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Why Good People Do Bad Things for the Global Climate 
 
Elizabeth R. DeSombre, Wellesley College1 
 
The good news is that no one sets out to cause global climate change. All else equal, we 
prefer better environmental conditions. But all else is rarely equal. The bad news is that, 
despite the lack of active intent to create environmental problems, we all do so regularly, 
in the course of trying to do something else. Moreover, educating people about the 
problems of global climate change, and their contributions to it, fails to create the level of 
widespread change we need to make a significant difference in addressing the problem. 
 
We need to understand what causes people to behave in climate-problematic ways in 
order to figure out how best to change that behavior collectively.  This paper examines 
five groupings of causes to ascertain their effect on behavior: problem characteristics and 
social structures, incentives, information, habit and other routines, and attitudes and 
norms. 
 
 
Issue Characteristics and Social Structures 
 
Environmental problems have characteristics that decrease the odds that individuals – and 
often communities or states – will make wise environmental choices. Many of those 
difficulties are inherent in the nature of environmental problems. Environmental 
problems are externalities – unintended, unpriced, consequences of something else that 
people want to do. Almost by definition, taking action to prevent externalities will be 
more costly than not doing so, at least initially. Externalities are felt by people other than 
(or in addition to) those who create them; I get all the individual advantages of my action, 
but the environmental downsides are primarily felt by others. Those people are frequently 
quite far away in both space and time, perhaps even in other political jurisdictions or 
generations. Their potential concerns will rarely be taken into consideration when 
engaging in an activity. 
 
Almost all environmental issues are common pool resource problems, in which a given 
resource is accessible to many people and its use by some people affects its usability by 
others. It is difficult to exclude those who use or degrade the resource, and anyone who 
can access it has the ability to diminish it. So externalities happen in a context in which it 
is difficult to keep people from creating them, and they are experienced by others in the 
system. These difficulties also make it hard to work collectively to address environmental 
problems; if you cannot be sure that others will undertake difficult and costly action to 
prevent environmental damage, it can be foolish to do so yourself, since the nature of the 
problems means you are unable to address or prevent them alone. All of these 
characteristics are naturally present in environmental issues in the world as it is currently 
structured, rather than relating to individual choices or governing decisions. But they 
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make it difficult for individuals or societies to make individually and collectively 
beneficial environmental decisions. 
 
Even more important are the societal level structures within which we live our lives and 
conduct our business. The choices we face are constrained in ways that do not allow us to 
exercise the full range of options we might desire. From where I live it is either 
impossible or impractical to take public transportation to many of the places I regularly 
go. The choices narrow much further for someone in a less privileged situation. Plenty of 
people don’t have the resources to prioritize minimizing environmental harm or can’t 
afford to run the risk of being the only one to take action and thereby failing to make 
meaningful environmental progress while bearing a personal cost. It is far more important 
to work to create realistic transportation alternatives (for instance) than to guilt-trip 
someone into taking expensive or inconvenient forms of transportation. 
 
We can make issue characteristics more or less problematic. Collective action is difficult 
to engage in. Precisely because of that, there are opportunities for people focused on 
bringing together community or political action to help create it. Changing the problem 
characteristics – giving access to amenities only to those who have agreed to help protect 
or create them – can decrease the problems of free-riding. Help people see how the 
effects of environmental problems are affecting them here and now, even if many of the 
problems are faced far away and in the future. 
 
The biggest problem of environmental issues – that they are externalities of other things 
we are trying to accomplish – is also their biggest opportunity. No one is trying to cause 
environmental problems, so working to give people a way to address their underlying 
needs and interests in a way that doesn’t harm the environment is likely to be embraced. 
 
Climate Change, Issue Characteristics and Social Structures 
 
Although many of the specific effects of climate change are still unpredictable, they are 
widespread and will affect multitudes. It is as important as it is difficult to figure out a 
way to prevent the worst effects of climate change. Understanding the structures that 
predispose people to contribute to environmental harm even when they have no intention 
to do so helps us understand why an environmental issue like climate change is so 
problematic.  
 
Climate change is an externality of large numbers of activities that are central to 
economic activity and daily life across the globe.  Greenhouse gases (the substances that 
cause the greenhouse effect that underlies climate change) are emitted as a byproduct of 
large-scale activities like electricity-generation and heating, as well as many agricultural 
activities (including from livestock and rice growing), deforestation, and transportation.2  
No one is trying to disrupt the climate system. Instead, people are driving to work, 
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growing food, providing or using electricity, and engaging in manufacturing and other 
desirable activities.  As with many externalities, the solution is not simply to refrain from 
creating them. Transportation, agriculture, heating, and electricity are central both to 
global economies and to individual lives.   
 
What is especially notable about the activities that produce climate change is that they are 
undertaken across the globe, in developed and developing countries alike, by 
governments, businesses, and individuals.  Although historically industrialized countries 
bear more responsibility than others for greenhouse gas emissions, so many different 
types of activities have greenhouse gas emissions as an externality that there are few 
people in the world who do not contribute to climate change in some way. 
 
The other important aspect of climate change as an externality is the understanding that 
the cost and convenience of our current activities would be disrupted, at least in the short 
and medium term, by changing our behavior.  Because I do not currently experience the 
collective costs that come from the greenhouse gases my driving to work emits into the 
atmosphere, I have little individual reason to want to use a more costly (an electric car 
powered by solar energy) or less convenient (public bus, bicycle) method to get there. 
Similarly, I benefit from subsidies, both explicit and implicit (parking is free for faculty 
on my campus, and I do not bear the full cost of my share of road creation or fossil fuel 
exploration or transport) that make driving cheaper even than the full economic costs 
would be. 
 
In addition, climate change involves difficulties of scale – both distance and time – that 
swamp those of almost any other environmental problem.  The problem is global and the 
effects are felt in areas far removed from where they are caused; my driving in 
Massachusetts contributes to effects as distant as increased flooding in Bangladesh or 
worsening drought in Botswana; it goes without saying that the crossing of political 
boundaries makes addressing these problems ever more difficult.  
 
The time horizons of climate change make the issue harder.  Emissions since the 
industrial revolution are causing problems in the present and the future. Greenhouse 
gases have varying residence times – the period over which they persist in the atmosphere 
– with some being as long as as 114 years (N2O), 260 years (HFC-23), or 50,000 years 
(CF4).3 It is difficult enough for individuals to make short term individual choices for 
longer-term individual benefits; if the effects of my contribution of greenhouse gases to 
the atmosphere are felt long after I, my children, or any people I can even imagine have 
ceased to exist, it is extremely difficult to prioritize the well-being of those hypothetical 
future people over my current benefit from activities that contribute to climate change.  
That prioritization is even starker for politicians, who face difficulty from imposing 
short-term costs on their constituents in exchange for potential benefits unimaginably far 
into the future. 

																																																								
3 IPCC, Working Group I, Climate Change 2001: The Scientific Basis (Third Assessment 
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The fact that climate change is an externality creates a daunting collective action problem. 
Although small individual actions do produce greenhouse gas emissions, large-scale 
activities by smaller number of actors, like energy generation and other industrial activity, 
are the major contributors. The effects are felt worldwide by nearly everyone.  Fossil fuel 
companies, or automobile manufacturers, or those engaged in heavy industry or industrial 
farming, have frequently been able to counter political demand for greenhouse gas 
emissions reductions.  Since literally everyone in the world contributes to climate change, 
it is impossible to imagine getting everyone in the world to simultaneously decrease their 
emissions of greenhouse gases – even if it were true that we would all benefit from doing 
so.  The temptation to free ride is always there and always justifiable.  
 
