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Abstract	  
This research aims to understand the perceptions individuals have of their 

roles and limitations in the fight against climate change.  

The study background chapter should give the reader information about 

the critical timeframe in which this study is written, characterised by the 

new COP21 binding international agreement, and individuals taking 

actions around the world in artistic, legislative and purchasing manners. 

The literature review investigates risk perception in climate change, the 

roles of trust and laypeople misconceptions. The next part will aim to 

provide the reader with an understanding of mental models and of humans’ 

irrationality by looking into bias, heuristics as well as empathy.  

The research will take the form of a qualitative study, using semi-structured 

interviews with a sample of 12 young educated Europeans.  

The analysis will show that individuals do perceive climate change as a 

high but unpredictable risk. They perceive they have limitations to act, 

which governments could help fill in. 

The study shows that individuals perceive they have a role to play in the 

fight against climate change, but that government should take a lead in 

keeping them educated and motivated.  
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Introduction	  and	  Problem	  Statement	  

1 Introduction 

« If we do not succeed in reducing our Carbon Dioxide emissions, the 

climate degradation risks to attain irreversible levels, after which we cannot 

be certain to re-establish a viable climatic order. » (Dumont 1973) 

This quote, extracted from the French book “Utopia or Death!” written in 

1973, was one of the forerunner and early work about human induced 

climate change. Forty-three years later, climate change is not a new 

problem, but it is still a prominent issue with a lack of concrete solutions 

(Delmas 2015). Climate change is a concept that new generations have 

been sensitised to from an early age, raised to think of their daily gestures, 

taught about pollution, children and young adults nowadays are part of a 

generation familiar to the concept and potential consequences of global 

warming. However, that knowledge is often fragile, a familiar concept 

without depths (Fischhoff 2007; Bostrom et al. 1994; Marx et al. 2007). Still, 

few are the people that can still claim ignorance about the existence of the 

phenomenon. In England, that number represents only about 1% of the 

audience (Lorenzoni et al. 2007). 

The scientific community have acknowledged climate change as one of the 

biggest potential risk the human race has ever had to encounter, and 

emphasise on the need for rapid action to counteract potentially 

irreversible damages (Dupuis & Knoepfel 2011; Oliver 2014; McGrath 

2014; Cangas & Knaepen 2014; Barreca et al. 2015). The danger is of the 

utmost rarity, rather than immediate, it has slowly evolved over decades, 

and could convey unpredictable long-term consequences.  
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Climate change knows no boundaries and will affect uniformly the entire 

world, for instance, by decreasing the quality of life. One of the disputes is 

that multinationals are releasing carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, 

creating externalities that will afflict the planet as a whole, and generating 

indirect costs that can last for undetermined time frame (Buchanan & 

Stubblebine 1962). The most contaminating countries will not necessarily 

be the most affected by global warming; the poorest countries are the most 

vulnerable if their natural resources were to diminish. For example, the 

African continent is likely to face water scarcity in the next century. Other 

countries, like the Maldives, the Seychelles or the Netherlands, might well 

find themselves under sea levels (Thomas et al. 2015). While richer 

countries should be able to adjust their infrastructures, poorer countries will 

be left behind and massive surge of climate refugees are likely (Berrang-

Ford et al. 2011; UNFCCC 2011).  In terms of externalities, there is no 

worse example. Rich and developed countries are the ones that usually 

weight the most as far as international decision-making goes, and they 

also strongly contributed to the creation of those externalities which are 

afflicting already unstable economies. It is imperative for developed 

countries to push strong regulatory policies and to lead the way to a 

greener future (Cangas & Knaepen 2014; IPCC 2007). 

A big part of the global population is growing more concerned everyday 

and the last few years have brought a change in people mind-sets (Bakshi 

2004). There has been an intensification of the will to develop a more 

sustainable world and it seems like the caring individuals do not 

necessarily trust the world’s governments to set an example to a greener 

future (several example of this can be found in the next chapter, providing 

a more detailed background). 

The involvement of the world’s laypeople could be the key to fighting global 

warming. As voters, they must decide which policies to support, and as 

consumers they face daily choices on whether and how to consider 
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environmental effects (Bostrom et al. 1994; Bakshi 2004; UNEP 2015). 

The rise of a desire for a greener and sustainable economy in the world, 

for instance, is a great example of changing and experimenting behaviours 

(Geoff 1996; Arvidsson et al. 2008). In a sense, solving the climate change 

crisis depends a great deal on the capacity of the general public to 

recognise, understand and act upon the threat.  

There seems to be an inherent communication issue around climate 

change: several studies have shown a very common mix-up between 

ozone layer depletion and climate change, usually climate change being 

considered as subset of the ozone hole phenomenon (Read et al. 1994; 

Bostrom et al. 1994). Deforestation and other polluting issues are also 

strongly associated with climate change in the public’s mind. This 

understandably means that when prompted to suggest solutions to fight 

climate change, an overwhelming amount of respondents suggested 

stopping the use of aerosols, protecting forests or to generally fight forms 

of pollutions that although great on paper, do not affect climate change 

directly. Unfortunately, there also appears to be a discrepancy existing 

between the individual’s will to be a responsible climate conscious citizen 

and the actions that have actually been undertook (Blake 1999; Flynn et al. 

2009).  

2 Problem Statement 

The purpose of this thesis is to gain a better understanding of how risk 

perception affect laypeople’s will to act, what barriers or mental models 

can prevent those actions, and to get a better general grasp of the roles of 

individuals as drivers of change. 

How do individuals perceive their roles and limitations against the climate 

change risks? 
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Study	  Background	  
This paper is being written during a critical time in the fight against climate 

change. The COP21, which took place in the beginning of December, is a 

potentially significant legislative event, which brought together a legally 

binding international agreement to keep global temperature rise under 2°C 

(United Nations Conference on Climate Change 2015). The civil society is 

taking increasing interest in the climate change problem, and numerous 

movements have emerged to both denounce and propose action.  

2.1 COP21 

The Rio Earth Summit, back in 1992, was the first international political 

partnership to climate change, the “Rio Convention” integrated the 

UNFCCC (the UN Framework on Climate Change), which aimed to 

present an agenda for action with the goal to stabilise atmospheric 

concentrations of greenhouse gases. The UNFCCC, first implemented in 

1994 has a near universal membership (United Nations Conference on 

Climate Change 2015).  The COP (Conference of Parties) is an annual 

event that aims to review the UNFCCC implementation. COP1 took place 

in Berlin in 1995, and the Kyoto protocol was implemented during COP3, 

COP11 gave life to the Montreal Action Plan and the COP15, taking place 

in Copenhagen, failed to reach an argument to succeed to the Kyoto’s 

protocol.  

The COP21, taking place in Paris, reached an agreement and brought 

together a legally binding universal agreement with a goal of keeping 

global warming under a 2°C increase (United Nations Conference on 

Climate Change 2015).  
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2.2 Individuals’ Actions Around the World 

2.2.1 Brandalism 
On “black Friday” (consumerism official day if there were to be one), only 

days before the start of the Paris conference on climate change, 80 artists 

from different countries across the world put over 600 posters all over 

Paris to denounce COP21 (Bénabent 2015). The posters had varied 

messages and pictures, for a few examples, refer to Appendix 1. 

They called their action “Brandalism” and wanted to condemn different 

issues:  

- The conference will contribute to give several polluting, but 

sponsoring multinationals a greener image, while they do not 

actively work on preserving the environment. For instance, 

Volkswagen, which was implicated in a scandal earlier this 

year for purposely cheating and altering the performance or 

their cars during emissions tests in the US (Hotten 2015). 

Other companies, such as Air France or Total, where also 

ridiculed for their poor environmental efforts.  

- After the tragic terrorist attacks that had just happened in Paris, 

the government decided to prevent civil society mobilisation, 

while private companies events are maintained (Barroux 2015). 

Once again, the voice that is given to multinationals over 

individuals outraged the Brandalism movement. A parallel was 

also made between François Hollande, the French president, 

declaring a state of Emergency after the Paris attacks in 

November, and the “Emergency state” in which the world is 

standing before global warming. 

- The idea to place the posters on specific advertisement billboards 

was not a coincidence either: the Brandalism movement also 

meant to criticise the power advertisement has on over-
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consumerism and the impact that in itself has on over-

consumption and global warming (Brandalism 2015).  

The Brandalism movement is a perfect example of individuals losing trust 

in governments to find an appropriate way to tackle climate change (more 

on this will be said in the following chapter). The posters are not only 

aimed to denounce governments’ and companies’ actions (or thereof lack 

of it), but to raise the public awareness and drive individual to actions (for 

instance “The future is inside us. It’s not somewhere else” – See appendix 

1).  

2.2.2 The Netherlands 
A very important and interesting legal precedent has been set this year for 

the first time: over 900 Dutch citizens decided to sue their governments for 

their lack of actions against climate change and won (BBC News 2015; 

Neslen 2015). The court ordered the Dutch government to reduce by at 

least 25% its greenhouse gas emissions by 2020 (Brahic 2015).  

