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In 2009, on the eve of the Copenhagen climate conference, the 
head of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
Rajendra Pachauri issued a warning: ‘Today we have reached 
the point where consumption and people’s desire to consume 
has grown out of proportion. The reality is that our lifestyles 
are unsustainable” [Ref: Observer]. Ahead of last year’s Rio+20 
Earth summit, Prince Charles, the founder of the International 
Sustainability Unit, re-iterated Pachauri’s concerns: “Like a 
sleepwalker, we seem unable to wake up to the fact that so 
many of the catastrophic consequences of carrying on with 
“business-as-usual” are bearing down on us faster than we think, 
already dragging many millions more people into poverty and 
dangerously weakening global food, water and energy security 
for the future.” [Ref: BBC News]. What both Pachauri and Charles 
touch upon is the issue of sustainability. That is, they believe 
that human society as a whole is currently consuming more 
than the planet can provide, a process that many sustainability 
advocates believe will lead to resource shortages and contributes 
to climate change. Not that this view is shared by everyone: 
some counter that it is excessively pessimistic [Ref: Reason], a 
case of environmental alarmism that down plays our capacity to 
change the quantity and quality of environmental resources [Ref: 
marklynas.org].
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Unsustainable behaviour
Regardless of how aware we are today of our effect on the 
environment, it seems we still make choices that are to the 
environment’s detriment. As professor of sustainability Tim 
Jackson describes it, we continue “to consume certain products 
and services or to live in certain ways rather than others”, which 
has direct and indirect impacts on the environment, as well 
as on “personal (and collective) wellbeing” [Ref: Sustainable 
Development Research Network].  For example, we are aware 
that carbon emissions contribute to climate change, but we 
continue to take carbon-emitting flights abroad [Ref: Guardian]; 
we are told that resources are finite, that we are using them 
faster than we are able to replenish them, yet we continue to 
lead energy-intensive lifestyles [Ref: Telegraph]. As Unilever’s 
Inspiring Sustainable Living report puts it: “Creating a sustainable 
future will require fundamental changes in attitude and 
behaviour across society”. The former head of the Sustainable 
Development Commission, Jonathan Porrit argues that we need 
to shift our collective focus from “consumptive, life-threatening 
growth” to a focus on “improved wellbeing and real quality of 
life” [Ref: Guardian].

A nudge in the right direction
How behaviour change is to be achieved, however, is far from 
simple. Some suggest legal measures and incentives, such as 
the idea of a carbon tax - ‘the sole necessary solution to climate 
change’ [Ref: Forbes]. A carbon tax would effectively mean that 
companies have to pay a fee for every amount (for example, 
a tonne) of carbon gases produced. Another similar example 
involves the use of smart metering to address the problem of 

the overconsumption of water. That way people would not 
only know how much water they are using, but, because of 
the financial incentive, would be encouraged to use less [Ref: 
BBC News]. Others, uncomfortable with the force implicit in 
legal measures, argue that it is best if people choose to change 
their own behaviour. This sentiment is most evident in nudge 
theory, also known as ‘libertarian paternalism’, which rests on 
the assumption that we can be encouraged, through ‘choice 
architecture’ to freely make decisions that our in our best 
interests [Ref: BBC News]. For instance, principal nudge theorist 
Richard Thaler argues that by locating a salad bar near cash 
registers, consumers can be encouraged to make the healthier 
food choice [Ref: National Record]. Likewise, people can be 
nudged into behaving in a far more environmentally sustainable 
way by shaping the context in which they make everyday 
decisions. For example, researchers demonstrated that by 
making sustainably sourced foods an implied default in cafeterias 
(that is, they could be chosen by diners and served up most 
quickly) as opposed to less sustainable options for which diners 
had to wait a little longer, 80 per cent more consumers chose 
sustainable dining options [Ref: Guardian].

