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Introduction 
 
Even with the world’s attention firmly placed on climate change, we still are not progressing with 
action at the required level. While businesses, large organizations, and governments certainly 
must implement enormous changes to their current approach to climate action, individuals lie at 
the heart of true societal transformations.  
 
This paper explores how individuals think about climate change and how this impacts their 
actions. It specifically focuses on how climate change news and research should be 
communicated in a way that aligns with individuals’ values and identities. It supports the view 
that individuals have significant agency over their behavior in the areas of transport and mobility, 
heating, and diet. With the support of a number of policy changes from governments, climate 
news and research can influence behaviors in a way that helps drive climate action and 
sustainability.  
 
Moreover, the paper agrees that education is imperative to behavioral influence. Campaigns to 
change behaviors should therefore employ this at their core, instead of seeking to criticise or 
vilify people with little understanding of climate change.  
 

Our Thinking and How to Change It 
 
Changing our habits is fundamental to tackling the enormous challenge we are faced with. 
Behavioral science shines a light on why we think and act a certain way, and why our individual 
behaviors are not where we need them to be to mitigate the climate change.  
 
People suffer from probability biases. We have a tendency to vastly overestimate the likelihood 
of positive things happening to us––such as winning the lottery––and underestimate the chances 
of bad things happening such as being hit by floods, natural disasters or wildfires. Our inability 
to think rationally about the likelihood of negative events happening leads us to be grossly 
underprepared when they do happen. An example of this is the common lack of insurance for 
such disasters. We are seeing more people lose cars, homes, and all their possessions and they 
don’t have insurance to recover their assets. These same people take precautions in other areas of 
their lives by buying health, life and vehicle insurance, but they never thought they would be 
affected by extreme weather events.  
 
UCLA psychologist, Per Espen Stoknes, studied this phenomenon of the lack of insurance when 
it comes to extreme weather events and found that as the depth and accuracy of climate science 
increased, the level of concern in rich Western democracies fell. This supports the notion that 
even when we are fully aware of the dangers of climate change and in fact have access to more 
information about it, we do not respond with the appropriate level of concern. Stoknes 
identified five barriers to climate action: distance, doom, dissonance, denial, and identity.1  
 
Distance in both proximity and time to the effects of climate change is vital to how we view the 
looming threat. Most people live a long way from the melting glaciers we hear about. While we 
may all feel sad and guilty when we see photos of emaciated polar bears, that image realistically 
does not affect our everyday lives. Moreover, many of the climate models used in research predict 
scenarios for 2050 or 2100, making it very difficult to feel attached enough to incentivise 
significant changes to our current lifestyles given our general inability to exercise delayed 
gratification behaviors.  
 



Other studies support this. Sirois (2014) concluded that those with a tendency for procrastination 
focus less on the future.2 Moreover, a 2009 study by Ersner-Hershfield et al tested participants on 
‘future-self continuity,’ which is how closely a person views their present self with their future self. 
Through answering a number of questions, each participant was given a score. The research 
found that those that viewed their future-self more closely had a greater accumulation of savings 
and financial assets.3 Essentially, they were more likely to act in their own best interests at the 
present time to ensure greater financial security in the future. On the other hand, those with much 
lower scores view their future-self akin to a different person altogether and therefore do not 
change their current behaviors. We can apply this thinking to climate action. Those that feel more 
detached from their future-self are less likely to change their diets or transportation habits now if 
they do not believe it will benefit them in the future.  
 
The doomsday-like framing of climate change is another hindrance to effectively changing 
individuals' behaviors. Stoknes notes that “if you overuse fear-inducing imagery, what you get is fear and 
guilt in people, and this makes people more passive, which counteracts engagement.”4 He suggests framing news 
and research in an opportunistic manner to raise moods and induce creativity to find solutions.  
 
