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The climate of values 

The web-published essay “Death Of Environmentalism” (1) by Michael Shellenberger and Ted Noordhaus has ignited a vigorous debate about the successes and failures of environmental campaigns in the United States. Addressed to US foundations, which in that country are far more important to NGOs than in regions such as Europe, the piece has drawn an unusual and angry public rejoinder from Carl Pope of the Sierra Club (2).  His immediate concern is also funding: he starts with “Dear Environmental Grant Maker”.

All this is understandable. One American friend says: “the talk is that the NGO's funders are concerned that they are spending lots of money on tactics that don't work, witness the election and other happenings in Congress”.

It is relatively easy to find fault (3) with the Shellenberger and Noordhaus analysis.  For example: 

· They identify a litany of design failings in US NGO campaigns, many of which were picked up by many European campaigners at least ten years ago (such as the need to escape from, in their neat phrase, ‘literal sclerosis’ – campaigning by asserting the objective as a policy outcome; over-reliance on ‘science’; the need to adopt indirect strategies; and, the creation of ‘environment’ as a separate construct, something which has kept sociologists talking for years (4) together with the consequent need to break down ‘issue-thinking’ and issue-organisation in NGOs).

· They draw dramatic and fundamental conclusions about the ‘environmental movement’ – ‘we have become convinced that modern environmentalism, with all of its unexamined assumptions, outdated concepts and exhausted strategies, must die so that something new can live’ – without saying anything very specific about solutions.

· Their sweeping conclusions are underpinned by claims about inflexibility over strategic thinking among US campaign groups - ‘generals fighting the last war’ -  which Pope says are not well supported by the evidence of their interviews (one was with Carl Pope himself)

· They point up a lot of problems in achieving change through public debate and legislation but say effectively nothing about using alternative routes to change, such as the ‘new politics’ of change via businesses, consumers and NGOs

Yet none of this should stop anyone from giving their insightful and stimulating paper a careful read.  It’s unfortunate that they pin so much of their case on the history of failed US NGO attempts to achieve government action to reduce American climate emissions: “the graveyard of global warming politics”.  Because of this they have triggered an historical tit for tat debate over who did what in various failed policy-changing campaigns, and what the Apollo Project is about.   

This isn’t the really big issue.  American climate campaigning no doubt deserves modernisation but at least some of the solutions may be more technical – in terms of effective campaign design – and less fundamental than Shellenberger and Noordhaus imply.  (Below I try to itemise some of the fearsome difficulties, which have scuppered many climate campaigns, and I will try to expand on them in the next newsletter.) 

It’s what Shellenberger and Noordhaus begin to say about values, which really deserves to be explored.  And here they get a line onto the subject without landing the fish.

The Changing Climate of Values

What you could call the ‘values climate’ is made up of the prevailing weight of values in a society at any one time, and in Europe, the US and Canada, that has changed dramatically over the last thirty years.  By ‘values’ I don’t mean what’s recognized as statements of ‘right or wrong’ but whatever the dominant needs-based psychological motivations may be.

Shellenberger and Noordhaus echo the plea of framing expert George Lakoff (5), for environmentalists and other ‘progressives’ to learn the lessons of the US right wing, and organise themselves around ‘value-based’ political communication which serves their objectives by resonating with the values of key groups of the public, rather than just assembling a case made of ‘rational’ arguments.

They write:

‘Part of what’s behind America’s political turn to the right is the skill with which conservative think tanks, intellectuals and political leaders have crafted proposals that build their power through setting the terms of the debate. Their work has paid off.’

and

‘If environmentalists hope to become more than a special interest we must start framing our proposals around core American values. We must start seeing our own values as central to what motivates and guides our politics’. 

Yet while Shellenberger and Noordhaus rightly castigate campaigners for policy literalism or literal sclerosis, they make something of the same mistake themselves when they come to discuss values.

While, as they point out, the right (to use the American meaning of the term) talks a lot about ‘values’, and ‘liberals’ (again in US-speak) avoid it, values in any important sense aren’t acquired by assertion or a process of conscious selection or the picking of metaphors or arguments for debate but through deeper more personal processes of development, needs and motivations.

‘Core American values’ didn’t come with the geology, they don’t ‘belong to America’ any more than you could find German values lying about in Germany if all the Germans left on holiday.  Different sides will lay claim to ‘Core American values’ at a rhetorical level but that doesn’t make those things real.  Shellenberger and Noordhaus point out that ‘the environment’ or an ‘environmental issue’ are not real things independent of humans, and nor are values are not independent real things but by using objective mapping techniques, social motivational values can be usefully mapped.

