
People matter: Human agency and the 
response to climate change
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Surveys of awareness and attitudes
• Awareness of global warming is high in 

the industrialized world and many parts 
of the developing world

• Many believe it is a very serious 
problem, caused by humans, that is a 
threat to their country and families, 

• However awareness is low in some 
regions (e.g. Middle East, India) and 
people are somewhat confused about 
the causes, especially in the US

• A majority believe action is needed now 
by governments and by all countries

• Motivations include negative 
feelings/affect and egalitarian values 
(US)

(Leiserowitz, 2007. International Public Opinion, Perception, and 
Understanding of Global Climate Change )



How might attitudes translate to behavior?

Theories
• Value – action gap
• Information deficit model
• Values-beliefs-norms
• Social marketing (target 

groups)
• Culture and resilience 

theory

Barriers
Jackson  

• External conditions (infrastructure, 
institutions)

• Social context and norms 

• Lock in to habit and preferences
Lorenzoni

• Lack of knowledge, uncertainty and 
scepticism, distrust of information 
sources, externalising blame, 
technological optimism, distant threat, 
lower priority, reluctance to change 
lifestyle, fatalism, my action will not 
make a difference

• Governments and industry should act, 
concern about free riders, consuming 
norms, lock in and cost

• Need for credible and meaningful 
information

Stern, 2000, Toward a coherent 
theory of environmentally 
significant behavior

Jackson,2005, Motivating sustainable 
consumption

Lorenzoni,Nicholson-Cole and 
Whitmarsh. 2007. Barriers 
perceived to engaging with climate 
change among the UK public and 
their policy implications



Promoting pro-environment behaviors (Stern 2000)

• Use multiple intervention types
• Address contexts that constrain pro 

environment choices
• Understand the actors perspective and 

their tolerance for intervention
• Build on personal values, social norms 

and community 
• Monitor and adjust, use participatory 

methods



Public action?

What have you done
to reduce your 
impact on climate 
change? 

• 58% say they turn things 
off in home

• 48% buy energy efficient 
light bulbs

• 33% buy energy efficient 
appliances

• 22% travel more 
efficiently

• 15% travel less
• 8% buy green energy

(UK and US, Globescan
survey 2007)

What are you willing to do?



Adaptation

www.gecafs.org



Corporate action

• Tyndall study of non nation state actors and climate 
governance

• Many corporations making voluntary commitments 
beyond what is required (but difficult to add up..)

• Analysis of UK FTSE 100 found that motivations and 
drivers for committing to carbon management included
– profit 
– competition for credibility and policy leverage
– fiduciary obligation
– reducing risk of climate change impacts  
– ethics

C. Okereke, An Exploration of Motivations, Drivers and Barriers to Carbon Management: 
The UK FTSE 100, European Management Journal, Volume 25, Issue 6, Business, 
Climate Change and Emissions Trading, December 2007, Pages 475-486

McKinsey Quarterly Dec 2007



Facilitating behavioral change in the residential sector



Consumer/producer response to appliance labels

The Impact of the EU Appliance Label (A++ to G, with G being the least 
efficient) on the Market of Cold Appliances in EU-25. (IPCC, AR4, WG3, 
Ch60



The power of feedback to feed back to lower emissions

G. Wood, M. Newborough, Energy-use information transfer for 
intelligent homes: Enabling energy conservation with central 
and local displays, Energy and Buildings, Volume 39, Issue 
4, April 2007, Pages 495-503 

Darby, S., The effectiveness of feedback on energy 
consumption. A Review for DEFRA of the Literature on 
Metering, Billing and direct Displays, 2006.

Boardman, B. 2007. Home Truths: A low carbon strategy to 
reduce UK housing emissions by 80%. ECI, Oxford

Smart meters

Smart Bills

Carbon labels



CCS (Carbon Capture and Storage)

Environ. Res. Lett. 3 (2008) 024007 (8pp) doi:10.1088/1748-9326/3/2/024007. 
Environmental non-government organizations’ perceptions of geologic 
sequestration. Gabrielle Wong-Parodi, Isha Ray and Alexander E Farrell

UKERC



Perceptions of nuclear power and climate change in UK

Survey in 2002 

Concern about unknown consequences (78%), risks to future 
generations (86%), lack of personal control (88%), unequal 
exposure to risk (46%), dread (50%), few benefits (90%), high 
risks (50%), lack of trust in government and industry (65%)

Survey in 2007
More concern about climate change (82%) and nuclear 
waste (80%) than nuclear power (58%) 
75% or more favoured renewables, only 35% nuclear but 
accepted (49%) that nuclear might be necessary, only 8% 
favoured it over renewables
Nuclear still seen as unsafe (82%) creating dangerous waste 
(84%), hazardous to health (70%), and not benefiting 
communities (89%)

K. Bickerstaff, I. Lorenzoni, N.F. Pidgeon,W. Poortinga and P. Simmons Reframing nuclear 
power in the UK energy debate: nuclear power, climate change mitigation and radioactive 
waste Public Understand. Sci. 17 (2008) 145–169



Issues in new energy technologies

Demonstration of 
success and safety, 
public ownership

Low awareness, NGO, 
resistance, immaturity, 
safety concerns

CCS

Investment at scale, 
already popular

Cost, scale, grid, 
reliability

Solar

Local involvement and 
sensitivity to context

Siting issues, equity, 
intermittency, 
landscape impacts

Wind

Local benefits and 
participation

Siting issues, low 
awareness and 
regional variation

Bioenergy

Keys to successProblems

Heiskanen et al 2008, Factors influencing the societal acceptance of 
new energy technologies. http://www.ecn.nl/docs/library/report/2007/e07058.pdf



Human dimensions of carbon offsets

Bumpus and Liverman 2008 
Liverman and Boyd 2008 UNEP RISOE
Lovell, Bulkeley and Liverman 2009 E&PA
Lovell and Liverman 2009 J Pol Econ



Fertility change

• Fertility has fallen dramatically since 1980 especially in Latin America 
and Asia

• Reasons include contraceptive availability, later motherhood, education, 
improved child survival, women’s employment, higher incomes, TV, 
urbanisation

• Population now forecast to level off at 9 billion 

John Bongaarts and Rodolfo A. Bulatao Beyond Six Billion: Forecasting the World's Population (2000)
Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education (CBASSE),USNAS