Take as an example the development of more climate-friendly public transportation in my 
town. I’d like public transportation to be available, and would take advantage of it 
(assuming it didn’t cost too much and went where I wanted it to go). But I’d also like to 
be able to drive to my destination when it’s faster or more convenient. When it’s raining, 
or I have a lot to carry, or I’m in a rush, I’d be tempted to drive. As would many other 
people (especially because we’re not paying the full cost for the externalities generated 
by our driving behavior, so driving costs less than its impacts would indicate it should).  
I’m just one person; surely I can’t singlehandedly undermine the success of the public 
transportation system in my town. As each person makes a similar analysis and drives to 
work on a rainy day, the entire system is undermined. The collective action problem is 
even starker when it comes to individual daily decisions undertaken by people worldwide.  
Because none of us contributes more than a little to the problem, few of us worry about 
our contribution. 
 
Even at the governmental level, there are enormous collective action problems that have 
undermined the willingness or ability of the world to take action to mitigate human 
effects on the climate system.  An extremely modest set of reductions negotiated, initially 
in the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change and Kyoto Protocol, 
required developed country governments to take action to limit their countries’ 
greenhouse gas emissions. Even then, the United States refused to go along and Canada 
withdrew from the agreement, and some other states failed to meet the obligations they 
had agreed to take on.4  
 
Although the politics of this process are extremely complicated, one of the major issues 
behind the U.S. refusal to participate was what it saw as the free riding of the major 
developing countries, like China and India, who were not obligated under the agreement 
to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions.5  In other words, states refused to undertake 

																																																								
4 Kola O Odeku, Alice Maveneka, and Raligilia Happy Konanani, "The Consequences of 
Country's Withdrawal from Climate Change Agreements: Implications for Carbon 
Emissions Reduction." Journal of Human Ecology 41(1) (2013), pp. 1-8. 
5 Elizabeth R. DeSombre, “United States International Environmental Policy,” in Sheldon 
Kamieniecki and Michael Kraft, eds., Oxford Handbook of U.S. Environmental Policy,” 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 207-229. 
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collective action precisely because not everyone was participating collectively. This 
reluctance has continued in the face of more recent efforts at international action. Most of 
the candidates running in 2016 for the Republican nomination for U.S. President made 
this argument explicit. As one columnist argued, “California enacts regulations that will 
make no difference in global climate. The Obama administration enacts regulations that 
will make no difference in global climate. Yet Americans are asked to pay the price for 
— to take one example — climate regulations that, by 2030, would only save the world 
the equivalent of slightly over 13 days of Chinese emissions.”6 
 
Like most environmental problems, climate change is a classic common pool resource 
problem. The issue is non-excludable: no one can be prevented (either practically or, on 
the international level, legally) from putting climate-altering gases into the atmosphere. 
Because the greenhouse gases emitted by any one actor add to the extent of climate 
change (and thus diminish the quality of the atmosphere for everyone else), the issue is 
subtractable. It is that latter characteristic that makes the collective action problems 
worse; while some countries were decreasing their greenhouse gas emissions, most others 
were increasing them, causing a worsening of the problem and demonstrating the 
difficulty for those who want to address a problem when others refuse to go along. 
 
The average person (even one who is predisposed toward not causing environmental 
harm) faces a set of daily behavior choices that make it make more sense, because of the 
structural characteristics of environmental issues and other policy decisions, to behave in 
a way that contributes to climate change. Doing otherwise is harder, more time-
consuming, and more expensive, and therefore unlikely to be undertaken by all but the 
most committed environmentalists. The same is true on the level of businesses, industries, 
and countries. 
 
The structures that underlie climate change mean that simple and quick solutions are not 
possible.  It is important to be realistic about the difficulties of preventing or mitigating 
climate change: it’s not sufficient for people to know or care about it; we need to 
dramatically change the way we organize our economic and social behavior collectively.   
 
There are some reasons for optimism, however. Because climate change is caused by 
externalities, no one is actually intending to cause it, and we are just as happy to conduct 
our daily lives in non-climate harming ways, if we can.  I want heat and electricity and 
transportation and food to do the things I individually hope to accomplish, or that society 
or the economy as a whole relies on or requires.  But it’s the services of those things I 
want: I’m just as happy to light or heat my house with renewable energy if it is available, 
and I’m especially happy to do so if it isn’t any harder or more expensive than the 
climate-problematic approaches.  

																																																								
6	David	French,	“Carly	Fiorina	Shows	How	to	Address	the	Left	on	Climate	Change,”	
National	Review	11	August	2015,	available	online	at:		
http://www.nationalreview.com/article/422395/carly-fiorina-climate-change-left	
(date	visited:	27	May	2016).	
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Efforts to “internalize” externalities – by finding ways to make people or businesses bear 
the costs of the environmental externalities they create – can change the choices people 
make or the options they face, whether or not they themselves are concerned about 
climate change.  Making the costs of externalities apparent can spark innovation as 
people and businesses now have reasons to find ways to avoid these costs.  That 
innovation, whether it is done for profit-maximizing reasons or concern about climate 
change, gives everyone more options for meeting their needs without harming the global 
climate system.  A focus on issue structure points to the importance of undertaking policy 
approaches that help internalize climate change externalities. 
 
Because the distance between actions that contribute to climate change and the time and 
location in which the greatest problems from climate change are experienced can make 
prioritizing avoiding climate-prioritizing decisions, anything to decrease the importance 
of these scale mismatches is also helpful.  Even though effects are global and many of the 
worst problems may be experienced in faraway locations and over generations, focusing 
on current effects felt locally may help persuade people that the issue is of relevance to 
their lives and that their behavior matters.  Many organizations have taken up this charge; 
I participated in an early effort by the group Physicians for Social Responsibility, creating 
state-based reports for different localities in the United States about the climate change 
effects and their human consequences.7 Efforts to personalize the time horizons – through 
speaking of the consequences to “your grandchildren,” for instance – can also translate 
distant events into current concern. 
 
Collective action problems are difficult, and the number and variety of daily activities 
that contribute to climate change make this type of collective action especially difficult to 
garner. Ultimately the subtractability of the global climate system means that everyone 
contributes to creating the problem, and we all must, eventually, change our behavior.  
Ironically, though, the difficulty of collective action leaves an opening for those people 
willing to step up to help organize it.  Committed individuals or organizations willing to 
devote their energy to changing rules or structures can make an important difference in 
moving systems to greater climate friendliness. 
 
 
Incentives 
 
Getting the incentives right may not always be sufficient to persuade people to take the 
right environmental actions, and there are even instances when using economic incentives 
to change behavior can be counterproductive in the long run. But as a starting point, 
ensuring that the right environmental choice is easier and less costly than the harmful 
option in a given situation can go a long way towards shaping good environmental 
behavior. 
 

																																																								
7 Physicians for Social Responsibility, “Death by Degrees,” n.d. 
http://www.psr.org/resources/death-by-degrees.html (Date visited: 27 May 2016). 
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Inherent characteristics of environmental problems create some of the incentives that 
make poor environmental choices make sense. If environmental harm is an externality, 
then I may experience no cost from the harm my actions create for others. Preventing 
those harms, by foregoing a desired action, or by taking additional steps to prevent the 
environmental damage, is likely more difficult and more costly. Even if that may not be 
true in the long run or at the societal level, for any individual choice the incentives do not 
favor the environment. 
 
Plenty of other factors contribute to counterproductive incentives. Subsidies abound, 
preventing those who use natural resources or create pollution from being responsible for 
even the direct economic – to say nothing of the environmental – costs of their damaging 
behavior. Policy measures put into place to encourage one type of behavior create 
unintended environmental effects. Zoning requirements that mandate certain numbers of 
parking spaces to avoid congestion prioritize automobile use and decrease the call for 
transportation alternatives, for example. 
 
Not all incentives are purely monetary. When the preferred environmental outcome is 
more difficult – if recycling involves cleaning and sorting waste or even a separate trip to 
a recycling facility – it is easy to understand why people with full lives and busy 
schedules will not allocate the extra time and effort to make the environmentally 
preferable choice. 
 
