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THE CHALLENGE



THE CULTURAL CONTEXT

 Division on political ideology remains on:
 Whether climate change is happening
 Whether greenhouse gases should be regulated

 Changing the dialogue surrounding climate 
change is critical, but we cannot solely rely on 
cultural and attitudinal change given our current 
timeline.

 In the meantime, we need accept culture as 
context to identify and design climate policies 
that are feasible and palatable in a polarized 
world.

 Ignoring culture and ideology results in lower 
likelihood of implementation and limited 
effectiveness
 Two prominent policy solutions

 Individual action to minimize carbon footprint
 Carbon pricing



LIMITS TO INDIVIDUAL ACTION

 Limited effectiveness in curbing climate change:
1. Carbon emissions are systemic

 Further, efficacy of reduction in electricity consumption is limited if energy source is still heavily reliant on fossil fuels. 
 E.g., even if individuals choose to transition to electric vehicles on a large scale, only about ~20% of electricity is from renewable sources (EIA 2020)

2. Willingness to change behavior to minimize carbon footprint is limited
 There is a floor to reducing consumption – especially for socio-economic groups not concerned about climate change

 E.g. catastrophizing allows dismissal of concerns, results in PTSD and generally reduces willingness to change behavior

3. Individuals are uncertain about which actions to take to mitigate carbon footprint
 Messaging is confusing (e.g., organic produce versus food miles) or overly restrictive

 E.g., individuals systematically overestimate the magnitude of small energy savings and underestimate large energy savings (Attari et al. 2010)

 What if systematic information and incentives are provided to encourage pro-environmental action?



LIMITS TO EFFECTIVENESS OF INDIVIDUAL  ACTION REMAIN

1. Pay individuals

Pay individuals to reduce their carbon footprints (e.g., electric car tax credits)
 Has marginal impact – individuals affected more likely to have lower footprint already

 Motivational crowding out
 Incentivizing pro-environmental action runs the risk of being counter-productive if individuals are no longer able to signal their pro-social 

quality (Ariely et al . 2009)

2. Sway individuals

Use carefully crafted messages to encourage pro-environmental behavior (e.g., norms-based messaging) 
 Can result in significant carbon reduction (e.g., Alcott 2011; Ayres et al. 2013), but

 Boomerang effect (Schultz et al. 2007)
 Effect is not constant across socio-economic groups (Costa & Kahn 2013)

 Moral licensing
 Past pro-environmental deeds may license individuals to forego pro-environmental behavior later (Catlin & Wang 2013; Mazar & Zhong

2010; Noblet & McCoy 2018;  Tiefenbeck et al. 2013)



CARBON PRICING

 Carbon pricing, our most (cost) effective tool against climate change…
 Imposes a carbon fee per ton emitted, increasing the price of fossil fuel heavy activities and making climate friendly activities 

comparatively less expensive

 Carbon pricing is seen as optimal because it:
1. Provides incentive to decrease carbon emissions across all industries

2. Provides incentive to innovate and continuously improve carbon efficiency, and 

3. Provides incentive for inexpensive sources of carbon mitigation to be tackled first  most cost effective way to mitigate climate change

 …stuck in Congress (low likelihood of implementation)
 Numerous carbon pricing proposals have been made, but none have passed



CARBON PRICING

Carbon Pricing Proposals in the 115th Congress (2017-2018) Carbon Pricing Proposals in the 116th Congress (2019-2020)

1 The Tax Pollution, Not Profits Act (H.R.2014) introduced by Rep. John Delaney (D-Md.) on April 6, 2017 The Energy Innovation and Carbon Dividend Act of 2019 (H.R.763) introduced by Reps. Ted Deutch (D-Fla.) and 

Francis Rooney (R-Fla.) on Jan. 24, 2019

2 America Wins Act (H.R.4209) introduced by Rep. John Larson (D-Conn.) on Nov. 1, 2017 The Healthy Climate and Family Security Act of 2019 (S.940 and H.R.1960) introduced by Sen. Chris Van Hollen (D-

Md.) and Rep. Don Beyer (D-Va.) on March 28, 2019

3 The Healthy Climate and Family Security Act of 2018 (S.2352 and H.R. 4889) introduced by Sen. Chris Van 

Hollen (D-Md.) and Rep. Don Beyer (D-Va.) on Jan. 29, 2018

The American Opportunity Carbon Fee Act of 2019 (S.1128) reintroduced by Sens. Sheldon Whitehouse (D-R.I.), 

Brian Schatz (D-Hawaii), Martin Heinrich (D-N.M.), and Kirsten Gillibrand (D-N.Y.) on April 10, 2019

4 The American Opportunity Carbon Fee Act of 2018 (S.2368 and H.R. 4926) reintroduced by Sens. Sheldon 

Whitehouse (D-R.I.) and Brian Schatz (D-Hawaii) and Reps. Earl Blumenauer (D-Ore.) and David Cicilline (D-

R.I.) on Feb. 5, 2018

The Climate Action Rebate Act of 2019 (S.2284 and H.R.4051) introduced by Sens. Chris Coons (D-Del.) and 

Dianne Feinstein (D-Calif.), and Rep. Jimmy Panetta (D-Calif.) on July 25, 2019

5 The Modernizing America with Rebuilding to Kickstart the Economy of the Twenty-first Century with a 

Historic Infrastructure-Centered Expansion Act (H.R.6463) introduced by Reps. Carlos Curbelo (R-Fla.) and 

Brian Fitzpatrick (R-Pa.) on July 23, 2018

The Stemming Warming and Augmenting Pay Act of 2019 (H.R.4058) introduced by Reps. Francis Rooney (R-Fla.) 

