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Norgaard: «socially 
organized denial as the 
process by which individuals 
collectively distance 
themselves from information 
because of norms of 
emotion, conversation, and 
attention and by which they 
use an existing cultural 
repertoire of strategies in the 
process.»   
 
Kahan: «individually rational 
strategy of belief formation 
whereby we acquire scientific 
knowledge by consulting 
with others who share our 
values and whom we trust 
and understand.» 





Technical problem  

One that can be diagnosed and 

solved by applying established 

know-how and procedures; 

amenable to authoritative 

expertise and management of 

routine processes. 

Adaptive challenge 
Requires a change in mindsets; 

priorities, beliefs, habits and 

loyalties. Involves shedding 

entrenched ways, tolerating 

losses, gaining new capacities. 

(Heifetz et al. 2009. The Practice of Adaptive  Leadership. 
Cambridge: Harvard Business Press. ) 



 Dynamic complexity (defined by cause and 
effect being distant in space and time) 

 Social complexity (defined by conflicting 
interests, cultures, and worldviews among 
diverse stakeholders) 

 Emerging complexity (defined by disruptive 
patterns of innovation and change in 
situations in which the future cannot be 
predicted and addressed by the patterns of 
the past) 

Scharmer, C.O. 2009. Theory U. Leading from the Future as it Emerges. San Francisco: 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers. pp. 342-343. 



 ”we have to abandon our conventional ways 
of reacting and operating” (i.e., the dominant 
mode of downloading that causes us to 
continuously reproduce the patterns of the 
past) (Sharmer 2009) 

 



 Responses to climate change are influenced by peoples 
attitudes, which are linked to values and worldviews. 

 A focus on values and worldviews draws attention to the 
probability that efforts to satisfy one group’s values through 
climate policies and responses can create conflicts with the 
values of other groups. Responses are not neutral. 

 Acknowledging that people see the world differently and may 
prioritize different values makes it clear that climate change 
cannot be assessed, interpreted, and responded to in one 
particular way. 

 A focus on values and worldviews enables us to connect 
better with people where they are at (i.e., with what they 
consider important), rather than where we are at (i.e., what 
we consider important). 

 



 We are often not aware of many of our beliefs 
and assumptions (some were acquired when 
we were young, some were acquired 
unconsciously, some are socially and 
culturally influenced); 

 Nonetheless, they form our individual and 
collective operating systems (we see what we 
believe!). 

 



 What would individuals or society have to 
believe to experience having to adapt to 
global temperature increases of 2°C, 3°C, 4°C 
or more in this century? What evidence 
supports this belief?  



It’s inevitable (Evidence: We have 
already put too much CO2 into the 
atmosphere)  Powerful interests will never change 

(Evidence: The rich keep getting 
richer….) 

People are greedy for money and 
power (Evidence:  My Uncle Joe is 
really greedy and power hungry)  

Humans are not very smart 
(Evidence: Just watch one of those 
reality shows on television) 

It’s already too late (Evidence: The 
ice is melting and the weather 
seems crazy) 

It’s God’s will (Evidence: The 
bible says  so) 

People like me can’t do anything 
about it (Evidence: I can barely keep 
my plants alive…)  

Oil companies rule the world (Evidence: 
They make a lot of money)  

People will never change (I’ve tried to get 
my husband to change for years…)  

Humans have always adapted 
(Evidence: We are still here…) 
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 Recognizing the adaptive challenge of climate 
change; 

 Challenging our own assumptions and 
beliefs; 

 Examining our individual and collective blind 
spots, shadows, and projections; 

 Developing capacity to do  

  «adaptive work» by connecting  

  with the core values of others. 







 Requires connecting with the values, beliefs and 
anxieties of the people you are trying to move (who 
are not often convinced by logic and facts); 

 Recognizes that for many people, the current 
situation is often preferable to trying something new 
where the consequences are unpredictable and likely 
to involve losses for key parties; 

 What you see as dysfunctional works for others in the 
system. Focus on how to mobilize and sustain people 
through the period of risk, rather than trying to 
convince them of the rightness of your cause;  

 Involves helping people to ”navigate through a period 
of disturbance as they sift through what is essential 
and what is expendable, and as they experiment with 
solutions to the adaptive challenge at hand.” 
 
 (Heifetz et al. 2009) 



 Adapting to the idea that we are changing the 
climate is not trivial, for it challenges many 
beliefs and worldviews.  

 Once we have adapted to this idea, we often 
realize that we as humans are actually 
creating the future, not just or muddling 
along or proactively responding to it.  

 Deliberate, equitable and sustainable 
transformation becomes not only a 
possibility, but an imperative. 



 Defined as physical and/or qualitative changes 

in form, structure, or meaning-making. It can 

also be understood as a psycho-social process 

involving the unleashing of human potential to 

commit, care and effect change for a better life. 

 

 



 Do we have an adequate theoretical, empirical 
and practical basis for understanding 
deliberate, ethical and sustainable 
transformation? 

 How do we increase the capacities and 
competencies of individuals, groups and 
institutions to understand, initiate and 
facilitate transformation towards a 
sustainable and resilient future? 
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