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Abstract 

Individual behaviour change is fast becoming a kind of ‘holy grail’ to tackle climate change, in environmental 

policy, the environmental movement and academic literature. This is contested by those who claim that social 

structures are the main problem and who advocate collective social action. The objective of the research 

presented in this paper is to better understand why environmentally concerned citizens choose one of these two 

types of engagement. Our focus is on the role of experiences of and/or convictions about power in shaping this 

choice. Within the framework of an explorative qualitative study, we engaged in in-depth interviews with twelve 

young environmentally concerned citizens. On this basis, five main findings are elaborated. Firstly, 

powerlessness is shown to be a crucial experience, whatever the respondents’ engagement. Secondly, ‘strategy 

scepticism’ seems to be a more important obstacle for engagement than ‘climate scepticism’. Thirdly, many 

respondents express significant resistance towards being ‘conditioned’ by awareness raising campaigns. 

Fourthly, a ‘gap’ is observed between respondents’ analysis and their strategy proposals. Finally, we underscore 

another important gap between concrete and abstract levels in respondents’ discourses. All these findings 

disclose paradoxical aspects of the role of power in shaping concerned citizens’ engaged choices. 
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1. Introduction 

Individual behaviour change is fast becoming a kind of “holy grail” in environmental policy 

today (e.g., Jackson 2005, 121; Stevenson and Keehn 2006; DEFRA 2008). Its goal is to 

“encourage, motivate and facilitate more sustainable attitudes, behaviours and lifestyles” 

(Jackson 2005, iii). These attitudes involve “more sustainable patterns of consumption, 

covering the purchase, use and disposal of goods and services” (13). A broad spectrum of 

measures has been developed to reach this goal: from education programmes, such as 

awareness raising campaigns, to economic rewards. With the help of a whole range of 

incentives, policymakers try to steer individual (consumer) behaviour in the intended 

‘environmentally friendly’ direction. Until recently, there has been an increasing tendency in 

this approach to use non-rational means to influence behaviour (e.g., McKenzie-Mohr and 

Smith 1999; Heimlich and Ardoin 2008). Tim Jackson (2005, vi) underlines for example “the 

need for policy to […] attempt to affect individual behaviours (and behavioural antecedents) 

directly”. This means, for example, using role models, social pressure or connoting the 

desired behaviour to positive feelings of freedom, friendship or sex, as is also done in the 

advertisement industry.  

The focus on education for individual behaviour change is also present in the 

strategies that a number of conventional environmental movements put forward today.  

Environmental movements often make it the cornerstone of their campaigns to convince 

people to take the bicycle instead of the car, to buy organic food from nearby or to avoid 

overpackaged cookies, tooth brushes or pineapples. Of course, there are other strategies. 

Many environmentally concerned citizens point to the way society is organised (the transport 

infrastructure, the organisation of cities or the profit-driven market economy) and engage in 

collective social actions for what they call ‘structural change’. These can take the form of 
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petitions, demonstrations or blockades, aimed at protecting rain forests, fighting against traffic 

or banning genetically modified organisms (e.g., Wall 1999; Griggs and Howarth 2000; 

Doherty, Plows, and Wall 2003; Rootes 2009). 

But why do people choose for one type of engagement rather than another? Our 

research started from the observation that we have little knowledge of people’s motives in 

making this choice. Moreover, the basic assumptions of such engaged choices often remain 

implicit. Fundamentally different visions of the root causes of environmental destruction, of 

possible solutions and even of human beings and society seem to be playing a role.  

In this study we started from the hypothesis that a crucial question underlying this 

dilemma is that of power: who has power and how can one exert power and thus realise 

change in a sustainable direction? That this notion of power is important is already obvious if 

one looks at some of the main slogans environmental movements use to further their case.

Between ‘You’ve got the power to choose’ as a conscious consumer and ‘Reclaim 

Power’ through collective action, the analysis of power differs, but the realisation that power 

matters does not.1 We think that a focus on power can help to explore why people choose a 

particular type of engagement rather than another, and that this can constitute a fruitful 

contribution in current debates in environmental policy, the ecological movement and, as we 

will argue, also among scholars.  

In section two, we will compare the main theses of the literature on education for 

individual behaviour change with those of education for collective social action. Section three 

introduces our research objectives and the design of our empirical research. In the fourth 

section, the research findings are demonstrated and discussed. In the final section, we 

formulate some general conclusions. 
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2. Literature review 

In the academic literature, a similar division can be found as the one described above. A big 

part of this literature focuses on education for ‘pro-environmental behaviour’, which often 

actually means education for individual behaviour change (e.g., Rickinson 2001; Kollmuss 

and Agyeman 2002; Bamberg and Möser 2007; Heimlich and Ardoin 2008). This research 

often starts from an observed ‘gap’ between ‘knowledge’ and ‘action’, and has practical aims. 

It examines the factors that explain why and when people commit themselves to changing 

their individual behaviour, in order to be better able to influence people in this direction.  

Contrary to this approach, there exists literature which starts from a totally different point of 

view. It also studies people’s motives for taking action and develops education programmes to 

stimulate this, but it defines action very differently, namely as a collective engagement to 

influence politics, policy or corporate management and to change social relations (e.g., Clair 

2003; Kapoor 2003; Jensen 2004; Clover 2006; Malone 2006). 

