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SUMMARY

The historical failure to sufficiently tackle the climate and ecological crisis  
could create consequences that challenge the ability of societies to tackle the root 
causes of this crisis. The vast changes needed to limit global heating and restore 
nature must be achieved in ever shorter periods of time. Continued investments in 
fossil fuels create more vested interests who oppose change. Meanwhile, societies 
are being called upon to respond to the relentless, damaging symptoms of the 
crisis. These challenges could increasingly distract from efforts to realise rapid 
decarbonisation and nature restoration. 

This is a doom loop: the consequences of the crisis and the failure to address it 
draw focus and resources from tackling its causes, leading to higher temperatures 
and ecological loss, which then create more severe consequences, diverting even 
more attention and resources, and so on. We describe this as a ‘strategic risk’ to 
our collective ability to realise a transformation of societies that ultimately avoids 
catastrophic climate and ecological change. 

This dangerous dynamic extends to how prospects for tackling the climate and 
ecological crisis are framed. We explore a key example: the growing debate over 
whether it is now inevitable that global heating will breach the internationally 
agreed goal of 1.5°C. The UN has concluded that this is not the case and limiting 
heating to 1.5°C is still possible with a “rapid and systemic transformation” of 
societies globally. Those arguing that 1.5°C is irredeemably lost are therefore 
making a judgement that vast social and economic changes cannot be made 
quickly enough or at all – at least within the status quo – or they do not wish to  
see such changes. They are also making judgements about how societies might 
manage the consequences of higher temperatures, including complex, cascading 
shocks and the growing chance of triggering dangerous environmental tipping 
points. These consequences are severe and should underline the need to seek 
transformations that secure the 1.5°C goal.

It is understandable that cynicism is growing over the possibilities of meeting  
the 1.5°C goal. Global emissions reached an all-time high in 2022. Climate policy 
is still predominantly focused on delivering incremental sector-by-sector change, 
which has proven inadequate. Vested interests and power imbalances are holding 
back action. 

Narratives where it is assumed 1.5°C is lost have a political impact on what happens 
next, potentially encouraging or discouraging action to realise transformational 
change. The shock of thinking the goal is lost might, for instance, inspire greater 
pressure on leaders to deliver deep changes. Alternatively, it could be viewed as 
proof that such change is unrealistic or even undesirable. In general, the growing 
chance of breaching 1.5°C and the challenges of realising transformational 
change can be exploited by vested interests to argue for technologies that are 
underdeveloped, unproven and potentially dangerous to sustain the status 
quo. Meanwhile, proven and deliverable changes such as large-scale demand 
management, which also have vast co-benefits for health and the wider 
environment, are marginalised or ignored.

The risks resulting from the growing chance of breaching the 1.5°C goal are an 
example of strategic risk in practice. Those seeking to achieve transformational 
change – including in policy, civil society and business – should more actively 
manage this risk. A systematic effort is needed to tackle threats and grasp 
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opportunities for rapid environmental action thrown up by the deepening 
consequences of the crisis: to make the green transition itself more resilient. 
Otherwise, the world could head further into a spiral of accelerating environmental 
shocks and counterproductive, defensive reactions. 

We propose responses across three areas:

• Politics: Better anticipating and responding to narratives that favour  
delaying or blocking transformational change as temperatures approach  
1.5°C, as part of a wider process of developing environmental narratives 
befitting the deepening challenges of the crisis.

• Policy: Decisively shifting beyond an incrementalist policymaking mindset  
and placing policies that can realise a system-wide transformation at the  
heart of advocacy.

• Analysis: Improving policy-relevant analyses and accessible communication of 
the complex risks resulting from the deepening climate and ecological crisis.
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1. 
INTRODUCTION 

A dangerous dynamic is emerging as the climate and ecological crisis deepens. The 
symptoms of the crisis – from worsening environmental shocks to their cascading 
impacts on globalised systems – could increasingly draw focus and resources away 
from tackling its root causes.

In this discussion paper, we explore this difficult dynamic through a case study: 
how the increasingly public conversation over the growing likelihood of breaching 
1.5°C of global heating presents both threats and opportunities to realise 
transformational changes to societies that results in rapid decarbonisation. 

The prospects for 1.5°C have long been a topic of private conversation. An 
anonymous survey of Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) authors 
in 2021, for instance, found more than 75 per cent thought heating would reach 
or exceed 2.5°C by the end of the century (Tollefson 2021). This view is evident 
in arguments are being made by high-profile voices. They include The Economist 
magazine, which has urged the world to “say goodbye to 1.5°C” and that because 
“global warming cannot be limited to 1.5°C” it was “time for some realism” (The 
Economist 2022a). This is a controversial position and there is a growing debate 
over whether this argument should even be made. For example, Fatih Birol, 
executive director of the International Energy Agency (IEA), declared three  
weeks later that this view is “factually incorrect” and “not borne out by the  
data” (Harvey 2022).

