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Abstract. Decarbonisation of the global economy is an ecological and humanitarian necessity. Much of the research on this 

defining task for humanity has focused on technological solutions, with less attention paid to the question of how to 

accelerate the political and policy changes needed. Like a growing number of countries, the United Kingdom (UK) has opted 

for a net zero by 2050 decarbonisation plan, based on least cost optimisation and designed to depoliticise the climate issue. 10 

The research presented here argues for a more radical, science and equity based rapid decarbonisation to net zero by 2035. 

Using the emerging concept of positive tipping points, it asks how advocates of rapid decarbonisation could transform UK 

climate politics and achieve decisive policy influence. Based on a thematic analysis of 47 expert interviews and 100 expert 

views in total, this multidisciplinary research examines the political, sociological, and psychosocial dimensions and proposes 

an adapted multilevel perspective to illustrate the enabling conditions for a political tipping point. It finds that the potential 15 

exists for an effective advocacy coalition for rapid decarbonisation, but the prospects for displacing the dominant coalition 

look very slim. It recommends combining top-down and bottom-up approaches to create a nationally coordinated movement 

that is also place-based and participatory, putting the public at the forefront of systemic change. 

1 Introduction 

According to the World Resources Institute’s Net Zero Tracker, ninety-six countries representing almost 80% of global 20 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have now communicated (in the form of a legal instrument, a policy document, or a 

political pledge) a net zero decarbonisation target (WRI, 2023). In common with many of these countries, the United 

Kingdom (UK) has chosen 2050 as its net zero target year and has developed a net zero plan based on technological 

innovation and least cost optimisation, while continuing with “the grain of existing behaviours and trends” of consumption 

(HMG, 2021, p. 274). UK political leaders maintain that the 2050 target is consistent with international commitments to limit 25 

global overheating to +1.5oC (UNFCCC, 2015). They assure us that we can all live sustainably, grow our economies, 

maintain current lifestyles and levels of consumption, and leave future generations with the same opportunities “without so 

much as a hair shirt in sight” (HMG, 2021, p. 9). 

 

However, some researchers have argued that in the context of a “rapidly closing window of opportunity to secure a liveable 30 

and sustainable future for all” (IPCC, 2023, p. 24), a net zero target of 2050 is far too late, especially for wealthier countries 
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like the UK, and that the UK should decarbonise much faster – by 2035 at the latest (Anderson et al., 2020, Jackson, 2021a, 

Stoddard et al., 2021, Gupta et al., 2023, Rockström et al., 2023, Sharpe, 2023). On current trends, the +1.5oC limit will 

already have been breached by the early 2030s. Deadly consequences of global overheating are already being felt in the form 

of extreme weather events, crop failures, species extinction, the spread of disease, conflict, and forced migration, especially 35 

in vulnerable countries least responsible for causing it (Rigaud et al., 2018, IPBES, 2019, Kirchmeier‐Young et al., 2019, 

SEI et al., 2019, Vautard et al., 2020, Clement et al., 2021, IPCC, 2021, OECD, 2021, Quiggin et al., 2021). And heating 

beyond +1.5oC increases the risk of tipping Earth systems beyond critical thresholds, unleashing irreversible, self-reinforcing 

feedbacks and cascading effects that could pose an existential threat to human civilisation and ecosystems over timescales 

varying from decades to centuries (Armstrong McKay et al., 2022, IPCC, 2022, OECD, 2022, Wunderling et al., 2023).  40 

 

In response, efforts are being made to understand how to accelerate the transition to net zero using a systems-thinking 

approach. This includes utilising the concept of positive tipping points to design and target interventions that can trigger 

disproportionately large and abrupt beneficial change, driven by internal feedbacks, to redirect human systems along more 

sustainable pathways as quickly as possible (Gladwell, 2000, Lenton et al., 2008, Meadows and Wright, 2008, Milkoreit et 45 

al., 2018, Lenton, 2020, Otto et al., 2020, Lenton et al., 2021, Lenton et al., 2022, Winkelmann et al., 2022, Mealy et al., 

2023, Geels and Ayoub, 2023).  

