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Abstract

Various studies of public opinion regarding the causes and consequences of climate change reveal both a deep reservoir of concern,
yet also a muddle over causes, consequences and appropriate policy measures for mitigation. The technique adopted here, namely
integrated assessment (IA) focus groups, in which groups of randomly selected individuals in Switzerland looked at models of possible
consequences of climate change and questioned specialists as to their accuracy and meaning, revealed a rich assembly of reactions.
Respondents were alarmed about the consequences of high-energy futures, and molli"ed by images of low-energy futures. Yet they
also erected a series of psychological barriers to justify why they should not act either individually or through collective institutions to
mitigate climate change. From the viewpoint of changing their lifestyles of material comfort and high-energy dependence, they
regarded the consequences of possible behavioural shift arising from the need to meet mitigation measures as more daunting. To
overcome the dissonance created in their minds they created a number of socio-psychological denial mechanisms. Such mechanisms
heightened the costs of shifting away from comfortable lifestyles, set blame on the inaction of others, including governments, and
emphasised doubts regarding the immediacy of personal action when the e!ects of climate change seemed uncertain and far away.
These "ndings suggest that more attention needs to be given to the social and psychological motivations as to why individuals erect
barriers to their personal commitment to climate change mitigation, even when professing anxiety over climate futures. Prolonged
and progressive packages of information tailored to cultural models or organised belief patterns, coupled to greater community based
policy incentives may help to widen the basis of personal and moral responsibility. � 2001 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

This paper assesses how groups of informed citizens
judge their personal responsibility for climate change
mitigation through the lens of the integrated assessment
(IA) focus group. In particular, it looks at a number of
psychological devices that people select to justify the
emotional dissonances they can experience when con-
fronted with the challenge of changing much preferred
consumption patterns and lifestyles in the course of re-
ducing greenhouse gases.

*Corresponding author. Tel.: #49-331-288-2548; fax: #49-331-
288-2620.
E-mail address: susanne.stoll@pik-potsdam.de (S. Stoll-Kleemann).

The continuing claim from policy analysts and com-
mentators (for example Gardner and Stern, 1996;
Kempton, 1997, p. 20) is that much of what is taken as
societal assessments of possible behavioural response to
climate change mitigation measures is based on plaus-
ible, but untested, and often misleading or mistaken,
presumptions. Furthermore, the lack of e!ective citizen
appraisal of their possible role in determining the actual
nature of climate futures remains an under-explored ele-
ment of climate change research. Lorenzoni and her
colleagues (2000a; 2000b) show how policy makers and
business managers are ill-prepared to commit to a par-
ticular strategy and to speci"c investment for possible
climate outcomes, largely because they do not relate their
prognoses for periods to over 5 years. Furthermore, man-
agers do not always fully appreciate just how in#uential
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�The models have been developed by C. Pahl, C. Schlumpf and
others.

� These models have been developed by Rotmans and others (TAR-
GETS) and Alcamo (IMAGE).

� This model has been developed by Raskin and colleagues.

are their possible actions over the coming two decades in
in#uencing the actual character of future climates, say in
100 years' time.

There is also an important social and political advantage of
our approach insofar as it helps to legitimise climate change
decisions from the bottom up. Crucially it endows stakeholders
with some ownership of the di$cult issues relating to climate
commonly discussed at regional, national and international
level. In particular, the mix of possible futures presented in our
scenarios actively encourages individuals at a regional level to
claim some ownership for the sort of di$cult trade-o!s that will
need to be made by governments in relation to climate impacts
(Lorenzoni et al., 2000b).

The signi"cance of the research quoted above is
that, when confronted with the evidence of individual
responsibility for the possible characteristics of a future
climate, respondents in a position of managerial author-
ity realised how inadequately prepared they were for
making e!ective choices. This conclusion "ts into the
methodological framework for the case study that
follows.
The research reported on below suggests that denial

over the necessity to adjust behaviour and lifestyle pat-
terns is a function of discourse as it is of more funda-
mental personal, social and psychological in#uences that
are not readily shifted around by language or by exhorta-
tion unless the process of awareness raising is prolonged
and set in constructive engagement with a wider array of
socially sanctioned moral norms. Kasemir et al. (1999,
p. 3) conclude:

Without integrating the points of view of citizens, environ-
mental policy runs the risk of getting stalled on the early imple-
mentation phase. Only a climate policy consistent with the
aspirations of citizens will have a chance of success.

