
Is positive thinking the way to save the planet? by Julia Brown
New Scientist # 3147, 11 October 2017

Move over doom and gloom, there is a new environmental movement in town. Earth optimists say
focusing on small successes is the way forward.

“MARTIN LUTHER KING did not say, ‘I have a
problem’,” says Andrew Balmford. The conservation
biologist is part of a new environmental movement, and
if you’re exhausted by the perennial doom and gloom,
Earth Optimism might be just the ticket.

Its mantras? Forests are growing back, renewable energy
is beating coal, the ozone layer is recovering and
although the fate of polar bears is still iffy, at least the
giant panda is no longer on the brink of extinction. Sure,
there’s plenty to be concerned about, but for the first time in a long time, say the optimists, there are
reasons to be hopeful about the fate of the planet.

The question is whether they have just forgotten to take off their rose-tinted spectacles. And even if
they are right and the tide is turning, are positive messages really the best way to galvanise further
action?

The Earth Optimism movement began 10 years ago as a series of lectures by Nancy Knowlton, a
coral biologist now at the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History in Washington DC. At the time,
Knowlton was running a master’s programme in oceanography at the Scripps Institution of
Oceanography in California. She soon came to the conclusion that the course was, as she puts it,
“training our students to write ever more refined obituaries for the planet”. This didn’t feel like the
most inspiring way to create future conservationists, so she launched Beyond the Obituaries, a
symposium that focused on success stories in conservation. Its popularity led to a Twitter campaign
called #OceanOptimism, which in the past few years has expanded into Earth Optimism.

The movement wants to shift the narrative on the environment to “celebrate a change in focus from
problem to solution, from a sense of loss to one of hope”. Conservation biologists such as Balmford,
who works on conflicts between biodiversity and farms at the University of Cambridge, were the
first to get on board. But since the Paris climate agreement was struck in 2015, optimism appears to
be taking hold among even the grumpiest of environmental researchers – climate scientists. “With
radical collaboration and relentless optimism, we will make the 2020 turning point a reality,”
proclaims Mission 2020, a project set up by the head of the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change that seeks to radically curb emissions in the next three years.

It might seem a strange time to think positive. Global average temperatures are a record 1.1C
warmer than pre-industrial levels. Asia suffers from a perennial air pollution crisis, we are still
cutting down 15.3 billion trees each year, ocean fish stocks are depleted, and conservation biologists
say a sixth mass extinction is under way.

“We were training students to write ever more refined obituaries for the planet”
In 2009, Johan Rockström of the Stockholm Resilience Centre in Sweden and his colleagues
identified nine planetary life-support systems that are vital for human survival – from the ozone
layer to clean rivers – and assessed the level at which they operate successfully. Eight years on, we
are no closer to reaching a safe space, says Rockström.

Undeterred, the optimists counter that although that is the big picture, it is not the whole picture.
They are at pains to point out that they are not just blindly positive in the face of impending doom.
“It’s not optimism in the sense of having a rosy attitude,” says psychologist Steven Pinker at



Harvard University. Rather, the movement wants to highlight
positive stories to show people that seemingly insurmountable
environmental problems can be fixed.

“There’s a lot of really good stuff going on around the world
where people are working out solutions,” says conservation
biologist Stuart Pimm of Duke University in North Carolina.
“We are learning how to do things at an extraordinary rate.”

For example, between 2004 and 2012, government-led
initiatives cut the rate of deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon
by 80 per cent. Today, nearly half of the Amazon’s original
rainforest is protected or part of an indigenous reserve.
Worldwide, more land is being returned to nature than is being
cleared of trees to make way for agriculture. In the oceans, many
whale populations are recovering thanks to the 1982 moratorium
on whaling, and oil spills are at an all-time low (see graphic).

Perhaps the most significant change for the better has come
from the energy sector. Due largely to shifts in China and the
US, the coal industry appears to have peaked in the last three
years. A key driver has been the Chinese government’s desire to
clean up its polluted skies. Meanwhile, renewable energy is on
the rise. In 2016, global solar capacity jumped by 25 per cent,
largely thanks to falling costs and enormous expansion in China.

The combined effects of the death of coal and the rise of
renewables are causing ripples where they are most needed.
Over the last few years, global greenhouse gas emissions have
plateaued – the first time this has happened during a period of
economic growth.

Several industry reports, including one from the International
Energy Agency (IEA), suggest the move away from coal, the
dirtiest of fossil fuels, is likely to be permanent. “I don’t view
this as simply a positive blip,” says Philippe Benoit, former
head of the energy efficiency and environment division of the
IEA. “I think it’s a reflection of fundamental shifts that are
taking place within the energy sector, within other parts of
society, as well as a significantly increased awareness and
commitment from political leaders to put in place the policies to
lead to emissions reductions.” This turnaround in energy
production, and its consequences for future climate change, is
emblematic of the optimists’ message – that although we are not
yet out of the woods, the tide is turning.

Affirmative power

Pessimists, however, will point out that although coal may be declining, it still accounts for 41 per
cent of the electricity generated each year. Clearly, whether you’re feeling optimistic or pessimistic
about the fate of the planet depends on which data you’re looking at – and in some cases, how you
look at it. But perhaps that’s missing the point.