 

Some positive tipping points are already well underway and unstoppable, for example the uptake of solar and wind energy 

generation, which is increasing exponentially (IEA, 2022). Some promising ideas for triggering positive tipping – for 50 

example redirecting public procurement in food systems to promote the uptake of alternative proteins – need not involve 

significant cost, innovation, advocacy or diplomacy (Meldrum et al., 2023). However, other possible interventions – for 

example creating a global environmental court, ambitious mandates for renewable technologies, mass educational programs, 

or controversial urban planning concepts such as 15-minute cities (Otto et al., 2020, Moreno et al., 2021) – would likely 

require a political process and coalitions that advocate for them to help achieve decisive policy influence (Smith et al., 2020, 55 

Geels and Ayoub, 2023). This research argues that: a) many interventions for positive tipping therefore need to include a 

political dimension; b) political systems are themselves subject to positive tipping; and c) the need to ‘tip’ political systems 

into a qualitatively different state that prioritises safe and just Earth System Boundaries is as urgent as any technological 

innovation. The key research question investigated here is: What are the enabling conditions for building effective advocacy 

coalitions, and what are the supportive contexts, for triggering a political tipping point for rapid decarbonisation in the UK 60 

(Roberts et al., 2018, Köhler et al., 2019, Lenton et al., 2022).  

 

The literature on sustainable transitions is full of recommendations about what to do. But the process of how to effect 

transformative positive change that first requires political advocacy is often left unexplained. Sociotechnical approaches 

have been shown to also apply to policy, knowledge and administrative innovations in explaining how, in certain conditions, 65 
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‘niche’ innovations can emerge, accelerate (following a non-linear S-shaped curve, as in the diffusion of innovations model) 

and ultimately destabilise, assimilate with, or replace incumbent systems or regimes (Rogers, 2003, Marsh and Sharman, 

2009, Stone, 2012, Sovacool and Geels, 2016, Berry and Berry, 2018, Geels et al., 2019, Köhler et al., 2019, Geels and 

Ayoub, 2023). Politics, power and agency have also become more central in terms of: a) the policy process (the incentives, 

rules and other mechanisms for accelerating policy change); and b) the micro-politics of transitions (the incentives and 70 

pressures for political actors to seek alliances to build the case for more radical change) (Smith et al., 2005, Smith and 

Stirling, 2010, Meadowcroft, 2011, Baker et al., 2014, Geels, 2014, Hess, 2014, Lockwood, 2015, Avelino et al., 2016, 

Lockwood et al., 2017, Köhler et al., 2019). The policy process has also been widened to incorporate the political 

contributions of civil society and social movements, which are also characterised by non-linear trajectories and trigger events 

(Moyer, 1990, Han, 2014, Tilly and Tarrow, 2015, Hess, 2018, Adams, 2019b, Laybourn-Langton et al., 2021).  75 

 

Despite these advances, evidence for positive tipping points in the political/policy sphere is often difficult to substantiate and 

is based on either single technologies or pollutants (e.g., the phase-out of chlorofluorocarbons), rather than entire energy 

systems (Stadelmann-Steffen et al., 2021); or on small or centrally planned economies (Sovacool and Geels, 2016, Simms 

and Newell, 2017, Vinichenko et al., 2021). System-wide, rapid decarbonisation for climate stability is an unprecedented 80 

kind of societal transformation in at least three respects: it is problem-driven, rather than opportunity driven; it is unique in 

the scale and urgency of necessary changes; and it is intentional or ‘normatively directional’ (Lenton and Latour, 2018, 

Köhler et al., 2019, p. 4) and therefore contingent on significant state intervention (Schmitz, 2015, Kern and Rogge, 2016, 

O'Brien, 2018). The closest UK-related historical examples of normatively directional political and policy change, rapid 

shifts in social norms and values, and transformation at the societal scale over a single generation, are arguably:  85 

 

• The abolition of slavery between the late 18th and early 19th Century (Appiah, 2010, Hochschild, 2010, Yerxa, 2012, 

Stoknes, 2015). Hayes (2014) stated that in terms of the economic and political interests involved in breaking up the 

multi trillion-dollar fossil-fuel industry, “it is impossible to point to any precedent other than abolition” (Hayes, 

2014). 90 

• The double movement of the UK political economy in the late 19th Century and mid-20th Century (Polanyi, 2001). 