This paper has the following objectives:

� to justify the advantages of the IA focus group ap-
proach to exploring underlying motivations of indi-
viduals, in group settings

� to summarise the state of knowledge on public
opinion research on climate change and embed this
evidence in social}psychological theories and cultural
models

� to explore underlying socio-psychological theories in
order to explain why such barriers to civic responsive-
ness exist, so as to inform policy makers about ap-
propriate consequences for future strategy in a
participatory democracy

� to examine why a cross-section of Swiss citizens ap-
pear to be unable to act in accord with their preference
for a low-energy future which they regard as an essen-
tial antidote to climate change

� to suggest constructive new approaches to the co-ordi-
nation of socio-psychological and political theory so
as to create appropriate mixes of policy measures and
awareness-raising experiences that will help citizens to
address denial and reconciliation.

2. Methodology and IA focus groups

The "ndings that follow come from the Swiss Integ-
rated Climate Risk Assessment (ICRA) project. This is
one of 15 sub-projects of the interdiscliplinary project
Climate and Environment in Alpine Regions (CLEAR)
funded by Swiss National Science Foundation. CLEAR
is an e!ort to increase understanding of the potential
impacts of climate change for Switzerland and to provide
policy relevant information which can support decision-
making. One important aim of the CLEAR project is to
develop an overall methodology for integrated climate
risk assessment. ICRA sought to integrate lay people in
policy-supporting activities and to generate and analyse
integrated assessments. These integrated assessments
comprise areas of inquiry such as the identi"cation of
options for and constraints on new policy strategies.
Such constraints include the social acceptance of likely
measures, people's feelings of moral obligation and will-
ingness to act, and the role of scienti"c uncertainty in the
formation of lay-judgements about climate risk (DuK rren-
berger et al., 1997).
The method for analysis selected here was the conduct

of Integrated Assessment (IA) focus groups. The `focus
groupa approach combines two social scienti"c research
methods. One is the focused interview, in which an inter-
viewer elicits information on a topic. The other is the
group discussion, in which a small, relatively heterogen-
eous group of people discuss a topic raised by a skilled
moderator (DuK rrenberger et al., 1997). The focus group
methodology is widely used in public opinion research
and in marketing (Morgan and Krueger, 1998), which in
turn was developed by social scientists studying mass
communication (Merton, 1987). The point of the exercise
lies in the ability to observe social processes of opinion
formation in which some new information is taken into
account (Jaeger et al., in press).
In IA focus groups the common stimulus is given by

exposure to an interactive IA-computer model or a sim-
ilar piece of information. In the present case, the com-
puter models used included IMPACTS and OPTIONS�
as well as the TARGETS, IMAGE� and POLESTAR�

models also used in the ULYSSES project. The IA focus
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Box 1
The citizens' report structure
1. Do you think there is a problem of climate change?

If yes, then what is the problem?
2. Given this, how should we live in 30 years' time

here (e.g. in Zurich)?
3. What should be done so that we can get there?
4. Given this, how much energy use compared to

today is appropriate in total, and in the di!erent
sectors (e.g., transport, households)?

5. Who should take action? And when?
6. What do you think will be di$culties in getting

there (barriers of action)?
7. If you have anything else you want to note down,

please do so.

�Similar preferences were expressed across Europe in the IA-focus
groups organized within the ULYSSES project (Kasemir et al., 2000).

groups meet several times in order to reach a more
in-depth discussion of the topic under consideration.
Five meetings of two and a half hours each were typical
(Jaeger et al., in press).
Barriers to behaviour which impede energy reduction

measures were presented on the basis of 14 IA-focus
groups carried out within the German-speaking part of
Switzerland in 1997}1999. The typical group size was
about 6}8 people. The participants where selected by
a strati"ed random sample from the adult Swiss popula-
tion. Using the o$cial "les of telephone numbers, people
were called at random under the constraint that each
group should be heterogeneous with regard to gender,
age, education, and environmental attitudes. Participants
were rewarded with an amount of money corresponding
to the reward paid to members of Swiss county parlia-
ments when they engage in committee work (Jaeger et al.,
in press).
The evidence was analysed in a more structured

way than is usual with focus groups. The group
discussions were videotaped and the tapes transcribed.
A set of topics of primary interest for the present
investigation was designed and the portions of the
overall conversation relating to any one of these topics
were transcribed on computer "les. Next, a list of
categories of possible statements was established and
for each item a code was de"ned. Then the transcribed
conversations were labelled with these codes in the
Atlas software for qualitative content analysis. With
this technique, it was possible to scan all transcripts
for speci"c topics (Jaeger et al., in press). Additionally,
it is possible to make quantitative statements, e.g.
how many quotations could be found concerning
di!erent codes, or how much particular images or
metaphors were used.
Besides the transcripts, further output of the IA focus

groups included minutes, individual questionnaires,
responses to collectively generated collages, and citizen
reports. The questionnaires were "lled out before and
after the interaction with the IA computer models, so
that any potential change of knowledge and attitudes
could be recognised.

