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Abstract 

This research explores the emotional and affective experiences of staff volunteers who lead 

environmental sustainability initiatives in their workplaces. My in-depth interviews and 

analysis are situated in a psychoanalytically and psycho-socially oriented approach to 

environmental engagement, which assumes that difficult emotions associated with the 

ecological realities of our time are negotiated at conscious and unconscious levels, using a 

variety of defensive practices. Through interviews with six volunteers, a Framework has been 

developed that outlines specific Defensive Strategies, Emotional Complications, and Core 

Needs that characterize participants’ experiences of workplace environmental leadership. 

Findings suggest that a holistic approach to environmental engagement practices needs to 

address the Emotional Complications related to Social Cost, Environmentalist Identities, 

Inherent Complicity in perpetuating harm, and Scope and Scale of the Problem. They further 

suggest that linear and causally oriented assumptions about factors that lead to pro-

environmental action are an overly simplified approach to a more complex story.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

When it comes to our planet’s health, we are in the soup and the heat is on. Not only 

is it getting warmer, but human beings are turning up the gas while sitting directly in the pot. 

From species extinction to climate change, and much in between, we face a mounting number 

of human-generated ecological crises. With this state of affairs comes profound uncertainty 

about both our physical and our psychological wellbeing. Vane-Wright (2009) argues that we 

are on the brink of profound ecological changes, including massive species loss, and that 

“[t]he consequences…for the human psyche as well as the function of the biosphere—are 

unknown” (p. 359). Attempts to grapple with such profound insecurity evoke interpretations 

of and prescriptions for appropriate human responses that range from the practical (Stern, 

2000), to the clinical (Doherty & Clayton, 2011), to the spiritual (Grim, 2009), and to the 

ontological (Macy, 2007).  

For the past several years I, too, have grown increasingly interested in the unfolding 

ecological drama that surrounds me—and its implications for identity, engagement, and 

action. Under what circumstances do we engage more fully with the issues, change our lives, 

or take up political actions? And, in contrast, under what circumstances do we stay silent, 

avert our eyes, or maintain an emotional and cognitive distance? What assumptions about 

human nature underpin the ways we approach these questions in the first place? As Orr 

(2009) points out, it is time to ask, “who are we and what do we know of ourselves?” (p. 161). 

These kinds of inquiries are at the heart of both my academic and professional lives.  

My research is guided by an intention to generate insights that have the potential to 

live in praxis and to directly impact the very issues that motivated this project in the first 

place. To achieve this balance between exploration and implementation, I chose to study the 

environmental sustainability program that I manage and deliver. Green+Leaders is an 

employee leadership program that operates within British Columbia’s four Lower Mainland 
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Health Organizations. Through this program, participants receive training, tools, and support 

to implement environmental sustainability initiatives in the workplace. While I developed 

specific and focused questions related to the nature of participant experiences as 

Green+Leaders and the program’s potential, my findings offer insights into the broader field 

of environmental education, leadership, and engagement. They are situated within a psycho-

social tradition that recognizes the inherent relationships between inner and outer worlds, and 

the impact that each has on the other (Hoggett, 2008).   

Research Purpose 

There is a growing recognition that effective leadership within the environmental 

sustainability field requires an emphasis on more than just cognitive skills and behavioural 

changes. It requires attention to the inner resources of leaders themselves, and their capacity 

to engage with the difficult affective and emotional dynamics that are inherent in this work 

(Lertzman, 2012; Mnguni, 2010; Moser, 2012; Randall, 2009; Senge, Smith, Kruschwitz, 

Laur, & Schley, 2008). This approach is more than a feel-good exercise of personal 

development. As Kidner (2007) argues:  

[A] more embodied conception of the person is fundamental to [a] recovery of our 

wholeness… [and]… our current reliance on cognition and our corresponding 

marginalisation of sensing and feeling, in addition to undermining human well-being, 

may be ecologically catastrophic. (p. 123) 

For Kidner and others, it is in this realm of “sensing and feeling” that we may find the 

kind of engagement and motivation necessary for action that is commensurate with the scale 

of the issues we face. Without it, we ignore a powerful dimension of the human psyche that 

has the potential to act as both an impediment to and a resource for change.  

Currently, however, the Green+Leaders program emphasizes a cognitive or 

behaviourist approach to change, and does not explicitly address the emotional experiences 
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and needs of participants. By maintaining this narrow focus on the surface of change, I 

believe we are missing an opportunity to “go deeper and get the results and traction we need” 

(Lertzman, 2012, para. 4) to create change that is longer-lasting, more systemic and 

transformative.  

With the program now in its fifth year, some participants are expressing frustration at 

the desire to do more than the current tools offer them. Without increased depth or attention 

to the whole (cognitive and emotional) experience of participants, the Green+Leaders 

program may be missing opportunities for deeper and more powerful engagement with 

participants and may also be failing to access their full creativity and capacity to lead more 

meaningful change efforts. There is also the risk that the program will lose participants to 

burn-out or dissatisfaction if they are not engaged in a more holistic manner.  

Therefore, the purpose of this research is as follows: 

• to better understand the experiences of program participants, in particular the 

emotional and affective dimensions, in order to design more effective and 

meaningful resources, training, and tools;  

• to assess the role that a staff engagement program like Green+Leaders can 

play in helping participants navigate the complex affective and emotional 

dimensions of sustainability work; and 

• to contribute to the literature on environmental engagement and education by 

providing insights into the role of emotion, affect, and defenses within 

environmental subjectivities. 

Research Questions 

The following questions have guided this exploration: 

• What do program participants find emotionally supportive and beneficial 

about their participation? What do they find challenging or difficult? 
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• What are some of the central motivations that lead staff to join the 

Green+Leaders program and that lead them to continue or end their 

involvement?  

• How do Green+Leaders participants relate to and make sense of their own 

agency, along with the change processes in which they participate?  

Need for the Study 

This research rests on the following assumption; as the urgency of climate change and 

other ecological crises grows, so does the need to understand our environmental subjectivities 

and the contexts in which they are formed and enacted. Conundrums such as the Value-

Action Gap (Hards, 2012; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002), in which self-reported pro-

environmental values do not lead to commensurate action, and examples of community-wide 

denial of climate change—even as residents live with its daily consequences (Norgaard, 

2006)—continue to puzzle environmental engagement practitioners and researchers.  

Dodds (2011), Hoggett (2013), Lertzman (2013), Mnguni (2010), Randall (2013), 

Weintrobe (2013), and others argue that psychoanalytic and psycho-social frameworks offer 

a valuable set of tools to help alleviate some of this confusion. They suggest that increasingly 

dire ecological information is associated with strong and often unconscious responses that 

include anxiety, guilt, fear, and helplessness; they propose a psychoanalytic approach to 

explore what simmers beneath the surface of our reactions to environmental engagement 

efforts. With these explorations comes an opportunity to understand environmental 

subjectivities in a way that can facilitate more powerful, sustained, and effective efforts.   

Despite the potential insights offered by a psycho-social lens, it is an underutilized 

approach. In her assessment of current trends, Randall (2013) has found that, “research in 

cognitive, behavioural, and social psychology currently dominates attempts to understand 

human reluctance to engage with environmental problems” (p. 99). In addition, Hards (2012) 
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argues that a focus on the individual, without a wider view of the societal forces that impact 

them, also fails to incorporate relevant factors and knowledge. She calls instead for “a 

holistic approach” that “consider[s] pro-environmental practice as embedded in contexts, 

entwined with other life-domains, and shaped by social interaction” (p. 761). By paying 

attention to a more holistic human experience, to both psychodynamic and the social, 

research is able to engage, as Hoggett (2013) points out, a more “complex understanding of 

the human mind” and avoid overly “simplified models of human behavior” (p. 57). My 

research findings have reinforced the relevance of this complexity; the implications for 

environmental engagement are discussed in Chapter Five. 

The benefits of a more holistic research approach support not just environmental 

engagement and education efforts, but also the fields of organizational learning and 

leadership, and their application to ecological, economic, and social transformation 

(Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Senge et al., 2008). While acknowledging the critical role that 

individual mindsets and consciousness play in organizational change towards environmental 

sustainability (Doppelt, 2012; McEwen & Schmidt, 2007), there is little discussion in the 

literature on sustainability leadership about the more complex and unconscious dynamics that 

support or inhibit these transformations. 

Limitations and Possibilities  

While I have used a psycho-social framework to develop the theories and conclusions 

that follow, I recognize that, like all stories about our lived experiences, it is best recognized 

as one interpretive model among many—one that offers insights, but not conclusive answers. 

I chose this model because it engages an under-explored area of current discourses around 

environmental engagement and education. As I discuss in Chapter Three, my own 

subjectivity also acts as a limitation on this work. A different researcher, with different life 

experiences and perspectives, may have drawn other conclusions.  
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The term ‘engagement’ is used throughout this paper to describe a holistic view of the 

intersecting “cognitive, affective, and behavioural” dimensions of an individual’s relationship 

to Earth’s ecological wellbeing (Lorenzoni, Nicholson-Cole, & Whitmarsh, 2007). It 

incorporates a recognition that each aspect informs and must be considered in relationship to 

the other. The terms ‘emotion’ and ‘affect’ are also used specifically to describe the 

distinction between “two different dimensions of feeling” (Hoggett, 2013, p. 70), with affect 

being “more visceral, felt in the body rather than subject to thought” (p. 70). In contrast, 

emotions are “more anchored in systems of meaning and tend to have a definite object (of 

jealousy, disgust, fear, etc.)” (p. 70). The two also work together, as emotion is the name that 

is often given to an experience that first arises in the affective realm. With clarification of 

these terms and limitations, the following chapters provide a valuable perspective on the 

often hidden and unconscious experiences of those who lead workplace environmental 

sustainability projects.  

In addition, this project offers not only a description of and framework for 

understanding workplace leadership experiences, but also an analysis of their implications for 

other behaviour change and engagement efforts. It is part of an emerging body of literature 

that uses psycho-social frameworks to understand and theorize the landscape of 

environmental engagement, leadership, and education and to challenge some of the 

assumptions that currently dominate the field. In Chapter Five, I use an analysis informed by 

these frameworks to argue for a more holistic, complex, and systems-oriented paradigm for 

environmental engagement work. 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

We have met the enemy and he is us. 

—Earth Day poster, 1970 

 

In 2000, the notion of an Anthropocene era was formally introduced (Dodds, 2011; 

Revkin, 2011) as a way to conceptualize the scale of human impact on Earth’s living systems. 

With human activities recognized as a geologic force, it is perhaps unsurprising to find a 

growing number of efforts from across diverse disciplines—such as sociology, philosophy, 

neuroscience, economics, education, and psychology—to explore, understand, and manage 

the human/planet relationship. The need to better understand our environmental subjectivity 

(Lertzman, 2009)—how we relate to and conceptualize our relationship to the Earth’s living 

systems—now has an urgency rarely seen before in human history. Each of the disciplines 

explores this topic by employing assumptions about human beings and our nature. They 

make assumptions about who and what we are, the factors that determine our actions or 

inactions, as well as the subsequent approaches that are best suited for bringing human 

influence into balance with what the Earth can sustain (Lertzman, 2013a).  

In this chapter, I focus on the psycho-social and psychoanalytically informed 

dimensions of this much larger discussion, although my research has relevance within other 

fields of study including the following: organizational change, learning, and development 

(Doppelt, 2010; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Senge et al., 2008); the psychology of climate 

change and environmental engagement (Crompton & Kasser, 2008; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; 

O'Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014); and adult environmental 

education (Bush-Gibson & Rinfret, 2011; O'Sullivan & Taylor, 2004; Orr, 2009; Wals, 2010).   

I have chosen a psycho-social framework for several reasons. First, it provides a 

theoretical space to house what have seemed (until recently) to be disparate trajectories in my 
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professional and academic lives: political power and institutional change, as well as personal 

transformation and development. In my work as a practitioner in the fields of social justice 

and environmental engagement, education, and leadership, attempts to address issues in one 

area inevitably lead to the other, and then back again. Second, psycho-social and 

psychoanalytic domains of environmental engagement offer a sufficient depth of analysis to 

grapple with the questions of agency, emotion, and affect that are at the heart of my research 

questions. And finally, psycho-socially and psychoanalytically informed approaches reflect 

one facet of a wider field of psychological work on environmental engagement; insights from 

this vantage point can inform other areas of the terrain, in a way that generates a more 

holistic and robust understanding of our relationship to this time of profound ecological 

change. 

Through a Psychoanalytic Lens 

Although my research questions are informed by a psycho-social approach, it is one 

that emphasizes a psychoanalytic understanding of human subjectivity and human systems. 

This is distinct from some other psycho-social orientations, which acknowledge the 

interrelationship between interior and exterior worlds but may take different views of the self 

and the role of the unconscious in its expression and enactment. 

As Hollway and Jefferson (2008) describe it, a psychoanalytic view of the self 

assumes we have “a dynamic unconscious which defends against anxiety” and is “a 

significant influence on [our] actions, lives and relations” (p. 299). This “anxiety-defense 

model” (Hinshelwood & Skogstad, 2000, p. 4) posits that individuals act at a subconscious 

level to ensure “the maintenance of self-esteem” (McWilliams, 1994, p. 97) and to protect 

themselves from difficult, painful or anxiety-producing emotional and affective experiences 

through strategies that include denial, splitting, and projection (Segal, 1997).  
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As a result, a psychoanalytic perspective does not view individuals as purely rational 

actors with transparent and conscious access to an awareness of all the motivations that 

underpin our actions and behaviours (Hoggett, 2013; Hollway & Jefferson, 2008; Walkerdine, 

2001). Instead, it assumes that, “people can have wishes and aspirations that pull in different 

directions” (Hollway, Venn, Walkerdine, Henriques, & Urwin, 1998, p. 86), conceptualizing 

the self as “conflicted” and “multiple” (Lertzman, 2009) rather than “unitary” and “rational” 

(Hollway & Jefferson, 2008). As McWilliams (1994) writes, “It is a basic psychoanalytic 

premise that no disposition is totally unmixed. We can hate the person we love or resent the 

person to whom we feel grateful; our emotional situation does not reduce to one or the other 

position” (p.141). In other words, a psychoanalytic perspective acknowledges that the self 

can and will manifest inconsistencies between actions and words—and between behaviours 

and beliefs, all held together with powerful subconscious forces.  

The assumption that subconscious dimensions of experience act “beyond the 

rationalising influence of language” (Walkerdine, 2001, p. 89) also means that they are not 

always easily revealed to the subject themselves. This has particular relevance to the research 

interview and its interpretation, as it impacts the ways that researchers treat participants’ 

literal and language-based explanations of themselves and their experiences. According to 

Hoggett (2008), “we communicate affectively as well as discursively . . .  because of the 

inherent limitations of language in expressing experience” (p. 381). The theory of object 

relations, which is also central to a psychoanalytic framework, is a particularly useful tool 

when engaging with these affective dimensions of experiences, as it “looks to objects and 

phenomenon as more than their literal meanings” (Lertzman, 2009, p. 68). Objects in this 

context can refer to internal and external phenomena, both physical and experiential. As 

Lertzman (2009) writes, “things and events have psychic resonance, and how we relate and 

respond to them potentially presents another language, one of desires, longings and 
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unconscious wishes” (p. 68). Researchers can gain insight beneath the discursive dimensions 

of an interview, into this “other language,” through an analysis of the ways in which 

participants respond to these objects and the meaning-making processes around them. A more 

detailed description of this process is included in Chapter Three. 

Defenses, deception, and denial. As noted above, defenses and denial are a central 

concept in psychoanalytic traditions. However, Cramer (2006) points out that these concepts 

did not originate with this framework; expressions such as ‘shooting the messenger’ and the 

familiar image of three monkeys who ‘see, hear, and speak no evil’ are examples of a more 

deeply embedded cultural understanding of the tensions within a self who is “inherently in 

conflict . . . between the part of us that loves reality and the more narcissistic, vain part of us 

that hates reality when it thwarts our wishes or deflates our view of ourselves” (Weintrobe, 

2013, p. 33). Psychoanalytic approaches may have developed frameworks for articulating the 

nature, categories, and roles of defensive strategies, but Cramer (2006) suggests that the 

human drive to protect ourselves from unpleasant and painful truths is much older than a 

hundred-year-old set of psychological theories. 

While current definitions and descriptions of defensive mechanisms range in number, 

specificity, and diagnosis (Cramer, 2006; McWilliams, 1994), they are commonly understood 

to perform two primary functions: “the avoidance or management of some powerful, 

threatening feeling, usually anxiety but sometimes overwhelming grief and other 

disorganizing emotional experiences; and . . . the maintenance of self-esteem” (McWilliams, 

1994, p. 97). McWilliams divides defenses into categories of “primary” and “secondary”, 

delineating modes of being that are more and less functional and adaptive within an 

individual’s personality structure. In the former category, McWilliams lists “withdrawal, 

denial, omnipotent control, primitive idealization and devaluation, primitive forms of 

projection and introjection, and splitting” (p. 115). In the latter category of secondary, or 
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“higher-order” defense mechanisms, McWilliams lists “repression, regression, isolation of 

affect, intellectualization, rationalization, moralization, compartmentalization, undoing, 

turning against the self, displacement, reaction formation, reversal, identification, sublimation, 

[and] humour” (p. 149). The above lists illustrate the breadth of defensive responses to 

extreme situations of distress, as well as in daily life. It also illustrates the multiple ways that 

defenses are conceptualized, suggesting that they are a model for describing behaviours and 

their purpose, rather than a specific diagnosis.  