The stories and policy proposals emerging from these conversations will impact 
what societies do next. Limiting heating to 1.5°C is still physically possible. It will 
require deep and sustained emissions reductions, with immediate action needed to 
ensure emissions peak in the next couple of years (IPCC 2022a). This can only happen 
if, in the words of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), there is an 
“urgent system-wide transformation” of societies globally over the 2020s and beyond 
(UNEP 2022a). This is why Birol has also said that “proponents of the existing energy 
systems will be the beneficiaries if the obituary of 1.5°C is written” (Harvey 2022). 
Declaring the 1.5°C goal lost could benefit those who wish to delay rapid emissions 
reductions and use unproven and risky technologies to make potentially dangerous 
promises about how societies do not need significant change. 

Transformational change, however, is not being delivered by the status quo. 
Something must give. This brings us back to that troubling, emergent dynamic: 
the deepening climate and ecological crisis is creating complex and difficult 
consequences that are increasingly impacting the prospects for societies to  
achieve rapid transformational change. We propose a range of measures for 
managing this risk, and conclude by urging a conversation on these complex, 
controversial issues. 
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2. 
TRANSFORMATIONAL 
CHANGE IS NEEDED 

A central goal of global action to tackle the climate and ecological crisis is to limit 
the global average temperature increase to 1.5°C compared to pre-industrial levels 
(United Nations 2015).1 All signatory countries to the 2016 Paris Agreement  have 
signed up to limit global heating “well below 2°C” and to “pursu[e] efforts to limit the 
temperature increase to 1.5°C” (ibid). The United Nations (UN) has deemed 2°C as “an 
upper limit, a defence line that needs to be stringently defended”, and that limiting 
to 1.5°C could “significantly reduce the risks and impacts” of the climate crisis (ibid, 
Carbon Brief 2014, UNFCCC 2015). The 1.5°C goal was reaffirmed in November 2022 by 
the G20 and at COP27 (The White House 2022, United Nations 2022a).

Since the adoption of the Paris goals, successive policy commitments from 
governments have led the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to revise 
its estimate of the average global heating in 2100 – from up to 3.4°C, the forecast 
made in 2016, to 2.8°C, as forecast in 2022 (UNEP 2016, UNEP 2022a). But alongside 
this relative progress has come the growing chance of an absolute failure: reaching 
and breaching the 1.5°C is increasingly likely. The global temperature was up to 1.1°C 
higher between 2001 and 2020 than the pre-industrial average (IPCC 2021). Historical 
cumulative emissions since 1850 amount to around four-fifths of the total emissions 
– or ‘carbon budget’ – allowed for even a 50:50 chance of limiting heating to 1.5°C 
(IPCC 2022b). The Global Carbon Project estimates that the remaining carbon budget 
is equivalent to nine years of emissions at 2022 annual emission levels from the start 
of 2023, as figure 2.1 illustrates (Friedlingstein et al 2022).

1 Human activity is destabilising multiple environmental systems, including the climate, biogeochemical 
flows and biodiversity, pushing their functioning beyond safe ‘planetary boundaries’ (Steffen et al 2015). 
We refer to this situation as the ‘climate and ecological crisis’ in recognition that the crisis goes beyond 
climate change alone.



IPPR and Chatham House  |  1.5°C – dead or alive? 9

FIGURE 2.1
Deep and immediate emissions reductions are needed to put the world on a track to meet 
the Paris goals 
Annual carbon emissions to align with IPCC AR6 mitigation pathways to keep emissions 
within remaining carbon budgets for 1.5°C (380GtCO2), 1.7°C (730GtCO2) and 2°C (1,230GtCO2) 

 Source: Friedlingstein, Presentation on Global Carbon Budget: 2022, slide 62 ‘Remaining carbon budget’, 
‘Global CO2 pathways using IPCC AR6 Remaining Carbon Budgets’ (Friedlingstein 2022) 
Note: Emissions are expressed in metric gigatonnes of carbon dioxide emitted (GtCO2)

The closer proximity to 1.5°C has two main implications:
1. the risks to societies from the climate and ecological crisis are growing
2. only a rapid and coordinated transformation of societies can realise the  

Paris goals. 

2.1 AS 1.5°C GETS CLOSER, THE RISKS INCREASE
Current levels of heating are already having deadly impacts and imposing severe 
risks across the world and on environmental systems (Romanello et al 2022, IPCC 
2022c). These fall disproportionately on countries and communities that have 
contributed little to causing the climate and ecological crisis but that are more 
exposed and vulnerable to its effects than are wealthier nations with higher 
emissions and greater environmental impact (Wiedmann et al 2020, Stoddard  
et al 2021). 
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Reaching and breaching 1.5°C pushes the world deeper into this danger zone 
across two dimensions.
1. Environmental consequences: abrupt changes are becoming increasingly likely. 

