as between social identi-
fication and participation intention. Regression analyses of
the pre and post-data indicated that only social identifica-
tion was a significant predictor of participation intention
(see Küting, 2020). However, for the post-data, this
association was stronger (β = .64, p < .001) than for the
pre-data (β = .45, p < .05), a finding providing empirical

support for Hypothesis 2. Detailed mediation analyses
(see Küting, 2020) indicated that the impact of collective
efficacy on participation intention was fully mediated by
social identification.

Lessons Learned and Implications for Potential
Interventions for Promoting Participation in Collective
Pro-Environmental Action
The results from this study support our hypotheses derived
from the normative alignment model. The group discussion
during the information meetings may have activated the
inductive route of identity formation: The intensive com-
munication, negotiation, and consensualization processes
during the information meetings may have led to the
creation of a group norm that prescribes what emotions a
prototypical group member should experience, which
beliefs they should endorse, and to what kind of behaviors
they should commit. The commonly crafted activist identity
around the cycling referendum may have been the reason,
why participants, who strongly identified with the group,
reported higher collective efficacy beliefs and a stronger
participation intention. The finding that the identity compo-
nents were intercorrelated more strongly after the meetings
may reflect the normative alignment process that occurred
during the meetings.

Our interpretation of the study results remains specula-
tive because we did not directly assess the postulated pro-
cesses of group norm formation and normative alignment
which future work may find fruitful to address. However,
our results provide preliminary evidence that the normative
alignment model represents an important theoretical
perspective to understand how social identities support a
long-term commitment to collective pro-environmental
action. As discussed above, this theoretical perspective also
has implications for interventions: Instead of independently
fostering group-based emotions, collective efficacy, and
social identification, interventions should aim to establish
interactive situations that facilitate the creation of group
norms for collective pro-environmental action. Future
research, thus, could study the opinion-based group interac-
tion method by Thomas et al. (2009) that provides one
promising example of such an intervention type.

The SIMCA theorizes that social identity is the core pre-
dictor for participation in collective pro-environmental

Table 2. Means (M), standard deviations (SD), and intercorrelations of the SIMCA constructs

M (SD) Post M (SD) 1 2 3 4

1. Social identification 3.92 (0.86) 3.99 (0.95)ns .58** .14 .62**

2. Collective efficacy 3.9 (0.75) 4.09 (0.77)* .65** .12 .47**

3. Outrage 3.54 (0.99) 3.47 (1.03)ns .38** .3* .25

4. Intention 3.68 (0.92) 3.98 (0.93)** .73** .45** .3*

Note. Intercorrelations for pre-data are above the diagonal, intercorrelations for post-data are below the diagonal. Scales ranged from 1 = completely
disagree to 5 = completely agree. ns = Not significant; *p < .05; **p < .01.
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action. Therefore, we propose to further investigate
precursors and content of as well as changes within pro-
environmental activist identities. Thus, the next research
line focuses on the social identity of pro-environmental
activists.

Research Line 3: Changes in the
Understanding of Identification
Processes: From Group Identity to
Politicized Identity to Moralized Identity

Theoretical Perspective
As opposed to the psychological processes that lead to the
formation of actual social identity, there is a rich body of lit-
erature on the role of an already formed social identity. The
current understanding of social identification in collective
action is developed in three phases. The focus of the first
phase was on identifying with a group as a predictor of col-
lective action. This idea originated in social identity theory
(Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), arguing that individu-
als can perceive themselves as psychological group mem-
bers and feel and act accordingly – instead of only having
their individual, single perspective. The question of why
people participated in collective action was mainly
explained with the notion that people wanted to improve
the (negative) status of their group. In a second phase,
Simon and Klandermans (2001) specified that shared grie-
vances can politicize social identities. Shared grievances
can have different forms, for example perceiving illegiti-
mate inequality, suddenly imposed grievances (e.g., acci-
dents with major impact on the environment), or violated
principles (Klandermans, 1997). Simon and Klandermans
(2001) argued that group members’ realization of their
shared grievances encourages politicisation. When an out-
group is blamed for the grievances, a power struggle may
begin. The members then collectively act on behalf of their
(politicized) group and may seek the support of powerful
third parties or the broader public. In sum, during the last
years research has better understood how social identities
emerge and how they motivate political actions.

In the meantime, research focused on how the emotion-
alization of shared grievances may come about: Moral con-
victions were introduced as an amplifier for collective
action (Van Zomeren, 2016). Evidence showed that per-
ceived violations of core values predicted identification
(Kutlaca et al., 2019), and activists and non-activists were
also motivated for future activism by perceived rights viola-
tion (Mazzoni et al., 2015). Thus, a moral dimension is also
a motivator for collective action (Skitka & Bauman, 2008;
Skitka et al., 2015; Van Zomeren et al., 2012) and leads to
the understanding of politicized identity as moralized iden-
tity (Van Zomeren et al., 2018).

Empirical Evidence
We tested the hypotheses that (1) politicized pro-environ-
mental identity correlates positively with the intention to
participate in collective pro-environmental action and that
(2) perceived moral violations correlate positively with
politicized pro-environmental identity. An online survey
was completed by 48 activists, who belonged to groups
organizing local citizen-initiated cycling referendums and
24 participants who were infrequently active, for example
with signing petitions for cycling referendums. Additionally,
34 participants were not actively involved in collective pro-
environmental action. The questionnaire contained mea-
sures assessing the constructs of politicized identity (e.g.,
“I identify with people who support a cycling referendum
in my city”), perceived moral violations (e.g., “The strongly
car-oriented traffic policy violates my or my family’s right
to safety, health and an intact environment”), and participa-
tion intention (e.g., “I intend to get actively involved in a
group to prepare a cycling referendum”).

As expected, politicized pro-environmental identity cor-
related positively to participate in future collective actions
and equally strongly with perceived moral violations
(Table 3). These findings provide first empirical support
that politicized and moralized identities are also important
in the domain of collective pro-environmental action
(Hypotheses 1 and 2).

Lessons Learned and Implications for Potential
Interventions for Promoting Participation in Collective
Pro-Environmental Action
We presented empirical evidence that perceived moral vio-
lations are linked with politicized identities as well as with
intentions to participate in collective pro-environmental
action. The investigation of perceived moral violations,
therefore, promises insights into the process of the forma-
tion of pro-environmental activist’s identities. If supported
by future research, this theoretical perspective may have
important implications for future interventions. First, future
interventions could point out the moral implications of the
socio-ecological crisis to promote participation in collective
pro-environmental action. More specifically, framing partic-
ipation in collective pro-environmental action as a moral
obligation could promote this behavior and in turn attract

Table 3. Means (M), standard deviations (SD), and intercorrelations of
politicized pro-environmental identity, perceived moral violations, and
participation intention

M (SD) 1 2 3

1. Perceived moral violations 3.45 (0.73) .72* .71*

2. Politicized identity 3.12 (0.82) .77*

3. Intention 3.05 (0.94)

Note. Scales ranged from 1 = does not apply at all to 4 = fully applies.
*p < .01
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more people to join (e.g., Sabucedo et al., 2018). Second,
grassroots initiatives could strategically target moral aspects
to win the support of the broader public. Communicating
that a powerful outgroup (e.g., the government) is violating
moral principles might motivate non-activists to identify
with the initiative more strongly. If people share the same
moral principles, they might adapt their appraisal of the sit-
uation or begin “crafting” a new activist social identity.
Such a motivating effect of the gap between the situation
as it is and the situation as it should be would be in line with
the normative alignment model (Thomas et al. 2009).
Finally, grassroots initiatives could frame joining them as
an opportunity to fight and convince powerful outgroups
to respect moral principles. At the same time, potential par-
ticipants would have the opportunity to behave morally.
Such a framing may invite others to behave concordantly
with their moral principles and offers them to display their
morality (e.g., Van der Lee et al., 2016).

Conclusion and Future Research

Addressing the socio-ecological crisis requires a funda-
mental transition of current unsustainable production and
consumption systems and challenges environmental psy-
chology to outline what it can contribute to this societal pro-
cess. TheMLP (Geels, 2002, 2012, 2018) offers a theoretical
framework to integrate such input in environmental psy-
chology. Following theMLP, grassroots initiatives in innova-
tive niches have the potential to set in motion a sustainable
transformation. Thus, the goal of our paper was to systemat-
ically explore the first ideas for theoretically as well as prac-
tically attractive research lines focussing on grassroots
initiatives. What is the central message of the research pre-
sented above?

We are convinced that social identity is a key concept for
understanding the transformation of “I” into “we” – the
self-categorization as a group member who collaborates
with others to create a more sustainable world. From our
perspective, this is a central psychological resource on
which successful societal transition processes are based.
Understanding and promoting the “crafting” of such a
social identity defines one central task of psychology in
the context of sustainability research. Reviewing the
research presented thus far, we see substantial progress
in understanding these psychological processes: Our start-
ing point was the SIMCA that conceptualizes social identity
as a powerful predictor of collective action. The evidence
for the first research line demonstrated that the SIMCA
can be successfully applied to collective pro-environmental
action and should be used and extended further in this
context. We believe that environmental psychology can

use SIMCA to contribute to the discourse on why people
work together for a sustainable transition of consumption
and production systems. However, some other integrative
frameworks and approaches can complement the SIMCA
(e.g., the Social Identity Model of Pro-Environmental
Behaviour; Fritsche et al., 2018). More research is needed
to systematically test and compare these frameworks for
the domain of collective pro-environmental action.

The second research line proposes to investigate the
“crafting” of collective pro-environmental identities. It aims
to answer the question of how people from politicized pro-
environmental activist identities. As described, the norma-
tive alignment model by Thomas et al. (2009) provides
potential answers. The evidence we presented provides
support for the notion that participating in social exchange
processes, for example in a group discussion, may lead
participants to develop collective norms that define their
collective activist identities and actions. The field study
showed that participation in an event including group dis-
cussions by a grassroots initiative significantly increased
participants’ collective efficacy beliefs and participation
intention and the SIMCA constructs’ intercorrelations. This
research line could enable environmental psychology to
develop systematic studies to test different discussion and
negotiation contexts and how these affect identities.
However, the presented evidence leaves the questions
about what happened during the discussion process
unanswered. Qualitative studies, for example, stakeholder
interviews and news media accounts, could provide more
insight into the process of collective pro-environmental
identity construction (e.g., Becker et al., 2021).

The third research line suggests focussing on the causes
that trigger the formation of a politicized identity, namely
perceived moral violations. We showed that perceived
moral violation was strongly connected with collective
pro-environmental identity and participation intention.
Future research could systematically examine which moral
violations influence the development of politicized pro-
environmental identities and participation intention. With
this focus on social identity, Research Line 3 used the core
predictor of the SIMCA. However, collective efficacy and
group-based emotions were significant predictors of collec-
tive pro-environmental action intention, too. Thus, future
research that systematically investigates these two predic-
tors promises valuable contributions for understanding
collective pro-environmental action. For instance, Hamann
and Reese (2020) systematically demonstrated that efficacy
beliefs influence pro-environmental behavior and highlight
potential research in disentangling the many dimensions
that might be involved.

The niche concept of the MLP provides an interesting
framework to locate the role of individual and group-based
psychological processes within societal transition research.
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With this, it is our impression, environmental psychology
can reach beyond disciplinary models and theories and
integrate its valuable contribution into social sustainability
science, for example on how to conceptualize the agency
component of transformative societal processes (Rausch-
mayer et al., 2015).

Much of the theoretical ideas and empirical results pre-
sented above are preliminary. However, the present paper
aimed to point out theoretically attractive and practically
relevant psychological research on transformative societal
processes. We hope that our impulse motivates others to
develop and conduct research that transfers the presented
ideas into more precise questions and answers.
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Special Issue: Psychology and the Environmental Crisis
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Empowering People to Act for
a Better Life for All
Psychology’s Contributions to a Social Science for
Sustainability

Hannah Wallis1, Sebastian Bamberg2, Maxie Schulte2, and Ellen Matthies1

1Institute of Psychology, Otto-von-Guericke-University Magdeburg, Germany
2Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Applied Sciences, Bielefeld, Germany

Abstract: The ongoing intensification of the socio-ecological crisis requires a “Great Transformation” (WBGU, 2011) of central societal systems
involving aspects such as mobility, energy production, and nutrition. Thus, from a scientific point of view, the Great Transformation is a highly
normative topic with a strong focus on societal and political processes of change. We are convinced that psychology can play a fruitful role in
creating the social science for sustainability transformation that is needed for this purpose. However, for this to happen, psychology needs a
shift toward a more impact-oriented research perspective, focusing on how people can effectively influence their ecological footprint and/or
foster societal change as consumers, producers, or active citizens and community members. As starting points for developing such
transformation-oriented psychological research perspectives, the present paper shows how a multilevel perspective on societal transfor-
mation processes can be combined with the vision of a solidarity-based lifestyle. Against this theoretical backdrop, we see an important role
for psychology in studying how people cope with an ecological crisis by inventing new environmental lifestyles and identities, despite being
locked into the currently unsustainable socio-technical systems.

Keywords: pro-environmental behavior, collective action, well-being, empowerment, theory of change

The need for a Great Transformation toward sustainability
(German Advisory Council on Global Change [WBGU],
2011, 2016) was recognized worldwide in the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development and the agreement on binding
targets in Paris 2015 (United Nations Framework Conven-
tion in Climate Change [UNFCCC], 2015). One major
target is the transformation of central, currently fossil-
fuel-based socio-technical systems (e.g., mobility, energy
production, housing, and nutrition) into fossil-free ones
without endangering but rather promoting equality, inclu-
sion, diversity, well-being, and quality of life for current
and future generations (WBGU, 2019). In interdisciplinary
sustainability research (e.g., Loorbach et al., 2017; Ockwell
et al., 2009; Uzzell & Räthzel, 2009; Wittmayer et al.,
2016), there is a consensus that this challenge requires
transformations on multiple levels: from individuals to
national and global politics, to cultural patterns and
macroeconomics. However, a failure to address these
socio-ecological challenges in a quick and effective way will
result in further overstretching or even in the destruction of
critical “global boundaries” (Rockström et al., 2009) with
the consequence of hunger, poverty, flight, or even death

for a growing number of people, especially in the Global
South.

Against this backdrop, it is positive that the current,
resource-depleting lifestyles are no longer seen as accept-
able and that lifestyle change is urgently needed, particu-
larly in the Global North (e.g., WBGU, 2011). However,
some political and economic actors have a tendency to view
such lifestyle changes as primarily the responsibility of the
single individual – that is, some define these changes as
mainly a problem of individual change in consumption
behavior (e.g., buying green products, reducing the use of
electricity). To correct this problematic approach, in recent
years, a growing number of psychologists (e.g., Batel et al.,
2016; Becker et al., 2020; Fritsche et al., 2018; Nielsen
et al., 2021; Schulte et al., 2020; Upham et al., 2019) have
stressed that individual changes in consumption behavior
are necessary but not sufficient for solving the socio-
ecological crisis. To make a substantive contribution to
solving the socio-ecological crisis, psychology has to further
develop its problem-solving potential. For this reason, the
present paper focuses on discussing the following three,
in this respect, promising research domains: (a) identifying

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 184–194 �2021 Hogrefe Publishing
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the activities and the socio-psychological determinants that
have the strongest impact on individuals’ ecological foot-
prints (e.g., Moser & Kleinhückelkotten, 2018; Nielsen
et al., 2021; Stern, 2000), (b) understanding how windows
of opportunity arise for transforming the current, unsustain-
able, resistant socio-technical systems (e.g., mobility,
energy production; Geels, 2002, 2012, 2018), and (c) how
people – despite being “locked-in” to unsustainable socio-
technical systems – invent new social identities (Bamberg
et al., 2018; Schulte et al., 2020) and sustainable lifestyles
in order to create a solidarity-based quality of life that is
not only aimed at protecting the natural environment but
also stresses societal justice and cooperation (Isham et al.,
2019; WBGU, 2016, p. 133). These suggestions are not
extensive but demonstrate that psychological research can
contribute to the mitigation of the socio-ecological crisis
and give insights into how this can be fruitful for further
developing psychology as a society-relevant discipline.

Why a Stronger Focus on Behaviors With a
Substantial Influence on the Ecological
Footprint and Transformational Actions is
Needed

For nearly 30 years, environmental psychology has focused
on explaining pro-environmental intentions (intent) and
behaviors (e.g., Bamberg & Möser, 2007; Gifford &
Nilsson, 2014, Klöckner, 2013; Osbaldiston & Schott,
2012). This research tradition has applied and further devel-
oped theories on individual behavior change, values, and
norms (Ajzen, 1991; Schwartz & Howard, 1981) to address
socio-ecological challenges (Bamberg, 2013; Klöckner,
2013), resulting in growing knowledge about contextual fac-
tors that are relevant for behavior change and recommen-
dations for developing interventions and policies to foster
individual pro-environmental behavior in the private sphere
(e.g., recycling, energy saving, organic food consumption,
see, e.g., Klöckner, 2015). However, this approach has been
criticized for years for being too narrow (Nielsen et al.,
2021; Stern, 2000). It neglects not only behaviors that have
a substantial impact on a person’s ecological footprint
(e.g., investing in renewable energy) but also actions that
drive the socio-ecological transformation (e.g., environmen-
tal citizenship and activism). There has been some psycho-
logical research on investments in renewable energy
technologies, see, for example, the work by Wolske et al.
(2017) and Kastner and Matthies (2016) or the work by
Liu et al. (2019), on the acceptability of renewable energy
projects. Recently, research on transformational behaviors
in the public sphere has also been growing, such as the
work by Bamberg et al. (2018), Wallis and Loy (2021), or
Hamann and Reese (2020) on environmental activism.

Despite these studies, in the overall context, psychological
research on behaviors that have a substantial impact on
mitigating the socio-ecological crisis is still rare.

The majority of psychological studies have focused on
people’s motivation and intent, for instance, in the form
of asking people about the extent to which they see them-
selves as a person whose actions are environmentally
friendly (the environmental self-identity; Van der Werff
et al., 2013, 2014). Meta-analyses and review studies have
shown that measures of intent predict self-reported pro-
environmental behavior in daily life (e.g., Bamberg &
Möser, 2007; Geiger et al., 2019; Klöckner, 2013) and are
correlated with the ecological footprint (impact) of people
to varying degrees (Moser & Kleinhückelkotten, 2018).
However, the predictive influence of intent (e.g., environ-
mental self-identity) differs and is higher for behaviors with
a lower impact, such as purchasing (more) organic foods,
than for behaviors with a higher impact, such as predicting
(lower) meat consumption or (fewer) car trips (Moser &
Kleinhückelkotten, 2018). This shows that investigations
of intentions to act pro-environmentally cannot be put on
the same level by assuming that these people also have
the scope of action for substantially influencing and reduc-
ing their CO2 emissions.

People with the same high pro-environmental intent can
have very different scopes of action that will influence, for
example, their CO2 emissions, depending on age, income,
and other circumstances (Moser & Kleinhückelkotten,
2018). A higher income, for instance, strongly predicts a lar-
ger living space (which is correlated with a larger ecological
footprint) but also investments in energy-efficient devices
(which are correlated with a smaller ecological footprint).
People in rural areas and older people use cars more often
than people in cities (correlated with a larger ecological
footprint), and older people tend to own a larger living
space than younger people (Moser & Kleinhückelkotten,
2018). This raises the question of how to deal with these dif-
ferences and how to empower people to more effectively
bring their actions in line with their intent.

Sometimes very limited impact of people’s intentions and
behavioral efforts on their ecological footprints indicates
the strong restrictive effects the societal system has on indi-
vidual behavior. This should remind us as psychologists
that individual behaviors develop and exist within societal
structures, and thus, behaviors both shape and are shaped
by these societal structures (Schmitt et al., 2019; Uzzell &
Räthzel, 2009).

In this context, it would be unfair to criticize psychology
as being completely insensitive to the importance of contex-
tual and social-system-related variables for understanding
human behavior. Psychological action theories such as the
theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991) try to deal with
this challenge by including concepts such as perceived
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behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991), which plays the theoretical
role of reflecting the constraining or facilitating impact of
contextual factors. Perceived behavioral control is based
on a person’s perception and validation of contextual fac-
tors. It determines the effort and resources necessary for
performing a specific behavior and is assumed to be an
important direct as well as indirect – via intention – predic-
tor of actual behavior (e.g., Armitage & Conner, 2001).
However, when used alone, the concept of behavioral con-
trol is too narrow and abstract to adequately represent the
impact of important objective societal framing conditions
on individual behavioral intentions and behavior.

Roles for Researchers in Two Dimensions
Ranging From Knowledge-First to
Process-Oriented Sustainability Science

Despite psychologists’ efforts to consider contextual factors,
most tend to refrain from integrating their behavior change
research explicitly into a broader context of political and
societal transformations. One reason for this might be the
debate on the roles that researchers play in the context of
socio-ecological transformations toward sustainability
(Wittmayer & Schäpke, 2014). Most researchers studying
socio-ecological challenges are confronted with (explicitly
or implicitly) classifying their research as belonging to
one of two dimensions: First, there is value-neutral science,
which primarily provides knowledge and analyses. In the
extreme, such a “knowledge-first scientist” (Wittmayer &
Schäpke, 2014) refrains from making any evaluative state-
ments or trying to attain social goals. The second dimension
is transformative science, in which scientists take a self-
reflexive perspective (e.g., Stirling, 2006) and express nor-
mative beliefs that can also change over a period of time.
From our perspective, in a situation in which the question
is how to deal with the socio-ecological crisis, the deficit
of not explicitly embedding and reflecting the normative
perspective and aims of research in a societal context
becomes obvious: For example, the role attributed to psy-
chology as the “behavior changer” has been rightly criti-
cized by sustainability transitions research (Köhler et al.,
2019; Shove, 2010). In the worst case scenario, a focus
on behavior change in consumption that is not embedded
in a larger transformational framework evokes the idea that
structural changes and environmental regulations might be
superfluous if only people would start buying green prod-
ucts, eating less meat, and driving and flying less. This
view of people as merely consumers undermines the trans-
formative power they can exert in roles as active mem-
bers of communities, as citizens, and as activists. As a
consequence, we believe that psychology has to deal more
systematically with societal transformation processes and

especially the roles that psychological factors play within
these processes. Against the backdrop of more general
social science theories of social transformation processes,
psychological proposals on how individuals can contribute
while playing the roles of consumers, investors, citizens,
and activists may become more realistic. For this reason,
the next sections present the multilevel perspective devel-
oped by Geels (2002, 2012, 2018) as a currently discussed
theoretical framework from which to analyze the societal
level of transformation processes. We use the presentation
of the multilevel perspective as a starting point for a more
systematic reflection of the place and contribution of
psychological research within such a macro-theoretical
framework.

The Multilevel Perspective as a
Theoretical Framework of Societal
Transformations

The multilevel perspective (MLP; Geels, 2005, 2012, 2018)
views societal change as occurring through the transforma-
tion of so-called socio-technical systems. The term socio-
technical indicates the complexity of such systems: They
include technology, production capacities, supply networks,
infrastructure, maintenance networks, legal regulation, cul-
tural meaning, as well as user practices and markets (Geels,
2002). As the name implies, the MLP posits three analytical
and heuristic levels on which processes interact and align to
result in socio-technical system transformations:
(1) The landscape (macro-level) describes exogenous devel-

opments such as the development of deep-seated cul-
tural patterns, macro-politics, and economics or
natural disasters. An example is climate change, but
also economic crises, political upheaval, and other nat-
ural disasters (e.g., floods, droughts).

(2) Regimes (meso-level) represent the current structures
such as dominant rules, institutions, and technologies
that are self-reinforcing. The socio-technical regime is
dynamically stable along a predictable trajectory.
Many products and industries are currently based on
fossil fuels, and rules and institutions were developed
for these industries. This makes the regime “locked-
in” and resistant to both technological and social inno-
vations toward sustainability.

(3) Niches (micro-level) are the locus for radical innova-
tions. Incubated from market and regulation influ-
ences, the niche fosters innovations that differ
fundamentally from the prevailing regime and usually
require landscape developments that open windows of
opportunity on the regime level. Examples in the
context of the climate crisis are people who pioneer

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 184–194 �2021 Hogrefe Publishing

186 H. Wallis et al., Psychology's Contributions to Social Science for Sustainability

 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
${

co
nt

en
tR

eq
.r

eq
ue

st
U

ri
} 

- 
M

on
da

y,
 A

pr
il 

29
, 2

02
4 

12
:3

9:
06

 P
M

 -
 I

P 
A

dd
re

ss
:1

8.
19

1.
17

6.
66

 



innovations as producers and investors (e.g., alterna-
tives to fossil fuels) and citizens and activists who call
for new regulations and lifestyles.

The multilevel perspective argues that transformations of
socio-technical systems come about through interactions
between processes at these three levels: (a) niche innova-
tions build up an internal momentum, through learning pro-
cesses, price/performance improvements, and support
from powerful groups, (b) changes at the landscape level
create pressure on the regime, and (c) destabilization of
the regime creates windows of opportunity for niche
innovations. The alignment of these processes enables the
breakthrough of novelties in mainstream markets where
they compete with the existing regime. Figure 1 has become
a somewhat standardized picture of this dynamic. An exam-
ple of the application of the MLP is the German Energie-
wende (energy transition): Over decades, niche actors
have developed innovations for pioneering activities in solar
or wind power. The further development of this innovative
technological approach into efficient large-scale technolo-
gies and the intensifying socio-ecological crises (at the
landscape level) are putting pressure on the dominant
socio-technical regimes (the traditional energy supplies) to
establish new institutions and rules that support a transfor-
mation toward more sustainability. The intensifying
socio-ecological crises have received attention from actors
at the landscape level (an example is the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2018) but has been

ignored by many others, pointing out the many interactions
between and within the levels.