This first involved the dis-embedding of markets from traditional norms to create a system of market exchange and 

the pre-eminence of monetary value (Göpel, 2016). It was followed by the rise of Keynesian economics and the 

welfare state following World War II (Newell, 2015).  

• The neoliberal transformation. The crisis of Keynesianism in the late 1970s, the collapse of the Bretton Woods 95 

system, oil price shocks, and trade union disputes, all provided the political opportunity for the rapid ascent of 

neoliberalism, which used state power to expand the role of markets, competition, and individual responsibility in 

society (Newell, 2018, Davies and Gane, 2021). 
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Thirty years of inadequate climate action means that some radical and disruptive change is now unavoidable. The more 100 

radical the proposal, the more necessary it becomes to describe a political process that can result in the desired policies, 

beginning with the existing political economy, institutions, public values, attitudes and beliefs, and other contexts. If a 

science and equity based rapid decarbonisation for countries like the UK demands a net zero carbon target of 2035, the 

question is how, in a democracy, do you persuade a pragmatic majority to support such radical action? How do you tip the 

political system into a qualitatively different state that prioritises the long-term collective interest? People are 105 

psychologically ill-equipped to perceive the climate issue as an emergency (Kahneman, 2011, Marshall, 2014, Stern, 2018). 

The British public report high levels of concern on climate issues, but at the same time are reluctant to give up their cars, 

meat, and cheap flights abroad (BritainThinks, 2022, Ipsos and CAST, 2022). In addition, there are shorter-term social and 

economic considerations, institutional inertia, and vested interests that all lean toward the adoption of more incremental 

pathways.  110 

 

The challenge for an advocacy coalition for rapid decarbonisation is therefore to design a coherent political movement, a 

strategy for change, and a compelling narrative capable of persuading a pragmatic majority to support radical action in the 

absence of a perceived emergency. History shows that radical change in the collective interest is most likely to be initiated at 

the level of civil society and social movements (Smith et al., 2020). It is possible for a committed, well organised minority to 115 

mobilise around a common cause long enough to exceed a critical threshold or tipping point for change (Hunter, 2010, 

SCNARC, 2011, Chenoweth and Stephan, 2012, Skocpol, 2013, Han, 2014, Malik, 2014, Dunlap and Brulle, 2015, Leach 

and Scoones, 2015, Tilly and Tarrow, 2015, Engler and Engler, 2016, Green, 2016, Centola et al., 2018, Crutchfield, 2018, 

Sunstein, 2020, Leadbetter and Winhall, 2021, Meyer, 2021, Levine, 2022). However, it is not clear that the climate 

movement is capable of mobilising in a similar way to the civil rights movement, the suffragettes, or the Indian 120 

independence movement. In these historical social movements, the people driving the movement were the same ones 

suffering the injustices. They targeted a group of people who were clearly understood to be oppressing them. Their cause 

was highly emotionally salient by being personal, immediate, concrete, and local (PICL) (Kahneman, 2011). And they spent 

years building and embedding the movement through diverse community engagements (Adams, 2019a, Ahmed, 2019, 

Parekh and Rehman, 2019).  125 

 

There are clearly gaps in knowledge and a need to investigate the enabling conditions, sensitive intervention points, and 

processes of non-linear change with the greatest potential to trigger positive tipping points for accelerating the political and 

policy aspects of the transition (Otto et al., 2020, Lenton et al., 2022, Mealy et al., 2023). The transdisciplinary research 

presented here, theoretically underpinned by positive tipping points theory, the advocacy coalition framework, a theory of 130 

fields, social movement theory, and discourse theory, lies at the intersection of political, sociological and psychosocial 

dimensions of sustainable transitions research. It examines the prospects for a political tipping point for rapid 

decarbonisation in the UK. Its findings are based on a thematic analysis of forty-seven face-to-face expert interviews and one 
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hundred expert views in total, from fieldwork conducted between November 2019 and June 2020. The fieldwork phase of 

this research addressed the following question: What are the key enabling conditions and prospects for tipping the UK 135 

political system into supporting a rapid decarbonisation policy agenda? 

