I‘m going to give a brief overview of research I conducted with sustainability
managers, where I enquired into their lived experience of working to influence and
improve environmental practices in their organisations.
Like the Climate Psychology Alliance of which I am a member, I am interested in the
underlying drivers of behaviour, the often unconscious psychosocial processes
influencing environmental cognition and behaviour. Bringing these processes into the
light allows for them to be examined, reflected upon, contained and regulated.
Specifically my study was concerned with the so-called values-action gap, and it
focused on people who are already highly motivated to behave in pro-environmental
ways but don’t – or at least not all the time, in all aspects of their lives, or as fully as
they could. Which is most of the people at this conference, I suspect, me included.
My study identified a number of psychosocial factors and revealed how these factors
interact creating tensions and feedback loops. Tensions and conflicts are part of what
it means to be human. What matters is how these tensions are negotiated - because
it’s these strategies that have implications for whether our responses to ecological
crisis are adaptive or maladaptive. By ‘adaptive’ I mean a strategy that promotes
psychological adjustment to the reality of the situation and stimulates appropriate
and proportional actions.
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To investigate the participants’ lived experience, I developed an integrative
transdisciplinary methodology. As you can see there are quite a few elements to it. At
its core is the understanding of human experience as situated and embodied. And
that our experience is dynamic - that meaning emerges through our ongoing
embodied interactions with an ever-changing world.
The research participants’ accounts were situated in the dynamics of their work
settings, and in the wider socio-cultural context in which they and their organisations
are embedded. What we could call ‘person-in-organisation’ and ‘person-in-society’.
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I recruited 6 sustainability managers and a chief executive - people who had formal
roles in their organisation to mitigate environmental harm, and who sought to
promote pro-environmental practices. All in public or third sector: 3 in local
government, 1 in health care, 1 in credit union, 1 in social housing.
I enquired into their lived experience of working to influence and improve
organisational decision-making.
Interviews were the main data source but I did draw on other methods as you can
see.
Details about how I analysed and interpreted the data, using IPA and frame and
metaphor analysis, are described in a chapter in a forthcoming book on climate
psychology and psychosocial research methods’, due to be published next year.
Edited by Paul Hoggett, Emeritus Professor & founder and former chair of the
Climate Psychology Alliance.
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As a systems thinker I look at the system as a whole and relationships between parts
of the system from multiple perspectives, and I found that my findings related,
directly or indirectly, to psychological threat coping strategies: they were either
about
• sources of tension
• coping strategies used to negotiate these tensions
• outcomes of coping strategies (ecologically adaptive or maladaptive implications)
• various factors influencing the efficacy of coping strategies
• contextual factors (organisational and socio-cultural) influencing one or other of
these aspects
My methodology produced over 70 highly nuanced and in-depth findings, that in my
view simply would not have emerged, could not have emerged, with a typical surveybased approach.

4

Here’s a model I constructed of interactions between key factors
All diagrams are simplified representations but you can see the complexity of
participant experience – there are various self-reinforcing and self-regulating
feedback loops. Ultimately the processes impact on the participants’ effectiveness in
influencing the organisation, and which in SDT terms impacts on competency needs
satisfaction. Competency is placed in the centre, because achieving results – doing
good, making a positive difference with regards to environmental impact – was the
primary motivator for participants.
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I don’t have time to explain all the aspects of this diagram in depth so I’ll just focus on
part of it by way of example
I found that a primary source of tension is incongruence of values between the
participant and the organisation.
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One way of negotiating this tension is to suppress a ‘deep green’ identity, which
some research participants did in order to fit in with their colleagues and be seen as
credible, and so have greater influence on their colleague’s decision-making, which
makes achievement of desired goals more likely.
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So suppression is service of relatedness, which is in service of competency.
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But the strategy of suppressing this identity doesn’t necessarily work with everyone.
This quote also indicates that suppression takes effort. I will come back to that
shortly.
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Suppression involves sacrificing a part of oneself, which may affect sense of inner
coherence, and autonomy needs satisfaction, as I illustrate with the next slide. So
with suppression of the ‘deep green identity’ there may there may be conflict in
needs satisfaction.
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The etymology of the term ‘harking back’ is interesting to consider. It originally
referred to hounds returning along a track when the scent has been lost, till they find
it again (OED Online 2015). Was the decision on leaving university to work ‘within the
system’ the point when the full scent of inner coherence was last smelled?
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Exertion of effort was indicated in the quote earlier with best efforts and so
consciously shut that out. This effort has implications for vitality, and there are
various strategies that participants used to revitalise. Some of these were pretty
maladaptive on a personal level, such as drinking too much alcohol. Other strategies
such as physical exercise could have been adaptive but for some participants this was
an introjected motivation.
One strategy common to all that was adaptive was being outside in natural places
rich with wildlife. This had beneficial effects personally but also ecologically as it
strengthened their sense of connectedness with nature: their environmental identity
(as Susan Clayton has termed it), and reminded them of why they were doing the
work
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However, as I discuss in a paper in Ecopscyhology Journal, there were some tensions
and inconsistencies in their felt sense of connectedness, which I suggest may be
linked to particular ways of conceptualising nature and human-nature relationship.
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It’s been proposed that environmental identity mediates the relationship between
pro-environmental values and behaviour, and has been found to be a strong
predictor. But as Susan Clayton reminds us, the identity has to be salient suppressing an environmental identity is unlikely in the long term to motivate
enduring pro-environmental behaviour.
From my analysis we can see that in the lived experience of my research participants
there are both processes relating to suppression or weakening of environmental
identity and processes that are strengthening environmental identity.
There was also suppression of negative emotions about ecological crisis, which was
done out of fear that fully engaging with these emotions would lead to dysfunction
and an undermining of their effectiveness, but I don’t have time to go more into that.
So I’ve given a brief whizz round this study, the methodology and some of the
findings. You can find out more from my publications, and please do feel free to get
in touch.
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You can find out more about climate psychology from our website, we’ll be uploading
more resources soon such as a guide to key constructs in climate psychology and
psychosocial research.
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