The Niche Concept as One Connecting
Point of the MLP and Psychological
Research

How can a psychological research program be located
within the macro-theoretical MLP frame? As described
above, one focus of the MLP is on niches as the loci of
promising (but marginal) socio-technical innovations. How-
ever, the MLP itself has primarily addressed market-based
innovations in technological systems. By extending niche
innovation analyses into civil society contexts, Seyfang
and Longhurst (2016) argued that grassroots innovation is
a promising but neglected site of systems-changing innova-
tion for sustainability. Seyfang and Smith (2007, p. 585)
defined grassroots innovations as “innovative networks of
activists and organizations that lead to bottom-up solutions
for sustainable development; solutions that respond to the
local situation and the interests and values of the commu-
nities involved.” Seyfang and Longhurst (2016) viewed
grassroots innovations as central driving forces for the
needed radical transformation of societal systems. This
judgment is shared by other scientists who also concluded
that grassroots organizations and citizen activism are “. . .

the most efficient method of achieving emission reduc-
tions” (Rouser-Renouf et al., 2014, p. 163). Consequently,

Figure 1. Multi-level perspective on transitions (adapted from Geels, 2002, p. 1263).

�2021 Hogrefe Publishing European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 184–194

H. Wallis et al., Psychology's Contributions to Social Science for Sustainability 187

 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
${

co
nt

en
tR

eq
.r

eq
ue

st
U

ri
} 

- 
M

on
da

y,
 A

pr
il 

29
, 2

02
4 

12
:3

9:
06

 P
M

 -
 I

P 
A

dd
re

ss
:1

8.
19

1.
17

6.
66

 



a better understanding of what leads people to become an
active part of such initiatives and how to promote this kind
of motivation may provide one innovative focus of an
explicitly transformation-oriented research program for
psychology.

Formation of a New Social Identity as
an Environmental Activist – Contours
of a Transition-Oriented Psychological
Research Program

From a psychological point of view, the participation in
grassroots innovation groups represents a prototypical
example of collective action as “... any action undertaken
by individuals as psychological group members to achieve
group goals in a political context” (Van Zomeren, 2016,
p. 89). Thus, the psychological research on collective action
(e.g., Schulte et al., 2020; Van Zomeren et al., 2008)
provides a starting point from which to understand the
psychosocial factors underlying the decision to contribute
more actively to the transformation of the current unsus-
tainable socio-technical systems (i.e., becoming an environ-
mental activist). Social identity has become the key concept
for understanding collective action (Schulte et al., 2020)
and is defined as the “part of an individual’s self-concept
which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a
social group (or groups) together with the emotional signif-
icance attached to that membership” (Tajfel, 1974, p. 69).
Against this theoretical backdrop, it becomes crucial to
understand how a new social identity (e.g., as an environ-
mental activist) is formed. In their interactive model of
social identity formation, Postmes et al. (2005, p. 747)
assumed that their “inductive bottom-up route of identity
formation” can explain this process. In essence, this
approach postulates that in an intragroup context, a new
social identity can be constructed through communication.
With the encapsulated model of social identity in collective
action (EMSICA; Figure 2), Thomas et al. (2009) developed
a more formal model of the social identity formation
process. The EMSICA anticipates that people will engage
in collective actions when they experience motivating
emotional reactions to injustice (anger or outrage) and
simultaneously believe that group efforts can be successful
(group efficacy; Bandura, 1997).

The inductive bottom-up route of identity formation and
the related EMSICA also provide the theoretical basis for an
intervention approach developed by McGarty and col-
leagues (Thomas & McGarty, 2009) to promote the forma-
tion of a new social identity. Inspired by Lewin’s (1947)
famous early work on group decisions and food prefer-
ences, a group discussion forms the core of this intervention
(see also Lewin, 1999). Our discussion of the social identity

approach and the research programs stimulated by this
approach should demonstrate the following: The concept
of niches, introduced by the MLP, can stimulate the devel-
opment of attractive transformation-oriented psychological
research programs. Such research programs would simulta-
neously build a bridge between ambitious social psycholog-
ical research and the general social science debate on a
more adequate conceptualization and understanding of
socio-technological systems that are moving in a carbon-
free sustainable direction. Furthermore, such a research
program has a strong practical impact: As discussed above,
actively collaborating in the development of alternative
societal structures is assumed to have a stronger transfor-
mative impact than buying green products.

The Concept of Solidarity-Based
Lifestyles and Quality of Life as a
Positive Vision for Transformation
Processes

In adopting the MLP, whereas we have taken a systemic
view that transcends psychology’s disciplinary boundaries,
we now invite the reader to take a closer look at individuals
and their well-being within the transformation process.
System transformation in the sense of Geels (2002)
includes phases of conflict between the old and the new
regimes. Without question, the Great Transformation
comes along with challenges for the individual that can
be conceived of as threats and constraints on well-being
(e.g., changes in natural and built environments, social
changes, and new technologies). The consumption styles,
in particular, of people in the Global North, are under

Figure 2. The encapsulation model of social identity in collective
action (Thomas et al., 2009).
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pressure. Moral costs for many activities (e.g., leisure car
use, flight travel) and monetary costs (e.g., for transport
and energy) are increasing; upcoming regulations (e.g., for
building new houses, insulating houses, or buying new cars)
may be experienced as threatening. These changes have
already led to conflicts in our societies (e.g., the gilets jaunes
in France in 2019), which can be interpreted as results of a
“locked-in” regime (Geels, 2002). From an MLP perspec-
tive, this resistance arises through rules, institutions, lobby
groups, and conservative politics that were developed to
support a system based on the use of fossil fuels. For years,
psychologists such as Clayton et al. (2014) have pointed out
the possible negative implications of this resistance on
mental health, physical health, and community health.
However, apart from researching the challenges to our life-
styles that come with the Great Transformation, psychol-
ogy can also offer positive perspectives for change, and
research may focus on resources that may help individuals
cope with the challenges identified for their different roles
(Nielsen et al., 2021). Thus, in collectively accepting our
planet’s boundaries and limits of consumption, we see a
chance of enhancing the quality of life of individuals (e.g.,
Jaeger-Erben & Matthies, 2014; WBGU, 2016).

The Great Transformation Offers More
Than Curtailment – Why Not Focus on the
Positive Aspects of Global Solidarity?

For years, positive psychology, health psychology, and com-
munity psychology have been empirically investigating the
conditions that result in life satisfaction and well-being
(Diener, 1984; Diener & Seligman, 2002; Gilster, 2012;
Martela & Ryan, 2015; Reis et al., 2000; Ryan & Deci,
2000). A prominent finding has been that material
resources are not the most important factor that influences
life satisfaction (Aknin et al., 2009; Isham et al, 2019) and
that spending money on other people results in greater
happiness for the giver (Dunn et al., 2008). Autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness have been identified as further
conditions for well-being (see Reis et al., 2000). We know
from stress psychology that the experience of collectively
acting and helping each other can be a resource for coping
with loss and critical life events (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013).
These findings are a good starting point for the closer inves-
tigation of the possible positive effects of the many forms of
engaging in sustainability-relevant behaviors.

Identifying with the aim of sustainable development and
acting to reach the goal of a more sustainable society also
implies taking action for general fairness and better living
conditions for all people (World Commission on Environ-
ment andDevelopment [WCED], 1987). Thus, these actions
as such could have a positive effect on the generation of life

satisfaction, considering, for instance, that social equality
promotes life satisfaction. Also, the acceptance of limitations
is potentially influenced by a social value orientation. We
suggest the concept of solidarity-based quality of life as an
appropriate umbrella term for the positive implications of
acting as supporters of the Great Transformation in the role
of consumers as well as citizens. Solidarity stresses the over-
arching aim of sustainable development, which is justice
and not only environmental protection. Solidarity-based
quality of life refers to the resources and positive implica-
tions that can be expected from such actions and orienta-
tions. As the overall aim is global and complex, it also
implies that the process has to mature and needs constant
evaluation and adjustments. This requires an outcome ori-
entation and a vision that may empower individuals and
bridges the gap between intent and impact, such as a
psychologically-based vision that revolves around quality
of life (Matthies, 2018; WBGU, 2016).

What Research Questions Does the
Psychology of a Solidarity-Based
Lifestyle Focus on?

The concept of a solidarity-based quality of life can be
related to all types of environmentally significant behaviors
described by Stern (2000) and thus also to the different
roles people may play as consumers, investors, producers,
members of communities, citizens, and activists (Nielsen
et al., 2021). Nevertheless, this concept has implications
beyond Stern’s (2000) understanding of environmentally
significant behaviors. It leads to the consideration of new
categories of behavior (e.g., forms of support such as
donating or becoming an agent of change) and motivates
research into the relation of the several forms of behaviors
that are oriented toward the Great Transformation to
sustainable development. Finally, it motivates research on
the relationship between environmental concern for sustain-
able development and new kinds of knowledge about the
consequences of individual behaviors (e.g., an individual’s
carbon footprint), about the efficacy of political measures,
and potential effects on quality of life and well-being.

We, therefore, see several implications for research. On a
first level, the approach invites the integration of possible
positive effects of behaviors that support individual well-
being in the several theories of behavior change that have
been applied to topics of the Great Transformation. This
also calls for research on measuring the possible positive
effects (e.g., sense of coherence, developing and enhancing
social ties) of broadening an individual’s opportunities to
transcend societal challenges and for the development or
adoption of psychometric instruments to measure those
outcomes.
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On a second level, the approach calls for research that
will focus on new forms of behavior change (e.g., the
previously neglected collective actions, support of niche
activities) and more generally the motivation to become
interested and involved in a variety of possible ways to
change individually or collectively, and in trying out new
behaviors. On this level, research into the relations of the
various behaviors also becomes more relevant than
spillover research has been.

Finally, on a third level, it calls for research into the expe-
rience of being effective with respect to the complex aim of
social justice. We have to become interested in subjective
scopes of action and appropriate ways to offer information
about the consequences of individual behavior. This might
also touch upon the topic of new forms of knowledge pre-
sentation, new forms of learning, and trust in institutions.

For this kind of research on the solidarity-based quality
of life, we already see several starting points, for example,
research on the spillover between private-sphere behaviors
and the acceptance of measures (Steinhorst & Matthies,
2016; Thøgersen & Noblet, 2012) or research on collective
efficacy (Hamann & Reese, 2020). The link to the concept
of social identification has already been explored in more
detail. However, embedded in the concept of a Great
Transformation, we might think of more exploratory
research approaches that are able to address the multiple
new practices that have been developed in recent years,
for example, what kinds of new practices (e.g., sharing,
collectively trying out radical changes) or interventions
(neighborhood energy competitions) have the potential to
activate further positive experiences? What does newness
offer to individuals (a new style of nutrition, a radical
change in diets, in consumption styles)? How can the devel-
opment of new collective practices be supported, and how
can positive aspects (social connectedness, self-efficacy)
be measured and negative aspects be addressed?

Conclusion

For decades, the analysis of the psychological mechanisms
underlying unsustainable behaviors as well as their move-
ment in more sustainable directions has been an important
topic in applied psychology. This includes behavioral
research on factors that influence behaviors that are good
for the environment and the climate as well as behaviors
that promote health and well-being or more generally
attempt to empower people to create a better quality of life
for them. However, currently, skepticism is increasing with
respect to the question of whether the traditional psycho-
logical research strategy for dealing with this issue is still
adequate. There is more and more evidence that this
research is failing to focus on the relevant, impactful

behaviors. Confronted with the intensifying socio-ecological
crisis, a focus on only the factors that motivate people to
become “green consumers” is too narrow. The aim of our
paper is to contribute to a common process for searching
for a more adequate contribution of psychological research
to how society can effectively cope with the environmental
crisis. As discussed, we are convinced that such a strategy
must be characterized by the following two features: It
has to be transformation-oriented and truly interdisci-
plinary. Concerning the first characteristic – transforma-
tion-oriented – we see great potential for psychology to
explore the kind of visions/utopias that will motivate people
to desire transformative societal change or will at least
reduce their fear of such change. More precisely, we pro-
pose the concept of a solidarity-based quality of life as such
a vision/utopia. This concept focuses less on the losses and
sacrifices that are always associated with transformative
change and more on the transformative change as a source
of positive experiences and emotions. For us, it would be a
fascinating task for psychology to research which kinds of
new practices and lifestyles have the potential to activate
positive experiences and emotions. Simultaneously, the
focus on well-being and quality of life would bring together
a range of currently unconnected psychological research
traditions under the umbrella of solving the socio-ecological
crisis. A more intensive reception and exchange with
positive psychology, health psychology, and community
psychology may provide a helpful starting point for develop-
ing concrete research programs.

We are also convinced that without a stricter interdisci-
plinary orientation, there is the danger that psychology will
isolate itself with the consequence that other disciplines
such as climate science, engineering, sociology, and politi-
cal science may no longer view psychology as an important
part of the scientific enterprise of developing pathways to a
more sustainable future for society. From our point of view,
being able to make an impactful contribution to this enter-
prise requires psychology to develop a greater interest in
the political and societal processes that are necessary for
creating environments that facilitate sustainable behavioral
options. Examples of such environments are better infras-
tructures in cities for cycling, walking, and public transport,
intensive support for environmental and democratic activi-
ties of citizens, and accompanying measures that support
investments in a low-carbon society. The exchange with
the more “macro”-oriented disciplines such as sociology,
political science, and economics has the potential to widen
our horizon and help psychology develop more impactful
research programs.

Furthermore, clarifying the role that psychological pro-
cesses play within such macro-theoretical frameworks has
the potential to stimulate new lines of research within psy-
chology. Examples are frameworks that consider the role of
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politics and institutions (e.g., Paris agreement) for creating
windows of opportunities for niche agents of change (e.g.,
environmental activists). As demonstrated above, using
the MLP as such a macro-theoretical framework centers
our interest on the niche concept and the role of grassroots
innovations. We showed the kind of fascinating research
questions this focus may open. We are convinced that by
contributing to the understanding of how people develop
a new social identity as an active supporter of the Great
Transformation toward sustainability, psychology will
simultaneously make a significant contribution toward pro-
moting such societal change.

To summarize, from our point of view, the combination
of the two lines of research – exploring the kinds of
visions/utopias that motivate people to desire transforma-
tive societal change and to understand the processes that
underlie the formation of a new “transformative” social
identity – has the potential to create fascinating and impact-
ful psychological research that will help society cope with
solving the socio-ecological crisis.
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Special Issue: Psychology and the Environmental Crisis
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Climate “Psychopathology”
The Intersection of Mental and Physical Health
in the Climate Emergency

Harriet E. Thompson

The Centre for Climate Justice, Glasgow Caledonian University, United Kingdom

Abstract: Climate change is now widely recognized as the greatest threat faced by humanity for thousands of years and is known to affect the
social and environmental determinants of health; including access to clean air, safe drinking water, sufficient food, and secure shelter (WHO,
2018). Anthropogenic climate change has already resulted in warming and precipitation trends that claim 150,000 lives annually, and a recent
report from the WHO forecasts that between 2030 and 2050 climate change will cause an additional 250,000 additional deaths per year (WHO,
2018). The interaction between climate change, mental health, and physical health is not yet well understood. This review addresses the
question of how climate change is affecting mental health and will demonstrate that climate psychopathologies really matter in the face of the
climate emergency.

Keywords: Climate change, climate psychology, eco-anxiety, mental health, neuropsychology

Overview of the Impacts of Climate
Change

Climate change is now widely recognized as the greatest
threat faced by humanity for thousands of years. It is the
defining issue of our time, and we find ourselves at a pivotal
moment (United Nations, n.d.). Human-induced environ-
mental changes include global warming due to changes in
the composition of the atmosphere, primarily due to emis-
sions of greenhouse gasses (particularly carbon dioxide and
methane) (Ruddiman, 2013); species extinctions some
100 to 1,000 times higher than background levels due to
land-use conversion as well as targeted hunting and
harvesting (Lewis &Maslin, 2015); land surface transforma-
tion (human mining activities alone move more sediment
than all the world’s rivers combined) (Monatersky, 2015);
deforestation; rising sea levels; erosion of the ozone layer;
acidification of lakes, streams, rivers, and the oceans; as
well as unprecedented new evolutionary pressures (due to
the development of new products like antibiotics, pesti-
cides, novel genetically engineered organisms, the trans-
portation of species to new habitats, intensive harvesting,
as well as through the selective pressure of higher air
temperatures as a result of greenhouse gas emissions)
(Lewis & Maslin, 2015; Ruddiman, 2013).

Human effects on the environment have reached levels
severe enough that Earth may now be in a new geological
epoch, “The Anthropocene” (Crutzen & Stoermer, 2000;

Lewis & Maslin, 2015; Ruddiman, 2013). Scholars have
suggested that plastic pollution – which is already being
deposited into the fossil record, forming “technofossils” –

may be used to mark the start of this new era; leading some
to suggest that this period in Earth’s geological history may
become known as “the plastic age” (Thompson et al.,
2009; Zalasiewicz et al., 2016). This new era is defined
by the fact that human activity is said to be the dominant
influence on the environment, the climate, and on Earth’s
ecology (Lewis & Maslin, 2015; Ruddiman, 2013).

Human beings are thus grappling with a new norm, where
we find ourselves forced to accept that we live in an increas-
ingly hostile and dangerous environment, irrefutably made
so by human activity. We observe – with increasing fre-
quency – climate change-induced natural disasters occurring
with ever-increasing severity. Every year sees successive
record-breaking temperatures, ice melts, forced displace-
ments, and other frightening harbingers of what is yet to
come. How do we respond to this crisis psychologically,
and should so-called climate “psychopathology” be a prior-
ity in the face of the climate emergency?

Climate Change, Health, and Mental
Health

Climate change is known to affect the social and environ-
mental determinants of health; including access to clean
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air, safe drinking water, sufficient food, and secure shelter
(WHO, 2018). Anthropogenic climate change has already
resulted in warming and precipitation trends that claim
150,000 lives annually, and a recent report from the
WHO forecasts that between 2030 and 2050 climate
change will cause an additional 250,000 additional deaths
per year (WHO, 2018).

A robust evidence base of literature now exists which
provides details on the different and interactive ways in
which climate change affects physical health (such as
through altered vector transmission of infections, emer-
gency situations following freak weather events, and
through new and emerging environmental challenges such
as altered UV radiation (WHO & WMO, 2012), but little is
known about how climate change affects mental health
(Hayes et al., 2018).

The available literature exploring the relationships
between observed variations in meteorological variables
and health is steadily increasing, for example, the associa-
tion between heatwaves and excess mortality is an area that
has received increasing research attention (McMichael
et al., 2006; Page et al., 2012). So far, most research in this
field has focussed on the effects of thermal stress, extreme
weather events, and infectious diseases as well as modeling
future food yields and hunger prevalence (McMichael et al.,
2006). Climate change is therefore known to contribute to
the global burden of disease and toward premature deaths;
these effects are projected to progressively increase across
all countries, and all regions (Confalonieri et al., 2007).
However, the evidence base around the mental health
impacts of climate change remains sparse.

Climate Change and Mental Health

There are many risks to mental health that manifest
themselves over the course of an individual’s lifetime, some
of which are summarized in Figure 1 (Kieling et al., 2011).
Figure 1 identifies a large number of hypothesized threats
to well-being which could theoretically be related directly
to climate impacts (particularly in relation to individual,
family, and community settings), namely, poor nutrition,
physical ill-health, trauma, debt and poverty, bereavement,
job insecurities, and poor housing and living conditions
(Kieling et al., 2011).

Climate impacts could therefore be set to act as a univer-
sal catalyst for mental illness globally, by increasing the
frequency and durability of risks to mental health across
every life stage, every social setting, and every scale – from
individuals to entire cultures: resulting from the increased
likelihood of struggles with poverty, famine, drought, and
disaster survival with accompanying bereavement, as well

as chronic stress and anxiety associated with the ever-
present threats which climate change brings.

There is strong evidence to suggest that the most robust
predictor of mental illness in adulthood is psychiatric
symptoms or disorder during childhood and adolescence
(Fryers & Brugha, 2013; Reef, Diamantopoulou, et al.,
2010; Reef, van Meurs, et al., 2010; Reef et al., 2009,
2011). Indeed, this continuity of psychopathology is
observed across the life span, with anxious and depressed
problems in childhood being one of the strongest predictors
of adult psychopathology (Reef et al., 2009). Not only is
there evidence of enduring psychopathology across the
lifespan; there is further evidence suggesting that being
affected with a mental health disorder increases the risk
of developing another, thus comorbidity within psychiatric
disorders is high (Plana-Ripoll et al., 2019). A number of
systematic reviews have been conducted which address
the question of the long-term impacts of disaster events
on mental health (Morina et al., 2014; Steinert et al.,
2015). Chronic impacts following catastrophic events differ
with regard to the specific types of psychopathology (e.g.,
depression versus post-traumatic stress disorder), but what
is generally agreed is that individuals who experience
severe trauma related to natural or technological disasters
are at risk for adverse psychological outcomes in the years
following these events (Cherry et al., 2015). Studies
addressing the long-term mental health impacts of other
catastrophes – such as war (note that increasing frequencies
of violent conflicts are additionally associated with climate
change) – consistently demonstrate the persistent negative
impact of such events on children and young people into
their adulthood, as well as the traumatic and enduring
effects for those who are adults at the time of exposure
(Gade & Wenger, 2011; McFarlane, 2015; Singhal, 2019).

Climate justice highlights the disproportionate impact
which climate change has on those most vulnerable to its
effects, who are typically the poorest and most marginalized
members of society (as well as being those least culpable
for the emissions that cause climate change) (Ingle &
Mikulewicz, 2020). There is thus a double inequality where
those least resilient and least able to adapt to climate
impacts are additionally the most vulnerable to impacts
caused by climate breakdown. Those with pre-existing
mental health disorders represent one such vulnerable
group. For countries within the World Health Organiza-
tion (WHO) European Region; mental disorders are
already the single biggest contributor to the non-fatal dis-
ease burden (WHO, 2019), and at present estimates suggest
that there are more than 970 million people worldwide
cliving with a mental health or substance use disorder
(Ritchie & Roser, 2019). Thus, more than 12% of the
global population is at increased risk of the psychological
impacts of climate change as a result of a pre-existing
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mental illness – demonstrably linked to an increased
vulnerability to the development of subsequent psychiatric
disorders. Indeed, it is likely that many more people world-
wide will experience mental distress or illness as a result of
climate change, due to the ubiquitous and insidious nature
of climate effects. However, careful consideration should
be given before pathologizing what could represent adaptive
responses to living in an increasingly dangerous and threat-
ening world. Little is known about the “new” climate-related
mental health experiences, headline-grabbing names of
which are appearing with increasing frequency throughout
the news and social media. Thus, due diligence should be
exercised in seeking an understanding of the nature
and structure of these cognitive experiences before dis-
missing them – and those who are experiencing them – as
“disordered.”

At present, published data characterizing the mental
health impacts of climate change is sparse. However,
despite this paucity of available research, three classes of
impact have been identified (Albrecht et al., 2007; Costello
et al., 2009; Doherty & Clayton, 2011; Page & Howard,
2010). These include direct impacts, which are mental
health injuries as a result of the acute or traumatic effects
of emergency events; indirect impacts, which represent

threats to well-being due to the observed impacts of climate
change, as well as the effects of living in a state of constant
existential threat and uncertainty; and psychosocial
impacts, which relate to the community and social impacts
of climate change, often the result of lost livelihoods and
conflicts over increasingly scarce resources (Albrecht
et al., 2007; Costello et al., 2009; Doherty & Clayton,
2011; Page & Howard, 2010).

Direct, Indirect, and Psychosocial
Impacts

Direct Impacts

Acute and direct impacts of climate change on mental
health are those injuries associated with more frequent
(and more powerful) weather events, natural disasters,
and adjustment to degraded or disrupted physical environ-
ments; the extreme wildfires in Australia at the end of 2019
and into this new decade representing one such devastating
example (Albrecht et al., 2007; Costello et al., 2009;
Doherty & Clayton, 2011; Page & Howard, 2010). In fact,

Figure 1. Schematic overview of risks to mental health over the life course (adapted from Kieling et al., 2011).

�2021 Hogrefe Publishing European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 195–203

H. E. Thompson, Mental and Physical Health in the Climate Emergency 197

 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
${

co
nt

en
tR

eq
.r

eq
ue

st
U

ri
} 

- 
M

on
da

y,
 A

pr
il 

29
, 2

02
4 

12
:3

9:
06

 P
M

 -
 I

P 
A

dd
re

ss
:1

8.
19

1.
17

6.
66

 



the severe, chronic drought in Australia over the last
10 years has allowed physicians and researchers there to
be pioneers in documenting the relationship between
climate change, weather events, and direct impacts on
mental health (Bourque & Willox, 2014). They have found
that the drought has been associated with chronic psycho-
logical distress, generalized anxiety, depression, and an
increased incidence of suicide (specifically among farmers
in Australia) (Bourque & Willox, 2014). Note that farming
is an occupation in which there is already such a high inci-
dence of suicide globally that it is considered a “universal
phenomenon” (Behere & Bhise, 2009, p. 242).