Tantalisingly, Shellenberger and Noordhaus themselves refer to a system of nationwide ‘social values’ surveys conducted by the Candian firm Environics in Canada and the US (A similar survey is conducted in the UK and parts of Europe by a London based company Cultural Dynamics Strategy and Marketing Ltd).    In their essay, Shellenberger and Noordhaus say - 

‘One tool we have to offer to that process is the research we are doing as part of our Strategic Values Project, which is adapting corporate marketing research for use by the progressive community. This project draws on a 600 question, 2,500-person survey done in the U.S. and Canada every four years since 1992. In contrast to conventional opinion research, this research identifies the core values and beliefs that inform how individuals develop a range of opinions on everything from the economy’

(More can be read about the Startegic Values Project at www.breakthrough.org. )
They add: ‘this research both shows a clear conservative shift in America’s values since 1992 and illuminates many positive openings for progressives and environmentalists.’  What such research shows is in fact far more intriguing, possibly alarming, than this dangle suggests.  

· It exposes a growing divide over dominant values between the US and Canada, and between the US and Europe, with important implications for any campaign on ‘global issues’.

· It demonstrates the political consequences of changing social conditions, through their driving of values, as life for many Americans has got worse over the past twenty years

· It shows how many campaign strategies, even organisational strategies, are indeed seriously out of date because they are out of kilter with the values landscape they now operate in

The research conducted by Cultural Dynamics, and supported by the American data used by Shellenberger and Noorhaus, revealed the deeper motivations behind the attitudes displayed in the surface data. These insights are explicit in the Cultural Dynamics data and models and implicit in the data from Environics. Both data sets lead to the observation that there are three broad psychological models that can explain the data and the dynamics of the changes.

These groups were first identified by the psychologist Abraham Maslow and people fall into them according to their personal needs.  We start security-driven, needing things such as security and belonging.  If these needs are met we seek esteem – self-esteem and the esteem of others – and if those needs are met, we may move on to be ‘inner directed’, meeting needs such as self-exploration and the development of ethics.  The power of the psychographic models now employed by Cultural Dynamics and Environics is their ability to quickly segment any sample of a population where the large nationally-representative base-survey has been conducted, into not just the three main groups but around a dozen more fine-tuned groups, explain their inter-group dynamics, track long term changes at any level, and relate these to some 70 ‘attributes’ (in the US/Canada around 100).  An essay at the website www.campaignstrategy.org (6) gives more detail.

What can these studies usefully tell us about campaigns  ?

· the US-EU and US-Canadian Values Divide

Conventional punditry has it has it that ‘the world is becoming more American’, yet the evidence shows this is not the case.  Some of the feeling that the influence of Americanisation is growing, may be due to the increasing sensitivity to this in other countries ?

The striking difference between Europe and the USA is a widening mismatch of values, needs and motivations.  In Europe, the proportion of ‘inner directeds’ has grown steadily over the past thirty years in – for example in Britain surveys by Cultural Dynamics  show inner-directeds groups comprise 42% of the population in London, 34% in the UK nationally, with a similar proportion in France - the security driven segment has continued to shrink and age.  In the USA (surveyed by Environics) there has been a 20% increase in the security (or fear) driven part of the population.  The social balances in these countries are shifting in opposite directions.

Although there may be other causes, it seems likely that this has happened in line with worsening real prospects for many Americans in such terms as life expectancy, health and education over the past 20 years.  In the UK, in contrast, economic, education and health prospects for the poorest have gradually improved in recent years (7) despite a widening gap between rich and poor.

As one report (8) noted in 2004:

‘Bloated, blue-collar Americans - gorged on diets of fries and burgers, but denied their share of US riches - are bringing the nation's steady rise in life expectancy to a grinding halt. 

‘Twenty years ago, the US, the richest nation on the planet, led the world's longevity league. Today, American women rank only 19th, while males can manage only 28th place, alongside men from Brunei. 

These startling figures are blamed by researchers on two key factors: obesity, and inequality of health care. A man born in a poor area of Washington can have a life expectancy that is 40 years less than a woman in a prosperous neighbourhood only a few blocks away, for example. 

'A look at the Americans' health reveals astonishing inequalities in our society,' state Professor Lawrence Jacobs of Minnesota University and Professor James Morone, of Brown University, Rhode Island, in the journal American Prospect …. 

