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Introduction

Climate change poses a major challenge to soci-
eties worldwide. Environmental degradation and 
global problems of an unprecedented scale are 
arising because of global warming and contem-
porary generations are the first to experience 
these negative consequences first-hand. That cli-
mate change is a problem that needs immediate 
action is recognized by researchers, policymak-
ers, and citizens alike. Several influential scien-
tific reports allude to the urgency of the problem 
(IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2018), stating that if we do 
not act now, the negative consequences of cli-
mate change will be irreversible, such as the 
extinction of species, increases in extreme 
weather types, and rising sea levels. Moreover, 
many governments are working together in trea-
ties such as the Paris agreement and the EU 
Green Deal, where the latter emphasizes social 
justice in their key aim to ‘leave no one behind’. 
In these treaties, governments are trying to curb 
the climate crisis by reducing the emission of 
greenhouse gasses and investing in circular econ-
omies (i.e., climate change mitigation) as well as 
by developing resilience plans to cope with the 

impact of rising temperatures (i.e., climate 
change adaptation).

That at least a substantial proportion of citi-
zens is also concerned about climate change and 
feels we need to act now is exemplified by the 
large climate change protests of 2019. The grass-
roots initiative for these protests quickly grew into 
a massive worldwide movement of youth and 
young adults especially (mostly students) taking 
to the streets to raise public awareness and pres-
sure politicians into taking action (Wahlström 
et al., 2019). The protests were instigated by the 
individual actions of Greta Thunberg, a young 
Swedish climate activist who went on strike from 
school to protest climate change inaction. In 
December 2018, at the UN Climate Change con-
ference, in a moving speech that went viral, she 
stated: “You say you love your children above all 
else, and yet you are stealing their future in front 
of their very eyes” (Thunberg, 2018), which 
brought about the worldwide climate protests a 
few months later. In the current chapter, we will 
discuss environmental justice principles and 
broader beliefs and norms as important drivers of 
climate change protest and sustainable behaviour 
change. Moreover, we will explain why these are 
not enough to understand sustainable behaviour 
change or lack thereof.
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 Environmental Justice in Reaction 
to Climate Change

The term ‘environmental justice’ was initially 
used as an activist term to flag that lower socio- 
economic and Black communities were dispro-
portionately burdened and put at risk by 
environmental hazards as these are often located 
near their neighbourhoods (e.g., toxic waste sites 
(Bullard & Johnson, 2000)). Moreover, the nega-
tive consequences of climate change, such as 
injury, illness, and deaths from extreme climate 
events or infectious diseases, as well as food and 
water insecurity, disproportionately burden 
already vulnerable populations (Ebi & Hess, 
2020; Green, 2016; Mitchell & Chakraborty, 
2014; Shepard & Corbin-Mark, 2009), and thus 
further exacerbate existing inequalities. This 
effect can be seen both when comparing coun-
tries (e.g., developed countries versus developing 
countries (Ebi & Hess, 2020)), but also within 
countries and regions when comparing, for 
example, racial/ethnic minority groups to major-
ity groups and lower socio-economic status 
groups to higher socio-economic status groups 
(Mitchell & Chakraborty, 2014).

In social scientific research, the term environ-
mental justice has also been applied more 
broadly, to encompass a set of questions related 
to fairness and justice in climate change adapta-
tion and mitigation. Within the social sciences, 
different terms are used to refer to environmental 
justice (e.g., green justice, climate justice). 
Moreover, with regard to specific sustainability 
transitions, specific operationalizations of justice 
have been put forward (e.g., energy justice 
(Jenkins et  al., 2016; Sovacool & Dworkin, 
2015)). In the current chapter, we discuss and 
refer to environmental justice throughout, as we 
consider this to be the most widely adopted and 
neutral terminology.

Research on environmental justice has 
revealed that three justice principles can be dis-
tinguished (Clayton & Opotow, 2003; Reese & 
Jacob, 2015). These principles can be viewed as 
extensions of the traditional scope of justice in 
which rights of and responsibilities towards spe-
cific others are recognized (cf. justice as recogni-

