
1

Behaviour change or system change? 
Where should individuals and communities put their 
efforts to tackle climate change?

Dr Sam Hampton

University of Oxford and University of Bath



Talk Outline

Part 1 - Problem framings

Part 2 - Public opinion

Part 3 - what can be done?

What can individuals and communities 

do to accelerate action on climate?



Part 1

What is the Problem?



Who is responsible?

Individuals! The system!



Who is responsible?



Who is responsible?



Zack Polanski

Leader of the Green Party



Another divisive set of problem frames



The Keeling Curve

Problem framings draw on different evidence



Problem framings draw on different evidence



… lead to different solutions,



… lead to different solutions,



… and have very different implications for what 
individuals might do



Which 

problem 

framing 

resonates best 

with you?



15

Carbon Capability

Whitmarsh, L., Seyfang, G., O’Neill, S., 2011. Public engagement with carbon and climate change: To what extent is the public ‘carbon capable’? Global 

Environmental Change 21, 56–65. 

• Individual AND system change

• Technology AND behaviour change

• Left AND right wing

Overcoming unhelpful dichotomies:

“An individual’s ability, motivation, and 

knowledge to make informed decisions and 

take effective action to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions, both through personal behaviour 

change and collective action”



Part 2

Public Support for Change



“To tackle climate change, we as a society need to drastically 
change the way we live and how society operates”

“What % of people in the UK would agree to give up 1% of their 
monthly income to fight global warming?”

“Would you give up 1% of your household income every 
month to fight global warming?”



18
Steentjes, K., Demski, C. & Poortinga, W. (2021). Public perceptions of climate change and policy action in the UK, 

China, Sweden and Brazil. CAST Briefing Paper 10.
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Behaviour and 
lifestyle change is 
widely supported





Low-impact consumer 
actions (still) dominate; 
little political action

Carbon capability 
indicators  2008 and 2022. 
Bars indicate proportion of UK 
residents answering 'Always' or 
'Already did this'.

Hampton & Whitmarsh, 2024

But behaviour and lifestyle change remains modest



Why do low-impact actions dominate?

Partly due to misperceptions of 
environmental impact (e.g. over-
estimating significance of 
recycling)… 

… and pluralistic ignorance 
(under-estimating wider public 
support for climate action))

…but primarily structural barriers

Hampton & Whitmarsh, 2023

‘‘From this list of options, which three do you think would most reduce the greenhouse 
gas emissions of an individual living in one of the world’s richer countries?’’ (Ipsos, 2021, 
n = 21,011)



Four sources of influence on climate action

Individual influences
Individual factors include values, habits, skills, and 
perceived control shaping personal climate choices.

Social influences
Social factors encompass cultural norms, family 
practices, identities, and peer expectations 
influencing behavior.

Physical influences
Physical factors include infrastructure and 
environments like transport systems and urban 
design affecting choices.

Political influences
Political factors cover policies, regulations, pricing, 
and governance shaping behavioral constraints and 
incentives.

Hampton & Whitmarsh, 2023



How can we build on public 
support to generate 
meaningful climate action?



Part 3

What can be done at the individual 
and community scale? 
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Capitalise on the 
multiple roles that 
individuals can play

Nielsen et al. 2021. The role of high-socioeconomic-status people in locking in or rapidly reducing energy-driven greenhouse gas emissions. 

Nature Energy 6, 1011–1016.



A simple framework 
for green choices

Hampton, S., Whitmarsh, L., 2023. Choices for climate action: A review of the multiple 

roles individuals play. One Earth 6, 1157–1172. 



Collective action begins 

with talking
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Climate action 
can appeal to all

Hampton, S., Blundel, R., Wahga, A., Fawcett, T., Shaw, C., 2022. Transforming small and medium-sized 
enterprises to address the climate emergency: The case for values-based engagement. Corporate Social 
Responsibility and Environmental Management 29, 1424–1439. https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.2279

https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.2279


Climate conversations: the role of ‘everyday 
influencers’

Latter, B., Hampton, S., Baden, D., Hodgson, S., 2026. Public engagement and climate change: 
exploring the role of hairdressers as everyday influencers. Humanit Soc Sci Commun. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06781-4

“Hairdressers are massively underrepresented from an 

influence perspective. We can convince you to basically 

do anything that we ask you to.” 

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06781-4
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06781-4
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06781-4
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06781-4
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06781-4
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06781-4
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-026-06781-4


Everyday influencers



Leadership from the top

“Why should I change if those with 

money, power and influence aren’t?”



Conclusion

The role for individual climate action 

continues to be hotly contested

Systemic change needs public support

Community scale activity is crucial for: 
• Overcoming climate silence 

• Exerting pressure upwards

• Demonstrating sustainable lifestyles

• Mobilising and motivating individuals
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Thank you

samuel.hampton@ouce.ox.ac.uk

https://www.linkedin.com/in/sam-hampton-low-carbon/
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