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CAN OUR ACTIONS IN OUR 
HOUSEHOLD AND COMMUNITIES 
MAKE A DIFFERENCE? 
 I.  Impact on carbon emissions 
   a.  Comparison of US with other countries per capita 
consumption 
   b. Which actions? High impact long-term lifestyle choices 
vs. low to moderate impact immediate choices.  
 

II. Impact on our climate change resiliency 







THE CLIMATE 
MITIGATION GAP 
“Serious behavioral change is possible; there is 
evidence that younger generations are willing to depart 
from current lifestyles in environmentally relevant 

ways. For instance, the United States has seen as a 

measurable decrease or at the 

very least, delay in car usage and ownership for the 

millennial generation compared to previous generations” 
Wynes and Nicholas,  

Lund University, Sweden 

"The climate mitigation gap: education and government recommendations miss 
the most effective individual actions." Environmental Research Letters 12.7 
(2017): 074024. 



A COMPARISON OF THE EMISSIONS 
REDUCTIONS FROM VARIOUS 
INDIVIDUAL ACTIONS. 



PERSONAL CHOICES 



CRITIQUE OF WYNES AND 
NICHOLAS’ FINDINGS  
Presenting long-term lifestyle choices as realistic alternatives 
to behaviors that can be immediately enacted is likely to meet 
resistance from audiences, and for good reason: high-impact 
lifestyle choices require ongoing commitment to forego 
benefits that society generally sees as desirable.  

If these high-impact approaches to mitigating climate change 
are seen as non-starters, adolescents may erroneously 
conclude there is little they can do to effect change.  

Paul Stern and Kimberly Wolske 

"Limiting climate change: what’s most worth doing?." Environmental 
Research Letters 12.9 (2017): 091001. 



HOUSEHOLD ACTIONS CAN 
PROVIDE A BEHAVIORAL WEDGE 
TO RAPIDLY REDUCE US CARBON 
EMISSIONS 

“We estimate the plasticity of 17 household action types in 5 behaviorally 
distinct categories by use of data on the most effective 
documented interventions that do not involve new regulatory measures.” 
 
- Dietz et al  



RAER = Reasonably achievable emissions reduction  
- based on behavioral evidence of what can be reasonably achieved by promotion 
of household behaviors to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
 
Dietz, Thomas, et al. "Household actions can provide a behavioral wedge to rapidly reduce 
US carbon emissions." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 106.44 (2009): 
18452-18456. 



HOUSEHOLD ACTIONS CAN 
REDUCE CARBON EMISSIONS  
National implementation could save an estimated: 
à 123 million metric tons of carbon per year in year 10 
à 20% of household direct emissions 

à 7.4% of US national emissions 

with little or no reduction in household well-being 

 

 

•  Similar study in EU: 
 
“Modest to rigorous behavioral change could reduce per capita footprint 
emissions by 6 to 16%, out of which one fourth will take place outside the 
EU, predominantly by reducing land use change” 
 

van de Ven, D. J., et al. (2017). The potential of behavioural change for climate change 
mitigation: a case study for the European Union. Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for 
Global Change, 1-34. 



PSYCHOLOGY OF CLIMATE 
CHANGE ACTIONS: FEAR AND 
HELPLESSNESS CAN BACKFIRE 
In one study, the researchers tested a group of 200 people, 
and gave different members of the group varying messages 
about climate change. 
1) High Efficacy Climate Change message (that personal 
actions do make a difference in the fight against climate 
change) 
2) Helpless Climate Change message (that personal actions 
make no difference)  
3) Control group (no message at all) 



PSYCHOLOGY OF CLIMATE CHANGE 
ACTIONS: FEAR AND HELPLESSNESS 
CAN BACKFIRE 
Over the next week, the group reported whether or not they 
adopted eco-friendly behaviors (driving less, hanging clothes 
on the line, using less water, or turning the heating down) 
High Efficacy Climate Change message group:  
à  16.5% more eco-friendly behaviors than those who read a 

Helpless Climate Change message  
à  13% more actions than the control group which received 

no message. 
 “Mere belief in climate change is not enough, and fear can backfire if we feel 
helpless and overwhelmed.” 
- Jesse Preston, PhD 

Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied, Vol 23(1), Mar 2017, 15-28 



 
WHAT DOES CLIMATE 
RESILIENCE LOOK LIKE? 
 

•  Some of these examples require large scale effort by the government, while 
others can be employed by individual homeowners based on their risk 
tolerance levels.  



OUTLINE 
  
I. Can our actions make a difference? 
   a.  Comparison of US with other countries per capita consumption 
   b. Which actions? High impact long-term lifestyle choices vs. low to moderate impact immediate choices.  

   c. Impact based on studies 
II. Psychology of climate change : striking a balance between hope and complacency 
     i. 'Climate Change Helplessness and the (De)moralization of Individual Energy Behavior', is published in 
Journal of Experimental Psychology: Applied. 

Read more at: https://phys.org/news/2017-05-climate.html#jCp 
https://phys.org/news/2017-05-climate.html 
  
   ii.  Seth H. Werfel. Household behaviour crowds out support for climate change policy when sufficient 
progress is perceived, Nature Climate Change (2017). 
  
Read more at: https://phys.org/news/2017-06-emphasizing-individual-solutions-big-issues.html#jCp 

  iii. Don’t bother trying to convince conservatives 
 
II. Taking action to confront not just Climate change but to improve climate change resiliency. 
 



Kais, S. M., & Islam, M. S. (2016). Community capitals as community resilience to climate change: conceptual connections. 
International journal of environmental research and public health, 13(12), 1211. 


