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Climate Café: Can Societal Addiction 
Therapy transform our approach to 
climate change? 
 

Monday 29th May, 12.15-1.45pm 

With Professor Robert Costanza 

 

Despite global efforts to avoid dangerous climate change, we’re on track for temperature increases 

that easily exceed the agreed ‘safe’ threshold of 2°C. Clearly existing approaches to the problem are 

not working fast enough. This Climate Café will discuss how new approaches could help overcome 

some of the barriers to action. Societal addiction therapy involves asking people to envisage their 

visions for a positive future. This contrasts with current approaches which are often based on 

highlighting the damage that is being done, confronting existing attitudes and behaviour and resulting 

in denial. 

Prof Robert Costanza will kick off the discussion with a short presentation, followed by small group 

discussion of the following questions: 

 How do we build a broad social consensus about the world we want? 

 What do you think the world should look like? 

 How would this approach influence the political process? 

About the speaker 

Professor Robert Costanza is a Vice-Chancellor’s Chair in Public Policy at the Crawford School of Public 

Policy at ANU. He has a distinguished academic career and is the author of over 600 scientific papers 

and 27 books. His transdisciplinary research integrates the study of humans and the rest of nature to 

address research, policy and management issues at multiple time and space scales, from small 

watersheds to the global system.  
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Reflections presented by discussion tables 
Comments from table discussions with responses from Prof Robert Costanza. 

  

 

We need to change to the education system in terms of access, teaching ethical 
citizenship, social and ecological justice. We can emphasise the relative advantage of the 
ideal world, and allow for time to consider the options.  
 
We need to understand the values that people hold around these issues.  
 
In terms of what the world should look like: sustainable, equitable, just levels of resource 
consumption, inclusive processes, lower material impacts than present.  
 
To influence the political process: get people to improve their understanding of their 
position in political processes. Teach political engagement, participatory democracy. 
Encourage political party membership and activism. Anthropology about the climate 
system. Remove advertising and subsidies. 
 

 

We need to work on mainstreaming the transition. Reaching the public through social 
media etc., and education to primary and secondary levels. Consider opportunities with 
Sports groups and NGOs.  
 
The traditional media monopoly is a barrier. We should be targeting politicians to seek 
support.  
 
What the world should look like: we recognise a tension between planetary limits and 
population. Western countries have a western-centric view.  
 
We want to see lots of renewables, and fundamentally changed expectations of 
convenience. Community involvement and engagement. Consensus is useful. Public 
support will influence politicians to adopt good practices. National levy, like the disaster 
relief levy, for the environment. 
 

 

Reflecting on the industrial revolution, there were many demonstrations and collective 
action. But this is not as strong now. People are happy to make personal changes rather 
than collective changes. 
 

 

We need to build a strong narrative around shared values. We want to see a healthy 
environment, healthy people with political and religious freedom and a sense of 
belonging. To get there, we need disruption to the market, which is strongly linked to 
political forces. 
 

 

We need to consider what drives consensus - bipartisan decision-making is central. We 
want to see a guilt-free world in the future. The world should look greener. Communities’ 
engagement in political processes for grassroots involvement. 
 

 

We need to think about what’s driving the current system. Refer to the systems diagram. 
Two aspects: current entrenched power and [missed]. Drivers of this: time poverty, 
planned obsolescence, social norms. Existing power structures drive social norms. But 
social norms can shift power, and change how power is implemented. Advertising is 
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important, in shaping social norms. Especially related to time poverty, a universal basic 
income is important. Income and work shape many other factors. 

  

 

To reach this ideal world, you have to start from a realistic model of what people are as 
individuals and in social groups. From there, you can work towards consensus. But you 
can’t have consensus, because of many world views.  
 
We should focus on problems which will be challenges if not addressed (e.g. climate 
change and financial systems). Consensus can be reached on defined issues rather than 
broad issues. What are you going to do about climate change? Such a response has to 
leave open the option of community transition.  
 