Before this verdict, the only legal obligations countries had, was the ones 

that they agreed upon while signing international agreements. However, 

the court determined that countries have a legal responsibility towards their 

citizens (Neslen 2015). This also means that other countries can expect 

similar rulings if their actions were deemed too weak. The court also 

established that although the fight against climate change should not 

depend solely on the Netherlands, as a developed country, the country 

had a duty to take the lead in the fight. The Netherlands also have very 

high personal stakes due to most of the country being dangerously close to 

sea-level, which would be seriously threatened by floods if global warming 

continues at the same rate. 

This recent instance is a particularly optimist case of what can happen 

when well-informed individuals decide to take action. 
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2.2.3 Rise of Alternative Growth 
Developing a green economy is an increasingly popular goal in among 

politics and a vision adopted by many as the right path for the world. 

Aiming to reduce considerably environmental risks and ecological 

shortages, while improving human welfare and social equity, a green 

economy could be one that combines low carbon, resource efficiency and 

that is socially inclusive (UNEP 2015).  

Similarly, the concept of ethical economy is growing, and has seen many 

concrete and interesting examples come to life. Unlike capitalist economy, 

established on private property, driven by individual collection of assets 

and structured by the marketplace, ethical economy if shaped by network 

and motivated by the growth of social recognition (Arvidsson et al. 2008). 

Recognition being a consequence of benevolence and participation, an 

individual must offer more than what he takes. Ethical, green and capitalist 

economies are consequently three structurally characteristic types of 

economies, but not necessarily mutually exclusive. The growth of fair trade 

products is a good example of how ethics and sustainability benefit all 

three kinds of economies, the intrinsic value of Fair Trade is indeed the 

creation of economic value with values (Bechwati & Morrin 2003). 

Correspondingly, individuals tend to rely more and more on their peers to 

gather financial help than on traditional banking systems: crowdfunding 

campaigns have become increasingly popular over the last few years, 

certainly simplified with internet and other world altering technologies. 

Those technologies are being increasingly utilise to put in relation 

individuals needing a service with other individual providing it: airbnb 

(providing private apartment to individuals), carpooling websites, etc. 

There is a tendency to cut out the middle-corporation.  

The world economy is thus re-inventing itself, fewer and fewer individuals 

want to live in an only capitalist economy after the recent credit-crunch and 

are turning to alternatives and more conscious consuming behaviour 
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(Berger 2009; Arvidsson et al. 2008). Although the direct relation of those 

emerging co-habiting types of economies and climate change can seem 

obscure, it is important to remember that climate change was in a strong 

part created by societies relying in majority on fossil fuels, overproduction, 

and overconsumption instead of a sustainable economy. The emergence 

of this new individual-driven economies are a great example of the desire 

for a simpler, more sustainable way to consume.  

2.3 Conclusion 

This background chapter aimed to help enlightening the reader about the 

critical timeframe in which this paper is being written, with a new 

internationally binding legal agreement signed on one hand, and 

individuals pushing for more on the other, using artistic, legal, and 

economical mediums.  
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Literature	  Review	  
This chapter will cover different aspects of risk perceptions (in the case of 

climate change) and of individuals’ mental models and bias according to 

the literature that is already available. 

3 Risk  

3.1 Defining Risk 

Originating in the 14th century, the word risk has evolved throughout time to 

describe various phenomena that affect society. Whether the talk is 

centred around sociological, technological, environmental issues, and 

independently of its gravity or certainty, the word encompasses it all for 

both experts and laypeople (Peretti-Watel 2000). Defined broadly, a risk is 

the “probability or threat of damage, injury, liability, loss or any other 

negative occurrence that can be caused by external or internal 

vulnerabilities, and that may be avoided through pre-emptive action” 

(Business Dictionnary, 2015). However, this definition is only the stepping-

stone of what can or cannot be defined as a risk.  Indeed, as most terms 

that are commonly used in policy issues, and as is usually the case 

amongst scholars, there is inherent controversy in the used vocabulary 

and its definition. Yet, the choice of definition is quite simply of utmost 

importance. It can have impact on the outcome of a debate, decide on the 

distribution of resources, and affect the allocation of political power in the 

society, and there is generally no classification appropriate for all issues 

(Fischhoff et al. 1984).  

Hansson (2010), proposes two characteristics that satisfy the general 

meaning of risk and its explicit definitions: 
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“Risk refers to undesirable events”: When one mentions something as a 

risk, it is implied that something undesirable might occur (there is a risk of 

losing a bet but a chance of wining it, a happy possibility will not be 

referred to as a risk, but a dire one will) 

“When referring to the risk that a certain event will take place, we imply 

that it is undetermined or at least unknown whether or not that event will 

occur”: risk has an uncertainty dimension attached to it. Something that is 

bound to happen with certain consequences cannot be labelled as a risk. 

Those two characteristics seem pretty straightforward when applied to 

climate change, the term “threat” is rather often used to describe the 

phenomenon, whereas the word “opportunity” as only ever been used in 

reference to the fight against climate change and the potential industries 

that it could create. As for the second characteristic, although the certainty 

of climate change is accepted as a fact among experts, there is no 

certitude about the changes it could bring upon the world, or the speed to 

which that might occur. 

A distinction will be made throughout this paper between the expert 

scientific understanding and lay people comprehension of risks 

surrounding climate change. While the former will be used in reference to 

scientific research, determined as objectively given by physical facts and 

expert vision of the risk, the latter characterises the non-expert 

discernments, the social construction, the laypeople’s perceptions of that 

risk (Otway & Thomas 1982; Peretti-Watel 2000). This is a complex 

discernment, as even within experts’ methods, some subjectivity resides. 

Experts themselves are humans, prone to bias and misconceptions. Even 

if scientific research always aspires towards objectivity, it can never be an 

achievement of science (Fischhoff et al. 1984).  

This distinction between the expert’s and the laypeople’s perception, is 

important in regards to this study. Indeed, although one can argue that 
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knowledge does not necessarily drive action, actions taken without the 

appropriate knowledge cannot amount to the appropriate results. And 

although climate change is mostly accepted as a true phenomenon, 

(although a minority still refusing to acknowledge it as fact), what causes 

climate change is still misunderstood and misrepresented in the general 

population (Read et al. 1994; Bostrom et al. 1994; Lorenzoni & Pidgeon 

2006; Lorenzoni et al. 2007; Oliver 2014). The changes global warming 

could bring on, and its severity, are not always rightly understood either, 

and experts themselves have issues determining what the consequences 

could be. 

3.2 The Role of Trust in Risk Perception 

As mentioned in the study’s background, trust in policy maker is an 

important factor in risk perception (Poortinga & Pidgeon 2003; Slovic 1993; 

Siegrist et al. 2005; Siegrist & Cvetkovich 2000). Trust and confidence are 

often used as synonym, yet, trust is believing that other people can be 

relied on while confidence is the persuasion that all is under control and 

uncertainty is low (Siegrist et al. 2005). As the uncertainty is high when 

considering climate change, even in experts’ views, trust will be the 

investigated feeling over confidence. 

Trust in the persons responsible to manage a risk correlates strongly with 

the risk perception of the hazard itself. This is particularly true when the 

knowledge about the risk is lacking, which is the case around climate 

change (Siegrist & Cvetkovich 2000). Thus, to understand how laypeople 

perceive global warming as a risk, one also need to comprehend both the 

knowledge they have of the risk itself, but also whether they trust the 

authority in charge to handle the hazard, here, governments. Although the 

literature presents a fair amount of articles on risk perception and trust, 

especially surrounding technologies, it is strongly lacking articles studying 

the effects of trust in institutions and risk perception on climate change.  
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3.3 Climate Change 

As was discussed earlier on, there are two different takes on what 

characterises climate change risk, the expert’s and the laypeople’s 

perceptions of the subject.  

3.3.1 A Definition of Climate Change 
Climate change is quite literally a burning topic, and has been so since the 

late 1960s, ever since the scientific community has started to observe the 

phenomenon, and its potential disastrous effects.  

Climate change, is defined by IPCC (the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change) as “the change in the state of the climate that can be 

identified (e.g. using statistical tests) by change in the mean and/or the 

variability of its properties, and that persists for an extended period, 

typically decades or longer) (IPCC 2007; UNFCCC 2011).” The IPCC also 

clarify that it can address any change in climate overtime, whether it is the 

result of human activity or natural variability, whereas the UNFCCC (the 

United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) defines 

climate change as a direct or indirect result of human activity, modifying 

the composition of the global atmosphere, in addition to natural climate 

variability existing over similar time periods (United Nations 1992). As this 

paper reflects on climate change as a result of human activity, the 

UNFCCC definition will be the one that is referred to all through the 

document.  

This section will try to identify the risks that climate change represents, 

both under experts and laypeople perspectives, according to the literature. 

3.3.2 The Risks 
Global warming can be primordially attributed to the burning of fossil fuels 

and the release of greenhouse gases this generates (CO2 in particular); 

capping such emissions to a viable amount is imperative (Buchanan & 

Stubblebine 1962). If the world does not succeed in keeping global 
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warming under a 2°C increase over the next century, the consequences 

could be dire. Sea-level rise, water scarcity, extreme weather… The exact 

predictions are only speculations, but a large portion of the world’s 

population could face serious consequences and the need to relocate 

could bring several climate-refugees crisis.  