Inevitably, different visions on the root causes of environmental problems and their 

possible solutions, and on human beings and society, are playing a key role here. Firstly, 

while the individual behaviour change approach generally tends to conceive of  the 

environmental issue in terms of the sum of individual decisions and choices, the collective 

social action approach stresses the role of social structures and systems in causing 

environmental problems (e.g., Courtenay-Hall and Rogers 2002; Jensen 2002; Clover 2003; 

Chawla and Cushing 2007). Secondly, while the first approach asks the question how people 

can be steered into a predetermined ‘pro-environmental’ direction in their capacity as 

consumers, the second approach rather stresses their status as citizens, embedded in collective 

agencies constituting the ‘subject’ of social change (e.g., Courtenay-Hall and Rogers 2002; 

Carlsson and Jensen 2006; Jensen and Schnack 2006). Thirdly, whereas the first approach 

promotes education that mainly focuses on positive-scientific knowledge of the nature and 
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effects of the environmental problem and on knowledge about prescribed ‘pro-environmental 

behaviour’ strategies, the second recommends raising people’s ‘knowledge’ in a broader 

sense, including for example the root causes of the environmental problem, visions on 

alternatives and a broad spectrum of strategies to realise them. In this broader sense, more 

than ‘knowledge’, narrowly conceived, is at stake (e.g., Clair 2003; Clover 2003; Jensen 

2004). The aim of this second type of education is rather to enhance people’s ‘action 

competence’, which requires more than mere knowledge (e.g., Jensen 2002; Jensen and 

Schnack 2006). Fourthly, the first approach tends to understand power as a psychological 

phenomenon. It stresses the importance of, for example, ‘locus of control’ and ‘perceived 

behavioural control’ (e.g., Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002; Jackson 2005), and tends to 

understand people’s statements about experiences of powerlessness as expressions of their 

psychological barriers for engaging in individual behaviour change2. The second approach, in 

contrast, conceives of power as an effective and relational social reality (e.g., Redclift and 

Benton 1994; Clover 2002). 

Within the framework of this paper, it is not possible to extensively elaborate on the 

differences between these two research approaches and how they rely on different visions of 

the root causes of the environmental problem and its possible solutions, of human beings and 

society. It suffices here to point to their divergent conceptions of power, of change and of the 

type of knowledge that is required for realising change. 

 

3. Research objective and design 

3.1. Research objective 

The central question of our research is why some of the people who take action as a response 

to the environmental crisis choose individual behaviour change and others collective social 

action. On the basis of the literature briefly summarised above, one might hypothesise that 
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these alternatives correspond with different visions of human beings and society and, more 

specifically, on the nature and role of power. In order to give a precise focus to our study, this 

question was applied to the case of climate change. Summarized, our research question is 

whether environmentally aware people think and/or experience that they have real power to 

contribute to a solution for climate change (or not) and what they think about how to exert this 

power. 

 

3.2. Research design: method, data collection and data analysis 

To explore this research question, we engaged in qualitative empirical research. As Rickinson 

(2001) has noted, qualitative research in this domain is relatively rare. The focus of the 

majority of previous studies has been on “the extent, rather than on the nature of 

[respondents’] environmental concern, attitudes and behaviours” (Rickinson 2001, 221). In 

order to study the latter, a qualitative research design was elaborated to allow us to delve more 

deeply into people’s environmental convictions, experiences and actions. 

The sample consisted of twelve young environmentally aware adults (age: 25-35 

years) who are all highly educated, who are very concerned about climate change (according 

to themselves and people who know them) and who are environmentally committed in one 

way or the other. On the basis of snowball sampling we came into contact with a large group 

of such young ‘environmentalists’, amongst whom we chose twelve respondents on a 

theoretical basis (Baarda, De Goede, and Teunissen 2005; Babbie 2009). The goal of this 

purposive type of sampling was to select at least a certain variety of respondents (in terms of 

their ideological background, beliefs, and concrete engagements) that could give us a first 

idea of the range of possible answers to our research question (Baarda, De Goede, and 

Teunissen 2005; Denzin and Lincoln 2005). Concretely, the environmental engagements of 

our respondents varied from political activity to policy work, professional involvement in 
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national environmental movements, voluntary work in local action groups and personal 

lifestyle changes. Their ideological positions ranged from green liberal to eco-socialist and 

eco-primitivist. All respondents were more or less part of what could be called the ‘green 

scene’3 (Horton 2006). Nine of them were women, three were men. They all lived in Antwerp, 

Ghent or Brussels, the three largest cities in Flanders, the northern part of Belgium.   

Data collection consisted of semi-structured in-depth interviews of between one and two 

hours. The choice for this method of data collection was necessitated by the nature of the 

research questions. These focus on experiences and opinions, which cannot easily be studied 

through the observation of behaviour, but by directly questioning the respondents (Smith-

Sebasto 2000; Baarda, De Goede, and Teunissen 2005). For an overview of the themes that 

were given as inputs, the interview schedule is added as an appendix (see appendix 1). The 

interview was structured in such a way as to steer the respondents as little as possible. Of 

course, interviewing never merely reveals people’s consciousness, but inevitably also has the 

effect of creating it to a certain extent. An interview is “inextricably and unavoidably 

historically, politically, and contextually bound” (Fontana and Frey 2008, 115), however open 

and non-steering one tries to be. We are aware that, for example, formulating certain 

proposals and asking the respondents to react, has such an effect. We tried to counterbalance 

this influence on the respondents as much as possible by making the same suggestions to all 

respondents, and by putting the more concrete proposals at the end of the interview. However, 

making such proposals as such proved to be very important during the interviews as asking a 

respondent to react to a concrete proposal often revealed more of the respondent’s experiences 

and ways of thinking than sticking to non-specific open questions.  