In some cases, changing incentives may be simple. Removing barriers to action can make 
environmentally preferred action more likely. Recycling rates are higher when there is 
curbside pickup and limited requirements to sort. Anything that can be done to make the 
better choice easier or less expensive will help change behavior.  
 
People prefer positive incentives (benefits for doing the right thing), but are more likely 
to change their behavior to respond to negative incentives (penalties for doing the wrong 
thing), and the latter ones are less costly to apply in policy terms. It’s possible that people 
who change their behavior solely in response to incentives will revert to their old way of 
doing things if those incentives change, but there are ways to decrease this effect. 
Subsidies for major infrequent purchases may have long-term effects because once 
you’ve bought the efficient vehicle or energy-saving appliance you will use it for a long 
time. By the time you’re making the next purchase technology is likely to have evolved 
such that more efficient options are cost-effective without a subsidy. That evolution may 
even be helped along by the market created by those of us buy the more energy efficient 
option, perhaps prodded by those initial subsidies. 
 
Incentives are not all-powerful. People regularly make choices based on the wellbeing of 
others, and for some people acting in support of the environment is its own reward. In 
other cases, incentives may cause rebound effects, like driving your fuel-efficient car 
longer distances because it costs less to do so or you feel like you’ve already done your 
part to protect the environment. But as a starting point, incentives both help to explain 
some of why we behave in environmentally unfriendly ways, and provide simple 
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opportunities for changing behavior. In the longer run, those changes in incentives may 
even contribute to changing social structures, as systems evolve based on new behavior. 
 
Climate Change and Incentives 
 
In part because of the natural incentives facing any externality, and in part because of 
policy choices by government and society, incentives are tilted towards behaving in a 
way that contributes to climate change.  Take just a few examples from daily life in an 
industrialized democracy. In my house heating and electricity are provided primarily by 
oil and natural gas, both of which are subsidized in a number of ways in the United States 
– both economically and practically – to make them cheaper than they would otherwise 
be.8   
 
Even without that subsidy, the fact that I do not pay for the climate disrupting aspects of 
my home heating or electricity choices (in other words, they are externalities) means that 
I don’t seriously consider that aspect when I turn on the heat in my house or turn on the 
lights or computer.  In fact, in my town I can (and as it turns out, I do) choose to pay a 
premium on my electric bill to have some or all of my electricity provided by renewable 
(rather than climate-altering fossil fuel) sources.9 The fact that I need to pay more for that 
option (and to take specific action to choose to do that), incentivizes using electricity 
sources that have worse climate implications. 
 
The same fossil fuel subsidies and infrastructure that made it easier and cheaper to use 
heat or electricity in my home in a climate-negative manner also influence my decision to 
drive an individual car to campus – oil subsidies lead to cheaper gasoline, and the shared 
and unpriced externalities from my decision also tilt that direction. Even the ethanol 
which, in many locations is a required non-petroleum component of gasoline, is 
subsidized and creates more in aggregate greenhouse gas emissions to produce than the 
oil it replaces in gasoline.10 
 
Additional policies by my employer – parking is free, the bus that the campus runs into 
town has a cost – further tilt the incentives away from more climate-friendly methods of 
transportation. And the creation and maintenance of transportation infrastructure across 
the United States (estimated to amount to a $6 trillion subsidy)11 makes available the 

																																																								
8 Management Information Services, “60 Years of Energy Incentives: Analysis of Federal 
Expenditures for Energy Development,” prepared for The  Nuclear Energy Institute, 
Washington, D.C. October 2001. Accessed online at: 
http://www.nei.org/corporatesite/media/filefolder/60_Years_of_Energy_Incentives_-
_Analysis_of_Federal_Expenditures_for_Energy_Development_-_1950-2010.pdf).  
9 Town of Wellesley, “Wellesley Renewable Energy,” 
http://www.wellesleyrenewableenergy.com (accessed 10 October 2013).  
10 Thomas W. Hertel, Alla A. Golub, Andrew D. Jones, Michael O’Hare, Richard J. 
Plevin, And Daniel M. Kammen, “Global Land Use and Greenhouse Gas Emissions: 
Estimating Market- mediated Responses,” BioScience 60(3)(2010), pp. 223-231. 
11 Nelder, “Reframing the Transportation Debate.”  
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roads and other conveniences that make driving to the office a reasonable – and 
inexpensive – option.  
 
So many activities in the rest of my day are subject to the same set of incentives. The 
food that I eat contributes greatly to greenhouse gas emissions (especially if I eat meat or 
dairy products), and the clothing I wear or products I use or buy have varying, but likely 
high, impacts on the global climate system. I may not even know of these effects (as 
discussed further in chapter 4), which is in part because I do not pay more for climate-
polluting products than for those that are more climate-friendly. 
 
It should be emphasized that any actual measureable and intentionally applied subsidy is 
likely to be outweighed by the economic effect of not paying for the climate externalities 
of fossil fuel use or other greenhouse gas emissions.12 The environmental externalities of 
greenhouse gas emissions are dramatic and enormous and (precisely because they are 
externalities) difficult to put an actual price on. Individuals who engage in any 
greenhouse gas emitting activity do not bear this cost. 
 
Because of the magnitude of the climate change externality and the number of activities 
that contribute to it, changing incentive structures is a daunting task. One important step, 
though, could be to stop subsidizing climate-harming activities (and perhaps increase the 
extent to which climate-beneficial choices are subsidized).  Tax rebates or other price 
incentives for buying fuel-efficient cars do change people’s buying habits,13 and benefit 
the climate system over time.   
 
The best option, of course, would be to increase the cost of carbon emissions, which 
would have to be done through policy.  The most direct approach would be something 
like a carbon tax, which would increase the price of activities have the greatest climate 
impacts.  A number of European countries have implemented versions of carbon taxes,14 
although these approaches remain controversial and politically difficult, especially in the 
United States. 
 
Non-monetary incentives contribute as well.  It is frequently less convenient to take 
public transportation than to drive. I know that I should have an energy audit done of my 
house (and then perform the recommended actions, many of which would save money), 
but the complexity figuring out how to arrange for an audit, and then scheduling it and 

																																																								
12 David Roberts, “Direct Subsidies to Fossil Fuels are the Tip of the (Melting) Iceberg,” 
Grist 27 October 2011, available at http://grist.org/energy-policy/2011-10-26-direct-
subsidies-to-fossil-fuels-are-tip-of-melting-iceburg/ (accessed 10 October 2013). 
13 Kelly Sims Gallagher and Erich Muehlegger. "Giving Green to Get Green? Incentives 
and Consumer Adoption of Hybrid Vehicle Technology." Journal of Environmental 
Economics and Management 61(1) (2011), pp. 1-15. 
14 Lawrence H. Goulder and Andrew Schein. Carbon Taxes vs. Cap and Trade: A 
Critical Review. NBER Working Paper No. 19338, National Bureau of Economic 
Research, 2013; available online at http://www.nber.org/papers/w19338 (date visited: 20 
July 2015). 
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the various related work, adds additional barriers (both practical and psychological) that 
means that I have not yet done so. My town made it easier to sign up for renewable 
electricity by bringing the forms to people at events and allowing them to complete them 
on the spot, which removed the additional step of having to mail them in; this small step 
of simplification increased sign-ups noticeably.  It was, in fact, the way that I signed up. 
Making it easier to take climate-friendly action increases the extent to which people do so. 
 
Climate change is the quintessential common pool resource problem, which suggests that 
widespread behavior change is necessary. For that reason, negative incentives are likely 
to play an important role in addressing the issue. In the right circumstances they can raise 
revenue (or, in the case of subsidy removal, decrease expenditures), and at minimum they 
are unlikely to cost more as they are more widely applied.  In the case of specific actions 
or actors that are likely to have a major effect overall, though, positive incentives could 
play an important role.  
 
