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Abstract

Thirty years after the UN Conference on Environment and Development created the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change, efforts to respond to the issue continue to be insufficient to meet the challenges of the climate
crisis. This perspective builds on the experience of society’s responses to the COVID-19 pandemic to understand
what is needed to get to meaningful climate action. It applies the framework of the AnthroShift to assess how
transformational social change is likely to emerge. The paper concludes by determining that the most plausible
pathway to an effective social response to the climate crisis would be driven by civil society. However, the level of
mass mobilization needed is only possible if society is experiencing large-scale and sustained levels of risk that have
tangible long-term consequences in terms of social cost to people and property.
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Introduction
In March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic shut down the
world. As populations around the globe hid inside their
houses, the environmental benefits of society’s responses
to this global pandemic were substantial (e.g., Bhat et al.
2021; Su et al. 2021; Venter et al. 2020). The threat of
the new disease brought about a rapid societal trans-
formation that included significant limitations on mobil-
ity and expansions of social welfare. At the same time,
an unintended co-benefit of these measures to limit the
spread of the disease was social change that put society
on a much more sustainable trajectory in terms of its
emissions of harmful greenhouse gases. As the majority
of the global population experienced lockdowns and/or
travel restrictions within and beyond their borders, en-
ergy consumption went down substantially (for a full
discussion, see Sovacool et al. 2020; see Hosseini 2020
for an assessment of the ways the pandemic affected the
transition to sustainable energy). Global, national, and
local responses to the pandemic were in stark contrast
to the slow and ineffective ways that the world has
responded to the climate crisis. As youth climate activist
Greta Thunberg shrewdly observed early in the

pandemic: “The coronavirus is a terrible event....But it
also shows one thing: That once we are in a crisis, we
can act to do something quickly…we can act fast and
change our habits and treat a crisis like a crisis” (as
quoted in Goering 2020).
This paper uses lessons from society’s response to the

COVID-19 pandemic to understand what it will take to
get to meaningful climate action. It applies the frame-
work of the AnthroShift to assess how transformational
social change is most likely to emerge and considers
what is the most reasonable pathway to an effective so-
cial response to the climate crisis. The paper is broken
into three sections. First, I introduce the framework of
the AnthroShift and apply it to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, paying particular attention to the environmental
side effects. Second, I provide an overview of the social
responses to the climate crisis and outline how the vari-
ous social actors have responded thus far. Third, given
the lack of sufficient climate action, I consider how the
AnthroShift helps us think through what is needed to
get to climate action that meets the scale of the crisis.

The AnthroShift and COVID-19
Social responses to the pandemic and its environmental
side effects are consistent with the notion of
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AnthroShift, which explains how social actors are recon-
figured in the wake of widespread perceptions and expe-
riences of risk (Fisher and Jorgenson 2019). When risk
becomes so common that it is felt across society, the in-
terrelations among the state, market, and civil society
sectors shift substantially. The notion that risk can drive
social change is consistent with the scholarly work on
the Risk Society and Reflexive Modernization (e.g., Beck
1999; Beck et al. 1994; Beck 1997; see also Curran 2013;
Elliott and Frickel 2015; Ekberg 2007; Rosa, McCright,
and Renn 2015; For a full discussion regarding how the
AnthroShift is related to Reflexive Modernization, see
Fisher and Jorgenson 2019). Perhaps Ekberg best sum-
marizes how this body of research interprets risk: it ex-
pands the “traditional concept of risk understood as the
sum of the probability of an adverse event and the mag-
nitude of the consequences, to include the subjective
perception of risk, the inter-subjective communication
of risk and the social experience of living in a risk envir-
onment” (Ekberg 2007, 343; see also Stallings 1990). It is
worth noting that this viewpoint is consistent with much
of the research on climate risk (see particularly Hultman,
Hassenzahl, and Rayner 2010; for an overview of Risk
Communication, see Balog-Way, McComas, and Besley
2020).
Although the AnthroShift is consistent with other per-

spectives that consider risk as a social pivot, it is unique
in that it also assumes that social change in response to
risk pivots are multi-directional. Society can shift to an
orientation of social actors that prioritize environmental
protections and the emergence of an “environmental
state” (Frank et al. 2000; Buttel 2000; Mol and Buttel
2002). However, it can also move back to less environ-
mentally sustainable practices (Fisher and Jorgenson
2019: 250).
As the world became accustomed to the risks associ-

