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The Climate Conundrum
On the psychological challenges 
of sustainable behaviour



EARLIER NOW

Cartoon van Jip van den Toorn (10 mei 2022)

Brenda had decided to live a 
more environmentally 
conscious life

To be honest, this is 

no longer acceptable 



PROBLEM



TEKST

“The scientific evidence is unequivocal: 

climate change is a threat to human well-

being and the health of the planet. 

Any further delay in concerted global 

action will miss the brief, rapidly closing 

window to secure a liveable future.

This report offers solutions to the world.”







“We need to step up, and rapidly deliver 
on the promises we’ve made.” 

Dutch PM Rutte, Climate Summit Egypt, 7 november, 2022



From sustentio.com (februari, 2022)
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Sustainable 
Behaviour?



Biodiversity

in the city



Being aware of 
something and acting on 

it are two different 
things



• ‘Action, action, action’ 
(PM Rutte Glasgow Climate Summit, 
November 1, 2021)



FALSE
CONSENSUS



‘Solution Aversion’

Steg & De Groot, 2019 



Weather Extremes







Motivational 
Ambivalence 



“Having simultaneously positive and 
negative evaluations - regarding changing  

behaviour towards a more 
environmentally friendly lifestyle.”

Van Gent et al., under review





Sustainable lifestylePrivate car?

Eating meat?

Flying?

Tiles in my garden?

Buying Clothes?



Threat of the status quo

Status quo bias



➢ Many sustainability measures threaten our 
established way of living and basic societal 
infrastructure. 

➢ These measures have an impact on our 
“normal,” established way of living and basic 
societal infrastructure

➢ This may be experienced as a threat that will 
result in losing our freedom and/or comfort 
(“fear of falling”)

Korteling et al., 2023



‘Solution Aversion’

Steg & De Groot, 2019 





Ontwikkelagenda Automobiliteit, 2023  



Mark Harbers, maart 2023  



Climate change: citizens wait for companies, 
companies wait for the government, government 
waits for citizens Source: De Speld, August 17, 2022



Onrealistic

http://www.google.nl/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjR7q2-2M_WAhUBHxoKHQR1CFsQjRwIBw&url=http://agilecomplexificationinverter.blogspot.com/2014/12/your-optimistic-bias-wont-allow-your.html&psig=AOvVaw3MAkQXLkQ2kRSFqFl_0c3p&ust=1506956468168900


‘Moral Disengagement’















Lack of (individual) 
ownership 





DO OUR 
BEHAVIOURAL 
CHOICES MATTER?



Households are jointly 
responsible for almost 75% 
of global CO2 emissions

(Druckman & Jackson, 2016)



Source: Klimaathelpdesk, 2020

An average person on Earth emits 
approximately 4.4 tons of CO₂ annually



How many tons of CO₂ does an average Dutch person 
emit on an annual basis?

➢ 15,8 ton CO₂ (more than 3x as much)
Source: CBS, 2019



The richest 1% income group 
emits approximately 50 tons 
of CO₂ per year worldwide.

Source: Oxfam, 2020



The lowest 50% income group 
emits approximately 1 ton of 
CO₂ per year worldwide.

Bron: Oxfam, 2020



The top 10% of incomes 
('high SEP') are responsible 
for 40 to 60% of global CO2

emissions.
(Nielsen, et al., 2021)



'High-income group' is the largest driver of 
climate change worldwide





(Nielsen, et al., 2021)



Impact?



change private opinions.
change norm perceptions.

social support for others.

Bolderdijk en Jans, 2021



'High-income group' 
potentially the biggest driver 
of change.



Copingstrategies -1

Optimism Bias 'Oh 
well, we can solve it 

with smart 
techniques'.

Social validation ‘All 
my colleagues around 

me still use the car 
for commuting'



Copingstrategies -2

Advantage Comparison
“Do you know how 

much we are already 
doing compared to other 

Applied Universities?”

Source derogation 
“Those scientists come 
up with something new 

every year”



Copingstrategieën -3

Selective exposure 
“I recently read that 
all cars will soon run 

on hydrogen”

Moral Licensing 
“We already do 

waste separation”



The Challenge

How do we integrate 
psychological insights 
about behaviour into 
the climate transition?



Sustainable feints



Symbolic solutions, 
rebound effects and 
negative spillovers





Lectoraat psychologie voor een duurzame stad

What will it replace – or who will use it?

Car use Active rides Public 
transport



Lectoraat psychologie voor een duurzame stad

Shared transport in Zurich emits more 
CO2 than the alternatives they replace.

Reck, Martin and Axhausen (2021) 



Explanations (and 
solutions) have multiple 
layers of depth



Dare to choose
and solve puzzles 
in a targeted
manner



TARGET BEHAVIOURS MEASURES

?

PROBLEM



CONDITIONS FOR
BEHAVIOUR
Michie et al., 2018



Being near

Feel like

Able to



Social and physical 

opportunities?

Interested?

Knowledge and skills?



Motivation

Capability

Opportunity



Motivation +

Capability +

Opportunity +

Facilitating new behaviour



Motivation -

Capability -

Opportunity -

Inhibiting existing behaviour



Communication

Social 
marketing

PricingRegulationsEnforcements Services

Grants

Sanctions

Training

Ambassadors

Education

Coaches

Translate policy into 
effective measures

Fixers





2 x 2 x 2 

Physical route

1. Hassle

2. Unattractive

Social route

3. Unimportant

4. Abnormal

(Un)Desirable

Physical route

1. Easy

2. Attractive

Social route

3. Important

4. Normal

Healthy and 

sustainable

Unhealthy and 

non-sustainable



Out of the Climate Conundrum?
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