It is important to consider whether incentives to act in a more climate-friendly way might 
diminish the intrinsic motivation to do so.  But both subsidies and issue structure 
incentivize climate-harming behavior, so new incentives may simply help to even the 
playing field. Because so much climate-harming activity comes from routine activity, 
small incentive pushes are likely to change behavior in the right direction.  Approaches 
like taxing carbon could be continued once applied, and we would thus not have to worry 
about behavior reverting if the incentive were no longer there.  Certainly action to make 
climate-friendly behavior easier (assisting with energy audits, giving preferential parking 
spots to those with energy efficient vehicles) are unlikely to have a downside in terms of 
internal motivation. 
 
The broader issues of the Jevons paradox are especially relevant to climate change.  The 
efficiency gains in fossil fuel use has contributed to the dramatic expansion in its use 
worldwide. Whether efficiency (and related price decreases) matter at the individual level, 
they definitely do at the level of society.  But to the extent that the Jevons paradox 
operates through an economic incentive, actions like a carbon tax would help counteract 
some of its effects. 
 
Ultimately, climate change is a problem primarily because of incentive structures, both 
natural (in terms of externalities) and policy related. Understanding the incentives that 
contribute to climate-harming behavior is key, and incentives are likely to be essential 
tools in working to change such behavior. 
 
 
Information 
 
It’s easy to assume that what is needed for environmental change is a fully informed 
public. But while there are aspects of information that are important for addressing 
environmental problems – it’s difficult to solve a problem if you don’t know what is 
causing it or what actions would improve the situation – educating people about a 
problem and the desired behavior is rarely sufficient for changing behavior. Knowing the 
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basics may be necessary for environmental action, but it’s not sufficient. Once the public 
in general is aware of environmental problems and factors that contribute to them, further 
information may not help. 
 
Information fails to achieve the desired environmental change in part because of the 
powerful role of problem characteristics and incentives and other social structures: 
knowing that your behavior contributes to environmental damage may not influence it if 
you are meeting important short term needs by your action or if the desired behavior is 
much harder or more expensive.  
 
There are also key psychological factors that prevent us from fully acting on information 
relating to environmental problems. We have cognitive biases that make it difficult to 
fully understand uncertainty and risk. Our emotional responses to environmental 
problems hinder our ability to act. Certain ways of communicating information can leave 
people believing that their actions are insignificant compared to what is needed, and 
make action less likely. Dire warnings about environmental problems can decrease our 
motivation to take action to address them because coping mechanisms lead us to deny the 
problems or to mistrust information that contradicts our worldview. 
 
There are nevertheless important ways that informing people can usefully change 
behavior. Providing procedural knowledge – practical information about how to do the 
desired activity (on which day recycling is collected, or how to clean the bottom of your 
boat to prevent transfer of endangered species) – makes it more likely that people will 
engage in it. Feedback so that people know what their actual behavior is – both in 
contexts in which that information may not be clear or otherwise presented in a usable 
form, and in situations when people simply might not be paying attention – can make 
change more likely. Prompts, such as reminders about a specific behavior (a sign on the 
exit door that asks “have you turned your computer off?”) at the time and location when 
that behavior would be most useful, can serve a similar function. 
 
Climate Change and Information 
 
Climate	change	is	not	primarily	a	problem	because	of	insufficient	information.	Long	
ago	we	did	not	understand	the	extent	to	which	human	industrial	activity	was	having	
a	major	effect	on	the	climate	system.	But	we	have	understood	the	scientific	
mechanisms	and	the	magnitude	of	the	problem	and	its	effects	for	a	decades	or	
longer.		Even	if	most	individuals	are	ignorant	of	many	of	the	finer	points	to	the	
causes	or	effects	(and,	in	some	cases,	even	the	existence)	of	climate	change,	there	is	
little	evidence	that	individual	or	collective	inaction	can	be	attributed	to	this	lack	of	
knowledge.	For	similar	reasons,	information	is	therefore	also	unlikely	to	play	a	
major	role	in	changing	behavior.	
	
That	is	not	to	say	that	information	and	education	are	irrelevant.	Knowledge	does	
play	an	important	background	role	in	addressing	the	problem.	Business	practices	
and	economic	structures	set	up	before	we	understand	the	mechanisms	or	
magnitude	of	the	problem	would	likely	have	been	undertaken	in	different	ways	had	
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we	understood	the	full	environmental	effects	of	our	reliance	on	fossil	fuels.	Even	so,	
because	the	effects	are	externalities	and	fossil	fuels	have	enormous	advantages	for	
providing	energy,	it	is	unlikely	we	would	have	refrained	from	making	them	such	a	
central	aspect	of	global	economic	development.	
	
Climate	change	also	faces	more	misinformation	and	attempts	to	mislead	people	than	
do	most	environmental	issues.	The	business	interests	that	would	be	harmed	if	
serious	action	were	taken	to	address	the	problem	are	vast	and	wealthy	and	have	
contributed	financing	to	help	sow	misinformation	about	the	basic	details	of	the	
environmental	problem.	In	some	places	this	attempt	to	sow	confusion	has	almost	
certainly	succeeded	in	slowing	down	political	and	personal	action	to	address	
climate	change,	an	indication	that	lack	of	full	information	–	in	this	case,	because	of	
intentional	efforts	to	decrease	the	accuracy	of	information	–	can	indeed	make	some	
difference.	
	
which	fits	in	with	broader	observations	that	those	with	economic	and	social	power	
can	afford	to	undervalue	environmental	risks,	and	that	those	who	most	benefit	from	
the	current	social	and	political	systems	may	engage	in	“motivated	reasoning,”	
resisting	information	that	would	suggest	changes	that	would	go	against	their	
interests.	
	
But	those	who	believe	that	information	or	education	are	among	the	primarily	tools	
in	preventing	climate	change	are	misguided.	Informing	people	that	there	is	a	
problem	is	insufficient	–	most	people	worldwide	(even	in	the	United	States,	despite	
the	major	campaign	of	misinformation	to	prevent	policy	action	to	mitigate	the	
problem)	know	that	climate	change	is	an	environmental	problem,	and	that	human	
action	is	the	main	contributor.	Most	of	these	people	–	myself	included	–	continue	to	
make	numerous	daily	decisions	that	contribute	to	creating	this	environmental	
problem,	and	live	within	economic	structures	in	which	we	have	little	choice	to	
engage	in	daily	activities	in	climate-friendly	ways.	
	
There	are	good	reasons	that	come	from	the	issue	structure	and	incentives,	as	
discussed	in	chapters	2	and	3,	that	even	fully	informed	people	are	predisposed	
against	taking	individual	action	to	address	the	climate	change.	The	structures	and	
incentives	are	aligned	against	quick	or	easy	action.		The	magnitude	of	climate	
change	and	the	difficulty	of	collective	action	to	address	it	make	it	easy	for	
individuals	to	become	discouraged	about	their	ability	to	do	anything	useful	to	
address	it.		
	
Cognitive	biases	also	serve	to	increase	the	difficulty	of	focusing	attention	and	
inducing	action	on	climate	change.		It	is	precisely	the	kind	of	risk	we	are	unlikely	to	
understand.	The	worst	effects	fit	into	the	low	probability	high	magnitude	
framework	that	people	regularly	discount.	Even	if	we	accept	the	possibility	of	
climate	change	these	cognitive	biases	lead	us	to	believe	that	even	if	there	are	bad	
consequences	we	will	not	be	the	ones	to	suffer	them.		Climate	change	also	appears	
to	be	–	and	in	many	ways	actually	is	–	less	controllable	than	other	environmental	
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issues	people	face;	psychological	stress	theory	would	thus	predict	that	we	would	
downplay	or	disbelieve	the	problem.	And	it	is	among	the	most	complex	of	
environmental	issues	we	face,	thus	likely	to	invoke	bounded	rationality	and	lead	us	
to	not	fully	evaluate	all	aspects	of	the	issue.	
	
