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Abstract 

The connections between climate change and the individual are complex and intricate. Whilst 

climate change is caused by billions of acts of consumption, its causation cannot be directly linked 

to individual consumers - the emissions of a single individual would not cause climate change on 

their own, and the individual can therefore not be claimed to hold responsibility for its causation 

and effects. Furthermore, the reduction or complete negation of a single individual’s emissions 

would not represent an effective way of mitigating climate change. An important question that 

arises is therefore how we can consider the individual and her role in causing and counteracting 

climate change politically. In this reflection, I explain and respond to the problems of responsibility 

and effectiveness with regard to climate justice, climate policy, and the individual, and present 

some alternative approaches to the notion of climate change and the individual, both of 

theoretical and practical nature. 
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Introduction 

Defining contemporary climate change as anthropogenic seems relatively uncontroversial. 

However, when considered from a perspective of justice, there needs to be a closer inspection of 

what the “anthropos”, the human, refers to in the frame of “anthropogenic” climate change. The 

“human” that has brought about, and is still bringing about, climate change cannot be understood 

as an undifferentiated whole. Human ways of life differ drastically in different parts of the world and 

between different forms of economic and social systems, industrial structures, and levels of 

development. When stating that collective human actions have resulted in the modification of the 

earth’s atmosphere and natural processes, it needs to be emphasised that different groups have 

contributed to this outcome in varying degrees. Discussing climate change with a “general 

reference to humanity as a whole” raises the danger of depoliticising it - of neglecting such 

dimensions as power, inequality, agency, and responsibility (Delanty and Mota 2017, p.23). With 

regard to climate change, numerous scholars discuss issues such as historical responsibility, 

contributions of specific regions or societies, and the fair distribution of the burden with regard to 

adaptation and mitigation. This reflection aims to contextualise the concept of climate change 

with regard to issues of justice and responsibility, with specific focus on the individual. 

 

Responsibility, Effect, and Response 

There are some important aspects to consider when approaching the elements significant in 

debates around climate change justice. One of these is focused on responsibility, the idea that 

different states, regions, and groups of people have contributed to bringing about climate change 

more than others, and have thus stronger duties regarding mitigation and adaptation. A further 

aspect focuses on effects. These are not experienced in the same way and to the same degree 

around the world - the consequences of climate change around the world are decidedly different 

in form, scope, and magnitude, and issues such as temperature and precipitation variation as well 

as events such as droughts and floods range in their intensity as much as in their experience, from 

insignificant to life-threatening. This is connected to another aspect: the ability to respond to these 

climate change consequences. Parallel to the idea of a global climate change, “there is no 

corresponding “humanity” that in its oneness can act as a political agent” (Chakrabarty 2012, 

p.14). The levels of ability to mitigate and adapt diverge considerably across societies and the issue 

of justice is therefore a significant one, particularly because the aspects of responsibility, effects, 

and ability to respond often do not concur. These aspects form and dictate some of the issues that 

stand at the centre of international climate policy discussions - issues such as the fair distribution of 

responsibility and the burden of mitigation efforts, such as emission reduction and resulting industrial 

and economic sacrifices, or financial compensation and allocation of funding for mitigation and 

adaptation measures of less responsible, less capable, or more strongly affected states. 

 

Climate Change and the Individual 

The issues these aspects pose to a consideration of climate change from a perspective of justice 

become even more complicated when focused on the idea of the individual. An individual, even if 

living an emission-intensive lifestyle and able to change personal behaviour as well as to 

participate in political processes, cannot be claimed to hold personal responsibility for climate 

change or to be able to counteract it effectively as an individual. How can we therefore discuss 

individuals in reference to climate change when relations of causality, responsibility, obligation, and 

consequence are more complex than with conventional problems of justice? 