3.3.3 Laypeople Misconceptions 
Several studies have shown that laypeople had several misconceptions 

about climate change. They tend to confuse global warming with ozone 

depletion, an issue that has in fact seen very strong preventive measures 

in the past few years, and they lack to understand the predominant role 

that carbon dioxide, formed while burning fossil fuels, in global warming 

(Bostrom et al. 1994; Morgan et al. 2002).  

This study will not focus on laypeople understanding of the risks, as it is 

quite well covered in the literature (although potentially a little dated), but it 

is still necessary to investigate. The understanding laypeople have about 

climate change is strongly linked to the way they develop their perception 

of it as a risk (Sjöberg 2000).  

4 Individuals and Mental Models 

In order to understand the change individuals can drive along, it is 

important to comprehend how mental models affect the thought process 

and push those changes forward.  

4.1 Mental Models 

Mental models are descriptions of the thought process that individuals 

constantly go through: their view of their surrounding world, of themselves, 

their perceptions of their own abilities, of their actions and the 

consequences those bring; mental models can help predictive and 

explanatory power to understand interactions as well as to set an approach 
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to solving problems (Gentner & Stevens 2014; Fischhoff et al. 1984; 

Morgan et al. 2002). Mental models are believed to have a very significant 

role in cognitive reasoning and decision-making, as it is an internal 

representation of an external reality, a selection of concepts and their 

perceived relationships to represent the real system.  

For most hazards, people can invoke some applicable belief that can be 

used to decrypt communications; to generate their own conclusions 

individuals will assemble their fragmented beliefs into a mental model 

(Morgan et al. 2002). Mental models are used as a basis for action, it is 

also important to mention that the mental representations of the individuals’ 

environment are typically incomplete (Otto-Banaszak et al. 2011). 	  

Ideas, and the way they are shared between individuals is crucial to help 

them form theories and enable them to deal with issues characterised by 

high uncertainty – as in the case of climate change (Denzau & North 1994). 

People with similar cultural backgrounds and experiences will share 

convergent mental models, thus, even if each person owns a unique 

mental model, some of its aspects are common to others. When 

confronted to large insecurities and acquiring information from the external 

environment, changing and improving one’s mental models is a slow 

process (Otto-Banaszak et al. 2011). However, sharing mental models 

enhance intellectual understanding, and the process will be made easier 

by the similarity between the people communicating, the more they share 

common features, the more likely they are to communicate effectively 

(Denzau & North 1994; Vatn 2007).  

In the case of climate change, a high amount of misconceptions and 

confusion is present, and human emotions can come in the way of rational 

thinking. 	  
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4.2 Rationality and Cognitive Bias 

Humans tend to believe that they are rational beings. Normal Economics 

theories are all founded on that presumption, yet, this is inherently against 

human nature (Ariely & Jones 2008). Humans are emotional beings, which 

is a contradiction to logic action, “the boundary between perception and 

judgment is fuzzy and permeable: the perception of a stranger as 

menacing is inseparable from a prediction of future harm. Intuitive thinking 

extends perception-like processing from current sensations to judgment 

objects that are not currently present, including mental representations that 

are evoked by language” (Kahneman & Frederick 2002). 

One of the main issue with the lack of rationality of individuals is that once 

a belief or an opinion is formed, cognitive bias are difficult to revise, “a man 

with a conviction is a hard man to change. Tell him you disagree and he 

turns away. Show him facts or figures and he questions your sources. 

Appeal to logic and he fails to see your point" (Chris Mooney 2011). That 

issue has frequently been observed when talking about climate change, a 

recurrent sceptic argument is the doubt that although climate change might 

be happening, humans are probably not the predominant cause (Lorenzoni 

& Pidgeon 2006; Yale University & George Mason University 2013; Oliver 

2014).  

It is important to understand the heuristics and cognitive bias that may be 

influencing laypeople’s perceptions of climate change, and their 

understanding of the issue, in order to comprehend how laypeople’s 

actions are driven, and how they understand their roles as potential drivers 

of change. 

4.2.1 Confirmation/Disconfirmation Bias 
Motivated reasoning is an emotion-biased phenomenon where positive 

and negative feelings (whether they are about people, ideas or simply 

objects) develop faster than conscious thinking (Kunda 1990). This is a 
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basic survival skill that humans have acquired throughout evolution, when 

humans needed to have immediate reactions to various stimuli, pushing 

threatening information away and pulling friendly information close. These 

“fight or flight” reflexes are not only applied to prospective predators, but to 

data itself. This indicates that what is referred to as “reasoning” could also 

be interpreted to be “rationalisation”. Psychologist Jonathan Haidt (2001) 

believes that although humans think they are being scientists, they are 

being lawyers: the “reasoning” is a way to reach the pre-set conception, or 

to “win the case”, and the process if filled of biases like confirmation biases 

(important heed is given to evidence that confirm the previous beliefs), and 

disconfirmation biases (great effort is put into disproving arguments 

incompatible with them), rather than to become a judge looking for the 

truth (Chris Mooney 2011; Haidt 2006).  

This can be dangerous when referring to climate change, as laypeople will 

tend to only look at information, which corresponds to the already 

established belief. This explains why despite the overwhelming evidence 

and the certainty experts have that climate change is happening and that it 

can be attributed in majority to human activities, approximately 18% of 

Americans do not believe climate change is happening, and 48% are not 

worried about the phenomenon (Yale University 2015; Yale University & 

George Mason University 2013). Although this paper has a focus on 

European laypeople, the example about the American scepticism is 

interesting as it reveals a great flaw in humans’ mental models. On his 

popular and very influential weekly show, John Oliver, a British comedian, 

attributed this disbelief to the way a lot of American medias are presenting 

the issue. A large number of these shows ask people if they believe in 

climate change and host debates about whether or not climate change is 

happening, which are usually with arguments from two experts of opposite 

opinions (Oliver 2014). This is highly misrepresenting the problem, as over 

97% of experts are convinced of the reality of climate change, so having a 

discussion with balanced sides is distorting laypeople perception of the 
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issue, and only contributes to confirming to climate sceptic that they have 

ground for doubt. Asking people whether or not climate change is 

happening is serving the same purpose, "you don't need people’s opinion 

on a fact. You might as well have a poll asking: ‘Which number is bigger, 

15 or 5?’ or ‘Do owls exist?’ or ‘Are there hats?' “ (Oliver 2014).  

Debating concerns is a very important and meaningful part of society, and 

laypeople’s opinions are the foundation of it, as they possess the power to 

influence governments to take actions. However, if the public is unaware, 

misinformed, or disinterested about the issues at hands, the right solutions 

will not be pushed at the top of the political agenda. 

4.2.2 Instant Gratification  
A very influential cognitive bias that has been responsible for selling many 

self-improvement and time-management books, is instant gratification, 

which is a strong driver of procrastination, the postponement of unpleasant 

tasks. Humans prefer immediate over delayed rewards (Büchel 2011), 

people tend to prefer enjoyment in the short-term than obstacles leading to 

desired things in the distance. Many studies focus on the constant conflict 

between present and future selves. It has been suggested that individuals 

consider future versions of themselves are separate entities, not simply as 

a convenient mental model, but in terms of brain systems and decision 

making processes (Julian Jamison 2010).  An individual simply fails to 

consider himself as a continued entity, but thinks of himself as various 

concepts. Consequently, when a person is resolve, that determination is 

often made under the impression that the future-self will have more ease in 

following through than the present-self. So decisions could be considered 

as an interaction and a negotiation between temporal-selves.  

This creates an obvious obstacle when it becomes necessary for laypeople 

to drive action against climate change, in particular because climate 

change is happening as such a slow rate. The opposite is often argued, it 

is often said that climate change is happening at a rate that is too fast for 
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mankind to reverse. Yet, on a neuroscience point of view, the pace is 

simply too gradual to drive action, human brains are designed to react to 

immediate threat, not dangers evolving over decades. As Tima Bansal 

(2014), executive director of the Network for Business Sustainability 

explains: “there is a two-year- old in the back of our minds that is still there, 

that we have learned to overrule, that wants to have their one 

marshmallow now rather than wait for two marshmallows [Refers to the 

Stanford Marshmallow Experiments, a series of studies on instant 

gratification]. Very few people on this planet want to destroy planet earth. It 

is just that our other agendas get in the way of things that might have a 

longer time horizon” (Harman 2014; Mischel & Baker 1975). 

4.2.3 Availability Heuristic 
When considering risks, it is now well-understood that people rely on 

certain heuristics, which helps to simplify their enquiry (Tversky & 

Kahneman 1974).  

The availability heuristic is a way to assess the magnitude of a risk and to 

develop judgements based on what readily available examples or 

memories can be brought to mind over a specific topic (Esgate et al. 2005; 

Kahneman & Frederick 2002). This mental shortcut has a resilient role in 

determining which risks will be considered most important and dealt with 

first (Sunstein 2006). There are different aspects that help associating 

memories or example to a matter, for instance, in the risk area. A familiar 

risk will affect the availability of instances. Terrorism for example is seen 

as a particularly serious risk in the West because of several highly 

impactful events, while in reality, over the past 15 years (not including the 

very recent Paris attacks), only 2.6% of all terrorist attacks happened in 

Western countries, and the probability of death caused by homicide is very 

low compared to a wide range of routine activities (Institute for Economics 

and Peace 2015). Salience is significant too, “the impact of seeing a house 

burning on the subjective probability of such accidents is probably greater 
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than the impact of reading about a fire in the local paper” (Tversky & 

Kahneman 1974), which helps to clarify differences across time and space 

in risk-related behaviour such as preventive decisions (Sunstein 2006). 

