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Abstract: 
The climate and ecological emergencies are advancing quickly. Community psychology has been relatively 
slow to turn its attention to this area, but is now carrying out valuable research. At the same time, a 
persistent concern remains that despite its aspiration’s, some outputs from community psychology can 
remain too individually focused and accidentally serve existing power structures and the status quo. Outside 
of psychology, some now refer to the multiple challenges we face as a ‘polycrisis’. Against this backdrop, we 
present new data to aid community psychology’s reflections and action. 
 
This study builds on previous research that produced participant generated lists of the environmental and 
wider social challenges that communities face. It asks a new set of participants to rate these challenges 
according to the degree to which they see: i. Individuals; ii. Businesses and Corporations; or iii. Governments 
as being responsible for tackling them. More than 200 participants rated a limited subset of these 31 
environmental and 31 wider social challenges in terms of who is responsible for tackling them. The results 
section explores the data in several ways. Looking at average responsibility scores across challenge types, 
making statistical comparisons and describing patterns of data across individual challenges. The results are 
consistent, while individuals and businesses are seen to have some responsibility – participants consistently 
report that most responsibility sits with Governments. 
 
The discussion notes that while community psychology has long highlighted the importance of structural and 
systemic issues, it has been less able to make inroads into holding wider levels of power of account. It asks: 
at what level does our action currently sit, what levels of success are we currently having, and what things 
might we need to do, to do better in the future? Realising that community psychology cannot hold all the 
answers, the discussion highlights one political scientists’ expertise on effective political strategies to kick 
start government action on climate change. It also highlights how other fundamental changes may need to 
take place in terms of capitalism and neoliberalism to tackle the polycrisis we all face. 
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Introduction 
 

The climate and ecological emergencies (CEEs) are advancing so fast that by the time this chapter has 
moved through the traditional editing and publication process, the studies and reports noted at the 
end of this sentence will likely have been surpassed by even more ominous findings and warnings 
(Boehm et al., 2023; Hansen et al., 2023; Lamboll et al., 2023; Ripple et al., 2023). This might 
communicate something to us about: i. the normal, but slow, way in which academia traditionally 
advances; in contrast to ii. the rapid way the CEEs are unfolding. It might also provide a useful 
reflection point to think about community psychology and its relationship to the CEEs. 
 
Community psychology aspires to promote social justice, social change and reduce oppressions. It 
tries to do this by working contextually, focusing on interventions that look wider than the individual 
alone. However, despite these ambitions: 

1. Some suggest that, despite its aspirations, community psychology can still be too individually 
focused and end up serving existing power structures (Evans et al., 2017; Prilleltensky, 2003, 
2008, 2014). 

2. Multiple researchers suggest that community psychology has not focused enough on the 
CEEs (Fernandes-Jesus et al., 2020; Riemer & Harré, 2017; Riemer & Reich, 2011). 

Moreover, psychology, community psychology and climate activism more generally can continue to 
struggle to fully incorporate Indigenous, First Nation, Global South and other majority world 
perspectives into their work around the CEE’s (The Wretched of the Earth, 2019). 
 
However, community psychology is now carrying out valuable research focused on the CEEs. The 
references above (i.e. Fernandes-Jesus et al., 2020; Riemer & Harré, 2017; Riemer & Reich, 2011) and 
this edited volume is testament to the wide variety of work now taking place. One further special 
issue on community psychology and the CEEs was published in 2023 in the Italian journal of 
Community Psychology (Psicologia di Comunità; Fedi, 2023). Our team contributed one of the papers 
(Thompson et al., 2023). In order to aid reflection on the current position of community psychology 
and the CEEs, we gathered data from both academics and young people in the UK (United Kingdom) 
about the different i. environmental and ii. wider social challenges that individuals and communities 
face. 
 
The study involved 98 academics in environmental disciplines (e.g., physical geography, 
environmental science), 100 academics in disciplines related to wider social challenges (e.g., 
sociology, anthropology) and 92 young people (aged 18-25). Participants generated environmental 
and/or wider social challenges themselves from open prompts. The results section focused on the 
challenges that were mentioned 10 times or more. Academics noted 29 environmental challenges, 
young people 21. In terms of wider social challenges, academics recorded 30 challenges, young 
people 28. 
 
Looking more closely at the results, seven of the top 10 environmental challenges were shared across 
both academics and young people. They reflected both climate change (e.g., changing weather 
patterns; increase of emissions into the atmosphere; rising sea levels) and the wider ecological 
emergency (biodiversity loss; general forms of pollution; exploitation of animal species). In terms of 
wider social challenges, environmental challenges topped the list for both groups (i.e. climate change 
- 1st for academics, 2nd for young people; environmental loss and damage - 11th for academics; 1st 
for young people). Five of the top 10 challenges were also shared across both groups (i.e. climate 
change; poverty; racial, ethnic and religious intolerance; public health issues; the impact of 
technology). 
 



The above list of challenges reminds us that the CEEs are broader than just climate change alone. 
Indeed, explicitly re-linking the causes of both climate change and wider environmental destruction 
to factors such as unchecked consumption, unsustainable exploitation and extractive capitalism 
seems important. Especially when the world continues to be offered untested and unproven 
technical innovations as supposed solutions to climate change. 
 