The interviews were completely typed out and subdivided into text fragments. First, 

we started with open coding, in which each text fragment received one or more labels which 

covered the content as well as possible. Second, these codes were ordered to enable us to 
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search for certain structures in the material. We did this with the help of the software package 

‘MindManager®’ which makes it possible to spatially order and visually structure the text 

material. In this process of axial coding, we several times added new labels on higher levels 

of abstraction, which finally led to a series of tree structures that gave a schematic overview 

of the research results. On the basis of these structures, a number of tentative hypotheses were 

formulated, which we elaborate upon in paragraph 4.  

Within the limited scope of this study, it was not possible to fulfil all criteria of good 

qualitative research. For instance, we did not triangulate our data. Nevertheless, we increased 

the credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability of our research by, e.g., 

choosing the data source that best fitted our research questions, using the method of 

purposeful sampling, recording the data digitally, making extensive reflective notes during the 

research process, giving a thick description of the research results, and engaging in member 

checking and limited peer debriefing (e.g., Reid and Gough 2000; Baarda, De Goede, and 

Teunissen 2005; Denzin and Lincoln 2005). Furthermore, we took the ‘risk’ of being 

confronted with discrepant information by searching for a maximum of variety in our limited 

sample (including ‘extreme cases’)4. Nevertheless, it should be clear that on the basis of this 

method, and given the specificity and relatively limited number of respondents, it is not 

possible to give definitive answers to the research question. Our primary goal was more 

modest: to explore the role of power in the choice for different types of environmental 

commitment and to formulate a number of directions for further research. The usefulness of 

such an exploratory approach is evident from the fact that many of our findings do not tally 

with the assumptions and expectations we had in the beginning, as will be explained more 

thoroughly in the next section. 
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4. Results and discussion  

In this part, we will discuss the research findings. In the limited scope of this article, it is not 

possible to provide an exhaustive overview of all significant elements present in the discourse 

of the respondents. Instead we will focus on five findings, which can possibly feed the current 

debate and trace new directions for future research. Firstly, we discuss the respondents’ 

experiences of power(lessness). Secondly, we focus on what we would call ‘strategy 

scepticism’. Thirdly, we reflect on the respondents’ feelings of being conditioned, and their 

resistance to this. Fourthly, we discuss the observed ‘gap’ between the analysis respondents 

make and the strategy they propose. And, finally, we analyse another significant gap, that 

between what respondents say on a concrete and on a more abstract level. 

 

4.1. Powerlessness 

A first important observation is that while our original purpose was to map experiences of 

power and powerlessness, almost no text fragment could be labelled as an experience of 

power. The feelings that were mentioned most frequently are worry, indignation, pessimism, 

defeatism, and indeed, on top of the list, powerlessness5. 

The respondents experienced this powerlessness with regard to several themes. Firstly, 

some referred to the huge scale, the long-term nature and complexity of the climate problem. 

These seem to have a paralysing effect, in that they render organising action against climate 

change quite difficult. Each action appears as negligible compared to the magnitude of the 

problem. As Laura6 stated when she made the comparison with her own actions for car-free 

Sundays: “Well, having car-free Sundays is of course something else than going against 

climate change. A car-free Sunday is something very concrete, but also very limited and easy 

to realise.”  
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Secondly, some respondents said that they felt incapable of comprehending the root 

causes of climate change. That made them feel powerless in the sense of not knowing against 

whom or what they had to act. Helga stated for instance:  

 

I think it is also related to the fact that our economy is based on capitalism, and I think capitalism is 

detrimental to nature, and I think that.... but yeah, I don’t know that for sure... I find that a difficult 

question also because I might not have read enough about these issues. I don’t know all the details, I 

have to make sure that I’m not too... I’ll think about it. 

  

Thirdly, many respondents referred to the lack of strategic vision as an important 

cause of powerlessness. Several of them said they actually had “no strategy at all to tackle the 

issue” 7, and pointed to this as “the biggest problem”. Thus, Laura stated:  

 

But I also think that the problem is actually that I don’t really know what the right solution is, or what 

we should strive for. Well, I have a couple of ideas in my mind, but, to say, this is the right course, and 

let’s now all turn this way, I don’t really have this today. Because that would, I think, make it really 

very easy, and I also think that many people would do much more. 

 

Sometimes this feeling appears to be related to a lack of knowledge of the range of possible 

strategic options. Sometimes it seems to result from the experience that nothing seems to 

work. Boris stated for example:  

 

I really have difficulties with this, with which ways are still left over. What can we really do? Taking to 

the street has no effect. Taking legal steps against companies has no effect. Politics doesn’t work. 

Lobbying politicians...  has no effect, or too little. 

 

Having arrived at this point, some respondents came up with ‘extreme’ strategies as the only 

possible alternative, although they turned out also to be sceptical about these in the end. Boris:  
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Image that you found the CCC [an extreme left terrorist group in Belgium, operating in the 1980s], not 

composed of communists, but of ecologists, what will we do then? Placing bombs, and getting arrested 

the day after? Because we are heavily controlled, we can’t do anything, everybody would see it. I’ve 

considered that, because you see indeed: nothing is happening here. That is powerlessness … Then you 

think: we should get organised, and then we will make it all happen by ourselves. But yes... where to 

place a bomb? In Brussels? Whatever, that doesn’t interest anyone. 