People likelihood to purchase insurance for natural disasters is widely 

influenced by recent experiences, for instance if floods or earthquakes 

have occurred in the immediate past, insurances of the type will rise 

sharply, then decline gradually as memories recede (Slovic 1987). 

The issue is that when thinking about the climate change threat, no readily 

available examples can come to mind, as the climate change risks are not 

going to be cognitively available to citizens, not in a conventional manner.  

When people will be able to perceive the risks, it will be too late (Sunstein 

2006). Although some salient events, such as the hurricanes activity can 

be linked to climate change, most people ponder on the reliability of what 

they sometimes consider speculations. A very wide range of risks can be 

linked in part or fully to climate change risks, to the spread of HIV 

(Engelman 2009) and even to the rise terrorism, at the political forefront of 

a number of countries (Jaeger 2015). However, none of those risks have 

evident association to climate change, they can be understood through 

careful analysis and meticulous reasoning, yet, they are not readily 

available associations.  

When considering preventive action against a risk, one must consider the 

costs-benefits ratio, and in the case of climate change, only the costs are 

accessible to laypeople while the risks are distant and imprecise and do 

not necessarily come to mind. And those costs are significant, 

economically developed countries have been considering overheads in the 

trillions of dollars, which laypeople will not support without having a clear 

idea of the necessity for those resources (Morgan et al. 2002). Serious 

detriments from global warming are not likely to occur on the short term, so 

there is a strong inclination to allocate resources to more pressing hazards, 
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even if it means taking the chance that nothing concrete will be done by 

the time climate change has reached an irreversible point. 

4.3 Empathy 

Empathy is a very human an interesting feeling. The ability to understand 

the world from another’s perspective, or at least as one imagines that they 

do, “walk in their shoes”, and feel their pain. Empathy has been the source 

of many political leaders speeches and inspiring talks, as it is a strong 

emotional process and if well employed, empathy can often show several 

perspectives of one topic, to someone willing. 

It would seem incomplete to talk about climate change without mentioning 

empathy. Although it is true that if global warming were to happen as 

predicted, the entire planet would suffer the consequences, not everyone 

would be struck with the same intensity, “even in rich countries, the impact 

of climate change could lead to greater incidents of pockets of poverty [...] 

however, there is an equity issue, because some of the poorest 

communities in the poorest countries in the world are going to be the worst 

hit” (Chris Mooney 2011). This refers, to the issue of externalities 

mentioned previously, ultimately, it does not matter who has the most 

responsibility in producing high-levels of greenhouse gases, the victims will 

be the same either way.  

The issue here is that the victims will be far too numerous to count, and 

humans do not emphasise with numbers, which is a great logical flaw. It is 

a well-known and well documented shortcoming that individuals can only 

emphasise with “identifiable victims”, not with statistics (Ariely 2011; 

Rogers 1975; Small & Loewenstein 2003). Thus, despites the incredible 

power empathy can have in making people readjust their judgements, 

emotional empathy is also fundamentally imperfect. Paul Bloom (2014) 

goes further in criticising the role of empathy in society, he argues that 

empathy does not drive action, and that compassion should be more 
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valued. Compassion would encourage an individual to show kindness and 

support, without trying to feel their pain or to bear their grief. Bloom also 

believes that empathy is a biased process, first, because one tends to 

identify more easily with more attractive persons, or with someone sharing 

similar values or roots, and then, because saving one person over many is 

an obstacle to rational thinking (Bloom 2014). Although his line of thought 

is controversial, he raises interesting points; empathy could be a powerful 

tool in helping to take action against climate change, yet it is important to 

remember its flaws. 

4.4 Conclusions  

There are many heuristics and cognitive bias that can affect the way 

laypeople (and experts to a point) perceive climate change and develop 

mental models to help them evaluate its risk. Although this paper focuses 

on three, there are several more that are worth mentioning, for instance 

the optimism bias, which illustrates the predisposition people have to 

presume things to turn out better than data may suggest (Shepperd et al. 

2002; Trexler & Kosloff 2012). Optimism is a great and influential emotion; 

yet, underestimating figures could lead to prepare poorly against the 

potential catastrophic and irreversible climate change could bring.  

It would however be impossible to list all cognitive bias and heuristics that 

affects the way people perceive risks and climate change in particular. 

Individuals will worry most about risks that appear to be directly 

threatening their immediate welfare. As such, environmental concerns 

prevails only when people believe that the risks of violence and economic 

deterioration to be minimal (Holdren 1983). Most direct and obvious threats 

must be under control first to allow concerns about more subtle and 

complex risks, paralleling Maslow’s stages of wants (Maslow 1979). 

This all illustrates how difficult it can be for individuals to form a valid 

perception of a risk and to understand the role they have to play. Most 
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people do want to take preventive actions against climate change; 

however, other personal risks have priority in their minds above the more 

long-term and perceptively distant risk that is global warming. Besides, the 

flaws in their mental models are limiting their abilities to decide between 

effective and ineffective strategies (Morgan et al. 2002). Fallacies such as 

those, could lead individuals to take action that is ineffective, and to make 

them averse to try new actions.  
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Methodology	  

5 Philosophical Context 

When starting a study, all researchers, as humans, have their own 

approach on how to conduct it. They will follow a research paradigm, which 

can be defined as the set of basic belief defining the nature of the world to 

an individual (Blaikie 2009; Guba & Lincoln 1994). Those paradigms are 

ruling the context of every research, and the ontological question (the 

nature of the social world and what its contextual understanding), the 

epistemology question (the nature of knowledge and how it can be 

obtained), and the methodological question (the fittest way to attain the 

answers to the research) rule the debate (Wilson 2006; Snape & Spencer 

2003).  

Epistemology has traditionally two main positions, positivism and 

interpretivism, while positivism aspires to explain human behaviour, 

interpretivism aims to understand it (Bryman & Bell 2007; Lin 2005), 

although there exist several levels in between, aimed to help a researcher 

finding a fitting category to their own research philosophy. Lin (2005) 

argues that positivism is particularly the territory of causal relationship, 

while interpretivism is predominantly the field of causal mechanisms. In 

other words, while the former attempt to understand the “what”, the latter is 

focusing in comprehending the “how” or the “why” questions. Interpretivism 

is generally a synonym for qualitative research as the same fundamental 

approach is used, when positivism is a substitution for quantitative 

research (Bryman 1984).  

This research will be driven by an interpretivism approach, and an idealist 

ontological approach, which considers that reality resides in the depictions 
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created by human mind and are made up of share interpretations 

produced everyday (Blaikie 2009). 

6 Research Approach 

Research strategies help determining the best technique to answer the 

research question. There are four main approaches that can be considered, 

inductive, deductive, abductive, and retrospective (Blaikie 2009). They are 

all widely recognised and accepted, but the inductive and the deductive 

strategies are the most universally used. This research will follow a 

deductive approach, reasoning from general to specific, as that strategy 

has a safer analytic rationality.  

The aim of this study is to provide the readers with a deeper understanding 

of the role of individual as drivers of change and of the limitations they 

perceive they have as laypeople. 

6.1 Choice of Research Method 

To accomplish this study to the best of the researcher’s abilities, a 

qualitative research method was employed in this study. 

Qualitative research allows deep insights into human behaviour (Guba & 

Lincoln 1994), which correspond to the aims of this paper, it also helps 

recognising new ideas. Qualitative research has several other advantages; 

it lets the researchers understand people’s personal experiences, it helps 

to study the dynamic procedure of a phenomenon and to get insider’s 

perspectives (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie 2004). Qualitative studies are 

however more time consuming than quantitative studies, their results 

cannot be applied to the rest of the population, and the results’ quality are 

dependent on interpretation and can be influenced by the researcher’s 

attitude (Wilson 2006). Yet, to study a limited amount of case in depth, and 
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in accordance to the author’s research philosophy and aims, a qualitative 

study appears to be the best fit.  

To gather primary data for this study, the researcher will use the medium 

of semi-structured interviews. Open-ended interviews are also the 

recommended methods to study mental models (Morgan et al. 

2002).There will take the form of face-to-face interview and aim to 

understand the respondents’ perspectives on climate change and their 

behaviour, all expressed in their own words (Minichiello et al. 1990). This 

will help decreasing the eventual group pressure that a focus group 

interview could bring, as well as to help bringing more honest answers 

from the respondents (Wilson 2006).  

