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At present, there is much interest
amongst academic circles as to what
precisely constitutes inter- and trans-
disciplinarity in global change research.
Global change issues are characterised
by certain distinguishing features that
demand fresh research approaches which
optimally operate on a large canvas in
terms of policy inter-linkage and time-
scales of action. Global environmental
change should connect the planetary to
the local, the aggregated collective out-
come to individual outlooks and beha-
viour, and the immediate gains from
self-gratifying action to the middle-term
consequences for those not yet born.
There is, as yet, no form of governance,
nor of personal perspective in attitude-
behaviour relationships, that can en-
compass such unavoidable connections.
One purpose of human dimensions
research is to understand better the un-
derlying social and personal motivations
which hinder the integration so urgently
required. Another role is to try to create
the circumstances through which these
connections can be fostered, and to eva-
luate and to predict how such democratic
circumstances can be enabled to flourish.

The case study which follows reveals
how an approach, making selected use
of social psychological theories, can
help to create such supportive circum-
stances for linking global to local,
individuals to networks, and ideas to
collective actions with regard to climate
change.

The strength of social psychological
theories lies in understanding the nature
of the individual as a "whole person" as
well as a social actor, and in linking this
dual role to the extension of empathy
towards sometimes conflicting interests
of others. Developing a more common
identity over how problems and solutions
are interpreted and resolved should pro-
vide a valuable means of linking the
global to the local in human dimensions
research.

The focus here is on citizens’ response
to climate change mitigation options,
drawn from work in the CLEAR (Climate
and Environment in Alpine Regions)

project [1]. Social psychological theories
of dissonance and denial are introduced
as explanations for why citizens’ seek
to avoid changing their cherished ways
of life when being required to do so in
the interests of reductions in greenhouse
gas emissions. It is important to mention
here that social psychological theories
have also been applied successfully to
the field of biodiversity research [2].

The approach  taken in Switzerland
used qualitative tools such as Grounded
Theory and IA focus groups (IA: Inte-
grated Assessment). Grounded Theory
is a sequential and exploratory process of
evolving theory from actual evidence [3].
This is a valuable approach when inter-
view evidence permits creative explo-
ration of a number of forms of enquiry.
Focus groups are basically groups of
people being exposed to some common
stimulus. In this case participants inter-
acted with IA computer models about
possible causes and consequences of
climate change. The groups then were
invited to engage in a free-wheeling
conversation about the topics in the
models, giving policy-relevant informa-
tions in form of citizen reports [4]. This
allowed participants to talk to each
other in order to clarify their outlooks
and belief patterns regarding the highly
complex aspects of grappling with their
inherent contradictions of personal
preferences and their moral sensitivities

towards future energy options and forms
of governance.

The outcome is that Swiss citizens
generally perceive climate change risks
as an alarming prospect, along with
other environmental problems. A major-
ity of participants perceive a world
characterised by high levels of energy
use as worrying, if not nightmarish.
Consequently, a future characterised by
low levels of energy use is often regard-
ed as an attractive option. This apparent
consensus over the "goodness" of low-
energy futures revealed a fundamental
contradiction in outlooks and preferences
for consumption behaviour. This paradox
was that almost nobody seemed prepared
to take the kinds of personal actions
that each participant deemed necessary
to achieve such a future.

Attitudes help a person to mediate be-
tween the inner demands of the self and
signals arising from the outside world [5].
Attitudes also seek to establish a sense
of consistency, and hence inner calm [6].
The lack of consistency is the state of
dissonance . In general individuals expe-
riencing dissonance seek to resolve it,
deny it, or displace it. The IA focus group
research shows, for the most part, that
denial or displacement act powerfully to
maintain the gap between attitude and
behaviour with regard to climate change
norms.

One area of consistency analysed here
lies in the possible disjunction between
a personal preference for a particular
lifestyle, consumption habit, or behav-
ioural choice, and the need to respond
effectively to climate change mitigation
strategies. In short, people may profess
anxiety over climate change, yet be
faced with internal resentment or even
denial over what they cannot accept as a
justifiable change in behaviour. Possible
ways in which this denial may occur
include "fabricated constraints" (»there
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are too many impediments«), "ignorance"
(»I simply don’t know the consequences
of my actions«), or the denial of respon-
sibility in general (»I am not the main
cause of this problem«) [7].

From an emotional viewpoint such
responses help to assuage guilt, to re-
inforce victim status, to justify resent-
ment or anger, and to emphasise the
negative feelings towards disliked be-
haviour (for instance, the disagreeable
qualities of relying on public transport
and the loss of social prestige involved).

Based on this theoretical perspective
which is supported empirically, and
especially taking into account the "bar-
riers of denial" listed above, it has been
found that denial in the face of political
and moral exhortations to change behav-
iour in the cause of mitigating climate
change is reinforced by the following
reactions:
l an unwillingness to give up customa-
ry habits and favoured lifestyles which
are closely associated with a sense of
self-identity;
l the construction of attitude and beha-
viour connections that regard any costs
to the self as greater than the benefits to
others, notably to the unborn;
l a lack of acceptance that the climate
problem is as serious as made out, and
the belief that in any case it can be re-
solved by recourse to technological and
regulatory innovation [8].

These findings  reveal both, a coher-
ence and a rationality to dissonance and
denial that will not make it easy for
democracies to gain early consent for
tough climate change mitigation meas-
ures. This is a critical finding for global
change research. It suggests that to shift
people towards low carbon futures may
require a huge and progressive culture
shift over a generation or more. For
such a shift to be embedded in the indi-
vidual and collective psyche may well
require a combination of technology, new
forms of local governance, and more
partnership-based combinations of co-
operation between the various public
and private spheres than ever contem-
plated heretofore .

The application of social psychologica l
theories  provides a rich interpretation
as to why attitudes do not readily f it
with behaviour. Further research extend-
ing these theories by building on the
procedures reported on here, 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 blend of
social psychological and political per-
spectives may provide the most relevant
theoretical and policy framework.

The climate change study suggests
the scope for a more effective linkage
between social psychological research,
new forms of participatory visioning,
and enriched dialogue with policy-
makers and all levels of government. If
fresh approaches to explaining and pre-
senting the modelling of climate futures
are pursued so as to enable citizens to
understand the consequences of various
combinations of policy options, then
interactive research offers very exciting
possibilities for incorporating innovative
forms of democracy into climate change
politics [9].

As we move towards more interactive
and transdisciplinary approaches  to
human dimension research, we may find
it fruitful to borrow from social psycho-
logical experiences, blend these with
other social sciences approaches, notably
from economics, political science, and
sociology, and embrace the potential
for creating new theory out of active
engagement with stakeholders.

One important theme for the forth-
coming round of human dimensions
research is connectivity . We remain in
need of improving research approaches
for linking global to local, personal
to communal and short to long term.
This is an age-old set of dichotomies,
which forms the basis of democracy and
social justice.

Transdisciplinarity will surely flourish
in the kinds of research settings that
global environmental change problems
now demand. These combine the meas-
ured with the motivational, the subject
participant to the sentient person, the
institutional and social framing of out-
looks to the opportunities for revelation
and refreshment in outlook and action.
In so doing, the transdisciplinarian
works sequentially, in various group-
ings of colleagues, in combinations of
academics and practitioners, and in the
recognition that precautionary science
requires a functioning democracy, and
not just the trained and careful scientist.
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