 

Fourthly, almost all respondents mentioned the lack of a credible vision of an 

alternative as a crucial factor in experiencing powerlessness. Several respondents asked if 

they could skip this question, or said we should first ask other questions. Others kept on 

reflecting in silence. Many respondents felt that another type of society should be possible, 

but had to conclude that they were not capable of explaining what that society could look like. 

Laura stated for example:  

 

One of the biggest problems is that I can’t explain it very well. Actually, I do have such a kind of 

society in my mind, where this is all really possible, and it feels right. But I’m not able to explain it... 

  

Several respondents concluded that in so far as they had an idea or a sense of an alternative, 

they still did not believe that it would ever be possible to realise it. Some even stated that they 

did not want to go on thinking about it for this very reason. Pauline: “Yes, I feel like... 

(strongly)... it is not that I don’t have doubts , but I cannot but believe in it for myself... 

Because I don’t think we will have another system within the next twenty years.” 

 

4.2. Strategy scepticism 

A second finding is that it appeared impossible to draw a simple distinction between two 

forms of environmental commitment, as we set out to do. All respondents who were active on 
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the collective social level were also engaged in individual behaviour change. The opposite 

was not the case. For many respondents, individual behaviour change was their only 

engagement.  However, what came as a surprise is that almost none of the respondents said 

they believe that individual behaviour change could make a real contribution to tackle climate 

change. The arguments given for this kind of engagement were all of an ethical nature, they 

were about “doing the right thing”. Boris argued for example: “For me, I wouldn’t be able to 

live differently, but I know that in reality, it is zero, it doesn’t matter at all.” And Helga stated:  

 

Maybe I do it in order to have a positive conscience or to earn my place in heaven [laughs]. I would feel 

badly if I were to carry on as I used to, but that doesn’t mean that I think that I am making a real 

contribution. 

  

This is a quite paradoxical observation: although “it doesn’t help at all” ten out of twelve 

respondents invest serious efforts in buying organic food, saying no to the car, saving energy 

and so on. They seem to do things in which they do not really believe.  

This surprising finding could have important consequences for pro-environmental 

behaviour research, especially if it would be confirmed in further research. Pro-environmental 

behaviour research studies the factors that make people change their individual behaviour. 

One of the most evident factors that is rarely taken into consideration, however, is the extent 

to which people actually believe that such a type of engagement, and the strategy on which it 

is based, is effective in the first place. Our research findings suggest that this point may be 

more important than one would think at first sight. In the case of environmentally aware 

people, at least, there is no lack of awareness of the nature and effects of the ecological 

problem, nor is there a lack of motivation to take action (for whatever social, psychological, 

cultural or other reasons one can imagine). All respondents described the climate problem as 

being very serious, and displayed a great motivation to take action. What seemed to be 
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lacking, however, is the very belief that the currently dominant strategy of individual 

behaviour change is effective. A number of participants stated they increasingly tended to 

give up on this type of engagement, as they considered it ineffective. They said they used to 

be very strict on their individual behaviour in the past, but became less rigid in this because of 

their doubts about the usefulness of this type of action. Chantal stated for example:  

 

And I’m also a little bit tired of always having to appeal to my own conscience, while, (...) every time I 

take the car, somehow I feel bad because of that ... But I don’t find that’s just, ... that people always 

have to take responsibility for the bad things. Because, ... uh, driving a car is bad, but as long as the 

government invests in roads instead of railways, there are no real alternatives, and nothing will really 

change... 

  

As a conclusion, a tentative hypothesis we would like to formulate on the basis of this 

exploratory study is that an important reason why only relatively few people change their 

behaviour might not only be related to what is often referred to as ‘climate scepticism’ (Jones 

2009), but also to what we would call ‘strategy scepticism’.  

 

4.3. Conditioning and resistance 

A third finding is that most respondents were very critical towards people who actively try to 

convince others to change their individual behaviour, and towards educational actions 

promoting this (especially towards awareness raising campaigns that promote individual 

behaviour change in a ‘direct’8 way). Many respondents disapproved of the “blaming” or 

“paternalistic” character of these actions. Deborah argued for example:  

 

And, then, I asked myself the question ‘why don’t I want to convince others’ … And then I come to the 

problem of culpabilisation, that you are making people feel individually responsible for the 

environmental crisis. And I don’t agree with that … 
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Furthermore, several respondents criticised the fact that awareness raising campaigns, by 

focusing on individual behaviour change, tend to represent the climate problem as less serious 

than it actually is. Pauline stated for instance:  

 

The big risk, of course, is that we all fall into the trap that … we think that we are doing fine when we 

even once use the bicycle to go to the shop. Because that is what these campaigns are suggesting … 

They sometimes even resemble a kind of collective easing of our conscience … as if the goal is to give 

people a good feeling, to give the impression that the environmental movement and the government are 

taking the necessary steps to tackle climate change, when in fact, nothing is done … 

 

Many thought such awareness raising campaigns are even more ‘questionable’ to the 

extent that they are not only conducted by environmental movements or governments, but 

also by private companies. Helga for example was very critical of the Belgian electricity 

company L, which  campaigned to convince people to save electricity:  

 

I find that hypocritical. A big company like L, I don’t know, I have never read they were so 

revolutionary in this regard, in saving energy on all levels. It remains a bad company of which I’ve 

heard many bad things, how they act towards consumers... It disturbs me when these companies act as if 

they are saints... I mean, when they promote something which seems good, all the while doing 

something else. 

 

The intensity with which many respondents spoke was revealing. Martin stated for example 

that he is “sick” of these actions: “the companies just do what they want, and individuals are 

again asked to take responsibility”.  

