The psychology of flying
Rebecca Nestor, LCON trustee

First, we’ll look at what encourages and
discourages change for us personally
(short breakout discussion)
Then, we’ll look at some of the social
psychology around flying

What changes do you want to make?
• Reducing your own leisure flying or your immediate family’s?
• Being able to talk about the impact of flying with friends,
family, colleagues?
• Persuading your employer to make it easier for people to
choose alternatives to flying?
• Making your voice heard politically to persuade government
to make flying less attractive?
• Something else?

Example: Manju is considering
cutting down short breaks by air
Driving forces
3
I want to lower my impact

Restraining forces
4

Trains are much more expensive

2
I’m concerned about climate change

4
I hate airport security

4
I’d see other countries on the way

2

It’s cold in the UK

3

Some of my friends will think I’m daft

3
I’d feel like a loser

2

3
I could get to know the UK better

4
Some of my friends are worried too

I’m worried about safety

3

I’d rather put my efforts into campaigning for
better travel policies

15 minutes

In breakout groups
You’re invited to discuss your chosen topic and try to
identify its driving forces and restraining forces
While you are discussing, reflect on how strong these
forces are for you personally
What could you do to reduce the strength of some of
the restraining forces?
There will be a Google Doc you can use to remind you
of the suggested topics and capture your thoughts.
There is a space in the doc for each group. You don’t
all have to access the Google Doc

The social psychology around flying

A paradox?
Awareness of climate change impacts does not correlate with
reduced flying
Aspects of identity:
• pro-environmental attitudes – ‘I know my flying affects the planet’
• concern for justice – ‘I worry that my flying affects poorer people’
• sense of connectedness with global community - ’I learned so
much about that culture’
OSWALD, L. & ERNST, A. 2021. Flying in the Face of Climate
Change: Quantitative psychological approach examining the social
drivers of individual air travel. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 29,
68-86.

Psychological defences against the distress of the dilemma:
• ‘the plane is flying anyway’, ‘my flight won’t make much
difference’
• ‘I will never fly again’

Status, belonging and love
Conversations about travel important to social
bonding – easy conversations
If you don’t fly it may be assumed you are poor, or a
puritanical environmentalist out to make others feel
bad
Many of us have loved ones far away, and flying may
seem the only practical way of seeing them – pain of
separation
RANDALL, R. & BROWN, A. 2015. In time for tomorrow? The
Carbon Conversations handbook, Stirling, The Surefoot
Effect.

‘Need, freedom and choice’
Many of us feel that our travel choices are not
negotiable:
• ‘I need that holiday, I work so hard’
• ‘I know it’s bad for the environment, but that
conference is really important’
Acknowledging the grief and loss from giving up or
cutting down flying may help to free up the capacity
to distinguish between need and desire
RANDALL, R. & BROWN, A. 2015. In time for tomorrow? The Carbon Conversations
handbook, Stirling, The Surefoot Effect.
https://climatepsychologyalliance.org/handbook/334-loss

But the social norms are changing…

https://publicapps.caa.co.uk/docs/33/
SavantaComRes_CAA_UKACR_Wave%208_full%20report.pdf Civil
Aviation Authority Consumer Survey Autumn 2019

…public support for change is rising…

https://cast.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/CAST-Briefing-04Covid-low-carbon-choices-1.pdf Centre for Climate Change and Social
Transformations, briefing paper: How has Covid-19 impacted low
carbon lifestyles and attitudes towards climate action?

…and your example helps others change
Leading by example by
giving up flying appears to
send a powerful and
effective message that, in
combination with
structural changes in
transport provision and
different policy signals
from government, could
contribute to a shift away
from unlimited flying as a
social norm, as part of a
collective effort to reduce
carbon emissions.
Westlake, Steve, A Counter-Narrative to Carbon
Supremacy: Do Leaders Who Give Up Flying Because
of Climate Change Influence the Attitudes and Behaviour
of Others? (October 2, 2017). Available at SSRN:
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3283157