Climate change can be argued to pose moral problems that are structurally distinct from clear 

“perpetrator and victim” cases. Whilst individuals do contribute emissions, in some cases 

accumulating to large amounts, these amounts are nevertheless insignificant with regard to the 

actual causation of climate change. No amount of emissions caused by an individual would cause 

climate change on their own, and this is true for larger groups, states, and even entire world 

regions. The responsibility of causation thus lies with the larger collective of ‘humanity’ - a collective 

that, as discussed in the previous section, is diverse and differentiated in terms of responsibility and 
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obligation, the suffering of natural, social, and economic consequences, as well as political 

agency and ability to mitigate and adapt. The question of whether individuals can be claimed 

partly responsible for climate change is therefore a difficult one in political theory. Furthermore, it 

can be questioned whether this attribution of partial responsibility of causation is a necessary one 

when arguing normatively for an individual obligation to counteract climate change. The following 

sections will present prevalent arguments that aim to respond to these questions. 

 

The Problem of Responsibility 

Intuitively, there seem to be strong connections between individual behaviour and climate 

change. The greenhouse gas emissions that cause climate change, external to the earth’s natural 

carbon cycle, are effectively made up of the accumulated emissions of individual consumers, be it 

with regard to energy consumption, including electricity and heating, agriculture and food 

production, transportation, or industry and the production of consumer goods. Considering that 

climate change has serious negative effects to humans, nonhuman animals, and the earth’s 

ecosystems in general, it can thus be argued that there exists a causal relation between the 

individual and the harms caused by climate change. Based on this thought, one could argue, as 

does the philosopher John Broome, that the emissions of individuals, depending on how emission-

intensive their lifestyle, can be understood as contributing significantly to climate change and its 

consequences, and thus as causing serious harm: 

If you live a normal life in a rich country, you cause many tonnes of carbon dioxide to be 

emitted each year. […] An average person from a rich country born in 1950 will emit around 

800 tonnes in a lifetime. You can see the harmfulness of these amounts in various ways. The 

World Health Organization publishes estimates of the number of deaths and the amount of 

disease that will be caused by global warming. On the basis of the WHO’s figures, it can be 

estimated very roughly that your lifetime emissions will wipe out more than six months of 

healthy human life. Each year, your annual emissions destroy a few days of healthy life in 

total. These are serious harms. (Broome 2012, p.74) 

However, in the context of climate change, the issues of individual responsibility and causation of 

harm are not dealt with so easily. As the political theorist Elizabeth Cripps argues, Broome attempts 

to judge individual emissions with reference to conventional moral systems and means of cause-

and-effect calculation, an attempt which has to fail in face of such complex new problems as 

climate change: 

My objection is not to Broome’s calculations, based on World Health Organization estimates 

of the toll of climate change. It is to his doing them at all: to the reduction of an aggregate 

harm to the individual level. [...] There is a significant difference between depriving one 

person of six months of life, and causing the loss of six months of healthy human life spread 

across so many people that each one loses only the most infinitesimal fraction of a second 

[...]. This glosses together two ways of summing harms: summing what all the contributors, 

including me, do to each victim, and summing what I do to each of those affected. The 

fact that both yield a significant total harm does not show what is needed to invoke the 

individual no-harm principle: that I cause significant harm to any one person. So long as we 

think only qua private individual, there remains the objection that what I do doesn’t cause 

anybody to suffer anything. (Cripps 2016, p.124-125) 

Climate change, specifically with regard to individuals, can therefore be argued to represent an 

entirely new moral problem with “new harms” that are not easily analysed in terms of causation, 

responsibility, obligation, and other elements of conventional moral theory (Cripps 2013, 

Lichtenberg 2010, cited in Cripps 2016, p.126). The problem of responsibility can be seen as one 

reason why the majority of policies that focus on climate change do not aim at changing 

individual behaviour but instead concentrate on bringing about shifts in industrial and economic 

structures. Another and arguably more important reason for climate policy not to focus on 

individuals is that a change in the behaviour of individuals is not seen as effective in the 

counteraction of climate change, and thus does not represent a desirable policy goal. The 

following section will consider this problem. 
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The Problem of Effectiveness 

Another problem posed to climate policy schemes that aims to change individual behaviour is 

based on the notion of effectiveness. A change in behaviour of a single individual, the argument 

might go, is not an effective way to counteract climate change, and thus does not represent a 

desirable goal of climate policy. Neither does the change of behaviour of a group of individuals or 

even the behaviour of an entire society, at least as long as the industrial complex and economic 

and energy systems on which their livelihoods depend are not reorganised and developed into 

environmentally sustainable ones. 