As explained before, there is a recent tendency in environmental policy, but also in 

pro-environmental research and in the environmental movement, to increasingly focus on 

ways to steer people’s behaviour ‘directly’ rather than to convince them by giving arguments 
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and information. Our respondents reacted very strongly against this tendency, and criticised 

its paternalistic thrust. Eline stated for example: “It more and more looks like vulgar 

advertisement campaigns: images of sexy bimbos have to seduce people to eat vegetarian, 

well-known actresses are paid to promote organic food”. Such reactions reveal something of 

how such attempts to steer behaviour ‘directly’ might be perceived by environmentally aware 

citizens, and confirm the criticisms that a number of authors have developed in a more 

theoretical fashion. These criticisms boil down to the observation that in such approaches, 

people are considered as objects to be conditioned rather than that they are taken seriously as 

subjects of change (Courtenay-Hall and Rogers 2002; Carlsson and Jensen 2006; Jensen and 

Schnack 2006).  

The use of economic incentives is another way to directly steer people’s behaviour. 

Like social marketing, it does not aim at educating people and giving them information, but  

contrarily, it attempts to appeal to a certain rationality, namely the instrumental reasoning of 

consumers. However, a comment by Chantal shows that people can also feel uncomfortable 

with this kind of steering. Chantal explained that since people have to pay for plastic bags in 

the supermarket, she feels the tendency in herself to use them more than she did before:  

 

Yeah, in the past, I never used plastic bags … I have to say that I do it more and more today … In fact, I 

don’t know why, but since they introduced this measure … Since you have to pay for plastic bags, I 

changed my mind … In fact, I don’t know why … 

 

Is one of the reasons for Chantal’s change of mind that what she did in the past out of 

autonomous moral considerations is now being ‘steered’ from above?  

On the basis of our empirical findings, we cannot formulate general hypotheses that 

can explain the observed resistance against awareness raising campaigns. Further research and 

theoretical work is required to elaborate on this. As other authors (e.g., Luke 1997; Darier 
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1999; Læssøe 2010) already suggested, Foucault’s work on power and especially on 

governmentality might constitute a fruitful starting point here. In every social relation, there is 

power, and every power implies resistance, Michel Foucault (1994) explained. His notion of 

governmentality, which is about the “techniques and procedures for directing human 

behaviour” is of particular interest in attempting to understand what is at stake in individual 

behaviour change strategies (Rose, O’Malley, and Valverde 2006, 83). Governmentality 

involves the attempts to act on the desires and activities of others, aiming at “governing the 

forms of self-government, structuring and shaping the field of possible action of subjects” 

(Lemke 2002, 52). The specificity of this type of power, often conceived as a kind of ethical 

‘guidance’, is that people do not merely obey, but seem to produce the government’s 

objectives ‘out of themselves’, as it were. Subjects are supposed to ‘govern their soul’, 

consider their own life as an enterprise, and use techniques for self-improvement. It is no 

coincidence that new actors, such as policy bodies and non-governmental organisations, play 

a crucial role in such informal techniques of government that attempt to make individuals 

responsible for their “self-care” (Lemke 2002, 59). These techniques try to produce moral 

subjects, whose behaviour is supposed to generate beneficial effects on the level of the 

population as a whole (e.g. lowering the general level of carbon dioxide emissions). The 

statements of a number of our respondents seem to point to an intrinsic ambiguity of 

governmentality strategies: for these to be effective, forms of self-government must not be 

seen to be governed or steered. At the core of this ambiguity a space of resistance might 

develop that is oriented against attempts to steer individual behaviour. Although this is all 

formulated by way of hypothesis, what is obvious at least, is that measures like awareness 

raising campaigns can have a counterproductive effect on environmentally aware citizens. 

 

4.4. The ‘gap’ between analysis and strategy 
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A fourth important observation is that there seems to be a lack of coherence in the responses 

of many respondents. Quite often, opinions were formulated that seem to be contradictory or 

at least at odds with each other. This might not surprise scholars who are familiar with this 

kind of qualitative research. However, what is striking is that we could observe some patterns 

which made these contradictions significant.  

One case in point is the ‘gap’ between how respondents analyse the climate problem 

and the concrete solutions they propose. Almost all respondents point to the structural 

organisation of society as the root cause of climate change, stressing, for example, “the 

growth economy” or “capitalism”. However, if one asks about solutions, the first, 

spontaneous answer one tends to get, is not the transformation of these structures, but 

individual behaviour change. For example, on the question “what are, according to her, the 

root causes of climate change” Eline answered: “Our capitalist economic system where 

everything turns around making profit... That’s the big responsible …. And the democratic 

deficit, and the disappearance of … the commons.” When we asked her what should happen 

to tackle climate change, she answered: “Stopping with consuming so much?” How can we 

understand this apparent contradiction, especially given the observation that almost none of 

the respondents actually believed in the solutions they spontaneously first came up with 

during the interview? In what follows, we will discuss three characteristics of this observed 

gap between analysis and strategy that can help us understand what is at stake here.  

To start with, it is remarkable that the respondents did not appear able to articulate 

strategies that fitted well with their own analysis. Many amongst them gave the impression 

that we were the first to ask them why they do what they do rather than something else. 

