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Crisis Breeds Change: COVID and Heatwaves Spur Citizens to
Environmental Action

By Greer Gosnell

As a behavioral economist having researched environmental behaviors for over a decade, I was struck

when I read that the “how to live a sustainable lifestyle” search on Google skyrocketed to 5000% its
2019 level weeks after the COVID lockdowns took hold.

Crisis—along with a stark break in routine—appeared to refocus people’s attention on their everyday
actions, and a bigger picture.

Now, as a brutal and enduring heatwave draws California householders to their thermostats,
householders’ deliberate and seemingly altruistic behavior changes have so far prevented three days
of rolling blackouts in Southern California.

b M)\ California ISO @California_ISO - Aug 16

“‘1 The I1SO issued a statewide Flex Alert, a call for voluntary electricity
conservation, today through Wednesday, 3 to 10 p.m. each day. Record-
breaking heat is straining supplies; consumers should plan for potential
outages. bit.ly/3h3g31j

As policy makers, grid operators, and regulators point fingers about lack of preparation and hasty
renewables development on the supply side, households and businesses have collectively stepped in
to balance the grid on the demand side.

Can crisis increase our environmental prosociality?

Western society and innovation, and particularly affluent pockets therein, have made it exceedingly
easy to ignore the environmental footprints of our consumeristic lifestyles.

At bars and restaurants, we eat, pay, and leave without ever even seeing a raw vegetable. At home, we
nobly disappear our plastic containers and boxes into our blue bins so that they may receive new life
(ignoring that only 35% of that waste actually gets recycled in the US, and even that relied on a



https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-07-01/sustainable-solutions-while-working-from-home-green-insight
https://timesofsandiego.com/business/2020/08/17/sdge-rolling-blackouts-averted-monday-thanks-to-energy-conservation/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/17/business/energy-environment/california-blackout-electric-grid.html
https://slate.com/technology/2020/08/california-blackouts-wind-solar-renewable-energy-grid.html
https://slate.com/technology/2020/08/california-blackouts-wind-solar-renewable-energy-grid.html
https://www.epa.gov/facts-and-figures-about-materials-waste-and-recycling/national-overview-facts-and-figures-materials#:~:text=The%20recovery%20rate%20for%20recycling,person%20per%20day%20for%20recycling.

willing China to accept our plastics). We send our kids to childcare and schools, minimizing our
exposure to the paper hand towels, Lysol wipes, and diapers that find their way to our landfills. Out
of sight, out of mind.

Weeks into lockdown, as our apartment buildings’ trash and recycle bins overflowed and reams of
hoarded toilet paper stacked up in our precious storage space, it became impossible to ignore the
immense resources in our everyday mundane activities—from the plastic bags, containers, and bubble
wrap to the Amazon boxes to the thousands of miles of embodied shipping emissions—which are
normally not so salient.

In Thinking Fast and Slow, Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman taught us about our System 1 and
System 2 modes of thinking, the former characterized by instinctive and emotional reactions and the
latter by careful and considered deliberation. COVID ripped us out of our routines, our habits, our
underlying worldviews even, and System 2 took the reins in a number of domains that had previously
run on autopilot.

We broke our habits to remember to bring masks when we left the house. We learned to grocery shop
online. We stopped driving and flying to work, wearing pants, and making doctors’ appointments,
instead sleeping in or exercising during our commute hours and embracing telemedicine.

Stuck at home, we started composting, gardening, and signing up for green energy plans. And we also
started using energy differently, morphing established energy pattern conventions and (perhaps
temporarily) mangling the trusty “duck curve”.

A new crisis in California

This week, another type of crisis has struck in California. Climate change is, as promised by my
Environmental Science professor ten years ago, breeding more extreme and frequent heat waves and
weather events. I am sweating through one of the worst California has experienced in recent decades
as I write these words.

And my fellow Californians are right there sweating with me. I received an email from SDG&E on
Wednesday, August 19, thanking my peers and me for our cooperation: “We know we have asked a
lot of you during this heatwave and pandemic, but it’s been remarkable to see our community and
our state come together to meet this challenge.”

M)\ California ISO @California_ISO - Aug 18
‘, Wow, California. You are doing this. #ltsWorking #KeepConservingCA
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@ Please be thoughtful about #energy use this afternoon to avoid power
outages. Charge devices, use appliances and cook meals now before
#FlexAlert. From 2-9 pm today, the #/SO urges consumers:
Set A/C to 78
Don't use major appliances
Close curtains
Turn off unused lights
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https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/03/china-has-stopped-accepting-our-trash/584131/
https://www.supermarketnews.com/online-retail/nearly-80-us-consumers-shopped-online-groceries-covid-19-outbreak#:~:text=Likewise%2C%20brand%20manufacturers%20saw%20a,stores%20saw%20a%2048%25%20increase.&text=As%20consumers%20continue%20to%20buy,ways%2C%E2%80%9D%20according%20to%20Medina.
https://www.supermarketnews.com/online-retail/nearly-80-us-consumers-shopped-online-groceries-covid-19-outbreak#:~:text=Likewise%2C%20brand%20manufacturers%20saw%20a,stores%20saw%20a%2048%25%20increase.&text=As%20consumers%20continue%20to%20buy,ways%2C%E2%80%9D%20according%20to%20Medina.
https://www.iea.org/articles/changes-in-transport-behaviour-during-the-covid-19-crisis
https://www.republicworld.com/technology-news/other-tech-news/covid-19-lockdown-people-not-wearing-pants-during-video-calls.html
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30818-7/fulltext
https://www.greentechmedia.com/articles/read/tracking-the-duck-curve-under-coronavirus-lockdown-and-other-findings-from-pecan-street
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“‘1 #FlexAlert has started. #Conservation prevented outages two days in a
row. Let's do it again, CA. #EveryWattCounts from 2-9 pm today.
bit.ly/3aDQRXX
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“ @ No outages for tonight. #/SO appreciates Californians coming together to
conserve to avoid power interruptions. #FlexAlert until 9 p.m. #ltWorked
bit.ly/34n81Yu
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Has grappling with a salient, visible, and close-to-home pandemic made us more cooperative? Without
a true ‘counterfactual’—that is, a view of this exact heatwave in the absence of a global pandemic—
it’s an impossible question to answer. But these small wins may be the start of a trend.