Dissonance is the disparity between doing what we know we should do and the reality of our 
everyday actions. People look for justifications of their own actions such as pointing the finger at 
other countries for their emissions or at individuals they know who have a high carbon footprint. 
Dissonance can also lead to denial and rejection of scientific evidence. Stoknes says that 
dissonance is often used by people as a defence mechanism in the face of a challenging situation 
or as a chance to feel less insecure after someone criticises their lifestyle.5 Since lifestyles and 
identity are intimately linked, we take any criticism of our choices as a challenge to our identity. 
Criticism of people as an attempt to get them to change only reinforces their current views 
and/or behavior.  
 
A better approach to inspiring people to change their behavior is education. Education on the 
benefits of change empowers people to make decisions that they feel are in their best interest 
rather than being forced into it by others. The Mainstreaming low-carbon lifestyles research paper 
(2018) reinforces this. It concluded that behavior-change campaigns must focus on messaging 
that appeals to people’s values, while also building a sense of confidence and self-efficacy in their 
ability to take action.6  

To successfully influence our behavioral approach to climate change, we need to change how we 
communicate when we talk or write about climate change. Psychologist George Marshall, author 
of Why Our Brains Are Wired to Ignore Climate Change, says that humans are more inclined to believe 
information presented in a narratively satisfying way. It appeals to our ‘emotional brain’ and 
motivates us to think about climate change in a more personal and relatable way. By cultivating 
positive emotions associated with climate actions rather than negative emotions coming from 
climate impacts or news, we can begin to make the necessary changes to our behavior.7  
 
A 2019 report by Imperial College on net zero targets notes that much of the UK’s emission 
reductions have come from areas that do not involve making meaningful changes in individuals’ 
behaviors. If we are to meet our targets, however, individuals’ behaviors must become a much 
larger focus.8 The report suggests that policies for behavioral change may be best informed by 
two strategies. Firstly, policies should enable consumers to take specific actions that lead to 
emissions reductions and, secondly, they should create a wider context that focuses more on 
public engagement.9 Researchers identify three key areas of high emissions that behavior change 
could significantly improve. They are mobility, diet, and heating, and these three factors are the 
focus of this paper.  



 

Changing How We Move 
 
In the UK, transport has now overtaken energy as the largest source of CO2 emissions.10 The 
continued use of traditionally fuelled cars is a major factor. Humans are habitual and incentive-
driven, so unless we are given a reason to change our habits, we have a tendency to be stuck in 
our ways. In Norway, the government has implemented a number of policy changes to 
encourage the use of electric vehicles (EVs), which help meet their climate goals. There is no 
longer any sales tax on EVs, and owners of EVs are given free parking and are allowed to use 
bus lanes to avoid traffic. In 2019, over 42.4 percent of all new vehicles sold were electric and 
this figure is expected to rise to 60 percent in 2020. This sends a significant signal to the market 
that Norway is very serious about decarbonisation of its automobile industry. They intend to 
stop the sales of fossil-fuelled cars entirely by 2025.11 Moreover, the country has invested heavily 
in electric-car charging infrastructure, allowing further distances to be covered without the stress 
of struggling to find a charging point.  
 
Similar changes to policy have been suggested for the UK. Imperial College London 
recommends policy changes that will facilitate significant reductions in the same areas in 
Norway. For electric vehicles, they suggest increasing investment in charging infrastructure to 
improve reliability and smart grid compatibility. The Imperial College also recommends reducing 
both the up-front and running costs of EVs. Lastly, they suggest lowering, or removing 
altogether, value added tax on the sales of new EVs. A lot of people would be happy to change 
to an EV if it was financially viable for them when compared to traditional fossil-fuelled vehicles; 
policies such as this make it possible.12 
 
While emissions from aviation currently only account for around 2-3 percent of global 
emissions, they are rising 70 percent faster than expected.13. With the current landscape of 
budget airlines comes the enormous competition for customers, which has driven prices lower. 
With such cheap international flights, it is thought that the number of people flying will double 
in the coming years.14 Nonetheless, research has found that just 15 percent of passengers in the 
UK account for 70 percent of flights.15 Innovations in electric air travel are in development, but 
even small passenger planes will not be introduced for several years. Therefore, perhaps more 
than any other form of transport, aviation is where the most intervention is required to alter 
habits. 
 
