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Editor’s -:::-
Notes

-The article builds a case for how the United Nations (UN) Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) can be achieved through social and
emotional learning

-The authors begin the article describing the conflicting goals of

the SDGs and how the attainment of these goals may necessitate a
balancing act

-Further, the authors discuss ‘dissonance and the SDGs'’ at the level of
individual and social collectives because of the conflicting nature of
the SDGs

-The authors then posit two specific avenues, emotional resilience
and prosocial behavior, for managing dissonance and attainment of
the SDGs. They describe the need for social and emotional learning
as fundamental skills in our education systems to achieve the SDGs

he Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
are not necessarily a set of consistent
objectives but rather a series of potentially
conflicting goals’. From the perspective of
the development agent, these conflicting objectives entail
inconsistencies in actions—and antecedents--needed to attain
the SDGs. For example, eradicating poverty—a societal
objective—might entail (at least in the short term) working the
self to the point of compromising personal well-being, another
SDG. Another clear example of such conflicts is the slow progress
or even resistance to climate change policies because of the
relationship across work choice, economic growth and climate
change. Thus, attainment of these goals may necessitate
a balancing act—development agents may consider
multiple options and make tradeoffs.

Dissonance and the SDGs

At the level of the individual and social collectives, these tradeoffs
in SDGs will be quite taxing because the conflicting goals are, in
effect, inconsistent cognitions?, generally referred to as cognitive
dissonance or dissonance’. According to dissonance theory'—
one of the most tried and tested theories in the behavioral
sciences—inconsistent cognitions evokes aversive arousal state
that leads to attitudes and behaviors aimed at reducing the
arousal’. Dissonance is constituted by two important social

Sustainable Development Goals,
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Emotional resilience,

Prosocial behavior,

Social and Emotional Learning,
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psychological processes: inconsistency among cognitions, a more
rational phenomenon referred to as cognitive discrepancy, and

the unpleasant emotional and motivational state that arises from
holding two contradictory cognitions, referred to as dissonance®.

Dissonance is unpleasant—the aversive arousal state is because
inconsistent cognitions impede effective and unconflicted
actions. The unpleasant emotive state of dissonance motivates
attitude changes or engagements in other dissonance-reduction
processes. Hence, encounters with dissonance trigger a variety
of dissonance reducing cognitions—attitudes and behaviors that
align cognitions with behavioral commitments to facilitate the
execution of effective unconflicting actions’. For example, it has
been widely demonstrated that following a dissonance-triggered
decision, people alter their attitudes to be more consistent with
their choices®. This is the case because following a dissonance-
triggered decision, psychological processes are deployed to assist
with the execution of the decision. This process involves post
decision views of the chosen alternative in a more favorable light
and the rejected option in a more negative light so as to help

the individual follow through and act on the decision in a more
effective manner”.

Dissonance has important implications for the
attainment of the SDGs—it strains development
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agents’ rational (cognitive
discrepancy) and emotional
(aversive arousal) capabilities to
reflect, self-regulate and act in
pursuit of the attainment of those
goals. These strains may undermine
attainment of those goals. For example,
if development agents view an otherwise
prioritized development goal in a more
negative light because it conflicts with

an otherwise less prioritized goal but
that they favor at that moment, the
former may be jeopardized. Additionally,
because dissonance challenges both
cognitive and emotional capabilities,

it might be self-defeating, leading to
inaction—discouraging actions in pursuit
of SDGs. In contrast, because dissonance
prompts development agents to reflect

on their values and other behavioral
antecedents, and to self-regulate the
unpleasant emotive state, it is a necessary
aspect of measured deliberative
sustainable development actions because
it obligates the development agent to
weigh options and make decisions. Thus,
dissonance has considerable implications
for how we understand and manage
individual and social actions that enable
attainment of the SDGs.

Prosocial behavior
promotes human flourishing

which we believe is critical
for attainment of the SDGs
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The dual potential of dissonance to
undermine development goals by
enabling compromise and inactions,
and by fostering measured deliberative
development-oriented actions,
necessitates appropriate dissonance
management for the attainment of
development goals. We posit two
specific avenues, emotional
resilience and prosocial behavior,
for managing dissonance and
attainment of the SDGs. While
dissonance is a core motivation for
maintaining coherent thinking',
subsequent actions to achieving the
SDGs necessarily depend on the
cultivation of both emotional resilience
and prosocial skills.