and Dan Lipinski (D-Ill.) on July 25, 2019

6 Consumers Rebate to Ban Emissions and Boost Alternative Energy Act (H.R.6928) introduced by Rep. Jerry 

McNerney (D-CA) on Sept. 27, 2018

The Raise Wages, Cut Carbon Act of 2019 (H.R.3966) introduced by Reps. Dan Lipinski (D-Ill.) and Francis Rooney 

(R-Fla.) on July 25, 2019

7 The Energy Innovation and Carbon Dividend Act introduced by Reps. Ted Deutch (D-Fla.), Francis Rooney (R-

Fla.), John Delaney (D-Md.), Brian Fitzpatrick (R-Pa.), and Charlie Crist (R-Fla.) on Nov. 29, 2018

The America Wins Act of 2019 (H.R.4142) introduced by Rep. John Larson (D-Conn.) on August 2, 2019

8 The Modernizing America with Rebuilding to Kickstart the Economy of the Twenty-first Century with a Historic 

Infrastructure-Centered Expansion Act of 2019 (H.R.4520) introduced Reps. Ryan Fitzpatrick (R-Pa.) and Salud

Carbajal (D-Calif.) on September 26, 2019

9 The Carbon Reduction and Tax Credit Act (H.R.5457) introduced by Rep. Sean Patrick Maloney (D-N.Y.) on 

December 17, 2019

10 The America’s Clean Future Act (S.4484) introduced by Sen. Dick Durbin (D-Ill.) on August 6, 2020

11 (Source: Center for Climate and Energy Solutions) Consumers Rebate to ban Emissions and Boost AlTernative Energy Act (H.R.8175) introduced by Rep. Jerry 

McNerney (D-Calif.) on September 4, 2020

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/763
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/940
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/1960
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/1128
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/2284
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/4051
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/4058
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/3966
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/4142
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/4520
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/5457
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/4484
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/8175


CARBON PRICING

 …stuck in Congress (low likelihood of implementation)
Why is a cost-effective policy not likely to pass? Cultural, ideological and design factors:
 Carbon pricing schemes emphasize the cost of carbon mitigation

 Benefits are diffuse while costs are tangible and narrowly distributed, allowing for organized resistance (Mildenberger & Stokes 2020)
 Costs disproportionally affect low-income households (Fremstad & Paul 2019)
 Even when carbon fee revenue is structured as a dividend to be returned to households, individuals prefer lower energy costs (Mildenberger & 

Stokes 2020)

 Republican support is tampered for concern of electoral repercussions
 While there is increasing public support for climate regulation, primary voters have larger sway over Congress than general public

 …optimal on paper (limited effectiveness)
If a carbon pricing scheme was to pass, would it actually be effective?
 In the process of negotiations, prices set would likely be below what is necessary to meet climate goals (Mildenbergy & Stokes 2020)

 IPCC calculates carbon price would have to be set between $135 and $6,050 per ton by 2030 to avert 1.5ºC (Green 2019)
 Current proposals range between $15 and $52 starting price (RFF) with yearly increases unlikely to meet those values, and include significant 

regulatory reprieve

 Pricing may not encourage innovation as expected: Evidence suggests that carbon pricing is more likely to be effective when cheap 
alternatives already exist (Heal & Schlenker 2019)



A BETTER APPROACH?

Designing policy for rapid de-carbonization with polarization in mind
1. Emphasize benefits over costs

 Highlight opportunities inherent in energy transition (e.g., in 2019 renewable energy sector provided more than twice the 
number of jobs than the fossil fuel sector; 544,000 vs 214,000 – Saha & Jaeger 2020)

2. Purposefully include individuals from across the climate divide
 Acknowledge that de-carbonization appears like a greater threat to way of life to some compared to the threat of climate 

change. 
 Effective policy example: wind energy subsidies have resulted in income for rural communities. “… in 2018 wind farms paid $761 million in 

state and local taxes plus $289 million in lease payments to farmers and landowners who hosted wind turbines on their land.” (Saha & 
Jaeger 2020 p.44)  

3. Prioritize research and development of transformational technologies
 Research and development provides targeted innovation necessary for de-carbonization and emphasizes US opportunity for 

technology leadership

4. Limit political maneuvering by interest groups
 Standards are easier to implement and enforce while also garnering less political resistance (Mildenberger & Stokes 2020) 



CURRENT CLIMATE POLICY IN A POLARIZED WORLD

The Biden administration has put climate policy at the forefront of their agenda:
 Targets

 100% renewable electricity generation by 2035
 Economy is carbon neutral by 2050

 Approach:
1. Emphasis benefits over costs

 Framing of program in terms of job creation, environmental justice, and national security implications

2. Purposefully including individuals from across the climate divide
 Carbon sequestration schemes directed at farmers (USDA)

3. Prioritize research and development of transformational technologies
 Infusion of climate agenda across departments and issue areas
 $2 trillion infrastructure plan to:

 Provide infrastructure for electrification of the transportation sector
 Research and development of critical technologies

4. Limit political maneuvering by interest groups
 Renewable energy standards (also proposed in US CLEAN Future Act)
 Car emission standards (DOT and EPA)



IN CONCLUSION

Policy design in the age of realism
 Cultural and political realities need to be considered to realistically address climate change

 “Optimal” policy may have lower likelihood of implementation – it will not pass Congress or receive public support if 

it does not ideological cleavages into account.

 “Optimal” policy may not be effective – it will not achieve the desired mitigation outcomes if it does not account 

for how culture determines behavior.

 When policymakers consider ideological and political realities, not wish them away, they can design more impactful 

climate policy than what would be considered ideal policy.
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