A shove too far
But there are others who contend that such attempts to 
change our behaviour, be they regulatory or nudging, violate 
our basic liberties. Of environmentalist taxation schemes, one 
commentator argues that they are an attempt to radically 
overhaul people’s lives using the threat of financial punishment 
[Ref: The Age]. And nudging, some insist, while not as explicitly 
coercive as taxation as a mechanism for behaviour change, is 

http://www.c2p2online.com/documents/MotivatingSC.pdf
http://www.c2p2online.com/documents/MotivatingSC.pdf
http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2006/feb/28/theairlineindustry.comment
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/environment/6979611/Human-civilisation-will-collapse-unless-greed-culture-is-stopped-report-warns.html
http://environment.guardian.co.uk/climatesummit/story/0,,2290987,00.html
http://www.forbes.com/sites/timworstall/2013/01/06/in-praise-of-pigou-taxes-especially-a-carbon-tax/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17600062
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-13309756
http://nihrecord.od.nih.gov/newsletters/2012/02_03_2012/story2.htm
http://www.guardian.co.uk/sustainable-business/nudging-people-sustainability-local-choices
http://www.theage.com.au/opinion/politics/switching-our-whole-way-of-life-20110301-1bd46.html
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just as much an infringement on individual freedom. A society 
governed by nudging policymakers, argues one commentator, 
does not ‘enable people to make better choices for themselves’; 
it corrals people into making a particular choice according to the 
design of others, namely, the government’s ‘choice architects’ 
[Ref: spiked]. As one psychologist writes, behaviour modification 
is fundamentally a means of controlling people and, therefore, 
by its very nature “inimical to democracy, critical questioning, 
and the free exchange of ideas among equal participants” [Ref: 
Salon].

Rational optimism 
Others contend that behaviour change is simply the wrong 
way to approach the issue of sustainability. Bjorn Lomborg, for 
instance, calls for less scaremongering about climate change, 
and more investment in the research and development of new 
energy technologies [Ref: Wall Street Journal]. For those keen on 
pursuing technological solutions to the problem of sustainability, 
human history shows that people have consistently innovated 
and expanded what are considered to be natural limits. 
‘Rational optimist’ Matt Ridley argues that the possibility of 
cost-effective nuclear fusion (or thorium fission), would allow 
us to continue to consume energy at the current rate without 
having to worry about unsustainable carbon emissions [Ref: 
Economist]. There is nothing fixed about what is sustainable and 
what is unsustainable, he argues, “Humanity is a fast-moving 
target. We will combat our ecological threats in the future by 
innovating to meet them as they arise, not through the mass 
fear stoked by worst-case scenarios” [Ref: Wired]. Indeed, as 
Dieter Helm argues, innovation can change things very quickly 

and in unpredictable ways: “in just the past seven years, fracking 
and shale oil and gas have transformed the fossil-fuel markets. 
North America is now moving towards energy independence… 
The important point is that none of this was foreseen a decade 
ago” [Ref: Spectator]. Some counter that such faith in technology 
- ‘techno-fetishism’ or ‘techno fixes’ - is dangerous. As one 
commentator argues, imagining the possibility of a technological 
solution to climate change makes people and governments 
complacent. It distracts us from “the difficult challenges of 
cutting greenhouse gas emissions or finding a way to live 
together on a shared planet” [Ref: Yale Environment 360]. As 
another columnist suggests, the best and cheapest solution to 
our environmental concerns is not to be found in our “techno-
fixation” but in “consum[ing] less” [Ref: Guardian].

http://www.spiked-online.com/site/article/9840/
http://www.salon.com/2012/10/13/why_are_americans_so_easy_to_manipulate/
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323485704578258172660564886.html
http://www.economist.com/node/16103826
http://www.wired.com/wiredscience/2012/08/ff_apocalypsenot/all/
http://www.spectator.co.uk/features/8749181/new-paths-to-power/
http://e360.yale.edu/feature/resisting_the_dangerous_allure_of_global_warming_technofixes/2224/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/cif-green/2009/jul/15/technofix-climate-change
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http://blogs.telegraph.co.uk/news/brendanoneill2/100070399/nick-cleggs-sinister-nannies-are-nudging-us-towards-an-orwellian-nightmare/
http://www.unilever.com/images/slp_5-Levers-for-Change_tcm13-276807_tcm13-284877.pdf
http://www.unilever.com/images/slp_5-Levers-for-Change_tcm13-276807_tcm13-284877.pdf
http://assets.wwf.org.uk/downloads/meeting_environmental_challenges___the_role_of_human_identity.pdf