 

Climate Policy and the Individual 

Notwithstanding these two major problems faced by climate policy that concentrates on 

impacting and shifting individual behaviour, it can be argued that these impacts and shifts are 

desirable policy goals. It is granted that individual behaviour is neither responsible for causing 

climate change and its consequences nor that the change of behaviour of a single individual is 

particularly effective in counteracting it. These, however, are not necessary preconditions for 

designing climate policy that aims to influence individual awareness and behaviour. New moral 

problems and new harms in an age of human-caused ecological crisis ask for new solutions, 

systems of morality, and political approaches. 

Examples of climate policy that aims to influence individual behaviour are the establishment of 

educational and awareness-creating programmes and the creation of incentives for lifestyle 

changes in terms of food and product consumption and for shifts to environmentally sustainable 

practices. The idea underlying these policies is, as mentioned above, that ‘anthropogenic’ climate 

change is the result of “billions of acts of daily consumption”, and that climate policy should 

therefore not focus merely on finance and technology but on targeting individual behaviour and 

consumption practices as well (Liverani 2009, p.2) Relevant policy areas can thus be 

“communications, institutional measures, [and] social norms” (ibid, p.6). 

Policies in the area of communications aim, for instance, at improving interaction of scientists and 

journalists in order to create awareness and concern for climate change in the population more 

effectively; the facilitation of systems of communication that are reader-centric rather than 

information-driven, entailing marketing approaches to climate communication campaigns in 

which “the individual is not merely the passive receiver of information but an active agent in both 

causes and solutions” (ibid), and thus the usage of empowering language towards the individual; 

the active limitation of “greenwash from business and government - the gap between agreeing 

publicly on the reality of climate change while doing nothing about it” (ibid, p.7). In the area of 

institutional measures, policies can offer incentives as well as counteract obstacles for positive 

action in the realm of adaptation and mitigation, both on individual and community levels. 

Institutional design can also affect decision-making and “limit individuals’ tendency to discount the 

future”. Such policy initiatives as the granting of financial incentives and subsidies for individuals 

and businesses, improvement of credit access and property rights, the provision clear long-term 

policy signals, integrating carbon and energy taxes - together with effective communication 

campaigns - can contravene this tendency (ibid, p.7-8). The policy field that concerns social norms 

is arguably the least exploited with regard to climate change. Social norms can be summarised as 

“established patterns of behavior that most people approve of - or the yardstick individuals use to 

assess the appropriateness of their own behavior”; the core idea is that “individuals want to act in a 

socially acceptable way” (ibid). This policy field is particularly relevant to climate policy since social 

norms can have a distinctly strong effect on the behaviour of individuals under conditions of 

uncertainty: 

Rather than look for clues about how to behave when unsure about conduct and 

outcomes, people rely on what others do. Evidence from different environmental contexts 

shows that social norm-based appeals for pro-environmental behavior are superior to 

traditional persuasive appeals. [...] A more climate-relevant example comes from a 
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psychological experiment conducted on California residents to check for the impact of 

social norms on energy consumption. The average household energy consumption was 

communicated to one group of high energy households and two groups of low energy 

households. This set the social norm. One group of low-energy households received positive 

feedback for their energy consumption statement (a smiley), conveying approval of their 

energy footprint. High consumption households were shown their energy use coupled with 

negative feedback (sad face) to convey disapproval. The result was that high energy 

households reduced consumption, and low energy ones maintained their lower than 

average consumption. Importantly, the third group of low energy households who were 

initially exposed to the social norm, but received no positive feedback about their behavior, 

increased their consumption to reach the average. (ibid, p.8-9) 

The neglection of the potential of the policy field that targets social norms in favour of standard 

policy measures such as “regulation, taxation, and pricing” (ibid, p.9) is therefore strongly criticised 

here. Using this currently untapped potential is argued to be capable of bringing about shifts in 

awareness, concern, and action individuals through such dynamics as visibility, drive for social 

acceptability, and cooperation. 