tion, Chap. 4 this volume). First, regarding 
environmental issues, the scope of justice can be 
extended with the inclusion of future generations, 
including current younger generations (i.e., inter-
generational environmental justice). The quote 
by Greta Thunberg above illustrates how inter-
generational justice can indeed be an important 
motive for climate action. By considering the 
interests of future generations, questions regard-
ing the burdens we are putting on them become 
explicitly included in distributive justice deci-
sions. Second, by adopting a global environmen-
tal justice principle, people worldwide are 
included into one’s scope of justice, especially 
taking economically disadvantaged groups into 
account. Global environmental justice most 
closely aligns with the way environmental justice 
was conceived as an activist term. Questions 
regarding what is fair for the Global South, where 
individuals have been historically burdened and 
currently struggle more in transitioning to more 
sustainable forms of living than individuals in the 
Global North, are key to a global environmental 
justice principle. Third, ecological environmental 
justice is about extending of the scope of justice 
toward an inclusion of nature and non-human 
species (i.e., other animals). By extending the 
scope of justice beyond the human species, as 
with intergenerational environmental justice, 
entities that otherwise do not have a voice in the 
environmental debate are included in people’s 
fairness considerations.

Research on these environmental justice prin-
ciples in relation to climate change reactions has 
only recently started to develop. In studies on 
sustainable behaviour intentions, intergenera-
tional justice concerns were found to increase 
people’s anger about environmental damage, and 
this in turn somewhat increased people’s sustain-
able behaviour intentions (e.g., protecting biodi-
versity; buying products from local farmers 
(Reese & Kohlmann, 2015). In contrast, adhering 
to an ecological justice principle increased a 
sense of responsibility, which had a stronger pos-
itive effect on people’s sustainable behaviour 
intentions. Of the three environmental justice 
principles, global justice concerns were least 
influential on intentions for sustainable behav-
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iour. Nevertheless, subsequent studies focused 
specifically on increasing these global justice 
concerns. Such studies showed that activating a 
global human identity positively influenced sus-
tainable behaviours and intentions, and that this 
relationship was mediated by global justice con-
cerns (Reese & Kohlmann, 2015; Reese, 2016; 
Renger & Reese, 2017). Questions of social jus-
tice, and environmental justice specifically, are 
thus important drivers of people’s motivation to 
take action against climate change.

 Individual Behaviour in Climate 
Change Mitigation

To date, the sociotechnical perspective dominates 
the conceptual understanding of sustainability 
transitions, a perspective where economic devel-
opment, technological innovation, and policy 
change are considered critical factors in shaping 
sustainability transitions, the energy transition in 
particular (Cherp et al., 2018; Sovacool & Hess, 
2017). Sustainability transitions encompass a 
transition from less sustainable ways of being to 
more sustainable ones and these are needed in 
several life domains, such as energy, food, and 
mobility. Accordingly, research investigating 
sustainability transitions overwhelmingly focuses 
on the development of new technologies and their 
implementation. The sociotechnical transitions 
approach has been critiqued for its biased focus 
on technologies and systems (de Haan & 
Rotmans, 2018; Shove & Walker, 2010) and a 
lack of attention for people’s behaviour and 
underlying drivers of behaviour (Bögel & 
Upham, 2018). Crucially, a successful sustain-
ability transition requires major and unprece-
dented adaptations to citizens’ attitudes and 
behaviour (Franceschinis et  al., 2017; Glad, 
2012; Kammen & Sunter, 2016; Michie et  al., 
2011). Individuals must critically change their 
energy use (e.g., adopting technological innova-
tions like solar panels and heat pumps, investing 
in home insulation, taking shorter showers), food 
consumption habits (e.g., eating more local and 
seasonal products, reducing food waste, and 
decreasing animal protein intake), transportation 

patterns (e.g., flying less, switching to electric 
cars, using more public or shared modes of trans-
portation), and general consumerism (e.g., buy-
ing sustainable clothing, recycling waste, 
switching to reusable and green products) to 
enable a successful sustainability transition.

Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) theory provides 
extensive insight into this ‘human side’ of the 
transition process (Steg et al., 2014; Stern, 2000). 
According to VBN theory, values (i.e., the gen-
eral goals that people strive for in life), more 
sustainable-behaviour-specific beliefs, and per-
sonal norms are key determinants of people’s 
sustainability attitudes and behaviours. Four 
types of core values have been discerned (de 
Groot & Steg, 2008; Steg et al., 2014; Stern et al., 
1998). First, two types of self-transcending val-
ues (see Chap. 1, this volume) motivate sustain-
able behaviour intentions, namely biospheric 
values (i.e., valuing the environment) and altruis-
tic values (i.e., valuing the welfare of other 
human beings and fairness considerations). These 
self-transcending values overlap with the envi-
ronmental justice principles presented earlier. 
Altruistic values overlap with intergenerational 
and global justice principles, while biospheric 
values and ecological justice principles also 
align. Second, two types of self-enhancing values 
typically hamper sustainable behaviour inten-
tions, namely egoistic values (i.e., valuing per-
sonal resources and achievement), and hedonistic 
values (i.e., valuing pleasure and comfort).