ated with COVID-19, individuals resumed more normal
levels of travel and social mixing even as the disease
continued to spread. Consequently, the environmental
co-benefits of the responses to the pandemic were short-
lived and many states shifted back to pre-pandemic pol-
icies. This flip-flop in policies and behaviors provides a
clear example of the multi-directionality of the Anthro-
Shift. As a result, global greenhouse gas emissions
quickly returned to their original upward trajectory with
emissions in 2021 overshooting expectations (Liu et al.
2022). In their comment in Nature Reviews Earth & En-
vironment, Liu and colleagues point out that the “re-
bounds are apparent in most sectors and big emitting
nations.” The authors go on to note that, although the
degree to which the pandemic affected emissions was
“unprecedented, such crises and rebounds are not
unique” (Liu et al. 2022, 1).

While greenhouse gas emissions resumed their climb,
the planet continued to heat up. We witnessed numer-
ous examples of the consequences of a changing climate
in the form of extreme weather events around the globe
in 2021, including hurricanes, droughts, floods, heat-
waves, and wildfires. These consequences are docu-
mented in detail in the recently released Sixth
Assessment Report from Working Group 2 of the Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) on im-
pacts, adaptation, and vulnerability (Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Working Group 2
2022). In the words of this report’s government-
approved summary for policymakers: “Any further delay
in concerted global action will miss the brief, rapidly
closing window to secure a liveable future” (Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Working
Group 2 2022, SPM-35).

From COVID-19 to the Climate Crisis
Lessons regarding how the world responded to the pan-
demic provide important insights into what it will take
to motivate the social responses needed to address the
climate crisis (see also Manzanedo and Manning 2020).
As previously noted, early responses to the pandemic
had the unintended side effect of reducing greenhouse
gas emissions. It is important to stress that these side ef-
fects were accidental; mitigating climate change was not
directly connected to policy responses to COVID-19.
Outside this example, there is extensive evidence that
current efforts to address climate change are woefully in-
adequate from the state, market, and civil society sectors
(see especially Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) Working Group 3 2022; for a broad
overview of the pathways and options for mitigation and
adaptation, see also Jorgenson et al. 2019).
Governments have been working since 1992 to limit

the effects of climate change and research has docu-
mented the role that transnational climate governance
could play along with what has come to be known as
polycentric approaches to governance systems in solving
the climate crisis (For an overview, see Bulkeley et al.
2014; Cole 2015; A. J. Jordan et al. 2015; but see Fisher
and Leifeld 2019). Even with numerous efforts to address
the climate crisis at multiple levels of governance; how-
ever, policymaking has been relatively ineffective at
bringing about the emissions reductions necessary to
limit global warming below 1.5°C (A. Jordan et al. 2022;
see also Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) Working Group 3 2022). Although world leaders
were expected to coordinate a global response to the cli-
mate crisis that met the challenges the world was facing
at the delayed COP-26 climate negotiations in Glasgow
in November 2021, the outcome was disappointing.
Countries were unable to agree to the emissions

Fisher Climate Action             (2022) 1:9 Page 2 of 6



reductions needed to respond to the dire warnings of
Working Group 1 of the IPCC, which released its Sixth
Assessment Report before the international negotiations
began in 2021 (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) Working Group 1 2021). After 2 weeks
of muddled negotiations, countries punted. They are
now expected to meet in November 2022 at COP-27 in
Egypt to finalize their plans for climate action that will
limit global warming below the 1.5° threshold that scien-
tists have determined will keep the most dire effects of
climate change at bay (UNEP 2021a).
At the domestic level, even though it is abundantly

clear that countries vary substantially regarding type of
regime and institutional makeup (See especially Lacha-
pelle and Paterson 2013; Lockwood et al. 2017; Ward
et al. 2014), sufficient climate action for most countries
continues to be out of reach (Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change (IPCC) Working Group 3 2022). In
the USA, for example, the country is expected to over-
shoot its original climate commitments set by President
Obama at the Paris round of the climate negotiations in
2015. These targets were classified as “insufficient” by
the independent scientific team at Climate Action
Tracker to keep global warming below 3°C.1 The Biden
Administration submitted an updated commitment prior
to the COP-26 round of negotiations that gets closer to
achieving the emissions reduction goals, but the country
has yet to pass policies that would meet these commit-
ments, let alone implement them.
Outside the USA, it is not much better. Although

