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Introduction to me

before after



The CAST Centre

 Aim: to explore how can we as a society can live differently 
– and better – in ways that meet the need for rapid and far-reaching 
emission reductions

 Cardiff University + Manchester, UEA, York, Climate Outreach

 Spans psychology, sociology, communication, political science, engineering 

 Work across multiple scales – individual, community, organisations, city-
region, national and global – to identify and experiment with various routes to 
achieving lasting change 

 £5m ESRC funded for 5+ years (mid 2019 to mid 2024)



Background to the Centre: call for radical emissions 
reduction (2013)



Background to the Centre: call for radical emissions 
reduction (2014)



CAST Centre structure

 Four research themes

 Theme 1: Visioning: What could low-carbon 
transformed futures look like?

 Theme 2: Learning: How and why have 
transformations occurred?

 Theme 3: Trialing: How can we accelerate 
transformations?

 Theme 4: Engaging: How can transformation 
be embedded within society? 

 17 projects across 4 themes, plus add-ons

• Four areas of focus 

• Material consumption

• Food

• Transport

• Heating and cooling



CAST Centre projects



CAST Centre projects



‘Behaviour’ and climate action

 Why do people matter for climate action?

 People are causing climate change 
people need to act to tackle climate change 

 Most of us are concerned 
we want to do something

70% of UK public agree that “to tackle climate 
change, we as a society need to drastically 
change the way we live and how society operates”

(CAST research: percentage that ‘strongly’ or ‘tend to’ agree)

Pics: crash71100, TimothyJ



Lifestyles, personal action and climate change



But then, the backlash…



Where does responsibility rest?

“72% of greenhouse gas 

emissions are related to 

household consumption”

- Hertwich and Peters, 2009



‘Behaviour’ and wider change

Personal action – ‘behaviour’ –
is much more than consumer choices
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“Lifestyles are how we consume, and also how we 
relate to one another, what kind of neighbours, 
friends, citizens and parents we are, what kinds of 
values we nurture, and how we let those values 
drive our choices.” - Akenji et al., 2021



Credit: UNEPCapstick, Wang, Khosla et al. (2020)

Linking individuals with wider change



Personal action reverberates

 Peer effects
 Behavioural ‘contagion’
 Shifting norms

Growth in vegan diets: 
Ploll et al., 2020

Spatial spread of household solar:
Graziano and Gillingham (2015)

Linking individuals with wider change



Change in meat-eating in the UK 
over the past decade

2008/9      2018/19

Stewart et al., 2021

Linking individuals and systems 
for positive change



Protest, activism and public concern

10%

27%



But let’s not be naïve 

 Shove (2010):

 “[T]he lexicon of [behaviour change] does not contain within it the terms and 
concepts required to discuss or debate significant societal transformation.” 

 A need “to shift the focus away from individual choice and to be explicit about 
the extent to which state and other actors configure the fabric and the texture of 
daily life.”

 Capstick et al. (2015):

 “it has… proved extremely difficult to bring about meaningful transformations in 
personal greenhouse gas emissions […] 
[We have] been constrained by the need to operate within prevailing social 
scientific, economic and political orthodoxies which have precluded the 
possibility of non-marginal change.”



Not a hair-shirt in sight

“[W]e can build back greener, without so 
much as a hair shirt in sight. In 2050, we 
will still be driving cars, flying planes and 
heating our homes, but our cars will be 
electric gliding silently around our cities, 
our planes will be zero emission allowing 
us to fly guilt-free…”

- UK Net Zero strategy



A more radical Psychology?

 Radical Psychology means advocating for change

 There is no ‘neutral’

“. . .professionals are advocates,
even when they remain silent” 

Fraidenburg, 2007 Chapman, 2001

Nelson & Vucetich, 2009



A more radical Psychology?

 Radical Psychology means advocating 
for change

 Expertise and the power of the messenger

 Pressure for ‘good’ social values

 Climate anxiety versus wellbeing and 
sustainable prosperity

 Developing narratives and communication

 Using our social capital



A more radical Psychology?

 Radical Psychology means a focus on the sources and underlying 
causes of high emissions

The richest 1% (80 million) 
together consume more than 
twice that of the poorest 50% 
(3.9 billion)

The richest 1% need to reduce 
their per capita CO2 emissions 
by 30x to meet targets for 1.5 
degrees

The poorest 50% could 
increase their emissions by 3x



A more radical Psychology?

 Radical Psychology means a focus on the sources and underlying 
causes of high emissions



A more radical Psychology?

 Radical Psychology means awareness of blind spots and working 
across disciplines

 Power

 Politics

 Social structures

 Culture



A more radical Psychology?

 Radical Psychology means civil disobedience?

Nature Ecology & Evolution (2019)

 Why should scientists (psychologists) 
engage in NVDA?

 The old ‘theory of change’ is broken

 It’s an emergency – act like it

 Moral obligation – we instigated this

 Mental health – we did what we could

 Activism and advocacy by scientists has 
public backing

- Charlie Gardner talk 2021



A more radical Psychology?

 Radical Psychology means civil disobedience?

“We suggest that academics should move 
from publications to public actions and 
engage in advocacy and activism to affect 
urgent and transformational change.”

From publications to public actions…



Civil disobedience

 Civil disobedience doesn’t have to mean arrest

 Offer public support

 Offer scientific support

 Organisation, logistics

 Artwork, wellbeing

 Media work

 Non-arrestable actions

- Charlie Gardner talk 2021



Civil disobedience

 Civil disobedience doesn’t have to mean arrest

 But there is that option…



Personal reflections on XR and NVDA

 My 13 stages of 
involvement in XR

1. Curiosity

2. Enthusiasm

3. Arrest

4. Calm

5. Certainty

6. Busyness

7. Frustration

8. Irritation

9. Disillusionment

10. Bewilderment

11. Disengagement

12. Reprisal

13. Re-engagement



Where now?

 ‘Old’ XR doesn’t work any more 

 NVDA still essential…

 …but no more road-blocking (?)

 What do we do instead?

 How to achieve past effects in new context