‘… statisticians at Boston College reveal that in France, Japan and Switzerland, men and women aged 65 now live several years longer than they do in the US. Indeed, America only just scrapes above Mexico and most East European nations. 

‘This decline is astonishing given America's wealth. Not only is it Earth's richest nation, it devotes more gross domestic product - 13 per cent - to health care than any other developed nation. Switzerland comes next with 10 per cent; Britain spends 7 per cent. As the Boston group - Alicia Munnell, Robert Hatch and James Lee - point out: 'The richer a country is, the more resources it can dedicate to education, medical and other goods and services associated with great longevity.' The result in every other developed country has been an unbroken rise in life expectancy since 1960. 

But this formula no longer applies to America, where life expectancy's rise has slowed but not yet stopped, because resources are now so unevenly distributed. When the Boston College group compared men and women in America's top 10 per cent wage bracket with those in the bottom ten per cent, they found the former group earned 17 times more than the latter. In Japan, Switzerland and Norway, this ratio is only five-to-one. 

Jacobs and Morone state: 'Check-ups, screenings and vaccinations save lives, improve well-being, and are shockingly uneven [in America]. Well-insured people get assigned hospital beds; the uninsured get patched up and sent back to the streets.' For poor Americans, health service provision is little better than that in third world nations. 'People die younger in Harlem than in Bangladesh,' report Jacobs and Morone’.

These people ‘dropping’ back into a security-driven state have come from the once-massive US esteem (or status-driven) part of the population. Canadian studies (9) have shown, that over the past twenty years Canada has become less security-driven than the USA, while the US has gone the other way. In fact the relative positions of the two countries at the start and end of the period have reversed. 

In terms of values it seems the US is drifting away from Europe, Canada and maybe a lot of other places too.

Inside and outside the US, the significance of this change for campaigns, is little short of seismic.  It is the inner-directeds who will, by and large, do activism, entertain challenges to authority, seek new ideas, and embrace ethical causes, global ideals and international issues.

Conversely the security driven tend to support and seek a lead from authority, uphold ‘tradition’, and are most easily motivated by FUD factors - fear, uncertainty and doubt. 

Hence the security-driven dynamic of Bush politics and the widening transatlantic divide over ‘global’ issues, which are all typically inner directed concerns unless they pose a direct perceived threat to safety, belonging or identity (‘our way of life’). The esteem-driven tend to follow fashion and seek an exchange from politics – “if I support you, what do I get ?”

While security motivations and politics can be turned to apply to issues such as ‘climate’, most NGOs tend to project arguments and ideas which work with some inner-directeds but fall flat when addressed to the other groups. 

Most campaigners also avoid brands, the key to reaching outer-directeds (esteem-driven), as politically incorrect.  They recoil from fear-driven messaging such as that used in the xenophobic, anti-Arab SUV campaign at  www.detroitproject.com but not all ‘make us safe’ and ‘we belong’ communications has to be so negative.

In terms of global campaigns on topics such as climate, it is already the case that the US is now more of a passenger than a leader: maybe this internal dynamic explains why it lacks the energy to contribute.  On the other hand, as Shellenberger and Noordhaus and other constantly cry, if US campaigners ‘organised’ differently, they might deliver different results.  This probably requires different psychological organisation, not just alliance making, web-networking, different targeting or even better metaphorical communication. 

These changing landscapes of values may also go a long way to explain why apparently similar campaigns in the US and Europe have had such different results.  Take the case of UK policy on climate, cited by Shellenberger and Noordhaus.  In Britain the idea that climate change is real and needs to be acted upon has been endorsed not just by NGOs with their mainly ‘inner directed type propositions, but, since 1989, by Prime Ministers from Mrs Thatcher onwards.  More recently even the Queen has joined in.  Such authority figures appeal to the security-driven.  As of the mid 1990s, big brands such as Shell and BP  (icons of success) also backed the need for action on climate.  This was only partly a result of campaigns.  Shell and BP for example were bounced into it by campaigns such as the Brent Spar, the Nigeria Ogoni issue and the Atlantic Frontier, along with explicit renewables-oil and climate advocacy but the prevailing values landscape meant they didn’t have to be bumped as far as an oil company would need to be in the US.    