During the interview, they seemed to be confronted with the fact that they had not reflected a 

lot about their own choices. For example, when we asked Eva whether she thought the 

changes in her individual behaviour had an influence on the growth economy that she had 
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identified as the root cause of climate change, she stated: “Uh, no idea…”. And after a minute 

of silence: “Can I skip this question? No, I suppose?” Silence again. “Okay, I will try, but I 

will just think out loud, I don’t have a clear idea about that yet …” In the same line, it was 

striking that when we made suggestions about possible collective social actions, almost all 

respondents endorsed these proposals enthusiastically. When we proposed, as example, to 

organise a petition for a new public service for the insulation of old buildings, Eva stated 

immediately: “That’s a good idea!” As long as we did not provide these suggestions, almost 

none of the respondents came up with this kind of idea themselves. This finding of course has 

methodological implications9, but also tells something about the respondents. One gets the 

impression that they are not capable of formulating different strategies and of reflecting on 

their comparative merits. Moreover, it appears that the solutions they think of can easily be 

influenced. To have a better understanding of what is at stake here, it is interesting to consider 

the four different types of action-oriented knowledge that Jensen (2004) distinguishes: (1) 

knowledge about the nature of the problem and its effects, (2) knowledge about root causes, 

(3) knowledge about strategies for change, and (4) knowledge about alternatives and visions. 

While it is remarkable that most respondents have quite adequate knowledge of the first type 

(the nature and effects of the climate problem), from the moment one considers the other three 

dimensions, namely root causes, strategies and visions, one observes a quasi linear decrease in 

the precision and sophistication of the responses. It was exactly these last three dimensions 

that triggered a strong feeling of powerlessness in the respondents (cfr. paragraph 4.1).  

Secondly, it is remarkable that the respondents know the existing awareness raising 

campaigns quite well. As a response to the question what they do for the climate, most of 

them spontaneously list forms of individual behaviour change and when doing this, very often 

refer to existing campaigns. For example, Eva starts her answer (formulated in a remarkably 

imperative tense) as follows: “The things they say you should do: turn in saving light bulbs, 
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use ecological detergent, use your bicycle or go by public transport, rebuild your house in an 

ecological way, use FSC-labelled wood, and so on.” Even more striking is the fact that many 

respondents gave the impression that they assumed we were investigating whether they were 

doing well in their own behavioural choices.  Especially their first answers seemed to be 

motivated by a concern for social desirability in this respect: “Yes, I use ecological 

detergent”, “no, no, I almost never drive the car”. One respondent sent us two text messages 

after the interview, because she remembered a few of her individual actions that she forgot to 

mention during the interview. Only when we clearly stated that they could interpret 

engagement in a broad way, from reading about the environmental issue to signing petitions 

and so on, the respondents seemed to feel relieved, stopped focussing on their own individual 

behaviour change, and even started to severely criticise this strategy, as was explained above. 

Thirdly, it is noteworthy that, although several respondents stated that developments 

such as “the end of capitalism” are the only option to arrive at a final solution for climate 

change, none of them seemed to believe that this kind of radical social change is a feasible 

perspective today. In this sense, it is possible that the respondents have a certain knowledge 

about different strategies, but that they do not believe that real change is possible anyway. 

This could be a reason why they limit their engagement to “having no blood on their own 

hands”, particularly because engaging oneself for structural change is always a gamble in a 

certain way. It is possible to struggle one’s whole life for such change without any tangible 

result. One of the advantages of individual behaviour change is that you can at least always 

say your actions have borne some results, however limited these are. As Deborah stated:  

 

It sounds maybe very pathetic, but I also want to be able to say at the end of my life, look, I have done 

my bit for this world, and I didn’t only talk, I also tried to reduce my ecological footprint. I find it 

important to have the possibility to make such a positive balance at the end … Because if you only look 
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to structures, and for example, you don’t succeed … then I don’t think that you can really make a 

positive balance at the end. 

 

This suggests that there perhaps exists an even stronger connection between people’s 

engagements and their opinions and experiences of power(lessness) than suggested above. 

Maybe people do not choose the strategy that seems most powerful or effective, but just feel 

totally powerless when confronted with the real causes of the problem? The choice for 

individual behaviour change might not then be a genuine strategy for change, but rather an 

attempt to be compromised as little as possible by a system that they think they cannot change 

anyway. Laura stated for example: “I think I feel more at ease because I don’t have to feel 

guilty … I don’t think that I really make a contribution, but neither do I do something really 

wrong or bad.” A little bit later, she added: “In fact, I just would like to leave behind that 

whole system that is so polluting and burdened … and corrupt”. In this sense, individual 

behaviour change becomes a moral matter of a particular kind: the respondents do it to have 

“a good conscience”, “to earn their heaven” or to have “no feelings of guilt”.  

Nevertheless, most respondents seemed to be convinced that on certain moments 

“times may change”. Some stated, for example, that with an increase of natural disasters 

people will start raising their voices. Steve explained:  

 

I hope for a series of events, for example the mudflows in Limburg, or erosion if it rains too much. They 

know the cause perfectly well…, and solutions exist … I hope that some disasters will take place, I 

mean, ‘disasters’ is not the right word … events that will make people take action. 

  

And Chantal stated: “For example, on a certain moment we will be out of oil, or any other … 

it is to say, people will not just put up with all that …” Remarkably, if “times will change”, 

what the respondents see happening is not only, or not in the first place, a greater engagement 
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in individual behaviour change, but “a raising of voices”. In this, they often refer to how 

social change happened in the past. Shane stated for example:  

 

But if the crisis really takes on big proportions, I think people will raise their voices and take to the streets ... 

I’m thinking for example about the workers movement, that really started from below, ... And I believe in 

something similar with respect to climate change, from the moment that people see what is at stake. 