The IPCC has concluded that continued heating to and over the 1.5°C limit 
will cause “unavoidable increases in multiple climate hazards” (IPCC 2022d). 
They will worsen other areas of environmental change and lead to irrevocable 
losses, such as the permanent alteration of ecosystems and biodiversity loss. 
Pressingly, the risk of passing tipping points in the global climate system – 
abrupt and irreversible changes – is higher than previously thought at heating 
below and above 1.5°C (Armstrong McKay et al 2022). Indeed, parts of the West 
Antarctic ice sheet may have already passed a tipping point and potential 
early warning signals have been detected for destabilisation in the Greenland 
ice sheet, Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) and the Amazon 
rainforest. Passing tipping points could lead to highly destructive, if not globally 
catastrophic events, such as a collapse of the AMOC causing significant declines 
in crop suitability globally (OECD 2021). These changes could also trigger tipping 
points in other climate elements, potentially creating cascading change across 
natural systems regionally and even globally (Armstrong McKay et al 2022).

2. Societal consequences: cascading and systemic risks are growing. The 
consequences of the climate and ecological crisis for societies are often 
thought of in terms of two main risks (BIS 2021, Boushey et al 2021). First, 
physical risks resulting from environmental shocks, such as the increasing 
frequency and severity of heatwaves eroding labour productivity. Second, 
transition risks resulting from policy action, such as financial overexposure to 
fossil fuel investments that may abruptly lose value. These risks are growing 
and, in the case of physical risks, are more severe than was anticipated at 
the current levels of heating (IPCC 2022d). Physical and transition risks also 
have knock-on impacts that cascade through interconnected economic, social 
and political systems, reaching far beyond the original trigger (SIPRI 2022). 
Environmental shocks to food production, for instance, cause food price spikes 
and distribution problems, with implications for political, economic and social 
stability across the world (Quiggin et al 2021a). Cascading risks could be so 
severe that they create systemic risks that threaten the breakdown or even 
collapse of economic, social and political systems (Kemp et al 2022). Cascading 
and systemic risks could increase significantly as heating reaches and breaches 
1.5°C, with one assessment concluding that without deep, near-term emissions 
reductions many of these cascading effects are “likely to be locked in by 2040 
and become so severe they go beyond the limits of what nations can adapt to” 
(Quiggin et al 2021b). 

While the 1.5°C goal might be a useful organising frame to spur action on the 
climate and ecological crisis, the already severe consequences of this crisis and its 
worsening risks underline that even 1.5°C is not a ‘safe’ limit for global heating. As 
some IPCC scientists have been at pains to remind the world, “every fraction of a 
degree of warming matters” (United Nations 2022b).

2.2 MEETING GLOBAL GOALS REQUIRES TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE
The carbon budget remaining to achieve the 1.5°C goal imposes a considerable 
challenge for climate action: on average, emissions reductions greater than  
those resulting from the 2020 Covid-19 lockdowns are needed each year until 
2050 for even a 50:50 chance of meeting the goal (Friedlingstein et al 2022). Rapid 
reductions are also needed to have a 50:50 chance of staying below 2°C, which has 
a remaining carbon budget equivalent to only 30 years of emissions at 2022 levels. 

This has led UNEP to conclude that “incremental change is no longer an option: 
broad-based economy-wide transformations are required to avoid closing the 
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window of opportunity to limit global warming to well below 2°C, preferably 
1.5°C” (UNEP 2022a). The delay in achieving these transformations has meant that 
change must occur on ever-shorter timescales (Stoddard et al 2021). Simultaneous 
transformations will now be needed across the decade of the 2020s, particularly in 
power generation, transportation, food systems, land management and financial 
systems (UNEP 2022a, IPBES 2019). While this will be difficult, policymaking  
can trigger constructive tipping points that drive rapid decarbonisation across 
societies (Sharpe and Lenton 2021). Examples include the collapsing price of 
renewables and accelerating market penetration of electric vehicles. Crucially, 
these transformations can have vast co-benefits for health, wellbeing and wider 
prosperity (IPCC 2022a). 

Many proposals for policies to achieve these transformations include huge increases 
in public and private investment, the implementation of coordinated green industrial 
strategies by governments, avoiding new oil and gas infrastructure and any new 
fossil fuel extraction, and significant demand management including through 
energy efficiency and behaviour change (UNEP 2022a, UNRISD 2022). Enabling 
policies include boosting government fiscal capability through eliminating tax 
havens, ‘green’ mandates for central banks, and fundamental changes to economic 
treaties, international monetary policy and financial markets to reduce global power 
imbalances and increase the financial resilience of vulnerable countries (UNEP 
2022a, UNRISD 2022, Schroeder and Palmer 2022). Implementation of many of these 
policies is contingent on a shift in mindset among policymakers away from the view 
that market forces are or must be the primary driver of change in societies and that 
policy change can only be achieved incrementally. 