In a further example of how the two challenge lists co-exist, one environmental challenge highlighted 
was how wider social challenges can prevent people from adopting a more environmental focus. The 
paper later noted how this might not just be true for individuals and communities – but also for 
community psychology as a whole. 
 
Although the way the challenges above are collected and listed is just one example, people are more 
frequently describing the contents of such lists as a ‘polycrisis’: generally speaking, a situation where 
multiple challenges interact and reinforce each other. It is also worth noting that the precise 
definition of; what ingredients form; and – perhaps more importantly – how to deal with a polycrisis 
varies from author to author (see: Heinberg, 2024; Lawrence, 2024; Lawrence et al., 2022). 
 
Current research 
As noted earlier, some argue that community psychology has been slow to face the CEE’s. Perhaps 
understandably, until now it has been focusing its energies on the pressing demands of more local 
social challenges. However, the importance and urgency of the CEEs seems to demand a refocusing – 
as the impact of the CEE’s is already here and will continue to worsen the wider social challenges 
that marginalised communities around the world face. 
 
Building on the findings and conclusions above, this study utilises both sets of challenges generated 
in Thompson et al. (2023). It draws upon the suggestion from earlier in the introduction that despite 
aspiring to wider social and systemic change community psychology can sometimes fall back to 
individual levels of intervention. As such, the current research will ask a new set of participants who 
they feel is responsible for tackling these challenges. We hope the data will hopefully providing a 
useful point of reflection for our field. 
 
Specifically, participants were asked to rate the challenges according to the degree to which they see: 
i. Individuals; ii. Businesses and Corporations; or iii. Governments as being responsible for tackling 
them. We are interested in both the patterns of data from participants and the potential implications 
of these patterns for community psychology. 
 

Methods 
Design 
The overall data collection method was mixed, collecting both quantitative and qualitative data. This 
chapter only focuses on the quantitative data. 
 
Materials 
The main questionnaire, hosted online using the Qualtrics platform, consisted of 62 challenges (31 
environmental; 31 wider social) based on both lists of challenges reported in Thompson et al. (2023). 
The researchers deliberately chose to include the same number of challenges from each list (i.e. 31). 
Broadly speaking, the most mentioned challenges from each list were included (see Tables 1 and 2 
below). However, there were some slight variations, generally to avoid duplication. For example, the 
environmental challenge item “wider human challenges preventing a more environmental focus” 
was not included, because 31 separate wider social challenges were included. And the wider social 
challenges list dropped two environmental items (i.e. “climate change and its impacts” and 



“environmental loss and damage”) because they already appeared on the environmental challenges 
list. 
 
It should be noted that although these lists of challenges come from published peer reviewed 
research, and in this new study are rated by participants, it is not suggested that the list of 
challenges form a formal measure or scale. No data on their reliability and validity has been 
gathered. Nor have necessary steps such as exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis been 
carried out. 
 
Procedure 
In the main study, participants provided demographic information, such as age, gender and highest 
completed level of education before being randomly allocated to provide both quantitative ratings 
and qualitative responses towards 6 challenges (3 environmental, 3 wider social). For each challenge 
they were asked to use a 5-point Likert-type scale to separately rate the degree to which three 
sectors of society: i. Individuals, ii. Businesses and Corporations, iii. Governments were responsible 
for tackling that challenge. More specifically, the prompt read: “Please rate the degree to which you 
think these three different sectors of society are responsible for tackling the specific challenge 
above”. Regarding the Likert-type response, 1 represented: “Not at all responsible”, 3 – the midpoint 
– “Somewhat responsible”, and 5 “Extremely responsible”. 
 
After rating each challenge, participants were asked to provide qualitative information in terms of 
what behaviours and actions they believed each sector could undertake in terms of addressing/ 
reducing the impact of the challenge. At the start of the survey participants were prompted: “please 
don't worry about getting the answer ‘right’. And please don't search the internet for the ‘correct’ 
answer. Just provide your honest thoughts in this moment”. The qualitative information was 
gathered for two reasons. Firstly, because it was useful on its own. Secondly to try and cue 
participants into really thinking about the different sectors and what could be done. Again, the 
results of the qualitative data are not reported in this chapter. 
 
Finally, in terms of ethics, prior to participant recruitment, all methods and procedures were 
approved by the psychology ethics committee at the host institution. Before taking part and 
providing data, all participants read an information sheet and provided informed consent. 
 
Participants 
Sources of recruitment included the participant pool of the psychology department of the host 
institution (e.g. undergraduate students who take part in research for course credit), social media, 
and personal contacts of the authors of this research. Participants who took part via the participant 
pool received course credit for taking part in the study. No other recognition of participation was 
given. 
 
Participants provided quantitative and qualitative information for 6 challenges (see above). This 
translates to a maximum of 18 quantitative data points (3 sector ratings, for 6 challenges). In total, 
274 participants clicked on the survey to view the survey. Of these, 55 did not enter any data points. 
17 further participants were excluded as they entered quantitative ratings for less than half of the 18 
datapoints (i.e. less than 9). We analysed the data for the 202 participants who either entered 
complete data (n=172) or half of more of their possible datapoints (n=30). The point at which 
researchers decide to include rather than exclude participant data is a somewhat arbitrary one. But 
including more data rather than excluding all participants who do not have 100% data (listwise 
deletion) seems in line with current practice (see Kang, 2013). 
 