It’s the values which drive the politics, not the other way around (except, indirectly and over long time scales, through changing life experiences).  At any event, an NGO strategy to ‘use values’ in campaigns at a national-picture level would have to set out to change things such as health experiences and life expectancy, rather than simply picking resonant language, and ‘selling’ values by assertion.  On the other hand (see below), specific, limited propositions can be designed to fit with values, and if so, are far more likely to succeed than if a campaigner simply tries to sell something ‘that works for me’ to others with different values.

· The Norming of the Environment

Shellenberger and Noordhaus make no mention of the ‘norming’ of the environment.  They do write ‘Protecting the environment is indeed supported by a large majority — it’s just not supported very strongly.’  You could however say the same thing about ‘environment’ in most European countries.  Indeed, although campaigners often talk glibly of reaching ‘the public’, few campaigns have ever relied on truly mass support or engagement for their success, though large scale and organised opposition (as is perhaps now the case in the US) may stop them. 

What has certainly happened in the UK, almost certainly in Europe and probably in North America, is that since the 1970s-1980s ‘hey day’ of environmental campaigns discussed in The Death of Environmentalism, ‘environment’ has been normed.  It is this, perhaps, which has died: environment as a huge cause in itself.  Once accepted, it is no longer ‘an issue’, no longer demands immediate attention, is no longer newsworthy of itself.  Achieving change then becomes a whole lot more difficult because campaigns lose their media gearing.

By tracking the movement of the ‘ozone friendly’ attribute in the UK Value Modes attributes map since the 1970s, Pat Dade from Cultural Dynamics has shown (10) that environment went from being almost a sole concern of inner-directeds, to being one shared by the esteem-driven (in the UK around the late 1980s), and then one also shared by the security driven (late 1990s).  Good news ?  In some ways but while there is a consensus over the general problem (making it non-newsworthy) there is disagreement, between the psychologically different segments of society, over how to move forward.   Moving forward is of course, the purpose of campaigns.   This leads to a logjam of ‘violent agreement’. As they have different action-modes, they can agree on the need for action and get stuck debating how to act. 

The solution to this is not to address all groups with the same propositions, or (as government tends to), to create a great-debate or negotiation over how to move forward.  As Shellenberger and Noordhaus say it is to ‘craft proposals framed around vision and values’ but, and this they don’t say, by segmenting campaigns into channels which meet the different psychological needs of groups who all will subscribe to the same ends or consequences but won’t use the same means.

This isn’t so different from their idea of alliances and mechanisms to meet for example explicit social needs with beneficial global-warming consequences but it requires planning strategies based on segmented psychology, rather than looking for winning  formulae for national, public debates in the media, or conjuring up ‘American values’ or other magic bullets.   Indeed, one can argue (11) that too much reliance on the news media, which is not mentioned in Death of Environmentalism, is itself of those ‘unexamined assumptions, outdated concepts and exhausted strategies’ of environmental campaigns which needs to be junked.

Another strategic consequence of norming is that breaking a norm is then the only thing which automatically evokes a rapid response across all segments of society.  For Europeans for example, this included the moment when G W Bush walked away from Kyoto but there will be American expressions of environmental norms too – over mercury perhaps ? 

What Do Campaigners Need To Do Now ?

To ‘craft’ campaigns that may work, campaigners ideally need to research and plan a strategy in terms of instrumental change (where one thing leads to another), including

· Finding frames which (the relevant) people are ‘ready’ to use which enable them to recognize the issue and actions desired by the campaign in useful terms

· Devise, test and refine action propositions which work for the relevant groups according to their psychological needs (social values)

Campaigners need to think of psychologically different groups as constituencies being as real as economic or other social groupings.

In its execution, a campaign then needs to stick to the language and mechanics which the proposition requires.  This may for example mean ‘campaigns’ run almost entirely through promoting consumer goods and services, to engage the esteem-driven groups.  This in turn may mean organisation which looks completely unlike a ‘campaign’ or ‘advocacy’ group.

Why Campaigning On Climate Is Difficult
In the next newsletter I will try to explore this question by expanding on these ten factors

1. Scientists defined the issue 

2. Governments ran off with the issue 

3. There was no campaign [sequence]: NGOs adopted secondary roles 

4. The issue had no public 
5. The media were left to define the issue in visual terms 

6. Governments soft pedalled on the issue 

7. Scientists led calls for education of the public 

8. Many NGOs tried to make the Framework Convention ‘work’ 

9. Other NGOs tried to connect it with “bigger issues” 

10. There is no common proposition 
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