We need to think about how short term decisions affect the future. Must make a value 
judgement for process – democratic or totalitarian. If democratic, it has to fit within a 
timeframe. Climate change limits (e.g. 2 degrees warming) will influence outcomes. 
 

 

A better world vision incorporates environmental sustainability etc. How do you handle 
objections to consensus: shared values/differences, individual points? Re-enculturation 
for young people about consumption, and older groups about the concept of immediate 
and urgent threat.  
 
We can use the ideal future vision to structure discussions. And think about what would 
make people not want to join you. One-to-one conversations with leaders to find 
consensus is a powerful approach. We must find space for moving toward a more ideal 
future. 
 

 

What is the real problem? People don’t value the future enough to give up their current 
present. Overcoming the attitude of what happens in 10 years may or may not happen, 
but what happens right now is really important. We need to consider the values that 
underlie that decision, valuing family, people-focus, and responsibility to future 
generations.  
 
The SDGs are pretty comprehensive and can be used as a basis for future vision. Consider 
the impact on politics, not considering changing current political process, but change 
underlying values with regard to the longer term, and this will influence the political 
process.  
 
Education is needed, which considers underlying values of the importance of the future 
and its relevance to individual people. Longer-term perspectives and teaching these 
perspectives. 
 

 

The scenario we want is the sustainable future with justice and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). The media is doing good things like the War on Waste 
program.  
 
Consider exercising the democratic muscle. We need to use it and recognise we are 
driving government, not the other way around. Consider the individual agency of people 
as parts of a large system, driven by values. Human love, sharing, imagination are 
resources available on the planet.  
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Need to let go of passivity, let go of the idea that we are separate form the future. We 
need to see ourselves as part of an ecosystem which can be changed. We are part of this 
fractal system. 
 

 

Do we actually need a broad social consensus? Or do we need a critical mass to a better 
future. Regardless, a better understanding the spectrum of views is a good starting point. 
We should identify the commonalities of people in those different viewpoints, 
understand their values, consider how this affects how they receive information and how 
it shapes their worldviews. Need to leverage these worldviews and better entice large 
audiences to messages of a better future, e.g. through Disney media. Making access to 
decision-making better. Better understanding uncertainty. Science education and science 
communication education needs to be better integrated. 
 

 

Comments from Prof Robert Costanza: 
 
The idea of democracy: it sounds good and we should try it. A problem is that we don’t 
have government by the people for the people. A shared vision should be central to 
democracy.  
 
Then we have technical issues for how to achieve. We are thinking too much about the 
technical details, but not where we’re going.  
 
For example, Vermont has town meetings, all are invited, then executive implements the 
vision. Education and encouraging discussion.  
 
‘The Argument Culture’ is a book which shows we are polarised in our approach to issues. 
Most issues though are complicated, so right v. wrong is counterproductive to a shared 
vision and discussion on solutions. Need to change that polarisation culture. Need to be 
able to have civil discussions.  
 
Making this transition often takes a crisis where we sink to the bottom before recognising 
how bad things are, and how we can make changes. Trump’s presidency, for example, 
may be an opportunity to stir change (in response to Trump). We need to not let this 
opportunity slide. It shows even more reason to have a vision of the world we want. It is 
out there, e.g. article in The Guardian describing utopia, explaining that it seems 
unfeasible, but the changes are happening. But it needs to happen more broadly, and be 
described better.  
 
This relates to the media and power structures. The world we want is possible and 
happening. Personal discount rates are too high, too short-term and not long-term 
enough. Need to overcome this addition to the short-term. 
 

 

Comments from Prof Mark Howden, Director Climate Change Institute:  
 
There is an interesting disjoint between the rates of public support for, e.g. climate 
action, versus actual political action on climate change.  
 
We need to reimagine the future to come up with solutions. We understand the 
problems, and have solutions, so we need to convert discussion into the solutions space. 
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