In terms of age, the average participant was 20.71 years (median 20) with an SD of 2.77. In terms of 
gender: female 58 (28.7%); male 143 (70.8%); not provided / missing 1 (0.5%). 
 
In terms of region of the world participants lived: UK, 181 (89.6%); Europe, 15 (7.4%); Asia, 4 (2.0%); 
Africa, 1 (0.5%). In terms of primary occupation or job: Student, 191 (94.6%); Employed/Self-
employed, 5 (2.5%); not provided / missing, 3 (1.5%); Other, 2 (1.0%); Out of work/ Unable to work, 1 
(0.5%). Finally, in terms of the highest level of education already awarded: Secondary or tertiary level 
(e.g. GCSE's, A-levels), 182 (90.1%); Undergraduate or first degree, 14 (6.9%); Postgraduate or 
graduate degree, 2 (1.0%); not provided / missing, 2 (1.0%); Other, 1 (0.5%); No formal qualifications, 
1 (0.5%). 
 
 

Results 
First, we provide the main data for the two tables of challenges (Table 1 environmental; Table 2 wider 
social). The tables show each of the challenge items (31 for each challenge type); the average level of 
responsibility assigned to each sector (mean), along with the standard deviation and the number of 
participants who rated the responsibility level for that sector. 
 
Appreciating that there are 62 challenges overall, the tables are initially presented without any 
commentary. We then provide summary data across challenge type and responsibility sector (Table 
3), before checking for significant and meaningful differences. Finally, we spend time describing the 
patterns of data within Tables 1 and 2 to see how well it reflects the summary data presented. 
 
In terms of orientation, it is worth reminding ourselves that participants scored each challenge item 
in terms of 3 responsibility sectors (Individuals, Businesses and Governments) on a scale from 1-5; 
with 1 representing “Not at all responsible”, 3 – the midpoint – “Somewhat responsible”, and 5 
“Extremely responsible”. 
 



 
Table 1. Mean (M), standard deviation (SD) and number of ratings (N) for each environmental challenge by the three responsibility sectors (Individuals, 
Businesses and Governments). 
 

No. Description Individuals Businesses Governments 

M SD N M SD N M SD N 

1 Biodiversity loss (e.g. the decline of certain species such as bees) 3.5 1.1 18 3.8 1.0 18 4.4 1.0 18 

2 Changing weather patterns and events (e.g. rising temperatures, flooding, drought) 3.1 1.0 20 4.0 0.8 20 3.8 1.0 20 

3 Chemical pollution (e.g. pesticides, oil spills in oceans, toxic waste) 3.0 1.3 21 4.5 0.7 21 4.3 0.9 21 

4 Deforestation (i.e. cutting down trees) 3.2 0.7 20 4.5 0.5 20 4.3 0.8 20 

5 Exploitation of animal species (e.g. overfishing, hunting) 3.6 1.0 20 4.0 1.1 20 4.0 0.9 20 

6 General forms of pollution (e.g. land, air and water) 4.0 0.8 19 4.6 0.7 19 4.4 0.7 19 

7 Human population growth (i.e. overpopulation) 3.8 1.2 20 1.9 0.9 20 3.5 1.2 20 

8 Human waste disposal and physical pollution (e.g. food, littering) 4.5 0.7 17 4.5 1.0 17 4.2 1.1 17 

9 Increase of emissions into the atmosphere (e.g. carbon dioxide, methane) 3.9 1.1 16 4.2 1.2 16 4.5 0.6 16 

10 Increased enrichment of rivers and oceans due to human activity (i.e. eutrophication) 3.0 1.0 20 4.2 1.0 20 3.8 1.2 20 

11 Increased fragmentation of natural habitats into isolated patches 2.8 1.2 20 3.9 1.4 20 3.9 1.1 20 

12 Increased risk and spread of disease amongst plants, animals and humans 4.0 1.3 18 4.2 1.0 17 4.4 0.8 17 

13 Increased soil erosion and loss of soil quality as a result of deforestation or agriculture 2.6 0.9 20 4.5 0.7 20 4.4 0.7 20 

14 Increased water extraction and use for human purposes 3.4 1.1 19 3.8 0.8 19 3.7 1.0 19 

15 Intensification of agriculture (e.g. industrial production, over-grazing, pollution) 3.2 1.1 18 4.3 0.8 18 4.3 0.8 18 

16 Invasive species (i.e. the introduction of non-native plants and animals to new habitats) 3.0 1.0 19 3.7 1.0 19 4.2 0.8 19 

17 Issues around effective policy implementation (e.g. conservation laws, resource protection) 3.1 1.0 20 3.5 1.1 20 4.5 1.0 20 

18 Issues around political will and funding to bring about environmental change 3.4 1.0 22 4.0 0.8 22 4.5 0.7 22 

19 Lack of connection with nature and understanding of environmental issues amongst the public 3.8 1.1 17 3.5 1.2 17 4.2 0.8 17 

20 
Lack of pro-environmental behaviour change (e.g. laziness to recycle, lack of public transport 
use) 

4.6 0.8 18 4.5 0.7 18 4.6 0.9 18 

21 Maintaining food and water security (i.e. access to available and affordable food and water) 2.9 1.3 21 4.1 0.9 21 4.7 0.6 21 