Despite cultural variations between countries and individ-
uals, communities show some common patterns of psy-
chosocial responses to disasters (Weiss et al., 2003), the
most common being acute post-traumatic stress disorder,
as well as a range of other stress-related problems such as
complicated grief, depression, anxiety disorders, somato-
form disorders, and drug and alcohol abuse (Fritze et al.,
2008).

Other extreme weather events like typhoons, floods,
hurricanes, and major storms have offered an opportunity
to study climate impacts on mental health. For example,
following severe flooding in England in 2000: exposed
individuals experienced a four-time higher risk of psycho-
logical distress, which was – in turn – associated with a
significant excess of physical illness among both children
and adults affected (Reacher et al., 2004). The link
between physical and mental well-being will be addressed
later in this review, but note that the reciprocal relationship
between these two metrics of health will increase the sever-
ity and duration of climate-related impacts on well-being,
potentially leading to lifelong impairment in some
instances.

Young people exposed to high levels of trauma following
Hurricanes Katrina and Gustav experienced post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) and depression for up to 3 years
after the event (Weems & Banks, 2015), highlighting the
often chronic nature of severe mental health impacts asso-
ciated with climate change. Specifically, a longitudinal
study by Abramson et al. found that in 2010 (more than
4 years post-disaster), 40.8% of parents in Louisiana and
49.1 % of parents in Mississippi reported that their children
were experiencing emotional and/or behavioral problems
that developed after experiencing the disaster (2010). The
cumulative prevalence rate of diagnosed mental health
conditions (such as anxiety, depression, or behavioral disor-
der) 4 years post-disaster was high, at more than 37 %
(Abramson et al., 2010). Lambert and Lawson (2012) found
evidence of post-traumatic outcomes in professional coun-
selors who serviced those affected by Hurricanes Katrina
and Rita, as well as “compassion fatigue” in those who
had been treating evacuees. Thus, even those not displaced

or harmed directly from the disaster event can find
themselves vicariously traumatized as a result of their
own experiences in the wake of such an event.

Indirect Impacts

New terms are emerging rapidly describing some of
the indirect psychological effects of climate change; eco-
anxiety, ecophobia, solastalgia, eco-paralysis, environmen-
tal- or eco-grief, and eco-overwhelm representing some of
the most common (Albrecht et al., 2007; Gifford & Gifford,
2016; Kevorkian, 2004; Rabinowitz & Poljak, 2003; Sobel,
1996). This offers a clue to the pervasiveness of these
issues, but – as yet – very little is understood about these
“disorders”: do they represent contemporary mental
illnesses and if so, are they phenotypically distinct or would
they fall within the same spectrum of the disorder as exist-
ing conditions (like panic disorder or generalized anxiety
disorder)?

Eco-anxiety, for example, describes the worry experi-
enced as a result of witnessing the slow and (seemingly) irre-
vocable manifestation of the impacts of climate change,
leading to fear, concern, and despair for the individual’s
own future, that of their children, and even for later
generations (Albrecht, 2011). Ecophobia, according to Sobel
(1996, p. 27), is a fear of ecological problems and the natural
world such as fear of oil spills, rainforest destruction, whale
hunting, acid rain, and the spread of vector-borne diseases,
among other examples (Kelsey & Armstrong, 2011); in con-
trast, a solastalgia is a form of mental or existential distress
caused by environmental change (usually in reference to
global climate change) (Albrecht et al., 2007; Pollard,
2007). The term combines the Latin word solacium (mean-
ing comfort) and the Greek root algia (meaning pain) to
describe the homesickness that can be felt while one is still
at home, but when the environment is changed irreparably
(Kelsey & Armstrong, 2011). Similarly, environmental grief
is a term to explain the emotional response to the loss of
ecosystems (Kevorkian, 2004).

Eco-anxiety has become something of a buzz-word, used
with increasing frequency in news and social media, despite
the fact that – as yet – there are no formal diagnostic criteria
available to diagnose the condition. Given that so little is
currently understood about climate-related mental health
disorders – we are a distance away from having validated,
reliable measures that can be used to detect these “new”
disorders; let alone understanding how best to effectively
treat and manage them, or to project the anticipated
additional burden which these issues may place on mental
health care providers globally. Eco-anxiety may not repre-
sent psychopathology at all; indeed, perhaps it is an
adaptive response to life in an increasingly volatile
environment. Undoubtedly, this increasingly pervasive
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psychological experience is one that can affect the quality of
life of those experiencing it and certainly requires urgent
further research to characterize.

One worrying conclusion which can be drawn, however,
is that these indirect mental health impacts are likely to be
experienced by the greatest proportion of people around
the world, as they relate to the psychological impacts of
observing the impacts of climate change; the effects of
which are undoubtedly increasing in magnitude and sever-
ity on an almost daily basis. The potential psychological
harm of these effects is perhaps best summarized by this
alarming statistic (again, from researchers in Australia),
who observed that 25% of children surveyed honestly
believe the world will end before they get older (Tucci
et al., 2007). Similar results were found in a study with
children in Germany (Albert et al., 2010), hinting at a real
time-bomb of mental health problems for an entire genera-
tion. This will inevitably have wide-reaching, negative
repercussions in many metrics beyond simply health and
well-being.

Growing up with the ever-present threats posed by
climate change has been likened to the experiences of
children during the Cold War when nuclear war appeared
imminent (through accident or pre-emptive strike): school
children reacted with despair and loss of motivation (Tucci
et al., 2007). There is a legacy impact on mental health
associated with living with the imminent threat of war or
nuclear Armageddon: with post-traumatic stress disorder
and depression commonly noted outcomes (El-Deeb,
2017; Poikolainen et al., 2004). Parallels to climate change
are drawn easily, as both involve a clear and direct existen-
tial threat. However, although both climate change and the
threat of nuclear war involve an imminent threat not just to
the survival of a particular individual, communities, or soci-
eties, but to the human species (and perhaps life on the
planet as a whole); the significant difference between the
threats of nuclear war and climate change is the potentially
greater range of ways in which citizens have the capacity to
take action individually and collectively against climate
change (Tucci et al., 2007).

Psychosocial Impacts

Mental health outcomes after disaster events like Hurricane
Katrina have been related both to exposure to the event,
and to subsequent displacement, unstable housing, and lack
of access to support services and employment (Larrance
et al., 2007), indicating some of the psychosocial impacts
on mental health. Further, families are vulnerable to an
elevated level of child abuse following a disaster, possibly
due to increased parental stress and decreased social
support (Keenan et al., 2004). The potential psychosocial
impacts of climate change are of complexity beyond the

scope of this review, however, notable examples include
the complex inter-relation between heat and increased
interpersonal violence, as well as violent suicides (Anderson
& DeLisi, 2011; Page et al., 2007; Töro et al., 2009); con-
flicts over increasingly scarce resources (Reuveny, 2008);
mass migrations and dislocations (Agyeman et al., 2009);
rising levels of pollution associated with increased inci-
dences of mental health issues including depression
(Gladka et al., 2018; Khafaie et al., 2019); and chronic envi-
ronmental stress, loss of livelihoods, loss of property and
even loss of cultural identity (Anderson & DeLisi, 2011;
Ford et al., 2014; Fritze et al., 2008; Heyward, 2014;
Maldonado et al., 2013).

From what little data is currently available on the mental
health impacts of climate change, research clearly suggests
that anxiety and mood disorders (at all degrees of severity)
are a commonly cited consequence of all three forms of
impact (direct, indirect, and psychosocial), along with often
chronic post-traumatic symptoms, as well as increased
incidences of substance abuse, interpersonal conflict, and
suicide. Clearly this matters from a humanitarian point of
view, but what relationship does mental health have with
physical well-being in these increasingly volatile times?

The Relationship Between Mental
and Physical Health

Apart from the clear humanitarian case for understanding
and treating the mental health impacts of climate change:
the relationship between mental and physical ill-health
provides a concerning picture of the wide-reaching and
often permanent health implications that early life trauma
and mental illness often pose.

There is a long history of research within the field of
neuropsychology demonstrating how detrimental early life
traumatic experiences can be on adult brain development
(Bazak et al., 2009; McEwen, 2003; Perry et al., 1995).
For example, pre-natal trauma (a result of excessive levels
of the stress hormone cortisol in the mother), or even
chronic trauma or mental illness (such as depression and
PTSD) during childhood or adolescence can lead to struc-
tural abnormalities in brain regions such as the hippocam-
pus and frontolimbic circuitry, resulting in decreases in
memory capacity, deficiencies in emotional functioning,
as well as abnormalities in threat processing and an
increased vulnerability of recurrence of mental illness
(Herringa, 2017; Weir et al., 2013). Early life stress can have
a profound and permanent impact on the brain architecture
of the individual, with research in animal models demon-
strating that stress can have detrimental effects on the
development of neuroendocrine, neuroanatomical, and
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neurobiological functions in the brain (Gómez-González &
Escobar, 2009). Similarly concerning; there is further
evidence from animal models that traumatic events in early
life can impact adult neurogenesis, resulting in a decreased
ability for the brain to form new neurons in adulthood
(Lemaire et al., 2006; Rizzi et al., 2007). Comparable
results have been observed for human children, where
adverse early life experiences are correlated with increased
vulnerabilities to the development of psychopathologies,
age-related cognitive decline, and permanently reduced
adult hippocampal neurogenesis, associated with deficien-
cies in learning, memory, and stress regulation (Herringa,
2017; Korosi et al., 2012).

Psychiatric disorders have been linked to increased risks
of somatic illnesses and even premature death (Månsson
et al., 2019). For example, individuals with severe mental
illnesses like schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and major
depression (the last of which has been demonstrated to
be related to climate impacts) appear to be at a greater risk
of cardiovascular disease (Correll et al., 2017): likewise, a
relationship between high levels of mental distress and an
increased risk of dying from cancer has also been observed
(Batty et al., 2017). Serious mental illness can reduce life
expectancy by 10–20 years, a loss that is equivalent – or
worse – than that for heavy smoking (Chesney et al.,
2014). Indeed, mood and anxiety disorders have been asso-
ciated with telomere attrition; a hallmark of cellular aging
(Månsson et al., 2019). Thus, psychiatric illness and early
trauma can have a demonstrable, detrimental effect on
health and well-being even at a cellular level.

Climate change, particularly the direct impacts of such –

including extreme disaster events like floods, forest fires,
hurricanes, typhoons, and droughts – is continuously deliv-
ering extreme environmental stressors into the lives of
many millions, thus is could certainly represent a serious
and consistent source of prenatal and early life trauma,
likely resulting in negative neuropsychological outcomes
for a great proportion of those affected. Similarly, it is clear
to see how the climate emergency and the indirect and
psychosocial mental distress associated with it will con-
tribute to an increase in both mental health burden on
healthcare systems, but also on the physical health needs
of many around the world as a result of the reciprocal rela-
tionship between mental and physical health.

Climate impacts will be an ongoing issue for many
generations to come, particularly in light of the fact of iner-
tia in climate systems leading to a delay between cause and
effect, thus impacts are set to get considerably worse before
they get better (IPCC, 2001; Meehl et al., 2005). The
mental health impacts of climate change are already devas-
tating for many, but existing indications of how mental and
physical health intersect suggests that climate change
represents the greatest threat to health and well-being in

recorded human history. Thus, the mental health impacts
of climate change are an urgent, enduring threat to health,
even in the face of the other devastations levied by the
climate emergency.

Urgent further research is therefore required in order to
characterize the nature of climate-related cognitive experi-
ences like eco-anxiety (are they mental health disorders or
adaptive responses?), as well as to explore the potential
detrimental impacts which living in a constant state of
climate-induced stress may be having on cognitive and
neurobiological development, physical health, and mental
health for individuals around the world. Healthcare systems
will need to adapt to cope with unprecedented new
demands brought about by climate impacts; thus, develop-
ing an understanding of what the additional burdens will be
for health and social care across the lifespan will allow for
effective forecasting, mitigation, and adaptation of health
and social care systems to cope with increasing demand
as the effects of climate breakdown march on.
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Special Issue: Psychology and the Environmental Crisis
Original Articles and Reviews

Climate Change, Migration,
Urbanization, and the Mental
Health of Children at Risk in the
European Union
A Discussion of the Need for Large Scale Interventions

Niels Peter Rygaard

The Fairstart Foundation, Aarhus, Denmark

Abstract: Psychologists face a growing mental health challenge, calling for innovative large-scale interventions. World population growth and
industrialization are causing climate change, forcing families to migrate into rapidly expanding cities, and suffer in refugee camps. European
in-country migration from rural villages adds to urban growth. This rapid shift in adaptation between uprooted families and their new
environments tends to increase the risk of family system disorganization, poor child attachment, and child abandonment. The paper presents
demographic data and projections concerning the effects of urban life on childbirth frequency, marital constancy, how early in life children are
cared for outside the home, and the placement of children in Alternative Care. European Federation of Psychologist’s Association initiatives
addresses new questions. How can research recommendations be applied in cross-professional interventions? Can e-learning open new
channels for dissemination? The author presents how a European Union Lifelong Learning grant project in 10 member countries later
developed into the Fairstart Foundation’s partnerships with world NGOs and government agencies. Five hundred twelve partner staff in 26
countries have been educated in 6-month online classrooms and trained the foster parents and group home staff of some 40,000 children in
attachment-based care. Lessons learned for interventions are discussed, to inspire further developments.

Keywords: climate change, mental health, intervention, child development, blended learning

This text attempts to understand how the mental health of
many European families and children is affected by mas-
sive migration and urbanization; a relocation caused by
industrialization and overpopulation, amplified by the
long-term effects of climate change (International Displace-
ment Monitoring Centre [IDMC], 2020). Second, it focuses
on family stress in the growing urban environments
(United Kingdom Forum for International Education and
Training [UKFIET], 2019; United Nations Children’s Fund
[UNICEF], 2017]). In particular, the one million children in
Europe who grow up in foster families, orphanages, and
refugee camps. Third, the text reflects on how psychologi-
cal knowledge can be applied by the European Federation
of Psychologist’s Associations (EFPA) members to reach
large audiences. An example of upscaling is presented,
based on partnerships with local non-governmental organi-
zations (NGOs) and government agencies, utilizing digital
media for dissemination.

The Scenario: Who Will Be Our Future
Target Groups?

Identifying future target groups for mental health interven-
tions requires an idea about where European populations
experience high levels of stress now and in the future. The
general contour of mental health challenges can be summed
up by statistical data and their projections, showing us where
we are, and whowill need our services. These data suggest a
Europe with a precious minority of children, a massive
weight of long-living elderly, and a flowing stream of inter-
continental migration – all gathering in major cities.

The amazing ability of human beings to adapt to new
environments has caused us to populate the Earth, to the
point where our minds are no longer shaped by the need
for survival under the shifting forces of nature. Today, the
material world is shaped by us, and dangerously so, perhaps
to the point of extinction already seen in many other
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species. The tidal wave of populating and transforming the
most remote corners of the world is now receding: Accord-
ing to World Bank (2020), global and European Union (EU)
birth rates are plummeting (except in a few developing
countries), and most populations are only upheld due to
prolonged lifespan and migration.

Around 2050, this wave is expected to flatten, leaving
nations with a major group of the elderly, and only a small
minority of today’s children and youth to drive society
(United Nations Department of Economic Affairs [DESA],
2020). In the wake of overpopulation, we already experi-
ence intercontinental migration caused by an unstable cli-
mate, poverty, and economic inequality; and wars and
conflicts over still more scarce natural resources such as
water, forests, and arable land. Furthermore, the industrial-
ization of agricultural labor has caused in-country migration
from thousands of villages, creating another global trend:
that of urbanization. Again by 2050, two-thirds of the Euro-
pean population will live in a major city, compared to only
half in 1950, and a mere 5% in 1840 (Statistical Office of
the European Communities [Eurostat], 2020). Human
mobility and densely populated cities create an ideal habitat
for recurrent airborne viruses, further stressing social net-
works and the economy at all levels (Aguilar et al., 2020).

In Europe – as in other parts of the world – the combined
effect of these waves has formed millions of refugees,
immigrants, and former farmer families, struggling to adapt
to the new multicultural environment in densely populated
cities, and in refugee camps at the borders of the EU. Under
the pressure of this sudden change, the very political coher-
ence of the union tends to divide between nationalist agen-
das and populist policies, opposed by efforts to uphold
international conventions, legal and human rights, and
democratic institutions. The present EU standstill will most
likely define the operational space also for the European
Federation of Psychologist’s Associations (EFPA) work,
including options for cross-national intervention programs.

Why Is Mental Health at the Top of
Our Agenda?

The abovementioned developments point unanimously to
the importance of promoting the mental health of Europe’s
growing number of urban families; to promote education
and care systems for the still smaller population of children
and youth. Like nations rewarded childbirths after the 1st
World War’s extinction of millions of father soldiers, gov-
ernments are slowly beginning to realize and respond to a
future lack of workforce. For example, Hungary’s 2019
Family Protection Action Plan offers lifelong income, tax-
exempt, and other incentives for families with four or more

children (Europe Economy, 2019). The country’s need for
childbirths is intensified by an immigration ban, as part of
this government’s nationalist agenda. In other countries,
immigration compensates for reduced fertility rates. Several
governments are concerned about the combination of fewer
children and rising economic inequality. For example,
increasing concern in Denmark spurred a € 134,000,000
government investment in “The first 1000 days” interven-
tion, focusing on care in low-income families (Boerne-og-
Undervisningsministeriet [BUM], 2020).

In particular, interventions must target Europe’s one mil-
lion children (1% of the child population) living in orphan-
ages and foster homes, and immigrant children (Eurochild,
2009). The risk of placement in alternative care increases
with economic inequality. Lockdowns created by the
COVID-19 pandemic will most likely cause even more par-
ents to give up parenting due to poverty. For one example,
the CEO of a Nepalese NGO reported incidents to the
author, that several street-vendor mothers who lost income
have killed their children and committed suicide after
lockdowns (Online conversation with CEO Ghimire, B.,
September 24th, 2020).

As a member of Eurochild’s task force group for children
in alternative care, the author also sees a growing concern in
the area. The Eurochild organization represents hundreds of
care organizations and now lobby to make European Parlia-
ment invest in eradicating child family poverty. Similar con-
cerns are raised by the author’s colleagues in the EFPA’s
task force group for Promotion and Prevention. These prior-
ities offer a window of opportunity for the EFPA member
association’s mental health initiatives.

Why Is Urbanization a Risk for Family and
Child Mental Health?

The research presents a paradox regarding urban health.
While the physical health of urban populations tends to
improve in many ways – expressed by prolonged lifespan,
reduced child mortality, and other progressions – they also
tend to destabilize the mental health and well-being of fam-
ilies, children, and youth. Several impacts add up to weaken
the foundations of family care systems and their social
cohesion. They threaten the continuity of child/parent (or
caregiver) relations, a vital prerequisite for child attach-
ment, mental health, and learning capacity later in life.

One stressor for former village families and migrants is
the shock produced by the sudden shift to the urban or sub-
urban environment, making traditional family mindsets and
care practices obsolete. For thousands of years, care was
embedded in small agricultural villages. Organized in the
extended family clan and protecting each other, members
were united by lifelong joint cooperation for crop produc-
tion. In this period, children were not separated from
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parents and peers before starting school. Ensuring survival
by having many children was paramount, given the high
infant mortality rates of the day. The continuity of child
care was ensured by extended family mindsets, religion,
and social norms. For example, the African Kefala tradition
obliges any relative to take in the children if parents die or
are unable to care, but this system is deteriorating due to
urbanization. Levine et al. (1962) coined the breakdown
of the extended family following urbanization as “social dis-
organization,” and documented the subsequent lack of edu-
cational success for migrant children.

In urban society, the long-term development of attach-
ment in children is at risk due to still earlier separations
in the daytime, as both parents are away for education
and work. In Denmark, 9 out of 10 infants age 1–3 are in
daycare or kindergarten for 30 hr a week, and the average
job length of pedagogues and teachers has fallen dramati-
cally. From an attachment point of view, children experi-
ence still earlier separations and short-term relations, a
risk for their ability to form deep social and emotional
bonds. For Danish immigrants, daycare and kindergarten
attendance are now mandatory, and immigrant mothers
who traditionally would be at home with 3–6 children are
forced to work and join education at the risk of losing sub-
sidies. While this policy intends quick integration, the sud-
den shift from extended family mindsets and role
distribution will likely induce a traumatizing effect on
many. For example, the author interviewed a 40-year old
illiterate immigrant mother from the Anatolian High Plains
in Turkey. When asked about her son’s age (she had 10
children), she paused for a long while, and then replied
“he was born in the year of the great drought.” She was
devastated by the law-enforced practice that she now had
to separate from her children in the daytime and leave
home every day to learn Danish.

Also, continuity in attachment is affected by the circum-
stance that EU parents neither live nor stay together as long
as before. Global and EU divorce rates increase and happen
still earlier in marriage, especially in low-income families.
Also, more parents live alone (1/3 in Denmark), or are
unmarried. From 1965 to 2016, the EU marriage rate
declined to half while the divorce rate doubled, most fre-
quent in Northern Europe (Eurostat, 2019). Parental
divorce demonstrates a negative effect on children’s life-
long educational achievements. A Danish longitudinal
study of 52,000 children born in 1980 finds that rich and
middle-class parents divorce later and much less frequently
than low-income parents. For both groups, the child’s edu-
cational level at age 32 was doubled if parents stayed
together (Holm, 2014). One study survey indicates children
of divorced parents to be more exposed to parental con-
flicts, the absence of one parent, and traumatic experiences
of broken attachments and peer relations (Anderson, 2014).

The high COVID-19 frequency in urban settings caused by
the increasing population density also increases household
conflicts, with many secondary negative effects on chil-
dren’s development (Behar-Zusman et al., 2020).

Summing up mental health risk factors, climate change,
and subsequent urban living seems to weaken protective
family networks and cause elevated parental stress. Chil-
dren tend to be separated from parents in the daytime from
an early age during their formative first years and experi-
ence more conflicts and interruptions in their attachments
with parents and other important caregivers. How is their
long-term mental health affected?

Child and Youth Mental Health
in Europe

The rapid alterations in extended family continuity, mutual
protection, and coherence probably account much for the
growing number of children and youth with unstable mental
health. The amplifying effect of lockdowns is summed up in
the Eurochild Report “Growing up in Lockdown – Europe’s
Children in the Age of COVID-19” (Eurochild, 2020). EU
children in alternative care display children’s generalmental
health problems in extremis, when all negative impacts
mentioned coincide to expel them from their families:
poverty, severe parental stress, and mental disorders, and
reduced contacts with peers, caregivers, and teachers.

How Can We Understand the Mental
Stress of Children and Youth in Alternative
Care?

In the author’s view, the emotional, behavioral, and learn-
ing problems of children in care can – to a large extent –
be interpreted as natural responses to traumatic separa-
tions, disturbed attachments, and the lack of a secure and
long-term childhood base.

Summing up demographic EU projections, a strategic
goal for EFPA Associations could be to contribute to
answers: how can we inspire politicians and communities
to support parents, and form small social units where chil-
dren can grow up with stable, long-term relations and qual-
ity care? And, how can we prevent child abandonment,
promote family reunions, and advise the best care for the
1% group in alternative care, whose future mental health
depends on public and private alternative care? These
reflections generate the next question: how to organize
large-scale interventions to improve child mental health?
It also raises the question of whether our traditional settings
for therapy and methods for the application must be recon-
sidered to meet the challenge.
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Designing a European Intervention

The author first debated future risk factors for child attach-
ment caused by demographic change in a handbook for
attachment disorder therapy (Rygaard, 2006). Due to many
language versions of the book, lectures and studies of alter-
native care systems on all continents ensued, creating a net-
work of researchers in the process. The ongoing analysis in
dialogs with this network became the author’s basis for a
project to design a low-cost large-scale intervention.
Inspired by these discussions, the author suggested cooper-
ation with the Danish School of Health Care in Aarhus. In
two EU Lifelong Learning projects 2008–2013, NGOs and
government agencies were invited.

Based on recommendations from the network of
researchers, two 6-month instructor staff educational
courses were developed, for the foster family and group
home staff training, respectively. For students, 15 group
training sessions were designed and made free online,
covering attachment practices from infanthood to leaving
care. These sessions were used by students during their
education to train either local groups of foster families or
group home staff in attachment-based daily care practices.
Program versions were developed in English, German,
and partner languages: Danish, Latvian, Polish, Russian,
Romanian, Bulgarian, Turkish, Spanish, Catalan, Greek,
and Italian. Two pre- and post-training questionnaires were
designed to assess caregiver workplace satisfaction, learn-
ing and cooperation, and child development. These and
the feedback process showed positive outcomes. Based on
the project, the European Commission requested a report
recommending future EU standards for education and
training in the field of alternative care. Further demands
from countries later caused the author to co-found the
Fairstart Foundation (www.fairstartfoundation.com) in
2016, to act as a transformational bridge of knowledge
and experience between researchers, care organizations,
and the daily caregivers of placed children.