Emotional resilience is the capacity to
draw upon positive emotions to cope
with negative and stressful experiences'’.
This requires regulation of emotional
response. In order to demonstrate
emotional regulation, individuals need
to be mindful, recognize emotional
information, identify positive and
negative emotion, mindfully self-regulate
emotion to maintain positive affect. This
malleability in an emotional state to
ensure positive affect has been shown to
have several positive outcomes'? because
of it adaptive value.

On the other hand, prosocial behaviour
is voluntary social behavior that
represents a broad category of actions
that are generally beneficial to other
people and to the ongoing political
system'. Thus, prosocial behavior
promotes human flourishing which we
believe is critical for attainment of the
SDGs. Prosocial behavior has been
shown to be altruistic and motivational
since it seeks to improve another person’s
welfare, in contrast to egoistically
motivated action' and is hence
sustainable as a behavior. Consequently,
the specific cultivation of prosocial
behavior serves as a necessity to achieve
the SDGs.

Social and Emotional

Learning as fundamental
skills

Social and Emotional

Learning (SEL) has emerged as
competencies through which
individuals recognize and regulate
emotions, identify positive
purpose, demonstrate empathy for
others, take constructive action,
and promote human flourishing.
With origins in emotional intelligence®,
SEL skills are powerful competencies
since they have been shown to (a)
facilitate learning (b) build emotional
resilience (c) promote prosocial behavior
and (d) instill pluralistic thinking.

Recent research from the neurosciences
shows that the emotional centres of

the brain are closely intertwined with

the cognitive centres of learning in the
brain.'® As a consequence, when the
brain encounters situations of dissonance,
cognition and attention are hampered
and emotional response is explosive or
distraught. Thus explicit training in SEL
build competencies that might empower
and enable individuals to regulate
emotional response. One such framework
entitled EMC2" secks to provide

explicit training in four competencies
namely empathy (E), mindfulness (M),
compassion (C) and critical inquiry (C) to
build emotional resilience and promote

prosocial behavior.




EMC

EMpa H\y

The EMC? framework is designed
to develop and nourish the ‘whole
brain’. Recent advances in the cognitive
neurosciences have established that the
human brain comprises of two primary
cortices, namely the neocortex (also
called the logical or rational brain)

and the limbic cortex (or the social

and emotional brain'®). The EMC?
framework is designed to specifically
build four competencies, the underlying
neural circuits of which nurture the
limbic and the neo-cortex (whole brain).

Empathy is the general capacity to
recognise emotion and also resonate with
others” emotional states such as happiness,
excitement, sorrow, or fear. Empathy is
naturally embedded in the human brain in
the ‘mirror neuron network’ and forms
the basis of societal structure.

-

E notional Resiience
= that promotes
Prosocial behaviour

COMPASSION

critical nguiry

Mindfulness is self - regulation and

the building of conscious awareness

that arises from paying attention to the
experience of right now®". It is designed
to cultivate conscious awareness of a)
where attention resides, b) how emotions
and feelings are experienced in the body,
and ¢) how thought, beliefs, values, and
emotions may influence one’s ability to
pay attention and regulate emotion.

Compassion is the ability to take positive
action to alleviate suffering in the other.
Compassion requires behavioural action
motivated by the need and desire to
improve the other’s wellbeing and is the
fundamental basis to promote prosocial
behaviour?’.

Critical Inquiry is the continued ability
to question and evaluate decisions,
actions and behavioural change through

observation, experience, thinking,

reasoning and judgement.