22 Natural disasters (e.g. earthquakes, tsunamis) 2.0 1.2 23 2.4 1.3 23 3.0 1.6 23 

23 Natural habitat loss and degradation 3.1 1.1 21 4.3 0.7 21 4.5 0.6 21 



24 Oceans becoming more acidic and damaging coral reefs 3.6 1.1 21 4.5 0.7 21 4.2 0.7 21 

25 Rising sea levels due to melting polar ice and glaciers 3.7 0.8 19 4.3 0.7 19 4.5 0.6 19 

26 Species adapting and migrating as a result of climate change (e.g. range shifts) 3.4 1.0 20 4.0 1.0 20 4.3 0.9 20 

27 The expansion of the built environment (e.g. more towns, roads, industry) 2.6 1.3 17 3.8 0.9 17 4.5 0.9 17 

28 The impact of contemporary capitalism and consumerism on the environment 3.6 1.3 19 4.5 0.8 19 4.5 0.6 19 

29 The overuse of plastic and its associated waste and pollution 3.8 0.8 23 4.9 0.3 23 4.5 0.8 22 

30 Unsustainable consumption and exploitation of natural resources (e.g. oil and other fossil fuels) 3.2 1.2 22 4.3 0.8 22 4.5 0.8 22 

31 Wider land use changes (e.g. converting natural habitats to food production) 2.9 1.4 15 4.1 1.1 16 4.7 0.6 16 

Note. Challenges items are presented in alphabetical order. 
  



 
Table 2. Mean (M), standard deviation (SD) and number of ratings (N) for each wider social challenge by the three responsibility sectors (Individuals, 
Businesses and Governments). 
 

No. Description Individuals Businesses Governments 

M SD N M SD N M SD N 

1 Access to health and care (e.g. reduced funding, long waiting times) 2.3 1.0 21 2.6 1.2 21 4.7 0.7 21 

2 An increase in individualism, selfishness and a decrease in community cohesion 3.7 0.9 19 3.6 0.9 19 3.3 1.1 19 

3 An increase in populism and far-right political views 3.6 0.9 16 3.4 1.1 16 4.2 0.8 16 

4 Brexit and its implications 3.4 1.4 20 3.4 1.4 20 4.6 0.7 20 

5 Discrimination, intolerance and prejudice generally 4.5 0.7 19 4.4 0.7 19 4.4 0.8 19 

6 Dissatisfaction and distrust in the current political system 3.0 1.1 16 3.1 1.3 16 4.4 0.9 16 

7 Educational inequality (e.g. access, quality, fees) 1.7 1.2 18 2.9 1.1 18 4.6 0.5 18 

8 Employment issues (e.g. finding any work, finding secure work) 2.5 1.3 18 3.8 0.9 18 3.9 0.8 18 

9 Fear of violence (e.g. violent crime, sexual assault) 3.9 1.0 19 3.1 1.4 19 3.8 1.1 19 

10 Forms of capitalism that favour finance, corporations and elites (e.g. neoliberalism) 2.9 1.3 16 4.2 0.9 16 4.3 1.0 16 

11 Government policies leading to austerity and cuts to the welfare state 2.6 1.3 20 3.0 1.4 20 4.6 1.0 20 

12 Household financial issues (e.g. debt, the rising cost of living, economic insecurity) 2.9 1.4 18 3.8 1.1 18 4.4 1.1 18 

13 Human population growth (i.e. overpopulation) 3.8 0.9 18 2.3 1.3 18 3.4 1.2 18 

14 Increased pressure in the workplace (e.g. stress, work-life balance) 2.9 1.0 21 4.1 0.8 21 3.1 1.0 20 

15 Inequality related to gender (e.g. sexism, misogyny) 4.3 0.8 18 4.3 0.8 18 4.2 0.8 17 

16 Inequality within society in general (e.g. income inequality, social inequality) 3.4 1.3 19 3.8 1.0 19 4.1 1.0 19 

17 Issues around homelessness 2.5 1.0 18 3.0 1.1 18 4.0 1.1 17 

18 Issues of human migration and immigration 2.8 1.4 19 2.8 1.2 19 4.6 0.6 18 

19 Issues related to an aging population (e.g. health care, retirement costs) 2.9 1.3 17 3.0 1.4 17 4.0 1.1 17 

20 Issues related to public health (e.g. obesity, antibiotic resistance) 4.2 0.9 18 3.9 1.0 18 4.2 1.1 18 

21 Lack of affordable housing 2.1 0.9 18 3.2 1.1 17 4.4 0.7 17 

22 Loneliness and social isolation 3.9 1.1 18 3.2 1.1 18 3.2 1.3 18 

23 Mental health and well-being issues (e.g. increases in depression, anxiety) 3.9 1.2 18 4.1 0.9 18 4.2 1.0 18 

24 People feeling disempowered, displaced and powerless 3.1 1.1 14 3.9 0.8 14 4.1 0.9 14 



25 Poverty and the impact if living with it 2.6 1.0 18 4.0 1.2 19 4.5 0.8 19 

26 Pressures to conform (e.g. appearance, owning an iPhone) 3.9 1.2 21 4.4 1.1 21 2.4 1.4 21 

27 Problematic alcohol and drug use 4.1 1.0 17 3.4 1.2 17 3.9 0.9 17 

28 Racial, ethnic and religious intolerance 4.6 0.6 20 3.9 1.1 20 4.4 0.6 20 

29 Technology and its impact on human behaviour (e.g. social media, privacy, automation) 4.3 0.7 18 4.3 0.7 18 3.9 0.7 18 

30 Terrorist acts and the threat of terrorism 2.7 1.5 18 2.7 1.6 18 4.5 0.7 17 

31 The challenge of living sustainably (e.g. reducing consumption, energy sources and use) 4.5 0.8 20 4.1 1.2 20 4.0 1.4 20 

Note. Challenges items are presented in alphabetical order. 