The Organization of Interventions –

The Legacy of Robert Roe

The Fairstart Foundation’s mission was much inspired by
late EFPA president Robert Roe’s 2011 visions for our pro-
fession in his address to the British Psychological Society
(BPS, 2011):

I see two major ways to better meeting the needs of
Europe in the future. One is to develop new and
comprehensive solutions for societal problems, based
on collaboration among psychologists and with other
professions. A key example is the case of mental

health, where psychotherapy alone will never be able
to meet the huge and growing demand for prevention
and intervention. The second is to share the knowl-
edge of psychology with others in order for them to
create solutions. In a digital world where knowledge
can no longer be bounded and protected, and where
borders between disciplines become increasingly
blurred (e.g., health science, cognitive science),
knowledge must be given away (as G. Miller said in
1969), or it will simply be taken away. (p. 1)

At the 2011 Congress in Istanbul, Roe further elaborated his
vision for the organization’s future in his keynote “Does
Europe need Psychologists?” (Roe, 2011). Roe kindly rec-
ommended the Fairstart project as an example in this line
of thinking:

Some have provided examples of what could be
achieved by taking this direction. An inspiring exam-
ple is the “Fairstart project,” initiated by Danish
psychologist Niels Peter Rygaard and funded by the
European Union, which is dedicated to the training
of orphans’ caregivers. (p. 253)

Roe’s vision suggested a new role for psychologists, acting
as intermediates between cross-professional groups of
researchers, organizations, and daily caregivers and teach-
ers in need of practices, to improve attachment and mental
health. In the author’s experience, building this professional
identity is a complex one. Without belonging to any of the
three groups, this position requires competence in balanc-
ing the very different success criteria and norms between
academic circles, the agendas and financial considerations
of care organizations, and the down-to-earth learning needs
of users – foster parents, teachers, caregivers, and so forth.
Also, knowledge of advances in e-learning systems for
dissemination is required.

Example of an Intermediary Psychologist
Innovation

At the same conference, an ingenious example of this inter-
mediary position was given in a conversation with Turkish
Psychologist Association member Nedret Öztan, Depart-
ment of Psychology, Bilkent University. In the aftermath
of a major earthquake counting 17,000 deaths, she part-
nered with Red Cross and founded a cross-professional tent
camp in the middle of the devastation. From this base,
psychologists supported school teachers as key agents in
recovery for parents and children, due to their intimate
knowledge of all local families. She received many requests
from colleagues to volunteer for individual therapy and
accepted this on the condition that they started by working
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for 3 months in the camp. Not being a medical doctor, she
had to establish her position, and discuss approaches with
psychiatrists. This intervention resulted in several hand-
books in disaster management, and the design of an inter-
nationally used intervention (Öztan & Gözden, 2009). A
further inspiration in how to manage cross-professional
cooperations.

How Can Best Care Practices Be
Extracted From Research?

For the global Fairstart program contents, researchers from
Europe, the US, Latin America, and Asia were invited, to
ensure cultural diversity in care recommendations. In a
database, their contributions were categorized in infant
brain growth stimulation, caregiver-child attachment and
relations work, caregiver group dynamics, and organiza-
tional studies. Recommended care practices from each cat-
egory were derived, and a meta-analysis was performed for
cross-disciplinary coherence between recommended care
practices. For example, this enabled the importance of infant
physical stimulation for brain activity to be positively linked
to secure caregiver behavior, as described in attachment and
relational research (Whetten et al., 2003). Or, individual
caregiver ability to build secure child and youth relations
was shown to depend much on workplace satisfaction, and
the quality of caregiver group dynamics (The St. Peters-
burg-USA Orphanage Research Team [SRDC], 2008). This
knowledge was transformed into blended learning educa-
tions and group training programs (Rygaard, 2014).

A Tool for Dissemination: Blended
Learning Online Classrooms

With assistance from IT experts at Aarhus University in
Denmark, a 6-month online classroom was developed on
the edX educational platform, designed by Harvard Univer-
sity andMassachusets Institute of Technology for university
educations (HarvardX, 2020). Eight four-hour modules
contain texts and video tutorials cover attachment-, learn-
ing-, and group development theory, and a summary of
the research of the topic in question. In each module, a stu-
dent prepares the training of a local group of caregivers in
eight 3-hour sessions, using a portable program flash drive.
After each session, students perform peer feedback online,
reflect on questions and feedback from caregivers, guided
by daily feedback and online support from Fairstart. Pre-
and post-program questionnaires for caregiver well-being
and each child’s development are scored and registered
electronically, for follow-up and research purposes.

Designing the Interface Between Research
and Local Care Cultures

Local acceptance of interventions depends on respect for
and integration with the culture in question (McCall et al.,
2014; Rygaard, 2016). For this reason, each educational
curriculum is founded on an initial research travel with
the partner organization. Local key stakeholders, care-
givers, and children are interviewed and video-recorded
to align programs with local cultural traditions, needs,
and cultural care strengths. Daily care situations are
videoed, and all materials become part of the program,
once the partner has translated all sessions into the local
language(s). At a 3-day local seminar, 20–25 partner staff
are introduced to theory and practice in their ensuing
6-month online class curriculum. Once graduated, instruc-
tors can train any number of groups and combine sessions
on additional care topics, according to needs. All language
versions of the sessions are free at Fairstart’s site.

Examples of Long-Term Partnerships

Each partnership generates new training topics and target
groups. In cooperation with the NGO React Indonesia,
students from secular, Muslim, and Christian orphanages
were educated to train caregiver staff groups with Bahasa
language sessions. Psychiatry professor Kamikado Kazuhiro
of Nagano University visited Denmark and translated two
versions in Japanese. With SOS Children’s Villages
(SOSCV), 50 staff in Zanzibar, Tanzania, Kenya, and
Rwanda were educated and trained the foster and kinship
families of so far 5,000 children with versions in English,
Swahili, and Kinyarwanda.

Electronic registration of pre- and-post questionnaires for
380 East African foster children demonstrated 20%
increase in child mental health, as reported by foster par-
ents, assisted by instructors (Fairstart Foundation, 2019).
Variables were: the child’s general emotional state, ten-
dency to have or seek peer friendships, frequency of explo-
ration behavior, tendency to seek comfort, advice, and
protection from the caregiver, and frustration tolerance in
challenging tasks. At present, an external effect study of
outcomes and questionnaire validity is planned with
European and East African researchers. Rwandan govern-
ment now requested SOSCV to apply Fairstart for govern-
ment staff across this country, as the COVID-19
lockdown has tripled the number of street children.

At the request of the Greenland government, a cross-pro-
fessional education for school teachers, the group- and
school-home staff has been implemented, as well as a foster
family instructor education, in Danish and Inuit versions. A
project in Spain and Latin America for Spanish versions is
being planned with an NGO in Navarra, Spain.
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In total, 512 partner staff in 26 countries have graduated
and trained the caregiver groups of some 40,000 children
and youth for 6 months each. Partners report an 80% cost
reduction, saving expenses for traditional seminars and
travels. Due to the lockdown, Fairstart now designs and
applies virtual start-up seminars.

Strategic Project Management in Small
IT-Based Organization

The daily integration of project tasks and territories in this
intervention is complex, multicultural, and further chal-
lenged by the modest size of e-learning based organiza-
tions. This type of organization can have considerable
outreach and influence but does not necessarily require a
large staff – in the case of Fairstart, four staff and a volun-
teer board manage a multitude of tasks and relations with
partners who contribute to, upscale and implement the
designs. Two organizational theories have been useful for
project management: Jacques’ and Cason’s Organizational
Strata Model (Jacques, 1998), and Ralph Stacey’s Emergent
Organizational approach (Stacey, 2003).

In short, Jacque’s model assumes that regardless of its
formal levels, a global organization must have a hierarchy
of five operational levels (strata), defined by two vari-
ables: the typical time perspective and the complexity/
predictability of the task at hand. At the top of the strata hier-
archy, 5-year perspectives and rapid adjustment to shifts in
international policies and trends are important. At the level
of say, a daily leader of an orphanage or a Fairstart instruc-
tor-student, a one-year planning perspective is relevant,
and tasks are more guided by instructions, routines, hand-
books, etc. At the level of a caregiver in a group home or a
Polish fostermotherwith 10 children, daily routines are even
more predictable and require a shorter time span overview.
The Strata model is extremely useful in creating a clear
awareness in the Fairstart team, setting agendas, and role
distribution for the various tasks in question.

Stacey’s concept of emergence defines the organization –

not by its formal statements and written plans – but as con-
stantly unfolding at the moment by dialogs between those
involved:

“It is useful to think of an organization as a pattern of
conversation, and organization and managing as
responsive processes of relation in conversation.
How people talk, what pattern that talk displays, is
the primary importance to what the organization is
and what happens to it.”

In this understanding, the efficiency and development of an
organization depend on the quality of conversations and
dialogues. This concept pervades and creates Fairstart –

whether it concerns the dialog between an instructor and
a caregiver group about how to practice secure care or
handle teenagers, brainstorm with a partner organization,
or ongoing communications with researchers and profes-
sionals. In the process, many basic professional assump-
tions call for reconsideration.

How Do Large Scale Projects
Challenge Our Basic Concepts?

EFPA’s development – from local to international theories
and research, cross-professional cooperations and interven-
tions – is not only an adventure into unknown territory. This
journey also creates repercussions from recipients that
inspire us to revise our own mindsets and theoretical
assumptions, illustrated in these examples:

Bowlby’s attachment theory was formed in the post-war
period, where mother-child attachment was predominant.
While preserving the invaluable concepts of attachment
theory, the mother/child setting required expansion in
order to train groups of non-parental caregivers. As a
social-psychological addition, the concept of the “Secure
Caregiver Group” was formed. Instructors are educated
to enhance a group dynamic state, where instructors and
participants can freely share experiences of separations
and coping strategies from their own childhood. This pro-
cess aims to enhance a common cultural understanding
of how to cope with attachment and loss. This concept
has proved particularly important in indigenous cultures.
For example, in Rwanda in the light of the former mas-
sacre. Or, in the Greenland Inuit groups where the break-
down of the hunter-gatherer culture has caused massive
trauma and child abuse, and 7% of the child population
are in alternative care. These repeated dialogs in caregiver
groups often produce a transgression from individual
trauma, toward a common awareness and development
of improved coping strategies to overcome the loss. Also,
toward a more empathic stance and understanding of the
problematic behavior of the children in their care, promot-
ing a shift in caregivers to see themselves as emotional
attachment figures. Moreover, research indicates a connec-
tion between mentalizing dialogs and such narratives,
enhancing resolved caregiver attachment style (McCabe,
2011; Dallos, 2004).

Second, psychiatric illness in children is recognized in the
program but is not in focus, as psychiatric services are often
unavailable, and diagnostic categories are unknown in
many countries (Braddick et al., 2009). New causality
models of mental problems are emerging, interpreting
individual personality function as adaptations to adverse
environmental experiences. For example, a group of
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colleagues in the British Psychological Society are develop-
ing an alternative to the much-debated ICD and DSM diag-
nostic systems. The agenda of their Power Threat Meaning
Framework is to work “towards the identification of
patterns in emotional distress, unusual experiences, and
troubled or troubling behavior, as an alternative to func-
tional psychiatric diagnosis” (Johnstone et al., 2018).
Funded by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship (REC)
Programe of the European Union, SOS Children’s Villages
now implement trauma-informed therapy for children in
care worldwide, as do other organizations in collaboration
with universities (SOS Children’s Villages, 2020). These
are examples of how the interplay between theory and
practices creates innovations. Other examples are a host
of online-based programs, caused by the COVID-19
lockdowns.

Lessons Learned for Future EFPA
Inspirations

European society’s accelerating demographic change
appears to inspire new family care systems, but also to hap-
pen at a speed causing elevated levels of stress and trauma.
Looking back, the overall effect of Fairstart intervention
continues the classic function of psychology: to mediate
the relation between the individual and the ever-changing
environment. In this case, helping caregivers restructure
and adapt their parenting mindsets and care practices to
live in the new urban environments. In many countries,
traditional care practices fail, and valuable traditional
elements are lost because of difficulties in bridging the
gap between past and present – such as how to find new
ways of exercising authority. One feedback from an African
foster mother captures the essence of sharing caregiver
challenges: “Before, when my teenagers were disobedient,
I used to slap them with a bamboo stick, and they would
run away. Now I have learned in the training that it is much
better to be calm and sit down and talk with them. We are
like one big family now. I am a better mother.”

For EFPA, Roe’s remarks – that we should share
information with other professions and organizations freely
– remain as current as ever. This agenda is now universally
formalized in UN Millennium goals as “Global partnerships
for development,” and to “Ensure environmental sustain-
ability.” These are two sides of the same coin, united in
our efforts to improve the mental health of the next gener-
ation. Child mental health is perhaps the most important
prerequisite for our future, expressed also in Fairstart’s
motto: “Help Children Save the World.”

The author thanks the EFPA, APA, DPA, and other psy-
chologist associations, as well as countless researchers,

partners, colleagues, and caregivers. In particular, former
EFPA president TelmoMourinho, professors Robert McCall
and Cristine Groark, and the EFPA task force group for Pro-
motion and Prevention. Without their never-ending profes-
sional support, Fairstart’s bumblebee would never have
lifted off the ground.
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Abstract: Health and environmental psychology have long been walking side by side. These two disciplines of psychology have imported and
applied common psychological frameworks and each of them developed specific theories and methodologies. At a time when humankind faces
tremendous challenges ahead (climate change, global warming, ocean sickness, the reemergence of infections pandemics), environmental
health is more and more a crucial domain of research. Both environmental psychology and health psychology need to be engaged in
environmental health issues in order to enhance planetary health. Environmental psychology traditional fields of research provide
understanding about how natural or constructed environments impact human identity, attitudes, and behaviors (more recently, environmental
psychology is also investing in determinants of pro-environmental behaviors). On the other hand, health psychology has an extensive
comprehensive framework about how to promote healthy habits (i.e., automatically activated behaviors). We live in a global and extremely
complex and interconnected world, which promotes syndemic phenomena (several interactive epidemics sharing common etiological factors),
also resulting in accelerated depletion of natural resources. This current scenario might justify the development of an Environmental Health
Psychology discipline, joining together tools from both environmental psychology and health psychology in a synergic and strategic way.

Keywords: health psychology, environmental health, planetary health, narrative review

At the moment of writing these lines, most part of the world
faces an unexpected pause in normative daily-living activi-
ties. This generalized social containment (and quarantine or
isolation, for some), together with effective COVID-19
screening systems, seems to be the unique solution to fight
against coronavirus, at least, presumably, until vaccination
or other pharmaceutical interventions prove to be effective
to control the pandemic. What seems to be a solution to go
back to the world’s typical epidemiological curve trends,
also provides a forecast of what may be required, in a rela-
tively short period of time, to face environmental chal-
lenges, including climatic changes.

This sudden disruption of worldwide social and eco-
nomic activities has tremendous impacts, such as fear of
contamination, loneliness, boredom, physical activity and
food behavior changes, financial loss, among others. All
these social containment related stressors, although being

adaptative reactions to a pandemic, may act as determi-
nants of post-traumatic stress, anxiety disorders, or depres-
sion (Brooks et al., 2020), burnout (Barello et al., 2020),
marital conflicts (Zhang, 2020), unbalanced food behavior
and reduced physical activities (Ammar et al., 2020),
among other mal-adaptive responses. Paradoxically, this
tremendous deceleration of regular human life also corre-
lates with notorious improvement in several environmental
indicators, such as air pollution (The Guardian, 2020) or
(most probably) traffic-related noise, among others. This
is an outstanding illustration of how human behavior and
lifestyles can act as main determinants of a multiplicity of
outcomes related to human health and the natural environ-
ment. And surely illustrates the intertwined relationships
between gains in human longevity and well-being, and nat-
ural systems health, expressed in the current definition of
planetary health (Whitmee et al., 2015a).

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 212–218 �2021 Hogrefe Publishing
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Health Psychology and
Environmental Psychology:
Two Worlds Apart?

Health psychology and environmental psychology have
roughly the same age, as specific and independent applied
psychological disciplines (Matarazzo, 1980; Richards,
2000). Over these last 50 years (a little bit more for environ-
mental health), these two disciplines made their path with
much fewer moments of dialogue than it would be expect-
able. Indeed, up till recently, research objects and problems
from each of these two areas of psychological knowledge
were mostly from different arenas: health psychology has
been dedicated to the study of health and disease-related
behaviors (Shumaker et al., 2009), whereas environmental
psychology has been mostly concerned with how the envi-
ronment can promote higher levels of well-being and life sat-
isfaction (Gärling, 2014). It is not too risky to say that a good
share of the history of environmental psychology was dedi-
cated to the understanding of how natural or constructed
environments (e.g., cities, gardens, housing) impacted
human identity, attitudes or behaviors, whereas health psy-
chology has been focused on how to stop unhealthy behav-
iors and how to form healthy habits (e.g., regular physical
activity, treatment adherence). It is, therefore, natural that
research questions and methods tend to differ also between
these two areas: integration of analytic methods from archi-
tecture, planning, design, or sociology with psychology, for
environmental health (Gärling, 2014); theories of behavior
and behavioral change or maintenance, economic behavior,
for health psychology (O’Cathain et al., 2019; Shumaker
et al., 2009). Only more recently the focus of environmental
health started to shift also to human behavior as a source of
environmental problems (Gärling, 2014).

We believe that the history of these two disciplines of
psychological thought needs to converge so that psycholog-
ical science can assume a more active and efficient role
in fighting against syndemic phenomena (Singer, 2009),
namely syndemics involving environmental changes. A
good example of a problem that requires health and envi-
ronmental psychology to put efforts together is what Swin-
burn et al. (2019) called the global syndemic of obesity,
undernutrition, and climate change. Each one of these glo-
bal problems interacts with the other two and all of them
have an underlying common determinant: human behavior.
Likewise, and as will be discussed later, changing human
behavior for the greater good (i.e., individual long-term
health and environmental protection), and for coping
effectively with syndemics, requires a different level of
action, including both intra-individual and environmental
modifications. Therefore, both health psychology and envi-
ronmental psychology are active ingredients in this debate.

A Third Scientific Actor in the
Discussion of Human’s and Nature’s
Health: Environmental Health
Research

When thinking about the relationship between the environ-
ment and human health, it is impossible to forget the scien-
tific field of environmental health. It is interesting to note
that this is an area of research where only recently psychol-
ogists started to be involved. Environmental health has
been (and still is) dominated by the so-called hard sciences
(e.g., chemistry, physics) and biomedical research. Because
of this, researchers working in this area of study tend to be
(mainly) epidemiologists, chemists and biochemists, biolo-
gists, climatologists, sanitary engineers, geographers,
urbanists, and architects. Psychologists are much less fre-
quently involved in this type of scientific activity as they
should be. Enough to say that human (overt and covert)
behavior is at the center of concerns regarding human
biomonitoring, among other areas of environmental health.
Beliefs and attitudes regarding exposure to environmental
contaminants, human biomonitoring health communica-
tion, community-based biomonitoring screening programs
(Uhl et al., 2021), are just a few examples of areas of
research and/or applied knowledge requiring the interven-
tion of psychology thought.

To better understand the development and current
convergence of health and environmental psychological
fields, it is worthwhile to think about the history of environ-
mental health. The main goals of environmental health
research usually tackle the fields of “disease prevention,”
“protection against environmental hazards,” or “health
and well-being promotion”. It is a field of research mainly
dedicated to the study of the effects on human health of
the short- or long-term exposure to chemical, biological or
physical factors in soil, water and air. These efforts are
typically oriented by the definition of recommendations
on how to reduce human exposure to pathogenic environ-
mental factors. It is not surprising that the main approach
within environmental health has been the one of human
biomonitoring, which constitutes an area of huge invest-
ment (see, e.g., HBM4EU, 2020). More vulnerable sub-
groups of the population, such as children, pregnant women,
and the elderly, are important populational target of
environmental health research and intervention programs.

Although exposure-related behaviors are taken into
account in environmental health studies, the fact is that
researchers who are working in this area typically follow
(a) a rather unidirectional perspective, from the environ-
ment to human health, not from human behavior to envi-
ronment, and (b) a narrow perspective of what is the
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environment (mainly considered in its physical, chemical
and biological facets). Santos et al. (2019) proposed a much
broader perspective of environmental health, in which
other environmental dimensions need to be considered,
such as psychosocial environments (including schools,
workplaces, communities, cultures, etc.), economic and
political environments, and constructed environments,
namely urban contexts and digital worlds. All these envi-
ronmental “layers” have relevant interactive implications
for both human health and sustainability of natural
resources. According to this perspective, environmental
health needs to complement the most traditional environ-
mental focus on toxic-related factors with psychosocial,
economic, political, and digital (mainly, Internet-based) fac-
tors, in order to explain the effects of the environment on
human health as well as the effects of human longevity
and well-being gains on the environment.

Environmental health is also an interesting multidisci-
plinary field in terms of its object of study and areas of
intervention; it clearly assumes a biomedical perspective
of health, mostly centered on toxic agents with correspond-
ing human physiological dysfunctions. However, environ-
mental health needs to endorse a biopsychosocial
paradigm, considering social and psychological (cognitive,
emotional, behavioral) pathogenic agents and parameters
(Engel, 1977; Santos et al., 2019). This is an open debate
because human health conditions and diseases are mostly
determined by human behavior, also accounting for a big
share of mortality, mainly in the developed world (Davis
et al., 2015). Ultimately, this biopsychosocial-based endea-
vor of environmental health is paramount to ensure a plan-
etary health view (Whitmee et al., 2015b), acknowledging
the complex links between human health and the health
of the Earth. This planetary health perspective has theoret-
ical roots in both epidemiological methods and public
health theories, focusing on emerging threats to natural
and human-made systems that support humanity, within
a long-term and sustainable perspective. There is, however,
a lack of an integrated reflection on how psychological
science can make a relevant contribution within this para-
digm of planetary health. Again, health psychology and
environmental psychology can assume a relevant role, at
this level. Mainly, if combining efforts.

A clear example of environmental health and environ-
mental psychology interconnection is the one of Ocean
Health. Blue health expresses the bidirectional association
of human activities and health, and the health of oceans.
Fleming et al. (2019) highlight the fact that the health of
the Global Ocean (including all ecosystems involved) is
being seriously damaged by human activity. The massive
use of non-renewable and renewable marine resources,
associated with continuous discharge of waste materials,
including industrial and agricultural chemicals, plastics,

and pharmaceutical products, have a tremendously delete-
rious effect on oceans’ health. So, a lot needs to be done in
terms of environmental behavior so that this global
resource keeps being sustainable. This implies the building
up of individual and community habits oriented for long-
term gains; a difficult task for human beings (Hall & Fong,
2007; Hofmann et al., 2008), especially considering that
this (environmental-related) long-term goes much beyond
human life scale. Looking the other way around, and
equally aligned with the interests of environmental psychol-
ogy, is the concept of Blue Gym. As summarized by Flem-
ing et al. (2019), human direct interactions with seas and
oceans can lead to increased physical activity and improved
mental well-being. Spending more time outdoors, ensuring
(adequate) exposure to the sun, engaging in high-energy
water sports, and/or in moderate walks are among possible
mechanisms of action for this blue-gym positive effects on
human health. Different studies showed that living near the
ocean and having a view of it is associated with a lower risk
of mental health problems (even after adjusting for socioe-
conomic factors; Dempsey et al., 2018; Garrett et al., 2019).
This is a perfect arena of interest for environmental psy-
chologists, eventually endorsing a “Global Ocean and
Human Health and Well-being” research and intervention
collaborative initiative, as proposed by Fleming et al.
(2019).

In line with the abovementioned concept of Blue Health
lies the one of Green Exercise, in which also natural envi-
ronments (forests, gardens, mountains, etc.) stand in the
midst of the relationship between health and the individual.
The evidence shows that the proximity to a park or the
riverside creates the opportunity for exercising on a regular
basis in contact with nature, also facilitating social interac-
tions with other users of these spaces (Loureiro & Veloso,
2017), thus reducing stress, mental fatigue and symptoms
of depression, improving self-esteem (Mitchell, 2013; White
et al., 2016) and enhancing mood (Barton et al., 2009; Kerr
et al., 2012; Wells & Rollings, 2012). Exercising in contact
with nature is an excellent opportunity for promoting health
gains in a bidirectional fashion, also at the ecosystems’
level. Indeed, it is possible to contribute to environmental
sustainability while exercising and reducing sedentary
behaviors as a few programs have shown (World Health
Organization, 2018).

Another area of concern for psychologists in general but
where both health psychology and environmental psychol-
ogy have major roles is, obviously, the psychological impact
of environmental changes (most particularly, of climate
change and global warming). These effects are pervasive,
though not always obvious, and can lead to significant
disturbance both at the individual (shock, sense of helpless-
ness, posttraumatic stress, and increased levels of aggres-
sion, anxiety, depression, or substance abuse) and at the

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 212–218 �2021 Hogrefe Publishing
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social (relationships are put under pressure) levels (Sawitri
et al., 2015). Also, evidence shows that air pollution (namely
due to particulate matter; PM2.5) is associated with a higher
risk of depression, and potentially, with anxiety (Braithwaite
et al., 2019).