6.2 Sampling Strategy 

Due to the limited resources and short time frame of this study, a 

purposive sampling method was used to find participants to the study (also 

called judgmental or criterion-based sampling). This method is a non-

probability based method, and allows the researcher to select participants 

of interest, which fits with the small sample of the research (Ritchie & 

Lewis 2003). The researcher selected a homogeneous sample; the aim 

was to select 10-12 participants to the study, which similar criteria:  

! Mid to late-twenties age range: Should minimise the generations 

gaps and difference, that age-range has not only been raised 

completely aware of the existence of the global warming 

phenomenon, they are also old enough to have develop a political 

conscience and to be able to act on it (Mannheim 1952; 

Benckendorfff et al. 2010; Armstrong et al. 2009) 

! University education: To have a consistent level of education 

allowed the researcher to ensure that the potential lack of 
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knowledge about climate change could not be attributed to 

differences in education level   

! European Nationality and Residence (particularly Western Europe): 

This is the geographical zone in which the interest of the researcher 

lies, although all regulations surrounding climate change in the 

European Union are not the same, there is still a strong united policy 

and unity (European Commission 2014; Lorenzoni & Pidgeon 2006)  

Those sampling criteria were also chosen because individuals with 

common cultural backgrounds and experience tend to share convergent 

mental models, while individuals with dissimilar learning experiences will 

rely on different mental models to make sense of their environment 

(Denzau & North 1994).  

The gender of the respondent was also taken into account, and the 

researcher aimed for a uniform representation of male and female 

respondents. Although parity was not achieved in this case (with eight 

males participants and only four females), the author did not notice 

discrepancies in the answers between the different genders and did not 

perceive it to be a primary sampling need; others studies have shown that 

female perceived more risks than males when it came to technological 

threats, but that gender was not a substantial predictor for non-

technological hazards (Siegrist et al. 2005). 

6.3 Interview Design  

The research took the form of a semi-structure interview, which aimed to 

understand individuals’ attitudes towards climate change.  

To successfully acquire that understanding, the researcher prepared a set 

of questions to ask the interviewees (a transcript of one of the interviews 

can be found in Appendix 3). Using a deductive approach, the questions 

were formulated to understand first the general knowledge respondents 
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have about climate change, before narrowing it down to their own attitudes 

and potential barriers to actions both about themselves and other 

individuals. The respondents were also asked to self-reflect on their own 

climate-consciousness using a five-points Likert-type scale (Likert 1932). 

Unlike a seven or ten-points scale, which can give too many options and 

confuse the respondents, a five-point scale provides all the required 

options to embody the positions of the respondent (from “not at all 

environmental conscious” to “very environmentally conscious”) with a mid-

point for respondents that did not feel strongly one way or another 

(Easterby-Smith et al. 2008). 

The interviews questions were purposely kept fairly opened to push 

respondents to really think and reflect on their attitudes and their perceived 

roles, which can be a difficult process. Yet, the researchers had prepared 

several follow-up sub-questions in case the interviewee started stalling, did 

not have much to say on a particular subject or was confused by a subject. 

The questions themselves were mostly used as guidelines on the topics 

that should be covered throughout the interviews. 

All the interviews were conducted in English, as all respondents were all 

proficient in that language, this also helped to avoid any potential 

mistranslation. 

6.4 Ethical Considerations 

All participants in the research were interviewed on a voluntary basis. 

All participants in the research were informed of the nature of the study, 

knew what their involvements entailed and gave their consent to 

participate. 

The research does not seek to misinform or mislead the participants. 
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6.5 Data Collection 

All the interviews were held face-to-face, except for two, which were held 

through Skype, to the best time convenience of the respondents in a 

neutral and quiet environment to ensure the recording would be of 

acceptable quality and to guarantee the privacy of the participants. The 

interviews were scheduled in advance, using e-mails, telephone number, 

or social media, depending on the best way to reach the interviewees. 

They took place in a 10-days period around the middle of December. 

Respondents were asked if they did not mind the interviews being 

recorded before the interview began. The interviews lasted approximately 

30 minutes. 

 

Overview of the participants: 

Number Gender Nationality 5-Point Scale Score Occupation 

R1 F French 3 Business Administration 

R2 M French 4 Graphic Design - Student 

R3 M Swedish 4 Management 

R4 F Norwegian 3 Marketing 

R5 F Swedish 4 Engineer - Student  

R6 M Swedish 4 Engineer - Student  

R7 M Swedish 4 Engineer  

R8 M Danish 4 Management 

R9 M Swiss 3 Graphic Designer 

R10 F British 2 Marketing 

R11 M Swedish 4 Medical - Student 

R12 M British 2 Sales 
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7 Data Analysis 

In order to conveniently be able to analyse the different interviews at length, 

they were carefully transcripted from their oral forms to a written document. 

Yet, as the process is tedious, very time-consuming and this research had 

limited resources, the author opted for a partial-transcription, as 

encouraged by King and Horrocks in such situations (2010), omitting 

irrelevant non-verbal cues, and focusing on the respondents’ meaning. The 

author did not, however, correct the respondents’ language (grammar, 

mispronunciations, etc.) to present the most accurate version of the 

interviewees’ responses, rather than a “fixed” one (Wilson 2006). 

The author used a thematic analysis framework to analyse and interpret 

the records, which is one of the most common methods used when dealing 

with qualitative data. This method, very briefly described, consist in “finding 

repeated patterns of meaning” (Braun & Clarke 2006).  

The method consists of six different phases as follows (Braun & Clarke 

2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane 2008): 

1. Getting familiar with the data 

2. Generating initial codes 

3. Searching for themes 

4. Reviewing themes 

5. Defining and reviewing themes 

6. Producing the report 

The coding of the data was done manually, looking for patterns that were 

then highlighted. Using a “copy and paste” method described by Wilson 

(2006): in a new document, the author inserted quotes from respondents 

and interpretations from each respondent according to different sections 
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and sub-sections that were matching the different themes that were 

identified. The quotes that the author thought best reflected the feelings of 

the participants and brought new interesting ideas where used to illustrate 

the mental-models of the interviewees.  
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Limitations	  	  
Although the author put in every effort to ensure the reliability of the study, 

there are always limitations to its validity. 

! Representativeness 

As is always the case when using a qualitative method, the results in this 

study cannot be applied to the rest of the population (Snape & Spencer 

2003; Bryman 1984).  

! Self-Reflection 

The study’s participants were asked several times to reflect on their 

behaviour and to interpret their own weaknesses. Not only is it virtually 

impossible for individuals to be objective about the way they do act 

everyday, there is also the potential for dishonesty (Ariely & Jones 2012). 

The author is positive that respondents did mean to be truthful, but the 

desire to be liked combined with the poor image that being perceived as 

disrespectful of nature can bring, could have pushed participants to 

exaggerate or undermine some of their actions or beliefs (Chance et al. 

2011). Although the author tried to stay as neutral as possible as to her 

own beliefs, it is also possible that some non-verbal cues influenced some 

of the participants’ answers.  

! Interpretation  

Interpreting any sort of data can prove difficult, yet qualitative data is 

especially delicate. It can be difficult for the researcher to stay objective 

while analysing the data, especially when interpretation of meaning is by 

definition subjective.  
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! Research Participants 

Although each participant helped bringing a new light to the study, some 

interviews were used more than others, depending on the new ideas and 

feelings they helped bringing up. Thus, not all of the interviews have the 

same weight in the study.   
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Analysis	  
This chapter will try to understand the roles of individuals and their 

limitations from their own perceptions, by analysing the thoughts and 

feelings that were brought up during the semi-structured interviews. 

8 Summary of Findings 

Topic Main Findings 

Perceived Risk 

Some uncertainty in the knowledge about climate change, some very knowledgeable 
participants, others unconfident.  

Reflecting on own behaviour can be difficult. 

Perceived personal risk was fairly low for most participants (but not all), while perceived 
risk for the rest of the population on the long-term was high. 

Individual Actions Most participants try to contribute, however, not all actions are motivated primarly with 
climate change in mind. 

Obstacles 

There are many obstacles, both mental and materials preventing individuals to do more to 
fight climate change. 

Financial: Doing more for the environment can involve expensive purchases, sample is 
young and with a low disposable income. 

Convenience: The easier it is to fit ecological habits into the routines, the more participants 
are willing to do. 

Instant Gratification and Empathy: Climate change is happening too slowly to drive people 
to action. It is difficult to relate to risk that are still future and not a direct personal threat. 

Transparency and Trust: Many participants had issues trusting labels, or the ability to make 
truly conscious choices and long-term government promises. 

Government Mistrust A lot of participants do not trust government to do the right thing, and think they prioritise 
short-term economic and politic gains. 

Potential Solutions 
Laypeople thought they needed to be more educated, get better guidelines from the 
government to know what they could achieve at individual levels, and thought a slow but 
persistent change of mentality and consumption habits hold part of the solution. 
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9 Perceived Risk 

9.1 Knowledge  

The participants all had some knowledge about what climate change is. 

Most of them mentioned CO2 as the principal factor, and some participants 

even had very in-depth knowledge about the subject. Yet, several 

participants voiced their feelings of ignorance, and their wish to be more 

informed.  

“I do not know a whole lot, but I would love to know more. Climate change 

is happening and in order to prevent it going “too far” education and 

knowledge is vital.“ (R4) 

“I know very little about the actual science behind climate change. I 

suppose that I consider that people a lot smarter than me say that it is 

happening and I absolutely believe them.” (R12) 

Despite the basic causal effects understanding that most respondents had 

about global warming, there was some doubts and confusion in connection 

to non-human induced natural climate change cycles. 