 

4.5. Consistency and common sense 

 A last important finding has to do with another lack of coherence we observed in the stories 

of the respondents, namely between what respondents stated on a more abstract and on a more 

concrete level. This was most remarkable when respondents were asked questions about 

whether they believed in a conflict or collaboration model to realise change. For example, in 

the beginning Chantal said:  

 

I think it is not so smart to make a story of ‘us against them’. Because I think companies should just be 

sensitised and they have to understand that it can be interesting from an economic point of view to 

produce environmentally friendly stuff. 

 

However, a little later, she stated:  

 

Oh, E [a large energy company in Belgium], I find really horrific. The way they act as if they provide 

green electricity. They are just profiteers. Companies like E, I find them terrible. They enslave us by 

their monopoly position… Yeah, if they would produce more green electricity they would give us more 

choice. But instead, they opt for as much profit as possible. 

 

This lack of coherence in the answer of Chantal is no exception. Almost all 

respondents advocated collaboration in general, theoretical terms, but when asked about 

concrete situations, collaboration was often strongly rejected in favour of a more conflict-
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oriented approach. This difference between abstract and concrete answers has its counterpart 

in the difference between more experiential and more cognitive convictions. Shane explained, 

for example: “Instinctively, I find it very difficult that N [an environmental organisation in 

Flanders] is sponsored by E”, but a few minutes later she stated that she “thinks” it is very 

important to work together with companies and that she does not “believe” in “an anti-

culture”.  

The more abstract answers that were given by the respondents seemed to be more in 

conformity with the dominant discourse : “yes, of course I am in favour of collaboration”, 

“no, of course not, I am against extremes”, “yes, everyone hand in hand” and we certainly 

prefer “win-win-situations”. But these positions often clashed with what they proposed in 

more concrete situations: then the environmental movement should suddenly be much more 

“aggressive”, “radical” and “ready for battle”. These concrete judgments were often expressed 

with much more power and emotion. When we confronted the respondents with this 

observation and continued to inquire along these lines, many became confused or openly 

started to contradict themselves. It often happened that respondents changed their mind during 

the interview, and/or made explicit efforts to make their own story more coherent than it at 

first appeared to be. Some respondents did this even explicitly. We asked for example to 

Chantal: “But didn’t you tell something else in the beginning? There you seemed to say 

that...”  And she answered: “I evolved (laughs). Yes, no, because I have to think about it now, 

I have to reflect much more within myself, and it is quite difficult to say that…”  

The work of Antonio Gramsci (1971) can shed an interesting light on such 

incoherencies. Gramsci paid a lot of attention to the ‘spontaneous’ consciousness of people, 

which he called ‘common sense’. This includes “diffuse, uncoordinated features of a general 

form of thought common to a particular period and a particular popular environment” 

(Gramsci 1971, 330). According to him, the common sense is fragmentary, incoherent and 
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inconsequential, but it can develop into “a healthy nucleus of good sense” when it is made 

more coherent (328). Furthermore, Gramsci (1971) explains there can be a tension between 

what people do in practice and what they think theoretically. In a certain way, they can have 

two consciousnesses: one which is implicit in their activity but which they often cannot easily 

articulate, and one which they acquired by absorbing existing discourses. 

These reflections can illuminate some of the observations we made above about the 

respondents’ ‘contradictory consciousness’. In particular, there seems to be a discrepancy 

between the abstract norms of collaboration and dialogue which the respondents upheld and 

which can be said to be part of the dominant discourse, and their concrete ideas about struggle 

and resistance that are not yet articulated on such an abstract level. What is remarkable, 

however, is that most respondents are not just randomly chosen individuals, but people with a 

relatively highly developed environmental consciousness. In this sense, they are ‘intellectuals’ 

themselves in the general meaning Gramsci gave to this term. According to Gramsci (1971), 

all people who are engaged in the formulation and distribution of ideas amongst the mass of 

people are intellectuals, and consequently, all are involved in ideological struggle. This means 

that they take part in the (often implicit) struggle about the different directions in which 

people’s common sense can be led, or in other words, in which their common sense can be 

made more coherent. However, as the research findings suggested, most of the respondents 

seemed not to be aware of this struggle, let alone that they play a fully self-conscious role in 

it. As such, the lack of coherence in the answers of the respondents possibly says something 

about the extent to which the current environmental movement has well-articulated analyses, 

strategies and visions at its disposal.  

 

5. Conclusion 
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As this article is based on exploratory research, we cannot draw definite conclusions, but we 

can develop some hypotheses, and sharpen our concepts and questions. The least we can say 

is that our assumption about the role of power and powerlessness seems to have been a useful 

starting point. In a paradoxical way, our research suggests that most respondents do not 

engage in individual behaviour change because they consider it to be effective or because it 

gives them the possibility to exert power. Quite the contrary, many experience that they have 

no power at all, or at least lack the power to engage in the collective social actions which they 

believe are really necessary. As a result, most respondents do something that actually is 

within their reach, but which they do not really believe to be effective. As such, the core of 

the problem indeed seems to be a question of power. It presents itself as a paradox: the 

starting point seems to be an experience of powerlessness, which follows from what we have 

called ‘strategy scepticism’, directed against the dominant strategy of individual behaviour 

change, and from a lack of credible alternatives.  

Consequently, this finding suggests that closing the ‘gap’ between knowledge and 

action does not in the first place - at least not in the case of environmentally aware citizens - 

require a further raising of people’s knowledge of the environmental problem as such. What 

seems to be needed, is knowledge of root causes, visions on alternatives and especially 

strategies to reach these. By leaping too directly from knowledge of the nature and effects of 

the environmental problem to the level of solutions, the individual behaviour change approach 

risks sidestepping not only the human-societal context within which the problem arose, but 

also the possibility for people to engage in strategic reflection themselves and to draw their 

own conclusions on the kind of actions required. In other words, it risks sidestepping the 

possibility for people to be really em‘power’ed citizens and potential subjects of change.  