Some	types	of	(accurate)	information	might	actually	make	the	situation	worse.		
Scaring	people	with	the	consequences	of	climate	change	may	not	only	be	ineffective	
but	may	actually	backfire,	as	people	attempt	to	tune	out	a	problem	they	see	as	too	
big	or	too	foreboding	to	deal	with,	or	too	much	of	a	challenge	to	their	worldview.		
One	important	piece	of	advice	is	to	accompany	attempts	to	increase	concern	about	
the	problem	with	information	about	clear	and	effective	action	that	can	be	taken.	
That’s	a	particular	challenge	for	this	issue,	because	most	individual	actions	are	at	
best	small	scale.		But	giving	people	reasons	for	hope,	and	specific	tools	they	can	use	
to	improve	the	situation,	is	essential,	especially	if	details	about	climate	change	are	
likely	to	be	scary	or	demoralizing.	
	
Where	information	is	likely	to	make	a	difference	is	in	small	practical	ways:	helping	
those	who	have	already	decided	that	they	would	prefer	to	take	climate-friendly	
action	to	figure	out	precisely	how	to	do	so.		Feedback	on	what	their	energy	use	is	or	
prompts	to	turn	off	appliances	can	make	a	difference.		Procedural	knowledge	can	be	
especially	useful;	campaigns	to	decrease	energy	use	will	be	most	effective	when	
they	come	with	clear	information	about	how	to	request	an	energy	audit	and	how	to	
arrange	for	services	like	insulation	or	installation	of	less-polluting	heating	options.		
Teach	people	how	to	program	the	thermostats	they	may	already	have	purchased	but	
underutilize.			
	
Labels	and	certification	processes	may	already	be	playing	a	role	in	helping	create	
climate-friendly	behavior.	Programs	that	mandate	provision	of	information	about	
energy	efficiency	or	gas	mileage	(and	related	mandates	from	organizations	or	
government	agencies	that	allow	only	purchase	of	certified	products,	like	Energy	Star	
appliances	in	the	United	States)	can	help	move	people	to	make	climate	friendlier	
choices.	
	
But	all	of	these	approaches	will	be	assisted	by	contexts	in	which	doing	the	right	
environmental	thing	is	made	easier	or	less	expensive	(through,	say,	taxes	that	
increase	the	cost	of	carbon-emitting	fuels	or	inexpensive	and	convenient	public	
transportation).	Even	those	enthusiastic	about	information	strategies	suggest	they	
can	change	any	given	behavior	by	only	about	10%	and	even	then	only	if	the	
incentives	are	not	working	against	action.	When	it	comes	to	climate	change,	that	
amount	is	nowhere	near	sufficient.	Other	approaches	will	also	be	necessary.	
 
 
Habits and Other Routines 
 
Analysis of environmental behavior – including in this book – frequently begins by 
assuming our actions are fully rational considerations of the complete range of 
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alternatives. But nearly half of our daily actions are habitual;15 in businesses and 
organizations even more activities are routine.16 These habits and routines are adaptive; 
they are themselves adopted because routinized behavior is more efficient and serves 
some purpose. At the same time, addressing environmental problems generally requires 
acting differently than standard behavior, and routinized behavior is by definition 
difficult to change.  
 
Because routines and habits are resistant to change, setting up new ones that integrate 
positive environmental behavior is an excellent way to affect behavior in a consistent and 
long-term way. For businesses these changes might even make economic sense. Doing so, 
though, requires serious intentional intervention. 
 
Easier to change are systems that are set up with a default choice. If the default can be set 
up as the better environmental action (e.g. your electricity comes from renewable sources 
unless you choose otherwise, or your department’s paper order is 100% recycled) most 
people will simply accept the default option. Anyone who feels strongly retains the 
option to choose differently, but the system both communicates and implements the 
preference for the better environmental choice. 
 
Climate Change and Habits  
 
Habits	are	neither	the	cause	of,	nor	the	solution	to,	the	problem	of	global	climate	
change.		To	the	extent	that	they	play	a	role	in	contributing	to	global	greenhouse	gas	
emissions,	it	is	in	a	context	of	a	broader	set	of	social	structures	in	which	fossil	fuel	
burning	and	land	use	create	the	set	of	options	we	choose	among	in	our	daily	
behaviors.		But	because	habitual	behaviors	are	those	that	are	repeated,	they	may	
nevertheless	contribute	more	to	climate	change	than	many	small-scale	individual	
choices	we	make.		The	standard	operating	procedures	of	businesses	may	contribute	
even	more.		For	the	purposes	of	this	chapter,	the	relevant	question	is	the	routine	
nature	of	these	climate-affecting	behaviors.	
	
Given	the	large	percentage	of	our	daily	actions	that	are	habitual,	it	is	no	surprise	
that	these	behaviors	contribute	to	climate	change,	bypassing	any	conscious	
decisions	about	whether	the	benefits	of	actions	are	worth	their	climate	effects.		
While	it	would	be	a	mistake	to	attribute	the	bulk	of	climate	change	effects	to	
habitual	behaviors,	many	actions	we	undertake	regularly	–	both	on	the	individual	

																																																								
15 Bas Verplanken and Wendy Wood. "Interventions To Break And Create Consumer 
Habits," Journal of Public Policy & Marketing 25(1) (2006), pp. 90-103; Wendy Wood, 
Jeffrey M. Quinn, and Deborah A. Kashy. "Habits In Everyday Life: Thought, Emotion, 
And Action," Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 83(6) (2002), pp. 1281-1297; 
John A Bargh, and Tanya L. Chartrand. "The Unbearable Automaticity Of Being," 
American Psychologist 54(7) (1999), pp. 462-479. 
15 Wood, Quinn, and Kashy (2002). 
16 Fritz Machlup, "Marginal Analysis and Empirical Research," The American Economic 
Review (1946), pp. 519-554. 
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and	organizational	level	–	contribute	to	greenhouse	gas	emissions	either	directly	or	
indirectly.		Their	habitual	nature	means	that	we	are	less	likely	to	notice	that	we	are	
doing	them	and	consider	consciously	whether	they	are	the	environmental	choices	
we	would	like	to	make.	
	
Transport,	responsible	for	13%	of	greenhouse	gas	emissions	globally,17	is	one	of	the	
most	frequent	examples	of	habitual	behavior,	both	on	the	level	of	individuals	and	by	
businesses	or	organizations.		Consumer	behavior	is	also	habit-driven,	and	the	
climate	implications	of	the	food	we	eat	and	the	products	we	buy.	For	instance,	
livestock	raising	contributes	more	than	14%	of	global	greenhouse	gas	emissions	by	
some	measures.18		The	habitual	element	of	these	choices	means	that	even	if	we	
wanted	to	make	changes	in	our	daily	climate-problematic	behavior,	it	would	be	
difficult	to	do	so,	without	major	life	changes	intervening	or	careful	focus	on	creating	
new	habits.	
	
Societal	structures	are	often	set	up	so	that	if	we	do	not	make	a	specific	decision	to	
try	to	act	in	a	climate-protecting	way,	it	will	not	happen.		The	default	choice	for	such	
things	as	electricity	purchasing	is	frequently	set	to	the	more	climate-unfriendly	
options;	in	my	town	it	is	possible	to	purchase	renewable	electricity,	but	doing	so	
requires	a	separate	step.		When	I	was	on	the	town	committee	working	to	persuade	
people	to	make	that	choice	our	job	would	have	been	much	easier	if	we	could	have	
made	it	the	default	electricity	choice,	even	if	people	were	allowed	to	opt	out.	
	