2 Methods 

In view of the complex and fast evolving nature of public concern about climate overheating, new modes of activism, and 

political discourses around net zero, semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis were considered the most appropriate 

research methods (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The use of purposive sampling also enabled the broadest possible representation 140 

from politics, business and civil society (Ritchie et al., 2003). Out of ninety-seven invitations, forty-seven experts ultimately 

participated in face-to-face interviews between November 2019 and June 2020. A semi-structured interview topic guide was 

created to support the interviews. Data was anonymised and coded by primary occupation: ACAD = academic; BUS = 

business/finance; NGO = non-governmental organisation; POL = politics; OTH = other. Other primary data comprising the 

views of fifty-three additional experts were collected from publicly available sources not subject to consent: conferences, 145 

televised debates, parliamentary select committee hearings, lectures, podcasts, and livestreamed sessions of the UK Climate 

Assembly (2020). In total, the views of one hundred experts were recorded, transcribed and subjected to an iterative and 

deductive process of thematic analysis (Gray, 2018, Jackson and Bazeley, 2019). 

3 Results 

Thematic analysis of the interview data and other primary sources revealed clear themes and interpretive insights that 150 

addressed the research question: What are the key enabling conditions and prospects for tipping the UK political system into 

support for a rapid decarbonisation policy agenda? Experts agreed that many of the enabling conditions and resistors to 

change related to rapid decarbonisation also apply to more incremental transitions and support the existing literature on 

effective coalition-building. Briefly, these include: 

 155 

• The need for a detailed, coherent, and system-wide decarbonisation plan. The UK High Court, the Committee on 

Climate Change, and many civil society organisations have repeatedly criticised the UK government for not having 

achieved this aim. 

• Coalitions should cooperate in broad, cross-party alliances using skilled brokers and mediators.  

• Diverse political methods and tactics are important to encourage broad participation and to sustain public and media 160 

interest. 

• A unified, consistent and above all optimistic narrative that invokes “a longing for a better world” (OTH34) is most 

effective: “simple messages, often repeated, by trusted voices” (OTH63), especially by unexpected voices, was a 
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recurring theme. These messages should be targeted to the values and identities of specific audiences, with 

particular attention paid to less engaged population segments (Wang et al., 2020).  165 

• A “grand narrative” (ACAD10), one that can be favourably re-interpreted by diverse audiences, would also be 

helpful. However, a “Take Back Control” for the climate – a simple political slogan and mobilising message that 

has the evident effectiveness of the Vote Leave campaign – has yet to be devised.  

• Climate action delaying counter-narratives based on excessive cost and over-regulation are likely to become louder 

in the coming years but may be neutralised with arguments based on the far greater cost of inaction (Geels, 2014). 170 

Blaming net zero policies for the energy cost crisis should also be expected to continue, despite this argument being 

“more than a little upside down” (Evans, 2022).  

• Climate, social and industrial policies should go together in a “just transition” (ACAD91), but a socialist manifesto 

for solving “all that plagues us” (Mann, 2019) risks alienating too many people and is likely to fail politically. 

• Political strategies and policies need to be “prefigured” (OTH76) and ready to exploit windows of opportunity as 175 

they arise. 

 

However, a policy agenda for rapid decarbonisation (net zero by 2035) requires more radical approaches and interventions 

than these and faces formidable obstacles to gaining politically viability. Expert responses combined with data from a 

mapping exercise of UK climate policy actors revealed the existence of an incumbent, broad, politically powerful and 180 

coherent coalition in support of the official net zero target of 2050. This coalition was labelled Green Growth, and consisted 

of all the main political parties, the business and finance sectors, the mainstream media, and most civil society NGOs (Smith 

and Christie, 2021). One expert captured the deep core belief (Sabatier et al., 1993) of the Green Growth coalition in stating 

that, “It's only within the context of a viable economy that you can save the environment” (Northcote, 2018).  