One argument for implementing such policies is the idea that a change in behaviour of one 

individual can create awareness and incentivise behaviour change in other individuals, thus 

producing a ripple effect: 

We see that the answer to the question of whether or not individuals’ actions can make a 

difference depends on which effects of these actions we are focusing on. If focusing on 

individual emission reductions performed in isolation these may well appear ineffective with 

regard to the desired outcome: a significant reduction in emissions. But reducing one’s 

individual carbon footprint can be effective in a different way: it can influence other 

people’s actions. It may encourage others to do the same and thereby have effects way 

beyond those it has on overall emissions. (Schwenkenbecher 2014, p.179) 

However, it can be objected that when individuals, due to the structure of their respective society, 

have no choice but to meet their energy needs by drawing from emission-intensive sources, the 

effectiveness of a policy that aims to influence the individual’s stance and behaviour in relation to 

it is relatively limited, if not entirely negligible. Similar objections can be formulated with regard to 

policy incentives focusing on behaviour and lifestyle changes concerning, for instance, individual 

consumption patterns. A strong argument in defense of climate policies focused on the individual 

should therefore not stand in opposition to the idea that effective policy is supposed to aim at 

changing the mechanisms and structures of currently dominant emission-intensive systems. Instead, 

it should complement it. 

The main argument for the implementation of climate policies that focus on the individual is based 

on the idea that the awareness, interest, and assumption of responsibility of individuals is a 

necessary foundation to bring about “vertical” political action that counteracts the causes of 

climate change effectively (WBGU 2014, p.101). Put more concisely, a cognitive paradigm shift in 

individuals can act as a foundation for the necessary political action which can then bring 

effective solutions. Cognitive paradigm shifts are the “horizontal” basis to a shift regarding the 

assumption of responsibility in individuals, and thus in a conscious reinterpretation of dynamics of 

cause-and-effect, responsibility, obligation, and other interpretive elements concerning climate 

change (ibid). 

“Horizontal” refers to individual and community approaches to an issue - interpretive, 

communicative, and personal attitudes. These lie ‘below’ the level of political action such as 

promotional political activism that aims to bring about collective action on a certain issue (see 

Cripps 2013, p.140). As discussed above, horizontal approaches can create political traction even 

without incentivising political vertical action: 

Our thought and action can inspire others, change their lives, and even affect the course of 

history. ... What we do matters because of its effects on the world, but what we do also 

matters because of its effects on ourselves. The balance and relations between what is 
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world-affecting and self-affecting are important to determining life’s meaning. (Jamieson 

2014, p.182) 

“Vertical” refers to political attitudes and public approaches to an issue. Hence, it can be argued 

that vertical political action necessitates horizontal cognitive attitudes towards an issue. Particularly 

with such complex new problems as climate change, individual understanding, awareness, and 

self-reflection are necessary conditions for political action. Policy approaches that are designed 

with this goal in mind therefore bypass the problem that the responsibility regarding climate 

change cannot be argued to lie with the individual, as well as the problem that behaviour 

changes in individuals are not particularly effective in the counteraction of climate change. 

 

Conclusion 

Analysis and argument with regard to the causal and practical connections between climate 

change justice, climate change policy, and the individual are manifold, complex, and often 

counterintuitive. Whilst anthropogenic climate change can be deemed the result of billions of acts 

of individual consumption, these relations cannot be taken as justifying the idea of a direct causal 

link between the individual emitter and climate change. Further, the negation of the emissions of a 

single individual does not represent an effective counteraction. These issues of responsibility and 

effectiveness are major problems for defenders of the idea that climate policy should aim at 

incentivising behaviour change in individuals. In this article I reflected upon these problems and 

introduced theoretical and practical solutions that enable us to object to their message. I 

considered three field of climate policy that target individual behaviour, namely communications, 

institutional measures, and social norms, and showed how their effective employment can have 

strong impact on climate change adaptation and mitigation. Apart from their direct effect on 

individuals, communities, businesses, and other parts of society and economy, a core argument 

that was defended is that horizontal shifts in awareness and concern with regard to climate 

change are a necessary basis for vertical political action towards it. The complex new moral 

problem of climate change asks for new solutions and politics, and climate policy that aims to 

influence individual consciousness and behaviour holds great potential in the project of designing 

the successful approaches to climate change that we so urgently need. 
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