VBN theory further posits that the extent to 
which people hold these four values (biospheric, 
altruistic, egoistic and hedonistic) affects 
sustainable- behaviour-specific beliefs (i.e., 
awareness of the consequences of climate change 
and beliefs about who is responsible for (mitigat-
ing) climate change). These beliefs, in turn, shape 
people’s personal norms – their perceived moral 
obligations to preserve the environment. Research 
has shown that among people who hold strong 
pro-environmental personal norms, a so-called 
‘green identity’ can be discerned and cultivated 
(Soron, 2010). Such self-identification as a pro- 
environmentalist predicts engagement in various 
sustainable behaviours (Johe & Bhullar, 2016; 
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Schwartz et  al., 2020; Whitmarsh & O’Neill, 
2010).

Alongside personal norms and self-identity, 
social norms (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Deutsch 
& Gerard, 1955) and social identity (Tajfel, 1974; 
Turner, 1975) play a crucial role in shaping peo-
ple’s sustainability intentions and behaviours 
(Fielding & Hornsey, 2016); Chap. 2, this vol-
ume). Research has shown that when social in-
groups hold pro-environmental social norms, this 
positively affects individuals’ engagement in, for 
example, sustainable activism (Fielding et  al., 
2008), organic product purchase and sustainable 
food consumption (Kim, 2019; Salazar et  al., 
2013), energy conservation (Smith et  al., 2012) 
and littering less (Kallgren et al., 2000).

 Beyond the Motivation 
for Sustainable Behaviour

Environmental justice research, VBN theory and 
the social identity approach increase our under-
standing of the factors underlying people’s moti-
vations for (not) wanting to engage in sustainable 
behaviours. Yet, motivational processes alone are 
insufficient for understanding why people do or 
do not engage in sustainability transitions. In 
fact, by focusing on motivational processes only, 
we run the risk of blaming those who lag behind 
in this transition for lacking the motivation to 
counter climate change. For instance, people 
with a low socio-economic position are some-
times portrayed as not behaving in sustainable 
ways because of a lack of motivation (e.g., 
because they do not feel responsible for climate 
change or do not feel it is very urgent (see, for 
example, Santangelo & Tondelli, 2017). Yet, 
more factors are at play. The Capability- 
Opportunity- Motivation-Behaviour (COM-B) 
model (Michie et al., 2011) outlines why the tran-
sition to more sustainable behaviours is not 
equally achievable for everybody, and why being 
motivated to act sustainably is insufficient. 
Following this model, engagement in the sustain-
ability transition is shaped not only by individu-
als’ motivation (mental processes that energise 
and direct certain behaviour), but also by their 

capabilities (psychological and physical capacity 
to engage in a particular act) and opportunities 
(factors located in the physical as well as social 
environment that enable or prompt behaviour). 
Crucially, capabilities to transition may lag 
behind in certain groups, most notably lower 
socio-economic groups, as these groups tend to 
have a lower level of sustainability-related skills 
and knowledge (Pohjolainen et al., 2016; Vainio 
et  al., 2020). Indeed, it has been shown that 
groups with lower socio-economic status tend to 
be late adopters of new, sustainable behaviours 
(Franceschinis et  al., 2017). Moreover, people 
who occupy less privileged positions in society 
typically have fewer resources (e.g., finances, 
time, social capital) available to support them 
through the energy transition (Abrahamse & 
Steg, 2011; Trotta, 2018). Crucially, multiple 
studies have shown that lower socio-economic 
status groups are not less motivated, nor do they 
have fewer intentions to behave sustainably 
(Abrahamse & Steg, 2011; Pearson et al., 2018).

