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What is the challenge?

• To reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions?
• To meet the Sustainable

Development Goals?
• To stay within «planetary

boundaries»
• To shift our perspective?



With substantial 
mitigation

Without additional
mitigation
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Source: IPCC 2014 (AR5 Synthesis Report)

The Future is an Investment



“Limiting the risks from global 
warming of 1.5°C in the context of 
sustainable development and 
poverty eradication implies system 
transitions that can be enabled by an 
increase of adaptation and 
mitigation investments, policy 
instruments, the acceleration of 
technological innovation and 
behaviour changes (high 
confidence).”  (IPCC 2014, p. 23)





How do we 
transform at the 
scope, scale, speed 
and depth that is 
called for by global 
change science? 





Technical problems: 
Those that can be diagnosed and 
solved by applying or improving 
established knowledge, know-how 
and expertise. 

Adaptive problems:
Draw attention to individual and 
collective beliefs, values, 
worldviews, and paradigms.

Cambridge University Press 
(2015)



Addressing an adaptive challenge 
as if it were only a technical 
problem will lead to failure.



The Three Spheres of Transformation

O’Brien, K. (2018). Is the 1.5°C Target Possible? Exploring the Three Spheres of Transformation. Current Opinion in Sustainability 31: 153-160.  











Based on: Meadows, D. H. 1999. “Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System.” The Sustainability 
Institute. 
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People. The most 
powerful solution to 
climate change that 
exists.



http://valuesandframes.org/wp-
content/uploads/2011/04/schwartz_circumplex.png

Values



Worldviews



«Our forecasting model does not 
explicitly incorporate future
legislation that could change future
emissions. It is based on past emissions …

We have also not accounted for the
possibility that decreasing
prices for alternative energy
could cause a sudden massive 
shift to alternative energy. This 
would be speculative….» (p. 4)

The Guardian, July 31, 2017



It’s already too
late! 

People will 
never 

change.

Investments 
in fossil fuels
are just too
profitable.

It’s all just 
natural

variability
.

We don’t need to 
– we can adapt to 

anything. 

We can limit climate change to 1.5°C.

The models say it is 
impossible, and the 
models are always

right!

Of course! In fact, 
we can reverse

global warming...



«Drawdown is based on
meticulous research that maps, 
measures, models, and describes
the most substantive solutions to 
global warming that already
exist. It is the most important
goal for humanity to undertake.»
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Drawdown





Shifting perspectives changes the story



It’s time to 
invest in a 
new story!
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