Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences (2022) 12:291-297
https://doi.org/10.1007/5s13412-021-00738-6

ARTICLES WITH ATTITUDE q

Check for
updates

A collective alternative to the Inward Turn in environmental
sustainability research

Chad S.Boda' - David O’Byrne’ - David Harnesk’ - Turaj Faran' - Ellinor Isgren'

Accepted: 22 November 2021 / Published online: 26 November 2021
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract

It has become quite common in environmental sustainability research to promote the influencing of so-called inner dimen-
sions of individuals as means to address pressing environmental problems such as climate change, what we refer to as the
Inward Turn. We argue that the conceptual foundations of the Inward Turn, an extreme form of methodological individualism,
limit it significantly as a strategy for addressing climate change and other socially relevant environmental problems. After
briefly reviewing major shortcomings with the way the Inward Turn conceptualizes the relationship between individuals
and social change, including its neglect of causal structures and propensity to abstract its analysis away from problems that
are specific to place and time, we sketch the basic tenets of an alternative methodological approach capable of overcom-
ing these limitations. Our approach, however, does not go to the other extreme and neglect the role of individuals; rather,
our recognition of the structural drivers of particular environmental problems points to the necessity of specific collective
actions by individuals, for example, in the practice of social movements. This recognition demands a rethinking of the role
of individual factors, like emotion and empathy, in addressing environmental sustainability problems, namely as they relate
to collective action/social movement emergence, development, and outcomes.
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Introduction: the Inward Turn
in environmental sustainability research

Few would deny that societies around the globe face wors-
ening crises including climate change, biodiversity loss,
and deepening material inequalities. In recent years, it has
become increasingly recognized in civil society and much of
academia that structural change at different levels is needed
to fully address these persistent problems. This recognition,
and the inaction of governments and the private sector, has
provided the impetus for an increase in organizing in civil
society, as normal people band together to try and force
particular kinds of structural change on the economy and
politics.

We argue below that ours is a time when sustainability
researchers should be trying to understand how to con-
tribute to collective movements as agents of social change
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for environmental sustainability. But some sustainability
researchers (e.g., Ives et al 2020; Woiwode et al. 2021) are
suggesting a turn in the opposite direction. That is, running
parallel to these real world developments is the increasing
promotion of influencing individuals’ behavioral motivations
as means to address these same crises, captured under a vari-
ety of terms, e.g., “inner transformation,” “environmentally
friendly values,” etc. The justification for this “Inward Turn”
is often that more traditional approaches (e.g., environmental
policy) are perceived to be insufficient, and instead wide-
spread individual mindset change is required to effectively
address societal problems.

In this article, we argue that this Inward Turn is based
on a problematic conceptualization of the relationship
between individual agents and the structural drivers that
cause socially relevant environmental problems, and high-
light some of the major tensions coming from this limiting
understanding. Following our characterization and critique
of the Inward Turn, as well as similarly problematic one-
sided structuralist approaches, we outline a more appropriate
understanding of how individuals living under constraints
in society can contribute to structural changes, and what
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this implies about sustainability research methodology. Our
approach, however, does not go to the other extreme and
neglect the role of individuals; rather, our recognition of
the structural drivers of particular environmental problems
points to the necessity of specific collective actions by indi-
viduals, for example, in the practices of social movements.
In turn, this requires a rethinking of the role of “inner dimen-
sions” in processes of social change. Our general argument
echoes recent calls for researchers to adopt a theory of social
change in action-oriented environmental science that incor-
porates collective action as an agent of change (Smith et al.
2020; O’Byrne et al. 2018), and from this points towards the
need for a better understanding of how science can contrib-
ute to this collective action for sustainability (Harnesk and
Isgren 2021; O'Byrne 2020a; Isgren et al. 2019).

