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Understanding climate change responses 

 
• Method: series of national annual surveys  
  2010 (N=5036) 
  2011 (N=5030) 
  2012 (N=5081) 

 2013 (N=5219) 
 2014 (N=5163) 
1000’s of repeat respondents  

 
• Biggest longitudinal database in climate  
change, nationally and internationally 

 
 

2  | 



Which statement best describes your thoughts 
about climate change? 
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Climate change attitudes/opinions/beliefs 
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“How much do you think each of the following groups is 
responsible for causing climate change?” 



Functional responses 

• What social and psychological functions do people’s responses to 
climate change serve? 
 

• Opinions can have a value-expressive function 
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Value expression 



Functional responses 

 
• We strive for consistency, both in our own self-identity, but we also 
want to appear consistent to others* 

• especially white westerners! 
 

• When we’re unsure about something, or when we’re time 
constrained, we refer to our existing values to know how to think, 
feel, and behave 
 
 
 
 

* Stone, J., & Cooper, J. (2001). A Self-Standards Model of Cognitive Dissonance. Journal of Experimental Social 
Psychology, 37(3), 228–243. doi:10.1006/jesp.2000.1446 



Concern – The bad news 
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GENERAL CONCERNS 
1. Health 

2. The cost of living 

3. Employment 

4. Education 

5. The Australian economy 

6. Crime and justice 

7. Electricity prices 

8. Affordable housing 

9. Water 

10. The natural environment 

11. Government and politics 

12. Immigration 

13. Drug problems 

14. Climate change 

15. Population 

16. Terrorism 

Most people think climate change is 
important, just not as important as 
other things 



 ENVIRONMENTAL  CONCERNS 
1. Water Shortages 

2.  Pollution 

3.  Water Quality 

4.  Drought 

5.  Deforestation 

6.  Household waste 

7.  Climate change 

8.  Salinity 
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Concern – The bad news 



Concern 

• Low concern = fertile ground for pre-existing beliefs and values to 
impart influence 
 

• We are motivated, as social animals, to find an answer that’s 
consistent with ourselves and others* 
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* Kunda, Z. (1990). The case for motivated reasoning. Psychological Bulletin, 108, 480–98. doi:10.1037/0033-
2909.108.3.480 

 



Climate change and existing values 

• Opinions, behaviour, and policy support are moderately to 
strongly related to 
 

– What people think other people think * 
 

– political identification ** 
 

– underlying ideologies about social systems *** 
 

– a sense of place, especially connectedness to nature at different levels *** 
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* Leviston, Z., Walker, I., & Morwinski, S. (2013). Your opinion on climate change might not be as common as 
you think. Nature Climate Change, 3(4), 334-337. doi:10.1038/nclimate1743 
** Leviston, Z., & Walker, I. (2012). Beliefs and denials about climate change: An Australian perspective. 
Ecopsychology, 4(4), 277-285. doi:10.1089/eco.2012.0051SU 
*** Devine-Wright, P., Price, J., & Leviston, Z. (in press). My country or my planet? Exploring the influence of 
multiple place attachments and ideological beliefs upon climate change attitudes and opinions. Global 
Environmental Change. 



Environmental Worldviews* 
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Fatalistic Hierarchical 

Egalitarian Individualistic 

* Steg, L., & Sievers, I. (2000). Cultural theory and individual perceptions of 
environmental risk. Environment and Behavior, 32, 250-269. 

The environment is fragile and 
will only be protected if there 
are large changes in human 
behaviour and society 
 

The environment can be 
managed by the government 
and experts if there are clear 
rules about what is allowed 
 

The environment can adapt to 
changes and technology will 
solve environmental problems 
eventually 
 

The environment is 
unpredictable and we cant 
control what happens 



Myths of Physical Nature * 
DUCTILE 

 
Cultural biases that justify 

environmental conservation 
 
 
• incorporates Egalitarian and 

Hierarchical worldviews 
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ELASTIC 
 

Cultural biases that justify 
environmentally damaging 
behaviours  

 
• incorporates Individualistic and 

Fatalistic worldviews 
 
 

* Price, J., Walker, I., & Boschetti, F. (2014). Measuring cultural values and beliefs about environment to identify 
their role in climate change responses. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 37, 8-20. 



Myths of Nature 
DUCTILE 

 
• The natural environment will become 

unstable if humans exceed the limits 
identified by experts. 

• If the balance of the natural 
environment is upset the whole 
system will collapse. 

•  Conservation and protection is the 
most rational strategy for managing 
the natural environment. 
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ELASTIC 
 

• The natural environment is capable of 
recovering from any damage humans 
may cause. 

• The natural environment can be 
managed if there are clear rules 
about what is allowed. 

• There's no point wasting time, energy 
and resources on trying to manage 
the natural environment. 
 
 
 



Levels of support for 18 potential adaptation policies, including: 
 

• Increased investment in the management and protection of national parks  
 

• Increased investment in biodiversity and environmental conservation  
 

• Increased investment in protecting Australia from invasive species and pests  
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Support for adaptation policies 



Support for adaptation policies 
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1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Government investment in the development of nuclear power stations in Australia

Increased government aid for overseas countries to deal with the impacts of climate change

Using wastewater for drinking water purposes

Government regulation to protect private assets from the impacts of climate change

Further use of desalination for drinking water purposes

Rebates to assist homeowners to prepare their houses for potential extreme events…

Government investment for managed retreat of residential housing in vulnerable areas

Government regulation to protect public assets from the impacts of climate change

Increased investment in biodiversity and environmental conservation

Increased investment in the management and protection of national parks

Government subsidies on food that is produced locally

Taxing industries that emit high levels of greenhouse gases

Increased government investment in emergency services

Stricter building codes to better protect homes from bushfire

Banning future development in vulnerable areas such as floodplain areas and coastal areas

Increased government investment in public transport

Increased investment in protecting Australia from invasive species and pests

Increased government investment in renewable energy sources

Oppose Support 
strongly 

Neither oppose nor 
support 



Support for adaptation policies 
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• Policies with the strongest relationships with myths of nature: 

Ductile Elastic 

Increased investment in biodiversity and environmental conservation 0.58 -0.40 

Taxing industries that emit high levels of greenhouse gases 0.57 -0.41 

Increased government investment in renewable energy sources 0.53 -0.42 

Increased investment in the management and protection of national parks 0.52 -0.33 

Government regulation to protect public assets 0.49 -0.28 



Implications 
• Evidence that ‘myths of nature’ are not static, but fluctuate over 

time, and are subject to our social environment * 
• Our values about our relationship with nature are  
motivated  
 

• What do people value? 
• Contested land use: environment vs jobs vs health 
• Trade-offs: If you don’t frame the trade-offs, somebody else will 
 

• Nature as a ‘trigger word’ 
• public regulation vs private industry investment  
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* see also Price, J., Fielding, K., & Leviston, Z. (2012). Supporters and opponents of potable recycled water: Culture and 
cognition in the Toowoomba referendum. Society & Natural Resources. doi: 10.1080/08941920.2012.656185 



Implications 

• Is trying to change  people’s values the only way? 
 

• Structural and institutional change can also influence people’s 
values (e.g. racial desegregation in schools in the US) 
• Interactions 
• People adapt to altered social structures 
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Andy Kehoe 
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