Summary data 
 
Table 3. Average responsibility scores (Mean, SD) for each sector across the two challenge types 
 

Type of challenge Individuals Businesses Governments 

Environmental Challenges 3.35 (0.89)  4.03 (0.78) 4.25 (0.74) 
Wider Social Challenges 3.36 (0.91)  3.54 (0.94) 4.06 (0.80) 

Note: Number of participants: Environmental Challenges. 202; Wider Social Challenges, 197. 
 
While Tables 1 and 2 provide us with lots of data, it would be time consuming to walk the reader 
through each challenge. As an alternative, Table 3 collapses the data from 1 and 2 into just 6 cells, 
providing average scores for both of the challenge types, across each of the three responsibility 
sectors. However, as mentioned in the methods section, these lists of challenges do not constitute a 
formal scale and these summary scores are not a formal total measure score. That said, the data in 
Table 3 does seem to suggest a distinct pattern. 
 
On average, individuals were seen as being somewhat responsible for both sets of challenges (>3.0 / 
<4.0). It is interesting that the scores and standard deviations for individual responsibility are very 
closely matched across both sets of challenges. Businesses were seen as being more responsible 
than individuals across both challenge types. But the highest level of responsibility falls upon 
governments with the average score above the very responsible threshold (>4.0). It is also worth 
noting that businesses and governments responsibility scores are higher for the environmental 
challenges as opposed to the wider social challenges. 
 
A two-way ANOVA (unbalanced design / type 3 sum of squares) was conducted in R to see if the 
patterns described above were significant and meaningful. It found significant differences in three 
directions: i. significant differences between the responsibility sectors (individuals, businesses, and 
governments [F(1.88, 367.66) = 129.70, p = <.001, ges = 0.132 {medium effect size}]), ii. a significant 
difference between the two types of challenges (environmental and wider social [F(1.00, 196.00) = 
27.52, p = <.001, ges = 0.02 {small effect size}]) and a significant interaction between the 
responsibility sectors and the challenge types [F(1.88, 368.13) = 15.90, p = <.001, ges = 0.015 {less 
than small effect size}]). The reporting of these findings takes into account corrections for sphericity 
as a result of significant findings from a Mauchly test. Table 4 below, provides an overview of post 
hoc pairwise comparisons using Tukey with the significance level set at p <.0001 due to the multiple 
comparisons being carried out. 
  



 
Table 4. Summary of post hoc pairwise comparisons using Tukey, significance set at p <.0001. 
 

Challenge Type Responsibility 
Sector 

Abbrev. Mean 
(SD) 

E.I. 
3.36 

E.B. 
4.06 

E.G. 
4.24 

WS.I. 
3.36 

WS.B. 
3.54 

Environmental Individuals (E.I.) 3.35 
(0.89) 

-     

 Businesses (E.B.) 4.03 
(0.78) 

* -    

 Governments (E.G.) 4.25 
(0.74) 

* ns -   

Wider Social Individuals (WS.I.) 3.36 
(0.91) 

ns * * -  

 Businesses (WS.B.) 3.54 
(0.94) 

ns * * ns - 

 Governments (WS.G.) 4.06 
(0.80) 

* ns ns * * 

Note: * significant at p <.0001 level; ns = not significant. Abbrev. = abbreviation. 
 
 
Both the ANOVA and post hoc comparisons offer support for the narrative described earlier: 
individuals scoring lowest in terms of responsibility, then businesses, then governments. 
Responsibility scores being generally higher for environmental challenges than wider social 
challenges, and the divergence of scores for the business sector between the two challenge types. 
However, it must also be noted that in the ANOVA the only effect size that was of at least medium 
magnitude was the difference between the responsibility sectors. 
 
Moreover, it must be remembered that in Tables 3 and 4, all of the data from the 62 different 
challenges were collapsed into just 6 cells. This will understandably have removed a lot of nuance 
from the findings shown in Table 1 and 2. Equally, the lists of challenges are not designed to be seen 
as a validated scale so any singular focus on these summarised results must be tempered. That said, 
while it would also be unwise to conduct multiple statistical analysis on all of the 62 different 
challenges, there are perhaps more descriptive ways to explore the data gathered. 
 
Descriptive patterns in Tables 1 and 2 
Firstly, looking at which of the three sectors achieved the highest responsibility score across each 
item within the two sets of challenges. In terms of environmental challenges: Governments - 15/31 
challenges (52%); Businesses - 9/31 (24%) and Individuals - 1/31 (3%), with 6 tied scores. For, wider 
social challenges: Governments - 18/31 challenges (58%); Individuals - 8/31 (26%) Businesses - 2/31 
(6%), with 3 tied scores. This pattern from Tables 1 and 2 repeats the data from Table 3 and 4, 
Governments were seen as being the most responsible, most often, across both sets of challenges. 
 