Adopting	or	encouraging	habits	that	are	more	environmentally	benign	than	our	
standard	approaches	to	doing	things	can	play	a	measurable	role	in	changing	some	of	
the	behaviors	that	contribute	to	climate	change,	largely	because	the	repeated	nature	
of	habitual	behavior	means	that	a	change	to	routine	ways	of	doing	things	will	
continue	to	reverberate.	The	effect	can	be	even	greater	in	businesses,	especially	
large	ones	with	a	global	reach,	systematize	environmental	improvements	in	ways	
that	decrease	greenhouse	gas	emissions	from	their	operations.	Walmart,	for	
instance,	committed	to	removing	20	million	metric	tons	of	greenhouse	gas	
emissions	from	its	operations	by	2015,	which	it	calculates	is	the	equivalent	of	
“taking	more	than	3.8	million	cars	off	the	road	for	a	year.”19	Walmart’s	climate-
related	activities	come	through	systematically	examining	its	operations	and	supply	
chain	for	places	where	new	routines	and	standard	operating	procedures	can	
																																																								
17 EPA, “Global Greenhouse Gas Emissions Data,” United States Environmental 
Protection Agency, http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/ghgemissions/global.html (date 
visited: 23 July 2015). 
18 Laura Dattaro, “You Have No Idea How Much Your Diet Impacts Climate Change,” 
Vice News 4 December 2014, https://news.vice.com/article/you-have-no-idea-how-much-
your-diet-impacts-climate-change.   
19 Sarah Collins, “Wal-Mart to Cut 20 Million Metric Tons of Greenhouse Gas Pollution 
by 2015,” Climate Progress, 27 February 2010, 
http://thinkprogress.org/climate/2010/02/27/205568/wal-mart-to-cut-20-million-metric-
tons-of-greenhouse-gas-pollution-by-2015/. 
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increase	efficiency	and	decrease	waste.		It	is	the	systematic	aspect	of	these	
endeavors	that	make	them	effective.	
	
How	are	these	better	climate	habits	going	to	take	hold	more	generally?	The	
importance	of	regulation	–	either	anticipated	or	imposed	–	should	not	be	
underestimated.		The	Porter	hypothesis	points	to	the	potential	role	that	
environmental	regulations	can	have	on	disrupting	standard	operating	procedures	of	
businesses,	in	ways	that	might	not	only	make	them	more	environmentally	benign	
but	in	some	instances	also	more	profitable.	In	these	instances,	existing	business	
routines	may	be	serving	not	only	as	an	environmental	drag	but	also	making	
operations	more	costly	than	necessary	by	not	allowing	the	possibility	of	innovation.	
	
If	the	Porter	hypothesis	that	regulation	can	help	firms	take	cost-effective	changes	to	
routines	they	wouldn’t	otherwise	take20	is	correct,	then	policy	approaches	short	of	
regulation	may	also	be	able	to	have	a	beneficial	effect.	Requirements	that	businesses	
inventory	and	report	their	greenhouse	gas	emissions	could	have	the	effect	of	
pointing	to	the	places	within	operations	that	are	the	most	energy	intensive,	and	that	
could	therefore	save	both	money	and	carbon	emissions	by	reforming.		Opportunities	
to	disrupt	habits,	at	both	the	business	and	individual	level,	can	be	used	to	create	
new	routines	with	better	climate	effects.	
	
There	is	only	so	far	that	the	creation	of	habit	can	go	in	addressing	issues	of	climate	
change,	however.		Habitual	behavior	works	within	the	existing	infrastructure.	My	
commuting	may	be	habitual,	but	the	range	of	options	within	which	that	habit	may	be	
initially	formed	is	constrained	by	the	available	choices	for	how	to	commute.		If	there	
is	no	public	transportation	line	that	can	get	me	to	work	and	I	live	too	far	to	walk	or	
bike,	my	range	of	possible	transportation	habits	is	limited.	Indeed,	habit	may	
constrain	innovation	by	limiting	the	range	of	possible	options	we	even	think	to	
advocate	for.		
	
But	habit	or	routine	can	still	be	an	important	intermediate	tool	between	full	
structural	or	incentive	change	and	attempts	to	persuade	individuals	to	make	specific	
environmental	choices.		Given	our	cognitive	limits,	creating	systematic	ways	of	
engaging	in	regular	activities	in	ways	that	cause	less	environmental	harm	can	make	
a	difference	over	an	individual’s	lifetime	and	across	many	individuals	or	businesses	
that	engage	in	these	routines.	And	it	can	do	so	in	a	way	that	frees	up	our	mental	
activity	to	focus	on	broader	social	changes	needed	to	address	these	environmental	
problems	in	other	ways.	
 
 
Attitudes and Norms 
 

																																																								
20 Michael E. Porter, Michael, “America’s Green Strategy," Scientific American 264(4), p. 
168. 
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We frequently think of environmental behavior as a moral issue, but having pro-
environmental values or attitudes rarely translates into action. It’s not entirely unrelated – 
at minimum, environmentally concerned attitudes and identities influence intentions to 
behave in environmental friendly ways. Attitudes that are the most salient (on their own, 
or because of being primed) are most likely to influence behavior. These aspects are more 
likely to have an effect when external conditions mean that environmental behavior is not 
especially difficult.  
 
Committed environmental activists also err in thinking that most of the rest of the world 
(or the country, or their community) is like them. Although the public generally favors 
environmental protection and expresses some level of support for personal sacrifices to 
bring it about, that support is reasonably shallow – it is almost no one’s first priority. If 
environmental stewardship is a central part of your identity (which it is for many 
committed activists) it may be difficult to understand the extent to which that is simply 
not the frame through which most people make most decisions.  
 
Some people do have values or identities for which environmental behavior is of central 
importance, however. For those people these orientations do help determine action. More 
importantly, these may be the people willing to help organize collective action to change 
structures and incentives for the rest of us, so that environmental behavior is more likely 
to change across society.  
 
More important are social norms. We prefer to fit in with how others in our communities 
behave, and when that behavior is environmentally friendly and our attention is called to 
it, we may likewise act environmentally. One lesson that comes from the normative effect 
of how we happen to do things is that we can adapt pretty easily to new ways of doing 
things if they are seen as just how things are done. If we move to a city where the 
standard way to get around is by bicycle, we’re likely to take up cycling, and if curbside 
recycling is the thing to do in our new city, we’ll do that.  
 
The same insight can apply to newly adopted measures in the area we’re already living in. 
Despite likely griping if a city adopts a no-plastic-bag law, or begins to require 
composting (or your office sets its winter temperature lower), once it is actually in place, 
people get used to it fairly quickly. A visit to a place that doesn’t do things that way will 
feel odd. Recognizing that we do adapt reasonably quickly can inure us against the 
predicted backlash from a new policy or practice. It should encourage those who 
advocate such policies to do what they can to get them implemented, safe in the 
understanding that most times the policy will quickly become the norm. Of course, the 
converse is also true: we adjust quickly to changes to our situations in ways that are 
problematic for the environment. That forested area on the edge of a neighborhood that 
gets cut down to make new housing might seem a shock at first, but with not too much 
time it feels like that is how the neighborhood has always been.  
 
There are some potential downsides framing environmental action as the morally 
preferably choice, including the possibility that once people have established their moral 
credentials or made progress towards an ethical goal, they will relax their standards or 
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even backslide. And for those of us – the ones who think to read a book about 
environmental behavior in the first place – for whom a focus on doing the right thing 
environmentally is central, we do need to remember that for many other people it is not 
that central a concern, and that there may be other routes to influencing their behavior. 
	
Climate	Change	and	Attitudes	and	Norms	
	
Let’s	begin	by	dispensing	with	the	notion	that	people	are	causing	climate	change	
because	they	don’t	have	the	right	set	of	values	or	attitudes.		The	structural	
characteristics	of	climate	change	and	the	incentives	(discussed	in	earlier	chapters)	
are	so	tilted	in	favor	of	activities	that	contribute	to	climate	change	that	the	effect	of	
attitudes	on	behavior	would	have	to	be	powerful	indeed	in	order	to	persuade	people	
to	consistently	make	choices	that	are	more	difficult	or	costly,	in	many	different	
aspects	of	their	lives,	to	prioritize	climate	protective	behavior.	
	