Defensive processes are not relegated only to those undergoing particularly painful or 

difficult experiences. “Virtually any psychological process can be used defensively and so no 

summary of the defenses can be complete," writes McWilliams (p. 126), arguing that we are 

all, “processing anxiety and assimilating a complex disturbing reality” (p. 100). McWilliams 

further points out that all of us employ variations of these defenses as part of  “our individual 

styles of coping” (p. 97) and that none are inherently maladaptive or problematic. As Cramer 

(1998) argues, “personal explanations of self-concept, self-esteem, life outlook, goals, and 

personal strivings may all be influenced by defensive processes, that is, by the need to present 

oneself in a way that is acceptable to the self” (p. 880). In this view, the integration of 

defensive strategies into our lives is part of the human condition, a basic set of psychic tools 

we use to we navigate the everyday anxieties, conflicts, and challenges that arise as we go 

about our days. The question is not, therefore, about whether we mobilize defensive 

processes; it is about the degree to which they do or do not prevent us from engaging with 

important truths and the degree to which they do or do not serve either ourselves or our 

communities (Cramer, 2006; McWilliams, 1994).  

Acknowledgement of the unconscious, its processes and impacts, is not relegated to 

specific areas of psychoanalytic thinking. According to Cramer (1998), evolutions within the 

discipline of psychology have meant that “other branches . . . cognitive, developmental, and 
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social have recognized the importance of unconscious processes and have included them in 

their theoretical and research programs” (p. 882). Within depth or Jungian psychology, for 

example, it is argued that “the unconscious is more than a consequence of repression and an 

index of neurosis” and is in fact “depathologize[d],” seen “as a source of the archetypal 

dimensions of human existence and the creative impulses of the human spirit" (Romanyshyn, 

2010, p. 290). For the purposes of this research, it is not necessary to choose one particular 

interpretation or theorization of the subconscious and its functions. As Hoggett (2008) points 

out, “psychoanalysis is not itself a unitary subject” (p. 380). It is the potential influence of the 

unconscious, emotional, and affective realm—particularly as it intersects with our 

environmental subjectivity—that is most relevant to my research questions and is the 

dimension that I explore in the following section. 

Analytic Voices and Ecological Realities 

[J]ust as we are becoming conscious that Earth took more than 4 billion years to bring 

forth this abundance of life, it is dawning on us how quickly we are foreshortening its 

future flourishing. (Tucker & Swimme,  2009, p. 429) 

The “dawning” described by Tucker and Swimme (2009) is at the heart of my 

research. It begs the question: what is the impact of this awareness on the human psyche? 

What shapes our responses? In writing on the concept of the “ecological debt” that each of us 

carries, Randall (2013) asks, “what happens to people who do try to face up to such 

problems?” (p. 87). In the following section, I outline psycho-social perspectives on the 

question of what it means to be an emotionally and affectively driven, safety-seeking, 

conflicted, and multi-layered being in a time of great ecological change and crisis. A small 

but growing group of scholars are exploring this terrain with the recognition that 

psychoanalytic and psycho-socially informed approaches offer a valuable set of tools with 

which to understand issues of climate change adaptation and mitigation, as well as 
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environmental education, communications, and engagement more broadly (Dodds, 2011; 

Doherty & Clayton, 2011; Hamilton & Kasser, 2009; Hoggett, 2011, 2013; Lertzman, 2013b; 

Macy, 2007; Markowitz & Shariff, 2012; Mnguni, 2010; Moser, 2012; Nicholsen, 2002; 

Norgaard, 2006; Randall, 2009; Rust, 2008; Stoll-Kleeman, O-Riordan, & Jaeger, 2001). 

The psychic impact of Earth’s ecological state can be considered through three broad 

categories of experience. The first is described by Weintrobe (2013), who argues that climate 

change, in particular, challenges “our belief in a reliable future” and creates a context in 

which “our sense of regularity and continuity as a species [is] threatened at… a basic level” 

(p. 43). The second is illustrated by Randall (2013), who uses the term “ecological debt” to 

describe “the moment when someone realizes that the goods, services and conveniences they 

enjoy do not come courtesy of their own hard work . . . but carry a cost to others and to the 

rest of the natural world” (p. 88). The third is one of scale, reflected by Hoggett (2013), who 

draws parallels between anthropogenic climate change and the Holocaust, the two World 

Wars, and the Cold War, suggesting that each was of a scale beyond our imagination—that 

“each left an imprint on the collective psyche that could not be assimilated in some way” (p. 

264). The impacts outlined above underpin the assumption that to engage with the field of 

environmental sustainability is to work in a space that is “replete with tension and anxiety” 

(Mnguni, 2010, p. 126). Reactions to an ecologically uncertain present and a potentially 

overwhelming future can conjure up responses such as loss, guilt, grief, shame, anxiety, fear, 

and ambivalence, all of which can be experienced with varying degrees of conscious 

awareness (Dodds, 2011; Hoggett, 2013; Lertzman, 2009, 2013b; Randall, 2009, 2013; Rust, 

2008; Searles, 1972; Weintrobe, 2013).  

As Dodds (2011), Lertzman (2013), Mnguni (2010), Randall (2013), Weintrobe 

(2013), Rust (2008), and others point out, psychoanalytic frameworks are well-equipped to 

explore the “emotion, anxiety and defenses” (Dodds, 2011, p. 10) generated by increasingly 
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dire information related to climate change and other environmental crises. In particular, they 

argue that more effective methods for environmental and climate change engagement are 

possible when our responses to these issues are understood through the lens of the defensive 

mechanisms mobilized in response to the “tension and anxiety” outlined above. 

While this thinking has gained attention in recent years, as early as 1972, Howard 

Searles wrote that, “man (sic) is hampered in his meeting of this environmental crisis by a 

severe and pervasive apathy which is based largely upon feelings and attitudes of which he is 

unconscious” (p. 361). According to Searles, humans are caught in the following conundrum: 

we are imbued with a capacity to protect ourselves from the very knowledge, emotion, and 

(therefore) action that would mobilize us into a response that might actually alleviate the very 

things which drive us into these (largely) unconscious states of denial. Similarly, Rust (2008) 

writes, “when we block out our feelings we lose touch with the urgency of the crisis” (p. 160). 

Randall (2009) also argues that acknowledgement and action are closely related, and that 

“when loss remains unspoken, neither grieved nor worked through, then change and 

adjustment cannot follow” (p. 119). This results in an inability “to respond in an adaptive 

manner to changing circumstances in the outside world . . . [and] the resulting mismatch 

between inner maps of the outer territory informs and legitimates maladaptive behaviour” 

(Maiteny, 2000, p. 355). 

How might educators and engagement practitioners bring these inner and outer 

pictures together? Lertzman (2013b) suggests that we look to an improved understanding of 

“how people manage anxiety, undesirable information and awareness” (p. 30). This approach 

is not only “in direct opposition to the notion of information-based engagement, [it also] 

informs any awareness building program with sensitivity to people’s emotional dimensions” 

(Lertzman, 2013b, p. 30). The proceedings of the 1992 conference Ecological Madness, held 

at the Freud Museum in London, also describe the kinds of benefits that might come from 
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employing an “analytic attitude,” for those seeking to create pro-environmental change. 

“[R]ather than focusing first on changing people in the service of environmental reparation, 

an analytic perspective endeavors to understand and interrogate what may mobilize certain 

practices and behaviors in the service of change” (Ward, 1993, as cited in Lertzman, 2010, p. 

114). For example, a psychoanalytic view of environmental engagement would be likely to 

explain so-called “gaps” between values and action, or attitudes and behaviour (Kollmuss & 

Agyeman, 2002; Kretz, 2012) “in terms of complex psychic negotiations with the presence of 

potentially (or actual) anxiety producing experiences, ideas or events” (Lertzman, 2009, p. 

65). This view, rather than conceptualizing the discrepancy as a problem to be solved within 

an individual, invites an approach of curiosity about and compassion towards those a 

practitioner may be seeking to engage or change.  

Examples of these defenses and “complex psychic negotiations” can be seen in 

several studies of public responses to climate change information and “fear appeals” (O'Neill 

& Nicholson-Cole, 2009). Stoll-Kleeman et al. (2001) found, in their study of Swiss focus 

groups’ responses to potential climate change scenarios, that “for the most part, denial or 

displacement act powerfully to maintain the gap between attitude and behaviour with regard 

to climate change norms” (p. 111). They describe nine tools of denial demonstrated by 

participants: “metaphor of displaced commitment,” “condemn the accuser,” “denial of 

responsibility,” “rejection of blame,” “ignorance,” “powerlessness,” “fabricated constraints,” 

“after the flood/what is the future doing for me?” and “comfort/it is too difficult to change 

my behaviour”. Stoll-Kleeman et al. argue that participants used these tools to distance 

themselves from the consequences that climate change information might have for their 

behaviour and lifestyles. O'Neill and Nicholson-Cole (2009) found similar responses in their 

analysis of the impact of “fear appeals” in climate change communication. Through two UK-

based multi-method studies comprised of focus groups, semi-structured interviews, and 
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surveys, they observed responses that included “uncertainty and skepticism, an 

externalization of responsibility and blame or stating other issues as more immediate and 

pressing, and fatalism or a ‘drop in the ocean’ feeling” (p. 364). These findings align with the 

conclusions drawn by Hamilton and Kasser (2009), who reviewed existing social science 

research on common threat reactions, and identified the following categories of responses or 

“maladaptive coping strategies” related to climate change: “reinterpreting the threat,” 

“diversionary strategies,” “indifference strategies,” and “unrealistic optimism/wishful 

thinking”. Despite using distinct terminology to describe their findings, these researchers 

point to a common phenomenon within environmental engagement efforts: the tendency to 

distance ourselves from difficult realities through a variety of protective methods, both 

conscious and unconscious. 

None of these studies are based on an explicitly psychoanalytic approach to 

subjectivity, but their findings are consistent with the view that individuals use unconscious 

defensive mechanisms and negotiations in response to unpleasant or threatening information 

and experiences. They also suggest that when the so-called “gaps” between articulated beliefs 

and actions are seen as unconscious negotiations of difficult emotional experiences, 

engagement approaches, which address rather than reinforce these kinds of responses, can be 

mobilized. This view, although only recently applied to climate change and other ecological 

crises, is not new. In 1955, Elliott Jaques wrote:  

[A] number of problems which are often laid at the door of human ignorance, 

stupidity, wrong attitudes, selfishness, or power seeking, may become more 

understandable if seen as containing unconsciously motivated attempts by human 

beings to defend themselves in the best way available at the moment against the 

experiences of anxieties whose sources could not be consciously controlled. (cited in 

Mnguni, 2010, p. 479)  
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Not only does this perspective offer a more holistic and potentially effective approach, 

it also reframes the very nature of environmental engagement; rather than to convince or 

persuade, the goal becomes to provide a safe container in which the very real emotional 

difficulties of ecological issues are given room for expression and acknowledgement, 

clearing a path towards potential action (Randall, 2005). 

A Psycho-social Lens on Environmental Engagement  

Thus far, I have described a stance towards subjectivity whose perspective is limited 

to an analysis of an individual as the unit of study. However, many of those who write about 

the psychological and psychoanalytic dimensions of environmental engagement acknowledge 

that the story of our “psychic realities” (Hoggett, 2008, p. 382) is not complete without a 

wider, psycho-social view that takes into account the socio-cultural, political, economic, and 

ecological contexts in which experience is constituted (Dodds, 2011; Hoggett, 2013; 

Lertzman, 2009; Norgaard, 2006; Randall, 2013; Weintrobe, 2013). As Dodds (2011) 

describes it, this view “attempts to form an interlinked understanding of affect, psyche, 

society, and socio-political systems and structures, in a way which refuses to break them 

down into the separate entities traditionally studied by psychology or sociology” (p. 12). 

Within this framework, psycho-social approaches are conceived of and applied in 

diverse ways. Hoggett (2008), for example, makes the case that psycho-social studies (with 

the hyphen) be understood as distinct from the psychosocial (without the hyphen) approach 

used by Frosh and Baraitser (2008). In Hoggett’s view, the term psycho-social refers to a 

methodology and approach, which acknowledges that “internal and external worlds, [are] 

overlapping and mutually constituting”, and also sees them as “irreducible to one another 

[with] each governed by its own rules of structure formation” (p. 383). Hoggett also draws a 

distinction between the terms “inner reality” and “psychic reality,” with the former referring 
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to a dimension of a potentially shared experience and “psychic reality” referring to something 

which is “uniquely ours [and] results from our own biography and circumstances” (p. 383).  

I have chosen to use Hoggett’s hyphenated definition, as it allows for experience to be 

more than a construction of external circumstances. However, as Clarke (2006) argues, the 

term psychoanalytic sociology could be used interchangeably, as “[w]e all know that there is 

a social construction of our realities as much as we know that we are emotional people who 

construct our ‘selves’ in imagination and affect” (p. 1154). The critical distinction signaled 

by the hyphen lies in the opportunity it presents for individuals to transform or to “construct 

our ‘selves’”, as Clarke (2006) describes it, according to a unique internal drive that is not 

only determined by the contexts in which we find ourselves. 

Clarke (2006) argues that the orientation of a psycho-social approach is not new, with 

writers from the Frankfurt School and those working within critical social theory drawing a 

similar relationship between subjectivity and social phenomena. In particular, these theorists 

identified the inter-relationship between individual emancipation at psychic levels and power 

relations embedded within dominant ideologies. According to Clarke, “Horkheimer and 

Adorno’s work on anti-Semitism . . . provides one of the first psycho-social accounts of 

racism by addressing both social structure and affect” (p. 1156). Habermas believed that, 

“[w]hat makes us ‘unfree’ is that we are driven by both internal and external forces that we 

are not aware of, [with] [i]nternal forces . . . covered by repression; [and] external forces . . . 

masked by ideology” (p. 1157). This inter-relationship is echoed by Hoggett (2013), 

Lertzman (2009, 2013b), Norgaard (2006), Randall (2013), Norgaard (2006); Shove (2010), 

who remind us not only of the current “social and political environment that disguises 

[ecological] endebtedness” (Randall, 2013, p. 90), but also, as Hoggett (2013) writes, of the 

“perverse structures” embedded in Western, neo-liberal states, which isolate individuals from 
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the consequences of our choices and help make possible actions that perpetuate ecologically 

and socially destructive practices.  

This perspective is particularly important, as it challenges the potential to situate 

blame for practices of denial or avoidance within individuals, while ignoring the role that 

social, cultural, and economic forces play in their lives. For example, Hoggett (2013) 

describes the state of financial markets under neoliberalism as the "kind of space in which 

perverse practices flourish . . . the soil on which self-deception, or internal propaganda, can 

thrive" (p. 65). Norgaard (2006) similary writes:  

[S]ocial context itself can be a significant part of what makes it difficult to respond to 

climate change. It is by paying simultaneous attention to individual responses and 

social context that we can begin to analyze people’s reactions to global warming in 

reference to the larger political economy. (p. 364) 

In addition to political and economic structures, Norgaard (2006) observed that social 

norms and culture played a large role in the kinds of responses that were available to 

residents in a Norwegian community impacted by climate change. In her research, she 

observed that, “cultural norms of attention made for a disjunction between what is required to 

think about global warming and what is normal to think about” (p. 364). Similarly, Weintrobe 

(2013) argues that our dominant cultural experiences not only discourage us from engaging 

with the difficulties of climate change and other ecological issues but also with the many 

other “anxieties that reality brings” (p. 41). As she describes it, we live in a culture that 

“sanctions and appeals to the part of us that feels especially entitled in an arrogant way to 

deploy omnipotent fixes to life’s painful problems…and [that] actively encourage[s] [us] to 

use disavowal and to live within an organized psychic retreat” (p. 41). 

In light of these kinds of analyses it is important to employ an approach that provides 

space for analysis not just of the individual but of  “the interplay between what are 
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conventionally thought of as ‘external’ social and ‘internal’ psychic formations” (Frosh & 

Baraitser, 2008, p. 347). “Psychosocial studies,” writes Lertzman (2009):  

[P]otentially offers hugely productive means for thinking through the interrelations 

between “psychic”, affective or interior dimensions of the encounter with degraded 

ecologies, and the social and cultural dimensions of post-industrial, capitalist 

ideologies, which arguably can produce profound epistemic and ontological 

dilemmas. (p. 41)  

Dodds (2011) similarly calls for “opening out psychoanalytic social theory into a 

more fully eco-psycho-social perspective” (p. 13), which aligns with the “growing number of 

disciplines,” that employ “the use of psychoanalytic concepts to theorize social phenomena 

and processes” (Walkerdine et al, 2001, p. 86). In this practice, the analysis produces a more 

holistic picture of human experience, incorporating potential for unique individual responses, 

while acknowledging the power that social practices (Shove, 2010), as well as systemic 

structures such as “phenomenological disassociations” (Worthy, 2008), wield in shaping our 

subjectivities.  

The Many Faces of Environmental Engagement 

Embedded within any attempt at environmental engagement are implicit and explicit 

beliefs about personal and social change processes, as well as the nature of human 

subjectivity and the self. Put simply, these are assumptions about why we do what we do. In 

her analysis of climate change engagement, Lertzman (2013a) has identified four 

“orientations to engagement,” each with their own set of (sometimes overlapping) 

assumptions about what kind of change is necessary, how it will occur, and subsequent 

approaches to move in that direction. Lertzman’s orientations, socio-cultural, emotional, 

behavioural, and systems-focused, ascribe varying degrees of complexity and predictability in 

their assumptions about subjectivity and the psyche. Psycho-social approaches are 
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categorized with the emotional orientation, which is arguably also the orientation that 

acknowledges the highest degree of complexity and the lowest degree of predictability within 

engagement efforts.   