 185 

By contrast, two smaller coalitions, who both advocate for rapid decarbonisation of the UK economy by 2035 or earlier, 

were fragmented and had marginal political influence, few resources, and no support from organisations in business, finance, 

health, trade unions or mainstream media (Smith and Christie, 2021). These two coalitions were labelled: 1) Limits, 

consisting of The Green Party, Transition Network, Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, New Economics Foundation, 

Wellbeing Economy Alliance, and others; and 2) Revolution, consisting of Extinction Rebellion and associated groups. 190 

Experts who expressed support for a Limits advocacy coalition shared a deep core belief in the overriding importance of 

respecting safe and just Earth System Boundaries (Rockström et al., 2023) and tended to support “good growth” (ACAD10) 

where necessary to facilitate that outcome (e.g., in renewable technologies/infrastructure, energy-efficient buildings, care and 

wellbeing sectors) (Raworth, 2017, Trebeck and Williams, 2019, Jackson, 2021b, Likaj et al., 2022). A further coalition 

labelled Participation consisted of a handful of civil society organisations that prioritised participatory and collective 195 

decision-making and which therefore did not state a priori net zero targets or policy discourses.  
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Prospects for tipping the UK political system into supporting a rapid decarbonisation agenda are therefore very slim. Actors 

and coalitions advocating for this outcome are politically marginal players who would need to displace a vastly more 

powerful and better organised socio-political regime. Experts tended to endorse the idea that radical change in the collective 200 

interest is most likely to be initiated at the level of civil society and social movements. However, they also agreed that until 

such a movement achieves the legitimacy of a democratic mandate for change, policymakers are highly unlikely to engage 

with such a radical proposal (Willis, 2020, DNZ, 2021, Newell et al., 2021). “A prerequisite to getting the right policies is 

getting the right politics” (Meadowcroft, 2011, p. 73). 

 205 

The analysis found that “getting the right politics” to improve the prospects for rapid decarbonisation begins with an 

experimentation phase – involving place-based clusters of innovation, spaces for genuine deliberation, prefigurative 

communities and projects, and social movements. The following political phase coordinates these local clusters into a 

national framework which – enabled with the “right” communications, organisation and network-building, policy 

preparation, coordination and funding, and supportive contexts – grows exponentially. This in turn emboldens politicians and 210 

others involved in the policy phase to build their own policy coalitions, with self-reinforcing policy feedbacks (Lockwood, 

2015). The process is illustrated in Figure 1 as an adapted multi-level perspective (Geels and Turnheim, 2022). Thematic 

analysis of experts’ views generated the following enabling conditions for a positive tipping point as themes: 

 

3.1 Communications 215 

 

Communications should focus on non-polarising, values-inclusive messages that invoke outrage and optimism. One expert 

offered a definition of outrage as “the reaction to a scandal” (OTH69). The two most prominent climate movements of recent 

years, Extinction Rebellion and the school strikes, have (according to this expert) made serious communications errors by 

sounding the alarm about the climate threat and treating it as a tragedy. Instead, these movements should be “driving real 220 

change by focusing on what can be done, and yet isn’t being done – the elements of a scandal, not a tragedy” (OTH69). 

Suggestions for outrage messages (n=30) generated by 16 experts were categorised into three subthemes: 1) The corrupting 

influence of power – why are we letting them get away with it? 2) The science demands a wartime response – why aren’t we 

getting one? And 3) International examples – why isn’t it happening here? 

 225 

A unifying climate narrative, and a rapid reappraisal of values and norms, could emerge from a citizen-led national 

conversation about the kind of society we wish to live in. But first we need to break the “silent stand-off” (ACAD96) or 

“Mexican stand-off” (ACAD10) between politicians and the public in which each looks to the other for guidance and 

permission to lead. This, combined with “socially organised denial” (Norgaard, 2011) of the necessary urgency, results in a 