2.1. Citizen report

Box 1 summarises the key issues discussed by the IA
focus groups in the process of reaching common under-
standing of all the main themes raised. The aim was to
enable participants to synthesise contrasting and con-
#icting evidence, wherever possible. This process also
assists policy analysts to improve their own understand-
ing of how representative panels of citizens think about
the implications of climate change, possible desirable
futures, and what might be their responsibility in their
future.

The evidence from the citizens' reports provided the
basis for the creation of the two `energy futuresa on the
form of `collagesa of participant-created images.

2.2. Collages

In this study, the collage was used as a pictorial repres-
entation of various images associated with possible out-
comes of climate and energy futures. In order to produce
the collages the groups were split in two halves in the "rst
session. One sub-group was asked to think about how
the region in which the participants live might look like
30 years from now if energy use would develop more or
less as in the past* a business-as-usual (BAU-) scenario
(high-energy future). The other sub-group was given
a similar task, this time with the constraint that energy
use would be reduced in the order of magnitude of
30}50% in comparison with the present* a scenario of
drastic reduction in energy use. The sub-groups then
presented their collages to each other. These conversa-
tions were videotaped and transcribed so that it is pos-
sible to understand better the various interpretations of
the collages.
Swiss citizens generally perceive climate change risks

as a serious issue (along with other environmental prob-
lems). Accordingly, they often perceive a world character-
ised by high levels of energy use as rather unattractive if
not nightmarish. Consequently, a world characterised by
low levels of energy use is often perceived as an attractive
option (Jaeger et al., in press).� Fig. 1 portraits one of the
collages associated with a high-energy future.
Fig. 2 shows the frequency of images elicited by the IA

focus groups when addressing the two energy scenarios.
It will be seen that the images linked to the low-energy
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Fig. 1. Detail of a collage associated with a high-energy future (BAU-
scenario).

Fig. 2. Frequencies of emotionally positively charged images in col-
lages of a low-energy future (grey) and a high-energy future (black).

Fig. 3. Frequencies of emotionally negatively charged images: low-
energy future (grey) and high-energy future (black).

scenario were interpreted as being friendly to people,
animals, biota generally, and to vulnerable groups such
as women and children. The evidence suggests that par-
ticipants tended to regard low-energy futures as highly
desirable for the planet and its human family across
a whole range of avoidable catastrophes.
Fig. 3 reinforces the conclusions of Fig. 2 by showing

that a high-energy scenario is associated with images of
catastrophes, monsters, war, destroyed nature and chaos
generally. Again there was remarkable consistency
amongst all the participants over a coherent set of per-
ceptions of crises linked to high-energy futures.
This apparent consensus over the `goodnessa of low-

energy futures revealed a fundamental contradiction.
This was that almost nobody was prepared to take the
kinds of personal actions deemed necessary to achieve
such a future, based on mitigated climate change. To
explain this we follow a two-fold approach. Firstly we
review theoretical, mostly socio-psychological, ap-
proaches to explain a big part of this discrepancy. Sec-
ondly, through quotations arising from the IA focus
groups, we show how denial can coherently be main-
tained.

3. Public opinion and climate change: evidence and
underlying theory

In the early 1990s a number of studies of public opin-
ion over climate change were conducted (Bostrom et al.,
1994; Read et al., 1994; Kempton et al., 1995; Kempton,
1997). These have been helpfully summarised by Thom-
pson and Rayner (1998, pp. 365}389). The general obser-
vation is that the majority of citizens have fairly loose
knowledge of the causes and underlying science of
climate change. They do not fully appreciate what
`greenhouse gasesa are, and they do not link climate
change to energy systems to transport in any coherent
manner. One important consequence is that they cannot
readily relate a possible policy option, for example a car-
bon tax, to a climate change mitigation measure. This is
particularly the case where the putative policy option is
contentious and con#icts with underlying political ideol-
ogies. In his survey of American political obstacles to
the Kyoto Protocol, Eugene Skolniko! (1999, p. 44)
concludes

The issue of climate policy is likely to be pressed by the more
conservative elements of the Republican Party because it o!ers
many opportunities to exploit public opposition to new taxes
and the export of jobs as well as its desire for smaller govern-
ment and a minimal role for the United Nations.

Nevertheless, these same studies also showed that
a signi"cant minority in the US hold strong views that
climate change was a serious issue, that there were
important moral and political issues involved, and, gen-
erally, that the matter was more pressing than believed
by the professional scientists. From the European
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perspective, the CLEAR studies have shown that it is
very much a majority which holds such strong views. The
problem is that there is a gap between `viewsa and
actions. These "ndings are corroborated in a study by
Kasemir et al. (2000, p. 4). The discovered, from a range
of IA focus groups, a deep reservoir of moral concern
over climate change as a profound social and environ-
mental matter.