The introduction of a progressive Air Miles Levy is suggested to discourage frequent flyers. Such 
a mechanism raises prices for the 15 percent of passengers travelling frequently, without raising 
them for those that may only take an annual holiday. This levy also discourages flying for short 
haul distances, encouraging alternative use of transport. Naturally, this may be difficult to 
regulate and is likely to be met with some criticism from those who fly often. It is also very 
difficult to differentiate between leisure and work travel. More realistic is the suggestion that 
frequent flyer reward schemes should be banned, and all marketing of flights should include 
mandatory emissions information to consumers.16 
 
Investment into infrastructure for alternative methods of mobility is also a viable option for 
mitigating climate change. Germany is spending $86 billion on its rail network with the goal of 
doubling the number of travellers and Ireland has increased its rail spending by 40 percent.17 If 
others follow, there is no reason why trains cannot replace cars or planes for shorter travel 
distances.  
 

 



Keeping the Heat On 
 
Household heating and energy use remains an area of high emissions that is difficult to influence. 
Switching to green energy providers, installing smart meters to monitor consumption, and 
upgrading current technologies are all ways to reduce our individual footprints. However, this is 
easier said than done. Many net-zero plans by towns, cities and countries rely on the assumption 
that buildings will be retrofitted. A 2015 study by Fowlie, Greenstone and Wolfram in Michigan 
focused on offering to retrofit 7,000 eligible households. The process was beneficial to energy 
efficiency and free, yet less than one percent of households accepted the offer. Even after 
significant efforts to inform households of the benefits and zero costs, acceptance of the offer 
only increased to 6 percent.18 In some circumstances, financial benefits act as a useful incentive 
(such as in the example of Norway’s electric vehicle policies), but it is not always the most 
important factor.  
  
Another US energy efficiency study illustrates how financial incentives are not always the best 
solution. The UCLA Institute of Environment and Sustainability tested the use of different 
messaging strategies on energy consumption over a year. Some households were sent messages 
that gave insights into how much money could be saved, others were sent messages about the 
impact of energy usage on the environment and children’s health. Those that received messages 
about monetary benefits consumed the same amount of energy. Meanwhile, households receiving 
messages about how the pollutants from energy consumption could lead to respiratory illness in 
kids reduced their consumption by 18 to 30 percent.19 Again, this legitimises the view that making 
climate change a personal and emotional issue helps to facilitate behavioral change.  
 
A similar approach was taken by Comerford et al (2018) in the UK. In 2008, energy performance 
certificates (EPC) were introduced across the EU whenever a building was built, sold, or rented. 
Buildings were given grades (A-G) based upon a score between 1-100. Energy efficiency labels 
followed a colour-coded system that showed the current efficiency compared with potential, as 
well as the given grade. When the researchers analysed 16,000 homes, they found that many 
properties were clustered at the lowest score of certain categories. For example, they noticed 
many buildings had a score of 55, the lowest possible score for the D grade. This was especially 
prominent in homes that had recently been on the market. They concluded that many sellers had 
made small energy efficiency changes to move from an E grade to a D, with the expectation this 
would be reflected in a higher property value.20  
 
Energy use is, perhaps, the area that requires the most public education. It is much easier to 
understand the impact of your behavior when you drive or fly, or when you eat certain foods, 
compared with when you heat or cool a building. They are much more tangible. We can see the 
smoke from car exhaust pipes and the fuel tank being filled when we sit on the runway, and we 
can touch the foods we eat. With heating, we flick a switch or turn a dial, and the temperature 
changes via pipes we almost never see. To improve this, some have suggested providing 
showrooms to introduce consumers to smart heating, developing a database to show real-world 
energy performance and creating tools to compare up-front and running costs to better inform 
the public.21 
 

Food and Diet  
 
Food contributes to a quarter of global emissions, yet diets are a major area of individual control. 
We control what, and how much, we eat.  
 