However, it is perhaps not ideal to simply state which sector had the highest responsibility score. As 
noted above, some challenges had tied top responsibility scores. Also, other challenges only had very 
small differences between the top and second placed responsibility score. So perhaps it is more 
useful to explore where there were large and small gaps between responsibility scores across 
sectors. 
 
Across both lists, we first arranged the data by the size of the gap between the sectors rated first and 
second most responsible. We were interested in when there was a large gap which, for the sake of 
these results, we arbitrarily define as being of 0.5 or greater. 



 
In the environmental challenges list, a large gap occurred 8 times. On each occasion, Governments 
were rated as the most responsible sector and then Business second. These 8 items concerned: 
policy implementation (item 17), expansion of built environment (27), biodiversity loss (1), food and 
water security (21), land use changes (31), natural disasters (22), invasive species (16), lack of 
political will (18). 
 
The same pattern holds for the wider social challenges list. Here there were 16 challenges with a 
large gap. Like above, the top 10 challenges all had Governments first and Business second. 
Specifically, those items were: access to health care (1), migration and immigration (18), terrorism 
(30), educational inequality (7), austerity and the welfare state (11), distrust in politics (6), affordable 
housing (21), Brexit (4), homelessness (17), aging population (19). 
 
Again, this fits the summary from Table 3. Generally, Governments are seen as most responsible, and 
then Business. What is perhaps also interesting is that on the environmental challenges list the 
responsibility gap for the top 10 items stretches in size from 1.0-0.4; whereas on the wider social 
challenges list, is it considerably wider (i.e. from 2.1-1.0). 
 
There are also clusters of items where there is both: i. very little difference between the 
responsibility ratings for all three sector scores (≤0.5), and ii. all scores are around or above 4. So, in 
these circumstances, all sectors are thought to be very responsible for dealing with the challenges. 
On the environmental challenges list these include: lack of pro-environmental behaviour change (20), 
human waste disposal and physical pollution (8), increased risk and spread of disease amongst 
plants, animals and humans (12). All sectors, highly and equally responsible. On the wider social 
challenges list the same is true for: discrimination, intolerance and prejudice generally (5), inequality 
related to gender (15), mental health and well-being issues (23), public health (e.g. obesity, antibiotic 
resistance (20)), technology and its impact on human behaviour (29), the challenge of living 
sustainably (e.g. reducing consumption, energy sources and use (31)). 
 
In sum, across both challenge lists, we have multiple items where Governments is ranked first in 
terms of responsibility with a relatively large gap to the next sector, which tends to be Business. And 
we also have sets of items where all sectors are scored quite closely together with a relatively high 
degree of responsibility. Again, this seems to fit the general pattern seen in Table 3. 
 
Are there any exceptions? On the environmental challenges list, on the occasions where the Business 
sector was ranked as being most responsible, the gap to the next sector is consistently relatively 
small. For example, on item 29 (plastic use, waste and pollution), the Business sector scores is 4.9 
(which on a scale whose ceiling is 5.0 is very high indeed). But the Governments score was also 4.5 
(Individuals 3.8). The only item where Individuals scored highest on the environmental challenge list 
was item 7 (human population growth), with a score of 3.8 (Governments 3.5; Business 1.9). 
 
The story is slightly different on the wider social challenges list. Where, as we have already noted, 
the gaps between sectors can be wider. Understandably, Businesses are seen as most responsible for 
increased pressure in the workplace (item 14) – rated at 4.1 (Governments 3,1; Individuals 2.9). They 
were also seen as most responsible for pressures to conform (item 26) – rated at 4.4 (Individuals 3.9; 
Governments 2.4). Although individuals do rank first on a small number of the wider social 
challenges, it is only on one that the gap to the next sector is 0.5 or greater. That is for item 22, 
loneliness and social isolation, (Individuals score 3.9; Governments and Business both on 3.2). 
 
In short, both in summary statistics (Tables 3 and 4) and when challenges are examined individually 
and more descriptively (Table 1 and 2): 



i. Governments are generally found to be most responsible for tackling these challenges.  
ii. If there is a large gap between the first and second sector in terms of responsibility – it will 
generally be Governments first and Businesses second.  
iii. It must also be noted that for some items, all sectors were rated relatively highly and closely 
together. 
 

Discussion 
Participants rated 62 different environmental and wider social challenges across three responsibility 
sectors: i. Individuals, ii. Businesses and corporations; iii. Governments. While on average, individuals 
were seen as somewhat responsible; businesses were seen as more responsible, and governments 
the most responsible of all. This general pattern held when examining both summary data and 
individual challenges across both challenge types. It is also worth noting that there were some 
clusters of items where all sectors where highly and closely rated. 
 
With participants generally ascribing more responsibility towards governments for tackling both 
environmental and wider social challenges, it seems useful to reflect on our field in terms of how 
much our actions are currently holding this level of power to account. Generally speaking, critical and 
community psychologists have long suggested there can be a tendency within mainstream 
psychological research to focus on the individual, sometimes to the exclusion of important factors in 
the wider context (Fox & Prilleltensky, 1997). Indeed, this is one of the reasons community 
psychologies came into existence (Reich et al., 2017). Similar arguments have more recently been 
made by those who study the social determinants of health. Where they suggest interventions can 
overly focus on individuals: what Marmot calls “lifestyle drift”, rather than tackling the “causes of the 
causes” (Marmot & Allen, 2014, p.S517). 
 
