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Hot or Cool Institute

Putting people and science at the 
centre of the sustainability 
transition

Pushing the Overton window 
towards a more honest reflection 
of science in policy and practice 
sustainability

Reframing issues as solutions and 
supporting governments and 
international organisations



The magnitude of the challenge!

the environmental 
is the social 



Shows emissions within the 
territory of each country - 
does not include emissions 
from what is imported



Current lifestyle carbon footprints (LCFs)



Required reductions by 2035 in lifestyle carbon footprints

• To meet the 1.5°C target by 2035, LCFs needs to 
drop by

• 82–94% in high income countries
• 64–81% in upper-middle, and 
• 29–68% in lower-middle income countries

Current average: 7.1 
tCO₂e/capita.

(~7× the 1.5 °C-aligned 
target)



the richest 10% responsible for about 
50% of total lifestyles consumption 
emmissions; bottom 50% responsible for 
only 10%

- UNEP Emmissions Gap Report 2020



Why do people 
consume or live 
the way they do?

• People do not intentionally 
harm the environment; 

• environmental impact is an 
unintended consequence of 
pursuing well-being!

• to meet essential needs
• to meet social 

expectations
• to satisfy personal desires
• because they are 

railroaded and urged to



The ring of lifestyles
The context of consumption and 
lifestyles

Akenji & Chen (2016) A framework for shaping sustainable lifestyles: 
determinants and strategies. UNEP



Some fallacies in the sustainability transition!

- Lock-in effects
- Distancing 
- Rebound effects
- Downcycling
- Behaviour gaps



1. Lock-in effect:        new <> better 



Three scenarios for limiting the metal demand for 
electric transport in the Netherlands.

Sybren Bosch, Pieter van Exter, Dr. Benjamin Sprecher, Hendrik de Vries, Noortje Bonenkamp. 
Metal Demand for Electric Vehicles: Recommendations for fair, resilient, and circular transport 
systems - Netherlands perspective. https://www.metabolic.nl/publication/metal-demand-for-
electronic-vehicles/ 
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2. Distancing:        out of sight <> out of planet 



Global cotton production for UK demand (tonnes)

Country of 
production 
of cotton

Land 
required for 
UK demand

IUCN Red List 
Species, 
Listed under 
threat

Key 
Biodiversity 
Areas

Areas of 
Zero 
Extinction 
present

International 
Bird Area, 
Classification 
A1

India 266,247 121 479 18 0
China 175,010 91 526 22 10
Pakistan 114,671 17 55 0 0
Tanzania 29,269 120 112 9 15
USA 28,496 56 244 15 2
Uzbekistan 13,060 11 51 0 33

www.chartsbin.com

where is the production for UK demand happening? 

Race to the bottom
Industrialized countries have 
shipped most production to 
developing countries – where 
energy- and carbon-intensity 
of production is higher, 
labour is cheap, and rule of 
law is weaker



3. Downcycling: recycling <> circular
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T. Graedel et al. 2011. Recycling Rates of Metals, UNEP IRP

End-of-life recycling rates for sixty-two metals
We are far from 
recycling enough!



Jones, N. 2018. How to stop data centres from gobbling up the world’s electricity. Nature

CO2 footprint = 
Pop. X Tech affluence X energy intensity X carbon intensity

Source:  Bol D. et al., 2021. Moore’s Law and ICT Innovation in the Anthropocene 

Time

4. Rebound effects:        efficient <> sustainable



We are getting more 
efficient in energy and 
resource use, but…

…efficiency is outpaced 
by home sizes - floor 
area has grown 
worldwide by 23% since 
2010, and by 3% since 
2017…

…so, overall, emissions 
from housing are going 
up

Rebound effects II:        e.g. housing 



5. Behaviour gaps:    awareness <> action

UNEP. 2017. Consuming Differently, Consuming Sustainably: Behavioural Insights for Policymaking



20

Can green consumerism buy our way out of 
this…?



Awareness

Source: Akenji & Chen (2016) A framework for shaping sustainable lifestyles: determinants and strategies. UNEP

Key Determinants:
The Attitude-Facilitators-Infrastructure (AFI) 

Framework

Enabler 

concretise



Enabling shared prosperity in the sustainability 
transition

- Re-zoning
- Public luxury 
- Universal provisioning
- Wellbeing
- Social floor



1. Rethink urban zoning 

• From strict-use purpose to Live-play-
work zones and multipurpose 
buildings

• Strengthened neighborhood scale 
(tools libraries, district heating…)

• Revise codes for new buildings and 
renovation with mandatory 
requirements reflecting sufficiency & 
efficiency parameters – see passive 
housing

• Widen the commons – more shared 
and community spaces 



Scale

• From private 
car-free 
neighbourhoo
ds & zones to 
cities

Public 
luxury

• Convert 
private car 
infrastructure 
to green, 
public and 
thriving 
spaces

Better 
alternativ

es

• Review public 
transport 
routes and 
infra, Micro-
mobility 
options, etc

Slow 
down

• Speed limits, 
designate 
more low-
speed zones 
(cultural hubs, 
schools, etc)

Set 
expectati

ons 

• set public 
expectations 
& timelines…

Car culture and housing are 
biggest visual markers of 
social disparity

They fragment cities, take 
up disproportionate 
resources, space and 
finances

Create infrastructure lock-
ins

2. Create public luxury

Most cities will have car-free city centres by 2035 and be completely private car-free by 2050. 



3. Universal Provisioning

Lessons from 
Universal 

Healthcare 
provisioning

Dwell.com

Housing: 
no speculative 

financial 
investment!

Transportation:
Public, non-profit 

provisioning

Food: 
non-profit 

provisioning for 
basic meals 



4. Put wellbeing at the 
centre 

• New progress indicators that 
intersect climate change and 
social issues 

• Urban Wellbeing Index
• A social tension Index

• Conduct future-proof audits for 
municipal budgets and public 
infrastructure investments (for 
sustainable and social 
responsible) 



5. Choice editing 

Edit in: 

Alternative and more 
sustainable ways to satisfy 
needs

Edit out:
Harmful and carbon 
intensive consumption 
options from the market

Sustainable society
• Equitable access 
• Within planetary 

boundaries 
• Wellbeing

• privatised benefits and distributed 
burden sharing: private jets, mega 
yachts, 

• incentives for increased consumerism: 
frequent flier rewards, luxury hotel 
loyalty programs, advertising  

• E.g. speculative financial 
“investments” from basic needs - e.g. 
housing, food

• “top-runner” 
approach for 
business/social 
innovation

• Public transportation
• Non-animal based 

diets!

• Extremes of poverty and 
wealth (e.g. over 40% of 
national wealth cannot be held 
by top 10% of population)

• E.g. Convert private car infra to 
public/green spaces



Build a social floor

In a climate emergency…
… coupled with vast 
inequalities…
…how do we allocate the 
limited fast-shrinking carbon 
budget …
…in a manner that is fair…
… within a limited timeframe 



Subscribe to our newsletter here

www.hotorcool.org 

director@hotorcool.org

@LewisAkenji 

/LewisAkenji 

Thank you!

Lewis Akenji

http://www.hotorcool.org/
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