It is perhaps for this reason that, as Lertzman (2013a) points out, behavioural and 

socio-cultural models have dominated engagement efforts to date. The implied predictability 

of concepts like “gaps,” “barriers and benefits” to action—along with the role of values, 

beliefs, norms, and attitudes in creating a “causal change of . . . variables leading to 

behaviour” (Stern, 2000, p. 412)—is an appealing framework in which to operate. Outside 

specific behaviour change efforts, this linear approach is reflected in Pike, Doppelt, and Herr 

(2010) who describe “five stages of change” in which an individual moves from “disinterest” 

through “deliberation” to “doing” and “defending.” A similarly predictive framework is 

employed by Smith and Leiserowitz (2014) in their study, The Role of Emotion in Global 

Warming Policy Support and Opposition, which found specific and self-reported emotions 

“were stronger predictors of global warming policy support” than other factors such as 

“cultural worldviews, negative affect, image associations, or sociodemographic variables” (p. 

937). In using a psychoanalytically and psycho-socially informed approach, I have treated the 

observations of these and other similarly-oriented studies as one aspect of a larger landscape, 

as stories that provide a description of phenomena, which a psycho-social framework 

explores in more depth.  

Personal and Organizational Transformation 

My research is also situated within discourses that focus on personal leadership and 

transformation, as well organizational change efforts for environmental sustainability. 

Doppelt (2010), Senge et al. (2008), along with Scharmer and Kaufer (2013), emphasize the 

significance that individual engagement and transformation, as well as leadership capacities, 

have on the achievement of organizational sustainability goals. For example, Doppelt (2010) 
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identifies factors such as the “prevailing belief systems” and “controlling mental models” of 

individuals that can prevent an organization’s efforts to move towards environmentally 

sustainable practices. Doppelt also names six forms of individual “denial mechanisms” that 

are warning signings of potentially failed efforts. These include dismissal of the need to 

change, claims that changes have already been made—or that they’ve been made and didn’t 

work—concerns about costs, and passing blame on to others. All of these writers 

acknowledge that change within large systems cannot ignore the experiences, reactions, or 

subjectivities of the individuals who comprise them. 

Mindsets, ecological selves, blind spots, and commitments. In more recent writing, 

Doppelt (2012) calls for a “transformational shift” in our way of seeing ourselves and the 

world: one that moves us “from me to we,” from “an extreme form of individualism” to a 

view of interconnection and interdependence (p. 2). Locating the source of environmental 

unsustainability within dominant cultural “myths,” Doppelt identifies five “commitments” 

that must be made to transform both ourselves and the unsustainable system in which we live: 

seeing systems, being accountable for the consequences of our actions, abiding by society's 

most deeply held universal principles of morality and justice, acknowledging our trustee 

obligations and taking responsibility for the continuation of all life, and choosing our own 

destiny. Doppelt’s prescription for transformation—as a process that requires a recognition of 

and shift in, not just what we value, but how we view ourselves in the world—echoes those 

of many others who write about social and transformative learning in the context of 

environmental sustainability in both formal and informal settings (O' Sullivan, 2003; Orr, 

2009; Speth & Brown, 2009; Wals, 2010).   

The essence and urgency of this transformation is described by Orr (2009), who 

writes:  
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[T]he self-induced crisis of planetary destabilization is an invitation for 

transformational leaders to help us rethink our place in the world and the way we 

relate to each other and to the larger web of life and radically reconsider our prospects. 

(p. 174) 

This rethinking involves new ways of knowing that come from a place other than the 

"transcendent rational mind" (Grim, 2009, p. 337); they instead embrace “emotional 

intelligence and affective insight” (p. 334)—all of which are integral to a shift from a 

Cartesian and mechanistic worldview to a “science that sees the whole” (Grim, 2009, p. 336). 

At the heart of this discourse is an assumption rooted in deep ecology (Devall & Sessions, 

2007) and ecopsychology (Roszak, 1995) that sees environmental subjectivity and the human 

unconscious imbued with the inherent capacity to “wake up to who we really are” (Macy, 

2007, p. 29)—beings that are not separate from the whole living Earth and who have a 

capacity to act in service to all life (Macy, 2007).  

Scharmer and Kaufer (2013), while writing in a different discipline, also take a 

holistic and interconnected view of individual, organizational, and social change. They use 

the metaphor of a “blind spot” to describe the force that prevents us from addressing the 

critical and complex challenges facing current and future generations. This “blind spot” is the 

unacknowledged and often unheard inner capacities that enable us “to respond to the current 

waves of disruptive change from a deep place that connects us to the emerging future” (p. 2). 

These capacities are developed through a process of releasing old mental models, judgments, 

and assumptions, allowing us to see and respond to the whole system from a new place of 

clarity.  

In a similar vein, Kegan and Laskow Lahey (2009) call for shifts in mindset as critical 

components in any organizational change effort. Like Scharmer and Kaufer, they recognize 

that dimensions of the self, which are often hidden from cognitive awareness, are in fact 
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essential in these efforts. Using the concept of "competing commitments," (Chapter 11, 

Section 3) they describe the often unconscious processes that can inhibit someone from 

achieving the change goals they have consciously set out for themselves. This “immunity to 

change” (Chapter 2) as Kegan and Lahey call it, is not explicitly psychoanalytic. However, its 

role as a defensive system, which functions to protect individuals from anxiety-producing 

experiences, is similar in purpose and outcome to the defensive mechanisms described earlier 

this chapter. 

Like Scharmer and Kaufer, as well as others engaging with questions of individual 

transformation, Kegan and Lahey recommend reflective practices that enable new forms of 

perception, enhance “complexity,” and reveal new insights about ourselves and the world 

around us—including the “emotional ecology” underlying our challenges. The processes they 

describe for accessing our “blind spots” and uncovering our “immunities” provide insights 

into tools for engaging with the other kinds of defensive practices described above.  

Currently, the psycho-social and psychoanalytic literature on climate change and 

environmental engagement does not explicitly engage with these discourses of individual 

transformation. While the language and terminology employed within these fields varies, 

they each offer the other something of value. Discourses of individual transformational 

change offer a definition of the self as a potential source of immensely powerful engagement 

in environmental change efforts. And lessons from psychoanalytic and psycho-social 

perspectives offer an analysis of the obstacles or complexities that can prevent activation of 

this inner capacity. Together they point to tools and approaches for engagement, which have 

the potential to be more powerful together than in isolation from one another.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have provided a description of the assumptions that inform a psycho-

social perspective on environmental engagement. These include the power of unconscious 
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defensive processes, which are mobilized in the face of emotionally difficult realities, as well 

as the interplay between interior experiences and the social, cultural, and economic contexts 

in which they take place. I have paid particular attention to this body of literature as it forms 

the foundation for my methodology and analysis and uses a distinctly different set of 

assumptions about subjectivity than dominant models of environmental engagement, which 

take a more linear and predictive approach to understanding change processes. I have also 

outlined some of the other significant discourses that inform questions of environmental 

subjectivity, organizational change, and leadership. My intention is to recognize that each 

perspective exists within an ecosystem of understanding, able to provide insights that 

collectively offer a more robust picture of the interconnected processes of personal, 

organizational, and social change.  
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

My inquiry into the emotional and affective experiences of staff volunteers in the 

Green+Leaders program is well suited to a psychoanalytically and psycho-socially informed 

methodological approach, as described in Chapter Two. This approach rests on two 

assumptions: the first is that environmental topics are often experienced as highly 

emotionally charged phenomena (Lertzman, 2009); the second is that when faced with 

difficult or painful experiences and emotions, “the individual’s response is to put up 

psychological defenses so as to remain unaware of the pain of the psychic work” 

(Hinshelwood, 2001, p. 42). Psychoanalytically informed interviews and analysis aim to 

create opportunities for these unconscious dimensions to become more visible, both through 

interview techniques and dynamics, as well as through the analysis process itself (Cartwright, 

2004). It is an approach that works “to get beyond conscious, rational explanations to a 

greater understanding of the influences and behaviour of our subjects, both the psychic and 

the social processes of how they have come about” (Walkerdine, 2001, p. 87). In this chapter, 

I outline the methods used to explore these processes, as well as their significance for 

participants and my research questions.  

The epistemological assumptions of this method challenge the belief that we can be 

“transparent to ourselves” (Hollway & Jefferson, 2008, p. 298) and understand our own 

motivations or those of others through conscious means, translated directly through spoken or 

written words (Hollway & Jefferson, 2008; Wengraf, 2001). These assumptions also include 

a psychoanalytic interpretation of “subjectivity as dynamic, irrational, inconsistent, [and] 

anxious” (Lertzman, 2009, p. 94). Together, they pose a challenge for the conventional, 

structured “tell it like it is” interview, in which participants “offer accounts of [their] lives 

which accentuate consistency and suppress contradiction, in the interest of producing a 

coherent, rational self” (Hollways & Jefferson, 2000, p. 57). In developing my research 
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approach, I was interested in a method that was less likely to reflect participants’ pre-existing 

defensive habits and more likely to access the less rational (but very relevant) dimensions of 

the complex interiorities that shape experiences and actions.  

The Dialogic Relational Interview 

Drawing from psychoanalytically informed methodologies, Lertzman (2009) has 

developed a Dialogic Relational Interview Approach (DRI), which provides an alternative to 

the conventional interview format describe above. This approach builds on Stopford’s 

Relational Approach, Cartwright’s Psychoanalytic Research Method, Wengraf’s Biographical 

Narrative Interpretive Method (BNIM), and Hollway and Jefferson’s Free-Association 

Narrative Interview (FANI) method. The integration of both “free association-style and 

dialogic interviewing” recognizes that a participant’s “unconscious processes or motivations” 

are used to organize the structure, flow, and content of an interview and that the interviewer 

plays a role in shaping these outcomes (Lertzman, 2009, p. 113).  In this method, the 

interviewer pays “particular attention to affective themes, repetitions of certain topics or 

themes, and the way in which the participant moves between topics or ideas” (Lertzman, 

2009, p. 113). Attention is given not just to content, but to how that content is shared. 

In practice, the DRI method involves in-depth interviews—often more than one per 

participant—that begin with a Single Question Aimed at Inducing Narrative (SQUIN), as a 

way to elicit “the kind of narrative that is not structured according to conscious logic, but 

according to unconscious logic; [in which] the associations follow pathways defined by 

emotional motivations, rather than rational intentions” (Hollway & Jefferson, 2008, p. 309).  

In addition, this method borrows the emphasis on honouring the gestalt of the participant’s 

narratives from BNIM, so as to maintain the integrity of the “deep structure” that the 

unconscious uses to “make meaningful” the “stories or topics” that they share (Lertzman, 

2009, p. 98). 
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Following the SQUIN, the interviews are “more spontaneous and dynamic” and are 

not organized around a set of pre-determined questions (Lertzman, 2009, p. 102). Instead, the 

interviewer follows up in the second or third interviews with topics raised by the participant 

in earlier sessions, presented in the order in which they were first shared. Topics are not 

raised as direct questions, but as inquiries or prompts. The interviewer may request further 

detail or clarification, or offer observations regarding contradictions and incidents that she 

feels warrant more attention. This is in keeping with “a more actively dialogic approach” 

(Lertzman, 2009, p. 115) in which the interviewer’s own engagement with the research topic, 

and intuitive responses to the interview itself, guide the choices about what questions and 

prompts to raise.  

Integral to Lertzman’s framework is the view that both researcher and participant are 

equally influenced by unconscious defenses and that the interview itself is a place in which 

“relational processes . . . can take place between participants and researchers,” making the 

researchers “co-producers” of meaning and data (Lertzman, 2009, p. 94). This necessitates a 

self-reflexivity on the part of the researcher, and an attention not only to the emotional 

dynamics of the participant but also to her own internal experiences, as well as the space 

between them. As such, “the researcher is encouraged to be attuned to her sensations, 

reflections, and responses and to maintain a sense of ‘presence’ and dialog with the 

participant” (p. 102). More detail on self-reflexivity is provided in the data analysis sections. 

Data Gathering and Participant Selection 

I gathered my data through two sets of in-depth interviews, with six different 

participants in the Green+Leaders program. Participants were selected in two stages: in the 

first, I distributed an email invitation to all program volunteers, outlining the project and 

asking them to express their interest in being interviewed; in the second stage, I reviewed 
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those who had expressed interest and selected six, with the goal of including a balance of 

demographics such as age, ethnicity, workplace, and time spent in the program.  

Interviews followed the method described above, using an opening prompt (SQUIN) 

in the first interview: Can you tell me about how you came to join the Green+Leaders 

program? I introduced the prompt with a reminder that I was not looking for any particular 

answer or response and with encouragement to speak for as long as they wanted, about 

anything that came to mind. In keeping with the SQUIN method, I did not interrupt and I 

introduced follow-up questions and prompts only once participants had finished speaking. 

Often the follow-up prompts involved requests for more detail about a particular experience 

or for clarification on my impressions of an incident. In these interactions, I often felt like I 

was using my own curiosity to draw out a more comprehensive picture of the participant’s 

story and meaning-making processes. 

In preparation for the second interview, which was conducted anywhere from one to 

three weeks after the first, I reviewed the participant’s initial transcript and noted down any 

incidents, moments, or examples that stood out as particularly emotional, meaningful, or 

significant. I found this to be an especially intuitive process (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000) and 

noticed that I drew, often unconsciously, on my training as a coach and facilitator, which has 

increased my ability to notice moments in conversation that seem particularly charged or 

important. I used these notes to create a list of follow up prompts and questions, which I 

incorporated to maintain the integrity (“gestalt”) of the sequence of events as they were 

shared by the participant. This allowed for “feeding back” of key moments and points that 

emerged in the first interview, as well as “requests for elaboration or clarification” 

(Lertzman, 2009, p. 109). I also began the second sessions with an opportunity for 

participants to share any reflections, memories, or stories that had come up for them since the 

previous interview.  
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Interview locations varied, depending on the participant. Some had their own offices 

in which we could meet; other situations required that I book a meeting room at a 

participant’s worksite.  Most interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes. As I have a pre-

existing relationship with all the interview participants, sessions often began with friendly 

small talk, which came quite naturally, but which also helped to create a sense of ease and 

comfort during the session. I also used this as an opportunity to bring more of myself, 

including personal anecdotes, into the conversation in an effort to reduce the influence of the 

power dynamics inherent in my role as the program manager and interviewer.  

Immediately following each interview, I noted down reflections, emotions, images, or 

impressions that had emerged during the conversation. I used a free-writing approach in this 

process, trying to document whatever ideas emerged, without censoring or interpreting in the 

moment. During the data analysis phase, I reviewed these reflections at various times while 

developing my framework and conclusions.   

Data Interpretation, Analysis, and Credibility 

Psychoanalytically informed analysis of interviews includes the following central 

components: “careful attention to feeling states and corresponding thoughts and perceptions,” 

a “search for core narratives,” and an “exploration of identifications and object relations” 

(Cartwright, 2004, p. 226). In practice, this requires a high-degree of awareness of the interior 

and external contexts in which the interview and analysis take place. A psychoanalytically 

informed researcher needs to pay attention to the internal motivations, feelings, and meanings 

that she brings to the process, as well as to the affective and emotional tone of the interview 

and analysis itself—and the context in which the interview occurs. This also entails an 

acknowledgement that meaning is found through a holistic engagement with the analysis 

process, rather than one which seeks to find and isolate specific themes within the data. As 

Cartwright (2004) explains:, 
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[U]nderstanding and the construction of meaning occur within a “hermeneutic circle” 

in which presuppositions, or what is already known, inevitably shape further 

interpretation . . . Understanding is circular in the sense that parts are interpreted 

within the context of the whole and vice versa. (p. 214) 

In this sense, the interpretation and analysis of the interview did not begin once the 

transcripts were completed; it began with the initial interview and continued with my note-

taking, development of follow-up questions, and journaling throughout the whole interview 

and analysis process. The analysis was an ongoing process of self-reflection on inner and 

outer states, interwoven throughout the research journey (Lertzman, 2009). This is described 

in more detail below.  

Given the centrality of the researcher’s own subjectivity throughout the conduct and 

interpretation of interviews, the question of “how psychoanalytic meaning can be inferred in 

a reliable way” is critical (Cartwright, 2004, p. 212). While the use of third parties or 

triangulation processes is generally recommended as part a psychoanalytic research 

methodology (Lertzman, 2009), I did not include this dimension, due to the constraints of 

time and resources inherent in an MA thesis. I did, however, use other tools to support the 

validity of my analysis and findings. These include the development of pen portraits and 

thick descriptions (Alexandrov , 2009) as well as peer debriefing (Creswell & Miller, 2000) 

through a research workshop with my thesis supervisor and a fellow student.
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Self-reflexivity and (inter)subjectivity. In addition to the tools mentioned above, I 

also engaged in ongoing practices of self-reflexivity, recommended by psychoanalytically-

informed researchers (Cartwright, 2004; Hollway, 2009; Walkerdine, 2001). These processes 

allowed me to “use [my] own subjectivities as instruments of knowing” while also 

recognizing that “[my] knowledge is provisional” (Hollway, 2009, p. 472). This practice is 

important for both the credibility and the depth of the interview analysis. The nature of 

intersubjectivity, as explained below, suggests that, “emotions, experienced as those of the 

researcher . . . can be extremely helpful in pointing to and understanding what might not 

(indeed cannot) have been expressed by the subject” (Walkderine, 2001, p. 90). As a result, 

according to Walkerdine (2001), the researcher’s own “thoughts and feelings” can provide 

insight into the research that might not otherwise be available through different analysis tools. 

