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Why the climate crisis concerns (neuro)scientists, 
and what we can do



Today

● How I got here

● Talk: how bad are things, why should we care, and what can we 
do? 
45 mins

● Group discussion: from worry to action
30 mins

● Central wrap-up and pledges
15 mins







The big picture:
our predicament



https://github.com/ed-hawkins/climate-visuals





    

Agriculture, civilization







IPCC (2022)

Why 1.5 degree?



Tipping points

Peter Hannam, "'Tipping points 'dangerously close''', SMH, 28 November 2019.



https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/


It’s bad.

What can we do?
As individuals, citizens, scientists



Taxonomy of climate responses

• denial (‘it won’t be so bad’)
• defeatist (‘what’s the point when 

China is emitting so much’)
• nihilistic (‘human beings suck 

anyway, we’re all doomed’)
• exculpating (‘this is a policy 

problem’)
• technology-focused (‘devices will 

suck CO2 out of the air’)

• efficacy (‘collective action can 
ripple and drive major societal 
and policy change’) 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2019.08.001

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2019.08.001






History of systems change
technological - political - social



Future of systems change
technological - political - social



Centola et al. (2018) Science



Social tipping points

Centola et al. (2018) Science



False social reality

Sparkmann et al. 
NatComm 2022



https://elifesciences.org/articles/83292

https://elifesciences.org/articles/83292


Academics as advocates and activists

University budgets (2021)

Fossil ties (2023)

Reproductive rights (2018)



Systems change in academia
The case of open science



Systems change in academia
We ….

• have seen big social changes happen 
(open science, diversity)

• understand data 
(exponential processes, feedback loops, homeostasis)

• know something about human behavior

• are (mostly) respected and sometimes 
influential

• teach the next generation
• work in large organizations, from where 

change can percolate

• have a moral obligation
(especially those of us with tenure)

Why should we (as scientists) care & act?



We can fix it.

Ok, where do I start?





https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2020.02.019 

All materials and more resources at 
anneurai.net/green-neuroscience

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/23982128221075430 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuron.2020.02.019
https://anneurai.net/green-neuroscience/
https://doi.org/10.1177/23982128221075430


What can psychologists do 
to help avert climate and ecological breakdown?

teach

In our 
institution

push for 
divestment

join 
sustainability 
committee

lobby 
institutional 

leaders

talk about it

In our 
academic life

slow scienceopen 
science

review 
resource use fly less

grant 
funding

In our
research

quantify 
impacts

compute 
carefully

research 
beliefs

research 
actions

Rae, Farley, Jeffery, 
Urai (2022) BNA

In our community
 and society

vote
inform general 

public

contact political 
representatives

live 
sustainably

protest



• Google: 100% renewable

• Amazon Web Services

• currently 50% renewable

• non-renewable storage offset (highly problematic)

Resource use & open science
quantify 
impacts

compute 
carefully

review 
resource use





research 
beliefs

research 
actions

10.1037/amp0001041



teach

Teaching

- incorporate climate in your existing teaching

- teach a course on climate psychology

• Skepticism, belief and misinformation

• Risk perception, heuristics and biases

• Mental health and climate anxiety 

• Behavior change

• Collective action, group dynamics and social tipping points 

aronclimatecrisis.net



Operations (food, transport, 
buildings, purchases)

Banks, insurance, finance (S4F)

Pension funds (ABP)

Ties to fossil fuel industry
Climate education

Institutional advocacy



Scientific communities

NVP 2025: green prize?



Whatever you do, don’t do it alone
talk about it

join 
sustainability 
committee

tinyurl.com/climate-action-neupsych

https://tinyurl.com/climate-action-neupsych


From belief to action



1. Getting to know each other
• Groups of 5-8 people
• How do you feel after this talk?

2. Dreaming (5 minutes)
o Vision, goals and possibilities

o What would you like to see changed?

3. Planning (15 minutes)
• Identify actions
• Position on impact vs difficulty axes

4. Acting (5 minutes)
○ Get started & find your community
○ Pledge: what will you do this month?

Putting things in practice
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1. Getting to know each other
• Groups of 5-8 people
• How do you feel after this talk?

2. Dreaming (5 minutes)
o Vision, goals and possibilities

o What would you like to see changed?

3. Planning (15 minutes)
• Identify actions
• Consider impact vs difficulty

4. Acting (5 minutes)
○ Get started & find your community
○ Pledge: what will you do this month?

Putting things in practice
https://twitter.com/PerrinAbi/status/1663540134414008321

Difficulty
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p
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t

https://twitter.com/PerrinAbi/status/1663540134414008321
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1. Getting to know each other
• Groups of 5-8 people
• How do you feel after this talk?

2. Dreaming (5 minutes)
o Vision, goals and possibilities

o What would you like to see changed?

3. Planning (15 minutes)
• Identify actions
• Consider impact vs difficulty

4. Acting (5 minutes)
○ Get started & find your community
○ Pledge: what will you do in two months?

Putting things in practice

tinyurl.com/green-neuroscience-feedback



Quick summary by each group
Don’t repeat previously mentioned pledges

Say 1 sentence!



THANK YOU!
a.e.urai@fsw.leidenuniv.nl

All materials and more at
anneurai.net/green-neuroscience

tinyurl.com/green-neuroscience-feedback 

mailto:a.e.urai@fsw.leidenuniv.nl
https://tinyurl.com/doughnut-academia-feedback
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