
Individual Responsibility  
for Carbon Emissions 

Michael P. Vandenbergh 
David Daniels Allen Distinguished Chair of Law 

Director, Climate Change Research Network 

Co-Director, Energy, Environment and Land Use Program 

 
Columbia Law School 
Jerome Greene Hall 
November 4, 2015 



SOURCES? 

SOURCES? 



Individual Responsibility  
for Carbon Emissions 

ÅSource Conception  

ÅOne Percent Problem  

ÅWorldview  

ÅPanacea Bias  

ÅSpillover Bias 

ÅFeasibility  



Source Conception 

       The Standard View The Behavioral Wedge View 
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Sources: Vandenbergh & Steinemann 2007, Vandenbergh et al. 2011, based on House Committee on Energy and Commerce (2008), 
http://bit.ly/6Xgyon ; U.S. COMMERCE DEPARTMENT, U.S. CARBON DIOXIDE EMISSIONS AND INTENSITIES OVER TIME: A DETAILED 
ACCOUNTING OF INDUSTRIES, GOVERNMENT AND HOUSEHOLDS 7, Fig. 3 (2010) 

http://bit.ly/6Xgyon


The One Percent Problem  
Does Individual Behavior Matter? 

 
 

ïάώ¢ϐƘŜ small things you and I do in our daily lives, taken by 
themselves, have no effectΦέ 

 

ïάYou reduce, reuse and recycle. You turn down plastic and 
paper. You avoid out-of-season grapes. You do all the right 
things. GoodΦ Wǳǎǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǳƴŀΣ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ 
the rain forest or stop global warming. The changes 
necessary are so large and profound that they are beyond 
the reach of individual actionΦέ 



The One Percent Problem 
Does Individual Behavior Matter? 
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The One Percent Problem 
(Stack & Vandenbergh 2011)  

 



Worldview 
The Individual Responsibility Gap 

(Vandenbergh & Steinemann 2007) 

ÅConservatives  

ïPersonal Responsibility 

ïClimate Change 

ÅLiberals 

ïClimate Change 

ïPersonal Responsibility 



The Panacea Bias 

ά [A]lternatives ǘƻ ŎŀǊōƻƴ ǇǊƛŎƛƴƎ Χ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ 
ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜώΣϐΧ ǳƴƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ ώŜƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ 
ǘŀǊƎŜǘǎώΣϐ Χ ώŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜϐ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ 
counterproductiveΦέ 



The Panacea Bias 
Federal Environmental Regulations 

(photo courtesy of Michael Gerrard) 



The Panacea Bias 
Major Pollution Control Statutes 1970-2015 

(Vandenbergh 2013, 2014) 

 
 

Included:  Excluded: 

1970 Clean Air Act  

National Environmental Policy Act  

1972 Federal Water  Pollution Control Act  

Coastal Zone Management Act 

1974 Safe Drinking Water Act  

1976 Resource Conservation and Recovery Act  

Toxic Substances Control Act  

1977 Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act  

Clean Air Act Amendments 

Clean Water Act 

1980 

Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and 

Liability Act  

1984 Hazardous and Solid Waste Amendments (to RCRA)  

1986 Emergency Planning and Community Right-to-Know Act  

SARA Amendments (to CERCLA) 

1990 Oil Pollution Act  

Clean Air Act Amendments 

1986 SDWA Amendments 

1987 Water Quality Act 

1988 FIFRA Amendments 

1996      

 

FQPA, SDWA Amendments 

2002 CERCLA Amendments 



Spillover Bias 
 

Å Behavioral Spillover 

ï άώ!ϐll ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘŜǇǎ Ƴŀȅ ǿŜƭƭ ōŜ ŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾŜΦέ  

ï ά9ǾŜƴ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ŎŀǊōƻƴ ŎǊŜŘƛǘǎ Ƴŀȅ ōŀŎƪŦƛǊŜΣ ƛŦ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƳŀƪŜǎ 
ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ L Řƻ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ƛǘΦέ   

ï άώT]here could even be more emissions as a result of some 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅΦέ   

Å Policy Spillover 

ï άTo economists worried about rebound effects, it makes more 
sense to look for new carbon-free sources of energy, or to 
impose a direct penalty for emissions, like a tax on energy 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ŧƻǎǎƛƭ ŦǳŜƭǎΦέ   

 



Feasibility 
Roles of Individuals    

 