In addition, self-reflexivity in the discussion of data analysis is a key component that 

aims to provide a degree of transparency for the reader, painting as full a picture as possible, 

with which they can develop their own assessment of the credibility of the analysis. Self-

reflexivity acknowledges that, “we hear what we expect to hear or feel comfortable with and 

screen out the rest” (Walkerdine, 2001, p. 89). While this cannot be avoided, it can be 

engaged as part of the analysis itself. As Alexandrov (2009) writes, “if the researcher is able 

to explore their own view of the world and describe their motives for doing the study (a kind 

of self-analysis), then the reader is able to decide for themselves what ‘truth’ might lie in the 

research report” (p. 183). The researcher’s ability to openly explore their own reactions and 

responses around the process of data (co)creation and analysis is an important factor in the 

reader’s assessment of the credibility and “quality of the research,” which “depend[s] largely 

on the reader’s being able to understand the inferences being made by the researcher” 

(Cartwright, 2004, p. 236).  
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To achieve these goals, I provide an explanation in Chapter Four of how and why I 

developed my interpretations, including notes about my own reactions during and after 

interviews. I also include lengthy and contextually-situated excerpts from the transcripts, to 

provide the reader a more holistic view of the participants and the interview experience itself, 

further encouraging the reader to draw their own conclusions from the content (Hollway & 

Jefferson, 2000). 

Another critical dimension in the self-reflexive process of psychoanalytically 

informed interviews is the acknowledgement of the role that intersubjectivity and 

intrapsychic processes play within the process (Cartwright, 2004; Hollway & Jefferson, 2008; 

Lertzman, 2009). Hoggett (2008) defines intersubjective as that which is “intrinsic to the 

relationship rather than its two individual parts” (p. 381). In other words, part of self-

reflexivity in psychoanalytically informed research is the acknowledgement that the 

researcher and participant create the outcomes of an interview process together, involving 

dynamics that, in a clinical setting, would be called transference and counter-transference 

(Walkerdine, 2001). The acknowledgement of the inter-relationship between participant and 

researcher subjectivity, and the unique dynamic created by the two, further establishes the 

inseparability of the researcher from the creation of the data itself (Walkerdine, 2001) and 

reinforces the significance of self-awareness and transparency within interpretation and 

analysis processes.  
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Reviewing transcripts, developing themes. During the transcription process of each 

interview’s audio recording, I noted down questions, observations, themes, and other 

elements that stood out to me. I reviewed the transcripts repeatedly, underlining or 

highlighting elements that stood out—metaphors, contradictions, or other ‘charged’ 

moments—and considering them in the context of the interview as a whole. 

The two-stage process described above further supported the credibility of my 

interpretations, as it allowed me to explore the interviews with the participants themselves. In 

the second interview, I reflected back what I perceived to be key or significant aspects of 

their narratives. I also took the opportunity to point out examples where contradictions 

appeared in the transcripts or where some aspect of experience seemed to remain unsaid. This 

provided opportunities for participants to clarify, expand on, or redirect the interview in ways 

that provided additional depth and complexity. 

It is important to note that the premise of the “defended subject” places some limits 

on this process as a tool for establishing reliability. Participants’ reactions to my inquiries and 

prompts are interpreted through a psychoanalytically informed lens, which assumes that there 

is more going on “beneath the surface and beyond the purely discursive” (Clarke & Hoggett, 

2009, p. 15). In fact, a strong response of any kind, within this approach, is an important 

indicator of undercurrents that warrant closer consideration. For example, a participant’s 

strong negative reaction or abrupt desire to change the subject are not always seen as an 

indication of misinterpretation, but as an indicator of something that warrants more curiosity 

about why that line of inquiry elicited such a reaction (Walkerdine, 2001).  

The process of recording and transcribing the interviews provided a record to which I 

returned throughout the analysis phase, allowing me to check for internal consistency while 

also immersing myself in the data and continuously comparing my interpretation and 

identification of emerging themes with the content of the interviews themselves. According 
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to Clarke (2002), “this immersion allows the researcher to start thinking theoretically about 

the data, and to note themes and issues that emerge from reading the ‘whole’ text” (p. 191). It 

is an approach that helps to ensure the whole or ‘gestalt’ of the interview and the participant’s 

experience is not lost in the analysis, something that is a critical dimension of 

psychoanalytically informed methods (Hollway & Jefferson, 2001).   

In the final stage of interpretation and analysis, I worked with my supervisor, as well 

as a fellow graduate student, to map the themes and recurring elements into a Framework of 

Defensive Strategies, Emotional Complications, and Core Needs. Described in detail in 

Chapter Four, the Framework theorizes the relationships between different expressions and 

phenomena within the interviews and suggests the role each element may be performing in 

relation to a set of Core Needs. Once this Framework was developed, I returned to the 

transcripts to consider how it did and did not align with each interview. Exceptions are noted 

and explored in the analysis section. 

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

My pre-existing relationship with research participants has been an important ethical 

consideration, while acting as both a limitation and an asset to the research process. As the 

coordinator of the workplace program in which they volunteer, I don’t directly supervise 

participants or have any power to determine their working conditions. However, I do play a 

role, to varying degrees, of mentorship and leadership. I was also aware that, although their 

identity would remain confidential, they would be seeing me again at events and training 

sessions and this might impact their comfort with sharing personal or vulnerable aspects of 

themselves. At the same time, my familiarity with participants also created a sense of pre-

existing trust and safety in the interview dynamic, something which Lertzman (2009) 

highlights as a critically important dimension of this method.  
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Given my role, I found it important to try and ‘level the playing field’ as much as 

possible, creating a sense of friendly conversation that would allow participants to relax and 

speak openly. This came quite naturally, as many sessions began with small talk about 

aspects of our lives or work. I also intentionally and unintentionally revealed personal aspects 

of myself, when appropriate. At times I let participants know when they had shared a topic or 

experience with which I could identify or relate. In the months following the interviews, I 

have a felt a sense of increased intimacy and friendliness with each of the participants when I 

have seen them at program events.  

Other limitations included the amount of time I was able to spend with each 

participant and the number of interviews I was able to conduct, given the limited resources 

available for an MA thesis. With a larger project, I would have conducted interviews with 

additional participants and possibly included a third session.  

In conducting the interviews, I followed the confidentiality and conduct requirements 

outlined by both Royal Roads University and Fraser Health Authority ethics review processes.   
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Chapter 4. Data Analysis 

The process of conducting and analyzing participant interviews was more intimate 

and felt more vulnerable than I’d anticipated. I often left sessions with the feeling that I was 

struggling with the same kinds of questions and challenges expressed by the participants 

themselves. During the analysis process, I was brought to tears at various points, as I 

empathized with participants’ efforts to find understanding and clarity in the midst of often 

incomprehensible ecological realities.  

Given these similarities, I was acutely aware of the potential to project aspects of my 

own struggles onto participants, as well as the likelihood that they, too, were projecting 

elements of their fear, guilt, or helplessness onto me as the program manager (Walkerdine, 

2001). The self-reflective practices, such as journaling, that I emphasized during the 

interview phase provided insights that later informed the picture I describe below. In addition, 

I came to believe that my personal connection with participants enabled an empathetic and 

intuitive way of relating, which offered useful insight into the interview transcripts and the 

development of the interpretive Framework that forms the core of my analysis.  

I entered the research process with a psycho-social perspective on subjectivity, seeing 

the self as embedded within the lived experiences and social narratives in which it is formed 

(Hoggett, 2008). This has naturally shaped the language I employ to describe what I 

experienced and observed, as well as the Framework I use to explain my interpretations. 

While I recognize that this is one of many potentially relevant approaches, this lens has 

offered a depth and flexibility that enabled a rich understanding that I would not have come 

to otherwise.  

This understanding, represented through the Framework that emerged from my 

analysis, is one way to give a common voice to experiences that are inherently unique and 

particular to each participant. My hope is that the Framework honours these experiences, 
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while also creating a platform to share them in ways that can be of service to other 

practitioners and leaders in the fields of environmental education and engagement. 

Participants 

The following descriptions are abbreviated in an effort to protect the anonymity of 

participants in a program that has just over 200 volunteers.  

Janice is in her mid-fifties and works as an administrative assistant to senior 

leadership for one of the region’s largest hospitals. She is married with children. She is a new 

Green+Leader, and was trained within the last year.  

Zahra is in her late twenties to early thirties. She is married with two young children. 

She works in a clinical setting at a large hospital and has been in the Green+Leaders program 

for three years.  

Trevor is in a middle-management role in a corporate office of one of the health 

authorities. He joined the Green+Leaders program shortly after being hired about a year ago. 

He is in his mid-to-late thirties and does not, during the interviews, mention having a spouse 

or children. 

Abigail is in her mid-fifties, and is married with children.  She works in a non-clinical 

office setting in a mid-sized hospital. She is a new Green+Leader and was trained within the 

last year.  

Barry is in a senior management role in a mid-sized suburban hospital. He is in his 

late forties, married with two adult children. He has been in the Green+Leaders program for 

approximately four years. 

Nancy is in her mid-to-late twenties and has been a participant in the Green+Leaders 

program for approximately 4 years. She is a nurse, working in a home health care setting. She 

has a common-law partner and no children. 
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A Framework of Experience: Complications, Defenses, and Core Needs 

To make sense of the defenses, tensions, desires, excitement, and other recurring 

elements in the interviews, I developed a Framework that provides a taxonomy of my 

observations. It organizes thematic elements into three categories: Defensive Strategies, 

Emotional Complications, and Core Needs. In describing this Framework, I also aim to 

illustrate the relationships between each of these elements, and create a more holistic view of 

the dynamics I observed, along with their potential meanings. An illustration of this 

framework is provided in Figure 1.  

At the heart of the story about Green+Leaders’ experiences are four Emotional 

Complications related to the following themes:  

• Social Cost;  

• Identity and Environmentalism; 

• Personal Complicity; and 

• Scope and Scale of Issues.  

I identified these Complications through observations of the following Defensive 

Strategies that participants used to negotiate their experiences: 

• constructions of moral binaries;  

• worry about 'pushiness';  

• emphasis on small steps;  

• reliance on authority or expert 'life rafts';  

• disavowal of concern; and  

• creating an ‘other.’ 

The word Strategies may connote something intentional and calculated. However, the 

psychoanalytic perspective described in Chapter Two and Chapter Three suggests that many 
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of these expressions are mobilized beneath the surface of awareness, as an effort to protect 

and maintain emotional safety and a coherent sense of self (Walkerdine, 2001). Many of the 

Strategies outlined in this chapter echo the coping mechanisms discussed in other studies and 

analyses from the fields of ethics, moral philosophy, sociology, and social psychology 

(Crompton & Kasser, 2008; Hamilton & Kasser, 2009; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Norgaard, 

2006; O'Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Opotow & Weiss, 2000; Sheldon & Kasser, 2008; 

Stoll-Kleeman et al., 2001). See the Defenses, Deception and Denial section in Chapter Two 

for details.  

In my analysis, I view the Defensive Strategies as outward expressions of four 

Emotional Complications. These Complications, in turn, point to three Core Needs that are 

both evoked by and challenged in the program: Efficacy, Alignment, and Inclusion. When 

scenarios arise in which these Core Needs are challenged participants engage (both 

consciously and unconsciously) in Defensive Strategies to manage and protect themselves 

from the associated discomfort.  

While the descriptions, purposes, and expressions of core needs vary within the 

diverse disciplines of psychology, the development and naming of these three Framework 

elements emerged through a data analysis workshop with my thesis supervisor (R. Lertzman, 

personal communication, April 19, 2014).  

Other examples of core needs include those described by Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi, 

Golledge, and Scabini (2006) who associate core needs with identity coherence, and write 

that “diverse theories suggest that people are motivated to maintain or enhance feelings of 

self-esteem, continuity, distinctiveness, belonging, efficacy, and meaning in their identities” 

(p. 308). Sheldon and Kasser (2008) use the lens of self-determination theory, which 

“specifies three basic needs, for autonomy, competence, and relatedness” (p. 43)  and, when 

compromised, constitute a psychological threat, leading to a subsequent mobilization of 
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defenses. In his work on conflict resolution through the practice of Non-Violent 

Communication, Rosenberg (2005) identifies “basic human needs” for autonomy, 

celebration, integrity, interdependence, play, spiritual communion, and physical nurturance 

(p. 54). And Pink (2010) argues that our need to experience autonomy, mastery, and purpose 

is a driving force—particularly in the workplace.  Although they are varied, these 

articulations share an assumption that the maintenance of our core needs guides our 

behaviours, modes of relating, and responses to the world around us.  
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Figure 1:  

Descriptive Framework of interview participants’ experiences in the Green+Leaders program.  

Emotional Complications 

Core Needs 

Defensive Strategies 

Note: The Defensive Strategies are displayed in proximity to the Emotional 

Complications with which they are more closely associated.  
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The Whole is Greater than the Sum of its Parts 

While I present a taxonomy identifying three categories–-Emotional Complications, 

Defensive Strategies, and Core Needs—it is important to acknowledge that the relationship 

between and among these phenomena is fluid, overlapping, and inter-related. I have 

organized personal and holistic experiences into individual parts for the purposes of analysis 

and learning, but I have no illusions that we can know the whole story through this inherently 

linear and compartmentalized analysis. I will describe each of these three categories 

individually, while also attempting to acknowledge the intersections among each of them.  

While there were common elements among the interviews, there was a great deal of 

diversity; some participants expressed tension or anxiety where others expressed fulfillment, 

and some emphasized particular aspects of the program, to which others appeared to have 

little connection. Individual interviews were characterized by an emphasis on some themes 

more than others. Despite the inevitable differences among participants, the Framework 

described below aims to provide meaningful responses to my research questions. It offers a 

basis from which to develop more emotionally supportive and appropriate staff engagement 

programming for environmental sustainability leadership. 

Framework: Defensive and Coping Strategies 

The following section provides a high-level description of each of the Defensive 

Strategies that participants employed as a means of coping with the Emotional Complications 

described in the preceding section. A more detailed description of the ways in which each 

Defensive Strategy appeared is woven into the Emotional Complications section that follows.  

While some Defensive Strategies were employed more frequently and consistently 

across the interviews than others, they all represent participants’ negotiations of complicated 

emotional and affective experiences. They can be read as signs of participants’ efforts to find 
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stable emotional ground and coherent identities within experiences that challenge Core Needs 

of Efficacy, Inclusion, and Alignment.  

Defensive Strategy: construction of moral binaries. Throughout the interviews, I 

observed participants’ tendency to use binary language that divided the landscape of 

environmentally impactful behaviours into good and bad acts. For example, early in her 

interview, Janice equated pro-environmental behaviour with eating healthy, as if it was 

something she ‘should’ do and consequently felt guilty about when she fell short. Similarly, 

Zahra used the term “fully green” as a standard that she held up as an aspiration—something 

she may be working towards, but not necessarily achieving anytime soon.  

There was often an undertone of score keeping, in which participants’ self-worth rose 

or fell based on the environmental impacts of their actions. Participants often ascribed a 

moral division not only to their actions but also to themselves as individuals. In this excerpt, 

Barry uses language like “perfect” and “correct” as standards against which he assesses 

himself and his actions:  

I, I can't hold myself higher than what I'm prepared to live within so I'm not going to 

say that I'm perfect. That, when it comes to recycling or green initiatives, because I'm 

not. So I’m not going to say that. (Interview Two) 

This Defensive Strategy appeared most often in relation to an inner critic with which 

participants appeared to be arguing or bargaining, or to whom they appeared to be justifying 

their actions. The inner critic represented a standard of environmental action which they 

should, but could not, meet.  

By turning action into a binary of perfection/imperfection, it may be that participants 

were able to create an impossible standard from which they could distance themselves. In 

doing so, they were also potentially distancing themselves from the discomfort of life within 

systems that can make pro-environmental choices more difficult than the status quo. This 
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Defensive Strategy is closely associated with the Emotional Complication of Personal 

Complicity, in which participants use this binary to negotiate the pain of participating in 

systems that they know cause environmental harm.  

Defensive Strategy: worry about ‘pushiness’. Participants’ worry about ‘pushiness’ 

appeared closely related to the Emotional Complications of Environmentalist Identity and 

Social Cost. Each participant expressed some form of concern about how they did or did not 

want to engage their colleagues in Green+Leaders activities. This Defensive Strategy was 

closely related to participants’ anxieties about being accepted and liked by their coworkers. 

Words like “force-feeding,” “confrontational,”  “mean,” and “pushy” were all used to 

describe participants’ fears about how their approach might be perceived. In contrast, words 

like “joking,” “soft,” “easy,” and “natural” were used to describe aspirations for their 

relations with colleagues. 

The preoccupation with perceptions of being ‘pushy’ or ‘aggressive’ showed up even 

in the interview with Abigail, who appeared to be the least concerned with others’ views of 

her. However, she still requested training or support from the program so that “you . . . 

can  . . . introduce it [a program’s initiative] to other people in a non-confrontational way, in 

an easy way, in a natural way” (Interview Two). Nancy, who also spoke consciously about 

her efforts to act on her values, despite the opinions of those around her, still expressed a 

sensitivity and tenuousness around conversations about the environmental behaviour of 

others. As she put it, “if I'm feeling in any way uncomfortable, or not confident about it or 

not sure how the interaction is going to go I usually hold off” (Interview Two). 

This Defensive Strategy is closely related to the disavowal of concern Strategy. The 

similarity suggests that worry about ‘pushiness’ is another example of the ways in which 

participants have internalized dominant cultural and social narratives that equate (as noted in 

the Environmentalist Identity and Extremism section below) expressions of environmental 
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concern with aggression and radicalism. By identifying themselves in opposition to this 

stereotype, participants appeared to be negotiating their discomfort with an identity that did 

not fit their sense of themselves.  

Defensive Strategy: emphasis on small steps. This Defensive Strategy is closely 

associated with the Emotional Complication of Scope and Scale, as participants often raised 

the concept of “small steps” in relation to explorations of the larger issues on which they 

hoped to have an impact. It often appeared as part of an internal dialogue in which 

participants were negotiating their own sense of efficacy and arguing with parts of 

themselves that questioned the utility of their efforts.  