Moving beyond a primarily motivation-based 
account of sustainable behaviour and applying 
insights from COM-B to the sustainability transi-
tion can provide deeper insights into the pro-
cesses shaping the transition for different groups 
in society. This in turn can inform policies and 
interventions aimed at facilitating participation in 
the sustainability transition for everybody, con-
tributing to the global aim of ‘leaving no-one 
behind’. However, research specifically targeting 
specific socio-economic groups in the sustain-
ability transition is scarce. Primary insights come 
from a Dutch case study on social housing resi-
dents’ attitudes (who typically belong to lower 
socio-economic groups) toward a sustainable 
renovation of their building (Bal et  al., 2021). 
This study found that residents were in fact con-
cerned about climate change and held corre-
sponding environmental justice beliefs. 
Moreover, they typically already engaged in vari-
ous sustainable behaviours, and were motivated 
to increase their sustainable behaviours follow-
ing the renovation. They largely believed global 
warming was problematic and had a personal 
norm to save energy. Hence, motivation to take 
part in the sustainability transition was high. 
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Interestingly, respondents were motivated both 
by self-transcending values as well as by self- 
enhancing values, while the latter usually hamper 
sustainable behaviour intentions (de Groot & 
Steg, 2008; Steg et al., 2014). It might be the case 
that sustainable renovations and sustainable tech-
nology investments by municipalities and hous-
ing corporations can decrease energy consumption 
and, at the same time, increase residents’ living 
comfort while decreasing their expenses, particu-
larly in social housing. Nevertheless, in line with 
the COM-B model, perceived social norms were 
not always supportive of behaving sustainably 
and respondents sometimes failed to recognize 
the sustainable value of these behaviours, indi-
cating limited capabilities to transition. Especially 
when the sustainability aspect of certain sustain-
able behaviours was unclear (e.g., leaving the 
heating on when leaving the house or actively 
blocking the sun from your apartment), unsup-
portive social norms negatively impacted peo-
ple’s intention to engage in these sustainable 
behaviours.

 Sustainability Transitions: 
Challenges for Solidarity and Social 
Justice

Taken together, climate change and the necessary 
sustainability transitions raise important chal-
lenges for solidarity, and social justice. First, 
social justice can be an important instigator of 
climate action. However, an extension of the 
scope of justice is necessary, going beyond the 
here and now and beyond the human species. 
Research on environmental justice shows that 
three principles of social justice can be distin-
guished that extend the scope to future genera-
tions (intergenerational environmental justice), to 
people worldwide, with an emphasis on disad-
vantaged groups (global environmental justice), 
and beyond the human species to nature and other 
animals (ecological environmental justice). 
These environmental justice principles can stim-
ulate sustainable behaviour.

Related to this, an important goal of the Green 
Deal is to ‘leave no one behind’. Most social sci-

entific research has been focused on factors moti-
vating individuals to engage in sustainable 
behaviour. However, the shift towards a sustain-
able transition is not equally attainable. Existing 
social inequalities will likely transfer into this 
sustainable transition process or may even 
become exacerbated (Shepard & Corbin-Mark, 
2009). Not taking part in the transition is some-
times attributed to a lack of interest or motiva-
tion. However, studies show that this is not the 
case, and that other factors, notably a lack of 
opportunities and capabilities, also hamper the 
transition process. Moreover, the burdens of cli-
mate change are not equally distributed across all 
people, with vulnerable groups carrying a dispa-
rately large share. Thus, vulnerable populations 
suffer a double burden in the sense that they are 
disparately affected by the negative effects of cli-
mate change, while at the same time they have 
structurally lower opportunities and capabilities, 
which makes it more difficult for them to partici-
pate in the sustainability transition. This may, in 
fact, even undermine these groups’ solidarity 
towards sustainable efforts.

Together, the issues described in this chapter 
clearly demonstrate that climate change is a 
wicked problem (Incropera, 2016). This means 
the problem is complex, influenced by a multi-
tude of factors, with outcomes of both action and 
non-action being uncertain. Because of its wicked 
nature, several justice questions arise (e.g., How 
can we take future generations into account? 
How should we account for uncertainties inher-
ent to the transition process? What does a just 
transition process look like? Who should get a 
voice in this process?). These questions are diffi-
cult to answer and evoke ample discussion both 
in policymaking and within the general public, 
which can lead to polarization on climate change 
issues and climate change scepticism (see Box 
17.1 below). Solving wicked problems requires 
the involvement of all sectors of society and con-
siderations across a multitude of dimensions 
(e.g., technological, medical, social, economic, 
political, moral). In the current chapter, we dis-
cussed several questions surrounding solidarity 
and social justice that warrant further discussion 
in transitioning to a more sustainable world.
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186

 Glossary

Capability-Opportunity-Motivation- Behaviour  
(COM-B) model: a model outlining how 
capabilities (psychological and physical 
capacity to engage in a particular act), oppor-
tunities (factors located in the physical as well 
as social environment that enable or prompt 
behaviour), and motivations (mental processes 
that energize and direct behaviour) shape peo-
ple’s intentions to change their behaviour.

Ecological environmental justice: an extension 
of the scope of justice towards nature and non- 
human species.