Since dissonance is an unpleasant
emotive state, subjects of
dissonance require emotion-
regulatory capabilities (emotional
resilience) to navigate the
behaviors and prerequisite
antecedents to attain SDGs.
Dissonance can be caused by beliefs,
attitudes, values, and feelings about
oneself, others, or the environment.
Thus, interventions to reduce dissonance
are required to address the cognitive
antecedents of emotion, the intensity of
emotional response, and the cognitive
regulation of this emotional response.
These can be achieved by combined
training of empathy and mindfulness to
build skills for emotional resilience or

regulation.
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According to the Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory* SEL, Education and the SDGs

positive and negative emotions have distinct and complementary . .
. . .. S . The question we ask ourselves is how can we develop
adaptive functions and cognitive and physiological effects. While .
. . , . these competencies? One such avenue could be our formal
negative emotions narrow one’s momentary thought—action . . . .
. . . . education system. Recent experiences with SEL in schools
repertoire by preparing one to behave in a specific way (e.g., oL . . . .
. . . show promise in improving pro-social behavior and inculcate

attack when angry, escape when afraid), positive emotions . . .
. . , . actions that go beyond just the self but towards the collective

(e.g., joy, contentment, interest) broaden one’s thought—action 2 . . .
. . .. . good®. This however suggests a radical change in our
repertoire, expanding the range of cognitions and behaviors . .
. . . . education systems. We are advocating here for a whole

that come to mind. These broadened mindsets, in turn, build . .
R , . . . . brain approach to our education systems whereby the focus
an individual’s physical, intellectual, and social resources which . . . .
. . . shifts from purely building intellectual intelligence to one
in turn could encourage expanded perspective and facilitate . . .
. . . where there is a balance of both intellectual and emotional
dialogue towards resolution of the dissonance. . .
intelligence.

The objective

is therefore
towards building
emotionally
resilient individuals
who are able

to navigate the
complex landscape
of conflicting goals
and dissonance to
one of prosocial
behavior that
promotes human
flourishing and the
attainment of the
SDGs.

.' ISSUE « 10



The Blue DOT

References

' Dasgupta P, Duraiappah A, Managi S, Barbier E, Collins R, Fraumeni B, Gundimeda H, Liu G, Mumford K., J.
(2015) How to measure sustainability progress. Science 350:748. doi: 10.1126/science.350.6262.748

2 Komorita, S.S. & Bernstein, |. 1964. Attitude intensity and dissonant cognitions. Journal of Abnormal and
Social Psychology, 69(3), 323-329.

3 Festinger, L. 1957. A theory of cognitive dissonance. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press

4 Festinger, L. 1957. A theory of cognitive dissonance. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press

> Randles, D., Inzlicht, M., Proulx, T., Tullett, A.M., & Heine, S.J. 2015. Is dissonance reduction a special case of
fluid compensation? Evidence that dissonant cognitions cause compensatory affirmation and abstraction.
Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 108(5), 697-710.

¢ Harmon-Jones, E., Harmon-Jones, C., Fearn, M., Sigelman, J.D. & Johnson, P. 2008. Left frontal cortical acti-
vation and spreading of alternatives: Tests of the Action-Based model of dissonance. Journal of Personality
& Social Psychology, 94(1), 1-15.

7 Jones, E. E., & Gerard, H. B. 1967. Foundations of social psychology. New York: Wiley.

8 Harmon-Jones, E., & Mills, J. 1999. Cognitive dissonance: Progress on a pivotal theory in social psychology.
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

° Harmon-Jones, E., & Harmon-Jones, C. 2002. Testing the action-based model of cognitive dissonance:
The effect of action orientation on post decisional attitudes. Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin, 28(6),

711-723.

1© Gawronski, B. 2012. Back to the future of dissonance theory: Cognitive consistency as a core motive.
Social Cognition, 30 (6), 652-668.

" Tugade, M. M., & Fredrickson, B. L. (2004). Resilient individuals use positive emotions to bounce back
from negative emotional experiences. Journal of personality and social psychology, 86(2), 320-333.
doi:10.1037/0022-3514.86.2.320

2 |sen, 1999

'3 Piliavin, J. A., Dovidio, J. F, Gaertner, S. L., & Clark, R. D. (1981). Emergency intervention. New York: Aca-

More Info... - Cancel

demic Press.

AY¥OLlS ¥3IA0D




COVER STORY

The Blue DOT

Cancel

.I ISSUE * 10



http://dx.doi.org/10.10



