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Abstract 

 

The climate crisis is a complex issue influenced by numerous factors resulting in a 

schism in public perceptions. While some accept the climate crisis as a real threat (accepting 

does not imply they implement mitigating actions), others ignore scientific consensus because 

the conclusions do not align with cultural, social, political, or economic ideologies. The 

predominant suggestion for changing this dynamic is to alter how we discuss and frame it to the 

public, but this does not address the psychological barriers hindering a global consensus or our 

ability to address the issues.  Research has identified psychological barriers consisting of five 

factors: Change is Unnecessary, Conflicting Goals and Aspirations, Interpersonal Relations, 

Lacking Knowledge, and Tokenism. With these barriers identified, psychologists are beginning 

to realize they should be at the forefront of this crisis, providing ways to overcome the barriers, 

find viable and sustainable ways to change behavior to mitigate our ecological impact, and 

perhaps even reverse the effect humankind is having on the environment. 
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Introduction 

Humankind is struggling with multiple environmental challenges such as the changing 

climate, loss of biodiversity, and accelerated resource depletion, now referred to as the climate 

crisis, which research indicates came into the public’s perception in the 1980s (Whitmarsh & 

Capstick, 2018). In the late 90s, 51.1% of the U.S. population thought that climate change was 

rated extremely, very, or pretty serious (Krosnick et al., 2006); yet, twenty years later, the Pew 

Research Center reports that as of 2019, only 62% of U.S. citizens indicate that they are noticing 

the effects of climate change at a local level (Funk & Hefferon, 2019).  

Psychologists have begun to tackle the multiple facets which hinder our ability to come to 

a consensus regarding the climate crisis and are working to improve our understanding of 

behaviors which fuel the climate crisis; implementing empirical analysis based behavioral 

models, provide us with a better understanding of our attitudes and practices (Swim et al., 2009). 

Dragons of Inaction 

The term Dragons of Inaction was coined by Robert Gifford in the 2011 journal article, of 

the same name, in the American Psychologist (Gifford, 2011).  Gifford identified 29 

psychological barriers, grouped into seven genera, which were later “developed and validated in 

three studies across six environmental domains: food choices, transportation, energy use, water 

use, purchasing, and waste (Lacroix et al., 2019, p. 1).” These studies refined Gifford’s 29 

barriers and seven genera into the Dragons of Inaction Psychological Barrier (DIPB) scale, 

consisting of five genera and 22 barriers. The following points illustrate how nuanced and 

complicated the distinctions are. 
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1. “Change is Unnecessary 

a. There’s not much point in me making this change because I feel confident that 

technological innovators will solve environmental problems. 

b. Humans are powerless when it comes to saving the earth, so there is no need 

to change. 

c. These problems are so far in the future, so there is no need to act.. 

d. What happens at the industrial level makes my changing insignificant. 

2. Conflicting Goals and Aspirations 

a. Making this change would interfere too much with my other goals in life 

b. I’m concerned that this change will take up too much of my time. 

c. I can’t change because I am invested in my current lifestyle. 

d. These issues are important to me, but it is too hard to change my habits. 

e.  I haven’t changed because I am afraid this wouldn’t work. 

3. Interpersonal Relations 

a.  Making this change would be criticized by those around me. 

b.  I would be letting certain people down if I made this change. 

c.  I’m worried that my friends would disapprove if I made this change. 

d. If I made the necessary change, I would probably be embarrassed when others 

noticed what I was doing. 

4. Lacking Knowledge 

a.  There’s so much information out there that I am confused about how to make 

this change. 

b. I don’t understand enough of the details about how to make this change. 
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c. I’d like to change, but I am not sure where to begin. 

d. It’s the government’s responsibility to regulate this change. 

5. Tokenism 

a.  The pro-environmental efforts that I am currently engaged in make further 

changes unnecessary. 

b. I’ve already made sacrifices to solve environmental problems, so there is no 

need for me to do more. 

c.  I previously have made a significant effort, so there is no need for me to make 

further changes. 

d. My environmental actions already make enough of a difference. 

e. It’s not fair for me to change when really it’s industry that is causing the 

majority of environmental problems (Lacroix et al., 2019, p. 12).” 

This DIPB scale may assist in intervention efforts by allowing scientists to recognize the 

most substantial barriers for various sociocultural groups (Lacroix et al., 2019). In a March 2017 

press release, the American Psychological Association (APA) presented “Mental Health and our 

Changing Climate: Impacts, Implications, and Guidance,” addressing the DIPB’s to varying 

degrees as well as the mental health issues created by climate change (Clayton et al., n.d.).  In 

addition to the DIPB’s, cognitive complexity plays a crucial role in our understanding of the 

climate crisis.  Research demonstrates those with low cognitive complexity respond more 

favorably to a one-sided argument, unlike those with a high cognitive complexity, who find a 

two-sided argument more persuasive. These combined findings suggest that climate crisis 

information should be target audience-specific, instead of a one size fits all approach (Chen & 

Unsworth, 2019).  
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Addressing the Psychological Barriers 

Psychologists have been working on the climate crisis and related issues for decades, and 

the psychology field offers unique perspectives. It can contribute a significant body of 

knowledge, yet psychological contributions are not established or broadly accepted (Swim et al., 

2009). The complex nature of the psychological barriers demands a variety of approaches from 

multiple disciplines to address these barriers adequately. We have heard from politicians, climate 

scientists, economists, activists, and various “talking heads” who offer their opinions regarding 

the climate crisis, but we have heard little from the Psychology field, until recently. 

On November 15, 2019, a panel of Psychological Association leaders from over forty 

countries gathered at the International Summit on Psychology and Global Health, in Lisbon, to 

sign a proclamation, in which they resolve to “advocate for and support international and cross-

disciplinary collaboration to mitigate and facilitate adaptation to [the] climate crisis 

(International Summit on Psychological and Global Health., n.d.).” This proclamation resolves 

to inform, emphasizing the research and consensus regarding the causes and effects (long and 

short-term) of the climate crisis. The panel encourages mental health professionals to promote 

the requisite preparation and response behavior modifications concerning the climate crisis. And 

promotes the use of psychology to “adopt norms, values, and policy to promote sustainable 

preventive and corrective behaviors in individuals, groups, and communities (International 

Summit on Psychological and Global Health., n.d.).” The Summit also supports developing an 

educational campaign to encourage the public to adopt preparatory and recovery behaviors to 

better cope with the gradually changing climate as well as acute natural disasters. 
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Conclusion 

The changing climate is a complex and multi-faceted dilemma requiring a cross-

disciplinary approach from a variety of fields, psychology being one of the most crucial because 

it underpins most, if not all, of the barriers which keep us from reaching a consensus and 

sufficiently addressing the climate crisis. In the 2017 APA press-release, the authors contend with 

not only the psychological barriers but also the climate crisis-induced cases of stress, depression, 

and anxiety; the societal and communal relations strain; as well as the increased aggression, 

violence, and crime (Clayton et al., n.d.). 

The Psychological field is beginning to understand they should be at the forefront of the 

climate crisis, to discover and implement methods to tackle the DIPB’s, help society cope with 

mental health issues as a result of acute environmental changes, and shape how they deliver the 

necessary information to the public in meaningful and impacting ways. The Summit 

demonstrates the critical role the field of psychology is now facing, and only when we address 

behaviors and barriers that keep us from dealing with the climate crisis, can we begin to mitigate 

the damage we are causing and strive to find a solution to one of the most significant issues of 

our time(Clayton & Manning, 2018).  
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