The European citizens who participated in the focus groups
often saw the prospect of climate change as very frightening, and
adopted an ethical rather than an economic approach to fram-
ing their discussions on climate impacts. (2) In general partici-
pants were also in favour of mitigation measures even in the face
of scienti"c uncertainty, that is they usually based their views of
the climate issue on the precautionary principle (Kasemir et al.,
2000, pp. 39}40).

Kempton (1997, p. 14) attributes this underlying con-
cern to cultural models of anxiety about environmental
deterioration generally, and to underlying environmental
values of responsibility for planetary health. He con-
cludes that these models are rooted in coherent patterns
of both individual and shared outlooks. The implication
is that policy measures designed to mitigate greenhouse
gases, as proposed by experts or insider analysists, but
without the sensitivity of appreciating these rich cultural
frameworks that may reinforce existing prejudices, may
go terribly wrong when it comes to political proposals
such as carbon taxes, energy levies, restriction on driving
or tough regulatory requirements for energy e$ciency or
insulation of commercial and residential property.
Kempton et al. (1995, p. 215) also point out that core

values enshrined in these attitudinal arrays may compete
with other perspectives, such as rights to choose, freedom
of expression, reduction in governmental interference in
personal behaviour, any or all of which can result in an
inconsistent response to possible climate change policy
options.

3.1. Socio-psychological theories of dissonance and denial

It is well established in socio-psychological theory that
attitudes help a person to mediate between the inner
demands of the self and signals arising from the outside
world (Katz, 1960; McGuire, 1969; Pennigton et al.,
1999). These external cues may relate to in#uences of
social networks, and views of the appropriateness of
lifestyle and consumption behaviour. Both social norms
and cultural norms provide signi"cant biases for such
attitudes. But so, too, does personal experience, and the
`certainty arraysa of co-ordinated beliefs that are formed
to assist in their response to complex, and possibly
intimidating, requirements (see Eiser, 1994).
The pattern of mediation between self and social con-

text is assisted by four functions, namely the adaptive
function, the self-expressive function, the ego-defensive
function and the knowledge-function. Adaptation is depen-

dent on forming positive associations with persons or
outlooks with which the individual shares a sense of
common identi"cation (see Langford et al. (1999) for
a case example). This function is hedonistic in that it
serves the purpose of increasing satisfaction or pleasure
and avoiding punishment or pain. Self-expression is dis-
played by the need to show to others about one's inner
values or feelings, i.e. to be externally self-conscious. One
aspect of this is the expression of self-identity, namely
a wish to be in a state of inner control, yet externally
appreciated. Ego-defensiveness serves to protect people
from their own inconsistencies and their negative
feelings towards other people. With respect to self-pro-
tection, attitudes may serve to maintain self-image.
Knowledge-processing allows people to process and or-
der information into coherent and organised patterns in
order to simplify and understand complex and possibly
con#icting issues (Pennigton et al., 1999, p. 75). This is
close to the notion of cultural models researched by
Kempton.
For the most part, all these functions seek to establish

a sense of consistency, and hence inner calm (Heider,
1946; Festinger, 1957; Pennigton et al., 1999). Research
on schematic patterns in social psychology (Taylor and
Fiske, 1981) indicates that both the encoding and the
retrieval of information are often guided by personal
desire to maintain cognitive consistency.
The lack of consistency is the state of dissonance. In

general, individuals experiencing dissonance seek to re-
solve it, deny it, or displace it. We will see from the IA
focus group research reported on below that, for the most
part, denial or displacement act powerfully to maintain
the gap between attitude and behaviour with regard to
climate change norms.
From the brief review of the other functions relating to

attitude formation, it will be seen that reorganising
knowledge, changing social identi"cation, appealing to
self-image and enabling constructive adaptation may all
have to be involved if attitudes and behaviour towards
climate change are to resonate in a coherent manner.
Attitudes di!er from behaviour for a number of well-

known reasons. One explanation is that o!ered from the
evidence presented so far, namely that attitudes to
climate change can relate to a general societal norm,
while behaviour rests with speci"c individual responsibil-
ity. Another, more common interpretation, is that atti-
tudes cover a vast array of cognitive processes and
compositions that remain chaotically in con#ict for the
most part, except when contradictions have to be con-
fronted. Hillmann (1989, p. 55) summarises the wide basis
for complexity in attitudinal patterning.

Conceptions about value, meaning, purpose and utility, pref-
erences, predilictions, and interests, conceptions about taste,
pretentions and wishes, the aspirations of rewards, gains, pro"ts
and the heightening of one's ego, avoidance of penalties, disad-
vantages, costs and the loss of one's ego, etc.
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Where behaviour is not routine, values enter (Lanter-
mann and DoK ring-Seipel, 1990). Such values are selected
for consistency and support, namely by coinciding be-
haviour with underlying moral norms. Such norms shape
the justi"cation for action or inaction. According to
Wortmann et al. (1993, p. 81), the following dimensions of
attitude contribute to environmentally dependent behav-
iour:

� the need for personal comfort
� the belief in technological solutions
� the belief in personal contribution to mitigation
� the demand for a justi"able relationship between per-
sonal costs and social gains

� the acceptance that there is indeed a crisis

To these we add:

� the loss of trust in government generally, as well as in
its capacity to deliver e!ective policy measures.