While Crompton and Kasser (2008) warn that an emphasis on small steps can be used 

as a “strategy for diversion” (p. 7), participants showed a high degree of awareness, as well as 

conflict and at times ambivalence, about this approach. When looking at the interviews as a 

whole, I observed that participants would sometimes speak about the merit of small steps 

while later questioning their benefit. The tones of voice and energy in the room often dropped, 

softened, or seemed tired when the conversation turned in this direction. Participants did not 

seem uniformly satisfied with the option of ‘small steps’—even as they simultaneously 

advocated for them and expressed their importance. 

This tension is evident in the following excerpt in which Janice returns, almost 

reluctantly, to a reliance on small steps as her only emotionally safe recourse, “I can't try to 

do more because I just get frustrated and that’s, I'm not prepared for that, so we'll just do our 

little bit here and hopefully one day . . . (pause) it will become more” (Interview One). 

This Defensive Strategy represents an attempt to manage a Core Need for Efficacy in 

the context of Emotional Complications around Personal Complicity, as well as Scope and 

Scale of the Issue. Latour (2011) argues, “Right now there is no path leading from my 

changing the light bulbs in my home straight to the Earth’s destiny: such a stair has no step; 
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such a ladder has no rung” (p. 7). The Defensive Strategy of little steps suggest that Latour’s 

‘rung-less’ ladder is indeed an uncomfortable place, and yet participants’ prominent use of 

this discourse also suggests that an alternative sensation of helplessness or inadequacy is 

perhaps even scarier.   

Defensive Strategy: reliance on authority ‘life rafts’. Participants’ desires to rely 

on authority or leadership emerged in various forms in the interviews. The idea of more 

visible leadership often appeared as an expression of a deeper longing for a greater sense of 

validation for their efforts. Like the one above, this Defensive Strategy is closely related to 

the Emotional Complications around Scope and Scale of the Issues, as well as the Social Cost 

that comes with Green+Leaders’ efforts. For example Zahra said that she’d like to hear from 

organizational leaders that, “yeah, we want to implement this program, here’s your support. 

This is your executive lead for it. This is the person that approved it” (Interview Two). 

Trevor expressed a desire to hear support “vocalize[d] a little bit more from the top. And just 

say you know we're in healthcare, part of healthcare is the environment. So let's, let's make 

sure we do what we can or support what we can” (Interview Two). 

In their research with Swiss focus groups, Stoll-Kleeman et al. (2001) identified a 

“managerial-fix interpretation” as one form of denial engaged by their participants, a 

“perspective [that] was widespread, both as a hope and as an expectation” (p. 114). 

Participants’ desire for authority or leadership ‘life rafts’ appeared to be just that, “a hope and 

an expectation” that, while part of their suite of coping mechanisms, did not represent an 

inherently maladaptive strategy. Instead, it also appeared as a practical recommendation for 

achieving and recognizing pro-environmental goals within the organization.  

While this Defensive Strategy emerged as both a defense and a strategic request, it 

also played a role for participants as a place of safety, to which they could retreat and turn to 
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for protection from the Emotional Complications of Social Cost and Scope and Scale of the 

Issue, as well as a way to address all three Core Needs for Alignment, Efficacy, and Inclusion.  

Defensive Strategy: disavowal of concern. During the interviews, this Defensive 

Strategy appeared in conjunction with comments, topics or themes related the Emotional 

Complications of Identity and Environmentalism, Social Cost, and Scope and Scale of the 

Issue. While some participants employed it more often than others, the majority engaged this 

defense in some way during the interview process. Weintrobe (2013) describes disavowal as 

a “range of strategies that ensure that reality can be seen and not seen at one and the same 

time” (p. 38). For participants, these strategies appeared to act as a mechanism both for 

protecting them from painful feelings related to the danger of ecological issues and for 

maintaining a safe and comfortable sense of identity.   

In this excerpt, Trevor expresses a concern and then retracts it, retreating to what he 

calls “pragmatism.” He goes on to use the word “utopian” to distance himself from 

alternatives to the current trajectory of industrial development:  

Am I sad that my favorite mountain biking trail is gone? No not really. Like whatever, 

life moves on (speaking quickly). For me, it's more, I think we need pragmatism in 

decision-making, a little less emotion on both sides, right? A lot of people have 

entrenched views based on some utopian vision of what the world is going to be and 

certain things aren't going to change, right?  (Interview One) 

In a different context, Janice’s story about how she chose to join the Green+Leaders 

program, has a similar tone of distance or neutrality around a topic about which she has also 

expressed interest and passion, “Um, yeah, that’s . . . it must have been a slow day and I was 

going on the Internet.” She followed this comment with appreciation for the training and a 

‘joke’ about saving the world, “But, yeah, I came away from those two half days very 

energized to try and save the world (laughs)” (Interview One).  
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In this excerpt, Barry’s use of abstract language to describe ecological issues acts as a 

disavowal of concern, as does his reliance on the notion of “debate” around the issue of 

climate change: 

I think it's just the bigger picture is that the world is you know potentially heating up, 

lots of debate about that, (spoken quickly) um, you know different things are 

happening to the world and uh, what are we doing to contribute. (Interview Two) 

In Barry’s example, and in many others, the disavowal of concern is coupled with 

efforts to distance themselves from personal responsibility. It is one of the most potent 

Defensive Strategies expressed by the participants, as it goes to the heart of motivation for 

action. It suggests that containing or disavowing our concern not only protects us but also 

leaves us less likely to respond to that which is difficult to bear.  

Defensive Strategies: summary. In this overview of the Defensive Strategies 

category, I have outlined just some of the ways that participants endeavor to meet their Core 

Needs and protect themselves from the Emotional Complications that arise from their 

involvement in the Green+Leaders program. In the following section, I demonstrate how 

these Strategies interact with the Emotional Complication categories of my Analysis 

Framework. 

Emotional Complications 

This Framework category describes the expressions of tension, discomfort, and 

difficulty that recurred during the interviews. Through the identification of four kinds of 

Emotional Complication— Social Cost, Identity and Environmentalism, Personal Complicity, 

and Scope and Scale of Issues—I was able to recognize Core Needs that were challenged by 

participants’ experiences, as well as the associated Defensive Strategies that acted as a 

beacon, identifying these trouble spots. 
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The four Emotional Complications are described in more detail below, with excerpts 

from the interviews highlighting the nuances and unique texture of their expression by 

individual participants.  

Emotional Complication: social role and social cost. The Emotional Complication 

of Social Cost appeared most frequently across the six interviews. Woven through 

participants’ stories was a tension and vulnerability related to how they were perceived by 

others as a result of their Green+Leaders activities. This is consistent with the literature 

which finds that social factors such as “work and family lives,”  “social networks,” and social 

norms exert a significant influence on “environmental movement participation” (Hards, 2012, 

p. 761).  

Participants’ descriptions of experiences related to Social Cost often appeared 

alongside anecdotes that I describe as representing the Emotional Complication of Scope and 

Scale of the Issues. At times, participants expressed concern that they were one of the few 

who ‘cared’ about environmental issues. At other times, they shared examples of coworkers’ 

support as a counterpoint to a sense of feeling overwhelmed by the scale of the issues. This 

Emotional Complication also frequently appeared in relationship to tensions around the 

degree to which participants held a so-called  ‘environmentalist’ identity, and concerns about 

being, or being perceived to be, too “extreme.” Some of the Defensive Strategies associated 

with this Emotional Complication include fear of ‘pushiness,’ disavowal of concern, and 

creating an ‘other’ who may or may not ‘get’ the issues.  

Participants’ high degree of concern about being “pushy,” their use of humour to label 

themselves with names like the “green police,” and their close analysis of others’ responses 

to their actions suggest that they are sometimes the subject of others’ projected anxieties 

related to environmental issues. According to Randall (2013), the phenomenon of  “apparent 

hostile reactions to environmental activists” is an example of  “try[ing] to kill the messengers, 
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projecting responsibility onto those who have raised the alarm” (p. 91). Regardless of the 

reason, this contributes to participants’ vulnerability as they try to engage others in pro-

environmental action.  

The following two excerpts reflect a tension around social role that appeared in 

several interviews in which the experience of standing up for one’s environmental activities 

is not just a source of vulnerability, but also of pride. In this example, Barry describes the 

way he manages others’ perceptions of his Green+Leaders activities related to paper 

conservation in the workplace by “poking fun at himself first” and naming himself the “print 

police:”  

Like you know I don't have a problem making fun of myself or poking fun at myself. 

So, I have a very strong character. You know it's probably one of my strongest values 

is character. I'm okay with who I am, so I have no problems just, you know, and I 

actually poke fun at myself too, to beat them to the punch to like you know it's okay, 

[to call me] the print police because I'll call myself it first and it doesn't offend me. At 

the end of the day I'm just trying to help. (Barry, Interview Two) 

Nancy also shared examples of the complex role that humour plays in her navigation 

of this Emotional Complication. In this scenario, she describes an incident when a coworker 

saw her removing plastic from the compost and joked about “fingerprinting” the culprit. 

Beneath the humour, however, was a deeper tension. When asked to say more about the 

interaction, she replied, “It's a bit mixed I guess. It was kind of funny, but on the other hand I 

think well then people think I'm, that I care too much about it. Not that it's bad to care but it's 

just like, am I too extreme?” (Interview Two). Nancy’s concern about being “extreme” was 

shared by other participants who used this term as a kind of code word for their fear of acting 

or feeling outside normative expectations. 
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The Emotional Complication of Social Cost was also closely associated with the 

Defensive Strategy related to creating an other, in which participants wrestled with internal 

dialogues around questions such as, ‘Do people care?’ or ‘Do people care as much as I do?’ 

Many participants showed a high degree of concern about the extent to which others shared 

their environmental concern and acted accordingly. In this illustration, Trevor describes his 

experience after giving a Green+Leaders campaign presentation at a team meeting:  

 I didn't really know what the appetite was for these kinds of things here . . . the 

number of people that came up after and said ‘oh you know that's really cool’ . . . I 

think that really stood out, just because the amount of desire here for change. Like 

people have a desire to make things better, right? (Interview One) 

The meaning that Trevor makes out of his experience suggests that the social 

dimensions of Green+Leaders’ roles have a large impact on their motivation and on the ways 

they make sense of their own roles in the workplace. 

The Emotional Complication of Social Cost is a reminder that participants take risks 

every time they speak out about a campaign, distribute an email to their colleagues, or 

express environmental concern—even in ways that can be as small as removing a recyclable 

item from a garbage bin. The social dimension of participants’ Green+Leaders activities also 

acts as a barometer for other aspects their experience in the program, from dealing with the 

Scope and Scale of Issues to the tensions around Environmentalist Identities.  

Emotional Complication: scope and scale of the problem(s). In his lecture to mark 

the launch of the Sciences Po program in arts & politics at the French Institute, Latour (2011) 

spoke directly about the profoundly complex challenge of responding to and within the 

ecological crises of our time, suggesting that:  

One of the reasons why we feel so powerless when asked to be concerned by 

ecological crisis . . . is because of the total disconnect between the range, nature, and 
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scale of the phenomena and the set of emotions, habits of thoughts, and feelings that 

would be necessary to handle those crises—not even to act in response to them, but 

simply to give them more than a passing ear. (p. 2)  

Latour’s description of the struggle to engage with the scope and scale of 

environmental issues, particularly in relation to our individual influence, was one of the 

recurring Emotional Complications that appeared in participant interviews.  

As I reviewed the transcripts, it was clear that participants engaged in ongoing 

negotiations with their power and efficacy in relation to both the scale of current ecological 

issues as well as their own abilities to influence their workplaces and the associated complex 

bureaucracies. A disconnect often appeared between a participants’ level of concern and their 

ability to address the source of this concern. For some, this source is global climate change or 

overpopulation, for others it is the amount of paper used in meetings or the pile of disposable 

coffee cups in the garbage.  

One of the most prevalent characteristics of this tension was a kind of restlessness, or 

unsettledness, within participants’ own understanding of their ‘success’ in the program. They 

often moved between emotions such as anger, defeat, frustration, and helplessness, as well as 

determination and hope—sometimes within the span of a few minutes and sometimes over 

the span of two interviews. The Defensive Strategies that they mobilized around this 

Emotional Complication include a discourse of ‘small steps’ that are said to add up to larger 

impact, a disavowal of concern, creating an ‘other,’ and a reliance on authority ‘life rafts.’   

As noted in the previous section, there was also a recurrent overlap between the social 

dimensions of participants’ experience and their relationship to the Emotional Complication 

around Scope and Scale of Environmental Issues. For example, Trevor, like many 

participants, appeared to be in a dynamic and conflicted relationship with the potential 

comfort of shared concern. When I reflected on an anecdote he’d shared about support from 
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his colleagues for his Green+Leaders campaigns, he replied, “Yeah well, just that, well that it 

was just seen as a positive thing a desirable thing. People, people want to do things that are 

good and then a lot of people are lazy too.”  I then asked if there was a particular incident that 

exemplified this feeling and he returned to a sense of frustration and feeling overwhelmed by 

the scale of waste produced at his worksite: 

Every time I go by our garbage can the amount . . . just because, I mean it’s such a 

visual representation of the amount of reusable cups, you know, I come back to this 

example over and over again but it is so visual, right. I think about how many we 

throw away a day in our little area, every single day. And you know you can look at 

the same thing in terms of our water usage or power usage or whatever else, right. 

(Interview One) 

This entire exchange happened in the span of one or two minutes, suggesting that this 

is a persistent and ongoing internal dialogue for Trevor, one that is unsettled and, in some 

ways, painful. It appears that his experience of the Scope and Scale of Problems might in turn 

activate his sense of distance or social isolation from others. 

A similar kind of unsettledness around influence and scale showed up in Janice’s 

example of her efforts to introduce a paperless meeting practice. In this case, her excitement 

was followed immediately by a dismissal of her impact, and then an engagement of the small 

steps Defensive Strategy, through an exhortation of the importance of doing “one little bit.” 

Janice shared this story directly after describing herself as at the "bottom of the totem pole" in 

regard to her place in the workplace hierarchy: 

I had, I had the multidisciplinary meeting yesterday and for the first time we did it 

paperless. It's awesome. It's little, like really who cares? This one meeting on a huge 

site with a gazillion meetings going on throughout the day and I do one meeting that’s 
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paperless. But I think that’s big. And I think to share that and to, to show how it can 

be done, that is the type of little bit that is important. (Interview Two) 

What I found striking about these examples was the tone of sadness or resignation 

that I felt when hearing them. Many participants also appeared to struggle with some amount 

of motivation related to whether progress was being made in a larger or sustained way, 

through their involvement in the Green+Leaders program. 

Another dimension of the Scope and Scale Emotional Complication involved the 

degree to which participants felt a sense of influence or power within workplace systems. 

Practical challenges, such as approval processes, clarity of roles, time, and capacity, also 

created complications related to scope, scale, and influence. It is worth noting that 

participants with varying degrees of power in their workplaces expressed these sentiments. 

Again, I sensed tension around their motivation to continue with the program in the face of 

these challenges.  

The Defensive Mechanism of relying on expert/authority ‘life rafts’ frequently 

showed up around challenges related to participants’ influence within the organization. 

Participants expressed a desire to know there was a bigger plan in place for pro-

environmental changes, that ‘levers’ were being applied effectively, and that there was senior 

or executive-level support for their efforts. Some participants responded to these kinds of 

organizational or systems-level challenges by acknowledging the limits they put on their 

‘circle of care’ in order to avoid the frustration of concern for an issue they can’t control. I 

categorized these efforts within the disavowal of concern Defensive Strategy. As Barry said 

to me, “I can't necessarily . . . control the whole world. I can only influence what I can” 

(Interview One). Similarly, Janice explained, 

When you look at the whole picture it's too overwhelming. You think that your little 

bit doesn't matter, so, in a way you sort of have to go in with your blinders on and not, 
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not getting (pauses) bogged down with the whole, and just focus on your little bit. 

(Interview Two) 

The Emotional Complication around Scope and Scale of the Issues relates not only to 

the changes that participants are able to make in the workplace but also to the scale of these 

changes relative to the frequency and quantity of ecologically destructive practices around 

them. I saw participants struggling to find a sense of efficacy, even as they recognized the 

larger context in which their efforts were taking place. In some ways, as the following 

excerpt illustrates, the scale of a problem was both a motivator for action, as well as a source 

of doubt and uncertainty: 

Yeah, it's [climate change] happening faster than I thought it was, you know, and then 

thinking too, you know, like you just have to, I don't know, you just can't ignore it. 

You can't leave it for someone else to try and solve the problem. You have to do what 

you can, even if it's a small thing. (Abigail, Interview Two) 

Anxieties around Scope and Scale of the Problem were often expressed in terms of 

individual action or impact. There was little to no discussion of collective impact or capacity. 

While an analysis of the rise in materialism and individualism is beyond the scope of this 

project, it’s important to acknowledge that participants’ feelings of being overwhelmed are 

occurring in the context of a dominant culture that focuses on the individual as the primary 

organizing force (Hollway et al., 1998; Maiteny, 2000). This has been reflected in an 

approach to environmental engagement that has emphasized individual behaviour change 

over more systemically and culturally oriented efforts (Shove, 2010). 

The challenges of issues around Scope and Scale are well-documented in the fields of 

environmental engagement and the psychology of climate change communication (Crompton 

& Kasser, 2008; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Maiteny, 2002; O'Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 

2009; Oskamp, 2000; Randall, 2013). As Maiteny (2002) writes, “sustaining green behaviour 



THE INNER WORK…    62 

in a highly consumeristic society can become so much of a strain that individuals . . . become 

demoralized at the enormity of the task and the apparent futility of their behaviour” (p. 301). 

The Defensive Strategies that Green+Leaders mobilize in response to this Emotional 

Complication may act not only as emotional safety-seeking but also as an attempt to maintain 

engagement and momentum in the face of this challenge. 