The data from participants in this study is telling us that a lot of the responsibility for tackling these 
challenges lies at the level of governments. And yet to what extent is community psychology actively 
holding governments to account? Despite our intentions to break out of an individual, ameliorative, 
way of working, community psychologists themselves have suggested that community psychology 
can tend to fall back to this level of working (see: Evans et al., 2017; Prilleltensky, 2003, 2008, 2014). 
Of course, community, critical community and liberation psychologies regularly highlight the 
influence of more structural and systemic issues. However, what have been our direct successes in 
shifting these power structures in the real world? 
 
Prilleltensky notes the risk of co-optation, where we aim for transformation, but end up supporting 
existing power structures and the status quo (Prilleltensky, 2014). He also promotes the importance 
of examining the “psychopolitical validity” of our work, specifically against two criteria (Prilleltensky, 
2008). Firstly, ensuring that our work understands the levels of power that are involved (i. epistemic) 
and secondly that it promotes pathways that will promote liberation (ii. transformative). The 
consistent messaging from the results in this chapter suggests the need to be tackling power at 
governmental levels in terms of both environmental and wider social challenges. This is not to 
criticize either community, critical community or liberation psychologies. But to simply ask again – 
considering the polycrisis we face – at what level does our action currently sit, what levels of success 
are we currently having, and what actions might we need to take, to do better in the future? 
 
Moreover, against such questioning, it is vitally important to highlight examples of success. For 
example, Dobai and Riemer (2024) describe working with local government structures in Canada 
who are trying to tackle climate issues. Here, community psychologists are helping to ensure that 
longstanding social challenges are still centred, so that tackling the CEEs does not worsen wider 
social justice issues. More generally and very understandably, community psychology has often 
focused its work locally, in ways that are participant and co-researcher led. This makes sense. And, at 



the same time, how do we scale this up to ensure we tackle and alter broader power structures? 
How can we get better at holding power structures situated at national and even international levels 
to account? 
 
Making governments take action 
Of course, achieving systemic and lasting change at governmental level is not something community 
psychology can achieve by itself. Equally, wider psychology will not have all the answers. There are 
undoubtedly relationships to build and things we can learn from others both inside and outside of 
the academy to ensure we are more successful at achieving change at all levels around both the 
climate and wider social challenges that form the polycrisis. 
 
Focusing again on the CEEs, one potentially helpful framework comes from Professor Ian Budge, a 
political scientist and author of recent book “Kick-starting Government Action against Climate 
Change: Effective Political Strategies” (Budge, 2021). He argues that while many describe the climate 
science and what needs to be done, there is considerably less written on making sure it actually gets 
done. 
 
He argues that democratically elected governments tend to be motivated by short term concerns – 
such as re-election – with economic growth being a central priority. Regarding climate change, 
governments usually adopt a long-term perspective, with loose, moveable, future targets absolving 
them from taking necessary action now. 
 
Budge notes that well-argued academic evidence has not yet caused sufficient action. Nor media 
attention. Nor big international conferences. Nor, thus far, non-violent direct action. And while 
individual action, is welcome, he argues it is limited. Especially without government support for 
those already taking action, and encouragement for those who currently are not. 
 
Budge argues that Governments, when pushed, are key to helping control the behaviour of their own 
citizens (laws / taxes / incentives) and the behaviour of other governments (tariffs / duties / 
boycotts). But they will need to be pushed by their citizens to take these actions. To kick start more 
effective Government action Budges promotes the idea of organised, directed, continued, collective 
action – from the very local to international – focused directly on changing the behaviour and 
policies of governments. Not just one government, but hundreds of democratically elected 
governments each being pushed towards action by their own citizens. 
 
The idea is to push Governments towards green new deals and green transitions which move us 
away from ideas of economic growth and economic expansion and towards environmental 
regeneration and income redistribution. Forcing governments into reducing emissions both 
domestically and internationally. For example, locally through ending transport subsidies, raising 
building standards and subsidising the retrofitting of older housing stock. 
 
Organised citizen initiatives forcing governments into action would target what Budge argues 
governments value most: votes and taxes. This could include the mass withholding of payments in 
legal ways from inactive governments. Other examples could include concerted mass actions around 
the way we consume (or boycott) products including action around the outlets that do or do not 
stock them. 
 
Importantly, Budge also acknowledges that many individuals are facing the wider challenges listed in 
Table 2 of the results section, which might understandably cause them to prioritise other concerns 
over climate action. And so, in tandem he argues that it is important for citizens to push for a 
minimum income guarantee for all to ease personal losses from necessary environmental 



adjustments and ensure the just transition to net zero. He also argues for the formation of a radical 
political party with a single-minded focus on environmental measures against climate change. And, in 
tandem, advocating for the previously mentioned universally guaranteed minimum income. Together 
this will make it more likely that more people have more capacity to take action that holds 
governments to account. 
 
In response to those who may find Budges’ strategy optimistic, he notes the swift and far-reaching 
changes that governments took as a result of the recent pandemic. Rapid changes can happen – it is 
just making them happen. 
 