NOTES

© AcAdEmy Of IdEAS LTd 2013 
dEBATING mATTERS
www.dEBATINGmATTERS.cOm

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

ENVIRONmENTAL SUSTAINABILITy: 
“Behaviour change is the best route to sustainability”

 5 of 6BAcKGROUNdERS
Resilience, not static sustainability, is what world needs 
Robin Mills The National 29 January 2013

‘I Got it Wrong on Climate Change—it’s Far, Far Worse’ 
Daniel Politti Slate 27 January 2013

Fears that innovation is slowing are exaggerated, but 
governments need to help it along 
Economist 12 January 2013

In Praise Of Pigou Taxes: Especially A Carbon Tax 
Tim Worstall Forbes 6 January 2013

New paths to power 
Dieter Helm Spectator 10 November 2012

Eight radical solutions for the water shortage 
Vanessa Barford and Lauren Everitt BBC News 4 April 2012

The Royal Society: Geoengineering: taking control of our planet’s 
climate? 
Andy Ridgwell, Chris Freeman, Richard Lampitt The Royal Society 
2012

Why a nudge is not enough to change behaviour 
Baroness Julia Neuberger BBC News 19 July 2011

Harrabin’s Notes: Population overload? 
Roger Harrabin BBC News 11 January 2011

Human civilisation ‘will collapse’ unless greed culture is stopped, 
report warns 
Andrew Hough Telegraph 13 January 2010

Swapping technologies fails to address the root causes of climate 
change 
Merrick Godhaven Guardian 15 July 2009

An end to infinite growth and blind consumerism 
Jonathan Porritt Guardian June 2009

For the sake of the world’s poor, we must keep the wealthy at 
home 
George Monbiot Guardian 28 February 2006

ORGANISATIONS
Behaviour Change

CO2 Capture Project

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(DEFRA)

Forum for the Future

Friends of the Earth

International Energy Agency

International Sustainability Unit

Statoil Sustainability Reports

The Global Warming Policy Foundation 

http://www.thenational.ae/thenationalconversation/industry-insights/energy/resilience-not-static-sustainability-is-what-world-needs
http://www.debatingmatters.com/topicguides/topicguide/environmental_sustainability/
http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21569393-fears-innovation-slowing-are-exaggerated-governments-need-help-it-along-great
http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21569393-fears-innovation-slowing-are-exaggerated-governments-need-help-it-along-great
http://www.forbes.com/sites/timworstall/2013/01/06/in-praise-of-pigou-taxes-especially-a-carbon-tax/
http://www.spectator.co.uk/features/8749181/new-paths-to-power/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17600062
http://rsta.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/370/1974/4163.full
http://rsta.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/370/1974/4163.full
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-14186806
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-12160715
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/environment/6979611/Human-civilisation-will-collapse-unless-greed-culture-is-stopped-report-warns.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/environment/6979611/Human-civilisation-will-collapse-unless-greed-culture-is-stopped-report-warns.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/cif-green/2009/jul/15/technofix-climate-change
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/cif-green/2009/jul/15/technofix-climate-change
http://environment.guardian.co.uk/climatesummit/story/0,,2290987,00.html
http://business.guardian.co.uk/comment/story/0,,1719820,00.html
http://business.guardian.co.uk/comment/story/0,,1719820,00.html
http://www.behaviourchange.org.uk/#
http://www.co2captureproject.com/about_us/what_is_CCP.html
http://www.defra.gov.uk/
http://www.defra.gov.uk/
http://www.forumforthefuture.org/
http://www.foe.co.uk/
http://www.iea.org/
http://www.pcfisu.org/
http://www.statoil.com/en/EnvironmentSociety/Sustainability/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.thegwpf.org/


NOTES

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

ENVIRONmENTAL SUSTAINABILITy: 
“Behaviour change is the best route to sustainability”

© AcAdEmy Of IdEAS LTd 2013 
dEBATING mATTERS
www.dEBATINGmATTERS.cOm

 6 of 6
China burns half of coal consumption worldwide, figures show 
Guardian 30 January 2013

Green deal seeks to boost energy efficiency 
Financial Times 27 January 2013

Glasgow awarded £24m funding to make it a ‘city of the future’ 
STV 24 January 2013