Behavior as a policy tool

When I began my PhD program at the London School of Economics in 2012 with aspirations to
understand whether human behavior change could contribute meaningfully toward climate change
mitigation, I was met with the stomach-curdling eyerolls of many established economists who were
also my new peers.

A few years later, when my colleagues and I found that providing information and targets to airline
captains on a monthly basis to reduce their fuel use prevented over 20,000 tons of carbon dioxide
from entering the atmosphere (along with almost $6 million in savings for our study partner, Virgin
Atlantic) over eight months, some of their ears perked (is it possible that firms are leaving money on

the ground?).

Behavioral researchers have found that simply telling households that they consume more energy than
their neighbors can promote conservation. That observably environmental behaviors lead to social
signaling and social contagion. That switching up the order of a menu or increasing vegetarian options
in a cafeteria can change the sustainability (and nutrition) of our dietary choices. That we do, indeed,
have altruistic bones in our body.

Yet, behavior change strategies that leverage these findings have remained largely unexplored as
meaningful environmental policy strategy.

A vision unfolding

The crises of 2020, as horrific and unthinkable as they continue to be, present a silver lining and an
immense opportunity. Perhaps we can now deeply grasp the meaning of collective action to solve a
global crisis. Perhaps we now have an understanding that every single individual has an impact. And
perhaps we can focus more attention on developing innovative consumer-led solutions—including
energy demand response to avoid blackouts and enable more intermittent renewable energy
generation—to the greatest challenges of our time.


https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2016/06/22/virgin-atlantic-just-used-behavioral-science-to-nudge-its-pilots-into-saving-lots-of-fuel/
https://behavioralscientist.org/finding-opportunities-to-apply-behavioral-science-for-good-in-the-private-sector/
https://behavioralscientist.org/finding-opportunities-to-apply-behavioral-science-for-good-in-the-private-sector/
https://www.ideas42.org/social-norms-and-energy-conservation/
https://freakonomics.com/2011/04/21/conspicuous-conservation-and-the-prius-effect/
https://freakonomics.com/2011/04/21/conspicuous-conservation-and-the-prius-effect/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/behavioural-public-policy/article/nudging-a-la-carte-a-field-experiment-on-climatefriendly-food-choice/7EAA47F30FEAA990FC4F7EAAF9CAC0C0
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-02934-5
https://econweb.ucsd.edu/~jandreoni/Publications/PalgraveAltruism.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/may/17/after-the-covid-19-crisis-will-we-get-a-greener-world
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/may/17/after-the-covid-19-crisis-will-we-get-a-greener-world

Last weekend, I finally picked up my first compost bin from a local grassroots composting group.
There I met a wonderfully diverse group of women. Mia has been spearheading a successful urban
food growth and distribution micro-operation just up the street. She was chatting with Wendy who
volunteers her home for composting bucket exchanges. “And another new composter!” Wendy
shouted, as I approached her front yard and joined the conversation. COVID has grown her
operations tremendously.

My hope is that these new habits stick—become our new “System 17 behaviors—and that we grow
these community ties and contributions as we settle into a new sense of normal going forward, to
mend the divides of our country while also healing our sick planet.



The Payne Institute for Public Policy

COLORADOSCHOOLOFMINES

! EARTH # ENERGY # ENVIRONMENT

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Greer Gosnell
Senior Research Associate, Payne Institute for Public Policy
Colorado School of Mines

Greer is a Senior Researcher at the Payne Institute for Public Policy at the Colorado School of Mines.
Her research combines experimental and behavioral economics to reveal cost-effective climate change
mitigation strategies at the microeconomic level. Her current research focuses on commercial fuel
efficiency, residential energy and resource use, virtual grid capacity, and energy and development. She is
also a BITSS Catalyst promoting transparency and reproducibility in social science research.



The Payne Institute for Public Policy

COLORADOSCHOOLOFMINES

! EARTH # ENERGY # ENVIRONMENT

ABOUT THE PAYNE INSTITUTE

The mission of the Payne Institute at Colorado School of Mines is to provide world-class
scientific insights, helping to inform and shape public policy on earth resources, energy, and
environment. The Institute was established with an endowment from Jim and Arlene Payne, and seeks
to link the strong scientific and engineering research and expertise at Mines with issues related to public
policy and national security.

The Payne Institute Commentary Series offers independent insights and research on a wide
range of topics related to energy, natural resources, and environmental policy. The series
accommodates three categories namely: Viewpoints, Essays, and Working Papers.

For more information about the Payne Institute please visit:
https://payneinstitute.mines.edu

or follow us on Twitter or LinkedIn:
- in

DISCLAIMER: The opinions, beliefs, and viewpoints expressed in this article are solely those of the
author and do not reflect the opinions, beliefs, viewpoints, or official policies of the Payne Institute or
the Colorado School of Mines.


https://payneinstitute.mines.edu/
https://payneinstitute.mines.edu/
https://twitter.com/payneinstitute
https://www.linkedin.com/company/40930129/admin/