Emotional Complication: personal complicity. Randall (2013) uses the term 

“ecological debt” to describe the phenomenon of Personal Complicity in the ecological harm 

that comes from our daily activities and lifestyles. While this Emotional Complication is 

closely connected to the Complication of Scope and Scale, it is distinct as it names the unique 

experience of being embedded in and bound by systems, not simply working to change them. 

There is a distinct Emotional Complication that comes from personally participating in the 

perpetuation of the very issues that seem so overwhelming.  

Specific Defensive Strategies, such as the construction of moral binaries and 

disavowal of concern, relate most closely to Personal Complicity. The nature of this 

Emotional Complication also situates it closely to the Core Needs for Alignment and Efficacy.  

The Emotional Complication of Complicity is aptly expressed in the following two 

excerpts. In the first, Barry describes his inability to act on his values around green 

transportation and ‘walk the talk’ of his involvement in the program: 

So, so I'm one of those people that tries really hard to not expect anybody to do 

anything that I wouldn't have already done before. So that's what I struggle with, 

because you can't go to say to somebody ‘carpool’ right, because I don't do it, and 

can't do it because of the challenges related to my schedule. So, that's what I really 

struggle with. I struggle with how can I not do what I'm doing right now, right? 

(Interview Two) 
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In this next example, we can see the use of moral binaries as a Defensive Strategy 

when Barry negotiates his complicity, taking the discussion from the use of a disposable 

coffee cup to his travels to see his wife’s family in India. I find this excerpt particularly 

poignant, as I sense an underlying pain or sadness as he tries to negotiate competing desires: 

one to honour his wife’s culture by flying to India and another to act in alignment with his 

environmental beliefs. This excerpt is similar to the other participants’ internal dialogues, 

which were used to negotiate their complicity by dividing behaviours into ‘good or bad’ 

categories, keeping a kind of tally and list of justifications for so-called violations: 

But I'm not going to beat myself up over executing on that behavior, you know, like, 

I'm going to India. I'm not going to walk there, like I'm going to take the plane and 

I'm okay with that. I’m going to, you know, I’m going to take a little two-stroke tuk-

tuk, you know, pollution gathering little thing, right, to the grocery store when I’m in 

India. Like I'm going to do what I have to do to get where I need to be. So like my 

decisions won't necessarily be perfect in-line with it, but I’m going to be conscious of 

what I can do and can't do to be in that moment and be, be sustainable in that moment 

but not beat myself up if I'm not. (Interview Two) 

The tensions of personal complicity and inevitability that arise when one holds 

ecological awareness, while living in a system that has such powerful “inertia” (Hawken, 

2014), show up in several places in Trevor’s interviews. In the following excerpt, I sensed 

that it felt uncomfortable for him to hold a position about a proposed oil pipeline because our 

lifestyles are so embedded in this industry, possibly leading to a disavowal of concern. “So 

there comes a pragmatic decision, are we going to allow oil to be piped across BC? Maybe 

we need to in terms of maintaining our lifestyle and our jobs and this and that?” (Interview 

Two). Nancy expressed a similar sense of impossibility around her choices:   
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It's almost a choice we have to make like do you care more about the people in the 

world and do you take care of your own family or you do care more about the world, 

like the Earth, and take care of that? And like how do you choose between them? 

(Interview Two) 

The excerpts above reflect what Crompton and Kasser (2008) describe as the 

“[a]nxiety, guilt . . . and threats to self-esteem [that] can . . . result when people recognise 

their own complicity in exacerbating environmental problems” (p. 3). This threat then 

becomes, as Randall (2013) describes it, “an affront to their sense of themselves as good 

people” (p. 91). Participants are not only struggling with this “affront”; they are also caught 

in a paradox, which makes it nearly impossible to relieve this pain. The paradox arises with 

the realization that many of the changes needed to bring themselves into alignment, and out 

of complicity, require sacrifices that, even if possible, are untenable and unimaginable—

given other commitments to their lifestyles and identities. Latour (2011) describes this 

phenomenon as the experience of feeling “guilty about having committed crimes for which 

we feel no responsibility” (p. 4). As we saw above, participants use a variety of Defensive 

Strategies to find their way out of this bind, ranging from disavowal of concern to moral 

binaries and a reliance on authority/expert ‘life rafts.’ 

Emotional Complication: identity and environmentalism. This Emotional 

Complication cannot be discussed without including a reflection on the dominant discourses 

and portrayals of ‘environmentalism,’ that produce an image of ‘extremism’ (Karlberg, 1997) 

or actions outside the norm such that, there exists an “identity challenge” in which “many 

people who care about global warming don’t see themselves as the type of person who gets 

involved” (Pike et al., 2010, p. 23). This interplay between identity formation and social 

contexts is critical, according to Kitchell, Kempton, Holland, and Tesch (2000), who describe 

identities as “culturally influenced labels that have become personally important in the 
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cognitive and affective organization of self” (p. 1). Not only are identities “develop[ed] in 

social practice”, they “are key means through which people care about and care for what is 

going on around them” (Holland, Skinner, Lachicotte, & Cain, 2001, p. 5). Several 

participants expressed confusion between culturally expected identities and their own actions, 

creating a tension that they struggled to resolve through Defensive Strategies such as fear of 

‘pushiness’ and disavowal of concern.  

Participants’ tensions around environmentalist identities reflect the argument that, 

“environmentalism has been marginalised from mainstream society, thus effectively 

removing the middle ground between essentialist positions of ‘green’ and ‘mainstream’” (J. 

Anderson, 2010, p. 974). In the absence of a “middle ground” it is difficult for those with 

environmental concern to find a comfortable place in which their beliefs and identities can be 

aligned. Based on her experiences with participants in Carbon Conversations groups, Randall 

(2009) has found that, “if the only alternative identifications are those of activist or green 

campaigner then many who might take personal action will feel excluded and retreat” (p. 

123). While participants were not retreating, per se, many did experience tension in their 

ability to reconcile their associations with the Green+Leaders program with their sense of 

identity. 

Zahra summarized many of these associations when asked to talk further about a 

comment she’d made regarding a “typical green person”:  

I just thought I'm not a tree hugger. I'm not going to these like, you know, um 

environmental kind of rallies and stuff like that. You know what I mean, like being so 

passionate about saving a tree or whatever. I wasn't expecting that’s what you’d look 

like [referring to me] but I don't look like that, that's all. (Interview Two) 

In some cases, participants’ concerns about being ‘super green’ or ‘extreme’ felt like 

a strong desire to distance themselves from this identity, while for others there was a sense of 
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not being ‘good enough’ to warrant the label. In almost all cases, participants saw 

environmentalism as something outside their grasp and their world. Many participants also 

made reference to me and my actions as representations of an ‘extreme green’ standard that 

they could not meet. I felt, at times, that they were projecting their own expectations and 

judgments of themselves, and this showed up as comparisons to an ideal, which I represented. 

For example, a comment I had made in an earlier conversation—about not upgrading my 

phone because of the resources used in the technology—emerged in Barry’s second 

interview: 

Like I don't see myself as extreme, like I did upgrade my phone. I don't see myself 

as . . . I'm conscious of what I'm doing, but I'm not . . . and I advocate and I do just-in-

time educate. And that's about as far as I go. (Interview Two) 

The above excerpt was shared directly after Barry described a situation in which his 

coworker saw him reaching into the garbage to pull out a recyclable item that he’d 

mistakenly thrown away. In this example, his concern about the perceptions of his coworker 

is expressed through his desire to distance himself from the identity associations that he and 

others may have around pro-environmental action.  

Nancy also carries an idea of being ‘extreme’ in association with environmental 

action, but, in this example, she associates it with a sense that she ought to do more: 

Like I waited until we had compost [municipal pick-up] whereas maybe I should have, 

I thought about it, getting a compost for my own yard or just collecting it and taking it 

somewhere, I just never made that next step to actually do it . . . So I guess it still has 

to be fairly convenient. Yeah that's how I know I'm not extreme. (Interview Two) 

While not using the words “extreme” or “super green,” Trevor also distanced himself 

from any associations with what might be called activism by looking to the neutrality of 

“experts.” After I asked him about environmental issues that he felt passionate about, he 
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responded by pointedly calling himself “intelligently green,” adding, “for me I want, I want 

open and honest discussion, you know open and honest discussion with people that are 

experts in an area so that the right decisions are made” (Interview One). 

The tensions in this theme not only point to the power of cultural expectations around 

environmentalism but also reflect Kidner’s (2007) argument that dominant discourse does not 

provide a way for us to name our losses as they relate to the planet’s health and our impact on 

it. As a result, participants struggled to find language to describe themselves and their inner 

experiences in a culturally safe way that does not contradict their sense of identity or their 

need to be in alignment with their values.  

Core Needs 

In this section, I provide an overview of the three Core Needs (Efficacy, Alignment 

and Inclusion) around which the Framework’s Emotional Complications and Defensive 

Strategies are organized. I also describe how each Core Need intersects with the other 

Framework elements.  

Core Need: alignment. The term Alignment is used to describe participants’ need to 

maintain “integrity” (Maiteny, 2000) and “cognitive consistency” (Stoll-Kleeman et al., 

2001) between their beliefs and their actions. Participants experienced tensions around this 

need in several ways: 

• The perceived potential Social Cost of fulfilling a Core Need for Alignment 

created a tension between their values and beliefs and their Core Need for 

social Inclusion.  

• Without diverse cultural representations of environmental action or care with 

which participants could associate themselves, acting in Alignment with their 

beliefs potentially challenged their sense of identity—as described in the 

Environmentalist Identity section above.  
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• The Scope and Scale of the challenges they aimed to solve made effective 

action (at least in the near-term) difficult to imagine, resulting in a 

disconnection between the outcomes they needed in order to feel in Alignment 

and the likelihood of these outcomes being achieved (their need for Efficacy). 

The competition between the need for Alignment and other Core Needs, along with 

the ways that they are challenged by certain Emotional Complications, reinforces the 

interconnected nature of the Framework and the importance of looking holistically at 

participants’ experiences. 

Core Need: efficacy. Efficacy, in this context, refers to “the belief in one’s own 

capacity to organize and guide the courses of action required to tackle certain situations in the 

immediate future” (Tabernero & Hernandez, 2010, p. 659). Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) 

describe it as an “internal locus of control” (p. 243). The fulfillment of a Core Need for 

Efficacy is “a critical dimension of self-esteem” (McWilliams, 1994, p. 103) and is therefore 

a strong organizing force in one’s life. As Bandura (1995) argues, “efficacy beliefs influence 

how people think, feel, motivate themselves, and act" (p. 2).  

Participants’ primary Emotional Complication around this Core Need related to the 

Scope and Scale of their influence on the issues that mattered to them. This appeared in 

relation to their capacity to create change, both within the workplace and on a global scale, 

around issues such as climate change. The timeframe in which changes are seen and the 

degree to which impacts are observed are directly linked to this Core Need. Defensive 

Strategies such as disavowal of concern and an emphasis on ‘little steps’ can be attributed to 

tensions around participants’ need for Efficacy. 

The relationship between environmental action and efficacy is discussed elsewhere in 

the literature, particularly as it relates to the impact of “fear appeals” on environmental 

engagement. “A consistent message that . . . arise[s] from the fear appeals literature appears 
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to be that both an individual’s perceived sense of action effectiveness and the individual’s 

perceived sense of self-efficacy are imperative for a fear appeal to be successful” (O'Neill & 

Nicholson-Cole, 2009, p. 361). Tabernero and Hernandez (2010) also emphasize that 

perceptions of efficacy play a critical role in determining action. Bandura (1995), who writes 

extensively on self-efficacy within the context of social cognitive theory, argues that, 

“Inability to exert influence over things that adversely affect one's life breeds apprehension, 

apathy, or despair" (p. 1). This can be seen in the responses of participants, many of whom 

limit their engagement and expectations to a personal level of safety related to their real or 

perceived ability to have an impact and create outcomes that matter to them. 

Core Need: inclusion. Like the other Core Needs, concepts of Inclusion show up 

across the spectrum of psychology literature. At the heart of these theories is the assumption 

that “people try to think, feel, and act in ways that enable them to gain social inclusion and 

avoid exclusion (Hogg & Levine, 2010, p. 439). Whether attributed to evolutionary purposes 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995) or identity development (Vignoles et al., 2006), the common 

argument is that “a great deal of human behavior, emotion, and thought is caused by this 

fundamental interpersonal motive” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 497). This motive can be 

so powerful that the need for “belongingness can affect how people process information 

about nearly all categories of stimuli in the social world” (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 504). 

For example, Vignoles et al. (2006) have found that “threats to belonging typically lead to 

various coping strategies, including identification with more inclusive in-groups…, self-

stereotyping…, and overestimating consensus or one’s beliefs…” (p. 310).  

The Emotional Complications primarily associated with this Core Need are Social 

Cost and Identity and Environmentalism. Participants’ Defensive Strategies related to worry 

about ‘pushiness,’ disavowal of concern, and construction of ‘others’ also appeared to be 

organized around their attempts to negotiate this Core Need.  
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In some parts of the interviews, it seemed that the Core Need for Inclusion came into 

conflict with the need for Alignment or Efficacy. For example, Janice described her desire to 

widen her impact after her Green+Leaders training (Efficacy and Alignment), only to run up 

against a lack of acknowledgement from her coworkers (Inclusion). Similarly, Nancy’s 

interviews revealed a recurring theme around her negotiation of her desire to take pro-

environmental action (Alignment and Efficacy), sometimes at the expense of her need for 

Inclusion. Participants clearly had different tolerances for and experiences of Inclusion. 

Those who had a home or social community in which they could express their environmental 

concerns appeared to be less concerned with the impacts of their Green+Leaders activities on 

their Inclusion at work.  

My findings suggest that there is a complex range of factors which impact how a need 

for Inclusion interacts with engagement in pro-environmental action and leadership. However, 

it is clear that Inclusion and belonging cannot be ignored as factors in engagement efforts and 

the more they can be encouraged by programming elements, the more emotionally safe it will 

become for participants to act on other Core Needs such as Efficacy and Alignment. 

Core Needs: summary. Like the other two Framework elements, the Core Needs 

category provides an explanatory tool for making sense of participants’ experiences, 

motivations, and actions. At times, they pull in opposite directions, placing participants in the 

middle of competing needs, while at other times, they reinforce one another. Together, they 

act as an anchor in the Analysis Framework by providing a context in which the other two 

elements (Defensive Strategies and Emotional Complications) can be understood. 

Exceptions 

Although they share similarities with the other participants, the interviews with 

Abigail and Zahra seemed to include the fewest expressions of the Defensive Mechanisms 

described in this chapter. Both of them represent people who are, in some ways, not typical 
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program participants; early in life, Abigail chose to leave a strong faith-based community in 

support of her own beliefs. At one point in the interview, she referred to herself as a feminist; 

she also shared that she’d chosen not to follow a recent flu shot protocol and wore a mask in 

the hospital instead. She did not appear to mobilize Defensive Strategies around an 

Environmentalist Identity and was the only participant to raise the issue of climate change on 

her own. In many ways, she seemed to be the participants most comfortable openly sharing 

her concerns and fears. 

Zahra, on the other hand, reported that she joined the program out of curiosity about 

more leadership opportunities and less out of a connection to so-called green issues. While 

she proceeded to run a very successful initiative, she also expressed less anxiety around 

others’ perceptions of her and her efforts. She seemed happy to be known as the 'green girl' 

even though she was aware that she did not think of herself in this way when she first joined 

the program, and she didn’t subscribe to a series of stereotypical images of ‘activism.’ She 

also shared the fact that she does not follow news about environmental issues and does not 

have a high degree of specific knowledge about things like climate change.  

These exceptions reinforce that anxieties and tensions around participation in a 

program like Green+Leaders are also a function of individuals’ unique emotional, cognitive, 

cultural, and social contexts. However, while program participants are each on their own 

journeys of environmental awareness and action, it remains clear that the program functions 

both as a resource and a source of Emotional Complication for them, challenging and 

fulfilling Core Needs as part of their efforts to negotiate their role in complex ecological 

times.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have used a framework of Defensive Strategies, Emotional 

Complications, and Core Needs to describe the emotional and affective experiences of 
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participants in the Green+Leaders program. At the centre of the Framework are three Core 

Needs, which are both challenged and fulfilled by participants’ program experiences. The 

Emotional Complications describe four of the ways that these Core Needs are challenged, 

while the Defensive Strategies represent the expression of participants’ attempts to manage 

these Complications in a way that preserves emotional safety and a secure sense of identity. 

The experiences of Green+Leaders, as illuminated by interview participants, involve a 

complex emotional negotiation of organizational, social, economic, and physical systems that 

provide inconsistent support for pro-environmental action. The Green+Leaders program is 

simultaneously a forum for addressing these difficult circumstances, while also acting as an 

manifestation of them. The challenges can be understood as part of an emotional ecosystem 

within each participant that seeks to maintain its own particular equilibrium and growth 

pattern in relation to external pressures.  

In the following Chapter, I will explore ways that these insights can inform and 

improve environmental engagement efforts and can be a resource for developing a more 

responsive environmental leadership program. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion and Recommendations 

Questions about environmental subjectivity have gained increasing attention over the 

past decade (Lertzman, 2013a). The answers they generate range from empirically-based 

instructions for behaviour change programs (Stern, 2000) to spiritually-based calls for 

consciousness transformation (Grim, 2009). Underpinning the varied responses are explicit 

and implicit assumptions about the nature of subjectivity, about who we are, and who we 

might become. My research offers a contribution to this dialogue through a deeper 

understanding of the experiences of workplace sustainability leaders. In this chapter, I use my 

findings to make recommendations in three areas:  

• The Living in Context section argues for a more holistic approach to 

environmental engagement, which considers the impacts of social and 

physical systems on prospective participants in any change effort. 

• The Foundations for an Emotionally Supportive Leadership Program section 

incorporates the lessons from my analysis into recommend approaches and 

tools to improve the impact and experiences of Green+Leaders.  