Running through these policy proposals is a focus on the need for a ‘just transition’ 
that ameliorates the injustices inherent to the climate and ecological crisis through 
actively supporting least responsible and most exposed and vulnerable communities 
and countries through financial and other support. Some proposals seek more 
fundamental change, such as the pursuit of explicit ‘de-growth’ or ‘post-growth’ 
strategies (UNRISD 2022). 

Significant increases in adaptation to the inevitable effects of the climate crisis are 
also needed; these effects will only intensify in coming years even if emissions are 
reduced (UNEP 2022b). While measures for adaptation are on the increase globally, 
they are insufficient to keep pace with accelerating risks. International adaptation 
finance flows to developing countries are 5 to 10 times below estimated needs and 
the gap is widening (UNEP 2022b). Adaptation measures can be highly synergistic, 
helping reduce emissions while creating significant co-benefits to society (UNEP 
2022b, IPCC 2022a).

For the purposes of this paper, we do not specify the policies needed to  
realise transformational change but conform with the view that the historical 
incrementalist approach to the climate and ecological crisis has clearly failed  
and so transformation is the only credible means to realising international  
goals. Such change is not currently being sought globally, let alone achieved.
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3. 
QUESTIONING THE VIABILITY 
OF THE 1.5°C GOAL 
IMPACTS PROSPECTS FOR 
TRANSFORMATION

3.1 THE POSSIBILITIES FOR 1.5°C ARE COMPLEX 
The dwindling carbon budget for 1.5°C and the greater requirements for change  
are giving licence to those who question the plausibility that the world can still 
meet this goal. As 1.5C is still physically possible, anyone asserting that the goal is 
lost is making explicit or implicit judgements across the following two broad areas.

1. The prospects for transformational change
Though they have not been fully attempted, deep changes to societies and 
economies can be seen by some as unlikely, implausible or undesirable, and 
therefore the necessary emissions reductions will not (or should not) be made.  
A version of this argument was cited in the November 2022 edition of The 
Economist: “  [Halving global emissions by 2030] is so completely outside the 
realm of the technology and economics and politics of the world. Is it technically 
feasible? I guess. But it’s so far from reality” (The Economist 2022b). Alternatively, 
it has been argued that deep changes are both possible and necessary but cannot 
be achieved with prevailing policies, institutions and decision-making systems, and 
the current balance of political and economic power (UNRISD 2022). Because these 
factors have proved extremely difficult to shift, the prospects for 1.5°C can be seen 
as dwindling or dead (Dyke 2022).

Eschewing the possibilities of transformational change and concluding that 1.5°C 
is lost might justify reliance on negative emissions technologies. These encompass 
a range of measures to remove emitted carbon from the atmosphere. Negative 
emissions on a sufficient scale might be seen as a route to achieve net-zero without 
deep and immediate emissions reductions, or a critical tool to bring down the 
temperature if 1.5°C is breached, potentially normalising the prospect of such an 
overshoot. Around 90 per cent of the scenarios in the IPCC’s 2018 special report 
on 1.5°C use negative emissions to meet the goal, with up to eight gigatonnes of 
carbon dioxide per year (GtCO2/yr) removed by 2050 in no to limited  overshoot 
scenarios (about a quarter of current yearly emissions) (IPCC 2018, Quiggin 2021c). 
Negative emissions of this scale are subject to feasibility concerns and might 
come with significant social and environmental effects, including displacement 
of biodiversity or food production, or the lock-in of high-temperature pathways 
(Quiggin 2021c, IPCC 2022d, Anderson and Peters 2016). 

One recent assessment concluded that a worst-case scenario of poorly implemented 
negative emissions policies could “delay or deter emissions reductions, fail to deliver 
the removals currently being baked in by policymakers and net zero pledges, and  
result in ‘imagined offsets’ that fail to materialize, which … could result in an 
additional temperature rise of up to 1.4°C” (Quiggin 2021c). 



IPPR and Chatham House  |  1.5°C – dead or alive? 13

2. The scale of risk and the ability of societies to manage
Those who conclude 1.5°C is lost are making judgements on whether societies 
can handle the resultant impacts and what this will mean for the most vulnerable 
and exposed, and the acceptability of impacts on these groups around the world. 
The latest analyses of environmental tipping-point risks, cascading and systemic 
societal risks, and their plausible worst-case scenarios are generally missing 
or downplayed in assessments of the climate and ecological crisis (Kemp et al 
2022, Homer-Dixon et al 2022). The severe dangers presented by these risks give 
credence to arguments that delivering emergency action to transform societies  
is now a pressing necessity.

