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Environmental psychology

•Study interaction between people and the environment
•At University of Groningen: focus on climate change
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Environmental psychology

•Study interaction between people and the environment
•At University of Groningen: focus on climate change
•Mitigation, adaptation, and more… 
• Individuals, households, and groups
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Part 1: Why focus on individuals and 
households?
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Individuals overlooked?
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Industry NGO’s GovernmentScience

‘Using a large data set covering 402 cities around the 
world, we find that a majority of adaptation initiatives 
focus exclusively on the public sector and do not 
address the private sector or citizens. In the cases 
where they do, the private sector is more often 
governed through partnerships and participation, 
whereas citizen participation is relatively rare’



Why important?

1. Governments will become overstrained in their capacity 
– protection not guaranteed

2. Behaviours at micro-level are effective in reducing 
climate risks (to some extent)

3. Adaptation by individuals can influence governmental 
adaptation strategies
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Example from Wamsler (2016)

An alarming example from the 2013 floods was that residents ignored emergency 

warnings and evacuation instructions. ‘A lot of damage could have been avoided 

if people had taken the warnings seriously, had used their time to move their 

valuables, and drive their vehicles out of the area. This failure led to 

time-consuming, costly and dangerous rescues by boat and helicopter.’
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Example from Wamsler (2016)

Inadequate individual adaptation leading to increased demands for municipal 

assistance can be found in all phases of a disaster. ‘They hamper emergency 

assistance and the rapid handling of formalities through their constant requests for 

help. There are people who don’t just call once or twice because their cellar is 

flooded, but 700 times, honestly, [...] they block the emergency lines’
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Example from Wamsler (2016)

During the 2005 floods, Freising residents pumped water out of their cellars into 

toilets and showers. This overloaded the sewage system and eventually forced 

contaminated water into streets in other areas. Another example is fighting over 

sandbags and other forms of assistance
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What does adaptation at the 
individual and household level look 
like?
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What does adaptation at individual 
level look like?
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Part 2: What motivates individuals and 
households to adapt?
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Assumption
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Probability & Severity
ExperienceRisk perception



Literature review
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Risk perception = 65 studies
Experience = 44 studies
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Risk perception = 65 studies
Experience = 44 studies
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Part 3: The role of climate change 
perceptions
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Climate change perceptions

‘A set of cognitions about what “climate” 
and “climate change” mean, what the 
essential attributes of climate are, [and] 
how these attributes are connected to 
each other.’ (Weber & Stern, 2011)

Reality, Causes, Consequences
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‘The term agnostic adaptation has emerged to refer to 
actions that address climate change’s effects without 
acknowledging its existence or human causes’



Do climate perceptions indeed not 
matter? 
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• Large scale survey in 
Northern Netherlands (3,000 
+ respondents)

• Questions about climate 
change perceptions

• Questions about support for 
adaptation policy, 
information seeking, and 
adaptation behaviour











5 July 2023 26

Climate change 
perceptions

Adaptation 
intentions

Adaptation 
behaviour

?

Information 
seeking

Policy 
support
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‘From believing in climate change to adapting to climate 
change: The role of risk perception and efficacy beliefs’
(van Valkengoed, Perlaviciute & Steg, in press)
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• Study in the South of the Netherlands
• Longitudinal study (two measurements, 1 year 

apart)
• Ask for people’s adaptation behaviours and 

intentions
• Different psychological factors, including climate 

change perceptions 
• What can explain the intention-behaviour gap?



5 July 2023 29

Climate change 
perceptions

Adaptation 
intentions

Adaptation 
behaviour



Takeaways

• Individuals and households play a key role in adaptation 
to climate change
•Different psychological determinants play a role in 
whether people decide to adapt or not
•Climate change perceptions play a role in adaptation 
too, but people also need to perceive efficacy
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