“I also heard that ice age might come back as well so very honestly, no 

idea about predictions. Maybe both phenomenon will happen at once and 

cancel each other, who knows […] I am a bit sceptical about any type of 

climate change predictions.“ (R1) 

Although all participants do believe that climate change is happening, and 

none had strong denial towards the experts’ predictions in general, 

concern and misunderstanding was raised, mostly in relation to the 

potential timeline. 
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“I think the question is how fast it will happen - not when it will happen.” 

(R8) 

“It’s really difficult to know what this will mean in the long term” (R10) 

“The changes we see today is probably caused by things we humans did a 

long time ago” (R11) 

“The current global warming that we’re experiencing is because of what 

has been made 15/20 years ago. And even if we stopped all our pollution 

we won’t be able to stop global warming for the next 20 years.” (R2) 

The participants had very different knowledge levels on climate change. 

Some had either incomplete or misguided understanding of the 

phenomenon; some felt they did not know much, while some (particularly 

R5, R7) had acute comprehension of the science behind global warming. 

This is important, as risk perception is strongly linked to the knowledge of 

the risk, but not only. As Siegrist & Cvetkovich (2000) explained, the lower 

the knowledge laypeople have about a risk, the more they tend to rely on 

establishments to handle the issue, and the more they trust said authorities, 

the lower they will perceive the risk to be. 

9.2 Climate-Consciousness 

During the interview, the participants were asked to rate their perceived 

climate-consciousness on a Likert-type scale from 1 to 5 (1 being not 

environmentally conscious, and 5 being very environmentally conscious). 

The average score of the 12 participants was 3.42, but more than the 

result, what was really interesting was the way individuals perceived 

themselves on that scale.  

First of all, no participant rated him or herself on either side of the extreme 

of the scale, preferring to belong in the middle-range. If the author however, 

had had to rate each participant on how environmentally conscious she 

believed they were, she would have rated them quite differently. For 
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instance, R7 rated his environmental consciousness at 4, yet, his daily 

consumer choices are all made with the environment in mind, and he 

considers sustainable options as the only options for bigger purchases (car, 

electrical apparel, etc.). Thus, he is very environmentally conscious, which 

should make him a 5. Yet, maybe because he feels there is always more 

that can be done, or possibly because other people he knows might do 

more, he did not rate himself so high. R12’s rating also surprised the 

researcher. R12 said several times throughout the interview how important 

he believed taking action against climate change was, yet, he only rated 

himself a 2. This illustrates how subjective self-perception can be, and how 

difficult it can be to rate oneself, even when not asked to compare with 

others. 

There was also an interesting rating difference between the different 

nationalities, the only two persons rating themselves at 2 were the only two 

British respondents, while all the Swedish respondents believed they were 

4. On such a small sample, this can only raise speculations of possible 

causal effects between nationality and environmental-consciousness, but it 

is interesting nonetheless. 

9.3 Risk to the Individual 

When asked whether they believed that climate change would threaten 

them during their lifetime, most participants did not see it as a risk to their 

person. 

“I do not feel like climate change is going to affect me personally (in a very 

strong sense). But I believe that other people might be.” (R3) 

“Maybe it will affect the next generation but for me it will be pure 

speculations.” (R8) 

“I don't think it will affect me in my lifetime but in the future, like 70-100 

years from now, I think we will see some major changes and people will 
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have to adapt to new weather conditions. I don't think its reversible 

honestly.” (R11) 

The unclear timeline does explain the uncertainty the participants have on 

this question, this can also be explained by the availability heuristic 

mentioned previously, as climate change is not yet readily observable, it 

seems logical that most respondents would feel the threat would likely not 

affect their person (Sunstein 2006). Yet, some of the more pessimistic 

respondents did not feel the same way, and expected to experience 

climate change consequences in their own lifetime. 

“I am an optimist, otherwise I would be miserable” (R5) 

“I believe it's a big risk. If nothing is done […] I'm afraid not only future 

generations, but my generation will be affected as well.” (R6) 

“This is going to have a massive impact on our future life. But this is not 

too obvious right now so people don’t seem to care.” (R2) 

“I think it cannot be reversed because we’re changing too slowly, we won’t 

take radical steps before the shit hits us in the face.” (R9) 

9.4 Risk to the World 

Although participants did not really mention any potential personal risk to 

their person, most of the participants expected it would be a threat to the 

lifestyle of the next generations and to the survival of many. They 

mentioned climate migrations, conflicts, water scarcity, and rise of the 

water levels as potential tangible threats.  

“Migrations and conflicts might be more common phenomenon, and we will 

have to rethink water supply systems of cities and larger areas.” (R3) 

“I am afraid that my kids will experience severe consequences from how 

my generation has been living. I am scared for them, even before I have 

them.” (R4) 
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“I believe mankind is the only species to understand and doom its own 

fate.” (R7) 

10 Individual Actions 

All of the participants were already undertaking daily small actions to help 

prevent climate change, even the respondents who identify the least with 

being climate-conscious (R10 and R12 both considered themselves not to 

be very climate-conscious, scoring 2). All of the respondents, tried to 

recycle according to the availability of options, to take public transport or 

cycle, to avoid unnecessary waste, etc. Yet, the primary motivations for 

those actions were not necessarily climate-preservation motivated, both 

R10 and R4 mentioned health benefits as a primary incentive to use more 

sustainable transporting system as well as to reduce meat consumption for 

R4.  

“While I do things that aim to reduce the levels of climate change (walking 

and cycling instead of taking the car for example) they are primarily for the 

health benefits rather than the environmental ones.” (R10) 

Several respondents stated a recurrent act, the importance on reflecting on 

those daily actions regularly. 

“I think about it every day and try to reduce as much as I can my impact on 

the planet.” (R2) 

“For me it is about having knowledge about how your and others’ actions 

affect the environment (locally and globally).” (R3) 

“On a small individual level it's about the choices you make in you every 

day life like taking the bus or bike instead of your car if its possible. So 

taking the time to think twice is a good approach when buying food or stuff 

in general.” (R11) 
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The respondents had many concrete thoughts on what more they knew 

they could do to help fight climate change. Several mentioned travelling 

(using airplanes), reducing meat consumption, buying better products 

(organic, environmental friendly, local), considering switching to more 

environmentally friendly energy provider, getting an hybrid or even a fully 

electric car. Yet, participants believed some obstacles were standing on 

the way of carrying through those actions.  

11 Obstacles 

As R1 stated “implementing a change at any level is always difficult”. 

There were perceived limitations, both mental and more tangible, which 

the participants felt came in the way of taking action. R1 for instance, 

rationalised her frequent flying habits, which she wished she could reduce, 

by stating that whether she was or not in the plane, it would fly anyways. 

Rather than to criticise the logic of the argument, this example was brought 

here to show how individuals like to rationalise their decisions as this 

illustrates nicely the issue that comes with confirmation bias.  

11.1  Resources 

For the respondents, which were considering buying, or switching to a 

hybrid or fully electric car, the lack of financial resources was the primary 

prohibiting factor. This seems pretty logical, especially considering the 

sample’s age, with several respondents still in full-time education and 

those who graduated in the beginning of their working life. They did not yet 

acquire a sufficient disposable income to make considerable purchases, in 

particular because those types of cars are still relatively new and difficult to 

acquire second-hand.   
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11.2  Convenience  

R2 declared that some of the daily actions she took, that did help fighting 

global warming, were done because they were simply “easy to fit in my 

normal routine”. This is an important point, individuals do not mind being 

climate-efficient if it does not alter their habits or come in the way of their 

lifestyle.  

“A person would recycle all her paper trash if the bin is right at her door, if 

this person has to walk one block to access the recycle bin, she would just 

not do it or less often.” (R9) 

“I think it is most difficult because our society has built its norms around 

fossil fuels and large amounts of waste. We are now in a position where 

distances once considered extremely long have become extremely short; 

to revert to making these distances long again would have never ending 

economic, social, technological, political, emotional and even 

environmental repercussions all throughout society.“ (R12) 

Having available recycling facilities in the living or working premises, great 

public transport or commuting options, and small habits changes that do 

not come in the way of individuals lifestyles, even potentially improving it, 

would empower individuals to make the right daily small actions. 

11.3  Instant Gratification and Empathy 

As was explained in the literature review, instant gratification is a strong 

irrational behaviour humans possess, and many of the participants 

believed it was a primordial cause preventing them to take further action.  

R12 had a particularly sound and eloquent reasoning on the subject, 

reflecting the findings of the literature perfectly: 

“I feel that my hand is burning and I react immediately by taking my hand 

off the hob. At the other end of the spectrum, smokers continue to smoke, 

as they do not feel any immediate or even mid-term effects of cancer. But 
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in the very long-term there is a much higher chance they will develop the 

disease. In my opinion climate change is similar to this example although 

even more drawn out. It is very difficult for man to understand a change so 

huge over a timescale so long.” (R12) 

R6 also felt that he could do more but that being “lazy” came in the way.  

Surprisingly, two respondents (R1 and R10) mentioned their issues to care 

and act against climate change by referencing to their difficulty to relate 

and empathise with the problem.  

