How do we secure a step change in public environmental action?

Notes expanding on comments by Chris Rose given at the second  Green Alliance ’soap box series’ of autumn debates 16 October 2006, Royal College of Surgeons, London.  This event
 was entitled: Greening the public: how do we secure a step change in public environmental action? 
Stephen Hales Director of the Green Alliance wrote:

It will be a chance to explore how the environmental movement and our supporters in the private sector can maximise our contribution to accelerating positive trends in public behaviour. Public and media attention is focussed on individual choices as never before, and the profile and scale of individual action is growing fast. But we need a step change in the scale and impact of such action. David Miliband has made this a major theme since he became Secretary of State. Governments play a

pivotal role in this agenda, but it is vital that civil society groups take a concerted and effective approach to encouraging shifts in public behaviour if we are to achieve change on the scale required.

Chris Rose:

‘How do we secure a step change in public environmental action ?’ A big question.

Thinking only about what NGOs can do, and principally about climate change, here are five suggestions.

1. Intrude into new areas

2. Have a more rigorous approach to strategy

3. Have better marketing for action

4. Better resourcing of campaigns

5. Signal that you are serious

Intruding into new areas

If you step back and look at what ‘environmental campaigns’ have achieved over the past decades, then we can see quite a big impact in areas like manufacturing (eg chemicals), some impact on transport and energy, and a fair impact in farming, forestry and other land use issues.   

Thinking about where people spend their time, money and attention, in a society like the UK, many of these areas or arenas are rather remote, expert and to do with governance of processes in the public interest but at system levels rather than at the level which affects most citizens.   Not only that but people do spend an awful lot of time engaged with other things.  Recreation, entertainment, communication (eg time spend using ‘the internet’ in various guises), their homes, eating, cooking or drinking for example.  You could go on: pets are a big deal for many, for instance.

So this is a simple, crude suggestion: intrude more, into more areas of life.  A small example is the Fairyland Trust
 which my partner runs.   A conservation group which wraps nature in ‘magic’.  It runs events which appear and indeed are, entertainment.  There is an engagement and learning outcome (but a big entertainment outcome – kids and families have a genuinely good time) and in the end there will be a ‘biodiversity’ outcome but this is an intrusion into the entertainment business, or to be more precise, the outdoor-events business.   This sector is worth some £1bn a year in the UK
.    Imagine what could happen if environmental action was as entertaining as Disney.   

The growth of organic food, it can be argued, is one intrusion into another sector.  It’s a step change in environmental action but delivered mostly by consuming not by ‘protest’ or advocacy or argument making.  The green burial industry and the alternative health sector are two other small but growing examples of ‘environmental intrusion’ into major areas of peoples lives.  The conversion of Greenpeace’s ‘toxic tech’ campaign
 to being principally about waste policy towards individual choice of computers, is an example of incremental change in the ‘right’ direction.

In a way of course this says nothing new, it’s ‘greening’ of businesses or existing social groups, whether Ispwich football club
 in England or American Christian Evangelists
.  The big difference will come however where new mechanisms are created which can grow as they achieve change – in the case of a business by investing in itself.  So what I am advocating is the creation of new mechanisms, to intrude into new ‘markets’ or areas of life, not simply the ‘greening’ of existing ones.  An historical analogy is perhaps the influence of Quaker businesses in the social policy arena.

The increasing trend to buying ‘experiences’ rather than ‘stuff’ should open up many new possibilties for those seeking ‘a step change in public environmental action’ and who are prepared to be entrepreneurial.

A More Rigorous Approach To Strategy

I would say this wouldn’t I, as it’s my main business as a consultant.  On the other hand, if everyone was great at it then I wouldn’t have any business !

I’m dismayed though by the fact that with huge volumes of research and analysis on how to run effective campaigns, use social marketing and psychology, and to make communications strategy, that so many important initiatives are still so poorly constructed. 

One elementary failure is to not go beyond what I term ‘level 2 thinking’
, that is identifying ‘policy’ prescriptions, things which would improve a problem or save the world, if done.  Then this becomes the ‘campaign’ – a campaign of advocating this or that action.  Where this concerns policy – what government should do – it’s what Shellenberger and Noordhaus termed ‘policy literalism’.  Where it concerns individual behaviour it often comes across as lecturing, exhortation or information-giving to those who are not interested or do not find it relevant or useful.  It’s selling rather than marketing.  Non literal campaigns involve changing things – it might be actors in the issue, the balance of interests, ways of taking decsiions or context for example – in order to make things happen differently.  This is of course harder to do (level 3) but much ore likely to change an outcome.

Another, well documented, is the information or educational fallacy.  The idea that we need to change minds (because – level 2 – if people changed they’d act differently)   and the way to do that is to give information, or ‘advice’, or to ‘educate’ folk to see things ‘the right way’.  

In her major review of behaviour change and transport for example, Jillian Anable wrote in 2006:

The Deficit model (which assumes that if only people knew more about connections

between their own behaviour and environmental outcomes, they would act proenvironmentally) is untenable.
Almost anyone involved with perception research and selling major products or services will tell you that it’s behaviour which most determines ‘opinion’, and values which underly behaviour.  So attempts to change behaviour (because ‘opinions’ are wrong) by giving information are not likely to work.  Yet, perhaps because so many people have moved straight into environmental advocacy from a long spell in education, the notion that we do what we do because of our exposure to educational processes, is very deeply embedded.  Many projects – from some individual NGO campaigns through to  DEFRA’s ‘climate initiative’ and the BBC Breathing Places scheme and the activities of the Energy Savings Trust – are implicitly designed around this ‘untenable’ model.  In DEFRAs case for example the starting point is to explain to people what climate change is.  This is akin to manufacturers of a new type of tv starting their sales drive by explaining to us how tv works.