The growing danger has led to increased interest in methods to reflect sunlight  
and thus temporarily reduce temperatures during an overshoot of 1.5°C. These 
solar radiation modification (SRM) methods include injecting reflective aerosols 
into the stratosphere and seeding clouds above ocean surfaces, and are largely 
untested. Understanding of SRM methods is in its infancy and their use and 
research are not sufficiently governed globally (CCGGI 2018). The IPCC has warned 
that while some SRM methods might be theoretically effective, they face large 
uncertainties and ethical and other risks, and do not mitigate ocean acidification  
and some other impacts (IPCC 2018).

FIGURE 3.1
The promise of negative emissions and solar radiation modification technologies might 
be used as a substitute for deep emissions reductions achieved through transformative 
changes to societies  
Illustration of how a mix of negative emissions, solar radiation modification and adaptation – 
and assumptions over their possibilities and impact – might be used to justify fewer emissions 
reductions as a means to achieve a subjective ‘manageable’ level of risk for societies resulting 
from global heating to and beyond 1.5°C (the relationship between risk levels is illustrative) 

Source: Authors’ analysis, adapted from Carnegie Climate Geoengineering Governance Initiative policy 
brief ‘Governing Solar Radiation Modification’ (CCGGI 2018)
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3.2 STORIES ABOUT 1.5°C MATTER 
Those who are arguing that 1.5°C is lost – as well as those still defending its 
prospects – are seeking to influence what societies do in response to the deepening 
climate and ecological crisis. The arguments and policy proposals emerging from 
the debate over prospects for 1.5°C will have an impact on whether societies seek 
and are able to achieve the transformational change needed to still provide a 
chance of meeting the goal. 

These arguments can be exploited to justify incremental action and to continue a 
slow pace for emissions reductions. For example, those defending the prospects  
for limiting heating to 1.5°C often emphasise that it is physically possible and  
while the carbon budget is dwindling, they argue that the possibility of meeting 
the goal is still the best motivator for realising rapid emissions reductions. Let’s 
call this the ‘stay the course’ argument. However, this remaining possibility might 
create a false impression that the current approach is working, thereby reinforcing 
a complacency that the status quo can still deliver rapid emissions reductions 
instead of a realisation that deeper change is needed. This complacency can 
be seized upon by those who do not want deeper change, who then argue, for 
instance, that deploying vast negative emissions in the future further relaxes the 
requirement for significant change today. These claims are speculative and risky  
and can therefore be described as ‘discourses of climate delay’, a term in the 
academic literature to identify discourses that “accept the existence of climate 
change but justify inaction or inadequate efforts” (Lamb et al 2020).

Meanwhile, those arguing that 1.5°C is lost might agree that transformative change 
is both possible and the only credible means for limiting temperature rises. But 
they see no plausible way to overcome the social, political and economic forces 
that act to block paths to transformation within the time needed. In turn, they 
might attempt to use the shocking reality of breaching 1.5°C to mobilise change 
that could overcome these forces. This is the ‘wake-up call’ argument. It comes 
with risks, including the pessimistic interpretation that the failure to shift barriers 
to transformative change to meet the crucial goal of 1.5°C in the past shows that 
these barriers are insurmountable. 

We could call this the ‘misguided pragmatism’ counterargument: 1.5°C is not 
politically, economically or socially possible (and may never have been) and this 
shocking reality should focus minds on pursuing more adaptation and deployment  
of negative emissions and solar radiation modification technologies, alongside 
rapid emissions reductions achieved by what are claimed to be ‘more realistic’ 
levels of societal change. Once again, this argument is prone to being exploited 
by those propagating discourses of delay because it dismisses out of hand the 
possibilities for transformative change. 

There are many other narratives being told around 1.5°C, each with their own 
agenda and risks. In reality, transformational change is not being achieved and so 
the chance that the 1.5°C goal will be missed is growing. Something must change. 
But the complexities of the crisis mean that arguments about how this happened 
and what comes next carry some risk of being exploited by those who wish to 
avoid deep change and continue to delay rapid emissions reductions. This difficult 
situation is made all the harder by the inherent ambiguity in judging whether the 
1.5°C goal is lost or not, which is determined by a range of factors, four of which 
are set out below.
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1. The long-term global heating average 
1.5°C will probably be deemed to have passed when the average global surface 
temperature over the preceding 20-year period reaches 1.5°C higher than the 
average between 1850 and 1900, which is seen as the ‘pre-industrial’ period 
(Marotzke et al 2022). Even though exceedance of the long-term average is used 
by scientists to identify the moment at which 1.5°C is reached, even this measure 
has ambiguities. The Paris Agreement does not specifically define an appropriate 
period for the current average nor the pre-industrial baseline (ibid). Measurement 
of the average is itself uncertain, with the IPCC’s most recent report concluding that 
the “likely range of total human-caused global surface temperature increase from 
1850–1900 to 2010–201911  is 0.8°C to 1.3°C, with a best estimate of 1.07°C” (IPCC 
2021, emphasis in original/added ). This means that breaching 1.5°C might only  
be identified retrospectively.