Airlines ‘made billions in windfall profits’ from EU carbon tax 
Guardian 24 January 2013

Warning over mackerel stocks 
Herald 22 January 2013

Governments must confront climate change in 2013 
Guardian 10 January 2013

Climate: another year of living dangerously 
Guardian 31 December 2012

Radical technology improvements ‘essential’ for low carbon 
society 
Telegraph 21 November 2012

‘Alter lifestyle to counter climate change’ 
Times of India 11 October 2012

Survey: Americans Rank Last In Green Lifestyles, Don’t Feel 
Guilty 
Forbes 13 July 2012

Rio+20: Prince Charles in climate change warning 
BBC News 17 June 2012

Unsustainable consumption – the mother of all environmental 
issues? 
European Environment Agency 15 March 2012

 

IN ThE NEwS

http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2013/jan/30/china-burns-half-coal-worldwide
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/9efd18e8-688e-11e2-ad8f-00144feab49a.html#axzz2JTPK7jZV
http://news.stv.tv/scotland/211344-glasgow-awarded-24m-technology-to-make-it-a-city-of-the-future/
http://www.guardian.co.uk/environment/2013/jan/24/airline-windfall-profits-carbon-tax
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/home-news/warning-over-mackerel-stocks.19980401
http://www.guardian.co.uk/sustainable-business/kumi-naidoo-governments-confront-climate-change-weather
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2012/dec/31/climate-another-year-of-living-dangerously
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sponsored/earth/statoil/9691023/new-energy-technologies-low-carbon.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/sponsored/earth/statoil/9691023/new-energy-technologies-low-carbon.html
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-09-11/developmental-issues/33762485_1_climate-change-energy-sources-alternative-energy
http://www.forbes.com/sites/toddwoody/2012/07/13/survey-americans-rank-last-in-green-lifestyles-dont-feel-guilty/
http://www.forbes.com/sites/toddwoody/2012/07/13/survey-americans-rank-last-in-green-lifestyles-dont-feel-guilty/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-18479724
http://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/unsustainable-consumption-2013-the-mother
http://www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/unsustainable-consumption-2013-the-mother


ABOUT
dEBATING mATTERS
Debating Matters because ideas 
matter. This is the premise of the 
Institute of Ideas & Pfizer Debating 
Matters Competition for sixth 
form students which emphasises 
substance, not just style, and the 
importance of taking ideas seriously. 
Debating Matters presents schools 
with an innovative and engaging 
approach to debating, where the 
real-world debates and a challenging 
format, including panel judges who 
engage with the students, appeal 
to students from a wide range of 
backgrounds, including schools with 
a long tradition of debating and those 
with none. 

Debating Matters engages a 
wide range of individuals, from 
the students who take part in 
the debates, the diverse group 
of professionals who judge for 
us, the teachers who train and 
support their debaters, and 
the young people who go on 
to become Debating Matters 
Alumni after school and help 
us to continue to expand and 
develop the competition. If you 
enjoyed using this Topic Guide, 
and are interested in finding 
out more about Debating 
Matters and how you can be 
involved, please complete this 
form and return it to us at the 
address below.

Debating Matters Competition 
Academy of Ideas Ltd 
Signet House 
49-51 Farringdon Road 
London 
EC1M 3JP

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
www.debatingmatters.com
GUIDES

	Yes, I’d like to know more. Please send me further  
 information about the Debating Matters Competition:

	I am a teacher and would like further details about  
 events in my area and how to enter a team 

 I am a sixth form student and would like firth details  
 about events in my area

	I am interested in becoming a Debating Matters judge

	I am interested in sponsoring/supporting Debating Matters

	Other (please specify) 

First name 

Surname 

School/company/  
organisation

Professional role  
(if applicable)

Address 

   
Postcode 

Email address 

School/work phone 

Mobile phone 

fINd OUT mORE



DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
GUIDES

DEBATINGMATTERS

TOPIC
www.debatingmatters.com
GUIDES

“dEBATING mATTERS
TEAchES A wAy
Of ThINKING.
INTELLEcTUAL
ARchITEcTURE
IS cREATEd By
ENGAGING wITh
IdEAS”

TRISTRAm hUNT, hISTORIAN & BROAdcASTER


