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To achieve climate change goals. 
a neuroscientist urges the world 
to work on_the mind 

Sudhirendar Sharma 

he_greatest paradox of our time is tbat while climate
change nas widely been recognised as an urgent 
prvblem, it does not press the em� button for 

individual and collective action to counter it. Knowing well 
the root cause and the possiblerolutions to the problem, 
why does it get pushed on to others to fix it? Why a£e we 
hardwired not to change our behaviour and coo0»mer 
tendencies? Simply put, it is the neuroscience of
decision-mak.iilg that works to prioritise sr,31:-term survivaJ 
over Jong-tenn consequences. No wonder, the risk of 
antici:pated2"C rise - orlDQre - in tern� before the 
close of the century remains disconcerting; 

In Minding the Climate, Aon-Cbrfatine Duhaime, a 
professor of neurosurgery attbe Harvard Medical School 
explores why changing bebavjour.inresyoase to the climate 
crises remains challenging. Having lived life for eons on 
resource scarcity, the hnman mind responds to better 
rewards for changing old behaviour. If a behaviour .isn't 
perceived as immediately rewarding, we probably won't 
change it. In a market economy, just giving-people 
information v.;t:hout incentives and rewar� doesn't work to 
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change consumptive behaviour. 
Writing lullabies won't cure 
gpioid addiction by-itself. 

Environmental issues have 
been.known to present challenges 
for behaviour change, in part 
because the phenomenon and 
the fix are many steps.removed 
from our immediate sensory 
perception. While the perception 
may have started changing due to 
the incre$g frequency of 
extreme climatic .events, we are
physiologically not equipped with
carbon dioxide sensors to. reflect 
a strong personal threatening 
experience and thus change om 
behaviour. Add to_ this the fact 
that behaviour change research 
has focused on choices that 
individuals make, rather than on 

a more collectiYe and political sphere. Further, the 
invisibility9fgreenhouses gases has added to the visible 
challenge.·· 

'Exquisitely flexible1 
Duhaime presents a study ofthe human bra.in. from 
understanding its evolutionary origin.to strategies for il:Sc 
prt>-envjronmemaJ shift. Toking a deep dive into the human 
decision-making apparatus, she finds that the brain.is 
heavily influenced by its evolutionary desrgn, but is also 
exquisitely flexible. The Drain design bQth constrains and 
frees us-. By linking neuroscience with evolutionary biology, 
consumer psychology, and environmental science, the 
author reflects hope that 1iumans do in fact:llave the 
capacity m change. Minding the Climate is aground-breaking 
work Qfl how we migbrJeverage our brains to light climate 
change. 

It is a thinking man's guide to encourage our neurological 
circuits to embrace new rewards. To demonstrate how 
indeed this cquld be possible, the Green Children's HQSI,!ital 
has been initiated by the author and her colleagues as a 
prototype thatmakes a connection between the 
environment and health. No reward is good enough for 
people to see their l<;>ved children have a.good life. lt works 
ooth ways as not only does it help cut dawnemismons from 
the secwr that®Dtributes 8% to the anm>spheric carbon 
load but reminds J)®ple-that hospjtal patients" looking at 
trees recover faster than those who look at the brick wall. 
Such small, incremental steps are necessary to look at 
rewards cliff�y. 

l)uhaime.is not suggesting a quick fix.. The task is to 
understand how our ingrained tendencies could be 
overridden by our brain's capacity to adapt. It is a work :in 
progress_, and will QD]y be considered qnnplete when 
people in the 20-tonnes-of-carboo-enisfilons-a-year comider 
themselves a btmlen on society. Our brain has got us to this 
point, it alone wm take us into the future of po�es. 

The reviewer is an �
researcher and aaufemic. 
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