• The final section, Commentary on Discourses of Environmental Engagement, 

argues for engagement practices that incorporate more complex and psycho-

socially informed assumptions about subjectivity and the linear nature of 

change within human systems.  

While focused on distinct themes, these recommendations share the assumption that a 

transformation towards an ecologically sustainable future is unlikely to follow a set of 

predictable steps. At the same time, they also assume that a more compassionate orientation 

towards subjectivity, one which is attuned to the complex realities of  (inner and outer) 

human experience, is an approach with great potential to help achieve the larger goals that 

environmental engagement, education, and leadership practitioners share. 
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Living in Context: Looking Inward to See Outward 

In Chapter Four, I identified four categories of Emotional Complication that 

characterized interview participants’ experiences of the Green+Leaders program: Social Cost, 

Identity and Environmentalism, Personal Complicity, and Scope and Scale of Issues. I argued 

that these complications are expressions of three Core Needs, which are challenged by 

involvement in the program; the need for Efficacy, Alignment, and Inclusion. I further 

described some of the Defensive Strategies that participants use to negotiate these 

emotionally challenging dimensions of their experiences. As I saw these complications 

emerge from the data, and considered both their origins and connections, I recognized them 

as internalized manifestations of outer phenomena; the inner landscape, in other words, acted 

as a kind of mirror for the outer.  

In the following discussion, I address how internal and individual experiences can act 

as commentary on and lessons for larger-scale environmental change efforts. These lessons 

are organized into two broad categories: one describes the significance of social practices, 

culture, and physical systems, and the other points to the power of collective defensive 

practices. Taken together, they call for engagement practitioners to look outside individual 

leadership and to pay attention to the social and systemic contexts in which their efforts are 

embedded.  

Living in context: social practices, culture, and systems. As described in Chapter 

Four, participants expressed various levels of frustration and feelings of being overwhelmed 

at living within systems, cultures, and social practices that do not support their pro-

environmental efforts. My research findings suggest that the psychological and emotional 

impact of these contexts must be taken seriously, if we are to deepen our engagement efforts 

and advance meaningful change. The Defensive Strategies that participants mobilized in 

response to this feeling of overwhelm need to be seen not just as personal inabilities to cope, 
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but as evidence of what Hawken calls a “deep inertia” within the system, as indications of the 

“tyranny we impose on ourselves, when we ask, are we doing enough?” (Hawken, 2014). 

Nancy describes her experience of this “tyranny” in the following excerpt as a nearly 

impossible decision: “It's almost a choice we have to make, like do you care more about the 

people in the world . . . or you do care more about the world, like the earth, and take care of 

that?” (Interview Two). This example also illustrates Nancy’s focus on her own choices as 

the primary source of responsibility for change, as if the role of collective action is not on her 

radar. 

The emphasis on individual behaviour change ignores not only the powerful “inertia” 

for which none of us are individually responsible but also the social practices that play a 

significant role in shaping our worldviews and understanding of alternate possibilities (Shove, 

2010). While there are many possible approaches that support a more holistic effort to create 

ecologically sustainable futures, Shove (2010) offers one example, arguing that: “If long-

distance flying was approached as a socially and culturally specific practice, as opposed to a 

lifestyle choice, relevant evidence would probably include writing on mobility…; urban 

living…; time…; and the pulse of society” (Shove, 2010, p. 1280). 

While not focused on environmental concerns, Fromm (1976), makes a similar point 

about the futility of emphasizing individual transformation without simultaneously creating a 

supportive context of values, norms, and practices that reinforce the desired internal change; 

he argues that, “Purely psychical change has always remained in the private sphere and been 

restricted to small oases, or has been completely ineffective when the preaching of spiritual 

values was combined with the practice of the opposite values” (p. 116). In their emphasis on 

practice, both Fromm and Shove make the point that we are profoundly impacted by the ways 

of doing things that become the building blocks of our expectations, social norms, and daily 



THE INNER WORK…    76 

experiences. The force of what we see others do, and what we are expected to do ourselves, 

cannot be ignored in environmental engagement and change efforts. 

In a complementary argument, R. Anderson (2013) focuses not on social practices, 

but on the very real physical systems that surround us and often make pro-environmental 

behaviour a more difficult, or less intuitive, choice. Anderson critiques many behaviour 

change programs, which seek to modify the choices of an individual while ignoring the 

systemic pressures and forces that surround them. He uses the example of seatbelts, which 

are currently installed in cars and regulated. Anderson argues that rates of compliance would 

be very different if individuals had to take cars to a separate location and pay money for a 

seatbelt’s installation. He also points to the development of social norms that subsequently 

accompany and complement this physical change in automobile infrastructure. Seatbelts are 

an example of what Anderson calls “compassionate systems,” which recognize both the 

cognitive and emotional limitations and complexities of lived experience and are designed 

accordingly. They are compassionate precisely because they make the most desired path the 

easiest one to follow. 

The approaches identified by Shove and Anderson not only hold potential for 

increased success, they also represent a more kind and appropriate way to characterize the 

source of the problems we face, as well as the solutions. They offer a contrast to the 

experience described by Kidner (2007) in which, "felt but unspoken losses . . . become a 

tacitly accepted part of the ‘human condition’, a dimly intuited ‘fall’ from which we spend 

our lives trying to recover, a guilt we can never quite grasp or expiate" (p. 126). So long as 

pro-environmental change is situated within a paradigm of personal ‘falls’ and un-

compassionate systems, the associated guilt, anxiety, and maladaptive defensive strategies are 

likely to impede necessary progress and prevent lasting change. 
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Living in context: collective defenses. The power of the contexts in which we are 

embedded is not only internalized through an emphasis on personal responsibility for 

systemic issues but also through the collective defenses (Menzies-Lyth, 1960), made visible 

through participants’ individual Defensive Strategies described in Chapter Four. These 

responses can be seen as expressions of collective defensiveness and denial around ecological 

issues, operating as “cultural norms of attention” (Norgaard, 2006), in which a collectively 

produced state of “normal” determines what is thought and spoken about (p. 364). In the 

framework of Social Defense Theory this phenomenon is an example of “a defensiveness 

[that] can be locked into the social system”, a case in which, “as a whole the system then 

operates in a way that allows the individual to avoid certain anxieties and conflicts” and these 

“mechanisms are reflected in shared, socially required defensive attitudes” (Hinshelwood & 

Skogstad, 2000, p. 4). Participants’ mobilization of Defensive Strategies such as disavowal of 

concern and worry about ‘pushiness’ are possible examples of these “socially required” 

mechanisms. The Emotional Complication around Environmentalist Identity suggests that 

participants are internalizing social norms that discredit environmental concern, a further 

indication that social defenses may play a role in understanding participant experiences of 

sustainability leadership. 

The role of social defense theory in environmental work has been explored by 

Mnguni (2010) through an analysis of sustainability workers who collectively exhibited 

maladaptive behaviours as a way to defend against confrontations with the limits and scope 

of their task. Like Norgaard (2006), Mnguni has explored individual responses to 

environmental issues as manifestations of a collective response to fear and discomfort. The 

near-universal aversion among interview participants to being identified as a “super-greenie,” 

an environmentalist, or an activist can be understood as an expression of this “shared, 

socially required” defense against the difficulty of acknowledging the loss, anxiety, guilt, and 
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fear associated with environmental concern and action. Participants may have internalized a 

collective disassociation with environmental concern by vilifying and containing it through 

language of extremism. 

Segal (1997), a psychoanalyst, has also written about the ways that subconscious 

defenses manifest themselves at a societal level. Working in the context of the nuclear arms 

race, he argues that when we are “confronted with the terror of the powers of destructiveness, 

we divest ourselves from our responsibility by denial, projection and fragmentation” (p. 154).  

Participants’ anxieties around the social cost of leading green initiatives in the workplace 

may be indications that they experience themselves as the objects of others’ projections, 

which represent attempts to disassociate from the difficult emotions and sense of personal 

complicity that can be associated with increased ecological awareness (Randall, 2005).  

Participants’ diligent efforts to avoid ‘pushiness’ and their disavowal of concern can be seen 

as attempts to protect themselves from the painful experience as recipients of others’ 

projected guilt and anxiety related to environmental issues.  

The relevance of Social Defense Theory and Norgaard’s theory of “cultural norms” 

indicates that those working in the field of environmental engagement need to develop 

methods for attending to the ways in which collective defenses operate within individual 

experiences. This perspective points to the importance of change efforts that consider not just 

the individual, but the wider context and meaning-making systems in which he or she lives. It 

highlights the need for a culture shift that enables a collective reconciliation with the harm 

caused by our current patterns of development and the changes necessary to plot a different 

course. 
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Living in context: beyond individual ‘leadership’. Taken together, these two 

dimensions of participants’ experiences—the “tyranny” of individual guilt that comes from 

being embedded in uncooperative systems and the negotiations of social defense systems, 

which generate cultural norms and practices that are unsupportive of their efforts—suggest 

that personal capacity and leadership development cannot be the only places we turn when 

seeking to enhance environmental engagement. They indicate that a truly emotionally 

supportive framework includes simultaneous attention to the social, cultural, and physical 

systems in which we live. As Fromm (1976) reminds us, these emphases act in a dynamic 

tension in which:  

The socioeconomic structure of a society molds the social character of its members so 

that they wish to do what they have to do. [And] [s]imultaneously, the social character 

influences the socio-economic structure of society, acting either as cement to give 

further stability to the social structure or, under special circumstances, as dynamite 

that tends to break up the social structure. (p.115) 

The dynamic that Fromm describes suggests that one approach is not superior to the 

other, but that both are needed to achieve lasting and transformative environmental change.  

I introduced this section with reflections on the social, cultural, and systemic contexts 

in which Green+Leaders operate, and argued that these are critical dimensions to consider 

when designing and implementing environmental engagement processes. The following 

section builds on this assessment and identifies components of an emotionally responsive 

employee engagement and leadership program that aims to respond to the challenges 

identified above.  

Foundations for an Emotionally Supportive and Responsive Program  

In the following discussion, I outline the personal capacities that can be cultivated 

through an emotionally supportive and responsive program as well as the beliefs about the 
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self that underpin these recommendations. I use the terms ‘emotionally supportive and 

responsive’ to describe practices that encourage participants to cultivate “adaptive coping 

strategies,” which “are deployed when [one] accepts both . . . facts and . . . accompanying 

emotions, and then tries to act on the basis of both” (Hamilton and Kasser, 2009, p. 2). These 

recommendations stem from the interview analysis in Chapter Four, which suggests that 

program participants struggle to find coping tools, and instead employ varying kinds of 

Defensive Strategies that can impede their full engagement with pro-environmental action or 

contribute to disengagement from the program.  

While individual capacities are inevitably the focus of a leadership program, the 

following recommendations also aim to recognize, as I argue in the preceding section, that 

changes to personal capacity alone cannot be the sole focus of transformation on the path 

towards ecologically sustainable systems.  

Beliefs about the self. Any curriculum, pedagogy, or engagement effort begins with 

an assumption about the nature and capacities of the learners or potential participants. In this 

case, I have based recommendations on the assumption that within each of us is a dimension 

of self that not only tolerates but “loves reality” (Weintrobe, 2013, p. 33). This is the same 

part of us that “tolerates being far from perfect, is motivated by loving concern, finds reality 

challenging and finds it is struggling with reality that ultimately provides meaning and self-

worth” (p. 33). Although Weintrobe speaks from a psychoanalytically-oriented tradition, her 

assertion is supported by others who write from social psychology, deep ecology, and 

environmental advocacy perspectives (Crompton, 2010; Macy, 2007; Orr, 2009). The notion 

that we are “conflicted, anxious and ambivalent, but also creative, reparative and capable of 

great concern” (Lertzman, 2013, p. 130) is echoed by Crompton (2010), who uses a social 

psychological framework to describe the “dynamic tension” between self-transcendent and 

self-enhancement values that exist in each of us. Similarly, perspectives of engaged 
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Buddhism and deep ecology also assume an inherent human capacity for not only care but 

also profound interconnection and kinship with other human and non-human beings (Macy, 

2007). This view is summarized by Orr (2009), who proposes that, “all of us who are 

concerned about climate change, environmental quality, and equity, treat the public as 

intelligent adults who are capable of understanding the truth and acting creatively and 

courageously in the face of necessity" (p. 189). Rather than assuming that a constituency 

needs to be convinced, coddled, or coerced, the following recommendations are based on the 

belief that—with the appropriate supports and resources—individuals are capable of 

engaging with and responding to challenging ecological realities.  

Personal capacities for adaptive coping. There is no easy prescription for the 

specific personal capacities that enable individuals to mobilize adaptive coping strategies in 

the face of uncertain environmental futures and complex change processes. To develop these 

recommendations, I have drawn on my own experience, as well as lessons from fields of 

transformative learning, social learning, therapeutic and group process, as well as authentic 

leadership (Baan, Long, & Pearlman, 2011; Doppelt, 2012; Klein, 2012; Macy, 2007; Moser, 

2012; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013).  

I have also looked to the work of Randall (2009), who recommends the Tasks of Grief 

model developed by Worden (1983), as a framework for encouraging emotional resilience 

when engaging with ecological issues and climate change, in particular. The four stages 

involve the following: “accepting the reality of the loss, first intellectually then emotionally;” 

“walking through painful emotions;” “adjusting to the new environment/acquiring new 

skills/developing a new sense of self;” and “reinvesting emotional energy” (p. 122).  

I have also built on my personal experience working with tools from the Reconnecting 

to Life methodology, pioneered by Macy and Young Brown (1998), which uses principles of 

deep ecology and engaged Buddhism to outline a four-stage, spiral process of gratitude, 
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despair, seeing with new eyes, and going forth. Finally these recommendations are informed 

by my own training in practices of Authentic Leadership, which emphasizes the importance 

of self-awareness, self-reflection, and connection with one’s values and intrinsic motivations 

in sustaining personal and organizational change processes (George, Sims, McLean, & Mayer, 

2007). 

Within this diversity, the literature on sustainability, as well as authentic and 

transformative leadership (Baan et al., 2011; Doppelt, 2012; Klein, 2012; Macy, 2007; 

Moser, 2012; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013) includes common recommendations for personal 

capacity building in the face of environmental change and uncertainty. The following list 

identifies four characteristics that are particularly relevant to the Green+Leaders program:  

•  recognition of and engagement with complexity and uncertainty, despite desires for 

conclusive answers; 

• self-reflection and mindful awareness that include non-judgment and compassion towards 

self and others;  

• being with difficult, uncomfortable, and painful emotions in self and others; and 

• a holistic perspective that recognizes the dynamic interconnections and non-linear 

relationships which comprise living systems. 

 The above list is intended as an outline and starting point. Environmental leadership 

practitioners would benefit from additional research to develop specific tools to encourage 

these capacities and to assess their longer-term impacts on program participants. 

Implementation of an Emotionally Supportive and Responsive Program  

I now provide a sample of program practices and activities that aim to build the 

capacities identified above and address some of the Defensive Strategies and Emotional 

Complications described in Chapter Four: 
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• Encourage gratitude and activate intrinsic motivation. 

• Create opportunities for community building and group connection. 

• Encourage and model honesty and self-reflection in program resources.  

• Promote visible support from senior leadership. 

• Encourage whole-systems perspectives. 

• Tell stories within the organization that normalize environmental concern. 

Recommendations reflect the criteria identified by Sterling (2010) for processes that 

he calls “learning as sustainability,” which are “reflexive, experiential, experimental, 

participative, iterative, real-world and action oriented” (p. 78). Together, they suggest key 

components of an emotionally responsive and supportive program—one that builds on an 

assumption of the “creative and reparative” capacity (Lertzman, 2013, p. 130) of each 

participant and encourages the subsequent development of adaptive coping strategies in 

response to the challenges of environmental leadership.  

Encourage gratitude and activate intrinsic motivation. This recommendation rests 

on the assumption that our capacity to engage with many of the above practices depends on 

the degree to which we are “enlivened and motivated to play [our] part in creating a 

sustainable civilization” (Macy & Young Brown, 1998, p. 58). But what kind of motivation is 

needed and how can it be activated and sustained? Maiteny (2002) argues that sustained 

involvement in environmental efforts are more likely “if [they are] rooted in, and driven by, 

significant and meaningful experience—if a person’s ‘heart is in it’” (p. 299). The methods 

for achieving this state are, of course, varied and specific to each individual. However, some 

common practices include an emphasis on gratitude in one’s life, increased and deeper 

connections with nature, and time spent in community with those who support similar efforts 

(Macy & Young Brown, 1998). Under these circumstances, intrinsic values are more likely to 
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be activated (Harrison, ND) along with motivation that is not subject to the whims of 

extrinsic incentives. 

Intrinsic motivation is not only important for the maintenance of ongoing 

engagement; it also acts as an emotional resource for the difficulties that arise when 

addressing ecological concerns. Crompton and Kasser (2008) argue that “[h]elping people 

activate intrinsic and self-transcendent values when they feel threatened by environmental 

challenges” can help prevent defensive and maladaptive coping strategies from being 

activated (p. 9). Practices that incorporate this recommendation can include time in program 

workshops to share experiences of gratitude, program newsletters and activities that 

encourage connections with nature, and the use of language in program communications that 

assumes inherent value and worth in pro-environmental action—rather than persuasion based 

solely on cost savings and/or personal gain. 

Create opportunities for community building and group connection. The Social 

Cost of involvement in the Green+Leaders program was a strong theme throughout the 

interviews. This practice aims to address those challenges by providing what Randall (2009) 

identifies as a “need for social groups” and “multiple points of identification” for those 

seeking to create pro-environmental change (p. 123). Randall’s work on the Carbon 

Conversations project has highlighted the benefits of participation in activities beyond the 

individual. Her work suggests that group processes provide the opportunity to identify role 

models and stories with which Green+Leaders can find alignment (Randall, 2009).  