Methodological individualism and its limits

A coherent justification for focusing primarily on individual
mindsets as means to achieve social change relies on two
assumptions. The first is that socially relevant environmen-
tal problems like climate change are created through the
aggregation of billions of individual choices (e.g., Wynes
and Nicholas 2017; Woiwode et al. 2021). That is, one
assumes a direct line of causality from the decisions people
make in their everyday lives to global change phenomena
like climate change. The second is that these decisions are
freely made, based in individual preferences (e.g., Dhadra
2019). That is, peoples’ actions are a direct reflection of
their predilections, and not deeply shaped by forces beyond
the inner life of the individual. This position is most accu-
rately characterized as an extreme form of methodological
individualism, the central tenet of which is that explana-
tion of social phenomena can be reduced to the behavior
of individuals alone, without taking the relations between
individuals into account (Hodgson 2007). This has the effect
of focusing on the realm of individual behavior that is free
of social influence, rather than for example turning towards
more collective forms of agency (O’Byrne et al. 2018). In
practice, this research translates to a variety of interventions
that aim to instill in individuals appropriate knowledge and/
or environmentally friendly mindsets, which then motivate
more sustainable behavior. This can be anything from more
general attempts to overcome knowledge deficits in school-
ing curricula (Wynes et al. 2020), to providing guidelines
for greening individual consumption (Ivanova et al. 2020),
to promotion of mindfulness training (Dhadra 2019) and
individually tailored “formative life experiences” (Balmford
et al. 2017), and in a class of their own, the promoters of the
philosophy of “anti-natalism” (Hereth and Ferrucci 2021).
This focus on the motivations behind individual behav-
ior is of course within the standard purview of behavioral
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sciences such as psychology, orthodox economics, and
(some kinds of) political science. In these fields, it is part
and parcel of the discipline, and is in no way problematic
as such. That is to say, behavioral scientists are already
“inward”'; thus, the inward rurn does not apply here. Steg
and Vlek (2009), for example, have “identifying the desired
behavior” to be changed as the first-tier heuristic for formu-
lating interventions in the vein of environmental psychology.
The Inward Turn thus applies particularly to interdiscipli-
nary researchers interested in sustainability—those reach-
ing outside of their home disciplines (e.g., ecology) into
social sciences to try to develop solutions to environmental
problems.

In sustainability research, the turn towards behavioral sci-
ences is typically justified this way:

“Human behavior is responsible for many of our great-
est environmental challenges. The accumulated effects
of many individual and household decisions have
major negative impacts on biodiversity and ecosystem
health. Human behavioral science blends psychology
and economics to understand how people respond to
the context in which they make decisions... Behavio-
ral insights have informed new strategies to improve
personal health and financial choices. However, less
is known about whether and how these insights can
encourage choices that are better for the environment.”
(Byerly et al 2018)

However, when analyzing the causes of environmental
problems, there is no reason to take it as given that individ-
ual behavioral motivations are the most important driver of a
given environmental problem in a concrete context. Indeed,
it may be more reasonable to assume that many environmen-
tal problems have social dimensions and instead require the
use of appropriate social theory to account for the causes
of such problems (O’Byrne et al 2018). As we see it, the
Inward Turn is in many ways a turn away from social theory.
It is perhaps ironic that the historical impetus for the devel-
opment of social theory was a recognition of the limits of
Enlightenment faith in the rationality of properly educated
individuals (see Callinicos 1999, Chapter 1).

The Inward Turn’s problematic conceptualization of
social change processes leads to two serious limitations.
First, the individualized causal framing by definition
neglects the causal role of structural forces in producing
environmental degradation. This means that solutions devel-
oped from this perspective can only address changes that
are possible within existing structural conditions, rather
than aiming to change those conditions. Second is the

! However, this common position has been recently criticized even
within psychology (Schmitt et al 2020).
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Table 1 Four problematic assumptions of the relationship between individuals and social structures

How social structures are assumed to influence individual choice

Exemplary quotes

e Some assume individuals are essentially free of any significant struc-
tural constraint

e Some assume individuals and structures are parallel dimensions that
do not interact

e Some acknowledge the influence of structures on individual choice,
but assume no possibility for normal individuals to influence social
structures, unless they are in a position of unusual power

e Some assume individual behavioral changes will aggregate to struc-
tural change

“sustainability can be achieved by engaging consumers to make
minimal behavioral shifts that facilitate more sustainable lifestyles,
increase the demand for sustainable goods and decrease irresponsi-
ble consumption.” (Dhadra 2019, p. 83)

“Structural barriers must be removed wherever possible, but this is
unlikely to be sufficient. Psychologists must work with other scien-
tists, technical experts, and policymakers to help citizens overcome
these psychological barriers.” (Gifford 2011, p. 290)"