The relevance of the contribution of psychology for mit-
igation, adaptation, and activism actions regarding climatic
change was fully acknowledged in the 2019 international
summit on psychology and global health, organized by
the Ordem dos Psicólogos Portugueses (i.e., the Portuguese
Psychological Association) and by the American Psycholog-
ical Association, resulting on a resolution text that was
signed by more than 40 psychological associations, posi-
tioning psychology science as an “a leader in climate
action” (PsyGlobalHealth, 2019).

Health and Environmental-Friendly
Behaviors: Common Grounds for an
Environmental Health Psychology
Discipline

There is a main challenge common to health psychologists,
environmental psychologists, and those involved in the
overarching field of environmental health: how to promote
the adoption of adequate habits? When looking for creating
positive impacts on human health (both physical and psy-
chological), as well as on planetary health, individuals need
to activate and, more importantly, to maintain behaviors
that are considered to be effective for health promotion
and well-being; ultimately, for life sustainability and longev-
ity. Unfortunately, such behaviors (e.g., physical activity,
eating healthy and adequate amounts of food, recycling,
commuting by foot or with bikes, etc.) compete against
alternative behaviors that are more intrinsically rewarding
(eating fat and sweet food, driving a sportive car, etc.).

Planning in the long-term is not an easy task for human-
kind. We can think about humans as “immediate gratifica-
tion-prompted animals”. The seminal work of Hall and
Fong provided inspiring evidence about the effect of the
relative moment of onset of obstacles and gains associated
with health behaviors (Hall & Fong, 2007). These authors
showed that because aversive factors associated with
physical activity (e.g., body pain) are expected to emerge
much before the gains of physical activity (e.g., reducing
weight or feeling athletic), there is much fewer chances to
engage and maintain this behavior; changing the focus of
attention to immediate gains and delayed discomfort may
be a good way to overcome this effect (Hall & Fong,
2007). The field of economic behavior science alsomapped
different cognitive intertemporal choices phenomena, such

as hyperbolic time discounting (Ainslie, 1975) and intertem-
poral distribution of costs and benefits (Akerlof, 2016), all
of them supporting the daily empirical evidence that human
motivation tends to be more oriented to behaviors associ-
ated with perceived immediate gains. This is obvious for
intrinsic motivation in which the behavior itself is reward-
ing (e.g., eating a chocolate mousse); but it is also true for
extrinsic motivations in which the reward is obtained in
time-contingency, the main factor of all learning theories
(Deci & Ryan, 1987; Skinner, 1965). Environmental psy-
chologists have done extensive work around the con-
strual-level theory of psychological distance (Trope &
Liberman, 2010; Wu et al., 2014). According to this con-
struct, the more distant is the object of thought from direct
experience, the more abstract and distant is the representa-
tion of the object and the less relevant it becomes from a
phenomenological perspective of the person. This is com-
pletely in line with the empirical observation that the con-
cept of chronic disease in older ages has few impacts on
health behavior related decisions for adolescents, and it
may also explain why thinking about far away climatic
changes (in both time and space) is a weak prompt for envi-
ronmental protective behavior. Denial and several other
cognitive biases have been suggested as mediators of the
decision making when psychological distance or inter-
temporal choices push the individual in the direction of
the non-health, non-pro-environmental choice (Kahneman,
2011). This low effect of distant gains tends to favor a low
perception of the efficacy of the (rather objectively)
adequate behavior (e.g., recycling).

On the other hand, perception of effective behaviors is a
key determinant of decision making in social learning the-
ory (Bandura & Walters, 1977): if someone believes that a
specific behavior leads to the desired outcome, the possibil-
ity to engage in such behavior will increase. Another key
mediating variable for the decision making is individuals’
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982): individuals with higher per-
ceived self-efficacy tend to be more easily activated for
the behavior, namely also on climate-related behaviors
(Sawitri et al., 2015). Interesting to note that whereas psy-
chological distance is a concept more easily found in envi-
ronmental psychology research, delayed versus immediate
rewards are more frequently used as explanatory variables
in the area of health psychology. There is, again, a large
avenue for studying the combined interpretative value of
these constructs.

Another interesting line of research to pursue would be
the study of adequate communication (promoting environ-
mental health literacy) of behaviors that have a synergic
effect: being positive for human health and for planetary
health. Good examples of such behaviors are (Cunsolo
et al., 2018): reducing red meat consumption, adopting
active commuting, public transportation, investing in
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creating and/or visiting green spaces, investing in clean
energy. These behaviors are environmental-friendly and
have positive psychological effects on stress, anxiety, and
other mental illnesses; moreover, as stated by Cunsolo
et al. (2018) they contribute to fighting against the decline
of social identity that comes from climate damage (a major
topic in environmental health research, in itself).

Final Remarks

Homo sapiens is far from being an old species; we are very
far even from being the longest living species among our
homo genus “relatives” (homo erectus lived for almost
two million years; Harari, 2014). The impact of the human
worldwide community on natural ecosystems is clearly
associated with current serious threats to our existence.
Recently, a large group of scientists published a well-
founded paper to highlight the responsibility of mankind
on climate change and alerting for the imperative of taking
concrete and critical actions in order to avoid imminent dis-
ruptions of ecosystems current balance, supporting human
life (Venhoeven et al., 2016). Ultimately, values, motiva-
tions, beliefs, attitudes, decision makings, behaviors, and
habits, at individual, familial, and community (at local,
national, and international) levels, will play the fundamen-
tal role of promoting planetary health and, within it, human
health. Psychological science has a long and rich evidence-
based descriptive and explanatory set of theories about
human behavior (Armitage & Conner, 2000; Davis et al.,
2015; Kwasnicka et al., 2016; O’Cathain et al., 2019). How-
ever, we are still far from having robust predictive models
for maintained health and pro-environmental behaviors
(at individual and at group levels). More than ever, we need
to integrate cross-disciplinary knowledge and efforts in this
direction. Health psychology and environmental psychology
are natural candidates for the overall effort of understand-
ing and improving environmental health. An integrated
environmental health psychology discipline seems a logical
step forward. This is especially relevant when we realize
that so many health behaviors are synergic with pro-envir-
onmental behaviors (Bains & Turnbull, 2019; Cunsolo
et al., 2018; Swinburn et al., 2019). It also makes sense
when thinking about the footprint of healthcare units and
activities (Sherman et al., 2019). Both examples (among
many others) demand a joint theoretical and methodologi-
cal action from health and environmental disciplines.

In 2007, Cheng et al. (2007) alerted to the possibility of
re-emergence of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS)
coronavirus – or a mutation of that virus; at that moment,
the authors considered this as a near inevitability. In
their own words, “The presence of a large reservoir of

SARS-CoV-like viruses in horseshoe bats, together with
the culture of eating exotic mammals in southern China,
is a time bomb” (Cheng et al., 2007, p. 683). First climate
models with good capacity to provide accurate forecasts of
subsequently verified global surface warming date from
1970 (Kay, 2020). These facts make it very clear that data
and information are not enough to activate individual nor
communities to modify habits and lifestyles. We need better
and sound models for the promotion of long-during saluto-
genic habits. We believe that this can only be achieved, in
long-term, if social norms and individual values are oriented
to the activation of adequate (i.e., healthy, for individuals
and planet) behavioral choices. Such values, together with
capability assets (De Matos et al., 2019), will inform auton-
omous motivation for enkratic choices and behaviors:
choices that may lead humanity to a brighter future.
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Abstract: Increasing demands on ecosystems, decreasing biodiversity, and climate change are among the most pressing environmental
issues of our time. As changing weather conditions are leading to increased vector-borne diseases and heat- and flood-related deaths, it is
entering collective consciousness: environmental issues are human health issues. In public health, the field addressing these issues is known
as environmental health. This field addresses both the effects people have on their environment as well as the effects of the environment on
people. Psychology, as a discipline concerned with explaining, predicting, and changing behavior has much to contribute to these issues
because human behavior is key in promoting environmental health. To date, however, an integrative view of environmental health in psychology
is lacking, hampering urgently needed progress. In this paper, we review how the environment and human health are intertwined, and that
much can be gained through a systemic view of environmental health in psychology. Based on a review of the literature, we suggest that
psychologists unite efforts to promote an integrative science and practice of environmental health psychology, and jointly address
environmental-health related behavior. The research agenda for this field will include integrating behavior change theory and intervention
approaches. Thereby, psychology can potentially make an important contribution to sustained environmental health for generations to come.

Keywords: environmental health, science of behavior change, health psychology, environmental psychology, intervention

Temperatures are rising, extreme weather is increasing,
and water and other natural resources are declining amidst
increasing demand by the human population (IPCC, 2014).
These and further environmental issues are threatening
human life on the planet (Steffen et al., 2015). The magni-
tude of these environmental issues is now markedly enter-
ing the collective consciousness as the voices reminding us
of the impact of today’s decisions on future generations
grow louder (e.g., Thunberg, 2019). Individuals and house-
holds contribute significantly to environmental issues
(Clayton et al., 2015). For example, 26% of the total energy
consumed in the European Union in 2018 were directly
consumed by households, for example, for heating or cook-
ing, and half of that energy originated from fossil fuels,
especially gas (eurostat, 2020). In turn, environmental

issues affect human health and well-being (G. W. Evans,
2019), which can in part be reduced by people’s adaptation
to environmental issues (van Valkengoed & Steg, 2019).
Psychology, a discipline concerned with explaining, predict-
ing, and changing behavior, therefore, has much to offer to
the mitigation of environmental issues and the promotion
of environmental health (Clayton et al., 2015; Otto et al.,
2014; Stern, 2011; sometimes also described as planetary
health; Swinburn et al., 2019).

Environmental health, “[i]n its broadest sense, . . . is the
segment of public health that is concerned with assessing,
understanding, and controlling the impacts of people on
their environment and the impacts of the environment on
them” (Moeller, 2011, p. 3). It includes environmental
issues such as air pollution, climate change, water, and

�2021 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article under European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 219–229
the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0) https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000438
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sanitation. Whereas environmental health is an established
segment of public health, psychological research on this
topic is scattered, hampering urgently needed progress.
In particular, two sub-disciplines of psychology are each
partially concerned with environmental health: environ-
mental psychology and health psychology. Contributing to
the understanding of people’s impact on their environment,
in the past decades, environmental psychologists have
researched the drivers and barriers of pro-environmental
behavior and developed effective interventions to promote
behavior change, for example, for energy conservation
(Abrahamse et al., 2005; Andor & Fels, 2018), travel mode
choice (Lind et al., 2015), and recycling (Varotto &
Spagnolli, 2017). Environmental psychology is further
concerned with the impact of the environment on people,
especially on their well-being (e.g., favorable impacts of
green spaces; Houlden et al., 2018). However, the impact
of environmental issues on people’s physical health has
received comparatively less attention from psychologists
and has only recently emerged as a topic of interest in
our field (van Valkengoed & Steg, 2019). This, even though
it has been highlighted that environmental issues are ulti-
mately health issues as both are inherently interconnected
(EASAC, 2019; Raworth, 2017; Swinburn et al., 2019).

Health psychology, a sub-discipline of psychology dedi-
cated to preventing disease and promoting health and
well-being (Matarazzo, 1980) may offer key insights to
understanding and promoting environmental health,
thereby complementing environmental psychology. How-
ever, health psychology has arguably paid less attention to
environmental factors, traditionally focusing on the individ-
ual’s role in health (Matarazzo, 1980), that is, self-regulation
to prevent chronic disease (e.g., Schwarzer et al., 2011).
Researchers have previously suggested synergies between
environmental and health psychology (e.g., Bernard,
2019). Nisbet and Gick (2008), for example, convincingly
argued that health psychology may enhance our under-
standing of pro-environmental behavior. Yet, although some
applications of health behavior change models to explain
pro-environmental behavior exist (Bamberg, 2013), cross-
pollination between health and environmental psychology
is still rare.

In this paper, we aim to show that much can be gained
from an integrated view of environmental health in psycho-
logical science and practice. Environmental and health
psychology each contribute unique theoretical and method-
ological approaches and insights to understanding and pro-
moting environmental health. Health psychology can add to
our understanding and promotion of behaviors that can
mitigate people’s impact on the environment (Bernard,
2019), which have traditionally been the focus of environ-
mental psychology. We will henceforth refer to these as
“mitigation behaviors” (Bernard, 2019) to avoid precluding

the motives that drive these behaviors (e.g., pro-
environmental or health motives). Further, integration of
environmental and health psychology will expand our
understanding of behaviors that aim to prevent the adverse
impact of environmental issues on human health (hence-
forth referred to as “adaptation behaviors”; Bernard,
2019). Adaptation behaviors may be conceptualized as
health behaviors, but they may also relate back to the envi-
ronment (e.g., by fostering pro-environmental motives). In
summary, our paper makes the case that conceptualizing
and addressing environmental health in an integrated man-
ner in psychology (i.e., as environmental health psychology)
should significantly enhance understanding and promotion
of environmental health. Environmental health psychology
will address both mitigation and adaptation behaviors
related to environmental health (see Figure 1). The aim is
that this integration will enable efficient progress in this
field, which is urgently needed considering the pressing
nature of environmental issues.

Environmental Health and the Role
of Human Behavior

Major planetary processes such as climate and biodiversity
are key to keeping the earth in a Holocene-like state con-
ducive to human life (Raworth, 2017). However, human
activities, such as agriculture, industry, and mineral extrac-
tion, are altering these processes at a large scale (IPCC,
2018), putting the planet at increased risk of destabilization
(Raworth, 2017; Steffen et al., 2015). Already, environmen-
tal issues are causing adverse effects on human health. The
pollution of drinking water, for example, caused by insuffi-
cient sanitation, can lead to the outbreak of waterborne dis-
eases such as typhoid fever and cholera (Schwarzenbach
et al., 2010). Chemical pollution of water and soil (e.g.,
by pesticides) has multiple health effects that are likely

Figure 1. Environmental health psychology: Addressing mitigation and
adaptation behaviors related to environmental health.
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underestimated (Landrigan et al., 2018). Further, burning
fossil fuels leads to widespread air pollution, causing dis-
eases such as asthma and bronchitis (Künzli et al., 2000),
and relates to 4.2 million premature deaths annually
(WHO, 2019). Importantly, burning fossil fuels is the main
source of CO2 emissions, a greenhouse gas that contributes
to climate change (Watts et al., 2015).

Climate change is a key environmental issue that poses
several direct and indirect health risks (Watts et al., 2015)
that will likely be of increasing importance as climate
change accelerates. The direct effects of climate change
include increases in the frequency and severity of hydro-
meteorological hazards, such as wildfires, droughts, and
flooding (Sauerborn & Ebi, 2012), which can lead to physi-
cal injury and death. Moreover, experiencing such hazards
can cause psychological illness such as post-traumatic stress
disorder and anxiety (Clayton et al., 2017; Goldmann &
Galea, 2014). Indirectly, climate change adversely affects
human health by enabling the spread of vector-borne dis-
eases (e.g., malaria, dengue fever) through fostering favor-
able conditions for vectors (Campbell-Lendrum et al.,
2015). Other examples include food insecurity (climate
change increases crop failure, loss of livestock, and agricul-
tural plagues; FAO, 2008), and the possibility of increased
armed conflict (Adams et al., 2018; Mach et al., 2019). In
addition, psychological consequences are expected, such
as psychological distress (G. W. Evans, 2019), and “eco-
anxiety” (Clayton et al., 2017).

People’s behavior is key to promoting environmental
health. On the one hand, people can mitigate their adverse
impact on the environment by changing their behaviors.
Mitigation behaviors thus aim to alleviate the human
impact on the environment. On the other hand, people
can avoid or reduce adverse health effects of the environ-
ment by adapting to environmental issues. We discuss the
two environmental-health related behavioral domains
(mitigation and adaptation behaviors) in more detail in
the following.

Mitigating Adverse Impact of Humans on
the Environment: Mitigation Behaviors

Through lifestyle changes, individuals and households can
mitigate adverse human impact on the environment (IPCC,
2018). For example, people can walk instead of taking the
car. They can engage in recycling, or using safe sanitation.
They can avoid behaviors such as air travel, consuming
meat, using pesticides, and they can adopt sustainable inno-
vations, such as new technologies (e.g., solar power) or new
products (e.g., insect-based foods).

Mitigation behaviors have been traditionally addressed in
environmental psychology, for example, in the context of

pursuing pro-environmental goals (Kaiser & Wilson,
2004). However, mitigation behaviors can also be relevant
from a health perspective when they have co-benefits (Bain
et al., 2016). Co-beneficial behaviors reduce people’s
impact on the environment and simultaneously and directly
promote personal health as well. Hence, integrating envi-
ronmental and health psychology perspectives when
addressing mitigation behaviors could valuably extend pre-
vious research in this field.

Mitigation behaviors with co-benefits include, for exam-
ple, meat-reduced diets and active mobility. Compared to
other foods, meat production accounts for a substantial
amount of greenhouse gas emissions, land use, use of nat-
ural resources (e.g., water), and pollution (Clark et al.,
2019). Lowering meat consumption or switching to a vege-
tarian diet could reduce up to 50% of greenhouse gas emis-
sions and land demand of the current diet (Hallström et al.,
2015) while also reducing the risk of coronary heart disease,
cancer, type 2 diabetes, and overall mortality (Godfray
et al., 2018). Similarly, commuting to work by bicycle or
walking instead of taking the car may lower greenhouse
gas emissions and fossil fuel consumption, while at the
same time increasing air quality, and levels of physical
activity (Barnett et al., 2019). This, in turn, will promote
better health and well-being (Kelley et al., 2018; Lee
et al., 2012; Mata et al., 2012). In addition, mitigation
behaviors with co-benefits for well-being and the environ-
ment have also been identified. For example, engaging in
environmental activism has been shown to relate to greater
well-being and health (Klar & Kasser, 2009).

Reducing Adverse Impacts of the
Environment on Human Health:
Adaptation Behaviors

People can take multiple actions to prevent or reduce envi-
ronmental impacts on human health and well-being (van
Valkengoed & Steg, 2019). These behaviors may or may
not be motivated by health concerns, wherefore we advo-
cate an integrated view of psychological science on these
behaviors. Adaptation behaviors can be categorized as
information seeking, preparative actions, and protective
actions (van Valkengoed & Steg, 2019). Information seek-
ing means acquiring information about a person’s risk of
an environmental hazard and potential behavioral
responses to certain hazards, for example, checking govern-
ment brochures and monitoring air pollution (e.g., Lewis &
Edwards, 2016). Preparative actions are structural mea-
sures that are taken before the onset of an environmental
hazard, aimed at reducing the probability of being affected.
Examples include flood proofing the home, or buying
facemask respirators to protect against air pollution (e.g.,
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Hansstein & Echegaray, 2018). Protective actions are
behaviors taken in response to an ongoing hazard, aimed
at reducing the impacts of that hazard, for instance, taking
prophylactic medicine for vector-borne diseases, or wearing
a face mask respirator in an air-polluted area (e.g., Zhou
et al., 2016).

Adaptation behaviors affect human health at different
timescales. There are behaviors with immediate health
effects, such as avoiding overexertion during heatwaves
(Akompab et al., 2013). Behaviors could also have interme-
diate-term effects, such as taking structural measures to
ensure indoor temperatures are regulated during a heat-
wave (Murtagh et al., 2019). There are also behaviors with
long-term health effects such as migrating away from
affected areas (Zander et al., 2019). Furthermore, most
people are facing multiple environmental hazards simulta-
neously. A broad repertoire of adaptation behaviors will
therefore be required in the future, wherefore this is an
important emerging field in psychology.

Understanding and Promoting
Environmental Health: The Role of
Psychology

As elaborated above, human behavior plays a pivotal role in
environmental health, even though psychologists have
rarely systemically tackled this. A key contribution of psy-
chology as a discipline, and environmental and health psy-
chology, in particular, is the development of theories about
the determinants of behavior change, and the development
of behavior change interventions based on these theories.
In the following, we provide a brief integrative review of
the determinants of mitigation and adaptation behaviors
from both environmental and health psychology.

Determinants of Mitigation and
Adaptation Behaviors

Both environmental and health psychology are concerned
with explaining mitigation and adaptation behaviors, and
their theories show large overlap. Risk perception, a con-
struct from protection motivation theory (Rogers, 1975),
for example, plays a role in explaining health behaviors,
such as vaccination uptake (Brewer et al., 2007), but can
also be used to explain pro-environmental behaviors
(Brügger et al., 2015). In addition, people are assumed more
likely to engage in behavior change if they expect positive
outcomes of the behavior (outcome expectations). While
health behaviors are usually motivated by positive personal
outcomes, such as promoting personal health, pro-

environmental behaviors are usually encouraged by positive
collective outcomes, such as improved environmental quality
or public health. Accordingly, self-transcendence values
(i.e. biospheric and altruistic values) that elicit a moral
obligation (personal norm) to act have been identified as
key motivators of pro-environmental behaviors (Stern
et al., 1999). Further, perceiving oneself as capable of per-
forming a behavior (self-efficacy; Bandura, 1997), as well as
social norms, have been theorized as key correlates of
behavior change (Ajzen, 1991). Most theories assume that
a key step to behavior change is forming a behavioral inten-
tion, (Ajzen, 1991; Schwarzer, 2008).

Despite good intentions, many people fail to translate their
intentions into action (intention-behavior gap; Orbell &
Sheeran, 1998). Behavior change frameworks such as the
health action process approach (HAPA; Schwarzer, 2008;
Zhang et al., 2019) focus on volitional behavioral determi-
nants beyond people’s intentions. Volitional strategies such
as action planning (a detailed plan, where, when, and how
to perform a behavior; Leventhal et al., 1965) and action con-
trol (Sniehotta et al., 2005; e.g., monitor whether one is wear-
ing facemask respirators in air polluted areas; Zhou et al.,
2016) can be further important behavioral determinants.
These are often studied in health psychology. Further, auto-
matic processes, such as habits (cue-behavior associations
with a history of repetition; Fleetwood, 2019) are gaining
renewed attention as predictors of behavior. Finally, contex-
tual factors, referring to environmental and structural
aspects that might enable or hinder behavior can be impor-
tant (Steg & Vlek, 2009). For example, simply the availability
of public transport, recycling facilities, and environmental
alternatives in the supermarket are necessary for relevant
behaviors to take place (Steg & Vlek, 2009).

Overall, behavior change theories in environmental and
health psychology share many overlaps in the key determi-
nants of behavior change as they play a role in both mitiga-
tion and adaptation behaviors. Surprisingly, the exchange
between the two sub-disciplines has been limited, despite
the strong links between environmental and health issues
highlighted previously (Bernard, 2019; Nisbet & Gick,
2008).

Interventions to Promote Behavior Change

Based on behavior change theory, interventions can be
derived to promote mitigation and adaptation behaviors.
An important achievement of psychologists in this field to
date has been to make this process systematic. We now
have a taxonomy of behavior change techniques (BCTs),
that is, the smallest units of interventions that can bring
about change, which makes intervention reporting more
transparent (Michie et al., 2013). The latest work has also
linked BCTs with behavioral determinants, facilitating the
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selection of behavior change techniques for specific behav-
ioral determinants (Carey et al., 2019; Connell et al., 2019).
While this work has recently strongly been driven by
health psychology, these procedures and tools are readily
applicable to the broader environmental health context.
Yet, this has rarely been done.

Different theories suggest different ways for promoting
behavior change. According to stage models (Bamberg,
2013; Schwarzer, 2008), interventions can be tailored to
two general mindsets. For individuals not yet motivated
to change (i.e., non-intenders), motivational intervention
techniques can aim to create behavioral intentions (“I want
to cycle to work, instead of using the car”). For individuals
motivated to change, but not performing the behavior (i.e.,
intenders), volitional intervention techniques could target
behavioral adoption and long-term maintenance.

To motivate non-intenders to adopt environmental-
health behaviors, research has focused on behavioral
determinants such as social norms (e.g., Schultz et al.,
2016), perceived costs and benefits, or self-efficacy (Steg
& Vlek, 2009). These interventions may address collective
goals (e.g., improve quality of nature or public health) or
individual goals (e.g., improve the personal financial situa-
tion or improve personal health; De Dominicis et al.,
2017), and should be matched to recipients’ values (van
den Broek et al., 2017). For example, pro-environmental
framing has been shown to motivate some persons,
whereas others are better motivated by monetary framing
(Steinhorst et al., 2015), health framing (Carfora et al.,
2019), or social justice (Kals, 1996). Herein also lies the
potential of promoting behaviors that have co-benefits for
health and the environment. The psychological distance
of adverse effects of climate change has been found to be
a barrier to mitigation behaviors (Jones et al., 2017). Health
behavioral consequences, in turn, might be perceived as
more proximal. Depending on the mindset of the target
population, interventions may thus either emphasize the
health benefits of, for example, active mobility or meat-
reduced diets, or their benefits for the environment (Bain
et al., 2016). Emphasizing the more proximal health conse-
quences could be promising to motivate those for whom the
environmental consequences seem distal. For others (e.g.,
younger age groups), the health consequences of their
behaviors might seem distal, whereas their concern about
climate change can be higher than in older age groups
(Corner et al., 2015). Research on this promising pathway
to promoting mitigation behaviors should take into consid-
eration spillover effects (i.e., beneficial effects on non-
targeted mitigation behaviors) as some self-interest motives
(e.g., monetary) have been shown to limit spillover
(L. Evans et al., 2013).