As a conclusion, one can state that, whereas there is a quite clear distinction between 

‘individual behaviour change’ and ‘collective social action’ studies in a lot of policy and 
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academic literature, the distinction is maybe not so clear-cut in the minds of ecologically 

concerned citizens. Whereas almost all respondents were (also) involved in individual 

behaviour change, most seemed to prefer collective social action as a strategy towards change, 

even if they did not put this strategy into practice. One of the most important barriers to  

undertaking the latter seems to be that the dominant discourse does not provide them with the 

conceptual tools needed for engaging in these kinds of action. More attention to the ‘action-

oriented’ domains of knowledge (knowledge about root causes, strategy and alternatives) 

might compensate for this.  

Concerning this, it is important to acknowledge that there exists a fundamental 

difference between strictly physical knowledge about climate change and action-oriented 

domains. The latter can never be as exact as the first. If one speaks about analysis, strategies 

and alternatives, one definitively enters onto ideological terrain. On the basis of Gramsci’s 

work we have shown that ‘common sense’ is a fragmented and incoherent collection of all 

sorts of ideas and influences, and that ideological struggle has to do with making this common 

sense more coherent in one way or another. In a certain way, environmental researchers 

and/or educators are also involved in this ideological struggle, whether they want it or not. 

Their position is not easy. On the one hand, they cannot claim to make ‘objective’ judgments. 

On the other hand, they cannot neglect this terrain either, as they then risk allowing for it to be 

occupied by movements, governments or companies that also have other interests than the 

‘common good’. Maybe the task of researchers and/or educators can be to try to make the 

range of possible analyses, visions and strategic options visible and to make their 

assumptions, effects and implications explicit. Hereby, it is of central importance to get to the 

abstract level of the principles underlying these, and to be conscious of the fact that one thus 

enters an ideological battlefield. One of their contributions could even be to disclose the very 

ideological character of the debate as such.  
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Notes 

1 The first was the slogan of a Greenpeace campaign to stimulate people to choose a renewable energy provider 

(Greenpeace 2009), the second was the main slogan of an action organized by a couple of thousand activists 

against the climate summit in Copenhagen in December 2009 (ClimateJusticeAction 2009). 

2 In its list of important barriers for pro-environmental behaviour, the DEFRA report (2008, 35) mentions the 

following examples: (1) “Scepticism around the climate change debate and distrust of both government and 

industry. For example, about a quarter don’t believe their behaviour contributes to climate change.” (2) 

“Disempowerment, as there is a disconnection between the size of the problem (Global Climate Change) and the 

individual’s contribution (e.g. turning off lights) and a sense that individuals cannot make a difference. About 

one third said it was not worth Britain acting, as other countries would cancel its actions out. More than half 

claimed if government did more, they would too”. As such, experiences of powerlessness are psychologised. 

They are not taken seriously, but  reduced to a feeling, a false impression, that has to be taken away. Instead of 

understanding the choice not to engage in pro-environmental behaviour as being based on an analysis of the 

problem and on a strategic judgement, it is approached as a behavioural problem. Authors such as Redclift & 

Benton (1994, 7-8) sharply reply to this with statements such as: “One of the most important insights which the 

social scientist can offer in the environmental debate is that the eminently rational appeals on the part of 

environmentalists for ‘us’ to change our attitudes, or lifestyles, so as to advance a general ‘human interest’ are 

liable to be ineffective. This is not because (or primarily because) ‘we’ are irrational, but because the power to 

make a significant difference, one way or the other, to global, or even local environmental change is immensely 

unevenly distributed.” 

3 The fact that all respondents were more or less in the ‘green scene’ (Horton 2006), is one of the limiting factors 

of our sampling. It is surely possible that a sample of, say, governmental officials, with no connection to this 

green scene, would give different results. 

4 With ‘extreme cases’ we mean people who adopt a quite radical ideological position and/or go quite far in their 

own environmental commitment. For example, a few respondents went amazingly far in changing their 

individual behaviour: they took a shower only once a week and only with cold water, they stopped visiting their 

parents who serve non-organic food for dinner or they lived without heating even during winter months. Others 

were so committed to organising actions, to demonstrating or to giving lectures that their personal lives and 
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health suffered from it. Ideologically, some respondents were very liberal, while others were eco-primitivist or 

eco-communist. 

5 It is important to mention that respondents knew that the study was about their commitments and motivations 

with regard to climate change, but not that ‘power’ and ‘powerlessness’ were crucial concepts in our approach. 

Therefore, it is not the case that they mentioned these terms so often because they would have known this was 

our core question. 

6  We have translated the Dutch interviews into English, trying to remain as close as possible to the original, 

spoken language. The names of the respondents, corporations and organisations have been modified, for reasons 

of anonymity. 

7 If we put a word or sentence in double quotation marks, it means that we quote a respondent directly. 

8 With the term ‘direct’ we refer here to the idea of Tim Jackson (2005, vi) that we quoted in the introduction, 

namely “the need for policy to […] attempt to affect individual behaviours (and behavioural antecedents) 

directly”. Concretely, this means using role models, social pressure or connoting the desired behaviour to 

positive feelings of freedom, friendship or sex, as is also done in the advertisement industry. 
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