Moreover,	people	do,	on	the	whole,	have	attitudes	that	favor	environmental	
protection	generally,	and	prevention	of	climate	change	more	specifically.		Concern	
about,	and	support	for	addressing,	climate	change	is	a	bit	more	mixed	than	other	
environmental	attitudes,	both	across	time	and	location,	but	majorities	in	many	
places	and	times	still	express	climate-protective	attitudes.		In	1992	a	Gallup	poll	of	
24	countries	found	that	in	23	of	them	more	than	65%	felt	that	climate	change	was	a	
serious	or	somewhat	serious	issue.21		In	a	2007	survey	of	people	in	21	
geographically	representative	major	countries	69%	of	the	survey	respondents	
overall	agreed	that	it	is	“necessary	to	take	major	steps	starting	very	soon”	to	
address	climate	change.	A	2015	poll	across	40	countries	found	majorities	in	all	of	
them	who	thought	that	climate	change	was	a	serious	problem,	and	a	greater	
majority	would	like	their	countries	to	reduce	greenhouse	gas	emissions.22		
	
Public	opinion	surveys	measure	a	variety	of	things	and	not	all	of	them	could	be	
considered	to	be	attitudes.		But	another	finding	consistent	with	the	general	
information	about	climate	change	concern	suggests	that	in	this	same	set	of	21	
countries	69%	of	respondents	overall	supported	alternative	energy	to	address	
climate	change,	even	if	it	increased	energy	prices,	and	58%	agreed	that	businesses	
should	be	required	to	use	energy	more	efficiently,	even	if	it	raised	prices.	Other	
international	polls	around	the	same	time	find	similar	(though	sometimes	slightly	

																																																								
21 Riley E. Dunlap, George H. Gallup Jr, and Alec M. Gallup, "Of Global Concern: 
Results of the Health of the Planet Survey," Environment: Science and Policy for 
Sustainable Development 35(9) (1993), pp. 7-39. 
22 Bruce Stokes, Richard Wike, and Jill Carle, “Global Concern about Climate Change, 
Broad Support for Limiting Emissions,” Pew Research Center 5 November 2015, 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/04/18/what-the-world-thinks-about-climate-
change-in-7-charts/ (date visited: 26 April 2016). 
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lower)	levels	of	support	for	policy	or	business	action,	even	when	it	would	require	
some	level	of	personal	sacrifice.23		
	
People	thus	hold	broad	attitude	orientations	supportive	of	climate	protection,	in	
ways	that	do	not	necessarily	translate	into	large-scale	personal	or	political	action.	
That	lack	of	effect	will	not	be	surprising	to	sociologists	and	social	psychologists:	
values	and	attitudes	generally	translate	poorly	to	action.	Even	those	who	care	about	
the	environment	and	want	to	prevent	problems	find	themselves	unable	or	unwilling	
to	make	even	the	kinds	of	changes	they	believe	they	should	make.		As	I	have	given	
public	talks	based	on	this	book	project,	the	first	thing	people	in	the	audience	tell	me	
–	usually	even	before	I	have	spoken	–	is	what	they	are	not	doing	that	they	feel	they	
should	be.		Despite	environmentally	supportive	attitudes	they	have	a	behavioral	gap,	
and	it	is	not	only	present,	but	their	awareness	of	it	has	done	little	to	change	it.	
	
There	are	some	additional	characteristics	of	the	value-	and	attitude-structures	
relating	to	climate	change	that	make	it	especially	challenging	to	draw	the	link	
between	existing	attitudes	and	climate-protective	behavior.		First,	we	know	that	
when	translating	attitudes	into	action,	behaviors	that	are	more	visible	are	more	
likely	to	be	influenced	by	all	the	attitude-	and	norm-based	factors	in	this	chapter	
than	those	that	are	undertaken	privately.		But	so	many	small	(should	I	take	the	bus	
or	drive	to	work?)	or	large	(what	kind	of	appliances	should	I	buy	for	my	house?)	
individual	decisions	happen	out	of	the	public	eye	and	are	thus	less	influenced	by	
even	the	preferred	value	orientation	than	more	public	decisions	might	be.	
	
It’s	also	important	to	remember	that	even	if	people	have	values	and	attitudes	
supportive	of	addressing	climate	change,	they	have	others	–	keeping	their	children	
safe	(which	could	involve	driving	them	to	school),	seeing	the	world	(via	airplane	
travel),	getting	to	work	on	time	(which	is	often	easiest	by	driving)	–	that	work	
against	climate	protection.	When	asked	directly	people	have	climate-protective	
attitudes,	it	rarely	appears	on	the	list	of	top	concerns	people	have.24	A	study	of	1400	
CEOs	from	around	the	globe	found	that	fewer	than	50%	of	those	surveyed	

																																																								
23 Steven R. Brechin, "Public Opinion: A Cross-National View," in Constance Lever-
Tracy, ed. Routledge Handbook of Climate Change and Society (London: Routledge, 
2010), pp. 179-209. 
24 Rebecca Riffkin, “Climate Change Not a Top Worry in U.S.,” Gallup 12 March 2014, 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/167843/climate-change-not-top-worry.aspx (date visited: 22 
April 2016). 
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mentioned	climate	change	as	a	threat.25	Ion	Vasi	characterizes	the	public’s	attitudes	
of	concern	about	climate	change	as	“a	mile	wide	and	an	inch	deep.”26	
	
The	way	those	attitudes	are	formed	may	also	contribute	to	the	inaction.	Attitudes	
formed	from	indirect	(rather	than	direct)	experience	are	more	polarized,	and	few	
people	have	direct	experience	they	can	trace	to	climate	change.	Politicians,	sitting	in	
air-conditioned	offices	are	insulated	from	direct	effects	of	climate	change	or	the	
resources	likely	to	be	harmed.		Their	attitudes	on	the	topic,	arrived	at	less	directly	
than	those	who	are	immediately	affected	by	the	consequences	of	climate	change,	
may	be	more	polarized	and	less	nuanced.		In	some	ways,	though,	we	all	are	in	the	
situation	of	learning	about	climate	change	in	an	indirect	way,	because	its	effects	are	
sufficiently	diffuse	and	long-term	that	it	can	be	difficult	to	attribute	any	specific	
effect	to	climate	change,	and	much	of	what	we	are	concerned	about	is	long-term	
systemic	transformation	that	has	not	yet	occurred.		That	means	we	should	expect	
most	people	to	have	insufficiently	sophisticated	attitudes	about	the	problem.	
	
Social	norms	can	work	both	for	and	against	climate	action.		Simply	in	descriptive	
terms,	society	is	organized	around	activities	that	contribute	to	climate	change,	and	
for	people	comparing	themselves	to	their	community’s	action,	climate	protection	is	
often	much	less	a	part	of	those	collective	norms	than	automobile	ownership,	meat	
consumption,	and	other	climate-harming	activities	are.		The	social	value	placed	in	
many	cultures	on	consumption	underlies	climate-harming	behavior.	27	Those	
cultural	values	can	create	actual	need,	as	norms	about	automobile	ownership	lead	to	
the	organization	of	our	transportation	systems	in	ways	that	are	based	around	
driving.	People	can	also	use	social	norms	as	an	excuse	(sometimes	politically	
motivated)	for	inaction:	some	pointed	to	the	energy	consumption	of	climate-
advocate	Al	Gore’s	large	home	as	a	reason	that	average	people	should	not	have	to	
take	action	on	climate	change.	
	