People who are motivated, but do not act accordingly
exhibit the intention-behavior gap (i.e., monitoring goal

progress and investing self-regulatory effort in goal pur-
suit ; Sniehotta et al., 2005; Bamberg, 2013; Inauen et al.,
2016; Orbell & Sheeran, 1998). These persons benefit from
volitional interventions, including planning, action control,
or habit formation (Hagger & Luszczynska, 2014;
Verplanken et al., 2018). For instance, individuals can form
individual plans on when, where, and how to perform envi-
ronmental health-related behaviors (Bamberg, 2002),
which can be followed up by means of action control (i.e.,
self-monitoring goal progress and exerting self-regulatory
effort in goal pursuit; Sniehotta et al., 2005).

Accelerating Progress: An Agenda
for Environmental Health
Psychology

As shown in this paper, there is a substantial need and
scope for psychology to contribute to promoting environ-
mental health as behavior change is a key factor. In line
with a systemic view of environmental health (Swinburn
et al., 2019), and given the considerable overlap and poten-
tial synergies between environmental and health psychol-
ogy, it seems fruitful that both sub-disciplines join forces
as environmental health psychology, dedicated to accelerat-
ing psychological research and practice related to environ-
mental health. Further psychology sub-disciplines may
also contribute, such as clinical psychology (environmental
issues also have important effects on mental health;
Clayton et al., 2017), or positive psychology (mitigation
behaviors can promote well-being; Hunecke, 2013). Below,
we outline a research agenda for environmental health psy-
chology, delineating theoretical and applied research ques-
tions that should be addressed by psychologists aiming to
tackle environmental health.

Toward an Integrative Understanding of
Environmental Health in Psychology

As shown, environmental and health psychology offer syn-
ergistic perspectives to enhance our understanding of envi-
ronmental health. By tackling both the impacts of humans
on the environment as well as environmental impacts on
human health, environmental health psychology has the
potential to lead to a holistic understanding of human
behavior related to environmental health. Environmental
psychology has already made great progress in understand-
ing mitigation behaviors that help preserve the environ-
ment. This line of research may be further enhanced by
systematically integrating insights from health psychology,
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for example, by including volitional factors from health
behavior theories, such as action control (Sniehotta et al.,
2005). Good examples of such theoretical integration exist
(Bamberg, 2013; Mosler, 2012). However, this research
should be expanded further. We hope that our conceptual-
ization of environmental health psychology, and mitigation
and adaptation behaviors specifically, will promote such
integrative efforts beyond traditional sub-disciplinary
boundaries in psychology. For example, a fruitful avenue
for this integrative research may be addressing mitigation
behaviors that are beneficial to both the environment and
human health.

In terms of adaptation behaviors, an important agenda
item for environmental health psychology is to intensify
psychological science on behaviors that help humans adapt
to environmental risks and reduce their effects on human
health. These include, for example, using mosquito nets
to prevent vector-borne diseases, using face-mask respira-
tors to prevent respiratory diseases from air pollution, or
avoiding the impacts of flooding and wildfires. There is
research in psychology that has tackled adaptation to
environmental risks, especially regarding climate-related
hazards (reviewed in van Valkengoed & Steg, 2019), but
also regarding pollution of drinking water (e.g., Contzen
& Marks, 2018; Inauen et al., 2013), and other pollutants
(e.g., Landes et al., 2019; Weinstein et al., 1998). This
research should be expanded in light of the pressing
environmental issues (e.g., climate change; IPCC, 2014).
Further, mental health outcomes are also an important
but often overlooked consequence of environmental issues
that require psychologists increased attention. Overall, our
understanding of human adaptation to environmental
issues will benefit from being addressed systemically and
jointly by the related psychology sub-disciplines.

Strengthening Intervention Approaches

An integrative sub-discipline of environmental health psy-
chology should also strengthen behavior change interven-
tion approaches to promote environmental health. Both
health and environmental psychology have developed sys-
tematic behavior change intervention approaches, such as
the behavior change wheel (Michie et al., 2014) or the
RANAS approach (risk, attitudes, norms, ability, self-regula-
tion; Mosler, 2012). However, due to low exchange between
the sub-disciplines, frameworks have been developed in
parallel, hampering cumulative scientific progress. To
accelerate research on environmental health promotion,
the stronger exchange between environmental and health
psychologists concerned with promoting environmental
health is therefore highly recommended. This may be
achieved, for example, by organizing joint symposia at
respective sub-disciplinary conferences.

Combining approaches from environmental and health
psychology further provides a chance to promote mitigation
behaviors in different ways. For example, motivating people
by emphasizing the environmental benefits of their
behavior and not only focusing on health benefits could
be particularly useful for target groups who are more sensi-
tive to environmental issues than health, such as younger
people.

Finally, another important avenue for future research on
environmental health promotion is the field of behavior
change using digital technology. Social media, for example,
are gaining momentum in the context of environmental
health (e.g., Frick & Santarius, 2019; Gosling & Mason,
2015). Further, smartphone applications allow monitoring
of and providing immediate feedback regarding one’s
behaviors over long periods of time and sharing these with
the community (Mata & Baumann, 2017), thereby promot-
ing social norms. Another promising avenue is just-in-time
adaptive interventions (Hardeman et al., 2019; Nahum-
Shani et al., 2018) that are used to deliver interventions
in critical situations when persons are most susceptible to
behavioral changes.

Recommendations for Practice

Besides research, there are also key recommendations for
practice resulting from integrated environmental health
psychology. A campaign integrating a holistic environmen-
tal health perspective founded in rigorous psychological
theory and methods should likely be more effective to pro-
mote environmental-health related behavior. First, psychol-
ogists apply systematic, theory- and evidence-based
approaches that likely tackle key behavioral determinants
for the target population, link them with specific behavior
change techniques, and evaluate their effectiveness with
the required methodological rigor. Thereby, psychologists
facilitate progress and learning. Guidelines for systematic
behavior change are readily available and include, for
example, the behavior change wheel (Michie et al., 2014),
intervention mapping (Kok et al., 2004), and the RANAS
approach (Mosler, 2012).

Second, a holistic perspective of environmental health
should help to tackle people with different motives (e.g.,
health or pro-environmental motives). As stated above,
one essential barrier for engaging in environmental health-
related behaviors is the high psychological distance of the
negative effects of environmental issues such as climate
change (Jones et al., 2017). In an effort to reduce psycholog-
ical distance, and making environmental issues feel urgent
and personal (Stoknes, 2014), highlighting personal health
benefits or losses may be helpful. To promote mitigation
behaviors, environmental health co-benefits may be

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 219–229 � 2021 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article under
the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0)

224 J. Inauen et al., Environmental Health Psychology

 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
${

co
nt

en
tR

eq
.r

eq
ue

st
U

ri
} 

- 
M

on
da

y,
 A

pr
il 

29
, 2

02
4 

12
:3

9:
06

 P
M

 -
 I

P 
A

dd
re

ss
:1

8.
19

1.
17

6.
66

 



emphasized. Further, highlighting the direct health
consequences of climate change may promote adaptation.
Overall, intervention strategies should be selected depend-
ing on people’s personal values to increase their effective-
ness (Steg et al., 2014). For the promotion of behaviors
that have benefits for both, human health and the environ-
ment, such as meat-reduced diets and active mobility, it
seems sensible to tailor the communication strategy to the
audience. While for some persons, the environmental bene-
fits might seem distal, health consequences of the respective
behavior can be a more proximal motivator for change. For
others, the environmental benefits might be closely related
to their norms and values and even more important than
the health benefits. Which benefits to emphasize should
thus depend on the target group of the intervention.

Conclusions

Environmental and health issues are inherently intertwined.
Much can therefore be gained by addressing environmental
health systemically. Psychology has much to offer the
understanding and promotion of environmental health as
human behavior is a central aspect here. Environmental
and health psychology both offer behavior change theory
as well as systematic intervention approaches to enhance
our understanding and promotion of mitigation and adapta-
tion behaviors. As an integrated sub-discipline, environ-
mental health psychology can capitalize on the advances
and contributions of different psychology sub-disciplines
to accelerate our understanding and effective mitigation
of environmental issues. Thereby, psychology has the
opportunity to contribute to promoting environmental
health for all.
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The Construction of a Hegemonic
Social Representation
Climate Crisis and the Role of COVID-19 in Defining Survival

Thalia Magioglou1 and Sharon Coen2
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Abstract: The present paper discusses how climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic can be read as two facets of a Hegemonic Social
Representation (HSR) under construction, the representation of survival, reshaping other hegemonic, socially shared representations in the
Western culture such as Science, Politics/Democracy, and Nature, on an unprecedented scale. A HSR is proposed in this paper as a useful tool
to conceptualize major changes in social thinking, at the interface of individual and collective dynamics. A HSR is defined as the crystallization
of a meaning-complex on what is valuable and vital for a community, generating competing for social identities, practices, and social policies.
The paper revisits the concept initiated by Moscovici and focuses on the role of competing groups, generating opposing perspectives. We argue
that at this crucial point, close attention to the way in which meaning is negotiated across a series of key elements of the HSR of survival will
help better informing communication and action concerning climate change.

Keywords: climate change, COVID-19, social representations, environment, psychology

In January 2020, COVID-19 (a novel coronavirus) was
declared a public health emergency by the World Health
Organization, 2 months later it was confirmed as a pan-
demic (Cucinotta & Vanelli, 2020). The COVID-19 pan-
demic has shaken world governments and health systems
in their attempts to deal with the emergency. It has taken
a heavy toll, in terms of individual lives and livelihoods.
Additionally, “lockdown” measures put in place by many
countries as an attempt to control the spread of COVID-
19 infections, have impacted individual freedoms, having
an unprecedented impact on lives and how we live in the
21st century. Citizens have found themselves “becoming
the news” and the new “geographical borders” are the
walls of their homes. Lockdowns have also reduced eco-
nomic activity. For example, the forced reduction in tour-
ism due to the cancellations of flights and the closure of
holiday hotels has impacted tourism and the way in which
people in the industry think about future developments for
the sector (Prideaux et al., 2020). It is therefore not surpris-
ing that the COVID-19 pandemic is often referred to as a
“crisis.”

The overall social, political, and psychological impacts of
the pandemic are still to be ascertained. In their book,
Together Apart: The Psychology of COVID-19, Jetten et al.
(2020) present a series of key issues faced by societies in
the wake of the crisis, arguing that a psychological perspec-

tive can not only account for some of these issues but also
give useful insights on how to deal with the pandemic. They
argue that the COVID-19 “crisis” has led to a realization of
a common “destiny.” Nevertheless, a collective social iden-
tity that would support coordinated action to tackle the pan-
demic has yet to be constructed (Jetten et al., 2020). Jaspal
and Nerlich (2020) suggest that a social representations per-
spective can help enhance our understanding of the way in
which people talk about, feel, and act in response to the per-
ceived threat of the pandemic. Similarly, we argue that a
social representations perspective can highlight how multi-
ple divisions and power differences at the global, national,
and community levels result in a “battle of signification,”
where opposing groups fight to determine labeling and
action. Importantly, for the argument presented in this
paper, Jaspal and Nerlich (2020) refer to their work in
the area of climate change (CC) as a similar instance in
which the application of a social representation (SR) per-
spective – combined with identity process theory – can give
useful insights on the processes involved in the sense-
making and reaction to an existential threat (e.g., Jaspal
et al., 2014). There is little doubt that CC is also a global
phenomenon that is posing an existential threat to human-
ity (IPCC; see https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/
2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_summary-for-policymakers.pdf).
However, environmental activists have struggled to present
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CC as an emergency (e.g., Thunberg, 2018). We argue that
a SR perspective can help us better understand this differ-
ence, and identify a more efficient way to think about the
important dimensions of the battle of signification.

Despite their importance, SR can go unacknowledged,
Moscovici (1988, p. 220) writes about the impact of unac-
knowledged SRs and how a major event or change be
revealing. Drawing on the story of Sinbad the Sailor he
explains:

“Travellers land on an island and marvel at the pure
spring water and the abundance of fruit in the orch-
ards. Some drink their fill, others bathe. Others again
light a fire and prepare their meal. They do not real-
ize that this island is a huge fish that has been asleep
for so long in the ocean that trees have grown on its
back. Feeling the sting of the fire lit by the travelers,
it suddenly rises and dives down, pulling down every-
one with it towards the abyss. Here we have a power-
ful image suggesting representations that have been
objectified for so long that we no longer notice them.
But that does not prevent their being almost ubiqui-
tously the substratum of everything that we conceive
as materially independent and given in social life.
Under the impetus of some event or change, these
representations resurface. And as everything today
is in flux, they make themselves felt even before crys-
tallizing in a specific action or reality.”

In this paper, we argue that the current global pandemic
and the CC debate have both reinvented – and helped
resurface – the hegemonic social representation (HSR) of
survival, by reshaping other HSRs such as science,
politics/democracy, and nature.

The Role of Hegemonic Social
Representations

In this paper, we propose that social representation theory
revisited, with insights from political philosophy and social
theory (Arruda, 2014; Castoriadis, 1998; Magioglou, 2014;
Magioglou & Obadia, in press; Thompson, 1982) can pro-
vide an important framework to understand the tensions
arising from the global threats of CC and the COVID-19
pandemic. More precisely, we use Hegemonic Social Repre-
sentations (HSR). The HSR concept which was introduced
by Moscovici (1988, 2007), is combined with the theory
of central imaginary notions (Castoriadis, 1998), and Gram-
sci’s work on hegemony (e.g., Stavrakakis, 2017). Magioglou
and Obadia in their 2013–2014 research seminar at the
Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in Paris, dis-
cussed the heuristic value of HSR from this interdisciplinary

perspective, referring to democracy, religion, and the econ-
omy as HSR (https://calenda.org/266441?lang=en; Magio-
glou & Obadia, in press). In other words, HSR is not
conceptualized just as a “bigger” SR, neither as a collective
representation, in the way, Durkheim has defined it (2001).
The heuristic value of an HSR in our view is that it involves
institutions, social practices, roles, and social control, it also
unites more than two or three “empty signifiers,” defined
by Laclau (1996) as ambiguous constructs which often
elude attempts at definition. Different social groups will
try to reconstruct and appropriate signifiers, interpreting
them in ways that may be mutually exclusive. Laclau uses
the example of “order” and “justice” as empty signifiers,
where different groups try to impose their definition as
the only valid one, “filling in” the meaning void.

In this sense – “freedom” and “justice” can be considered
“empty signifiers” both absent and present (Stavrakakis
2017). Importantly, these signifiers can give rise to sym-
bolic tension, as illustrated by Nescolarde-Selva and Usó-
Doménech (2014, p. 73):

“Two objects, essentially the same and with similar
functions, but that are existentially different, become
an interchangeable symbolic unit. While agreeing in
their functions, with the same properties, both objects
that existentially are different, become a unit in the
symbol and are interchangeable. The symbolic image
is not an ‘example’ (an external and possible relation
between two objects or connections), but an internal
analogy (a necessary and constant relation).”

Sniderman et al. (1991) from the perspective of Political
Psychology, have discussed the way freedom, equality,
and justice construct democracy, in a relationship of sym-
bolic tension and antagonism (Magioglou, 2008, 2014).

Another important characteristic of an HSR is the link to
a “value”: HSR can be understood as something “valuable,”
it allows for significant battles between groups looking for
legitimation and to impose their course of action. An HSR
is therefore conceptualized as a matrix, in the way democ-
racy has been a matrix of different political systems carry-
ing this name, which can be used to legitimate or
delegitimate political systems.

Hegemonic Social Representations as
a Matrix and the Battle for Meaning
(Generating Alternative, Polemic
Representations)

To summarize, an HSR is conceptualized as a matrix of
socially shared meanings constructed as something “valu-
able,” and vital for a community. By assigning different
meanings to the elements of the matrix, the same HSR
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may legitimate dominance and the status quo, or nourish
dissent and minorities which will fight to reverse it (Gille-
spie, 2008). HSRs are socially, historically, and culturally
embedded, but they can encompass different time periods
and cultures. For example, democracy, as an HSR com-
prises different models, from the democracy of ancient
Athens to representative democracy or socialism (Held,
2006). Importantly, this conceptualization of HSR as a
matrix of constructs allows for different groups to attach
different meanings to its components. In this sense, HSR
functions as platforms for different forms of subjectivities
and social identities.

In this light, if we see HSRs as matrixes of empty signi-
fiers rather than actual content, we can imagine how – by
filling the “matrix” with different concepts, the very same
HSR can take on a very different meaning. In other words,
the agenda-setting literature (Shaw et al., 1997) suggests
that media do not tell us what to think, but what to think
about, and HSRs establish the important components to
be considered when thinking about “big issues.” Opposing
social identities and alternative SRs are then mobilized to
“fill in” the matrix with meaning in order to legitimate dif-
ferent forms of action, allocation of means, and intergroup
conflict or cooperation. For example, as we will discuss
later, an HSR of CC will include elements such as science,
nature, and democracy, but what these elements actually
mean to a group member, will depend on the predominant
interpretation of the in-group. When the in-group (i.e., the
group one belongs to and/or identifies with) interpretation
of the matrix elements is different from the dominant one,
it will come to construct what are the “alternative” voices,
or “alternative social representations.” The “winning” HSR
will be the basis upon which political, social, and institu-
tional decisions are made for the society at large.

To summarize, an HSR is conceptualized as a combina-
tion of “empty signifiers” (Laclau, 1996) associated with
core values with a highly legitimating power. They are
matrixes of meaning-making, but are also historical and
societal, involving institutions, social control mechanisms,
and social practices. They constitute the battleground of
opposing interests and are co-constructed through power
struggles, symbolically and materially.

The Case of COVID-19: Research
on Social Representations of the
Pandemic

Research on COVID-19 from an SR perspective has focused
on it as an emerging object of SR or its socially constructed
meaning for societies around the world. This is compatible
with the mainstream SR theory, where a new reality or

socially constructed object, for example, COVID-19, is
emerging in the everyday experience of the laypeople
(Duveen, 2008). This research describes how COVID-19
becomes “objectified” with specific images, as well as
“anchored” to a preexisting system of categorizations, for
example, it may be constructed as similar to a “flu” or
the HIV epidemic, these different constructions will have
implications for how COVID-19 is faced (Coli et al., 2020).

These initial studies, although very interesting, only focus
on one piece of the new symbolic puzzle. Nevertheless, the
emerging data allow us to see how different parts of the
world construct COVID-19 or preexisting HSR in science,
politics/democracy, and nature. Emerging themes we
identified include:
(a) The role of science and expertise: To make sense of what is

happening, but also to protect the population through med-
icine, mediated through the media. Justo et al. (2020)
provide an example here. The authors describe the
polarization in the public debate in Brazil between the
focus on public health and the focus on the economic
crisis, with different institutions and public figures con-
structing COVID-19 in different and oppositional ways.

(b) The lived, everyday experience of COVID-19: Including
feelings, practices, interactions of the everyday life and
death. Emiliani et al. (2020) used both questionnaires
with free associations and qualitative data to demon-
strate that, apart from descriptions of the everyday
isolation and use of material such as masks and
gloves, there is a feeling of void and a realization of
a deep change. However, there are alternative con-
structions of this change, one perceives the disruption
and the changes in the everyday “normal” as negative,
focusing on the socioeconomic disruption and the fear.
The other emerging discourse focuses on disruption
from a previous hectic everyday rhythm of life, with
a connection to positive changes for the environment.
This relates to media images of a clearer atmosphere,
due to the reduction of emissions during the first lock-
down. However, it is unclear from the research what
factors (e.g., socioeconomic status) might be related
to the differing constructions.

(c) The political: Involving political leadership/decisions,
policies imposed on everyday life, inequalities, conspiracy
theories, and fake news. Sitto and Lubinga (2020) using
a media analysis in South Africa, present the way
politics and pre-existing social inequalities, including
access to health care, are involved in the social con-
struction of the SR of the pandemic. They found
COVID-19 was represented as a disease of the White
and the wealthy. This representation influenced how
those not belonging to this social group behaved, for
example, lower adherence to guidelines to protect
themselves, such as social distancing or wearing

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 230–240 �2021 Hogrefe Publishing

232 T. Magioglou & S. Coen, HSR: Survival, Climate Crisis and the Role of COVID19

 h
ttp

s:
//e

co
nt

en
t.h

og
re

fe
.c

om
${

co
nt

en
tR

eq
.r

eq
ue

st
U

ri
} 

- 
M

on
da

y,
 A

pr
il 

29
, 2

02
4 

12
:3

9:
06

 P
M

 -
 I

P 
A

dd
re

ss
:1

8.
19

1.
17

6.
66

 



masks, were reported. Deeply embedded social
inequality and mistrust for political leadership (repre-
sented as corrupt or profiting from the crisis) were also
found to be important aspects of the SR of COVID-19
in South Africa.

Nature: As the Body, as Something
to Control With Science, as a
Menacing External Virus, and the
Role of Climate Change

Castro et al. (2018) describe how a top-down political
approach (new legislation) to protect the environment and
change practices, is facing opposition from ordinary citizens
with a different understanding of the situation. This is an
example of nature and politics as HSR, used to legitimate
opposing courses of action and positions. Pizarro et al.
(2020) in a comparative study through a survey via
Qualtrics between America, Europe, and Asia, analyze the
range and content of SR about the COVID-19 pandemic.
The results highlight the importance of the above-
mentioned dimensions: nature (as viral), emerging ecology,
politics, economy, and everyday citizens as villains,
contribute to the construction of an HSR of risk. Social
Dominance and Right-Wing Authoritarianism are the
variables associated with contrasting representations of
these dimensions. In other words, different social groups
may construct differently the role of nature and of those
considered responsible (political, economic, underdog
villains) for the pandemic depending on their political
ideology and their social dominance orientation.

The idea of “common destiny” referred by Jetten et al
(2020), can be reframed as a narrative of survival. In other
words, the idea of shared, common destiny is – according to
this view – an essential element of guaranteeing survival.
We argue that the empty signifiers described above (i.e.,
science, the everyday, ordinary or normal experience,
politics/democracy, and nature), are involved in the con-
struction/re-emergence of the HSR of survival as common
destiny. This HSR is starting to materialize in collective
actions, oppositions, and gradually will redefine other
HSR and recombine them in new ways.

Climate Change and Survival

By drawing parallels between some of the key issues
brought to the fore by the pandemic and those pertaining
to the CC debate, we will argue that this ongoing process
will determine whether COVID-19 will raise awareness
and influence policy-making toward environmental protec-

tion and a new form of globalization (with regional and glo-
bal political power stepping in to support people and
communities). Additionally, we argue that it may also influ-
ence the degree to which it will stimulate hateful and stig-
matizing forms of action. Raising awareness that we are in a
malleable phase of the reconstruction of an HSR of survival
will allow reflection on the determinants and consequences
of the prevalence of certain interpretations of reality over
others. It will also support identification of the challenges
ahead concerning the renegotiation of meaning, structures,
and behaviors which will allow the COVID-19 crisis to open
the door to a “new normal,” in which addressing the
negative impact of human activity on the environment
are incorporated in the post-COVID recovery plan. Jetten
et al. (2020) argue that a common social identity is a key
to success in facing this new global challenge. We argue
that positive social identities refer to HSRs for legitimation.
It is by reinforcing the argument of a democratic balance of
powers and a concept of nature and science as stakeholders
in an understanding of an international public sphere and
resources that “we” will not be created in opposition to
“they” as in Sherif’s seminal work (e.g., Sherif et al., 1988).

In building this argument, we will rely on examples
drawn from the COVID-19 ideological battleground, and
highlight parallels to the CC issue. As illustrative examples,
we will focus on how COVID-19 has led to the challenge
and redefinition of hegemonic representations of science,
politics/democracy, and nature. These constructs are also
key elements in the constellation of meanings associated
with the phenomenon of CC and the role of human beings
in relation to it. At the same time, these ideas have become
the ground of a battle of ideologies, and it is our contention
that the winners of the battle will have also an increased
weight in the CC battle.

To summarize our objective, after reviewing the ongoing
research on COVID-19 and CC (e.g., Emiliani et al., 2020),
we observe two potential tendencies: (a) alignment of
the symbolic and meaning construction of CC with
COVID-19 for the HSR of survival with a common social
identity (see also Jetten et al., 2020); or (b) survival in oppo-
sition to CC where it is the survival of a group against
others (of the fittest, the most powerful, the ingroup).

The Meaning of Survival

COVID-19 has had a great impact, amplified by the lack of
coordination in the global sphere. The multilateralism put
in place after the major crisis of WWII, with a system of
international organizations financed by nation-states, has
been in crisis and a lot of uncharted areas without political
or other regulation have become exposed (Le Drian, 2020).
The World Health Organization, for example, has an
advisory role and depends on nation-states for funding.

�2021 Hogrefe Publishing European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 230–240
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COVID-19 is exposing further its vulnerabilities and the
organization does not have the legitimation and means to
take the necessary action (Hale & Held, 2017). Individuals,
local communities, and nation-states are left to face an
emergency that would require more cooperation and
coordination (e.g., Jakovljevic et al., 2020).