Furthermore, internal inconsistencies can occur be-
tween verbal expressions of behaviour in one setting and
actual behaviour in another (Tampe-Olo!, 1986). This
distinction can also be in#uenced by emotional unease
over any discrepancy. To avoid this unease, people look
for cues to justify continued behaviour in the face of
a socialised moral norm to the contrary.
One area of consistency analysed here lies in the pos-

sible disjunction between a personal preference for a par-
ticular lifestyle, consumption habit, or behavioural
choice and the need to respond e!ectively to climate
change mitigation strategies. In short, people may profess
anxiety over climate change, but be faced with internal
resentment or even denial over what they cannot accept
as a justi"able change in behaviour (e.g. to travel by
public transport, ride a bike in the rain or invest in
high cost domestic insulation). The research reported
on below suggests nine ways in which this denial may
occur:

� metaphor of displaced commitment * I protect the
environment in other ways

� to condemn the accuser * You have no right to chal-
lenge me

� denial of responsibility * I am not the main cause of
this problem

� rejection of blame* I have done nothing so wrong as to
be destructive

� ignorance* I simply don+t know the consequences of my
actions

� powerlessness* I am only an inxnitesimal being in the
order of things

� fabricated constraints * There are too many impedi-
ments

� `After the #ooda * What is the future doing for me?
� comfort* It is too dizcult for me to change my behav-
iour (Schahn, 1993, pp. 59-60).

From an emotional viewpoint such responses help to
assuage guilt, to reinforce victim status, to justify resent-
ment or anger, and to emphasise the negative feelings
towards disliked behaviour (e.g. the disagreeable quali-
ties of relying on public transport and the loss of social
prestige involved).
A common theme throughout this denial processing, is

that of the well-known tragedy-of-the-commons.

In tragedy-of-the-commons situations, behavior that makes
sense from the individual point of view, when repeated by
enough individuals, ultimately proves disastrous to society. (2)
Each individual gains, "nancially or otherwise, by consuming
the natural resource. Each, furthermore, sees little harm in doing
so since the resource is so huge in size and their impact on it is so
small (Gardner and Stern, 1996, p. 23).

For the purposes of this analysis, this theorem (Hardin,
1968) usually involves ordinary people doing ordinary
things, rather than villainous or greedy people doing
especially nasty things (Ophuls, 1977 in Gardner and
Stern, 1996, p. 26). The Swiss citizens are not evil people
who want to harm others deliberately. Furthermore, even
if all citizens understand that their actions are contribu-
ting to climate change, each is powerless to stop the
process via unilateral individual action.
Based on this theoretical perspective, and especially

taking into account the `barriers of deniala listed above,
we hypothesise that denial in the face of political
and moral exhortations to change behaviour in the cause
of mitigating climate change is reinforced by the
following:

� an unwillingness to give up customary habits and
favoured lifestyles which are closely associated with
a sense of self-identity (the `comforta interpretation)

� the construction of attitude and behaviour connec-
tions that regard any costs to the self as greater than
the bene"ts to others (the `tragedy-of-the-commonsa
interpretation)

� a lack of acceptance that the climate problem is as
serious as made out, and that a belief in any case it
can be resolved by recourse to technological and
regulatory innovation (the `managerial-"xa inter-
pretation)

� an underlying lack of faith in the capacity of govern-
ment to deliver its side of the bargain over climate
change mitigation (the `governance-distrusta inter-
pretation).

These four `interpretationsa are closely interlinked.
The richness of the data set reveals this to a remarkable
extent. The separation of these interpretations reported
below is largely to clarify nuances of outlook. It is also
worth bearing in mind that well-facilitated focus
groups using a range of approaches can lead to a healthy
reinforcement of views amongst participants, who
feel comfortable about gradually manouvering into
consistency.
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4. Findings: perceived barriers to action

What follows is a selection of quotations arising from
the IA focus groups. These illustrate the four `interpreta-
tionsa that resonate with the literature, but they actually
emerged from the discussions, spontaneously and co-
herently. While the literature provides a framework, the
evidence we use below is displayed in the form of repre-
sentative quotations re#ecting the aggregated outlook of
citizens responding to a well-designed range of stimuli to
o!er their own authentic perspectives.