ÅCitizens 

ÅHouseholds 

ÅConsumers 

ÅInvestors 

ÅBorrowers 

ÅEmployees 

ÅCivic Group Members 

ÅReligious Group Members 

 



ÅLarge Scale 

ÅCost Effective 

ÅVerifiable 

ÅState-of-the-Art 

ÅAccelerate Efficiency 

ÅSocial Norms 

ÅMitigation Support 

  

Household Private Initiatives 
(Vandenbergh & Gilligan 2015)   

   
 



Action Type 

Technical 

Potential  

(Million 

metric tons of 

CO2) 

Behavioral 

Plasticity 

(% 

Behavior 

Change) 

RAER 

(Million 

metric tons of 

CO2) 

RAER  

(%I/H)  

Weatherization 92 90% 78 3.39% 

HVAC 

Equipment 
45 80% 39 1.72% 

Low-flow 

showerheads 
5 80% 4 0.18% 

Efficient water 

heater 
25 80% 20 0.86% 

Appliances 54 80% 43 1.87% 

LRR tires 27 80% 24 1.05% 

Fuel-efficient 

vehicle 
206 50% 115 5.02% 

Change HVAC 

air filters 
32 30% 14 0.59% 

Tune up AC 11 30% 5 0.22% 

Routine Auto 

Maintenance 
32 30% 15 0.66% 

Laundry 

temperature 
2 35% 1 0.04% 

Water heater 

temperature 
11 35% 4 0.17% 

Standby 

electricity 
34 35% 12 0.52% 

Thermostat 

setbacks 
37 35% 16 0.71% 

Line drying 22 35% 8 0.35% 

Driving 

behavior 
88 25% 28 1.23% 

Carpooling & 

Trip-chaining 
132 15% 23 1.02% 

Totals 855 449 20% 

The Behavioral Wedge  
(>400 million tons CO2) 
(Dietz, Gardner, Gilligan, Stern & Vandenbergh 2009) 

 



Household Private Initiatives 
Immediate Feedback 

ÅIn-home feedback devices 
associated with a rapid reduction 
in energy use. 
Å5-15% household energy use 
Å5-10% motor vehicle fuel 

consumption. 



Product Carbon  
Disclosure 

(Vandenbergh, Dietz & Stern, 2011;  
Vandenbergh & Cohen, 2012) 



 
Consumers 

Product Carbon Footprints 
(Shewmake, Okrent, Thabrew & Vandenbergh 2015) 

 



Corporate Private Initiatives 
Supply Chains and the North/South Divide 

Sources: Vandenbergh (2008); International Energy Agency (2012)(CO2 Emissions OECD and non-OECD) 
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Photo Source 

Legacy 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/nakrnsm/8730566526/in/photolist-aufGK9-noH7uN-9jiCvL-6KZYk7-7nQc9g-3bCXDX-axp7Y9-nWAc5d-fgYz-fgYi-dpxY2C-eiurg5-pCpjAf-5ESCtc-iW9KFC-5ESCsg-7fiXWj-5EWWrN-5CMNHV-8icQrD-a7SbuC-4bgJpa-mwDGaZ-bKZTYZ-9UnyKs-kiocXJ-6x4BkJ-iBhyqD-afKeSy-c8b7hL-i7SYR-c8b7fQ-iBhBMt-7nUn17-AnK3n-pWQaeN-c8b72w-2SKYJb-5u9mW1-2kATcr-8PopS-LGFvp-4XkUKx-c8b6YC-7cF33t-c8b74L-6wKRS5-7Gv5vo-afGGD4-4gL3jR


People allocate more toward a good reputation in their lifetime than for a good 
posthumous reputation: 
 F(1, 203) = 53.659, p <.001 
 

But willing to put 38% of their resources toward their posthumous reputation. 

How would you allocate $100 to buy a good reputation? 
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Legacy Concerns 
(Vandenbergh & Raimi 2015) 
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For More Information: 
 
Michael P. Vandenbergh & Jonathan M. Gilligan, Beyond Gridlock, 40 COLUM. 
ENVTL. L.J. 217 (2015) available at http://ssrn.com/abstract=2533643  
 
Buying Time TEDx Talk at http:// youtu.be/2bXNcEQ6QX0 
 
Climate Change Research Network at 
http://law.vanderbilt.edu/academics/academic-programs/environmental-
law/climate-change-network/   
 
Vanderbilt Institute for Energy and Environment at 
http://www.vanderbilt.edu/viee/   
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