“Most people are not in positions of power where they can directly
influence government or corporate policy, but all people consume
materials and energy in their daily lives, and as such, each person
can choose to adopt behaviors that are comparatively better for the
environment.” (Osbaldiston and Schott 2012, p. 258)

“We recommend four widely applicable high-impact (i.e., low
emissions) actions with the potential to contribute to systemic
change [...] for example, living car-free reduces the need to build
more roads and parking spaces, and supports higher-density urban
design...” (Wynes and Nicholas 2017, p. 3)

! Though Gifford is a psychologist and not a sustainability researcher per se, this article is highly cited and influential in sustainability research,

and we think typifies a prominent attitude in this literature

methodological assumption that intentional individual action
aggregates to explain macro-level environmental problems
like climate change. The resultant focus on abstract indica-
tors of environmental impact (i.e., “footprints”) excludes the
possibility of addressing a whole range of environmental
problems that are specific in place and time. That is, its pro-
pensity to focus on abstract indicators will not aim at any
particular urgent environmental problems. To the people in
coastal communities that face inundation by rising seas, for
example, the mantra to “cut your personal carbon footprint”
offers little guidance.

Structures, agency, and social change

Though we find the Inward Turn’s conceptualization of the
relationship between individuals and social change to be
problematic, those advancing this perspective are consist-
ent in so far as they focus on free individual choice (even if
we argue they grossly overestimate its capacity). This posi-
tion finds theoretical support in orthodox economics. Take
the example of advocates of greening individual consump-
tion in order to reduce one’s personal carbon footprint. For
orthodox economists, demand for commodities in the market
is solely driven by individual preferences, and preferences
expressed on the market simply emerge from people’s tastes.
It is not the role of the economist to question where these
tastes come from (Schumpeter in Hodgson 2007 p. 213).
Not all Inward Turn proponents so flagrantly disregard the
influence of social structures on individual choice, but when
attempts are made to bring in the question of structure and

its relations with individual behavior, it is often done in an
undertheorized fashion (see Table 1).

We argue that free individual choice is an inadequate
account of how climate change, and indeed any social or
socially mediated phenomenon, is caused or effectively
addressed. Rather, as is foundational in sociology, any
explanation of social phenomena must also take account
of structural factors (see Mills 2000; Longo et al. 2021).
By structures we simply mean durable relations between
individuals, which range from inescapable institutions like
money and taxes, to softer cultural forces like the social
pressure to recycle. In the explanation of social phenom-
ena, structures amount to impersonal forces that drive par-
ticular environmental problems and set the conditions for
possible individual action. These forces are not reducible
to individuals alone; that is, if individuals were to some-
how be replaced, the group would behave more-or-less the
same under similar structural conditions. To explain global
environmental changes like climate change, including their
local manifestations, the wealth of research coming from this
perspective points to on-going and highly uneven macro-
structural change processes in the last few centuries largely
associated with the development and spread of capitalism,
such as industrialization, urbanization, agricultural mod-
ernization, and their reliance on fossil fuels (see Jorgenson
et al. 2019). These processes of course play out in the lives
of everyday people, but are not reducible to them. While it
is a tautology to say that nothing happens in society with-
out people doing something, from this obvious fact it does
not follow that something like climate change is caused
by “individual decisions.” It is inaccurate to imply that

@ Springer



294

Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences (2022) 12:291-297

environmental problems like climate change are caused by
the free choice of individuals. On the contrary, the potential
for free individual choices to influence e.g. GHG emissions
from industrial processes is exceedingly small.

A structural approach, that we advocate, can easily be
mistaken by the promoters of the Inward Turn as ignoring
the active role of the conscious individual, and prompt the
allegation of determinism. There may have been such deter-
ministic use of the term, but that is not what we understand
by a structural approach. On the contrary, the crucial point
in focusing on identifying the causal role of social structures
for social phenomena is to provide the objective knowledge
that is indispensable for the actions of the agents if, in the
face of deep-seated social structures, they are meant to be
effective. It is also necessary to point out here that we are not
claiming that all the actions of individuals are completely
determined by social factors (see Anderson 1980, Chapter 2,
esp. pp- 19-22). There are of course areas where people are
not structurally limited in their behavior and so improved
knowledge, ethical appeals to values, or other behavioral
approaches such as nudging, can be effective (for example,
the knowledge of how to properly sort recycling).

Structural change without an agent?