2. Temporary breach of 1.5°C
According to the UK Met Office this is increasingly likely with a 48 per cent chance 
in at least one year to 2027 (Madge 2022). While climate scientists are clear that 
only the long-term average matters for exceedance, temporarily hitting 1.5°C  
might underline to some that the goal will soon be lost or be misconstrued as  
the moment it is lost.

3. Depleted carbon budget
Nine more years of global emissions at 2022 levels could deplete the allowed budget 
for 1.5°C. While there are uncertainties as to the exact heating that will result (due 
to uncertainties over climate sensitivity), a depleted carbon budget could make it 
impossible to argue that sufficient emissions reductions were still plausible.

4. Overshoot and return
The prospects for ‘overshoot and return’ – where heating temporarily exceeds 1.5°C 
during the century but is brought down by 2100 through emissions reductions and 
negative emissions – might justify maintaining the 1.5°C goal, particularly when 
considering the significant increase in environmental and societal risks towards 
2°C. It must be remembered that these severe risks increase significantly up to  
and beyond 1.5°C.
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4. 
THE GENERAL CASE: 
THE DEEPENING CRISIS 
PRESENTS THREATS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR CHANGE

The risk that the growing likelihood of breaching 1.5°C can be exploited by 
discourses of delay could be seen as one example of a wider dynamic: the growing 
consequences of the climate and ecological crisis are creating challenges to the 
ability of societies to focus on and deliver transformational change. This dynamic 
might be most apparent when considering how the increasingly severe symptoms of 
the crisis could act as a drag on resources at a time when there are unprecedented 
demands on all sections of society to tackle the crisis’s root causes. 

2022 saw a string of destructive climate shocks across the world, including the 
catastrophic floods affecting Pakistan. Climate shocks are taking a severe toll, 
particularly on societies across the global South. For example, it is estimated  
that the African economy is already losing up to 15 per cent of GDP per capita 
growth annually to the worsening effects of global heating (AfDB 2022). 

In a world heading to and potentially beyond 1.5°C, it will be evermore  
important that sufficient resources are made available to support efforts to  
reduce emissions and improve adaptation, even with the growing requirement  
to respond to progressively more severe crises. But the spiralling costs could 
become increasingly severe. For example, the African Development Bank has 
warned that heating above 1.5°C would mean the continent faces “exponential 
collateral damage, posing systemic risks to its economies, infrastructure 
investments, water and food systems, public health, agriculture, and livelihoods, 
threatening to undo its modest development gains and slip into higher levels of 
extreme poverty” (ADBP 2023).  CARE has concluded that the accelerating scale of 
costs “will significantly hamper [African] countries’ possibilities not only to pursue 
sustainable development goals, but also to invest into the necessary adaptation 
and resilience as well as mitigation measures” (Harmeling 2022). 

Conversely, the consequences of the deepening crisis can also enhance agency, 
helping focus attention and action. Growing environmental concern driven, for 
example, by worsening environmental shocks and their cascading effects could 
feed into rapid political change that increases the ambition of policies,  
accelerating emissions reductions (Otto et al 2020).

As global heating heads to and potentially beyond 1.5°C, environmental shocks will 
worsen and cascading and systemic risks for societies will grow. The reaction of 
societies and how they cooperate under these worsening conditions could become 
a major determinant of whether the world is able to deliver transformational change 
and avoid the worst environmental outcomes. We define this as a ‘strategic risk’ 
to the transition that is needed to reach more sustainable, resilient and equitable 
societies. A systematic effort is needed to tackle threats and grasp opportunities 
for the transition thrown up by these conditions: to make the transition itself  
more resilient.
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Broadly, the societal reactions to worsening conditions could create destructive 
dynamics whereby societies are increasingly distracted or even become overwhelmed 
by the symptoms of the crisis, eroding efforts to tackle its route causes. This will 
deepen the crisis’s consequences, creating greater distractions and demands on 
resources: a doom loop. But this loop can be broken. The reactions to deepening 
consequences could also create constructive dynamics where agency to reduce 
emissions, regenerate nature and improve resilience is enhanced as awareness 
and action grow in response to deepening danger (as illustrated in figure 4.1). The 
interplay of these dynamics can be observed in how the effects of the Covid-19 
pandemic and the energy crisis have both helped and hindered efforts to reduce 
emissions and improve systemic resilience since 2020. 