Environmental justice: a set of questions 
related to fairness and justice in climate 
change adaptation and mitigation, and the 
theories and research studying them. (The 
term was initially used as an activist term to 
flag that lower socio-economic and Black 
communities were disproportionately bur-
dened and put at risk by environmental haz-
ards as these are often located near their 
neighbourhoods.)

Global environmental justice: an extension of 
the scope of justice towards people world-
wide, especially taking economically disad-
vantaged groups into account

Box 17.1 Climate Change Scepticism

Up until now, most research on climate change 
reactions has focused on identifying the factors 
driving sustainable behaviour. However, in con-
temporary societies, climate change scepticism 
seems to be on the rise (e.g., Eurobarometer, 
2019; O’Neill, 2020). Such scepticism can be 
an important barrier to sustainable behaviour. 
Although climate change scepticism has only 
recently started to attract substantial scholarly 
attention (Postmes, 2015), at least four types of 
scepticism have been distinguished: trend (Is 
the climate changing?), attribution (Is climate 
change caused by humans?), impact (How 
severe are the consequences?), and effective-
ness (Do my actions help counter climate 
change? (Poortinga et  al., 2011). Climate 
change scepticism seems to fit well in larger, 
contemporary trends of growing distrust 
towards governments (e.g., the rise of popu-
lism), science (e.g., science scepticism), large 
corporations (e.g., fears of greenwashing, where 
companies use PR and marketing to present 
themselves as greener than they actually are), 
and the growing attraction of conspiracy theo-
ries in society (e.g., related to COVID-19 and 
vaccination in general; e.g., (Douglas et  al., 
2017; Rutjens & van der Lee, 2020).

Approaching climate change scepticism 
from a motivated reasoning perspective, where 
people’s reasoning processes are biased 
towards attaining a certain desired reasoning 
outcome as opposed to an accurate one (e.g., 
to reduce negative emotions or cognitive dis-
sonance), (Feygina et  al., 2010; Haltinner & 
Sarathchandra, 2018; Hennes et  al., 2020), 
these forms of scepticism could paradoxically 
be stemming from a concern about climate 
change. That is, climate change can be per-
ceived as a threat to us (e.g., our existence, our 
values, the current status quo) and we already 
know from research on victim blaming and 
system justification (Chap. 4, this volume) 
that we sometimes deal with threats by using 
defensive coping strategies. As such, we may 
sometimes be motivated to reduce the threat of 
climate change by increasing climate scepti-
cism. Studies have indeed shown that after a 
dire message regarding climate change, cli-
mate scepticism increased, particularly among 
those for whom justice was salient and for 
whom living in a just world was more impor-
tant (Feinberg & Willer, 2011). Moreover, 
people who saw environmentalism as a threat 
were more likely to be sceptical of climate 
change (Hoffarth & Hodson, 2016).
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Green identity: the extent to which you see 
yourself as a type of person who acts environ-
mentally friendly.

Intergenerational environmental justice: an 
extension of the scope of justice towards the 
inclusion of future generations, including cur-
rent younger generations

Sustainability transitions: a shift in how we use 
the earth’s resources from exhaustive to sus-
tainable by reducing as well as changing our 
consumption patterns. (Sustainability transi-
tions can be identified in different realms, 
such as energy, food, and transport.)

Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) theory: a theory out-
lining how self-transcending (i.e., biospheric, 
altruistic) and self-enhancing values (egoistic 
and hedonistic), more sustainable-behaviour- 
specific beliefs, and personal norms shape 
people’s sustainability attitudes and 
behaviours.

Comprehension Questions

1. Which three environmental justice principles 
can be distinguished, what do they entail, and 
how do they relate to sustainable behaviour 
(intentions)?

2. What do the letters V, B, and N stand for in 
VBN-theory and why does this theory not suf-
fice in explaining sustainable behaviour 
(intentions)? What other types of factors 
should also be considered?

3. What do the results of the study amongst resi-
dents of a social housing building during the 
sustainable renovation of their apartment 
building show in terms of the COM-B model?

Discussion Question

1. This chapter discusses extensions of the scope 
of justice towards including new groups (i.e., 
future generations, people worldwide and spe-
cifically disadvantaged communities, and non-
human species and nature). However, in Chap. 
4 (this volume) several other forms of justice 

have also been introduced. How could these be 
used to stimulate sustainable behaviour?

2. Would you consider sustainable behaviour and 
climate scepticism opposite sides of the same 
coin? Why or why not? Based on your answer, 
how could we best address climate scepticism 
and stimulate sustainable behaviour?
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