COVID-19 emerged quickly and has become the epicen-
ter of our existence, and a life-death issue. It is difficult to
escape conversations, jokes, fear, the sickness itself, or
the death of a loved one. Mesfin (2020) explains:

“For perhaps the first time in modern history, the
entire, interconnected world is focused on solving a
single problem. The novel coronavirus, SARS-CoV-2,
and the disease it causes, COVID-19, have transfixed
the global community, as leaders and citizens seek to
respond to a threat whose dimensions are neither
entirely certain nor entirely known.” (p. 1)

Despite the existence of a common objective and the real-
ization of common destiny in facing a threat to survival, if
action is not coordinated and our common resources are
not put together, groups will be fighting literally and sym-
bolically for meaning-making in order to legitimate their
course of action (Bibby et al., 2020).

Actions to counter the COVID-19 pandemic are taken at
the level of the individual, the communities, and nation-
states. Both at the individual and community level, the
rupture provoked by the pandemic raises questions like:
Why has the pandemic happened?; How?What does it mean
for me (us)?; Who should be blamed?;What should be done?
In otherwords:How tomake sense of it? A dilemma faced by
ordinary citizens, policymakers, scientists, religious leaders,
and atheists alike. Meaning-making is a collective process
involving both dialogues, and conflict, and the literature on
intergroup communication processes in intergroup contact
situations highlights the crucial role played by dialogic
engagement in promoting positive outcomes (Nagda,
2006). The battle of signification will therefore have conse-
quences for survival: How we define it?; Who are the main
actors?; and What are the key components of the redefined
global community’s response to this threat? As we discussed
earlier, when reviewing the SRs associated with COVID-19,
three other HSR andmain areas of contention among differ-
ent groups in this battle, have been science, politics/democ-
racy, and nature. We will now turn to analyze each and to
link them to CC as a matter of survival.

Science

The COVID debate often revolved around the role of
science in our society. So in one camp, we see science as
responsible for the creation and spread of the virus in
certain conspiracy-theory accounts (Imhoff & Lamberty,

2020), as backing up with fake or manipulated data an
inexistent threat, or science – and the production of a
vaccine – as the only potential savior, able to rescue human-
ity from this “invisible enemy.” Thus, a discussion on the
role and purposes of scientific evidence in the public sphere
is brought to the fore with unprecedented urgency and
emphasis in this context. Luckily for scientists, Plohl and
Musil (2021) show that in a sample of 525 English speaking
participants recruited on social media, the average level of
trust in science is high (4.12 in a 1–5 Likert scale), in line
with polls that suggest that (at least in the UK) the majority
of people would rely on [medical] scientists’ advice on the
best way to address the emergency (Carrel, 2020). Thus,
while social psychological work warns us against ignoring
the impact that a small, but consistent and committed
minority has on the general populations’ attitudes and
behaviors (Wood et al., 1994), the debate over where the
responsibility lies, what is the role of science in it and what
is the best way forward is still very much in favor of science
being a guiding principle in the public’s decision making
when facing a threat to survival.

When it comes to the CC debate, we see similar tensions
between a view of science and scientists as interested elites
who are responsible for or complicit in the environmental
crisis (Douglas & Sutton, 2015), proponents of an inexistent
crisis for their interests and gains, or committed and
competent members of society who are capable of guiding
us to safety (e.g., Woods et al., 2018). We argue that the
way in which we understand the role of science in our soci-
eties, and its legitimacy in driving political decision-making
is an important element in the matrix also when it comes to
the challenge to survival posed by CC, and that the way in
which this has been seen within the COVID-19 crisis could
play an important role in the debate. We make a case,
however, that – while science must be included in the con-
siderations about the best way forward, in order to be able
to develop the sense of “we-ness” that Jetten et al. (2020)
refer to, it is important to reconsider and reshape the way in
which we understand “expertise.”

Science and Democracy or Science and Populism:
The Role of Expertise
Experts and expertise are other significant ideological bat-
tlegrounds: who is allowed to speak, whose voice is heard,
and with what authority? Indeed, scholars have started
exploring the various forms of “ordinary expertise” in the
media. For example, Eriksson and Thornborrow (2016)
edited a special issue dedicated to ordinary expertise, in
the media which demonstrated, on the one hand, the
ubiquitous presence of “traditional” experts (i.e., individuals
with academic qualifications or relevant experience who are
deemed knowledgeable and able to transfer their knowl-
edge to others; Livingstone & Lunt, 1994), and on the other,
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the shifting forms of expertise were presented (e.g.,
Chovanec, 2016). In the case of COVID-19 coverage, we
have “the establishment” (the State) and its representatives,
claiming they are grounding their policies on the advice
coming from experts. Additionally, we also have “alterna-
tive” experts who propose different readings of the
phenomenon and argue for alternative forms of intervention
(see, e.g., Horton, 2020). However, we also have the views
and experiences of ordinary people such as frontline
workers or those who have lost a loved one to COVID-19.
These propose yet other accounts of what is going on and
why. It becomes, therefore, important to consider how
expertise is defined and understood in a democratic society
facing a threat to its survival, and whose voices are con-
structed as expert voices, worth being listened to, and why.

Curran et al. (2014) have provided initial correlational
data showing how a wider representation of democratic
(non-establishment) voices in the news are associated with
improved engagement in politics. The data from the same
study, however, show (Tiffen et al., 2014) how establish-
ment voices still constitute the vast majority of the voices
heard in news media across the nine sampled nations. Coen
et al. (2020) argue that for more successful communication
among citizens on CC impact and responses, and that it is
important to redefine expertise and give a broader repre-
sentation of different experiences and competencies. Thus,
we argue for scientific evidence as an ongoing process and
not as an objectivation, should be a guiding principle, an
element in the matrix when it comes to addressing and
debating CC as a challenge to survival. At the same time,
though, we suggest that the inclusion of “ordinary citizens”
as legitimate voices and elements in the HSR matrix, would
strengthen the perception of CC as an issue that directly
involves every individual in a society, each bringing to the
fore their unique understanding and experience in the
solution of this global emergency. In order to achieve this,
however, there needs to be a consideration of another
important battleground: Who are the ordinary citizens?
and What is their role in democratic societies?

Ordinary People and Democracy
Issues surrounding individual versus institutional responsi-
bility were highlighted in deliberation about lockdown
measures adopted by some governments (see also Steffens,
2020). For example, in nations (such as Italy or the UK) in
which Governments took more radical measures by impos-
ing a lockdown, the issue of individual responsibility has
appeared in governments’ demands to abide by lockdown
regulations, as well as on media coverage of the (minority)
of instances in which individuals breached the rules,
thus, effectively shifting responsibility from rule-makers to
rule-breakers (e.g., Christodoulou, 2020; Scognamiglio,

2020). Sweden – traditionally characterized by risk-averse
and cautious measures in the face of pandemics, has
adopted a different response model, what Giritli Nygren
and Olofsson (2020) call ethnopolitics:

“The moral component means that individuals are
expected to self-regulate in accordance with the
norms of a moral, or rather ethical, righteous life
(Rose, 2001), where responsibility for the avoidance
of risk is bestowed upon individuals, who are
supposed to regulate themselves in line with the
directions of health authorities.” (ibid, p. 4).

Similar debates occur on the CC front, where individuals’
own responsibility and behavior are often contrasted to that
of others’ (and institutional), in order to justify engagement
or lack of engagement with environmental issues. For
example, Woods et al. (2018) show how individuals com-
menting on CC related news display arguments in support
of or against action aimed at reducing CC emissions, based
on the extent to which they attributed moral responsibility
to single individuals, groups (e.g., scientists, politicians), or
nations. So, the framing of (moral) responsibility for dealing
with a global crisis as something to be assigned to different
social actors, is associated with support for different types
of interventions, both in the context of the pandemic and
in the context of CC.

The COVID-19 crisis has also sparked a rejuvenated
sense of community, where ordinary citizens signed up to
volunteering initiatives in support of the most vulnerable
in society, as well as coordinated efforts to support others
locally or via social media (e.g., Booth, 2020), demonstrat-
ing how ordinary people display greater solidarity and altru-
istic behavior in emergency situations (Drury, 2018). In
other words, independently from the attribution of respon-
sibility, ordinary citizens have been able to self-organize
and support each other, build communities, and coordinate
action in a truly democratic fashion. Thus, in order to
emphasize the sense of “we-ness” when dealing with the
CC emergency, it becomes important to better understand
and define who “we” are, and to what extent we have rep-
resentative portrayals of ordinary citizens. Tensions
between ordinary citizens and political elites are character-
istics of another important area we now turn to consider:
politics (Bowman et al., in press).

Political Leadership and Trust

Politics is a fundamental area of contention and debate. On
the one hand, we have a representation of politics as deci-
sion-making for the collective. In this case, politicians pre-
sent themselves as custodians and protectors of the public
interest, in a primus inter pares fashion. On the other hand,
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politics can be represented as “other,” and politicians as
self-serving representatives of the elites. The extraordinary
case of Dominic Cummings (chief advisor to the UK prime
minister at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic) illustrates
this point. It emerged that during national lockdown
Dominic Cummings – who had tested positive for COVID
– violated the travel restriction he contributed to establish.
This gave rise to a scandal and the demand from the part
of the public for Cummings to resign; it seemed that the
political elite was issuing rules for the population, while
not abiding by them. While this is in itself a very interesting
case study, which illustrates many issues (including the
attempts on the part of government and majority MPs to
reframe the actions of Cummings as the behaviors of a con-
cerned father and loving husband), in this specific circum-
stance, the battle of meaning concerns politics and what
political representatives stand for. In a way, this debate
resembles the debate concerning populism and populistic
views, and the fact that this faux pas was committed by a
populist leader is not lost on some journalists (Hide,
2020). The divide between political elites and citizenry in
the public’s understanding of what politics is and what it
is for is present also in the CC debate, where academics call
for a re-definition and re-construction of the political in
relation to this issue (Swyngedouw, 2013). The below
description of the way in which CC is addressed in the
post-political Western democracies seems to parallel signif-
icantly what happened during the COVID-19 emergency:

“Although disagreement and debate are of course
still possible, they operate within an overall model
of elite consensus and agreement, subordinated to a
managerial-technocratic regime (Crouch, 2004). Dis-
agreement is allowed, but only with respect to the
choice of technologies, the mix of organizational
fixes, the detail of the managerial adjustments, and
the urgency of their timing and implementation, not
with respect to the socio-political framing of present
and future natures.” (p. 6)

In other words, the hegemonic definition of politics in the
anthropogenic western world has completely lost elements
in the HSR matrix which allows to us imagine and construct
a different future for its survival. One of these elements
concerns human beings’ relationship with nature.

Nature: “Bras De Fer” With Nature or a
Socially Constructed Hegemonic Social
Representation?

Nature and our relationship to it is another area which has
been brought forward in the COVID-19 debate: nature can

be seen as an “invisible enemy,” a “threat” to human life-
style and our very existence (Morin, 1973; Moscovici, 1968):
for example, bats or wild animals are carriers of viruses; the
last frontier is between them and us; contact with them
might be dangerous (e.g., Harari, 2020). This understand-
ing of nature might also target and stigmatize the eating
habits of certain populations and cultures which put in dan-
ger the rest of humanity. It divides “us” and “them” which
can bring further conflicts and divisions. In this logic, pun-
ishing these populations is the best way of action (Kappler,
2020). Nature is also represented as a passive resource to
exploit for humanity, particularly in neoliberal discourses
of modernity. In this sense, there is a division between
humanity and nature, but also a relationship of dominance.

Contrastingly, nature is seen as a resource and a refuge
for people struggling in these unprecedented times, with
calls for individuals to take advantage of the forced reduced
reliance on technology and artifacts, to re-engage with
nature and “the old ways.” People have started noticing
the effects of reduced pollution in the atmosphere, the
appearance of birds and animals in the absence of noise
and threat posed by transport, and have started appreciat-
ing the value of walks in parks and in the countryside to
de-stress (Honey-Rosés et al., 2020). This is a more positive
view of nature but still relies on the same idea of nature
being something at the service of human beings.

Naomi Klein, in This changes everything (2015) argues that
the key to addressing the climate crisis is to reconceptualize
our perception of nature, and our relation to it. Conceptual-
izing nature as something we are part of, and we need to
respect and work in harmony with, would help address
the thorny problem of the way we relate to it. Thus, Klein
challenges the predominant representation of nature and
proposes an alternative representation. The philosopher
Michel Serres argues that global environmental change
has forced us to reconsider our relationship to nature. In
his influential 1990 book, Le Contrat Naturel, Serres calls
for a natural contract to be negotiated between the Earth
and its inhabitants. In the author’s view, our survival
depends on the extent to which humans can join together
and act globally, on an earth now conceived as an entity.
Tracing the ancient beginnings of modernity, Serres exam-
ines the origins and possibilities of a natural contract
through an extended meditation on the contractual founda-
tions of law and science. The new legislators of the natural
contract must bring science and law into balance.

The very definition of nature, its relationship with human
beings, and its role in the organization and management of
our societies is, therefore, an important area of contention,
intensified by the COVID-19 crisis, which will play a signif-
icant role in the way in which we deal with CC as a survival
issue.
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The “New Normal”

We contend that in this battle of meaning, the “winning”
versions of an HSR will determine the dominant view
of what is “normal” and “desirable” in society. In other
words, the “winning” representations will determine the
reference points against which individuals will construct
and evaluate their position and understanding of society,
the default.

In this light, it is not surprising to see how environmen-
talists and environmental groups have tried to claim the
space of representation, adopting a similar language to that
used in the context of COVID-19 to advance its demands
on CC. An example is the slogan “let’s flatten this curve
too” proposed by Extinction Rebellion to stress how the
COVID-19 emergency has shown that societies are able
to radically change their way of living in the face of an
emergency when faced with an existential threat. The
movement’s name in itself is evocative of survival and often
claims its actions are driven by the need to guarantee the
survival of all forms of life on Earth.

The popular hashtag #notgoingback is used on Twitter to
indicate the desire of activists to use the COVID-19 crisis as
an opportunity to move away from the “old” normal, which
has contributed to the emergence of the CC. Interestingly,
Prideaux et al. (2020) draw on lessons learned from
COVID-19 to re-design and transform the tourism industry
in order to address the CC. Similarly, Honey-Rosés et al.
(2020) illustrate post-COVID-19 considerations concerning
the future of public spaces. There seems therefore to be an
appetite, at least among some, to transform the challenges
posed by COVID into opportunities to redesign societies
and lifestyles in a more environmentally friendly way.

While desirable (at least for the authors), this endeavor,
and its outcomes are not guaranteed. Indeed, the push to
“go back to normal,” and the exploitation of the crisis to
push further current ideological (capitalistic) agendas and
values, constitute a significant challenge (Swyngedouw,
2013). The outcome of which, we argue, will depend also
on the outcome of the “battle of meaning.”

Survival: An Inclusive Social Identity
or as the Ingroup (Fittest, “Best,”
Powerful)?

We argue that the battle of signification occurring
over COVID-19, the latest threat to survival, will have a sig-
nificant impact on the way in which people will think about
survival in global terms, and act upon environmental

issues. Already established HSRs such as science,
democracy/politics, and nature will be re-interpreted and
reconstructed by different groups in order to legitimate
their social identity and action, in a new form of globaliza-
tion imposed by the realities of the pandemic.

From the psychological perspective of metamodernism
(e.g., Vermeulen & Van den Akker, 2010), survival can be
considered a form of HSR under construction or a “central
imaginary notion” (Castoriadis, 1998) of what constitutes a
key part of the globalized world. It acts as the matrix for the
creation of other meanings, practices, institutions, and
social realities. Democracy, nationalism, and economy,
are examples of HSR in modernity, in other words, complex
matrices of meaning, culturally created and claimed as
legitimating agents in the debates taking place in highly
unequal societies. Groups in the competition are constantly
reconstructing them. Dominant groups, marginalized
minorities, groups with different interests, try to impose
their definition as the only legitimate and to legitimate
their course of action. In other words, different groups
might recognize the “existence” and importance of an
HSR and take a position, either by supporting its main-
stream definition by dominant groups, using a strategy of
reinterpretation, or rejecting it altogether and offering an
alternative HSR. In the case of CC, whether and how
science and nature will be included as key stakeholders
within the global community, our understanding of politics
and the role of ordinary citizens in the shaping of the future
global society will have important consequences for the
way in which we understand and justify the way in which
our societies and communities will address the global
environmental crisis, providing guiding principles and
dimensions along which strategies will be formulated and
evaluated.

To conclude, COVID-19 has highlighted some important
battlegrounds in the construction of what we understand as
survival, restructuring its components and its interpreta-
tions. In particular, science and scientists, the role of their
expertise in public debates and decision-making, the role
of ordinary citizens in the public sphere, our understanding
of politics, political priorities, and nature. We have shown
how these are key elements of contention also in the case
of the CC debate. As Farr (1993) suggests, in order to be
able to fruitfully contribute to society “the scientist [. . .]
must make some concessions to common sense, or else risk
their advice either being misunderstood or not being acted
upon” (p. 198). We hope that this paper has demonstrated
that the adoption of the theoretical framework we propose
can go further and enable scholars to reflect on how HSR
and meaning-making processes and common sense affect
social, political, and economic decision-making in the face
of global issues.
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Five Roles for Psychologists in
Addressing Climate Change,
and How They Are Informed by
Responses to the COVID-19
Outbreak
Stuart R. C. Whomsley

Northamptonshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust, Kettering, United Kingdom

Abstract: This paper discusses five areas where psychologists have roles in helping to address climate change, its effects on the planet and
human beings, these five areas are as follows: (1) Changing human behaviors that are causing climate change. (2) Increasing human
connection with nature in positive ways to heal both the planet and human beings. (3) Advising and assisting on leadership for good
governance to protect the planet. (4) Providing support and psychological interventions for those affected by climate change. (5) Preparing for
bad outcomes and helping adaptation and survival should these occur. This paper considers the Coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak and how
responses to it give insights for responses to climate change.

Keywords: psychologists, climate, COVID-19, behavior, leadership

Changing Human Behaviors That Are
Causing Climate Change

Climate change is evident from global temperature rise,
warming oceans, shrinking ice sheets, glacial retreat,
decreased snow cover, sea-level rise, declining arctic sea
ice, extreme events, and ocean acidification (NASA, n.d.).
The executive summary of the Climate Science Special
Report (CSSR; 2017) concludes from multiple sources of
evidence indicate that: “it is extremely likely that human
influence has been the dominant cause of the observed
warming since the mid-20th century. For the warming over
the last century, there is no convincing alternative explana-
tion supported by the extent of the observational evidence.”
(CSSR, 2017, p. 35). This is the result of the emissions of
greenhouse gasses that reflect back heat to the planet
rather than it escaping into space, and the human activities
that create these gases, these being the burning of fossil
fuels, deforestation, nitrogen fertilizers, and fluorinated
gases (European Commission, n.d.). If human activities sig-
nificantly contribute to Climate Change humans can also

stop it. However, to do so will require changes to beliefs
and behavior.

Psychology being the science of the human mind and
behavior is the science ideally placed to help alter beliefs
and behaviors towards activity to reduce climate change.
While scientists from other disciplines develop the tech-
nologies to mitigate the effects of climate change, psychol-
ogists have a role in persuading people to adapt to activity
and use new technologies. Fielding et al. (2014) state: “We
do not make the claim that social psychology has all the
answers but rather that the theories, models and research
methods of social psychology can provide a powerful arse-
nal to complement the approaches of other disciplines”
(Fielding et al., 2014, p. 413).

Stern (2011) believes that the theories of psychological
science can be used to change consumer behavior; reduce
energy significant behaviors and reduce household carbon
emissions. Consumer behavior needs to change through
more recycling and reusing, reducing meat in the diet,
driving, and flying less, using clean energy and water
conservation. Psychology research suggests a range of
approaches to change beliefs to motivate people to make
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the changes including reinforcing social norms (Biel &
Thogersen, 2007), increasing a sense of cooperation
(Brewer & Kramer, 1986), and offering rewards and
sanctions (Balliet et al., 2011).

However, changing attitudes do not necessarily lead to
changes in behavior, a phenomenon that has been explored
in relation to concern for the environment by Blake (1999),
Barr (2004), and Retallack et al. (2007). Blake (1999) iden-
tified a series of barriers to change which are as follows:
that the person does not see it as their responsibility, that
they do not trust the government’s intentions, or that prac-
tically pro-environment decisions are hard to put into prac-
tice. Blake considers that changing attitudes is not enough
and policy has to tackle these barriers. Psychologists can
help in finding how to persuade people that they are the
kind of person who makes environmentally responsible
decisions, that lack of trust in the government should not
stop them from acting pro-environment. In addition, psy-
chologists can advise policymakers on how to make the
environmentally virtuous decision the easiest one to
make.

Psychological theory can be used to address psychologi-
cal barriers in order to persuade doubters that climate
change is occurring, is largely man-made, and that we all,
including them, need to take action now. Psychologists
are aware of how people use procrastination to manage
anxiety (Pychyl & Sirois, 2016), and how people can defend
against emotionally difficult material with defenses (Freud,
1937). They also have the knowledge of how to move
people to more effective approaches that actually address
the problem rather than managing the difficult emotions
associated with it instead. There is still work to be done,
as a poll in 2019 of 28 countries demonstrates the variance
between nations, for example, 71% of the participants from
India believed that climate change is occurring and that
humans are mainly responsible, whereas in Norway only
35% believed this. Broadly speaking, the findings on a
range of questions showed a “noticeable difference”
between the global East and West in beliefs about climate
change (YouGov, 2019). Psychologists can explore the
reasons for this variance, how factors such as the direct
experience of climate change and culture have an impact.

It is important to acknowledge that if everyone changed
their behavior to reduce the carbon emissions of their
households it would not be sufficient unless there is a
change in the actions of corporations and governments,
The Carbon Majors Report (2017) states that 70% of the
world’s CO2 emissions can be traced back to just 100 com-
panies, therefore leverage needs to be applied to these com-
panies. In addition, businesses need to influence one
another by establishing norms for actions to reduce climate
change, and to in turn influence governments (Schendler,
2009). Psychologists need to work with economists,

environmental scientists, business leaders, and politicians
to achieve this change.

The COVID-19 outbreak gives insight into how people
respond to change at a time of crisis and how science can
inform how government communications shape responses.
Lunn et al. (2020) conducted a multidisciplinary search of
100 papers from behavioral science for interventions to
change behavior in a crisis, such as how to encourage pub-
lic-spiritedness through messages of collectivism and how
to present risk through numbers showing ranges to describe
uncertainty. In addition, research shows that in their com-
munications: “Authorities need to show empathy in com-
munications and demonstrate that they understand how
people feel.” (Lunn et al., 2020, p. 8).

At the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak, panic buy-
ing occurred in some countries. However, according to
Mawson (2005), though it might be assumed that panic
and social discord would be the common response in a cri-
sis, reassuringly mutual aid is more likely, as social attach-
ment theory suggests that human beings are essentially
gregarious animals where attachments are primary. It is
important for the mass and social media to reflect this
and not place biased salience on panic behavior which
may both encourage them and dispirit others.

Responses to the COVID-19 outbreak in the UK support
Lunn et al. (2020) that a sense of shared collectivism was
important for adherence to restrictive changes in lifestyles.
This is likely to be also the case with climate change with
lifestyle adaptations needing to be shared. Guan et al.
(2020) state that in response to the COVID-19 outbreak
cultural factors were important in understanding responses,
at both an individual and a national level, with cultural psy-
chology having important insights to offer. Cultural psy-
chologists can also assist in how cultural factors affect
responses to climate change.

During the COVID-19 outbreak, behavioral scientists
advised some governments on how to manage the crisis,
as it was accepted that until vaccines were developed, alter-
ing human behavior would be crucial in reducing deaths.
The effectiveness of this involvement may affect public
response to the communication of scientists in relation to
climate change. The development of vaccines may cause
a boost in public perceptions of the importance of science.

Increasing Human Connection With
Nature in Positive Ways to Heal Both
the Planet and Themselves

In countries that have seen large scale industrialization
and urbanization there has been a negative impact on the
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relationship between human beings and the natural envi-
ronment, as Soga and Gaston (2015) state: “that the loss
of interactions with nature does not just diminish a remark-
able range of health and well-being advantages, but also
discourages people’s positive emotions, attitudes, and
behavior with regard to the environment, implying a cycle
of disaffection towards nature” (Soga & Gaston, 2015,
p. 2). Psychologists have demonstrated this disconnect in
a number of ways, for example, Kesebir and Kesebir
(2017) found evidence in cultural products, such as reduced
references to nature in fiction books, film storylines, and
song lyrics, from the 1950s onward. They believe that this
may socialize people into a lack of curiously, respect, and
concern for nature echoing the views of Soga and Gaston
(2015). The sense of being interconnected to the planet
has diminished leads to an increased likelihood that people
will act in ways that take less regard for their environmental
impact. In addition, there are benefits for humans as: “we
are just beginning to appreciate the wealth of human health
benefits that stem from experiencing nature and biodiver-
sity” (Sandifer et al., 2015, p. 1).