It is not only proponents of the Inward Turn who maintain a
separation between individual actors and social structures.
There are adherents of purely structural approaches in the
social sciences who support such a separation. These are
the theorists who, whether explicitly or not, subscribe to
the notion that social change is a process without an agent.
In doing so, they lend weight to the common but inaccurate
impression held by researchers not accustomed to, or taking
their first step into, social science, that this is how structural
factors are treated in social research generally. This further
encourages the continued isolation of individual action from
wider processes of social change.

One version of one-sided structuralism comes from
within the left-leaning literature on de-growth. In a call for
system-wide change, one prominent author in this tradition
considers the situation so dire that, though de-growth might
be necessary, “this does not make it politically feasible”
(Kallis 2017, p. 7). In fact the author is left in the hope-
less position of having to “bet instead on a social miracle
and hypothesize that under a system other than capitalism
it will be possible to have fundamental social changes and
achieve high levels of perceived well-being with much lower
levels of energy consumption” (p. 7). This social miracle
would involve “the monumental transformation of desires,”
but the author provides no clear suggestions as to how any
individual action, or even collective action, can contribute
to such transformation.

@ Springer

On the other side of the political spectrum are market
enthusiasts. They find their best theoretical support in the
social and economic theory of Hayek (2014). For Hayek, a
properly functioning market organized through the system of
price signals can address any social problem of significance,
at least to the extent that is possible without inhibiting the
liberty of individuals. An example of this in environmental
debates is the enthusiasm for negative emission technologies
known as geoengineering. Supporters of geoengineering
claim that it can allow us to meet emission targets without
transitioning from our reliance on fossil fuels. One study
of geoengineering even claims that it can help us to meet
carbon emissions targets at the same time as retrieving “oth-
erwise stranded fossil fuels” (Clark and Herzog 2014, p. 1).
Therefore, neither individual action nor structural change
is required as the current economic structure will solve the
problem.

Towards a collective alternative
to the Inward Turn

While the Inward Turn tends to overemphasize “inner
dimensions,” clearly a one-sided structuralism leaves no
place for them at all, as individuals play no causal role in
structural change. In contrast to the methodological indi-
vidualism and one-sided structuralism discussed above, our
account of the micro-foundation of social action relies on
the interaction of collectively acting individuals with macro-
structures. As such, our approach renders irrelevant neither
micro-level nor macro-level analysis—rather, it requires
both, but above all, it is the interaction between the micro-
and macro-level that becomes the primary analytical focus
(see e.g. O"Byrne 2020b). This opens up for the inclusion
of “inner dimensions,” in so far as they relate to individuals’
engagement in collective action in general and social move-
ment emergence, development, and outcomes in particular.
Once we accept that socially relevant environmental prob-
lems like climate change are caused by structural forces, the
task for solution-oriented research aiming to address them
must be to identify how these structural forces should/can
be changed, and, equally importantly, how normal people
can contribute to this change. While some may accept that
structures constrain individual choice, it is often forgotten
that individuals, particularly when they come together to act
collectively, in organizations or movements, can also influ-
ence social structures (Della Porta and Diani 2015). This
implies that research, rather than assuming the primacy of
individual behavioral motivations, should aim to analyze:

1. The structural drivers of a particular problem,
2. How to modify them and at what level, and
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3. What role social organizations can have in changing
them.

This includes which organizations, if they exist, can bring
about the necessary change, or how these organizations can
be built if they do not already exist. In principle, the agency
for change could be derived from any section of society,
including political parties, private enterprise, or civil society.
In practice, the demonstrated failure of politicians and the
private sector to address pressing social and environmental
problems, and the history of social movements stepping in
when such failures have occurred in the past (Tarrow 2011),
points to social movements as the most likely agency for
structural change. However, they do not act independently of
economics and politics. Social movements are a form of col-
lective social power that can force reforms on the economy
and the state (Smith et al. 2020).

Our approach is methodological, and entails the concrete
analysis of particular problems and their solutions, in par-
ticular geographical contexts, rather than a grand theory for
how social structures create or perpetuate environmental
problems. Those who have taken the Inward Turn tend to
focus their analysis on the motivations for individual behav-
ior, and in turn propose concrete solutions like tailor-made
interventions and school syllabi. But the result of this focus
on individual motivations is that the environmental problem,
and therefore the proposed solution, remains abstract, e.g.,
reducing carbon footprints. This is because of the assump-
tion that these individual behaviors aggregate to define the
problem (i.e., methodological individualism). We advocate
focusing on the concrete dynamics of particular environ-
mental problems, in which individual behaviors are just
one small piece. We argue that scientific analysis should be
aimed at, and capable of revealing, the range of causal struc-
tural mechanisms (whether political, economic, cultural,
etc.) that constrain individuals from sustainable behavior,
and how individuals in turn can (collectively) act in order
to modify these.

