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Economists took preferences as given.. That was nuts.  

But taking facts as given seemed safe…

Everyone is entitled to [their] own opinion, 
but not to [their] own facts

Source: https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Daniel_Patrick_Moynihan

Daniel Patrick Moynihan

US Politician
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The post-truth world (and the gradual rise of PR 

professionals) is not just about recent ‘populist’ votes

Source: US Bureau of Labour Statistics as reported by Mike Rosenberg (April 14, 2016) on MuckRack.com

https://www.bls.gov/oes/#data
https://muckrack.com/blog/2016/04/14/america-now-has-nearly-5-pr-people-for-every-reporter-double-the-rate-from-a-decade-ago
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The green transition is made very difficult by the wedge 

between perception and reality

Source: Pew Research Center (2016)
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• The urban environment one grows up with shapes preferences about car ownership. 

(Weinberger and Goetzke 2010, 2011)

• Choices of urban form have very long-lasting economic impacts. (Newman and 

Kenworthy 1999)

• Large-scale urbanization in developing economies is a key driver of future emissions. 

(Seto et al. 2014)

Policy does shapes preferences, including in ways relevant 

to climate, whether we like it or not.   So what to do?
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A brief interlude for the economists: what if policy 

affects preferences as well as prices? 

Source: Mattaucb, Hepburn and Stern (2018)
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Carbon prices (and other environmental policy) actually 

work, whether perceived to be true or not



13

US $100/tCO2e

US $75/tCO2e

US $50/tCO2e

US $25/tCO2e

US $0/tCO2e

But carbon prices are too low because they are not 

‘politically acceptable’

Stern-Stiglitz range

Share of emissions covered

Source: World Bank (2018) State and Trends of Carbon Pricing
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1. Earmarking is popular because people underrate the Pigouvian impact of carbon 

pricing on behaviour (Kallbekken et al. 2011)

– People are more persuaded by earmarked spending, e.g. green subsidies (Baranzini

and Carattini, 2017; Kallbekken and Aasen, 2010; Kallbekken et al., 2011)

2. Relabeling a carbon tax as a “fee” or a “climate contribution” makes it more 

popular (Kallbekken et al. (2011), Baranzini and Carattini (2017)

3. Demand response depends upon salience (i.e. perception) (Rivers and 

Schauefele, 2015, Carattini et al. 2017).

Behavioural economics research provides three useful 

lessons on designing carbon prices
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Bipartisan revenue recycling might help; could a push 

eventually come from the right?
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How can ‘experts’ support the green transition in a 

post-truth world?  Is engaging a good use of time?
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Engagement works very well when expertise helps solve 

a pressing perceived problem

I tentatively suggest three conditions:

1. The problem is perceived to be real

2. The problem is perceived to be big or urgent

3. Expertise is perceived to be helpful
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Experts can also help by understanding how transitions 

in complex systems can occur
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And expertise can help to understand how beliefs are 

formed and propagate over digital social media
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Expertise matters: most of us prefer not to have a 

random punter in the cockpit…
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Thank you
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In the UK, over 80% of people still trust scientists; 

preserving that credibility is very important 


