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The argumentation patterns of
climate action preventers

Too expensive, pointless, and others should do more: a new study sheds light on the excuses for doing
nothing that circulate in the public debate on global warming.

Berlin, 01/07/2020. Anyone who simply denies man-made climate change and openly ignores science will
hardly find a hearing any more among political leaders. However, too little is happening — according to the
calculations of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the temperature targets agreed in the Paris
Agreement will be missed by far with the measures adopted to date. How resistance to ambitious climate
protection functions rhetorically today is being examined in a new study under the leadership of the Berlin-
based climate research institute MCC (Mercator Research Institute on Global Commons and Climate
Change). The study has now been published in the journal Global Sustainability.

"As a group of social scientists studying climate change, we have observed recent debates and created a
typology of climate delay discourses”, reports William Lamb, researcher in the MCC working group Applied
Sustainability Science and lead author of the study: “"We focus on arguments that seemingly acknowledge
climate change as a problem, but nonetheless downplay the need for action.” The analysis is supported by
quotes and contributions to recent discussions from politics, business, and the media. “Our survey enables
scientists, climate advocates, and policymakers to recognise typical climate delay argumentation patterns
when used in discussions, and to counter them.”

According to the study, the plea for not, or at least not adequately, reacting to the climate crisis is usually
based on one or more of twelve argumentation patterns, along the four following core statements: (1)
someone else should take action first, (2) mitigation is possible without fundamental, disruptive changes,
(3) strong climate policy would be politically and socially unjustifiable, and (4) a change of course is no
longer possible. “The tricky thing is that there is always a grain of truth in all such statements,” says MCC
researcher Lamb. "But these important aspects of the climate debate often become instruments of a
prevention strategy that aims to avoid stringent action and protect material assets in the short term. That is
why ambitious climate protection requires clear communication. Our study makes a contribution to this."
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Overview of the typology of climate delay discourses (source reference: Global Sustainability):

Individualism
Individuals and consumers are ultimately
responsible for taking actions to address
climate change.

The ‘free rider’ excuse
Reducing emissions is going to
weaken us. Others have no real
intention of reducing theirs and
will take advantage of that.

Whataboutism

Our carbon footprint is trivial
compared to [...]. Therefore it
makes no sense for us to take
action, at least until [...] does so.

Technological optimism
We should focus our efforts on

Someone else should take current and future technologies,

Change is impossible
Any measure to reduce emissions
effectively would run against current

actions first:

redirect responsibility

which will unfock great possibilities
for addressing climate change.

All talk, little action

We are world leaders in addressing

ways of life or human nature and is It's not Disruptive climate change. We have approved
thus impossible to implement in a possible to Discourses change is not an ambitr‘ous_ target and have
democratic society. mitigate of necessary: declared a climate emergency.

climate . push non- Fossil fuel solutionism
Doomism change: climate dEIay transformative Fossil fuels are part of the solution.
Any mitigation actions we take are surrender solutions Our fuels are becoming more

too little, too late. Catastrophic
climate change is already locked-in.
We should adapt, or accept our fate
in the hands of God or nature.

efficient and are the bridge towards
a low-carbon future.

No sticks, just carrots

Society will only respond to supportive
and voluntary policies, restrictive
measures will fail and should be
abandoned.

Change will be disruptive:
emphasize the downsides

Policy perfectionism

We should seek only perfectly-crafted solutions that
are supported by all affected parties; otherwise we
will waste limited opportunities for adoption.

Appeal to well-being

Fossil fuels are required for development.

Abandoning them will condemn the global
poor to hardship and their right to modern
livelihoods.

Appeal to social justice

Climate actions will generate large costs.
Vulnerable members of our society will be
burdened; hard-working people cannot
enjoy their holidays.

About the MCC

The MCC explores sustainable management as well as the use of common goods such as global
environmental systems and social infrastructures against the background of climate change. Our seven
working groups are active in the fields of economic growth and development, resources and international
trade, cities and infrastructure, governance and scientific policy advice. The MCC was co-founded by the
Mercator Foundation and the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research (PIK).
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