There is no celestial quiz master to award points on the merit of our arguments or knowledge of the issue. We achieve outcomes by causing change to happen.  The Marine Stewardship Council and Forest Stewardship Council are two examples of relatively successful NGO action to intrude into new areas (sales of fish and timber) with a dynamic that can grow the ‘business’.  Both were planned after an analysis of power in the issue not just of arguments.  

Better Marketing Of Action

A few years ago Brighton City Council took ‘sustainability’ and turned it into a story of ambition for individuals by tracking the lives of nine residents, in their ‘Nine Lives’ project.  From a global specialist vague concept it became a local intriguing personalised issue because the lives were interesting – human interest – and the outcomes achievable.

Now imagine if that model was somehow connected with game shows or a lottery, thereby increasing the scope for participation.

If we want to achieve ‘a step change in public environmental action’ to me this implies reaching many more sections of ‘the public’.  The best way I know of to plan this is by psychological rather than socio-economic or behavioural segmentation.  In Value Mode terms
 for example, the Nine Lives project might appeal to Now People and Golden Dreamers, two of the ‘esteem driven’ parts of the population who are routinely not engaged by NGO activities.   

This is all the more important if you decide to try and run ‘mass’ activities.  The notion of a  ‘mass movement’ – as Stop Climate Chaos and iCount apparently set out to do – might be a classic example of a Level 2 campaign.  I don’t know because we haven’t seen what the ‘movement’ will do but to work backwards from assuming that only a huge public upsurge of activity will bring about the necessary change, to then trying to assemble a huge public ‘movement’ would be such a case.  

In terms of effective marketing of action two things can be said about ‘a mass movement’.  First, if you have a good strategy then you don’t need to engage all the parts of the population, the whole population or a ‘representative’ sample of it.  No effective campaign ever has.  Which means that a ‘mass movement’ might be a mass movement of only a small section of society.  Second, if for some reason determined by what you want to achieve, you do need to reach all sectors of society – or say, all the 12 Value Modes – then you can’t do this with the same ‘offer’.  Just as we don’t all buy the same clothes, food, cars or newspapers, we’d need different offers, whether social or commercial products or services.  Engaging with a ‘mass protest’ is a very distinct offer, which might work particularly well for instance with the Concerned Ethical VM but is likely to put off Prospectors because it’s both collective and socially risky.  

To reach and engage outer directed ‘Prospectors’ we generally need to involve esteemed brands or individuals – an obvious example being celebrities – and to do that we need different mechanisms.  A BMW Solar Panel for instance. As a friend said to me, “if what we want a mass of people to do is to turn down their thermostat then we probably wouldn’t start by assembling them on Clapham Common for a rally and march”.  

Better Resourcing

Many ‘campaigns’ are failing simply because they are much too small.  I recently spoke to a colleague from a major NGO which is fairly prominent in the climate change issue, who confided in me that when he’d checked, he found the spend on climate was actually around 2% of the organisation’s effort.  This isn’t a serious allocation of resources to match ostensible priorities.  

Signal We Are Serious

One of the truer old saws is that ‘do as we do’ is more powerful than ‘do as we say’, and ‘do as we say not do as we do’ is to be avoided at all costs.  A case in point is air travel by NGOs.  It’s no longer enough, if NGOs (or governments or businesses) wish to be successful in ‘securing a step change in public environmental action’, to act like the chantry movement and allow donations to absolve supporters of the need to change themselves.  Nor is it enough to argue that the vital work to be undertaken justifies the means, without, in a case like air travel and climate, showing serious efforts to reduce the impact of the means.  Every business can argue that its flying is vital for its priorities.

NGOs are expected to innovate, set an example, prove that the impossible is possible, and to challenge not pursue business as usual, including flights to international gatherings to ‘network’ or negotiate about climate change.  They cannot hope to succeed in persuading other actors that they should change their business patterns to use much less air travel if they do not do this themselves.  If the obstacles to achieving this are partly the failure of ‘markets’ to develop and commercialise technologies, or for governments to regulate to require them, then maybe that is where, for instance, the climate campaign effort should go
.  So long as business continues as usual, the signal that this really is an emergency, is never sent.    Saying so doesn’t do it
.

� Other speakers included Deborah Mattinson joint chief executive of Opinion Leader Research.  Fiona Reynolds is Director General of the National Trust and Lois Hedg-peth, Director of British Gas, Centrica.


� www.fairylandtrust.org


� www.businesstourismpartnership.com


� http://www.greenpeace.org/international/campaigns/toxics/electronics


� the Carbon Neutral Football project is at  �HYPERLINK "www.saveyourenergyfortheblues.co.uk"��www.saveyourenergyfortheblues.co.uk�.


� http://www.npr.org/documents/2006/feb/evangelical/calltoaction.pdf


� Level 1: identifying how the world ought to be.  Level 2: identifying things which, if they were done, would bring it about.  Level 3:  identify ways to actually make those things happen.


� See papers at this site eg Values and Voters and � HYPERLINK http://www.cultdyn.co.uk ��www.cultdyn.co.uk� 


� an interesting one is perhaps ‘eye contact’ videoconferencing � HYPERLINK http://www.exovision.nl ��www.exovision.nl�  


� See for example the ‘emergency’ question tested in research at this site www.campaignstrategy.org/valuesvoters/climatechangecommunications.pdf
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