many other developed countries have filed Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs) that indicate plans to
reduce their emissions in line with the IPCC’s targets,
the implementation of policies that achieve these
intended goals are few and far between. As of late Octo-
ber 2021, the UN Emissions Gap Report noted that na-
tional climate pledges going into the COP-26
negotiations were still “well above the goals of the Paris
climate agreement and would lead to catastrophic
changes in the Earth’s climate” (UNEP 2021b). A more
recent study documents how countries in the G20 have
not followed through on their commitments to invest in
emissions reductions during the COVID recovery
(Nahm et al. 2022). Moreover, many of the countries
that have committed to cut emissions within their bor-
ders continue to permit fossil fuel expansion with the in-
tent of exporting these resources to other parts of the
world (Energy Mix 2022). The lack of sufficient climate
action was noted by UN Secretary General during the
release of the Sixth Assessment Report from IPCC
Working Group 3 on Mitigation in April 2022. In his

words, the report documents “'a litany of broken climate
promises' by governments and businesses.”2 The war in
Ukraine has exacerbated this process as countries scram-
ble to increase fossil fuel production outside Russia, ra-
ther than encouraging a faster shift to clean energy
sources (see discussion in Ayala 2022).
At the same time that state responses have been insuf-

ficient, business efforts have been bi-polar. In contrast to
the swift and effective global response to Ozone deple-
tion, where a technological fix was discovered and com-
panies encouraged governments to implement it
(Benedick 1998; for an alternative perspective see Litfin
1994; see also Oelschlaeger 1979 for a critical assessment
of the technological fix), the climate crisis has no silver
bullet. Instead, companies representing non-carbon
emitting energy sources and technologies compete with
entrenched business interests that continue to support
an economy fueled by fossil fuels. A growing literature
documents how these vested economic and political in-
terests have worked to maintain the status quo through
the process of agency and regulatory capture (Freuden-
burg and Gramling 1994; Dillon et al. 2018; Hertel-
Fernandez 2019; Mildenberger 2020), as well as by
employing dark money that funds and disseminates cli-
mate misinformation that aims to confuse and distract
from climate action (Jacques et al. 2008; Brulle 2014;
Farrell 2016, 2019; Supran and Oreskes 2017).
Even as big oil companies have started to acknowledge

the climate issue and propose plans to address climate
change, their so-called “zero emissions” plans do not
provide comprehensive strategies. Specifically, these
plans intentionally omit reductions in what they call
“scope 3 emissions” derived from the actual burning of
the natural resources that they are extracting and selling.
In other words, these companies have developed plans
to reduce the emissions associated with the extraction of
the fossil fuels, but do not consider the emissions from
the burning of these fuels since they are sold to other
companies and/or countries (for more detail, see Hert-
wich and Wood 2018).3

Given the lack of meaningful progress to reduce emis-
sions from the state and market sectors over the past 30
years, there has been growing pressure from civil society,
which includes a range of non-state actors, such as non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), unions, social
movements, as well as individual activists (Kuyper et al.
2018; Spencer et al. 2018; de Moor et al. 2020). Conse-
quently, climate activism has become more common in

1https://climateactiontracker.org/countries/usa/ (Accessed 21
December 2021).

2https://www.theguardian.com/environment/video/2022/apr/04/world-
on-fast-track-to-climate-disaster-say-un-secretary-general-video
(Accessed 7 April 2022).
3https://www.spglobal.com/commodity-insights/en/market-insights/
latest-news/oil/092021-oil-majors-pledge-net-zero-target-update-goals-
to-cut-methane-carbon-intensity (Accessed 4 March 2022)
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recent years and has employed a range of tactics includ-
ing climate strikes, protests, and boycotts that aim to
raise awareness of the climate issue and motivate climate
action.4 In September 2019, for example, an estimated
7.6 million people participated in the “Global Week for
Future” actions around the world that were scheduled to
coincide with the UN Climate Action Summit (Rosane
2019; see also Fisher and Nasrin 2021). To date, how-
ever, the effects of climate activism on economic and
political actors’ behaviors has been relatively spotty (for
a full discussion, see Fisher and Nasrin 2021). Even less
is known about the actual climate effects of these efforts
in terms of emissions (Fisher and Nasrin 2021). The re-
search that does analyze how civic action affects carbon
emissions and concentrations faces numerous “meth-
odological challenges as the data on the activism, as well
as on the connections between the activism and its ef-
fects on greenhouse gas emissions are both limited”
(Fisher and Nasrin 2021: 6). In other words, although
climate activism holds promise to pressure state and
market actors to respond meaningfully to the climate
crisis, much more research is needed to measure what
sorts of climate activism are most effective at leading to
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions and how.