Exactly what structural modifications are necessary, and
how to achieve them, is a question that must be approached
contextually. Even when dealing with a global and general
problem like climate change, when looking towards the
possible collective agency for change, we have to deal with
the different political regimes and economic circumstances
which strongly determine how individuals and organiza-
tions can act, for example, the level of democratization of a
particular state (Tilly 2008). Some structural modifications
may remain aligned with market forces, but use regulation
to effectively change individual behavior, for example, put-
ting a tax on plastic bags (e.g., Convery et al 2007). Others
may by nature be more emancipatory in outcome, meaning
that they improve the possibilities for individuals to take
conscious actions for sustainability. For example, expanding

the availability of public transport in urban settings or opting
for ecologically sound farming practices by removing inhib-
iting constraints. This methodological orientation underpins
the environmental sustainability research engaged in analyz-
ing, for example, the role of collective action in overcoming
structural barriers to sustainable agricultural development
in Uganda (Isgren 2018), de-carbonization of the transport
sector in Sweden (Harnesk 2018), or sustainable coastal
management in the USA (Boda 2018; O'Byrne 2020a).

We want to again stress that collective action too involves
“inner dimensions,” as exemplified in the attention to cogni-
tive and affective dimensions of social movements (Eyer-
man and Jamison 1991). Our intention is not to ignore the
relevance of knowledge, emotion, empathy, etc., but to afford
them their proper role in the integrated study of structur-
ally determined problems and their solution through collec-
tive action. For example, we may wish to study how social
movements appeal to emotion or ethics in framing processes,
where they seek to expand their numbers and organizational
strength, as one component of understanding the movement’s
growth and evolution. Such analysis should be conducted in
conjunction with e.g. analysis of the resources available to
a particular movement and the openness or resistance of the
political regime to change (see McAdam et al. 1996). Of
course, proponents of the Inward Turn may argue that they
too intend to highlight the significance of normal people
joining such organizations. Our response would be (1) if this
is indeed the intention, then this should be made explicit,
and (2) in such case, they should avoid making the mistake
of assuming that individual values alone determine whether
someone will or will not join a movement, but that structural
conditions will make it far more likely for some actors in
society to join than others.

It is important to note that we see the manifestation of
the Inward Turn as the product of wider trends in academy
and society, which encourage the individualization of solu-
tions to sustainability challenges, rather than the misguided
choices of individual researchers. These wider trends are
often discussed under the label of neo-liberalism, a diffuse
practice of cultural, social, and economic reform which,
since the early 1980s (see Carchedi and Roberts 2013), has
intensified commercialization and the application of mar-
ket-logic within both economic and extra-economic sectors,
such as the institutions of research and education (Etzkowitz
2001) and environmental conservation (Igoe and Brocking-
ton 2007). Such reforms tend to place a strong emphasis on
individual autonomy and responsibility while downplaying
or rejecting many forms of social coordination, collabora-
tion, and collective action (Wrenn and Waller 2017). Within
the academy, the solution to this tendency towards individ-
ualization of causes and solutions lies, at least in part, in
better cross-disciplinary interaction and interdisciplinary
research, including engagement with social theory. Perhaps
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more importantly, it points to the need for better platforms
for science-civil society interaction, particularly in relation
to social movements for sustainability. This will require an
explicit struggle within education and research institutions
against the current trajectory of an increasingly neo-liberal-
ized academia (Giroux 2009, 2003).

Conclusion

We have argued that sustainability researchers seeking to
do interdisciplinary work aimed at solving environmental
problems should be wary of turning inward, by which we
mean seeking to solve structurally determined problems with
an appeal to changes in individual behavioral motivations.
Rather, we advocate an approach that identifies the structural
drivers of problems, how these structures might be modi-
fied, and how social organizations (and the individuals of
which these are composed), in particular social movements
emanating from civil society, can have a role in modifying
those structures.
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