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Footprints: taking the right steps towards global sustainability

Bonn, 13 August 2012. Carbon footprint, a meas-
urement of the total greenhouse gas (GHG) emis-
sions of an entity, is proving to be one of the great
buzzwords of the 21* century. Yet, in order to
reach many of the achievements which are re-
quired to shrink carbon footprints - and more
broadly, address global challenges - still another
footprint must be addressed in order to ensure
social acceptance and, correspondingly, imple-
mentation: the psychological footprint.

Traditionally used in the context of stress caused
by disasters, a psychological footprint is intangi-
ble, emotional residue. It is meaningful, especially
to the person by which it is perceived. In the con-
text of global challenges, it is particularly relevant
as many proposed or existing technologies, inno-
vations, and policies are still psychologically un-
palatable.

Psychological footprints deal with concerns rang-
ing from frivolous to serious. For example, many
would contend the reluctance of a teenager to
drive an “uncool” fuel efficient vehicle with lower
carbon emissions to be a frivolous complaint. On
the serious side, an example would be the chal-
lenges presented to herd immunity by the reluc-
tance of some to be inoculated due to fears re-
lated to past vaccine scandals.

Unfortunately, even in the case of concerns which
may be perceived as frivolous, once these psycho-
logical footprints present themselves, they are
barriers that must be surmounted in order to gain
public buy-in for a potential solution. We are con-
tinuing to see that the question of how policy and
technology solutions can be made socially accept-
able is one of the great challenges of our time. It
simply cannot be assumed that if something is
invented, innovated, or legislated, it will be im-
plemented. As such, learning from existing exam-
ples in shrinking psychological footprints can be
beneficial.

Addressing the psychological footprint through
technological or social solutions

Wastewater treatment (WWT) plants, a necessary
public infrastructure for sanitation and public
water provision, frequently face protest due to
their typically associated psychological footprint,
stemming from both the odours and eyesores
with which they are commonly associated. By
addressing these challenges through innovation, a
Hungarian firm has wiped away the psychological
footprint and created a new paradigm in WWT.
This is done by introducing ecosystems into the
WWT plant, which both removes odour and pro-
vides attractive WWT infrastructure which in-
cludes a green space. Promoting their small psy-
chological footprint as a competitive advantage,
this firm has realised uptake of its technology in
several countries.

Sometimes, however, technological solutions to
psychological footprints may not be available,
thereby increasing the focus on solutions related
to social aspects. One example of this is Samsg
Island in Denmark, where the transition to carbon
neutrality has been realised. Samse was able to
gain support for its transition to carbon neutrality
by catalysing unconventional inclusion, giving
residents a role in the transformation and thereby
addressing the psychological footprint of intro-
ducing wind farms on a picturesque island, inter
alia. Local and co-ownership, including tangible
economic benefits, are examples of the impor-
tance placed on the social relation in the Samsg
transformation and are credited as playing a
prominent role in securing buy-in and legitimacy
for this transformation.

One raison d’étre of not in my backyard (NIMBY)
protesters is related to the market failure of public
goods: who wants to burden the responsibility of
having a WWT plant or wind turbine in the back-
yard when the benefits are shared by a broader
group? When the psychological footprint may not
be addressed through technological innovations
as in the case of Organica, and the benefit/burden
imbalance remains, other measures may be used
to address the political economy, as is demon-
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strated by Samsg Island. Indeed, even when the
psychological footprint has been reconciled
through technology-based solutions, the social
aspects of the psychological footprint should still
be addressed.

Two sides of the same footprint

The psychological footprint can also be harnessed
in favour of global challenges. Empirical evidence
indicates that well educated consumers are willing
to undertake additional efforts (waste recycling)
or pay higher prices for ethically produced prod-
ucts (e.g. Fair Trade) for the associated instrumen-
tal value. This illustrates the other side of the psy-
chological footprint, in which it can work in favour
of global challenges, as manifested by the con-
scious consumer. In short, psychological foot-
prints can act both “for” and “against” global chal-
lenges. In the first instance, it plays an important
role in informing consumption habits. In the sec-
ond instance, it can be a powerful barrier to im-
plementation.

Case in point

Looming large in the German Energiewende and a
broader global energy transformation is the psy-
chological footprint. So many of the technological
solutions necessary for a transformation fall victim

to NIMBY protesters (among other opponents):
electrical grid expansions, wind farms, or carbon
capture and storage, to name but a few examples.
Although requiring some extrapolation, Samsg
and other examples present valuable lessons on
successful implementation owing to social inclu-
sion. In addition, it has been demonstrated that
the psychological footprint can also be harnessed
to impact consumption patterns and broader
social behaviours to the benefit of global chal-
lenges.

The elements necessary to remove the psycho-
logical footprint or to impact behaviours will be
case sensitive. However, as is seen above, this can
be realised through technology, innovation, local
ownership and co-ownership. These elements
provide a balance between benefit and burden
sharing which eases implementation by encourag-
ing buy-in. Although buzzwords come and go, the
larger concepts they concisely portray remain.
Whether psychological footprint likewise becomes
a buzzword of the 21* century is unclear. Regard-
less, the relevance of the impact of the psycho-
logical footprint will remain. It must be both rec-
onciled and harnessed to the benefit of global
challenges and realise resilience.
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