“I do not personally feel touched by climate change (yet!). I have never 

experienced tornados etc. like in the US. It is a shame to think this way, 

but somehow, I have not experienced it so I am willing to help, but not as 

much as if I felt directly touched or concerned.” (R1) 

“Climate change is a risk but it’s hard to feel worried hugely about it when it 

doesn’t currently affect me personally. For me, when you consider it in the 

context of future generations and my children for example, it becomes a lot 

more powerful and there’s more impetus to act.” (R10) 

This is particularly interesting; the author did not think that any of the 

respondents would acknowledge the impact that empathy can have on the 

will to fight climate change, as it is strongly irrational, and generally, the 

lack of empathy is not well perceived among peers.  

11.4  Transparency and Trust 

Some participants declared being distrustful of big corporations and 

ecological labels.  

“I have trouble believing that what is written on a label is true […] If a 

private entity, I mean big businesses, were proving me that they actually 

are environmentally and social friendly, I believe I would trust the daily 

products I buy everyday more.” (R1) 
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“I'd guess that it is the big corporations rather than individuals that produce 

most of the problems and pollutions, and many multinationals own 

products to make themselves look greener – But if you buy those 

“ecological” products, you are still giving money to the ones polluting in the 

first place.” (R6) 

Those concerns are valid. Although most organisations awarding special 

labels (organic, fair-trade, etc.) have to thoroughly investigate the products 

before granting labels, some are not strict enough and can confuse the 

customers. For instance, the free-range eggs label is often criticised: 

customers who buy them usually pay a little extra and expect to help 

animal welfare and to get products of greater quality, yet, the living 

conditions of free-range chickens labels is not always better than those of 

cage-hens (PETA 2015). When the customer realises he has been 

deceived there is a strong change he is going to be distrustful of other 

labels that are in fact trustworthy and which could help make a difference.  

R7 stated another failure he felt made individuals distrustful and hesitant to 

invest in greener products.  

“A few years back, ethanol prices where lowered to make more people 

drive on green fuel. However, today they have made a mistake since those 

prices are higher than regular gas. This gives rise to a mistrust from the 

people since a regular person can’t make a decision to buy a new car that 

“might” be the better alternative for the next months when they are going to 

own the car for years to come.” (R7) 

This is a similar concern of trust, but with potentially more severe 

consequences. Certainly, the small daily actions individuals accomplish, 

and their purchasing-choices can have long-term positive impact. Yet, 

bigger financial investment will have even bigger impact. Solar panels for 

instance, have been a real success in France, with many individuals 

installing them as well as small corporations, thanks to great subventions 
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from the state. However, those are really costly investments that 

individuals could not afford to gamble on if they did not trust the state to 

deliver on both its subventions and on the long-term electricity purchasing 

deal. 

12 Mistrust of Government 

Several participants attributed the lack of actions coming from individuals 

to governments’ actions (or lack thereof). They blamed political personal 

gain, capitalism, and the general lack of engagement.  

“I unfortunately do not believe that governments are strong enough against 

capitalism to enforce meaningful laws and requirements for me to gain 

confidence in what I’m buying everyday.” (R1) 

“I don’t believe that the government is doing enough effort […] this is 

something that is going to cost a lot of lives and even money. It should be 

every government n°1 priority.”  (R2) 

“The main issue might lie in convincing the key players on the political 

stage.” (R3) 

“Things regarding climate change is expensive (e.g. CCS) and might not 

pay off until much later when we have different politicians. This is a 

tardiness of the political system, they might not be willing to spend all that 

money on something that would pay off 20 or so years from now.” (R5) 

This mistrust in institution was also illustrated by the “Brandalism” 

movement, by the Dutch citizens taking their own government to court, and 

by the rise of the green and ethical economy mentioned earlier. It is this 

anger and exasperation that drove those individuals to find their own 

solutions to the problem, and to try to make institutions act.  
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This mistrust of the governing bodies could lead individuals to perceive 

climate change as a worse risk than it is, for the ones feeling that they 

have a weak knowledge of climate change according to Siegrist and 

Cvetkovich (2000). However, the researcher did not really observe this, R5 

for instance, had an acute understanding of the hazard and perceived it as 

a really strong risk, although she also mistrusted the government to handle 

it. On the other hand R1 did not really know much about the science 

behind climate change and distrusted the government to handle it, but did 

not perceive that global warming was a top-priority risk. This would benefit 

from further larger-samples studies to try and establish a correlation in the 

specific case of climate change. 

13 Potential Solutions 

Many of the participants believed that one of the key factors to help fighting 

climate change came from the chance to empower individuals. They felt 

that it was not a lack of will that prevented individuals to act, but a lack of 

direction.  

“I need a feeling that what I do is not useless and that everyone can affect 

the outcome of this problem.” (R5) 

“I believe it is important that governments encourage small but frequent 

changes to lifestyles and to industry which, when all added up make a big 

difference.” (R12) 

“I think the world’s government needs to create better guidelines for people 

to live by […]. But really it is about an attitude change and a behavioural 

change within each of the world’s habitants that are the changing factor 

[…] I think governments need to enable individuals to make the small 

differences.” (R4) 
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R10 also believed that to get her to start acting, showing her real-life 

examples of the harmful effects of climate-change, how it is affecting the 

world right now, would make her more involved, using a bit of a “fear-factor” 

as she puts it, but also diminishing the availability heuristic problem. Yet, 

the shock-movies, documentaries and expert talks have been trying to do 

that for years. They used celebrity endorsement (ex: “the 11th hour” with 

Leonardo Dicaprio), it has been the inspiration for several apocalyptic 

entertainment movies (ex: “The day after tomorrow”, “Snowpiercer”), and it 

is a recurrent subject in many TV-series or entertainment (ex: “The 

Newsroom”, “Last Week Tonight with John Oliver”). If laypeople such as 

R10 have not developed a long-term determination to get involved yet, 

despite the many mediums used to try to both inform and scare people into 

action, it is unlikely that this channel will help before real-life effects are 

readily observable, which would be too late. 

The final word will be given to R12, who summed up perfectly many of the 

participants feelings: 

“I don’t think that we need to make any conscious effort to be “involved” to 

help. After all it is by living our lives and sustaining ourselves that we are 

creating the circumstances for climate change. It is by simply being 

encouraged to live our lives differently that can help reverse our habits and 

attitudes to more sustainable practices. I think that this is where 

governments have an obligation again as our moral consciences to make 

more options available for us to live our lives in greener and more 

sustainable manners.“ (R12) 
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Discussion	  

14 Theoretical and Literature Implications 

Individuals perceive climate change as a high but uncertain risk. As it has 

very long-term implications, they are not necessarily willing to risk too 

much resource on it (Brauch et al. 2011). The research confirmed the 

assumption that individuals in majority do want to take action and want to 

help improve the issue (Harman 2014). Yet, they all felt they were 

prevented to act to some level. For instance the theory that the lack of 

availability heuristic impeded the desire of individuals to act was confirmed 

by several respondents, and so was the empathy issue (Sunstein 2006; 

Rogers 1975; Ariely 2011). Having no concrete example of climate change 

crisis to bring to mind as well as being unable to relate to the issue and its 

potential victims made the respondents less willing to undertake more 

actions, which helps validating the study.  

Yet, some of the literature assumptions had questionable results among 

the participants, in particular on the notion of trust. Although the research 

did not focus in trying to find the link between risk perception and trust in 

institution, it was deemed a relevant point. The literature suggested that 

trust in institution would lessen the risk perception for the individuals with 

approximate comprehension of the hazard (Siegrist et al. 2005). However, 

the researcher could not make such link in this study. This does not 

necessarily means anything one way or another, trust is a complicated 

human feeling and the questions of this study were not meant to establish 

a link between knowledge, trust and institution. Nonetheless, this is an 

interesting first step for potential further research.   
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15 Practical Implications 

This research helped to understand the roles of individuals as drivers of 

change. While individuals cannot fight climate change on their own, their 

constant long-term involvement does hold a big part of the solution.  

It was argued in the beginning of this research paper, that individuals had 

the power to drive changes. Two principal manners were identified for 

people to voice their beliefs:  their politic influence and their purchasing 

power. As individuals, they have a say on who can lead the country and 

where political priorities should lean. Similarly, when they choose to buy a 

product, they are in theory able to select sustainable options, and to drive 

the companies to invest in those.  

While this line of argument is logically sound, it failed to take into 

consideration human complexity. The respondents of the study considered 

that governing bodies should be pointing them in the right direction, and 

they are expected to help them to be more ecological. They considered 

that it was the governments’ role as individuals’ “moral conscience” to 

enable individuals. This could be achieved by rewarding green individuals 

(tax-cuts, subventions) and penalising non-ecological behaviours (green 

taxes, help cuts). Governments also have the power to take actions that 

have bigger impact than individuals’ and can mentor them. Although this is 

really interesting, it appears as a bit of a conundrum. Yet, it does not have 

to be. Practically, individuals, by voicing their opinions, can still elect a 

climate-conscious government. A sustainability-driven government would 

then be able to empower individuals and to give them the external 

motivation that individuals need to act. Laypeople need to feel that their 

efforts are useful and part of a bigger scheme.  

