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Increased variability as a silent transformation: Consequences for behavior 
and policy 
 
One of the defining features of the climate change that the world is currently 
experiencing is greater variability. Not only are temperatures around the world 
rising to their highest levels recorded by humans, temperature and 
precipitation are both increasingly variable in any given region, with extreme 
heat and precipitation becoming more and more frequent. For example, one of 
Singapore’s highest daily rainfalls on record, leading to rare flash floods, 
occurred in October 2013, followed by the longest dry period on record in early 
2014. Temperatures in Minneapolis climbed over 40 Celsius in the summer of 
2012, only to fall under -40 Celsius in the polar vortex of the 2012-2013 winter. 
Increased variability is not just restricted to climate. On the morning of 24  
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August, 2015, the price of Apple’s stock dropped 10% before making up all of 
the losses by midday. On 15 January, 2015, the Swiss franc appreciated 33% 
against the Euro before ending the day 12% higher. On 27 August, 2015, the 
price of Brent crude oil jumped 25% and then fell 10% the next day. Increasing 
variability is thus a silent transformation that the world is experiencing. 
 

The increasing variability in diverse domains raises an important question—
how does variability impact people’s behavior and psychological functioning? In 
times of variability, any given system is in a state of stress and can easily be 
thrown out of equilibrium. As geologist Thomas Algeo stated, “During … chaotic 
times, any harmful events would be more disruptive than they would be in 
‘normal’ periods.” The current presentation will examine how this idea 
generalizes from the natural science domain to the social domain, using it to 
derive novel research questions about the psychological consequences of 
increased variability. Applications for policy will be discussed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