“subtle but nonetheless unproductive dance of partial commitment” (Jordan et al., 2022, p. 9). To help the nation break away 230 
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from this unconscious conspiracy of silence, several experts called for a national network of impartially designed, 

deliberative mini publics (DMPs). These could examine the risks and difficult trade-offs as a whole, linked to a “set of policy 

choices which, if applied together, would achieve net zero” (ACAD1). The recommendations of DMPs could then be fed 

into the policy process (OTH83, ACAD10, OTH34, ACAD1, ACAD96, OTH17). Another expert agreed that it was vital for 

people to understand the real risks and to decide what levels of risk are acceptable to them: 235 

 

“We don't really know what the risk is… [Are we] facing a truly existential crisis to humanity? … Or is it really not 

that much of a problem? … How dangerous do you think climate change is going to be?... And what's your attitude 

to risk? If I knew for a fact the worst-case scenarios were actually true…, what would I do to protect my sons? ... be 

on the front line with Extinction Rebellion?... I don't know… but it's just in my head all the time… I just keep 240 

coming back to that question: what kind of risk is it that we face?” (NGO73). 

 

Communications also include the spreading of new social norms. Several experts referred to recent scholarship showing that 

new norms can spread rapidly, particularly when facilitated by social influencers sharing new paradigms and new ways of 

defining prosperity and the “good life” (Appiah, 2010, Hunter, 2010, Baker, 2019, Lenton, 2020, Otto et al., 2020, 245 

Laybourn-Langton et al., 2021, Lenton et al., 2022).  

 

3.2 Organisation and Network-building 

 

Organisation and network-building need to improve at all levels: a) internationally – situating domestic policy within the 250 

context of fair, reciprocated global action (BritainThinks, 2022); b) nationally – drawing in new members from currently 

disengaged groups, particularly those from the centre-right (Wang et al., 2020, Outreach, 2022). One expert spoke of the 

need for campaigners and organisers to “break out of their bubble” and to feel “that sense of discomfort” when engaging 

with people with different worldviews (NGO6); and c) locally – building community-based hubs of prefigurative power and 

experimentation (Centola, 2018, Han et al., 2021, Laybourn-Langton et al., 2021, Stone et al., 2021). Successful coalitions 255 

broadly and strategically target “the changeable people... 30% of the middle 50%” (Kasser, as cited in Newell, Daley and 

Twena, 2021, p. 43). They also value knowledge brokers and translators with the skills to talk to diverse people “in their 

language” (POL41), to bring them together, and to “make their worlds touch” (OTH63). 

 

3.3 Policy Preparedness 260 
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Policy preparedness means engaging in “prefigurative politics” (OTH76), having policies ready for when political windows 

of opportunity arise following, for example, a natural disaster that triggers a tipping point in public attitudes. One expert 

expressed concern that he had seen “very little, if any... policy development work on ... a rapid transition framework” 

(OTH76). Another expert suggested attention-grabbing “symbolic policies” (ACAD96), such as the right to generate and sell 265 

your own renewable energy and free public transport funded by a levy on frequent flying.  

 

3.4 Coordination and Funding 

 

Coordination and funding are needed to design a coherent movement, a strategy for change, and a compelling narrative. 270 

Funders have a crucial role to play, incubating, connecting and mobilising change-makers into a coherent, well-coordinated 

whole (Newell et al., 2021). However, as one expert (OTH83) commented, this long-term challenge requires “a new mindset 

and a higher level of trust”. The scale of funding remains “very small relative to the urgency and scale of climate change” 

(Ravenscroft and Kane, 2021, p. 2). Only 2% of European philanthropic funding is directed towards climate change 

mitigation and only 22 of 127 European foundations focused on transformative change (Cracknell et al., 2021). Funding 275 

could also transform prefigurative community projects into an integrated movement and help to make the “longing for a 

better world” (OTH34) more tangible. As one expert commented: 

 

‘If we had the funding in place... you could make Transition Towns a different movement... There’s probably much 

to learn from the Transition Towns movement that is not being translated into this wider movement...because it’s 280 

seen as slightly on the side, not very impactful, small-scale” (OTH83).  