When it comes to purchasing power, individuals need to be certain that 

their efforts and their resources investments are worthwhile. Yet, this is not 

currently the case, there are numerous cases of companies professing 
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their sustainability and ecological products before being discredited by 

experts. Recently, this was the case of Volkswagen, which faked its cars 

emissions tests (Hotten 2015). Not only is this terrible for the long-term 

reputation of the company, but this deteriorate the trust that individuals 

have in the transparency of the companies. To be able to make sound and 

conscious decisions, individuals need to know that they can trust the 

products they are buying. If this cannot be guaranteed, why should people 

select a product labelled better for the environment over another? To gain 

back that trust and credibility will be a long-term process, and actions 

rather than words should help building back companies’ reputations.  

16 Perspectives and Implications for Future Research 

This research helped reveal some interest aspects of the mental models 

individuals use in relation to risk perception and climate change. However, 

this research sample was fairly small with only 12 participants. It would 

benefit from a follow-up scaled study and a quantitative one to try to 

replicate the findings and be able to spread them to the general population.  

The role of trust in risk perception and climate change was also very 

interesting, but was not a big enough focus in this research to give it the 

deserved attention; yet, it would be very interesting to investigate.  
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Conclusions	  
Global warming is a very long-term risk that has been the inspirations of 

many apocalyptic entertainment scenarios. Yet, the threat that the world is 

facing is real, substantial, and the predictions go from worrying to 

catastrophic (United Nations 1992; McGrath 2014; European Commission 

2014; UNFCCC 2011). Although the COP21 resulted in an internationally 

binding agreement, pledging to keep global warming under 2°C in the next 

century, which is a step in the right direction, it might not be enough 

(United Nations Conference on Climate Change 2015).  

The aim of this research was to gain inside perspectives on how 

individuals perceive their roles and limitations in relation to climate change 

as a risk. The researchers found that individuals believe they have a role to 

play in the fight against climate change. Laypeople do think that in part, it 

is up to them to help fix the issue and to hand-in a better world to future 

generations. However, what they did not believe was that it was up to them, 

as individuals, to go there on their own. They perceived that their 

limitations as individuals were numerous: limited resources, lacking 

knowledge, irrationality and mental obstacles. Laypeople need external 

motivation and guidance. They need to be able to make conscious 

choices; they need to know when they are going in the right direction and 

to have a mentor to follow.  

Individuals believe that this role of moral compass should be the governing 

bodies’. Laypeople will fight the battle. They need governmental institutions 

to give them the weapons.  
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Appendix	  

1 “Brandalism” 

 

 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



 
 
 
 
 

Camille Boujassy - Copenhagen Business School 2016 62 

	  

Adapted	  from	  Brandalism	  (2015)	  
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2 Research Paradigms	  

 

Adapted from Blaikie (2009 p.81) 

3 Transcript of R1 

 

1. What do you know about climate change? (Difference between 

ozone depletion and global warming? Climate and weather? 

Potential predictions?) 

 

From what I remember from middle school classes, global warming is partly caused 

by ozone depletion. I think both global warming and ozone depletion are natural 
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phenomenon that are needed for life on earth but those phenomenon are being 

amplified because of pollution etc., and that’s where the problem is. 

Somehow global warming is meant to happen - but being accelerated that way 

overtaking natural paths will definitely be a problem, as nature cannot adapt as fast in 

response to those changes. 

In the meantime I also heard that ice age might come back as well so very honestly, 

no idea about predictions. Maybe both phenomenon will happen at once and cancel 

each other, who knows! Ok that was not a very scientific based answer, but I m 

actually a bit skeptical about any type of climate change predictions. 

Climate and weather? Well climate is the temperature and usual weather in a certain 

part of the world or region/area (tropical, equatorial etc) while the weather is actually 

the actual mechanic of whether it is going to be warm, cold, windy or cloudy in a near 

future.  

 

2. How much of a risk do you perceive climate change to be? (For 

you? Your kids? Will it affect you personally? Do you feel it’s 

irreversible? Is it something you think about regularly? Do you trust 

the world’s government to do the right thing?) 

 

I actually do not perceive climate change as a potential risk in its original state, as I 

believe nature will always adapt (life will just adjust). The danger I perceive is rather 

the fact that all these changes have been accelerated and then nature is not able to 

adapt anymore. 

I see more of an imminent danger in technology rather than climate change. 

Somehow, I have a short-term vision over risk, and I think climate change is still 

pretty far away compared to other risks that could lead to human disappearance.  

If climate change is irreversible? I believe so. As mentioned before, I think it is a 

natural phenomenon, but we’re speeding it up and there is no way we’ll slow the 

process. Economy is always overtaking in decisions anyway. We live in a society that 

is getting more and more confortable, and reverse climate change would mean loose 
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this comfort we’re gaining everyday thanks to innovations and improvement. All that 

we do is only to slow down our impact on global warming, which is meant to happen 

scientifically speaking! (I think!). 

I actually do not think about it that much, probably because I do not personally feel 

touched by climate change (yet!). I have never experienced tornados etc. like in the 

US. It is a shame to think this way, but somehow, I have not experienced it so am I 

willing to help, but not as much as if I felt directly touched or concerned. I force more 

imminent risks that are not linked to climate change (cancers due to technology etc.) 

Above all, I absolutely do not trust government or even the world to have any efficient 

impact. All those summits we talk about, it is a lot of talking and political fights 

between countries that do not have the same vision, in the end it is pointless 

because by the time we get everyone more conscious, it will be too late anyway. So 

those conferences/summits are a start, but are definitely not enough and not a 

solution. 

 

3. How climate-conscious do you consider yourself to be on a scale 

from 1 to 5? (1 being not climate conscious, 5 being very climate 

conscious) 

 

Not Climate Conscious                 Very Climate Conscious 

1   2  3  4  5 

 

4. What does being climate conscious mean to you? (Do you care? 

How does it reflect in your daily life?) 

 

Easy actions I can take upon everyday (recycling is the most common one I guess). 

It is also about not wasting things that directly come from natural resources- food, 

water, and energy. 
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I care about those little things. On a bigger scale, I would actually be willing to buy 

more organic or environment friendly things (food or even cosmetics), but it is often 

more expensive and on top of it, I have trouble believing that what is written on a 

label is true. I feel like manufacturers would do anything no matter what to increase 

sales. And I unfortunately do not believe that governments are strong enough against 

capitalism to enforce meaningful laws and requirements for me to gain confidence is 

what I m buying everyday. 

What I actually do is reduce the heat in my apartment. No need for my room to be 

+25 in the winter. I can handle 21 and a sweater.  

I think it is more difficult to take action upon bigger things – I’m thinking for example 

about travelling. Who is nowadays willing not to take the plane? I am not sure what 

pollutes the most actually, as 12h car drive or a 45min flight. Still, I would go for the 

flight as it saves so much time, and money as it is often much cheaper. I believe 

most people would not be willing to make such a sacrifice. 

 

5. What more do you think you could personally do to help fight climate 

change?  What prevents you from taking those actions? 

 

I could…. travel less! I take the plane pretty often, as I like to visit different cities in 

Europe, and it is so fast and so cheap that I doe snot necessarily cost me more to 

travel in a cheaper city than staying a weekend in Denmark where I would spend 

money partying. But, at the same time, I’m a bit selfish here but I like travelling, and 

the plane will go with or without me anyway, polluting anyway, so in the end, it is the 

call of the companies/businesses to put obstacles for me to pollute less.  

Other action would be more before I feel too comfortable with everything I have. 

 

6. Why do you feel it can be difficult for individuals to help fight climate 

change? Do you think the same applies to governments?  
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Because we are so tempted everywhere and feel more and more confortable within 

our daily life, especially in Western Europe! See, it s weird. I understand that people 

living in less advanced countries than western/north Europe do not give a damn 

about climate change, as they have more urgent matter to take care of (getting 

enough money to survive and get kids to school etc.). But at the same time, people 

living in more advanced countries do not necessarily care more, because in the end, 

they are so confortable in their standards of living that it is hard to change! 

Implementing a change at any level is always difficult anyway. 

Governments are corrupted somehow anyway. Like companies, they are driven by 

money. A bit less than proper capitalist companies, but still. So in the end it is difficult 

for government to have a proper impact as they are too slow catching up and arguing 

too much too long before implementing a proper action. 

7. How do you think you could be persuaded to be more involved?  

If a private entity, I mean big businesses, were proving me that they actually are 

environmentally and social friendly (taking concrete CSR actions etc.), like Unilever 

for example, I believe I would trust the daily products I buy everyday more. What I 

mean is that I generally do not trust public entities to have a big impact on private 

ones, and unfortunately, the private ones are the ones having last word, the biggest 

power. So if a big American player like Wal-Mart managed to prove me that they are 

CSR active, I would probably be more involved. I just believe that on my little 

individual impact, I’m not such a big player. Hope this makes sense, overall, I believe 

that people are conscious about the environment etc. but to be involved, they need to 

feel a positive impact in their everyday actions or everyday experiences. What I 

mean is that we talk about CSR company-wise. CSR focuses on the environment, 

but not only, the social side is also important. Why? Because that way people feel 

like they matter as well. 

8. Male or Female? 

Female 

9. What is your nationality? 

French 
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10.  What is your occupation? 

Business Administration 

11. Is there anything you would like to add?  

Sorry, no more creativity coming off my mind 

 