FIGURE 4.1
How societies react to the worsening consequences of the climate and ecological crisis 
could enhance or erode collective agency to deliver transformational change 
Stylised diagram of the relationship between the effects of the climate and ecological crisis 
and the ability of societies to collectively address its root causes

Source: Authors’ analysis 
Note: Positive feedbacks are illustrated with a plus, negative feedbacks by a minus.
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NAVIGATING THE STORM
An analogy can illustrate this strategic risk to the transition.

Imagine standing on a ship and spotting a storm on the horizon. The storm 
represents the climate and ecological crisis and its risks. The challenge for 
environmentalism over the past few decades was to persuade the crew 
– representing decision-makers as well as wider society – of the storm’s 
existence. Next, the ship’s bearing had to be changed and contingencies 
made for the worsening weather closer to the storm: realising policy change 
to reduce emissions, regenerate nature and adapt societies to inevitable 
impacts. However, the course was not sufficiently changed, and the ship  
and its crew are now in the storm and heading deeper into it.

The first challenge remains: to get away from the storm. But this imperative 
is joined by another challenge: the need to manage the impacts of the storm 
on the ship and its crew, analogous to the worsening shocks and complex, 
systemic risks that the climate and ecological crisis is increasingly bringing. 
Crucially, this could undermine capability to steer away from the storm: that 
is, the ability to achieve transformational change in societies across the 
world that realise rapid emissions reductions and regeneration of nature. 
Societies could become increasingly bound up or even overwhelmed by  
the symptoms of the crisis, undermining action on the root causes.

The risks to achieving transformational change resulting from the  
growing likelihood of breaching 1.5°C could be seen as a special case of this 
general situation. A worst-case scenario is that these dynamics push global 
emissions reductions and nature regeneration below a critical threshold 
needed to avoid cascading environmental change.
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5. 
RESPONDING TO  
STRATEGIC RISK

Strategic risk is growing. Transformational change is not being realised at a 
sufficient scale and pace. If this continues, environmental hazards and the 
destabilising consequences for societies will further grow, as will the danger of 
triggering tipping points in environmental systems. Therefore, societies will be 
increasingly called upon to ensure the symptoms of the climate and ecological 
crisis do not derail action to tackle its root causes. Conversely, societies must  
not let the opportunities for change that arise out of instability and the necessity  
for action go to waste. 

The ability of societies to do so can be enhanced by building capacities to better 
anticipate and respond to strategic risk, and to amplify constructive responses 
and dampen destructive ones. We explore three broad areas across which an 
agenda for doing so could be developed, and that can be relevant for a range of 
actors playing a role in urging and delivering transformational change, including 
policymakers, civil society and business.

5.1 POLITICS
1. Responding to the risks posed by arguments over 1.5°C
Those who propagate or have influence over narratives of the climate and 
ecological crisis need to understand how these narratives can enhance or erode 
prospects for transformational change as the consequences of the crisis grow. 
The stories told in response to the greater chance of reaching and breaching 1.5°C 
is a pressing example. More honesty is needed in recognising that mainstream 
narratives have not yet driven sufficient change and that alternatives will have  
to navigate the risks of fuelling discourses of delay. 

2. Politics of emergency
The recognition that only transformational change gives the world a chance of 
meeting the Paris goals shows that the world is now in an emergency (The Club of 
Rome 2019). Societies assume a different footing in response to emergencies, as we 
saw in early 2020 when countries undertook extraordinary action in response to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Into the future, societies could be forced onto an emergency 
footing by the impacts of reaching and breaching heating of 1.5°C. Or they can 
choose to go onto a footing to deliver pre-emptive transformational change. In 
both scenarios, a form of emergency politics is inevitable, but the latter provides 
more constructive opportunities. 

3. Fairness affects trust
Trust is an important factor in how societies respond to crises, affecting 
cooperation with authorities and among citizens. As the consequences of the 
climate and ecological crisis grow, it will be important to protect and deepen  
trust, particularly as high levels of trust will be needed to deliver transformational 
change. Perceptions of fairness are important determinants of trust, and so the 
imperative for enhancing equity will only increase as the world heads to and 
potentially beyond 1.5°C. 
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5.2 POLICY
1. Transformational policymaking
It is now imperative to place policies that realise a system-wide transformation 
at the heart of advocacy on the climate and ecological crisis. This will require 
engagement by climate and environmental policymakers with enabling policy 
areas, such as public finances, where a continued focus on austerity constrains 
vast green public investments. In turn, a deeper shift in the prevailing mindset 
of policymaking is needed to unlock policies that can realise deep and rapid 
transformations of societies, particularly in using policy to trigger positive tipping 
points – such as has occurred with the rapid deployment of green technologies in 
the power and road transport sectors in some countries (Sharpe and Lenton 2021). 
Transformational policymaking also demands an open mind about alternatives to 
entrenched political-economic assumptions – such as a fixation on compounding 
material growth as the lodestar of societal progress (OECD 2020).