4.1. The comfort interpretation

The most powerful zone for denial was the perceived
unwillingness to abandon what appeared as personal
comfort and lifestyle-selected consumption and behav-
iour in the name of climate change mitigation. Partici-
pants regarded consumption as a social as well as an
economic good, so found it too di$cult to accept that
any personal sacri"ces would be worth the social gain.
Subsequent quotations indicate that both, the `tragedy-
of-the-commonsa and the `governance-distrusta inter-
pretations reinforce such feelings.
I "nd it so hard to think di!erently because it really

interferes with your life. If, for instance, you have to rely
on public means of transport and depend on their sched-
ules 2 I think that's the main problem: you have to give
up quite a bit of your comfort (Group 4, Zurich).
Perhaps we are a bit too lazy, perhaps society is too

indolent to engage in environmental issues, to orient
individual lives by ecological criteria, (2) to save energy.
And as long as the big collapse has not yet occurred, as
long as the catastrophe has not yet approached enough,
people just pursue their comfort, unless there are "nan-
cial incentives (Group 6, Sissach).
It is vital for our society to stimulate consumption.

A #ood of publicity shows us the goods we would have to
do without if we meant to change our life-styles (Group
11, Lucerne).
You cannot change things unless you begin in your

daily life. As has been said already, you should become
active at all levels, and I think, ultimately daily life has to
change if the whole is to be changed. This is certainly
a key argument: people are obviously not prepared } or
are too little prepared } to change their private lives
(Group 6, Sissach).

4.2. The tragedy-of-the-commons interpretation

The quotations that follow re#ect Kempton's "ndings,
as well as those reported by Wortmann et al. (1993), and
Schahn (1993), namely that the cost to individual free-
dom to choose and to be happy in an economy of
beni"cence are too great to contemplate for an uncertain
climate future. One way of coping with this is to believe

in the insigni"cance of individual action to change the
order of things. Another is to look to others to adopt the
same unwillingness to act. It is tempting to blame the
collective tardiness in adopting climate change mitigat-
ing behaviour as something through which all people
reluctantly share. One noticeable feature of this response
is to emphasise the relative insigni"cance of the behav-
iour that has to be changed.

Denial of responsibility and powerlessness
And additionally, I "nd it an interesting observation

that we rather quickly conclude: I alone can do nothing,
I can achieve something only if the others join (Group 8,
Liestal).

A dialogue
Hanna: There are relatively few actual possibilities to

practically do something if you feel concerned. They can't
tell you that much what really we should do. To consider
not turning on your stereo set on account of its energy
consumption seems a bit ridiculous. There must be so
many possibilities at other levels. Somehow you "nd
yourself in a vacuum.
Lena: Helpless.
Balthasar: You have to gather so much information.

But sometimes I "nd that we are already almost hypersen-
sitive to those things. Actually, nothing should be manu-
factured any more that is so environmentally harmful.
I am convinced that theoretically this is realizable. Just the
means are not yet available. Or it's the wrong people that
have them at their disposal (Group 16, Engelberg).
As long as the USA don't do anything 2 You can't

force things. And yet someone has to start. Not necessar-
ily with an extreme step, (2) but a model is needed in the
context of which other countries might start as well. (2)
You cannot expect all countries to start simultaneously.
Even if you look at international law: you can't force
anybody to respect the rules. (2) I am a bit disappointed
that countries carrying so much responsibility lag so far
behind and don't even understand it. If only those coun-
tries with their enormous populations concerned could
make this clear2(Group 11, Lucerne).

After the 6ood: personal freedom to choose
A dialogue
Fabian: Standing in the way of ecological measures are

lacking insight, individualism and egoism.
Renaldo: Yes. Individualism, personal freedom, which

in our society is one of the highest goods. Or is seen as
one of the highest goods. Free way for free citizens
(Group 12, Lucerne).

After the 6ood: ignorance and powerlessness
A dialogue
Change is di$cult since we are so accustomed to

things as they are, to consumption, to food and drink.
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You don't think any more about what you do to nature.
Gerda: We just consume.
Jean: Yes, we just consume. Ok, this object is cool }

actually it is toxic when burned, but we don't care any-
way, as we don't exactly know what e!ects we cause.
Information is rather vague, and so you don't really
know, I don't really know, we are somehow helpless. If
we took every problem equally seriously, we would be-
come permanently depressed (Group 4, Zurich).

After the 6ood: rejection of blame
The cause is the human being as such. His or her needs,

generated by some publicity or his or her personal envi-
ronment (Group 12, Lucerne).
The mobility mania is just a symptom, the cause is our

society. Our society orients by a certain rationale, e.g. by
certain ideals of beauty, by ideals about how to spend
vacations, what to do to be &in', what mountain bike to
ride. I think, the cause could perhaps be found at school,
in education (Group 12, Lucerne).

4.3. The managerial-xx interpretation

The faith in some form of managerial "x is always
a comfortable zone for denial. This is usually found in the
more technocentrically orientated citizens. But from the
evidence of these IA focus groups, this perspective was
widespread, both as a hope and as an expectation. We
also note Kempton's "ndings, namely that recourse to
`"xa often involves muddled perceptions of cause and
e!ect associated with cultural models.