Going back to the movement’s roots, Knowlton says part of its aim is to inspire the next generation
of planetary doctors. “Bad news without solutions is not very helpful,” she says. That mentality
extends beyond professional conservation biologists to the general population. “If you give people



Deforestion rates in the Amazon have drropped dramatically

negative, threatening messages, they don’t engage, they pretend it’s not happening, because you’ve
given them no alternative,” says Balmford.

So is feeling hopeful about the future truly a better motivator than fear? There is some evidence that
fearful messages about climate change can lead people to tune out rather than take action. For
instance, a 2011 survey of 97 students by Matthew Feinberg and Robb Willer at the University of
California, Berkeley, found that people’s belief in climate change diminished after reading a
message that spelled out the devastation global warming will cause and the possibly catastrophic
consequences.

There is also evidence that positive messaging
motivates people. Robert Gifford at the
University of Victoria in Canada and Louise
Comeau of Royal Roads University studied
the effect on 1000 people. Participants were
made to read either sacrificial statements –
such as “I am going to have less freedom to
make the choices I want if we are going to
solve climate change” and “I am going to
have to get used to driving less, turning off
the lights, and turning down the heat” – or
positive statements, such as “My
neighbourhood will be a healthier place to
live if we walk more to cut greenhouse gases” and “I know someone who lowered their energy bills
and I can too”. They were then asked how likely they were to take action to help the environment
over the next 12 months. Those in the motivational group were significantly more likely to say they
would reduce their car usage, for example, or install energy-efficient windows than those in the
other group.

People who feel hopeful about the future are more likely to take action to improve it, according to a
study by Kathryn Stevenson and Nils Peterson of North Carolina State University. Their team
surveyed about 1200 children aged 11 to 14 attending schools in their state. They found that those
who felt hopeful about the future were also those who did the most environmentally friendly things,
such as close the fridge door, turn lights off and encourage their family to do the same. Those who
reported being concerned rather than hopeful were less likely to cut their energy use, say, and those
who were despairing about the future tended towards inaction.

Maria Ojala of Örebro University in Sweden found that people who felt hopeful about humanity’s
ability to combat climate change were more likely to cut their home energy use than others who
simply had a good knowledge of the effects of climate change or had altruistic values.

Does this mean optimism could even turn climate change deniers and spur them into action? Paul
Bain at the University of Queensland in Australia and his colleagues surveyed 347 people, 128 of
whom said they did not believe either that climate change was happening or, if it was, that humans
were responsible. All read a statement about acting on climate change framed in one of three ways:
the first suggested it could lead to a society with greater interpersonal warmth; the second that it
would bring economic development; and the third talked of the environmental and health risks of
not acting. Later, they rated themselves on how likely they were to do things such as support
environmental causes and write to politicians about particular issues.

“Does this mean optimism could even spur climate deniers into action?”
Although the deniers were broadly less likely to take action than people convinced of anthropogenic
climate change, those who had read messages framed in terms of warmth or development of a future
society said they were more likely to act than those who read about the risks of climate change.



China is shutting down industrial plants to improve air pollution

Taken together, these studies suggest hope encourages people to take action. However, Matthew
Hornsey and Kelly Fielding at the University of Queensland found the opposite to be true. Their
team wanted to know whether the hopeful message that emissions have plateaued in recent years is
worth publicising to inspire people to further action. They gave 431 participants one of three
messages: a neutral one describing how emissions are measured, a positive one about how the rate
of emissions has slowed in recent years that they said showed “the reductions that are needed are
finally happening”, and a pessimistic one pointing out that emissions are still rising and “the
reductions that are needed are not happening”. They then asked people whether the message made
them feel they wanted to do more to respond to climate change. Those who read the pessimistic
message felt more motivated than those who read the optimistic or neutral messages. The negative
message worked, the researchers say, because it elicited feelings of distress and worry, whereas the
positive one led people to feel more complacent about the risk.

What are we to make of this conflicting
evidence? “I think it’s different strokes for
different folks for different behaviours,”
Gifford says. Hornsey suggests a way of
using these differences. “The fear messages
are probably going to be more effective for
people who are already on board with the
notion of human-caused climate change,” he
says, whereas climate sceptics might be more
likely to write them off. Those already
working to solve environmental problems,
on the other hand, might be most in need of a
boost since they see the grim reality every
day.

This shows we need both kinds of message, agrees Knowlton. “We’re saturated with doom and
gloom, we need something in addition to it,” she says.

“How many times are you going to tell people that it’s terrible?” says Pimm. “I think you make
progress not by coming out and saying, it’s awful, we’re all going to die, but by telling people what
they can do.” That is the crux of the movement, says Knowlton: not to be optimistic for the sake of
it, but to share what has worked in practice.

Perhaps the best sign that optimism is taking hold is a change that Rockström detects in public
attitude towards climate change. “The whole concept [of] sustainability has tipped. Until very
recently, the environmental agenda was largely a question of ethics and morality. It was a sacrifice.”
Now, he says, “sustainability is seen as the only way to deliver a stable economy. We are into a
completely new paradigm”.