 

3.5 Supportive Contexts 

 

Supportive contexts were categorised as either positive or negative. Positive supportive contexts included prefigurative 285 

communities, creative spaces that help people to imagine and experience living sustainably. As one expert described them, 

prefigurative spaces could be anything from small gardens to entire neighbourhoods, places “in which you are apt to say the 

future you want has already arrived” (ACAD10). Another expert described how such projects can serve as a bridge between 

individuals and systems: 

 290 

“It’s where you can feel the tangible impact of change in a way that you don't with individual behaviour change. 

You can feel pointless in the face of a huge scale of change. And equally, if you're always just pushing for systemic 

change, that can feel disempowering too, because… pushing against a… system… can feel slow and frustrating. 
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Whereas, at a community level, you can see tangible change, tangible results… And it has all these other social 

benefits, of meeting people, of getting over loneliness, of feelings of collective agency… generating an income for 295 

the community… a sense of ownership” (OTH83).  

 

Negative supportive contexts included extreme weather events and other climate-related impacts that act as “teachable 

moments, suitably contained disasters which keep reminding everyone how bad things could get.” (ACAD10). Negative 

supportive contexts can galvanise public support for bolder climate policy. However, as one expert warned, “there’s a 300 

narrow window there, because if they get bad enough, they’re no longer teachable, they’re just disasters” (ACAD10). 

Moreover, there is extensive evidence to suggest that, depending on many variables including the kind and degree of trauma, 

in-group influences, and individual differences, some people can become less supportive of climate action or can use denial 

as a defence mechanism (Marshall, 2014). Increased stress and insecurity can reduce cooperation and support for social 

goals (Friedman, 2005). Climate-related impacts might therefore have the opposite effect of triggering and accelerating 305 

“damaging cascades” (Lenton et al., 2022, p. 8) of social unrest, political polarisation (Levin et al., 2021, Macy et al., 2021), 

conflict and “barbarisation” (Raskin, 2016), leading to the “fractured world” (Laybourn-Langton, 2022, p. 10) of a “Climate 

Behemoth” scenario (Wainwright and Mann, 2018). 

 

4 Conclusions 310 

 

Some scholars regard rapid decarbonisation (net zero by 2035) for wealthy countries like the UK to be an ethical and 

ecological necessity. However, in the UK this plan has marginal political influence and is opposed by a well-resourced, 

incumbent coalition of actors. It also needs to persuade the UK public who, despite record levels of concern, remain reluctant 

to face the difficult trade-offs and, as one expert put it, can’t trust the government to manage the rubbish, never mind a full-315 

scale societal transformation. Its slim chances of success rely not only on enabling conditions (communications, 

organisation, network-building, policies, favourable contexts, coordination and funding) designed to tip the political system 

into a qualitatively different state that prioritises safe and just Earth system boundaries – but on all of them happening at 

once, as illustrated in Figure 1. Philanthropy would have a crucial role to play in this regard to incubate, connect and 

mobilise a range of change-makers into a coherent and well-coordinated whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. 320 

 

An advocacy coalition for rapid decarbonisation would need to combine top-down and bottom-up strategies to create a 

nationally coordinated movement that is also place-based and participatory, putting people at the forefront of radical societal 

transformation. While diverse community and grassroots movements can initiate the drive towards a critical tipping point for 

change, eventual success and decisive policy influence also depends on a network that includes firms, faith groups, trade 325 
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unions, academics, influencers, artists, political insiders and disaffected elites and which “gets us all heading in the same 

direction” (ACAD66). 

 

The climate and ecological crisis is the most complex and daunting political challenge the world has ever faced, one that 

draws out fundamental tensions of collective action, democracy and political organising, and which spans generations, 330 

sectoral interests, core human values and attitudes towards economic growth and consumption. After decades of 

campaigning and organising, the elements of civil society and the UK polity who advocate accelerating action for rapid 

decarbonisation are still much clearer about the diagnosis of problems than about the effective mobilisation of their 

coalitions and of citizens in general. This is not a surprising conclusion, but it underlines the urgency for the 2020s of civic 

engagement, innovation in political narratives and imaginaries, and rapid coalition-building among NGOs and other pro-net 335 

zero institutions across sectors.  
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Figure 1: Enabling political tipping points for rapid decarbonisation: a multi-level model (adapted from Geels and Turnheim, 645 
2022). 
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