The belief in technological solutions
Horst: I do not see this only because of energy use.

After all, we are also talking about how to maintain the
strength of our economic location.We said before that all
that energy saving technology is rather expensive for the
moment. If we take the lead there, then we can save our
own jobs. And globally. That would be enough of a rea-
son to stick to this road. For the great Sulzer (Swiss
manufacturing "rm) turbines, eventually the market will
dry up. But sophisticated solar technology, there the
market does not dry up for a long time, (Group 17,
Engelberg).
Max: He had quite a good idea. Now, if energy saving

devices became trendy. Or if energy saving itself became
trendy. If electric cars or the Smart car became trendy.
(Group 17, Engelberg).

Metaphor of displaced commitment
I am content with the option to buy only one deter-

gent. I don't need "fty di!erent products in supply. But
then I require this one detergent to be produced by these
intelligent people, the chemists etc., in a way that I'm not
additionally forced to use it as minimally as possible so as
not to stress the environment. This should be the task of

them up there and I should be able to rely on them
(Group 8, Liestal).
It is interesting to contrast the image of a managerial
"x with an image of learning in a civic society.

The belief in personal contribution
If people felt closer to each other, if they treated each

other in a di!erent way 2. This would be advantageous
for nature as well (Group 8, Liestal).
Each individual is not prepared to do without certain

conveniences. So all individuals together do not succed in
creating political pressure (2) In our political system,
substantial changes are realised through the ballot box.
But this will be of no use as long as not everybody
becomes active and recognises certain problems, thus
being prepared to support political action. It is very
unlikely that today a majority would vote in favour of
a bill for a continuous increase in energy prices. If every-
body understands and personally begins to change
things, a political majority becomes realisable. Such is
our system (Horst, Group 17, Engelberg).
Christa: Basically, I "nd this quite a good way of

proceeding. To say, everything takes its time, nothing
happens from today to tomorrow. To say, one tries for 10
or 15 years on a voluntary basis, and if it doesn't work,
then there will be a law. (Group 16, Engelberg).

4.4. The governance-distrust interpretation

There is a growing literature on the deep distrust of
government as a reliable locus for pursuing the public
interest. For example, in an analysis of 14 democracies,
Putnam et al. (2000) looked at responses to questions
along the lines: `do you feel that politicians can be
trusted?a `Do you think your political representatives
really care about people like you?a In all but three of the
countries studied loss of trust and lack of con"dence in
the democratic process were very marked. For example,
only 11% of Americans have faith in their legislatures,
while in Europe, the trust rating for parliaments ranges
from 20 to 40%, a halving over the last 10 years.
In this study, Swiss citizens were generally more sup-

portive of their government. But the excuse to believe
that individual behaviour change will not be matched by
a reliable governmental response, and even less through
leadership, was still very evident. Either the government
was regarded as not being able to deliver, or it was
perceived that various lobbies would interfere with any
substantial strategy for climate change mitigation. Fur-
thermore, there was a suspicion that governance would
use environmental or carbon levies as an excuse to raise
taxes for unrelated political promises.
To say it in short, you can't do that much as long as the

economy continues to be so powerful. As long as eco-
nomic interests are still so predominant. Before being
able e!ectively to face environmental problems you
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�There is no reason why the petrol station should not become
a location for awareness raising over climate change mitigation behav-
iour, a learning space where car drivers can play on interactive models
of transport-related climate matters before "lling up. In this sense the
petrol station could become a joint venture between socially respon-
sible oil and vehicle businesses, local education authorities, and local
governments with local pools of revenue to spend on various transport
options.

would hence have to ecologize the economy "rst (Group
2, Zurich).
And still we are of the opinion that a number of things

go wrong economically and politically. The present situ-
ation re#ects lobbying. Our whole consumption pattern
may be in#uenced by these structures (Darius, Group 11,
Lucerne).
Agnes: I "nd it strange to discuss this problem, because

money makes the world go round and industries are the
big issue, not families, (Agnes, Group 1, Zurich).
Dialogue
I agree that the situation re#ects the existence of so

many lobbies. If you discuss or formulate any bill, it will
be demolished by that great number of stakeholder asso-
ciations. Eventually, only 20 per cent of your originally
planned e!ect will be realized.
Elvira: You can in#uence too little, this I "nd clear.

Just look at the global climate conferences. If those
people there really became active on the basis of all that
expert knowledge, things would have to change (Group
5, Sissach).

Rejection of unwanted policy measures
Manfred: The question simply is, do people want to go

in such a direction? They know, if they say yes here, it will
cost again later on, (Group 17, Engelberg).