Arguably citizens and communities demanding more from their governments are necessary for at 
least two other reasons. First, organised, focused, citizen power seems a vital counterbalance to the 
considerable influence of corporate lobbying which tries to maintain profit and the status quo in the 
face of climate change (Brulle, 2018; Meng & Rode, 2019). And this doesn’t just apply to the CEEs. 
Gilens and Page (2014) remind us that economic elites and business interests in the US have a 
disproportionate impact on government policy generally. Their research suggests that even when 
80% of the public favour a policy change, it only happens 43% of the time (p.573). More reason for 
organised efforts to hold governments and their business lobbyists to account. 
 
Secondly, demanding governments take action seems doubly important when we consider the 
significant level of individual behaviour change that is necessary to try and keep global heating below 
or as close to 1.5 degrees as possible. For example, as part of Scientists for Global Responsibility – 
Parkinson and Heath (2023) recently published 10 individual behaviour change targets. The scale of 
change required suggests that only governments incentive and encouragement will lead to wide 
scale adoption. Their list might also serve as a direct prompt to those who are more likely to read this 
chapter (i.e. academics) who are perhaps more likely, than average, to have higher carbon 
consumption levels. 
 
Others will rightly note that activist organisations such as XR (Extinction Rebellion, n.d.) are already 
trying to use citizen power to hold governments to account. XR has three aims: getting governments 
to i. tell the truth, ii. act now, and iii. go beyond politics / decide together using citizen assemblies. In 
the UK, while XR had initial success in getting the government to declare a climate emergency (BBC, 
2019 – aim i), and even to hold climate assemblies (UK Parliament, 2019 – aim iii). The difficult thing 
seems to be making governments act in accordance with the decisions taken by structures like citizen 
assemblies (aim ii as a result of aim iii). Again, perhaps this returns us to strategies like those 
suggested by Budge. 
 
Limitations and future studies 
Returning to the data from this study. It is important to note that the challenges used in this study 
are not universal. They stem from previous research (Thompson et al., 2023a), conducted in the UK, 
responding to specific instructions at one time point. Different instructions, gathering data from 
different parts of the world, at a different time point would likely produce both overlapping and 
different challenges. It is also important to note again, that the list of challenges do not constitute a 
formal measure or scale. 
 
Although this study analysed data from 202 participants, they each only provided responsibility 
ratings and qualitative data for 6 challenges. This reduced the overall number of participants for each 
individual challenge. Future studies could decide to get participants to rate more challenges and 
provide less or even no qualitative material. It remains to be seen whether asking participants to rate 
all 62 challenges across three sectors (186 data points) results in any degree of participant fatigue or 
reduction in the quality of data collected. 



 
It could be valuable to explore whether the pattern of findings across sector responsibility and 
challenge type is replicated in future research. But at the same time, as suggested earlier in the 
discussion and echoing comments in Thompson and Thomas (2023), while it is important to replicate 
and extend research findings, we also need to be more directly focusing our efforts on addressing the 
challenges we face – and holding those to account who have most responsibility for solving them. 
 
Finally, this study asked participants to rate responsibility for environmental and wider social 
challenges in terms of three sectors: i. individuals; ii. business and corporations; iii. governments. Of 
the three, participants generally placed more responsibility on governments. That said, the authors 
of this study are not suggesting that simple, single government change will be enough. Nor that the 
actions of governments on the one hand and businesses and corporations on the other are somehow 
separate (see earlier comment on corporate lobbying). Indeed, replacing one flavour of neoliberal 
governance with another would likely result in little or no change at the levels required to resolve 
these challenges. Tackling the polycrisis seems to necessitate fundamental changes to the scope and 
reach of capitalism and neoliberalism. Indeed, these kinds of challenges are listed in both tables (see 
Table 1, item 28; Table 2 item 10). Changes seem to be needed at the level of implicit and explicit 
political and economic ideologies which influence all aspects of society and filter down to become 
internalised at the individual level. These are likely some of the “causes of the causes” which 
community psychology and society need to be able to both label and focus our concerted efforts on. 
However, it is hopefully understandable that it might also be complicated to ask participants about 
the extent to which these poorly understood terms and forces are responsible for the challenges 
many face. Indeed, making their role more explicit, understandable and noticeable to everyone is 
perhaps part of the urgent work we all need to do (i.e. critical consciousness - Freire, 1996; de-
ideologizing everyday experience - Martín-Baró, 1996). 
 
Conclusion 
The climate and ecological emergencies (CEEs) are accelerating, arguably faster than academic 
discourse can keep up. Community psychology is rightly, but belatedly, focusing more efforts on 
them. 
 
The UK data reported in this chapter tells us that participants feel that the sector most responsible 
for tackling both environmental and wider social challenges is governments. It should be noted that 
the data does not suggest that individuals have no responsibility. We have lots. It is just that, 
according to participants in this study, governments tend to have more. 
 
Community psychologies across the world should and will carry on working at community levels, 
encouraging solidarity, mobilisation and change here. And we may need to refocus some of our 
efforts to help individuals, communities and activists in holding governments, businesses and 
corporations and other forms of power to account so that they are forced to tackle the 
environmental and wider social challenges we all face. 
 
For an area of psychology which focuses, more than most, on the differences between 
transformative and ameliorative change; it is perhaps useful to end by reminding ourselves that one 
of the reasons why we need wider action in tackling environmental and wider social challenges is to 
bring about more transformative change. Insights from elsewhere in academia and from real world 
activists will provide us with useful points of reference, reflection and collaboration as we continue 
to expand our work and actions in this vital area. 
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