2. Synergistic adaptation
Countries are not resilient to the current consequences of the climate and ecological 
crisis and a growing adaptation gap will only deepen crisis conditions, which in turn 
will increase the costs of adaptation (UNEP 2022b). In turn, this creates a greater 
potential for strategic risk to derail focus and action on the root causes of the crisis. 
This is another argument for closing the adaptation gap: greater resilience can ensure 
societies are better able to maintain support for and ability to deliver mitigation 
action, and exploit opportunities to drive faster change. But concepts of adaptation 
need to expand. Because they impact across societies, cascading and systemic risks 
mean that greater resilience is needed in areas and across systems that are not 
traditionally associated with the climate and ecological crisis – such as healthcare, 
social cohesion and political cooperation (Laybourn-Langton et al 2020). In turn, 
more resilient systems can also have lower emissions and help regenerate nature.

3. Pre-empt policy traps
The policy responses to conditions emerging to and beyond 1.5°C could themselves 
create strategic risks. Such ‘policy traps’ include a continued lack of governance 
increasing the chance of dangerous and counterproductive efforts to modify solar 
radiation (SRM) use, leading to unintended warming and destructive impacts on 
ecosystems (Felgenhauer et al 2022). More effort is needed to anticipate and act  
on these issues beforehand.

5.3 ANALYSIS
1. Complex risk assessments and early warning systems
Improvements are needed in analytical capabilities for identifying and assessing 
environmental tipping point risks and their associated cascading and systemic 
risks across societies (Kemp et al 2022, Homer-Dixon et al 2022). These capabilities 
should include ‘decision grade information’ that is most relevant to policymakers, 
including data on probabilities, timelines, early warning monitoring and a higher 
resolution on potential impacts. In turn, these capabilities should be used to begin 
mapping strategic risk itself, identifying potential threats and opportunities to the 
transition from the consequences of the deepening environmental crisis. 

2. Communicators of complexity
Judging prospects for transformative change as the climate and ecological crisis 
deepens is complex and requires insights from and between a range of disciplines. 
Often, communicators from particularly high-profile sectors or academic disciplines 
are called upon to provide general insights on the crisis and the prospects for 
transformational action, even though these communicators might not have a sufficient 
breadth of knowledge about the complexities of these subjects. This might bias 
narratives against the prospects for transformation, or downplay the complex risks of 
approaching 1.5°C. A new class of communicators is needed who can help audiences 
navigate the deepening complexities of responding to and navigating strategic risk. 
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6. 
CONCLUSION: 
WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT 
STRATEGIC RISK

The world is in a bind. On the one hand, the status quo has been unable so far to 
realise the rapid and systemic transformation that the UN says is needed to limit 
heating to 1.5°C. On the other, pointing to the growing chance that 1.5°C could 
soon be breached can bolster discourses of delay and undermine prospects for 
transformational change. This is a brutal consequence of the failures of historical 
action to address the climate and ecological crisis. Narratives are needed that are 
able to convey the accelerating danger and spur rapid, transformative change – 
and are more robust to exploitation by fossil interests and other delayers.

As we have argued, this problem is one example of a wider ‘strategic risk’ to the 
ability of societies to achieve sufficient change to avoid catastrophic climate 
and ecological change. Capabilities to spot and manage strategic risk will have 
to be developed so that the prospects for transformational change are not just 
protected but deepened as these consequences grow. As we see with the intensity 
of arguments over 1.5°C, facing up to strategic risk is difficult. To make assumptions 
about the future course of the climate and ecological crisis can be construed as 
defeatist or introducing moral hazard. Yet scenario and contingency planning is 
essential to the success of any strategy. 

A challenging conversation is sorely needed on the issues. The growing recognition 
that the world’s many crises are interrelated and deepening – amounting to a state 
of ‘polycrisis’ (Tooze 2022) – provides an opportunity to do so. This conversation 
cannot be held purely in private. The ability of societies to deliver transformational 
change as the climate and ecological crisis deepens, and its effects spill across the 
world, will be a function of cooperation. Effort is needed to help populations face up 
to and prepare for the magnitude of the challenges to come. One particular need is 
to help younger generations, who will bear the greater brunt of strategic risk over 
careers that extend to and beyond 2050, when global goals should be met. This is the 
focus of the Cohort 2040 project, which will be releasing more discussion papers to 
explore how to respond to strategic risk (Laybourn-Langton 2022). These generations 
will soon be called upon to navigate in the throes of a deepening storm. 
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