A dialogue
Fabian: I don't think that this would be accepted,

higher gasoline prices.
Klaus: Increasing gasoline prices by one Swiss Franc.
Fabian: That would not be accepted. 50 cents would

already be di$cult.
Nadja (facilitator): So, you feel, price increases would

not be the right way?
Fabian: It's a question of measure. One sees it in

Germany, that's what the Greens said in the election
campaign, that gasoline should cost 5 Francs, to protect
the environment. Now they have the greatest troubles to
reach the 5 per cent of the vote, to stay in parliament at all.
So that's what it leads to. Put up such exaggerated things
and then expect to get elected, (Group 12, Lucerne).

5. Implications for policy and for future research

The denials described above are therapeutic strategies
to deal with the pain involved in dissonance. They are
not easily set aside unless the perception of gains and
losses is substantially reversed. The tragedy-of-the-com-
mons outlook also creates a powerful sense of awaiting
others to act "rst before individual sacri"ces are regarded
as worthwhile. Alternatively, the danger of feeling incon-
sequential rises to the surface of the mind when matters
of comfort or self-identity are apparently threatened, or
at least challenged.

The "ndings from this study reveal both a coherence
and a rationality to dissonance and denial that will not
make it easy for democracies to gain early consent for
tough climate change mitigation measures. Indeed, this
analysis suggests a level of sophistication and cohesion in
socio-psychological reactions that will prove di$cult to
alter, unless very wide-ranging policy responses are integ-
rated over a prolonged period of time.
So what do we learn from this research as to how to

move forward? A six-point co-ordinated approach may
pay dividends.

1. The application of socio-psychological theories pro-
vide a rich interpretation as to why attitudes do not
readily "t with behaviour. Further research extending
these theories by building on the procedures reported
on in this paper, using a wider array of participants,
and taking place in other political cultures, should
reveal more fundamentally the nature of the barriers
to citizen action. The results of these studies need to be
carefully translated into appropriate policy action
through dialogue with policy-makers and decision-
takers. In this way a fresh blend of socio-psychological
and political perspectives may provide the most rel-
evant theoretical and policy framework.

2. There are various powerful tools now available to help
citizens visualise the consequences of their prolonged
misplaced actions. For example, it is now possible to
show realistically to citizens the implications of climate
change impacts on vulnerable societies and ecosystems.
It is also possible to indicate how the particular charac-
ter of democracies may become more sensitive to ac-
commodate to climate change. For example these
democracies could become more participatory, more
consensus driven, and more proactive in pursuing and
maintaining initially contested policy measures. Other
tools include integrated assessment models tied to col-
lages of the kind introduced in this study. A further
technique is to encourage citizens to `tell storiesa
through which they can caringly address their disson-
ances and denials. Yet another approach is the applica-
tion of sensitive intuitive interviewing of community
leaders so that they can work considerately through
their own social networks to enable their communities
to address these underlying contradictions.

3. There is a huge potential to combine integrated assess-
ments and interactive story telling in schools, com-
munity forums, and even possibly in petrol stations,�

S. Stoll-Kleemann et al. / Global Environmental Change 11 (2001) 107}117 115



to enable people sensitively to create a more civic
minded approach to their responsibilities in dealing
with climate futures. In this way feelings of a new
social identity and more accomodative lifestyles may
begin to appear. This could form the basis for more
general social acceptance of the pricing and regulatory
policies necessary to meet the objective of tolerable
climate change.

4. Appropriate technology can be developed through
supportive patterns of regulatory regimes and price
incentives (see Owen, 1999). The income from such
incentives could also be channelled into local sus-
tainability charities. These pools of money would then
be at the disposal of local citizens groups to act
out their climate mitigation responsibilities. Such
charities will only work e!ectively if there is a sym-
pathetic social identity within community groups.
Hence, the signi"cance of the methodologies sugges-
ted above.

5. Maybe it is not too fanciful to see the emergence of
a more participatory and ethically centered citizenry
emerging from this combination of in#uences. This
can and should begin in the classroom. But also it
must generate in the home and in all places where
communities meet. Through such measures, maybe it
is possible to imagine a `wholea citizen learning to
create a tolerable climate future for the globe out of
the gradual dissipation of dissonance and denial.

6. Governments have to appear united, credible, and
persuasive over the issue of climate change and asso-
ciated mitigation and adaptation measures. Citizens
need political cues and clear leadership from their
elected representatives, that are consistent, purposive,
and progressive. This failed in the 6th Conference of
the Parties to the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change. We are not sanguine that this will be
so, and accordingly we could conclude that the delay
in meaningful citizen action will be prolonged. How-
ever, if some, or all, of the proposals suggested above
are encouraged and become widespread, there is
a chance that citizens could still lead their govern-
ments. Along with more socially minded business, and
supportive non-governmental organisations, such
a `new democracya could create a realm of e!ective
climate management for a sustainable millennium.
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