Getting to an AnthroShift
In summary, there is insurmountable evidence that
current responses to the climate crisis from the state,
market and civil society sectors will not save us from a
warming world. At the same time, carbon concentra-
tions in the atmosphere will continue to rise and the ef-
fects of climate change will be felt with more frequency
(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)
Working Group 2 2022). Given this current level of in-
action, it is very likely that only an AnthroShift driven
by a substantial risk pivot can put us on a more sustain-
able path. But what will it take to get there?
Even though the environmental side-effects of the re-

sponses to COVID-19 were unintentional, the way soci-
ety responded to the COVID-19 pandemic provides
some guidance. Risk only motivates an AnthroShift if it
surpasses a threshold in terms of its duration and inten-
sity. Moreover, without a sustained shock that has tan-
gible consequences in terms of social cost to people and
property, the subsequent social change will be ephem-
eral. In those cases, the reorientation of social actors will
shift back towards the original configuration that main-
tains a business-as-usual trajectory. In the case of cli-
mate change, this trajectory is supported and
encouraged by the many actors with vested interests that
have consolidated access to resources and power

through the fossil fuel-based economy (see e.g., Milden-
berger 2020).
The change required to keep global warming below

1.5°C as outlined by the IPCC is substantial. It requires
both halting the emissions of greenhouse gases along
with the adoption of some “negative-emissions technolo-
gies” to remove the greenhouse gases already in the at-
mosphere (Rueda et al. 2021), which have yet to be
proven to work at the scale necessary. This degree of so-
cial change is impossible without a radical transform-
ation in the ways that the state, market, and civil society
sectors interact. The most common examples of drastic
social change in response to crisis are war and/or eco-
nomic depression (e.g., Tilly 1985; Polanyi 2001; Hal-
perin 2004; but see Foran and Goodwin 1993).
Barring a world war or widescale economic depression,

both of which have been noted in the IPCC’s most re-
cent report as possible consequences of climate change
(see particularly Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) Working Group 2 2022, chap. 12), the
type of radical social change needed is most likely to be
initiated by civil society. A global mass mobilization that
employs either nonviolent or more confrontational tac-
tics has the potential to motivate the type of social trans-
formation needed. Nonviolent conflict has been found to
be successful in bringing about such large-scale social
transformations if a critical mass of 3.5% or more of the
population participates in the activism (see e.g., Cheno-
weth and Stephan 2011). To date, however, beyond re-
sponses to repressive and autocratic rule, there are very
few examples of sustained activism at this level of en-
gagement. Accordingly, it is unrealistic to imagine that
this percentage of the population of many countries
would mobilize and engage in peaceful climate activism
without some sort of large-scale risk pivot to motivate it.
It is possible that less peaceful forms of activism could

lead to the kinds of radical social change that are needed
to address the climate crisis. In fact, calls for such con-
frontational activism are growing (see particularly Malm
2021). It is worth noting that, even when activism starts
out peaceful, disruptive tactics like roadblocks, sit-ins,
and human barriers that are not violent run the risk of
turning violent due to the ways that law enforcement re-
sponds; repression can easily lead to an escalation of vio-
lence on both sides (Bloom 2020; see also McAdam
1982).
A large-scale risk pivot can lead to peaceful and less-

peaceful mass mobilizations at the levels needed to
stimulate an AnthroShift. Only a global risk event (or
numerous smaller events that are seen as threatening so-
cial and economic centers of power) will motivate the
massive social change needed. In other words, without a
risk pivot—be it driven by social or environmental
change—an AnthroShift that is large enough to respond4This list is not meant to be exhaustive.
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adequately to the climate crisis is improbable. At this
point, it is impossible to predict if such a shock will
come from ecological disaster, war, pandemic, or an-
other unforeseen risk. What is certain, though, is that
without such a shock that motivates an AnthroShift that
reorients all the sectors of society to respond meaning-
fully, it is hard to envision the world achieving the levels
of climate action needed.
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