The Incentivizing Food System Transformation report by the World Economic Forum highlights 
consumer behavioral change––along with public and institutional investment, and business 
model innovation––as a key pathway for improving human and planetary health.22 Inefficient 
land use, unsustainable farming practices, and continued environmental stress will lead to 95 
percent of land being degraded by 2050 under a business-as-usual scenario.23 
 
One of the most common arguments for reducing food emissions is to become vegan. While the 
number of people switching to plant-based diets is rising, it is unrealistic to expect everyone to 
do so. Moreover, it may not be necessary. 2019 research produced by EAT and The Lancet 
showcased a diet that will benefit both human and planetary health. The diet included meat, fish, 
and dairy in smaller quantities, and suggested an increase in the consumption of wholegrains and 
plant sourced proteins. The research is incredibly useful for people, especially for those who 
consume a high meat diet, to understand that there is a middle ground that accounts for personal 
preferences as well as sustainability.24   
 
Individual and household food waste is another enormous challenge. According to the World 
Economic Forum “nearly one-third of the food produced each year is uneaten. Food loss and waste cost the 
global economy $936 billion annually and account for 8% of planet-warming greenhouse gases.” 25 These 
numbers are staggering, but they show that there are great opportunities for reductions. If we are 
to successfully transition to a circular economy, reducing excess consumption and the waste that 
comes with it will be vital. With the continued debate about how to feed a global population that 
will likely reach 10 billion by the end of the century, this research shows that we are already 
producing enormous quantities of food but wasting far too much. 
 
To make changes in this area, some researchers suggest a multitude of changes. These include 
altering portion sizes in line with nutritional guidelines, funding research and development for 
plant-based meat alternatives (and then educating people on them) and encouraging 
supermarkets to provide feedback on shopping habits. People will therefore be educated on the 
impact of their choices on both their health and the environment.26 
 
Additionally, changes to the packaging and labelling of foods may be instrumental in altering our 
habits. Some countries currently implement a traffic light coding system to highlight nutritional 
values such as fat, salt, and sugar, with red being high, amber being medium, and green being 
low. It has been suggested that a similar coding system could be introduced to show emission 
intensity of foods to better inform purchase decisions.27 Altering the date labels on foods, so 
only one date is shown, would also be impactful in countries where there are multiple labels, 
which can cause confusion about expiry.  
 
Governments are urged to provide financial incentives in this area, too. Funding training for 
plant-based cooking can address skill gaps, revising subsidies for farmers on lower emission 
foods, and subsiding publicly funded organisations that include plant-based meals have all been 
suggested.28 Individual actions are crucial when it comes to food choices, but technological 
advances also play an enormous role. New innovations continue to be developed. For example, 
Apeel Sciences––a company tackling food waste––have derived a thin edible peel made of plant 
material that can be sprayed on fresh produce to extend its shelf life. This significantly slows 
down the processes that cause spoilage such as oxidation and water loss, thereby giving 
consumers a longer time to use them before they go bad.29 This process uses natural materials to 
protect goods, is better for the environment, and is profitable for farmers and retailers.  
 

 
 



Conclusion 
 
The importance of individual actions is often overlooked in the climate conversation. We point 
the finger at large companies and governments to make changes, often falling back on the 
argument that there is no point in us changing until they do. This is, however, not true. While 
increased action at a corporate level is fundamental, changes to individual behavior can induce 
them. For example, if there is clear evidence of a great shift towards clean mobility, this sends 
important signals to car manufacturers. They will not continue to make traditionally fuelled cars 
if people are not buying them.  
 
Importantly, significant changes to policies are required to induce behavioral changes at the scale 
required to successfully combat climate change. While there will certainly be small numbers of 
people who change their habits without outside intervention, others need help in the forms of 
incentives and education. Many people have the means to change but do not understand how, 
while others understand what they can do but cannot realistically make changes. For example, 
people may have the finances to buy an unsubsidised electric vehicle but are not sure of the 
benefits, while others would love an EV but cannot afford it. Policies that help make such 
technologies understandable and affordable will provide significant benefits in the coming years.  

 
We must not turn our back on individuals as changemakers. The control we have over our 
transport habits, heating use, and diet––as well as material consumption, fashion choices, and 
many more areas––is enough to make a significant global change. Taking the initiative in these 
areas could open the door for larger changes at the corporate and government level to follow 
our lead.  
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