This recommendation also supports the argument made by Stoll-Kleeman et al. 

(2001), in their study of Swiss residents’ responses to climate change, for opportunities that 

allow one “to tell stories through which they can caringly address their dissonances and 

denials” (p. 115). Through increased connection with one another, participants are given 
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space to tell their stories, to process, and to move through some of the difficult experiences 

that might prevent deeper engagement as environmental leaders (Lertzman, 2013b). 

In practice, this recommendation primarily involves an increased prioritization of in-

person events over online and email-based engagement. The sessions should emphasize 

activities that allow open-format dialogue, rather than highly structured activities. In addition, 

increased attention should be paid to building connections between program participants who 

are located in similar work areas so they can also take leadership in building connections 

among one another. 

Encourage and model honesty and self-reflection in program resources. Practices 

of honesty and self-reflection are recommended as tools to acknowledge difficult internal and 

external truths—as a means to reduce the tendency towards defensive strategies and 

disengagement from painful environmental issues (Lertzman, 2013b; Macy, 2007; Moser, 

2012; Randall, 2009; Rust, 2008). Acknowledgement of this kind decreases the likelihood 

that “defenses [will] drive anxieties underground where they can escalate” (Weintrobe, 2013, 

p. 46). At the heart of this recommendation is the assumption that when: 

One puts oneself more in touch with actuality, with things as they are, with our world, 

for better or worse, and, indeed with things that matter to us, such as love, sensuality, 

creative realization, and life goals that have significance. These are concomitants of 

commitment to this issue. (Lifton, 1982, p. 629)  

In practical terms, this acknowledgement and honesty can take several forms, including 

reflections in program newsletters, invitations for personal inquiries, as well as mindfulness 

awareness practices during educational sessions.  

A practice of self-reflection and awareness encourages the capacity for program 

volunteers to engage more fully with the complexity of environmental issues and their roles 

in them. It “avoids the simplifying and patronizing tone of many environmental messages and 
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the manic emphasis on solutions, as if the messiness of our situation can be avoided or 

glossed over” (Lertzman, 2013, p. 130). Finally, it corresponds to and supports Worden’s 

task, as Randall (2009) explains it, of accepting the reality of loss and working with the 

associated painful emotions. In addition to minimizing defensive responses, an open and 

honest connection with the emotional and affective experiences of ecological concern further 

enables individuals to come more fully into contact with the parts of self that are motivated to 

act in meaningful and reparative ways towards the Earth (Macy, 2007).  

Promote visible support from senior leadership. Weintrobe (2013) writes that with 

climate change awareness often comes the knowledge that “leadership is not acting to protect 

us [and] deep down we know this, and it is traumatic to feel so uncared for” (p. 42). While 

Green+Leaders act at a smaller scale than the one to which Weintrobe refers, this same 

phenomenon is relevant to their organizational change efforts. It is important that participants 

feel supported by those who are responsible for leading and shaping the systems and cultures 

in which they work. Writing, again in a national context, Stoll-Kleeman et al. (2001) argue 

that, “Citizens need political cues and clear leadership from their elected representatives, that 

are consistent, purposive, and progressive” (p. 116). Analysis in Chapter Four suggest that 

visible leadership would not only relieve some of the anxieties related to the Emotional 

Complication of Social Cost and Environmentalist Identity but would also provide a 

counterbalance to program participants’ anxiety related to the Core Needs for Efficacy and 

Inclusion and the Emotional Complication around Scope and Scale of the Problem relative to 

their impact.  

The implementation of this recommendation could take several forms, including: 

increased engagement of senior leadership in program activities, messages from senior 

leaders in organizational communications, and increased engagement of middle-management 

in activities that are supportive of program goals.  
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Tell stories within the organization that normalize environmental concern. This 

recommendation is primarily directed at the Core Need for Inclusion and relates to the 

Emotional Complications of Social Cost and Environmentalist Identities that emerged in the 

interviews. The process of telling stories within the organization that normalize 

environmental concern aims to provide a counter balance to the challenge of a social context 

in which “environmentalism has been marginalized from mainstream society” (J. Anderson, 

2010, p. 974). While this phenomenon cannot be addressed only through workplace 

newsletters or events, it aims to provide experiences in which Green+Leaders can see their 

concerns and activities validated and reflected back to them. As Baumeister and Leary (1995) 

write, “people prefer achievements that are validated, recognized, and valued by other people 

over solitary achievements” (p. 498). This recommendation is closely connected to, and 

reinforced by, the recommendation for visible support from organizational leadership. 

Encourage whole-systems perspectives. Whole-systems awareness is regularly cited 

as an integral capacity for those seeking to lead environmental change (Baan et al., 2011; 

Doppelt, 2012; Macy, 2007). It represents the capacity to recognize that “each of us exists in 

this world only as part of a complex web of interlocking systems” (Doppelt, 2012, p. 3), 

whether they be organizational, social, or ecological. The benefits of this awareness come 

from a decreased sense of isolation, an improved experience of efficacy, as well as an 

awareness that the distress we feel for the Earth is in fact an indication of profound 

interconnection with the planet’s living systems (Macy, 2007). 

The Green+Leaders program currently emphasizes and provides tools for volunteers 

to work individually to implement initiatives and campaigns in the workplace. By necessity, 

these campaigns primarily focus on individual behaviour change, even when the outcome 

might feel miniscule relative to the scale of the issue. This limits participants’ ability to 

satisfy their Core Needs for Efficacy and Inclusion. Therefore, it is important for the 
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Green+Leaders program to be mindful of campaigns or communication that emphasize 

individual behaviour change without providing a larger or systems-level context or 

perspective. Behaviour change campaigns should be embedded in a discourse and approach 

that situates the work in a bigger picture and does not reinforce the “tyranny” of self-

flagellation that Hawken (2013) describes.  

Such practices may involve a greater emphasis on resources and toolkits that 

encourage collective action, which have the potential to address the Core Needs for both 

Efficacy and Inclusion. It will also likely require attention to creating the kinds of 

“compassionate systems” identified earlier in this chapter, which provide support for the 

behaviour changes advocated through the program. The purpose is to support participants to 

recognize that they, alone, are not responsible for the changes they hope to make and that 

they can act in strategic and collective ways within the system to improve their efficacy.  

Summary: implementation of supportive programming. The above 

recommendations are intended as an outline for key components of a more emotionally 

supportive and responsive environmental engagement and leadership program. Future 

research into the impacts of their implementation would be a benefit to practitioners and 

participants and would also increase insight into the factors that do and do not support 

sustained engagement in pro-environmental action.  

In the following section, I suggest how findings from Chapter Four provide a 

potentially useful commentary, not just on leadership programs but also on assumptions and 

practices within environmental engagement and education, more broadly. I conclude with a 

short assessment of future research opportunities stemming from this work.  

Commentary on Discourses of Environmental Engagement  

My research findings reinforce the arguments made by Lertzman (2013); Maiteny 

(2002); Randall (2009), and others, which call for a more complex understanding of the 
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assumption that factors such as values, attitudes, knowledge, beliefs, and efficacy have a 

linear and direct relationship to pro-environmental action, behaviours, and policy support (i.e. 

Crompton, 2010; deGroot & Steg, 2007; Leiserowitz, 2010 ; Pike, Doppelt & Herr, 2010; 

Stern, 2000). While these cited approaches offer insight into environmental subjectivity and 

should inform environmental engagement and education efforts, my research surfaces the 

complexity in engagement work and challenges the following assumptions: 

• There are tidy boundaries between the factors that influence environmental engagement, 

and these factors can be isolated and tested individually for causal influence on specific 

behaviours or beliefs.  

• There is a linear process, or set of steps, that can be facilitated through environmental 

education, in which a person will “advance beyond basic awareness and knowledge to . . . 

action” (Bush-Gibson, 2011, p. 84). 

• One can develop an ecological identity or experience a transformation of consciousness, 

which inexorably leads in a straight line to a suite of pro-environmental actions and 

choices (i.e. Leiserowitz, 2007; O’Sullivan & Taylor, 2004; Speth, 2009; Thomashow, 

1996). 

My analysis suggests that the above factors are dimensions of a much more complex 

story, which is informed by assumptions that individuals negotiate difficult emotions such as 

anxiety, guilt, helplessness, and fear (Lertzman, 2013a; Weintrobe, 2013) with varying 

degrees of conscious and unconscious awareness. It is also informed by a social practice 

perspective (Shove, 2010), which “ reconceptualizes behaviour as . . . a social phenomenon, 

guided by shared norms and embedded in specific contexts”, including personal life histories 

(Hards, 2012, p. 761). Together, these perspectives encourage engagement practitioners to 

take a more holistic and broad view of the factors that influence and shape their efforts.  
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The diverse ways in which participants navigate their engagement with environmental 

issues, and the myriad factors on which this engagement depends, suggests that audience 

segmentation categories are unrealistically tidy boundaries for sprawling differences. While 

there are commonalities among my research participants, each has a particularly unique set of 

life experiences, as well as other (often) unknowable differences, that shape their 

involvement. For example, one participant returned, in his interview, to global issues like 

overpopulation, peak oil, and species decline, where others focused their concern on more 

specific and immediate issues like reducing waste, with little articulated analysis of the 

bigger picture and the ‘why’ behind their actions. Some participants were more comfortable 

standing out as leaders on these issues, whereas others expressed a much higher degree of 

concern about how colleagues perceived them. Some were quite settled in their degrees of 

environmental concern, while others expressed much more ambivalence in their relationship 

to pro-environmental action and attitudes. At the same time, all of them have taken the 

initiative to participate in a program that relies on and encourages leadership around 

ecological issues. 

The diversity among Green+Leaders’ motivations, responses, and methods of 

participation suggests the need for a more holistic approach to engagement. This adds a layer 

of complexity to the audience segmentation approach often used by environmental 

communicators (A. Leiserowitz et al., 2010; Pike et al., 2010), which assumes clear 

delineations between degrees of “concern,” engagement, and subsequent action. It also points 

to the challenge in assuming that externally visible or measurable factors, such as program 

participation rates, are accurate measurements of concern, motivations, and engagement. 

My analysis has shown that values do play a role, that consciousness shift does have 

an impact, and that individuals may move through a process in which they become 

increasingly concerned about and active around environmental issues. However, it calls into 



THE INNER WORK…    91 

question the degree to which these changes are fixed, the frequency with which they may 

occur, and the assumption of a causal relationship among the factors involved. My findings 

further reinforce the importance of psycho-social perspectives on environmental engagement, 

which take into account the mutually reinforcing relationship between the interior (often 

unconscious) dimensions of experience and the external social, cultural, and systemic forces 

at play in our lives (Clarke, 2006; Hoggett, 2008). They suggest that psycho-social 

approaches provide a framework large enough to consider a more robust and holistic view of 

environmental engagement in order to develop more effective responses and tools. 

Implications for Future Research 

The above recommendations are intended as a starting point for further exploration. 

The process of moving these recommendations into practice, while navigating the 

practicalities and challenges of resources, time, and workplace cultures, is no small task. The 

approaches listed above are just some among many. Additional work is needed to develop a 

more comprehensive list of tools and methods that might also be effective for engaging 

emotion and affect in a workplace environmental leadership program. As Lertzman (2013) 

argues, “There is a profound need for investment in further research and pilot projects in the 

domains of affect and emotional attributes of contemporary environmental subjectivity and 

politics” (p. 130). Future research would benefit from efforts to pilot these and other similar 

interventions and assess their impacts.   

Additional research could also involve more in-depth explorations of what 

Green+Leaders find meaningful and fulfilling about their participation in the program. 

Despite my intentions to uncover some of the motivations that bring participants to the 

Green+Leaders program, answers to this question remain somewhat obscure. With more time 

and resources a longitudinal study would help explore this question, as would more 

interviews with a broader cross-section of program volunteers.  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed the ways that my analysis challenges some of the 

dominant discourses in environmental education and engagement as they relate to linear and 

causal processes of pro-environmental action and concern. I argue that my findings reinforce 

the merits of a psycho-social approach to environmental engagement, which acknowledges 

the complexity of human experience and its profound interrelatedness with social and 

systemic contexts. As a result of this inter-relationship, I also argue that a focus on 

individuals as the locus of environmental change is a problematic, emotionally difficult, and 

less effective means for creating an ecologically sustainable future. I draw on the work of 

social practice theory, systems design, and social defense theory to point out the relevance of 

holistic and “compassionate” approaches to engagement efforts. 

I use the above analysis to describe the capacities of environmental leadership that are 

most relevant for Green+Leaders. I also outline some methods that could be implemented to 

develop a program that is more supportive of and responsive to the emotional complications 

expressed by interview participants and that acknowledges the systemic and social 

dimensions of change processes.  

The thread that ties these sections together is one of aspiration: the aspiration that 

concern for a more ecologically sustainable future exists within each of us and that we are 

capable of developing tools to better engage and nurture this motivation in service to the 

Great Turning (Macy & Young Brown, 1998) towards a more just and resilient world. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

I have argued that to live in the Anthropocene era is to live in a time of conflicts, both 

internal and external. As humans experience the profound ecological impacts of our 

economic and technological systems, and the consequent uncertainties for all aspects of our 

ways of life, we are caught in the midst of myriad competing narratives. We are faced with a 

multitude of possible responses within ourselves and as societies. At the heart of these 

tensions lie questions about our nature, our purpose, and our potential. As Orr (2009) writes, 

“Who are we and what do we know of ourselves? To successfully navigate the decades and 

centuries of the long emergency will require that we answer that question without illusions, 

but also without selling ourselves short" (p. 161). My research uses a psycho-social approach 

to offer a small contribution to this much larger inquiry into the multiple potential responses 

evoked by this time in history.  

Internally, these responses play out as (often) unconscious competitions between the 

parts of ourselves that long to face today’s difficult ecological realities and react accordingly 

and the parts of ourselves that (often) work beneath the surface of our awareness to protect 

our sense of identity and defend us from the uncertainty, anxiety, and culpability inherent in 

these painful truths (Weintrobe, 2013). Externally, these conflicts can be seen in the 

discourses and manifestations of environmental and social change that grapple with questions 

about degrees of relevant optimism, effective pathways forward, and the very scale and scope 

of the changes needed to achieve real environmental sustainability. I have suggested that 

these struggles cannot be seen in isolation and that a psycho-social approach to understanding 

them is most appropriate as it provides space to acknowledge the ways each informs and 

influences the other. 

I have explored these tensions more specifically through inquiries into the emotional 

and affective dimensions of workplace environmental sustainability programs, using a 
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psychoanalytically informed interview and analysis methodology, the Dialogic Relational 

Interview (Lertzman, 2009). This research has aimed to better understand “the feelings and 

self-understandings that transform . . . knowledge and attitudes into action, or bind them to 

inaction” (Chawla, 1998, p. 384). In the process, I have uncovered a rich territory, revealing a 

pattern of Defensive Strategies, Emotional Complications, and Core Needs that are negotiated 

by Green+Leaders program participants as they engage in behaviour and culture change 

efforts in the workplace.  

The results suggest that the program can do more to support Green+Leaders to 

address the internal conflicts caused by their participation, as well the external tensions and 

challenges they encounter in their experiences within the workplace. In addition, my findings 

point to the importance of situating individual leadership and engagement efforts within an 

understanding of social practice, dominant discourses, and physical systems (J. Anderson, 

2010; R. Anderson, 2013; Shove, 2010). For example, workplace environmental leaders face 

daily conflicts between their desires for sustainability and the systems they navigate; transit 

does not operate in their neighbourhood, organizational protocols mandate wasteful use of 

paper, or hierarchies prevent their suggestions from reaching decision makers. The power of 

dominant discourses and social practices, which normalize and privilege some behaviours 

and identities over others also act as forces in the lives of Green+Leaders; media 

representations of ‘environmental activism’ create tensions for program participants who 

struggle to see how they can have deep ecological concern without attending protests, and 

social expectations around highly consumptive lifestyles or carbon-intensive family vacations 

mean that alternate choices come at a high social cost.   

Put together, these results indicate that environmental education and engagement 

efforts need to consider how unconscious attempts to navigate the myriad emotional 

complications of life in these times calls into question many of the more linear or causally 
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oriented frameworks used to make sense of pro-environmental behaviour or ecological 

identities. Instead, my research suggests that it is beneficial to consider individuals as:  

Torn, ambivalent and in two minds (or several minds, for that matter) . . . whose sense 

of self, other, environment and so on is governed by powerful narratives, meanings 

and imaginings . . . [and] besieged by potentially overwhelming emotions such as 

fear, despair, anxiety, guilt, love or hope. (Hoggett, 2013, p. 57) 

With this acknowledgement comes the opportunity to address individuals from a 

holistic standpoint—one that includes the social and physical systems in which they live. It 

enables practitioners to engage the “[p]sychological dynamics and their cultural expressions 

[which] are root-causes of unsustainability” (Maiteny, 2000, p. 341). 

In his reflections on the psychological implications of anthropogenic climate change, 

Hoggett (2011) asks, “How can we think in a realistic way about something whose 

implications are unthinkable?” (p. 264). But think we must. And, feel. And, of course, 

respond. Despite our best efforts, no amount of reformed environmental engagement, 

education, or leadership tools will eliminate our tendency towards defensive or maladaptive 

responses (Hamilton, 2013). However, if there is an aspiration that guides my work, and 

hopefully that of the reader, it is that we might find “measures [through which] it is possible 

to imagine a ‘whole’ citizen learning to create a tolerable climate future for the globe out of 

the gradual dissipation of dissonance and denial” (Stoll-Kleeman et al., 2001, p. 116). It is 

that we might embrace a narrative of the self (Rustin, 2013) that assumes the potential for 

caring and courageous environmental leadership—a capacity which can we can continue to 

activate in each of us.  
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