On	the	other	hand,	social	norms	can	be	powerful	tools	for	collective	behavior	change	
(especially	in	the	absence	of	policy	measures),	and	some	of	their	early	successes	
have	been	delivered	in	the	climate-relevant	contexts.		When	homeowners	are	given	
information	about	how	they	stand	relative	to	their	peers	on	energy	use	they	change	
their	behavior	to	adhere	to	the	norm.28		Of	course,	adherence	to	social	norms	offers	

																																																								
25 Tom Levitt, “Climate Change Fails to Top List of Threats tor Business Leaders at 
Davos,” The Guardian 20 January 2016, http://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-
business/2016/jan/20/climate-change-threats-business-leaders-davos-survey (date visited: 
22 April 2016). 
26 Ion Bogdan Vasi, “New Heroes, Old Theories? Toward a Sociological Perspective on 
Social Entrepreneurship,” in R. Ziegler, R., ed., An Introduction to Social 
Entrepreneurship (Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar, 2009), pp. 155- 173. 
27 Elizabeth Shove,  "Beyond the ABC: Climate Change Policy and Theories of Social 
Change," Environment and Planning A 42(6) (2010), pp. 1273-1285. 
28 Schultz et all, 2007. 
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a	cautionary	tale	as	well,	if	people	doing	better	than	average	also	change	to	fit	the	
norm.	
	
In	the	case	of	climate	change,	particularly	in	contexts	where	meaningful	
international	(or,	in	the	case	of	the	United	States,	national)	has	not	been	
forthcoming,	action	needs	to	happen	at	lower	levels	of	governance,	or	via	efforts	
that	do	not	require	regulatory	action.		In	this	context	changing	behavior	via	social	
norms	has	a	lot	to	recommend	it;	at	the	local	level,	people	are	more	able	to	influence	
each	other,	and	in	many	cases	local	governance	works	as	much	by	norms	as	by	
rules.29			
	
We	are	left	with	two	questions	about	values,	attitudes,	identity,	and	norms.	Are	they	
sufficient	to	address	climate	change?	And	are	they	necessary?		To	the	first,	the	
answer	is	almost	certainly	no.		Even	the	impressive	track	record	of	social	norms	
compared	to	other	voluntary	or	information-based	efforts	to	change	behavior	
operates	within	structures	and	incentives	that	overwhelm	the	work	around	the	
margins	to	change	behavior	within	flawed	systems.		
	
Using	these	normative	approaches	may	also	not	be	necessary.		When	gasoline	
becomes	more	expensive,	people	drive	less,	whether	or	not	they	have	any	concern	
about	the	wellbeing	of	the	planet	or	the	environmental	harms	they	prevent	by	
finding	alternative	methods	of	commuting.	
	
Even	if	they	are	not	necessary,	normative	approaches	are	almost	certainly	useful	for	
working	to	prevent	climate	change.		Even	incentive-based	approaches	work	better	
when	they	include	a	social	norms	component.	Programs	to	conserve	energy	by	
persuading	homeowners	to	weatherize	their	homes	that	rely	on	financial	incentives	
have	some	degree	of	success,	but	they	were	much	more	widely	adopted	when	they	
also	included	a	social	norms	component.30	A	combination	of	approaches,	with	
incentives	that	increase	the	advantages	of	environmentally	preferable	behavior	
alongside	efforts	to	demonstrate	environmental	concern	and	the	social	preference	
for	action	can	succeed	where	any	of	these	strategies	individually	may	not.	31	
	
		
	
																																																								
29 Victor B. Flatt, "Act Locally, Affect Globally: How Changing Social Norms to 
Influence the Private Sector Shows a Path to Using Local Government to Improve 
Environmental Harms," Boston College Environmental Affairs Law Review 35(3) (2008), 
pp. 455-478. 
30 Paul C. Stern, "Blind Spots in Policy Analysis: What Economics Doesn't Say About 
Energy Use," Journal of Policy Analysis and management 5.2 (1986), pp. 200-227. 
31 Janet Swim et al. "Psychology and Global Climate Change: Addressing a Multi-
Faceted Phenomenon and Set Of Challenges,” A Report By The American Psychological 
Association’s Task Force On The Interface Between Psychology And Global Climate 
Change (Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 2009). 
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Conclusion 
 
It makes sense that we behave in ways that harm the global climate system, even if we’re 
good people, and even if we care deeply about protecting the planet. Understanding that 
our actions are influenced by the systems and structures we find ourselves in helps 
explain why information about the harm we are causing or about the dire state of the 
environment so frequently fails to create widespread change, and why caring about the 
environment isn’t enough to prevent us from doing things that contribute to 
environmental harm. Most people care about the environment and would prefer to protect 
it. And yet we all, on a regular basis, do things that cause environmental harm, even if we 
know and even if we care.  
 
Arguing that our behavior makes sense is not a call for complacency or inaction. It’s an 
argument that if we don’t recognize the reasons behind our behavior we will be powerless, 
individually or collectively, to change it in a meaningful way. And make no mistake: we 
need to change the impact people are having on the global climate system. But attempting 
to change our behavior to prevent harm to the global climate system, without recognizing 
that there are reasons for our actions that help create that harm, is a recipe for failure. 
 
Some environmentalists want to change hearts and minds, to persuade us all of the value 
of the natural world and the necessity of living within its limits. I want to change the 
context in which people operate so even those who don’t care or don’t know will 
decrease their environmental effect. There are too many people with too many priorities 
and too many daily actions, and the necessity for change is too great for it to happen one 
person and one action at a time. One of the most important advantages of fixing social 
structures and incentives, or addressing habits, routines, or social norms, is that these 
approaches don’t require people to have good intentions in order to act in 
environmentally positive ways.  
 
The best way to change a lot of behavior of a lot of people reasonably quickly is for that 
change to be structural or systemic. Some of the problem characteristics examined in this 
book – the physical characteristics of environmental problems as externalities that are 
often felt by people distant in space or time – may not be amenable to alteration. But the 
incentives created by those characteristics can be changed. Implementing policy to add a 
cost to doing things that are environmentally problematic (to make up for the unpriced 
nature of the externality) eliminates some of the advantage to doing bad environmental 
things. Creating infrastructure that makes the better environmental choice possible, or 
easier, has a similarly large effect.  
 
Creating infrastructure, regulations, or other incentives isn’t always easy, but once they 
are in place they affect many people, regardless of their level of environmental concern. 
This institutionalization need not always be done by policy: community norms or even 
collective habits (made possible by how we structure the opportunities available to 
people) can change behavior in lasting ways reasonably efficiently. I want to work for a 
world in which people’s level of concern about the environment isn’t the primary 
determinant of their level of environmentally friendly behavior; one in which making the 
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right choice for the environment is either the only, or the easiest, option, and even people 
who have other priorities, or who are unaware that they are benefitting the environment, 
make that choice. 
 
That is the reason that things like the U.S. withdrawal from the Paris Agreement (or, 
conversely, the willingness of U.S. states and cities to step up and pledge action in 
support of that agreement) matter.  We are not going to successfully address climate 
change by persuading people individually to choose to take different actions. Instead we 
need to create society-wide rules, incentives, or options that make it make sense to take 
better action to protect the global climate. 
 
To be clear: I am not arguing that you shouldn't care about the global climate or 
undertake difficult or costly endeavors to implement that concern. I’m not even arguing 
that you should not try to persuade people to care about the environment and act on that 
concern. It’s just too slow for that to be the only, or even primary, approach to changing 
widespread behavior. I want – and the world needs us – to be able to change the behavior 
of people with other priorities and other concerns, and perhaps even those who don’t 
even believe in or care about environmental harm. 
 
There are some ways in which individual and collective concern is key, however: unless 
some of us do care “a whole awful lot”32 the changes that need to happen to create the 
structures, incentives, habits, and norms capable of changing collective behavior are 
unlikely to happen.  
 
 
 
 

																																																								
32 Geisel, Theordore Seuss (Dr. Seuss), The Lorax (New York: Random House, 1971). 