Increased connection with nature and having a sense of
being part of its ecosystems has been demonstrated to be
beneficial to human well-being, in healing the planet, this
connection may heal people too. Green environments have
been demonstrated to have beneficial effects on mental
health (Sarkar et al., 2018). In a large-scale survey study
(n = 19,608) of people’s engagement with nature White
et al. (2019) found that 120 min or more engaged with nat-
ure was associated with good health and well-being. Nat-
ure-based activities can take many forms, for example,
Soga and Gaston (2017) through a meta-analysis demon-
strated a range of health benefits of gardening, and they
concluded that: “A regular dose of gardening can improve
public health” (Soga & Gaston, 2017, p. 92).

Psychologists have researched how the connection can
be restored and whether this does affect concern for
climate change. Clayton et al. (2013) in a study of 7,000
visitors to a zoo and aquarium found that feeling connected
to the zoo animals was associated with cognitive and
emotional responses to climate change as well as social
group affiliation. There is a role for researchers in the area
of environmental psychology to find the messages that can
both remake those connections and to also activate more
self-interest driven motivators. Marshall et al. (2019) in a
survey into responses to changes to the Great Barrier
Reef found that effective communications about climate
change include messages that target altruism and bio-
sphere, together with messages that target egotism through
appeals to the health and well-being impact for humans of
maintaining a healthy planet.

The COVID-19 outbreak gave a stark warning of how
ecosystems connect, and that human beings are part of

them. The same warning was present in the Nipah virus
in Malaysia where man-made deforestation added to
draught, the 1997/8 El Niño Southern Oscillation event,
leading to a reduction in fruiting and flowering forest fruit
trees for fruit bats to feed on, and this led to a migration
of fruit bats to orchards where pigs were kept. There the
pigs ate apples contaminated by bat feces and they caught
the virus and when humans ate the pigs they too caught the
virus (Chua et al., 2002). Perhaps after the COVID-19 out-
break, there will be a better appreciation that humans are
part of nature and our actions have repercussions for the
planet and ourselves.

One of the themes of the lockdowns that were put in place
to deal with the COVID-19 outbreak was a greater appreci-
ation of nature, including observing how nature responds
with reduced human activity, how the planet starts to heal
and how nature reclaims our spaces. In the UK the annual
Wildlife Trusts Thirty Days Wild campaign, which occurs in
June, there was a significant increase in interest in 2020
compared to previous years (Barkham, 2020). The health,
well-being, and environmental benefits of this could be
long-lasting if Richardson and McEwan (2018) are correct,
their analysis of the 2017 campaign indicated sustained
effects in nature connection, health, happiness, and conser-
vation behaviors.

Informing on the Type of Leadership
and Good Governance That Protects
the Planet

The responses of individuals to climate change will not be
sufficient, countries and large global corporations have
good leadership and governance to act as well. Climate
change needs to concern governments from the left to
the right of the political spectrum. However, climate change
and action to address it are associated with the wider envi-
ronmentalist, Green movement, and progressive politics.
Acceptance of the reality of climate change is influenced
by political position; in a survey in the USA in 2017, 92%
of Democrat voters believed that there is solid evidence
that the temperature of the planet is warming which
contrasts to only 52% of Republican voters (Pew Research
Centre, 2017). This difference may impair politicians asso-
ciated with the political right to embrace the need for
change. There is a need to address this in order to connect
with the values of people of all political persuasions.
Psychologists with a specialist interests in communications
and politics could work together to find dialectics that
bridge the divides of political orientation to find unity to
address climate change.
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The COVID-19 outbreak has demonstrated how different
leadership approaches may have different outcomes when
people are faced with a challenge that is environmentally
based rather than from other human beings. Different lead-
erships have varied in their concordance with the advice
from social scientists on how to communicate and change
behavior in a crisis: “German Chancellor Angela Merkel
embraces science. Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro rejects
it. The U.S. President Donald Trump’s daily briefings are a
circus-like spectacle, while Indian Prime Minister Narendra
Modi holds no regular briefings at all, even as he locks
down 1.3 billion people.” (Friedman, 2020). The leadership
of the Prime minister of New Zealand has come in for par-
ticular praise, as it demonstrated both standing with her
people, collectivism, and empathy. However, her approach
would not be embraced by all.

The COVID-19 outbreak showed the need for cultural
sensitivity, as core values for some can be triggered to lead
them to oppose the actions needed to deal with the crisis.
This was seen in the response around the world from those
who saw the lockdown as an attack on their values and civil
rights (Ward, 2020). In addition to cultural value, there was
fear that tackling the COVID-19 outbreak would trigger an
economic crisis. These cultural and economic factors also
affect the response to climate change and here cultural
and economic psychologists can inform strategy and com-
munication to assist global adherence to the actions needed
to reduce climate change.

Providing Support and Psychological
Interventions for Those Affected by
Climate Change

The effects of climate change have already impacted the
lives of many people in the world, who are facing hardships,
displacement from their homes, and trauma. In the USA and
Mexico, the evidence shows that climate change is affecting
the psychological well-being of rural communities, with an
increase in temperature associated with more suicides
(Burke et al., 2018). This replicates findings from India,
where Carlton (2017) found that in the last three decades
climate change lead to crop failure that was responsible
for 59,000 suicides of farmers and farmworkers. Psycholo-
gists have a role in working out the pathways from climate
change and crop failure to farmer and farmworker suicide,
together with establishing inventions to mitigate the effects
and prevent suicides; how rural communities can be made
supportive so that crop failure is not interpreted as a
personal failure and the farmer considers themselves as a
community provider, not a burden.

It is not only violence to self that increases with climate
change but violence to others does as well. Ranson (2014)
modeled the effects of a warming temperature and crime
by looking at USA records from 1960 to 2009 and estab-
lished a strong relationship between temperature and vio-
lent crime. The prediction is that with global warming
there will be an additional 3,500 murders and 216,000
rapes between 2010 and 2099 in the USA. These statistical
associations fit with what we know about how changes in
temperature affect human behavior, Anderson and col-
leagues in a series of laboratory studies (Anderson & Ander-
son, 1984; Anderson et al., 2000) demonstrated how an
uncomfortable air temperature increases aggression. In
addition, climate change leads to crop failure and a lack
of resources that can cause conflicts and violence over what
remains. This has been demonstrated by a study by Butler
and Gates (2012) which examined the effects of weather
changes on East Africa cattle farmers. Further, because cli-
mate change disproportionately affects the poor it can lead
to a feeling of injustice and be a recruiting sergeant for ter-
rorists. Psychologists can have roles in intervening to pro-
vide advice on the impact of temperature, to explain the
process of intergroup conflict, and to find ways that people
can direct their sense of injustice in more productive
directions.

Evidence from the UK suggests that those affected by
severe weather events such as storms and flooding
have an increased likelihood of psychological problems
(Environmental Agency, 2020). Psychologists have a role
in helping those affected and who are marginalized from
the decision-making process. Climate change dispropor-
tionately affects women, as Habtezion states: “Climate
change is not gender-neutral” (2013, p .2) as a result of
structural inequalities being more likely to experience pov-
erty and having less socioeconomic power; with a particular
vulnerability in developing countries with their income tied
to natural resources. Yet women have far less ability to
influence because of inequalities and their structural disem-
powerment globally (UN Women, 2018). In the UK the
evidence from the Environmental Agency (2020) suggests
that people of low incomes are eight times more likely to
be living on land that has a tendency to flood. Psychologists
can work actively using their research and interviewing
skills to help those who are marginalized yet most affected
to have a voice.

People who have yet to experience climate change in
physically adverse ways are experiencing increased levels
of anxiety about climate change. The term eco-anxiety is
now used where anxiety is impairing the person’s ability
to function. Anxiety about climate change is particularly
prevalent for young people, a survey for the UK Children’s
television program Newsround (2020) found that climate
change was important to 80% of children, 73% worried
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about the state of the world now, 58% worried about the
effect of climate change on their futures, and 17% said they
worry was affecting their eating and sleeping. A survey for
Friends of the Earth (2020) indicates an increase in anxiety
in 18- to 24-year-olds with 70%more worried about climate
change than they were last year. Psychologists have already
begun to start to address this, for example, workshops for
young people run by Kennedy- Williams (Taylor & Murray,
2020).

Climate scientists who produce and communicate infor-
mation on climate change are experiencing increased stress
affecting their emotional well-being (Gilford et al., 2009),
caused by the difficult and complex nature of the material,
and that it is open to misinterpretation and misuse. Psychol-
ogists have a role in supporting climate scientists to main-
tain their psychological well-being and hope, to not
become dispirited, to avoiding burn out and to remain con-
fident in speaking truth to power.

The COVID-19 Psychological Research Consortium
(2020) conducted a survey that indicates the COVID-19
outbreak led to an increase in depression and anxiety across
the UK population. In the USA, Twenge and Joiner (2020)
found in representative samples of USA citizens in April
2020 participants were eight times more likely to meet
the criteria for a serious mental illness than in 2018. An
increase in mental health problems in the future is
predicted (Holmes et al., 2020). From this, it is reasonable
to predict that as the effects of climate change become
stronger then there will be an increase in anxiety-related
to it. One of the similarities between the COVID-19 out-
break and climate change is that for psychologists working
to help other people deal with the psychological conse-
quences, they too are living through the same experience
and may experience the same negative effects.

Preparing for a Bad Outcome
and Helping Adaptation and Survival
if This Occurs

It is far from certain that significant climate change will be
averted, and the impact may threaten the survival of many
species of plants and animals across the planet including
human beings. Strategies will be needed to maximize
species survival of all species including human beings.

Psychologists can have an important role in providing
coaching and training for individuals and communities in
adapting to climate change. Helping people to identify their
risks and vulnerabilities, to prepare for events so if they
occur they have a series of prepared responses which
should hopefully lead to better decision making in a crisis,

give a sense of mastery, and reduce anxiety. This work may
be direct, in collaboration with colleagues from other disci-
plines, or indirectly through preparing manuals that can be
worked through in training and coaching.

Climate change, if not stopped, will lead to large migra-
tions of people from areas severely affected to those less
so, putting a strain on migrants and impacting on people
in the area they migrate to. Myers (2002) predicts that
200million people could be climate refugees by the middle
of the century. Migration as climate refugees is an adaptive
response, but may well not be viewed as such by some
people in the areas they migrate to. Migrations in recent
years have led to hostility from some. Berg and Fiddian-
Qasmiyeh (2018) believe there is a need for a collaboration
of scholars, practitioners, and activists from the humanities,
arts, and social scientists from the global north and south to
reduce the negative effects of migration.

Reducing prejudice is a growing area of research where
psychologists have played an important role, for example,
the anti-racism approach of Duckitt (1992) that synthesizes
the findings of social psychology research into prejudice
and racism. If the children of today are taught to be low
on prejudice and racism then they will be better placed to
be tolerant and kind towards climate refugees in the future.
In reducing prejudice, the behavior of parents will be cru-
cial, as demonstrated by Degner and Dalege’s (2013) whose
meta-analysis of 143 studies covering 43,000 child-parent
dyads, unequivocally demonstrated the relationship
between parent and child intergroup attitudes through
childhood and adolescence.

For migrants their experience has profound psychosocial
effects on them, challenging their sense of identity,
heritage, ability to maintain traditions together with a
decline in community health, and an increase in commu-
nity aggression due to stress (Hayes et al., 2018). There is
a role for community psychologists to work with migrant
communities to reduce the impact of psychosocial stressors
on their psychological well-being. Preparation work involv-
ing psychologists can increase community resources for
those facing the worst effects of climate change. Stain
et al. (2011) in a study of Australian drought found that
when faced with severe drought the psychological effects
were mitigated by having a personal sense of hopefulness.
Psychologists can help those implementing change policies
at these times to build in a sense of hopefulness in their
strategies and communications. In addition, communities
can be worked with to build their resilience, including both
physical and psychological health care systems being made
climate change resilient.

The COVID-19 outbreak demonstrated how when a
crisis deepens rapidly it is possible for the responses of
decision-makers to become more confusing as they manage
different agendas including both managing the crisis as well
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as their own political survival. There will be a role for
psychologists in advising on good leadership and gover-
nance for the benefit of as many people as is possible
together with our fellow species and the planet.

As the COVID-19 outbreak progressed people delivering
various services and providing health care had to adapt to
the changing circumstances and to embrace changes that
they had not thought possible or had resisted. For example,
there was a movement for psychologists from working face
to face in a room to working remotely. A survey by Pierce
et al. (2020) of 2,619 licensed psychologists in the USA
found that though pre-pandemic only 7.07% of the work
was teletherapy during the pandemic it had gone up to
85.53% and that post-pandemic they expected to remain
at 34.96% of their work to remain as teletherapy. This
forced rapid change and helped overcome prejudices
against teletherapy. Other health care providers made a
similar transition were possible. This was an evidence move
in addition to being a risk management one. A systematic
review of Monaghesh and Hajizadeh (2020) concluded that
“The use of telehealth improves the provision of health
services. Therefore, telehealth should be an important tool
in caring services while keeping patients and health
providers safe during COVID-19 outbreak” (Monaghesh
& Hajizadeh, 2020, p. 1). In terms of climate change, it
helped reduced health providers’ carbon-footprint. Moving
to the new normal demonstrated to everyone how if
required change to a new normal is possible. However,
adaptation was more stressful for some than others.
Psychologists have an important role in identifying what
helps adaptation and coaching those who find it difficult,
and this also applies to making the changes to prevent
further Climate and adapting to the now inevitable effects.

Conclusion

The paper identified five roles for psychologists in helping
to reduce climate change, roles informed by the COVID-19
experience. Firstly, overcoming barriers to pro-environment
behavioral change and advising governments how to com-
municate messages about climate change and the actions
needed. Secondly, demonstrating and promoting the value
of people reconnecting with nature and our interdepen-
dence. Thirdly, informing on effective leadership for gov-
ernments to tackle a natural crisis with cultural sensitivity.
Fourthly, a psychologist can help people with the effects
of climate change, managing anxiety, and a potential
increase in violence. Fifthly, a psychologist can help prepare
people for bad outcomes, helping adaptation, reducing the
negative effects of migration, and reducing prejudice. It is
hoped that this paper provides a useful overview and

organizational framework for how psychologists can inter-
vene positively in climate change, with five key areas
identified. In addition, some observations and insights from
the COVID-19 pandemic have been presented for how
they can inform the ongoing response to the far greater
challenge of climate change.
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July 18–23, 2021
32nd International Congress of Psy-
chology (ICP)
Virtual Event
Contact: Congress Secretariat, Com-
puter System Group a.s., 5. Kvetna 65,
140 21 Prague, Czech Republic, E-mail
secretariat@icp2020.com, Web http://
www.icp2020.com/

August 23–27, 2021
35th Annual Conference of the
European Health Psychology Society
Virtual Event
Contact: E-mail info@easyconferences.
eu; https://2021.ehps.net/

November 1–12, 2021
26th UN Climate Change Confer-
ence of the Parties (COP26)
Glasgow, UK
Contact: https://ukcop26.org/

January 11–14, 2022
20th EAWOP Congress
Glasgow, Scotland
Contact: EAWOP, https://eawop2022.
org/home-page

April 11–14, 2022
Annual Meeting of the American
Society on Aging
New Orleans, LA, USA
Contact: ASA,Web https://www.asaging.
org/future-asa-annual-meetings

May 20–22, 2022
APS College of Clinical Psycholo-
gists Conference
Brisbane, QLD, Australia
Contact: Australian Psychological
Society, E-mail contactus@psychology.
org.au, Web https://www.psychology.
org.au/APS-CCLIN-Conf/2022

June 29–July 2, 2022
10th European Conference on Posi-
tive Psychology
Reykjavik, Iceland
Contact: SENA, Reykjavik, Iceland,
E-mail gudrun@sena.is, Web https://
ecpp2020.com

July 5–8, 2022
17th European Congress of Psychol-
ogy (ECP2022)
Ljubljana, Slovenia
Contact: Slovenian Psychological Associ-
ation, Web https://www.ecp2022.eu/,
and European Federation of Psycholo-
gists’ Associations, E-mail headoffice@
efpa.eu, gregor.rogac@cd-cc.si,
registration@cd-cc.si

August 12–13, 2022
International Conference on
Psychology of Sustainability
Venice, Italy
Contact: https://waset.org/psychology-
of-sustainability-conference-in-august-
2022-in-venice

2022
36th Annual Conference of the
European Health Psychology Society
Bratislava, Slovakia
Contact: https://ehps.net/conferences/#

�2021 Hogrefe Publishing European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 249
https://doi.org/10.1027/1016-9040/a000446
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European Federation of
Psychologists’ Associations
What Is EFPA?

EFPA is the leading Federation of National Psychologists
Associations. It provides a forum for European cooperation in a
wide range of fields of academic training, psychology practice
and research.

There are 37 member associations of EFPA representing about
300,000 psychologists.
The member organizations of EFPA are concerned with promo-
ting and improving psychology as a profession and as a
discipline, particularly, though not exclusively, in applied settings
and with emphasis on the training and research associated with
such practice.

The psychologists in the member associations include practi-
tioners as well as academic and research psychologists.

The Federation has as one of its goals the integration of
practice with research and the promotion of an integrated
discipline of psychology.

What EFPA Does

• Representation, advocacy, and lobbying at European level
• Promotion of psychology education, research and profession
• EuroPsy certification
• Test User Accreditation
• Support for Member Associations
• European projects
• Advice on professional affairs, work areas, new developments
• Publicity and information sharing
• European Congress of Psychology
• European Psychologist (Official Organ of the EFPA, http://

www.hogrefe.com/j/ep)
• The EFPA News Magazine (http://efpa.magzmaker.com/)

EFPA Membership

Membership is open to the national psychologist association of
all European countries but there may be only one member
association per country. EFPA has no individual members.

In countries where there is more than one national psychol-
ogist association, the Federation should endeavour to identify the
most representative organization and, if appropriate, encourage
the development of a national federation in order to promote co-
operation among psychological associations.

Membership is determined by the General Assembly upon
presentation of the applicant association’s articles, statutes, and
code of ethics plus details of the membership (see EFPA Statutes
Article 5).

As a European federation representing the interests of
psychologists in Europe, EFPA is committed to making contact
with member associations of psychologists from European
countries, which are not yet members of EFPA.

This is particularly the case in relation to psychologists’
associations from countries in the east of Europe, with whom
EFPA is concerned to make contacts, to share information and to
promote collaboration.

A member of the EFPA Executive Council has responsibility for
developing these links and contacts, and the EC will attempt to
help to support initiatives.

A full list of all EFPA members associations can be found at
http://www.efpa.eu/members

A full list of all EFPA associate members can be found at
http://www.efpa.eu/associate-members

European Psychologist

Members of EFPA Member Associations and other European
psychology organizations supporting the European Psychologist
are entitled to a special subscription rate of

149.00 per year

The European Psychologist is published quarterly. Only calendar
year subscriptions are available. Prices exclude shipping and
handling charges. All subscriptions include print issues and
access to full-text online.

EFPA Executive Council (EC)

President: Christoph Steinebach (2019-2023)
Vice President /
Secretary General: Ole Tunold (2019-2023)
Vice President /
Treasurer: Nicola Gale (2019-2023)
EC Member: Eleni Karayianni (2019-2023)
EC Member: Anna Leybina (2019-2023)
EC Member: Josip Lopizic (2017-2021)
EC Member: Koen Lowet (2019-2023)

EFPA Head Office Brussels

Director: Sabine Steyaert
Office Manager: Julie Van den Borre
Management Assistant: Ivana Marinovic
Communication
Coordinator: Ruth Mozagba

EFPA Head Office
Grasmarkt 105 / 39
1000 Brussels
Belgium
Tel.: +32 2 503-4953
Fax: +32 2 503-3067
E-mail: headoffice@efpa.eu
Web http://www.efpa.eu/

For further information on EFPA events please visit the
EFPA website: http://www.efpa.eu/allevents

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3), 250 � 2021 Hogrefe Publishing

250 EFPA News and Views
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www.hogrefe.com

Get connected – 
with us !
Follow us on Twitter or LinkedIn to get the latest news about 
recent releases, the most exciting research published in our 
journals, free resources such as free access research articles 
or interviews with Hogrefe authors and editors, special offers, 
and much more. 
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Instructions to Authors
- European Psychologist
European Psychologist is a multidisciplinary journal that serves as
the voice of psychology in Europe, seeking to integrate across all
specializations in psychology and to provide a general platform for
communication and cooperation among psychologists throughout
Europe and worldwide.

European Psychologist publishes the following types of articles:
Original Articles and Reviews, EFPA News and Views.

Manuscript Submission: Original Articles and Reviews
manuscripts should be submitted online at http://www.editorial
manager.com/EP. Items for inclusion in the EFPA New and Views
section should be submitted by email to the EFPA News and Views
editor Eleni Karayianni (eleni.karayianni@efpa.eu).

Detailed instructions to authors are provided at http://www.hgf.
io/ep

Copyright Agreement: By submitting an article, the author
confirms and guarantees on behalf of themselves and any
coauthors that they hold all copyright in and titles to the submitted
contribution, including any figures, photographs, line drawings,
plans, maps, sketches and tables, and that the article and its
contents do not infringe in any way on the rights of third parties.
The author indemnifies and holds harmless the publisher from any
third-party claims. The author agrees, upon acceptance of the
article for publication, to transfer to the publisher on behalf of
him-/herself and any coauthors the exclusive right to reproduce
and distribute the article and its contents, both physically and in
nonphysical, electronic, and other form, in the journal to which it
has been submitted and in other independent publications, with
no limits on the number of copies or on the form or the extent of
the distribution. These rights are transferred for the duration of
copyright as defined by international law. Furthermore, the author
transfers to the publisher the following exclusive rights to the
article and its contents:

1. The rights to produce advance copies, reprints, or offprints of
the article, in full or in part, to undertake or allow translations
into other languages, to distribute other forms or modified
versions of the article, and to produce and distribute
summaries or abstracts.

2. The rights to microfilm and microfiche editions or similar, to
the use of the article and its contents in videotext, teletext, and
similar systems, to recordings or reproduction using other
media, digital or analog, including electronic, magnetic, and
optical media, and in multimedia form, as well as for public
broadcasting in radio, television, or other forms of broadcast.

3. The rights to store the article and its content in machine-
readable or electronic form on all media (such as computer
disks, compact disks, magnetic tape), to store the article and
its contents in online databases belonging to the publisher or
third parties for viewing or downloading by third parties, and to
present or reproduce the article or its contents on visual
display screens, monitors, and similar devices, either directly
or via data transmission.

4. The rights to reproduce and distribute the article and its
contents by all other means, including photomechanical and
similar processes (such as photocopying or facsimile), and as
part of so-called document delivery services.

5. The right to transfer any or all rights mentioned in this
agreement, as well as rights retained by the relevant copyright
clearing centers, including royalty rights to third parties.

Online Rights for Journal Articles: Guidelines on authors’ rights
to archive electronic versions of their manuscripts online are
given in the document ‘‘Guidelines on sharing and use of articles
in Hogrefe journals’’ on the journals’ web page at http://
www.hgf.io/ep

May 2021

European Psychologist (2021), 26(3) � 2021 Hogrefe Publishing
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Mojca Juriševič
ecp2022@dps.si

17th European Congress of Psychology

Psychology as the Hub Science: Opportunities & Responsibility

..................................
..................................

..................................
..................................

.............

Stay updated, subscribe:

www.ecp2022.eu

08 MAR 2021

10 NOV 2021

10 FEB 2022

10 MAR 2022

MAIN DOMAINS /TRACKS  

General Psychology 

Psychology Of Development Across Lifespan 

Psychology In Education 

Psychology And Neuroscience 

Clinical Psychology And Psychopathology 

Psychology In Public Health 

Social Psychology

 

Work And Organizational Psychology 

Psychology And Data Science 

Cyberpsychology 

Psychology Of Art

Psychology And Research Methodology

Psychological Assessment

Psychology And Personality

Biological Psychology

Environmental Psychology

Sport Psychology

Traffic And Transportation Psychology

Military And Space Psychology 

Links To Psychology /Interdisciplinary 
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www.hogrefe.com

Nancy A. Pachana / Victor Molinari / Larry W. Thompson /  
Dolores Gallagher-Thompson (Editors)

Psychological Assessment and  
Treatment of Older Adults  
2021, viii/250 pp.
US $59.00 / € 50.95
ISBN 978-0-88937-571-0

Mental health practitioners are en-
countering an ever-growing number 
of older adults and so an up-to-date 
and comprehensive text addressing 
the special considerations that arise 
in the psychological assessment and 
treatment of this population is vital. 
This accessible handbook does just 
that by introducing the key topics that 
psychologists and other health pro-
fessionals face when working with 
older adults. Each area is introduced 
and then the special considerations 
for older adults are explored, in-
cluding specific ethical and health-
care system issues. The use of case 
examples brings the topics further 
to life. 

An important feature of the book is 
the interweaving of diversity issues 
(culture, race, sexuality, etc.) within 
the text to lend an inclusive, contem-
porary insight into these important 
practice components. The Pikes Peak 
Geropsychology Knowledge and Skill 
Assessment Tool is included in an 
appendix so readers can test their 
knowledge, which will be helpful for 
those aiming for board certification 
in geropsychology (ABGERO).

This an ideal text for mental health 
professionals transitioning to work 
with older clients, for those wanting 
to improve their knowledge for their 
regular practice, and for trainees or 
young clinicians just starting out.

Expert guidance on 
working psychologically 
with older adults

New
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